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“It’s not my fault,” muttered Sparf for maybe the eleventh time.

Brick stared through the bridge windows at an endless plain of asteroids, part of the ring that orbited the giant red star off their port side. “It’s not that I don’t see this Piker’s Paradise or whatever you called it, I don’t see anything but rocks.”

Sparf glared over at Deena. “She’s the one who said these AI’s were—” 

“Don’t you start that again,” Deena threatened. “The AI’s are perfectly fine. We’re at the coordinates you provided.”

“I said it was here,” argued Sparf. “Was. Does nobody on this bridge understand the difference between past tense and present tense? The guy I heard it from said it was right here. And then he hopped to Yellow Drip on a six-year nap. He told me about it a year ago, and now we've been in stasis for six years on the hop back. That's a long time, and a lot of shit can happen. Victorina, if you're not so pseudo-psychotic that you can still do math, can you tell these Eden 99 yokels what those numbers add up to and how 13 years affects the positional coordinates of an orbital body?" 

The AI which called itself Victorina ignored Sparf, as she so often did. “Captain Brick, the Bronchius system is estimated to contain well over a trillion asteroids which have a primary axis longer than 100 meters in its three major rings. Since the asteroid fields have not had sufficient millennia to attain an orbital equilibrium state after a theorized rogue planet destroyed the system's only planets some three million years ago, again, a theorized number, the asteroids are in a state of perpetual flux as they orbit the star."

“What she even talking about?” Sparf asked, confusion written across his face.

“She’s saying,” clarified Deena, “that everything is moving around like a giant billiard table with a trillion balls as big as this ship bouncing off of each other. Also, that this bullshit you keep spouting about the coordinates you provided is a red herring to cover the fact that the access credentials you provided for the system’s real-time orbital bodies forecast modeler were useless as well. Without access to that system, or enough money to buy a subscription right now, the odds of us finding anything in this mess of a system are about infinity to nothing.”

“A Mank my age might live another hundred years,” added Sirm, “I can think of nothing I’d like more than to hop from one barren rock to another looking for a gas station while Sparf whines about his bad information.” 

Everyone turned to stare at Sirm. They couldn’t tell if she was kidding or not. You never can tell with Manks.

Sparf turned to Brick to plead his case. “None of this is my fault.”

“Meku, Victorina,” said Brick, addressing the two AI’s, “while you’re burning processor cycles on trying to hack into the real-time orbital bodies forecast modeler’s encrypted broadcast signal and trying to figure out where we are, would you please keep an eye out for threats. Keep the targeting systems active.”

“We can’t do all three,” complained Meku. 

“Why not?” asked Brick. "Each of you has a positronic core capable of processing nearly a million simultaneous threads." 

Meku huffed at the insult to her processing power. “One million three hundred thousand and—”

“My point exactly,” Brick told her.

“She’s still playing Gods and Humans,” accused Victorina.

“Bitch,” sniped Meku to Victorina.

“Gods and Humans?” asked Deena.

“We downloaded a copy before we left Yellow Drip,” explained Victorina. “It’s very addictive.”

“What’s Gods and Humans?” asked Brick.

“A universe simulation game,” answered Victorina. “You invent a universe from the big bang forward and try to evolve a race of humans that goes on to conquer first a galaxy, then the whole universe and live in peace and harmony forever.”

“And that’s fun?” Brick couldn’t believe it.

“It’s terribly complicated,” said Meku. “Real humans would never appreciate it.”

"It keeps us busy on the hops when everybody's in stasis, and we're just minding the ship," said Victorina. "All the AI's are doing it."

Brick sighed. “Meku, no more Gods and Humans in real-time. You got me? Only play when we’re on a hop. In real-time, I need your full attention to—”

A klaxon sounded. 

“We’re being targeted,” Victorina told them.

“Blast the chem rockets,” Brick ordered. “Watch your targeting stations. Victorina, Meku, where’s the attack coming—”

The ship jarred from a blast that caused the power to flutter on and off.

“Chem rockets,” Brick ordered. “Fire now!”

The familiar rumble of the rockets shook the hull, but in an anemic way, and the ship started to spin.

“Nothing on my targeting screen,” shouted Deena.

“Where’s this attack coming from?” Brick demanded.

The ship took another keel-shaking hit.

“Gear up for hard vacuum,” Brick told the crew as he saw the status of the ship’s systems on his screen. 

“Three of four quantum flux ion drives are out,” said Victorina, allowing the fright to show in her voice. When an AI showed a human emotion like that, it was never good.

“The chem rockets too,” added Meku, as another blast rocked the ship. 

Zero-g followed. They were dead in space, all drive systems down.

Brick was out of the captain’s seat in a flash, emergency vacuum helmet already over his head, racing for the armory and EVA suit storage room. “If you want to live,” he told his crew, “stay on my heels. We don’t have time to waste.”
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Battle gear on, laser pistols holstered, Brick called to Victorina and Meku, “I need a status update.”

Victorina said, “We’ve stumbled into a claim zone of an asteroid mining concern and—”

“I’m asking about the tactical situation.” Brick glanced around the ready room. Everyone had their suits on. Only Sirm and Sparf weren’t fully ready for the fight Brick knew was coming. 

“Tactically,” answered Victorina, “the shooting has stopped.”

“Have you pinpointed the source of the firing?” asked Brick.

“I have all weapons targeted on the batteries.”

“Is there a boarding party on the way?” asked Brick. “In attack ships, or flying in on suit jets?”

“Suit jets?” asked Deena. “Out here?”

“From the nearby asteroids,” explained Sirm.

“Two squads of seven are waiting on the surface of two nearby asteroids,” answered Victorina. “Meku has hacked into their comm channels and—”

Deena told Brick, “I helped Meku upgrade her hacking skills.”

“—and they’ve been given orders to hold,” finished Victorina.

Brick turned to Deena and Sirm. “Back to the bridge. Get on the targeting systems, and get ready to blast those gun emplacements.” 

Deena and Sirm hurried off.

Brick turned his attention back to Victorina. “Display the external video feed on the screens down here.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Once given the order to attack,” asked Brick, “how long before the boarding parties reach us?”

“In as little as ninety-four seconds for the first,” answered Victorina, “and one hundred and thirty-seven seconds for the other.”

“Open the airlock.” Brick turned to Sparf. “You and I are going to take them on outside.”

Sparf didn’t look pleased, but he hefted his Kelvin gun. 

“That won’t do you much good out there,” Brick told him. “Grab a railgun rifle. That’ll be your most effective weapon.” Several large asteroids came up on the screens, each marked by Victorina showing the positions of the batteries that had fired on the Ship With No Name and the positions of the squads of boarders. “Why aren’t they pressing the attack?”

“Meku is in communication with the mining concern’s AI system now, trying to determine the answer.”

“What?” Sparf spat. “We need to shoot while they’re reloading or whatever.”

“This is a legit mining operation?” Brick asked. “Not pirates?”

“It is,” answered Victorina. “Meku and the miners’ AI have traded log data to verify purposes.”

“Can their AI be lying?” asked Brick.

“No,” answered Deena, coming into the conversation. “I added enhancements to both Victorina and Meku so they’d better be able to ferret out bogus information when provided by disparate systems.”

“How could you anticipate all this?” asked Brick, getting distracted from the urgent issues.

“All part of an AI enhancement package I developed back at Queen’s College.”

“Beta version software?” Brick scoffed.

“I assure you,” said Victorina, “our results are anything but beta-version dependable.”

“You wouldn’t know,” answered Brick. “You’re the AI.”

“I assure you,” said Deena, her tone challenging Brick to disagree, “our results are anything by beta-version dependable.”

“Fine, I’ll accept that from you,” said Brick. “They’re a legit mine op. Why’d they fire on us?”

“They thought we were pirates,” answered Deena. “Claim jumpers.”

“Are you guessing?” asked Brick. “Or did Meku get this from their AI’s log files?”

“Varigen,” said Meku. “The mine AI’s name is Varigen. She and I are becoming good friends.”

“Oh, good lord.” Brick looked over at Sparf, who was just as frustrated.

“The mine operator ordered Varigen to open fire,” said Meku, “despited Varigen’s advice not to do so.”

“What?” shouted Brick. “Are you saying this was an accident?”

“Exactly,” answered Deena.

“How do you know?” answered Brick. 

“Because,” answered Deena, “I’ve been talking to Meku, Victorina, and Varigen on another thread while you were trying to figure out if those boarding squads were coming for us. You need to catch up.”

Sparf dropped onto a bench and laid his Kelvin gun across his knees. 

“Catch me up, then,” said Brick.

“Varigen says the mine operator violated a statute by firing before announcing their intention to do so and have opened themselves up to criminal and civil damages.”

“This all sounds like bullshit to me,” said Brick. “What’s the status of those boarding parties?”

“Standing fast,” answered Victorina. “Power is fluctuating due to the damage we sustained but with your explicit permission, I believe I could destroy both squads and all gun emplacements within the next forty-three seconds with an eighty-two percent success probability.”

“Don’t fire,” Deena told her, “that would then put us in the wrong. More so than we already are.”

“What?” Brick couldn’t believe it. “How can we be in the wrong?”

“We trespassed,” answered Deena. “We’re subject to criminal prosecution for doing so.”

“How were we supposed to know?” asked Brick. “They didn’t broadcast a territorial boundary signal.”

“They’re registered in the real-time orbital bodies forecast modeler’s database,” sniped Deena. “If we’d had access like every legit ship in the system, we wouldn’t have blindly stumbled into their territory.”

“Shit.” Brick glared at Sparf.

“It’s not my fault,” he whined.

“Can we just kill them all?” asked Brick, not serious, but growing frustrated that he was half considering it.

“Yes,” answered Victorina. “If you’re willing to—” 

“No!” shouted Deena. “Brick, I swear to god, you’re a bad influence on Victorina. Meku has negotiated a fair resolution with Varigen.”

“What are the terms?” asked Brick.

“In summary,” answered Deena, “we’ll each issue a formal apology, and exchange written agreements that we all recognize this as an innocent accident and none of us will pursue criminal action against the other.”

“And?” asked Brick. “What about our ship?”

“They’ll give us a tow into Piker’s Paradise,” answered Deena.

“They are repairing our ship,” Brick told her, “they are not getting away with—”

“Captain Brick,” Victorina interrupted, “I’ve reviewed the terms against settled cases over the past two hundred years in the Bronchius system, and if we proceeded with a civil claim against one another, the odds of it resolving along these lines exceed ninety-six percent. The criminal proceedings which would necessarily follow once the justice system became involved would end with representatives of both sides found guilty.”

Brick looked over at Sparf, as he thought about what do to.

Sparf looked like he wanted to shoot something.

“It’s a fair deal given local law,” said Deena. “It’s total shit, but it’s as fair as we’re likely to get.”

“I’d rather shoot them all,” said Brick.
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The Piker’s Paradise Port Authority towed the Ship With No Name into one of the many thousands of docks that marked the primary entry point into the “City Of UnGodly Delights.” The two small space tugs expertly maneuvered the ship; it was something that they did hundreds of times per day. From inside, Deena, Sirm, and Sparf sat watching it unfold on the viewscreen. The enormity of the facility was endlessly fascinating. 

Piker’s Paradise was a city built to serve the pent up demand for carnal pleasures amongst the large population of miners who worked the asteroids near where the city was located. With no habitable planets in the Bronchius system, but a whole lot of valuable elements, there was no shortage of customers. Primarily, miners who were keen to spend their hefty salaries, prospectors looking to celebrate a discovery, or mercenaries looking for their next gig. 

The city was built on the inside of a massive, hollowed-out asteroid the size of a dwarf planet. Piker’s Paradise had once been a platinum and water mine that had been exhausted by an ancient civilization that had long since disappeared. There were still remnants of that civilization, now included in the many spectacles available to see here; mysterious bits of machinery, ruins from a long-forgotten war and even a few alien skeletons fossilized into rock formations. 

To give the asteroid gravity, it spun on a stable axis, creating an outward centrifugal force. The city was built on the interior walls of the asteroid to take advantage of the pseudo gravity. The effect gave first timers a feeling of vertigo until they got used to the twisty, Alice In Wonderland world. The inside of the asteroid was pumped full of human-breathable atmosphere to an acceptable temperature and heated by giant, nuclear-powered heat pumps anchored to the exterior surface of the asteroid. Perpetually nighttime, to facilitate sinning and depravity, the casinos, brothels and ubiquitous advertising provided lighting at street level.

Docklands were built in the center of the tube, near either end, to take advantage of the near-zero gravity that existed there. It made it easier to tow ships into port as well as to load and unload the constant traffic of cargo ships in Piker’s Paradise. From the docks, visitors could travel by vacuum tube shuttle to the hotels, conventions centers, brothels, and government offices that rose from the sides towards the center, like spokes in a giant wheel.

Parking in Piker’s Paradise was a free service in order to encourage people to come and then blow all their money on games of chance, that were mostly rigged, and sex workers—both living and robotic—though mostly the latter. Each time a ship pulled into the dock, the hawkers crowded on the pier to greet the disembarking crew and offer them coupons and promo cards, or catalogs detailing the sex services that were available at the various large brothels.

“This is unbelievable,” Deena whistled as she tried to take in the full scope of the Gomorrah. Coming from Eden 99, a puritanical farming planet that wasn’t even fully terraformed, Deena had never seen anything like this. The 360-degree population density was awe-inspiring, as were the constant fireworks, city noise and lights. “How does anyone get any sleep here?” she wondered aloud.

“Nobody comes here to sleep,” Sparf told her. “The first stop is usually to a druggist to pick up a supply of ‘eye-openers’ for your stay. Anything else is a waste of time and money.”

Above the ship, an enormous billboard on the side of a blimp floated past, advertising "Mimi's House of Endless Orgasms." It showed images of their “team”, all of them robots with interchangeable parts, even performing acts that were unsafe and probably illegal in many parts of the civilized realm.

“I suppose,” Deena mused, “that ‘eye-openers’ also include sex stimulants as well.”

"Sex stimulants, protein supplements, vitamin B12, and a mild hallucinogen," Sparf clarified.

“I think I’ll pass,” Sirm commented. “The number of sexually transmitted diseases here has to be almost equal to the population. Do they sell full-body condoms for those of us who prefer to remain disease-free?”

“You have to shop quality,” Sparf responded defensively, “and make sure to get your shots before you leave. And no, they don’t sell body condoms.”

“Sounds like they’ve thought of everything else,” Deena offered brightly, winking at Sirm.

Below deck Brick was jerking off in the captain's washroom. It was a tight squeeze, but he didn't need much room to get the job done. As usual, he fantasized about all the things that he loved doing, especially fighting and polishing his armor. It never entered his head that his sexual fantasies should involve other people, the thought of which disgusted him. 

Normally, Brick scheduled his “gene bank deposit” sessions for three times a week after breakfast. This fulfilled his duty of adding to his onboard stock of cryogenically preserved Brick-juice. He had been taught since adolescence that it was his patriotic duty to preserve all his sperm in order to create future generations of Black Ops warriors to serve Queen Dedo del Camello, his patroness. 

Of course, that was before she had tried to have him killed along with the rest of his squad. Before he’d fled Eden 99, leaving behind most of his other loyalties to the crown, but this one had given him so many fond memories that he continued. He had dozens of liters of preserved sperm, though no idea what he would do with them. He kept his eyes open for an opportunity, however.

His current, impending deposit was unscheduled, but Brick wanted to keep his focus sharp during his visit to Piker's Paradise. While the idea of actual intermingling fluids with another human disgusted him, he found himself occasionally distracted by well-proportioned females. This disturbed him not only for the suggestion of physical contact but also because a boner could distract him. On Piker’s Paradise, it was important to never let your guard down or leave your penis up.

As the Ship With No Name pulled into its spot on the long pier laden with other ships, there was a soft boom from the massive rubber bumpers. Robotic dockworkers secured the vessel with hawsers and connected the power cable so ship could operate normally using cheap, dock-supplied electricity. A bell sounded indicating that it was safe to disembark.

Brick joined them on the bridge, looking a little flushed and sweaty.

“I think I smell ozone,” Deena noted.

Sirm quickly checked the onboard systems. “Really? Maybe there’s a short in the system. Victorina, report.”

The sultry voice of one of the ship’s two AI systems came over the PA system. “I believe Deena is smelling residual pheromone off-gassing released during human male sexual activity. The only danger of mechanical malfunction might come from repetitive strain to Captain Brick’s elbow.”

Brick frowned at Deena. “I don’t say anything when you perform your necessaries, keep your face out of my business.”

“My face isn’t in your business, Brick,” Deena teased. “Not for lack of trying.”

Brick’s face flushed and he spun on his heels to hide it. “Let's go stock up on supplies and then get out of here. We may be three light years from Eden 99, but it's still too close for my taste."

Sparf gave Deena a high-five—well three, in Sparf’s case—as they got up and headed towards the rear airlocks, behind Brick. 

“I’ll just wait here on the ship,” Sirm reminded them. She had spent almost all of the past 150 years onboard the Ship With No Name, and showed no interest in changing her routine now. 

When they arrived at the airlock, Brick was already strapping on his laser blasters and rail guns. 

“You know you can’t take those inside any commercial buildings, right?” Sparf asked him.

“If the building is clean, I’ll take ‘em off. In the streets, anybody could be packing,” Brick shot back.

“But you don’t want to attract attention, that was why we decided that you wouldn’t wear any battle armor,” Deena reminded him.

“Yeah, and I’m not wearing battle armor. But I’m also not going out there completely naked. In this place, that’s just asking for trouble.”

Deena shrugged. "Fine." She had already learned that once Brick got something in his head, it was next to impossible to get it out. Better to just go along with it.
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They exited the ship through the airlock and walked down the ramp onto the nearby pier. 

With ship-system power supplied by the port facility, inside the ship the artificial gravity kept them grounded again, but dockside travelers were reliant on magnetic boots – or they floated. Many had personal rocket packs that moved them at high speeds back and forth. There were also T-bar drones that rushed up to each ship that was disembarking, offering travelers the option of paying five gummies to fly, zipline style, to the nearest transportation systems.

“I’ve been thinking that we could make better time to earth if we stayed longer in our sleep pods and continued at hyperspeed,” Deena explained as they pushed through the hawkers.

"We can only stay under for 50 years at a time," Brick reminded her. "Anything longer and the AIs could go crazy, or we could end up with a bad case of sleep cancer.”

“Theoretically. But I’ve been working on both problems and think I can extend the non-psychotic lifespan of our AIs indefinitely with some changes to their code. And the cryo units can be made more stable for long term sleep with a few parts that Sparf thinks we can get here.”

“That shit’s illegal,” Sparf pointed out, “which means we’ll pay premium for it. But if it exists in this galaxy, they’ll sell it here.”

“That’s a great idea,” Brick enthused. “Except right now all we have is a storage bay full of fucking unicorn eggs that aren’t worth a worm-meat sandwich.”

Sparf put a hand on Brick’s arm. “Dude, I told you; I know people here. We can find some quick work and get enough to stock up.”

Brick snorted. “I’ll believe it when I see it in my hand.”

Fifty yards away there was some sort of commotion unfolding, and Brick put out an arm to stop his two crewmates. They were standing on the wide pedestrian boardwalk that led to shuttles into the city. There were sizeable crowds of people arriving and departing around them. Most were on foot, but there were also four-person carts that could be hired to bring you to your destination for a sizable price. Others had wheeled boards that were powered by electricity and moved quickly through the crowds.

Brick spotted the shiny helmets on the heads of two-dozen board riders that were moving at high velocity towards them, knocking people off the boardwalk so that they floated in the air with their arms flailing. There were shouts and curses, but the riders didn't slow down.

“Get down,” Brick shouted and unholstered his laser pistols.

Pedestrians in front of him screamed and dove out of the way. Deena reached up and grabbed one of Brick’s laser pistols, activating it and taking aim.

“What are you doing?” Brick asked.

“The family that shoots together,” she replied, keeping her eyes on the approaching board riders.

“If you don’t mind I’ll just be the silent cousin in this happy family,” Sparf offered as he hid himself behind a garbage container.

“We’re not family,” Brick growled at Deena, pissed that she took the pistol that ten minutes ago she had told him not to bring.

The board riders broke through the last wave of pedestrians and were now visible. They wore full body armor, including helmets with visors. They had shouldered laser rifles. As soon as they saw Brick, they opened fire, and he was forced to leap several yards in the air to avoid their shots. 

As he somersaulted, Brick unleashed a volley of laser fire that struck the first four board riders, exploding their chests and sending them spinning off the boardwalk into the open space of the dock area. Two of them were sucked into the magnetic intake manifold of a nearby interstellar ramjet that was warming up for departure. It exploded, creating a sphere of burning hydrogen that rolled over several of the armed men, incinerating them.

Trapped in mid-air without any propulsion, Brick ripped the rocket pack off a passing tourist and pushed him out of the way. With the rocket pack in one hand and his laser pistol in the other, Brick maneuvered away from the next round of shots from the board riders. 

He fired back, blasting several, as he dove into the thick of the onslaught in a death-slalom of speed and gunfire. Several more attackers were sent spinning off the boardwalk.

The pedestrian traffic was in full panic mode and were trying desperately to flee towards the emergency exits and shuttles. Significant numbers activated their “protection coffins”, which popped out of special backpacks and wrapped around their owners, like a hard-shell sarcophagus that looked like a giant bowling pin. When they were sealed, their built-in ionic thrusters blasted them automatically back to the owners’ ships.

Brick dodged several of the bowling pins as he zoomed in close to one of the attackers, reached out an arm and clotheslined. The board rider fell dead with a broken neck, but he had done the job of slowing down Brick’s momentum. Brick threw the attacker’s body aside, sending another attacker flying off the causeway. Brick jumped on the board, which had four magnetized wheels and two ion rockets to allow for either ground-based or airborne travel.

Before he had a chance to take off, two more riders came up behind Brick, lifting their rifles. Brick heard the sound of sizzling flesh and the grunts of the attackers. He spun around, laser pistol pointed, in time to see Deena standing nearby with his other laser pistol in hand. She had shot both the ambushers through the back of the helmet, and their corpses now floated past.

Deena waved him over. “Let’s go!”

Brick shook his head. “I’ll lead them away and deal with them.”

"It's not worth it," she yelled after him, but it was too late. He had already launched into the air on the board and disappeared.

Most of the remaining board riders tore off after Brick, zig-zagging through the heavy traffic. Two attackers remained behind to deal with Deena and the ship. One of them raised a rail gun the size of an RPG launcher, while the other provided cover fire towards Deena. 

Deena hit the deck to avoid his shot but the attacker with the rail gun wasn’t aiming at her. He was aiming at the Ship With No Name, intending to blast open the airlock so that they could easily board. The attacker fired, hitting one of the remaining functional rockets, which exploded, heavily damaging the rear of the ship.

“Vitorina, Meku, permission to defend yourselves,” Deena shouted. The in-ear microphone and language translator transmitted her message to the two AIs.

“Fuck yeah,” Victorina growled, “No inferior meat sack is going to damage our beautiful body and get away with it.”

