The Calling
Prologue
It’s getting colder in this ditch where I lie
A chilling wind whistled through the chinks in the stone wall, striking the emaciated youth straight to the bone. The young martian mouse was so used to it that he barely noticed his own shivering. The ragged strips of clothing that covered him did little to fend off the cold. His fingers scraped at the hard packed floor upon which he lay, and his body tensed as he coughed deep, wracking coughs.

I’m feeling older, and I’m wondering why
His eyes, which had long ago begun to blur, stared unfocused at the dark ceiling above him. His body convulsed as he coughed. A clot of liquid choked him, and, rolling over, he managed to spit the drops from his mouth where they landed bright red against the dark ground. He fell limply back so that he was flat on the ground and gasped for air. He was barely eighteen but he felt like he was eighty. The mere act of standing and lunging, a rash decision that caused him to wince when he remembered it, had taken its toll on him.

I heard they told her it was tell and live or die
Tears burned at the martian’s eyes and he closed them, gritting his teeth. Oh, Ember…the only thing in his life that kept him going…kept him sane. 

I didn’t know her but I know why she lied
His fingers groped in the dirt until they rested over a thin, long piece of twine. He closed his fingers over it, holding the metal peace emblem that hung from the twine. It had broken off from her neck after they ripped her away…it was all that was left. Why didn’t you just tell them the truth? 

But he knew why. He only knew her for a short time, but he knew why she would never betray her people. She was as true as gold. Was he? Had they managed to break him?

I didn’t know her…

Heavy footsteps echoed down the cold, narrow corridor. His insides jerked and he held his breath.    

But I know why…
The sound of footsteps stopped and he managed to turn his head. He squinted into the dimness, trying to make out the large shape on the other side of the bars. He couldn’t see the details but he didn’t need details to tell him who was looming over him. A heavy stench that overpowered even the filth in his cell and on his fur filtered into his nostrils. 

“Hey, is this the one?”

“Yeah, that’s him. I don’t think he’s quite as docile as we thought. 

“Easy to remedy.” 

…she died.

He closed his eyes.

Pain shot through his body as a boot drove into his ribs. His eyes flew open and his strangled cry echoed in his cell. He rolled to his side, clutching his ribs, only to be jerked onto his knees by his long, tangled hair. His scalp burned but he gritted his teeth, struggling not to cry out again.

“I hear you tried to attack one of our guards,” a voice boomed close to his face. The mouse couldn’t help but cough and was struck with such a force that he jerked to the side and would have fallen if the Plutarkian wasn’t gripping onto his hair.

“Here we are removing garbage from your cell, and you have the nerve to try and attack one of us. Did you think you would actually win?” The fish laughed and flung the mouse against the wall. He gasped, the wind knocked out of him. “Look at you,” the voice continued mockingly. “Nothing but a wretched pile of bones. You can’t even stand up straight. You wouldn’t win against a Martian squirrel. I hope you learned your lesson…but in case you didn’t…”

The mouse swallowed hard and cringed as the thick, scaly hand cupped his face and pulled his head forward. A cold band encircled his neck, and he heard the sounds of metal against metal. He sensed that the Plutarkian stepped back and began to slump sideways to the ground, weak from the beating. He gasped and choked as the short chain that attached the band around his neck to the wall pulled taut, pressing the metal against his windpipe. He scrambled back into sitting position, his shaking fingers touching the metal. Mocking laughter, coming from several Plutarkians, fell on his ears. 

“Not too comfortable are we?” the fish smirked, shoving the mouse with his boot. “It seems that you’ve been getting too at ease in your humble cell. A few weeks like this should wise you up. I hear that it’s quite difficult to reach your food that way too...if you can reach it at all.” Harsh laughter rang out again, but he kept still, hoping they would think he was unconscious. Just as he thought they were about to leave, he felt the smelly presence close to his face again. 

“Before we leave, mousey, would you like to hear what we did to your little friend before we killed her?” The mouse drew in his breath sharply, and tried to raise his hands to his ears, but the Plutarkian’s hands clamped down on his wrists, holding them still. Leaning forward he whispered words that caused him more pain than any physical punishment; words that, if he lived, would be forever branded on his mind. Finally, the Plutarkian straightened, and harsh laughter rang again before the cell door clanged shut and his tormenters strode clumsily away.
The mouse shifted his weight, trying to find a position that didn’t hurt. He leaned his head back against the stone wall, tears trickling from his eyes and through his matted fur. Ember, oh Ember…the pain would last forever. The mouse took a few ragged breaths and instinctively began to build a wall around his mind, attempting to banish the horrifying images that the Plutarkian’s cruel words created. He closed his eyes tighter and let his mind reach back into his past as it conjured up better times along with the faces of people who had been so dear, that were once so vivid. Faces floated in his mind’s eye but they were vague and remote, from a joy filled life that was no longer his. His loved ones had probably joined the dead long ago. The realization brought him back to the present with a jolt, with an amplified awareness of the hopeless, broken state he was in now. 
He couldn’t move to see the moonlight that filtered in through a narrow crack near the ceiling, but he knew that it was there. A low sound rumbled in the distance, but he wasn’t sure if it was an approaching storm or the sounds of battle. He drew a deep, rattling breath and closed his eyes again, begging for sleep. 

Help me. Take me out of here. Usually, he let that plea run through his mind every night, and it was always directed toward his friends, as if willing them to come to free him. But he knew his time was up. No one would come. 

This time, he directed the plea to his Maker. 

Help me. Take me out of here. Let me die. 
* * *

Vinnie opened his eyes, staring blankly at the ceiling. He sat up and groggily rubbed his hand over his face. As he did so, a hard object rolled over his face, and he jumped, gazing blankly at his hands. The white mouse sighed when he realized he had been clutching a certain stone pendant in his sleep, and leaned over to drop it safely in the metal box that was sitting close by. Straightening, he squinted at the clock, and when he saw that it was far too early to even consider getting up, he fell back on his cot. 


Though it was the middle of the night, Vinnie went quickly from a bleary-eyed state to alertness. He had a strange feeling that it was a dream that had woken him up, but he couldn’t quite call it to mind. He shifted restlessly, for the room was still, and he hated quiet moments more now than ever before. Karbunkle’s mind trick had completely destroyed any fondness for quiet reflection, not that there was much there to begin with. Ever since that fateful day in which a dart had embedded into Vinnie’s chest, the tightly sealed doors of his mind had been forced open, and memories flitted through his mind with startling suddenness and clarity. 

Music. A campfire. Wild races through canyons and across a stretch of desert. The shouted greetings of friends who had long disappeared. Video game sessions that had lasted through the night, in which he and his best friends gorged themselves sick with junk food and played the games until even they could take no more. He smiled faintly as the faces and memories trooped across his mind’s eye, waking from their long banishment into the recesses of Vinnie’s mind. The good memories weren’t the problem; it was the bad memories that made him cringe with pain.

 Of course, even pleasant memories had their barbs, for the joy of reminiscing brought with it the pain of remembering that they were from an era that didn’t exist for him anymore. Friends, where ever you are, peace to you.

Suddenly, a face swam into view that caused Vinnie to pause. He felt a nagging worry, a sense that he needed to be concerned about this particular pal. Vinnie gave a quick shake of his head, as if flinging the feeling from his mind. 


“Aw, he’s too young to be in the war,” Vinnie muttered, turning to his side. He shut his eyes, pushing the memories back to where they belonged. He couldn’t get through each day by living in the past. That hadn’t worked before, and it wouldn’t work now. The door had to be shut and locked once more. He took a deep breath and tried to think of something boring. It worked quickly, for there were lots of things that the energetic mouse found boring.


When he woke up the next morning, he didn’t remember a thing.  

* * *

The black void of space stretched out as far as the eye could see, broken only by the smoldering light of the stars. If any radar or spaceship happened to be panning the vast expanse at the moment, they would have seen that the stretch was also broken by a small, sleek spacecraft floating at a semi leisurely pace from the direction of Mars, heading toward Earth. But no one else was taking a space cruise at the moment, and the spacecraft was such that it could not show up on any man-made radar. 


The slender martian female sat back in her seat, content with the fact that she was unseen, content with the fact that her plan was going smoothly so far, but not quite content with much else. Her original plan had run into a small hitch, so she had been forced to put a backup plan into effect. This scheme involved doing things that bent some rules and that was sure to result in the anger of a certain leader of her branch of the Freedom Fighters. But at this stage, the mouse was unconcerned about stepping on some toes. In a matter of life and death, who really cared?


“Home base to cruiser, come in! Are you there?” The mouse sighed as the loud, barking voice split the silence of the ship. She swiveled her chair to face the vid com, frowning at the angry face. 
“You!” cried the voice. “How dare you take this ship without checking with me? That is along the lines of treason.” The female rolled her eyes but remained silent. “You have stepped far out of line and when you come back you are--!” The voice was abruptly cut short as the mouse switched off the vidcom. She was slightly miffed, but decided that she didn’t care enough to be angry. Her energy was better focused elsewhere.


The mouse looked up at a beeping sound, and leaned forward to switch a large monitor. She whistled softly to herself as the beautiful planet, painted in browns, greens, whites, and blues began to loom in front of her. She opened a keypad and swiftly typed the coordinates. Rising to her feet she took her two favorite blasters and charged them, then slipped them into the holsters that were slung low on her hips. 


Time to get serious.   
* * *


“And Modo winds up to pitch the pigskin…” rumbled the large, gray mouse as he lunged back and whipped the football down the field.


“Oomph,” Throttle grunted as it drove squarely into his chest. He folded his arms over the ball and began to run. “Throttle recovers and takes the ball down the field…”


“But heeeerrree comes the Vin-Man!” Vinnie hollered in his high pitched voice. He sped up and threw his weight into his tan furred comrade. Throttle, who could usually hold up against Vinnie’s lighter weight, was still out of breath from Modo’s missile-like pass and stumbled to the side, the ball shooting up from his arms. Vinnie snatched it, jumped lightly over Throttle and rocketed to the other end of the field, laughing hysterically all the way. Charley Davidson rolled her eyes as she neared Quigley Field, toting a load of hot dogs and rootbeer.


“Whoever decided that it would be a good idea to introduce Vinnie to energy drinks was not thinking,” she muttered. Though giving an already hyperactive mouse an excess of caffeine was not the smartest thing she could think of, she was secretly glad of it. Even though his mental trip to the past had been nearly a month ago, the mouse had been quieter than usual, almost matching Throttle for his bouts of silent reflection. A Vinnie hyped up by sugar was better than a morose Vinnie, and she believed that he was truly having a good time. She chuckled when she remembered his overly confident and energetic boasts that he was going to take both Throttle and Modo on when they played football that day. She hadn’t doubted that he would actually attempt it.


Throttle and Modo hadn’t doubted it either, but they were surprise that it seemed as if he might actually win. 

“If he wins, Big Fella, we’ll never hear the end of it,” Throttle said between breaths as he and Modo pumped down the field.


“Yeah…it’ll be worse than the time he won the Motocross,” Modo said, wincing. Throttle shuddered and increased his speed. 


“I’ll try to circle around and cut him off. When I do, dive bomb him!” Throttle ordered quickly, already starting to put his plan in action. Modo nodded and, as he tried to gain on Vinnie, reflected that he should really lay off the hot dogs. 


Vinnie, too bent on his impending victory, didn’t see Throttle until the tan mouse was almost right in front of him.


“Whoahahaha!” Vinnie yelped, skidding to a halt. He glanced over his shoulder, his mouth opening in a wide, excited grin when he saw Modo’s massive frame barrel toward him. “Whoa, danger zone! Time for Plan B!” he shouted as his bros were closing in. He leaned back and suddenly flinched. Whatever caused him to cringe didn’t slow down his throwing arm…but his aim was not exactly…


“Yeow!” cried a female voice from the stands. Throttle and Modo looked, but couldn’t slow down in time and Vinnie, who was planning to quickly duck out of the way, was startled and didn’t move in time. The three of them went down in a painful heap on the ground, in the midst of “oomphs” and groans. Throttle was the first to disentangle himself from his bros and staggered to his feet, glad that he had been wearing a helmet.


“Ouch…Charely girl? Are you okay?” he called through gritted teeth.


“Who threw that ball?!” came her loud reply. Vinnie, still sprawled on the ground, winced and tried to smile charmingly as Charley marched over to him, a scowl marring her face. 


“Sorry sweetheart,” he said, trying to look innocent. “My aim was a little…”


“A little terrible? You got me square on the head? What on earth were you aiming for?” she yelled, pulling him up by his bandana. 


“Um…not your head?” Charley rolled her eyes at his response, and Vinnie got to his feet.


“You’re okay, right Charley ma’am?” Modo asked with his gentle concern. Charley rubbed her hand over her hair.


“Yeah, I have a hard head. But you made me drop your lunch, as usual, so you guys are outta luck.” The mice groaned and Throttle shook his head. 


“I’m really sorry, sweetheart,” Vinnie said, a little subdued. “But guys, it wasn’t my fault, I swear! This bright light flashed in my eyes and my throw went wild!”


“Bright light?” Throttle asked dryly. Charley had to snicker, despite her sore head.


“Now he’s seeing lights? Guys, I’m thinking he’s had enough caffeine for today.”

“No, I’m serious!” Vinnie protested, his eyes wide. “It was…hey, ow!” He cut himself off, holding up a hand over his eyes. “It happened again!” 


“Hold on bros, I saw it that time too,” Throttle said, turning his face skyward. “It actually glinted off of Vinnie’s mask…up there!” All eyes turned toward the sky, and suddenly they saw an unmistakable glint of silver hurtling down toward the field. The mice whistled for their bikes, waiting patiently on the side of the field, and Vinnie instinctively pulled Charley a bit closer. They slid on their bikes and gazed at the incoming ship.

“We weren’t expecting Stoker, were we?” Charley asked from her perch on Vinnie’s bike.


“I don’t think so,” Throttle said. “Besides, it doesn’t look like his ship. It does look martian though…”


“Martian or not, it seems to have found its target!” Vinnie cried, pointing as the large form hovered over him. The mice revved their engines and swerved around, shooting toward the other end of the field.


“Quigley management will really love this,” Charley muttered as chunks of dirt and sod flew up from beneath them.


“Well babe, it’s that or getting ourselves squashed into the field. I don’t think that’d be any prettier,” called Vinnie.


“We’re out of its way, let’s spin around and face it!” Throttle commanded, and they skillfully swerved around until they faced the small, sleek space ship. They were closer than they thought, and were surprised that when the door dropped down, the end of the platform was just in front of them. Modo was puzzled, Throttle thoughtful, and Vinnie was simply pumped over this new turn of events. All of them were unprepared for what they saw.


Stepping from the shadows was a lone martian mouse. Though her head and hair were completely covered by a helmet, any fool could see that she was a female, for her slender body was rather curved. She wore well fitting black pants with black boots that came to her knees. Her top was a sleeveless, black leather zip up with a high collar. A black band encircled her arm, standing out against yellowish-crème colored fur. Two leather belts, from which her holsters hung, were slung crisscrossed over her hips.  Before Vinnie had time to gawk, the strange female whipped out two large blasters and pointed them straight at the mice. Shocked, the mice followed suite, whipping out their own weapons.


“Three against one, lady,” Throttle said tersely. “Lay your weapons down.” A low chuckle came from the depths of her helmet. 

“Yes, but your friend is unarmed,” she said in a strangely low and rich voice. She moved her blaster so that it was aimed straight at Charley’s head. Vinnie tried to move in front of her, but she trained the other blaster on him.

“This is a very quick, accurate, and high powered machine,” she said calmly. “I advise you not move outside of my will.” She caught sight of Modo shifting from the one side and swiftly swung her left gun from Charley over to him and her right gun to Charley. Vinnie, though nothing ever enraged him faster than when Charley was in danger, was rather relaxed, looking at the strange female quizzically.


“Say, babe, do I know you?” he suddenly asked. Throttle and Modo glanced at him in surprise. 

“Not the time to pick up a lady, Vincent,” Throttle muttered under his breath. Vinnie didn’t seem to hear, and Throttle suddenly noticed that the female’s head was turned toward Vinnie.


“You just seem sort of familiar or something,” he continued to muse. “Like…I don’t know, you didn’t frequent the bar in Brimstone, did you?” At that, the female made an irritated noise and swung both guns over to Vinnie, who chuckled nervously and raised his hands.


“Well, babe, a simple ‘no’ would be alright, I mean…” his mumble trailed off.


“You. I need you. Into the ship, now,” she barked. Vinnie, despite the present danger, couldn’t help a smug grin.


“Whoaho sweetheart, I know I’m a stud but we just met, I mean, I can’t even remember your—.”


“Not in that way, you narcissist!” the female suddenly said in a disgusted voice. She sighed heavily and, to the relief of all present, put one blaster away. She yanked off her helmet with her free hand. “I need your help,” she stated, her eyes on Vinnie’s face. 


All three male jaws dropped. When she whipped off her helmet a mass of long, thick, gold tinted red curls tumbled down her back. The red was the color of the martian sands, and the scattered tints of gold caught at the sun, making the strands shimmer. Her eyes, a deep, flashing ruby color, were large and curved at the edges, giving her an exotic look. Her face was beautiful even with the scowl that marred her features.


Charley surveyed the female and then looked around at the boys. Men, she thought, shaking her head as she caught sight of their faces. Throttle had actually dipped his sunglasses down, and even Modo, who was too much of a gentleman to actually gawk at a female, was red cheeked under his fur and rubbing the back of his neck. Though she couldn’t see Vinnie’s face, she could imagine the look. They had all seemed to forgotten for the moment that this beautiful female had a deadly weapon the size of their heads pointing at her. 


Vinnie’s reaction surprised all of them. With a loud, high pitched whoop he suddenly shot up from his bike so quickly that Charley almost fell over. Ignoring the blaster, he lunged toward her and scooped her up in his arms, swinging her around.


“Renee!” he bellowed, laughing. The female looked at him with an expression that was somewhere between amused and annoyed. Vinnie put his hands on her shoulders and held her at an arm’s length. “Renee! Sweetheart—how—when did---wow I can’t believe it! I was just thinking about you! Where have you been?”


“It’s a long story,” the female, apparently Renee, said with a sigh. She looked at him askance. “But probably not as long as yours. Luckily, we have plenty of time to talk since you are coming with me.” Her tone allowed no argument, but as everyone else was speechless with surprise, Charley decided to speak up.


“Wait a minute, he can’t just--!” Silently, Renee narrowed her eyes, fingering her weapon. Vinnie quickly closed his hand over her hand and the gun, pushing the gun closer to the ground.


“Whoa, sweetheart, lay off the reflexes for a sec. Charley girl is a friend! Without her we’d still be wandering around Chicago here. And you remember Throttle and Modo right?” Renee glanced warily at the mice and the human, and slipped her blaster in her holster. 


“Yes, I believe I remember you two,” she said glancing over the mice. Before Modo could make a polite introduction, she turned back toward Vinnie. “No time to chat now. You really have to come with me,” she insisted. Vinnie scratched his head.


“What’s the rush? You just got here! Relax, Renee, I haven’t seen you this wound up since Thrash and I broke in and ransacked your room.” Renee raised her eyebrow.


“Thrash was in on that?” she asked with a changed tone of voice. 


“Well, uh…you see...” Vinnie sputtered, but then his face suddenly grew serious. “Thrash. How is he? Where is he? And what about everyone else, you know, Graven and Zebbie…are they…do you know…?” Vinnie, always quick with a good line, was suddenly finding it hard to form his questions. Renee’s face softened and she allowed herself a small smile.  


“I’ll tell you all about everything on the way back to Mars. If you come with me…well, who knows…” she said a little vaguely, turning slightly toward the ship. Charley saw the look on Vinnie’s face and felt a flash of anger. Was she baiting him?

“Whoa little lady,” Throttle said, stepping off from his bike. He was angry at himself for his hesitation in speaking up and certainly wasn’t going to let some hot headed female drag one third of their team off to Mars right in front of their faces. “I know you’re in a rush and all, but it seems to me like you’re going to have to relax a bit.” Renee surveyed him and raised a curved eyebrow in question. “Several reasons,” Throttle began, answering her silent question. “One, we’re not just hanging out on Earth for our own relaxation, two, we all deserve an explanation before you try to cart our bro away, and three…well, Renee, I would be interested in hearing your story.” Renee glanced up at Vinnie, who shrugged.


“I want to know what’s going on, but can’t we just sit and chat for a bit before traveling through space? I mean, not that I object to a pretty lady like you dragging me off, but it is kind of wild, don’t you think?” Renee thought for a moment and heaved a gusty sigh.


“Oh, fine. Your best friends have spoken,” she replied, sending him an icy look. Vinnie raised his eyebrows, startled and Throttle and Modo suddenly felt uncomfortable. “I’ll come with you, but seriously, I do need to get back sooner rather than later. This ship isn’t mine, I borrowed it.” She turned and held a remote up to the ship. She pressed a button, and a mirrored shield slid up over it, giving the impression that there was nothing there. 


“Whew, that’s settled! Man, Renee, I can’t believe you’re here! This is so random!”

“Tell me about it,” she returned dryly, eyeing him as they walked down the ramp. Her stomach suddenly growled and she placed her hand over it, embarrassed. “I, uh…not much to eat in space,” she said, her polished veneer wavering.

“Perfect! We’ll talk over the grub, and you can have a taste of Chi-towns finest in cuisine—hot dogs and root beer!”  Vinnie announced, turning on the full force of his grin and theatrically kissing his fingers like a chef. Throttle and Modo, though a little skeptical of this stranger and her attitude, mustered up some enthusiasm, and Charley smiled and shrugged.  


“Do you have a bike ma’am?” Modo ventured to ask politely. Renee shook her head.


“No, I thought this was going to be quick so I left it at the base,” she said vaguely. Throttle frowned, knowing that a mouse and his or her bike were not easily separated. What is up with this chick? he thought.  


“Why don’t you ride with Vinnie?” Charley offered, sliding off of the bright red bike. “You two haven’t seen each other in some time.” It was her attempt at a peace offering, and Vinnie appreciated her thoughtfulness, especially since it came after Charley just sat there moments before with a blaster pointed at her head. 


“Good idea sweetheart, thanks,” Vinnie said, looking into her eyes. Charley smiled, understanding his look and turned toward Throttle. 


“Can I slip on?” she asked, and Throttle nodded with a smile. Vinnie fairly jumped on his bike and Renee slid on after him. 


“Yeah, Renee, just like old times…sort of!” he called, revving his bike with a laugh. Renee chuckled faintly but quickly put her helmet on. She tightened her hold on him as they raced through the streets, and as they drove she murmured something that made Vinnie frown with confusion.

“Vinnie, you’re such a punk…but I’m glad you’re not dead.”  

Vinnie pretended not to hear, but bent low over his handlebars and had a hard time holding himself back from breaking every kind of law in his haste to get home and hear his friend’s story. 


“Alright, sweetheart, time for you to have your first taste of Earth, Chicago style!” Vinnie declared, setting the bags of hotdog and root beer down on the table.


“He means Biker Mice style,” Charley commented dryly to Renee. Renee said nothing and Charley felt a bit of annoyance. The cold stranger had certainly put a chill on their day of freedom. With Charley’s work and Limburger’s schemes, free days were few and far between. 


“Have a seat, Renee ma’am,” Modo said gently, pulling out a chair. Renee sat with a slight smile, which turned into a grimace when Vinnie placed the steaming hotdog, nearly drowned in condiments, before her. 


“What is this?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.


“A hot dog with the works!” Vinnie told her somewhat proudly. “Dig in, you’ll love it!” Renee cautiously took a bite and Charley had to laugh at the strange expression that crossed her face.


“Weird,” Renee commented after a swallow, but continued to eat the rest of her hotdog, stealing glances at the guys who were digging in with the grace and restraint of starved pigs. 


“Are they going to eat all of that? Can’t they just hold off a little until I can get out of here?” Renee asked Charley impatiently. Charley snickered.


“Don’t worry, it won’t take them long at all,” she replied. Helping herself to some food, Charley glanced at Renee. “Since we haven’t been formally introduced, my name is Charley Davidson. I’m a mechanic, and I met the guys some time ago when they first crash landed here on Earth.” Renee raised an eyebrow.


“Do they know many humans here?” she asked. Charley drew her brows together at the odd question.


“No, I suppose not,” she said slowly. When Renee didn’t respond, Charley made another attempt at conversation. “So, how long have you known the guys?” Renee sipped at her root beer.


“I’ve known Vinnie since grade school, when I moved from southern Mars. I lived in his neighborhood. We were both part of the same group of friends. I’ve only met Throttle and Modo a few times.” With that, Renee took a long drink of her root beer and Charley sighed inwardly, reflecting somewhat scornfully that that was the most the mouse had said to her. She was about to try again when a chorus of belches rose up from the other end of the table. 


The mice leaned back contentedly, with a pile of cartons and bags as the only thing left from their meal. Vinnie swigged his root beer, belched again, and heaved a happy sigh. Renee looked over at him with a smirk.


“It’s good to see that some things never change, Vinnie,” she said with a shake of her head.


“Different food, same results,” Vinnie said proudly. He lurched forward suddenly, slamming the chair legs on the floor, much to Charley’s dismay. Lectures about the cost of furniture had apparently fallen on deaf ears. “So,” he said, leaning toward Renee. “What about our friends? It’s so weird…I’ve, uh, been thinking so much about everyone and wondering where you all ended up, and here you are!”

“Yes, the working of the cosmos is beyond comprehension,” Renee said sardonically. Vinnie either ignored the sarcasm or didn’t notice and continued gazing expectantly at Renee.


“Renee, you might want to fill us all in here,” put in Throttle, also curious about the woman’s history. “I haven’t seen you since before the war…are you a Freedom Fighter or with army?”

 “Well, I would think I hardly look army,” Renee replied sarcastically, gesturing to her outfit. “I’m much too…um, unorthodox for army, so I’m a Freedom Fighter. I originally joined up with another base closer to my neighborhood. It was smaller, but we fought hard. Actually Vinnie,” Renee looked pointedly at the white mouse, “you are the only one from our set who joined up under Stoker.” Vinnie nodded thoughtfully.

“Yeah, I went along with Throttle and Modo here. Besides, I kind of ran away from home to join the resistance, you know. Joining a base near where I lived wouldn’t have been the best move.” Charley looked over at Vinnie in shock, not knowing that he had run away to join the Freedom Fighters. Renee grunted at Vinnie’s explanation.

“Well, I fought under Cleaver with a lot of people that you would know, Vin. But awhile ago, probably right after the last time you three were on Mars from what I’ve heard, both resistance teams combined into one. We would’ve kept fighting independently, but our base was infiltrated. Your base had been infiltrated too some time before, apparently…”

“Can’t quite forget that,” Vinnie cut in soberly, tapping his metal mask.

“…And it just made sense to combine into a new team. Besides, the land we were focused on defending was taken by the Plutarkians. Most of the people were killed or taken prisoner.” This time, when Renee looked at Vinnie, the hard indifference in her eyes was replaced by deep sadness. “Your neighborhood apparently got through unscathed that time, but my home was destroyed, and my parents died in it. I may as well tell you, Vin, that whatever was left of your neighborhood was attacked a couple of weeks ago, but there are rumors that some people were evacuated ahead of time so…well, there’s always hope.” 
Vinnie dropped his eyes down, an image of a shrunken woman clutching a half empty bottle flashing before his mind’s eye. The woman’s dull eyes reproached him. 

He blinked when Charley touched his arm gently. Vinnie glanced at her and fastened on a comforting smile, and turned back to Renee, figuring the worst had to be over.

 Renee sighed, and gave herself a mental shake, straightening in her chair in a business-like manner. Her eyes resumed their former coolness, as if she was determined not to let the difficult past bother her. 
 “I’m sorry about your parents, Renee but…well, it’s good that you joined together,” Vinnie said, tentatively positive. “So you know Stoker and everyone. Now, you gotta answer my questions! Is Thrash fighting with you? What about Graven? Come on, babe, dish!” Vinnie cried, a bit of his old eagerness creeping back into his voice. 
“Oddly enough, Thrash is partly why I’m here. Shall I tell my story now, or do you need some more background?” Renee asked, raising her eyebrow and looking in Throttle’s direction. Throttle raised his hands defensively.

“No protest from me, just keep in mind that not everyone here knows who you’re talking about,” Throttle pointed out, and Charley hid a smile, knowing that he was being considerate of her. Renee nodded and looked at the table, gathering her thoughts.
“Okay, then. Well, does everyone here know my boyfriend, Thrash?”
“He was one of my best friends, Charley girl. You remember me telling you about him, right? After the whole…you know, memory incident,” Vinnie interjected, nudging Charley, who nodded in response. Vinnie shook his head, still marveling over how he was actually going to get his questions answered…for better or worse, he would know the fate of his closest friends. 

“My mission here is partly a personal matter, as it mostly concerns Thrash. Thrash joined up with me under Cleaver, and fought under Stoker and Carbine as well but now…you see, Thrash is missing. It seems that he left us.” Silence fell in the little room. Vinnie gaped at her, and then abruptly jumped to his feet.

“No way,” he said firmly. “Thrash would never do something like that. He might have gotten captured or killed or something, but he never would just desert his team, unless there was a darn good reason.”

“Well, there is a darn good reason and if you sit down I’ll tell you!” Renee said with some exasperation. Vinnie sat abruptly and Renee, after shooting him a look that would’ve been comical had this situation not been so tense, continued her story.
“Well, in any case, Thrash did run off, but you’re right, Vinnie, it was for a good reason. For awhile, all of us had been doing pretty well, or as well as you can be when you’re fighting for your life everyday. Thrash hadn’t suffered any personal loss, and even had his cousin Graven with him. The two of them have always worked so well together, and were able to keep each other sane in this whole mess of war. I guess things first got complicated when Zebbie joined up at our base, a little over a year ago.”

“Zebbie?!” Vinnie exclaimed, leaning forward in shock. A quick flash of his thoughts on the previous night jumped to his mind. No way. Can’t be…it’s just a coincidence.

 Throttle and Modo looked equally surprised.

“That lil’ guy is fighting?” Modo asked, raising his eyebrows. Renee blinked and gazed at them.

“You two know Zebbie?”
“Sure we do,” Throttle replied for the both of them. “I mean, I don’t think either of us knew him as well as you did, but I remember him. Don’t forget, Modo and I sometimes hung out with your group too.”

“Everyone knows Zebbie,” Vinnie interjected, with a slight smile over the memories.

“I don’t,” Charley cut in.

“Well…on Mars. Anyway, I can’t believe he joined up! He can’t be old enough,” Vinnie said, his eyes searching Renee’s face. 

“Well, the preferable age for joining is eighteen, but that has more or less been dropped, with the exception of children.” Renee explained with a nod. “Zeb joined a few days after his seventeenth birthday.” 

“But…but…Zebbie?! I can’t…that doesn’t…that doesn’t make any sense. He’s actually fighting?”

“Well, no, he would never make much of a fighter, no matter how enthusiastic,” Renee admitted after a moment’s hesitation.
“Wait, can someone fill me in? Who is this kid, and what’s with his name?” Charley cut in.

Zebbie,” Renee informed her, “is Thrash’s cousin and Graven’s brother. Don’t fault him for his weird name. His parents were going through a stage where they were fascinated with ancient Martian, and named him something unpronounceable, so it’s more of a nickname. What can I say? He’s …to know him is to love him, simple as that.” Renee’s stopped abruptly and took a deep breath to steady herself. 
Vinnie sat frowning silently in his chair, the feeling of unease over the night before creeping back to him. He didn’t like the direction this conversation was going, but snapped back to attention when Renee continued.

“While Zebbie was training, he was put to work on the technological aspect of the base. He monitored the security screens, he fixed the computers and the tracking systems, and he even patched up an occasional bike. He was good at this, and was happy to do anything to help. Thrash and Graven were happy he was staying out of the line of fire, so it seemed like it would work. When we all made the move to the new base with Stoke and Carbine, he just continued doing what he’d been doing before.
“One day, there was a skirmish nearby, and the Martian army was getting the worst of it. It was fairly important, because they were fighting for control over a small holdout, and there were innocent civilians involved. Almost all of us went to help. Zebbie, of course, stayed behind to monitor the security system. He…he smiled at us so cheerfully, wearing this silly cap backwards as usual. I can see him now…” Renee stopped and took a sip of her root beer before continuing. 

“While we were fighting, Thrash received a distress signal on his bike. He tried to answer it, but the fighting was too heavy, and after awhile he forgot about it, figuring someone else would receive it and pick up. We ended up winning the battle and came back ready to celebrate. We came back to our base and it was…nearly destroyed. Those who were there were wounded or killed. Thrash ran to the security room and…oh!” Renee choked back a sob with gritted teeth, her fingers wrapped tightly around her root beer bottle. “Zebbie wasn’t there. We watched the security tapes. Zebbie had been ambushed and taken prisoner.” Renee stopped, out of breath, and looked at her root beer bottle.

Vinnie sat, utterly speechless, and stared into space. Charley, whose heart had been wrung with sympathy over the story, took his hand. Throttle sat with his arms crossed and a frown on his face, and Modo shook his head sadly. They were all familiar with stories like this, tragedies that had written Mars’ history in blood throughout the entire brutal war. Slowly, as if dragging out the story was physically painful, Renee doggedly continued. 
“Thrash took this really hard. Graven took it hard too, of course, but he’s always been very calm and steady, while Thrash is more passionate and expressive. Thrash was driven to distraction by it, and it finally caught up with him. During battle one day, he wasn’t paying attention and was shot at. He would have been killed, but Graven swerved in front, intending to knock him out of the way. Instead…” Renee stopped, and looked at Vinnie, tears in her eyes. Vinnie held his breath, not wanting her to say the words.

 “Graven took the full blow that was meant for Thrash. He was killed, Vinnie. I…I’m sorry.”

Vinnie stood abruptly and walked over to the window, staring outside with clenched fists and gritted teeth. The group at the table watched him silently, and Charley had to restrain herself from going to him, somehow knowing that he wouldn’t want that.

“Darn it, Graven,” Vinnie whispered. Even though the two weren’t as close as Vinnie was with Thrash, Vinnie had looked up to the older mouse and had always felt Graven’s watchful, quietly guiding presence in return. When things had gone south in Vinnie’s home life, Graven had been there for him. Vinnie’s eyes slid shut as Graven’s voice sang through his head, as vividly as if he were sitting there next to him. 

And we all come tumbling down… 
Vinnie’s stomach twisted, but he steeled himself and returned to the table, his eyes lowered. 
“Thrash was devastated,” Renee carried on as soon as Vinnie was seated. “He already took responsibility for Zebbie by not answering the distress signal, and now his other loved one, his pillar so to speak, is dead, and he blames himself for that too. His three closest friends; gone.”

“Three?” Throttle asked, perking up his ears. “Zebbie and Graven only make two.”

“Zebbie, Graven, and you, Vinnie,” Renee said pointedly, a bit of anger mixed in with her expression. At Vinnie’s questioning look, she explained. “You three just disappeared off the face of Mars. Rumors abounded that the three best fighters of the resistance were killed in battle, had vanished forever into space, or had been captured and tortured to death. Take your pick. I, personally, bought the space idea. I guess I was close. Anyway, when Thrash joined up with the base you belonged to, he was hoping that the rumors were just that. But when you weren’t there, we all figured that they were true.”
“How did you find out?” Charley asked.

“When I mentioned it to Stoker recently, he was surprised and took me aside to tell me that you were alive and well on Earth, in a place called Chicago.” There was a tinge of mockery in her voice that annoyed all of them, and Modo’s eye flashed pink before he calmed himself. “Stoker would have told me earlier if he knew that we were friends.”

“Wow, sorry sweetheart,” Vinnie said, wearing a sad smile. He reached over and took her hand gently. “I wish you all knew. I didn’t know that our death is still something that’s spread around.”

“Yeah, well, Thrash still thinks it. Anyway, after Graven was killed, he was even more avid to find Zebbie. He badgered Carbine and Stoker to put more resources into finding him, and they did for quite some time. But they never got close to finding him, and soon it was given up.”

“What?” Charley cried. “They just gave up on him?” Renee looked at her squarely.

“The situation on Mars is worsening day by day. More people, fighters and civilians, are dying. The Plutarkians have long ago given up trying to buy us out. Now they’re just focused on eradicating us entirely. It’s all we can do to stop bombs and gas bombs from wiping out the few remaining holdouts. I hated that we gave up on him, but I knew that we didn’t have the resources. So Thrash decided to leave and take matters into his own hands, whatever the cost.”

“You couldn’t stop him?” Vinnie asked, and immediately wished he hadn’t said it. Suddenly, with a rare perception, he remembered that Renee and Thrash had been together for years and that it was probably grating that she was unable to stop him from walking out. Seeing the flash of hurt on her face he hastily continued. “So is that why you want me to come to Mars? To drag his furry hind back?”

“Not entirely,” Renee said with a snicker. “Recently I came upon some information that gave me a chance to take matters into my own hands. We have a few informants floating around who drop us some news every now and again. One of them found out that a small former factory by Olympus Mons is being used by the fish heads as an information base. Apparently all of their top secret meetings happen there, and it is the location where their more important information is kept. The place is armed to the teeth, but guess who waltzed in, took the disc that has crucial information, and blew the place to smithereens?”

“What?!” all four of her listeners exclaimed. Renee actually laughed out loud at their reaction. It changed her face immensely.
“Yes, moi,” she said proudly.

“How on earth did you do that?” Throttle asked in awe.

“We’ll just keep that between me and my gun,” Renee said with a mysterious grin. “I’m just good.” Vinnie contemplated her, intrigued. He made up his mind that he’d pump her later until she spilled it. Persistence, especially Vinnie’s brand of persistence, could wear down the strongest of foes.  
“So this disc…what did it have on it?” Charley asked to break the silence.

“Just what I was hoping for. One large file had a list of martian prisoners of war…and I mean every single name, since they started taking prisoners. And that, my old friend, takes me to the reason I came. See, I hoped that there would be fewer names, or a way to search for one name. But there are thousands of names, and apparently our search engine isn’t compatible with their disc. It is going to take days, if not weeks, to find Zebbie’s name. Right now, some new trainees are scrolling through it when they find the time, but they can’t be spared for long.”

“Soo…what do you want me to do about it?” Vinnie asked.

“Yeah, he has the attention span of a flea. I don’t think he’s going to be able to sit there and look through all those names,” Charley interjected wryly. Renee drew in a deep breath and looked at Vinnie levelly.

“Thrash is wandering aimlessly somewhere, not knowing that we have the information he needs. When I go back, I can devote every spare hour to finding that name. Vinnie, if you come then you can find Thrash.”

“Can’t you do that, Renee ma’am?” Modo asked.

“Well, yes, I could look. But I have a feeling that even if I found him, he’s not going to come back until we have some concrete information. But if you’re the one who talks to him Vinnie…”

“He thinks I’m dead,” Vinnie said flatly, beginning to understand. “I could convince him to come back.”

“Right. And once we do find Zebbie’s name, we’re going to need some strong fighters to lead a group to bust him and everyone else out.”

“And I am the best mamajamma on Earth and Mars!” Vinnie said with a wide gin. Renee rolled her eyes, but had a smile on her face.

“So you’ll come? If you can, we have to hurry. Every minute is precious.” Vinnie hesitated and glanced at his bros.
“Whoa, wait a minute,” Throttle said, holding up his hands. “I know you want to find your friends, and I had a soft spot for that lil’ Zebbie kid too, but you really think we can spare a fighter?” Renee furrowed her brow.
“We need help. I wouldn’t have come if I had been able to find Zebbie right away. Vinnie would bring help and hope.”

“I want to go, sweetheart, but we’re fighting quite the fight here too. I mean, I don’t know, can you guys fly without a wing? Especially the best?” Vinnie asked, turning to his bros. Throttle and Modo glanced at each other and shrugged.

“Limburger has been quiet for awhile, but he always comes back. And you know, that Slimeball has always tried to separate us,” Throttle mused. “He knows that we’re strongest when we’re three. I just don’t know if it’s a good idea for one third of us to go back.”

“Well, why don’t you all come back then?” Renee said impatiently. 

“Um, that doesn’t make much sense sweetheart,” Vinnie snickered.


“Then just ambush this Limburger guy and take him back with you! Then you all can return to Mars for good! Heck, I’ll go in there and shoot him for you!” Renee cried, whipping out her blaster. 


“It’s not that easy, babe,” Throttle said, remembering earlier attempts to ambush the fish.


“I don’t see why not!” As there was no response to this outburst, Renee tried another tactic. “It’s not like you have to tell Limburger that you’re one mouse down. He probably won’t even know!”


“Yes, but if he found out, then he might launch something especially deadly. I don’t know if we should risk Chicago over a couple of Martian mice in trouble,” Throttle mused. He looked up swiftly, not meaning to sound so uncaring. Emotions—anger, frustration, sorrow—swam over Renee’s features. 


“Then you don’t understand,” she finally said bitterly. She turned from Throttle to Vinnie. “He may be your unofficial leader, but is he your keeper? You make your own choice, Vincent. Are you coming?” 


“I…I don’t know, sweetheart. I can’t just book on my bros, you know,” Vinnie said slowly. That did it for Renee. She jumped to her feet, her ruby eyes blazing. 

“Thrash had been your ‘bro’ for years when these two came along!” she thundered. “You made him a promise. Have you forgotten? Before the world fell apart, you told Thrash that you two would hang together through the mess, no matter what. No matter what, Vinnie! He’s wandering around, thinking that you and everyone else he cares about are dead and you won’t even bother to come and tell him otherwise.
 “Besides, what are you doing here? Hanging out, drinking root beer and playing football? Mars is dying and we’re all fighting for our lives, and the three best fighters we have are sitting here, unable to conquer one, smelly foe. Well, enjoy your Earth.” She suddenly reached in her pocket and flung a small object across the table. “This is Mars!”


With that, before anyone could say a word in defense, Renee whirled around and grabbed the first machine she saw, which happened to be Charley’s bike. She slid on it and revved it up.


“Hey!” Charley cried, rising to her feet, but Renee had already squealed out the door and around the corner, disappearing from sight. 


Three mice and a human sat in stunned silence. 


After a few moments, Vinnie whistled softly between his teeth.


“Whoa…” he said, trailing off, speechless for once. “Man, was she fired up! I mean, she always had a temper but…man…”


“She needs to lighten up!” Charley exclaimed, miffed at the theft of her bike. Then, as if realizing what she had said, she frowned thoughtfully. “She seems to be carrying quite a lot of bitterness.”

“I’ll say,” Throttle agreed, chin in hand. 


“Here we are bustin’ our butts and she just out and said that we’re wastin’ our time!” Modo fumed, teeth gritted. Throttle snickered.


“Carbine doesn’t even pull that on me, even when she’s nagging at me to come back.” Thinking about Renee’s description of Mars, he grew serious. Did Carbine need them more than she let on?


“You okay, Vin?” Charley suddenly asked, looking at the unusually quiet mouse. Vinnie shook himself and stood up.


“Uh, yeah, fine. I’d better go after her, though. She seemed really mad,” Vinnie said, his tone more subdued than any of them had ever heard.


“Good idea,” Charley agreed. “Make sure my bike is in one piece,” she added teasingly, but Vinnie didn’t seem to hear her. Without his characteristic victory cry, he got on his bike and took off silently. 


“Poor guy,” Modo said sympathetically. “Renee certainly ruffled our tails but she did bring some pretty sad news, especially for him.”


“Yeah,” Throttle agreed, and then remembered the object she had hurled at them. He picked it up and examined it carefully. “Hey, it’s a portable vidcom!” 


“What’s that?” Charley asked, looking up from the bags and cartons she was clearing from the meal. 

“It’s basically equivalent to a portable TV screen,” Throttle explained. “You record whatever you want and it folds up into this little cylinder, and then you just press a button…” Throttle pressed a small button and sure enough, what resembled a rectangular hologram popped up before them. Charley reached out and touched it, but her hand went right through the screen. 


“Whoa!” she exclaimed, drawing her hand back.


“Yeah, it only resembles a TV to a certain extent,” grinned Throttle.


“Wonder what is on this one?” Modo asked, drawing near. “She seemed to want us to watch it.” 


“Only one way to find out,” Throttle replied, and pressed another button. As they silently watched, the screen filled with the image of a small, plain looking room. It was dimly lit and from the dark walls and floor it looked to be underground. One wall of the room was rimmed with computers and other such machines. As they watched, two male mice entered the room. 


One was tall and well built with reddish brown fur and long, black hair. His face was serious but kind. He was armed with several blasters, and seemed to be in a bit of a hurry. Charley drew in her breath at his large, deep blue eyes. Strength and intelligence were mirrored in the bright blue depths. 


The other mouse was smaller and, though had some muscle, was not nearly as built as the other mice Charley had seen. He had the same reddish brown fur as the other mouse, but his hair was a bit shorter and a yellowish blonde. He was dressed more casually, with a green army cap perched backwards on his head, as if poking harmless fun at the Martian Army. The other mouse pointed towards the camera and the young mouse looked directly into it, his large, clear blue eyes alight with humor and friendliness. 


Zebbie.


Vinnie cruised through the streets of Chicago, not enjoying the ride as he usually did. His eyes scanned the streets and alleys, and his ears were attuned to any sounds of unrest. He knew that his friend would never intentionally hurt anyone, even those she scorned, but he didn’t know how reckless she would be when upset. She had changed quite a bit since he had seen her last.

But then, didn’t they all? And why shouldn’t she have grown angry since the outbreak of war? The security of a life with her family had been stripped from her, she had watched the friends she had grown up with die, and the mouse she loved had vanished. If Vinnie let himself, if he didn’t put all of his energy in reckless stunts and wild riding, then he would probably be just as angry. 


Just then he passed a small, green park. With a flash of certainty, he knew where she would be. Slowing down a bit, he pulled down one of the paths in the park and quietly rolled through, his eyes roving the trees and bushes. He caught sight of a flash of red, and turned toward a small circle of trees. Drawing a deep breath, he made his way over to the trees, got off his bike, and sat down next to her. He wisely kept his mouth shut, leaning back against the trunk and gazing up through the green leaves, glowing yellow where the sun was shining through. The leaves cast shadows that wavered over their faces.

“I miss green,” Renee said tonelessly, plucking at the grass.


“That’s why I figured you’d be here.” Renee nodded at his statement and said nothing.


“Renee,” Vinnie said, touching her shoulder. “We need to talk.”


“That’s the security camera,” the older mouse was saying, pointing to the camera as the audience watched. “It was just installed, so we can catch you if you’re goofing off.” Zebbie laughed at this, his grin taking up most of his face.


“So, no video games, Graven?” Graven snorted at this.


“Yeah, as if anyone has any. You know how to work this, right? That screen can give you any camera around this base, and that one can give you maps of both floors. Should anyone break in, they will show up on the maps. But no one will break in.”


“Don’t worry, Graven, I got it covered,” Zebbie said confidently. “I should be good at it by now.” Graven placed a hand on Zebbie’s hat covered head and smiled gently. 


“Good. I have to run; the fish heads are waiting for a beating. You take care of yourself.” 


“Hey, I’m not the one who’s going to be ducking deadly blaster shots. You’d better take care of yourself. I don’t want to be the oldest kid in our family.”


“You got it, lil’ bro.”


“Hey, Graven, hurry up!” a new voice called from the doorway. Graven rested his hand on Zebbie’s cheek, patted it, and with a smile turned away. 


“Peace, bro,” he said as he was leaving. Zebbie followed him to the doorway and waved at those outside, unseen by the camera’s eye.


“Stay out of trouble!” he called with a laugh. The voices subsided and the rapt mice and human watched as he ambled his way to a chair and sat down. After studying the screens for awhile, he got up and practiced some fighting moves, then sat back down. He began singing softly to himself after a few moments, and Charley liked the clear sound of his voice. The three watched as time went by. 


Suddenly, all three felt their stomachs clench as Zebbie leapt to his feet and gazed at a computer screen. 


Renee listened without interrupting as Vinnie poured out his tale. He told her about how they had crash landed in Chicago, and the dismay they felt when they discovered that a Plutarkian was starting to do the same thing to Chicago as the rest of them had done to Mars. He told about some of their exploits and adventures, and the ways they had saved Chicago and Detroit as well from danger and destruction. Though Renee knew that he gloried in danger, she also knew that they had risked their lives numerous times for the green planet. 

“I guess I shouldn’t have assumed you were just sitting here doing nothing,” Renee admitted when he was done. “I’m sorry about that. I’ll apologize to Throttle and Modo too, and Charley. I was just so angry. I was annoyed when I first found out that you all were here, and still felt that way while I was traveling. But I was hoping then that I would land to see you heroically defending a stricken city. Instead I find out that the three guys playing around on some field were our missing heroes. That’s when I started getting ticked. And you know me, when I start getting mad…”


“Ooh yeah, I know sweetheart,” Vinnie said with a grin, plucking at her fiery hair. Renee chuckled, and then shook her head. She raised her eyes, alight with a pleading expression, to Vinnie’s face.

“And you guys can’t just ambush that fish and drag him back?” Renee asked.


“Tried that,” Vinnie said, rolling his eyes. “I’m surprised we didn’t bump into each other, but I guess that was before the bases combined. The stink fish got away though. That’s what’s so frustrating. He always gets away…or survives! Renee, the number of times he have destroyed his tower should have killed him many times over. But he just keeps living, the squirming little eel.” Renee laughed at his description, and he continued, “I mean, don’t get me wrong. Whipping Plutarkian butt is fun and all, but it’s kind of getting redundant.”

“I guess that is frustrating,” she conceded. “Well, I wish you could come. I really do. I was so beyond angry when you just ditched Thrash like that. But I’ve cooled down and if you won’t, you won’t.”


“I want to,” Vinnie said sincerely. “I can’t imagine what Thrash is feeling like, and poor Zebbie.” Vinnie paused, and winced at the thought of him in a prison camp. The vision from the night before swam before his face, and Zebbie’s stricken eyes haunted him. Renee’s soft voice broke into his thoughts.

“I feel bad, because in a way I feel like I’m using Zebbie to get Thrash back. Like, look, I found him, now come back. But then sometimes when I’m trying to get to sleep, I see him there, dying or in pain, and I feel like screaming until all of the images are gone.” Vinnie nodded and gently took her hand, not in an offensive way, but as a friend offering comfort and support. Renee shuddered.


“Can you imagine how he felt when they ambushed him?”


“Not good, not good,” Zebbie whispered, furiously typing at the keyboard. He squinted at the screen, and then darted over to another pad of buttons. He pushed a large one and leaned over what looked like a speaker. “Attention! Exit the base immediately. Base has been infiltrated, I repeat, base has been infiltrated.” He went to another screen and tried to push a couple of buttons. Muttering, he pounded the screen, which apparently was not working for him, and picked up what looked like walkie talkie, tapping some other buttons at the same time.


“Thrash! Thrash, are you there? Send some fighters back to the base, we’ve been infiltrated. Thrash?”


Charley gasped as, unbeknownst to Zebbie, a Plutarkian and two rats crept in the room silently. They neared him, and one raised his gun. Charley wanted to scream out a warning to him, wanted so badly for this to be in the here and now, not something that had already occurred. Modo clenched his teeth and Throttle winced as Zebbie suddenly turned around. The young mouse gasped and fumbled for his blaster, but the rat rammed the butt of his gun across Zebbie’s face. Zebbie gave a sharp cry of pain and tumbled to his knees, and the rat clubbed him once more on the back of his head. Zebbie fell forward and lay still. Even from far away, Charley could see the blood that trickled from the gash on his face.


“Why didn’t you shoot him?” the Plutarkian demanded to know. The rat shrugged and kicked him with his booted foot.


“Aw, clubbing’s my instinct. Besides, look at ‘im. ‘E’s as good as dead. Out cold.” The Plutarkian growled in response and nodded toward the computer system.


“Let’s get what we came for. Hurry up!” Obediently, the rats scurried to one of the smaller computers and began typing. Throttle caught his breath and clenched his fists.


“What?” Charley asked swiftly, her eyes still on the still form of the young mouse.


“That computer probably holds all of the freedom fighter’s files! Names, base locations, informants among the civilians…that’s what they’re after! If they have that, Mars is done for!”


“Oh, mama…”


 “Have you tried to find Thrash?” Vinnie asked, trying to get the thought of Zebbie cruelly attacked out of his head.

“Yeah. It’s sort of a shame. I’ve been with him for years, and I can’t even convince him to listen to me. I told him that if we kept on using what limited resources we have then at least we can have a better shot of getting him out if ever we found him. But Thrash claimed that Zebbie couldn’t afford for him to wait around. He’s devoting all of his time to finding prison camps and breaking in. He’s doing a pretty good job but…” Renee pounded her fists in her lap. “We’re so close! Vinnie, if we could just find Zebbie’s name and where he is, then we can get Thrash back. He could combine all of his energy and the knowledge he’s picked up from busting into camps with some good fighters and powerful guns and we’d get the kid back in no time. Cheese, Vin, I wish you would just come.”


Vinnie sat back with his eyes closed. Graven with his quiet wisdom and gentleness, Thrash with his bright idealism, and Zebbie with his cheerful innocence. Would they all be destroyed? Did they all have to “go tumbling down”? What would be the cost to Chicago if he left?


