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I

The Bread Company

Stepping outside of your comfort zone builds relationships







  
  
  Chapter 1: The Drive

  
  




Trevor looked out from behind his desk as he wiped down the table to the front of his shop. The streets were eerily silent. Abandoned wrappers of forgotten goods drifted across the cobblestone roads by a faint breeze, flags billowed in the night, and robots walked the streets looking for places to stay. Trevor fit in perfectly in this machine community; he was mostly machine himself. The only evidence that he was, in fact, human were his face and compassionate heart for others. When he was satisfied with the cleanliness of the table, he reached out to close the storefront shutters. At that moment, a hand reached out weakly and a raspy voice said, “Wait….. please…..”

Trevor stopped and slowly opened the shutters again. He peered around the corner and there, standing before him, was a figure in a tattered, grey cloak. Trevor stared at the figure for a while as if he were skeptical to respond to the stranger, but then the hood of the cloak was lifted, and Trevor was speechless for a couple moments.

“Devon…?” he gasped.

“Yes,” rasped the figure in the cloak. “I am in need of your services once again, Trevor.” Devon paused, then asked, “May I come in?”

“Oh! Of course, of course!” said Trevor. He hastily lifted the table out of the way and opened a hidden bottom section which allowed Devon to step through. Once the cloaked figure was let inside Trevor’s shop, the shopkeeper carefully pulled the bottom section closed, placed the table back on top, and closed the shutters above it. He clicked a light on the wall and a faint, neon green glow filled the room. This glow did not provide peace or comfort, and neither did it provide warmth of any kind. It only chilled anyone who entered the shop, including Trevor himself.

“Now…” said Trevor as he sat behind a rickety metal desk, “What can I do for you?”

“This,” replied Devon. From within his cloak, he produced a hard drive and handed it to Trevor. “Wipe it.”

“Wipe it…?” asked Trevor. But at that moment, Devon began dry heaving and Trevor stood up immediately to help his friend.

“Stop. Don’t help me,” coughed Devon. “Wipe the drive.”

Trevor nodded and, despite his better judgement, put on a pair of goggles with digital magnifiers, a pair of iron needles, and an infrared eyepiece. Once he was equipped, he began to pry the hard drive with the two metal rods as if he were expecting it to explode.

“You needn’t worry,” rasped Devon. “The securities are disabled on it.”

Trevor frowned and said, “This is a class one storage unit. There has to be some kind of security on it—”

“I assure you. The securities are disabled,” replied Devon.

Trevor nodded and sighed heavily. He carefully lowered the infrared camera and activated his goggles, carefully lifting the lid of the hard drive. A small click echoed throughout the quiet shop and the lid of the hard drive lifted. Within the small metal box was a glowing, blue circuit board. Various pulses of neon blue light zipped across its surface in an orderly fashion, with tremendous speeds that were almost unfathomable to the human mind. Trevor had only seen this kind of drive once before, and he had hoped he would never see one again. He looked up from his work and asked, “Are you sure you want me to wipe it?”

There was a pause from Devon, then a whisper. “They are coming.”

“What do you mean?” asked Trevor. “Where did you get this drive? Answer me, friend! Where did you get it?”

Devon smiled a toothy smile. “The contents of that drive are top secret…” he murmured.

“But what is on it?” murmured Trevor, but his only response was Devon dry heaving as he clutched the metal desk for support.

“A friend…” coughed Devon. “Told me… to… wipe it…”

“But why?” asked Trevor desperately. “What is on this drive, Devon?”

Devon looked up and whispered, “They are close.”

“What—” began Trevor, but at that moment, the sounds of metal hitting cobblestone could be heard outside.

“Get going,” rasped Devon. “Wipe the drive. Now.”

Trevor nodded hastily, plugged the drive into a metal box with a slimy, black cord, and pressed a button on a neon green, hovering holographic screen. A progress bar appeared, and it began to slowly make its way across the empty box to the other side of the holographic screen.

“How long is this going to take?” moaned Devon.

“Just a few minutes,” said Trevor.

“That isn’t enough time,” rasped Devon. He reached out a clammy hand and gripped Trevor’s hand. “Promise me you will not let that drive out of your sight.”

“What—” began Trevor.

“I want the data on this drive completely gone,” rasped Devon, who began to cough violently shortly after. When he was finished, he turned to Trevor and said, “Do you give me your word?”

“I—” began Trevor.

“Promise me that you will wipe this drive or die trying,” rasped Devon. He turned to the right and whispered, “They’re here…” A second later, the sound of a pistol being fired echoed throughout the quiet room. Wood splintered and Devon crippled to the floor.

Trevor looked up at the progress bar on the holographic screen. The wipe would not be completed in time.

Just then, a figure entered the room with a pistol in its hand. Pulsating red lights could be seen on the weapon, creating an aura of ominous proportions. The figure pointed the weapon around the room and more figures entered behind it.

“Anyone there, captain?” snarled one of the figures to the one with the pistol.

The captain looked around and spat on the ground where Devon lay. “There lies the data drive we need.” The figure looked around at the empty shop and said, “Search him.”

The two cronies picked up Devon’s limp body and searched him for the hard drive. After a few minutes, one of them spoke, “Captain, Devon does not have it.”

The captain looked off into the distance, past the body and beyond the metal desk, where an open door was swaying in the wind.