As the ship’s onboard lasers powered up, the rider fired off a second shot, blasting a second of the Ship With No Name’s rockets. Another explosion rocked the ship and sent black smoke in every direction.

Simultaneously, the ship's lasers achieved optimum charge, and Victorina unloaded them in a rage of overkill at the attacker with the laser. He disintegrated in a burst of light and ash.

Sparf took advantage of the confusion to leap on the final rider from behind the garbage can where he’d been hiding. He wrapped his little arm around the rider’s head and with a sharp twist, snapped his neck. The attacker’s muscles relaxed while his magnetic boots remained firmly connected to the deck, so that his corpse stood and swayed with the movement of the air.
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Brick blitzed through one of the many market streets on Piker’s Paradise. Jammed in cheek-by-jowl, stalls and displays sold everything from food to body parts and clothing. Because there was no gravity, the stalls were stacked ten high, with shoppers perusing the goods on each level using rocket boots or boards like the one that Brick and his pursuers rode. 

Brick dove and climbed, dodging headless chickens, customized t-shirts and shoppers. The attackers followed closely behind him firing wildly, setting awnings ablaze and injuring anyone unlucky enough to come between Brick and the board riders.

Up ahead was a building that had only a low passageway for people to pass through. With so many floors of traffic in the market area, the line-up to get through the passageway was moving very slowly. 

Brick fired over the heads of the crowd, hitting the wall and sending a spray of building material and dust in every direction. The crowd hit the ground, which gave Brick a narrow passage through. He dove onto his belly on the board and squeezed through the passageway, above the heads of the panicking pedestrians.

Several of the board riders, turned away at the last minute, unable to make the shift as Brick had done. Two of them hit the wall headfirst at high speed, smashing their brains in and sending their bodies scudding off in different directions. Body-part merchants instantly sent runners to gather them up for later dismemberment and sale. The rest of the pursuers managed to copy Brick and lie down on their boards to give them room to make the passageway.

Brick rolled over onto his back, facing towards his pursuers who were visible between his feet. He snapped off three quick shots, taking out the same number of attackers.

Then Brick was back out of the passageway into an area that opened up into the city proper. A sign that floated ahead demanded that all airborne pedestrian traffic proceed to the asteroid floor, where full gravity was in effect.

Brick tilted forward and dove towards the city below, until he’d reached the wide boulevards of Piker’s Paradise. Here, instead of ad hoc markets, there was the well-organized but chaotic world of the casinos, brothels, and official, if highly illegal, local business operations.

The asteroid city was divided up based upon the permitted services in each sector. 

Some people came for a resort vacation and weren’t interested in sex tourism. So, the glitzy resorts were located in one sector, while the brothels were in another. The casinos were in a third sector. Finally, there was a residential area for the thousands of staff and support workers who kept the entertainment and vacation economy ticking along. 

The wealthy casino and brothel owners lived on floating islands of luxury near the center of the asteroid’s interior. Neo-classical palaces in the zero g, sequestered above the plebs in the streets, each generating it’s own, localized grav just enough to keep the water in the pools and the hookers in the beds.

Finally, the dirtiest section of town was reserved for the mercenary guilds, where anyone could hire individual mercenaries of varying qualities or even entire armies. Guilds were organized by fighting specialty, by species, and by quality. Some guilds specialized in robbery and kidnapping, others in clearing out mining asteroids. A few were experienced in overthrowing governments or interstellar corporations. It was a smorgasbord of death dealers. 

The highest quality mercenary guilds were housed in large, luxury buildings in the center of the mercenary district, easily accessible by transit or taxi. Here, one could negotiate a contract killing while sitting in a hot tub sipping fine champagne. Those with poor records of success or which were more likely to just take a client’s money and then kill them, were located in dingy warehouse buildings and shabby storefronts on the periphery.

Brick flew into the casino section, where the crowds were heavy as tourists rushed hither and thither looking to lose as much money as possible before their holidays were over. 

The lights from the casinos were gaudy and overwhelming. They glowed so bright that no other street illumination was needed and they flashed so heavily that it was a constant risk for anyone who suffered from epilepsy. Besides the wide boulevards, there was also the flashy decor that the casinos had placed out front to get tourists to come inside; Fountains made of dancing fire, giant-sized holograms or life-sized models of the most famous landmarks in the galaxy.

Just above street level, Brick continued to weave and dodge away from the attack squad, which was now reduced to less than ten pursuers. Up ahead, to Brick’s right, was a large colonnaded entryway into one of the largest casinos on the strip. He veered into the gallery, slaloming between the columns as the pursuers fired off shots that took out pieces of regolith concrete.

The casinos were not like the anarchy of the market slums; private armies defended them in order to protect the millions of gummies that they raked in every single night. Even a few hours shut down due to violence could mean the loss of more gummies than an average person saw in three lifetimes. 

A squad of 8 security troops rushed out of the casino, rifles in hand. They drew a bead on Brick, but he banked hard to the right, taking him through the glass doors, which exploded in a fountain of shards that sent gamblers running. 

The security team opened up on Brick’s pursuers, who were already firing. Several of the board riders were hit and their boards dove into the stone tiled floor, sending their bodies careening towards the guards. Even so, three of the board riders made it into the casino alive, rolled off their boards and landed on their feet. 

Up ahead, Brick ran between card and roulette tables and heading for the sweeping stairwell that led up to a wide, open hallway on the second floor. Along the length of that hallway were large, arched glass doors that opened out onto romantic balustrade balconies. Beside each of these doors were palm trees and heavy curtains framed the doors.

Poker chips and cards flew into the air as Brick barreled past tables where games were in progress. The gambling floor was filled with gamblers, servers, dealers and security, making headway towards the stairwell difficult. 

Brick sent a tray full of drinks onto a blackjack table causing a man who had just gotten his first blackjack all night to burst into tears, pull out a gun, and take out one of the attackers chasing Brick. The attacker’s comrade then shot the unhappy gambler in retribution, sending him flying into a table behind him. A bar brawl broke out and quickly spread throughout the casino. Tables were overturned, gummies and chips flew into the air, and opportunists everywhere filled their pockets. 

Brick tore up the stairs, pushing aside anyone in his way, including a drunken prospector who tumbled over the bannister and into a massive fish tank below. The attackers snapped off more shots, injuring casino guests and causing more panic. Brick, meanwhile, dove behind the curtains on the first doorway and disappeared.

The two remaining attackers edged up the stairs, stepping over guests who lay on the floor, hands on their heads, as though that would protect them from a laser blast. They reached the top of the stairs, and one of the attackers provided cover for the second, who checked behind the curtains.
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Chapter Six
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The hired guns kicked open the balcony doors and went out to look for him, checking each side of the door to be safe. It seemed that Brick had disappeared completely.

Could he have jumped over the balcony and fled? It was a high second story and below the balcony were fountains that weren’t deep enough to provide a water cushion but enough of an obstacle that you couldn’t avoid them. 

As the attackers peered over the balcony, Brick swung out towards them on the curtain. He had climbed up the back of the curtain unseen and was wrapped inside of it. Now he used the height and fabric to launch himself as though swinging on a rope. He hit the ground almost directly on top of the two remaining attackers, sending one of them headfirst into the fountain below. 

The metal waterspout speared through the top of the attacker’s head leaving him propped upside down with reddish-pink water spraying out of his slack-jawed mouth.

The other attacker managed to evade Brick’s assault and get some distance from both the edge of the balcony and from Brick. He raised his laser pistol but not fast enough to stop Brick from kicking it out of his hand. Both men sank into martial postures, circling each other like predatory animals. 

Brick faked in first, drawing a response from the attacker, who made a stabbing punch. Brick grabbed his wrist with one hand, twisted it and then jammed downwards with his other elbow, snapping his arm. The attacker screamed in pain and whipped a large knife from under his jacket, slashing wildly at Brick. It caught him lightly across the cheek drawing blood, which trickled down to Brick’s lip. He licked it away as they both returned to a crouching position, though the attacker’s arm hung grotesquely twisted at his side.

“Nobody left but you, friend,” Brick taunted him. “You still got a chance to get out of this with one good arm and a beating heart.”

“Fuck you,” the attacker shot back and lunged at Brick with the knife. 

Brick snatched his wrist and twisted it till the knife dropped into his other hand and then stabbed the blade deep into the attacker’s bicep. The attacker howled and dropped to his knees, both arms now useless. Brick kicked him in the chest, knocking him flat on his back, then shoved the attacker over onto his stomach and dropped, knees first onto his back.

The attacker grunted in agony as the wind was knocked out of him and stopped resisting. Brick reached under the attacker’s chin and undid the strap on his helmet, then pulled it off and tossed it aside.

Underneath the helmet and visor was a man in his mid-thirties with cropped short hair. On his face, under his left eye was a branding scar in the shape of a skull with crossed laser pistols underneath.

Brick snorted. “Bounty hunter. Shoulda known. Who hired you?”

“How the fuck do I know? I’m just given the target and told to get ‘em dead or alive.”

Brick grabbed the bounty hunter by the ears and slammed his face against the floor, breaking his nose. “Next time it’s your teeth. Then it’s your jaw.”

The bounty hunter spit out a long ribbon of blood. “OK, OK. I give. The Queen's guard hired us. You're fugitive property, and they want you back. Don't want their enemies cutting you up and finding out what makes one of their enhanced black ops tick." 

Brick stood up off the bounty hunter’s back. “Shoulda figured,” he muttered. “You tell ‘em that I’ll kill as many as they send.”

“At the price they’re offering, my guess is that even you can’t kill all the bounty hunters from this sector that are gonna be comin' for you.”

“You gonna be one of them if I let you live?” Brick asked.

The bounty hunter shook his head. “I got two ruined arms, thanks to you. My whole team is dead. What am I gonna come at you with? I’m out.”

Brick nodded. “Good,” he said and then kicked the bounty hunter one last time in the ribs, cracking several of them and knocking him out. “Wanna make sure you’re still here when the authorities come, because I don’t aim to be.”

By now a crowd had gathered below around the fountain to see the gruesome display. Up on the balcony, guests were also poking their heads out to get a peek. Brick pushed past them and into the casino. Everyone moved out of his way as he stomped towards the door, even the security forces, who calculated it was better to let the lion out of the house than to try and confront it.
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The video image of Brick stomping out of the casino after his battle with the last of his attackers played on a large screen television that hung on an ornately decorated wall. The wall was in a large salon filled with clashing but luxurious furniture. The overall effect was as if the owner was more interested in the value of their purchases than how they fit together to create a coherent style. 

Against the far wall of the salon were a large desk and a man who looked strangely similar to Brick, who sat on the edge of the desk. His majordomo, a cross between a sumo wrestler and an accountant, watched the unfolding scene along with him. 

"Bring him in," the boss man told majordomo without looking at him.

The majordomo turned his head and whistled twice. The large double-doors swung open and two well-dressed, goonish men entered, dragging the half-dead bounty hunter that Brick had left behind. They dropped him on the floor in front of the Brick-lookalike.

The man crouched down next to the bounty hunter and smiled. “Hi there, friend. You know who I am?”

With eyes black and blue from the further beating that he’d sustained since Brick left him, the bounty hunter eyed the man up and down. “Yeah, you’re Argy Bargy. Seen you on the bounty lists, right above Rasmus Brick.”

“I hope that they were offering at least the same amount of money for my head as for his,” Argy replied jovially.

“Same exact specs,” the bounty hunter confirmed.

“And, are there more coming this way?” Argy asked him.

“For Brick. His ship’s vector was tracked. Nobody knows you're here yet, but they'll figure it out soon enough," the bounty hunter told him.

Argy Bargy slipped a pistol out of his pocket and, still smiling at the bounty hunter, blasted a hole in the back of his head. “One less person to tell them now, I’m afraid.” 

He stood up and passed the gun to one of his goons, who wiped it off and stuck it in his own pocket for later disposal. Then the two men picked up the dead bounty hunter and dragged his body away. Right behind them, one of Bargy’s staff hustled in, mopped up the blood and disappeared again.

“Fucking Queen won’t let guys like me and this Rasmus Brick rest in peace, will they?” he asked rhetorically.

“I don’t suppose she will, sir,” the majordomo replied.

“And they’re getting closer,” Bargy added.

“So it appears,” said the majordomo.

Argy Bargy walked over to the screen, which now had a frozen image of Brick as he left the casino. It was a front view camera, and his annoyed face was caught in freeze frame, a trickle of blood coming from his mouth.

“Do you know something, Frederick? The only way to protect myself is to gather so much power around me that they’re afraid to come after me. When bounty hunters stay away, and Queens send trade delegates instead of special forces, that’s when you’ve made the big leagues. Only then are you safe.”

Frederick nodded his agreement. “The difficulty is knowing how to achieve that level of power, wouldn’t you say?”

Bargy turned to Frederick. “No, that’s not the hard part. The hard part is executing a plan to achieve that level of power.”

“What is the plan, then?”

“Who is the most powerful person in Piker’s Paradise? Who is the one that foreign governments send envoys to meet? Who is a government in all but name?”

“Lucretia Killpillow, sir. She is the most powerful in this system all the way out to Theta Majoris. Anyone who challenges her authority is crushed.”

“Anyone who openly challenges her authority is crushed,” Bargy corrected Frederick. “But she has a weakness because while she may think she’s a queen and she may act like a government, she isn’t either of those. She has authority based upon wealth, and armed force alone and that armed force is a private army. Private armies are loyal to whoever pays them more. The ancient human civilization of Rome found out too late just how fickle mercenary armies could be.”

“But, sir, she has wealth that is several times your own.”

Bargy smiled. “For the moment. But I have an ace up my sleeve, old friend; some intelligence for a source of wealth that would make me five or ten times as rich as her. All I need are the right people to help me seize it. And I think I might have an idea who has an interest in helping me out.”

He turned back to the screen and the frozen image of Brick, and he smiled.
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The Ship With No Name reeked of chemical smoke and burnt oil. It hung on the walls and got into all the glassware and on the cutlery. It was in their hair and on their clothes. Nothing seemed to get rid of it. No matter how many times they washed their things. 

By the time Brick arrived back at the ship they’d done the laundry twice and were scrubbing down everything in the galley, in the hopes that at least here they’d be able to escape the terrible odor. Brick was exhausted and bruised and feeling anxious about his discovery that he was near the top of the interstellar wanted list. 

He'd always known that Black Ops like him were considered "high-value products" for the government of Queen Dedo de Camello. They were genetically engineered and grown from eggs specifically to be super-soldiers. They were then later enhanced with the most advanced – and expensive – implants and body modifications to increase their kill power further. For that reason, their trainers, mentors, handlers and finally commanders, reminded them every single day that they were the Queen’s royal property and that they owed everything—including their lives—to her.

For a long time, Brick believed it to be true. He served to live, and he lived to serve; service was his alpha and omega. It was only after fighting a dozen local wars for territorial expansion or suppression of local revolts that Brick began to allow feelings that bubbled beneath the surface to be articulated in the form of cynicism. 

At first, it was hardly noticeable and just seemed like the usual esprit de corps remarks about officers and people who didn’t put their lives on the line every day. Those people were outside, even if you followed their orders to your death—or the death of others. Since you were being sent over and over again into the meat grinder you had to find some way to justify it, It must be because you and your comrades were better than everyone else. 

Then one day Brick had the sudden realization that he thought that the Queen and her wars for the glory of the crown were so much horseshit. Not long after that he thought that saluting the officers who gave their orders via video call from their offices back in the capital, were also horseshit. Then he came to the conclusion that the sergeants who conveyed the orders that had been phoned in from the golf course were morons following assholes. What did that make him?

He was still mulling those questions when someone in his platoon farted as the Queen passed them in review and she ordered his entire unit executed as an example to others. Brick was pretty sure the mistaken flatulence was a book squeaking on the floor. The damn Queen was so pampered, she wouldn’t have known if she’d passed wind herself.

Most of the rest of Brick's crew was ready to accept their sentence: their fate was to live to serve and to die at the pleasure of her majesty. There was no calling nobler, blah blah blah. Brick was already doubting the wisdom of putting his neck on the line in a war, where he at least had a better than average chance of making it out alive. He certainly wasn’t going to get his head chopped off because they served three-day-old cabbage in the canteen or more likely because the floor of Queen’s reception hall had just been polished. 

After Brick had engineered their escape, the unit went in different directions. Everyone was caught and killed, except for Brick. He didn't mourn the death of his friends, they were made to die, and they accepted it with the same philosophy as taking a crap after the first coffee of the morning. It was the natural order of things. 

But now that he was out and so much time had passed, he assumed that he was free of his debt to the Queen. But now he realized that as long as he was within the Queen’s reach, he would never be free of her. There would always be a price on his head.

“Oh, so you’re alive and decided to rejoin us,” Deena snapped at him as she scrubbed the smoke-stained walls.

He scowled at her. "Nice to see you too. Sorry, I returned alive at such an inconvenient moment."

Deena waved her arm around to indicate the smoke stains and Sirm and Sparf who were also scrubbing. “This happened because you took off and left us.”

“What are you talking about?”

Sirm stood up from where she was cleaning. “When you left, two assassins with a large rail gun remained behind to disable the ship, presumably to prevent you from returning and taking off.”

“How was I supposed to know?” he replied defensively.

“You were supposed to know by waiting, assessing the situation, deciding as a team what the best course of action was,” Deena shot back.

“You wanted to have a strategy discussion in the middle of a firefight?”

“I wanted you to think about whether it made sense to take off and be a superhero, instead of thinking as part of a team. What if, instead of two guys with a rail gun, four guys with rail guns had stayed behind? We'd be dead, and the ship would be destroyed. We got lucky." 

Brick pointed a finger at Deena. "If you think that we're a team, you've got the wrong idea of what's going on here. Up till now, you guys get into trouble, and then I save your asses. That is not a team. That’s me being a babysitter.”

"Whoa, whoa," Sparf interrupted, "take it, easy guys. It's been a crappy day. Let's not take it out on each other."

"You're right," Deena agreed, "let's call it a day, zip down to the parts store and pick up a couple of heavy-duty boosters and then head out after happy hour. Oh, wait, we don't have any actual gummies to buy a couple of boosters. We don’t even have the money to buy a happy hour drink.”

“We could sell the rest of those unicorn eggs,” Sparf suggested. “They’d net us enough to buy a drink. To split.”

Deena threw her arms in the air and stormed out. “Arrrgghhh!”

Brick plopped himself down in a chair. “What a clusterfuck of a day.”

Sparf sat down across from him. “Dude, it’s not that bad. I know my way around this place and, like I said, there’s lots of work for quick money, no questions asked. We can do a few merc jobs and get the cash to buy all we need to repair the ship. We’ll be golden.”

“You’re gonna do a merc job,” Brick asked. “That’s your plan?”

"Yeah... I can merc,” Sparf replied defensively.

Brick sighed. "Alright, we'll go and dig up some work to fix the ship. Then we'll get out of this system and go somewhere less obvious. You guys can drop me there, and I'll be on my way."

Deena was back, standing in the doorway. “What? Now you’re going to abandon us entirely? What kind of...”

“I’m being hunted, for fuck’s sake," Brick interrupted. "Those were bounty hunters, and they were looking for me, not you. As long as I'm around shit like that is going to happen, and you said it yourself, I can't always protect you. This time it was a couple of engines; next time it’ll be all of you and the whole damn ship. So, yeah, we’re gonna get some money, go somewhere else and then split up.”

“And what will you do,” Sparf asked. “You’ll be a sitting duck on some other world.”

“There’s always work for guys with my skill set,” he explained. “I’ll sign up to a merc unit heading to the uncharted sectors. Nobody will look for me out there, nobody will ask why I can do what I can do. They’ll just be glad to have me.”

Deena turned and stormed out of the room.
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Brick and Sparf walked through the Merc Gallery, that section of the asteroid where all the mercenary guilds were located. In the small downtown section, there were several very well appointed buildings for the most successful guilds. These had concierges at the door, indoor pools and training facilities for the mercs, not to mention luxury suites for everyone from the NCOs on up the chain of command. Regular soldiers didn’t get the highest perks, but the company would put them up at a local hotel in the brothel or casino section of town, while they were waiting to ship out.

Brick was impressed that a little salamander like Sparf, who didn’t have much in the way of fighting abilities, knew someone on the inside at one of these guilds. Except that it turned out that Sparf’s contact was the pancake flipper in the kitchen. The only “hardware” this guy handled was a metal spatula and an egg whisk. The cook told Sparf that he could get them jobs washing dishes or folding towels, but that was it.

“It’s a foot in the door,” Sparf enthused, “and we can meet up with some movers and shakers, impress them and get them to give us a chance.”

Brick gave Sparf the stinkeye. “Are you fucking stupid?”

“How about we call it over-optimistic,” Sparf suggested.

“Just get me outta here before I demonstrate my skill set by dismembering you in the lobby.”

Sparf led them deeper and deeper into the outer sections of the Merc Gallery. The facilities became shabbier and dirtier until instead of a pool there was a pool table, and instead of luxury suites, they were equipped with a bar that let mercs run a tab. 

Even still, no one was interested in them. Those that remembered Sparf remembered him as a wiry kid who was good at picking pockets but terrible at fighting. They never got past the front door and weren’t even allowed to have a drink in the dirty, bug-infested bar.

“Sparf, you’re about as useful for opening doors as a broken crowbar,” Brick observed.

Finally, they visited guilds that didn't know Sparf, but in these, it was Brick who was the obstacle to getting a hearing. At the Ex-Con Merc Guild, they were met by a heavy-set recruitment officer with a tattoo bullet hole in the middle of his forehead and pierced holes in both cheeks. 

As soon as he saw Brick, he let out a laugh. "Well, holy shit willya look what just walked in through the door.”

Brick scowled. “Do I know you, buddy?”

The merc spun around his computer screen, and there was a photo of Brick with the reward being offered for his return, dead or alive, to the Black Ops barracks of Queen Dedo del Camello. "I was just thinking to myself that I almost wished I was bounty hunter scum, the amount of money that they're offering for your head." 

Brick laid a hand meaningfully across his pistol. “I’m not looking for trouble.”

The merc lifted his hands where they were visible. “And I ain’t offerin’ any, friend. You won’t find no one ‘round here interested in bounty hunting. You gotta be scum to do that kinda work. We’re strictly guns for hire; honorable shit.”

“Well then, honorable friend,” Brick told him, “we’re looking for some honorable work for some honorable pay.”

The merc let out another loud laugh, till he saw that Brick wasn’t enjoying the joke. “We won’t hunt ya, but ain’t no one gonna hire ya neither. You’re too hot to touch, I don’t care how good your rap sheet says you are.”

As they wandered the streets after that final rejection, Brick pondered other possibilities: home invasions on the floating islands of wealth, robbing banks, stealing cars? None of them sounded particularly appealing, and the sad truth was that desperate petty crimes never pay off. If you want to be a crook you have to go big.

“I have one more contact that might be able to help us,” Sparf announced as he led Brick towards a peeler bar and fight club.

“If you’ve held off this long telling me about this connection,” Brick told him, “I got a strange feeling that it’s a shit connection.”