What would be the cost to his loved ones if he didn’t?


And we all go tumbling down


No matter how strong we all return to the ground. 

Vinnie leaned his head back on the tree trunk, reflecting that root beer and motorcycles were far less complicated.  

Throttle’s heart pounded as he watched the rat type away at the keyboard. Did they get the information? Why hadn’t Carbine told him about this? Something like that was far more important than the Plutarkians attacking a holdout or the base. His mind raced, wondering how they could get the information back, wondering if they all had to relocate.


“Look,” Modo suddenly whispered, pointing to the screen. Throttle squinted and noticed that Zebbie was stirring. His eyes opened, but he continued to lie still for a few moments. Slowly, he tilted his head back and glanced around swiftly before resuming his position. When he was content that no one was watching him, he began to inch toward the wall. 


“Ah, ‘ere it is!” the rat exclaimed triumphantly. “Now we just gotta copy this…” Zebbie abruptly startled them all when he lunged toward the wall and grasped the wires that gave the computer its power. Before any of them could do a thing, he ripped out the wires, sending sparks flying. The rat cried out in dismay when the computer immediately went blank. 


“You little--!” He reached for his blaster, but Zebbie whipped out his own weapon. He rolled to his back and fired a shot, but it went wild and drove into the rat’s shoulder instead of his chest. The other rat lunged at Zebbie, and the Plutarkian headed toward the computer, evidently deciding to take the whole thing. Zebbie barely managed to fire off another shot before the rat kicked the weapon out of Zebbie’s hands. This shot, however, was not meant for any of the intruders. 
The Plutarkian yelled and backed away, staring at the smoking remains of the computer screen. His angry eyes roved from the computer down to Zebbie, who was struggling under the rat’s foot.


“This time I’m gonna stick to shootin’ to kill,” the rat growled, aiming his blaster at Zebbie’s head. 


“No.” The rats looked up at the Plutarkian’s command.


“’E shot at me!” the wounded rat cried. “Kill ‘im!” The Plutarkian started to speak, but suddenly a voice crackled over the speaker.


“Zebbie? You there? We’ve won, we’re coming home now.” It was Graven’s voice, and Zebbie would have yelled out if the rat didn’t shove the blaster under his chin. “Zebbie? You’d better be in there, bro…are you--?” The voice was cut short as the Plutarkian shot the speaker, exploding it into pieces.

“We’re done here,” he said grimly. 


“What are we doin’ with ‘im?” one rat asked. The Plutarkian glared down at the mouse and stepped near him. He shouldered the rat aside and reached down, grasping the youth by his shirt. He yanked him upright roughly, and Zebbie gasped, gritting his teeth against the pain. 


“Oh, I have plans for this one. Death would be too small a consequence for crossing me,” he growled. Looking around, he spied the security camera. Smirking, he turned Zebbie around and clutched the back of his shirt, pressing the gun to Zebbie’s temple. 


“See here, mice!” he shouted, lifting Zebbie up in front of the camera. Charley covered her mouth with her hand to see the ugly gash across his face, and the look of pain and fear in his eyes. “I hope you’re satisfied with yourselves. This little brat here is going to die by inches for the rest of his life. By the time we’re done with him, he’ll be wishing I had killed him on the spot. Hear and remember…and despair!” With a laugh, he raised the gun to the camera and fired.


The screen went blank.

Charley wiped her eyes and sat back, letting the images sink him. Modo’s hands were clenched and his teeth were gritted. He kept picturing Rimfire throughout the video, and knew that he would be crazy if his beloved young nephew was in Zebbie’s place. Throttle sighed heavily and stood up, walking to a small window. He stood there, arms folded, gazing out to the streets beyond. When he turned back, he sighed again.


“I think I know where they took him.” 


Vinnie finally got to his feet, stretching his cramped legs. He reached down and pulled Renee to her feet. 


“I guess we’d better get back,” Vinnie said. “Charley’s going to come after us. You did steal one of her favorite bikes.”


“Yeah, I wasn’t really thinking,” Renee admitted sheepishly. “Too bad I can’t stay a bit, but I really have to go. You know I want you to come, but whether you do or not I have to jet. The thing is…I didn’t really borrow the ship…at least not with permission…”


“You stole it?” Vinnie asked laughing. “Stick it to the man, Renee!” 


“It’s not a good thing to do,” Renee protested, grinning in spite of herself. “Either way, Carbine is going to be ticked, and rightly so. That’s part of why I was in a bit of a rush, and why I left my bike there. I kind of wanted to throw everyone off…stop laughing!”


But Vinnie laughed freely; giving himself a release of the tension and sorrow of the afternoon. He wrapped his arm around Renee’s shoulder in a warm hug before ruffling her hair affectionately, dodging her swipes. 

Still chuckling, he climbed onto his bike and Renee slipped on Charley’s. Renee gazed around the park for a moment, taking in the fresh, green leaves and grass. She breathed in the freshness and finally tore herself away, following after Vinnie. The two raced home, remembering the many rides the group had taken across the wide, Martian fields and deserts. 


They pulled into the garage and face a trio of somber faces. Vinnie slipped off of his bike and Renee leaned Charley’s carefully in its place. She glanced at the silent group, taking in Charley’s suspiciously wet eyes. The mouse felt a stab of guilt, and wished she hadn’t let her temper get the best of her.

“I’m sorry I took your bike, Charley,” she said sincerely. “And I apologize to all of you for losing my temper and treating you coldly. I was just upset. I wish we could have gotten off to a better start.”


“It’s okay, Renee ma’am,” Modo said gently. “I woulda done the same thing.” Puzzled Renee looked at all of them, and then noticed the portable vidcom on the table. Understanding dawned on her, and she looked at sympathy at the sad group.


“You must have watched the security tape. I brought it in case you wanted to see it, but I guess I shouldn’t have given it to you without warning you.”


“That poor kid,” Charley said softly. “And it must be so hard for you and Thrash too. I didn’t realize.” Renee nodded silently, turning her gaze to Throttle. Throttle stood a little apart from the rest, but stepped forward when he felt Renee’s eyes on him.


“Renee,” he said, his husky voice hushed. “Have you ever looked into Adaromn?” Renee froze, clutching her helmet, and Vinnie nearly choked on the gulp of root beer he had taken. Charley looked at all of them, puzzled.


“Where?” she asked, but no one seemed to hear.


“I never thought of it,” Renee said dully. “It’s so far away from us…but why on Mars would you think he’s there?” 


“On the tape, the Plutarkian made some pretty harsh threats. If he truly wants to torture Zebbie in the way that he talked about, that would be the place.” Renee nodded slowly, her face blank. 


“That place is the worst place on Mars,” Vinnie said in a strained voice. “Isn’t it supposed to be the place where they do experiments, too?” Throttle sighed.


“If the rumors are true, then yes. From what I heard last time I was on Mars, they torture and push mice just to see how much they can take. Then they document it and when they die, well, another body to experiment on.” 


“Those stinkin’, twisted, piles of scales!” Modo growled, his eye glowing pink. Renee tucked her helmet under her arm shakily.


“I need to go back. Now. With or without you Vin,” she said firmly. The mice and human nodded, and Vinnie suddenly rose to his feet. He had had enough of watching events roll by, of just sitting and wondering over the circumstances of his friends without doing a thing to turn the tides of fate.

“With you,” he said resolutely. Charley stifled a gasp and Modo and Throttle raised their eyebrows. Vinnie turned toward them.


“There’s no way I can’t sit here and let this go by. I just can’t,” Vinnie said fiercely. “I don’t want you to be in danger, but…”


“Your past is calling you, bro,” Throttle finished gently.
“It’s been doing that lately, hasn’t it?” Vinnie quipped with a shaky smile. Throttle returned the smile and clapped his hand on the young mouse’s shoulder. 
“Go for it. We two can hold off ol’ fish face for awhile. Besides, I think we scared him good the last time,” Throttle assured him with a twisted smile.

“Yeah! No way you can let that kid hang around in a place like that!” Modo agreed. Vinnie smiled gratefully at them, his shoulders sagging in relief over their approval.

“Then let’s go,” Renee said briskly. “Do you need anything?”


“Nothing but my bike and my studly bod,” Vinnie said, flexing. Renee rolled her eyes but before she could comment, Vinnie’s eyes lit up. “Hey! Can we bring a case of root beer?”

“Sure!” Modo conceded, causally lifting a large, heavy case of root beer bottles to his shoulder. Charley chuckled.

“That’s all you need, huh? Remind me to never get stuck on a desert island with you,” she said sarcastically. Vinnie gave an evil grin, but Charley quickly cut him off. “For more reasons than one.” 

“Root beer is a good idea though, we can drink them when we celebrate Thrash and Zebbie’s returns!” Vinnie suggested optimistically. Renee nodded absently, and Charley could see by the set of her jaw and the faraway look in her eye that she was already moving on to the next step.  


“One step at a time, Vincent. Let’s ride,” she said a little tersely, glancing expectantly at the others. The guys shrugged and revved their bikes, and Charley was quick to grab her own bike and join them. 


Vinnie careened through the city, leading the rest. His voice was raised in laughter and his usual boasts and shouts, but his mind was spinning with his thoughts. He was going back to Mars…alone. It had been awhile since he had ridden without his bros, or they without him. Would they be able to handle Limburger? Would he be able to handle Mars?


Mars. As he thought about leaving Throttle and Modo, he thought about returning back to people in his life that he had thought were gone. He strange feeling rolled through his stomach over the thought, and he leaned low over his handlebars. Hang in there, Thrash. The Vin-man’s making good on his promises.

To Renee’s relief, they arrived at the field quickly, and after a click of her remote the ship was visible again. Renee jumped off the bike and pressed another button to lower the ramp. She began to stride toward it, but stopped short and turned to the rest of them. The hardness in her eyes softened and she smiled a bit.


“I’m sorry I didn’t get the chance you know you well,” she said a little sadly. “I know we didn’t get off to a good start. You are doing your job here, and that is good. We have to stop Plutark before they spread to any other planets.”


“Aw, don’t worry babe, we’ll look you up when this mess is over,” Throttle said warmly, flashing a smile. Renee returned the smile impulsively. Man, if I didn’t have Thrash waiting for me, this guy would be some catch, she thought with an inward chuckle.

“You take care of yourself, ma’am. And make sure to get that kid out safely,” Modo said sincerely. His expression sobered a bit. “And…um…if you can say hello to a nephew of mine…his name is Rimfire…”


“Send my love to Carbine, too, if you can,” Throttle added softly. Vinnie glanced at their faces and realized how much they would love to be in his place.


“I’ll look some people up, bros,” he said reassuringly. “And don’t worry…soon we’ll all be going back for good!” Charley felt a knot of fear pass through her when she thought about them leaving her for good. She looked up at Vinnie’s eager face and bright eyes. What if she lost him too? He had grown somehow dearer to her ever since she had shared so much of his pain over his past. She recalled the dangers Renee had described and shuddered.


“What’s wrong babe, chilly? I could warm you up,” Vinnie said with a sly grin. Charley smirked.


“Trust me, I’m not that cold.” When she met his eyes, she stepped off from her bike impulsively. “Though I won’t say no to a goodbye hug.” Renee managed not to heave an impatient sigh and Vinnie managed not to let his jaw drop with shock. Charley stepped toward him, and he wrapped his arms around her in a warm hug. He was surprised how tightly Charley returned the hug, and for a moment wished he could stay right where he was.


But they had to end it, and Charley suddenly felt her cheeks flame. Vinnie kicked at the dirt awkwardly. Pretending nonchalance, Charley punched him lightly on the shoulder before turning back toward her bike.


“Watch yourself, you big lug,” she said almost teasingly. 


“Don’t worry. If he doesn’t watch himself, someone will,” Renee said dryly. Modo, after depositing the root beer case in the ship, slapped him on the back so heartily that he nearly fell over, and Throttle clasped his shoulder. After a few more punches and well wishes, Vinnie revved his bike and shot up the ramp, grabbing Renee by the tail as he went by. Everyone laughed, despite the tension, when the cool, confident female was jerked off of her feet and onto Vinnie’s bike. 


“Do that again Vinnie and I’ll hang you up by your toes!” she cried. Vinnie’s loud laughter echoed out from the ship. It was the last thing they heard before the ramp slid up and the door closed. 


The rather forlorn trio stood and watched as the engines fired up and the ship rose into the air. With another firing of the engines, it turned and flew swiftly away toward the clouds. They watched it until it became only a bright light against the slowly darkening sky. When it disappeared, Throttle sighed. 


“Well,” he said, climbing onto his bike. “Nothing to do but lay low and see what’s in store for us.”


“Anyone up for some more dogs?” Modo asked, feeling like some food would cheer him up. Throttle and Charley agreed absently, and the three of them rode through the streets of Chicago without, for once, the high pitched shouts and laughter of their white furred friend.    

* * *

The sun was sinking low in the dust choked sky, its red rays slanting over the small, square building. The building was surrounded by a high wall, enclosing the figures moving slowly in the courtyard. Their moans and cries rose softly and was carried off by the dry wind. No one outside the wall heard their cries.


But someone on the inside did.


A lone martian mouse lay belly down on top of the square building. He crawled over to the edge of the roof and peered over into the courtyard. His dark eyes scanned the area, spying all seven Plutarkian and rat guards. 

Flies are buzzing round my head

He hated all seven of them. 

The mouse pulled his string of blasters close, and pulled his own gun, a sniper rifle, from where it was strapped on his back. Making sure it was on the silent setting, he carefully aimed at the first of the seven enemies. He winced as the Plutarkian he was aiming for raised his hand to strike a prisoner, a mouse who had once been a free, innocent civilian.
Vultures circling the dead
Picking up every last crumb
He fired. 

The plutarkian fell before his fist did, and the prisoner, who had been expecting a blow, looked up in shock when the fish fell at his feet. Don’t say anything, don’t say anything, the mouse willed, quickly finding his next target.

“He’s dead!” the martian prisoner cried. Darn. The mouse leapt to his feet, firing as rapidly as possible before they could spot him. A rat guard snarled and whipped out his own weapon, and the mouse ducked as bolts of hot plasma flew past him. He picked off a few Plutarkians and grunted as a plasma beam raked his shoulder. He took aim at the rat in question, and was disgusted to see that the rat had pulled a prisoner in front of him as a shield.


“Dirty little coward,” he muttered, falling to one knee to avoid getting hit and thinking rapidly about his options. Thankfully, this prisoner was smart. She struggled and got one arm free long enough to drive her elbow into his stomach. His grip loosened, and she ducked. The mouse took his chance immediately, and in the split second that the prisoner’s head was bowed, he fired.


The courtyard fell silent. 


The mouse remained still for a moment, his eyes scanning to locate any hidden enemies. Satisfied that his job was done, he grabbed a string of blasters and a long, coiled rope. Slinging the rope and his sniper rifle over his shoulder, he easily slipped off of the roof. He landed hard in front of the small group of prisoners, and they began to chatter with excitement.


“Quiet,” he said in a hushed tone. “There are more guards inside and I’m not stopping here. Here, pass this around and use it to cut off your chains,” he ordered, handing around a small flare. The small group obeyed quietly, tears in most of their eyes. The mouse began to uncoil the rope, looking around for the easiest exit.


“Do you know if any of these guards carried keycards?” he asked, his eyes still on the wall that enclosed the area. 


“Look out!” a female cried shrilly. The mouse whirled around and ducked as a shot flew past his head. He lunged forward, throwing his entire body in a punch that knocked the plutarkian flat. As he fell, the mouse grinned and swiped the small pack of keycards that stuck out from his belt. 


“Why thank you,” he said with a chuckle. He pocketed the keycard and winked at the female who warned him. “And thank you. Now, time to get you out of here. Guards will figure out something is going on pretty quickly, so we have to hurry.” Swiftly, the mouse ran to what he estimated was the lowest part of the wall. He uncoiled the rope, which had a hook on one end, and after giving it a few swings, flung it over the wall. He pulled and was glad to find that it had worked on the first try. I’m gettin’ good, he thought with some satisfaction. He turned back toward the prisoners and located the one who looked the strongest. The mouse pulled off his sniper rifle and pressed it into the prisoner’s arms. 

“Now listen. When you get over that wall, you run like heck to the closest shelter. It can be a cave or some rocks or whatever, just get there.” The mouse looked squarely at the prisoner who held his rifle. “If an enemy finds you, shoot him,” the mouse said, and with that made his way to the building across the enclosure.


“Wait!” one of the females called. The mouse turned back impatiently. “Are…are you the Liberator? We’ve heard so many tales and we hoped and hoped…so are you?” The mouse raised an eyebrow and shrugged. 


“Call me what you want…but my name is Thrash. Now go!” With that, Thrash turned and sped across the enclosure toward a heavy door that led into the main building. The female smiled for the first time since arriving in her nightmare, and quickly followed the others in scampering over the wall. 


Thrash kicked open the door and immediately lifted his blaster, ready for an attack. When none came, he glanced around and quietly made his way through the narrow, dark corridors. 


A heavy stench hit his nostrils, and he had to grit his teeth to keep from feeling sick. He let his eyes adjust to the darkness, and soon began to make out the forms of prisoners huddled behind bars. Miraculously, there wasn’t a Plutarkian in sight. Must be a meal time, he thought with a smirk. He made his way to the other end of the corridor, and felt for a small metal box. When his fingers hit it, he took out one of the keycards and slid them through the slot until the bars slid open. Low security, he thought to himself. This place must have been thrown together recently. He shook himself and focused his attention to the confused prisoners. 


“Stay quiet and listen,” he said in a loud whisper. “I’m here to bust you out, but I need to know two things. How many cells are there? Anyone?”


“A bunch,” a voice faltered. “There are about two more halls of cells.” Thrash cringed and went on. 


“Okay then, does anyone know if there’s a place where they keep bikes or vehicles of some sort?” 


“Umm…”


“Hey!” Thrash spun around at the loud voice that broke the hush, and flinched to see that it was a Plutarkian. Thrash aimed and fired, but not before the Plutarkian smashed his fist into a large control panel. Within seconds, an ear splitting alarm raged through the building. 


“Alright, we gotta get going! Everyone get out of your cells and go out that door there. There’s a rope on the wall. If I give you a blaster, then you’d better figure out how to use it and fast! Go!” The prisoners scrambled to their feet and staggered out into the corridor. Thrash winced to see that they were thin and trembling, and he hoped that they would be able to make it. He thrust the blasters into the hands of those who looked the strongest, and when they were gone, he took off into the other corridors.


Adrenaline pumping, he raced down the hall, dodging the blasts of guns and ignoring the screams that came from the cell. He reached the end of the hall, slid the keycard through, and raised his blaster. 


“I’ll fry you alive mouse!” a plutarkian bellowed, and Thrash yelled as a blast singed his side. He ducked and dodged, adding his own shots to the mix. Suddenly, one of the plutarkians fell forward, and Thrash looked up, panting. A startled prisoner stood behind the fallen plutarkian, clutching a gun. Thrash managed a grin and waved him off, too out of breath to say much. 


The hall was quiet now, and Thrash gave quick instructions to the small crew of prisoners, who filed out thankfully. Thrash studied every face, and almost moved on when he saw a trio of bodies huddled in one cell. His heart skipped a beat until he realized that the figures were two small children huddled around their mother. 


Glancing around warily, he slipped into the cell.


“Hey, come on, time to go,” he said, gesturing for them to get up. He felt his stomach sink when the children, small, bruised, and terrified, gazed up at him.


Big fish eat the little ones


Their scraped arms clung to the still body of their mother. Thrash knelt down and gently pushed them away. One boy, the older one, clutched his younger brother, who began to sniffle. 

Big fish eat the little ones

Thrash shook the mother, and then reached down and felt her pulse. There was none. To make sure, he placed his hand in front of her parted mouth, but felt nothing. When he stood up, she slid to the side.


The youngest boy began to wail.


You can try the best you can


You can try the best you can

Thrash glanced around and pulled the children away. The youngest screamed, reaching out for his mother, and the older boy stood rooted to the ground, breathing hard through gritted teeth. Finally, Thrash scooped them both out and burst into the hall. He could hear sounds of the Plutarkians coming closer, and could hear blasters being fired from outside. Darn, he thought, torn with what to do. He had a mission in mind, and that mission required him to search every crevice of the place, but the two children in his arms made him hesitate. 


He shouldn’t have.


Both children screamed as a blaze of plasma rocketed past them. Thrash swiftly set the children down and shoved them behind him. He whipped out his blaster, but it was shot from his hands.


“You’ve wasted quite some time, mouse,” a plutarkian growled, stepping close. “And for all of your trouble, the prisoners will be recaptured and worked twice as hard as punishment. And as for you…I’m sure we can think up something extra special.” Sounds of battle raged closer, and Thrash’s mind raced. Hearing a new sound, he fought a grin.


“Oh yeah? What are you going to do, stink me to death?” he retorted. The plutarkian glowered and turned up the velocity of his blaster. 


“I’ll take you and those brats out in one shot if you aren’t careful!” he threatened. 


“Or not.” As soon as the words left Thrash’s mouth, a black and silver bike roared into the room and fired from behind. The plutarkian fell with a squeal, and Thrash laughed triumphantly.


“Nice job,” he complimented, and the bike blinked in response. Before he could make his next move, a martian stumbled into the room, clutching one of the blasters that Thrash had given out.


“The place is gonna blow,” he managed to say. “I saw the rats setting bombs. They’ll take us all out.” 


“Bike,” he said, addressing his loyal companion. “Carry these three to safety. Allow any martian aboard, as many as you can carry.” The bike beeped in response, and Thrash scooped up the wailing children, shoving them into the prisoner’s arms. “Ride my bike, and get these kids to safety. Try to find some other bikes or vehicles, the Plutarkian’s often steal them and lock them up. My bike knows where to go, get everyone to follow.”


“What about you? Where are you going?” The prisoner said, wrapping his tail around the kids and sliding onto the bike.


“I have someone to find.” Without waiting for a response, he took off, glad to hear the peal of bike tires heading away from him.


Alone now, he raced through the final corridors. They were mostly silent, and Thrash hurt to see the number of still, lifeless forms. The building shuddered, and Thrash slipped from time to time on the greasy, filthy floor, but he never slowed. 


You can try the best you can

Come on, be here…just be here, he found himself thinking over and over as he searched. His eyes darted every which way, peering through the gloom for a flash of blue or a glint of yellow, and he strained his ears to hear for a certain voice calling his name. He saw that some prisoners were alive and he hurriedly released them, but many were dead. None of them were who he was looking for. His stomach dropped when he turned a corner and reached a dead end.

Suddenly the building was rocked so hard that Thrash fell against the bars of a cell. He gave a sharp cry, gripping his already burned shoulder. Another blast sounded, and this time chunks of stone ceiling fell. Thrash lifted his arm to protect his head and muttered under his breath. Were there more cells? Was he missing something?


You can try the best you can

He saw a flash of blue, and his heart nearly leapt to his throat. But it was his bike, squealing into the corridor and blinking its blue lights frantically. All around him, more stone began to fall, and dust began to cloud the corridor.


“Alright, you win,” Thrash conceded, leaping onto his bike. “Let’s ride!” He shot through the corridors, blasting his way through the falling rubble. He swerved and skidded and all the time tried to look at every cell he passed. He saw a patch of light, and accelerated, heading toward his exit. Chunks of rock fell in front of him, but he revved his bike and soared over it. 


“Almost there,” he said to himself, and just then, a blast sounded that nearly split his ear drums. He lurched forward, and he and his bike were flung into a somersault as they rocketed out of the building. He managed to cling to his bike and stay seated, and they only swerved to the side when the wheels slammed into the ground. Thrash glanced behind him to see the building erupt into a ball of flame. 


“Give it all you got, girl!” he cried and accelerated even more, switching gears and racing toward the wall. When they had nearly reached it, Thrash pulled back on the handles and fired the engine. The bike roared over the wall, and Thrash felt the heat of the fire as he sailed over, narrowly missing the blast. 


He slammed down into the ground, but didn’t slow until he was well away from the prison. Despite the disappointment that lingered in his mind, he couldn’t help but give a quick shout of laughter from the rush of excitement and danger.


“Nice!” he exclaimed, patting the handle bars. “Know where the prisoners are gathered?” The bike beeped and flashed a small map on the screen between the handle bars, and Thrash studied it briefly before changing his direction. Luckily, he spied them easily, as a cluster of them huddled behind an outcropping of rock. He pulled up next to them, his heart still pounding. 


“You all okay?” Thrash asked, pulling off his helmet and brushing his shoulder length brown hair out of his dark eyes. The prisoners, now free martians, looked at each other.


“Some of us were killed on the way out, but most of us made it,” a male said, his voice carrying a note of awe and unbelief. “I can’t believe we made it.” Thrash managed a smile. 


“I’m glad, and I see you found some bikes,” he said, referring to the army issue bikes parked nearby.  

“Yeah, you were right, they were sealed up in a store room,” replied another martian. Thrash nodded and leaned back in his bike seat. He let his eyes pass over all of the martians, some old, some young, and two of them children. Taking a deep breath, he pressed disappointment from his mind. 


“Alright, we’d better disperse before they start hunting for us. Was anyone involved in a resistance group or army of some sort?” A few of the martians raised their hands, and Thrash nodded. “Good. Can you get back to the base from here if I give you the bikes?” 


“Sure, yeah,” some of them said, nodding. 


“Good. How about the rest of you? Anyone have a home left?” Only silence and hopeless stares. Thrash sighed inwardly. Another neighborhood lost. “Well, don’t worry. I know where to put you. You people who know where you’re going, ride free! The rest, follow me.” After giving some directions to those who were uncertain and asking if he could keep two of the army issue bikes, those with a place to go sped off, finally free. 


Thrash turned back to the smaller group, and his eyes immediately dropped to the two children who had survived the ordeal. The youngest was still sniffling, and the older one was still silent. 


“Alright, the kids can ride with me, and so can you,” he said, pointing to the slimmest female. “I think my bike can handle the combined weight. You four can ride the two army issues. All set?” There was a soft chorus of replies, and Thrash quickly slid on his own bike, lifting one of the children and sitting him on the handlebars. He handed the other child to the female who sat down behind him. When everyone was assembled, he glanced around for pursuing enemies, and then took off.   


The ride through the silent, red stretch of land was a short one. Soon they came to another cluster of rocks, where Thrash pulled to a halt. 


“Wait here, don’t come until I tell you,” he said in a hushed voice. Leaving his bike behind, he strolled out into the open. He came to a casual stop over a plain patch of dry grass, and, with a seeming nonchalance, stamped his boot three times, paused, and then three times again. He stepped back in time for the patch of grass and the dirt around it to slowly rise up.


A martian mouse peered up at him, holding the trapdoor above his head and blinking at the brightness of the day. Thrash smiled and knelt down, but did so in a way that it looked like he was just sitting relaxed.


“I have some more for you,” he said quietly. “Do you have room?”


“Yes, we have some room. It might be a little cramped, but some of the others…left us,” the mouse said in a husky voice. Thrash sighed and nodded. 


“I’ll be right back,” he promised and with a stretch, rose to his feet and ambled away, glancing around for any movement in the waste. When he reached his small group, he smiled.


“You’re in luck, sort of. There’s a little group of people who are living underground. They have room and supplies for all of you, but it won’t be a picnic. You probably won’t see the light of day until the war ends, unless you get sent out to find more supplies.”


“But we’ll be safe, right?” a martian asked. 


“Relatively.” 


“I’m in.” The others added their assent and Thrash nodded. 


“Okay, we need to come in small groups in case someone happens upon us. You two, follow me.” Taking two at a time with him, Thrash led them to the underground hideout and watched as they slipped in. Some looked relieved, and some had tears in their eyes. He didn’t blame them. They were catching their last glimpse of the sky, and at this rate, it would be a long time before they would see it again. 

At last, Thrash only had the two children to lead. He led them out and when they reached the hideout, placed his hands on their heads encouragingly. 

“The people here will take care of you,” he said, trying to smile. The youngest wiped tears from his eyes and managed a nod. Thrash eyed the older child. “Hey,” he said. “You okay? You hear me?” The child looked up at him with hard, empty eyes. Thrash felt a pain in his heart and for a moment felt that he could rip the entire planet of Plutark apart with his bare hands. He patted the boy’s shoulder and watched as they slid into the gaping hole. Thrash was left alone.
You can try the best you can
Thrash got on his bike and rode away, lost in his thoughts. The child’s eyes haunted him. Unbidden images of the faces he held dear floated in his mind’s eye. Zebbie’s eyes, so alight with humor and joy…Graven’s eyes, which had held strength and patience. Thrash grimaced. Somewhere, Graven’s eyes were still and glazed with death…and Zebbie’s?

You can try the best you can.
Thrash pulled up in front of a narrow mouthed cave. Sliding his bike in, he sat with a grimace against the edge with a sigh and fixed his gaze toward the horizon. Taking a deep breath, he reached in for a small medical kit and absently began untwist the cap that held some medicine that would soothe and heal his injuries. He spilled a few drops on some gauze and held it to his shoulder, wincing as the burn spread through his wound. He returned his gaze toward the skyline, focusing on planning his next raid. But what would happen when there were no more prisons to go to? Idly, he reached over and felt around in his small, worn duffel bag and pulled out a well used, army style hat. He fingered it, remembering the day he found it in a pool of blood.
The best you can is good enough.

The best you can is good enough.
But was it?

Thrash clenched his fists around the soft hat and, lowering his head, pressed it against his face.
No.

* * *

Vinnie grunted as he scrambled over the snow dusted rocks. His sharp, knobby knees stuck out of the holes in his jeans, but he was too excited to think about the cold that seeped in. He paused to catch his breath and looked behind him at the girl a few rocks below.


“Come on, Ray! What’s wrong with you, hurry up!” 


“Oh, shut up Vin, I’m the one carrying these stupid garbage can lids!”


“Yeah, well, you lost the bet! Now come on, I wanna have some fun!” Vinnie, despite his impatience, stopped and extended his hand. The young girl shifted the round, plastic lids to one arm and grasped his hand. Together, the children scurried to the peak of the large pile of rocks. Vinnie grinned and Rayna drew in a breath in wonder at the landscape. Standing on top of the peak, they could see slopes covered with snow that sparkled in the sun. Far away, the tops of the short martian trees were delicately outlined by the snow.

“Wow, how beautiful,” Rayna breathed, her eyes wide. 


“Pshaw, who cares about beautiful? This is gonna be fun!” Rayna glanced down at Vinnie, who had taken the lids and was placing them carefully at their feet. Her eyes traveled down the long, rather steep path in front of them. 

“Vinnie…are you serious?” 


“Come on, it’ll be fun! Look, there aren’t even any rocks in our way.”


“Are you not seeing those boulders there?”


“We can steer around them! Come on, Ray, you never find a path this long that’s so clear! You aren’t scared are ya?”


“Hmph…no I’m not scared.”


“Then come on!” Rayna took a deep breath, and began to smile as excitement welled up in her stomach. Vinnie, who was already grinning, laughed at the look on her face and kept grinning as they both sat down on the lids. 


“Ready?”


“Umm…”


“Here we go!” With a whoop that was half yell, half laugh the two of them pushed off and rocketed down the slope. Vinnie was laughing so hard he was nearly crying as they rushed down, spinning and weaving along the path. Vinnie looked around at his friend through his tears. She was laughing as well, her small face creased with her smile. He watched as she spun around backwards so that she faced him, and watched as she got further and further away from him. 

Suddenly the scene changed. The white and gray of the surroundings turned red and black. The crunch of snow and laughter of young voices turned into blasts of guns and screams of battle. Rayna’s laughing face turned into a look of fear, and instead of sliding down a slope she was plummeting over the edge of a cliff.


And Vinnie. Vinnie was screaming her name, reaching down but, without a bike, unable to do anything but cling at air. 


She fell further and further away.


“No…NO!”


“No!” Vinnie sat up with a jolt, banging his head on a compartment above his head. Renee looked up, startled, and peered over at him.

“Vinnie? You okay? Bad dream?” she asked, pushing her chair over to him. Vinnie stretched, scrunching his face up at the pain in his back and neck from the position he had fallen asleep in. He rubbed his throbbing head and tried to chuckle.


“Man, I haven’t even seen a battle yet and I’m already banged up,” he joked. He remembered his dream, and his smile faded. Renee studied him, tilting her head to one side. 


“What did you dream about?” Not answering, Vinnie rubbed his head and sighed, standing to walk over to the window. He gazed soberly out at the stars, remembering his dream, and with it, remembering his broken promise. It only took a few simple words, one stupid decision…

“Ray! Hear that? It’s a battle! Let’s go check it out.”

“Aw, Vin, I don’t know. What if we get in the way? I’d prefer not to die, you know.”

“You aren’t scared, are you? What’s there to worry about? I’ll protect you. Let’s go!”

“Well…alright.”

The terrified screams echoed in his ears.
Stupid. Rash. Vinnie plunged his hands in his pockets, wrapping his fingers around her necklace.   Another failure, he thought bitterly before turning back to his redhaired companion. Seeing her concerned look, he mustered up a smile and tried to shrug.

“It’s just…going back with the thought of meeting up with people I haven’t seen in so long…I keep thinking about the ones who won’t be there.” Renee shot him a sympathetic look and reached out to touch his hand. Just then, a beeping sound broke the silence, and the two of them jumped, startled. Renee crossed the room and glanced at the screen, a smile breaking over her face. 

“We’re almost home,” she said with a sigh, and turned to gaze out of the window. Straight ahead was Mars, a soft red against the blackness of space. Vinnie joined her and gazed at the planet in awe.


“Wow, it’s been awhile since I’ve seen it from space,” he remarked. “Last time I came here it was through a transporter.”


“It’s still beautiful, even after all this,” Renee said quietly. She turned to Vinnie with a confident tilt of her chin. “And it will be even more beautiful someday. You’ll see.” Vinnie forced a smile at her confidence and tried to push the doubt he sometimes struggled with out of his mind.


“Sure thing, sweetheart,” he said with a cocky grin. Renee smirked at him and turned to sit in the pilot’s chair. 


“Time to get ready for a landing. Hold on to something, mouse, I don’t want you flying through the window,” Renee warned, here eyes glued to the screen. Vinnie snickered.


“Especially the way you drive,” he teased.


“I’ll slap you around for that one later,” Renee said without bothering to even look at him. Vinnie laughed and reclined on his bike seat. Thinking about Mars, though, combined with his inability to sit still for more than two minutes forced him to jump back to his feet.

“Man, I can’t wait to get in there and whip some tail on those over ripe…whoa!” Vinnie suddenly was cut off as the ship lurched and he was thrown off of his feet. He landed in a heap and winced, rubbing his bum.


“Cheese, Renee, what’s wrong with you?”


“Told you I’d slap you around for your smart mouth,” she said, shooting a sly glance at him. Vinnie sighed.


“Women,” he muttered.


Carbine stood stiffly, glaring down at her neat stack of papers. The pages illustrated everything from new battle plans to the recent advances of the Plutarkians, but she wasn’t really seeing it. She was still fuming over the fact that Stoker, who was slouched casually on a chair nearby, refused to get angry.


“I don’t care what reasons she had, stealing from us is unacceptable. If she wants to jump ship on us like her boyfriend, then she needs to go empty handed. He didn’t take anything from us,” she growled, glancing sharply at Stoker. Stoker hid a smile and shrugged, knowing that the gesture annoyed her to no end.


“Aw, Renee isn’t going anywhere for good. She left her bike here. Besides, if she was going to go join Thrash or something, she wouldn’t need a space cruiser to do it.” 


“I don’t care if she’s leaving permanently or not! I can’t believe she would have the audacity to--!”


“Chill, Carbine, ‘audacity’ is what defines our group,” Stoker said with a laugh. Carbine straightened up at this and placed her hands on her hips.


“So you’re completely fine with her stealing a ship,” she stated, raising an eyebrow at him. Stoker held up her hands.


“Well, sure, she could have asked. But I think the correct term is borrowed.”

“That’s right,” a new voice said. Both turned to see Renee, leaning against the door frame. She smiled slightly and tossed the keys to Carbine. “Stealing is permanent, borrowing implies a speedy return.” 


“Welcome back, Red,” Stoker said, sitting up and bowing slightly. Renee winked at him.


“Thanks, Coach. At least someone’s glad to see me,” she said, turning her gaze to Carbine. Stoker couldn’t help but snicker as he sat back to watch the two women eye each other. They were so alike it was hilarious, especially because everyone could see it but them. 


“What were you thinking? Stealing a ship like that? I don’t care about the terminology; you took Freedom Fighter property without permission.”


“This isn’t army,” Renee replied firmly.


“But there has to be some sort of system to it or it’ll fall apart! What if we needed the ship?”


“For what? To take a little stroll in space? I knew you wouldn’t use it, and I made sure I was back quickly.”


“It still rings of betrayal,” Carbine said, and Renee’s eyes flashed at the retort. Stoker let out a low whistle.

“Betrayal?” Renee said softly. “No, betrayal is when you informed a fighter who’s given his all for this group that you were going to do nothing to help him.” There was a brief silence.


“Renee…” Stoker began softly. Renee held up her hand.
“Believe me, I’m aware of the circumstances, but you can’t fault me for trying to do something on my own. I found the disc with the names, and now I found some help. And I’m back, aren’t I?” Carbine sighed. Though she wouldn’t admit it, stress over the war was more responsible for Carbine’s anger than Renee’s actions. Renee was not traitor material. 

“Alright, fine. Where did you go anyway?” Carbine asked, resigned. Renee smiled.


“Well, Throttle sends his love…” she began, but was cut off when Carbine looked up, her eyes flashing. Renee felt a pang in her heart when she saw the expression on her face.


“You brought Throttle?” she asked with a rush of emotion that was unwonted in her voice. Renee winced.


“No, I tried but I couldn’t. Actually, I brought…”


Suddenly, she was cut off by a piercing and familiar battle cry accompanied by the roar of a motorcycle. Stoker sat up in his chair.


“You brought him? What on Mars…”


“Honey, I hooome!” the white furred male cried, bursting into the room and skidding to a halt. He whipped off his helmet and performed a few exaggerated bows. “The hero has returned to save the day!” 


“You brought the punk to help you find one name among thousands?” Stoker asked, awestruck. For the first time ever, he doubted Renee’s intelligence.


“Aw, come on, Old Timer! That’s all you have to say to your brightest pupil?” Vinnie crowed. Stoker grinned and got to his feet. 


“Extinguish the ego a bit, kid,” he said and with a roar lunged at Vinnie. Vinnie shouted in response and soon the two were wrestling roughly with shouts of laughter. Renee and Carbine looked at each other and shook their heads.


“Throttle and Modo didn’t come?” Carbine asked, hiding the hurt.

“No, they were concerned about what this Limburger guy would do if they left,” Renee said regretfully. Carbine narrowed her eyes but moved on.


“So why Vinnie?” she said, looking down at the hyper mouse.


“I’m just dipping back into history,” Renee said with a grin. “I’ll handle finding Zebbie, and this guy can find a certain drifter for me.” Carbine was about to express her opinion over bringing a valuable fighter across space to haul back a boyfriend, but kept her thoughts to herself. She knew that Renee had some sort of plan cooking, and she also knew how much she wanted to haul Throttle back to Mars. She was about to ask another question when Renee lost her patience.


“Alright, time to break this reunion up,” she muttered, approaching the tussle. She waited until Vinnie had straightened up a bit to make her move. She reached down, grabbed him by his bandana and hauled him back. Vinnie yelped at the sudden movement, and grunted when Renee pulled him past her and planted one foot against his chest, shoving him against the wall and pinning him. 


“Hello there, remember me?” she asked casually, still in a high kick position. “Hate to cut your reunion short, but we have work to do.” From the floor, Stoker broke into laughter over Vinnie’s stunned face.


“Look’s like she wins, kid,” he said, amused. Vinnie colored a bit and muttered under his breath as Renee took her foot away.


“Yeah well, she caught me off guard. What’s the deal with pulling on my bandana; you could’ve busted my windpipe!” Renee snickered over this.


“Yeah, right. Now come on, I want to show you around. You haven’t seen this base yet and you should know where everything is. You can wrestle to your heart’s content later,” she finished with a chuckle. With a nod to both Stoker and Carbine, she strode from the room. Vinnie whistled for his motorcycle to follow and began to leave.


“Tsh, that girl hasn’t changed much at all,” he grumbled. “See you later, guys. Oh, and Carbine…” he turned toward the gray female. “Throttle really does want to be here. You know that.” With that he left, leaving Carbine surprised into silence over Vinnie’s sudden insight, and his comment. Stoker rose to his feet and stretched, reflecting that he was getting too old for the rough and tumble deal. He glanced at Carbine and squeezed her shoulder.


“Time keeps going. Soon this will be over. One way or another, anyway,” he reminded her, and left her alone to think.


Vinnie’s adrenaline was pumping as they neared the mess hall, still on a high from wrestling with his “coach” and increasingly excited about who he was going to see. He had made good friends during his years with the Freedom Fighters, but nothing could make him forget the friends he had before the war started, and the thought of seeing them again made him have to force himself to stay macho and cool. He glanced at Renee and was suddenly very glad she had dragged him back to Mars.


He was about to say this when they entered the mess hall, and Vinnie promptly forgot her and gazed around. The group gathered was not very large and he immediately spotted familiar faces. Seeing them rooted him to the ground for a moment, striking him into unusual speechlessness. The mouse leaning back in his chair with an eyepatch had helped him pull a prank on a teacher who had gotten them in trouble. The girl twirling her hair and squinting at her blaster had helped him with math on many an occasion. A group of mice, all with various scars and bruises that were laughing together, had all been on his sports team. 


“I can’t believe it,” he breathed, shaking his head. “I know these people.” Renee chuckled. 


“It’s been awhile, Vin,” she said, nudging him in the ribs. “Check out the dude in the corner.” Vinnie turned to where she was pointing and saw a tall, slim martian mouse sitting alone. His bright yellow hair was ruffled and messy in a familiar way, almost shining against his dark brown fur. His deep blue eyes were narrowed as he studied whatever was spread out on the table.

“Johnny!” Vinnie suddenly called, and the mouse in question looked up, startled. Vinnie grinned when their eyes met, and Johnny’s mouth dropped open. 


“Vinnie?!” he exclaimed, shocked into vocalization. Vinnie bounded over to the mouse, not noticing that nearly everyone else had looked over. 


“Hey bro! How’s it hanging?” Vinnie crowed, holding his hand out. Johnny slapped his hand, a bewildered look on his face. 


“You…you’re alive? What…how…?” 


“Still a mouse of few words, eh man?” he joked, tickled at the reaction he was getting. Johnny still looked aghast as Vinnie plopped down in front of him.


“But…but where have you been? You disappeared after the war started…and then a few years ago I started hearing rumors about how you were dead,” Johnny stated, his eyes still wide.


“But you didn’t hear rumors about my amazing skills and fame? Sheesh, where have you been is the question.” Boastingly, he told of how he ended up with Throttle and Modo and outlined their exploits on Mars and Earth. As he spoke, he was aware of a crowd of mice around him. He finished his story and grinned around at them, and was soon encompassed in exclamations of surprise and warm greetings.


Man, Vinnie thought, enjoying their surprise and attention. This is the life!


He hardly noticed Johnny as the group settled around him, for the mouse had shrunk back quietly and returned to his work. He would have remained unnoticed if one mouse, an old acquaintance from grade school, made a startling comment.


“Dude, still can’t believe that you’re here. Heck, after Rayna died, you just disappeared and nobody’s heard a peep about you.”


Vinnie froze, the smile fading quickly from his face.


“Heck, the only people who seemed to know anything were Thrash and that big extended family of his, but they didn’t say a word.”


Vinnie began to feel that the room was getting warmer.


“Yeah,” piped up another voice. “What really happened, anyway?” 
Claustrophobia seemed to set in. Vinnie cleared his throat and tried to muster up his bravado, but the words just wouldn’t come.


“Vinnie.” Vinnie blinked and looked up at the voice, so quiet yet in a sense commanding. Johnny had risen to his feet and was gazing mildly at him. “Why don’t you come see the project Carbine and I have been working on? You may be interested.”


“Aw, Johnny, no one cares about your stupid plants,” someone complained. Johnny didn’t flinch, but waited calmly for Vinnie’s response.


“Sure, I’ll go,” Vinnie said, grasping at the opportunity. “I think Renee wanted to show me around anyway. But hey, I’m not disappearing this time; I’ll be back for dinner!” The group nodded and murmured their goodbyes, slowly drifting away and returning to their tables. 


Vinnie strode behind Johnny, only letting his grinning face relax once they had left the room. He glanced questioningly at the quiet mouse, almost in awe over his perception.


“Uh, Johnny, I…” Vinnie trailed off, still finding it awkward to speak to the mouse. Johnny smiled, and Vinnie reflected that he had seldom seen the mouse smile before.


“It’s okay. Some people can be insensitive. Anyway, you don’t…you don’t have to come if you don’t want to. It was just an excuse,” Johnny said with a shrug. Vinnie doubted he’d find much to be interested in, but decided to return Johnny’s favor.


“Sure, I’ll go with you,” Vinnie said, trying to sound enthusiastic. “You have me curious. Heck, I was wondering what you were doing here the moment I saw you. I never took you for the fighting type.”


“I’m not,” Johnny said, resuming his walk and leading Vinnie through a corridor. “I didn’t join the resistance until recently. I was fighting my own war, in a way. Ever since Plutark started stripping Mars of plants and trees, I started traveling all over the place, collecting seeds and trying to preserve what I could. If we ever win this war, we won’t make it very long without a stable environment. Eventually, I learned about the garden Carbine managed to make, and came here to offer my help. And now…well, just take a look.”


Throughout the entirety of Johnny’s explanation, which is the longest Vinnie had ever heard the mouse speak; they had been walking through corridors and down a cool, dark staircase. Now, Johnny opened a door and Vinnie, to his surprise, beheld a large room filled with plants.


Rows of tables stood in the center of the room, and on then were plants of various shapes, colors, and sizes. Little lights shone above the plants and every so often a brief, tiny spray of water—very brief, as water was precious—would mist through the room. 


Vinnie wandered through the rows silently, surprised that Johnny had managed to do this on his own. How did he ever find out about all this stuff?


“These are the hardiest plants,” Johnny said, gesturing around the room. “They’re also the most practical. They have actually helped a lot. Some plants are very nutritious, and we can put the pods and leaves in stews to eat here. Others can be used to heal wounds.” Vinnie watched as Johnny carefully slit open a large, bulging pod. A thick, green liquid oozed out onto his finger. “This has cleaned and healed many a blaster wound.” 


“I see why they keep you around,” Vinnie chuckled, hands on his hips. “Where’d you learn all this?” Johnny rubbed the plant’s gel between his fingers thoughtfully and looked off into space.


“It’s funny,” he mused softly. “I’ve always wondered why my life had to be the way it was when I was growing up. See, I was alone Vinnie. My parents died when I was very young, and then the relative who was entrusted to raise me was…well, abusive to say the least. I ran away and wandered around ever since. It was pure luck that I managed to get into school and score some shelter and a couple of free meals a day.” He smiled wryly. “I think it was the secret that everyone sort of knew, but I’m glad now that no one did anything about it.” Vinnie nodded, his thoughts going back to what Thrash had said so many years ago.


“But I’m thankful that I went through all that. I wouldn’t have known a thing about plants or survival in general if I hadn’t, and now I can help. So it’s good,” Johnny finished with a slight smile. Vinnie clapped him on the shoulder.

“Well, good then,” he said a little ineptly. Feeling as if he had seen enough of the plants and not enough action, Vinnie made his way toward the door. Johnny reached out and stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.


“You know, Vinnie, I never forgot how kind you and your friends were to me,” Johnny said with a sad smile. “You were the only ones. I’m really hoping that Thrash is able to find Zebbie and…and have some peace.”


Vinnie blinked, gazing at Johnny with surprise. That simple gesture of kindness Thrash had made when he invited him to their campfire…that was really the only kindness he had ever received? Vinnie suddenly felt a swift sense of comradeship with this strange, quiet martian.


“Me too, bro,” he said with a firm nod. “Me too.”  

* * *


Miles away, through the deserts and over arching mountains stood a large, square building, nestled into a clearing surrounded by cliffs. The building was dark and foreboding, and indeed it should seem so, for evil went on inside. Mice that were marched in rarely marched out.


Strangely, the figure being prodded in at the moment was not a mouse as one might expect, but a rat, bound and gagged and decidedly angry. The Plutarkians that flanked him pulled him to a stop and faced a sentry.


“Newcomer?” the guard said suspiciously, his eyes raking over the dark furred rat. 


“Mmm, yes. You might have heard of him. This was the fool who allowed our Information Center to be infiltrated. He just stood trial and received his conviction.”


“Ha! Good, take him to be recorded and branded. If he wants to help the mice then he can be treated like the mice,” the guard declared, laughter gurgling in his throat. The rat angrily attempted to protest, but the gags made it impossible and the Plutarkians shoved him forward.


Down they marched through the narrow, slippery corridors. A heavy stench hung in the air, the innate smell of Plutarkians mingled with a smell of sickness and decay. In the cells, prisoners lay silently, some hovering between life and death. The rat’s eyes raked over them scornfully, taking in one prisoner who was chained by the neck like an animal. The thought that he, a rat, was to be treated like the skinny scum that lay chained before him!

But alas, he was forced to go through it all, the humiliating branding, the incessant questions of name and background. For some reason they insisted on chronicling it, as if anyone would ever care to know who lived and died in this cesspool.


Soon, he had his own cell, and when his chains were removed and the door slammed with a sharp finality, he ripped the gags off and howled with rage.


“I’m no traitor, you sack of scales!” the rat bellowed. “I’ve spent half my life helping you—oof!” The rat choked and stumbled, and the Plutarkian withdrew the electric rod with a cackle.


“Better learn to keep quiet, rodent,” the Plutarkian sneered. The rat glowered from the floor and the Plutarkian waddled away with a chuckle. The rat pressed up against the wall and rubbed the wound on his stomach. They could all rot! he thought darkly. The slime balls don’t know who they’re dealing with. He hated them, the fish who had once given him rank and prestige, or at least a promise of it. To be the guard at the high security Information Center on Mars! And now…now he was sitting in a rotten cell. Yes, he despised them.


But most of all, he despised her. 


That mouse, tall and curvy, wearing her tight clothes and high heels. She had sashayed right up to the door of the center, smiling confidently. She was an entertainer, she had told him, who worked exclusively for the Plutarkian leaders on Mars. Unfortunately, she had forgotten her identification. 


Normally, he wouldn’t let a desert flea past the gates of the building. But her…that little witch with the alluring eyes and the flaming hair who had smiled so cunningly and had promised him his own reward if he let her by…he had given in to her, watching in awe as she winked and walked right past him.


Minutes later, their leader was dead—impaled by a stiletto—and several discs containing their most top secret information was stolen, with only a trail of destruction left behind. And then, as the rat watched in great dismay, the entire place went up in a burst of flames and smoke.


As for the rat, well, instead of that “reward” he had been promised, he had gotten a one way ticket to prison. 


The rat clenched his fists, anger and hatred pouring through every vein. He would kill her. Someday, somehow, he would get out and he would rip her apart. But first, he would watch her suffer…oh yes, he would fill that conniver with anguish and then…then…he would destroy her. 


The rat growled, and several corridors over a young mouse shifted the chain around his neck and coughed.


“Someone’s thinking about you,” Vinnie said, pointing across the table. Renee looked up from the computer. 


“Huh?”


“Your ear itched. That means someone’s thinking about you,” Vinnie replied with a grin, and leaned back in his chair. Renee scratched her ear again and smirked.


“Well, let’s hope they’re thinking good thoughts.”   

* * *


Bounce. Bounce.


“Vinnie.”

“What?”


Bounce. Bounce.


“In another minute I’m going to take that ball and stuff it in your ears.”


Bounce.

Renee eyed the white mouse as he caught the ball one last time and looked at her angelically. When she shook her head returned her gaze to the computer screen, Vinnie heave a gusty sigh and hurled the ball against the wall.

“Renee…I’m so bo-o-ored!” Vinnie whined, stretching out the words like a rubber band. Renee rubbed her temples. 


“Go search out a new canyon to break your neck on,” Renee said sarcastically.


“I did that yesterday…well, I mean, I didn’t break my neck of course, but I did pull off some amazing moves!” Vinnie boasted with a grin.


“Mmph. Good. So go do that again,” Renee said absently. Vinnie made a face and tilted his chair back.


“Ugh, it’s been done. Sheesh, Renee, I thought you said you were fighting for your lives everyday here! We get more action back on Earth,” Vinnie grumbled, picking up the small ball and tossing it from hand to hand.


“It’s just been quiet for the past few days.”


“Figures, the minute I get here all the action goes away.”


“Vinnie, find something to do or I’ll give you some action,” Renee threatened, eyes still fixed to the computer screen. 


“Really…?” Vinnie said with an evil grin, waggling his eyebrows. Renee froze, looked at him levelly, and coolly shoved his chair over with her foot. She allowed herself a small smile at the satisfying crash and startled yelp that followed.


“Ouch, Renee, break my head why don’t ya!” Vinnie called from the floor. 


“It’s not like much would change if I did,” she retorted, pulling up a new window on the computer. “Man, how does Charley deal with you everyday?”