“Did you hear me, captain? I said—” began one of the cronies, but the captain raised the pistol and fired three quick shots.

The first crony watched as his buddy fell to the ground. “I will input tracking coordinates and scan the area with a deep space sensor sweep.”

The captain turned and part of her face could be seen through the scarf that covered her mouth and the pirate’s hat on her head. “Good.” She pushed past the crony and said, “If anyone should try to stop you, kill them on sight. I will have that map if it is the last thing I do.”








  
  
  Chapter 2: The Adventure Begins

  
  




“You nervous?” asked Percilla as Randy sat next to her in the waiting room of the Bread Company.

“A little,” admitted Randy.

“Everything is going to be fine,” said Percilla reassuringly.

A young man approached them and asked, “Randy?”

“Ye… ye… yes?” stuttered Randy.

“Will you come with me, please?” inquired the man warmly. He gestured for Randy to follow and together they made their way over to a booth off in the corner of the restaurant. “How old are you, Randy?”

“Sixteen,” he replied nervously.

“I see,” said the man with a businesslike tone. “And why do you want to work here, Randy?”

“Well, I have always liked coming here,” responded Randy. “I have been going to this restaurant since I was a kid. I have always enjoyed how friendly people are, and how good the food is.”

The man nodded and jotted a few notes, then looked up and asked, “Do you have any experience in this industry?”

“No…” said Randy nervously, but the man only smiled and said, “It’s alright. Most people don’t, anyway.” He made a couple more notes, then said, “Let me show you around.”

They both got up and began to walk down the lines of tables towards a pair of doors that stood ominously before them. Randy took a deep breath in and stepped through. Inside were perfectly ordinary people, bustling about. Food was being cooked on stove tops, dishes were being washed, and ovens were being used—everything typical of a restaurant.

The people on the other side of the counter seemed very businesslike and preoccupied. Nobody was really talking to each other. Nobody smiled. Everyone seemed so focused on their tasks that they didn’t seem to have any more space in their minds for anything else.

Randy frowned and walked around the mysterious place with his interviewer.

“I assure you, our community is very friendly,” said the interviewer in response to Randy’s questioning stares. “It’s lunch time, so everyone is a little rushed. If you talk to them later, they will probably be a bit more sociable.”

Randy nodded. Within no time at all, the tour was over and Randy was brought back to the booth where Percilla was waiting. She asked, “How did it go?”

“I am not sure…” replied Randy worriedly. “They have scheduled another interview later today.”

“Well, that’s something!” replied Percilla. “Come! Let’s go for a walk.” Together Randy and Percilla walked around the Bread Company for a little while, then Percilla spoke up. “What’s wrong?”

“I… I… I am just not sure if I am…” began Randy but his voice trailed off.

“You are what?” asked Percilla.

“If I am ready to join the workforce…” replied Randy. He shrugged and placed his hands in his pockets as they walked. “What if nobody likes me? What if nobody talks to me? What if…?”

Percilla placed a hand on Randy’s shoulder and said, “Everything is going to be alright,” she said.

“Really?” asked Randy.

Percilla hugged him and said, “Really.”

When they let go of each other, Randy checked his watch then said, “Oh no… It’s 5 minutes to… we have to get back to the restaurant.”

***

Randy entered through the doors of the Bread Company, this time alone. He was determined to make a good impression and show that he would be the perfect candidate for such a position. After inquiring about the interview, he was instructed to wait in a booth while the manager finished up with a meeting. He was offered a glass of water, but he didn’t touch it. He was beginning to feel nervous again. Sweat slowly trickled down the edges of his face and his hands anxiously held onto each other as if this interview would be the difference between life and death.

“Sorry I’m late,” said a female voice. “The tuna fish wanted a word about our dieting options…”

Randy was about to reach out a hand to shake the manager’s hand, but he froze. Before him was a human-sized tabby cat who wore a suit, black pants, and a pair of grey rimmed glasses on her face. The feline sat down in the booth opposite of Randy.

“I see you haven’t touched your water,” started the cat pleasantly. “It’s fine. It’s the nerves. We all get a little worried sometimes. My name is Tabby.” She reached out a paw, but Randy only continued to stare at her in awe.

“Oh… I am so sorry,” replied the cat who looked down at her paws. “My mother gave me a bunch of kittens to look after recently, and I have been with them so much, I have practically turned into a cat myself. Don’t worry, though. My doctor says it isn’t permanent, and I should begin to change back after a week.”

Randy just continued to stare at the friendly feline as she acted as if there were nothing odd going on at all.

“Anyway,” continued the tabby cat, who pulled out a clipboard from her bag. “I have a couple brief questions to ask you before we proceed.”

“Okay……?” replied Randy, though he was still in shock that he was talking to a tabby cat.

“Do you have any schedule conflicts we should be aware of?” asked the cat as she straightened her glasses.

“No…..” said Randy.

“Any rates or requests you wish to make?” inquired the cat.

“None come to mind…” began Randy.

“Splendid! You’re hired!” said Tabby as she reached out a paw for Randy to shake. Randy shook her hand as he slowly regained his confidence. “If you would follow me, I shall introduce you to our staff!” cried Tabby. She got up and strolled over to the doors and put her clipboard to her side.