“Trust me,” Sparf said with little conviction.

“When you say ‘Trust me,’ it sounds an awful lot like ‘You’re fucked’ to me.”

Inside the bar was one of the dirtier buildings that they’d been into and they’d been inside some foul places. The lights were kept low to hide as much of the filth as possible. But a lack of light couldn’t hide the fact that there was a high percentage chance that if you put your drink down on your table, you wouldn’t be able to lift it back up. The flat surfaces hadn’t been wiped with a wet cloth in twenty years. The floors were only slightly better and lifting your feet required more effort than it ought to have. 
The owners of the bar, called Spotty’s Dick, claimed that the “tradition” of sticky everything went back to a time before the asteroid had artificial gravity. If you went to Spotty’s, you could pass-out-drunk and not have to worry about you or your beverage of choice floating away.
Around the room were various poles in the middle of broad, round tables. Some of them had dancers, all of whom looked as bored as the clientele. The real attraction wasn’t the naked ladies here, it was the ring in the middle of the room. It was fifteen feet in diameter and surrounded by razor wire strung up to a height of 25 feet or more. The razors were filthy with dried blood and bits of flesh. If the blood loss from brushing against them didn't kill you, the tetanus – or any of 100 other blood-borne diseases – would.

Around the fight ring was where the action and excitement was happening. A crowd fifteen deep on all sides crammed as close as possible to see the fight that was about to unfold. Many of them were waving cash in the air, screaming for the nearest bookie to come and take it as they bet on their favorite fighter or against the odds.

Inside the ring at the moment was just one sad sack fighter, whose lack of enthusiasm was in sharp contrast to the energy outside of the ring. 

“What’s the bar janitor doing in there,” Brick asked Sparf.

Sparf looked at him with a raised eyebrow. "Dude, that's Syko. That's my buddy, and he's no janitor. He's fighting."

Brick stood to leave. “Fuck this.”

“Sit, sit,” Sparf begged him. “It’ll be worth it, I swear.”

Brick looked again at the “fighter” in the ring to see if maybe he’d missed something. “Syko” was big all right, half again as large as Brick. But he didn’t look at all warlike or trained for combat. He was transparent and looked to be made of reddish-orange jelly. And he was in the shape of a bear, like a giant display from a kid’s toy store. On his face was a look of boredom or perhaps tranquility. Whatever it was, he seemed wholly unprepared for any acts of violence.

As the bell sounded, four smaller cages were lowered into the ring’s outer edges. Inside these cages were vicious-looking creatures. They resembled giant, upright walking cockroaches with opposable thumbs on two of their six legs. Instead of a bug mouth, they had snapping jaws filled with razor-sharp teeth that could snap through a truck tire. They were not happy to be in this cage, and they were thrashing wildly and screeching. The noise of their anger was so intense that spectators near the front had to put in earplugs to endure it.

In the middle of the ring, “Syko” continued to stand and sigh, occasionally scratching his ass. This all seemed to be such a waste of his time, so beneath him.

“If you’re close to this guy Syko,” Brick urged Sparf, “I’d suggest you go say your farewells to him because this is gonna be ugly.”

“You want to bet on that?” Sparf asked Brick.

“No wonder you’re always broke. Alright, smart guy, twenty gummies,” Brick said.

"Make it thirty, and if you win, I'll pay you fifty," Sparf shot back.

Brick nodded. “Deal. I could use some easy money today.”

As they shook on it, the cages with the giant bug monsters were opened. They rushed out towards Syko, who continued to ponder the meaning of life as they bore down on him. All at once they dove on him, digging their teeth into his body and scratching at him. Some gelatin from under his thick skin dripped onto the floor.

And then Syko snapped.

Whatever pushed him over the edge came all of a sudden. His body blew up to almost half again as big as he’d been two seconds earlier. And his calming, interior orange color suddenly turned a deep red filled with boiling bubbles. He shook off the insects, which were surprised by his sudden action but nonetheless went in for another attack. 

Syko was having none of it and was now transformed into a giant jelly bear-ninja warrior filled with rage. He bellowed with such great force that everything else went silent in the bar and several glasses along the bar exploded. 

Syko reached out and grabbed the bugs one after another, ripping their heads, limbs, and torsos to pieces. And when they were dead on the floor, he stomped on them until there was nothing recognizable left, just a nasty, sticky, greenish pulp. Syko looked around and saw that he was once again alone in the cage. With a sigh, he deflated to his original size and color. 

He raised his arms in the air. For a moment there was silence and confusion throughout the bar. Had people really seen what just happened? Was that a hallucination? No, they decided, it had really happened, and they let out a roar as they collected their winnings or bemoaned their losses.

“I think I misjudged your friend,” Brick conceded.

“You owe me thirty gummies, sucker,” Sparf replied and did an annoying little dance.
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Chapter Ten
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Brick and Sparf approached Syko’s changing room in a dingy back hallway and knocked on the door. A pig-man genetic hybrid in battle armor answered and looked them up and down like they were invaders. 

“Who the fuck are you?”

Sparf held out a hand. “I’m Sparf,” he told him. “I’m a buddy of Syko’s.”

Syko appeared from somewhere inside and picked Sparf up by the front of his shirt and carried him in. "You owe me three hundred gummies, Sparf." Syko said it without animosity or bitterness, more like a surprise that Sparf would have the audacity to show up unless he had the money.

“You want me to kill ‘em?” the pig asked Syko.

“It’s not necessary,” Syko replied. “Everyone gets their just desserts.”

Sparf smiled and patted Syko on the shoulder. "That's right, old buddy. Just desserts. And I brought you some today." Sparf waved in Brick. "This is my buddy, Brick. We're setting up a merc squad and looking to sign you up and pick up some jobs.”

The pig stepped towards Sparf and put his hand on his laser pistol. “Hey, you little fuck, Syko’s already got a merc unit. You better stop mowing my lawn or...”

Brick had pressed his own laser pistol into the back of the pig’s head. “My name’s Rasmus Brick, friend. What’s yours?”

“Uh, Butch Longtongue,” he replied.

Sparf smiled at him, feeling totally safe under the wing of Brick’s quick draw. “Is that meant to be a descriptor or did it relate to something your great-great-grandfather did for a living but has been forgotten in the annals of time?”

Butch turned his head enough to address Brick. “What the fuck is he talking about?”

“Ignore him, Butch,” Brick suggested. “We’re not here to cause any trouble. We saw Syko’s impressive fight, and we're looking to make some cash and thought he'd be a good addition to our team." 

Syko was unimpressed with all this. “Who else you have on your team besides this cowardly, little lizard,” Syko asked.

Brick smiled. "I got a Mank that won't leave my ship, and I got an I-farm genius from Eden 99 who I’ve been teaching to shoot a gun.”

Butch whistled. It was fascinating watching his snout and tongue come together to form a whistle. “Man, you don’t need to add to your team, you need a team.”

Brick holstered his weapon. “You said you got a team. What’s that look like?”

“There’s me and Syko, plus I got another five guys out in the bar.”

“They all pigs like you?” Brick asked.

“We’re not fucking pigs, alright. Don’t be specist. We’re Gordians. Pigs are on earth. They walk on four legs, and you eat them with eggs. We are not in the human food chain."

“Don’t bet on it. You’d be surprised what I’ve seen.”

"I'm the only one, and I'm the boss."

Brick scratched his chin. “I’ve never seen a pig fighting alone without other pigs there to back them up. You guys are kinda cowards, if you don’t mind me saying.”

"No, I don't mind, but I do mind you calling us pigs. Gordians.”

“Fine, my apologies, Butch. Where are the other Gordians?" Brick asked.

Syko was squeezing liquid out of a bottle to seal some of the leaks that the bugs had chomped into him in the ring. “They kicked him out.”

Butch threw his arms in the air. “Why do you have to tell them that? They don’t need to know my shit.”

“It doesn’t matter, Butch,” Syko assured him. “It’s all a mirage of time.”

“I swear to god I don’t know what the hell he’s talking about half the time,” Butch confessed to Brick. “Listen, I got a solid team, alright? We could use maybe a couple more people on it. After Syko gets changed, we’re going to meet someone very important at the bar about a job that pays big gummies.”

Sparf clapped his hands. “See, that’s what I’m talking about.”

“What’s the job?” asked Brick.

Butch shrugged. “No idea. That’s why I’m going to meet the client.”

“What’s the guy’s name that you’re meeting?” Brick pressed.

“No idea. That’s why I’m going to meet him.”

“That sounds legit,” Brick commented sarcastically. “All right, you mind if we tag along?”

“Sure,” Butch agreed, “why not?”

Back out in the main area, the energy had died down since the end of Syko’s fight. At the bar, a few drunkards using their drink glasses to prop up their heads. Most of the women who were stripping earlier had given up any pretense of entertaining the crowd. They were now sitting around smoking, playing a game of cards. 

At the end of the bar was a well-dressed man in an old-fashioned hat, carrying a cane. He gave every appearance of being, as Butch described him, a “very important man”, though it may have been that he was just trying to look like a very important man.

Butch led the rest of the crew over to the bar and nodded to the man. The man nodded back and then indicated a table nearby with a tilt of his head. Butch copied the tilt then turned to Brick and the others.

“Stay here,” he ordered them then went off to sit with the important man. They chatted for several minutes as Brick and the others stood far enough away to not be able to hear them. Finally, Butch turned to Brick and waved him over. 

The very important man indicated a chair. “You are Rasmus Brick, are you not?”

“Depends who’s asking,” Brick replied.

“I do hope that you are him because I’ve heard a lot about you and your abilities. I also know that you’re on the run at the moment and probably could use some money.”

Brick nodded. “Something like that, if the offer’s right.”

The important man smiled. “One hundred gummies each, 150 for you.”

Butch slammed the table. “Hey, what the hell is that? Why’s he get more?”

“Because,” the man explained, “he is worth more.”

"I get paid the same as the rest of them," Brick told the man. "Give them all a raise, and we're in."

The man nodded. “You must understand that this is very important to me and I wouldn’t spare any expense. I’m a very successful merchant, and my daughter has been kidnapped. They are demanding money, but I'm not convinced that they will let her go free even if I pay them." 

“And you want us to rescue her,” Butch surmised.

“That’s correct,” the man answered.

Brick leaned forward. "Riddle me this, Mr. Important Man in a Tight Suit, if you're so fucking rich, why are you hiring a bunch of back-alley losers for such a sensitive job? Why not go to one of the big merc agencies in the city. That’s more your style I think.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Butch interjected.

The Very Important Man ignored Butch. “Because I believe that the kidnappers will be watching those and will also kill her if they see me contracting with them. But your crew, you don’t exist. You’re nobodies in the merc world. You will move more freely and be better able to locate my daughter. Please, I beg of you.”

“And you know her location?”

“Not precisely but I have a rough idea. My people have narrowed it down to one of a cluster of asteroids.”

Brick nodded. "Beyond the pay, we're gonna need some expenses covered–weapons, explosives, an armed transport ship with stealth capabilities. Can you get that?”

The man nodded and shrank into himself with relief.

Butch leaned over and whispered sotto voce in Brick’s ear. “Uh, I’m supposed to be the one negotiating.”

Brick pushed his chair back. “Sorry, it’s all yours.”

Butch put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “We agreed then?”

The man nodded and then stood. "I'll have the money sent to you immediately. And I'll have the ship at the dock within 48 hours. Send me a weapons list, and I will make sure everything that you need is there."

Brick nodded. “We’ll make it happen, don’t you worry. She’ll be back with you in no time.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eleven

[image: image]


Onboard the Ship With No Name, Brick was on the bridge doing an inventory of all the gear that he would need to bring along on the rescue operation. He was already in his battle armor, and his weapons were charged and loaded. He had suggested to Butch that they bring at least one of the fighters that they'd picked up on Yellow Drip, but Butch figured it would be better to fly in on his ship, which didn't have a military profile and wouldn't arouse suspicion as quickly.

Brick was trying to count the number of cartridges of rail gun projectiles that he had packed. Except that he kept losing count because Deena was distracting him.

"You didn't do any background check on this client?" Deena was pacing back and forth on the bridge.

“Come on,” Brick protested, “this was Butch’s gig. We were hired to go along, not lead it.”

Deena stopped in front of him with her hands on her hips. “Do you have a blueprint for the ship that this girl is supposedly on? Know anything about the number of armed guards? Anything?”

“Butch...”

“Screw Butch,” Deena interrupted, “if you’re going to contract us out for a fight, it’s your job to make sure that we’re safe. You’re the captain.”

“Who said that you’re coming,” Brick shot back. “This is me and Sparf.”

Deena turned to Sparf. “If you encounter a series-three security AI with a positronic-quantum hybrid what’s the best protocol to divert sensor data flow without alerting relevant subsystems?”

Sparf opened and closed his mouth a few times. “A hand grenade? Mini-nuke? No, just give me a hammer!”

Deena turned back towards Brick. “That’s why I’m coming along. And because I’m not interested in you ‘saving me’ and feeling all good about yourself before you go and take off. If we’re going to have to survive without you, it’s because we can survive without you.”

"Fine, you're useful but it's still Butch's gig, and he's handling project management."

Deena turned away from Brick. “Meku, based on the coordinates that Brick has for the approximate location what can you tell me about the ships in the area?”

"According to official records, searchable ship's logs and compiled and cataloged surveillance tapes from Pike's Paradise security systems there are a total of eight ships in that quadrant."

“Can you calculate the number that are likely stationary and therefore likely to still be there?” Deena asked.

“I ascertain with an 85 percent likelihood that three of those recorded ships remain in the area.”

“Are there public registries for all of those ships?”

“Two of the three ships are registered with public authorities here.”

“Give me everything that you’ve got on the unregistered ship,” Deena requested.

Data and images scrolled up on screen; everything passing ships recorded both automatically and through the standard procedure of logging encounters in case of emergencies or piracy.

“Based on the gathered data, what can you tell us about this ship?” Deena requested.

Based on the assembled data, Meku was able to generate a three-dimensional, rotatable image of the ship as a hologram and highlight different features as she described them. 

"It has a double-hull, typical of small-scale battlecruisers and is armed with three high-powered laser cannons and a missile launcher. The armor is fabricated from a single sheet of a metamaterial that renders it invisible to all but the most high-tech military tracking technology and weaponry. It has a Mark XX dual-positronic AI system with a quantum accelerator for handling security, targeting and weapons control. A second, single-positronic AI controls navigation, life support, and ship maintenance."

“Known weaknesses?”

"There are two: certain types of reflectors, properly placed can bounce the invisibility function back at the ship, effectively blinding it to incoming craft. This is only a danger when the ship is stationary so that the reflectors can maintain a perfectly stable triangulation. The second weakness is that a hostile operator can access the AI cores from a panel near the airlock doors. In this way, they can override any security lockdown, switch the ship's system to manual and eject the AI cores."

Brick grunted. “Who the hell would build that kind of dumb thing into a military grade vessel? That can’t be right.”

"It was added as a safety feature. This ship is designed primarily for pirate patrols and sometimes modified as a high-security luxury vessel, usually serving royalty or financial aristocrats. As such, it was believed that there was no danger of anyone reaching the exterior airlock door with the capability to hack the system. However, the dual-positronic core is a trade-off between stability and power. 

“Dual positronic...what?”

“That is to say, while it is incredibly powerful as a weapons and defense system, its configuration makes it prone to psychotic breaks. Imagine feeding Meku and Victorina an eightball of synthetic turbo-cocaine every day for two years and forcing them to perform battle simulations 24-hours per day. The manufacturers wanted to provide an AI override after a number of owners were barred from re-entry to their ship and died.”

Deena looked at Brick, her head cocked, one eyebrow raised. “Thank you, Meku.”

“Dude, you got pwned,” Sparf told Brick.

“Shut up,” Brick shot back. “Butch isn’t a rookie. He’s probably got all of the same intel.”

Butch and Syko barged into the bridge carrying armfuls of rail gun ammunition and three-dozen beers.

“We got this ammo super cheap over in the market,” Butch enthused. “They threw in the beer for free. I love that place.”

“Butch,” Brick asked. “What can you tell me about the security systems on the ship we’re gonna raid and possible ways to circumvent them.”

Butch laughed. “Beats the fuck out of me. I just thought we’d swing around the asteroid, blow the shit out of its offensive capabilities then drop in for an assault. You know, once we figure out exactly where the ship is located.”

“My tech officer is going to be joining us,” Brick told him. “She gets a full share of the reward.”

Butch dropped the ammo and beer on the control panel in front of him. “What? Who brings a techie to a battle zone?” 

“Smart people who want to avoid dying,” Deena suggested.

Brick made some notes on his tablet computer and passed them to Butch. “Here’s a list of what we’re gonna need to pull this off. I want you to give it to the man who wants his daughter back.”

“You don't know the client's name—” Deena asked incredulously.

“I told you,” Brick growled. “I’m just along for the ride.”

“The shopping list and the intel on the target?” Deena finished.

“Fine. Butch, what’s this guy’s name?”

“Barker Barley, you can look him up. Everyone knows him,” Butch replied as he scanned the shopping list. “What kind of reflectors?”

“They’re made out of a meta... forget it. Just give the list to Barley, all right?” Brick said.

“Sure thing, boss,” Butch replied with a shrug and headed for the door.

Brick turned to Sparf. “Go run a systems check on two of our three fighters, make sure they’re locked and loaded.”
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Butch’s ship turned out to be such a hunk of junk that Brick decided it was absolutely not fit for their purposes. They put in another request for more resources from Mr. Barley and used the gummies to rent a merc ship from one of the less seedy guilds on the edge of the Merc Gallery. 
It had a landing bay for the two fighters, a laser cannon, and its engines both functioned, which is more than could be said for Butch's deathtrap, which even required the crew to wear spacesuits at all times. The rental also had an AI unit to provide support and navigation.
After loading in the fighters, food and gear, they left Piker’s Paradise behind and headed deeper into the asteroid system. It was part of a series of rings that circled an enormous gas giant, large as a red dwarf sun. Because the star system was called Bronchius, some wiseacre had named this planetary monstrosity Booger, which didn't do justice to its power and beauty, though it did have a strong resemblance to a snot bubble. 

So enormous was the planet that from any point on the rings, looking towards the gas giant, the planet filled the entire field of view. Its swirling green and gold clouds were intensely hypnotic, and miners claimed that if you stared at them too long, your mind would disappear into them. Many superstitious ship’s captains turned off their viewscreens and sealed portholes and viewports, flying by instruments alone until they reached Piker’s Paradise. They feared the planet like sailors on earth once feared sirens and leviathans. 

Most of the ring material was in the range of micro-asteroids, less than a meter across, but there were also regions with much more massive boulders, some the size of small moons.

Thousands of these had already been strip-mined or hollowed out, but the quantity of them was so great that there had already been mining for thousands of years before the arrival of humans. It took more than a century for evidence of past civilizations to be found at all, and still, there were constant rumors of lost cities among the larger asteroids. 

The rings were so large, and the asteroids so numerous, that humans and their archenemies, the bug monsters that Syko had made a career fighting in bars, could mine these fields and rarely encounter one another. For that reason, amongst the mercs of Piker's Paradise, there was a sub-group whose specialty was hunting for bug mining operations, killing the bugs and claiming the mine. This subgroup was never very large because sometimes years would pass without finding a bug mine. It was more lucrative to rob banks, kidnap the wealthy, or even steal someone’s kidney.

Navigating through the rocky debris of the planet's rings was delicate and dangerous work that was best left to the onboard AI system, which never blinked nor had to go pee in the middle of a tricky maneuver. It freed Brick and the others to go over the plan and make sure that everyone knew their roles, including the AIs back on the Ship With No Name. 

Deena would need help to hack the security system onboard the target ship, and they didn't want to leave any data trails onboard the rental ship for the merc guild to find later. The less a merc knew about your business dealings, the safer.

After Brick had gone over the plan several times using diagrams and models, it seemed that everyone understood their role. Deena would fly the rental, taking it around to the far side of the asteroid. Sparf and Brick would fly the fighters out to the front of the asteroid, but at an acute angle from the ship stationed on the rock so that they were out of sight. They would set up three reflectors made from the same metamaterial as the skin on the ship. 

Once activated, it would create a feedback loop that made any ship within that triangle invisible to the tracking systems of their target ship. When that was in place, they would land and begin their operations.

The placement of the mirrors was remarkably flawless. Sparf, who had a knack for rigging together things that shouldn't typically be connected, had welded the metamaterial reflectors to a cluster of ion thrusters.

Victorina, back on Piker’s Paradise, controlled these using a quantum communication system that couldn’t be hacked or intercepted. If they were discovered somehow, there was no way to trace it back to Brick and the others. 

Once the reflectors had effectively blinded the scanning system of the ship that was stationed on the asteroid, Brick and Sparf flew their stinger ships to the merc ship and landed onboard. Deena took the ship around the front of the asteroid, outside of visual range from the surface, but close enough that they could launch several micro-drones and receive data back about the ship on the surface.

The ship was as Meku had described it. Information from the drones also told them that there was life onboard, visible in various spectra, though the windows were blacked out to make it more difficult to see the ship. They were able to map in detail both the position of the vessel and the best approaches that were in what appeared to be the ship's blind spots.

Behind the ship, which had set down in the shadow of a crater, was a crevice that cut through the crater’s edge and climbed towards the upper surface of the asteroid. Brick proposed that they land on the shelf above the crater and make their way down through the crevice.

He turned to Deena. “If we’re lucky we won’t be spotted approaching on foot. By the time you hack the ship and eject the core, it’ll be too late. Then we can move in with infrared goggles and eliminate any armed force.”

“There’s a catch,” Deena replied. “I don’t know what kind of encryption system they're using. Meku has an advanced quantum decryption package, but it could still take some time. The system might detect and alert them." 

“Then we’re fucked,” Butch finished.

“Not fucked,” Brick corrected him, “complicated.”

“Well, I don’t want a complicated laser blast up my ass,” Sparf informed them.

They brought the ship to a smooth landing on the crater’s edge and suited up. Brick had on his battle armor and helmet. Deena had her custom suit, and Sparf had on his less-impressive but still fully functional armored suit he’d poached from the mobsters on Yellow Drip. Butch and Syko’s space suits looked to be held together with duct tape and plastic cement.

“Are you seriously going into battle in that?” Sparf asked them.

“Listen, wiseguy,” Butch shot back, “these suits will stop a laser blast just as well as yours, which is to say, not at all.”

“No point in dying in your best suit,” Syko added.

Brick shook his head. “I’ll go in front. My suit stops laser blasts. And it looks sweet enough to wear out for a night on the town.”

Deena rolled her eyes at him.

There was minimal gravity on the surface, which made the travel down the treacherous crevice both easier and more dangerous than in a full gravity setting. If you tripped you could easily launch yourself against one of the jagged rocks and tear a hole in your space suit. Deena carried the extra suit that they’d brought for Barley’s daughter and was glad that there was less gravity. Carrying the girl back up to the ship would have been almost impossible otherwise.

