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      Blurb

      

      
        Great. Things are heating up. Oatmeal tries to ignore what he can, but he rapidly runs out of luck.
      

      Oh, and chances. As the strands of this galactic plot combine, he's trapped in the middle with nowhere to run.

      ....

      Zero follows a dropkick bounty hunter and a sleeping super weapon cruising through the galaxy to discover the truth. If you love your space opera with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Zero Episode Two today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    Being stuck in space was starting to turn her insane. It had been 11 days, 11 whole days traveling in a spaceship with no other company but Jelly and Oatmeal. Maybe her situation was starting to catch up with her. Maybe she was starting to realize this whole thing was impossible, and the fact it was happening therefore meant she was already insane. Or maybe, maybe it was that smug, arrogant, sanctimonious prick. 11 whole days of being cooped up in a spaceship with him were starting to take its toll.

    “Hey Callie, you okay?” Jelly sat beside her, placing his hands carefully over his knees. He looked more like a concerned therapist than a 13-year-old mathematical genius. Oatmeal was off taking a nap, so perhaps Jelly felt he could inquire how she, a perfectly normal teenager who had just had her life turned upside down, how she might be feeling.

    He may have been just a kid, but Callie would take what she could get. She let her lips wobble slightly and patted her wet eyes. “He’s just so mean! I can’t believe it! I can’t believe it!” Callie was gearing up to vent. She’d been cooped up for too long with a couple of alien boys and no one normal to talk too. But out of the two of them, Callie would just have to settle for dumping her woes on the tiny shoulders of Jelly.

    “Okay,” he said very reasonably and even gave her a slow nod. “I realize he can have a difficult personality at times.”

    “At times!” she sniffed wildly and a little too strongly as her nostrils rattled. “Not once has he been nice to anyone. And he’s on the galaxy’s most wanted list!”

    “He’s had a difficult life.” Jelly didn’t once let his face display any other emotion than calm empathy.

    “Difficult?! Filled with booze, women, gambling, and gunfights. What Oatmeal gets, he courts. Don’t defend him; the guy is a jerk.”

    Jelly paused and let his gaze drift off to the side. He was obviously about to say something very thoughtful indeed. “I wonder if it were anyone else… whether this would bother you so much?”

    “What?”

    “Callie, you don’t seem to be the kind to make harsh judgments. You are nice and caring. You seem capable of believing in the good side of almost everyone you meet. I wonder what it is about Oatmeal that puts you offside so much?”

    Callie was taken aback. She flicked her head up and off to the side. “I… well… yes… I guess I do prefer to believe in the good behind us all… but Oatmeal’s just so unlikable.”

    “Surely, that gives you more reason to believe in his good side, then.”

    “I don’t see why.” For all his thoughtful analysis, Jelly was starting to get on Callie’s nerves.

    “Because obviously, no one else believes in it.”

    This time Callie paused before she answered. “Maybe no one should believe in Oatmeal’s good side, because maybe it’s not there at all, maybe it could never be there. Maybe he’s a jerk through and through and will always be a jerk.”

    “You don’t believe that,” Jelly said automatically.

    “But he never seems to care when he makes a mistake! He never seems capable of changing his mind about people… he just seems, well, jaded.”

    “Oh yeah, he is jaded, but there is more to him, Callie.” Jelly looked down at his hands as he shifted them in his lap. It was clear that whatever he was going to say next would be something he believed in. “I’ve seen Oatmeal do things I never could, forgive people you’d never think him capable of forgiving, and trust people no one else would give the time of day….”

    …

    Two years ago, the Outlier planets

    Jelly clutched the box of spare parts to his chest. “Is this really a good idea, sir?”

    Oatmeal didn’t bother to turn, he just put his hands on his hips, until the blazing sun before them cast so much light through the viewscreen that the cut-out of his form was the only thing that saved Jelly’s eyes. “Prack, yes, Jelly. This will be brilliant.”

    “But,” Jelly blinked wildly and turned from the screen, “that ship has been drifting so close to that sun for too long, the life support will be dead.”

    “Then we go in with spacesuits.” Oatmeal finally flicked the switch on the panel that reduced the brightness blazing through the viewscreen to an acceptable level.

    Jelly still had to blink through the stars in his eyes as he became used to normal illumination levels again. “But the ship has probably been gutted before. We don’t know how long it’s been abandoned, and our scanners are out.”

    “Precisely, Jelly.” Oatmeal turned, and his smile was infectious if worrying on some deep level. “If we don’t know how long it has been drifting in space, then we don’t know for sure if it has been raided or not. And that sounds like an opportunity. Sure, we could suit up and get on that piece of space junk hurtling toward the sun and find there isn’t anything salvageable onboard. But then again, they could be carrying a huge shipment of plasma rifles.”

