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Previously in Paws of Destiny: Freshman Year:

So our adorable kitten superheroes were just chilling one night on campus when there was this purple ray that gave them some fun superpowers.  Our beautiful black panther kitten, Poe, received some great powers like fire creation, teleporting, and power farts, (my personal favorite).  While her sister, a giant fluffball of a kitten, Tolkien, was able to fly, stretch, and shoot ice beams from her eyes.

Hey, Styx, what are you doing on the tall human’s laptop?

Oh, hey, Artemis.  I’m just writing the next great chapter of our book.

We can’t read.  Or type.  How are these words appearing on the screen?  How is it translating my meows?

I don’t know.  I was just laying on it, purring up a storm from the heat of it, and it just started typing on its own.  I think it said something about speech to text, whatever that is.

You’re going to get in trouble, Styx.

No, I’m not.  I’m his favorite black cat.  Anyways, there were all these different villains like robotic mice, zombie chickens (which just sound horrible tasting), a turtle, and a snake with arms.

I ate a spider once.  Was there a spider villain?  I can’t remember.

No, no spider villains.  Female human who edits the book hates spiders and would refuse to read this if there were.  So the kittens had their paws full with all these bad animals and Poe was the hero in every story while Tolkien just sat on her fluffy wide butt and complained.

I don’t think that actually happened, Styx.  

How do you know, Artemis?  You can’t read either.

I listen while I cuddle when the female human reads out loud.  We worked together in the book as a team.  Wait, are we breaking the fourth wall since we know what happened? 

Well, I don’t think so, Artemis, since we are the inspiration for the characters and not the actual kittens.

Your farts do stink though.

And you're a giant furball, what’s your point?

The point is that while this is a fantasy series there is some root in reality.

The tall human that is writing this story doesn’t seem to have a grip on reality and maybe watched too much Monty Python in his youth.  He went from writing about zombie dragons to superpowered kittens.  Not really a sign of being normal if you ask me.

Oh, carp, there he is.  Quick! Initiate zoomies!

Pfft.  Black cat energy!

Girls, what are you oh no Styx, really? I have work to do. What is in your cat food?  Oh, man.  
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Issue #1 Back to School
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It was August—a month so sunburned it melted sidewalks. Summer was hanging on like a stubborn folding chair refusing to return to its bag, and the air itself seemed to groan.  The only relief was the half-hearted breeze that felt more like a lazy exhale.  Clara sighed as her music app started to repeat the same songs again for the third time in the last twenty minutes.  

“Random?  Really?  I wish I paid for the premium subscription so I can just skip songs easier.”

Her car was stuffed full of carefully labeled boxes, bags, and food as she continued her drive on the highway to Sunfield State University.  She was beginning her second year toward her elementary education degree.  The AC blew her light brown hair toward the backseat.  In the back seat were two cat carriers, one with a black kitten in it, the other with a fluffy gray and white kitten.  Both kittens meowed their discomfort of being in the carriers.

Poe, the black kitten, could not get comfortable in her carrier and kept turning around, meowing and complaining.  “Free me!  I do not belong in this cage, human!”

“Poe, try to relax.  We’ve been in these several times and have been just fine,” Tolkien said, using her kitty telepathy to communicate with each other.

“Relax?  Relax?  How am I supposed to relax?  Every time we get put in these things we end up somewhere bad.”

“Not always.  We are going to school again, remember?  This is just to keep us out of trouble and safe.”

“That is where she says we are going.  I know Clara loves us but she lies sometimes.”

“No, she doesn’t,” Tolkien protested.

“Poe, please relax, baby girl,” Clara tried to reassure.  “I know the carriers aren’t the greatest but I have to have you in them when we drive in the car.  It’s the law.”

Tolkien gave her an I-told-you-so look.  “It’s the law, Poe.”

“Laws are meant to be broken,” Poe said as she turned in a circle.  She started to sing, “Breaking the law, breaking the law,” as she headbanged.

“Please relax.  I’m sure we will be at the campus in no time.”

“Yeah, the campus.  That is what she said,” Poe said sarcastically.

“See these boxes?  It’s her moving boxes.”

Poe squinted her eyes.  “Maybe.  Or maybe it’s a diabolical plan to catch us off guard.”

“Why would she do that?”

“Is your memory broken, Tolkien?”