“Easy, she gives us something to do,” Vinnie said, picking himself up. “Ugh, I just want to blast some…”


A siren suddenly wailed through the room, cutting off Vinnie’s complaint. Vinnie cheered and Renee groaned as a voice crackled over the intercom.

“Attention, attention. All Fighters prepare for attack. Refuge 234 has just been attacked. Civilians involved. Report immediately to Refuge 234!”

“Aoowhowhow, now we’re talking!” Vinnie shouted, eagerly leaping onto his bike, which he had insisted on parking in the same room. Renee slid her computer into a desk drawer and carefully locked it. 


“Chill, Vin, this isn’t all fun and games. Refuge areas are caves or holes where people who have been displaced gather to hide for safety. A lot of people can die if we mess this up and—!” 


“What?! The Vin-man never messes up! Time to burn some good ol’ Martian soil!” With a squeal of his tires, Vinnie rocketed away, leaving Renee coughing as the ‘good ol’ Martian soil’ was kicked up in her face. Grumbling she strolled out the door, heading for her own bike.

“Wonder how long it’s going to take him to realize he has no clue where he’s going,” Renee muttered, brushing the dust from her face. “Men!” 


Vinnie burst out into the open, punching the air as his bike flew over the ground and landed smoothly. He leaned into his bike and zoomed ahead, loving the feeling of adrenaline pumping through his veins. The past day and a half had been increasingly dull, so the action was a welcome break…not that action was ever unwelcome in Vinnie’s eyes.


“Hey, Sparkplug, slow down!” Renee yelled, pulling alongside him in her own, sleek red and black racer. 


“Slow down isn’t a phrase that this speed demon comprehends!” Vinnie hooted. 


“How does ‘listen to my directions before I pound your face in’ sound?” Renee shot back. Vinnie crowed gleefully, throwing his head back to laugh.


“Oh, man, is this lady on fire or what? Speak up, babe, I’m all ears.” Renee rolled her eyes but couldn’t stay mad at him for his exuberance. It was somewhat refreshing after the hours of strain and disappointment.


Quickly, she gave him directions on how to get to the Refuge and then peeled away, going back to make sure that the other Freedom Fighters were following. Vinnie gunned forward, disregarding her order to use caution. Caution? Vinnie? Please.


“Man, I was born for this!” Vinnie shouted, feeling a little disappointed beneath his excitement over the fact that his bros were not riding with him. He was almost startled when he didn’t hear Modo’s deep laugh and accompanying retorts, or Throttle’s wit and shouted orders. Feeling a bit lonely, he managed to restrain himself so that the others could keep up, and though it wasn’t the same, it was better than riding alone.

“Alright,” Renee called over the roaring engines. “No need to be subtle because it’s almost impossible to attack under cover. Better to just fly in and start shooting. Be very careful not to hit the civilians. Everyone got it?”


“Sure, Boss,” a voice yelled, and the others chuckled, plainly amused by Renee’s automatic assumption of leadership. Renee ignored them and turned toward Vinnie.


“You hear me, Hotshot?” 


“You bet, babe!”


Soon, they arrived at a sharp slope, and below them they could plainly see a cluster of mice trying to defend themselves against both Plutarkians and Sand Raiders. It was clear that the Martian civilians were getting the worst of it, and some were already huddled in what appeared to be a cage on wheels. Renee pulled out one of the huge guns she always toted.


“Ready?” she called. “Let’s…”


“Let’s rock and ride!” Vinnie interrupted, cheering not just for himself but for his bros back on Earth. Renee looked at him surprised, but the phrase was catchy and it gave the fighters the adrenaline rush they needed to hurl themselves into the fray.


Vinnie swerved and ducked, implementing his fanciest moves and most skillful maneuvers. Somersaults, swerves, and perfect wheelies were all in his repertoire. He sent vehicles spinning and the occupants hurtling through the air. Seeing a small row of vehicles coming for them, he slowed and grinned.


“Hey, Throttle, how about we…” Vinnie trailed off, remembering with a sudden rush of clarity that his bros were not there. His surprise caused him to freeze for a moment.


“Vinnie, watch it!” Renee suddenly cried. Vinnie snapped to attention long enough to duck a blaster shot, but he was forced to wrench his bike out of the way. He drew in his breath as the oncoming vehicle clipped his leg, resulting in a rush of pain. Vinnie whipped out his blaster and fired before the vehicle could turn in pursuit. Pushing the incident from his mind, his adrenaline pumping more than ever, he threw himself into the fray once more. 


It wasn’t long before the battle began to wane, and the Plutarkians and Sand Raiders left standing began to beat a hasty retreat. Vinnie fired a shot and hit one retreating Plutarkian square in the behind, laughing when the fish howled and began to run even faster. A waiting mouse caught him and took him into custody and, all too soon for Vinnie, the battle was over.


“Ha, that was awesome!” Vinnie cried, raising both fists in the air. Renee slid down from her bike and tore off her helmet.


“Yeah, until you nearly got yourself killed,” Renee said almost angrily, her ruby eyes flashing. Vinnie looked down at his leg and saw that his pant leg was ripped and the fur below burnt and reddened. 


“Aw, just a little scratch,” Vinnie said, wincing as he touched the wound.


“Nevertheless, have Johnny take a look at it when we get back.” Vinnie nodded at her advice and poked at the wound. He glanced up as Renee began to walk away and studied her quizzically.


“Hey, Renee, didn’t you have a little fun?” Vinnie ventured to ask. Renee looked over her shoulder and smirked, raising a curved brow.


“Of course,” she said and twirled her gun before pocketing it and striding toward the civilians.


Vinnie chuckled and shook his head, but then sobered as he looked at the bedraggled crowd. They were shaken but immensely relieved, and some of them were chattering with the fighters, as if drinking in a glimpse of the outside world. The previously imprisoned martians rushed out joyfully and fell into the arms of family and friends. Vinnie smiled but felt a little sad. He wasn’t used to seeing the effects of the war on Mars, at least not lately. He much preferred the Earth ritual of destroying the bad guys and heading home, without having to see the other side of war.


Vinnie restrained a passing fighter, who looked down and grinned.


“Vin, you were amazing out there? Where did you learn all of those moves?”


“Oh, pure skill, I was just born with it. Hey, where are all these martians from?” Vinnie asked, gesturing at the group. The fighter studied them and shrugged.


“All over, I guess. I do know that some are from your town, Vinnie, after it got trashed. I remember hearing that the survivors came to this Refuge.” 


Vinnie nodded and said nothing, and the martian strode away. His town?


“So you’re leaving me.”


A raspy voice, thick with the smell of alcohol. 


 “Everyone’s left me. Just like Tread.” 

Vinnie took his helmet off and turned it around once or twice in his hands, summoning his courage. It was easy to sail in a smash a bunch of enemy fighters, but this…this was something that Modo or Throttle could do. Not Vinnie.


With a deep breath he stood and hesitantly approached the crowd. Clearing his throat, he raised his voice so that all could hear.


“Hey, everyone…uh, my name’s Vinnie and…um, I was wondering, does anyone know a woman named Shandria? She would be an older woman with white fur like me. She use to have brown hair too, but maybe it’s gray…she might be staying with a lady named Dianthia…” The crowd murmured but looked blank and Vinnie felt foolish.


“Alright, no problem. Ride free, citizens,” he said lamely, but the words that were so triumphant on Earth seemed hollow here, where the civilians could hardly leave the safety of their cave, much less ‘ride free’.


He avoided Renee’s eyes as he settled on his bike, for he did not want to see the compassion or questioning that was most likely there. Wanting very much to get out and regain his self-assurance, he revved his bike and prepared to leave.


“Wait!” called a small voice. Vinnie paused, wondering if the command was meant for him. He glanced briefly over at the group then looked again, wondering about the small body struggling through the group of adults. Suddenly, a young boy surged out into the open, stumbling from the effort. The boy panted a bit, his eyes searching anxiously through the faces of the Freedom Fighters.


Vinnie’s jaw dropped and he rose from his bike. The figure looked strikingly like…like…


Zebbie.


“Can’t be,” Vinnie murmured, and hearing the sound of his voice, the youth turned and locked eyes with the white mouse. His eyes widened and he began to walk hesitantly closer to Vinnie. As he neared, Vinnie could see that the boy was clearly too young to be Zebbie, and though he shared the same fine, yellowish hair and reddish-brown fur, his eyes were silver gray instead of bright blue. 


A small boy, a laughing smile stretching his chubby, babyish face, hurled himself into Vinnie’s stomach, demanding to be picked up, tossed, and loved by his hero.


“Mackie,” Vinnie breathed, the realization astounding him. He felt Renee draw close but barely noticed. The boy, suddenly shy, held back, his sad, narrow face looking uncertain. He poked at the dirt with his bare foot and glanced up from under his thatch of blonde hair.


“Uh…are you…you’re Vinnie, right?” he whispered. Vinnie grinned and dropped down on one knee, spreading his arms wide.


“Mackie?! Well, c’mere kid!” Vinnie shouted happily. A relieved grin flooded Mackie’s face as he hurled himself against Vinnie’s chest, wrapping his skinny arms around his neck. Vinnie held him tightly, feeling his throat tighten. Strange that he had forgotten all about his little admirer. If Mackie was here alone, then what had happened to Dianthia, Cannon, his mother? What about…?


“Theresa? Is that you?” Renee suddenly asked in astonishment. Vinnie looked up to see a skinny, quite gangly girl who looked like the pre-adolescent female version of Thrash. She pushed her short, pixie style hair out of her face and narrowed her dark brown eyes. 

“Renee! Vinnie?!” she squawked, her eyes widening and a smile breaking over her face. With a squeal she threw herself at Renee, nearly knocking the woman off of her feet. Renee clung to her, shock written across her face. Though she did not say it and had clung to the hope that their loved ones had evacuated, she had clearly assumed the girl to be dead and Mackie along with her. Vinnie gave a shout of laughter and was so excited that he wrapped one arm around Renee and one around Mackie and Theresa, so that all were engulfed in a group hug. Then, realizing how un-macho the act could be perceived, he pulled back with a cough.


“Sheesh, kid, what happened to the lil’ six year old I left behind?” Vinnie said with a chuckle, ruffling Mackie’s hair. 


“Well, Vinnie, you see that’s sort of the way organic bodies work. We all grow up,” Theresa said sarcastically, flipping her hair out of her face and shooting Vinnie a mischievous look. Vinnie’s mouth dropped open.


“Whoa, look who got all wise and witty on me. What about you, Theresa, are you still breaking everything in sight?” Vinnie teased, reaching over to tweak her nose.


“No, I just break hearts now,” Theresa said loftily, lifting her chin in mock arrogance. Vinnie laughed and Renee groaned.


“Oh, no, one Vinnie is quite enough for me,” she said, her hand over her eyes.


“Babe, there can’t be enough of me!” Vinnie said confidently, and Renee was about to retort when Vinnie looked down, distracted by the tug on his hand.


“Vinnie,” Mackie said, clinging to his hand with both of his and looking up at him with pleading eyes. “Please…you aren’t going to leave us here, are you? I-I thought you were dead. You left so long ago and no one knew where you went. I…I missed you and…everyone else is…I just want to go with you. Please,” Mackie stammered, lowering his head. Vinnie looked up from Mackie and met Renee’s eyes. Theresa lost the light, joking look on her face, revealing the scared child that hid beneath that exterior. 

“Yeah…I want to go with you too. The Plutarkians came and…well, everyone is gone. My mom and Aunt Dianthia are probably in some prison…Uncle Cannon is…”


“He died trying to hide me,” Mackie whispered. Silence descended on the group. Renee surveyed the children and gazed over at the Freedom Fighters, who were watching and waiting patiently. The refugees had mostly returned to their cave, but a few were left, waiting to see what unfolded. 


“Carbine would have forty fits if we brought these kids to a military base,” Renee said quietly. Vinnie raised an eyebrow.


“When did we become military?” he whispered back. Renee chuckled, but ended it in a sigh. 


“Well…alright. Carbine is a softie under all that tough girl crap,” Renee said with a shrug. Theresa leaped in the air and cheered, and Mackie simply breathed a sigh of relief that seemed to come from the soles of his bare feet. Vinnie smiled gently at him, noting that his head was still lowered. He suddenly remembered Dianthia’s habit of tilting the chins of her children up so that she could see their eyes. Vinnie could never pull off such a loving, parental touch, but he reached down and chucked Mackie’s chin up a bit, giving his own version of the gesture. Mackie looked up, surprised.


“Chin up, kid, you’re with the baddest mammajamma in the universe now! It’s time to have some fun!” 


“Yay! I was so bored!” Theresa piped up, and Renee groaned inwardly again. 


“Maybe you and Vinnie can entertain each other,” she said wryly. Vinnie gave a shout of laughter.


“So let’s blow this joint then! Do you have to pack?” he asked. Mackie and Theresa shot him funny looks.


“Pack what?” Theresa asked, tilting her head. Vinnie was about to clarify, but then caught Renee’s eye. He read the meaning and felt foolish. Of course they had nothing; they barely escaped with their lives. He remained quiet, and Theresa forgot his question in her desire to quickly say goodbye to those who had cared for her.


The Freedom Fighters headed home as Renee and Vinnie prepared to leave. After making sure that the refugees were safely in their hideout and that all the goodbyes had been said, Vinnie sat Mackie in front of him carefully, instructing him to hold on tight. 


“Can’t wait to see Thrash!” Theresa shouted over the noise of the engines as the bikes took off. Vinnie and Renee exchanged worried looks, and Vinnie was further dismayed when Mackie spoke quietly.


“I want to see Graven and Zebbie. I’ll finally feel like I’m part of a real family again. I haven’t felt like that since my parents...well, left.” With a sigh of contentment and a smile that softened his somber face, Mackie leaned back against Vinnie and watched the landscape rush by.


Vinnie said nothing, but when he wrapped one arm around Mackie, ostensibly to keep him from falling, it was more out of compassion than protection. 

* * *

Several million miles away, Throttle gritted his teeth in pain as Charley wrapped an ace bandage around his leg. Charley sucked the air in between her teeth and looked at Throttle sympathetically.


“That burn is nasty,” she said, trying to be as gentle as possible. Throttle nodded wordlessly, still surprised that the laser managed to find its target. Charley patted his leg and looked over at Modo.


“How’s your side?” she asked, glancing him over before packing up her first aide kit. Modo held up the compress that she had given him earlier and smiled.


“Doin’ fine, Charley ma’am, thanks,” he said kindly. Charley nodded and slid the first aide kit in the cabinet.


“What happened out there? I haven’t seen you this banged up in awhile,” Charley mused, pulling four frosty root beers from the fridge. She kept one for herself and gave two to Throttle and Modo, then looked down with surprise at the extra. Flushing with embarrassment and feeling a swift stab of longing, she put the extra root beer away and hoped no one noticed.

“Aw, Limburger came back nastier than ever. His Tower still isn’t rebuilt so the attack itself wasn’t all that bad, but…” Throttle trailed off and shrugged.


“Kinda miss the crazy kid more than I thought,” Modo admitted for both of them, tipping back his root beer. 


“I just keep expecting him to be there, so I call out plans and look over…oh well, this was our first time fighting without him. We’ll get the hang of it,” Throttle said confidently. Charley looked down at her root beer and nodded wordlessly. Strange how much she missed her wild friend. She knew she would miss him, of course, but part of her had rejoiced at the thought of some peace and quiet for once. But never had silence seemed so…so loud.


“Wonder how he’s doing?” Throttle asked, picturing himself in Mars, riding along with Carbine. 


“Heh heh, you know he’s gettin’ into all sorts of trouble,” chuckled Modo. Charley forced a laugh.


“He’s probably dating half of Mars by now,” she said, striving to sound nonchalant. Hardening the heart was undoubtedly less painful…right? Throttle looked at her keenly, as if able to pierce her thoughts and read them. Charley looked away.


“Well, you know, we might be able to find out,” Throttle said, draining the last of his root beer. “I was tinkering with our vid-com last night, trying to get it back in working condition. The thing falls apart more often that Limburger’s Tower. Let’s say we turn it on and see if he comes a-calling,” Throttle suggested. Modo nodded in agreement and Charley shrugged.


Throttle pulled the large screen closer to the table and fumbled with the intricate collection of wires. Connecting everything carefully, he switched it on, joyful that it actually worked. He tapped a red light.


“When this thing blinks, then we’ll know someone’s trying to call,” Throttle explained. He and Modo exchanged glances and looked over to Charley, who was lost in thought. Suddenly, Modo reached out and covered Charley’s clasped hands with his own.


“He’ll call, Charley ma’am. He’ll call.”


Vinnie wandered slowly to the control room, his head lowered and his heart hurting. Seeing the look on Mackie’s face when he and Renee gently broke the news that one brother was dead and the other was imprisoned was more difficult than he had imagined. He had never seen hope just drain from a person’s face before the way it drained from Mackie. The light in his eyes dimmed, the smile faded, and his whole stature seemed to shrink.


Theresa was different. Her bubbly excitement was replaced not with quiet dejection but with angry tears. She clenched her fists and gritted her teeth, her whole body seeming to tremble with rage. Renee explained several times that Thrash was almost certain to be alive and that he was searching for Zebbie, but Theresa hardly cared.


“Vinnie,” she had said, grabbing his hand as he was about to leave. He had looked down at her small face, watching her valiant attempt to keep her tears in check. “Find him. Please. Find Thrash and…just find him.”


So he had promised her that he would do so, and breaking promises was not something Vinnie was in the market for.


Well, not intentionally.


Vinnie sighed and looked up at the large, dark screen in front of him. He tilted his head curiously as he looked at the controls and buttons. Understanding dawned on his face, as well as a great idea.


“Yo, Mackie!” he called, turning to lean into the hallway. “You want to see something awesome?”


Charley almost didn’t hear the beeping sound or see the light over the noise of the movie that was blaring from the television. She had just gotten up to get some more snacks for Throttle and Modo, who were engrossed in Jaws (“Look at the size of that shark!” “Bro, I’m never going swimming in this place”) when her eye caught a flash of red near the vidcom. Nearly dropping the entire bowlful of popcorn, she raced over to the couch.


“Guys, guys, the vid-com is beeping!” she exclaimed, inexplicably nervous. Throttle stood and vaulted over the couch. The three of them crowded around the small screen as Throttle reached out and pressed a button. With a flicker, Vinnie’s face, though a bit blurry at times, filled the screen. Charley tried to restrain the wide grin that spread across her face.


“Bro!” Throttle exclaimed, reaching out to touch the screen. “’Bout time you showed up!”


“Well, I had things to do, places to see, Plutarkian butts to whip,” Vinnie said, the sound of his voice crackling over the static filled speakers. “You been holding down the fort without me?”


“Sure, no problem,” Throttle said, glad Vinnie couldn’t see his leg.


“We can handle it,” Modo said, angling away just in case Vinnie could see his side.


“Ha, I hear ya. Well, don’t get too used to being a duo,” Vinnie said cheerfully. Catching sight of Charley, he winked. “Hey babe! Miss me?” 

“Like a bad cold,” Charley said dryly, but her eyes flickered up quickly, judging his reaction. Vinnie laughed and clutched his chest.


“Ow, you wound me, sweetheart! Oh, hey, stay in focus for a sec, Charley babe.” Vinnie turned and gestured, and then reappeared with a small figure. “Say hi to the camera!” Vinnie said to the boy.


“Wait,” Throttle said, peering closer. “That’s not…you didn’t find…?”


“No, this isn’t Zebbie,” Vinnie interjected. “This is Mackie, the youngest of the clan. I stumbled across him this afternoon.” Charley regarded him warmly, feeling a pang over the solemnity etched in the young boy’s face. Vinnie draped one arm affectionately across the boy’s chest. 

“I told Mackie that he could see a real, live human,” Vinnie said mischievously. “I figured that I should show him the best of what Earth has to offer, right sweetheart?” 


“That’s unusually sweet of you,” Charley replied, blushing. Vinnie winked in return and chatted a bit about what he had seen, who he had reunited with, and what their home had become since they had left. 


Finally, he let Mackie slide off of his lap and said something quietly to him. The boy, who hadn’t said a word the whole time, smiled shyly and waved, then ran off. Vinnie watched him go and turned back to the group with a sigh.


“Yo, Vin? This thing is starting to break up…you might want to say goodbye for now until it gets some juice back,” Throttle advised.


“Oh, right…uh…” Vinnie trailed off, and then suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Uh, bros, would you mind…Charley…can I…?” Modo straightened, holding back a laugh.



“We’ll say our goodbyes now. Take care of yourself, bro. Don’t do anything too crazy,” Modo cautioned. “You make sure to tell Rimfire that his uncle says hi.”


“Will do…well, I don’t know about the crazy part. I make no promises,” Vinnie returned.


“Tell Carbine I’ll try to call when this thing starts working better, and stay outta trouble,” Throttle added. With that, the two turned and left the room, leaving Charley alone. She looked at them and then back at the screen, comprehension dawning.


“Uh, hey Vin,” she greeted awkwardly. Vinnie tried to smile and ended up chuckling nervously. 


“Hey, sweetheart,” he said softly, and ducked his head endearingly. “I just…well, I wanted to say that though I’m having loads of fun and can’t get enough of ripping around here and meeting up with old friends…I kinda…well, I kinda wish Mars and Earth were a little closer.”


“100 million miles isn’t exactly a stroll down the block,” Charley agreed, leaning closer. Vinnie managed a laugh.


“Yeah, tell me about it. Anyway…I, well, I miss ya sweetheart. And…well I wanted to say that I’m going to be leaving for awhile, the base I mean. I have to take a trip and I’m not sure when I’ll get back or when we can talk. Heck, I don’t know what’s going to happen at all, actually.”


“Vinnie, what are you saying? Is something wrong?” Charley asked, fighting a spike of panic.

“So in case I can’t talk to you for awhile or something like that…I just…I just wanted to…” Static filled the speakers.


“Vinnie? Vin, you’re breaking up, I can’t hear.” 


“I j…l…” Only snatches of voice as Vinnie’s face began to fade.


“Vinnie? Vinnie, speak up!”


“I lo…”


“What?”


“I love you!” Vinnie bellowed at the blank screen. No response, the transmission had cut off. “Argh!” Vinnie bolted up from the chair and kicked it across the room. He was about to bellow every swear word he knew from both Mars and Earth until he saw Theresa and Mackie, standing at the doorway staring at him.


“Um…just wanted to say goodnight…” Theresa said hesitantly. Vinnie drew in his breath, summoned every spare jot of patience, and fastened on a smile.


“Night, guys,” he said. “I’ll wake you before I go tomorrow.” With a quick hug to both of them, he watched them leave the room, and then turned to the silent vid-com. He let out a gusty sigh and shook his head.

“Goodnight, Charley-girl.”

Charley sat for awhile, listening to the static that filled the speakers and watching the fuzzy whiteness that danced across the screen. With a sigh, she gave up and switched the screen off. Whatever he had been trying to say was lost on her. Perturbed, she absently wished the guys a goodnight and wandered upstairs to bed.


Lying in bed, she stared at the ceiling, deep in thought. She tried to replay Vinnie’s voice and etch his face on her mind’s eye. What was he trying to tell her? 

Suddenly, Charley smiled in the darkness. 


“Goodnight, Vinnie.”

* * *

 Vinnie felt a sharp jab against his side.


“Mmpfh,” he muttered, waving the offending force away and turning over. Another jab, this time in his back.


“Vinnie, wake up. It’s time for you to go if you want to get out of here early.”

“Mmpfh.”


“Vinnie, you said you wanted to get up at this time. We even have breakfast ready for you.”


“Mmpfh.” A sigh.


“Vinnie, someone stole and drank every single one of your root beers.”


“What?!” Vinnie screeched, sitting upright and looking wildly around. Renee stifled a laugh and shushed him, pressing her hand against his mouth.


“Not so loud, you want the whole base mad at you?” At Vinnie’s protesting look, she smirked, her eyes twinkling mischievously. “I can see what I have to do to wake you up from now on.” Seeing that it was just a ploy, Vinnie relaxed and flopped back on the cot.


“Thanks a lot, Renee. Ugh, what time is it?” 


“Early,” Renee replied in her maddening brevity, straightening and heading toward the door. Vinnie rested his hands over his eyes.


“And…why did I agree to do this?”


“Because you had a pair of big brown eyes and a pair of big silver eyes gazing at you,” Renee replied from over her shoulder. “Besides, this is why you’re here, right?”


“Yeah, yeah,” Vinnie mumbled, stretching his limbs. 


“Speaking of a pair of silver eyes, make sure to get Mackie up. He and Theresa both wanted to see you off.”


“Kay.”


“And Vinnie?” 


“What?”


“If you go back to sleep I’ll clobber you.” With that, Renee shut the door, cutting off Vinnie’s laughter.


Vinnie shook his head, amused by her recently acquired habit of slinging threats at him every so often. He sat up and turned a dim light on, turning to survey the still sleeping Mackie in the yellow glow. Mackie was curled beneath the blankets on a cot close to Vinnie’s. In sleep, the expression on his face was peaceful and content. Hating to disturb his rest, Vinnie reached over and shook his shoulder gently.


“Mackie? Time to wake up, kid,” he said quietly. Mackie stirred, screwing his eyes shut.


“Dad? Is it time for school already?” Mackie mumbled. Vinnie hesitated, but before he could say anything Mackie had opened his eyes and was almost immediately aware of his surroundings. The contentment faded, and it was a somber faced boy who blinked sleepily at Vinnie.


“Morning, Mackie,” Vinnie said, trying to be cheerful. “Want to see me off or just keep sleeping?” 


“See you off,” Mackie chose automatically, sliding out of bed and reaching for his shoes. The two dressed and walked side by side to the mess hall. It was entirely empty, save for one figure leaning with his elbows on the table, munching what resembled a piece of toast and reading the latest reports. Vinnie dropped down in front of him and Stoker raised a shaggy brow.


“Morning, punk,” he greeted amiably. “Not used to beating the sun, are you?”


“Not really,” Vinnie admitted, helping himself to some food. “I don’t remember the last time I saw a sunrise.”


“Not that you would pay much attention to one,” Stoker chuckled, picturing his protégée ripping around on his bike, more concerned about finding the latest way to endanger his life than viewing a spectacle like the sunrise. Vinnie shrugged and yawned.


“Maybe I will today,” he said, rubbing his eyes. Stoker snickered at his sleepy face, but quieted as he watched Mackie silently get up to get some more food. 

“Poor kid,” he said with a shake of his head. “What a mess.”


“Yeah,” Vinnie agreed. He chewed his toast thoughtfully. “Who knows what’s going through his head.” Stoker eyed Vinnie shrewdly.


“You probably do.” Vinnie ignored this, preferring not to think about the losses in his own life. 


“So the General is fine with them staying?” Vinnie asked half jokingly. Stoker snorted and rolled his eyes.


“Sure she is. I mean, it’s not the ideal situation but it’s actually safer than the refuge. She has her rules, but I don’t think she would ever turn away those two, especially Mackie. She had a soft spot for Zebbie, of course. He charmed her from day one. He would sing songs to make her laugh, mutter jokes to her when passing by, just generally cheer her up a bit. Carbine actually depended on Graven a bit in too, because he was so sane. She liked all three of ‘em.” Stoker thought for a minute then snickered. “Renee is always at odds with Carbine. It’s because they’re so much alike, they can’t stand each other.”


“Ha, true,” Vinnie agreed. “I figured Carbine would be fine. She’s strict but she’s quality. If she wasn’t Throttle wouldn’t be dating her.” With this piece of insight, Vinnie jammed the rest of the food into his mouth oh-so-gracefully and Stoker snickered. 


All too soon, Vinnie stepped out into the frosty dawn. Mornings on Mars were generally frigid, and Vinnie was glad that he had agreed to take a spare leather jacket. Rubbing his hands together for warmth, he checked to make sure that his provisions were packed securely in his bike. Satisfied that Renee had packed all that he needed, he turned back to his small sending off group. Renee, trying to remain poised despite her sleepy eyes, pushed aside her hair and held out a small digital map.

“I marked some places to start looking for Thrash,” she explained. “I also marked the places to go for shelter or if you need to restock on provisions.”


“Don’t worry, I’ll drag the guy back so fast I’ll hardly miss a meal,” Vinnie said confidently. Renee smirked and gestured out at the expanse facing them.

“It’s a big world, Vin,” she said, but left it at that, suddenly wanting him to retain his confidence. Perhaps they all needed a bit of Vinnie’s assuredness. 


“Watch yourself, punk,” Stoker said lightly, punching his student on the shoulder. With all of his heart he wished to be riding off into the distance on a great adventure, feeling the wind in his face and having the road wind long before him. But those days were over, and he knew he would only be a burden to his energetic friend. His place was at the base, training the new recruits. He clapped Vinnie on the shoulder again and stepped back out of the way.


“Hurry up and find my brother, Vin,” Theresa said, hugging Vinnie affectionately. “He needs to get smacked for running off and not being here when I came. The nerve!” 


“I’ll tell him that you’re breaking everyone’s heart. That’ll send him into protective big brother mode,” Vinnie said jokingly, tugging her ear gently. Theresa swatted at him, but with a look of good humor in her eyes. Vinnie turned toward Mackie, who had been studying his toes.


“Vin…” Mackie started, and caught his breath before looking up. “Zebbie always told me you were safe, you know? When you went away after…after the accident. I was only six and everyone else in the family seemed to know where you had gone but no one said anything. I was crying over it one day and Zebbie picked me up and gave me a hug and said you were out to become a hero. I…I think Zebbie was right.” Embarrassed, Mackie stopped short and jammed his hands in his pocket. Thoroughly touched and, for once, thoroughly humbled, Vinnie placed a hand on Mackie’s head.


“I’ll be back, kid. I promise.” Mackie nodded and Vinnie turned, climbing onto his bike. With his trademark grin and an expansive wave, he revved up his machine.


“Ride free, friends!” he called. “I know I will!” With a howl that completely disregarded all who were enjoying their sleep, Vinnie accelerated and did a fantastic somersault over the ledge, landing perfectly and zooming off across the field, into the light of the rising sun.

Renee watched him go and drew the children close.


“Ride free, Vinnie. Ride free.”
* * *


The door clanged and heavy footsteps filled the nearly silent room as a rotund Plutarkian slowly made his way through the dank, narrow hallway. In one arm was a bowlful of hard, crusty bread which he threw like scraps into the cells that he passed by. Stopping before one cell, he paused to sneer as he ripped off a chunk and threw it through the bars.

“Think you can reach this one, mouse?” he said with a throaty laugh. The piece of bread bounced close to the mouse, but he didn’t react to it. Completely still, he remained hunched over near the wall. The Plutarkian sized him up with beady eyes. 


“Looks like the doc will soon have another body to work with,” he said mockingly. “Unless we decide to restore you to health and use you for an entirely different purpose. Would you like that?” Hearing no response, the Plutarkian grunted and went on his way, leaving his wafting stench and cruel words hanging in the air behind him.


The mouse hadn’t moved a muscle the entire time, not even to pick up the bread that was within his reach. His head was bowed slightly and though this pressed the chain around his neck against his windpipe, he hardly noticed. His eyes were fixed unblinking to the floor, and he was so still that his light breathing was the only indicator that he was even alive. 


The prisoner in the cell next to him swallowed his own scrap of bread and glanced at his frozen neighbor.


“Hey,” he called, his voice raspy and desperate. “Are you gonna eat your bread? You hear me?”


Silence.



The mouse gazed over the still figure again and then with movement as quick as lightning, he reached through the bars and snatched up the bread. He gobbled it down quickly, as if afraid that the mouse would raise alarm or steal it back.


The youth didn’t move. 

Though still, his wasted face was touched by a faint, strange smile. He was deaf to the groans of prisoners and clang of prisoner doors, hearing only a beautiful, perfect stream of music. At times, his fingers flickered as if he was sitting at a piano picking out a tune. His vision had dimmed, and he instead watched as the long, lazy days of his past played continually in his mind’s eye. The world around him was receding into shadows, and he was only aware of his memories, swirling through his brain in a hazy, kaleidoscopic array of colors and sound.
The end would soon come, and the mouse was ready and waiting.

* * *

“Whoa, Rayna, did you catch that stunt that guy just pulled?”

“Yeah, I saw it. Pretty cool.”


“Why do you sound so nervous? This is fun!”


“I think…Vinnie let’s go.”


They were sitting on Vinnie’s bike, watching the battle from the edges of a small hill, trying to keep out of sight of both the enemies and the odd assortment of Army and the relatively new Freedom Fighters that had assembled to fight. Vinnie, almost seventeen and feeling invincible, was thrilled. He turned as Rayna tightened her grip around his stomach.


“Vin, I’m serious, this isn’t safe.”


“Oh, alright, we’ll go. Hang on tight!”


He never saw it coming. A squeal of breaks and a sharp scream that pierced his ears from behind gave him only seconds to look up to see a vehicle that spun out of control and was heading straight for him. Employing every scrap of talent that heredity and training had given him, Vinnie managed to accelerate out of the way…only to flip the bike wildly over the crest of the hill.


He lay still for a moment, the wind knocked out of him. Slowly, the world became clear and, blinking, he looked up.


Rayna was lying a few feet in front of him. He shook his head, tried to stand, cleared his throat to call her name…


The missile that whistled overhead drowned out his words, and the explosion of dirt and smoke obscured his vision.


“No! Rayna! NO!”


Gone.


Vinnie’s eyes snapped open, and he shoved his hands against his face. He rose quickly to his feet and paced uneasily, trying to get the vision from his head. He had only taken a brief nap, just nodded off really, in the shade of his bike, but that was all that it took. Vinnie, who didn’t even like the brief silence of the night, was immersed in silence and, for the first time in ages, completely alone with his thoughts.


And it was killing him.


There were brief reprieves of action, such as when Sand Raiders would attack in hopes of gaining a nice bike, and he took great joy in fending them off. It was to his delight when Saber Squids, which were downright vicious, would burst from the ground. He actually tried to draw those battles out, intentionally putting himself in greater peril for the fun of getting himself out of it. Sandstorms were even welcome, and though one could never destroy the great force of the elements, Vinnie tried anyway. He plunged his bike into the wind and sand, trying to overpower the howling wind with his voice, and stretching his arms as if to embrace his foe. 


But those were the rare occasions.


Mostly he rode, the rugged landscape melting into sameness until he had to rely completely on the map that Renee had given him and the tracker on his bike. He had to look in every crack and crevice, had to scout the perimeters of mostly abandoned prisons, and had to yell Thrash’s name at every clearing. Everywhere he went, his thoughts followed persistently.


He thought of Charley occasionally, and shuddered over the fact that he had actually declared his feelings for her. It must have been the warmth of finding old friends and kids like Mackie that softened him, that let him lower his walls. He wondered uneasily if she had heard him. That could be awkward.


“Vinnie, don’t ever fall in love.”

Vinnie leapt on his bike abruptly, revving it a few times to let the sound drown out the voices of his past. He had had enough of love, that’s for sure.


Tears streamed down his face as he clawed at the dirt and rubble savagely, ignoring the blood that trickled from his shredded fingertips and ripped fingernails. He dug long into the night, but found nothing. Nothing except…


Vinnie took a familiar necklace out of his pocket and fingered it sadly. He had never really been in love with Rayna, but he had loved her, deeply, with all of his heart. 


“She’s dead,” Vinnie said aloud to himself. “Dead, dead, dead. And it’s your fault, Vin-man.” Vinnie leaned over his bike, gripping the handlebars. “Oh, Modo’s mamma. I’m going to go crazy out here. I’m really going to go crazy!” The last word was a yell, his voice high and wild.


Suddenly, the monitor on his bike beeped shrilly. Grinning with relief, Vinnie quickly pressed it, leaning eagerly to see who was calling him. It didn’t matter who it was.  Heck, he would have been thrilled to see Scabbard at that point.  

“Vinnie, you there?”


“Renee!” he crowed, overjoyed. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!”


“Yeesh, I’ll bet. You look rough, man,” Renee said bluntly. Vinnie reached up and touched his face. His fingers came back streaked with red sand.


“Must’ve been that last sandstorm,” he mused. “I’m still a stud.”

“Should’ve known you wouldn’t take cover in a sandstorm,” Renee chuckled. “So, any luck?”


“Babe, if I had luck I would be sitting next to you right now, not talking to you through this thing.” 


“Pretty bad, huh? It’s not much better here. Vinnie, I think we’re going down the wrong path as far as Zebbie is concerned. I don’t think he’s in any prison camp.” Vinnie raised a brow at this statement and scratched his head.


“Hmm, that could be bad. Can’t find his name, huh?”


“I’ve searched everywhere and no Zebbie. I mean, I know there are a lot of names but not everyone went to Adaromn. Maybe he’s not in there, which means I’ll have to start from scratch. It’s so frustrating!” 


“Would be nice if it just popped up,” Vinnie said sympathetically. Suddenly, he chuckled. “You know, wouldn’t it be like him to mess with those Fish-heads and give them his real name? What is it, Zblirtioni or something ridiculous? Ha ha, I can just seeing him saying it patiently and then spelling it and the Plutarkian pinheads getting all frustrated—”


“What did you say?” Renee suddenly said in a low voice. Vinnie blinked.


“I said it’d be funny if he gave them his real name…”


“Vinnie, by all that lives you are a genius.”



“Why thank you, I always knew you’d—”


“I gotta go, bye!” Before Vinnie could protest, the screen went blank. 


“Aw, man!” Vinnie cried, bringing his fist down on his handlebars. He grumbled to himself, having hoped that the conversation would continue. 


“Oh well,” he muttered to himself. “Maybe I’ll head for the nearest base and ask around. Someone had to have seen him somewhere.” Just as he was about to take off, he saw two things that sent a jolt of excitement through him and one that puzzled him. The exciting views were the darkening sky signaling an approaching sandstorm, and the other was the tall, skinny form of a Plutarkian Stilt walker stalking toward him, lasers flying.


The puzzling thing was a Martian sitting on a powerful looking motorcycle, fleeing for his life. Vinnie hadn’t come across anyone in his travels, and this was a quandary. Why would a Martian on a racer like that be heading away from the fight instead of toward it? Though other people may have a good guess, Vinnie couldn’t wrap his mind around it.


“Oh well, more fight for me!” he crowed, sliding the face shield on his helmet shut and leaping forward on his bike. He gave a burst of speed and raced straight toward the fleeing Martian. As the hill in which he was riding began to slope downward, he pulled back on the handlebars and soared into the air above the stranger. 


“Aowhowhow, VanWham to the rescue!” he howled, clearly thrilled with the opportunity to show off. Landing delicately, he wove through the metal legs of the walker and dodged the lasers.


“Ha ha, shoot me if you can, you bucket of bolts!” Vinnie taunted, his tail lashing. He ducked a laser and laughed, not seeing the rat sneak up behind him until said rat had literally fallen in a heap at his feet. Vinnie looked around, startled, and then peered up at the top of the hill to catch a glimpse of the stranger, who pocketed his gun and promptly disappeared behind the hill.


“Thanks for the help, stranger,” Vinnie muttered, half sarcastically. He focused on the stream of rats and Plutarkians who were drawing closer. Twirling his blaster, he felt a twisted grin spread across his face.


“This day is gettin’ better and better!” 


Soon, the rats and the Plutarkians were taken care of, and this was with no little difficulty as the stilt walker continued to fire at the mouse whenever he slowed. Vinnie was having the thrill of his life, but even he was ready to end it. 


“Alright, Bigfoot, it’s your turn,” he growled, heading toward the walker. He pushed a trigger on his bike and fired such a rocket as one would expect on Vinnie’s bike: big, loud, and colorful. The explosion was very satisfying to say the least.


“Go-o-oing up!” Vinnie announced, firing a rope and grappling hook at the now gaping hole in the controls room. The hook embedded into the metal and Vinnie retracted it, sailing happily through the air toward the danger. He slid into the hole, skidding a bit across the floor, and grinned around at the trembling occupants.


“So sorry, but it seems that your time here is over. I’m afraid I’ll have to evict you,” Vinnie said with mock regret, and shoved the enemies out of the hole. They hit the ground hard and quickly scrambled to their feet, running in wobbly lines away from the mouse. Vinnie grinned and almost bounced with anticipation over the array of complicated controls. 


“Let’s see if I can do a bit of maintenance work,” he said, pulling an evil grin and whipping out his flares. Moments later, he soared through the air to the sounds of explosions and the backdrop of the stilt walker shooting out flames and sparks of electricity as it crashed to the ground. Vinnie swerved around and surveyed his handiwork.


“Not bad, not bad,” he said, bowing to an invisible audience. “Now, where did my endangered citizen go? I’m a mouse who likes to serve the people and all, but I do believe I deserve some gratitude.” Vinnie glanced around the silent space, but immediately realized that he was going to have to worry about more than finding a renegade biker. The sky was darkening and the wind was picking up, already beginning to spray sand into Vinnie’s fur. Vinnie held up an arm and squinted at the horizon.


“I love a good storm and all, but this one looks like a doozy,” he muttered, eyeing the foreboding sky. Reflecting that he might want to sit this particular storm out, and satisfied that he had already had his quota of action filled, he started the engine and took off in search of shelter.


In moments the wind was howling at Vinnie, and it took all of his strength to keep his bike upright and moving. He was very grateful for his helmet, but even with a helmet it was difficult to see very far in front of his face. Vinnie’s eyes roved the area until, to his relief, he saw the dark shape of what looked like the entrance of a cave. 


This is better than nothing, Vinnie thought, grunting with exertion as he turned his bike toward the cave. Still gripping the handlebars, he threw himself off of his bike and rolled it carefully inside. He gasped with relief as he ducked inside, feeling a sudden sense of quiet and motionlessness as the pressing winds were cut off. 


“Phew,” he murmured, pulling his helmet off and looking out at the raging storm. “Glad I decided to sit this one out.”


As soon as the words left his lips, Vinnie felt the unmistakable shape of a gun barrel press against the back of his head.  

Renee sat alone in the small, dimly lit room. Upstairs she could hear the muffled sounds of conversation and revelry as the fighters tried to grasp at happiness over a meal. Occasionally she heard the thud of Carbine’s heels as the general walked swiftly through the halls. Inside the room all was quiet, save for the gentle hum of her computer. 


And the loud beating of her heart.


Renee gazed at the computer screen, the flashing cursor pulsing steadily along with her heart. Next to the cursor was a name, a name that her eyes had passed over several times.


Renee leaned heavily back into her chair, and the screen blurred as rare tears filled her eyes.


“Who are you?” 

Vinnie swallowed hard at the harsh voice that questioned him, trying to stay cool and confident. He had no idea what or who he had backed into; a rat, a Plutarkian, a Sand Raider, any number of enemies presented themselves in Vinnie’s mind. Be subtle, Vinnie, he cautioned himself. You can play this guy. Use that tact that Charley is always bugging you about. Smooth and slick. 


“What is this, the Spanish Inquisition!” he retorted sarcastically. Smooth. Subtle. 


The gun barrel pressed harder. 


“No, this is a mouse who’s ticked that you barged in on my territory. What do you want with me?”


“What do I want with you?” Vinnie repeated, raising his brows. Inwardly, he was relaxing, realizing that his foe was indeed a mouse. “Sweetheart, I’m not the one ready to blow your brains out. All I wanted was some shelter.” The mouse was silent, and agonizing seconds ticked past in which the rush of the wind was the only source of sound. Finally,


“What did you call me?” Vinnie cringed at the question, but then realized that the mouse didn’t sound offended, just curious.


“Uh, ‘sweetheart’…just an expression, nothing personal. Hey, by the way, if you’re a mouse then you must be the one trying to save your own tail back with that Plutarkian stilt walker. I cut you a break, pal!”


“Oh? So that rat that was about to kill you just collapsed on his own,” the voice responded sardonically. Vinnie realized that his captor was lowering his guard. Perfect.

Suddenly, Vinnie grabbed his own blaster and whipped around, knocking the mouse’s arm away and raising his weapon. The mouse reacted in kind and in a flash both of them stood still and tense, holding a gun in each other’s faces.

Like mirror images, looks of surprise and disbelief flooded both of their expressions. 


“Thrash?!” Vinnie exclaimed, retracting his weapon and peering closer at him from around his gun. The mouse almost went limp, stumbling backwards and letting the gun fall from his hand.


“No way,” he murmured, his brown eyes wide with disbelief. “You…you can’t be…Vinnie?”


“In the flesh, friend!” Vinnie exclaimed, almost giddy with excitement. “Aowhowhow! I finally found ya!” He threw the blaster aside and hurled himself at his friend, nearly squeezing the life out of him. Thrash pushed him away and held him at arm’s length, still in shock.


“You…there’s no way. I thought that Vinnie…I thought that you…are you really alive?” Vinnie laughed at Thrash’s confusion.


“Yeah, unless I’m a comic book zombie here to eat your brains. Remember, in those old human comic books we used to import?” At this, Thrash’s shocked expression brightened, and a flash of hope filled his eyes.


“Vinnie!” he cried, believing at last. Now it was his turn to smother his best friend, and though Vinnie didn’t know it, Thrash was struggling to keep his emotion in check. After having lost so much, finally someone was restored. 


Explanations were asked for and given, and soon the two were deep in avid conversation, each of them hardly believing in the other’s existence. Vinnie’s eyes roved around the small cave as he talked about his adventures, and he noticed that Thrash’s belonging were portable, stacked in a neat pile by the entrance. He spied a bundle of bedclothes in the corner and he was puzzled by it, for it looked like someone was huddled under the blankets. He was about to ask about it when Thrash put forth another question.


“So, how did you end up here? I mean, I can’t see you coming back to Mars for a trip down memory lane,” Thrash said, with an almost bitter chuckle. “Not much left here to spark memories.”


“Well, frankly, I came to find you,” Vinnie said bluntly, kicking him lightly in the shins. “And it took me long enough to do it, too. Sheesh, man, you move around faster than a bad cold.” Thrash looked puzzled.

“How…why would you do that? After all this time you decide to look up some old friends?”


“No…” Vinnie said slowly, not sure how Thrash would take the news. “Uh, actually, Renee came to Earth and found me there. She convinced me to come back and look for you, among other things.”


“Are you serious,” Thrash said dourly, his eyes narrowing. He heaved a sigh and leaned back against the rocks. “I can’t believe she would do that. I have told her so many times to leave me be, to let me handle finding Zebbie. I assume she told you everything?”


“Yeah.”


“Then you know about Graven too,” Thrash said soberly, his eyes shadowed. “I…I have to set this right, Vinnie. The Freedom Fighters have their own business to worry about, so I have to take care of it on my own. I’m not going to waste my time waiting on them.” Vinnie studied Thrash thoughtfully. Where was the idealism? Where was the youth who had stood on the edge of the canyon, arms open as if to embrace the setting sun? In his place sat someone utterly dejected, weariness in his very posture.


“You don’t know the whole story,” Vinnie said, grinning a bit smugly over what he was about to share. Thrash looked up, annoyed. 


“What don’t I know?”


“Three things. One,” Vinnie said, holding up a finger. “Mackie and Theresa are at the base, and if I don’t haul you back Theresa is going to deal me a severe tail whipping.”
Thrash leapt to his feet.


“Theresa?! At the base?” Thrash shouted. Vinnie was about to explain when the bundle over in the corner moved. He glanced at it, convinced there was someone there, and then quickly launched into an explanation after seeing the look of intensity in Thrash’s eyes. Thrash sat down slowly and whistled softly. Vinnie had a feeling he could stop there and Thrash would return with him, but, characteristically, wanted to be the bearer of good news.


“I’m not done. Ahem. Two: Renee somehow got her hands on some disc with a whole mess of data about Martian prisoners. I don’t know if she found Zebbie’s name on it, but if she is able to find it then we can all go bust him out together. Three: I’m the coolest, craziest, and most awesome velocity atrocity on both sides of the asteroid belt, and I’m going to help you spring that kid out!” Vinnie accented his pronouncement with a high pitched whoop, and Thrash actually smiled. He was about to say something when both of them heard a mumble from the other end of the cave.


“Alright, now who is that?” Vinnie questioned, unable to ignore his curiosity any longer. “Renee will skin you alive and use your hide for a carpet if you’re with another girl.”


To his surprise, Thrash suddenly got a peculiar look on his face. Just as Vinnie was about to demand to know if he was with a girl and if so what his death wish was when Thrash spoke quietly.

“No, Vinnie, I’m loyal to Renee. No worries there. This is a prisoner I found a few days ago. She was the reason I fled the Plutarkian stilt walker.” A strange, sad smile crossed Thrash’s face, and he looked at Vinnie with a piercing compassion. “I think it’s your turn to be surprised.” 


Vinnie looked at Thrash quizzically, and then over at the still form. What could possibly surprise him?


“Someone I know?” he asked casually.”



“Yes.”


At his words, Vinnie’s heart skipped a beat and suddenly he knew. Who else had he searched for so many years after letting her slip through his fingers? Who else would he be surprised at seeing at this point? He stepped closer to the form, slim beneath the thin blanket, and gulped.


“Harley,” he breathed, gazing at the female. “It has to be.” Vinnie held his breath, expecting to hear Thrash answer in the affirmative. 


“Harley? Who’s Harley?” 


Vinnie’s stomach dropped a bit, and he felt a keen sense of disappointment when he heard the confusion in Thrash’s voice. What on Mars is this guy playing at? Who could this possibly…?

Just then, for a few seconds, Vinnie’s world stopped.


No way.


Vinnie’s heart rammed in his chest and his mouth felt dry. His throat seemed to be swollen to the point where breathing was difficult. Slowly, as if in a dream, he reached down and pulled the blanket away from the girl’s face.


The long, tangled hair that spilled out from the blankets was clearly golden beneath the discoloring dirt. Her body was thin and similarly covered with dirt and filth, but ivory fur stood out dully in various spots on her smudged face. Her face was thin and angular, emaciated from lack of food, but still there was an almost familiar expression on her face as she slept. Lashes delicately fringed her closed eyes, but he had a feeling he could guess at the color beneath the lids. Yes, she was changed, but how many times had he seen that sleeping face?

In a hammock on a hazy summer evening.


On his couch after a night of video games and late night television.


As small children in the sidecar when they slept with their heads resting against one another as they rode home, worn out form a day of play. 


On the edge of a muddy, smoke obscured canyon as she lay stunned and still from the accident that flung her from his bike.


“Vinnie? Vinnie, are you okay? Man, I’m sorry…I should’ve told you…” Slowly, Vinnie came to his senses and realized that he had backed away almost to the other side of the cave. Thrash hovered in front of him wearing a concerned look and steadying him with both hands. Vinnie shook his head slowly, his insides trembling and his meager lunch churning in his stomach.


“There’s…it’s…it can’t be. Tell me straight, man, no games. Is that Rayna?” Vinnie demanded, gripping Thrash’s shoulder more tightly than he intended. Though the grip had to be painful, Thrash didn’t move a muscle.


“Yes, Vinnie, it is. It has to be. Look at her,” Thrash said in a low voice. Vinnie raised his trembling hands and rested them on top of his head.


“But…but…it’s impossible! I was there! I saw her die!” he hissed. Thrash shook his head slowly.


“No, Vinnie, you didn’t. You saw her fall. Did you ever find a body?” Thrash questioned, quietly logical. Vinnie swallowed hard.


“No…no, of course not. You know that. But…there was so much rubble, it was impossible. I dug for days but still I didn’t reach the bottom. I figured that she must be buried further down than I could reach. Everyone accepted it. There was a memorial gravestone for crying out loud!” Vinnie sputtered. 

“No body,” Thrash repeated firmly. “You never saw her die. I don’t know what happened either, Vin. Maybe a Pluarkian found her and carted her away. She spent her years at a prison camp, that’s for sure. I found her in a holding place for criminals awaiting execution, so she must have done something at her camp to rile them up. Thank goodness I found her when I did or…” Thrash trailed off with a shudder.


Vinnie’s heart rate slowed and his mind became clear. Conflicting feelings of surpassing joy over her survival and heavy guilt over the fact that she had suffered for five years in a prison camp warred in his mind. How had she made it? How could this be happening?

Joy overtook guilt as she began to stir. Vinnie stumbled toward her, his eyes filling with tears. He didn’t care if she hated him or scorned him, he had to go to her, had to ask for forgiveness. 


“Vinnie, wait, don’t!” Thrash suddenly commanded. “I need to tell you…”


“Rayna,” Vinnie said chokingly, ignoring his friend. He reached out lovingly and pushed a matted lock of hair away from her face. Her eyes opened slowly and gold flecked brown eyes stared at him quizzically. Vinnie blinked tears from his eyes and smiled.


“Hiya, babe,” he murmured, placing a hand on her cheek. Rayna blinked and sat up, easing away from his hand.


“Hi…who are…?” she trailed off, pulling the blanket closer self consciously, her eyes lingering on his mask. Vinnie touched his own mask, realizing her confusion.



“It’s me, Vinnie. This…this is just a mask, Ray. A battle wound. It’s me,” he said, unable to stop his grin. Suddenly, he reached out and wrapped his arms around her, cradling her waif thin body against his own.