Randy took a deep breath, then slowly approached the double doors that led into the back of the restaurant. This was when Randy realized that the normal he thought he had seen the first time he stepped through those doors was not actually the norm. Many odd characters were walking around in the back: a soldier, a superhero, a jester, and a couple people in business suits. Randy could tell there were more people further back, but he couldn’t see them all from where he was standing.

“Hello, Defense!” cried Tabby as she walked over to the soldier. “This is Randy! He will be working with us soon!”

“He could be a spy…” muttered Defense as she slowly circled Randy, her hand hovering over a sniper rifle that she possessed in her belt. “He could work for Mr. H…”

“Then we have Hero,” interrupted Tabby, gesturing to the Superhero, who saluted to Randy. “Then that’s Wisdom and Intellect. And the Jester and Skillful.” There were so many names to remember that Randy’s head was spinning trying to remember them all.

He then saw an orange glow off in the corner of his eye. He slowly turned around and through the warm glow of a massive fiery oven was the silhouette of a woman with her hands behind her back, gazing through the other side of the hot chamber. Silver racks filled with delicious-smelling breads rotated within the oven on a two-layered motorized Lazy Susan, which made a faint humming sound. “SUZI! DOUGH!” shouted the silhouette from the other side of the oven. Immediately, the Jester came running around the corner with a massive bin full of dough. No sooner had she come back around the corner than there was tremendous THUMP as the silhouette slammed the dough on the counter before her. Within seconds, her skillful hands had already shaped the dough into bread loaves, which she tossed onto the rotating metal racks within the oven.

“Wow…” gasped Randy.

“Ah, yes…” murmured Tabby as she approached Randy. “The Master Baker.”

“The Master Baker…?” asked Randy.

“Indeed,” replied the feline. “She’s been a baker her whole life. Nobody knows where she came from or how she got here… She is so good at baking that people come from all over the world to taste her delicious baked goods.”

Randy stared in awe at the skill and agility of the Master Baker. He then slowly turned around and stared at all of the employees working around him.

“So, what do you say, Randy?” inquired Tabby. “Do you want to call the Bread Company your home?”

“Yeah…” replied Randy. “I think I do.”








  
  
  Chapter 3: Learning Curve

  
  




“Where are you going?” asked Randy as Tabby began to walk away.

“I have many tasks I must perform!” replied Tabby. “But don’t worry! I have left the Jester in charge of you for the time being!”

“The Jester—” began Randy, but a second later, Tabby entered her office and slammed the door. Randy sighed and turned to walk towards the group of strangers behind him.

“BOO!” shouted a voice and Randy jumped out of his skin. The Jester laughed, making her bell hat ring atrociously. “That was FUNNY!” she laughed.

“I—” began Randy.

“Here, could you open this box for me?” asked the Jester, who handed a strange box to Randy. He shrugged and lifted the lid, and two coil snakes immediately burst out of the container.

“Ha, Ha, Ha!” laughed the Jester.

The Superhero passed by and asked, “Aren’t you supposed to be teaching him something?”

“Oh! Of course!” replied the Jester. She turned to Randy and said, “Follow me!”

Together they walked behind the cooks, past the Master Baker and her oven. They made their way over to a massive, metal frame that was nestled comfortably in a wall. Metal sheeting covered the back of the frame, and Randy wasn’t entirely certain what it was supposed to be.

“Let’s see…” began the Jester. She pulled out a long, rainbow-colored list and began to go down the different items until she stopped. “That’s it…” she said. She circled something, then walked over to a keypad on the metal frame. After punching in a code, the metal frame began to shake. A second later, Randy was greeted with a freezing blast of wind.

The Jester pulled a parka over her outfit and gestured for Randy to follow. Together, they stepped through the strange frame. Moments later, Randy found himself in a frozen wasteland that stretched as far as the eye could see. Mountains could be seen off in the distance and icy rivers preserved time within its crystal-like depths.

“Ah! Here we are!” cried the Jester. She picked up a couple of boxes of produce, then gestured for Randy to follow her back through the doorway. A second later, they were back in the Bread Company building. The Jester pressed a button on the keypad and the tundra-like landscape vanished, leaving only the metal frame and its metal backing.

“Wh… wh… what was that?” shivered Randy.

“The Bread Company owns a small portion of Antarctica…” replied the Jester. “Ten square feet to be exact. The best part is we don’t have to pay for the freezer bill!”

“I guess that makes sense…” murmured Randy.

“What are you two sitting around for?” asked the Soldier, who had just approached from around the corner. “The cooks need that produce! Chop! Chop!”

“Alright…” responded the Jester. She was about to say something else, but the soldier pointed a finger at her and she stopped.

Together they walked past the different employees of the Bread Company, towards the spot where the cooks were stationed. Randy had never seen cooks work with such precision or accuracy in his life. The knives were a blur, and so were their hands—chopping, stirring, and pouring food in a way he didn’t even know possible.

“NEW BREADS FROM THE MASTER BAKER!” shouted a voice and at that moment, a young boy came running in with a glowing, red metal rack filled with steaming breads.

When Randy and the Jester approached one of the cooks, he turned to them and said, “Can you defrost that for us? Much appreciated!”

The Jester nodded and motioned for Randy to follow her.

“What now?” asked Randy.