She tilted her head in confusion.  “What do you mean?”

“Remember the last time we were in here on a ‘trip to the campus’?  We went to the vet instead.”

Tolkien’s blue eyes grew wide as a flashback came into memory.  

They were put in their carriers, Clara saying they were going on a little trip before school started.  They went to a small building with a cartoon dog and cat on the outside with big goofy smiles.  Tolkien had a feeling that they had been there before but could not remember, she was a little kitten and her memory was not great.  The three of them waited in a room with big scary dogs on leashes staring at them like they were snacks.  They growled at the kittens as a human in a blue uniform came in and said “Poe and Tolkien?  It’s your turn.”

Clara picked them up and carried them down a small hallway with four doors.  The human wrote their names on a whiteboard outside the room and closed the door behind them.  

“Hi, Clara.  How are the kittens doing today?”  the human asked.

“Oh, cute and ornery as usual, Dr. Hale.  I just need to update their shots and have them checked out before I start college with them.  I also need a copy of their shot records for Sunfield State University.”

“Not a problem, and you can just call me Evelyn,” she said as she picked up Tolkien.  “Hello, Sweety, how are you today?”

“Why is this metal platform so cold?  Why are you cathandling me?  Release me, human.  You’re not my human.”

“Someone is cranky,” Dr. Hale said as she softly stroked the fur on Tolkien’s back, gently squeezing in areas.  “Seems good.” 

Tolkien began to purr.  “Much better.  You must be nice to the kitten.”

Poe watched as the veterinarian reached over to the counter and grabbed a jelly jar and a thermometer.  “Tolkien, be careful.  She’s got something in her hands.”

“It’s my soft, soft fur,” Tolkien purred as she enjoyed the massage.  An assistant came into the room.  

“Oh, Gail, perfect timing, I was going to need another hand.”

Gail placed a hand on Tolkien’s back and gently lifted up her tail. 

“What are you doing with my tail?” Tolkien asked.  “There’s no need-.”  She paused as Dr. Hale inserted the thermometer into her rear end.  The assistant held her in place.  Poe’s eyes grew wide with surprise.  She removed the thermometer, checked it, and placed it into the sink.  “Perfect temp, little kitten.”

Tolkien stood there and released a silent scream of panic.

In the car Tolkien continued her scream.  “There was no warning!  How could they do that to me?  I was innocent!"

“We are almost there, girls.  Quit your complaining.  We’ve done this before,” Clara said.

“Not the vet!  I can’t go through that again!”

“She’s talking about the school,” Poe reassured.  “I recognized the smells of our territory here.”

Tolkien stopped crying and sniffed the air.  “Oh, you’re right.  I recognize those scents.”  

Clara pulled into the closet parking spot she could to her dorm building.  The parking lot was large and surrounded by the various student living buildings: Golden Prairie Hall, Cedar Ridge Hall, Maplewood Hall, and Sunflower Hall.  They were several stories tall with entrances on each side.  Clara managed to get her old room in Sunflower Hall from last year and was excited to move in.  She got out of her car, pocketed her cell phone, and looked around.  

Students and parents were getting out and trying to make their way into the living buildings.  She opened the back passenger door and the kittens meowed with excitement.

“Okay, girls.  Remember this place?  It’s our home away from home.”

“Poe farted so I’m just glad for fresh air,” Tolkien said.

“I can’t help it.  I was excited and it slipped out.”

“Slipped out my fluffy white and gray tail.”

Clara reached in to grab the carriers and gagged.  “Really, Poe?  You just couldn’t wait another minute.  I’m never going to get that stink out of my car without setting it on fire.”

Poe meowed.  “I’m sorry.  Be happy it wasn’t a power fart.  You’d need a new trunk.”

“Yes, yes, meow, meow,” Clara replied.  “I know you’re sorry but really, try to hold it in sometimes.”  She shut the door and picked up the kittens.

“I hate it when humans meow,” Tolkien complained.  “I mean, she just called my mother a rhino.  That’s just not nice.”

Poe bobbed her head from side to side as she started to sing.  “Country roads!  Take me home!  To the place, I belong!”

“Poe, you are such a goofball, kitten,” Clara said as she walked toward Sunflower Hall.

Tolkien wrapped her long puffy tail around her ears.  “I hate you so much sometimes.”