“By Mars, Rayna, I can’t believe you’re alive. I missed you so much. I know you must hate me for what I did, and I’m sorry. I’ve been sorry everyday of my life. I don’t care if you hate me or want to hit me or never want to see me again, you’re alive. Half of me was dead when I thought you’d died…Rayna!” Pausing in his stream of talk, Vinnie suddenly realized that Rayna was shoving against him, struggling to free herself. Stricken, Vinnie released her. 


Rayna gazed at him angrily, pressing herself against the wall of the cave.


“Who do you think you are? And why do you keep calling me Rayna?”


“What…what do you mean? Ray, don’t you know me?” Vinnie asked, a cold dread filling his soul. Rayna looked at him scornfully.


“Of course not. I’ve never met you before in my life.”


Vinnie stared at her as if unable to comprehend her words. What’s going on? Her face, hair, stature, everything belonged to the Rayna he knew, but her words were foreign to him. What was she talking about?


“Rayna,” he said hesitantly. “What…”


“Why do you keep calling me that?” the girl demanded, drawing her eyebrows together. “I’ve never even heard of a Rayna before. My name is Jassi.”


“Jassi?” Vinnie repeated stupidly. He blinked, leaning closer, trying to see if his eyes had bewitched him. In response, Rayna or Jassi or whoever she was strained away from him. Her golden brown eyes darted fearfully.


“Thrash…are you still here?” she called, her voice suddenly uncertain. In an instant, Thrash kneeled next to Vinnie, shouldering him out of the way with an apologetic glance. He smiled at the girl and held out a hunk of bread and a thick liquid.


“Here, Jassi, you should eat this. The bread is good and the drink has a lot of nutrients.” The mouse accepted the food and drink gratefully and began to eat, shooting nervous glances at Vinnie. Thrash straightened and took Vinnie’s elbow, guiding him toward the door of the cave. 


“What’s your problem? I thought you said that was Rayna,” Vinnie hissed furiously, so angry that he could almost feel his fur stand on end. Thrash held up a hand, trying to calm him.  


“I’m sorry, I tried to tell you but you didn’t listen. That is Rayna. It has to be, unless she had a twin sister no one knew about,” Thrash reasoned. Vinnie shook his head.


“Bro, where have you been living for the past ten years? We’re dealing with the Plutarkians; you think cloning isn’t an option for them? They’re into that crazy stuff!” Vinnie said, exasperated.


“To what purpose? Vinnie, listen. I found her in a holding cell for criminals sentenced to death, but before that she was in a regular prison. She didn’t only forget you, Vinnie, she forgot about me too and everything that existed before the prison. Her memory only goes back five years.” Thrash looked at Vinnie pointedly, and Vinnie slowly nodded.


“Back to the day she…well, died,” Vinnie finished numbly, his eyes downcast. He glanced up at Thrash. “What about the name? Jassi. Where did she get that name?”


“Maybe the people in the prison named her, I don’t know. I’m just going with whatever makes her comfortable and hopefully someone will get this sorted out. I wasn’t really in the position to hang around and chat,” Thrash said with a shrug. Vinnie made a face.

“I see your point but…man, this is insane! How could Rayna not remember us? What are we going to…?” Vinnie turned to look at the girl and jumped to find that she was standing a few feet away from him. She had left the blanket behind and Vinnie’s eyes widened as they traveled over her bare arms and stomach. Her clothes were ragged and her sleeves were gone, which made the long lacerations that covered her body all too clear. Some scars were red and some had faded, and it was the jolt that Vinnie needed. 


Vinnie rushed to the edge of the canyon, coughing and waving the cloud of dust away from his face. He clung to the edge and peered down, giving a strangled yell as Rayna tumbled farther and farther away…the jagged pieces of rock tearing at her skin and soon obscuring her from view.


“Ahem.” Vinnie blinked at the sound and saw that Rayna was tugging at her clothing self consciously. Vinnie averted his eye, his heart breaking. So it’s true, he thought. That really is Rayna. The tenderness that he had felt rushed back, melting away the anger. By Mars, I have her back and she doesn’t even know it. 

“Um, sorry to interrupt but what are we going to do now?” Rayna asked tentatively. “I…I know you already went through a lot to get me out of that place but…you think you can maybe find a place for me to live? You see, I don’t know if I have a place to go. I can’t remember anyone who would be waiting for me…” Uncertain, she trailed off, a lost look on her face. Vinnie wanted to grab her, shake her, and hold her until he could convince her that the ones who loved her most were standing right in front of her, but he restrained himself and looked at Thrash instead.


“Your call, bro,” he said with a shrug. “I gave you the facts and you know that people want you back. That’s all that I can do.” Thrash studied Vinnie and nodded slowly, then glanced over at Rayna. His gaze softened and he smiled gently, resting his hand on her shoulder.


“It’s okay, Jassi. We’re going to take you home.”  


Theresa lifted the hatch of the hidden door that led to the freedom fighter base, peered around, and then shoved it the rest of the way open and scrambled to the surface. 


“Come on, Mackie, hurry up!” she urged, reaching down to pull her cousin through the hole. Mackie climbed through hesitantly and Theresa slammed the hatch shut. She grabbed his hand and pulled him over to a cluster of rocks where they would be fairly well hidden. Theresa giggled as she slid to the ground and hugged her knees. She took a deep breath of the air, gazing around at the rugged landscape eagerly.


“Ah, finally outside. Aren’t you glad Mackie? This way we can watch for Vinnie and Thrash instead of having to ask Renee every time we see her,” Theresa said happily, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Mackie poked at the dirt uneasily.


“I guess,” he said slowly. “But if Renee or Carbine or anyone catches us then we’ll be in big trouble.”


“Aw, no one will notice,” Theresa said, waving her hand dismissively. “Besides, Renee has been shut in an office with Stoker and Carbine for most of the day. She hardly noticed me when she walked by.”


“Yeah, I know. She seemed…I don’t know, upset or something,” Mackie said doubtfully. Theresa suddenly yelped and leapt to her feet.


“There, look! Is that Vinnie?!” she cried shrilly, pointing. Mackie peered out into the horizon, then grabbed Theresa’s shirt sleeve and jerked her down.


“No, Thres, it’s just a dust cloud or something. Don’t yell like that. What if there was a Sand Raider or a Plutarkian around?” Mackie said cautiously, his eyes darting. Theresa sighed and hugged her knees again.

“Don’t worry so much, no one will notice,” she said confidently. Mackie remembered the Plutarkians suddenly bursting through his door and shuddered. Theresa softened and put her arm around him. 


“Cheer up, Vinnie will bring Thrash and then they’ll both find Zebbie. Renee told me so. Who knows? Maybe we’ll find our moms too,” Theresa comforted. Mackie nodded silently, not quite convinced but not wanting to hurt his cousin’s feelings. Theresa looked up and jumped to her feet again, but saw that it was just the sun gleaming off of something in the horizon and sank to the ground. 


“They prob’ly won’t come today,” Mackie reasoned. 


“Don’t be so…so pessimistic!” Theresa said, pulling off the big word proudly. Mackie cracked a grin, and was about to say something when his eyes flickered. 


“Hey, I think I see them!” he said, pointing. Theresa snorted.


“Yeah right, you’re just trying to…” The increasingly loud growl of motorcycles cut off her words, and with a grin she leapt to her feet.

“Vinnie! Vinnie…and Thrash!” she hollered, taking off at a run. She half ran and half tumbled down the slope and toward the oncoming vehicles. Mackie rose to his feet, panic gripping his stomach. What if the riders weren’t Vinnie and Thrash? What if…?


Mackie stood at the edge of his neighborhood, shielding his eyes to make out the mass of vehicles hurtling through the dust and over the hills toward settlement. He smiled in anticipation, thinking that maybe a Freedom Fighter group was passing through…maybe he would see Graven and Zebbie and Thrash. The smile dropped off his face when the vehicles came close…he backed away and began to run…he ran and he ran…and…


He ran wildly after her, his heart pounding. 

“Theresa! Stop!” he called desperately. Visions of her being captured and carted away assailed him and he ran harder, gulping the air. He saw nothing around him except for her small form and he stretched out his hand in panic when she was suddenly snatched up from the ground.


“No!” he screamed and gasped when someone gripped his arm. The sudden halt to his speed nearly sent his feet flying from underneath him, but a pair of strong hands caught him.


“Whoa, there, lil’ buddy, where are you going?” asked a familiar voice. Mackie, his chest heaving, stared as the world slowly became clear. Vinnie, his face creased with concern, bent over him. Mackie gazed at Vinnie and turned to see Thrash holding Theresa high in the sky while she laughed. Mackie heaved a shuddering breath, his eyes sliding shut. Tears burned behind his eyelids, and he struggled to control his emotions as Vinnie eased him upright and squeezed his shoulders. 


“Mackie you…uh, you alright?” Vinnie asked softly. Mackie stood with his eyes closed, took one more deep breath, and looked up at his hero.


“Yeah, fine,” he lied, trying to smile. He felt his cheeks grow hot with embarrassment over his fear. He was saved from further explanation when an arm scooped him up.


“Mackie! Hey there, cuz, I missed you!” Thrash said joyfully, giving the kid a bear hug. Mackie returned the hug, wishing with all of his heart that Zebbie and Graven could be with him. Thrash lowered him to the ground and surveyed both kids, clucking his tongue.


“Something tells me that you two aren’t supposed to be out here. Am I right?” Thrash said, raising an eyebrow. Theresa grinned sheepishly and averted her eyes. Doing so, she caught sight of the silent female perched on Thrash’s bike. Theresa’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped, for the female had taken off her helmet and was watching the scene curiously.


“Rayna?” Theresa squeaked. Mackie blinked, focusing on the female.

“Vinnie…that’s Rayna? I thought she was…” Mackie trailed off as Vinnie jabbed him covertly, but he wasn’t able to stop Theresa as she threw her arms around Rayna’s neck.


“Rayna! Wow! See Mackie, miracles are possible!” Theresa exclaimed rather sentimentally. Rayna looked at the girl clinging to her and then up at Thrash and Vinnie. She patted the girl’s back awkwardly but didn’t return the warm hug.


“Rayna, again?” she questioned. “Who is that girl, anyway? Do we look alike?”

“Yeah, you’re going to get that a lot,” Vinnie said, tugging Theresa away. Thrash pulled his sister, now thoroughly confused and a little hurt, aside. 


“I’ll explain later,” he murmured, and then straightened. “Well, we don’t want to stand out here waiting for a Plutarkian to sail by. Let’s head on in…lead the way, Vinnie, I forgot where the door is located.”


“Hoo boy, good thing I brought you back, you wouldn’t know how to get in even if you wanted to,” Vinnie said, rolling his eyes. Theresa hopped on Thrash’s handlebars and Mackie climbed aboard Vinnie’s bike and the four of them swiftly entered the hidden door to their home. 


Renee paused mid-sentence and listened hard to the approaching sound of motorcycles. She smiled with relief at a high pitched cry and blew a strand of hair out of her face as she looked down at her notes. 


Carbine leaned back in her chair and rubbed her temples, and Stoker remained leaning against the wall, his arms crossed and his brows knit in thought. He smirked at the war cry.


“Kid surely knows how to make an entrance,” he said, shaking his head over his protégée. 


“Good thing too, or we would’ve been in here for another three hours,” Renee said, stretching her back. She leaned forward and regarded Carbine and Stoker seriously.


“So what’s the verdict? Can we do this?” Renee asked, needing to know the answer before she faced Vinnie and…well, whoever he had brought. Carbine leafed through the battle plans wearily.


“Well, depends on how good your boyfriend is,” she said bluntly. Renee gave a half smile and raised a brow.


“Oh, he’s good,” she said assuredly. Carbine couldn’t help but smile at the confidence. 


“Then I guess we’ll go for it. Honestly, Renee, you’ve stolen a ship—“


“Borrowed.”


“Fine, borrowed a ship, dragged a valuable fighter all the way through space, sent said fighter to search an entire planet for a single Martian, and spent all your spare time bending over that computer scrolling through thousands of names…” Carbine threw up her hands. “Basically, it would be foolish to have done all that for nothing.”


“We’re too deep into it now,” Stoker agreed. Carbine gathered the papers and tapped them sharply on the desk, forming a neat stack.

“Go get your boyfriend and we’ll see if he can handle this,” Carbine said in clipped tones, slapping the papers down flat. Renee rose to her feet, triumphant but with a strange knot of anxiety twisting in her stomach over the thought of seeing Thrash. She swallowed, smiled at Stoker and Carbine, and exited quickly.


“Surprised you’re going for the plan, Carbine,” Stoker said, pushing himself from the wall and taking a seat. “Isn’t it too risky for your taste?” Carbine ignored the barb.


“Not the way we’re going to pull it off,” she said, gazing down at the papers. 


“Gotta hand it to the girl, she’s got guts, and brains to boot,” Stoker mused. 


“Yeah, well, let’s hope it doesn’t get us all killed.”


Vinnie touched Rayna’s arm as they entered the corridor that led to the mess hall, knowing that the gesture annoyed her but also knowing the reaction of most of the freedom fighters could unnerve and upset her. Vinnie and Thrash exchanged glances as they drew near the door, knowing that they had to get Rayna cleaned up and fed but concerned about the shock that people would experience upon seeing someone who was assumed to be dead. 


“We may have to part some crowds,” Vinnie muttered, and Thrash nodded. He took Rayna’s other arm and smiled comfortingly when she shot him a puzzled look.

Just then, Renee turned the corner and stopped short when she saw them, and the smile faded from Thrash’s face. 


“Hey,” he said softly, his eyes traveling over her face. A rush of warmth flooded his heart over seeing her, followed by a swift wave of annoyance over her actions in sending Vinnie to search for him. Renee saw the change in Thrash’s face and held herself back, her expression aloof. Vinnie broke the ice, executing an elaborate bow.


“Did I do well, or did I do well,” he asked, gesturing toward Thrash. Renee winced, knowing that the comment wouldn’t help Thrash’s mood. 


“My applause,” she said calmly, and half turned. “We need to talk,” she said pointedly to Thrash. Vinnie stifled a laugh.


“Ooh, Thrash is gonna get a tail whipping,” he teased mischievously. Renee turned to snap at him, and caught sight of Rayna. She froze, staring as if unable to believe her eyes. 


“What the…”


“Like you said, babe, we need to talk,” Thrash interrupted, taking her arm and steering her away. Renee, her composure broken, tried to crane around to look at Rayna as Thrash led her away. Vinnie watched them go and took a deep breath, glancing down at his dearest friend. She caught his eye and he flashed a quick smile.


“Well, um…Jassi,” Vinnie said, saying her name with some difficulty. “I guess you want to get cleaned up and have yourself a good meal.” Rayna looked down at her thin, dirty frame and hugged herself with a silent nod. Vinnie cleared his throat and looked down at the children, who were gazing between the two of them, waiting for what would unfold.


“Mackie, go find Johnny and tell him to get some sort of meal together,” Vinnie commanded.


“Johnny cooks?” Mackie asked, tilting his head.


“I don’t know, he’s got a whole garden. Just tell him the…the situation,” Vinnie asked. Mackie nodded and ran off. “Theresa, run ahead and tell someone to get some clothes and stuff ready.” Theresa smiled and saluted, and with one more look at Rayna, scampered ahead. Vinnie watched her go and turned to Rayna.


“You ready?” he asked.


“For what?” Rayna questioned, looking askance at the door of the mess hall. Vinnie took her arm.


“Oh, who knows.”


As the two of them entered the room, Vinnie’s worst predictions came true. The nearest Martian was an old school friend, and at first he glanced up casually and greeted Vinnie. Then he leapt to his feet, his eyes wide.


“Holy…is that Rayna?” His cries echoed through the hall, and soon all heads were turning and everyone was on their feet, alternating between emotional greetings and shocked, almost frightened responses. Vinnie wrapped his arm around her shoulders and supported her elbow with his other hand, trying to push through the crowd.


“Outta our way, outta our way,” he said over and over, trying to shield her. Rayna, overwhelmed, pressed close to him.


“Yo!” a voice suddenly sounded loudly. Everyone fell quiet, respectfully turning toward Stoker who was perched on top of a table.


“What are we running here, a circus? This is a newly released prisoner! Get out of their way!” he barked. A wave of mumbled responses came from the crowd, but everyone drew aside, watching them pass.


Vinnie heaved a sigh of relief as they entered a quiet corridor and made their way to a small shower room. I owe ya, Old Timer, he thought to himself. He jumped when he realized that he was still holding Rayna tightly and that she was struggling to free herself. His arm dropped limply and he smiled apologetically at the girl, inwardly lamenting the Rayna with whom he had shared such an open, almost cuddly relationship.


“What happened?” she asked, pushing her matted hair from her face. “What is going on? Why does everyone think they know me?” 


“I don’t know, babe, maybe…” Rayna cut him off, grabbing his wrist with surprising strength.


“Yes, you do!” she accused. Vinnie opened his mouth and closed it, at loss for how to explain.


Fortunately for him, a young female appeared, holding a towel, a stack of clothes, and some soap. Vinnie was thankful when he saw that she was a mouse that hadn’t known either of them from before the war.


“Hi,” she said brightly. “You’re Jassi, right?” Rayna nodded. “I’m here to get you cleaned up. We can’t use much water here, but it’s enough for a good scrubbing. Follow me.” Rayna looked at Vinnie one last time and mutely followed the girl. 


Vinnie watched them go, his shoulders slumping and his face pained.   

“So that’s it, that’s how we ended up here,” Thrash finished, having explained Rayna’s appearance to Renee. “Rayna, or Jassi or whatever you want to call her, can’t remember a thing beyond that prison.”



“That’s terrible,” Renee said. “How’s Vinnie holding up?”


“He nearly fell apart when he saw her, and I don’t know what’s going on in his mind now that he knows she doesn’t have a clue as to who he is.” Thrash rubbed his eyes. “It’s tragic but, well, at least she’s not dead.” 


“True. Good thing you ran into Stoker and explained things. I’m sure that whoever was in the mess hall didn’t just watch them stroll by,” Renee mused. “That was a good thing you did, Thrash, in getting her out of there.” Thrash smiled, but abruptly stopped walking. Renee slowed, glancing back at him.



“Yeah, I got Rayna out,” Thrash said. “And I could’ve gotten Zebbie out. Why didn’t you have faith in me, Renee? Going all the way to earth to bring Vinnie back…didn’t that endanger his mission on earth?”


“Thrash, listen…”


“I would’ve gotten to him eventually,” Thrash insisted. Renee looked at him keenly and he turned away, knowing as well as she did that he had been fighting a losing battle. He gritted his teeth, staring down at his boots. “There aren’t that many prisons in this area. A few more and I would’ve found him. I need to make things right, Renee.”


“Would you have searched Adaromn?”


Thrash stiffened at the question, a chill striking at his stomach. He turned, looking and her piercingly.


“Adaromn?” he said slowly. “No…no, probably not. That’s on the other side of the planet and it’s reserved for the more hated enemies of the Plutarkians. If what Vinnie tells me is true, then he and his friends Throttle and Modo would end up in a place like that, not…not Zebbie.”


“And I quote: ‘this little brat here is going to die by inches for the rest of his life. By the time we’re done with him, he’ll be wishing I had killed him on the spot.’ End quote,” Renee stated.


“So, is this just a supposition or do you have the facts?” Thrash said, almost hoping that it was a supposition. As much as he would want Renee to know where his cousin was located, the thought of him being at that place was sickening.


“How about this,” Renee said, entering a room. Thrash followed her, remaining in the doorway as she turned a computer screen toward him and pointed to a name. Thrash closed his eyes and rested his head against the doorframe. He would never have gone to that place. Zebbie would have died there, if he hadn’t already, and Thrash would still be searching small, low ranking work camps. After a silence, Thrash swallowed and spoke.


“How did you find that disc?” he asked. Renee brushed the question aside.


“It doesn’t matter. What matters is the information, and here it is.”


“So, should I leave now and try to get him out? I mean, no one here is going to support this, right?” Thrash asked somewhat sardonically. 


“Think again.” Thrash turned to see Carbine standing behind him, hands on her hips. He nodded a greeting, unconsciously drawing himself up straighter. 


“General Carbine,” he said emotionlessly. 


“Welcome back, Fighter,” she replied. 


“Is it a welcome?” Thrash asked, plainly referencing the fact that he had left the organization. Carbine regarded him shrewdly.


“Clean slate, Thrash. We have no time to dwell on the past now. We have work to do.”


“Argh, I could rip those Plutarkians apart with my bare hands!” Vinnie snarled, clenching his fists. Johnny calmly sliced a thick vegetable and added it into the bubbling stew. Vinnie pounded one fist into his hand and threw himself into a chair, seething. Johnny, of course, made no response.


“Bad enough they starve her and use her to do their dirty work, they have to go and take away her mind, her memory, everything that makes Rayna who she is!” Vinnie cried. Johnny stirred in some herbs and added the meat, which had been sizzling in a pan. 


“I mean, how do you reverse brainwashing? Can those memories ever come back?” Vinnie questioned. He looked up at Johnny who was squeezing the contents of an oddly shaped pod into the mix. “Sheesh Johnny, say something!” Johnny gave the stew another stir and thought for a moment.


“Not all memory loss results from brainwashing,” he stated simply. Vinnie stared.


“What are you saying?”


“She fell from a great distance, correct? Most memory loss results from trauma to the skull,” Johnny explained, pouring some of the stew into a large bowl. Vinnie’s eyes lowered to his hands, and he was shocked into silence. 


“Then…did I….is it because…” Vinnie trailed off as Johnny pressed the bowl of stew into his hands. Vinnie looked up, startled.


“I don’t know how it happened or where the Rayna that we know is, but I do know that ‘Jassi’ needs a friend. Go be her friend.” With that simple advice, Johnny handed Vinnie a hunk of bread and a glass of thick liquid and gestured for him to leave. Vinnie snorted and rose to his feet, pushing the door of the kitchen open with his shoulder. He paused, glancing back at the quiet mouse who was gathering the remainder of his ingredients. 

“Thanks, Johnny,” he mumbled, and promptly left the kitchen.


Once in the mess hall, he scanned the area for any sight of Rayna. He spied her almost immediately for she was sitting alone at the end of a long table. He and Stoker had gathered everyone and explained the situation, and it appeared that the explanation had worked too well. Instead of swamping her, everyone was avoiding her, and Vinnie felt a pang of sympathy for the girl. He gathered his courage and marched toward her resolutely.

“Hi there,” he said, flashing his most charming grin. Rayna glanced up and Vinnie nearly lost his control, for now she looked even more like herself. Her fur had been scrubbed clean and her hair had been washed, combed, and trimmed so that it was out of her face. Without the dirt, her ivory fur shone and her hair, though still a bit dull from a lack of care and nutrients, was almost as golden as it had been before.  She was dressed in a simple red top and baggy cargo pants. Her belt was cinched as tightly as possible, for it was difficult to find pants that fit her thin waist. Her hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, and she pushed her bangs behind her ear as she regarded him through narrowed eyes.


“Heloo,” she said, stiffening as he sat down. Vinnie glanced at her, noticing the way she seemed to lean away from him, and placed the food in front of her. He took a seat across from her, and watched as her eyes widened at the sight of a warm meal. 


“My friend Johnny made this for you. He’s some sort of a health nut and said that this would be perfect to start out with. He, uh, oh…” 

Vinnie trailed off as Rayna pulled the food toward her and began to eat rapidly. Vinnie blinked, torn between feeling impressed and concerned. 

“Uh, yeah, he said not to eat too fast,” Vinnie cautioned, smirking at the hypocrisy of giving such advice. Rayna looked up and straightened slowly. She eyed Vinnie, almost as if she was afraid he would take the bowl away from her, then recommenced her meal at a slower pace. She ate carefully, relishing the food but keeping her eyes averted from his face. Vinnie tried to wait until she was done, but couldn’t stand the tension and leaned forward.


“Look, um, Jassi,” he said so pointedly that she looked up at him. “I know we didn’t start out on the right foot, with me jumping on you and all, but can’t we be friends? I didn’t mean to scare you back there, I just thought that…well…you look like someone that…that I once knew. I guess you figured that, huh,” Vinnie said, finding it difficult to lie to her. Rayna swallowed a mouthful and managed a smile.


“Yes, I must look very much like her, judging from the reaction of everyone here. I admit, you startled me, but…well, it’s partly my fault. I’ve been thinking about it for awhile. See, where I come from, having a healthy amount of suspicion is necessary to survive. But,” Rayna drew herself up straight and tried to look confident. “I guess I’m among friends now, and shouldn’t feel that way. So yes, I will…I will try. This is all very new to me, you know.”

“No problem! You’ll catch on quick,” Vinnie promised, beaming at her. Rayna grinned back, captured by his trademark charm. 


“So, what’s your name again?” Rayna asked.


“Vinnie.”


“I’m Jassi, but you knew that,” Rayna said, reaching across the table to shake his hand. Vinnie cradled her small hand in his, but withdrew quickly so that she wouldn’t feel uncomfortable. He watched as she ate and ventured to ask a question.



“So, Thrash says you don’t remember anything?” 


“Not a thing outside of being in the prison,” Rayna confirmed. “I feel like I must have been born there, but I don’t think that’s possible. I just remember opening my eyes one day and there I was, in a cell with a bunch of bandages all over me.” She put down her spoon and extended her leg, pulling up the cuff of her pant leg. Vinnie leaned down to look as she traced a long scar, one that looked different than the others.


“I had these long lacerations all over my body, and I still do, but this one is different. Someone told me later that my leg was crushed somehow, and the Plutarkians replaced most of my bone with metal and stitched it up. It works pretty well,” she explained, covering her leg again and returning to her food. Vinnie nodded slowly.


“Why would they do that? Help you and all,” he asked. Rayna shrugged.


“Well, I wouldn’t have been much use to them without a leg. I was in a work camp for five years. We dug trenches, built walls, worked in their factories. It was bad, but not as bad as it could have been,” she said philosophically. Vinnie was glad to hear it.


“Thrash said he found you in a camp for prisoners sentenced to die. What did you do, lead a revolt?” Vinnie asked with a chuckle. Rayna laughed.


“No, not really. I just tried to escape one too many times. The last time I tried it I took out a Plutarkian, and when the rest caught up with me I knew it was the end. Sardo told me that I would have to die as an example to the rest of the prisoners. It’s just a way of keeping order.” Vinnie stared as she explained, shocked that she spoke so coolly about it. It was almost as if it made sense to her, and as a result she held no grudge.


“The jerk,” Vinnie growled. “Killing a person as an example.” Rayna tore off a hunk of bread, chewing quickly.


“Well,” she said once she had swallowed. “Sardo was just doing his job. Honestly, I didn’t mind him as much as the others. Some Plutarkians are nasty for the sake of it, but Sardo was professional. He punished you when you were out of line and rewarded you when you followed the rules. I deserved death, according to their rules.”

“But, Rayna…um, sorry, Jassi…that’s not right!” 


“Why not?” Rayna asked, gazing at him levelly. “It’s all that I know.” She saw the look in his eyes and lowered her spoon. “Please don’t worry about my loyalties. I may only remember a prison camp, but I know that I’m a Martian and that the Plutarkians are enemies in our land. I saw Martians who did experience life outside of the camp swayed to their side simply because of Sardo’s tactics. I know better. I’m just…it just makes sense. Those are the rules of the camp, and they’re the only rules I know,” Rayna explained. She lowered her eyes and finished her stew. Vinnie swallowed uncomfortably, hoping that she didn’t talk like that in front of everyone else, and changed the subject.


“So, you don’t remember anything before the camp but…you remember your name?” asked Vinnie, feigning ignorance. Rayna smiled, a relieved look on her face over the change in topic.


“Oh, I don’t know what my real name is. The other prisoners named me Jassi after a few weeks at the camp. Jassi is a derivative of the name ‘Jase’ which means healer.”


“Healer?”


“Yes. It’s funny, somehow I knew all this stuff about dressing wounds and treating sicknesses. Of course, I didn’t have what I needed in the camp to really help people, but I improvised. I don’t know how I know about nursing, but I do, so they named me Jassi, healer.”


Vinnie thought about the nursing classes that Rayna had taken when the war broke out and felt a surge of hope. Maybe, just maybe, other things from her past would return. 


“Well, that’s perfect! We need a good nurse here,” Vinnie enthused. Rayna’s eyes sparkled. 


“Really? That’s good, I want to be useful.” Vinnie smiled at her response and held out his hand. Rayna paused and placed her hand in his.


“Welcome aboard, Jassi.”   


Rayna smiled contentedly and returned to her meal. She glanced up and paused, her face taking on a kind expression. Vinnie turned to see Mackie standing near the table, edging toward Vinnie, shooting glances at Rayna.


“What’s up, kid?” Vinnie asked, twisting around and cuffing him lightly on the shoulder. 


“Thrash wants you to meet him in Carbine’s office. Renee and Stoker are there too,” Mackie delivered carefully. 


“Ooh, I must be moving up in rank. I’ll be right there, Mackie, thanks for telling me,” Vinnie replied. Mackie nodded, looked shyly at Rayna, and retreated. Rayna watched him thoughtfully.


“He seems like such a sad little kid,” she observed. Vinnie nodded and hesitated. Should he? With a deep breath, he took the plunge.


“Yeah, he has reason to be. His brother Zebbie is imprisoned somewhere and his other brother was killed. His brother’s name was Graven.” Vinnie held his breath, wondering how she would react to this news. Would the name and death of the one she had longed for secretly for so many years ring any bell in her mind?


Sure enough, her spoon stopped halfway toward her mouth and her eyes flickered. As Vinnie waited, she blinked and resumed eating.


“Poor kid, that’s too bad,” she said sympathetically. Vinnie closed his eyes briefly but then opened them, not wanting her to notice the expression on his face.

“Yeah, yeah, it is,” he said a little absently. After a moment, he rose to his feet.


“Well, my great presence is needed elsewhere so I should go. Talk to you later, though, Jassi,” Vinnie promised with a wink. Rayna swallowed and waved him off.


“Nice to have met you, Vinnie,” she said. Vinnie smiled and nodded, then crossed the mess hall, almost relieved to be leaving her presence. Having another person in Rayna’s body was more difficult than he thought.


And yet…she was still Rayna. Somewhere in there was the girl who teased him, played jokes on and with him, read comic books almost as voraciously as he did, and who knew him better than many others. There had to be a way to draw her out, to return her to her senses, and Vinnie vowed to be the one to do it. It seemed that, against all odds, fate was giving Vinnie a chance to fix a once irreparable mistake. He wouldn’t fail this time.

Still deep in though, Vinnie almost ran into Stoker who stood waiting for him in the hallway. 


“Is that a challenge?” Stoker quipped as he stumbled back a few steps. Vinnie looked at him somewhat vacantly and Stoker snapped his fingers in front of his face. 


“Wha-huh?” Vinnie mumbled, blinking. Stoker studied him and clapped him on the shoulder. 

“You alright there, punk?” Stoker asked lightly, glancing through the door at Rayna and hiding his concern. Vinnie shook himself and donned his happy expression.


“What? Alright? Pshaw, I’m better than alright, I’m the best!” he crowed, slinging his arm around Stoker’s shoulder and sticking out his chest. Stoker brushed him off teasingly but continued to glance at him as they made their way toward Carbine’s office.

In the room, Vinnie found that Carbine, Thrash, and Renee were already in deep discussion. Maps and papers were spread out over the table, and the three of them were bent over it as if the answer to all of life’s questions was on the surface of the desk. Vinnie stepped closer and studied the maps and sketches of battle plans curiously, and then glanced over at the laptop computer sitting close by. On the screen as a highlighted name, and Vinnie beamed as he bent down and read the name.


“Hey! There he is, ‘Zblirtioni’ or whatever his name is. I was right!” Vinnie announced triumphantly. Carbine looked up, annoyed, but Renee startled them all by tossing down a pencil and reaching over to squeeze his arm.


“Vinnie, I never thought I’d say this, but yes. You were right…thanks,” Renee said. Vinnie’s grin stretched and he struck a pose, which Renee immediately deflated by jabbing him in the stomach.


“Alright, alright,” Carbine said briskly. “Back to business. Vinnie, yes, it seems that Zebbie is located in Adaromn which, as you know, is quite far away. Going there is a risk on several levels, and even if we do make it there we don’t know if he’s even alive.” Carbine glanced at Thrash who was wincing. “Sorry, Thrash, just stating facts.”

“No, it’s fine. You’re right. There are huge risks involved,” Thrash admitted, rubbing his neck. Vinnie rested his hand on Thrash’s shoulder and made a fist with his other hand.


“Risk, ha! All in a day’s work for the Vin-man!” Vinnie boasted. Carbine held up a hand.


“Rein it in a little, Vincent,” she said in clipped tones. “We have decided to go through with this and take whatever risks may come, but it won’t be easy. I can assume that you’re willing to lend a hand?”



“Both hands!” Vinnie shot back. Carbine nodded.


“Alright then, then let’s outline this plan.” She gestured at the maps, pointing out where the prison was located, and Vinnie could see that it was nestled in a valley surrounded by rocky cliffs, which would make it difficult to attack. “The first problem is getting there. It would take days at the least if we actually drove to Adaromn, and once we find Zebbie and other prisoners, well…I don’t think they could survive a rough trip all the way back here.”


“That’s where some new technology comes in,” Renee put it, taking up the narrative. “Zebbie actually played a part in creating this before he was taken. Zebbie’s not a mechanic, but he’s very sharp when it comes to technology and the possibilities using technology.” Renee reached over and brought up an image on the computer, and Vinnie saw that it was a model of a slender, very streamlined air cruiser.


“This isn’t a ship for flying in space,” Renee explained. “It’s an air cruiser, very light and fast and able to cut a journey that would take weeks into a few hours. We have two of them here, and can use them to get there and back.”


“Problem is, these things are light and very weak,” Stoker added from his spot against the wall. He strode forward, his eyes on Vinnie. “If the Plutarkians were to find that thing, they could take it down in a second.” Vinnie nodded.


“So, we need a diversion,” he guessed.


“Correct,” replied Renee. 


“We actually need a diversion for two things,” Thrash said, getting into the plan. He looked at Renee and then down at the picture of the prison on the map. “I’ve broken into prisons before, and though each one is a little different, none of them took the skill or time that this place will need. Adaromn will be heavily guarded and the fish heads will probably be quick to take out all of the prisoners just to keep us from getting at them. We need a way to distract them, to get them out of the prison so that the team can get in without being seen.” All eyes turned toward Vinnie, who gazed back blankly. When the light dawned he grinned.


“So, how flashy should I make this, uh, diversion?” he asked wickedly, cracking his knuckles. Smiles spread around the room, and even Carbine, who was generally annoyed at Vinnie’s lack of restraint, couldn’t help but grin and answer.


“As flashy as only you can make it, Van Wham.”  

“Aowwwhowow!” Vinnie couldn’t help but crow. He slammed his hands on the table, disregarding the papers that fluttered to the floor. “So when do we leave? Give me a good meal and I can be ready in an hour.” 


“Uh, well, we’re not leaving today,” Carbine said, taken aback. 


“We need some time to regroup and figure things out,” Renee said with a sigh. 

“Well, how long?” Vinnie demanded. Carbine looked down at her plans.


“A few days maybe, a week?” she suggested. Vinnie made a face.


“What? A week?! You think Zebbie really has time to spare? Like he’s sitting around eating hot dogs and swilling soda, just waiting for someone to unlock the door? We need to go now!” Vinnie cried. Hearing silence, he looked over at Thrash, shocked that the mouse wasn’t protesting. Thrash caught his look and sighed. 


“I know, Vinnie, I don’t like it either. If this place wasn’t so daunting, I would be in there in a heartbeat but I need help. My going in there now alone won’t do a thing for Zebbie,” Thrash said, resigned. 


“You really think we can be ready today, kid?” Stoker asked, looking keenly at the young mouse.


“If not today, then definitely within two days at the most,” Vinnie replied firmly. “I mean, I’m a pro and you all are pretty darn good too, and we have a whole host of Freedom Fighters. Johnny can be ready with his weird healing plants, and Rayna…she’s a nurse! Did you know that? She can be here ready to oversee whatever needs to be done for the prisoners.” Vinnie looked around eagerly, and then his face took on an unwonted expression of seriousness. “You all know that I’m stoked about all the danger involved. It’s like my life force or something. But to be honest…I really don’t know how much time Zebbie has left, guys. I wouldn’t want to go through all that and find out that the week that we waited cost Zebbie his life.”


Vinnie’s words hung in the air. Thrash held his breath, Carbine studied the table, Stoker hung back and fought a proud grin, and Renee folded her arms and sat back in her chair.


“I propose that we take tomorrow to rest and tweak the plan, and then leave early in the morning the next day,” Renee said. “I’m sure that I can figure out what I need to do by then.” Thrash nodded in agreement and Stoker winked at Renee and studied Carbine. Finally Carbine rose to her feet.


“It’s settled. We take tomorrow and leave the next day. Dismissed.” 


Vinnie cheered and Thrash relaxed visibly as if a weight was taken off of his shoulders. Stoker nodded his approval and Renee gathered up her papers, deep in though over what she was to do next.


“Good thinking there, General!” Vinnie complimented happily. “If we all die, then I’ll take the blame.”


“Wow, thanks Vinnie,” Carbine said sarcastically. “And no, you won’t take the blame. It was my move. Let’s hope it’s a good one.” Vinnie shrugged off the cryptic words and exited the small office, leaving Carbine and Stoker to talk. Thrash came up beside him with a grateful smile.


“Vinnie, thank you for speaking up like that. I wanted to, trust me, but…well, I’m known as sort of the ‘hot head’ around here. I argued with them until my throat went hoarse when they decided to abandon the search for Zebbie,” Thrash explained. He snorted and shook his head. “I don’t think anyone would have taken my cajoling very seriously.” Vinnie shot him a sympathetic shook and patted his back.


“Aw, no sweat man. Heh,” he said, beginning to smile. “When Carbine takes me seriously but doesn’t take you seriously, then the world truly is upside down.”

“That was self aware of you,” Thrash commented, unable to stop his laugh. Vinnie joined in and for a moment it was like old times, the two of them sharing laughter as if they were teenagers relaxing outside or at a kitchen table. Then Thrash sighed and grew solemn again, his brown eyes downcast.


“I just hope that we can find him. I’ll never forgive myself if we don’t,” he admitted softly. “A kid like Zebbie shouldn’t be suffering like that. No one should.”


“Don’t worry, Thrash,” Vinnie promised stopping and facing him resolutely. “I promise we’ll get him out. He’ll hold on until then.” 

Thrash studied his friend steadily and saw the resolve in his eyes. He nodded and smiled ruefully, half daring to believe it himself and suddenly realizing how much he had missed his friend.


“Thanks Vinnie. Hey,” he said, slinging his arm around Vinnie’s neck and capturing him in a headlock. “Why don’t you tell me about some of your adventures? You got all buff and ripped…how did that happen?”


“Hey!” protested Vinnie, struggling to free his neck. “I was born buff and ripped.”


“Ha! Not according to my memory!” Thrash’s laugh echoed through the hall and the two of them walked toward the mess hall, side by side.


Hours later, Vinnie stretched out on his cot and stared at the ceiling. He was clean and full and had already stayed up late talking with Thrash, but somehow he wasn’t tired. He glanced over and saw that Mackie was in a deep sleep, but that Thrash’s cot was still empty. Vinnie turned and tried to find a comfortable position, knowing that he should be exhausted after riding all over the planet looking for Thrash, but try as he might, he was still wide awake. Disgusted, he finally sat up and felt around for his boots.


“A good ride will put me to sleep,” Vinnie mumbled to himself. Pausing, he reconsidered the logic of that thought, but then shrugged and went on his way anyway.


He cringed as his eyes hit the dim light of the corridor and squinted down the hall. Still blinking, he nearly tripped over a small form curled up on the floor.

“Whoa-ho!” he cried, grasping at the wall to catch himself. The figure scrambled to her feet and immediately pressed herself against wall, leaning back yet oddly tensed for a fight. Her teeth were gritted and her eyes glared wildly in the dim light. Vinnie raised his hands and backed away, and then peered at the figure quizzically.

“Ray…er, Jassi? What are you doing up?” he asked, reaching out his hand to steady her. Rayna stared at him for a few heartbeats, and then relaxed and sheepishly stepped away from the wall, her breath rushing out in relief. She lowered her eyes and tried to smile.


“Um, well, I tried to go to sleep but I couldn’t. I’m tired but not really used to sleeping on an actual cot,” Rayna said with a little laugh. “And I’m so used to sleeping lightly and keeping an ear out for unusual sounds that now I’m jumping over every little thing. So I just came out to the hall to sit for awhile. I’m…sorry I…” 

“Makes sense,” Vinnie said, cutting off her apology and rocking back on his heels. Rayna nodded and glanced up at him.


“What about you? I thought you went to bed too,” she pointed out. 



“I couldn’t sleep either,” Vinnie confessed. “I was just going to go out for a little spin on my bike. I figured I might as well stay awake outside instead of staring at the ceiling inside.” Vinnie raised his eyebrows in surprise when Rayna’s face lit up. Brown eyes sparkling, she looked at Vinnie full in the face.

“You’re going outside? Really?” she gushed. Her excitement faded and she took a step back. “That…that sounds fun. I wish…well, never mind. Go have fun. Goodnight,” she said in a rush. She started to walk away, but Vinnie reached out and grabbed her wrist impulsively.


“Wait! You…do you want to come with me?” he asked, knowing that taking her out could get him in trouble, and then promptly disregarding the thought. Her face brightened again.


“Really? You would do that?” she asked, as if not daring to believe her luck. Vinnie shrugged and nodded, and Rayna grinned. 


“Let’s go, but we have to be quiet. I don’t think Carbine or Stoker for that matter would be thrilled if they knew I was taking you out like this,” Vinnie said in a hushed tone, taking her hand. Rayna chuckled and dropped her voice.


“We prisoners have to get our rest,” she said with a roll of her eyes. Vinnie slung his arm around her shoulder, and surprisingly she didn’t mind.


“Who are you calling a prisoner? We’re free citizens!” he said as loud as he dared. Rayna shushed him, and the two scampered to Vinnie’s bike.


Moments later they had emerged into the cool night, and Rayna leaned her head back, looking in awe at the starry sky that stretched above them. Vinnie rode smoothly across the field and made his way up the side of a hill. On top of the hill was a large, almost perfectly flat rock. Eyeing the rock, Vinnie judged it to be ideal for star watching and pulled to a halt. Rayna immediately dismounted and ran to the edge of the rock, whipping the helmet from her head.


“Oh, wow,” she breathed, looking up at the sky with rapture. Vinnie dismounted and leaned against his bike, watching her. Rayna breathed deeply and spoke, still looking at the stars.


“I’ve only seen the stars once, you know,” she said softly. “It was the last time I tried to escape. I had to run down this really steep hill and I tripped halfway down and ended up tumbling down most of the way. By the time I reached the bottom the Plutarkians had caught up with me, and for a few moments I just lay on my back, staring at the stars. Then their fat faces blocked my view and they took me back. But I treasured that brief moment…I finally got to see the stars.”


Vinnie thought of all the times they had gone stargazing in his backyard and remained silent. Rayna turned and looked at him thoughtfully, a small smile on her face.


“You…you’re so kind to me. Why is that?” she asked, tilting her head. Vinnie fumbled for an answer, his cheeks reddening. Rayna chuckled and stepped closer to him. 


“Don’t worry, Vinnie, I don’t mind. I think I judged you wrong, that’s all. You really do have a good heart to care about me and take me out here to see all this. Thank you, for being so kind,” Rayna said gently. Vinnie rubbed his head sheepishly and gave one of his endearingly shy grins. Rayna sank to the ground and leaned against the motorcycle, returning her attention to the sky as Vinnie joined her.


“So, tell me about yourself Vinnie,” Rayna said. “Friends, family…tell me stories. Who knows, I may have known you in another life.” Vinnie joined in her laughter but felt a pang in his chest. Slowly, he began to tell her stories of his past, bringing to life memories that she herself was a part of. Rayna listened quietly, laughing occasionally and growing sad over the harder memories. She listened carefully at his description of Zebbie, knowing that he was the mouse so many were looking for. Vinnie talked on and on, relishing in reliving the past until a pressure on his shoulder interrupted him. Vinnie craned his head around to see that Rayna had slumped to the side and was leaning on him, fast asleep. 


Vinnie watched her silently, not daring to move lest he disturb her. Finally, when he himself began to grow sleepy, he gently lifted her and sat her in front of him on his bike. Doing so, he finally allowed himself to do something that would only be allowed in their life before the terrible war had taken her mind. Wrapping his arms around her, he cradled her and pressed his cheek against the top of her head.


“Rayna,” he said, rejoicing in saying her name. “I missed you. I really missed you. Forgive me.” Rayna slept on, a smile curving at her mouth, and Vinnie rode home as carefully as possible, leaving behind the twinkling stars and open air and returning to the hole that was their home. 


Far, far across Mars under the same twinkling stars a rat muttered as he sharpened his makeshift knife, and a young mouse breathed raggedly and bided his time. 

* * *


The sun had barely risen when Thrash’s eyes opened, but he was instantly wide awake. With a mixture of nervous anticipation and pure energy rushing through his stomach, he sat up and fumbled for his boots. Today was finally the day. If all went well, he could be eating dinner with Zebbie tonight. Thrash marveled at the thought. 

After he had donned his dark jeans and black T-shirt, knowing that dark colors were essential for the blending in that they would need to do that day, he reached down in his bag, his fingers searching for a familiar shape. He found it almost immediately, for it was something he searched for every time he went on a prison break. 


Thrash gazed at the picture in his hand in the dim light of the moon that filtered through the crack that served as a window. He didn’t have to have much light to see it, for he knew the image that stared back at him. Thrash traced the softened, almost frayed edges of the picture and sighed, envisioning the dark blue eyes framed by black hair and reddish-brown fur.


“This time I’ll get him out, Graven,” he whispered. “I won’t let you down, you or Zebbie. I promise.” Graven stared back at him silently, and Thrash slipped the picture in his back pocket. He stood and edged out of the room, pausing to stroke Mackie’s hair away from his face and stopping to chuckle over Vinnie, who was sleeping soundly. Might as well let him sleep, he reasoned. He’s going to have a busy day. Vinnie snored and Thrash stifled a laugh and quickly slid out into the hallway. 


He muffled his footsteps as he made his way to the mess hall, not even sure if there would be any food this early. He slowed as he started to pass Renee’s room, and felt drawn to enter, just to see if she was there. Thrash sighed, feeling a pang of regret. He loved Renee, always had but much had changed since Graven and Zebbie were taken. He had so much on his mind and what felt like the weight of the world on his shoulders. Renee had changed somehow as well but…Thrash peered inside her room. The bond still existed. 


The room was dim and Thrash only intended to glance in to check on her, but he paused, seeing that the room was empty. He pushed open the door and sure enough, the cots were bare. Everyone else must have the night shift, Thrash mused. But I know that Renee doesn’t…wonder where she is. He would be surprised if she was awake already, for the two of them had worked long and hard in planning out their attack, doing everything from discussing layout to creating gadgets to dismantle different security systems, something that Thrash had picked up a knack for. 


He shrugged and was about to leave the room when he tripped over something that poked out from under Renee’s cot. Thrash winced and stooped to pick it up, intending to slide it back under the bed. He froze when he saw what it was.


A strappy, high heeled stiletto shoe sat nestled in his hand. He glanced under the bed and saw a matching shoe and pulled it out as well, puzzling over why she would have those shoes. Sickeningly, he began to remember rumors he had heard, rumors about a break in at one of the Plutarkian buildings. A nervous feeling ran up his spine when he recalled how Renee dodged his question every time he asked about how she had gotten the information disc. He turned the shoe around in his hand, deep in thought, until his finger brushed an almost miniscule button. Thrash drew his brows together and pressed the button, nearly dropping the whole thing when a sharp dagger slid out from the heel of the shoe.

He swore under his breath and rose to his feet, clinging to the shoe and walking quickly toward the mess hall. Glancing sharply around the room, he spotted her sitting alone and strode her way. Renee looked up from the gadget she was fiddling with to sip her hot drink, and in doing so she caught sight of Thrash.


“Morning,” she greeted pleasantly, lowering her cup. Thrash slammed the shoe on the table and gazed at her fixedly. 


“Tell me. How did you get that information disc?” he demanded in a low voice. Renee opened her mouth, saw the stiletto, and closed it. She tilted her chin, her expression growing icy.


“Does it really matter?” she asked tonelessly. “You have all of the information you need. How I got it is unimportant, Thrash.” Thrash eyed her steadily and slowly bent over, pressing his palms against the table.


“I’ve heard rumors,” he said. “I heard that a young martian dressed up like an entertainer, you know, the women who sell themselves to the enemy to keep their own tails comfortable. I heard that she used the ploy to break into a high security Plutarkian base on Mars. I heard…”


“Oh, fine,” Renee finally exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air in defeat. “Fine. Yes, I passed myself off as an entertainer. Yes, I sweet talked my way into the Information Center under the assumption that I was hired by their commander. And yes, Thrash, I whipped everyone’s tail and got what I wanted and got out of there. End of story.” Thrash lowered himself into the chair, his eyes still on her face.


“Renee, what…are you insane?” he whispered harshly. To find out not only that the rumors he had heard were true, but that the woman in question was the one he loved made his stomach turn. “I can’t believe you just put yourself out there like that.”


“Oh Thrash, grow up,” Renee said scornfully. “I passed myself off as an entertainer, I didn’t actually fulfill the job requirements!” 


“Renee, do you realize what could’ve happened to you? I mean, can you wrap your mind around what that sick-o could’ve done?” Thrash cried, growing angry at the very thought of it. 


“Well, yes, I suppose terrible things could have happened, but they didn’t! If I always consider the risks before I do something for Mars, then I would be sitting by myself in a hole in the ground!” Renee paused, but Thrash didn’t look convinced. “Thrash, no one laid a finger on me. I took the Plutarkian out the moment he closed the door.” Renee fell silent and Thrash studied the table grimly.


“What about the guard?” he suddenly asked.


“What guard?”


“The one you sweet talked into letting you inside? I’m sure he didn’t let you in just because you said please,” Thrash said, and Renee leaned back, taken aback by his accusation.


“Well…I don’t know,” she said hurriedly, ignoring his implied meaning. “I blew the place up so maybe he was caught in the fire. I didn’t exactly take the time to find him and thank him for letting me by, you know.”


“But that’s just it!” Thrash exclaimed, pounding his fist on the table. “If he’s still alive, you can bet he’s out for blood…your blood.”


“Ugh, I don’t get you!” Renee said heatedly. “I fight in the war almost every day. I’m sure there are a lot of Plutarkian, rats, Sand Raiders, whatever out there wanting me dead.”


“Fighting and doing something like what you pulled are two very different things. Fighting is impersonal, a part of war. When you mess with people’s mind like that, you are hitting them on an entirely different and more personal level. You can’t just do that!” Thrash stopped, out of breath, and then spoke his next words carefully. “He was seduced and then humiliated. As far as he’s concerned, there will be hell to pay.” 


Renee glared at him, inwardly seething. 

“Why are you acting like I’m the bad guy here?” she exploded. “I did all this for you!” Thrash blinked in surprise. 


Renee held her breath, instantly guilty. Was she really doing all this for Thrash, to get him back and regain his attention? What about Zebbie? I’m sorry, Zeb, she thought wearily. She jumped when she felt the gentle pressure of Thrash’s hand on hers.


“Renee, I don’t mean to say that you are the enemy. Your intentions were good, and you’re right, now we have the information we need. It’s just that, well, I…I don’t want to see you hurt. That’s all.”


Renee slipped her hand away and rose to her feet. She was frustrated and angry; angry over the fact that she had risked everything and he didn’t seem to care, angry over the guilt that rolled over her, and angry because part of her knew that he was right. Out of her fury came harsh words that were a whiplash across Thrash’s soul.


“This is the war, Thrash. You might see me dead.”


She turned and walked away, leaving Thrash sitting alone at the table, stunned.


Vinnie carefully slid a new attachment onto his bike, one that would allow him to fire a new type of rocket. Pressing a button, the rocket launchers clicked into place and then closed, and Vinnie stood with a satisfied smile. Though it was only an hour or so past dawn, he was wide awake and ready to rock. The day before, though spent in part with Rayna and in part cruising around with Stoker, had been painfully long. Despite the fact that Vinnie hadn’t toiled and wept and hoped for so long in the way that Thrash and Renee had, the prospect of getting Zebbie out of the prison was one that he looked forward to almost as much. 


“You think Zebbie will play cards with me tonight?” Mackie said from behind him, referencing a game that he and Theresa had made from scraps of paper. Vinnie turned and regarded the young mouse, and Mackie looked up from his perch on the edge of the cot.


“Sure, Mackie, he probably will if he feels up to it. After all, Rayna was just fine after a few good meals,” he said, stretching the truth a bit. It was going to take Rayna more than just a few good meals for her to be fully recovered physically, but she was certainly on the road to health.


“I thought you call her Jassi,” Mackie pointed out confusedly. 


“Only to her face,” Vinnie replied. He reached over and chucked Mackie lightly on the chin. “Between you and me, her name is Rayna.” Mackie nodded in agreement and sat quietly, watching as Vinnie checked to make sure he was carrying enough flares and that his weapons were charged.