“Back to the gateway,” said the Jester with a little sigh. She led Randy back over to the metal frame and she punched in another code. This time, however, sand poured out of the gateway, and the Jester shielded the produce with her hands. When the dust had settled, they walked through the portal and into a desert, the rolling sand dunes stretching on forever.

“Wow…” murmured Randy.

The Jester pulled out a stopwatch from her pocket and set down the produce boxes.

“What are you doing?” asked Randy.

“The produce needs to defrost for precisely 21.678 seconds,” responded the Jester.

“Why 21.678?” inquired Randy. “Why not 22—”

“No!” cried the Jester. “It HAS to be 21.678! NEVER 22! Do you want the food to burn up?”

Randy stopped talking, but then the Jester burst into laughter. “I don’t know why it’s set to 21.678… All I know is the managers get fussy if we don’t follow that rule. Customers complain about it being too hot when it goes over that time…”

“But how did they—” began Randy.

“It’s DONE!” cried the Jester. She quickly picked up the boxes and ran through the gateway with Randy close behind.

By this point, Randy was beginning to wish he was a faster runner; working at the Bread Company was clearly physically demanding. They quickly ran through the door and the gateway switched back just as they passed through. They approached the cook, and he gestured for them to place the box beside him. He grabbed two carrots and began to peel them with such skill that Randy was slightly intimidated.

“AHHH!!!!” cried a voice.

The Jester ran over to the source of the cry with Randy close behind.

“What is it?” asked the Jester.

“We’re out of chocolate, but we have 50 chocolate chip cookie orders!” cried the cashier. “It’s the annual Chocolate Festival Committee! We need chocolate chips STAT.”

“Counterstrikes!” cried the Soldier, who fired her rifle into the air.

“We’re on it,” responded the Jester. She bolted for the gateway and set yet another code into it.

“Are we going to another biome?” asked Randy curiously.

“You could say…” murmured the Jester. “Here.” She handed Randy a hard hat and said, “You are going to need this.”

Randy put the hard hat on, and the portal opened up into a dark brown mesa, towering arches and pillars stretching up towards the sky.

They stepped through and a young boy with a suit, sunglasses, and a sucker in his mouth approached them. “Hello,” he said coldly.

“We are here for our usual shipment,” replied the Jester.

The young boy looked at his phone, then chewed his sucker and spat out the stick aggressively. “You don’t receive your shipment for another two days,” he snapped in his child voice.

“We will pay double for this shipment, upon my word,” replied the Jester. “Please, it’s an emergency.”

The young boy thought about it, then said, “My miners are working their butts off as it is. We are running a little dry on the milk chocolate, so we may not be able to fulfill your entire order.”

“Is there anything you can replace it with?” asked the Jester desperately.

The kid in the sunglasses pulled out another sucker, put it in his mouth, and sucked on it in thought. “We did locate a nice vein of white chocolate recently…” he said slowly in his harsh, businesslike tone. “But I want TRIPLE.”

“Trip…. Triple?” stuttered the Jester.

“Yes,” replied the kid. He chewed his sucker aggressively and spat out the stick. “If you need your shipment that badly, you will pay for it.” He reached a small hand out and snarled, “Do we have a deal?”

Randy and the Jester looked at each other, then the Jester quickly shook his hand. “Upon my word,” she said.

The young kid chuckled like a gangster then jerked his head at them. Two miners nodded and ran off to grab many boxes filled with chocolate chips.

The kid pulled out another sucker and pointed it sharply at Randy and the Jester. “I had BETTER receive my cut,” he snapped.

“And you will,” replied the Jester as the workers began to march through the gateway with the shipment of chocolate. They turned back to walk through the portal and the Jester murmured, “The manager is not going to like this…”








  
  
  Chapter 4: Inspections

  
  




“WHAT???” shouted Tabby as she got up from her desk. “TRIPLE???”

“We had no choice,” responded the Jester desperately. “The Mining Executive was driving a hard bargain.”

The manager put her head in her paws and said, “Do you have any idea how bad this is for our business? We barely broke even on those cookie sales if he wants triple!” She began to pace the office and sighed. “I am going to have to call the chief executive…”

“Is that really necessary—” began the Jester.

“I am afraid it is,” replied Tabby. “Please go out there and alert everyone that Conz will be coming for a visit.”

“No need, Madam Tabby,” said a cool male voice. They all turned and there, standing in the doorway to Tabby’s office, was a man in a raincoat who was holding a navy-blue umbrella and a walking stick.

“Mr. Conz!” cried Tabby. “I wasn’t expecting you to be here so soon…”

“It’s alright, Madam Tabby,” replied Mr. Conz smoothly as he set his walking stick down and removed his raincoat. “I like to show up, if you know what I mean, on my own terms. Not when you are ‘ready’ for me.”

“Right…” murmured Tabby as she nervously walked out of the office. Randy and the Jester followed them out, and just as they had passed by the entrance, there was a loud THUMP!

The four of them whirled around. A massive concrete block, which had clearly fallen from the ceiling, was sitting on the ground in a heap, shattered bits scattered everywhere.

“What the—” began the Jester.

“Are you alright?” asked Mr. Conz.

“Yes, I am fine…” replied Randy, who was a little shaken up.

“That could have killed you!” continued Mr. Conz. “Are you sure you are alright?”

“Yeah…” murmured Randy.