Poe looked at her and smiled.  “Now, for the metal version,” she smiled as she took a deep breath and meowed loudly.

Tolkien buried her head in her fur.  “I’m so embarrassed.”

* * * 
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Clara swiped her key card and stepped into her dorm room.  It had a small bathroom to her right when she walked in.  In the far corner was a twin size mattress and frame.  Underneath the window was a desk and two small bookshelves.  Clara set the kittens down and opened their carriers.  They leaped out and began to check out the room.

“Okay, girls.  Be good and I’ll be right back,” she said as she exited the room.

Tolkien took a deep breath.  “Hmmm, it smells the same as when we were last here.”

Poe appeared from underneath the bed, covered in gray fur.  “Hey, look, you never left.  Your fur is everywhere, Tolkien.”

Tolkien jumped onto the desk and sat by the window.  “The price of beauty,” she said as she wrapped her tail around her legs and looked out the window.  Students bustled back and forth between the parking lot and student living buildings.  She remembered their first night at Sunfield State University.  There had been an explosion at the Oakley Science Building and they were bombarded with purple energy, giving them superpowers.  She shivered as the memory ran through her body.

Poe ran across the room.  “Black cat energy!” she yelled as she ran into the bathroom.

Tolkien continued to look out the window.  She and Poe had become superheroes and vowed to watch over the campus.  They had battled several animals last school year and gained new powers as they battled.  She looked around and noticed a German shepherd staring back at her from the sidewalk.  He was large with long black fur around his face, ears, and neck.  The rest of his body was tan with a white V of fur going down his chest.  Bright brown eyes stared back at her.

“Hey!” Poe yelled from the bathroom.  

Tolkien turned around.  “What?”

“There’s no litter box in here.  What am I supposed to do?”

“Wait until Clara gets back.  It won’t take long.”

Poe came out, her paws dancing.  “I don’t know if I can wait that long.  I’ll just use a shadow and teleport outside to the bushes like normal.”

Tolkien started to say, “Poe, wait.  There’s a big dog outside,” as she turned back to the window and he was gone.  Tolkien looked left and right but could not see where he went.  “Really, Poe, please wait.  I’ve got a bad feeling.”

Poe pouted.  “Okay but I call dibs on first use.”

* * *
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Clara returned, the door bouncing open as she pushed in a large move-in carrier on wheels.  Her boxes and bags were packed into it, threatening to fall out.

“Why didn’t I know about these things last year?  It would’ve made things so much easier,” she remarked as she shut the door closed with her foot.  The kittens sat on the bed.  “What are you two up to?”

“Just waiting, Clara,” Tolkien answered.

“Needing to pee because someone said I couldn’t go outside,” Poe complained as she jumped down and rubbed against Clara’s legs.  “Subtle hint, subtle hint.”

“Give me a minute, Poe, unless you plan on helping,” Clara said as she grabbed a box and set it on the floor.  Poe jumped onto the bed.

“Good time to be small and have no thumbs,” Poe remarked.  “Too bad we can’t use our powers to help her.”

“I know but she can’t know about our powers.  What if the other animals figure out who she is and decide to attack or kidnap her?”

“Like that electric squirrel did in the computer lab?  That rodent was nuts.  N-U-T-S nuts,” Poe said as she cleaned her tail

“Flickertail wasn’t really evil.  Just hungry.”

Poe gave her a look.

“And she was a little crazy.”

Clara came out of the bathroom, setting down a box of cat litter.  “Okay, girls.  Enjoy the fresh box.”

“Sweet,” Poe said as she raced to the bathroom.

“I am not ready for stinky kitty farts today,” Clara moaned as she opened the door and pulled the move-in carrier out.  “Be right back, girls.  Be good,” she said as the door shut.

Poe came out of the bathroom, marching like she was royalty.  “So much better.  Seriously, that litter is pretty good.  It has a new smell to it.  Clara treats us so well.”

Tolkien jumped back onto the desk and looked out the window.  She scanned for the German shepherd from earlier.  There was no sign of him.

“You good, Tolkien?” Poe asked as she drank water from their bowl.  

“Yeah, no, I don’t know.  Just have this weird feeling, I guess.  There was something strange about that German shepherd but I don’t know what it is.”