    “Only GP ships transport weapons, sir, you know that.” Jelly tried to be the voice of reason that could wipe that manic smile from Oatmeal’s face.

    “Just an example, Jelly, just an example. There could be gold, though – think of that.”

    “Gold, sir? What would you do, travel all the way to Earth and sell it to the humans?”

    “Okay, not gold either, then. How about spare computer parts?” this time Oatmeal spread his arms wide, “you have to admit I’ve got you on that one. Not only is it very likely there are salvageable electronics, but you need spare components, don’t you?”

    “I was kind of hoping that we’d buy them,” Jelly conceded quietly.

    “Ha! Good one, Jelly. Let’s go suit up.”

    By the time Jelly had run the calculations for the maximum amount of time two inexperienced salvagers could survive in spacesuits on a ship with no life support that was hurtling toward the sun, Oatmeal had walked in and thrown Jelly’s suit over the console.

    “Get your game on, Jelly. Time is burning up in the sun over there, and my plasma rifles and gold are gonna burn up with it.”

    “Okay, okay, but we can only stay for 20 minutes.”

    “20?! Are you crazy, Jelly?”

    “No, I’m smart. And trust me – we can only stay for 20 minutes.”

    “Yeah, yeah, yeah, just suit up already.” Oatmeal turned away and walked back into the cabin.

    Jelly took one last look at the scorch-marked hull of the ship drifting in the middle of their viewscreen and sighed. This was such a stupid plan.

    But he followed Oatmeal nonetheless.

    Rather than dock their cruiser with the drifting ship and risk a tiny collision that could send them hurtling toward the sun, they opted for using an escape pod. Somehow Oatmeal managed to maneuver the pod into the fortuitously open docking bay of the drifting ship.

    Jelly let himself be humbled by the sight. This close to the sun, the smooth metallic doors of the docking bay shone like they were on fire. Great ripples of orange-red ran across their surface like dancing flames. The light was so intense, even with the tiny screen of the pod set to block out the power of the sun.

    It was mesmerizing. Jelly could imagine the sound of the metal hull bubbling and popping as its once white paint finish gave way to the heat of the star right outside its front door. But there’s no sound in space, and the only noise coming from the pod as they slowly moved into the huge docking bay, was the soft blip telling them they were on course.

    “Come on, honey,” Oatmeal spoke through a stiff, clenched jaw, “right through the doors.”

    Jelly leaned over Oatmeal and watched the levels on the navigational console. He was starting to wonder whether 20 minutes had been overly generous. They were on an abandoned ship hurtling toward the sun. There was no doubt all systems onboard stopped functioning a long time ago, which meant no life support, no propulsion, and no light. What with the docking bay doors open, it would be like a sauna in there. The layers of non-conductive insulation designed to prevent spaceships from cooking when they ventured too near giant nuclear balls of gas, would be redundant with its doors open.

    Jelly patted one gloved hand onto the tough but flexible fabric of his suit. He’d calculated that with the maximum possible temperature inside the abandoned ship they’d have at least an hour in their suits before they melted to little white puddles on the ground with very burnt Jellys and Oatmeals within. Oh, he’d told Oatmeal 20 minutes, but that’d been as a security precaution. Even if there was nothing on board (which Jelly was willing to bet his life savings on), Oatmeal would still try to scrape the paint off the walls.

    But now as Oatmeal set the pod down on the docking bay floor and waved at Jelly to start the override of the huge doors, Jelly was starting to regret his decision. As he keyed in the codes to close the docking doors, he started to imagine the worst. Assuming Oatmeal would go about this in his usual fashion and attack the ship with a crowbar, they could be in for trouble. All they needed was for Oatmeal to hit the door on one room with trapped atmosphere inside, and they’d both be sucked into space as the air vented.

    Jelly put a hand up to wipe his brow before he realized he was still dressed in a thick spacesuit.

    “Alright.” Oatmeal clapped his two gloved hands together with a whoosh. “Doors are closed,” he clapped Jelly over the shoulder, “good work!”

    Jelly smiled under the protection of his weighty helmet. Oatmeal must be truly excited to be throwing around compliments like that. He was like a school kid sometimes, filled with wonder at the opportunities of the vast universe. Well, like a crooked school kid anyway, who saw dollar signs in place of nebulous galaxies and vibrant star clusters. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder they say.

    Oatmeal bounded out of his chair, the plush fabric of his suit making squeaking sounds as he moved. “Grab your gear and let’s go.”