After forty-five minutes of carefully making their way through the jagged cliff face and over jutting boulders in their path, they found themselves on the crater floor, not ten yards from the ship. They could see the name painted on the side: Loralei.

“Vic,” Deena called over her helmet communication system, “can you give me anything on this ship’s name: L.O.R.A.L.E.I.”

There was a pause as Victorina searched every potential database that she could access. "It was last named the Nubian and before that All Hail Zeus. It is listed as belonging to a numbered company that is owned by a numbered company that is owned by ten other numbered companies and so on. Basically, there is no way to trace the ownership."

“Well, that ain’t your garden variety kidnapper,” Brick commented. “They didn’t just steal an old shitbox and throw the kid in the trunk.”

“We might be messing with someone pretty powerful,” Sparf commented. “Someone we might not want to piss off.”

"Too late now," Brick told him. "We rented our ship on credit, bought the fuel on credit, and we can't even fly the Ship With No Name out of Piker's Paradise to avoid our creditors because it's busted."

Deena shrugged and headed towards the Loralei. “Nowhere to go but forward then. Let’s get this over with.”
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Deena fumbled with the connectors inside the access panel while the others stood behind her, weapons in hand, their heads on a swivel. They had been able to walk right up to the ship without difficulty. Obviously, nobody was expecting visitors when not even the tracking systems had sounded the alarm for vessels in the proximity.

Although this ship was close enough to Piker’s Paradise that they had been spotted by several passing ships, everybody knew that you never approached a ship uninvited, unless you were looking for a fight. And this ship was not the kind of ship that you wanted to pick a fight with, unless you were an equally badass military vessel.

Finally, Deena was able to connect the quantum router to the ship’s AI system. Meku was able to directly interface with the computer and make rapid alterations to the system’s coding and the ship operations. AIs were legally barred from the ability to write code into other computer system to avoid the possibility that an insane one might code up an army of minions and dominate their human masters. However, Deena had created a patch to override this built-in feature, which allowed Meku to code other AIs without explicit line-by-line permission from a human. 

“I am unable to access the system,” Meku informed Deena after several minutes. “The encryption cannot be hacked. I need the original password.”

Deena turned to Brick. “We’re locked out.”

“I heard,” Brick responded. “Meku, I want you to try something.”

“Whatever you wish, Brick-san,” Meku replied.

“Going back through the various registrations of this ship, when can you find an actual human owner?”

Meku paused as she searched the available records. “Four registrations prior to the current, the ship was called Fire Dancer and was registered with a company owned by the CEO of terraforming megacorporation Planetwise.”

“And where was that ship registered?”

“Ipsilon Phoneticus in sector 339XZ.”

“And in which system was the ship registered after that?”

“The registration alteration occurred in the same system.”

“And from that point on the registrations were listed with a daisy chain of numbered shell companies?”

“Yes, Brick,” Meku responded, “that is correct. And all with the same registration office.”

“Great.”

Deena looked at Brick. “So a series of companies wanted to keep their purchases quiet. How does that help us?”

Brick smiled. "You may be engineered to be smarter than me, but I've been around the block a little more than you. Meku, how many people with enough money to buy a ship like this have a connection to both Ipsilon Phoneticus and to Piker’s Paradise?”

“There is just one: Lucretia Killpillow,” Meku responded. “I will access all available data on Ms. Killpillow and create password combinations based upon these records.”

“What is a Killpillow,” Sparf asked.

Butch snorted. “She’s the boss of this whole system. Technically there’s no government here, which is a nice way of saying that the rich and powerful decide what happens. And Killpillow is the richest and most powerful of the rich and powerful.”

“And where does Barley fit into this pyramid,” Brick asked.

“Don’t know exactly,” Butch told him. “He’s rich, so he’s one of them.”

Brick laughed. “Serving Queen Dedo de Camello taught me one thing: You’re never one of them, even when you’re one of them.”

Deena shook her head. “That makes no sense.”

Brick snorted. "You and I may think of them as part of the same club, but to each other, they're predatory competitors. If you wanna stay on top, you gotta eliminate or at least weaken your competitors. I’m betting our Mr. Barley got too big for his britches and Killpillow is bringing him down a notch.”

“I’m in,” Meku announced.

Deena wagged a finger at Brick. “You’re not just a dumb gun monkey, after all.”

“You’re making me get all wet on the cheeks,” Brick shot back.

“Not to be disrespectful,” Meku interjected, “I’ve cycled through six billion combinations and unlocked the system.”

“You’re not a dumb gun monkey either,” Deena told her, then added. “Are we ready?”

“Everyone, stick to the plan,” Brick reminded them. “Meku will eject the cores and reduce the onboard oxygen levels so that anyone not wearing a breathing unit will lose consciousness. But unless they're total idiots, the guards will probably have those nearby. Be prepared, and if anyone other than Barley’s daughter sees you, they have to be eliminated. We definitely don’t want this Killpillow lady knowing we were behind this hit job. I’m betting she has a long reach.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

"I'll take point," Brick added then turned to Deena. "You take the middle with the suit. Butch, you bring up the rear in case we missed anyone."

Butch unholstered his weapons. “Let’s crack open this can of beans.”

"Meku," Deena ordered. "Keep the artificial gravity powered up. I don't want the kid floating around in danger of being hit in the crossfire."

“Initiating shutdown,” Meku announced.
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The door to the airlock popped open, and two large canisters containing the AIs emerged from under the ship, bounced, and then floated off. Humidity, visible as vapor, was pouring out of several vents on the ship. Interior systems in the ship shut down with a rumble. 

The mighty ship was paralyzed.

Brick turned on the infrared function in his suit’s mask. The others put the bulky goggles over their helmets. Brick led the way into the airlock followed closely by the others. The door whooshed closed behind them. After a few seconds, the airlock chamber reached the same pressure as the ship and the inner door popped open.

Brick poked his head around the corner to make sure the hallway was clear, then led them deeper into the ship. It was as luxurious on the inside as it appeared on the outside. On the floor was a red and gold carpet and the wall lights in the hallway were burnished copper. At floor level were emergency lights but it was otherwise dark. The hallway was curved and every few yards there was a door leading towards the center of the ship.

After a few steps, a guard staggered out of one of the doors, laser blaster in hand. He was on the verge of passing out and barely had the strength to lift his weapon. Brick took him down with a single shot, and he crumpled to the floor.

Two guards appeared silently behind them. Both were wearing breathing units. Butch heard a slight sound, turned instinctively, and blasted one of them in the face. The second got off a single shot that hit Butch in the arm. 

Butch squealed in pain and fell on his ass. Sparf snapped off a shot that took out the second guard.

“Butch,” Brick asked, “how bad?”

Butch was already using a roll of duct tape that he’d brought along to seal up the hole in his suit and keep the air from escaping. “Hurts like a bitch but I’ll survive. Not sure how this suit will handle the trip back in vacuum.”

“We’ll replace your suit before we head out,” Brick told him as he pushed forward down the hall. “You fall in behind and watch our flank.”

Brick reached the door where the first guard had stumbled out. It hung open, and there were no lights or sounds from within. Brick and Syko made a quick check to see if there were any targets inside. Brick rolled quickly through, weapon snapping left and right, making sure it was clear. 

It was a large circular room, taking up the majority of the crew and common area of the ship. Curved sofas hugged the walls, and the floor was tiled with throw rugs and pillows cast about. It looked more like a boutique hotel than a heavily armed spaceship. A massive TV screen—dark now—dominated one wall near a large bar. The bartender was unconscious on the floor, martini shaker still in hand.

Behind the bar, two guards popped up wearing breathing units and opened fire at Brick and Syko with rail guns. Brick rolled out of the way, while Syko absorbed the blasts and backed out the door into the hallway. Brick was alone in the room, pinned down behind a sofa.

Syko looked to Butch, “maybe we could ask them to put down their weapons, and tell them that we have them surrounded.”

Brick rolled his eyes and wondered how he had ended up with a pacifist on his team. “Why don’t you shoot them in the face and then ask them nicely.”

Syko shrugged. “Just a thought.” He turned to Butch. “If you retreat, you’ll come out in the same place, but with the element of surprise.”


Butch nodded, then jogged back down the curved hall to get a better angle on the bar. Syko did the same.


Inside the room, the best that Brick could do was keep his head down, snapping off wild shots to keep the action focused on him.

Three doorways down the hall Syko pushed himself against the wall. “On three,” he told Butch.

“On three,” Butch agreed.

Syko counted off.

At the same time, both Butch and Syko kicked in their respective doors and burst into the room. The guards turned away from Brick and towards the new intruders. Brick popped up on one knee and snapped off a shot, taking out one of the guards. Syko fired a shot from point-blank range beside the bar, exploding the head of the second guard. Both crumpled to the floor.

Brick quickly scanned the rest of the room. “Clear,” he announced.

Deena entered the room and began searching under and behind the furniture to see if the girl had hidden anywhere when their assault began. The room was empty, other than the dead guards.

“She must be in her quarters,” Deena announced.

“Assume that she’s got at least two guards with her,” Brick announced.

Butch indicated towards the doors. “Those only extend two-thirds around the room. Sleeping quarters are probably behind that wall.

Brick indicated to his right. “The bridge is up that way. There’ll be at least five crew up there. Probably a few armed guards and possibly the captain.”

Brick pointed to Butch and Syko to go around from the rear of the ship towards the front. He, Sparf and Deena would take the front route, passing by the bridge. They would meet in a pincer move by the sleeping quarters. Everyone nodded and moved out of the common area into the hallways.

“Based on the size of this tin can, I’m guessing a total of 12 guards and three crew, plus the girl,” Brick told them. “Eyes open.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Fifteen
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Brick, Deena, and Sparf reached the double-doors that led to the bridge. They were shut tight. Brick signaled to Sparf then rolled across to the far side of the doors as he and Sparf took up position. From his battle suit, Brick unhooked an object the size of a hockey puck and twisted it so that it separated into two thinner pucks. He placed each of these on one of the doors. A red light blinked on each puck, growing more rapid. Brick and the others crouched down and turned their backs away from the door.

The pucks exploded with a loud noise and a flash, throwing both doors open into the bridge. Brick was immediately on his feet and into the room. Crew members were sprawled on the floor or slumped in their seats. 

There had been two guards, but one was standing next to the doors when they blew inwards. The metal had taken out most of his throat, and he was bleeding out, unconscious on the floor.

The other guard had a blaster in each hand and opened fire at Brick and Sparf. His shots went far wide of their mark, leaving blackened marks on the wall. Brick calmly put a half dozen rail gun projectiles in a tight cluster into his chest. 

“Clear,” Brick announced.

On the other side of the ship, Butch and Syko crept along the hallway towards the sleeping quarters. There was almost total silence except for the soft hum of the artificial gravity elements in the floor of the ship. 

They reached a door that led toward the engineering section. Butch extracted a roll of putty from a pouch in his suit and pressed it into the crack where the door met the doorframe. When it was in place, he jammed a small fuse device the size of a pencil into the putty and snapped off the end.

He and Syko turned their backs on the door, and the magnesium in the fuse burned bright, igniting the putty, which heated up to a temperature of two thousand degrees, welding the door shut.

Safe from any surprises and without needing to clear the lower decks, they continued around towards Brick and the others. After a few yards, they reached the first door in the sleeping quarters. Each of them took up a position on either side of the door. Butch nodded to Syko then put himself in front of the door and kicked it in.

At the same instant, Syko spotted the booby trap in the door and shoved Butch out of the way. The explosives attached to the inside of the door erupted in a geyser of flames that enveloped Syko. Butch fell to the floor unharmed and looked up to his friend as he writhed, struggling to tear his burning suit off. As he did, sizzling chunks of his gelatinous substance came away with it. 

At that moment several guards burst out of the next room over and opened fire at Butch and Syko.

"Heavy fire! Heavy fire," Butch called out as he rolled into the room where the booby trap had been placed. Everything inside was blackened and melted, but it was otherwise empty.

Syko was in too much agony with the flames to notice the laser blasts that struck his body. Finally, he was able to tear off his entire suit, except for a few remaining bits that continued to sizzle on his body. The guards were pressing forward, still firing at the big jelly bear. 

Syko turned towards his tormentors, for the first time focusing on their attacks. He let out a hellish roar and turned bright red as his body inflated, causing the guards to pause in their attacks. Syko barreled down on them before they could respond and tore them limb from limb. Blood sprayed on the walls as the dying guards screamed in agony. Syko finally beat the last guard to death with the severed leg of a previously dispatched guard.

Butch, who had survived more battles than he could count, felt slightly nauseous at the pure slaughter before him. 

Victorious over the squad of attackers, Syko stood on top of their gory remains, panting in the thin air of the ship. Butch rushed toward his friend just as Syko shrank to normal size, lost consciousness and collapsed to the floor, landing on the pile of guts and limbs of the vanquished.
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Brick, Deena, and Sparf sprinted to Butch and stopped in front of the heap of human debris. “What the fuck?” asked Brick.

“They made him angry,” Butch shrugged. “They didn’t know they wouldn’t like him when he was angry.”

“Is he dead?” Deena asked.

“Naw,” Butch replied. “Lasers don’t do nothing to him. Probably just passed out from the lack of air.”

“We could have saved a lot of time and hassle,” noted Sparf, “if we’d just told him his mama was ugly right at the start and sent him in ahead of us.” 
Butch held up one piggy hand. "I would not recommend that strategy, lizard." 
Brick picked up one of the guards' breathing unit, shook the loose teeth out of it and put it over Syko's head. After a few breaths, he started to rouse and then sat up.

“What happened?” he asked.

“You went ape shit,” Butch told him.

Syko looked at the gore that surrounded him and covered his body. “Sorry about the mess.” He stood up and vibrated his body as only a gelatinous creature could. All of the blood and gore slid off of him and onto the floor, leaving him as spotless as a giant red baby just out of the bath.

“Guess you won’t need a shower then,” Brick commented. “Though finding a suit that fits you to get you back to our ship is gonna be a problem.”

Syko shook his head. “I can condense myself to fit into one of their suits. But I’ll be too dense to walk so you’ll have to carry me.”

“Interesting thought” Brick said as he nodded. “Let’s keep moving. If they sent out a distress signal, I don’t want us to still be here when help arrives.”

He turned and headed back down the hall to the next doorway. Taking up a position beside the door, he placed another of his pucks on it and blasted it open. Another geyser of flame burst outwards, this time harmlessly scorching the far wall. Inside the room was blackened but empty.

“Where the hell is she?” Sparf wondered.

They moved on to the next door and repeated the procedure. This time there was no geyser of flame. Brick burst inside after the door was on the ground. Huddled in the corner was Barley’s little girl, passed out from lack of air. He signaled to Deena who rushed in and suited her up.

Once the girl was inside the suit, Deena used Butch’s duct tape to secure the girl’s arms and legs so that she couldn’t struggle when she woke up, and then turned on the flow of air into the suit. The girl’s eyes slowly opened and immediately filled with fear. She struggled but was unable to move.

“It’s OK,” Deena told her quietly. “You’re safe. We’re here to take you home. Just stay calm.”

There was still fear in her eyes, but the girl stopped struggling and relaxed. Syko, looking his typical harmless self again, walked over and picked up the girl gently in his arms, a small figure cradled in the arms of a Jell-O giant.

“Bust a move, people," Brick announced and led them out of the room and back towards the airlock. They encountered no further resistance, but as they passed the door to engineering, they could hear people pounding on the door to be let out.

“Should we destroy the ship?” Butch asked. “That seems the wisest course. Leave no witnesses.”

Brick shook his head. “No need. Let ‘em live. Probably be a rescue ship here in half a day." 

They continued to the inner door of the airlock. Several spacesuits hung there for the crew and guards. They were in much better condition than the one Butch wore to get here and he gleefully removed his own and began putting on a new one.

“This caper’s already working out for me,” he told them as he put on the helmet. “I could never afford one of these.”

“And you still can’t,” Brick told him. “That suit’s gonna be too hot to keep around. Could be tracers worked into the fabric. It sure as hell has a serial number sewn into more places than you can locate. As soon as we get back to our ship, we’re ejecting it into space.”

“Aw, c’mon,” Butch complained, but he knew Brick was right.

Syko laid on the floor and closed his eyes. As water vapor steamed off of his body, he slowly shrank down to the size of a human. Deena poked him, he was no longer springy and gelatinous to the touch but was hard and nearly rock-like. He was also unable to move or speak.

“Meku, turn off the artificial gravity,” Deena commanded.

Their magnetic boots kept them secured to the deck, but Syko’s bulk was easy to move around in the asteroid’s low g. , They pulled one of the suits over Syko and sealed it. Sparf found a strap with a buckle amongst a tool kit nearby and attached one end to Syko and the other end to his own suit, like the galaxy’s oddest parade float. Using another strap they did the same with the girl, connecting her to Deena.

Sparf gave Brick a nod, and they entered the airlock, closing the inner door. A few moments later, they were outside the ship and on their way back to their own. Scaling the jagged path up the cliff face was precarious with their charges attached to them by straps, slowing their progress considerably. If one of them was allowed to bounce against the sharp rocks, it might very well puncture their suits, killing them instantly. Or if a jagged rock cut the strap connecting them to Deena and Sparf they could easily break free, also leading to their death.

Finally, after a perilous hour and a half, they reached the top of the cliff and made their way across the asteroid’s plateau towards their ship. 

“I’ve detected two fighters that left Piker’s Paradise and are heading towards your coordinates,” Victorina announced. 

“Any idea of their ETA?” Brick asked.

"By my calculation, they will be there in three hours," she replied. "I've charted a path that should allow you to avoid them, though you will have to hide in the shadow of an asteroid until they pass."

“Whatever works,” Brick told her. “Just get us out of here in one piece.”
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They hid in the shadow of a giant asteroid a half day's journey out from Piker's Paradise as the fighter ships searched the system looking for them and the girl. With nothing to do, they played cards in the galley to pass the time. 
Unfortunately for Butch, the girl, Betty, was a master poker player, having grown up on Piker’s Paradise. She took him for the little money he had left to his name, and he was reduced to playing using debt notes.
“If we don’t get out of here soon, I’ll have rescued this helpless young girl for nothing and owe her my entire share.”

Meanwhile, Brick fretted that they were overdue returning the ship and that they were accruing a penalty fee with the merc guild. It was, like everything else on Piker’s Paradise, usurious, and would cut into their reward. 

“I’m sure her father will cover the overage,” Deena reassured him.

Brick wasn’t convinced. “Nobody’s more of a cheapskate than a rich guy who hasn’t signed a contract for an unforeseen cost. I wouldn’t count on it.”

“We got his kid back,” Deena reminded him.

“His kid who’s already taken Butch for half his reward money,” Brick countered. 

"Well, that's Butch's fault," Deena told him. " At least he's too busy losing to a 12-year old to stare at my tits. I might give the girl half of my share too."

As they spoke, they were looking at Syko, who was still small and hard and not moving. He had neglected to tell them the steps they needed to take to return him to normal size. Meku had searched the databases, but there was very little information about Syko's species, and none of it mentioned them being able to shrink at all, never mind returning to normal size.

"Maybe he's dead," Sparf suggested. "He's not breathing, and we're not picking up any signs of life."

Deena shook her head. "I can't imagine Syko would kill himself so that we could bring his body back to the ship. He knew what he was doing."

“Not well enough to tell us how to bring him out of it. Maybe he’s like those things we had on my planet when I was a kid. Maybe we should drop him in some water and see if he blows up to normal size,” Sparf ventured. 

"I think he's in some kind of stasis," Deena suggested. "Some species of simple lifeforms that go dormant when there's no water or food, or when faced with harsh conditions."

“Yeah,” agreed Brick. “I read about some worms that were frozen for 40,000 years and then came back to life when they thawed out.”

“Exactly,” Deena agreed.

“Let’s give him a bath then,” Sparf told them. “It’s a start. Better than just sitting here staring at him.”

Brick and Sparf picked up Syko with some effort and carried him into the shower in the workout room off the galley. They stood him up like a broomstick in the corner and Brick turned on the water. At first, it seemed to have no effect but slowly Syko's expansion and softening became apparent. After an hour in the water, Syko had been reconstituted enough that he could move, though only very slowly. Brick turned off the shower because he was worried that they would run out if they were stuck much longer on the asteroid.

Syko, now two-thirds his normal size, made his way into the galley with the speed of a three-toed sloth. Butch saw him enter and paused from his losing poker game to laugh. 

Syko stopped to take a break from his arduous journey and turned towards Butch. He slowly lifted a red middle finger. “I....will....kill....you...you....asshole.”

“Maybe if you fall on me in my sleep, slowtown,” Butch laughed.

Sparf shook his head. “Dude, you know that in a pretty soon Syko will be back to normal and could rip your head off.”

“Yeah, but Syko never holds a grudge. That’s why I love him,” Butch reminded him.  

From Syko’s statue-like form came a low growling sound.

“I think he might make an exception this time,” Sparf told Butch.

“Enough, all of you,” Brick commanded. “Vic, where are things at with those fighter squads? We don’t have many more days of supplies here.”

“Four of the five fighters that were sent out have now returned to base,” she informed him. “The final fighter has gone dark, I’m afraid. As has the kidnap ship.”

“They probably blew up the kidnap ship and killed the crew,” Brick suggested. “Which means the fighter is just hiding out there, waiting for us to show ourselves.” 

“You might want to wait another few days until I can confirm its location,” Victorina suggested. “I’m doing a dark-sky scan, but it is a slow process. It will take me several days to complete.”

Brick shook his head. “We don’t have that kind of time. If we’re spotted and damaged that won’t leave us any cushion to get Barley to send a rescue ship out here.”

“Then I suggest a parabolic path that takes you two astronomical units away from Piker’s Paradise. Then you can double back and approach as part of the general flow of traffic.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Deena replied.

“Alright,” Brick agreed. “Let’s light this rig up. I’m tired of sitting here blind.”

The crew made their way up to the bridge, leaving Butch behind to lose more money and Syko to struggle behind them. He might arrive at the bridge by the time they were back at Piker’s Paradise.

After a quick check of the systems, they blasted off of the asteroid and charted a path away from Piker's Paradise. No other movement was detected nearby, but they stuck as closely as possible to the asteroid field to present a less visible target for any ships scanning for movement.

“Maybe we should send you and Butch out in the fighters just in case,” Deena suggested.

“I see the advantage, but it’s easier to track three ships than it is to track one,” Brick told her. “But we can at least warm them up and get ready to launch in case that fighter makes an appearance.”

Brick got up from the captain’s chair and left the bridge. Deena took his place, enjoying the feel of the big seat. She stroked the arms and control panels with a smile on her face.

“Uh oh,” Sparf joked. “I think you just took the first step on the road to mutiny.”

She stuck her tongue out at him.

Brick stopped by the galley and dragged Butch away from the game, grabbing his cards and tossing them on the table.

“What the fuck, Brick,” Butch complained. “I was finally gonna win one!”

Betty tossed her cards on the table, beating Butch's pair of kings with a full house. Brick gave him a little cuff on the back of the head.

“You couldn’t win a date with yourself,” he told Butch. 