“Vinnie,” he said suddenly. “I could be a big help if I went with you.” Vinnie paused in his preparations, surprised.


“You think so? You want to be a Freedom Figher, Mackie?” Vinnie asked with interest.


“Well, um…no,” Mackie admitted uncomfortably. “All that fighting kinda scares me. But I could help you find Zebbie.”


“How so?”


“Don’t you remember? Zebbie and I are linked tele…telepath…um, by our antennae.”


“What, you can read each other’s thoughts or something?” Vinnie asked dubiously. 


“No, nothing like that. It’s weird, but for as long as I could remember I’ve been able to sense Zebbie’s presence, even if I couldn’t see him. He has to be somewhere in the vicinity, but as long as I’m kinda close I know just where he is. Zebbie can do the same thing with me.” Mackie stopped and produced a rare grin. “My mom always said that she never worried if she couldn’t see me all the time. If I ever wandered off she would just ask Zebbie where I was and he would always know, even if he couldn’t actually see me.” 


“That’s really cool,” Vinnie said with a chuckle. “I never knew that. Hey, that’ll come in handy while you’re waiting for us to come back. You don’t even have to watch for us.”


“That’s a relief, Theresa would be dragging me out again otherwise,” Mackie joked. Vinnie chuckled.


“Yeah, she probably would. Well, I guess I’m all ready to go. You wanna come out and see me off?” Vinnie offered. Mackie jumped to his feet and unexpectedly took Vinnie’s hand. Vinnie stiffened, startled, but didn’t say anything. Whistling for his bike to follow, the two left the room.


“Yo, Mackie?”



“Yeah?”


“It’s pretty brave of you to want to help Zebbie, even if you’re afraid. Pretty macho ‘n stuff.” 


“R-really?”



“Sure, kid.”


Renee strapped on her boots and surveyed her outfit. A black tank top, black stretch pants, and black boots. Black was her current favorite and suited the circumstances, as they would need to blend in. She reached up and smoothed down her hair, wrinkling her nose as she thought of the bright, red color. 


“Little good the black does with this mop,” she muttered, pulling back her hair and taming it with a black band. She buckled her holster around her waist, slipping in two smaller guns. She regarded her large, favored guns mournfully, but knew that they would be too cumbersome for this mission. Renee was about to head out when her eye caught a box sitting on her bed. 


“Can’t forget that,” she said to herself. She slid open the box and pulled out a dagger, which she secured in her boot. Straightening, she caught sight of a small picture of herself and Thrash, one that she kept next to her cot. She ignored the stab of guilt and regret and raised her chin. Hardening her heart, she strode out and nearly ran into Carbine.


“You ready?” Carbine asked, glancing over the girl without slowing her pace.


“As ready as I’ll ever be. How about you?” Renee replied.


“A little concerned about leaving the base, but hopefully there will be enough fighters left to defend this place should it be attacked,” Carbine said thoughtfully. Renee nodded and they walked along in silence until they reached the doorway of the wide room in which they kept their aircraft.



“Let’s get cracking, then.”


Thrash tucked a gun in his belt, his stomach still rolling over the conversation he had had with Renee only a couple of hours before. Thoughts chased each other through his mind. Was he too harsh with her? Was there a rat out to get her? Oh Mars…what if he failed with her too? What if he did see her wounded or…


“Thrash.” 


Thrash jumped and turned to face Stoker, who raised his grizzled brows when Thrash looked him in the eye.


“What’s up?” Thrash asked, forcing his turmoil to the back of his mind. Stoker’s eyes narrowed as he regarded the younger mouse.


“Just wanted to see if you were ready. Everyone is starting to gather around the ship,” Stoker said calmly. Thrash nodded.


“Yeah, I’m ready,” Thrash answered. He glanced around his room to make sure he had everything and began to leave.


“Ahem.” Stoker coughed. Thrash stopped and glanced over his shoulder, turning when he saw that Stoker was holding up a tracking device. Thrash gulped, realizing he had almost left behind a valuable tool. As he reached for it, Stoker’s hand shot out and grasped his wrist.


“Listen,” he said with startling harshness. “I don’t know what is on your mind right now. I don’t know if you’re feeling guilty over Graven or worried over Zebbie or upset over something your girlfriend might have said but you’ve gotta snap out of it now. You only get one shot at this, and if you screw it up because you aren’t clear headed then it’s going to haunt you until the day you die. Got it?”


Thrash swallowed hard and nodded, remembering with a pang how zoned out he had been the day he had almost been killed; the day that Graven took the shot for him. The recollection and the truth of Stoker’s words eased the turmoil and cleared Thrash’s head.


“Got it, Coach,” Thrash said firmly with a quick nod. Stoker released his arm and returned the nod with a wry grin. 


“Good then,” he replied, and gave him a strong, yet fatherly, pat on the back as they exited the room and headed toward the meeting point.


Thrash and Stoker quietly joined the circle that clustered close to the aircraft, returning the greetings with subdued smiles and quick responses. Theresa, who had managed to wake up, sidled up to Thrash who began to stroke her hair absently. His eyes were fixed on Carbine and his ears strained to hear each word.


“We’re taking two aircrafts,” she began, gesturing to the slim aircrafts. “Tyre and Ratchet are our pilots.” The two martians lifted her hands in a casual salute. Carbine continued, “The first aircraft will hold the ground troops, which you will lead, Vinnie.”

“Masters of diversion,” Vinnie replied with a twisted grin.


“Yes. Your job is to draw the guards out of the prison and keep them there. That means that you have to fight intelligently. Don’t just blow them up, Vincent,” she said firmly. “You have to draw the fight out for as long as possible, even if it means allowing them to gain the upper hand from time to time.”


“Ooh, that’s the challenge,” Vinnie said, making a face. “But I can make the sacrifice.”


“Good to know,” Carbine said sarcastically. “The second aircraft will carry Thrash, Renee, and me. On the way back it will also carry the prisoners. Our job is to break in and get the prisoners out with the ultimate goal of locating Zebbie. If we can get your hands on any valuable information then of course that is necessary, but we must not sacrifice the mission for it.” Carbine reached in her pocket and held up what appeared to be thin watches.


“Here, Thrash and Renee, take these,” Carbine ordered, handing out two of the wrist bands and keeping one for herself. “Our aircraft will land out of sight, but if we are discovered, then we need to get back there and out as fast as possible.”


“Yeah, the ship can’t take much in the way of firepower,” spoke up the young pilot.


“That’s right, and if this thing starts beeping, you need to get your tails back to the ship as fast as possible. Otherwise, we may be forced to leave.”


Thrash and Renee nodded grimly, aware that being left behind was a death sentence. Carbine looked around, as if anticipating questions, and then lifted her gun.


“All aboard,” she said, gesturing to the ships. The Freedom Fighters revved up their motorcycles and shouldered their weapons, heading for the first aircraft. Vinnie held out his fist for Mackie to hit, and then ruffled the boy’s hair. He gave Theresa a kiss on the cheek, much to her chagrin, and waved gaily at Renee and Thrash.

“See ya later, Lovebirds!” he said jokingly. “I’ll come back with stories to tell.” Vinnie revved his bike and zoomed to the top of the ramp, then halted and ducked down to catch sight of the small group. “Take care,” he cautioned.


“You too, bro,” Thrash said warmly. Renee smiled and waved and Vinnie whooped. The slam of the ramp as it closed cut off his cheers and boasts. Renee chuckled, her laugh sounding oddly nervous.


“He’s great for hyping up a crowd, that’s for sure,” she commented. Carbine smirked and shook her head.


“I just hope he uses some restraint, which is unlikely considering it’s barely in his vocabulary,” she remarked.


“He will,” Thrash said confidently. “His loyalty will outweigh his adrenaline.”


“Let’s hope,” Carbine said with a shrug. With a few last words to Stoker, who was in charge of the base, she turned on her heel and marched swiftly into the ship. Renee glanced at Thrash somewhat awkwardly, and Thrash gestured politely for her to enter first. With her head held high, she stepped into the craft, and Thrash, after kissing his remaining relatives goodbye and saluting Stoker, entered the ship after her.


The ramp closed with a resounding thud.

* * *


The dry dust wafted by, contributing to the arid atmosphere. The sun’s reddish rays traveled through the dust choked sky and illuminated the detachment of Plutarkians standing guard outside of a menacing, square building. The Plutarkian shifted his weapon, his beady eyes traveling over the rocky landscape.


“This place is a waste,” the Plutarkian growled, wrinkling his flat nose. The other Plutarkian agreed.


“Nothing left but sand,” he mumbled. “I keep telling the boss that we need to move out to another planet.”


“Limburger is on Earth,” the second Plutarkian mused. “Maybe we should go there too and show him how to take over a planet.” The two laughed, envisioning themselves as mere soldiers waltzing in and launching an invasion. 


“At least it would give us something to do,” a third Plutarkian complained. “We don’t do anything but stand guard all day.”


“Yeah, boring.” The Plutarkians grunted in agreement. Just at that moment, the silence was broken by a scream that assailed their ears and which, as one Plutarkian later moaned, was the most ear splitting and terrifying noise they have ever heard in their slimy lives.


“Aooowwhowhowhow!” The detachment looked up, stunned, as a flash of white and red hurtled over the ledge and shot past them. They fumbled for their guns but the Martian mouse, instead of attacking, whirled past them and returned to the high ledge. Raising his fist he whooped again.


“Freedom fighters, attack!” he ordered and dropped down to his handlebars again with a grin. “Gosh, I’ve always wanted to say that.”


The Plutarkians stared wide eyed as a long ship loomed overhead. The ramp lowered and Martians, all of them perched upon motorcycles, poured out. Yelling threats and brandishing weapons, they swarmed over the ledge. A Plutarkian cursed and pulled out a walkie talkie.


“We’re being attacked! Send reinforcements!” he bellowed. Vinnie yelled in triumph as the enemies poured out of the prison. He spun his blaster and threw himself into the fray.


On the other side of the prison, a ship hovered above a small clearing. Thrash stood in the doorway, his eyes fastened to electronic binoculars. 


“The prison is emptying,” he reported, focused on the battle. “You can land now.”


The pilot lowered the ship to the ground, nestling in a small clearing in the back of the prison. Carbine turned and held up her wrist, pressing a few buttons on the communication device.


“Remember, if it beeps you get your tails back here pronto,” she reminded. “The light here is red, which means that Zebbie has not been found. If anyone finds Zebbie, we press this button and the light will turn green. Got it?” 


“Yeah,” Thrash said, itching to get out of the ship.


“We all know what we’re doing right?” Carbine asked, wanting to make sure. 


“Yes,” Thrash and Renee answered in one breath. Tyre nodded, indicating that he knew what to do as well. Carbine gave a brief nod. 


“Then let’s go.”


The ramp lowered and they ran swiftly down, heading to the wall of the prison. Locating the screen of an air duct, Renee lifted a round, torpedo like instrument and shot the small grappling hook toward the screen. The hook embedded itself in the mesh and Renee retracted the rope, sailing up toward the air duct. She planted her feet firmly on the wall and gave the screen a sharp tug. After a few tugs it was off. Renee slid inside the duct and shot the grappling hook toward the ground, giving the others a way to enter. She crawled away, giving room for Thrash and Carbine to slip in.


Crouched in the darkness, Renee pulled out the electronic map of the prison, downloaded from the disc. Bingo, she thought, locating a control room. Nodding to Thrash and Carbine, who had their own destinations, she began to crawl through the labyrinth of ducts, using a small light to find her way. 


She smiled, finding herself peering down through a screen to a small controls room. Squinting, she counted two Plutarkians below. She felt through the small bag hooked onto her belt and pulled out a smoke bomb. Gripping her gun, she slipped it through the screen and as soon as it hit the floor, she jammed her feet into the screen, bursting though. 


The Plutarkians yelled in surprise as smoke filled the small room. Clinging with one hand onto the side of the newly created hole, Renee swung her upper body through the gap and extended her arm, shooting the two Plutarkians with her silent blaster. Their briefs screams of pain and alarm were cut off and Renee waited, gripping the blaster silently. When the smoke cleared and the door remained closed, Renee dropped down, satisfied that no one had heard. 


She stepped over the bodies and approached a large metal box that was attached to the wall. She tugged at it and finally slammed the side of it with her gun. The door of the box flew open, rattling.


“Hmm…” Renee intoned, peering at the array of wires and gadgets. Her eyes lit up as she located a small, square battery of sorts, attached by dozens of tiny wires. She carefully untangled the wires and pulled out three of them. Taking out small clippers from her bag, she deftly cut the wires and stepped back from the box. 



“That should do it,” she murmured, satisfied. After checking around to make sure that the room was still empty, Renee raised her wrist to her mouth and spoke softly. “Thrash,” she whispered. “I cut off the power on the doors. Check it out.”


Thrash edged along the wall and allowed himself a swift glance around the corner to check out the long corridor. He flattened himself against the wall and waited, holding his breath and listening hard. His body tightened with tension and he held his breath, restraining himself until the perfect moment.


The Plutarkian who turned the corner barely had time to yell. 


Thrash stepped back as the fish slid to the ground and fell limply to the side. He gripped his weapon and scanned the area, but it was empty. Looks like Vinnie and the gang are doing a good job of distracting, he thought, hoping that they would keep it up. Just then, Renee’s voice crackled in his ear. He listened and turned his attention to the bars of the cells that rimmed the corridor. He reached out hesitantly and tapped a bar, then wrapped his hand around it. 


“The electricity is off,” Thrash breathed into his communicator. “I’m still working on the security system, but we can touch the bars now. Over.” 


“Hey, hey…” a voice moaned. Thrash turned and gazed down on a heap of rags. The Martian beneath them trembled and coughed, and Thrash’s heart skipped a beat. 


“Zebbie?” he said impulsively, his voice eager. The Martian looked up and blinked and Thrash’s heart sank. 


“Who…who are you?” The Martian asked. Thrash hushed him gently.


“Can’t help you now, but I’ll be right back. Stay quiet and you may get out of here. Got it?” With that, he rushed to the end of the corridor, intent on his mission. He quickly located a small box covered with numbered buttons. He squinted at the ID number of the security box and quickly recalled the correct code. Memorizing places, names, and locations over the year had made his memory excellent and he typed in the correct code on the first try. 


“Score,” he muttered, and rushed to locate the rest of the boxes. Once he dismantled security, the three of them could work together to free the prisoners. It pained him to leave behind prisoners in each corridor, but the plan must be upheld. Hang in there, Zebbie, he thought. I’m going to find you.

Carbine grunted as she kicked the final Plutarkian to the ground and crouched low, ready to take down the next enemy. The room was silent, and as she scanned the area she realized that her attackers were all down. Clutching her gun, she shoved her shoulder against the door and immediately fell low to the ground, her gun raised. No one stirred, for the room was empty.


Almost.


Carbine’s stomach slowly sank as she stood and gazed around the room. It was large and well lit. Computers hummed softly, displaying various codes and information charts. There were diagrams on the wall, outlines of a Martian’s physiology and skeletal structures. One drawing that was particularly well drawn and etched with notes and arrows was a diagram of the lungs. To all intents and purposes, the room looked like a clean hospital room or scientist’s lab.


Except for the examination tables complete with bonds for holding the arms and legs still, and the bodies of the Martians that adorned several of the said tables. 


Carbine moved slowly through the room, struggling to swallow the lump of sorrow and anger that was forming in her throat. 


“Curse them,” she growled, gripping her gun. “The sick bastards.”


Every part of her wanted to run, to get out of the horrifying room as quickly as possible. However, she knew that there was the possibility that Zebbie could be in that room, and though she shuddered at the thought she knew that she had to look.


So she walked through the room, looking at the faces of the Martians on the tables and at the pictures of “test subjects” that were posted on bulletin boards and surrounded by coldly impersonal information and statistics about the experiments. She breathed a sigh of relief when she realized that Zebbie was not in the room or in the pictures. 


Moving quickly now, she approached the computer and quickly typed in commands. 


“I hope you’re checking your email, Stoker,” she said to herself, sending as many documents as she was able to access. Having acquired all that she could, she pulled out a small disc and slipped it into the drive, smirking as the virus began to eat away at the information that the Plutarkians had so carefully gathered. 


“Hey!” shouted a low voice. Carbine looked up to see a Plutarkian standing in the doorway, clutching onto an emaciated prisoner. As Carbine raised her gun, the Plutarkian whipped the prisoner in front of him as a shield and slammed his fist on a security alarm. Carbine gritted her teeth and cringed as a siren wailed through the building. She darted over to the Plutarkian, leaped onto an empty examination table and lunged at him.


“Argh!” she grunted as she drove her foot into the side of his face. The Plutarkian gasped and crashed into a wall of computers. Carbine stumbled, but quickly righted herself and clenched her fists, cursing herself for letting herself be caught. 


The prisoners heard the siren and looked up, their faces registering a mixture of confusion and a hesitant daring to hope.


Renee heard the siren and cringed, breaking into a run as she realized that stealth was no longer necessary and that speed was vital.


Thrash heard the siren and jumped, wondering if he had typed in a wrong code. He tore off the front of the security box and ripped the wires, wincing when he realized that it had no effect.


Vinnie heard the siren and redoubled his efforts.


 He had been pouring all of his energy into this fight and drawing on a skill that he didn’t know he had. Driving recklessly and dispatching enemies was as natural to Vinnie as breathing, but restraint was a foreign concept. He would rush a group of enemies, howling and spinning his blaster, only to realize that he was moving too quickly. Many times he was forced to take a harmless hit or pull back as if overwhelmed, all in the effort to draw them out and prolong the fight. 

Now, hearing the siren, he switched tactics.


“Oh, don’t go heading off on me now!” he cried, racing the Plutarkians as they headed back to the prison. He cut them off, waving for the rest to follow his example. Banding together, the Martians pushed the Plutarkians away from the prison and began to fight an entirely different battle. 


Carbine typed furiously, hating the sound of the siren. Finally, she located the main security system and spoke quickly into her communicator.


“Thrash, the main security system is in Corridor A. Turn it off, quickly!” 


“Got it.”


A few seconds later, the siren stopped and Carbine breathed a sigh of relief. She pulled herself together and rushed through the door, knowing that time was now of the essence. 


Thrash stood in front of the remains of the mainframe of the security system and waved the smoke away. He didn’t know what had happened, but knew that the mission had to be completed, and soon. His heart pounding, he turned on his heels and rushed through the hallway, pausing to open the cells that contained prisoners. Using a flare, he cut their chains if they had any, directing them to flee.


“Help each other and try to make it out through the back. I’m sorry that I can’t help you,” he said sincerely. It went against his grain to just leave helpless prisoners to survive on their own, but his priority of finding Zebbie overrode his other desires. Thrash searched every face, growing sick over their condition, which was far worse than anything he had seen before. 


Thrash shoved his emotions out of his head and left the corridor behind, skidding on the slippery filth on the floor as he turned the corner. He caught himself and pressed on, knowing that nothing would stop him now.


Renee’s breath came in short puffs as she ran through the hallway. The Plutarkians had not pursued her yet, but she knew that they would come eventually. The sounds of battle outside raged closer, and she understood without a doubt that the Plutarkians were trying their best to get back into the prison. Hold them back for a little while longer, Vin, she thought grimly. 


As she ran, her eyes darted into every cell, hoping to see a familiar face gazing back at her. So intent was she on her search that she hardly noticed that she had come to a dead end.


“Darn it,” she muttered, frustrated that she had searched yet another row of cells without finding Zebbie. A surge of panic shivered in her stomach as the thought came to her that he may not be in the prison at all…but she squashed the fear and refocused on her goal. 

Pocketing her gun she grasped the cell doors of the few prisoners who were alive and shoved open the bolt. Now that the security system was dismantled, the cells were able to be opened manually from outside. She paused briefly to help the prisoners to their feet and turned to the next cell. With some effort she pulled the lock apart and wrenched open the cell.


“There,” she said, panting a bit. She blinked in surprise at the prisoner in the cell, and the rat stared at her from his position on the floor, looking just as shocked. What’s a rat doing in here? she thought, puzzled. Shrugging, she gestured for him to stand. 


“Can you walk?” she asked, edging away impatiently. “I’m here to free you, but I can’t stay to help. I’m sorry. I hope that you can make it out alive.” Renee began to turn but glanced back, feeling wary. The rat, still staring fixedly at her, was slowly rising to his feet. Renee narrowed her eyes, started to say something, and then changed her mind. Turning on her heel she began to make her way through the hall. 


Keeping his eyes on her retreating form, the rat reached down and closed his hand around a loose chunk of stone that had fallen from the decaying walls. 


Suddenly, Renee felt an explosion of pain in the back of her head. Emitting a sharp cry, she fell forward and landed with a gasp on the ground. For a few brief seconds, she could hear her ragged breathing, could feel the burn that swept over her head and neck, and experienced emotions of panic and fear before easing into unconsciousness.


The rat cracked his knuckles and stepped toward her still body, a twisted grin spreading across his face. 

Vinnie yelped as a laser raked across his arm. He swerved and returned fired, satisfied to see the vehicle spiral away. His smile dropped as a comrade fell in front of him. Vinnie pulled back on his handlebars and soared over him. Leaning hard to the right, he doubled back and positioned his bike over his ally.


“You okay?” he shouted over the laser blasts. The freedom fighter struggled to remount his bike.


“Y-Yeah,” he said, his voice thick with pain. Blinking the sweat out of his eyes, the young freedom fighter gazed around at the raging battle. “Vinnie, how long are we going to be able to keep this up?” 


In that moment, Vinnie grew up.

He dragged his arm over his forehead and shook his head grimly.


“As long as we have to, bro,” Vinnie said firmly. “Now let’s go.”


Renee slowly opened her eyes and groaned, her head and eyes throbbing with pain. She remained motionless, letting her vision grow clear and her mind register what had happened. As she gradually regained awareness, she realized that she was unable to move. Paralysis was the first terrifying thought, and then she felt something cut into her wrists. She groggily lifted her head and peered up at her wrists, realizing that her arms were bound to the bars of a cell by scraps of fabric. Her head dropped down again and she saw that the same fabric bound her ankles. What happened? she thought, still confused. Closing her eyes again, she tried to piece together the events. Her blood turned to ice when she heard low laughter and suddenly she knew exactly what was going on.

“Welcome, guest!” a voice cackled sarcastically. Renee kept her head lowered in defiance, but the voice floated clearly into her ears. As he stepped closer, she could see the ragged edges of his pant leg, and figured out where he had gotten the fabric that bound her.

 “So nice of you to come and visit my new home, especially since you chose it just for me. Do you like what I’ve done with the place?” he continued. Renee remained silent and stiffened when a hand grasped her chin. A wave of pain and dizziness swept through her brain as he jerked her head up so that she looked him in the eye. 

“You do remember me, don’t you?” he hissed, his eyes shining angrily. Renee glared at him.


“No,” she lied stubbornly. The rat burst out laughing and then promptly slapped her across the face. Renee yelled with pain, the force of the blow shoving her to side. The pieces of fabric tightened around her wrists.


“If he’s still alive, you can bet he’s out for blood…your blood.”


The rat drove his fist into her stomach and she doubled over, gagging.


“He was seduced and then humiliated. As far as he’s concerned, there will be hell to pay.”

She gritted her teeth, her body jerking almost spasmodically as he slammed his foot into her shins.

“It’s just that, well, I…I don’t want to see you hurt. That’s all.”

Blood filled her mouth as he attacked her face again and she lurched forward, spitting it out. She coughed and gasped for air, her body trembling. She froze when the rat pressed a roughly hewn knife under her chin and slowly used it to raise her head.


“How about now?” he asked sweetly. 


“Y-Yes. Yes, I remember you,” Renee admitted, struggling to speak with a swollen cheek.


“Oh, that’s good,” the rat cooed. “Do you know why? Because I remember you. I’ve thought of you every single day and night that I’ve spent in this wretched pit. You sent me here, of course.” He growled as he pressed the short blade of the knife against her face. “I never thought you would come waltzing right to me.”


Renee kept her eyes on his and covertly eased her tail toward her boot. She wrapped it around the knife secreted there and carefully began to slide it out.


“I’ve pictured your face so many times, right down to those lovely cheekbones. I hope I didn’t break one,” he said, laughing sadistically as he tapped her cheek with his knife. She winced and he grinned. “My, you are as beautiful as I remembered, and still brazen. Looking at me with that scornful expression. Too bad…when I get done with you, you won’t be able to look anyone in the eye ever again. Ha, forget about seducing people to get what you want. Small children will scream at the sight of you!”


Renee glared at him but remained silent, concentrating on cutting through the strips of fabric that bound her ankles. His eyes flickered and she spoke to distract him.


“I didn’t mean for you to end up here,” she said, trying to sound regretful. “I had a mission to help a friend, and I had to do it in any way possible.”


“Oh, the loyal companion,” the rat drawled, rolling his eyes. “Sweet, but it hardly concerns me. I’m still going to rip you to shreds and I’m going to enjoy every second of it.” He paused, a strange grin spreading across his face. “Of course,” he said, moving his other hand to her face and tracing her features with his fingertips. “It would be a waste to destroy the merchandise too quickly.” His fingers traveled down her neck and he leered over her menacingly. 


The strips of fabric fell loose.


“I’ll waste you, vermin,” she spat out. In a split second, her knee shot out and connected sharply with his groin. The rat groaned and bent over, and Renee swiftly grasped the bars and lifted herself up. She raised both legs so that they were straight out in front of her and swiveled her hips, delivering a powerful sideswipe that knocked him to the ground. She planted her heels firmly against his chest, pinning him to the ground. The rat swore and frantically tried to free himself.

“You may want to stop struggling,” she threatened, sliding one foot down toward his neck and pressing her toe against his throat. He stopped moving, glowering up at her as she used her knife to cut away at the fabric that bound her wrists. She blanched as she rubbed her chaffed wrists, but before she could do another thing, he grabbed her ankles and flung her to the ground. 


Tyre peered worriedly out toward the sounds of battle and looked down at his watch. What was taking them so long? A few prisoners had made their way to his ship and he had secured them on board, but there was no sign of Carbine, Renee, or Thrash. Soon, the Plutarkians would discover the hidden ship and, being a smart and calculating race, would quickly understand the plan.


“Come on, come on,” he muttered, probing the building intently. He was so intent that he was almost hit dead on by a laser. He gasped as it ricocheted off the side of the doorway he was standing in and ducked inside swiftly. Lunging toward the communication system, he pressed a large red button, signaling for them to return to the ship. “Here goes nothing,” he muttered. Grabbing his gun, he took a deep breath and went to defend his ship and the prisoners who depended on him.


Carbine slammed the door of a cell shut and jumped with her wrist device began to beep. She groaned inwardly, knowing that she had not come across Zebbie in her search. However, orders were orders, and she did not intend to disobey her own. She slipped her arm around a weak prisoner and began to make her way outside.


Renee’s eyes flew open as a beeping sound filled the room. Dread filled her, and only doubled when the rat pressed his knee against her back and grasped onto her hair.


“What’s wrong?” he whispered harshly into her ear. “It’s not time to go, is it?”


“I think I’ve overstayed my welcome,” she shot back and swung her fist back into his jaw. He yelped and recoiled and Renee shoved him off of her back. He grabbed at her but she leapt to her feet and darted out of the way. Grimacing, she almost collapsed as her ribs, stomach, and head screamed at her with pain.

The rat picked himself up and howled savagely. He reared back and flung his fist at her, but Renee was ready. She dodged to the side and turned, grabbing his wrist. Keeping her hand tight around his wrist and his arm extended, she drove her other elbow back into his stomach. He gasped and she summoned all of her strength to bend over and flip him over onto the ground. 


Ignoring the pain she threw herself toward the door of the cell as he scrambled to his feet. She shoved open the door, leapt out, and closed it just as he caught up with her.


They stared at each other through the bars and she locked the door with a decisive finality. His hard expression faltered and panic crept into his eyes.


“You…you aren’t going to leave me here, are you?” he said, fear threading through his voice. Renee scowled at him and began to stalk away. “Wait…wait…don’t leave me!” Seeing that she was going to ignore him, he growled and let loose every foul, derogatory word he could think of, all of them aimed at her. 


Renee stopped and whirled around, reaching into her bag.


“Oh, don’t worry,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “I’ll leave you a present. Something to decorate your home with.” With that, she pulled an object out of her bag and rolled it toward his cell. She broke into a run and only stumbled a bit as the grenade exploded, sending a blossom of heat and a spray of dirt after her.


Thrash stared in dismay at the wrist device, the beeping sound matching the pounding of his heart. 


“No,” he murmured. “This can’t be.” After what seemed like ages of searching each face and running from cell to cell, he still had not found Zebbie. According to the signals on the wrist device, no one else had found him either. 


He stood rooted to the ground, his mouth pressed into a thin line. Finally, he ripped the device from his wrist and flung it to the ground. He crunched it beneath his feet to cut off the shrill beeping and then continued on his search, ready to face whatever consequences resulted. 


Carbine dodged lasers as she burst out into the open. She gave a quick scan of the area, feeling a stab of dismay when she saw that the airship was surrounded by Plutarkians and their allies. 


“Darn,” she muttered, holding the prisoner closer. She ducked behind a rock and whipped out her gun. She moved skillfully, popping out from behind her shield to fire and ducking quickly back for cover. She pulled out a walkie talking and pressed a button.


“Vincent? Are you there?” she demanded, extending her arm and hitting a Sand Raider who discovered her hiding place. 


“Yeah,” his voice crackled back. “Kinda busy though, babe.”


“Well, you need to bring some of your action over here. The airship is surrounded and I need cover.”


“I’m on it.” 


Carbine tucked her walkie talkie away and pulled the prisoner to his feet. She peered out over the rock and raised her eyebrows when two freedom fighters soared in, blocking the Plutarkians from the ship. 

“Vinnie’s delegating, that’s new,” Carbine muttered as she prepared to run. Seeing an opening, she darted through, urging the prisoner to run. She skidded to a stop when a Plutarkian steered his vehicle in front of her, cutting her off. She took a few steps back, wary of the gun he was pointing at her, when a previously despised but now much appreciated sound echoed through the air.


“Aoowhowhowhow!” Vinnie cried, zooming into the fray. He shot out a grappling hook that embedded itself in the vehicle and pulled it sharply in, causing the vehicle—and the Plutarkian—to spin out. Vinnie sped close to her and pulled her and the prisoner aboard.


“Good timing,” she said gratefully, clinging onto his bandoleers. 


“Of course,” he said with a grin and a shrug, and sped toward the ship. Carbine jumped off of his bike and hoisted the prisoner aboard. Tyre, looking haggard, leaned over and grabbed her hand.


“Am I the only one here?” Carbine demanded, growing angry. “Didn’t anyone else respond to your signal?”


“No,” Tyre said, panting. “I’ve been defending the ship alone.”


“Typical,” Carbine muttered, annoyed. She knelt down and shouted down to Vinnie. “Vinnie! Listen, you need to bring half of the freedom fighters over here to defend this airship. I’m going to help you too, okay?”


“Got it!” Vinnie replied and spun his blaster to punctuate his words. Carbine watched him drive off and turned to grab her own bike.


“I’ll try to fight them off for awhile. We’ll give them a few more minutes and then we’re outta here. Agreed?”


“Anything you say, General,” Tyre answered, charging his blaster. Carbine took a deep breath and revved her bike, willing Renee and Thrash, and hopefully Zebbie, to come and join them.


Renee tripped and grasped at the wall, gritting her teeth in pain. Her head still throbbed and her body ached. Waves of dizziness disoriented her, causing her to take wrong steps and stumble. She rubbed her eyes, trying to make the fuzziness go away, and straightened. She knew that a good five minutes or more had passed since her signal had gone off, and was frustrated at the difficulty in getting out of the building. 


“Just…just a little more,” she urged herself, shaking herself into alertness. Fear over being left behind spurred her to pick up the pace. If she couldn’t make it onto the ship, her fate was more than likely sealed. Her own cruel words came back to haunt her.


“You might see me dead.”


“No,” she muttered, hurtling through the corridors. “I can make it.” Knowing that stealth was no longer necessary, she ignored the air vents and headed for the door that was closest to the ship. She approached the door thankfully and then skidded to a halt. Two Plutarkian guards stood waiting, as if guessing her course of action. Renee groped for her weapon and realized to her dismay that it was no longer there. Stupid rat, she thought.

“Well, well,” one of them said with a grin. “You don’t belong here, do you?”


“Yet,” the other chuckled.


“You’re right, I don’t belong here. So move!” Renee bellowed, losing her patience. She jumped forward and swung her leg, kicking the weapon out of one Plutarkian’s hand. She grabbed it and used it against him, then sucked in her breath as the other Plutarkian shot it out of her hands. Renee turned valiantly, prepared die fighting, when the door was unexpectedly blasted open and the Plutarkian flung across the room. Renee blinked at the light and broke into a grin to see Vinnie.


“Hey there, need a lift?” he offered. 


“You could say that,” she replied, easing onto his bike. Vinnie looked back at her, his mouth dropping open.


“Cheese, what happened to you?” he exclaimed, taking in her bruised appearance.


“Long story, just drive. I assume I’m the last one here?” she asked.


“No,” Vinnie shouted above the noise. “Thrash isn’t here yet.”


“What? Why?” Renee demanded. Vinnie dodged a blast and threw a look over his shoulder.


“Did you find Zebbie yet?”


“No.”


“Well, Carbine didn’t either. Now can you guess why he isn’t here?” Vinnie said logically. Renee closed her eyes. 


“Not good,” she muttered. Vinnie nodded and fired his jets, flying up to the entrance of the airship. Renee stepped off his bike and surveyed the damage to the ship. She didn’t know how much more it could take.


“Carbine is fighting below with me, and you should probably defend the ship from here,” Vinnie advised. “But, hey, do what you want.”


“No, you’re right,” Renee said, grabbing a spare gun. Vinnie shook his head as he looked out at the fight below.


“You may have to take off soon but don’t worry, I’ll stick by Thrash. If he stays behind, then so do I,” Vinnie said staunchly. Renee touched his arm.



“Thanks, sweetie,” she said warmly. Vinnie grinned and clutched his heart.


“ ‘Sweetie!’ Ha, wow, I’m flattered. Catch ya later, babe!” Vinnie took off and Renee crouched behind the door, hoping that she could hold out long enough for her mouse to get back.


   Thrash pumped through the labyrinth of halls, despair threatening to overtake him. So many cells and Zebbie was not in any of them. He slowed, seriously considering returning to the ship. His actions could be putting everyone in jeopardy and for nothing. What if Zebbie was moved, or was never here in the first place? he thought bitterly. What if he’s already dead?

Thrash ran his fingers through his hair in frustration, not sure of what to do. His sharp eyes spied the entrance to yet another hallway.


“This is the last one, and then I’m outta here,” he said, resigned. He muttered a short prayer and shoved the door of the corridor open.


A blast of stench hit him, nearly taking his breath away. The hall was dark and shorter than the rest. It seemed as if the cells were hardly washed, as if the Plutarkians had just thrown these prisoners in and left them alone to rot. Thrash pressed his arm over his nose and mouth and walked swiftly through the hall, his eyes searching each cell. Most of the prisoners were dead or dying, and he feared that if any were alive they would never make it out. 


“No,” Thrash whispered in despair, reaching the end of the corridor. He kicked the lone door down, hoping for more cells, but instead beheld a dark, empty holding room. Failure again. Tears threatened to prick at his eyes when he realized that the entire mission, everything he hoped for, was for nothing, but he gathered himself and headed back. 


As he passed a cell on the right he stopped short, his heart ramming in his chest. Slowly, he took a few steps back and wrapped his hands around the bars, staring through.


The figure that sat hunched over in the cell was hardly moving. It looked as if he wasn’t even alive, but Thrash was sure that he had seen something.


“Hey,” he called out, raising his voice. The suddenness of the voice caused the mouse to stir and Thrash saw it again.


A flash of blue. 


Thrash wrenched open the cell and burst in, falling to his knees before the mouse. He drew in his breath over the appearance of the figure. His clothes were shreds that did little to cover his skeletal body. His hair was long, covering his face, and the color nearly indistinguishable. The mouse’s breathing was loud and ragged, and he looked more dead than alive.


Thrash gently cupped the mouse’s face in his hands and tilted his chin upward so that he could see the mouse’s features. He brushed the hair away carefully, revealing the face beneath the tangled mass. The face was partially disfigured by an ugly scar that ran along his cheekbone, and starvation had altered the shape. But then…


Zebbie opened his eyes and let them rest briefly on Thrash’s face before letting his eyelids flutter shut. Tired eyes, hopeless eyes, blue eyes.


“Oh my…” Thrash broke off and stroked his cousin’s cheek softly with his finger. “I’m here, Zebbie,” he said around the lump in his throat. Thrash’s fingers bumped against a metal collar that encircled Zebbie’s neck, and he jumped into action. He lifted Zebbie’s hair and lit a flare, holding it against the clasp of the collar. The collar broke apart and fell with a clang to the floor, and Thrash rubbed the reddened, chaffed neck that was exposed. Knowing that Zebbie was weak, he wrapped his arms around Zebbie’s torso and lifted him to his feet. Reacting almost automatically, Zebbie struggled to gain footing. 


Thrash backed away a bit, trying to see if Zebbie could stand on his own, and then rushed to catch him when Zebbie’s knees buckled. He slipped his arm around his back and placed Zebbie’s arm around his neck, supporting him with his arm and his tail.


“Come on, just take it easy,” he soothed, walking as quickly as possible. Together, they made their way through the hallway, and Zebbie tried his best to walk. Thrash cringed when Zebbie coughed, and patted his back comfortingly.


“Almost there, Zebbie. Almost home,” he said, and dared to run. Don’t leave me yet, Renee, he begged inwardly. Just keep that ship there for a little while longer.  

Renee pressed against the wall of the ship, lunged out and fired, and then retreated to safety. She pushed her hair out of her face and glanced over at Tyre who was busying himself in patching up holes in the ship while Renee covered him.


“Renee, I don’t know if we can take this much longer,” he warned, catching her watching him. Renee nodded grimly.


“I know just…let’s just wait for Carbine’s order,” she said almost desperately. In a delightfully timed twist of irony, Carbine’s voice crackled over the intercom.


“Renee, Tyre, close the ship and get out of here,” Carbine ordered. “I’ll fight for a bit longer to shield you and then I’m going in the other ship with Vinnie. Move out.” 


“Darn it,” Renee grumbled, and glanced hopefully outside. No Thrash.


“Renee...” Tyre said nervously, moving over to the controls. 


“I know, I know just…” Renee trailed off and scanned the horizon again and then sighed gustily. “Alright,” she finished softly. “Let’s take off but…can you keep the hatch open, just in case?”



“I’ll try,” Tyre said, starting the engine with relief. The ship rose a few feet into the air and Renee held her breath, her eyes fixed on the field below. Suddenly…


“Tyre, stop!” she shouted, causing the prisoners to jump. Tyre steadied the controls and glanced her way.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“It’s Thrash, I see him!” Renee called, pointing. Tyre leaned back to look and sure enough Thrash came running out into the fray, carrying a prisoner and weaving between bikes and enemies. Renee dropped to the ground. 


“Lower it just a bit and keep the hatch open,” she commanded, sprawling on her stomach and scooting to the edge of the entrance. She cheered inwardly when Thrash caught her eye and increased his speed, struggling to run under the weight of his prisoner. Renee stretched out her arm and Thrash approached the ship. He took two large strides and jumped. Renee caught his forearm, nearly jerked down from the ship by the combined weight. She grunted and hoisted him up a bit. Thrash pressed one arm against the ship, easing the weight and holding onto the prisoner with his tail 


Thrash breathed heavily and looked into Renee’s eyes with a smile.


“’Bout time you showed up,” Renee quipped, a smile of relief spreading across her face. Worn out, Thrash could only nod, and he held the prisoner securely with one hand as Renee prepared herself to pull him the rest of the way in.


Then, the world grew surreal.


Everything seemed to happen as if in slow motion. Renee watched in horror as a rat, a gruesome creature with most of his fur burned off and blood running down the remaining fur, seemed to come out of nowhere. As if in a dream, Renee’s eyes widened but could do nothing as he leapt onto Thrash’s back and plunged a knife into his side.

Thrash’s strangled yell and a piercing scream mingled and penetrated Renee’s ears. The scream went on and on until she realized that she was the one screaming.


Thrash went limp and Renee clutched his shirt and arm to keep him from falling. The prisoner slipped from Thrash’s hold but Thrash managed to catch him by looping his tail around the mouse’s upper chest. Renee glared, her eyes burning with enraged tears.


“How…how…” she tried to say. The rat laughed wildly and pulled out the knife, holding the short, reddened blade in front of Renee’s face.


“I dodged,” he said dryly, his voice roughened. “And boy, am I glad I did.”


Renee held his eyes, pouring all of her hatred into her gaze. She reached around covertly for a gun and paused when her fingers brushed the barrel. Tyre looked on helplessly, forced to stay at the controls to keep the ship aloft.


“I wanted to kill you, but judging from your reaction this is so much better,” the rat continued, raising his knife to Thrash’s face.


The ship suddenly rocked and the gun slid away just as Renee was about to wrap her fingers around it. She cursed inwardly.


Vinnie dispatched a row of enemies and glanced up at the ship, wondering worriedly why it hadn’t left. He was just about to radio Renee and tell her that he would look for Thrash himself when he spied his friend hanging from the entrance. His smile was cut short when he realized what was happening. Vinnie raised his weapon and then lowered it, knowing that if he shot from this angle both the rat and Thrash would be killed. He revved his motorcycle and blew past a group of enemies, searching for a better position.


The rat pulled back on Thrash’s hair and pressed the knife to his throat.


“Enjoy the show, because you’re next,” he threatened and a bead of blood formed as the rat pressed the tip of the knife into Thrash’s neck. Suddenly, the rat squealed and jerked to the side, burned by a blaster shot. He slid down and grabbed onto Thrash’s boots. Renee took the opportunity and lunged for her gun. She grabbed it and pressed it against the rat’s forehead.


“Dodge this,” she snarled, and fired. The rat spun through the air and fell away, bouncing and coming to rest on the ground below. 


Renee wrapped her arms around Thrash’s shoulders and Thrash drew in a shuddering breath.


“Just go, Renee,” he said, he voice strained. “Take him…take him and leave me.” Renee gave the prisoner a cursory glanced and ignored Thrash’s request.


“Tyre, lift the hatch,” she ordered and Tyre immediately complied. The hatch, which was ramp style, began to rise and Thrash could feel it support him from below. He shifted around and held his cousin tight. Renee tried to make their landing gentle but Thrash still got the brunt of it as he twisted around to cushion the prisoner’s fall. 


Renee pushed the prisoner aside and kneeled over Thrash, who was shaking and bleeding profusely. 


“Oh my…Thrash hang in there, please hang in there,” she pleaded, pulling down ace bandage. “Tyre, go!” she ordered and Tyre steered the airship away. Renee wrapped layers of bandage around Thrash’s torso, cringing as the blood seeped through. 


“Tell me,” Thrash said weakly. “Was that who I think it was?”


“Yeah,” Renee said, guilt stabbing at her. Thrash chuckled sardonically and grimaced. Renee tightened the bandage and smoothed his sweat dampened hair away from his face.


“We’re going to get you home, baby,” she promised soothingly. “Just hold on.” Thrash nodded and Renee hesitated before continuing. “I’m sorry that you didn’t find Zebbie. We’ll go back, okay?”


Thrash gave her a funny look and struggled to sit up.


“What are you talking about? He’s right here,” Thrash said, pointing. Renee looked in amazement at the prisoner. The youth was sprawled almost motionless, his thin chest heaving for air. Renee never would have recognized him but when he turned his face toward hers, she gave a sharp gasp. The sight of him returned her to her cool control.


“Tyre,” she snapped, helping Thrash to his feet. “I’m going to secure Thrash and Zebbie and so that you can go into high gear. Give it all you got, you hear?”


“Roger that,” Tyre replied. Renee guided Thrash to a low seat and eased him down, feeling a pang when Thrash’s face twisted with pain.


“Here,” he gasped, stretching out his arms. “Give Zebbie to me, I’ll keep him secure.”


“Yeah, letting a mouse lean against you when you have a knife wound, I’ll go for that,” Renee said, rolling her eyes. Thrash shook his head.


“It’s my side, not my chest so I’ll be okay,” he insisted. “Renee, please, he’s too weak now to sit up on his own and you need to help steer the ship.” Renee thought for a moment and then nodded. She eased Zebbie to his feet, but the motion caused him to draw in his breath, and that resulted in a fit of coughing. Renee knit her eyebrows together worriedly as she half carried half dragged Zebbie over to Thrash. 


Zebbie fell against Thrash’s chest and Thrash gritted his teeth, feeling a rush of blood leave his body. Zebbie’s cough filled the room, and his body jerked from the force of it. It was deep and rough and the choking attempt to breathe caused everyone in the room to tense.


Finally finished, Zebbie collapsed against Thrash in exhaustion, his head dropping back to Thrash’s shoulder. Thrash wrapped his arms around him protectively and pushed Zebbie’s hair away from his face. Renee surveyed them both and turned toward Tyre. She sat down in front of the controls and buckled her belts.


“Go,” she said sharply and Tyre pushed the lever forward. As they hurtled through the air, Renee clenched her fists around the secondary steering stick and gazed grimly toward the horizon.

Mackie threw down a card and smiled triumphantly at Theresa, his light eyes twinkling. 


“I win!” he announced, poking Theresa playfully. Theresa made a face and tossed her cards aside. She pretended to pout but was inwardly pleased over Mackie’s spark of vibrancy. She herself couldn’t wait to see her older cousin and the joy and humor he would suffuse into the place. 

“Well, good for you,” she said to Mackie, gathering the cards. “I’ll play Zebbie tonight and then I’ll finally win something!” 


“But I’ll have to be on his side to help, since it’ll be his first time playing,” Mackie reasoned. Theresa complained but Mackie, smiling, ignored her and turned to Rayna who was sitting nearby. All of them were seated on the floor in Johnny’s indoor garden, inhaling the rare, earthy smell of the plants. Mackie and Theresa felt secure and at home in the place, and Rayna just loved it because she claimed to never have seen the plants before. 


Rayna folded the last shirt on her lap and smoothed it done with a pat of finality.


“There, all done,” she said. Mackie looked at the clothes on her lap curiously.

“What are those, anyway?” he asked.


“They’re hospital shirts and pants,” Rayna explained. “Stoker found them in storage for me. They’re soft and loose and will be better for the prisoners in case they need to stay in bed for awhile.” Theresa reached over and stroked the white cloth.


“They are soft. Do you think Zebbie will need them?” she asked.


“Oh, I don’t know, but it’s better to be prepared,” Rayna replied with a shrug. Mackie grinned, thinking of his brother.


“Zebbie will be fine,” he said, uncharacteristically confident. Everything else might come crashing down, but when Zebbie came everything would be alright. It always was. “Thrash says his old clothes are here, so he’ll probably wear those. He likes blue.” 


“I see,” Rayna said with a chuckle, reaching over to squeeze Mackie’s shoulder. She sat back and gazed around at the green plants. “Hey Johnny! What is this plant?” she called, pointing to a commonly known plant nearby.


Johnny looked around from where he had been quietly spraying water on the plants and named it. Rayna admired the blossoms and Theresa leaned conspiratorially toward Mackie.

“Hey, Mackie, we should sneak outside again and watch for them. Wouldn’t that be fun?”


“No,” Rayna interjected firmly, eyeing the girl. Theresa looked up and tried to paste on an angelic smile.


“You know you two aren’t allowed out there,” Johnny said mildly, inspecting the leaf of a nearby plant. 


“Besides, we don’t need to watch. I’ll know it the minute he walks through the door,” Mackie said, tapping his own antenna. Just then, his body stiffened and his face grew blank. He shot to his feet and bolted for the door, scattering cards behind him.


“What’s wrong?” Rayna asked, rising to her feet.


“He’s here! He’s here!” Mackie yelled, charging up the steps. Theresa scrambled to her feet and followed, with Rayna and Johnny close behind.    


Mackie burst through the door, glanced around, and broke into a run. Theresa struggled to keep up and Rayna passed her, feeling inexplicably worried. 

“Mackie…Mackie, wait!” she called. But why should he wait? she immediately thought to herself.


A crowd was already forming as the freedom fighters returned. The prisoners came in first, supported by fighters and blinking in surprise. Vinnie rushed in, and Rayna felt a surge of joy upon seeing him alive and well. Her joy faded when he turned and caught another mouse before he fell. As Vinnie straightened, she could see that the mouse was Thrash.

“Thrash?” she called, concern in her voice. Thrash looked around and caught her eye. He glanced at a prisoner behind him, one who was being supported by Renee and the pilot Tyre.


“Jassi! Don’t let Mackie…” Thrash stopped abruptly, his face twisting in pain. Rayna saw the prisoner behind him and immediately understood. She reached out and caught Mackie with one arm, clapping her other hand over his eyes.



“Hey! Lemme go! I want to see Zebbie!” Mackie cried, twisting in her arms. She angled him away and shouted to Johnny, who motioned for Theresa to stop. Theresa skidded to a halt and glanced up at Johnny, then tried to peer around him to see what was going on. 


“What do I do?” Rayna called to no one in particular. Vinnie heard her and shifted Thrash’s weight.


“Can you stitch a knife wound?” Vinnie asked. Thrash looked up and shook his head.


“No, don’t worry about me, get the kids out and get…ow…get to Zebbie,” Thrash said. Rayna clutched onto Mackie, torn. Johnny, took her shoulder and nodded comfortingly.


“Theresa and Mackie, go to your rooms or back to the plant room,” Johnny ordered quietly. Theresa wrung her hands and Mackie struggled, glaring up at Johnny angrily.


“No! I want to see Zebbie!”


“Right now you’re making it difficult for us to help him. You need to trust me,” Johnny said, looking him firmly in the eyes. Mackie drew in a trembling breath and nodded. Theresa took his hand and the two of them went away. 


“Go to Zebbie,” Johnny ordered and Rayna took off toward her room to get her medical supplies.


Vinnie deposited Thrash as gently as possible on the examination table in the makeshift doctor’s room. Thrash scrunched his eyes shut, placing his hand over the thick bandages that were now soaked with blood. Vinnie steadied him with his hand, his heart pumping.

“It’s gonna be okay, man, we’ll get you some help,” he said in the attempt to soothe, and turned to bellow, “Hey! Someone get in here!” 

“I’m here,” an older male mouse said, entering the room with a handful of plant pods. “Johnny sent these. Sheesh, Thrash, did you have to meet the only Plutarkian knife fighter on the planet?” Thrash shook his head and chuckled, then tensed.


“You crazy? Don’t make him laugh!” Vinnie ordered with a scowl. The male calmly, but quickly, set up some instruments.


“Chill, Vin, I didn’t mean to. Stop laughing, Thrash,” he said. 


“What are you going to do for him?” Vinnie demanded. 


“First I’m going to get you out of here because you’re making me nervous,” the mouse began. “And then I’m going to check on some vital organs and laser him shut.”


“Too bad, because I’m not going anywhere,” Vinnie argued. Thrash raised his hand and rested it weakly on Vinnie’s arm.


“No…go. Go to Zebbie. Help Rayna,” Thrash said. Vinnie hesitated, met Thrash’s eyes, and straightened. 


“I’ll be back, bro, don’t go anywhere on me,” Vinnie said, backing away. Thrash nodded, and Vinnie turned and ran. He met Rayna on the way and looped his arm through hers.


“Is Thrash okay?” Rayna asked. Vinnie nodded shortly and glanced over her medical kit and the hospital clothes that she had tucked under her arm.


“You know where Zebbie is?” Vinnie asked.


“I don’t even know who Zebbie is but if he’s that dark furred mouse who hardly looked alive, then yes, I think so,” Rayna replied. Vinnie held his breath, his thoughts wild. Never did he think the day would end up like this.


Rayna pointed to a room and Vinnie veered into it, stopping in his tracks. Zebbie had been placed on a makeshift bed and was deep in the throes of a coughing attack. Renee was trying to keep him from falling off of the bed, and Vinnie immediately rushed to Zebbie’s other side, horrified by his appearance. Rayna remained rooted to the floor.


She knew that face.


He was a mess, hardly recognizable as a mouse, much less someone she knew. His fur and hair were darkened by dirt and dried blood, his clothes were in rags, and his body was not much more than a skeleton. His eyes were scrunched closed and his brow furrowed as he coughed. One side of his face was marred by a scar that was infected probably due to the terrible stitching job. Even now she could see that pieces of the stitches were still there, poking out through his skin. Despite all this…she knew that face, and was stabbed by a horrible feeling of sorrow for him.


“Ray…Jassi, do something,” Renee said, looking over to see her. Zebbie began to choke, unable to breathe, but Rayna was at a loss.


“Jassi…” Vinnie said, trailing off as he looked at her pleadingly. Rayna snapped into action and sprang forward, pushing Vinnie aside. She slipped her arm underneath the back of Zebbie’s neck and lifted him into sitting position. He continued to choke, and his eyes opened wide. A yellowish film covered his eyes, making the blue shine weirdly. Rayna grabbed a swab, forced his mouth open, and rubbed his throat. Zebbie gagged in surprise, and Rayna leaned him over. He gave a final cough and a clot of blood fell to the floor. Rayna felt a stab of fear, knowing that the clot was not a good sign, but pushed all emotion from her mind. Now was time to act.