Mr. Conz walked over to the concrete block, tapped it with his umbrella, then picked up his walking stick and raincoat. “I don’t want these getting ruined,” he commented. He hurried back over to Tabby and said, “You had better get that roof checked. Goodness knows what happened there.”

“Yeah…” mumbled Tabby.

At that moment, there came the sounds of running footsteps and one of the cooks came running around the corner towards them.

“Manager?” asked the cook, who was panting extremely hard. “Manager? He’s here…”

“He?” asked Tabby.

“Byron is here,” said the cook.

Mr. Conz and Tabby exchanged worried looks and immediately followed the cook down the line of other cooks towards the cash register. They peered over the desk and Randy followed their gaze to see a man who was patiently sitting at his table, waiting to be served food.

“Who let him in?” mouthed Tabby.

“How should I know?” whispered Mr. Conz. “I was with you?” He paused, then said, “First the concrete tiling, now this? What is going on here, Tabby?”

“I don’t know!” cried Tabby.

“Who is Byron?” whispered Randy to the Jester.

“He’s the Health Inspector,” whispered the Jester. “He is the most critical customer in this region.”

“Why are Mr. Conz and Tabby so worried?” asked Randy.

As if in response, Byron suddenly yawned. Except instead of yawning like a typical person would, his mouth grew two or three times its size, revealing rows of sharp teeth that reminded Randy of a shark. A second later, Byron’s mouth went back to normal.

“Let’s just say we don’t want to make him angry…” said the Jester slowly.

Chills ran down Randy’s spine at the thought of a mouth that size—and teeth that sharp—going savage. He quickly shook this thought out of his mind and turned to Mr. Conz. “What are we going to do?” he whispered.

“What does it look like we are going to do?” murmured Mr. Conz. “We are going to have to—” At that moment, a small black ant crawled its way onto the cash register and Mr. Conz stopped and slowly turned towards it. “Oh no…” he murmured.

“Hide it… QUICK!” hissed Tabby, who immediately put her paw down upon the tiny bug.

Thankfully, Byron did not appear to see the little pest, but that is when a second ant was spotted crawling up the cash register. Tabby immediately put her paws on the second ant, but then a third appeared.

“Where are they coming from?” murmured Tabby worriedly.

“They are going after the food…” murmured the Jester.

“What’s wrong?” asked the Superhero, who had just come over.

“We have an ant situation…” murmured Tabby. “Do you think you can help us?”

“But, of course!” laughed the Superhero. “That is what heroes do!”

“Tabby!” cried the Head Cook. “Byron has ordered a pulled pork sandwich with extra lettuce! We don’t have any lettuce!”

“Oh no…” murmured Tabby.

They all turned and looked at Byron, who was impatiently looking at his watch.

“You two,” said Tabby, pointing at the Jester and Randy. “You know how to work the Gateway, right? Bring back some lettuce.”

“On it,” said the Jester. She and Randy ran off down the hall past the bustling cooks until they reached the portal frame. The Jester hastily inputted a code and a jungle appeared in the portal frame. “Hurry,” urged the Jester as they ran through the portal and into the jungle. Randy had never seen such an interesting place. There was corn growing from the trees, apples growing on the bushes, and carrots growing out of the tree trunks.

Even though Randy knew none of this could be possible, he still marveled at how the impossible had become possible right before his eyes.

“And here we go…” murmured the Jester. “Just a moment… I need to chop this!” She pulled out a lopper and began to cut the thick lettuce stocks.

Then, to Randy’s surprise, a woman in a chef’s coat entered the portal and stepped into the woods with a hatchet in her hand. She marched her way past the foliage and out of sight.

“Who—” began Randy.

“That was the Master Baker,” replied the Jester. “She is gathering firewood for the oven.”

Randy nodded.

“You know, if you want to… you could go talk to her…” said the Jester with a grin.

“Alright…” said Randy nervously. He slowly began to approach the Master Baker, who was viciously yet skillfully slamming her axe into a tree stalk.

“Wait… I didn’t mean you should actually do it!” squealed the Jester. “It was a joke… I didn’t think you would actually do it! Come back!”

Randy, who was now encapsulated in determination and curiosity continued to approach the Master Baker without hesitation.

SLAM went the axe.

Randy cautiously approached the Master Baker, pushing aside apple bushes and carrot trees as he went.

SLAM.

Randy took a deep breath in. He was going to be fine.

SLAM. SLAM. SLAM.

“Excuse me—” began Randy.

But at that moment, the Master Baker whirled around with her hatchet raised in the air. When she saw him, however, she slowly lowered her weapon. Though, she still looked skeptical of who was before her.

“Randy… is it?” she asked slowly.

“Yeah…?” asked Randy nervously.

“Pleasure to be your acquaintance,” replied the Master Baker dryly. She formally reached out a hand and Randy shook it. She turned back to her chopping and Randy began to walk away back towards the Jester. “So let me guess… you are after the recipe?” inquired the Master Baker as she slammed her hatchet down upon one of the tree trunks.

Randy froze, then asked, “Recipe?”

“You know… the Founder’s recipe. The recipe for the ultimate bread?” inquired the Master Baker.

“I’m afraid I am not…” began Randy, but he was interrupted by the groaning of the tree as the Master Baker made her final cut and the tree came crashing down.

