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Trapped by a vicious self-appointed Queen, the entire slave population of the colony was imprisoned next to fusion drive exhaust ports.

When the fusion drives ignited to lift the colony off for the moons of Saturn, they'd all be turned to ash.

In all this, some still held out hope. 

Because they could hear voices in their minds telling them not to be afraid, to hold on to hope. 

Their guards outside only heard the countdown.

The question was whether those unseen rebels could free all these prisoners in time. Thousands of prisoners, hundreds of cells. Dozens of different locations.

The countdown had already begun - as broadcast through every space in the colony...

- - - -
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THE COUNTDOWN HAD BEEN started, and sounded through most all of the buildings and tunnels in every city in the Moon Colony.

When it reached zero, the cities would again fly under their own power, this time toward Saturn.

All of the non-essential populace had been rounded up by the Queen's orders and locked in large former storage rooms next to the fusion drive exhausts.  When the fusion drives reached maximum, any materials in those rooms would be ash, most metals melted to puddles.

Right now the bulk of the population that still remained in those moon-colony cities had just over 20 minutes of life left. 

According to that countdown clock.

- - - -
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QUEEN MALIA HAD ASSEMBLED all the Royals of her city and all the other city's Royals that could fit into her large throne room. Standing room only.

She had large monitors set up so that everyone in that room could see what her plans were. The monitors showed the inside of those locked rooms next to the fusion drive exhausts. And also showed those exhausts.

Her speech was carefully crafted to educate all Royals as to their new place in society, and what was expected of them. For once they left the moon, it would be a streamlined population that arrived at their next port of call. 

Her list of do's and don'ts was long and she was enjoying their discomfort from having to stand in their uncomfortable formal wear in the crowded space. The perfumes and scents were starting to go stale, and certain personal odors were making their appearance. 

Yet no one would dare to try leaving. 

That was the point of this. 

The monitors showed the miserable  former citizens of 'Cagga and other cities as they realized their status as slaves – where a single “sovereign” could order their mass death with no repeal. 

Queen Malia was the absolute law, now.

When the counter first started at the bottom of the screen, few people noted, as it was in blue.

At 15 minutes, it turned red, and more people noted.

At 10 minutes it started flashing, and counting down the seconds as well.

The hubbub in the room became noticeable.

Queen Malia was not amused with the interruption. She paused, scowling and the room quieted.

At 5 minutes, the cameras on the fusion drive exhausts showed their exhaust start to fire, and some thought they could hear rumbling outside that room.

Shortly after that, the camera's on the locked rooms were filled with increasing amounts of static, until nothing could be seen.

At 3 minutes, there was a push toward the back to leave.

Armed guards appeared to block everyone's exit.

All that was left was to watch the screens in horror, since all the cities now had their Royals in that one room. Their own cities were taking off without them at the helm.

Yet the Queen was still calmly rattling through her new restrictions and decorum resolutions. As if nothing was happening at all.

At 2 minutes, the shouting began. Calls for her to abort the takeoff were louder than anything she could say, even through her hidden microphone.

That stopped her so that she started listening.

An assistant brought her own tablet to the Queen to show her what the other Royals were seeing. 

Any orders shouted by her at this time were too late. Someone had started the engines without her order and they could not be simply shut off without exploding the units and the cities around them. 

So Queen Malia did the next best thing – she walked up to her throne and buckled herself in for the actual liftoff.

The final seconds counted down.

And...

Nothing.

The clock on the monitors disappeared. 

The static cleared up.

And the prisoners were gone.
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THE REMOTE BASE WITH its tunnel from 'Cagga was filling rapidly with released prisoners. The tunnel itself was packed, but while people were hurrying, there was no panic. Those who were unable to move quickly were assisted, and even carried to keep up.

A calm extended through the entire tunnel, even to the hundreds that were still arriving at its entrance. 

Gaia had been brought up earlier and cleared the tunnel of all obstructions. Now she was erecting thick walls behind the last of the populace, and reinforcing their ceilings. Betty was working to permanently shut other doors and hatches by fusing them, using her skills as an elemental.

Soon the 'Cagga population was behind several layers of sealed halls and floors. 

The Control Room at the remote base was manned by Jock and his crew, and were relaying information to both Mysti and Sue of how the Queen and other Royals were reacting. 

As those Royals found their way back to their own cities, they ordered a stand-down by all troops and security personnel. While they had gone along with the Queen's orders to gather all their city populations, what they had just seen on her monitors changed their minds about having any part of her plan. 

Most arranged to post guards around any control panel or other access to their city's fusion drive.

Aid was being given to their citizens in the form of water and first aid.  All citizens in other cities had been assembled in large areas, usually the city center. Troops were ordered to render assistance, but the only ones with weapons were posted outside the fusion controls.

In groups of 10 and 20, people were disappearing from all these city centers. About a group per second or faster.

In a very short time, the cities besides 'Cagga were noticeably vacated of citizens. As well, many former Royals, soldiers and security personnel had also disappeared with them, often leaving their uniforms behind.

- - - -
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QUEEN MALIA WAS FURIOUS. Beyond furious. Her white face, beneath all that white make-up was bright red. 

Through her feed, she found out about those disappearances. And found the populace still left was celebrating in the other cities. Meanwhile, her own former imprisoned citizens couldn't be found. At last, her temper snapped. She stormed to the thick door to the cell that held Tess and had it opened. 

The red-headed woman still sat there in her red/gray coveralls. Her bracelets and collar were still attached, still chained to the chair. Her eyes were looking straight ahead and a wry smile was on her lips.
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