    Jelly tapped the console once more and brought up the relevant readings. It wasn’t so hot outside that they’d burn to a crisp once they opened the pod door, but damn it was close.

    He took the kind of deep breath he always took before one of their madcap adventures. Everything will be fine, he told himself, this will just be a normal mission….

    Oatmeal tapped in the code to open the pod doors. There was a long beep, then the computer informed them in its tinny voice that going outside in the current conditions would be inadvisable.

    “Just open the pracking doors!” Oatmeal angrily keyed in the override codes, and the small pod door swished open.

    Though their suits would insulate them from the baking heat outside for now, Jelly could imagine the sudden searing heat rippling over his suit and working its way in.

    With the docking bay doors closed, there was no longer any light in the room. As Oatmeal grabbed at the torch in his utility belt, Jelly pulled out his scanner. He hated trying to hit the tiny buttons with his fat gloved fingers; he always mistyped.

    Jelly let out a grumble but eventually managed to type what he needed. Soon his little scanner was attempting a remote access of the ship’s computers – whatever was left of the colossal computer core that would be needed to run a ship like this. He knew something was left if he’d managed to close the docking door. And if there was something left, then hopefully it had enough power to turn the lights on around here.

    Oatmeal was busy sweeping his torch in wide arcs. The powerful blue-white light of the beam cut erratically over the docking bay floor, illuminating the floor and walls and whatever junk was left that hadn’t been sucked into space.

    “Whoooo,” Oatmeal directed his torch to the far end of the bay that would lead through to the rest of the ship, “this is a big room. I mean, Jelly, check this out. Just imagine the games of space ball we could have in here?”

    Jelly made a small noise to indicate he was definitely paying attention and continued to try to hack the ship’s computers. The security was minimal, and soon his little scanner managed to circumvent the firewall and access the core’s processors.

    A display of the ship’s stats flashed up on his screen. She was called the “Carmine” and was a category C transport, capable of a maximum speed of 2.5 times the speed of light. Jelly flicked his eyes around the darkened room. Yeah right, he thought to himself, this thing didn’t have the structural integrity to run around the block, let alone travel Hyperspace Two-and-Half.

    “Hey Jelly, you got the stats on this piece of space treasure yet?” Oatmeal was whipping his torch around the walls and ceiling, making the light dance and streak. “I’m kinda getting bored now.”

    “She’s a transport—”

    “Awesome. What’s she transporting? Rifles and gold, Jelly?!”

    “Ah… Ter figs.” Jelly let out a deep laugh that wobbled his cheeks.

    “W-h-a-t?” Oatmeal’s torch dropped to his side, putting an impromptu end to his light show.

    “Yeah. Shipment of fruit designated for the Bora system… wow.”

    Oatmeal grunted. “Okay… well, fruit has to be kept in… boxes… so maybe there are some good boxes around here.”

    “Boxes worth suiting up and traveling to an abandoned ship about to be sucked into the sun for, sir?”

    “These better be awesome boxes.”

    Jelly and Oatmeal continued to make their way through the ship. Eventually Jelly managed to coax the half-dead computers into turning the lights back on, and the ship went from creepy pitch black to an ominous shade of yellow-gray.

    Oatmeal attacked anything that was slightly loose with his sonic crowbar, obviously determined to salvage something from this failed mission. All the while Jelly hacked further into the ship’s computers, resolved to find out why this transport full of Ter figs was drifting in the lifeless Bria system all on its own.

    Something didn’t add up. He’d felt it the minute Oatmeal had spied the ship on the viewscreen. A ship adrift in space wasn’t such an uncommon find. But one that appeared untouched was. And that was the problem weighing on Jelly’s shoulders. Why would someone take an ordinary transport vessel through an abandoned section of space? Surely a vessel like this should be on established, protected routes? And surely, if for some reason the engines had overloaded, the captain would have called the ship’s owners or the GP and arranged for a tow? No, something didn’t add up.

    Jelly kept searching through the computer’s hard drives. He was looking for the captain’s log or anything that might give him a clue as to why this ship was left adrift in such a strange system so far away from help.

    Oatmeal seemed oblivious to the fact Jelly was caught up in the unfolding saga of the Carmine. But the more Jelly dug, the more his gut constricted with worry. He managed to find the engine stats. Apparently, they had not blown up or succumbed to old age. No, they had been shut down. On the orders of the captain, this vessel had been manually maneuvered toward the Bria sun, set on a collision course, then the engines had been cut, and the crew evacuated, leaving all cargo on board.

    Jelly was sweating inside his spacesuit. It seeped down his brow and trickled down his back. He desperately wanted to put a hand up to wipe his eyes clean, but he couldn’t. Instead
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