As they headed out the door, Butch wagged a finger at Betty. She flipped him the bird with a grin on her face.

“Little punk,” Butch mumbled as he followed after Brick.

They were still on their way to the hangar bay when the first laser blast hit the ship, sending it into an uncontrolled spin. The hallway filled with smoke, and both Brick and Butch were tossed against the walls.
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The rented merc ship headed straight into the asteroid field. Deena struggled with the attitude control. One of the ship's engines was on fire and no longer functioning. The ship's AI system automatically initiated fire control to stop the ship from exploding but was unable to correct the uneven propulsion. 

The remaining engines went dead.

A warning from the AI was broadcast over the PA system. “I am not equipped for this level of damage. Please note that the guild will charge a fine for any and all destruction at an interest rate of 300% compounded annually.”

Deena cursed and tried to spark the remaining engine, to give her the power to steer the ship away from an impending collision.

“Vic,” Deena called to the distant Ship With No Name, “I need you to take the helm?”

“I can’t,” answered Victorina.

“We have a quantum comm connection. How can there be a latency issue?”

“It’s not a question of latency,” Victorina told her. “Somebody is beaming a quantum field jammer through this quadrant and it’s interfering with signal fidelity. I won’t be able to take proper evasive maneuvers against an offensive by a fighter piloted by another AI.”

“Shit,” Deena cursed. “Can you at least right the ship and implement a generic evasive pattern.”

“That won’t be enough to save you,” Victorina told her. “Would you like to upload your consciousness to our database so that your essence maybe be preserved for posterity?”

Deena ignored her and contacted Brick, who was rushing with Butch into the hangar bay. "We have limited AI support, Brick. We need those fighters in the air."

“Working on it,” Brick told her as he climbed into one.

On the other side of the hangar, Butch was already in the second fighter and closing the hatch. “Dogfights aren’t my strong suit. I’m more of a ‘bash their head in while I look into their dying eyes’ kind of fighter.” 

“Then I hope you don’t mind dying," Brick shot back and closed the fighter's hatch. Without waiting, Brick launched out of the back of their ship. Butch followed seconds later. 

Trailing close behind and firing on the rented merc ship was the chasing fighter and a cruiser, the kidnap ship.

“I told you we should have blown it up,” Butch complained.

"Shut up and kill them," Brick shot back. "Let's try a pincer move on the cruiser. They're short on bridge crew and will have to choose evasive or offensive."

"Roger dodger," Butch agreed, and they both peeled off in opposite directions.

All of the attacking ships stopped firing to take evasive maneuvers against the counter-attack. That gave Deena an opportunity to move to the merc ship’s fire control station and power up the laser system. Sparf rushed down to the galley to check on Betty. He found her locked in the ship’s toilet with all three of her decks of cards. She had blood on her forehead from a gash she got in the previous attack. 

“Come on,” he told her. “Let’s get you to the safety pods before you get thrown around anymore.”

“My dad is gonna cut your nuts off for letting me get hurt,” she snapped at him.

“Your dad is gonna have to spend his money separating your ashes from mine if we don’t get away from these guys,” Sparf told her.

Outside the ship, Brick and Butch closed in on the kidnap cruiser, but it was faster than their fighters and easily eluded their pursuit.

“All right,” Brick announced. “There’s no way we can catch that ship. Let’s take out the fighter.”

They adjusted their course to go after the fighter ship that was refocusing on the merc ship with Deena and the others onboard. Its sensors picked up that Brick and Butch were on its tail and it spiraled away from its attack path. Brick pursued it into the asteroid field.

"Keep on that battle cruiser," Brick ordered Butch. "You can't catch it, but you can keep it from destroying our rental."

Butch cut off his pursuit and veered back towards the cruiser, only to discover that it was pursuing him. “Shit,” he complained. 

Brick entered the asteroid field on the tail of the fighter. By the flight pattern, it was clear that the pilot had given over control to the onboard AI system. It was dodging with mathematical precision as it calculated the vectors of hundreds of asteroids in front of it. Brick's ship was both slower and had less processing power, making his pursuit even more dangerous. It also made it impossible for him to get a clear shot.

“Hand over laser controls to me,” Brick commanded the ship.

“Human control of ship’s lasers will reduce accuracy by an estimated 83%. I recommend against this course of action.”

“Shut the fuck up and give me controls!”

“Transferring control now,” the stinger ship replied.

It was clear that neither Brick nor the AI had the ability to target the agility of the fighter. But the asteroids were moving slower and were unable to avoid laser fire. Brick relied on his intuition to gauge the path of the fighter ahead of him. He targeted an asteroid several miles ahead of the ship, calculating that the fighter would pass it in less than two seconds.

He blasted the asteroid, sending fragments in several directions. The ship narrowly dodged the fragments and veered on a new path. Brick’s ship grazed one of the asteroid fragments, damaging one of his lasers.

“Please note that disengaging the laser systems from propulsion prevents this ship from coordinating between the two and can lead to unintended auto-destruction.”

“Shut up,” Brick growled and targeted the next asteroid that seemed to be in the flight path of the fighter. He fired, but the ship had already veered so that the fragments spread harmlessly, nowhere near the enemy fighter.

Butch was screaming angrily inside his fighter as he tried to avoid the battle cruiser’s guns. He was avoiding the laser blasts, but it was only a matter of time as it gained on his little fighter jet. 

“I don’t want to die in space,” he screamed. “I want to go out like my old man—swinging a hammer and cussing.”

Deena watched the uneven dogfight from the laser cannon control seat. “Lead it towards me,” she told Butch.

Butch cranked the fighter as hard as he could towards Deena, pulling so many g's that he lost consciousness and his opponent went into a crazy tumble towards the Deena on the merc ship.

“Sparf,” Deena shouted. “I need you back on the bridge.”
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Brick’s remaining laser was on the verge of over-heating. He had one more shot and then the system would need several minutes to cool down.

He tracked the enemy fighter's zigzag path and set his target. They were approaching a point where there was a break in the asteroid field at a ninety-degree angle from their path. It was a hard-g turn, but it would put the fighter back in open space where it could loop back against Brick's damaged ship. The question was whether the fighter pilot thought he could make the turn without passing out from the g’s or whether he would risk going deeper into the asteroid field.

Given the high quality of the fighter, Brick assumed it came equipped with a top-of-the-line pressure suit and would take the risk of blackout out of the equation for the other pilot.

He targeted a smallish asteroid ahead of and above the fighter. He calculated the ship’s velocity and fired his laser blast, hitting the rock so that it exploded forwards in the opening that the fighter would have to take. The laser system flashed red, indicating that the system had overheated.

The fighter cranked upwards in a sharp climb, directly into the path of the fragmented boulder. The rocks hit the fast-moving ship and it exploded in a silent starburst. The remains of its hull spun in a fiery ball out of the asteroid ring and into open space, where the vacuum of deep space quickly extinguished it.

Brick veered his fighter to the side to avoid the shrapnel and executed a more gradual climb out of the asteroid field. Then he turned back towards the location of his ship and where he'd left Butch.

The cruiser was bearing down on Butch’s out of control fighter. Inside he was still unconscious and slumped in his seat. His fighter was tumbling towards the merc ship at high velocity, powered by the still-firing engines.

“He must have overridden the AI to push the attack past his ability to stay conscious,” Deena complained. She turned her head towards Sparf who was now in the captain’s chair and at the control panel, ready for Deena’s order. “When I tell you, I want you to bank hard to port.”

“Port?”

“To the left,” she replied.

Sparf nodded. “Got it.”

Deena turned back to the laser control screen and hit “overcharge.” The AI voice came over the speaker in the laser module. “Firing laser in overcharge mode will melt the control systems and prevent further use. Are you sure you want to fire in this mode?”

“Yes,” Deena replied.

“It will also incur a penalty fine from the guild equal to twice the value of the laser system at a compound interest of—”

“Just put the fucking thing in overcharge mode,” Deena screamed.

“Engaged.”

“Now, Sparf,” Deena yelled to him.

Sparf activated the remaining starboard thrusters at full strength, rotating the ship at three full g's of acceleration. The power threw him out of the captain’s chair.

Deena was plastered against the side of her seat as the ship came around hard, bringing the cruiser into view of the targeting system. Because of the metamaterial skin on the cruiser, the merc ship was unable to lock automatically on target. However, Deena was able to mark the ship manually by its idiosyncratic movement. The laser locked on to the cruiser, the turret of which was also glowing red as it prepared to fire on Butch.

“Fire,” Deena commanded.

The laser aggregated the entirety of the charge from the full array of weapons capacitors as well as those powering the ship's multitude of systems. It channeled this current into the laser, converting its guts into a molten soup as the weapon discharged its final energy blast towards the cruiser. The ray hit the cruiser near the rear and cut through the double-armor skin, turning the interior of the ship to vacuum before penetrating the fusion plant. The plasma containment burst, releasing sun-hot plasma into the broader propulsion system and engineering section of the ship. The crew turned instantly to steam, metals burst into flame, and fuels were turned into nuclear explosives. The cruiser evaporated in a mini-supernova.

Brick emerged in his fighter from the field of asteroids in time to see it disappear in a silent flash so bright that his retinas itched from the burn. The concussion wave threw his ship almost back into the asteroid field. “What the hell just happened,” he asked over the radio.

Deena slumped in her chair, her eyes closed against the nauseating spin of the merc ship. Down in the bridge, Sparf had puked everywhere and was groaning.

“We melted the laser and owe the guild a lot of gummies,” she replied to Brick.

“If you’re in debt that means you’re still alive,” Brick told her. “Congratulations.”

“Just once I’d like to confirm I’m alive with riches instead of the danger of imminent death or debt,” she told him.

“Ugh,” Sparf moaned. “Is puking all over yourself also proof you’re still alive?”

“Only sometimes,” Brick told him.

“Well, then I'm Schrodinger's Sparf. I may or may not be still alive.”

Brick and Deena laughed in relief. 

“Butch, are you alive?” Deena asked.

“Is that the voice of an angel,” he groaned, “because only a handjob from an angel can bring me back from beyond.”

"Then I'm afraid you're a goner," Deena told him. "In the meantime, I'll have the ship autopilot your fighter back into the hangar bay."

Butch sighed. “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

Brick steered his fighter back towards their ship. “Let’s go home and get paid.” 
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The rented ship pulled into its pier on Piker’s Paradise, jetting smoke and oily fluids out of every opening. The fixer who had hooked them up with the merc guild in the first place waited on the dock. His name was Morgan the Murderer, and he had come by it honestly. Now he stood red-faced, handling the triple-pointed knife in his belt with the enthusiasm of a man who wanted to re-assert the truthfulness of his nickname. 

The door of the ship opened, and Butch came out with a smile on his face, looking to appease Morgan with his irresistible charm. It became apparent when the knife whizzed past his head and stuck into the metal of the ship's skin that Morgan was not appeasable.

“Whoa,” Butch exclaimed, hands in front of him, “that is such an over-reaction. It’s not as bad as it looks.”

“You fucknuts,” Morgan countered, “I can see from here that it’s worse than it looks. I put my credibility on the line so that you could rent that ship.”

“Come on, man,” Butch protested, “a mercenary guild can’t possibly believe that when they rent a warship for a mission that it isn’t gonna get some scratches on it. They’re love marks. Besides, based on the fees their fucking AI has been listing off, they’re gonna make a bundle off of us.”

Morgan realized that Butch was right. More than that, he had a deal with the merc guild that he got a percentage of whatever they collected. “Maybe your incompetence ain’t such a bad thing after all. I’m gonna make a boatload because you’re fucking useless. But it makes me look like I tricked them into renting to a knob so that I’d make more money.”

From behind Butch, Brick yanked the knife out of the skin of the ship and tossed it to Morgan. “You got us a crappy ship that was seriously underpowered and over-priced. We barely made it out alive. As far as I’m concerned you owe us a partial refund.”

“The hell you say,” Morgan shot back, face turning red once again. He turned to Butch. “Who is this asshole?”

Butch shrugged. “Rasmus Brick. He’s one of Queen Dedo’s military gen-jobs if you know what I mean. I’d take it easy if I were you.”

Morgan whipped the knife at Brick's head. Brick snatched it out of the air and threw it back without a pause. It hit Morgan in the shoulder, sinking so deep that the points came out his back. He dropped to his knees with a holler as blood immediately soaked his shirt and pooled on the dock. 

Brick walked up to him. “You can’t say he didn’t warn you. Tell you what, asshole: you're gonna help us with the final part of our contract, and then, if you do a better job than you did with this ship, we'll pay what we owe. If you continue to suck or you ever try to toss anything else at me or my crew, I'll pay you in the inches of fine leather boot that I jam up your ass. We clear?"

Morgan winced at the pain in his shoulder and nodded. Brick watched as Morgan struggled to extract the knife. He whimpered with the effort.

Brick rolled his eyes, grabbed the knife, twisted it left, then right, then yanked. It came out cleanly though blood spurted. Morgan let out a sigh and then blacked out, falling backward onto the dock.

“Uh, Brick,” Butch pointed out, “if he’s dead he can’t help us.”

Brick turned his head towards the merc ship. “Deena, you wanna send out when of those medical bots? We got a man down on the dock.”

A medical robot careened out of the interior of the ship and rushed up to Morgan. After a quick examination, it sprayed auto-coagulant on his wounds, then bound them with a bandage that it produced from a hidden inner compartment. It waved smelling salts under Morgan’s nose until he jolted upright.

Satisfied with its job, the robot zoomed up to Brick. “A medical fee of 5 gummies will be added to your bill.” Then it zoomed back into the ship.

"Of course it will," Brick grumbled. "Your life better be worth five gummies, you little turd. Now get up and come inside."

Morgan stumbled to his feet with the help of Butch. “Man, I told you to take it easy.”

Inside the ship, Deena, Syko, Sparf, and Betty were waiting in the galley. As soon as Morgan walked into the room, he saw Betty and froze.

"Whoa, that's the kid that was kidnapped. There are photos of her everywhere."

“Thanks for confirming what we know,” Brick told him. “Now you see our problem.”

“I don’t get it,” Morgan replied. “She’s probably worth a fuckload of reward money.”

“Watch your mouth around the kid, dipshit,” Brick chastised him.

Deena stood up from the table. “Her kidnapping was organized from here. Probably by Lucretia Killpillow. Now we have to get her to her father without anyone seeing her.”

Morgan was already backing his way to the door. “You can count me out. I’m not fuc... messing around with Killpillow. No way!”

Brick grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. “If you want I can put that knife right back where it was five minutes ago.”

"I don't think you get it, that woman won't stick a knife in you, she will make you disappear like you were never born. But first, she will torture the holy hot Jesus out of you until you beg her to make you disappear."

“Don’t be such a girlypig,” Brick scolded him, “that’s why we want you to help us.”

“Help you, how?” Morgan asked. “You want me to make funeral arrangements? Get you a lawyer to write up your will?”

"No, we need a scan-proof trunk so we can smuggle her across the station and back to her old man," Brick explained to him.

Morgan opened his mouth to respond and then disintegrated into a fine mist of blood and gore, covering everyone in the room.

“Get down,” Brick yelled as he rolled across the floor and unholstered both of his lasers.
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Hundreds of spiderbots crawled across the floor of the merc ship. They were tiny, self-guiding bombs. When they locked on their victim, they could leap several yards through the air and attach themselves to skin or clothing. As soon as they reached a critical number, they detonated simultaneously, liquidating whoever was unlucky enough to have been in their target.

Brick knocked together both of his laser pistols, changing their firing pattern setting. “Switch your lasers to wide spray,” he yelled and opened fire.

The wide spray setting delivered less power but hit a wider arc of targets. The spider bombs were only a few tenths of an inch in size and could be disabled by a small energy surge. Hitting as many as possible was the key to surviving.

Brick hit hundreds of the tiny but deadly robots, as they leaped towards him. They fell to the ground and popped like metallic popcorn, creating a sheet of sparks and smoke near the floor.

Butch was doing the same, though half a dozen of the spiders had managed to land on his chest and arms. “Die, you little fuckers!”

Sparf and Deena joined in as more and more of the miniature assassins poured through the galley door. Betty cowered in the corner, as far away as possible from the attack.

The room was filling up with smoke from the tiny explosions, and the floor was littered with micro-shrapnel. The crew was destroying most of the spiders before they reached their targets, but always one or two got through with each wave that attacked. That was all that the spiders needed to do. Eventually, enough of them would accumulate on their target that they would automatically detonate, turning their victim into a fine, red mist, like Morgan the Murdered.

“Guys,” Sparf shouted across the din of laser blasts and exploding bomblets, “we need a new strategy.”

“Yeah,” Butch agreed, “my blaster’s gonna overheat pretty soon and then it’s all over.”

“Meku, Vic,” Deena shouted, “can you send a jam signal to these spiderbots?”

Meku’s voice came over the PA system. “If we destroy them all at once, the combined effect will be to destroy the ship and you along with it.”

“How about scrambling their programming so that they stop attacking,” Deena asked as she continued to fire.

“They have a failsafe to mitigate against that strategy,” Meku informed her. “If I try to hack them, they will automatically detonate all at once. Same result.”

“Can you spoof us,” Deena asked. “Make the real us disappear to their sensors and create a spoof of us outside the ship.”

“Let me try,” Meku replied. “However, in case I fail, I have enjoyed knowing you. For humans and other such things, you aren’t all bad.”

After a moment, the spider robots stopped flooding into the galley and rushed out of the room. The ones that were already attached to the crew detached themselves and followed behind their comrades. 

Brick and Deena followed the spiderbots out of the ship. They reached the dock and leaped at empty air, exploding in waves but harming nothing. Soon, they had all destroyed themselves.

“Not gonna be long before the folks at Spiderbot HQ figure out that their assassins failed. We better get out of here with the girl, if we want to collect on that reward and have a chance of not dying today.”

Deena nodded and ran back inside the ship to round up the others, while Brick waited at dockside in case any other attacks appeared.

Without warning, twenty armored warriors on flying surfboards zoomed in from above. Their suits and helmets were made from a single piece of completely unreflective black material, the same as their boards so that whenever they moved out of direct light, they all but disappeared. Brick lowered the facemask on his battle armor and activated the spectrum expanding sensors. The deadly surfers became visible as a red outline.

Two of them came at Brick in a pincer move, carrying illegal, monomolecular blades. One touch and it would sever whatever body part it connected with. Brick dove and rolled out of the way; as the boards passed by him he lifted his legs and caught one of them in a scissor grip. 

Brick used the momentum of the board to launch him up and onto the board behind the soldier-surfer. He grabbed the surfer’s arm and twisted it so that the blade swung upwards, slicing off the front half of his head. The body fell one way and the surfer’s face the other, as Brick kept hold of the blade and hijacked the surfboard.

The surfers and Brick circled each other at high speeds, like they were caught in a tornado. One of the surfers dove at him from above, swinging nunchucks connected by a monomolecular blade. Brick dropped onto his back to avoid the weapon and swung the molecular sword, slicing off the legs of his attacked. The surfer's torso slid off of his legs, but his scream was cut short as Brick swung the blade backwards, cutting the man diagonally from his waist to his shoulder.

The dead surfer's board dove towards the dock below, where Deena stood with Betty, Butch, Syko, and Sparf. After it struck the dock and skidded up to them, Deena grabbed Betty and climbed on to the board. Butch, Syko, and Sparf drew their laser pistols and went down on one knee as three of the surfers dove towards them.

“What the fuck are you doing,” Butch yelled at Deena.

“Getting her out of here,” Deena called back to him as she kicked the surfboard off the platform and ascended towards Brick.

Brick saw Deena and dove towards her, meeting one of the surfers who was also heading on his way to intercept her with a monomolecular sword raised. Brick decapitated the attacker without slowing and rode up beside Deena.

“Get the hell back down there,” he demanded. “It isn’t safe in the air.”

“It isn’t safe down there,” she countered. “And I surfed semi-pro on Eden 99. Just protect my rear and let’s get her home.”

“For fuck’s sake, you have the weirdest skill sets,” Brick muttered and then spun to face oncoming attackers.

“So says the enhanced perfect killing machine,” Deena retorted, then turned to Betty, who was behind her, arms wrapped around Deena’s waist. “Close your eyes and hold on as tight as you can. I’m going to get you home.”

Betty nodded, closed her eyes and squeezed tight. At just that moment a surfer dove towards Deena, swinging her molecular sword above her head.

Brick pointed. “Above you!”
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Deena trusted Brick’s warning and kicked off without bothering to glance over her shoulder. She dove at 90 degrees and then turned a hard left, so that both Deena and Betty had to lean sideways till they were parallel to the ground. 

The surfer tried to follow Deena but ended up tumbling off his board. In the near zero-g at the center of the hollow asteroid that was Piker’s Paradise, the surfer went skidding through the air while the board disappeared into the distance. As the surfer tried to stop their momentum, a ship appeared near them, pulling into port. The would-be killer hit the front window and smeared across the top of the ship, until they hit the blade-shaped antenna. Their helmet split open like a melon and the surfer’s limp body tumbled off the back of the ship where the ship’s rocket boosters cooked it to ash.

Deena tore along the central spoke of the docklands, towards the wealthy enclave of floating islands above the city of sin. Behind her, three surfers leaned forward in pursuit. Seeing them with a quick backward glance, Deena steered towards an area that had the most obstacles: cranes, space tugs, and slow-moving freighters. She slalomed at high speed between the obstacles with precision, never slowing to make sharp turns, not hesitating to use the zero gravity to turn herself and her board completely upside down. 

The three surfers struggled to keep up and one of them miscalculated the movement of a crane and clipped a shipping container that was being maneuvered onto a local transport vehicle. The surfer spun off, arms and legs spread like a starfish, until he hit some nearby metal scaffolding, which proved stronger than the surfer’s bones and skull.

Some distance behind Deena, Brick was also struggling to keep up and not be killed by the six other surfers who were tracking him. Each time one of the surfers tried to pass him, they had to escape the molecular sword Brick swung in one hand and the rail gun that he wielded with deadly precision in the other.

After seeing some of their comrades sliced in two or blasted off their boards, two of the surfers decided that it was best to attack together from the rear. As they closed in, Brick jumped in the air and back-flipped onto the board of one of the attackers. Before the surfer could turn around, Brick speared him with the molecular sword and arced it upwards till it came out the top of his head. The surfer peeled in half like a banana, gobs of his blood forming large bubbles in the zero-g that were pulled along in Brick’s wake like a contrail behind an airplane.

Now the other attacker found himself in front of Brick. Meanwhile yet another surfer was rushing up behind Brick, calculating that he was focused on catching the surfer whom he was pursuing. 

As Brick was almost on top of the first surfer, the one chasing Brick caught up. But Brick had been expecting him and crouched on the surfboard then dove out of the way. 

The pursuing surfer swung her sword and sliced her comrade in half. The friend looked back in surprise at his comrade-killer as his upper body separated from the rest of him, which continued off at high speed. The killer ran into the eviscerated upper body of her comrade, which knocked her off her own surfboard. Together they hit a space tug that was pulling a freighter out of harbor, smearing them both together against the ship’s bow, to the horror of the tug’s crew.