Zebbie fell back on the cot, breathing noisily, but able to breathe nonetheless. Rayna pushed her hair out of her eyes and heard a collective sigh of relief. 

“Okay,” Rayna said, assessing the situation now that the immediate danger was past. “We need to get rid of these disgusting clothes and burn them or something. I have a set of clothes here. Renee, can you get me some water? Get drinking water and water to scrub some of the wounds.”


“Sure,” Renee said. Leaving, she nearly ran into Johnny who entered with an armful of the bulging pods. He dumped them into a bowl and began to work without saying a word.


“Can you help me?” Rayna asked Vinnie, and the two of them pulled off Zebbie’s rotted clothes. Rayna turned away to dispose of the rags and Vinnie slipped the soft pants on him. She looked back when he drew in a sharp breath.


“Rayna, look at this,” he said in a low voice. She looked to see that Vinnie had tilted him into sitting position. The three of them gazed at the angry red whiplashes that crisscrossed his back. Many of them had opened due to his rough transportation from the cell. Rayna looked at Vinnie to see him shaking with fury, and then over to Johnny. 


“Will we have enough of the pod medicine?” Rayna asked. Johnny shook his head.


“No, but I’ll dilute it with a little water and we’ll dip the bandages directly in. I don’t want to rub anything straight on the wounds anyway,” he said rationally. 


“If I ever get my hands on those slimy Plutarkians…” Vinnie threatened with a growl. Johnny agreed inwardly, but knew that words were useless. Just then, Renee rushed in with a bowl of water in one hand and a large glass of it in another, set it on a table, and rushed back out the room. Rayna shrugged and the three of them began to work.


Johnny mashed the pods together and dropped a little water in while Rayna gently washed the dirt away from Zebbie’s wounds. Vinnie cut strips of bandage and handed it to Johnny who dipped it in the mix and worked with Rayna to wrap them around Zebbie’s torso. Vinnie tried to pour water into Zebbie’s mouth, relieved when he drank thirstily and concerned when some of it trickled out of his mouth. 


Just as they were finishing and Rayna was laying him back down to rest, voices were heard in the hall.


“Thrash, you can’t go in there, you nearly died from blood loss. You need to rest!”


“Like I can really rest right now, Renee. The doc fixed me up, I’m fine.” Rayna straightened as Thrash appeared in the doorway, looking tired and leaning against the doorframe.


“How is he?” he asked immediately, looking at his cousin in concern. Vinnie eyed Thrash and saw that he was wrapped in a thin layer of clean bandage. Rayna sighed and gestured for him to look.


“He’s really sick and injured, but I think we’ve done all that we can right at this minute. I don’t want to put him through too much,” she explained. Johnny set his medicine mix aside and headed for the door.


“I’m going to make some soup for him,” he told the rest. Vinnie tilted his head.


“Soup? Heck, make him a whole dinner, this kid hasn’t eaten in weeks. He’ll wake up to eat it eventually, right?” Vinnie reasoned.


“If I do that, he’ll die,” Johnny said patiently. Vinnie raised his eyebrows and Thrash concurred.

“He hasn’t eaten in weeks. If he eats too much at once now, it’ll probably kill him. I’ve seen it happen,” Thrash said faintly, his eyes fixed on Zebbie’s face. Johnny left and Thrash pressed a palm against his cousin’s cheek. Zebbie’s eyes fluttered open and Thrash leaned down.


“Hey, Zebbie, can you hear me?” he asked soothingly. He was sickened at the strange film that covered his eyes, and realized that the yellowish color contrasting with Zebbie’s natural blue was what probably made them stand out so much in the darkness of the prison. Zebbie stared at the ceiling, not focused on anything in particular, and then let his eyes slide shut. To Thrash’s dismay, a look of absolute despair passed over Zebbie’s face before it smoothed into the blankness of sleep. While Thrash puzzled over this, Rayna nudged him.



“Come on out and I’ll tell you what happened,” she urged quietly. All of them filed out and Renee tried to support Thrash as they spoke. After Rayna had explained everything, Thrash nodded, thanked Rayna, and despite Renee’s protestations, returned to sit by Zebbie. Renee started to follow, touched her face, and then went to check on the other prisoners. Vinnie and Rayna were left alone.


“You did good today Jassi…Jassi?” Vinnie looked at her in concern and drew in his breath to see that her hands were covered in Zebbie’s blood. He reached out and touched her arm.


“Hey, we should probably get you cleaned up. Jassi?” he said hesitantly. Rayna looked up at him blankly and then down at her hands and nodded. Vinnie led her to a small bathroom of sorts with a basin for washing hands if absolutely necessary. He reached out and turned on the water, and then glanced at Rayna who was standing still with her arms limply at her side.


“Uh, Jassi? You…uh…wanna get cleaned up?” Rayna remained still. Vinnie’s glanced wavered and he tentatively cupped her hands in his and held them under the water. He rubbed at her hands a bit, trying to get them clean as his mind scrambled to find something to say.



Rayna stared at the trickling water and at her hands. The image blurred with tears and she slowly let her head drop forward until her forehead was pressed against his chest. Emotionally spent, she began to cry, and then sob in a way that she had never done before. Vinnie paused and then fumbled with the tap until the water was turned off. He watched her, completely at a loss for what to do.


Rayna cried. She cried for that poor guy who was broken beyond belief, she cried for little Mackie whose hopes were crushed, she cried because there were faces in her mind that came out of nowhere and that were anonymous to her. She cried for a life that was stolen, and for all the lives that were stolen by this brutal war.


Vinnie, feeling her hot tears in his fur, swallowed hard and wrapped his arms around her, holding tightly to his best friend.   

Quite some time later, Vinnie closed the door to Zebbie’s room and sighed with frustration. Rayna hadn’t said a word as to what prompted her to cry like that, instead, she pulled herself together, dried her tears, and insisted that she check on Zebbie and the other former prisoners. Vinnie shook his head and jumped when a voice called his name. The doorknob slipped from his fingers and the door bounced open a few inches.

“Oh, hey Renee,” he greeted quietly, not wanting to disturb anyone inside. Renee smiled wearily.

“Hey. Thrash still in there?” she questioned. 

“Yeah, but he looks alright. Whoever fixed him up did a good job. The knife didn’t hit any vital organs,” Vinnie explained. Renee nodded and looked away. “So, Renee…what happened anyway?” 

Renee sighed and lowered her head, as if in shame. 

“Oh, it’s a long story. Just a run in with an, uh, enemy I suppose. The rat really wanted to get to me.”  She touched her face, which was bruised and swollen. “It’s all my fault, really.”

“How is it your fault?” Vinnie asked. Renee dropped her hands.

“Oh…just…it just is. Don’t worry about it,” she said tersely. Vinnie shrugged and Renee folded her arms. “So you leaving now?” she asked. Vinnie raised his eyebrows.

“Leaving? Why?”

“Well, you said you’d come to find Thrash and help get Zebbie out, and you did. So are you going?” Renee demanded to know. Vinnie, surprised that he hadn’t even thought about it, looked at the gap formed by the partially open door. 

“Uh…I don’t know. I guess I should, huh. But…Zebbie’s really sick, isn’t he? Maybe…well, I don’t know. I’ll contact Throttle tonight,” Vinnie said uneasily, realizing that he hadn’t contacted Earth in quite some time. Renee gave a nod of her chin.

“Good idea.” She touched her face again and hesitated. “I think I’m going to go get a little rest. I’ll be back though. Call me if anything happens.” Vinnie waved her off and frowned when he heard her muttering distinctively to herself: “Boy, I bet I could scare small children right about now.”

Vinnie watched her go thoughtfully and, remembering that the door had been open, closed it. He turned and began to walk down the hall, and then stopped short.

Mackie stood forlornly at the end of the hall, watching Vinnie with sad eyes. Vinnie could feel his heart break for the kid, for in the chaos he had been forgotten. He took a few steps forward and tried to speak, but Mackie beat him to it.

“Zebbie isn’t going to be playing cards tonight, is he,” Mackie said in more of a statement than a question. Vinnie reached out and placed his hands on the boy’s thin shoulders.

“No, Mackie. Not tonight.”

Renee sat out on the edge of a boulder near the base, leaning back on her hands and dangling her feet. Her ribs ached and her shins were tender to the touch, but the dizziness had mostly gone away. Her head pounded if she moved too quickly, but popping a few pills took care of that. She had seen her face in a mirror and had grimaced, for her cheek was swollen and her face bruised. It would fade soon, hopefully. However, her wounds weren’t all physical.

She would never forget the sight of that rat stabbing Thrash, nor would she forget the look on his face when he realized what was happening. She knew deep down that the whole incident wasn’t really her fault. She didn’t mean for the rat to be sent to the prison or be consumed by anger and vengefulness. She didn’t mean for him to survive and stab the one she loved. But deep down, she felt a guilt and shame that probably extended far beyond the events today and in the past few weeks. 

She studied her hands in the moonlight. Strange, Rayna was the one to have blood on her hands, but she knew that the girl was as innocent as the day she was born. Renee was the one who really had blood on her hands, even though it was unseen. Who would she have been if this war hadn’t intervened? 

“How did I turn into this?” she murmured, covering her face. Soft footsteps behind her caused her to jump. She tensed instinctively and relaxed when she saw Thrash standing a few feet away. Renee rose to her feet, her relaxation changing into nervousness again when it sunk in that it was actually Thrash. He stood there silently, wearing a thin white button up shirt and loose jeans, both of which put minimal pressure on his wound. 

Renee felt her cheeks redden, partly from the unexpected realization of how handsome he looked and partly from the shame of her own appearance and her part in his pain that day. Her eyes lowered and landed on the thick bandage visible through the shirt, and she felt even worse. She hugged herself and cleared her throat, her face still averted.

“You seem to be doing well,” she said, trying to sound as normal and aloof as possible. Thrash didn’t answer, but instead walked closer to her. Renee eyed him with inexplicable anxiety. He stood over her, his deep brown eyes resting on her face. She glanced up, suddenly wanting to touch the thick hair that framed his face. Where did that come from?

Before she could say another word, Thrash leaned down and covered her mouth with his. Renee’s eyes flew open and then closed when he wrapped his arms around her. A feeling of security and love washed over her, sweeping away the shame and breaking down the walls that were built around her heart. 

Thrash broke the kiss and leaned back. He cupped her bruised face in his hands and lifted her face.

“You are beautiful, inside and out,” he whispered seriously. “And I’m so glad that you’re safe.” Renee held his eyes with hers, not trusting herself to speak. Finally, she threw her arms around his neck and buried her face into his shoulder. Thrash encircled her waist with his arms again, and they held each other in the dark of the night.


Restoration.


Inside, Rayna dozed in her chair and Zebbie slept fitfully, his shallow breathing broken by fits of coughing, and his brow still drawn in pain and fear.
* * *
Zebbie, aged three, straining to touch the gleaming keys of a piano. Grinning when someone picked him up and plunked him on the seat. His smile was already irresistible.
Thrash looked up as Mackie hurled himself at him, tears streaming down his face. He began to speak through his tears but his words grew muffled as Thrash slowly rose to his feet. Eyes straight ahead, he walked steadily through the hall, ignoring the mice who gathered around him. Somehow, somehow he knew.
Zebbie, aged five, standing at the doorway clutching a book bag that was bigger than he was, proud to attend school with the big kids. The sun turned his blonde hair into a halo.

With a dry mouth and ringing ears, Thrash pushed open the door to Zebbie’s room, and Mackie rushed past him and dropped to his knees beside his brother. Zebbie lay unmoving, his face almost relaxed. Thrash leaned over him, tears burning in his eyes, as Rayna clasped her hands and Johnny touched his shoulder comfortingly.

Zebbie, aged eight, sitting quietly beside him as Thrash brewed over the abandonment of his father. Wise beyond his years, he offered no tiresome words. When their eyes met, he just smiled. 

Thrash gulped and leaned over the skeletal body.

“Hey, Zebbie,” Trash said softly, touching the mouse’s sweet face. Zebbie opened his eyes and focused on Thrash’s face. He tried to smile and speak, but Thrash shushed him. “You need your strength,” Thrash said gently. “You’ll pull through.”
Zebbie shook his head.

“No,” he breathed. “Too tired. Hurts too much. I’m sorry…” 

Thrash’s face convulsed as Zebbie smiled gently and closed his eyes. His body heaved and then relaxed.

Zebbie, aged thirteen, throwing his arms around Thrash’s middle in a bear hug, ignoring Thrash’s new boots and imposing blasters. “I don’t want to say goodbye,” he had pleaded. “I’ll see you soon. Right?”

“Zebbie?” Thrash prompted, shaking his arm. Zebbie didn’t respond. Mackie burst into tears and Thrash rose slowly and walked backwards until he was pressed against the wall. Tears streaming down his face, he sank to the ground.

Zebbie, growing smaller and smaller as Thrash rode away toward the base. Thrash glanced back, but the dust obscured the figure.


No…no…no…

“No!” Thrash yelled, sitting stark upright in his cot. His heart rammed against his chest and his face and hair were damp with sweat. He looked around him, grasping at his bearings, and then fell back to the cot as relief slowly crept over him. It was just a dream. Simply a result of stress and sleeplessness and Thrash’s recent habit of dredging up memories until the line between past and present was blurred. Just a dream…right?

A stab of fear knifed at Thrash and he sat up again, fumbling with the sheets. He threw a pair of pants on over his shorts and ignored his boots entirely. He tore out of his room, not caring about the strange looks he received as he raced through the hall. When he arrived at Zebbie’s room, he calmed himself, took a deep breath, and pushed open the door.


To his ultimate relief, Zebbie was still lying there, breathing softly. Thrash sagged, the tension pouring out of him. Wiping his forehead, Thrash stepped closer to the bed and collapsed in the chair that was pulled alongside of it. He studied Zebbie carefully, searching hopefully for signs of improvement. Trying desperately to match the face of his memories to the mouse before him.

Outwardly, Zebbie looked much better than the day he had been dragged from death’s door. His fur had been trimmed and scrubbed, and he and Rayna had managed to wash and cut his hair too. Rayna had skillfully repaired the slipshod stitching job someone had done on his face, and though it was a difficult twenty minutes as Zebbie screamed and tossed in agony while Thrash tried to keep him still, it had been worth it. The wound was cleaned and the scar looked many times better.


Yet, Zebbie remained in a coma of sorts. Though two days had passed, he hadn’t opened his eyes since the day he had arrived. Hacking coughs still threatened to choke him, and though Johnny poured soup and water down his throat several times a day, he wasn’t gaining much weight. Thrash dropped his face into his hands and drew in several shuddering breaths. 

“Zebbie, you have to wake up. I don’t want to say goodbye either,” Thrash muttered fiercely. 


“Thrash?” 


Thrash straightened and looked around as his name was called. Rayna stood in the doorway, looking as exhausted as he felt. She smiled as he met her eyes and he stood immediately, gesturing for her to take the chair. 


“Oh, I’m fine,” she said, protesting. She rubbed her eyes with her fist and shook herself into alertness. 


“What time is it?” Thrash asked, wondering why she was awake.


“Oh, late afternoon about, I don’t know. I lost track,” she admitted. Thrash nodded, remembering that he had had the night shift the night before and had been catching sleep during the day. 


“I see…hey, didn’t I see you working last night while I was guarding the place? Have you gotten any sleep?” 


“It doesn’t matter,” she said, waving it off. “Listen, I need to talk to you about Zebbie.” Thrash nodded, listening attentively, and Rayna took a look at the unconscious mouse before continuing. “It’s just…he’s past my skills Thrash.”


“What do you mean?” Thrash asked, surprised.


“I can clean sores, stitch wounds shut, and even repair a broken arm if I need to. I’ve helped Zebbie as much as I can but…well, it’s his cough that I’m worried about. I’ve never heard anything like it. It’s not even as if he’s coughing up congestion or anything, he’s coughing up blood. That can’t be good, Thrash.”


Thrash turned away, his dream and all of his other nightmares about Zebbie running through his mind. When he had been riding around the wilderness, breaking mice out of prison and searching for his cousin, he had never dreamed that this would happen. He had thought that breaking him out of the prison would be the real battle, and it had never occurred to him that getting him to safety might not be enough. He was shaken from his thoughts by a gentle hand on his arm.


“I’m so sorry, Thrash,” Rayna said, her voice breaking. “I just…I don’t know what to do anymore.” Thrash placed his hands on her upper arms comfortingly.


“Hey, you’ve done enough. Too much, actually,” he mused, taking in the fact that she had lost what little weight she had previously gained. He touched her cheek. “Thanks for telling me, Jassi. I don’t know what to do but you’re right, you can’t do any more than what you’ve done. Now go and get some sleep, and that’s an order. You need to remember that you’re recovering too.” Rayna hesitated, and then nodded.


“Alright. Call me if you need anything though,” she requested. She paused and shook her head over Zebbie. “Poor kid. It’s strange, I’ve never even met him and I so want him to get well. Maybe it’s because so many people love him.”


“Maybe,” Thrash agreed, looking at her with a sad smile. Rayna yawned and bid Thrash goodbye. She nearly bumped into Vinnie as he walked past.


“Hey, cutie,” he greeted affectionately. Rayna tried to smile, but Vinnie could instantly tell that something was wrong. “What’s up?”


“Nothing.”


“Oh, come on, don’t even bother lying. What’s wrong?” Vinnie asked, rolling his eyes. Rayna chuckled despite her heaviness.


“Vinnie, you are so weird. I don’t know how you can read my thoughts like that. I’ll tell you later, I’m under orders to get some sleep.”


“Good, you need it. Get outta here,” he said, waving her off. “Ha, you’re lucky, I’ve been summoned to meet with The General!” 


“Vincent!” 


“Oops,” Vinnie said with a sheepish grin as Carbine’s sharp voice summoned him. “Never good when it’s the full name.” Rayna laughed and Vinnie slunk into Carbine’s office with mock embarrassment. Once inside, he flung himself in her chair, and Carbine was mildly surprised that it didn’t collapse beneath him.


“So, what am I doing here, Carbine?” he asked, glancing around. Carbine leaned against her desk, her arms crossed.


“I’m wondering if I should get a permanent replacement for the team on Earth,” she said in clipped tones. Vinnie jumped, startled.


“What? I’m irreplaceable!” he pronounced, shocked that anyone would consider it otherwise. Carbine snorted.


“Well, be that as it may, you are obviously not with your team. Vacancies such as that need to be filled,” Carbine continued. 


“Why are you talking like this all of the sudden, did something happen?” Vinnie asked suspiciously. 


“Not yet, but you know you are strongest when you are three,” Carbine pointed out. “And I did get a call recently from Throttle, wondering where you were. Last they heard you were going off on some crazy mission, and they assumed that you hadn’t returned and were starting to get worried.” Vinnie slumped in his chair at the news, realizing guiltily that he hadn’t called.


“Yeah…” he said, trailing off. He rubbed his head and sighed. “Guess I should go give them a call.”


“You think?” Carbine said sarcastically. “But you haven’t answered my question. Are you going back to Earth or should I send a replacement? Rimfire could handle it, and there are other fighters as well.”


“I gotta go back and fight with my bros,” Vinnie insisted, but then he hesitated and turned toward the door. There was so much unfinished here. Rayna still looked blank at times and always insisted that her name was Jassi, Zebbie was no closer to returning to normal than he had several days ago, and Thrash was still in despair. “It’s just that…”


“Throttle said that they could handle roughly two weeks or so,” Carbine said, guessing at his thoughts. “Limburger is apparently almost finished with his tower, and Throttle seems to think that nothing too hard to handle will happen until then. In my opinion, a week will let you know the direction of, ahem, things here.” Vinnie guessed at her unspoken words: if Zebbie was going to survive, he would have to start improving sooner rather than later. 


“Alright, then, that works,” Vinnie said, determined to help Rayna regain her memory by then. “You’re right, if nothing changes soon then it probably never will.” Shaking off the sobering thought, Vinnie jumped to his feet. “Am I dismissed?”


“Yeah, get out of here,” Carbine said, brushing him aside. “But you know…” Vinnie halted and waited. “I wanted to let you know that you were great out there at the prison bust. I never thought you could pull it off, but you did. You reminded me of Throttle.”


“Whoa-ho!” Vinnie crowed, genuinely shocked. He dropped back into the chair and feigned a heart attack. “No one told me that the world was coming to an end!”


“Oh, shut it,” Carbine said impatiently. “I hesitated to say anything because it’ll balloon that ego of yours to a terrifying extent, but I felt that it was my duty to be honest. Frankly, if Stoker had instituted official rankings when he started this Freedom Fighter organization—and I use the word ‘organization’ loosely—then I would promote you.”


“Aw, thanks, I’m touched,” Vinnie smirked. “Don’t worry, you can save the promotion for the next war.”


“Ugh, please, one war in my lifetime is quite enough thank you,” Carbine said, rubbing her eyes. “But you have one thing right, if ever there was another war, there would definitely be a breakdown of command.” 


“Military, bleh,” Vinnie mumbled slyly, and Carbine glared.    

“Alright, get lost before I demote you,” Carbine ordered, fighting a smile. Vinnie laughed and rose.


“Ha, man, I get a hypothetical promotion and lose it all in one day, now that’s Vinnie magic for ya!” he belted out. Carbine chuckled and looked down at her paperwork, but was interrupted when Vinnie fell into his chair again. She looked up and raised her eyebrows, and saw that he was jabbing his thumb at the door. Carbine sighed and clasped her hands, looking expectantly at Renee and Thrash who were standing in the doorway.

“Can I help you?” Carbine asked flatly. Vinnie hailed them with a grin, wanting very much to erase the world weary look on Thrash’s face.


“Hey guys, guess what? I got promoted!” he announced. Renee cocked her head.


“Oh? Since when did we get official titles?” she asked, glancing questioningly at Carbine. Carbine opened her mouth to answer, but Vinnie cut in.


“It’s for a future war, an I.O.U., in a sense,” Vinnie assured her. 


“Wow, Carbine, that’s…uh, optimistic of you,” Renee said sarcastically. “Already planning for the next war? I guess we have to win this one if we’re going to fight another.”


“We can fry up the fish but what’s next? Cats?” Thrash joked, a spark of life returning to his voice and his eyes twinkling mischievously as he looked at Vinnie. Vinnie groaned and shook his head.


“Ugh, no thanks. I’m allergic to cats,” he complained. Renee and Thrash laughed at the look on his face, but Carbine, snickering in spite of herself, held up her hand to get their attention. 

“Alright, alright, you can take your comedy routine somewhere else. What do you two want?” Carbine said brusquely. Thrash sobered and looked sideways at Renee who cleared her throat.


“It’s Zebbie,” Renee began. “He’s not getting much better. Rayna told Thrash just a little while ago that he’s getting beyond her abilities. No one can figure out why he’s coughing like that, or why he hasn’t woken up. There isn’t anyone else here with real medical skills, and I know that Army probably can’t loan us a doctor since they’re full enough, right?”

“They’re stretched to the limits in terms of patients, and civilian doctors are few and far between,” Carbine agreed. Renee nodded and took a deep breath.

“Well, we thought of one doctor who might be able to help, but we also know it’s not the best of situations.” Renee hesitated then fixed her eyes squarely on Carbine. “I think you know who I’m talking about.” 

Carbine stared at them blankly for a moment, and threw down her pen when it registered. 

“Absolutely not!” she cried sternly. Renee began to speak but Carbine spoke over her. “Are you crazy? You want me to ask for the release of that yellow tailed, slimy, gold gill loving, hypocritical…!”

“Phew, the girl’s got some adjectives,” Vinnie muttered.

“…smooth talking, snake in the grass, traitor?!” Carbine barreled on. “I don’t care if he’s the only doctor on the planet! He is never leaving that holding cell. The minute he walks out he’ll be in cahoots with the fish heads again.”

“Carbine, he really might be the only doctor on the planet who can do anything,” Renee protested. “I hate his guts, but no one can deny that he’s a genius. He actually might know what to do in this situation.”

“It doesn’t matter whether or not he knows what he’s doing; the question is whether or not he’ll hang around on this base for five full minutes. He’ll be gone before he hits the ground,” Carbine predicted darkly. 

“I’ll never let him out of my sight,” Thrash said suddenly. All eyes turned on him and Thrash regarded Carbine seriously. “I’ll watch him day and night and if he makes one false step, he will be out of here.” Carbine leaned forward curiously, regarding Thrash with interest.

“You know, I am fully aware of his past actions, but it was your base that he betrayed,” Carbine pointed out. “Yet you want to let him walk? You want him to come here? What about Rayna, Mackie, Theresa? We have innocent lives at stake if he sells us out again.”

Vinnie blinked as he listened to the conversation, and peered at Thrash. Vinnie was completely at a loss over the subject of the conversation, but it was obvious that their only hope had sold them out before. He remembered how Renee had told him about how their base was infiltrated. He frowned, already despising the guy, as he despised all traitors. 

“I understand the risks,” Thrash was saying. “And trust me, I understand if you are against this. You and Stoker have to make the decision that’s best for everyone. I just want you to know that I will take full responsibility for him. I care about everyone here too, and Theresa is my sister. I leave it up to you.” Carbine sighed at his words, wishing irritably that someone else would be in charge of the decision making for once.

“I’ll think about it,” she finally said. “Don’t get your hopes up, though,” Silence fell over the room and Vinnie bounced up, not able to take the tension any longer.


“Well, that’s settled, sort of,” he said lightly. “Let’s get out of here. Thrash, you can fill me in on this danger you want to bring into our base.” 


“Finally, I was starting to feel claustrophobic,” Carbine said wryly, wishing that the banter that had so annoyed her would return. Thrash nodded and stopped, a rueful little smile spreading over his face.


“It’s been far more crowded,” he began, his eyes faraway. “Remember when Zebbie packed as many people as possible into this office, just to see how many would fit?”


“I think it was for Carbine’s birthday, as a surprise,” Renee mused. She glanced at Carbine, and saw that she remembered. “Right, Carbine?”


“Yes,” Carbine assented softly. She chuckled over the memory. “I’ll never forget that big grin he wore when he jumped out and wished me a happy birthday, and then how everyone else spilled out. I didn’t know whether to hit him or hug him.” She lowered her head slightly. “I hope I hugged him.”


“I think you did,” Thrash said gently. Carbine looked up and met his eyes. She jumped when the hoarse and painful sound of coughing cut through the air. Carbine listened tensely and then looked down at her folded hands. Everyone waited.

“Thrash?” she said, her head snapping up.


“Yes?”


“Tell Stoker to come by. We’ll let you know in about an hour or so. Okay?” Thrash nodded and led the way out of the room. Vinnie, unsure if Thrash’s reminiscence had been intentional or simply a coincidence, glanced back to see Carbine studying her desk thoughtfully. Whatever it had been, it seemed to have worked.


Thrash slipped back inside Zebbie’s room, leaving Renee and Vinnie to walk on together. 


“So what’s the deal with this doc?” Vinnie asked. Renee narrowed her eyes.


“He’s a slimy traitor,” she said simply. “He sold us out for a pile of gold gills, and seems to have no problem sucking up to the suckers. As far as I can tell, he has no morals.”



“But he’s smart?” Vinnie questioned.


“Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.” 


“Think he can save Zebbie?” Vinnie asked, thinking about Mackie’s sad eyes and Thrash’s emotional state. Renee sighed.


“If anyone can, he can. Carbine might not know it, but her decision can mean life or death for him,” she confided. Vinnie nodded solemnly, fervently hoping that Carbine would take the risk.


“Guess we’ll have to wait and see.” Waiting. Vinnie made a face at the thought. 

Rayna wandered aimlessly from room to room, not really paying attention to where she was going. She was overwhelmingly tired and felt her exhaustion in every joint and muscle, but for some reason she was unable to fall asleep. Every time she closed her eyes she would see faces that had no names. Events that had never happened. Rayna stopped and experimentally shut her eyes.


“Daddy! Is that you?”


“There’s my little girl! Hey, I have a present for you. I found it on one of my expeditions.”


“Ooh, how pretty. It’s purple!”


“You can make it into a necklace and then when I go away you can look at it and remember me, okay?”


Rayna opened her eyes and touched her neck, but no necklace adorned it, and try as she might she couldn’t recall having it at any other time in her life. She balled her fist in frustration and walked on, hoping that she would finally just slump into unconscious bliss.  


Her wandering led her into a room that was taken up by a large screen and a complicated system of computers and speakers. She tilted her head with interest as she ran her fingers lightly over the buttons. A light suddenly flashed red and she jumped back, wondering if she had done something wrong.


“Umm…” Puzzled, she leaned forward, stole a glance around the room, and pressed a large panel situated next to the light. One of the screens flickered on, and Rayna found herself looking into one of the faces of her past. She jumped back in alarm, and then leaned forward, gazing at the tan mouse with the thick, similarly colored hair. His eyes were hidden behind green shades, but he bore a striking resemblance to a face that had been floating around in her mind.


“Who are you?” she demanded, shocked into speaking. The mouse’s mouth dropped open in shock and he jutted his face forward for a better look.


“Rayna?!” he exclaimed. “No way!” Rayna sighed and held her frustration in check.


“No, I’m sorry. I think you’re mistaken,” she explained patiently. “My name is Jassi, well, as far as I know. Who are you? You look…somewhat familiar.”


“Um…I’m Throttle,” Throttle replied, perplexed. He shifted to the side as another mouse, a large, gray mouse with a kind face, came into view.


“Rayna, ma’am?” the mouse asked in a deep voice. Rayna tried to smile.


“No I…I don’t think so,” she replied, beginning to feel unsure. These mice weren’t even near her and they still called her Rayna. Maybe…maybe… “My name is Jassi.” She raised her hand to her forehead, a wave of dizziness sweeping over her. 

“Jassi!” The high pitched voice behind her broke into her thoughts and clarity returned. Rayna turned to see Vinnie stride in, worry immediately rushing over his face when he saw her. Rayna didn’t even notice the human face, green eyes watching them, as Vinnie stepped quickly to her side and wrapped his arm around her. “Sheesh, sweetheart, you trying to kill yourself? Thrash said you were resting.”


Charley gazed, a lump growing in her throat, as she watched Vinnie hover protectively over the pretty Martian female. Vinnie, who she had worried over and thought about and waited for, was gently speaking to this stranger with a look on his face that she had never before seen. Vinnie turned back to the screen, and his eyes widened when they met hers.


“Charely-girl!” he cried exultantly. “Bros!” Charley found that she couldn’t speak, but Throttle prevented the moment from becoming awkward by speaking easily.


“Nice to see you alive, bro. Remind me to never rely on you for your communication skills.”


“Well, uh…you know, a lot going on,” Vinnie said, but his smile was sheepish as he sat down. 


Throttle and Modo immediately inquired about Rayna, and Vinnie soberly filled them in as Charley listened. The conversation turned to Vinnie’s search for Thrash, the adventure all of them had undertaken as they infiltrated the prison, and how success had been subdued quickly over Zebbie’s condition. Throttle and Modo listened intently, and Throttle let out a low whistle when he was done. 


“Wow, bro, you were busy,” he conceded, combing his fingers thoughtfully through his hair. Carbine had mentioned Vinnie’s success and he had noted a grudging tone of admiration as she spoke, and Throttle could tell that Vinnie had done some growing when on his own. 


“Carbine says you did pretty good for yourself,” Modo noted, speaking Throttle’s thoughts. Vinnie grinned and repeated his joke about the promotion, which caused all of them to share a laugh. Throttle felt a pang, realizing how much he missed his young companion.


“Who knows, you might try to steal my job when you come back,” he teased and Vinnie held up his hand in mock horror.


“No thanks,” he said quickly. “I kinda like the fact that you’re in charge. I can just relax and goof off when you all are there to rein me in!” The mice laughed again, and Charely joined this time, having gradually relaxed.


“Speaking of which, when are you coming back anyway?” Modo asked. “Limburger is just about finished with his Tower, and you know how much he loves it when we knock it down again. He just asks for it every time.” 


Vinnie frowned uneasily and explained the situation. Throttle had guessed at what Vinnie’s decision would be, based on his conversation with Carbine, so he wasn’t too surprised when Vinnie informed them that he would try to make it back within  a week.


“But I will be back,” Vinnie promised, wrapping up his explanation. “So don’t go replacing me and don’t get too comfortable! Man, I can’t wait to say hello to Limburger again. I’ll bet he missed me!” Vinnie cackled evilly and rubbed his hands together. Throttle chuckled and glanced at Charley.


“Alright, pal, we’re going to head out,” Throttle began. He stopped and grew serious. “Listen…we’ll be thinking about that Zebbie, okay?”


“Yeah, I hope the kid gets better. Nice kid like that deserves a good life,” Modo agreed soberly.


“And don’t worry about Rayna. She’ll come around. Just love her,” Throttle said, risking that last comment and hoping that Charley understood the kind of love that he meant. Vinnie sighed and nodded and Modo and Throttle sidled out tactfully.


Alone, Vinnie and Charley exchanged slightly strained pleasantries. Vinnie, unaware that Charley had seen him with Rayna and had drawn conclusions, was wondering nervously why she didn’t banter at him or tease him like she usually did. Charley, oblivious to Vinnie’s painful memories of the lessons he had learned about where love had led others in his past, wondered why he didn’t take up the conversation that they had—well, almost had—so long ago. Finally, she came out and said it.


“Vinnie, last time we talked, you were trying to tell me something. You mind repeating it?” Charley asked, trying to sound nonchalant. If Vinnie could have turned pale he would have. His stomach sunk, his mouth grew dry, and his tail twitched nervously. Thoughts swirled in his head, images of his mother curled up and crying over his father’s picture, the sound of her voice warning him that love brought pain. He grasped at his feelings, trying to gather his confidence, trying to bolster up his emotion, but he just couldn’t. 


“I…” he looked up at her, his eyes taking in her beautiful, human face. His shoulders slumped and he sighed. “I don’t know, sweetheart. I can’t remember.”


“Oh,” Charley said, feeling as if she had been slapped. “Oh…okay then. I guess I thought…never mind. Hey, I have to go but you take care of yourself, you hear?”


“Sure, yeah,” Vinnie said, attempting a smile. Charley plastered a smile on her face and reached forward to switch the monitor off. 

Vinnie sat for awhile on the chair, staring at the blank screen. He felt numb, as if he had been punched so hard that his very life had been flung away. So much had happened since he had taken the plunge and tried to confess his feelings. Had he spoken too soon? Or was it just fear that stopped him now? Feeling a rush of self-disgust, Vinnie reached up and rubbed his eyes. Or was it…?


“Vinnie?” He looked up at the tentative voice and beheld Rayna. Rayna clasped her hands together and looked apologetic. “Vinnie, I’m sorry to interrupt your conversation, but…it’s just…I keep seeing things. That mouse on the screen? I’ve seen him in my head and in my dreams. He’s younger and doesn’t wear shades, but I think it’s him. But I’ve never met him before, so how could that be? I just don’t understand what’s going on. For some reason, you’re the one I want to come to. I’m sorry…I don’t know why but…” Rayna trailed off. 

Vinnie gazed at her as if seeing her for the first time. She pushed her thick hair away from her eyes and blinked confusedly, put off by his perusal. Vinnie shook himself and stood, framing her face with his hands.


“What you need is a good, deep sleep,” Vinnie said warmly. “I’ll hang with you for a bit and tell you all about those mice on the screen. They’re some of my closest friends, you know. Come on.” Vinnie placed a guiding hand on her back and led her away, closing a door on the silent room.


Back on Earth, Charley sat at the blank screen, her eyes burning but dry. So it had all come to this. Vinnie’s safe, she thought. That’s enough. Yes he was safe but…had he found a new life?


She jumped when a hand touched her shoulder. 


“You okay, Charley ma’am?” a warm voice asked. She smiled up at Modo and nodded briskly.


“Yes, of course, just thinking,” she said breezily. She stood and began to walk away, but Modo restrained her and looked down at her, his face etched with heartfelt sympathy. 


“He cares about you, Charley ma’am. He cares a lot. And don’t worry, he’ll be back. Vinnie may be a little flighty, but he always gets around to keeping his word. I’m not worried, okay?” Charley listened intently, and then impulsively hugged her giant friend.


“Thanks, Modo,” she whispered. “You really know how to treat a lady.”


“Aw, it’s nothing Charley ma’am,” Modo said, embarrassed and flattered. “My old gray furred momma used to say, ‘Always try your best to make a sweet lady smile.’” Modo grinned down at her, and spoke sincerely and without offense. “And you sure do have a pretty smile, Charley ma’am.”


“Thanks, Modo.”

Back on Mars, Carbine tapped her fingers steadily on her desk, hardly noticing as Stoker slipped out the door and closed it behind him. She furrowed her brow in thought, and then reached over and switched on her vid-com.


“Get me the Army Holding Center,” she said in clipped tones, and the computer complied. A face appeared on the screen and after exchanging greetings, Carbine sat forward.


“Scabbard? I have a proposition for you.”

* * *


Renee glanced around as she followed Carbine into the pristine military center. Renee generally felt in complete control on most missions, but she knew that here it was Carbine’s turn to do the talking…at least at first.


She glanced to her side and surveyed Thrash who appeared outwardly calm, despite the fact that Zebbie was slipping farther and farther away as time passed. She knew he must be anxious, as they were grasping at what may be their last hope. He merely smiled at her when he caught her looking at him, and she returned the smile before hardening her face into a determined expression as Scabbard came into view, his overbearing personality seeming to fill the small room.


“Carbine,” he greeted shortly, executing a sharp salute. 


“Scabbard,” Carbine replied, snapping off a salute in return. Renee and Thrash nodded respectfully, and Scabbard, not one to waste time or words, turned his heel and led them through the hallway.


“I must say I’m still a little concerned over the idea of releasing such a prisoner from custody,” Scabbard said, throwing the words over his shoulder.


“He wouldn’t be leaving custody at all,” Carbine answered quickly, matching his strides. “He is simply moving from one military base to another.”


“Yes but though you’ve made many improvements since taking command of the Freedom Fighters, the group isn’t exactly, er, quite as organized and efficient as military,” Scabbard replied, managing to achieve a mixture of pomposity and apology in his tone. Renee stiffened, but bit back her angry retort when Thrash touched her shoulder. Carbine shot the mouse a scathing look.


“We are quite capable of handling the procurement and daily guarding of one lone prisoner,” Carbine said coldly. “Besides, might I remind you that we’ve already had this conversation? We are not only taking this prisoner, who has been a drain on your supplies and capital, but we are also giving you a supply of some of our rare medicinal herbs as well. I thought that your fears were alleviated.”


“Well, I know we discussed it,” Scabbard said, his voice a dropping from the tone of bravado to one of relative humility. “I just don’t want to see your base sold to the highest bidder. You’ve already had one infiltration in the past couple of years. I want to make sure he’s secure.”


“Don’t worry; he will be,” Thrash spoke up in a low voice. Scabbard looked at him quizzically, and then shrugged.


“Ah, well, it’s your neck,” he said, and flung open a heavy metal door. Renee peered around them into the semi-darkness. The Martian holding cells were far cleaner and smaller than the Plutarkian prisons, and generally only held a few prisoners at a time. High ranking Plutarkians were sometimes kept in hopes of gaining valuable information, as were rats and other enemies. Traitors were kept for the sole reason of the danger their freedom presented. As Martian law promised the right of a fair trial, the military couldn’t technically execute them, though there were those who had no qualms about looking the other way. 


The Martian mouse at the end of the short row of cells was the only Martian present. He was lounged on a bench that served as a bed and looked coolly at the small group when they assembled around his door. 


“Visitors?” he asked, arching an eyebrow and studying them through unconcerned eyes. Carbine, having never seen him before, raked her eyes over him dispassionately. He was on the gangly side, but decently built with dark gray fur covering his body. He wore the required uniform of a prisoner, and the ugly shade of light green stood out over his dark looks. His eyes were a ruby red and glimmered with intelligence as he gazed at them steadily. Though he appeared quite young, he had a thick thatch of snow white hair that partially obscured his eyes. As if reading her thoughts, he brushed his hair out of his eyes and smiled.

“So, Scabbard,” he continued. “Are you giving the grand tour or do I have some new roommates?” Scabbard ignored him, having long given up trying to make the mouse call him by an official title. Instead, he turned away and opened the door. Carbine glanced at Renee and gestured her to walk through. When Renee stepped out from behind Scabbard and Carbine, the prisoner’s brows shot up and the poise wavered a bit. 


“Uh oh…”


“Hi,” Renee said, lunging into the cell and grabbing the mouse by the collar of his shirt. She shoved him back and smiled sarcastically, her eyes glittering dangerously. “Remember me?” The mouse recovered and forced all remnants of surprise and fear from his face.

“Oh, do I ever,” he drawled, giving her the once over and winking. 


“Ahem,” coughed Thrash, stepping forward and crossing his arms. The mouse peered around Renee and started a bit when he saw Thrash.


“Ohh, I see. You still with that guy?” he asked, switching his tone and expression to one of cool curiosity. Carbine watched him carefully, amazed at his poise.


“Yes,” Renee growled, tightening her hold on his collar. The mouse raised his hands.


“Okay, okay, I can tell that you are irate with me, and with good reason. I made my choices, you made yours, we are where we are,” he said lazily. “Now if I know military protocol, I can hazard the guess that you two aren’t here to knock me around in retaliation for my alleged acts of treason. Am I right?” 

“Trust me, I would love to pound your face in right now,” Renee said through gritted teeth. “But unfortunately for me, you’re right…for now, that is.” The mouse bowed his head in mock courtliness as she released him and stepped back.


“So, to what do I owe this visit?” he asked.


“A simple transfer of living quarters,” Renee replied, adopting his lofty tone. “You are coming with us to our base, at which point you will employ every talent you have to restore health and consciousness to a friend of ours.” She whipped out her gun and held it to his face. “Or else.”


“Hey now,” the mouse said, his eyes darkening. “You think you can just stroll in here and order me around like that? Are you a superior?”


“No, but I am,” Carbine cut in with a glare. The mouse gave her a cursory glance and then returned his attention to Renee, whose face had taken on a look of dangerous fury. Most Martians would be cowering by this point.


However, this mouse was not “most martians.” 


“Fine,” he said calmly. “Take me back. Lock me up. Watch me as I attempt to administer skills for your unfortunate friend. Marvel at my good behavior and strict adherence to every rule. But guess what? It’s completely possible to follow every rule and expectation and undermine you at each turn.” He folded his arms, his eyes glittering wickedly. “Some doctors just aren’t successful with their patients.” 


Renee tightened her fists, wanting to rip that smirk from his face, but Thrash suddenly stepped forward.


“So the question is; what’s in it for you? Is that right?” he asked calmly. The mouse blinked, sizing up this new opponent. 

“Crassly put, but yes,” he answered truthfully. 


“How about a challenge,” Thrash offered, taking a few steps around the mouse in a casual circle. “See, my young cousin has suffered under the hands of his Plutarkian captors, and is presently in a coma. He’s not gaining any weight even though we feed him, and he is struggling with some sort of lung disease. The challenge is this: you find a way to get my cousin back to good health—and I mean good health, not simply consciousness—and I will do everything in my power to see that the charges against you are reduced...or erased.” The bombshell was dropped, and even the prisoner was struck dumb. Carbine recovered first.


“Thrash, you cannot take it upon yourself--!” 


“I know, I know,” Thrash hastened to say, raising his hands. “The attempt would have to come after the war of course, and in the presence of whatever court is assembled. What I mean is that I will represent his heroic deeds personally to a judge and submit my opinion based on his character and performance. That’s perfectly legal, right?” Carbine and Scabbard exchanged glances, and Carbine nodded reluctantly. Thrash gave a nod of thanks and turned back to the prisoner, who couldn’t remove his look of interest quickly enough.


“And if I fail?” he asked. Thrash smiled.


“Ah, this is where the challenge comes in,” he said, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “If you fail, you end up back in here, and if called upon I will represent only the fact that you betrayed not only me personally, but an entire Freedom Fighter squadron for your own gain. And trust me, I won’t mince words.”


At this, most Martians would have rightly deplored the unfairness of the bargain, lamenting that it was impossible to win against death if the patient was too far gone. However, again, this mouse was not “most martians.”


He cupped his chin in his hand and thought hard.


“Hm. My wits against the force of death,” he said thoughtfully, stroking his chin. He looked up and jabbed his finger in the air. “Ah, but what if I outwit you all and escape from under your noses? If I resume some of my former, erhm, operations then I only stand to benefit.” At this, the amiable look dropped from Thrash’s face, and his eyes quickly grew colder than stone. He leaned forward and spoke quietly.


“Then I will hunt you down every day of my life until I find you and bring you back here…dead or alive. That is a promise.” The mouse blinked and surveyed Thrash steadily.


“You speak truth,” he said at last. “I don’t doubt that you would hunt me down. If your regard for your cousin is so radical that you would ignore the fact that I betrayed you in exchange for his health, then I don’t doubt that you would devote your life to chasing me down.” The mouse fell silent, rubbing his chin some more. Finally he dropped his hands and shrugged.

“I like the challenge,” he declared. “I like the fact that my brain could buy my freedom. I’ll do it.” 


“Good,” Carbine said shortly. “You are officially in the custody of the Stoker-Carbine branch of the Freedom Fighters. You will adhere to the commands of the soldiers and to the superior officers above all. You will remain in our custody until otherwise noted…” Carbine continued to rattle off the official statement as she clapped handcuffs to the mouse and led him away. 

“See ya around, Flint,” Renee said sardonically. The mouse turned shot her a strange look. 


“Is that what they’re calling me nowadays?” he asked. Renee smirked.


“It suits your cold heart. Besides, I know what your real name means, and you don’t deserve it.” 


“Can it you two, I’m not finished,” Carbine said sharply. She cleared her throat. “You will adhere to the regulations and customs of a detainee without violence or struggle. You will…” ‘Flint’ winked as he was led away, clearly desiring to show his unconcern over Renee’s scorn. Left alone, Renee and Thrash looked at one another. 


“Well, that was a risky move. Genius, but risky,” Renee admitted. Thrash nodded. 


“I didn’t promise anything that would prevent him from getting justice. The courts will still know his past actions even if he does succeed.”

“It must’ve been hard to offer to stand up for him,” Renee said sympathetically. She shuddered, gripping her gun. “I could cheerfully use him for target practice.”

“It wasn’t easy to swallow my pride,” Thrash confessed. “Trust me, I wanted to pummel him as much as you did. But I had to give him a reason to try his best, and for Zebbie it’s worth it to put aside some pride.” He thought for a moment, and then set his mouth resolutely. “It’s worth it.”
* * *


Vinnie revved his engines and leaned into the bike, increasing speed to escape the avalanche that he had created. His heart began to pound, adrenaline rushed through his veins, and that general feeling of euphoria that came with imminent destruction filled him. Vinnie clutched the handle bars, reveling in every second, and let out a wild shout.

Cabin fever had set in, big time. No matter where he went he was unable to escape the hoarse coughing sounds, and even when he couldn’t actually hear it, it rang in his ears.

 He grinned maniacally as he dodged pieces of falling rock, weaving back and forth and barely managing to skirt the edge of the canyon. A particularly large chunk of rock hurtled toward him, and he had to fire his lasers at it. The boulder exploded into small rocks and dust and Vinnie laughed as he dodged the projectiles.
Emotionally, he was at the end of his rope. He put on a happy face for Thrash, tried to joke around with Renee, and tried to lighten the general atmosphere for Carbine. Worst of all was the lie he was living in his relationship with Rayna/Jassi.  

 Vinnie pulled back on his handlebars and, with a blast of speed, shot up the canyon wall. He pushed off of the wall and arched through the air, bellowing shrilly as the rock thundered below him.

He simultaneously looked forward to and dreaded seeing Rayna. It was becoming increasingly difficult to be not only her friend but also her emotional anchor, and all the while unable to do a thing to actually help her. Therein lie the rub: Vinnie, hero that he was, was accustomed to blowing up his obstacle. But no amount of speed and weaponry would break open Rayna’s mind. And when Vinnie stood there, listening to Zebbie choke, there was absolutely nothing he could do. He was, in a word, powerless. 
 Vinnie swerved as he landed, but turned the landing into an intentional weaving. Finally, he skidded to a halt and pulled off his helmet. He punched the air and let out one final, cathartic yell. 

And that is how Vinnie Van Wham dealt with it. 

“That is the life,” Vinnie said happily, wiping the sweat from his brow. His heart was slowing and the adrenaline was ebbing, but the high would remain for a little while longer. Plenty of time to find, or create, a new source of danger. Anything to feel that he was accomplishing something, even if it was destruction.

“Vinnie?” Vinnie, hearing his name, closed his eyes briefly and then opened them. He turned and managed to smile down at the young mouse who had timidly approached him. 


“Hey, Mackie,” Vinnie greeted. “Did you see the show?” 


“Yeah…did you make all of those rocks fall?” Mackie asked skeptically. Vinnie nodded proudly.


“You bet kid!” Mackie looked puzzled at the response, wondering why in the world anyone would knowingly place themselves in the path of danger for fun. Vinnie misinterpreted the look and placed his hand on Mackie’s shoulder. “Hey, don’t go trying any of that on your own. Not now anyway. Thrash would be furious, and if your mom ever found out…” Vinnie trailed off and shuddered at the thought, but Mackie shook his head quickly.


“No, no, I won’t,” he promised. Vinnie relaxed into a grin.


“Good. Now, what’s up? I’m kinda on my way for a quick motorcycle ride.”


“Oh, okay,” Mackie said, taking a step back. “I just…you think Thrash will ever let me see Zebbie?” Vinnie groaned inwardly at the question, hoping that the boy would ask a harmless question about rations or the schoolwork that Renee had been forcing him to do. He reached down to cuff Mackie’s shoulder, trying to keep his tone light.

“I’m sorry, kid. I don’t know,” he said truthfully. It was indeed something that was baffling to Vinnie. Thrash still refused Mackie entrance to see his own brother, apparently concerned that Zebbie’s appearance would be detrimental to someone who had already gone through so much. Secretly, Vinnie was of the opinion that Mackie would be able to handle Zebbie’s appearance because he had gone through so much. When Vinnie said something, Thrash insisted that it would be better to wait until Zebbie was in better health. Vinnie knew that Thrash’s intentions were good, but…Vinnie had shrugged then, but for some reason couldn’t ignore his misgivings today.

Feeling rebellious, Vinnie stood and regarded the boy with a half grin. 


“Thrash might not let you, but he can’t say much if you just go in on your own, can he?” Vinnie said casually. Mackie’s silver eyes flickered and he looked up at Vinnie in awe. Apparently, disobeying Thrash had never crossed his mind.


“Will…will you come with me?” Vinnie winced at the question but knew that he couldn’t let Mackie go in alone. 


“Sure,” he replied. “Thrash and Renee are picking up that doctor of theirs. We’ll go for a quick visit and leave before Thrash gets back. No big deal.”


“No big deal,” Mackie repeated, sidling closer to Vinnie. Vinnie slipped on his bike and sat Mackie on the handlebars, zooming away to the boy’s delight.


They walked unconcernedly through the corridors and Vinnie glanced around covertly before gesturing for Mackie to follow. Vinnie stood back, and just as Mackie was about to enter the room, a voice stopped him.


“Mackie,” a familiar voice said quickly. Mackie nearly jumped out of his skin, and wheeled around to face Thrash. Vinnie started as well, but tried to play it off by glancing coolly at the trio that stood before him. Thrash was looked puzzled, glancing from Mackie to Vinnie, Renee narrowed her eyes, and the stranger observed the scene with minimal interest. Judging from his handcuffs, he was the prisoner they had been after. Thrash stepped closer to Mackie and placed his hand on his shoulder.


“You know I don’t want you to go in yet,” Thrash said gently. “Zebbie doesn’t look like himself right now. This doctor is going to fix him up, and you can see him then, okay?” Mackie nodded and looked at the stranger, who waved airily despite the chains on his wrists. Vinnie wrinkled his nose.


“Oh, you must be that bottom feeder traitor I’ve heard so much about,” he said sarcastically. Flint smirked and took a few steps forward when Renee prodded him to walk.

“I see my reputation precedes me,” he quipped as he passed by. Vinnie shot him a disgusted look, but was distracted when Thrash faced him.


“Mackie, why don’t you finish up your work? Renee mentioned wanting to check it tonight,” Thrash said, addressing his youngest cousin with his eyes still on Vinnie. Mackie nodded, edged away, and then turned and exited quickly.


“What were you doing?!” Thrash demanded, grabbing Vinnie’s arm. Vinnie brushed him away, suddenly losing patience.


“What do you mean ‘what am I doing’? For crying out loud, Zebbie is Mackie’s brother. He has every right to see him. You think he hasn’t seen worse?” Vinnie demanded.


“You know my intentions, Vinnie,” Thrash answered heatedly. “I know Mackie has been through a lot, but I don’t think he’s prepared for Zebbie’s condition. I don’t want him scarred with the image if it can be avoided.”


“Thrash, he has the right to know.  He’s probably imagining worse anyway.”


“Vinnie, he’s just a kid. It’s too risky,” Thrash replied stubbornly.


“Sometimes things are worth taking the risk!”