The Master Baker turned around and asked, “You are not after the Ultimate Recipe? Is this a joke?” She stared at Randy suspiciously for a moment, then asked, “Why did you come here?”

“Because I thought a part time job here would help me get established in life—” began Randy, but the Master Baker towered over him and asked, “Why did you come here, Randy?” she asked.

“I—” began Randy.

“Are you a spy?” snarled the Master Baker, who gripped her hatchet tighter.

“No! I swear!” cried Randy.

The Master Baker gave him a hard stare, then said, “Very well.” She slowly lowered her hatchet and gestured for him to follow her. “Make yourself useful. Carry that,” she said, gesturing to the freshly chopped wood she had piled off to the side. She turned to the freshly fallen tree and said, “I will chop this one later.”

Together they marched back through the portal and into the restaurant. The Jester had already brought the lettuce to the Head Cook and they were scrambling to finish Byron’s meal. Meanwhile, the Superhero, Tabby, and Mr. Conz were all desperately trying to conceal the fact that they had ants in their kitchen.

“Oh boy…” murmured the Master Baker as her gaze rested upon the ants. She ran over to the oven and said, “Randy, throw the logs in.” She opened the dark glass door and gestured to a massive fire burning in the center of it.

Randy, who was not very strong in the arms, lugged the logs towards the fiery pit and threw them onto the massive fire. Immediately, the flame sparked to life, growing brighter and hotter with each passing second.

“Perfect…” murmured the Master Baker. She ran over to a metal wheel attached to the wall and began to rotate it. To Randy’s surprise, the entire oven began to rotate as she did so. She continued to rotate the wheel more and more until the oven was upside down.

“What are you doing?” asked Randy, who was terribly confused. “Don’t you want to oven rightside up?”

“I am doing this just as a precaution,” said the Master Baker. She pressed a green button on a control panel next to the wheel, and a metal level rose out of the ground in front of the upside-down oven.

“Why are we doing this?” asked Randy.

“I want you to go out there and be sure Byron doesn’t see those pests!” commanded the Master Baker, who ignored his question.

“What—” began Randy.

“Now!” said the Master Baker.

“Okay…” replied Randy. He ran out into the dining area and approached Mr. Byron. “Ho… ho… how’s everything doing over here?” he stuttered.

Mr. Byron looked up at him with his sunken eyes and said calmly, “Everything is perfectly fine.” He bit into his sandwich and, to Randy’s horror, an ant fell out of it. Luckily for him, Mr. Byron was staring at him and not his plate. Randy tried to grab the ant without Mr. Byron noticing, but it was evident to the man that something was up. “Do you have something to say?” inquired Mr. Byron.

He looked down at his sandwich and there was a moment of silence as he stared at the ants pouring out of his sandwich. Randy began to back away slowly.

“So… You think this is funny?” whispered Mr. Byron in a dangerous voice. He continued to stare at his sandwich and snapped, “You think THIS is FUNNY?” He jerked his head in Randy’s direction. His head began to morph and change, and Randy immediately ran for it. Mr. Byron let out a tremendous ROAR and his mouth grew three times its size. Fur covered his face and his sunken eyes turned yellow. He gnashed his sharp teeth and raced after Randy.

“HELP!” shouted Randy. He ran through the back door towards the Master Baker.

“BOLT THE DOOR!” she shouted. “WE CAN’T LET HIM IN HERE!”

Randy ran over and shoved some furniture in front of the door and at that moment, the Master Baker shouted, “HANG ON!” She pulled the lever which had come out of the ground and at that moment, the entire building belonging to the Bread Company began to shake violently. Then, Randy began to feel it lift. He peered out the drive thru window and realized they were up in the sky. Getting further and further away from the surface below.

AHHH!” he shouted. He turned and stared at the massive fiery oven-engine as it thrusted the building into the stratosphere and beyond the Earth’s gravitational pull.

“Well done!” said Tabby as she came around the corner. “We lost him.”

“Isn’t he still here?” asked Randy.

“Nope! He is back down on Earth! Along with everyone else in the diner!” responded the Jester, who laughed hysterically.

“But—” began Randy.

“Well, now we can all go hunting for the Ultimate Bread Recipe!” replied Mr. Conz. “I want hourly updates on your progress of its whereabouts. I last heard it was located in the outreaches of the galaxy. Good luck.”

“Aren’t you staying?” inquired Tabby.

“Unfortunately, not,” replied Mr. Conz. “I have much more urgent business to attend to. I am glad I used my hover scooter to get here. Have a good one.” With that, he walked out the door. A second later, he was gone, leaving them alone and flying through space in search of the Ultimate Recipe.








  
  
  Chapter 5: The Isles

  
  




It had been a few hours since they had broken past the Earth’s atmosphere and Randy was in a state of panic.

“I had no idea we were going to leave Earth…” he moaned.

“Well, look at the bright side: we are all in one piece!” laughed the Jester.

SLAM!

“What was that?” asked a woman.

“Check the surveillance cameras, Intellect!” cried Tabby. They all ran into the manager’s tiny office and, to their dismay, a monstrous Mr. Byron was floating in space. He slammed his furry body into the hull of the restaurant spaceship, trying with all of his might to gain access so that he could punish them for their infestation.

“Oh great…” murmured another employee.