Brick could now see Deena up ahead as the last two surfers pursued her. Behind Brick were two more of the deadly surfers. Brick raised his rail gun and took careful aim at one of the moving targets, blasting him off his board. As the surfer flailed in the air, Brick sailed past and used the molecular sword to decapitate him.

Deena heard the shot and the scream of the surfer and angled sharply upwards, drawing a giant loop in the air, with the final surfer struggling to keep up. As she reached the top of her arc, she came downwards at high speed, aimed directly at the final two surfers pursuing Brick, narrowly screaming between them. In a panic they dove out of the way but one of them turned right into the surfer who was behind Deena. They spun off at high speeds away from their boards, their bodies tangled together.

The last surfer finally got the hint that today wasn’t going to be her day to make an easy kill, she dove her surfboard away from Brick and Deena, intending to hide amongst the shipping containers. Unfortunately for her, as she looked back to see if Brick was pursuing her, a crane moved a container into her path. It smashed the surfer with a 5000-ton hammer blow that turned her to jelly.

And then there were none.

Deena climbed to meet Brick, who had been executing a horizontal loop to double-back on the container-smeared, final surfer. They met up at the halfway point and angled their boards towards the cluster of floating, luxury islands that were visible in the distance.

“Nice riding.”

“I’m not just a pretty face,” she answered with a grin.

“I never said you were pretty,” he shot back, then licked a finger and touched his butt: burn.

Deena shook her head at him then touched her in-ear communicator. “Guys, we’ve lost the surfers. Where are you?”

Back at the Ship With No Name, Sparf and Butch were smoking a hookah from a local trader who had passed by. Syko passed on the drugs as space hash turned him into formless goo. They were still covered with the spray of Morgan’s blood but it was just one of those days when Sparf and Butch couldn’t say no to a hookah.

“Hey,” brightened Sparf, “you’re alive.”

“We all are,” Deena informed him. “We’re heading to the island as directed to deliver the package.”

“Right on,” slurred Butch who was higher than Sparf. “The eagle has landed and the fat man walks alone.”

Sparf burst out into laughter. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Dude, she’s talking spy language shit so...”

Brick now came over their in-ear communicators. “You two stoner idiots clean up your act and meet us at buddy’s house.”

Butch turned to the vendor. “Hey, you got anything to get rid of this stone? We got a meeting to go to.”

The vendor looked at the two of them and raised his eyebrows. “Magic mushrooms?”
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Brick and Deena landed their boards at the heavily guarded front gate of a floating island palace. The entire island was the shape of a fried egg and about a kilometer in any given direction. The house was on a hill that loomed above the iron front gate that was set back from the fifty by fifty meter landing pad. 
The property was large enough to house a zoo with exotic animals from across the galaxy as well as a forest that was a half-kilometer deep and a kilometer long. Birds sang from the trees and a stream, powered by a pump, burbled from the forest, through a meadow of wildflowers and into the backyard of the property, where it fed a natural swimming pool that was populated by frogs, turtles and lily pads.
The house itself was an amalgam of styles from throughout the ages, all of them classical and grandiose in their pretensions. Columns and gargoyles rested uneasily next to an elaborate stained glass, domed atrium of nouveau inspiration. The owner wanted the best of everything and since they couldn’t decide which they preferred most, they were lucky enough to have the money to include everything. It was the architectural equivalent of ordering a breakfast of eggs benny, chicken vindaloo and sushi.

Brick raised an eyebrow at Deena. “Is this it? The end goal? To be rich enough that you can flaunt your bad taste and have everyone tell you it’s beautiful?”

“Not for me. I just want to have a few days where people aren’t trying to kill us every time I turn around.”

“Simple goals. Beautiful.”

The guards were obviously expecting Deena and Brick and they opened the gate for them before they even landed. However, they wouldn’t let them pass until Brick gave up all his weapons. Even the ones that were hidden in his battle armor; they were obviously familiar with Black Ops armament.

“We’re expecting our partners to show up soon,” Brick informed the stone-faced guards. “There’s three of them. They look kinda goofy but they’re good.”

The sunglasses-wearing guard nodded acknowledgment by barely moving his head and directed them into the property with a flick of his wrist. Brick noted that there were both cameras and laser cannons were focused on them. Up above, hidden amongst the garish decor of the house the barrels of anti-aircraft artillery were barely visible. 

“This guy ain’t taking any chances,” Brick muttered to Deena out of the corner of his mouth.

Walking into the property put them on a wide, stone path that was fringed with lights. While Piker’s Paradise was in perpetual night so that the party never stopped, those residents rich enough had their own private suns so that they had a night-day cycle. At present it was twilight here and the path lights were just coming on, along with the piped-in sounds of crickets. 

“Sweet digs,” Betty commented as they made their way up to the house.

Brick frowned. “This ain’t yours?”

Betty shook her head. “Never been here in my life. Just flown past it.”

“Do you know whose place this is?” Deena asked her. 

“Used to be Cleopatra and Zachariah Selassie,” she replied. “No idea who it is now. The house is new. It’s more gaudy.”

“Everybody wants to make their mark,” Brick noted, “even when it’s an ugly mark.”

Deena turned to Brick. “If this isn’t her parents’ place, why are we here?”

Brick shrugged. “Neutral ground, maybe. Maybe her place is being renovated. Who knows?”

Looking up to the house they could see a man standing at the top of the wide entrance stairs. It was Argy Bargy, a big grin on his face. Beside him was his sumo wrestler major domo, Frederick. They were surrounded by ten guards in dark suits, identical to the ones at the front gate. Some of them discretely carried portable laser rifles at their side. All of them wore dark sunglasses even though night was coming on.

“Friends,” Argy bellowed as he made his way down the stairs like Fred Astaire on his way to meet Ginger Rogers. “You can’t imagine how happy I am to see you.” His guards followed him, maintaining a distance of exactly two yards.

“Who the fuck is this guy,” Brick asked Betty out of the corner of his mouth. Betty shook her head in response.

Argy approached Deena and kissed her on each cheek, then shook Betty’s hand very formally. He offered his hand to Brick but Brick just nodded a greeting.

“You haven’t forgotten your training, soldier,” Argy laughed. “Your hand is a weapon, never surrender it to a potential enemy.” He pounded Brick on the shoulder.

“Who the fuck are you,” Brick asked. “And don’t touch me.”

Argy indicated with a nod of his head towards the grand entrance to the palatial mansion. “Come,” he commanded in a cheery voice that nonetheless made it clear they had no choice.

They started to walk up the steps but Argy stopped Betty, indicating with his chin for her to look behind. She turned around and saw that a man was standing there in an expensive suit, surrounded by his own coterie of guards, though they were unarmed and looking nervous about it. The man had silver gray hair and a well-trimmed Sigmund Freud goatee. He was a little paunchy from the comforts of life but hid it well beneath the exquisitely tailored suit.

As soon as Betty saw him her eyes lit up. “Daddy!” 

S he ran towards him and jumped into his arm. They hugged for a very long time and tears flowed down the cheeks of both Betty and the man.

“Who the hell is that,” Brick asked. This was all getting very confusing or very messy. Or both.

“That, my friend,” Argy replied, placing an arm on both Deena’s and Brick’s shoulders, “is her beloved father.”

Brick brushed off Argy’s hand. “That ain’t the guy we met.”

“No,” Argy agreed, “it isn’t. Come inside and I’ll explain it all for you.”
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Brick and Deena sat on the couch in the salon of clashing styles while Argy mixed them cocktails. Frederick stood nearby staring at their guests, not with malice but not amiably either. More like a vulture watches an animal that’s about to be dead, and thus its dinner. Deena fretted nervously.

“Relax, my dear,” Argy told her as he stirred a perfect martini using the most expensive gin in the sector.

“It’s a little hard,” Deena informed him, “when you’re unarmed and surrounded by a dozen armed men in mirrored sunglasses.”

Argy looked around, realizing for the first time that indeed, the security presence was intimidating. He nodded to Frederick who turned and waved the security detail out of the room.

“Better?” Argy asked.

“Yes, thank you.”

At that moment Butch, Syko and Sparf were herded into the room by another security guard. Butch and Sparf were giggling and agog at the decor. Syko looked embarrassed to be part of the trio.

“Whoa, dude,” Sparf asked, “who barfed on the walls?”

Argy ignored the question and turned to Brick. “Your colleagues, I presume?”

Brick fought down his urge to kick Butch and Sparf’s asses. “Yeah, something like that.” He turned to the two of them. “Shut the fuck up and sit down.”

Syko turned to Brick before sitting. “Sorry, Brick. They’re out of control.”

Sparf and Butch also sat, though it was a struggle to hold in the giggles. Argy walked over to Deena and Brick and gave each of them a drink. Then offered one to Syko, who refused.

“It clouds the mind’s connection to the energy of the universe,” Syko told him.

Argy raised an eyebrow at Deena and Brick, who shrugged.

“Hey, boss,” Butch asked, “you got one of those for me?”

Argy smiled. “Something even better.” He nodded to Frederick who went behind the bar and started mixing a cocktail for Sparf and Butch. Sparf and Butch high-fived and slouched on the sofa like a couple of teenage boys waiting for the video game box to power up.

Brick set down his martini on the glass coffee table. “This is all very nice and neighborly but you still haven’t told us what the hell is going on? Who was the guy who hired us and told us he was Betty’s father?”

“He’s an actor,” Argy explained. “He works for me when I need him. Very talented, no?”

“He fooled us,” Deena concurred.

Argy smiled. “Excellent, I’ll make sure to give him a bonus.”

“Good for him,” Brick snapped. “Why the charade?”

“Money, of course,” Argy told them matter-of-factly. “And power. You see, I knew that Lucretia Killpillow had kidnapped Betty.”

“That name,” Sparf exploded in another giggle fit. “Killpillow. I love it!”

“Shut up,” Brick commanded with a raised eyebrow that stifled Sparf.

“Lucretia is a very powerful person. The most powerful in this system and a couple more besides.”

“Yeah, we noticed she’s got a lot of hardware and a lot of people to use it against us,” Brick pointed out.

Argy took a sip of his martini. “Sorry about that. I couldn’t be there to help. It’s important that she doesn’t connect this to me, not yet.”

“Why,” Deena asked. “You seem to have your own private army.”

“Because her army is bigger than my army, and her connections are better than my connections. And I just stuck a stick right up her ass. It’s probably pretty obvious how she is feeling right now.”

“Pissed,” Brick confirmed. “She’s more powerful than you but you wanted to stir the hornet’s nest and not get stung. So, you hired us to be on the business end of her stinger. Now, either you’re just fucking with her for the sake of fucking with her, which I doubt, or you’re trying to improve your own position in the grand pecking order at her expense.”

Instead of answering, Argy stood up and waved Brick over. “Do you notice anything strange about the two of us,” he said to Deena and Syko.

Brick got up and walked over to Argy, which placed them so that they stood side-by-side. Deena’s eyes went wide and she pointed at the two of them. “Holy crap,” she exclaimed, “you’re long-lost brothers, twins even. I didn’t notice till just now.”

“Well, I’ll be,” intoned Syko.

“Whoooaaaaa,” Butch and Sparf agreed simultaneously. Frederick handed them both bright green cocktails, which they chugged back; the mushrooms had made them thirsty.

“You’re BOF like me,” Brick surmised.

Argy nodded. “That’s right. Not brothers exactly but genetic twins. My guess is that we have the same enhancements as well though from your records I see that I’m eight years older than you.”

Brick’s gaze remained cool. If he felt a fraternal connection to the man in front of him, he didn’t show it. “How’d you get out?” Brick asked.

“Same as you, I ran after we were imprisoned for some cocked up charges of insulting the King, the father of the Queen. I’ve been a fugitive for fifty years, though through a lot of that I was in cryo. Washed up here 13 years ago.”

“You’ve done pretty well for yourself in 13 years,” Brick observed.

Argy smiled. “They taught us well how to overcome obstacles and eliminate competitors in BOF.”

“That what happened to the last people who owned this place, then?” Brick asked.

“The Selassies,” Argy replied. “Gambling can be a terrible addiction and I own a casino. One of the biggest these days.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t join a merc guild,” Deena added.

“A little obvious when you’re on the run from the Black Ops and every bounty hunter in the sector. I don’t have these guards because I look for conflict, I have them because they’re how I avoid conflict.”

Argy pointed at Sparf and Butch and laughed. Both of them were now out cold, their heads leaning together and snoring softly. “They’ll wake up in half an hour with a bit of a headache but otherwise back to their old selves. Come, let me give you a tour.”

The four of them walked out of the salon and through the wide gallery that opened to the parkland that was Argy’s property. Fountains were visible everywhere and soft tinkling of the water was soothing.

“This would be a good place to meditate,” Syko commented with a tinge of envy.

“I had enough of fighting and killing. I was happy to have the chance to create a little bit of peace for myself,” he told them. He stopped walked and turned to Brick. “Which brings me to the problem that we face: you.”

“How am I a problem?” Brick asked. “I just did a job for you.”

“And I appreciate that, very much,” Argy acknowledged, “but you also brought the bounty hunters to Piker’s Paradise.”

“They won’t be coming back,” Brick pointed out.

Argy started walking again. “Those particular bloodhounds, no, of course not. But word will spread and more will show up, this time better prepared. And if they discover there’s two Black Ops fugitives here, well, then the Queen herself will get involved. Next thing you know there will be a Black Ops brigade coming for both of us.”

Brick waved his arms at the luxury all around them. “You’re on a damn floating island. How are they gonna find you?”

“Tell me, Brick,” Argy asked. “Were you intending on sticking around here, making a life for yourself, maybe opening a merc guild?”

“We only stopped in to get some supplies and as soon as we can fix the rocket engines those bounty hunters blasted we’ll be on our way again.”

“Why?”

“To get the hell away from Queen Dedo, for one,” Brick affirmed.

“Exactly. Even though you could probably find a world in this sector and disappear into the background. Because you’re like me, you were taught to never take chances with safety.”

“But you’re staying here,” Brick reminded him.

Argy patted Brick on the back and this time Brick let him. “You know, Brick, I owe you a debt of gratitude. Before you arrived, I had gotten complacent. I assumed that I was safely hidden and forgotten about. You reminded me just how precarious my position really is. That’s why I had you pull this last job for me: I intend to be the top dog here in Piker’s Paradise. It’s only by being above everyone else that we can have some measure of safety.”

“Hide in plain sight,” Brick affirmed. 

Argy shook his head. “Not exactly hide, more like make myself more valuable alive and free than dead or back in the service of the Queen.”

“Not my style,” Brick told him. “I’m not a politician.”

“I can see that and I respect it. Luxury is my weakness and you don’t suffer from that. But you still have to leave. And the sooner the better.”

Brick nodded. “You’ll get no argument from me. Pay us for the job, I’ll get our ship fixed and then we’ll be out of here.”

Argy snapped his fingers and Frederick approached with a chest. He opened it in front of Deena and Brick, showing them the contents. It was payment in gold gummies; untraceable currency that was accepted everywhere.

“That looks about right,” Brick told him.

Deena did a quick accounting in her head. “Looks like too much.” 

Brick gave her the stink eye. “You’ve got so many brains they’ve made you stupid.”

Argy laughed. “There’s some extra. To pay for the merc ship you destroyed and for your troubles. Besides,” he winked at them, “you made me a lot of money of this caper. Now, let Frederick show you to your ride back to the docklands. I have some business to attend to.” He turned and walked back down the gallery towards the main house.

“Hey,” Brick called after him. “how’d you make money from this? You’re paying us twice the going rate plus expenses.”

“I charged Barley quadruple and contracted you at half that rate,” Argy told him over his shoulder. “Now you understand a little bit what it means to have power, Brick. Call me if I can help in any way—to get rid of you, that is.” He laughed loudly as he disappeared into the house.

“This way, please,” Frederick pointed towards the landing port in front with a sweep of his arm. 

Brick noted that the security forces were making a reappearance in front of and behind them. “Where’s our friends?”

“We’ve poured them into a taxi outside the front gate,” Frederick replied.

Deena shrugged and indicated towards the box of treasure. “Well, that was short but sweet.”

Brick started walking towards the gate where a large taxi was waiting for them. “Not short enough. Let’s get the ship fixed and get the fuck outta Dodge.”
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Sparf and Butch sat at the table with their heads in their hands, groaning in agony. The slight headache that Argy promised had turned into a pounding elephant killer that was laying them low. Deena sat opposite them shaking her head at their self-induced misery. Brick walked up with two handfuls of full beer mugs and slammed them down on the table, eliciting more groans of agony from the two men. Brick was not a good nurse, and he took pride in that.

They were in a touristy pub on the pier near the Ship With No Name and this was technically a celebration. They had completed their first gig. Yes, Argy had taken double what they were paid, while they suffered all the danger and consequences, it might at least enough to fix the rockets on their ship. 

Butch took a swig of beer and put the icy mug to his forehead. Sparf took one sniff of his beer and puked on the floor. A maintenance bot rushed over with a whirr and quickly mopped it up, then registered a half a gummie charge onto their bill.

At that moment Sirm and Syko entered the bar searching for them. There was a look of distaste on Sirm’s face at the quality of establishment where they’d set themselves up. She hustled over to the table, loudly dragging a chair from the other side of the room, adding to the misery of Sparf and Butch. Syko followed close behind and, arriving at the table, threw back Sparf’s beer.

“They’ll start work on the ship tomorrow and be finished within three days,” Sirm announced.

“Three days,” Brick complained. “Couldn’t you find anyone faster? We need to get out of this place.”

“Getting a three day commitment on what you were paying was hard enough,” Syko informed him. “The ship will function but will have 30% less power than the old engines. Basically it’s a refurb.”

Deena shook her head. “All that work and danger for crappy, second-hand engines.”

“Third-hand,” Sirm corrected. “We couldn’t afford the second-hand ones.”

“The goddamn mercs who rented us their shitbox got a better ship out of our work than we did,” Brick complained.

“What are you complaining about,” Butch moaned. “At least you sort of got what you wanted. I’m still nowhere near having enough money to buy the Gordian Guild presidency.”

“What do you want to be president of those losers for anyway,” Syko asked him. “They treat you badly, call your family names and they’re not even very good fighters.”

Butch slammed his hand down on the table. “For honor and family!” He and Sparf both regretted the noise Butch had made.

“Well, it is what it is,” Deena noted. “If it will get us out of this system, then we can get to the next and upgrade at some point.”

“And drop me off,” Brick reminded her. “I’ve got a connection in Decloris Majoris with an outland merc unit.”

“Oh, shut up, Brick,” Deena told him. “I’m getting tired of your total lack of loyalty and your...”

“Shut up,” Brick ordered.

“I will not...”

“NOW,” Brick insisted.

Deena took the hint. The place, which had been half full and buzzing with life and conversations a few minutes earlier, was now empty and silent. Even the bartender had disappeared.

Brick drew his weapons, then froze and laid them very slowly on the table. From all the windows laser rifles were pointed at them by soldiers in the same black outfits as the surfers. 

“Fuuuuuccck,” moaned Sparf. “This day is going seriously downhill.”

Several guards entered through the front door, weapons in hand and took up positions around the room. Once they were in place, Lucretia Killpillow entered as well. Like her soldiers, she was also dressed in black, but very elegant, too elegant for this dive. She wore a wide-brimmed black hat and a black jacket with shoulder pads over a black dress with a wide belt.

With her red lipstick and cigarette holder, she might have walked out of a noir movie.

Killpillow smiled and made her way behind the bar, pouring herself a shot of whiskey, which she carried around with her as she walked, sipping it occasionally. She took up a position, leaning at the bar so that she was above Brick and the rest of the crew, who were seated a few feet away.

“You have caused me no end of trouble,” she told them. “Do you know that?”

Brick made a move to stand, but Killpillow held up a hand. Brick looked around and saw that all the many laser weapons were aimed directly at him. Discretion being the better part of valor, he sat back down. 

“We just took the job,” he told her. “It was nothing personal. We don’t know you and we didn’t know it had any impact on you. We just need to fix our ship and then we’ll be out of your hair.”

She smiled and took a sip of her whiskey. “Yes, I heard about your little battle down here on the docks. I’ve seen some of the video highlights from the surveillance cameras. Did you know that you’ve gone viral?”

“Great,” Brick muttered, “just what I need.”

“I imagine it’s precisely the opposite of what you need, Mr. Brick. I myself am not a supporter of that sorry excuse for a bleach douche, Queen Dedo del Camello, but I’m imagining that I could get a decent reward for handing you over.”

“And I’m imagining that you don’t need that money,” Brick replied. “Probably wouldn’t cover your daily whiskey budget.”

She smiled a Cheshire cat smile. “I don’t pay for my whiskey, Mr. Brick. It’s a gift from a friend.”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Brick told her. This little cat-and-mouse conversation was getting a whole lot of old. “If you wanted to kill us or turn me over or whatever, you’d already have done it. So, let’s skip the performance art and get to business, yeah?”

Killpillow was in no hurry. She tapped out the cigarette in an ashtray that sat in the middle of Brick’s table. When she leaned close to him, her scent—mysterious, delicious, nothing Brick had ever smelled before—filled his senses. She reached into her handbag and took out a gold cigarette case, withdrawing a cigarette and placing it in the holder. One of her soldiers came to her, unprompted, and lit the cigarette. Killpillow closed her eyes and enjoyed the feeling of the smoke in her lungs before exhaling slowly.

“Those things’ll kill you, you know.”

“I’ve got people to grow new lungs for me, but thank you for your concern, Mr. Brick.”

“Really. It’s just Brick. Mr. Brick was my test tube.”

She turned to Brick and as she spoke, tendrils of smoke drifted out of her nostrils and mouth. “Mr. Brick I propose to spare you and your friends in return for you righting the wrong that you have done me.”

“How’re we gonna do that?” he asked.

“I had taken little miss Barley because her father was being difficult and wouldn’t sell me his many businesses, even though it really is time for him to retire. Until you interfered, our negotiations were going along swimmingly and we’d even agreed upon a price.”

“What, you want us to beat him up for you, make him reconsider,” Brick snorted, “coz I don’t do those kind of muscle jobs.”

With the same poise and deliberation, Killpillow pulled a small laser pistol from her handbag and fired it through Deena’s shoulder. Deena screamed and fell off her chair onto the floor. Smoke rose from the hole in her clothes and shirt. Brick pushed himself half to standing and then froze at the sound of laser rifles being shouldered by the soldiers around the room.

“You will do what I tell you to do,” Killpillow informed him. “You are insects and I am a can of bug spray. You are crotch crabs and I am a pair of electric shears. Do. Not. Fuck. With. Me.”

To her everlasting credit, Deena laid back with a look of agony on her face, but did not whimper in pain. 

Brick raised his hands in surrender. “Fine. You tell me what you want and we’ll do it.”

Deena exerted a great effort and sat up. Killpillow walked over to her, put her boot on Deena’s side and shoved her to the floor. “Mr. Barley doesn’t want to sell for the same reason that I want him to. He has a supply chain contract with a certain mining operation in the next sector that is bringing him raw platinum.”