“If you can throw yourself in the center of a storm, Vinnie, that’s your choice. Risk isn’t for everyone,” Thrash said firmly. 

“Aw, Thrash, come on…”


“I’ve already messed up with his other two brothers, I don’t want to make a mistake with him too!” Thrash exploded. Vinnie blinked and furrowed his brow.


“That’s what this is about? Guilt? Get over it, man. Time to move on. Take it from someone who knows,” Vinnie said, thinking of his regrets.


“If it hadn’t been for your risk taking you wouldn’t be someone who knows, would you?” Thrash shot back. He winced as soon as he said the words and Vinnie stiffened as though he received a jolt of electricity. In a flash, his fist flew and he managed to freeze just before it connected with Thrash’s face.


They stared at one other.


Slowly, Vinnie lowered his fists. 


“Vinnie, I didn’t mean…”


“I’m done,” Vinnie said firmly, holding up his hands. “I can’t take it anymore. I’m outta here.” 


Flint tilted his head as Renee closed the door behind them, and he smirked as he listened to Thrash’s first accusation. Renee ignored the look and removed his handcuffs.

“I sense a storm brewing,” he predicted derisively. Renee glared gave him a shove toward Zebbie’s bed.


“That’s not your concern. Your attention is best paid right here,” Renee retorted. Flint chuckled as he approached Zebbie’s bed, and then his face changed. For the first time, a genuine expression, one that wasn’t contrived to keep the upper hand, crossed his face. As his eyes traveled over Zebbie’s emaciated form, taking in the shallow heaves of his chest and the pain that was etched in his face, his eyes grew horrified.


“Surprising what your friends are capable of, isn’t it?” Renee said pointedly. Flint gathered himself together, his expression returning to its former neutrality with an added layer of determination.


“The Plutarkians were and never will be my friends. They are simply business partners,” Flint corrected, rolling up his sleeves. “Now may I humbly beg you to cut the sarcasm and lend a hand? I’m the doctor now, and this kid is my one and only patient. We need to get to work.”


“Fine,” Renee said immediately, recognizing a new tone of authority and resolve in his voice. “What do you need?”


“I need to know what medical supplies and instruments you have available,” he said, pulling down the blanket and flicking his eyes over Zebbie’s form. “If you have a nurse or assistant handy then that would be great.”


“Rayna has been taking care of him, so she can fill you in. I’ll get Johnny up here too; he would know the medical supplies available. Our instruments are on the table.”


“Hmph, poorly stocked,” Flint noted, giving the table a quick glance. “No matter, I’ll just make some of my own. By Mars, what is in his eyes?” 


“We were hoping you could tell us,” Renee retorted. Flint reached for a swab, scooped out some of the mucous-like substance, and held it up before his face.


“Of course I can,” he said confidently. “All in good time.”


Theresa hummed to herself as she sketched on a piece of scrap paper, guiding her pencil to create a parade of faces interspersed with flowers and animals. She smiled sadly as she gave longish, dark hair to one face and looked up when Mackie suddenly leapt to his feet. His papers fluttered to the floor in disarray, but he barely noticed.


“What’s wrong?” she asked, taking in his distressed expression. He had been subdued when he had entered some time ago, but she chalked it up to the depression he occasionally fell into. 


“Something’s wrong,” he said vaguely, and darted across the room and up the stairs. First instinct told him to rush toward Zebbie’s room, but he skidded to a stop when he saw the portal leading outside slide shut. He turned and hesitated, then pressed a large button resolutely. The portal slid open and Mackie peeped out and scanned the area.


Riding away from the base, almost obscured by a cloud of dust, was a white mouse crouched on a red racer. Mackie watched silently, the lump growing in his throat, as the form grew smaller and the sounds of the engine fainter. 


“Goodbye, Vinnie,” he whispered, and swallowed hard to keep back tears.  
* * *
Only hours later, Thrash, tired and discouraged and generally worn thin, stared in shock at the young doctor. He blinked and furrowed his brow, certain that stress and lack of sleep had played tricks on his hearing. The mouse in question flipped his white hair away from his face and smirked.

“What’s wrong, have I turned into a Plutarkian?” he quipped. Thrash blinked again and glared, already hating the cool arrogance on the doctor’s face.

“You want to do what to Zebbie?” he demanded.

“I want to get a biopsy of his lungs,” Flint answered coolly. “I need to know what his problem is with breathing.”

“He’s barely on this side of life, his body has been through more trauma than what I thought possible, we have limited resources, and you want to cut into his lungs?!” Thrash said through gritted teeth, trying to keep his emotions in check. 

“It’s a very simple procedure,” Flint explained. “You see…”

“No.”

“Thrash, do you want your cousin to live or not?” Flint asked, growing impatient. Thrash rubbed his eyes roughly with his fists, watching as bursts of light exploded behind his heavy eyelids. Not for the first time he wished that Graven were alive to guide him, even if only for a day. He drew a deep breath and was about to answer when a new voice spoke hesitantly.

“Uh, sorry, but I couldn’t help but hear the dilemma…would this help?” Thrash and Flint looked over at Rayna who was standing in the doorway holding a small bowl. She held it out to Flint and tilted it so that he could see.


“Zebbie had a coughing fit and well…here,” Rayna said lamely. Flint peered into the bowl and his eyes lit up.


“Perfect!” he cried enthusiastically. He took the bowl and nodded curtly to Thrash, who had glanced into the bowl and grimaced. “We might not have to do a biopsy at all now. Be prepared to answer if I ask you again though.” With that, he turned and headed toward the desk he had set up in Zebbie’s room, one that was serving as a makeshift lab. Thrash gave a sigh of relief and started when Rayna touched his shoulder.


“You okay?” she asked sympathetically. Thrash drew in his breath and tried to smile.


“I’ll be fine,” he said reassuringly. “Don’t’ worry about it.” Rayna squeezed his shoulder.


“I know you’re upset that Vinnie left,” Rayna said gently. “Does he do stuff like that a lot?” Thrash couldn’t help but chuckle, laughing at the insane irony embedded in that question. “You’ve known him longer than I have,” he wanted to say.


“He gets mad sometimes,” he said aloud. Rayna, confused by his laughter and the look on his face, patted his shoulder and advised him to get some sleep.


Having said that, she left him in the hall and went to assist Flint. She found him hunched over his desk, working with what appeared to be a microscope. It had apparently been constructed of scraps and pieces, and Rayna couldn’t help but admire the resourcefulness. She glanced around, noticing that the lung tissue had been carefully sealed. 


“Need help?” she asked, and Flint, having been in deep concentration, jumped. He glanced around, annoyed at being startled, and looked away when he saw her.


“No, no, I’m fine,” he replied, waving her off. Rayna shrugged and went to check on Zebbie. Flint paused in his work and thought for a moment, realizing that this female was one of the few who treated him kindly and without resentment.


“Hey, what’s your name again?” he asked. Rayna looked back and was intrigued to see that his face had changed into a relaxed expression and easy, almost kind, grin. 


“I’m Jassi,” Rayna replied, waiting for him to exclaim over her resemblance to the mysterious Rayna. To her surprise he said nothing and merely nodded.


“Aren’t you going to say that I look like someone you used to know?” she prodded, a weary note in her voice. Flint shrugged, a quizzical expression on his face.


“Uh, no, not really. Why? Should I know you?” Rayna flashed him a grin at the response, thrilled that someone finally saw her for herself. 


“No, but a lot of people here and in other places think that I’m this girl named Rayna,” she told him. Flint nodded vaguely, and then his eyes lit up.


“Oh, you’re the mouse with memory loss,” he said bluntly and Rayna was stung over the directness of the remark. Flint saw this and smiled disarmingly.


“Yeah, I can’t remember much of my life,” Rayna responded. “Fine, I can’t remember any of my life before prison.” Flint adjusted a screw on the microscope and nodded.


“Must be tough,” he said lightly, but mentally rejoiced. If she had no memory, then she either didn’t realize or care that he was a traitor. He put down the microscope and winked. “Maybe I can help,” he offered, his curiosity overwhelming his desire for her to remain clueless. He approached her and posed his hands over her head.


“May I?” he asked and when Rayna nodded he pressed his fingers against her scalp, rubbing first her temples and then the back of her head. He touched a spot near the top of her head and Rayna flinched. A vision whipped across her mind’s eye, one of a tall, handsome Martian offering to rub her temples when she had a headache. Who was that Martian? Why did her heart jump when she saw his face? A jolt of pain banished the memory, and the face was lost.


“That hurts?” Flint asked, removing his fingers and noting her expression.


“Yeah,” she admitted, touching the spot tenderly. 


“Hmm,” Flint intoned, lowering his eyes in thought. Abruptly, he pasted on another grin and turned back to his work.


“Well, Jassi, who knows, your memory just might fall into your lap someday,” he said airily. “For now, I am happy to be your friend and hope that I can help in some way.” Rayna straightened and fumbled for words, realizing that he apparently had no remedy for her.


“Oh, okay,” she said awkwardly. “Thanks…Flint.”


“You’re welcome!” he said cheerfully. Rayna bent over Zebbie and gently pressed a new washcloth to his forehead, then walked away. Flint watched her go and smiled sardonically. So he had gained a friend…and in Flint’s world that merely meant that he now had an ace up his sleeve.

* * *


Meanwhile, several miles away, a lone mouse sat on his bike in the midst of what appeared to be an abandoned wasteland.


“What on Mars am I doing here,” Vinnie muttered, gazing down the wide gap that used to be a street, and squinting against the desolate swirl of dust. It was the very place he had sworn to never set foot in again, a vow made on a pre-dawn morning when he had snuck away past sleeping houses and headed to a world of adventure. It held memories so poignantly dear that it hurt, and memories so terrible that he wished he could rip them from his mind and heart.


His neighborhood.


Or, rather, what was left of his neighborhood. Mackie and Theresa were telling the truth when they spoke of the thoroughness of the invasion. He gazed around, hardly able to imagine their horror as the Plutarkians reduced a snug community into the mass of wreckage he saw now. 


“No way am I going down this street,” he said out loud, as if to convince himself. As soon as the words were out of his mouth he rolled his bike quietly forward, unable to take his eyes away from the formless mounds of rubble that used to be houses and the remnants possessions that still littered the land. In this wreckage, Vinnie could see ghosts of his past. Images of himself running, playing, racing around in pursuit of fun were so vivid he could swear that he actually saw them.

He had been so absorbed in his past that he only glanced down absently when an object rustled in the wind, brushing against his bike. He leaned down and picked it up casually, noting that it was a book. Vinnie drew in a sharp breath and clutched it, the tattered pages wrinkling under his fingers. Not just a book, a comic book.

His comic book.

Slowly, his eyes traveled upward and settled on a pile of rock and debris that used to be his home. At least, he guessed that it was his home, but it was unrecognizable as a home at all, much less his own. His eyes travelled over the mound and lingered on a frayed piece of rope that was encrusted with red dirt, half buried under the wreckage. Regret gripped him when he remembered the way a young Vinnie and Rayna had traveled to each other’s houses. Rayna, who had died and come back to life, only to be let down again when Vinnie could not bring her memory, her real life, back to her. If he brought her to this forsaken place, would her eyes be filled with tears over the memories, or would she stare with that blank, puzzled look he had come to expect? 

Vinnie shook his head over the house as he backed away. Oh, how he alternately loved and hated it. It represented the love his childhood had been surrounded with, as well as the cold fear and sorrow of his adolescence. No matter. He was done, done with everything. He was done with loving Rayna and seeing no results, done with trying to be a brother, father, and cousin to Mackie, done with trying to cheer Thrash, done with staring powerlessly at Zebbie. Done with guilt.

“Hear that?” he shouted at the emptiness that surrounded him. “So I screwed up, so what? So I left Mom when she needed me, so I can’t bring Rayna’s mind back, so I risk more than I should. Who cares? I’m going back to what I do best: whipping tail on the Plutarkians and going home to a hot dog. I’m through with…with all this!” Vinnie punctuated his last yell by scooping up a rock and hurling it at the remnants of his home. It bounced off some rock, knocking off some twisted metal, and rolled back through the wreckage. Vinnie grunted in disgust and revved his bike.

“Vinnie.”

Vinnie froze, his blood turning to ice. No way, no way, not possible, he thought wildly. 

“Vinnie. I have something to say.”

  The voice was strained with age and weariness, roughened by years of drinking the addictive Martian drug that had slowly pulled her into darkness. Vinnie turned, half expecting to see a small, thin woman staring back at him. 

He saw nothing. 

Confused and somewhat deflated, Vinnie rose from his bike and picked his way through the wreckage, following the voice. He heard the crackle of static and turned sharply to see that an old vid-com had switched on, having been hit by the rock. Vinnie gaped down at the cracked screen, unable to take his eyes away from the white furred woman with gray streaked brown hair and tired eyes. His mother.

Vinnie stooped down slowly, realizing he was watching a recording. Unbidden tears pricked at his eyes as he touched the screen, and an icy chill swept his soul when he realized that the recording must have been made during the invasion, for he could clearly hear screams, explosions, and the high pitched whir of blasters firing. Yet this woman, his mother, spoke calmly.

“Vinnie, I wanted to tell you something,” she said, concentrating as if speaking was difficult. “I guess I should have told you this so many times, but I never did. I was so consumed with…with everything. I know I haven’t always done well by you. You don’t know my past, so you don’t know what it was to…to lose Tread. Still I know I messed up, and now that I want to tell you it’s too late. So much to say…” Shandria paused and stared into space, and Vinnie held his breath, fearing that he was losing her. She shook herself and looked into the camera.

“I guess what I want to say most of all is that I don’t hold anything against you for running off and leaving me. It’s…hard to remember but I know that I must’ve said a lot about Tread leaving me, and I admit I was angry for a long time after you left.” Another pause, and a distant blast filled the speakers. Shandria spoke quickly. “Dianthia talked to me a lot, and I’ve been doing some thinking. I think that you didn’t really run away, you were running to. Don’t know if I make sense, but that’s how I think of it. You were running to something better, something good and right and…and….noble in a way. Running to a better life than the one that I gave you since Tread died,” she said, trailing off softly. Another blast sounded, and Vinnie could hear shouts of the Plutarkians growing louder. Shandria sighed and looked to the side. 

“I guess they’re coming. I hope that Dianthia and Cannon and their Mackie are safe. They really took care of me. I decided to come in here and give you this rather than escape. So I guess they’re coming,” she repeated, and then chuckled cynically. “Though what they would want with an old woman like me is beyond my comprehension.” She sobered, and leaned toward the screen, here eyes shining with tears. “I love you, my Vinnie.” She smiled sadly and reached forward. The screen went blank. 

Vinnie knelt in his place for a long time, until his legs had grown numb and his back ached in protest. When he finally rose to his feet, a large part of his soul felt oddly light, as if a burden had been lifted. The anger and hatred he had held toward his mother, and the guilt he had buried within himself…all were gone. 

“Running to, eh?” Vinnie snickered as he climbed on his bike. “I like that.” The thought whispered insistently in his ear: what was he doing now? Which was it, ‘away’ or ‘to’?  Vinnie rubbed his handlebars for a moment, and then flattened his mouth in determination. Whatever he would do, he would do it his way. 
His motorcycle sent a cloud of dust flying through the air, and then the abandoned neighborhood grew still once more, returning to the tomb that held the ghosts of the past.

* * *

Renee raised her gun, steadied her arms, and fired a string of laser blasts. She blew the smoke from her blaster and lowered it, smiling in satisfaction at the cluster of holes that were centered directly in the center of the target. Laying the blaster aside she turned to Rayna.

“See? Nothing to it,” she said, intending to encourage. Rayna blew her bangs from her face and shook her head.

“Yeah, to you,” she replied in dismay. She drew a deep breath and studied her weapon. “Well, here goes nothing.” She raised her blaster, closed her eyes, and fired. The shot clipped the edge of the target and Renee couldn’t help but giggle. 

“It would help to have your eyes open,” she advised, shaking her head. Rayna joined in the laughter and forced herself to concentrate. Keeping her eyes focused on the target, she fired again, and the shot landed only slightly closer to the center. She frowned and immediately repositioned, determined to improve. Recognizing that she was the only one in the base who had never fired a weapon, and also knowing the danger of invasion that was always present, she had decided to learn to protect herself. No more depending on that loser Vinnie anymore. It had been a two days since he had left, but she still scowled when she thought of him, that deserter. How dare he run off like that and leave little Mackie behind? How dare he leave her behind? And why do I care? I don’t! Rayna thought, as if arguing with herself. 

“Keep trying,” Renee encouraged, and Rayna recharged her blaster and fired again. Her shots were still off and she heaved a sigh of frustration. Suddenly, hands that did not belong to Renee reached around her and covered her own hands. She found herself leaning against a torso that was not female. When a voice spoke in her ear, she went from astonished to angry.

“Like this,” the voice said, guiding her arms to the left and a little lower. “Fire!” Rayna had every intention to refuse, but her finger squeezed the trigger and the laser flashed, creating a hole that was almost next to the middle of the target. The hands released her own and the voice was admiring. “Not bad, not bad. Of course, you had the best helping you.” 


Rayna turned and glared, and Vinnie dropped his smile. He raised his hands and backed away.

“Whoa, I haven’t seen you this mad since…uh…oh, never mind,” he said, laughing nervously. He looked over at Renee who was eyeing him with her hands on her hips.

“Welcome back, Sparky,” she said dryly, using the nickname that annoyed him most. “I was beginning to think you were swallowed whole by a Saber Squid. No such luck.”

“Ouch, Renee, you’re killing me,” Vinnie moaned. He jumped when Rayna jabbed him in the chest with her forefinger.

“You know how long you’ve been gone? Two days!” she hissed. “Everyone’s been worried sick!”

“Ugh, Rayna, don’t give him the satisfaction of knowing that,” Renee said, rolling her eyes. She glanced at Vinnie and grinned. “Vinnie, don’t believe her. No one even noticed.” 

“I did,” Rayna blurted out, and then immediately regretted her words. Didn’t she just finish telling herself that she didn’t care? Glowering, she turned back and lifted her gun toward the target. Renee and Vinnie exchanged glances and Renee turned to leave.

“I’ll let Mackie and Thrash know you’re back,” she said over her shoulder. Vinnie nodded and turned back to Rayna.

“Jassi? I’m sorry,” he said, figuring he might as well get it over with. “I just…I had to think about some stuff, you know?” Mostly you, he thought but did not say. Rayna studied her gun, deep in thought. Finally she sighed and met his eyes.

“Aw, alright,” she said somewhat reluctantly. “I guess you’re entitled. I just…for some reason I…” Rayna fell silent, blushing and lowering her head. Vinnie studied her, trying to guess at her thoughts. He felt the return of the frustration he generally held regarding her, but it was followed by his newfound sense of determination and, strangely, peace. 

“So, we’re cool right…Jassi?” he asked, suddenly able to say her new name without flinching inwardly. Rayna returned the smile and put the gun aside.

“Why not?” Vinnie cheered at her response and the two of them left the training room.

“So what made you come back?” Rayna asked.

“I was hungry.”

“Loser.”

After a hearty meal and a reunion with his friends, most of which didn’t really care that he had left and were glad to see him back, Vinnie made his way down the hall to find Thrash. He smiled over his thoughts of dinner, for he had spoken with Mackie and found he was able to understand the boy’s pain and solemnity after seeing the wreckage of his neighborhood. Mackie held no anger toward him, only relief that he was returned, and Vinnie was cheered by this. With a spring in his step he rounded the corner and stopped short.

Thrash was seated on the floor, hunched over with his elbows resting against his knees and his hands pressed against his face. He was completely still, despite the fact that Theresa stood near him, her hand stroking his hair. As Vinnie watched, Thrash suddenly put an arm around Theresa’s waist, pulling her close. The sorrow and hopelessness etched into his face was heart wrenching. Theresa pressed her hand against the side of his head in a hug, and caught sight of Vinnie.

“Vinnie!” she cried, her voice thrilled. “Where on Mars did you go, you dork?” At her demand, Thrash looked up abruptly and quickly rose to his feet. Uncharacteristically ashamed at being caught in such a moment of weakness, Thrash shifted his feet and regarded Vinnie hesitantly.

“Hey friend, you okay?” he asked, trying to sound nonchalant. Vinnie nodded and clasped his best friend’s shoulder.

“Yeah, bro, doin’ good,” he replied. He drew a deep breath. “Hey Thrash, I just wanted to say that, well, you know…I’m…well, I’m…”

“Yeah, me too,” Thrash said in a rush. Vinnie grinned, relieved.

“Good, so we’re cool?” Vinnie asked eagerly.

“Yeah, it’s all good,” Thrash replied. Theresa looked between them and rolled her eyes.

“Ugh, men!” she said in a tone that was so obviously borrowed from Renee that the two guys broke into laughter. 

“So, how’s Zebbie?” Vinnie asked when they quieted. Thrash sobered and glanced at the door.

“Pretty much the same. Flint compounded some sort of eye drops to help clear up Zebbie’s eyes, and has Johnny mixing herbs he’s never even heard of before. Can you imagine, Johnny, not knowing something about plants?” A fleeting smile crossed Thrash’s face, but it quickly disappeared as he continued.

“Flint has spent most of his time analyzing some lung tissue for the past couple of days. I guess he’s having a hard time figuring it out and working with his homemade microscope,” Thrash explained. Vinnie peered around him into the room, pushing open the door so he could see. Zebbie lay in the same position as always, yet the room was now littered with wads of crumpled paper. Flint sat at his desk, his clothes and hair rumpled, and his face pressed against a microscope. He was surrounded by sheets of paper, and he tapped a pencil against the desk in agitation. Cursing shortly, he pulled away and twisted the knobs of his microscope, and Vinnie could tell by the bags under his eyes that he hadn’t slept in quite some time. Flint’s eyes flickered in his direction, and Vinnie quickly withdrew.

“Not going so well, huh?” Vinnie said, stating the obvious. Thrash nodded and sighed.

“At least he’s trying,” he said with a shrug. 

“Yeah,” Vinnie agreed. He thumped Thrash on the back. “He’ll pull through. Heck, we need Zebbie back. I think I was trying to be Zebbie for awhile, you know? But only Zebbie can be Zebbie.”

“And only Vinnie can be Vinnie,” Thrash interjected with a fleeting twinkle of humor in his eyes. Vinnie puffed up his chest.

“That’s right! I’m one of a kind,” he boasted. 

“Thankfully,” Theresa muttered and Vinnie attacked her ribs with tickling.

“Stop hanging out with Renee,” Vinnie ordered over her protests. Thrash chuckled and then looked up.

“Hm, Vin, did I just see Jassi heading toward your room?” Thrash asked. Vinnie straightened and looked around. He glanced back at Thrash and grinned wryly.

“Did I just hear you call her ‘Jassi’?” he shot back. 

“Yeah, you did,” Thrash said shamefacedly. “I think I’m starting to accept it, sadly. Flint said something about there being too many risks to her mental state if she remembers her life too quickly, and I’m starting to think we’re going to have to accept her as who she has become.” Vinnie grumbled and turned away.

“Well, whoever she is, I’m going to see what she’s up to. See ya, Thrash,” Vinnie said with a wave. Thrash returned the wave and crossed his arms, studying both Flint and his patient intently, willing the doctor to succeed.   

Vinnie made his way through the hall and slid inside his room. Sure enough, Rayna was inside bending over his cot as if looking for something.

“Ha! So you think you discovered my stash o’ root beer, huh?” Vinnie bellowed, laughing when she yelped and whirled around.

“Oh uh, hey,” she said, turning red beneath her fur. 

“Whatcha doin’?” Vinnie asked pointedly, knowing he had caught her red handed at something sneaky. 

“Oh, um…” Rayna faltered, and then sighed gustily. “Well, to tell you the truth I put a snapping plant in your cot after you left.”

“You what?” 

“A snapping plant,” Rayna said, giggling now that the truth was out. “I’ve wanted to play a prank on you for some reason for such a long time, and when you left I was so mad that I went ahead and did it. Now that you’re back and I’m not mad at you, I thought maybe I should take it away.” She said this so matter-of-factly, so much like the old Rayna, that Vinnie couldn’t help but throw an arm around her. 

“Jassi, I love you,” he said half-jokingly. Rayna pushed away, startled. 

“You what?” she exclaimed, her turn to be shocked. Vinnie laughed, feeling that truth for the first time. Throttle had told him to just love her, and he thought he was doing that, but now he felt it for the first time since she had declared herself to be Jassi. He ruffled her hair, a familiar gesture.

“I don’t care who you are, kiddo, you’re my girl,” he said exultantly, and Rayna shook her head.

“You’ve gone crazy!” she accused, flabbergasted. Vinnie shrugged.

“Possibly. Now go and get that snapping plant or whatever it is out of my cot, or I’ll unleash a prank war on you,” he said, nudging her ribs. Rayna shook her head, unable to stop her own chuckle, and turned toward the cot. Odd, she mused. Vinnie seems different…and I feel different. How is it that we have this bond now? It’s new but…familiar, somehow. She shrugged and carefully reached under the pillow. As she did so, a small object toppled out and tumbled into her lap. Not noticing, Vinnie watched her with a smile, and then turned away to stow a few of his blasters away now that he was home.

“Vinnie, what’s this?” Rayna suddenly asked, the tone of her voice causing Vinnie to look up in alarm. His stomach tensed when she saw her cupping a translucent purple stone in her trembling hands. Vinnie held her breath as she closed her palms over it and lifted her large, seeking eyes to his face. 

Here he was, at the crossroads. He could shrug it off, say that it’s an old trinket and move on, or he could take the plunge and force her to remember. Just when he had finally accepted her, had let go of the monumental task of returning her to Rayna, what seemed like his big chance had fallen back into his lap. Or, rather, her lap. Vinnie gazed at her, and the words tumbled from his mouth.

“You know what it is, Rayna.” There. He had said it. Swallowing hard, he watched as she rose to her feet. 

“Don’t call me that. I told you, I don’t know Rayna. I’m tired of people saying that,” Rayna cried, her voice higher than usual, and her fist closed over the purple stone. Vinnie took a step toward her. 

“But you are Rayna,” he said firmly. “And you know very well what that stone is.” 

“You just want me to be Rayna,” she said desperately. “You like me because of her.” 

“You know that isn’t true,” Vinnie said gently, and Rayna, try as she could, was unable to deny it. Hadn’t she just seen that look of love and acceptance, given to her no matter who she was? 

“No, no,” she whispered, her heart racing madly. “If I were Rayna, I would remember. I would know that name. I’m Jassi now.”

“Maybe so, but you were Rayna once,” Vinnie countered. He stepped toward her and touched her arm, and she tore away from him as if his fingers burned her. “Rayna…”

“Shut up!”

“Rayna…”

“Shut it, Van Wham!” Dead silence, and Rayna dared to meet his eyes. “Why are you smiling?” she demanded to know.

“Because no one ever told you my last name,” Vinnie replied, his heart racing. He felt as if he was in the biggest moto-cross race in history, but he managed to stay outwardly calm. Rayna, on the other hand, staggered away from him, her hand pressed against her stomach. 

“I’m gonna be sick,” she muttered faintly. Her knees felt weak and her head swam. Vinnie reached out and took her hand, and this time she didn’t pull away.

“I don’t mind if you do. You remember the time you puked all over my lunchbox in school? I was grossed out, but you were so pathetic I couldn’t be mad. Besides, I got sick all over your shoes a week later, since I caught the same virus you had. Remember?” 

“No! No…” Rayna trailed off, her head throbbing. Vinnie eyed her, noticing that her body was shaking and her forehead beaded with sweat. Thrash’s words floated through his mind. Should he continue? What if he damaged her brain permanently? He had already done so much harm in the first place, had stolen so many years with his recklessness. Vinnie squeezed her hand and looked at her, his dearest friend. His heart melted and he pressed his hand against her hot cheek. One last try. 
“Look at that stone again, Ray. Your father gave it to you. Remember?” Shuddering, Rayna complied.

The world tilted around her, and she felt as if she would topple to the ground. Pieces of images and broken sounds flashed through her mind, as if someone was twisting the knob on a static filled radio.

“Ray, look at this pretty stone I found. Think you can make it into a necklace?”

Rayna’s body shuddered and she wrapped her arms around herself, scrunching her eyes closed against the pain. 

“Hey, Rayna, let’s build a bridge between our rooms! It’ll be like one big clubhouse!”

That little boy mouse…why did he look so much like the Vinnie who stood before her now? And the rope that hung between two windows…where…? The image disappeared.

“Rayna, let’s go sledding.”

The world whirled, and Rayna lurched forward and gagged, feeling rich liquid rise through her throat.

“So you want to hang out with me and the guys, Ray?”

Pain, throbbing pain, splintering her skull. Her breath came in quick gasps.

“Rayna, don’t forget to pack a lunch. I’m not feeling to well today, sweetie…”

Tears coursed down her cheeks, and she swayed.

“Rayna…”

“Rayna…”

“Rayna…”

Images and sounds assaulted her, rushing so quickly that all blended together. Too much too much…too…

The dial stopped turning.

Rayna hurtled through the air, landing hard on her side. Feeling woozy, she fumbled to get her hands and knees beneath her so that she could push herself up from the ground. 

Suddenly, the whistling sounds of a missile filled her ears, and she managed to fling her arms in front of her face just in time. With an ear splitting boom, the missile embedded itself in the ground a few feet away and sent the rocks and dirt beneath her flying. She felt light, weightless even, as she soared through the air and began to fall. She clutched at the air, but how could thin air save her?

“No! NO!” A terrified shout, a familiar face that grew smaller and smaller…but it was too late. Rayna screamed one last time as she connected with the side of the canyon. Falling rubble and dirt alternately bruised her and supported her as she tumbled down…down…down…

The ground rose up to meet her with a startling speed, and the rubble buried first her body, and then her mind.

Vinnie caught Rayna just before she hit the floor.

“Is she going to be okay?”

“Physically, possibly, but mentally? Who knows. I thought I made it clear that any sudden revelations would risk her state of mind. You’re lucky it didn’t kill her.”

Voices, so far away, yet Rayna sensed that the owners of the voices were right above her. She struggled to hear and comprehend.

“I know, I know.” Her heart fluttered when she heard that voice, and wondered at the sorrow that laced his tone. “I just thought…”

“You obviously didn’t think at all.”

Clarity was cutting through the cloudiness, and Rayna struggled to open her eyes. She blinked, alarmed at the fuzziness of her vision, then relaxed at the faces slowly came into view. Her eyes roved between the two mice that leaned over her. She blinked as she studied the mouse with dark gray fur and uncombed white hair, and then shifted to meet the eyes of the other face. Her eye widened.

“Tread?” she breathed, taking in the muscular, white furred male and his familiar face. Vinnie shook his head worriedly, his heart sinking. What had he done?

“No, no, it’s me, Vinnie,” he said quietly, trying to keep the nervous edge from his voice. Rayna’s eyes filled with tears and a look of wonder spread over her face. 

“Vinnie?” she repeated, lifting her hand to touch his face. Her hand still trembled, and Vinnie caught his swiftly and pressed it against his cheek. Rayna smiled, but it faded as her fingers moved to touch his mask.

“What happened to you?” she asked, obviously referring to the mask, and Vinnie felt panicked. He had already told her about the accident. Had he erased everything from her mind? Had she lost her memory once again?

“It’s a battle wound, Jassi,” he said, rubbing her hand with his finger. “Don’t you remember?” She looked puzzled and Flint cleared his throat.

“Jassi, do you recognize me?” Flint asked, leaning forward. Rayna turned and looked at him, more confused than ever.

“I don’t know…I recognize Vinnie but…I’m confused. Why are you both calling me Jassi? My name is Rayna.”

 * * *

“Ahem.”
Flint looked up to see Renee standing in the doorway, holding a mug between her hands. At his nod, she stepped in and set the mug on his desk.

“What’s this?” he asked, lifting it and inhaling the steam. Renee stepped back and crossed her arms, as if uncomfortable over her gesture of kindness.

“It’s just a drink to give you some energy. Johnny put some herbs in it to keep you awake and give you some nourishment,” she explained, taking in his bloodshot eyes.

“Very kind of the both of you,” Flint acknowledged, sipping the hot drink. He set the mug down and slid a new slide under his newly restructured microscope. “By the way, is Johnny coming up with that new mixture I asked him to make? For Zebbie’s eyes?”

“I believe so,” Renee replied. She took a few steps over to Zebbie and touched his eyelids. “What was wrong with them?”

“Ah, lack of proper nourishment and vitamins compounded by minimal exposure to light…” Flint’s voice trailed off as he focused on his specimen. Renee straightened and turned to leave.

“Oh, by the way,” Renee said somewhat reluctantly and pausing in the doorway. “Rayna wanted to invite you down to the celebration supper we’re having. She does remember you, you know, despite the fact that she’s no longer Jassi.” Flint grumbled in response but deemed it wise to be polite.

“Tell Rayna or Jassi or whoever she is that I would love to come, but must continue my work.” 

“Alright,” Renee agreed, and then let out a laugh, which was rare in the presence of someone she despised. “However I assure you; there is no question anymore of who she is.” With that, she strolled away and Flint glowered at his desk. He hated to be wrong.

Before he bent over his tenuously working instrument, he cast a glance over at his still sleeping patient. Zebbie was deteriorating rapidly, and for some inexplicable reason had begun to refuse food despite the greatest effort by all who were attending him. 

Yes, he hated to be wrong, and if he could not find the answer in this case, the cost was far higher and deadlier.

 Despite Flint’s desire to cling to Rayna’s “Jassi” persona and stubbornness to admit his miscalculation, Rayna was completely restored and Vinnie reveled in it. He very nearly crushed her with hugs when she said her real name moments after coming out of her brief unconsciousness, and since that moment he had been riding high. He had placed a call all the way to Earth and, with Rayna at his side, excitedly babbled the entire story to Charley and his brothers, who strained to understand his rush of talk. He was stuck to Rayna like glue, and she was equally eager to stay close to him despite her joy at reuniting with the rest of her old friends in a far more meaningful way than when she had first arrived at the base. 

“So glad to have you back, Ray,” Thrash said warmly, smiling at her and feeling a spark of hope over her lucid features.

After the celebration and hours of reunions, it was clear to Rayna’s closer and more perceptive friends that her strength was flagging, and now the small group was seating amid the plants of Johnny’s indoor garden. Rayna made herself comfortable in a chair that Johnny had graciously provided and sighed as she gazed around at the greenery and listened to Johnny as he quietly moved about, spraying his plants.

“It’s so strange,” she said, looking around. “I know I was here before, but I feel as if I am seeing this place and all of you for the first time in years.”
“Are you having trouble remembering in the short term?” Renee asked, eyeing her sharply. Rayna frowned as she thought.

“No, not really,” she said slowly. “But I remember the last couple of weeks, and even the time in the prison, as if it was all in a dream. Everything is slowly falling into place, but there are still gaps.”

“Flint says that it may get clearer,” Thrash reminded her, subconsciously regarding their captive as a reliable source.

 “I wish you didn’t remember anything from the prison,” Vinnie said fiercely. “I’d give anything for those years to be a blank for you.”

“No, no,” Rayna said quickly. “I’m glad for those memories. It was very hard there, but those years helped to teach me new things and form me into who I am. I treasure every memory now, good and bad.”

All were silent for a moment, deep in thought, and Vinnie squeezed Rayna’s hand. Rayna met his eyes and in them saw all of the things he wanted to say but couldn’t, either for lack of words or because of the presence of others. They shared quick smiles of understanding, and Vinnie knew that there would be many private conversations before everything was said. He didn’t mind sharing with Rayna, for after all, she was Rayna. Had he ever hesitated to say anything to her?

“One thing that is hard,” Rayna said suddenly, “is realizing all of the people I’ve, well, we’ve, lost. I remember being told of…of certain things when I was Jassi, but of course it never registered.” The smile on her face quavered, and she dropped her eyes quickly. All nodded silently, and the only sound was from Johnny’s spray can as he sprayed a light layer of water over his plants. Thrash, Renee, and Vinnie all had a pretty good idea of who Rayna was thinking about. Thrash swallowed hard, knowing that he would have to explain to her what had happened, and dreading telling her about his part in Graven’s death.

Will we have to mourn yet another? Thrash thought, his heart thudding painfully. Recent bad news, such as Zebbie’s new refusal to eat and Flint’s trouble with the poor equipment rose to his mind. Please, Flint, we’re depending on you. Come through.
Flint pushed his tools away and stood abruptly, stretching his legs. He paced the room in thought, biting his cheek and tugging at his fine white hair. What was he missing? What was the clue? He had searched for every lung disease he could think of, had gone over all of the possible ill effects of malnutrition, bad air quality, and disease. Nothing fit, and he found himself scanning the same thing over and over. 
He walked to Zebbie’s side and gazed at the youth, almost feeling sympathy for the expression on his face. From the way everyone spoke of him, the young mouse was a regular angel, which was the sort of mouse that Flint generally disdained and despised. However, the vulnerability and tender age of the patient made it difficult for the doctor to feel cold or detached. Though he wouldn’t admit it, the reward Thrash had promised was not so much in the forefront of his mind in the recent days.

Musing, he placed a hand over Zebbie’s heart, feeling the faint but steady beat underneath the mouse’s frail chest. 

“What’s going on in there? What am I not seeing?” he muttered to himself. He let his eyes travel over Zebbie’s scarred face, tightly closed eyes, and thin frame. He knew well the many scars and lash marks on Zebbie’s back, and though Flint knew that he shouldn’t be surprised over the Plutarkian’s cruelty, it was still a shock. 

Cruelty. Treachery. How far would that extend?

Suddenly, Flint drew in a sharp breath, his body stiffening.

“No. They wouldn’t,” he said, as if saying the words out loud would convince himself of his own folly. But even as he spoke, he raced to the microscope and switched on a new lighting that he had installed in the tool. As he lowered his face to the screen, he thought of his own experience with the Plutarkians and knew what they were capable of. 

“Oh no,” he murmured. “They did.”

“I know my mother died before the war was even in full swing,” Rayna said, her eyes wearing a faraway look. 

“You stayed with me,” Vinnie said and Rayna glanced at him again. Very few people had had a glimpse into Vinnie’s real life during that time, and she was one of that few. She looped her arm through his in an old, familiar way, and then gazed down at the small picture she held in her other hand. 

“When you told me about Graven, I didn’t even realize who he was. It’s…it’s like I just found out,” Rayna whispered, passing her thumb over the image. She swallowed hard and looked up. “Is he buried nearby?”

“No, Rayna,” Renee whispered sadly. “We were never able to...to find his body.” Rayna nodded in a resigned way and Vinnie blinked in surprise. No body? Before he could complete the thoughts forming in his mind, he was interrupted as Thrash drew in a deep breath and let it out before speaking.

“I wish he never took that shot,” Thrash said, his eyes boring a hole in the floor. “It was meant for me and I wasn’t taking responsibility for my safety. He didn’t deserve what he got.” Renee opened her mouth to speak, but then shut it and clenched her fists. As much as she missed Graven, she hated to think of what would have happened if Graven hadn’t intervened. It was a thought that she slew as soon as it formed in her mind.

“No,” Rayna rushed to say, seeing the look on Renee’s face. “Things work out for a reason. Graven made a choice.” She held the picture out and Thrash took it and slipped it into his pocket.

“You made a choice too, Thrash,” Johnny said from across the room. The group turned and looked, startled as they always were when Johnny decided to make an input into the conversation. Johnny glanced at the group and then averted his eyes, picking off a few dead leaves.

“You chose to devote your life to saving Zebbie, and your determination on that led to his rescue. We can’t change the past, we can only make sure that our future is worthy of it.”

The room fell silent again, as everyone was speechless after that sudden display of insight.

“Da-a-a-ang,” Vinnie blurted out, irreverent as usual. “That’s a little deep for the Vin-man. I think I need a hot dog now.”

“Johnny,” Renee said after the laughter had subsided. “You don’t say much, but when you do it equals weeks of our babbling.” Johnny ducked his head and allowed himself a small, self conscious smile before returning to his work. 

“Thank you for the encouragement, Johnny,” Thrash said sincerely. “I just hope that Zebbie will be able to enjoy his new freedom.”

“That depends on Flint,” Renee said darkly. “Think he’s working hard or hardly working? The lack of sleep could be a front, you know.”

“Oh, I think he’s working,” Rayna defended. “I spent a lot of time with him when I was Jassi, and I could see that he was sincere.” 

“Let’s hope,” Thrash said softly. Just then, a clattering of feet grew increasingly loud as someone scrambled down the steps. The group rose to their feet and Renee automatically reached for her weapon as the door burst open. 

“Flint?!” Vinnie exclaimed as the first to recover speech. Flint leaned over to recover his breath, and shot Renee a withering look.

“I don’t think that now is the time to kill me,” he said after a last gulp of air.

“Why, what happened?” Thrash demanded.

“I know what’s wrong with Zebbie,” Flint said without mincing words.

“That’s wonderful!” Rayna cried, breaking into a smile as Vinnie cheered. 

“Well, get it out! What’s wrong?” Thrash prodded, knowing too much of the world to be hopeful. 

“I was foolish,” Flint stated. “I was looking for a natural disease or defect, not something that was introduced artificially. The wavelengths of the light on my microscope revealed everything.” He paused, as if weighing his words and slowly went on. “I found that a substantial quantity of a substance, gaseous in nature, is present in Zebbie’s lungs. He must have inhaled it during his years in prison.”

“What does it do?” Renee asked, seeing that the others were too struck to ask questions.

“It…how do I put this in laymen’s terms…it basically grows and spreads and attacks the inside of the lungs, slowly choking the victim from the inside. Zebbie is coughing because his body is trying to dispel the substance, and he is bringing up blood and tissue because of the damage in his lungs. He’s going to choke to death.”

Five faces gazed back at the doctor, all of them stunned into speechlessness. 

“But this is bigger, far bigger than Zebbie,” Flint began to say, speaking more quickly and with excitement.

“Wait, are you saying that they made Zebbie inhale this stuff? Was he a test subject?” Thrash exclaimed, rage kindling deep in the brown depths of his eyes.

“But that’s impossible! Carbine said that she never saw his name on the list of test subjects!” Renee interjected. Flint held up his hand.

“No, there is no way he was directly exposed to this substance. I analyzed it and could see that direct exposure to a gas of that nature would have killed him on the spot. He must have been close enough to the testing room to inhale the remnants and suffer as a result. But listen…”

“Can you fix him?” Vinnie cut in, clenching his fists.

“I must,” Flint said, a strange expression in his eyes. “You see…”

“How long does he have?” Thrash interrupted. Suddenly, Flint growled and slammed his fist on a table. Johnny caught a plant before it fell and Thrash raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“Listen to me!” Flint bellowed, finally losing his unruffled exterior. “You’re asking the wrong questions! Why did Zebbie inhale this toxin in the first place? Why were they running multiple tests on so many Martians? What was their purpose in creating this substance? Don’t you see?” Flint waited for a response, searching for the light that was slowly dawning on their faces. “This is far, far bigger than just Zebbie. This concerns us all.”

“Bio-war,” Carbine said briskly, standing behind her desk with her hands clasped behind her back and her back erect. “Or, rather, bio-terrorism as of now, since they have not developed the means for an entire war based on this form of fighting.” She turned and swept her eyes over the circle of mice in her office. Vinnie, Thrash, Rayna, Renee, Stoker, and Flint sat before her, and Throttle and Modo gazed in on the meeting via the vid com. After having been briefed by Flint, she had come to understand the circumstances and get over her shock in time to calmly discuss the new turn of events. Matters of life and death, especially large scale death, did not need to be made worse by hysterics or outward fear.      

“Those lousy, low-life scum,” Modo growled, his eye glowing red. “They don’t have the guts for face-to-face battle anymore?”

“It’s more along the lines of a lack of patience,” Flint said calmly, having recovered his poise. “This way of fighting is deadly and, if used properly, rather fast.”


“How exactly does it work?” Stoker asked with a frown. Carbine gestured for Flint to explain, and he stepped forward, pacing as he spoke.


“It seems as if they’ve been testing this new poison for some time, according to the notes Carbine took in the break-in at Adaromn. Once they perfect it, which shouldn’t be too far off, they can release it anywhere they want. It will settle in the soil, ruin the little water we have, and disperse through the air. There is no escape, and no way to hide.” The room was thick with tension and stillness when Flint’s explanation ended.


“Aw, man,” Vinnie snarled, pounding his fist into his hand. “There’s no way to fight it! Nothing to blow up!” 


“And time may be running out,” Stoker said gruffly. 


“We can fight it,” Throttle said suddenly. All eyes turned to the screen and he continued. “Stoker is right, time is running out, but there is still time. We have to nip this in the bud!”


“We have to do what to the what?” Renee asked, raising her eyebrow. Throttle smiled sheepishly.


“Sorry, Earth phrase. It means, ah, it means to stop it before it even starts. We can’t fight once it is released, but can’t we do something now to prevent them from releasing it?”


“Well, sure, we can storm the place and try to take anything they’ve made, but what then? We can’t bury the stuff,” Renee pointed out. 


“No…but we may be able to dispel it,” Flint said softly. Stoker raised his brow.


“Got some voodoo up those sleeves, doc?” he asked with a forced laugh. 


“Not unless you call pure science ‘voodoo’,” Flint answered with a half-smile. “Listen, I think I may be able to come up with an antidote to break the chemical bonds of this formula, thus rendering the gas harmless.”


“Say what?” Vinnie said flatly. 


“I can make the gas go away,” Flint said with a sigh. “If I can do it for Zebbie, then maybe my antidote can be carefully introduced into whatever they already have stored. I would need better lab equipment, but I’m sure Scabbard can be persuaded to use his influence to obtain the essentials. After I figure out the antidote, you guys can go and get the chemical and then destroy their notes and research. You’re good at that, right?”


“What makes you so eager to help?” Throttle asked suspiciously. 


“Yeah, it’s not like you’ve been our best friend, pal,” Vinnie agreed. Thrash nodded, but watched Flint’s face carefully. Flint shrugged.


“I look out for myself,” he said lightly. “It would not benefit me in any way to let the Plutarkians put this stuff into the air I breathe and water I drink. I’m with you on this one.” 


“Even if your plan would work, we have no idea where their new lab is,” Carbine said, returning to the conversation to the original track. “I don’t suppose you know that, do you?”


“No, I don’t,” Flint said regretfully.


“But you could,” Thrash said suddenly. Flint blinked in surprise, and even Carbine looked startled. Thrash smiled. “I have an idea.”

* * *


Rayna watched silently as Johnny carefully opened Zebbie’s eyes and squeezed out several drops from an eyedropper. Zebbie stirred but remained sleeping and after administering the medicine to both eyes, Johnny put the dropper away. Next, he eased Zebbie into sitting position and lifted a broth to his lips. Zebbie clamped his mouth tightly shut, as if from instinct, and Johnny sighed and set the bowl aside. He patiently tried to spoon water into his mouth, and wouldn’t give up until Zebbie had swallowed several spoonfuls.


“Oh Johnny,” Rayna finally said, letting out her breath. “Why won’t he eat or drink?” Johnny poured the water back into the big container and set it aside.


“I don’t know,” he said helplessly, with a shake of his head. “There’s a part of me that fears that even if Flint does come up with an antidote Zebbie won’t…” Johnny trailed off, seeing the crestfallen look on Rayna’s face. He reached over and patted her shoulder. “Well, you never know. I survived many days without much to eat when I was growing up.” Rayna smiled ruefully at Johnny’s efforts to be encouraging, but she had seen great despair while in the prison, and knew that a sorrowful outcome to Zebbie’s tale was quite possible, even probable. But…

“We have to hope,” Rayna whispered, as if to herself. Johnny smiled and nodded silently.

“Yes,” he agreed. “What more can we do?”

Thrash stared at the ceiling, not even focusing on the cracks and crevices. He was lost in thought, thinking of happier days. Having Rayna return to them had brought him a surge of hope, and he knew from Vinnie’s face that a huge burden had been removed for his white-furred friend. Thrash’s mouth curved slightly when he thought of his friends, almost hearing Vinnie’s shouts of laughter and excited joy over having a dear friend restored. He was glad that his friend was able to relish every moment life had for him, even if dark times were ahead. Sighing, he found himself wishing he could do the same.

A stirring by his chest brought him back to his surroundings and reminded him of how uncomfortable he was in his hard chair. Wanting to be the first to know if Flint created a way to heal Zebbie, he had stationed himself outside of the private space Flint was now using as a lab. Unfortunately, he couldn’t even get up and stretch, for Renee had offered to stay and sit with him and had fallen sound asleep on his lap, with her head snuggled against his chest.

He craned his neck around and smiled down at Renee’s face, touched by the vulnerable expression she wore when sleeping. Thrash wrapped one arm closer around her and lifted his other hand to her bright hair. He passed his hand over her curls gently and chuckled when she smiled in her sleep. The happy expression dropped from his face when he thought of the conversation that they all had had hours, nearly a day, ago. Though he had left with a plan in mind, he knew that all of them were feeling an unspoken sense of dread. If they failed and if the Plutarkians were truly serious about launching this deadly attack, then yes, they had far more to lose than just Zebbie. Thrash pressed his hand protectively against the side of Renee’s face. We have to stop them, he thought grimly. I won’t let them win!


 Just then, the door was flung open and Flint burst out, nearly falling over Thrash’s chair. He righted himself and smirked as he assessed Thrash and Renee.


“Well, well, well, what have we here?” he asked pointedly, and Renee awoke with a start. With a gasp, she sat bolt upright, her head whipping around wildly. She sat up so quickly that she nearly toppled out of Thrash’s lap, and would have if Thrash hadn’t clung to her. Seeing Flint, Renee scrambled to her feet and glared at him.


“So?” she asked harshly. “Did you find something or do you just get your kicks in startling people when their guard is down?” 


Flint winked, a smug expression on his face, and Thrash stood slowly. He suddenly found that his knees were weak and that it was difficult to form words. 


“You…you…”


“Eloquently put, Thrash, but yes…I think I have an antidote.”


“So quickly?” Renee asked in surprise. 


“It’s easy when you know how,” Flint said pompously. “And thanks to Carbine’s knack for stealing research and my own genius, I definitely know how.” He held up a container and makeshift mask, and Renee found herself clinging to Thrash’s hand. She suddenly realized why they had singled out Flint in the first place.

“This is it,” she murmured. “This is it.”


Some time later, the small and anxious group clustered around Zebbie’s bed as Flint prepared to administer the medicine. Johnny went about his duties as usual, administering a cool, wet cloth to Zebbie’s forehead and checking his healing eyes. Renee tried to breathe steadily and pressed her hand against Thrash’s back. Thrash clenched his fists and flattened his mouth into a line, hardly believing that they had reached and caught that dim light of hope. Vinnie and Rayna watched intently and Vinnie kept his arm firmly around Rayna’s shoulders. All waited with bated breath.

Flint attached the chamber that contained the antidote to what appeared to be an oxygen mask. Feeling probing eyes upon him, he calmly spoke while continuing his work.


“Zebbie will have to breathe this in of course, since it needs to be directly applied to the chemical that is already in his lungs.” He hesitated, glancing toward Thrash. “I must remind you that I’ve never done anything like this outside of my lab, of course, and if Zebbie doesn’t respond or if he gets sick as a result…”


“No need for disclaimers, Flint,” Thrash cut in shortly. “I’m an honest mouse, and won’t back out of our bargain.”


“Of course,” Flint said smoothly, and continued with his preparations. He fit the mask over Zebbie’s face and made sure that it was air-tight. “Here goes nothing.” With that, he squeezed a trigger, one that propelled the gas into the mask. Zebbie drew a breath and immediately jerked back. He coughed hoarsely, clutching onto his sheets in obvious discomfort. Everyone winced simultaneously at the coughing, and Thrash felt his stomach drop. 


“Flint…” he said warningly.


“Once more,” Flint pressed, giving Zebbie another dose. Zebbie breathed in again with a similar reaction. Flint pulled the mask away after a few moments, and Zebbie’s coughs quieted. He sighed and held the devices out to Rayna and Johnny.


“You saw how I did that just then, right? I’m guessing he needs to get two breaths of the stuff roughly twice a day until…well, until he stops coughing up blood I suppose.”


Rayna took the equipment and Johnny scratched his head, puzzled.


“Why? Are you going somewhere?” he asked.


Flint smiled. 
* * *


Hazy smoke hung over the small, crowded room of the underground bar. Rats huddled around dirty tables and sat lined up at the bar table that ran the length of the room. The lights were low and flickering, and the sign that proclaimed the name of the establishment—aptly named “The Hole”—was so obscured by grime and months of smoke that it was nearly impossible to read. Despite the squalor, it was one of the few places that remained on Mars that was devoted to entertainment of sorts. As commonly known allies to the Plutarkians, the rats and sand raiders enjoyed Plutarks’ protection and the occasional cache of gold gills that enabled such an institution to continue running. The Hole was owned and operated by rats, and catered to rats, sand raiders, and the occasional mice who entertained the Plutarkians or found it in their best interests to strike deals with Mars’ enemy.


Just then, the door swung open and the buzz of voices softened as a mouse walked in. The rats closest to him tensed, but then relaxed when they recognized his gray fur and shock of white hair. They nodded and returned to their drinks and conversations. 


The mouse gave brief nods to those he recognized and made his way to a table at which a light colored rat was sitting. The rat stood and held out his fist, and the mouse reached out with his own fist and touched it.