“Don’t worry, Wisdom,” said Tabby as she placed a captain’s hat, which nestled perfectly between her pointed ears, atop her head. “We have something he doesn’t.”

“What—” asked the Jester.

“Activate the Hyper Engine!” cried Tabby.

“But Tabby…. That runs on dark matter…” gasped the Superhero. “Do you really think we have enough?”

“How much do we have?” inquired Tabby.

“About ten cups worth,” replied Intellect. “Seriously… we are critically low… Are you sure you want to use it?”

“If it enables us to ditch Mr. Byron, then yes!” said Tabby.

BANG!

Everyone turned. A massive dent had appeared in the metal paneling on the outermost walls of the building.

“He’s getting through…” murmured the Master Baker. She drew two red hot baguettes from her belt and held them like swords. “I will hold him off.”

“Alright…” replied Tabby. She gave the Master Baker a salute, and with that, the baker ran off with her doughy blades to defend the restaurant.

“Hold on… Dark Matter??? A Hyper Engine??? What—” began Randy.

“Relax, Randy. It’s not as impressive as it sounds…” replied Wisdom.

“But isn’t Dark Matter still a debated topic in the scientific community?” inquired Randy.

Everyone laughed.

“Randy…. you clearly don’t know what you are talking about!” chortled Tabby.

“The ONLY pure form of Dark Matter is, of course, dark roast coffee!” cried the Jester. “It is the finest fuel for our Hyper Engine!”

“Now, if you excuse us, we have some coffee to brew,” replied a waitress.

With that, the kitchen became alive once again as everyone bustled back and forth, their steps quickening with every attack Mr. Byron made on the outer hull of the vessel.

“Where is this…Hyper Engine…?” began Randy, but just then, the Master Baker’s voice came on the intercom.

“Captain Tabby… Mr. Byron is eating through the walls. I can’t hold him off for much longer!”

“Shoot,” murmured Tabby. She rushed through the halls of the ship and shouted, “Is the dark roast ready yet????”

“The machine is still brewing, captain!” cried one of the cooks.

“Can’t you make it go any faster???” asked Tabby.

“Rushing it could cause imperfections in the brew!” responded one of the cooks. “We mustn’t rush it.”

The cat began to pace anxiously up and down the walk as the sounds of Mr. Byron got closer and closer. Then a howl of pain echoed throughout the hectic kitchen. Moments later, the Master Baker gracefully leapt down from the hole in the ceiling where Randy had been nearly crushed by the cement. “That should hold him for now,” murmured the Master Baker as she blew out the ends of her baguettes, which were on fire.

“Report?” inquired Tabby.

“A slight burn to the arm,” replied the Master Baker. “Nothing that will get us written up.”

“Good!” responded Tabby.

The Master Baker twirled her baguettes and sheathed them back into her belt. Tabby rushed down the hall and asked, “Is it ready yet?”

“Almost!” cried the Superhero. “We need something to kickstart it!”

A smile slowly formed on the Master Baker’s face as she drew her baguette blades and ignited them. “Leave that to me…” she said with a smirk.

A deafening ROAR echoed on the other side of the wall.

“We may want to get out of here!” shouted the Jester over the din. “He doesn’t sound too happy…”

“THREE!” shouted the Master Baker.

BANG! went Mr. Byron.

“TWO!”

BANG! BANG! BANG!

“ONE!”

Mr. Byron’s fist broke through the metal sheeting and clutched on as the other first prepared to swing.

“IGNITION!” cried the Master Baker.

BOOM. An explosion rocketed within the kitchen as black flames erupted out of the upside-down oven and thrusted them forward, faster than the speed of light.

Randy felt dizzy as the overwhelming power of the coffee overtook him. He felt nauseous, almost as if he were going to collapse onto the floor in his mind. He continued to go in and out of reality as they were rocketed through space at inhuman speeds.

“Aaaaaaaarrrrrrrrreeeeeeeee wwwwwwweeeeeeeeee thhhheeeeeeerrrrrrreeeeeeee yyyyyeeeeeeeettttttttt?” asked Tabby as she tried to speak through the rapid rattling of the spacecraft.

“Tooooooo faaaaaaarrrrrrr awwwwwaaaaayyyyyyyyy…” replied the Jester in an equal voice to Tabby. “Weeeeeeeee aaarrrreeeeee allllllmmmmoooossssstttttt oouuuuuutttttttt oooooffffffff ddddaaaaarrrrrkkkkkkkkk rrrrrooooooaaaaasssssstttttttt…”

Randy could barely tell what anyone was saying anymore. He could only hear voices in his head. “Randy, are you okay? You don’t seem fine. The coffee needs to be delivered to Table 7….” Then, as quickly as it had come, the voice was gone.

“Wwwwweeeeeeeeeeee wiiiiiiiillllllllllllll hhhhaaaaaaaavvvvvvvveeeeeeeeee toooooooooooo mmmmaaaaakkkkkkeeeeeeeee aaaaaaaaaaa sssstttttoooooooppppppppppppp!!!” cried Tabby. “Hhhaaaaannnngggggggg ooooonnnnnnnnnn!”

In an instant, everything went back to normal, and everyone fell flat on the floor. The Superhero gracefully floated to the ground, for he had been airborne the whole time and seemed to be the only one who wasn’t even slightly shaken up.