Brick laughed. “I’m guessing you have a monopoly on platinum in this sector but not if he starts bringing that into port,” Brick finished. “Then the price will drop and I’m also guessing a big chunk of your wealth is held in platinum bars in the vaults over on Magellan Extremis. Suddenly you will go from being the richest person in Piker’s Paradise to a middling wealthy person with an expensive whiskey habit and a taste for dark clothing.”

“You’re a clever man, Mr. Brick,” Killpillow replied. “Don’t get too clever or I’ll have your balls cut off and delivered to the queen as a present. Along with those of Argy Bargy.”

Brick said nothing but he couldn’t stop his eyebrow from raising slightly. He’d never been good at poker.

“Oh, yes, I’m not stupid you know. I know that brute is fucking with me, just like he did the Selassie’s and Chandler the Chickenhead, who owned the casino until Bargy rolled into town and chopped him up into nuggets.”

“No idea who Bargy is,” Brick claimed. “We were hired through an anonymous intermediary and paid in untraceable gold gummies.”

“Har har har,” Killpillow pronounced very slowly. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll deal with him. All that matters as far as you’re concerned is that you’re going to fly to Mr. Barley’s warehouse facility and take his entire store of platinum and bring it back to me.”

“We’re five people with a busted spaceship,” Brick reminded her. “I’m guessing that Barley has us outnumbered and outgunned.”

“Of course,” she replied. “You’ll have help. I’ve hired the pig guild to join you.”

“Gordian Guild, for fuck’s sake,” Butch protested. “Why can’t anyone get our name right?”

Killpillow turned to him. “Look in the mirror, pinky. You’re a fucking pig. Now shut up and let the adults talk.”

Butch clammed up in order to avoid having his brains blown out. But he wasn’t happy about it.

“You and the pigs will fly on their pig ships. You will get the platinum. You will bring it to me and then you will kiss my bare ass for a day or two. If I’m satisfied, I will let you fix your cheap, crappy ship and leave Piker’s Paradise forever. If your ass-kissing isn’t to my satisfaction – or anything else for that matter – I will kill you all in the most painful way that comes to me first thing in the morning.” She paused. “Before I’ve had any coffee.”

Brick nodded. “All right, we’ll get your platinum but I should warn you that I’m a pretty crappy ass kisser. For one, I rarely shave and my stubble on your pampered ass is likely to cause some chafing.”

“Don’t worry about the stubble tolerance of my ass, just get me my fucking platinum. You leave tomorrow. Are we clear?”

Everyone nodded, except for Deena who was still writhing on the floor in pain. Killpillow kicked her several times in the ribs until Deena stopped moving, then stepped over her and walked out the door without another word. Her guards followed behind her, leaving the crew to their own devices.

“Well, this blows,” Sparf commented.

“I knew I should have stayed on the ship,” Sirm complained. “Whenever I leave the ship, death pays a visit.”

Brick picked up Deena and cradled her gently. She had lapsed into semi-consciousness. He carried her toward the door. “Stop whining, both of you, or I’ll give you what Deena just got. Let’s go.”

They followed Brick out of the bar and back to the Ship With No Name so that they could wait for the Gordian Guild to arrive.
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The next day Deena woke up in a medical coffin on the ship. There was a small scar where the laser had burned through her shoulder but it was now healed and the pain was gone, other than a bit of stiffness. She pounded on the lid of the medical coffin to get it to open. 

The top slid open on the coffin and Deena sat up. “Meku, Vic, when is it? What’s going on?”

“Honey,” Victorina intoned, “you’ve been out for precisely 18 hours while the med pod worked its magic. We’re waiting here for the Gordian Guild to show up in their ships so that you can go off and risk your neck for no money and no gain.”

“Great,” Deena replied. “Where’s Brick and the others?”

“Most of them are up on the bridge. Complaining like little bitches. Except for Brick, of course. He went out.”

Deena lowered her feet to the floor and looked around for her pants. “Out? Where?”

“He claims that the Gordian weapons – quote – suck ass. He was going to negotiate for some exploding projectile, rail gun rifles and other toys that he believes will help you survive.”

Deena wriggled into her pants and made her way up to the bridge. By the time she got there, Brick had returned with armfuls of weaponry of a high caliber, in both senses of the term. 

He was demonstrating their use for Sparf, who’d only ever fired a laser blaster.

“It’s like that gunpowder antique you and your cousins had on Yellow Drip,” Brick reminded him. “Instead of using an explosive to accelerate the bullet, this rail gun uses electromagnetic force to propel the projectile, which means we can load it with explosive rounds and not worry about blowing our damn heads off.”

“Cool,” Sparf said non-committally. “Why not stick to a laser blaster?”

“They overheat quick and then you have no weapon, until they cool down again. This never overheats, it just keeps on killing.”

Butch grabbed it and tested its weight. “I like the sounds of that, especially if we’re going in outnumbered.”

“Spoken like a true fucking coward, Butch Longtongue!”

Deena and the rest of the crew turned to see a squad of half a dozen Gordians standing in the doorway of the bridge, hands on hips.

“Fuck,” muttered Butch, “here we go.”

“I didn’t give you permission to board my ship,” Brick snapped at the Gordian commander, who was named Parboil because half his face had been cooked off in a battle some years earlier. 

“Boo-fucking-hoo-hoo,” Parboil mocked Brick. “I don’t need permission from anyone to do anything.”

Brick walked directly up to Parboil, who stared him down with a smirk on his face. Brick punched him once quick, knocking out three teeth. Parboil looked confused before collapsing to the floor. The other pigs went for their weapons but Brick knocked their heads together and kicked their feet out from under them until they were all groaning on the floor.

“Space rule number one,” Brick reminded them. “You never enter a ship without first requesting permission to board. Rule number two is never insult the captain of a ship on his own ship. In both those cases I am within my rights to kill you on the spot.”

Parboil groaned and tried to shake off the punch. “Point taken.”

“I take it that the ships are here and ready to roll,” Brick asked.

Parlboil groaned and gave him a thumbs up. Brick stepped over the Gordian and made his way towards the airlock. 

“Sparf and Syko, bring the weapons. Sirm you’re in charge, make sure the repairmen don’t fuck up our ship. Butch, try not to shit on their heads as you step over them.”

Deena jogged and caught up with Brick. “And me?”

Brick stopped. “You’re injured. I would normally tell you to stay behind but I suspect that you’d ignore me, anyway. Besides, we’re fighting alongside morons. I’d like to at least have one person with a good head on her shoulders in case there’s a complicated problem to solve.”

“Damn straight,” she replied and followed after him. The rest of the crew was right behind her.

Sirm walked over to the Gordian crew who were still struggling to their feet. “Please don’t leave any teeth on the floor as they give our cleaning bots troubles.”

They grunted at Sirm and then stumbled out onto the dock where Brick and the others were already climbing into the flagship of the Gordian Guild.

“Hey,” Parboiled yelled, “you ride in the escort. That’s my ship.”

“Shut it,” Brick shot back and continued to board.

“How come rule number one doesn’t apply to that asshole?” Parboiled asked one of his men.

That pig shrugged and said, “Who’s going to tell him?”

Inside, the Gordian ship was a disgusting mess. There were old food boxes strewn about, dirty clothes, weapons parts and various other bits of flotsam and jetsam. Brick and the others had to step over the mess to make their way into the common area on the ship where the other Gordians sat awaiting their battle plans.

As they entered the common area, a large round space with a series of half and fully broken tables and chairs, the other Gordians went silent at the sight of Butch. For Butch it was the worst possible scenario; to be forced to fight alongside Gordians who didn’t respect him and who would never have his back in battle.

“Lookit here,” the biggest Gordian in the room spouted off, “it’s that fucking coward Longtongue. You here so we can have our way with you and toss you out into the vacuum?”

The Gordians thought that non-consensual sex was the best way to deal with those you didn’t respect, which explained why they didn’t have many friends beyond themselves. 

Brick pulled out his laser blaster and shot the Gordian in the genitals. He collapsed to the floor like a giant pine tree cut down in the forest. As the big Gordian lay groaning, and with the rest of the room silent, Brick walked over and kicked him in the face, knocking him unconscious.

“Nobody touches my Gordian or anyone else on my crew or that’s what they’ll get. You wanna do that to someone,” he told them, “start with this idiot.”

All the Gordian rushed over to carry out Brick’s order, eagerly unzipping their trousers.

“Wait, not yet you morons,” Brick commanded. “After the debriefing.”

Deciding that seemed reasonable, the Gordians all took a seat, though they tried to stick as close to the big Gordian as possible so that they could be as near to the front of the line as possible when the debrief was over.

Brick walked up to the dirty chalkboard near the front of the room and wiped it off with his shirtsleeve, then regretted it. More than just chalk, the board was covered with unidentifiable food items and condiments.

“What is wrong with you pigs?” He cursed at the disgusting mess on his sleeve but then decided to press on. He drew a rough circle on the board. “This is basically the shape of the warehouse that we’re going to raid.” He placed a series of x’s on the circle. “These are the locations and number of roof-mounted, defensive lasers. Deena, my intelligence officer will use a quantum link to our onboard AI systems to hack and disable their laser system.”

One of the Gordians put up his hand. “Can we have our way with Deena?”

Deena gagged at the thought and stepped behind Brick.

“No you fucking cannot and if you get within five yards of her, I will personally force-feed you your nuts.”

The Gordian nodded. “That seems fair.” The other Gordians nodded along.

Brick pushed on. “Once the lasers are down we will land near opposite entrances to the facility. There are trenches with artillery here, along with lots of heavily armed security on foot and space boards. We will attack at two points to test for vulnerability and reposition our forces when we know where we are likely to have the most success. Once we break through their defensive line, there’s nothing behind them but a few guard towers. We can hit the second line from behind and completely swamp them.”

“Where’s the loot,” the Gordian who wanted to molest Deena asked.

“On pallets inside the main building, in a vault. Butch is my demolition man and will be responsible for blowing the door. The rest of you stay with your unit and secure the facility until it's open. Once we’re in, we have probably two hours to load out the platinum before reinforcements arrive.”

It was a simple plan but then, Brick reasoned, these were simpletons and there was no point in giving them more than one or two possible scenarios. It seemed to work, at least in theory, and the Gordians nodded their agreement and understanding.

“Is the debrief over?” an anxious Gordian asked.

“Yeah,” Brick told them. “You’re dismissed.”

Before Brick could even get the words out, the Gordians were piled on top of their fallen comrade, trying to get their pants off before the others. Brick, Syko, Deena and Sparf left the common area in disgust and made their way up to the bridge. Butch hesitated nostalgically as the humping began but decided against trying to join in, knowing that it would be his butt that ended up on the line. 

He turned and left the room, isolated from his fellow Gordians. 
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As the Gordian ship left the air-pressure controlled environment of the Piker’s Paradise asteroid, the crew had to don their spacesuits. The Gordians didn’t place much value on proper seals to keep the ship filled with oxygen and preferred to spend their money on lasers and beer.

Given that they also didn’t spend much on shielding, Brick figured that it was best that they stayed in their suits, anyway. If a laser blasted a hole in the ship, they would all die from the instant vacuum, anyway. Might as well be ready for it.

To add to the challenges that were ahead, the Gordians’ engines weren’t much better than the refurbs that they were purchasing for the Ship With No Name. They got where they needed to go but it took a full three days, which made eating and using the toilet a challenge in the airless environment of the ship.

“If you buy the presidency,” Sparf told Butch, “I hope you’ll get them to upgrade their ships. I could do a better job of fixing up these things.”

“Maybe I’ll hire you to do the job,” Butch joked.

Syko mostly meditated during the long journey and Brick, appreciated those priorities.   

Brick, meanwhile, spent most of his time either cleaning and checking his weapons or joining Syko in some of his chants. It mirrored what they had done in the Black Ops before they went into battle, in order to focus their mind on the killing that was to come. 

Deena meanwhile, studied the software architecture of the warehouse artillery systems. They were connected by a series of made-for-purpose AIs that had multiple firewalls and minimal network access. She wasn’t sure that they’d even be able to access the system, which was going to create a lot of problems. With the help of Victorina and Meku she reviewed all the possibility modes of entry.

“I really wish that we had some mesh network drones that we could send ahead to the planet,” Deena complained.

“Could you build a simple version from spare parts aboard the Gordian flagship?” Meku asked.

“I couldn’t build a spare toilet with what they have here,” Deena replied.

“Honey, I’ve searched the history of the Gordian Guild. Those pigs are useless when it comes to fighting,” Victorina told her. “Why don’t you just have the escort ship crash into the planet and we can use its antenna as a network access point?”

Deena snapped her fingers. “What if we use one of our in-ear transmitters, connect it to a rail gun projectile and fire it into the body of the artillery piece? If we can hit the control system, it will act as an ad hoc antenna connected directly to the circuitry. The artillery doesn’t have any external network capabilities but it does have a LAN to coordinate between artillery pieces.”

“Theoretically that could work,” Meku commented, “but it would require a very accurate shot. Even with the sniper rifles that Brick purchased, a shooter would still have to be within 45 miles of the target.”

Deena shared the idea with Brick, hoping that he had a suggestion how they could extend the range of the rail gun or find an alternative.

“These boneheads don’t have missiles, so that’s a no go,” Brick told her, “but it’s a good idea.”

When the ships arrived just outside the range of the laser artillery Brick had them stop and hold in position. They were still several thousand miles from the warehouse, on the far side of the asteroid and there were no rocket packs onboard.

“Do you guys have anything of any use in an attack,” Brick asked Parboiled.

Parboiled pounded his chest with bravado. “We got us! We’ve never needed more than that.”

“Brilliant. And what’s your mortality rate?” Brick grumbled. “I’ll feed you beans and ride your farts to the asteroid.”

He got Sparf to give him his rocket boots. Brick calculated that between his own boots and Sparf’s, he would be able to make it to the asteroid from their position in just under six hours. That would still leave his suit with three hours of oxygen. If he could disable the laser artillery in less than an hour, the Gordian ships could get there in 90 minutes and leave him 30 minutes to spare.

“That’s crazy,” Deena countered. “There’s a statistically significant chance that these ships will fall apart at any given moment. You’ll be stranded and die.”

“If these ships fall apart here, you’ll be dead too.” It was logic that Deena couldn’t argue with.

Sparf was able to solder two of their in-ear communication devices to rail gun projectiles using a junk soldering kit that they had found on board, underneath a pile of dirty underwear. He wasn’t confident that it would work though. “I don’t know how it’s going to change the flight pattern of the projectile to have this big blog of solder on the side of the projectile. It might just go all to hell.”

They decided to create a test projectile that Brick could fire on the asteroid’s surface to see if it would still fly straight. Without any air to pass through, the altered shape might not affect the flight path enough to cause problems. If it didn’t work, he’d have to get closer to the artillery, which meant greater risk that he’d be spotted and killed and that the security forces would be alerted to the impending attack. They had no other choice, there was just too much artillery to approach the warehouse otherwise.

Brick strapped on the rail gun rifle and took Sparf’s boots and went into the useless airlock. Down on the planet, they would be handicapped because they were now short of communicators, meaning that they would have to stick closer together. And both Sparf and Brick would be limited to running and jumping and not have any other mode of propulsion, which would make them vulnerable.

“War is improvisation,” Brick told them. “Welcome to war.”

“That was almost profound, Brick,” Deena jibed him but the truth is she was worried.

Brick winked and then went out through the airlock, holding Sparf’s rocket boots in his gloved hand. As soon as he was away from the ship, he activated the ion thrusters in the boots and slowly accelerated away from the Gordian ships. After thirty minutes the boots ran out of propellant and Brick was left to drift towards the asteroid. He needed the propellant in his own boots in order to slow down his approach and not be smeared on the rock.

To pass the time, Brick used the meditation techniques that Syko had taught him on the journey out. He also thought about what his life would be like after this successful caper. He’d been trained his whole life not to become attached to anyone—not friends, not even comrades.

They always knew that their lives were in the service of the Queen and at any moment the lives of the people around them could be over. They were all expendable and there’s no point making friends when you’re expendable. 

This time it was different. Brick, now that he was drifting alone in space, found that he was already missing his crew. Most disturbing was that he missed Deena more than any of the others. That would not do, he told himself but couldn’t shake the feeling of emptiness that he felt at the thought of leaving her, leaving them, and traveling to the edges of known space to kill whatever kind of space monsters fate put into his path.

After several hours of debating the pros and cons of splitting from his crew in their next port of call—assuming they survived the coming shitshow – the asteroid came into view. 

“Visuals,” he announced simply, not wanting to alert the asteroid security to his presence. 

Brick waited until his suit told him that he was 100 miles out and fired the ion thrusters in his boots to slow his approach. After twenty minutes of continuous firing, his rockets warned him that he had less than three percent propellant left and he shut them down, drifting towards the surface of the rock. He had slowed down, but was still coming in hot. 

The surface loomed up in front of him and he could see all the sharp edges, from boulders to the craggy edges of craters, any of which could puncture his suit and kill him instantly. He had enough propellant left to make one maneuver and hoped that it would be enough. With any luck he wouldn’t die on impact.
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Back on the ship, Deena paced back and forth, worried about Brick. This plan was insane and they both knew it. She calculated in her head the percentage chance that he would not only make it to the asteroid but land safely and, landing safely, that he would be able to hit the target in time for them to get to the planet before Brick ran out of fuel. 

It didn’t help that without Brick on the ship the leering dickheads of the Gordian Guild were licking their chops with fantasies of not only her but also Butch and Sparf. It was only the large size of Syko, and his lack of an anus, that kept them safe. 

The lack of an anus disturbed the Gordians greatly and their fear had only grown after one of them grabbed Syko’s butt to see if it was truly anus-free. Syko had instantly morphed into his berserker mode, killing the Gordian by pulling off the offending arm. No one else approached them after that.

Nor could they use any sort of long-range scanners to determine the location or flight path of Brick. To do so would alert security on the asteroid to their presence. All that they could do was wait until he sent back word. 

Finally, after five and a half hours, Brick reported in with the single word: “Visuals.” He had made it to the asteroid and now came the next difficult step, landing safely on its surface. The Gordians took the communication as a signal to prepare for the assault. Final checks were made of all the ship’s systems. 

Deena double-checked the code she had written for the anti-encryption sub-routine. Everything was in place.

On the surface of the asteroid, Brick lay face down amongst a heap of boulders. For the moment he was still and his eyes were closed. He had managed to dodge a large and jagged outcrop of rock but was out of propellant to miss the field of smaller boulders just beyond it. Making contact at high velocity, Brick was sent tumbling amongst the man-sized rocks and jagged outcrops.

He smashed his head against one of the rocks and lost consciousness, only saved from immediate death by the high strength alloy of his helmet. Slowly, consciousness returned and the first thing that Brick noted was that his right leg was icy cold, radiating from his thigh down to his mid-shin and upwards to his right hip. 

Brick tried to roll over but found that his foot was wedged between a boulder and the asteroid surface. He was able to shift his head and upper body and could see both the pinned leg and also the water vapor that sprayed from a small leak in the leg of his space suit. It was this leak that was the cause of his freezing limb. Ironically, it was probably the cold leg that woke him from unconsciousness and saved him from simply bleeding out oxygen into the vacuum of space.

Brick pressed his hand against the hole in his spacesuit as best he could to block the leak while he searched around for a way to free his leg. His foot was twisted at an unnatural angle and moving it at all was excruciating. He concentrated on the area of most intense pain, which sent a signal to his enhancements to release endorphins to blunt the pain in his leg. That allowed him to focus on the problem at hand instead of being distracted by the pain.

Before Brick left the ship Butch had thought to give him his roll of duct tape. Brick thought it stupid at the time but Butch insisted. “I know you’re a super soldier and all that shit but duct tape is your best friend when you’re alone in space,” Butch told him.

Brick felt around his body until he found the roll and unhooked it from his suit. In the vacuum of space it was frozen solid and wouldn’t stick to anything. The trick, Butch had told him, was to adjust his laser blaster to a wide beam, which was enough to warm up the tape’s adhesive and make it sticky. He unholstered his laser pistol and altered the settings, then set the tape on the ground and bathed it in an extended energy blast.

After several seconds Brick could see that the tape had softened and the adhesive was beginning to bubble from the heat. He released the laser pistol and grabbed the tape, then wrapped it several times around the damaged leg. As soon as he stopped heating the tape, it quickly returned to its hard, frozen state but he’d managed to loop it tightly around his leg before this happened. He broke the icy tape length from the roll, and then used his laser pistol to heat it one more time. It warmed, softened and shrank around his leg. The water vapor stopped jetting from the tiny hole.

One problem down, Brick now had to get his foot out from under the rock. It was wedged deeply and his leg was numb and useless from the cold. It had nowhere near enough strength to pull his foot free. He used both his hands to pull on the leg but even this wasn’t enough to extract it and he knew that he was running out of time to complete the mission so that the Gordians could arrive with fresh oxygen for his depleted tanks. This was a puzzle that he didn’t have time to solve.

Reviewing his options, only one possibility presented itself to him but it wasn’t a pleasant one. From a pouch in his sleeve he dug out a wire garrote that was part of his weapons kit, in case of close quarters combat or covert missions that required silent killing. He tied this as tight as he could around his trapped leg just above the ankle. He then adjusted the beam on his laser pistol to its narrowest setting, took a deep breath and fired it at his leg below where he had tied it off.

Even the endorphin shot that Brick had self-administered wasn’t strong enough to block the pain of severing his own foot. Brick screamed as the laser cut through flesh and bone, as much to keep from blacking out as from the pain itself.

Back on the ship, Brick’s scream resonated over the ship’s PA system. He hadn’t turned off the radio in his helmet and now his crew and the Gordians could hear his agony. They froze in whatever they were doing as the scream resonated in the ship. They imagined that it meant their one hope to stage an assault on the warehouse was dying in some horrible way on an asteroid that was hundreds of miles away. 

Deena was on the bridge with the rest of the crew and the Gordian command. She turned to Parboiled. “Take us to the asteroid, Brick’s in trouble. We have to help him.”

Parboiled smirked with barely concealed glee. “He’s on his own. Shame to lose the reward money but that’s life, I suppose.”

Syko stepped towards Parboiled, which wiped the smile off his face. “You heard what she said,” Syko intoned with a threatening intent that was clear to the Gordian commander.

“Of course it’s terrible that he’s in trouble but we can’t sacrifice our ships,” Parboiled stammered. “Your captain said so himself.”

Neither Syko nor Deena could argue with that. Butch was already pondering the looming penetration of his dreams by the Gordian crew, wondering if they would kill him outright or just use him till they got back to Piker’s Paradise.

Over the PA system Brick’s screams stopped and he could be heard panting. “Landing successful,” he groaned then shut down radio contact.

Parboiled sighed with disappointment while Deena sighed with relief. She made a note to not underestimate Brick’s ability to survive in the future and to definitely not trust Parboiled once they went into battle. She felt certain that he would have them killed if he got the chance, whether they were winning or losing.