Poe jumped onto the desk and laid down on a box.  “My box.  I mean, it is a big dog, right?  German shepherds are big?”  Tolkien nodded.  “It’s probably a kitty instinct.  We are little, dogs are big.  It’s natural to be scared of it.”

Tolkien thought about it.  “I guess you’re right.  It’s probably one of those pets that have started the therapy pet classes ahead of us.  We just haven’t met him yet.”

“See?  Not so scary now, is he?” Poe said as she rested her head on the box and closed her eyes.  “Now, for a power nap after a power poo.”

Tolkien sighed as the smell started to creep into her nose.  She leaned against the window, trying to suck in fresh air while scanning for the dog.

* * *
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Later that evening, two college students were walking near Hollow Deck Pond and the Natural Sciences Building. Both spots were sites of strange occurrences last school year, attracting students who wanted to solve the mystery while also chasing higher status on the popular social media app, Statusphere.  They stopped between the pond and building and got their phones out.  

The first student, a male with a brown mullet, put his cell phone into the air.  “Brou, this is the perfect spot to film our Statusphere video series.”

The other male student, with blond hair that looked like a leftover wig from a 80’s hair band, replied, “Duud, Strange Events at Sunfield State will be the most epic Statuseries yet.  Even better than Paranormal College Seekers.”

“Yeah, that show is so staged.  Ah, look, the door moved after someone pulled a string.  Must be a ghost passing wind, trying to communicate with us.  Pshhh, whatever, fakers.”

Brou looked around with his cellphone light.  “Hey, isn’t this where we got attacked by those fishes?”

Duud turned red with anger.  “We. Do. Not. Speak. Of. The. Nonconsensual. Noodling.”

Brou looked at him.  “Sorry, Duud, thought you got over it.”

“I can’t even look at a fish sandwich without my heart racing.”

“My bad, man, my bad.”

“It’s all good.”  He paused and looked around.  “Where should we start this?  The pond or the agricultural building?”

“Probably the pond.  The building is probably closed.  Ever since that thing with the diseased chickens that place has been on lockdown after dark.  Not even a class.”

Duud brought his Statusphere up and tapped on the screen.  “Okay, so let’s do a run through video and then record.”

Brou stepped onto the sidewalk that was raised from the ground.  “Should I stand here?”

Duud thought about it.  “Yeah, we can mention the Natural Sciences Building and then pan over to the pond and talk about those weird fishes.”

Brou fixed his half grown beard and turned on his light.  “Ready when you are, Duud.”

Duud adjusted his cellphone and started to count down on his hand silently.  5. 4. 3. 2. 1 and then pointed to him.

“Hello, fellow Statusphere users.  I’m Brou.”

Duud turned the phone to himself.  “And I’m Duud.”

“Dude, you can’t just do that.”

“I’m part of the series too.  How will people know?”

“I’ll mention you.  I should’ve done this with Mann.  He wouldn’t try to hog the spotlight.”

Duud gave him a look.  He raised his phone and counted down again.  

“Hello, fellow Statusphere users.  I’m Brou.  And behind the camera is my main man, Duud.  This is the first episode of our Statuseries, Strange Events at Sunfield State.  Last school year, there were strange and unexplained events that happened at our school.  Our series will look at each event and try to explain it.”

A low, long growl came from the darkness.  Duud turned his camera to shine a light in the direction.  Brou got his phone out and turned on the light.  A German shepherd with a menacing face sat and stared at them.

“Duud, is that someone’s pet?”

“I don’t know.  I can’t see a collar but he’s got long fur around his neck so maybe it’s under the fur?”  Brou tried to slowly take a step toward the dog.  It turned his head to him.  Brou’s eyes grew wide.  “Easy, boy.  We don’t want to harm you.”

The dog stood up and bent its back legs.

“Duud, let’s get out of here.”

“Yeah, slowly though.  We don’t want to startle it or make it follow us.”

The students began to converge together and back away.  Hair raised on the back of the German shepherd as it barked.  The sound was echoing as it traveled to the two guys.  They were forcefully hit by the sound waves.  They stepped back like they were punched in the chest.

“What in the world was that?” Brou asked.

The German shepherd sat down like he was waiting for something.

“I don’t know.  It seems like that doggie is all bark and no bite.  Haha,” Duud laughed.

A red balloon came out of the gutter and floated across the ground like someone was pulling it.  Brou stepped backwards toward the pond as more balloons floated from the sky.  