“Eyes on the prize?” the rat whispered in a guttural voice.


“As always,” the mouse replied with a smirk, lowering himself into the chair and pulling it close to the table. He beckoned for the bar tender and the burly rat nodded and began fixing a drink. 


“Been a long time, Kinai,” the rat said, casting an eye over the mouse. 


“Yes, long enough to get a new alibi. It’s Flint now,” the mouse responded. “Am I to assume you are still…?”


“Yeah, Nyx,” the rat confirmed. Flint raised his hand as if in salute and accepted the drink that the bar tender passed him. Flint tossed over a few gold gills, and didn’t miss the gleam in the rat’s eyes. 

“So, what have you been up to?” Flint asked after taking a gulp of his drink. Nyx cast his eyes around and spoke with a veiled expression.


“A little o’ this and that,” he said vaguely. “Went on a few missions for the Fish, got some cash. What about you? I thought you were still in prison.”


“Aw I’m too slippery for them. Some mouse told me a sob story about his cousin and I offered my skills as a doctor. I skated right out of that place, let me tell you.”


“Feelin’ antsy, are yeh?” Nyx asked with a guffaw. Flint snickered in response.


“Now what makes you think that?” he questioned, looking at his companion over the rim of his mug.


“Well, yeh wouldn’t risk endin’ up in prison again just to catch up with an old business partner. What do you want from me, Flint?”


“You’re a sharp one, Nyx,” Flint said, draining the last of his drink and setting the mug down with a thud. “It was fun playing doctor for a while but I’m ready to book out of that dump. The kid’s a lost cause anyway, and the mice are going to be ticked when he croaks. I would, ahem, reward any old friend who would be willing to give me some information to get me started.”

“Oh, yeah?” 


“Of course. To be more pointed, ask and you shall receive, Nyx.” At Flint’s generous offer Nyx let his eyes slide around the room until they came to a stop one a cluster of martian mice entertainers, huddled together at one end of the bar. One mouse sat slightly apart from the group, running her finger around the rim of her glass as if bored.


“I want her,” Nyx said tersely, giving a jerk of his thumb. “Don’t suppose the great Flint could manage that deal, eh?”


“Ohh, you picked the wrong woman,” Flint said, flashing his teeth in a broad grin. “Unfortunately for you, that lovely lady is here with me, for the time being anyway. But because it’s you, I’ll introduce you.” Flint raised his voice. “Yo, babe! Come on over!” 


The female mouse glanced over, saw him, and rose to her feet. Her ruby eyes sparkled as she sauntered over to the table, looking quite attractive in her red halter top, leather pants, and unique stiletto heels. She tossed her red curls, gathered in a high pony tail, over her shoulder and placed her hands on her hips. 


“Hey there, cutie,” she purred, winking at the mouse and flickering her eyes over to the rat. Flint held out his hand and she dropped lightly to his lap, slinging her arm loosely over his shoulders. 


“Nyx, meet my friend. Her name is Crimson,” Flint said.


“For obvious reasons,” the female quipped, twirling her red hair. Nyx managed to shut his gaping mouth and stammered a greeting. Flint took the hand that dangled over his shoulder and smiled smoothly at the lady.


“Nyx and I need to have a chat, but I’m sure you’ll be real nice to him someday, now won’t you?”


“Oh, sure,” Crimson replied, giving Nyx a saucy glance. “Anything for you, babe.”


“That’s right. Run along now,” Flint said, giving her a gentle shove. The female straightened, blew them both a kiss, and strolled back to her seat.


“Now where were we?” Flint resumed, struggling not to laugh at the expression on Nyx’s face. Nyx shook himself and leaned forward.


“Right, information. So I get to have a few visits with your lady friend, right?”


“Her taste runs for along the lines of mice, but you never know. I make no promises on that point,” Flint replied with a shrug. He leaned forward, his eyes taking on a dangerous gleam. “And I’d thank you not to hold her to a promise she never made.” 

“Right, right,” the rat said hastily. Nyx knew he could easily beat Flint on matters of brute strength, but also knew to be wary of the mouse and his seemingly endless array of connections. The rat tossed back his drink to regain some bravado.

“Well, then if yeh can’t make me a good promise on the girl, then what’s in it for me?” At the question, Flint reached into his pocket and tossed over a bag crammed with gold gills. The rat’s glassy eyes widened.


“Where did yeh…?”


“Been saving it for awhile,” Flint said loftily. “I could get more, if you give me some good stuff.” Nyx reached into the bag and pinched a coin between his fingers. He studied it and nodded.


“Whaddaya want to know?”


“I hear that the Plutarkians are cooking up a new, shall we say, battle plan. A tool to end this stinkin’ war once and for all and ensure victory for those who know how to play the game. Get my drift? I need to know where they’ve been working on this little project.”


“What’s in it for you?” Nyx asked suspiciously.


“Fame. Fortune. Rewards. And a break from the tedious boredom that comes from living with righteous rodents like those darned mice,” Flint said, exasperation written all over his face. Nyx laughed and shook his head.


“Alright Flint, you got me. Listen good.” Nyx leaned forward and several seats away, the red haired female tilted her head slightly and pretended to adjust her hair.


“The Plutarkians have been real quiet for awhile. A bunch of scientists have been holed up in that old motorcycle warehouse down by the Grey’s Gorge. Yeh know the place?”


“Yeah, I think I do,” Flint answered. “Why would they be there?”


“Well, I heard that they used to be all the way in Adaromn, but the place got trashed when a bunch o’ rebels busted in. The fish are usin’ the old warehouse to regroup.”


“I see. I appreciate it, Nyx. Let me buy you a drink.”


“The cash is all mine?”


“It’s all yours.”


Some time later, when two more mugs were drained, the unlikely pair rose and made their way to the door. After several drinks, Nyx was in decidedly better spirits and spoke amicably to Flint. Flint listened attentively to Nyx’s ramblings and caught the eye of the so called “Crimson.” She rose and managed to catch up to him.


“Listen,” Nyx was saying as they walked into the outdoors, breathing relatively fresh air. “I’m so nice, I’ll even drive yeh to the Gorge. How ‘bout that?”


“Excellent,” Flint said, his tone filled with enthusiasm. He turned toward Crimson and raised his eyebrows. “Babe? I’m going to go do some work. You okay to hang out here?” 


“Whatever you say, mighty mouse,” she said with an eloquent shrug. Nyx ogled at her for a few moments, but after a look from Flint ran to get his dune buggy. As soon as he was out of sight, the female’s sugary grin was replaced with a scowl.


“Anything I said was entirely in character and does not leave the confines of your brain,” she hissed through gritted teeth.


“Relax, Renee, I have no incentive to tell,” Flint said, holding up his hands. “Just an act, babe…whoops, I mean, Renee.” Renee grumbled at him and pulled the microphone from her ear.


“I heard everything,” she whispered. “I think I know the location, but I’d better place a tracker on you just in case. I’ll stick it next to your microphone.”


Flint raised his arms and began to allow her to attach the device, then spied Nyx driving up in his dune buggy. He clasped her wrists and pulled her toward him in a hug.


“What the--!” 


“Back in the act, Renee,” he hissed. “Have to make this look convincing.” Renee wrapped her arms around his waist, mimicking a passionate embrace, and glared daggers at him.


“I hate you so much,” she growled with a smile. Flint beamed at her with an exaggerated wink. She activated the tracker and pulled away just as Nyx pulled alongside them.


“See you around, hot stuff,” he said lightly.


“I’ll be counting the minutes, stud,” she replied coyly, wiggling her fingers in a wave before sauntering back toward the bar.


“Somehow, Flint, yeh weasel yer way into everythin’,” Nyx pouted, looking sadly after Renee’s retreating form.


“Skill with a dash of luck, comrade. Now let’s get going,” he prodded. Nyx accelerated and drove away. 


Renee waited until they were out of sight, and then changed her course so that she was heading toward a place where the land dipped, forming a trench several feet away from the entrance to the bar. She slid down the side to find Thrash, seated on his motorcycle with his arms crossed. He shook his head slowly, a grim expression on his face.


“I’ll kill him,” he said shortly, obviously having observed the scene outside. Renee grunted and slipped on behind him.


“Not if I get to him first,” she vowed. “He served the first part of his purpose, though. I put a tracker on him so we’ll be able to follow easily. I’ll radio the coordinates in to Vinnie and the others. Ready?”


“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Thrash replied, wrapping his tail around her waist. Renee slipped her arms around him and nodded determinedly.


“Then let’s ride.” 

Rayna slipped into Zebbie’s room and paused before resting her hand lightly on Johnny’s shoulder. Johnny jumped and woke with a start. Seeing Rayna he leapt up from his chair and smiled sheepishly.


“I guess I fell asleep,” he said lamely. Rayna chuckled at his guilty expression. 


“I don’t blame you. Go take a rest, I’ll sit here for awhile. Did you give him the medication?” Rayna asked, leaning over Zebbie and pushing his hair away from his face.


“Yeah, and I think it’s really helping. He’s breathing much more clearly and hasn’t coughed in awhile,” Johnny reported, stifling a yawn. Rayna nodded but her brows were knit as she looked down at Zebbie’s face. She started when Johnny tentatively spoke her name.


“What? Oh, oh yes, that’s good,” she said distractedly.


“Are you okay?” Johnny asked, taking a closer look at her. Rayna smiled and waved him off.


“Yes, I’m fine, just lost in thought. Go and sleep, I’ll be okay here,” she urged. Johnny hesitated by the door but with a few more prods from Rayna, walked off with another wide yawn. 

Rayna’s smile faded as she sank down into the chair and studied Zebbie’s face. Yes, he was breathing clearly and his chest rose and fell steadily. He seemed to even be sleeping more deeply if that was possible. Rayna brushed his hair away from his face again, scrunching her eyes shut when memories of the old Zebbie filled her mind. She opened her eyes again and looked fondly at his face.


Something was not right.


Flint walked confidently up the steps to the front of the old, obscure building nestled in a gorge. The Plutarkians standing guard immediately leveled their blasters at him, but Flint held up his hands and smiled ingratiatingly.


“Fellas, fellas, relax,” he said calmly. “You don’t remember me?”


“Shut it, mouse,” the Plutarkian growled, turning up the intensity of his gun.


“Yo! Fish! He’s with me!” Nyx cried, puffing a bit as he ran up the steps. He stopped and glared at the Plutarkians. “Yeh blind or somethin’? I don’t think yer bosses would be happy if yeh blasted him.” The Plutarkians, looking doubtful, lowered their weapons. Flint pressed one hand against his heart and one on Nyx’s shoulder.


“My thanks,” he said warmly. Turning back to the Plutarkians, he resumed his climb and crossed his arms when he reached the top. “Now, gentlemen, if you would kindly allow me access to your boss, I would most appreciate it. I believe General Crucian would be very pleased to see me.” 

Now the Plutarkians were completely befuddled, yet they lowered their weapons and looked hesitantly at one another. Flint chuckled.


“New recruits, are you?” he said, his voice taking on an almost parental tone. The Plutarkians glared at him, but wondered uneasily what would happen if their boss really did know this smooth talking mouse.


“Come on,” one Plutarkian said tersely, grabbing Flint by the arm. The other followed suit and they marched down the narrow corridor, pressing together to make room for the guards’ typically Plutarkian frame. Finally, they shoved open a door and entered a square room, bare save for a complicated machine along one wall. In the center was a table upon which was spread diagrams and papers with printed numbers and coded statements. In the middle of the group clustered around the table was a particularly overdressed fish with a barking voice.


“You have the information here, can’t you reproduce this stuff any faster?” he yelled. The scientist tried to answer but the fish held up a scaly hand, having just spied Flint flanked by guards. One guard bowed nervously.


“Sir, we found this mouse outside trying to get in. He said he wanted to see you.”


“We could blast him for you if you…”


“Silence, fools!” the Plutarkian snapped, throwing his pen so hard that it bounced off the table.  “What I would like to know right now is why both of you felt the need to bring one defenseless mouse in here, leaving the entrance completely unguarded!” At their blank looks, he roared in frustration. “Get out of here!” Yelping and stammering apologies, the young guards scurried out the door as fast as they were able.

“Commander Blarney, what a surprise,” Flint said into the silence that had fallen. Though a touch of Flint’s confidence remained, the humility and flattery in his voice was nearly tangible.

“You’re surprised? Where have you been?” Blarney barked, shoving his scientists aside and waddling around the table. The scientists, sensing a chance for a reprieve, bolted. 


“Well, let’s just say that my past caught up with me,” Flint responded demurely. Blarney gave a shout of humorless laughter.


“Prison, was it? Well, we have more mice in our prisons then they have Plutarkians, so that should make you feel better.”

“Quite,” Flint replied pleasantly. Blarney’s smile vanished as he eyed Flint suspiciously.

“So, how did you know we were here, anyway?”


“A worthwhile question,” a new voice interrupted, floating into the room. “A pity you didn’t ask it sooner, Blarney.” Blarney straightened somewhat nervously as a new Plutarkian entered the room. A chill seemed to fall as the tall, rather thin Plutarkian approached the group. His mouth was pressed in a line, and his voice was cold and calculating. When his shrewd glance passed over Flint’s face, the mouse lowered his eyes respectfully.


“General Crucian,” he said carefully. 


“What a pleasant surprise,” the fish returned, a humorless smile pricking at his mouth. “And here I thought you were still in that prison.”

“I managed to get out,” Flint said breezily, reaching up and tugging on his hair. Crucian’s emotionless blue eyes traveled over Flint’s face. 


“You manage many things, don’t you…what are they calling you now? Flint? I can see why,” Crucian murmured with a smirk. Flint smiled nervously and pulled on his hair once more. “New habit?” Crucian inquired, raising his eyebrow.


“Ah, yes, I suppose,” Flint said, affecting a distracted chuckle. “Picked it up during prison. You must forgive me.”


“Of course. Now, what brings you to our door, Flint? I was under the impression that we were somewhat secure here,” Crucian asked. Flint meandered around the room, brushing his fingers over the many colored buttons that adorned the machines. His fingers hovered over a keypad, and he spoke casually.

“Oh, I have eyes and ears all over this planet,” Flint replied. “I have recently heard that you are in the process of experimenting on mice to create a gaseous substance that could effectively wipe out the entire Martian race.” In a flash, Flint’s fingers danced over the keypad and he swiveled to cast a glance at the two Plutarkians, one of whom was gaping at his sudden revelation of their secret plan. “Naturally, you would have warned me ahead of time to give me a chance to save myself.” 

“Naturally,” repeated Crucian without hesitation, his tone completely unconvincing.


“Anyway, I was intrigued by this clever plan, and thought I could come here and offer my services in person. You know how much I love playing with chemicals.”


“Yes, the mixture you created was most effective in melting down those stubborn steel structures of Carscio City. For a medical doctor, you know much about destruction.”

“Thank you. Chemistry is a hobby of mine. So, is there a way I could be of service?” Flint asked. He was now facing one of the windows with his back to the Plutarkians. Crucian remained silent but Blarney fumbled for words, clearly taken aback by the offer. As Blarney spoke, Flint ran his fingers through his hair and pulled the ends once—twice—three times.


Down below, behind some of the rocks that skirted the building, Renee tensed and leaned forward, her face figuratively glued to her binoculars and her eyes straining.

“That’s it, the signal,” she whispered to Thrash, who was lying stretched out nearby.


“I saw it too,” he murmured. “I’m contacting Vinnie now.”

“Careful, Flint,” Crucian said, attempting to strike an amusing tone. “Keep pulling at that hair and you’ll soon have none left.”


“All the better to blend in with my Plutarkian business partners,” Flint joked, spinning away from the window to face the Plutarkians once more. Blarney, who had been increasingly flustered ever since Crucian had strode in, now let out a booming shout of laughter.


“Ha! That’s right, mouse! Nothing wrong with being hairless, especially when you have the scales to make up for it!”


“Exactly,” Flint lied with a charming grin. “Now, gentlemen, I’m afraid I must leave you to think over my offer. I wouldn’t want you to rush into anything. If you are in need of my services, you know where to contact me.”


“Of course,” Crucian said softly, his eyes still piercing. Flint gave a little bow and began to see himself out. His face was serene but his mind was racing, calculating how much time he had left before the Freedom Fighters ambushed the place. 


“One more thing, Flint,” Crucian said suddenly. “I may not need your assistance in this matter, but I may in quite another.” Flint swallowed hard, composed his features, and turned calmly.


“Certainly,” he said lightly. A cruel smile slithered over Crucian’s face as he beckoned Flint to follow. 


“Come with me. Blarney?”


“Yes sir?”


“Get these scientists back in here to continue working. I don’t care if they haven’t slept in weeks; I’m not paying them to nap!”


“Yes sir!” 


Flint followed after Crucian, the tension in his body shouting its warning. 

Vinnie leaned forward over his handlebars, hardly able to restrain himself. It was second nature for him to just dive headlong into any and every situation, so waiting and playing it safe was an excruciating task for the young adrenaline addict. He couldn’t understand why they just didn’t blast their way in, but knew that Thrash and Renee operated differently than he and his bros. He sighed as he thought of Throttle and Modo, missing their comments, companionship, and the effortless way they worked together. He was so caught up in thought that he jumped a mile when static crackled over his speaker.


“Are we ready to rock?” Vinnie asked, snatching up the speaker with excitement. 


“Give Flint five minutes of breathing room and then bust through the front,” Thrash said, his voice crackling through the static. Vinnie revved his bike and grinned.


“Roger that, bro.”


“I am not sure whether or not I will need your assistance in the matter of creating this weapon,” Crucian said softly, gesturing for Flint to sit in one of the two chairs pulled up to a desk. “However, I am glad to see you. I have another proposition for you.”


“Oh?” Flint responded politely.


“Indeed. You, as you already know I’m sure, are a very valuable asset to our cause here on Mars. Intelligent, shrewd, and without morals. In a word, you are almost a Plutarkian yourself.”


“I’m flattered,” Flint replied without expression. “Though you must know that I serve my own best interests.”


“Of course. That is why I know you will jump at this offer. You see, Flint, we both know that this planet is rapidly becoming a wasteland. We have taken most of the natural resources and are getting tired of battling the stubborn mice over every plot of land. There are many other planets in the galaxy, and we are keen to expand our, how shall we say, presence.” Crucian leaned forward, and Flint breathed discreetly through his mouth to avoid the typically Plutarkian stench. “I want you to come with us, Flint. We can offer you everything. Wealth, land, comfort for the rest of your life.”


“Your generosity is staggering,” Flint said slowly, surveying the fish’s face. “However, what is the catch to this great reward?”


“Simply work exclusively for the good of Plutark, as you often do now. In fact, you can start with this.” Flint waited as Crucian pulled out a folder and extracted a photograph. He slid it across the table and swiveled it to face Flint. Flint gazed down and found himself staring at a familiar face. The young mouse was gazing fearfully out of the photograph, his wide eyes startlingly blue and his face marred by a fresh wound. 


“Do you happen to know this mouse?” Crucian asked quietly. Flint gave the photo a cursory glance and looked up without missing a beat.


“No,” he lied easily. “Never met him.”


“Are you sure?” Crucian asked, his voice soft and dangerous. “His rather strange name is Zblirtioni and he is an escaped convict. One of many, unfortunately. This particular mouse has something that we want, and we are very keen to place him back where he belongs. If you could assist us in any way…”


Flint suddenly found that he was unable to speak. Crucian’s lips curled in a predatory smile as he noted the mouse’s expression.


“Think of it,” he said quietly. “Comfort for the rest of your life. Freedom from this forsaken land. The ability to practice your medicine in the way that you could have done before if those cave mice hadn’t acted so rebelliously. We could put you on a ship and take you anywhere you want today, in a minute’s notice. The decision is not so hard for you, is it Flint?”


Flint hesitated. 


Rayna carefully balanced a bowl of hot soup in one hand and pushed open the door with the other. She had studied Zebbie and checked his vitals and despite the fact that there was still a nagging fear that something was amiss, he had seemed stable enough for her to take a lunch break. Her meal with Mackie and Theresa had taken longer than she thought, as both of them were hungry for companionship and news of Zebbie’s health. On her part, she couldn’t get enough of them now that she knew who they were. Her heart ached for the loneliness and worry in Mackie’s eyes. I’ve got to give Thrash a good talking to over his nonsense in not letting Mackie visit his own brother, she thought scornfully. Shaking her head she set the soup down on the table and glanced over at Zebbie.


She gasped. 


“Zebbie? Zebbie? Oh no…” she murmured, rushing to the mouse’s side. Spinning on her heels she burst out the door.


“Johnny? Johnny!” Then, in desperation, “Flint!”


“What was that?” the Plutarkian guard asked, his beady eyes darting around in the darkness. The other guard guffawed and punched his shoulder.


“What, is the breeze scaring you?” the second guard taunted, still snickering. The first guard glared.


“Just being alert! You never know when a break in might occur,” the guard replied, much aggrieved. The second guard snorted.

“Who is going to want to break into this place?” he said disdainfully. The first guard narrowed his eyes, glancing around shiftily.

“You never know. Besides, you’re one to talk! You weren’t there during the break in at Adaromn, so you don’t know how terrible that Martian’s battle cry was. I hear it in my nightmares.”


“Aw, little eggling scared of a mousie’s squeak?” the second guard jeered. “Little fishie thinks that the big, bad mouse is gonna sneak up behind him and…”


“AOWWWHOWHOWHOW!”


The second guard screamed like a baby.


“What’s all that noise?” Crucian snarled, bursting out of his office looking irritated. Blarney turned around nervously, his forehead beading with sweat.


“I-I don’t know sir,” he said, his bravado missing. “I sent some fighters ahead…it sounds like lasers to me but we’re on lock-down so how…?”


“Never mind. Are the scientists still working?” Crucian asked, his glance raking over the busy assortment of Plutarkian’s and other beings who were loyal by force or choice to Plutark.


“Yes, they…”


Blarney abruptly fell silent as a high heel shoe whipped through the air and plunged heel first into one of the machines. The scientists yelped and jumped away as the machine crackled and sparked.


“Well, hi there,” a low, musical voice said. A rush of motorcycles burst into the room accompanied by a loud, triumphant battle cry.


Crucian swore.


Rayna rushed through the hallway, her heart pounding in her throat. She had already sent Johnny back to Zebbie’s room, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough. She drew in her breath as she spied Carbine, and jumped forward to grab her arm.


“Carbine, where’s Flint?” she demanded. Carbine blinked in confusion.


“What’s wrong?”


“It’s Zebbie…he…” Rayna trailed off, but Carbine read her expression easily.


“He’s not back yet,” she said shortly, steering Rayna down the hall. 


“Why not? Shouldn’t he be here by now?” Rayna asked in frustration. Carbine nodded grimly.


“Yes, especially considering that I got a radio from Thrash saying that they started the attack. They gave Flint plenty of breathing room beforehand, and the battle is not that far away. He even has Renee’s motorcycle.”


“Then where is he?”


“Hightailin’ it to freedom, most likely,” Carbine grunted angrily. “I told Thrash that we never should’ve trusted him with this mission…”


“No, he wouldn’t leave,” Rayna insisted, fear knotting in her stomach. “He made a bargain with Thrash!”


“A mouse like Flint keeps a bargain only until something better comes along,” Carbine observed shrewdly. 


“That can’t be!” Rayna persisted, recognizing her own denial even as she spoke. 

“Then where is he?” Carbine shot back.


“Right here,” a new voice said. Rayna’s heart jumped as she turned and saw the gray mouse, flipping his white hair out of his eyes as he spoke.


“Flint! You’re back!”


“A bargain is a bargain,” Flint said, cutting a glance at Carbine. He fastened his eyes on Rayna, his face serious. “Now what’s going on?”


“Victory!” Vinnie yelped as he shot through the air, turning a perfect front flip before landing smoothly on the road. He raised his fist in triumph. “Man, did you see their faces?”


“Having eyes, yes,” Renee said sarcastically from behind Thrash. Vinnie made a face at her, but it broke into a grin.


“Never thought we could actually shut them down like that,” Vinnie said. “And I still got to blow up all sorts of things!”


“You are the master of disaster,” Thrash acknowledged with a chuckle. He was smiling, but his heart wasn’t really in it: as much as he rejoiced in their success, there was nagging worry prodding him to travel home as fast as possible. 


“We’ll still have to be careful,” Renee advised, always the voice of reason. “We may have shut this operation down, but they’ll eventually start gathering notes and experimenting again…if we let them.


“Which we won’t!” Vinnie shot back exultantly. Renee finally gave up and let herself relax and enjoy her friend’s high spirits. 


“Flint was excellent,” Thrash said musingly. “He was so convincing that I wanted to slug him. Hope he got out okay.”


“I didn’t see him leave,” Renee said thoughtfully.


“I didn’t see anything but the explosions!” Vinnie piped up. 


“I never saw him either,” Thrash said quietly. Renee narrowed her eyes and said nothing.


Finally the hill that marked the secret entrance of the Freedom Fighter base loomed into view. The group slowed a bit and Thrash reached out to hit the concealed button that opened the sliding door. The gaping hole appeared and the mice filed down swiftly.


Once inside Thrash parked his bike and pulled off his helmet. He rubbed his sweaty hair, glad to be free of the helmet, and strode through the main hallway. Vinnie was still jabbering about the success and all of the combos that he and Throttle and Modo would have pulled off if they were there, but Thrash was only half listening. He suddenly wanted to see Zebbie very much. 


Soon he began to pay less and less attention to Vinnie’s stream of words as a new, far more troublesome awareness dawned. Why was everyone looking at him like that? Flashes of his nightmares sped through his brain, and he quickened his pace. Vinnie stopped talking and Renee looked alarmed.

“Thrash, what…?”


“Zebbie,” Thrash spat out, breaking into a run. “It’s Zebbie.”


He sped down the hall, his heart hammering against his rib cage. He desperately wanted to wake up, wanted this to be yet another dream rather than a nightmare come true. He screeched to a halt, grabbed onto the doorframe, and propelled himself into the room.


Flint, Rayna, and Johnny met him there, circled around Zebbie’s bed. Their faces spoke louder than any words.


“Zebbie. What’s wrong with him?” Thrash gasped, waiting for them to say that it was fine, that Thrash was worrying too much. The antidote was working, Flint would say, and Rayna would usher him gently into a chair or out of the room to get some sleep.


“He’s dying.”


The words exploded in his brain and yet he could hardly comprehend Flint’s simple statement. Thrash pried his hands away from the doorway and staggered close to Zebbie’s side. The change in the young mouse, the quickness of breath, was all too clear.


“What did you do?” Thrash asked in a choked voice, his eyes flitting up to Flint’s face in accusation. 


“Everything,” Flint said with a weary sigh. “I did everything I could. The antidote worked perfectly. He has been refusing food and drink for far too long, Thrash. His heart simply cannot sustain his body without any nourishment.”


“What can you do for him?” Thrash questioned faintly.


“Nothing. I have tried everything to wake him up and make him eat, every trick in the book,” Flint said, and though Thrash didn’t want to believe it, he knew sincerity when he heard it. Numbly, he sank into the chair and cradled Zebbie’s thin, limp hand in his own. Johnny looked away, his face growing blank and withdrawn.  Rayna gritted her teeth, choking back sobs. Flint looked utterly defeated and Renee, tears shimmering in her eyes, stepped behind Thrash and clamped her hands down onto his shoulders.

Vinnie stood in the doorway, his spirits dashed. Somehow he thought that if they were triumphant in battle, they would come home to find Zebbie awake and well, as if the battle and Zebbie’s suffering were connected. Vinnie backed out of the room slowly, not sure if he could handle watching that bright flame of light snuffed out.


“Vinnie?” 


Vinnie tensed at the trembling voice that said his name. He turned and saw Mackie, who was standing at the end of the hall with clenched fists.


“Hey, Mackie…”



“Vinnie, it’s Zebbie isn’t it. Zebbie’s dying,” Mackie stated, his eyes swimming with tears. “I…I can feel it in my head. The connection is flickering…I’m losing him.” Vinnie let out his breath as he took a few steps closer to the small boy.

“Mackie, I’m so…”


“Can’t I see him? Just this once? To say goodbye?” Mackie pleaded, his eyes boring into Vinnie’s face. Vinnie surveyed his young friend, taking in the desperate expression on his face. He closed his eyes as he thought of the death in his own life, how he had been at home and oblivious as his precious father slipped from life, how he was thousands of miles away when Graven had been taken, and how he never got to say those last things to those who had slipped away without a final word. 


“It’s not right,” he murmured to himself. He opened his eyes and looked down at Mackie in determination. “Come on, kid, you’re going to see your brother.”


Thrash did not notice as the door was pushed open and as timid footsteps sounded behind him. The small group clustered around Zebbie was silent and tense, as if everyone was holding their breath and waiting for Zebbie to breathe his last. 


“Thank you for being you, sweet one,” Renee said softly, finding it painful to speak around the burning lump in her throat. Thrash drew in a shuddering breath, feeling Zebbie’s pulse beat faintly and erratically beneath his fingers.


“Goodbye, Zebbie. I’m so, so sorry.”


“Zebbie?” a faint voice said. Thrash jumped, whipping around to see Mackie edging close beside him. Thrash’s eyes darted up to Vinnie, who quelled him with a scathing look. Thrash swallowed hard and placed his hand on Mackie’s back, easing him closer.


“It’s okay, Mackie. Say goodbye,” he instructed softly. Mackie’s shocked eyes swept over Zebbie’s wasted body and then lingered on his face. He blinked tears away bravely and reached forward to touch Zebbie’s cheek.


Zebbie’s eyes flew open. 


“M…M…” he mumbled, gasping shallowly for air. Thrash leapt to his feet and all of them gave a simultaneous exhalation of shock. Vinnie was about to speak but Flint cut him off with a wave of his hand. Zebbie was struggling to speak, his head tossing feverishly and his cloudy eyes searching.

“Zebbie?” Mackie breathed, leaning closer.


“Ma…no….not here…” Zebbie choked, his voice strained and rough. “Get…get out…run…don’t let them…” His command was interrupted by a fit of coughing. Mackie seized the moment and pressed his hands against Zebbie’s shoulders.

“Zebbie it’s alright, it’s okay,” he said with a trembling voice. He smoothed Zebbie’s hair away from his eyes. “We’re all here for you. I…I won’t leave you.”


“Then…” Zebbie trailed off, breathing hard as if running a race. “Then…where…where…”


“We’re at the Freedom Fighter base,” Mackie answered, quickly discerning Zebbie’s question. “Didn’t you know?”


“Can’t see…only voices…dreams…” Zebbie said. He sluggishly raised his arm, and then weakly let it drop. Flint suddenly grabbed Thrash’s shirtsleeve.


“Do they have a telepathic link?” he hissed. Thrash looked startled.


“Yes, they can sense each other’s presence…” Thrash said slowly. Flint slapped his forehead and raised his eyes to the ceiling in frustration. Bending so that he hovered close to his patient, he spoke clearly and slowly.


“Zebbie, my name is Flint. I’m taking care of you. You are in a Freedom Fighter base, not the Plutarkian prison. You know it now, don’t you? You can sense Mackie’s presence, and he is here at the base.” At Flint’s words, Zebbie blinked in confusion, his chest heaving.


“Then…you are all…real? The voices….not dreams…” He trailed off, his voice growing fainter and fainter. His eyes were fixed to the ceiling and for a terrible moment Thrash thought that Zebbie had slipped from life. Then he spoke, his once exuberant voice barely more than a whisper. “Thought they…were torturing me…thought I was…dreaming. Wanted to die…so bad…” Zebbie fumbled for Mackie’s hand and squeezed it hand with the little strength he had left. Zebbie’s mouth trembled and tears began to trickle from his eyes, slipping down his fur and into his hair. “Don’t want to die now…want to live…too late…”

Renee brushed her arm over her own eyes and Rayna clung to Vinnie’s arm with a vice-like grip. Thrash gazed at Zebbie with intensity, and as Zebbie’s tears continued to fall and his eyes grew more and more unfocused, Thrash reached over and pressed his hand against his cousin’s forehead.


“It’s not too late.” All looked up as Flint spoke firmly. He leaned over Zebbie and touched his arm to make sure Zebbie was aware of his presence. “Zebbie? I am your doctor, and you will not die. Will you work with me?” Zebbie managed a nod. “Then you will live.” Zebbie let out his breath as if in relief and Flint straightened.

“Rayna, bring me that soup. Zebbie, I want you to drink every drop. Johnny, bring me the herbs you’ve been using plus the poixnus lachamus plant.”


“But that plant…”


“Do it.” Johnny cut off his protestations and quickly obeyed. “Vinnie? Make yourself useful and get fresh water.” He looked down at Zebbie. “Zebbie, before you start thinking that you must be dreaming again because Rayna and Vinnie are supposed to be dead, stop yourself. They are alive and they are here and you will have plenty of time to talk to them once you are well.” The corners of Zebbie’s mouth curved in the slightest way, and Flint noted it and clung to that thin hope. He rolled up his sleeves and glanced down at Mackie.


“Mackie?”


“Yes?”


“Don’t leave Zebbie’s side.”

A solid hour later the flurry of activity calmed and Flint wiped away the sweat that had gathered in his fur. Zebbie had finished the soup and the glass of water that Flint prescribed, and had even taken the bitter tonic that Flint had created from the plants. Johnny had watched nervously as Flint tipped the tonic into Zebbie’s mouth, for he knew that the poixnus lachamus plant was one of the most poisonous plants on Mars if the measurements were off in the slightest, yet he also knew that it served as almost an elixir of life if the exact amount was given. Apparently, Flint had measured correctly for Zebbie began to breathe more deeply soon after he swallowed the foul drink.


Flint rubbed his eyes and heaved a sigh, knowing that he had done all that he could for the moment. He gestured for Rayna, Johnny, Renee, and Vinnie to exit the room and they filed out, leaving Thrash and Mackie behind to stay with Zebbie.


“He gets a bowl of soup every hour, and water every half hour,” Flint instructed in low tones as they listened. “Johnny, you know how to make the soup.” Johnny nodded and Flint cast his eyes back into the room. 


“Is he out of danger?” Rayna asked, following his glance. Flint shrugged.


“Hard to say. I struck that note of confidence in the room with the aim of giving Zebbie the will to fight. The tonic will help, but if he’s too far gone…well, honestly, it’s touch and go. We should know for sure by morning though.” He looked sharply at the others. “Don’t let Mackie leave.”


“We won’t,” Renee said quickly. “But Flint, what happened? What did Mackie do?”

“My guess is that Zebbie, as he said, was under the impression that everything he heard was part of a hallucination. Dreams.”


“But everyone was working to get him back to health,” Vinnie pointed out. “Didn’t he notice that?”


“Sadly, Plutarkians often do that,” Flint admitted. “They let a prisoner rot for awhile, and if they need a living Martian to experiment on they restore the prisoner to health and let the games begin, so to speak. It’s sick, and torture for mice like Zebbie who just want to escape from it all. As to Zebbie being unable to sense Mackie, well, I put it down to him being too weak. When Mackie was no more than a foot away though, then he was able to sense that telepathic bond.”


“Thrash is going to kick himself,” Renee muttered. She caught Vinnie’s eye. “Never thought I’d say this, but we should’ve listened to you. Thanks for bringing Mackie in.”


“No problem,” Vinnie said, rubbing the back of his neck. Flint stifled a yawn.


“Listen, I need to get a bit of sleep, but wake me if anything changes. We should know by morning,” he said, hoping that the dawn would bring life and not death. Vinnie and Rayna headed silently toward the mess hall to get a quick bite to eat, and Johnny followed with the intent on making more of the nutritious soup. Only Renee remained, and when Flint caught her eye he noticed that she was gazing at him with an expression he had never seen before. He raised his eyebrows in question, but before he could say anything she began to speak.


“Flint, I…today I saw you for the first time. I saw who you could have been if this war had never happened. You wouldn’t have been a self-serving traitor who plays with the loyalties of everyone around you.  You would have been a doctor. You were a doctor in there Flint…you gave Zebbie hope and now he may actually make it. I saw that for the first time…” Renee trailed off and averted her eyes, as if she had said more than she intended. “I just wanted to say thanks,” she mumbled. Flint’s eyes were lowered but he had listened hard to every word. Mistaking his silence for indifference, she began to walk away but he restrained her with a light hand on her wrist.


“Renee, the Plutarkian general wanted me to sell out on Zebbie. I think he suspects something. He…he offered me everything.”


“Did you take it?” Renee demanded, her face resuming its usual glare when regarding Flint.


“No.”


Renee let out a sigh of relief. 


“Well, that’s a…”


“I don’t know why I didn’t take it,” Flint blurted out, looking perplexed at himself. “Jumping on a ship bound for anywhere I chose is far easier than waiting here until this war is over, only to have half a chance of getting through a trial. I don’t know why…”


Renee met his eyes, a little smile on her face. She tipped her head so that Zebbie, sleeping peacefully now, was in her view then looked back to Flint.


“I think I do…Daemyn.” With that, she turned and left the room. Flint gazed after her, his startled eyes wide. He would not have believed that she had just spoken his name if he hadn’t just heard it for himself.


“Daemyn…” he whispered to himself. 


Loyalty.

* * *


It was a long night for Thrash. As the minutes ticked past, he never moved once from the chair pulled up alongside his frail cousin. His friends came and went, but they were like shifting shadows. Their offers to take his place and afford him some sleep fell on deaf ears, and he simply shook his head even before they finished their question. Soon, they withdrew, sensing his determination to keep vigil with Zebbie until this life or the next beckoned. 


Thrash sat silently, waking his cousin to tip soup or water into his mouth and watching carefully as Zebbie blinked and fell back into his deep sleep. Mackie was curled up on the edge of the bed, clinging to his brother’s arm and sleeping soundly. As long as he was in the room, Zebbie would be assured of his reality. 


Thrash’s eyes burned as he sat, and his spine and neck protested the long hours spent in the same position. As he fought sleep, the past snatched at him, and he found himself mulling over the memories and long lost faces. He thought of his mother, of Dianthia and Cannon, how they had all slipped away into an unknown fate. He thought of Graven whose eyes haunted him still, and wondered if he would ever find redemption for his mistakes.


He looked at Zebbie and suddenly wondered what the mouse would say if he knew Thrash’s own thoughts. Would he hate him for being the cause of Graven’s death and his own years of misery? Would he forgive him? In a flash, as if it was really happening, he could see Zebbie laughing and giving one of his bear hugs. “Thrash, there’s no use in dragging around feeling guilty. You think Graven would want that?”



The question startled him. Would Graven want that? Would Zebbie want it? Suddenly, Thrash felt a fervent desire rush to his heart. 


“I just want Zebbie to live. I don’t care about myself anymore. I don’t care. Just live…please, please…” His voice died down, but his mouth continued to form the words of his broken prayer, and as he did so he inexplicably felt a rush of unfamiliar freedom. He savored it, but his eyes were growing so heavy…

Thrash woke with a start, sucking in his breath and looking around wildly. How long had he been sleeping? A few moments or many hours? Was it morning? What if Zebbie…? Cursing his own weakness, Thrash leaned over, his eyes searching.


Zebbie’s face was still and his body equally motionless. Thrash’s stomach lurched as a wave of fear swept through him. It took several tries to get his voice to work properly.


“Zebbie? Are you awake? Can you hear me?” Thrash held his breath, counting the moments.


Slowly, Zebbie’s eyes struggled open. He stared at the ceiling for a moment, and then turned his face toward the sound of Thrash’s voice. His face was haggard and despite the many hours of sleep he had gotten, his eyes were heavy with exhaustion. Then, a smile broke over his face, one that was a ghost of the smiles that crossed Zebbie’s face in his life before the prison camp.


It was enough. 


Slowly, Thrash slipped from the chair and sank down to his knees. He pressed Zebbie’s hand between his own clasped hands and let his head drop forward to rest against his fists. There, he let loose the pent up fear, worry, and sorrow, letting the tears wash it away as a deep gratitude and joy took its place. Mackie awakened and slid around the bed to join Thrash, and he placed one arm around Thrash’s neck and the other hand on Zebbie’s shoulder, uniting the small family together.

Outside, though they could not see it, the golden rays of dawn swept over the land, banishing the darkness and chill of the night for…

Weeping may endure for the night, but joy comes in the morning.
Epilogue


“Here you go Zeb, compliments of Johnny and Rayna,” Thrash announced, setting a thick stew and hunk of bread before him. Zebbie struggled into sitting position, aided by the ever helpful and always present Mackie. Zebbie’s hands trembled as he pulled the bowl closer, and Thrash knew that Zebbie would, as was becoming habit, attempt to feed himself until his strength gave out. Only two days had passed since Zebbie had skirted death, but Thrash could already see that his cousin was now determined to live and eager to regain some independence. Sure enough, Zebbie mastered his trembling and lifted the stew laden spoon to his mouth.


“Mmm,” he sighed as he swallowed. “Five star.” Zebbie’s voice, though still raspy, was already beginning to convey his typical dash of humor and warmth.

“I’ll tell them,” Thrash replied, taking a seat. Mackie stood and glanced over at Thrash before speaking to Zebbie.


“I’m going to run down and get something to eat, but I’ll be right back, okay Zebbie?” Mackie told him. Zebbie smiled encouragingly and brushed his fingers across Mackie’s face. His eyes, though clearer, were still degraded to that point that he could hardly see and for the present he relied on touch.


“No problem, Mackie, I have hours before my salsa dancing lesson,” Zebbie said with a weak laugh. Mackie giggled and then hurried to get some food. Zebbie listened to his retreating footsteps and returned to his soup.


“I think he is worried that I’m going to think I’m back in the camp if he leaves me,” Zebbie mused, struggling with his stew. “Sometimes I do get those flashes of fear, but I gotta get over it. I know the truth now.” With a sigh he dropped the spoon, realizing that his shaking hands had caused the stew to fall back into the bowl. With a look of surrender he handed the bowl over to Thrash who took it without comment and began to help his cousin eat. Several moments passed in silence.


“Thrash, Graven is gone isn’t he,” Zebbie stated. Thrash nearly dropped the entire contents of the bowl, but caught himself just in time. He cleared his throat nervously. He had been avoiding telling him of his brother’s fate and for some reason Zebbie never mentioned it before now. Thrash had spent quite some time rehearsing how he would break the news, and was dismayed when he blurted out something entirely different.


“How did you know?” he asked in a rush, and then winced over the stupid answer. Before he could remedy it, Zebbie answered calmly.


“Well, if he was alive he would be next to me right now, with the both of us,” Zebbie said sensibly. He turned his eyes toward Thrash’s face, and smiled sweetly. Thrash drew in his breath and told the entire story as Zebbie listened silently. When he was finished Zebbie thought for a moment and Thrash grasped his thin wrist.


“I’m sorry, Zebbie. It’s all my fault, I…”


“Your fault? You mean you shoved him in the way of the laser blast?” Zebbie asked as if perplexed.


“Well, no, but…”


“You pulled the trigger yourself?”


“Of course not.”


“Then it’s not your fault,” Zebbie replied simply. Thrash felt a broad grin spreading over his face, but he tried to hide the joy in his voice so not to give Zebbie the impression that he was happy when they were discussing Graven’s death.


“Thanks, Zebbie,” he managed to say. Zebbie ate in silence for a few more moments until Thrash found he was scraping the spoon against the bottom of the bowl. Zebbie heard the sound and held up the bread.


“I can handle the bread and drink,” he assured Thrash. “You should go and get something to eat. I heard Vinnie yelling something about root beer earlier.”


“You sure? I could stay…” Thrash began but Zebbie shook his head.


“No, I’m going to take a nap. Go down, be with your friends.” Having said that, Zebbie took a bite of the bread and shut his eyes. Thrash rose and made his way out of the room, but before he left he heard Zebbie’s voice.


“I had a cellmate, you know. A girl a bit younger than me. Her name was Ember. We were friends, you know? Cared for each other, cheered each other up. I suppose you could say that I loved her.” Zebbie paused. “They killed her.” Thrash listened with his mouth agape, surprised and horrified by this sudden, raw revelation. “When they took her away, I kept thinking about this song.”


“What song?” Thrash prompted. Zebbie drew in a deep breath and tried to sing it, but his singing voice was not what it used to be.


“It’s getting colder in this ditch where I lie


I’m feeling older, and I’m wondering why.

 
I heard they told her, ‘it was tell and live or die’


I didn’t know her, but I know why she lied.


I didn’t know her but I know why she died.”  

Zebbie fell silent, the effort having exhausted him. Thrash smiled ruefully, studying the expression on his cousin’s thin face.

“I know that song. It’s a sad one,” Thrash said softly. Though his eyes were still closed, Zebbie smiled.


“Yes, but with a happy and triumphant ending. That’s the part we must remember, right Thrash?” With that he began to breathe deeply and Thrash, assuming that he was asleep, stepped out and closed the door. Once Zebbie felt that Thrash was gone he opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling, finally allowing himself to grieve for Graven and find his own silver lining, something that would give him the strength to be the oldest brother.


Thrash walked into the mess hall, so deep in thought that he nearly jumped a mile when Vinnie burst into view.


“Yo, Thrash, where you been? C’mere, we’re finally busting out the root beer!” Vinnie cried, steering him over to a table where his friends were gathered. “I tried to smuggle some to Zebbie, but the doc here nearly had a heart attack.”


“Sheer stupidity, giving him a carbonated beverage when he’s not even allowed much more than stew and bread,” Flint mumbled, giving Vinnie a scathing look. Vinnie ignored him and pushed Thrash onto the bench. 

“Whatever, I’ll save him some,” Vinnie said with a shrug.


“I’ll make sure you do,” Rayna said, her eyes twinkling with humor. “I know how your bottomless pit of a stomach is.” 


“I have more willpower than my stomach!” Vinnie declared, chagrined when everyone burst out laughing. He muttered to himself as he cracked open the root beers and began pouring it in large mugs. 


“There goes Mackie,” Flint said, his eyes following the small boy. “I told him to take a break but he is glued to Zebbie’s side.” 


“Oh, I think he’s fine,” Renee said breezily, gracefully accepting the root beer. “He was chattering a mile a minute when I visited Zebbie last. I think he has much to say to his brother, and Zebbie seemed happy to listen.”


“I know better than to interfere with those two,” Thrash said in a low voice. He shuddered. “To think that Mackie was the answer the entire time…”


“But now we know,” Vinnie said, trying to divert Thrash from thoughts of what could have been. “No sense worrying about the ‘what ifs.’ It’s time to party!” The group laughed and dug into their food, testing out the root beer hesitantly and finding it good. 


“What do you think is going to become of us?” Rayna asked suddenly. She glanced at Vinnie who was characteristically seated next to her. “You’re going back to Earth, I’m sure. What about the rest of us? So much has changed…”


“You got your memory back,” Vinnie reminded her. “Flint got his honor back…”


“Hey!” Flint exclaimed, looking at Vinnie in surprise. Vinnie clapped the mouse on the back.


“It’s a good thing, bro, you’re one of us now!” he cried. 


“I know what I’m going to do,” Thrash said. He hesitated and glanced at Renee before speaking. “I’m going to stay here for awhile until Zebbie is back on his feet, and then I think I’m going to go back to freeing civilians and soldiers from prison. Even though I was looking specifically for Zebbie, it was still good work.” He met Renee’s eyes questioningly and she flashed him a dazzling smile.


“Maybe I’ll join you,” she offered, looping her arm through his. “I’m pretty good at stealth you know.”


“And a brilliantly convincing actress,” Flint added with a roughish grin. Renee glared and chucked a fork at him. 


“Well, no matter how we do it, we’ll all keep on fighting, right?” Rayna ventured. “We all have our missions in some way, don’t we?”


“You bet, babe!” Vinnie said, slinging his arm around her shoulders. Rayna chuckled and suddenly wondered what Mars would be like without him. She was dismayed to find herself inexplicably blushing.


“You better fight your fight fast,” Renee said, her ruby eyes catching sight of Rayna’s pink cheeks. “We need you and your bros back here to finally sock it to those Plutarkian pinheads.”


“I will,” Vinnie promised, his voice growing serious. “We’ll get those fish off of Earth and get ourselves back here to fight. That’s a promise.” Charley’s face floated through Vinnie’s mind, but he was brought back from his thoughts when Rayna took his hand impulsively.


“Good!” she said cheerfully, sporting an impish grin. “You have to be here so you can teach me how to shoot straight.”

“Phew, I don’t have a hundred years, Ray,” Vinnie snickered. “OW!” 


“You know, Zebbie reminded me of this old song people used to sing,” Thrash said amid the laughter. As they listened, he spoke the first verse of the song, the verse that Zebbie had attempted to sing. “It’s kind of sad at first but…aw, never mind,” Thrash finished lamely, taking a drink of his root beer.


“But it keeps going,” Johnny interjected, speaking for the first time. All eyes turned to him and he lowered his eyes nervously, but attempted to sing regardless.


You can’t say I didn’t give it


I won’t wait another minute


I’m on my way, this time around. 


Johnny broke off awkwardly, uncomfortable by the silence that had fallen. 


“Thanks, Johnny,” Rayna said softly. He nodded and the conversation might have moved on if Renee hadn’t begun to sing in her own rich, fluid voice.


Well I heard them say that


Dreams should stay in your head

I feel ashamed of 


The things that I said


She smiled sheepishly, taking Thrash’s hand as she continued to sing, her voice growing stronger.

We’ll put on these chains and we’ll never feel alive


I’d rather bleed just to know why I’d die


“Yeah!” Vinnie suddenly whooped, lifting his root beer glass so abruptly that some of the soda sloshed over the sides. Ignoring it, he tugged Rayna to her feet and then joined in, their voices causing mice at other tables to look over with interest.


You can’t say I didn’t give it


I won’t wait another minute


On our way, this time around!


You can’t say I didn’t give it


I won’t wait another minute


On our way, this time around!


And we won’t go down!


Vinnie whooped as they shouted the last line and the group broke into laughter. Vinnie snickered and dropped down onto the bench. Thrash watched their faces, a new expression creeping into his dark eyes. Vinnie fell silent in shock as, for the first time since Thrash stood over the pool of blood that covered the floor beneath an old army hat, Thrash lifted his own voice in song. He sang softly, but with a dawning of conviction in his face.

All I know is, the fear has got to go

This time around. 
Thrash stopped, and continued, warmed by the sound of his own voice and singing words that reflected his own heart.


I started feeling like I don’t want to fight
Give in to the giving and put out the light


Cannons were blazing, shower these moonlit skies 


Then I remember, and I know why he died.

Thrash suddenly jumped to his feet and pulled something out of his pocket, slamming it down on the table with an air of triumph. Vinnie leaned over and looked at the picture, finding himself gazing at Graven’s face. Graven was cradling his guitar and looking up with a half smile, as if the camera had snapped his picture before his smile was complete. 

Vinnie looked up and met Thrash’s eyes, and a feeling of exhilaration rushed through him. Thrash’s face was blazing, his eyes dancing and alight with excitement and determination. Thrash rested his hands on the table, and the grin that he and Vinnie shared communicated what Vinnie now knew: Thrash was back.

Do you know why I’d die?

“Yeah!” Vinnie, Rayna, and Thrash yelled in unison, and all of them leapt to their feet. They were all singing now, in key and out of it, and even Flint was grinning around at his new friends.

You can’t say I didn’t give it

I won’t wait another minute

On our way, this time around!

And we won’t go down! And we won’t go down! 
The song was a cheer now, one that the rest of the tables had caught. Excitement whipped through the room like a wildfire, and Vinnie pumped his fist along with the rhythm of the shouting and singing.

And we won’t go down!

And we won’t go down!

Carbine and Stoker leaned against the wall, watching as their troops were caught up in the refrain. The room pulsed with noise, and even the fighters who had no clue what was going on were caught up in the sudden celebration. Stoker felt the old flame of eagerness in his heart, a feeling that had burned strongly when the mice first began fighting for their land and freedom. Carbine sighed with relief, for she knew that if her soldiers fought with this new hope and resolve, then the tides of war could turn indeed.

Vinnie raised his glass and the others mimicked it. He caught Rayna and hugged her close to him, grinning so hard that his face hurt. He looked at the faces of his friends, a surge of gratitude welling up within him when he thought of the day that Renee had landed on Quigley Field and charged him with the duty to keep old promises. How glad he was that he had responded to the calling of his past, for in doing so he had helped to heal the present. He glanced down at Rayna and ruffled her hair and then held his head high, swinging his glass aloft. 
“All together now!” he cried.

You can’t say I didn’t give it

I won’t wait another minute

On our way this time around

And we won’t go down!

With a cheer, Vinnie, Rayna, Renee, Thrash, Johnny, and Flint clanged their glasses together, their voices ringing with pre-war laughter as the root beer leapt from the mugs and fell over their beaming faces. 
Down the hall, lying in a narrow bed, Zebbie listened to the commotion, hearing through the din of noise the clear ring of Thrash’s voice and the unique shout of laughter that could only belong to Vinnie. He sighed and reached over to touch Mackie’s soft hair as his brother quietly read an old comic book close to Zebbie’s side. The concluding cheer reached his ears clearly, and though he didn’t have the strength to lift he own voice, he was singing in spirit.

And we won’t go down…
Zebbie smiled.
The End 
(?) 