“We are out of dark roast, captain,” he said dutifully as Tabby clutched her head.

“Yeeeaaaaahhhhh…” murmured the feline dizzily.

“Well, what is everyone standing around for?” asked the Master Baker as she sheathed her baguettes into her belt once more. “We have to refuel before Mr. Byron catches up to us.”

“But we have got to be many lightyears away!” said Randy as he tried his hardest to see straight again.

“You would be surprised by how determined a health inspector can be,” replied the Master Baker. “Come! We have made it to the Isles of Wakefulness!”

“Oh, thank goodness!” cried Tabby.

Together they all stepped out of the spacecraft and onto a grassy patch that was floating in the middle of space. Off in the distance, chunks of floating rock that were connected by flimsy rope bridges could be seen dotted across a majestic nebula. Brown waterfalls flowed off of each of the floating isles, passing out of sight into the vast expanse of space below.

“What is this place?” breathed Randy.

“The Isles of Wakefulness,” replied Tabby as she stretched her back and stepped out onto the grassy isle with Randy, “The largest exporter of home-brewed coffee in the galaxy.”

“Wow…” breathed Randy as he took in the majestic scenery before him. “So, this is where you get your coffee?”

“Of course!” replied Tabby. “We said our coffee’s fresh. We were not kidding!”

Together, they all traveled across the luscious isles, crossing many of the rope bridges hanging precariously over the nebula below. After a little while, they came to a larger, central island where they found multiple people adorned in feather hats and capes.

“Welcome, Tabby!” exclaimed a woman who was wearing a purple cape with an emblem of a massive steaming mug—containing what Randy could only assume was coffee. “We have been expecting you!”

“As usual…” replied Tabby with a smile. “We are in need of a couple tons of dark roast, if you please. Our ship is in need of fuel.”

“I see…” replied the woman. “I will direct you to the conductor of business! If you would follow me!”

Tabby and the Master Baker exchanged confused looks, and it was evident to Randy almost immediately that something was wrong. Together they followed the woman in the cape into the heart of the central island. When they reached the middle, however, Tabby stopped.

Sitting in the shadows, on a throne made out of solidified coffee, was a figure with glowing purple eyes, wiry hair and what Randy could only assume to be a smirk on his face. From what he could see, this mystery man wore a black jacket with matching pants and boots. In his left hand he held a rapier, and at his side an umbrella of the deepest purple.

“You may speak with the Supreme Ruler,” said the woman in the cape as she bowed low to the strange man with the wiry hair.

The cat approached cautiously.

“What do you want?” snarled the man.

“I want to know why you are in charge of this place for starters,” replied Tabby. “What did you do? Why did you do it? To conquer an innocent little establishment such as this—”

“Umm… Tabby?” inquired the woman with the cape nervously. “He didn’t conquer us…”

“What?” asked Tabby.

“We sold our business to him,” said the woman. “We were in a bit of a tough spot, and he helped us get going again.”

Tabby turned to the man with the glowing eyes again. “Show yourself,” she demanded.

In response, the man’s glowing eyes flashed dangerously. “You best be careful, little kitty… You are attempting to catch a fish that won’t fit in your mouth…” He chuckled evilly and the feline cracked her knuckles.

Wisdom placed a hand on Tabby’s shoulder and murmured, “It’s not worth ruining our relations with the Isles…” She nodded to the man and whispered, “No matter how much of a jerk he is…”

“I heard that…” growled the man with the glowing eyes. “Because of your insufferable rudeness you shall pay a 65% upcharge penalty.”

“That’s ridiculous—” began Tabby.

“If I may be so bold?” interrupted the woman with the cape. She turned to the man and said, “Your majesty… you know that these people are regular customers. Should we not treat them as we always have?”

“Zip it, Sleepwalker,” demanded the man. “I will NOT tolerate any more disrespect from ANY of you.”

As the conversation quickly escalated, the workers of the islands began to slowly gather around them and watch curiously to see how the predicament would end.

“Just because you are in charge doesn’t mean you can—” began the woman with the cape, but at that moment, the man grabbed his umbrella, opened it and immediately darkness consumed everyone as purple lightning thundered from the tip of the umbrella. Black rain fell upon them all, and all that could be seen of the mystery man were his glowing eyes and haunting silhouette breaking through the darkness. “DON’T CROSS ME AGAIN!” he roared, his voice echoing throughout the Isles. “GET OUT.” He lowered his umbrella and the world around them began to lighten up until the nebula could be seen once again. The lightning disappeared and the rain faded away.

“Of course… your… highness…” stuttered the woman in the cape nervously. “I… will… will escort them back to their vessel now…” She turned to Tabby and said, “I am sorry, Tabby, but we cannot help you…”

“But—” began the cat.

“There is nothing I can do…” murmured the woman. She gestured for them to follow her as they walked back towards the restaurant spaceship.

As they left, a figure approached the man on the throne. A pirate’s hat sat on her head and only a part of her face could be seen through a scarf that covered her mouth.

“News?” coldly asked the man with the glowing eyes.

“Still no sign of the map, sir,” responded the pirate captain.

“Well, KEEP searching,” snarled the man. “That map is the key to finding the Ultimate Bread Recipe, and if you want to get paid, you MUST prove to me that you are worth my time.”

The pirate saluted the man with the glowing eyes and said, “Don
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