“No, no, no.  What is happening?” he screamed.

“It’s just balloons.  Nothing to be afraid of.”

“You don’t get it.  I have globophobia.”  The balloons made their way closer to him.

Duud looked at him confused.

“I’m afraid of balloons!  I can just hear the popping!  Make it stop!”

“Are you seriously afraid of a little piece of rubber?”

Brou moved around and got beside Duud.  “You don’t understand the panic that is going through me.  My brother used to torment me with balloons.  He was psychotic.”

The balloons floated across the pond surface, their strings plunging into the water.

Duud smiled.  “Just stay by me.  I’ll protect you from the mean ol’ balloons.  Maybe I’ll turn one into a balloon dog and scare that German shepherd with it.”

He shined his light onto the pond.  The balloons lifted out of the water with fish wrapped and tied to the string’s end.  The fish were cartoonish with large eyes and mouths filled with sharp teeth.  Brightly colored fish floated toward them.

“Noodle!  Noodle!  Noodle!” they chanted in their high pitched voices.  

Dread came across Duud’s face.

“No, no, no this ain’t real man.  Those fish are locked up!”

Several balloons rose out of the water, their strings coming together and tied around a large catfish.  Its lips were plump and human like.  “Hello, Duud.  Miss me,” it said in a deep voice and blew a kiss at them.

They screamed and took off in the opposite direction.  The balloons and fish disappeared like a mirage.  The dog stared at them.  “Stupid humans.  This campus will be mine again,” he growled.

* * *
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Clara laid on her back, trying to find a comfortable position.  Poe and Tolkien ate their food and water while she flopped around like a rotisserie chicken in the deli section of the grocery store.  The sun had set at the college, bringing in a comforting darkness.  Clara grunted in frustration as she flopped to her other side.

“Think Clara is okay?” Poe asked.  

Tolkien watched as she finished drinking her water.  “I don’t know.  Maybe she has a bug in her shirt.”  

“That is why I spin in a circle before I lay down,” Poe responded.

“You don’t do that.  We don’t do that.  Dogs do that.”

Poe looked at her with a blank expression, then stuck her tongue out.  She raced to the bed and jumped on Clara, flopping onto her hip like a rag doll.

“Hi, sweetie,” Clara said as she stroked Poe’s back.  “Awww, insta-purr?  Thank you, Poe.”

Tolkien jumped onto the foot of the bed, ran up and over Poe, and laid on the top of Clara’s head.  Her long gray and white fur spread out her encircled body.  

“Hi, Tolkien,” Clara said as Tolkien began to massage her head with her front paws gently.  “Thank you, Fluffy One.  I really needed biscuits made on my head.”

Tolkien smiled as she rested her head on Clara and closed her eyes.  Poe snored and was soon joined by Clara.  

As the night continued on, Poe had moved herself to Clara’s feet while Tolkien had curled up on a spare pillow.  Tolkien’s ears flicked, catching a distant, muffled scream. She raised her head up in alarm.  She saw Clara and Poe sleeping.  She stood up, stretched her back, and leaped to the floor.  Tolkien walked around the room but found nothing out of the ordinary.  Boxes were stacked against the wall, books in the bookcases, desk supplies neatly organized.  She jumped onto the desk and looked outside.  There was a loud bark followed by another scream.  

“Get them off of me!” a female student screamed as she karate chopped the air.  

Tolkien’s eyes grew wide when she saw a couple of students running for their lives.  A lone sidewalk lamp gave a light source.  Tolkien scanned the area to see what they were running from but there was nothing to be seen.  Then a dark shape stepped out of the darkness and into the light.  The German shepherd stopped and looked slowly at Tolkien.  She ducked, hoping the dog did not see her.  She peered slowly over the window ledge and he was gone.

She jumped down and onto the bed.  She pawed at Poe.

“Tell me what you want, what you really really want,” she mumbled as she slowly woke up.

“Poe, wake up,” Tolkien pleaded as she continued to paw at her.

“What’s wrong, Tolkien?”

“That dog I saw earlier.  He’s attacking students.”

“Okay,” Poe said as she yawned out the word.  “Let’s get on with it.  Superhero time.”

They hopped down to the floor.  “We should get Link.  Maybe a dog to dog talk will help,” Tolkien suggested.

“I don’t know
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