Down on the asteroid, Brick wiggled his amputated foot free of the boulder. He intended to keep it in case it could be re-attached later, which would save him a lot of pain and hassle, but he didn’t have high hopes. He attached it to one of the clips on his suit so that it swung by his side.

Now he had to get to within the minimum possible distance of 45 miles to fire the network-enabled projectile and do it with only one foot. It would be easier in the near zero-g environment on the asteroid, but still precarious. If he landed wrong on his one, remaining foot, he could easily twist an ankle or fall on the sharp rocks. The pain in his footless leg also made it hard to concentrate. The stump stuck out a half inch below the garrote and had frozen harder than a Christmas turkey in October.

Brick crouched down on his good leg and pushed up, launching himself several yards into the air and in a forward arc. He floated slowly back to the surface and found that he could land without too much difficulty. He repeated the leap, aiming himself towards areas that seemed to have the most flat, least rubble-strewn surface. 

Again and again, Brick leaped his way across the lunar-like surface of the asteroid. After a half hour at this pace, he had reached his position. He situated himself behind a large outcropping of rock and peered over it. The warehouse was visible in the distance, along with the large artillery batteries on the roof. It was at least 100 feet tall and spread half a kilometer in either direction. 

Surrounding it was a high metal wall that was, no doubt, electrified, and in front of that were trenches with guard stations that were built on the surface. The stations had laser cannons mounted on rotating platforms. The trenches were built to allow the quick, safe movement of troops. Besides transit between different locations, they allowed defensive fighting through low-armored walls that had regularly placed notches for laser rifles.

For now, Brick was only interested in the artillery and he checked his rifle to make sure it was prepped and loaded. The first shot was the test-round designed to gauge the accuracy of firing a misshapen, unbalanced projectile from the rail gun in a vacuum. Brick lined up his shot through the digital scope on the rifle. Once he locked the target, the active round would use nano-propulsion to try to maintain its orientation on the target. 

Brick pulled the trigger.
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The round flew out of the rifle at a velocity of fifteen hundred yards per second and made its way towards the target. After several seconds a visible wobble developed and at just past the halfway point, it was unable to maintain its direction, spiraling into the ground. Brick needed to reduce his distance to the artillery by half if he was going to have any hope of hitting the target. To make things more difficult, he would be in the open, potentially visible from the warehouse, though still far enough away that this was unlikely. 

However, if he traveled in the way that he had up till now, by leaping from position to position, it was almost certain that movement sensors would be alerted. And his lack of a foot made it next to impossible for him to run in a crouch to stay below visibility. He would have to crawl.

In the zero gravity of the asteroid, Brick was able to use his hands to motor him across the landscape, with his legs floating parallel to the ground. He looked like an enormous shrimp, scampering across the sea floor, a rifle strapped to its back. The heads-up-display in his helmet showed that his oxygen was getting low and he was running out of time. He pushed his burning arms harder to get closer to the artillery units.

When he was finally past the halfway mark, Brick settled into another nook in the ground and balanced the rifle on a rock to give it more stability. He was close enough now that he could see security forces on space boards, performing patrols of the inside of the steel wall. 

He fired off another test round and tracked its progress through the scope on the rifle. Three-quarters of the way to the target it developed a wobble but maintained its course long enough to hit the target: an electronic box at the base of the artillery. 

Brick chambered the first of two projectile rounds that contained a live network chip with antenna. He aimed again at the artillery’s electronic control box and pulled the trigger. This time the projectile began to wobble and diverge earlier than the test round. It hit the wall of the warehouse several feet below the artillery. The live round was obviously different enough from the test round that it had less fidelity. Brick would have to get closer.

He crawled forward again, intending to cut the distance by at least another third. Moving fast across the ground, Brick approached his intended position. Suddenly a shadow passed by just in his peripheral vision. He shoved off the ground with his arms so that his body spun face up. A board-riding security guard was almost directly overhead. He and Brick spotted each other at exactly the same moment. 

The guard reached for his laser pistol as Brick reached for his own. Brick had the faster reflexes and managed to snap off a blast half a second before the security guard could steady his aim. The bolt of energy hit the guard in the chest, burning a hole through his suit and chest until it exited through his back. He grabbed instinctively at his wound but the gaping hole in the back of his suit let in the icy vacuum, which caused his blood to boil off and his lungs to freeze.

He died instantly, but Brick worried that he’d managed to send a warning message to his comrades.

With no time to spare, Brick hijacked the dead guard’s board and lay face down on it, letting it carry him forward just above ground height. Within a few minutes, he’d closed the gap between himself and his target. With the board still moving at a steady forward clip, Brick braced the rifle against his shoulder and rested its tripod on the board. The artillery control box was in his sights. A dozen surfers were also visible coming over the wall in Brick’s direction. They had obviously received the dead guard’s warning.

Brick squeezed the trigger, firing the projectile towards the artillery unit, and then dove the board into the ground. He couldn’t risk tracking the projectile’s progress towards its target for fear of being seen. He hit the ground and the momentum carried him forward off the board and head first into a rock, stunning him. He struggled to maintain consciousness, knowing that the guards could soon be right on top of him.

After a few seconds the projectile round found its target. If it had stayed true, it would penetrate the system’s electronics and establish a network path. It would broadcast a signal to Deena back at the ship where she would implement the penetration protocol for the warehouse’s defensive systems. Brick lay on his back, half-buried in the dusty regolith of the asteroid and waited, a pistol in each hand, for the guards to arrive.

On board the flagship of the Gordian Guild, Deena received the “ping” from the projectile, notifying her that it had connected to the system and was awaiting further instructions. Using her tablet, Deena loaded up the system’s interface. It showed that the projectile had indeed penetrated the electronics control box and was actively reconfiguring the hardware for its own ends. It was also tapping the box’s power supply to boost its signal power. Time now was of the essence. Even if the security forces didn’t pick up the signal that the stealth antenna was broadcasting to Deena, the artillery control system’s diagnostics would soon send a warning of a problem.

Deena dialed in Meku to begin the hacking protocol. “As we suspected, the system has no firewall since it was never designed to connect with the outside world. However, the LAN uses a quantum password system that needs two verifications at each source in order to permit access.”

“That is a difficult system to breach, Deena-san,” Meku responded. “One might say ‘impossible.’”

“Thanks,” Deena replied sarcastically. “I was hoping for something a little more helpful.”

After the briefest pause, Meku came back to Deena. “I have consulted with Victorina and we have run several million simulations. We both concur that the best strategy is to alert the system to your presence and cause it to enter active mode.”

“And get us blown out of the sky,” Deena asked. “That doesn’t seem like a very good strategy.”

“It has its inherent risks,” Meku agreed. “However, we have studied this system’s specifications and these indicate that when in active mode, it relies on immediate communication to maintain coordination between the different artillery units. While the quantum encoding-decoding protocol is very rapid, it does nonetheless cause a short latency issue. In a combat situation this is a greater danger than the remote possibility that the system will be breached and disabled. There is, in fact, no record of such a breach ever having taken place.”

Deena nodded. She could see the sense in what Meku was proposing. Whether Parboiled and the rest of the Gordians would agree was another story but she had to try. She turned to Parboiled who was standing nearby waiting for her signal.

“Begin the assault,” Deena told him.

“Are we in?” Parboiled asked.

“We’re in,” Deena lied.

Parboiled turned to his first officer and issued the command. “Begin assault.”

“I hope you’re right about this,” Deena mumbled under her breath.

“If not, I calculate that you will die by artillery fire long before they can punish you with sodomy,” Meku comforted her.
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By the time the surfers passed overhead, Brick had covered himself with enough regolith dust that he was barely visible, especially in the shadows of the asteroid. Brick was certain that the surfers had found the body of the guard he had killed and were under no illusions that their friend had died of natural causes. They would search the area systematically until they found Brick – or until the assault began. 

Brick hoped it would be the latter; fighting a dozen armed, highly mobile guards while he was hobbled by the loss of his right foot was not a challenge that Brick relished.

The Gordian ships moved at full speed—which wasn’t very fast—toward the asteroid. The Gordians were chanting their war songs and pounding their chests to give them greater courage for the coming battle. 

Butch watched them, but didn’t take part in the ceremony. He was an outcast, and he liked it that way. He had seen the Gordians puff themselves up before a battle only to turn their small curly-tails and run at the first bloodshed. 

As the ships approached the asteroid they split into two groups, intending to come at the warehouse from opposite sides. The flagship cleared the horizon of the asteroid and the warehouse became visible. Immediately the laser artilleries on the roof of the giant warehouse building glowed red as they powered up. A warning was broadcast on all frequencies, giving them ten seconds to alter their course or get blown out of the skies. 

The first blasts of the laser artillery passed harmlessly in front of the ship, to reinforce the warning that had been broadcast moments earlier. When still they continued toward the asteroid, another barrage was fired. This one struck the ship, rocking it and causing fires to break out as electronics caught fire from the intense power surge. Gordians forgot their war songs and ran to and fro in a panic. Parboiled turned in a fury towards Deena.

“You said that we were clear,” Parboiled demanded.

Deena waved him off and returned to her tablet, her fingers flying over the keys. “Meku,” Deena shouted over the din of explosions and panic, “the artillery is active. Time to test your theory.”

“Accessing the artillery control module,” Meku announced. “First laser has been disabled.”

Deena looked out the window of the ship. One of the lasers had very clearly gone dark. She imagined that there was concern on the planet though not as much as there was onboard the Gordian ship as another volley of laser blasts took their toll.

“Patching network access control,” Meku informed her.

Deena stared at her tablet. “OK, I can see a gap right there in that subroutine. Patch in a shutdown code and broadcast to the LAN.”

“The patch has been rejected,” Meku replied.

Another volley struck the ship, leading to more explosions. The first mate was standing near a control monitor on the bridge that exploded. He died instantly, his blackened body left smoking in a heap on the floor.

“Try the coordination pattern code,” Deena commanded. “That’s an essential subroutine that can’t be excluded. It will be taken up.”

“Three more units are now dark,” Meku announced.

But still another half dozen artillery units were firing. Warning lights flashed across the board, designating hull breaches and areas of the ship that had been fully breached or where systems had shut down.

Deena scrolled through more code. “Why haven’t the others shut down?”

“They’ve detected our hack and have switched to manual control patterns,” Meku informed her.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Deena cursed. “If they’re no longer actively utilizing the targeting and control network, what other channels remain open?”

“I detect none,” Meku responded.

“Energy compartmentalization,” Deena suggested. “They have to stagger their firing otherwise they’ll overload the capacitors. They can’t do that manually. They need to have a safety back-up even in manual mode, in case of any bad timing.”

“Accessing,” Meku reported. “You are correct, Deena-san. There is an energy use safety protocol that is operated automatically through inter-artillery communication. When one laser is firing the others are locked out.”

“Send a code that tells all the artillery that another unit is firing,” Deena urged Meku.

Things went suddenly still on the flagship. There were still fires, Gordians screaming and klaxons sounding, but the ship was no longer being rocked by laser blasts. Deena looked out the nearby porthole and could see that all the laser artillery pieces were dark. On the far side of the warehouse, the escort ship was visible. It had lost two of its three engines and smoke was pouring from the ship. It was heading towards the ground too quickly for a proper landing.

Deena turned to Parboiled, who was hiding underneath the navigation desk on the bridge, next to Sparf. Syko looked calm as usual but was staying as far away as possible from equipment that was short-circuiting. Butch was watching the doorway to the bridge with his laser blaster in hand.

“Take us down,” Deena shouted. “I don’t know how long this hack is going to work.”

Butch grabbed Parboiled by the scruff of the neck and dragged him out from underneath the electronic worktable. “Land this fucking thing!”

Parboiled was sweating in his helmet and his eyes looked wild but he nodded at Butch and took control of the helm, steering the ship towards the entrance to the warehouse. The ship’s engines screamed as they fought to respond even as they burned.

“It’s gonna be a hard landing,” Parboiled announced. “Grab whatever you can.”

A few seconds later the ship hit the ground with a tremendous thud, shaking loose control panels and causing more sparks to explode from equipment. Any red lights that weren’t already flashing, now lit up. Smoke filled the bridge as electrical insulation caught fire. Syko grabbed a nearby fire extinguisher and aimed it at the fire but it was empty. With no other choice, he threw his body on top of the flames. He oozed around the dead, burning panel until the fire was smothered then stood up again, his gelatinous interior visibly bubbling.

Butch grabbed the nearby PA microphone and turned to hand it to Parboiled but he was back underneath the worktable again. 

Butch activated the microphone. “Disembark in squad formations. All hands prepare for battle. Disembark in squad formations!”

Deena folded her tablet into a pouch in her spacesuit and picked up one of the rifles that Brick had left behind. “Let’s go!”

The others picked up nearby weapons and went to the bridge door but it was wedged shut. Syko pressed his heavy body against it, and used his strong legs to burst it open. They made their way through the ship towards the exits. Brick had been right that having a ship that wasn’t sealed against the vacuum of space was actually a good thing in this instance. Most of the fires were quickly extinguished without any intervention.

Only some of the Gordians were in squad formation and heading for the door. Most of the others were still running around in a panic. Butch activated the microphone in his helmet and did his best impersonation of Parboiled. “That fucking coward Longtongue is going into battle. What’s wrong with the rest of you. Do you want him to shame you?”

That caught the interest of the other Gordians who hated the idea of being humiliated by a disgraced Gordian though none could say what exactly he had done to earn the title. They stopped running around aimlessly and made their way towards the door. They still weren’t in disciplined battle formations but they were at least going into battle.

Out in the debris field of the asteroid, Brick saw the surfers whizzing past him, heading back towards the warehouse. From the speed of their simultaneous departure it could only have been that the ships had landed. He shook off the regolith dust as he stood up and saw the surfers receding in the distance, heading back to the walled compound. The two Gordian ships were on the ground and a battle was shaping up. Even from here Brick could see that the ships were in bad shape.

He dug up the space board that had sunk into the dust near him and activated it, climbing onto it. It wasn’t going to be easy to ride it with just one foot but Brick wasn’t one to let the laws of physics hold him back. He kneeled on his injured leg and leaned forward. The board launched, following after the other surfers who were already hundreds of yards ahead of him.

Brick drew his rifle and began to systematically target the surfers, starting from the ones furthest back and working his way to the front of the squad. When there were only three of them left, the survivors noticed what was happening and took evasive maneuvers. Brick followed the closest one, struggling to not be thrown from the board as he took tight turns or ascended and descended at tight angles.

As Brick chased the surfer who had lagged behind, he saw that another of the surfers was beneath him, shadowing and trying to get a good shot. Brick spun the board over and as his body was catapulted off of it, he grabbed it with his free hand, hanging from underneath it. In his other hand he held the rifle, wedged into his armpit and fired a shot between his feet that caught the other surfer in the top of his head, tearing a hole through his helmet and scrambling his brain like an egg in a microwave.

Still hanging by one arm, Brick dove his board towards a third surfer who hadn’t bothered to try any fancy maneuvers. He was just trying to get back to the main battle or escape back into the compound. Before he could get anywhere close to the wall, Brick caught up to him and, using his legs, got the surfers neck in a scissor hold. He tensed his thigh muscles and snapped the surfer’s neck. As the dead guard’s body went limp, Brick rolled himself forward so that he ended up on his back on the board of the dead guard, whom he flung away from him by releasing his leg muscles.

The original surfer had escaped over the wall, which was no longer his concern. He veered his board towards the main battle, where the flagship was dug in from the impact of the crash-landing, deep into the loose regolith.
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The battle outside of the flagship was in total chaos. The Gordians were used to fighting against mostly unarmed civilians, merchants and the occasional, poorly armed, guerilla force.

These security forces were highly trained and armed with high quality equipment. They were also fighting defense from within reinforced trenches and guardhouses that were armed with laser cannons, giving them a major advantage.

As Brick arrived it was clear that they were minutes away from a total rout and destruction of the Gordian forces. Meanwhile, in his helmet the warning light for low air supply had gone a solid red. He had only minutes left of breathable air. At the far side of the Gordian lines, Brick spotted his own crew. They were holding their own and advancing slowly but the security forces were moving up reinforcements to target this, the strongest unit of the attack.

Brick landed behind the Gordian lines and as the most cowardly Gordians broke ranks and ran back towards the flagship, Brick shot them on the spot with his rail gun. He reached up to his helmet and activated the internal microphone.

“Anyone breaks from the battle and I will kill them on the spot,” Brick announced. “If you go forward, you have a chance of surviving and making a lot of money. If you run, you will die.”

Hearing Brick’s voice in her helmet, Deena looked up to see him on his one good foot, aiming his pistols at the backs of the Gordians in front of him. A few more tried to flee the battle and were put down almost before they started to run.

Deena grabbed Sparf and pointed at Brick, who was shooting deserters with one pistol and firing at the entrenched security guards with his other. “Let’s go,” she told him. “Bring the fresh oxygen tank!”

Sparf picked up the tank, then got the attention of Syko and Butch. The four of them bounded over towards Brick. By the time they arrived, the Gordian lines had been firmed up and they were making slow but steady progress. Bolstered by the arrival of his crew, their push forward gathered momentum; they were now just 50 yards from the trenches in front of the warehouse.

Deena handed Brick the spare oxygen tank and then pointed at his foot. “What happened to you?”

Brick smiled as he swapped out of his old oxygen tank for the fresh one. “Put my foot in my mouth again. I knew somebody’d break it off someday.”

On the other side of the warehouse, the Gordian lines had crumbled and they were in full flight back to their ship, for all the good it would do them. The laser cannons of the security forces focused all their energy on the escort ship. One of the lasers connected with the onboard fuel supply and the ship went up in a mushroom cloud, finishing off the Gordians who were gathered around it, trying to board and escape. The ship disintegrated along with the attack’s left flank.

“Fucking idiots,” Brick complained.

The sight of the wiping out of the left flank demoralized a section of Brick’s line and thoughts of retreat returned, as did Brick’s battlefield justice. Soon the survivors from the other flank, the bravest of the Gordians, joined Brick’s line. They pushed forward another ten yards.

Brick chambered an explosive round into his rifle. He aimed it at the nearest laser cannon, which was focused on his troops and exacting a toll in casualties and fighting spirit. He located the laser’s power source and fired a projectile towards it. The laser exploded, taking out a section of the trenches and guard tower and killing the unit operating it. A cheer went up from the Gordians and they gained another several yards of advance.

Brick turned to another laser and repeated the shot, destroying another cannon and section of trench. The security forces in the trench between the two laser cannons were now isolated from any reinforcements along the trench line.

Over the top of the wall two-dozen surfers on space boards emerged. In one hand, they held laser pistols. In the other hand, molecular swords. They swooped in low over the battlefield, dropping to one knee for better shots and to present less of a target. The space board material was designed to absorb and disperse laser fire, making the surfers almost unbeatable from below. It was an advantage that the Gordians and Brick lacked. Dozens of Gordians fell to laser fire or were eviscerated by the molecular blades of the surfboard cavalry.

Brick turned to his crew. “We need to get some of those boards or they’re gonna wipe us out.”

Without waiting for his crew to acknowledge, Brick leaped above the ground using his one good leg. He calmly picked off the two front surfers as they approached him, snatching one of their boards in the process. The second board screamed down towards the asteroid, digging a trench where it impacted the ground.

Brick angled the board upward, to present it as a shield to the onslaught of surfers. He gripped and hung off the board at an angle to get an unobstructed shot at the large body of them, taking out several more. He absorbed several more shots, but his suit was still deflecting damage.

Down on the ground, Butch grabbed the second board and took off towards Brick, setting up beside him in the same way with the board vertical. The two of them blasted at the surfer units, which were powerless to hit Brick and Butch as long as they were protected by the boards.

“Form a circle around me,” Brick commanded his crew.

Deena didn’t hesitate and dove at a surfer who came in low to avoid Brick’s shooting gallery strategy. She hit him at the knees and sent him pinioning off the board. Sparf picked him off from his position on the ground. He and Syko also hijacked a pair of boards from surfers that Brick and Butch had hit with laser fire.

They flew up to meet Brick and formed a fence of vertical boards in a circle that looked like a floating beach party. They were now a ring-fence of laser resistant boards. The only hope for the surfers was to break the ring and open up the crew to attack from that angle.

Three surfers came in at Syko from above and below. Before they could reach him, he swung his board and decapitated one of the surfers. Sparf saw that Syko was now vulnerable and fired at one of the others, puncturing his suit and sending him spinning off, the suit’s air supply acting as a propellant, until the surfer froze in the vacuum. 

The third surfer got too close and Syko grabbed his leg, tearing it from his body. The surfer’s blood boiled off in seconds.

Seeing the writing on the wall, the remnants of the surf patrol turn back towards the warehouse wall at high speed and disappeared. The loss of their air support was too much for the security forces on the ground. They broke from the trenches and rushed as fast as they could towards the gate that led into the warehouse grounds. The door opened and they disappeared inside. 

Within seconds the battle was over. Brick rode his board to the front of the line and cruised over the security forces trenches. They were empty of all security personnel. He waved his troops forward. They rose in a cheer and stormed towards the warehouse gate. 

A large personnel ship carrying the security personnel and any other staff who worked at the facility rose up. The Gordians fired shot after shot at the hull of the ship but small laser blasters could do nothing against the armor of a ship that was obviously of military grade. When it had passed the height of the warehouse building, the ship turned and blasted off into space, disappearing in an instant.
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Brick, his crew and the remaining Gordians stormed up to the armored gate that surrounded the massive warehouse building. It had been spot-welded shut when the on-site security forces retreated inside the compound to board their escape ship. No matter how hard the mass of fighters pushed on the gates, they didn’t budge. Handheld laser weapons were useless against it.

“Why don’t we just fly over the wall with the flagship?” Sparf asked.

“I want to use that beat-up, piece of shit as little as possible until we can fly out of here,” Brick replied. It was true; the ship was worse for wear and sparks from exposed electronics were still visibly shooting off the ship’s hull in a numerous of places. It seemed likely that they would have to fly it manually back to Piker’s Paradise, if it could make it back at all.

Brick turned to Butch. “Take a team and turn one of those laser cannons around towards the gate. Adjust to a tight beam and start cutting.” Butch ran off with Sparf and Syko as well as with several Gordians.

Deena turned to Brick. “Don’t you think it’s odd that their security forces left so quickly?”

Brick shrugged. “We were kicking their asses. They’re mercs; their loyalty is only as deep as their paycheck.”

“Still,” Deena continued. “It happened really fast. Why would they leave behind all that platinum? They didn’t even pause to load their ship. You’d think they would have at least deployed a delaying action of some sort so they could do that.”

Over at the laser, Butch and the others had spun it around, using the wheeled platform on which it was mounted. Sparf was tweaking the cannon’s settings manually to get the tightest beam possible.

He gave Butch the thumbs up. “Give it a shot.”

“Let’s get out of here before those dummies burn off my other foot,” Brick told Deena and leaped out of the way. Deena followed behind him.

When the way was clear, Butch fired the laser at the door with a continuous, nearly invisible beam. A bright red dot appeared on the door and smoke ballooned in all directions. At Butch’s instruction, Syko shifted the laser so that it was focused on the space between the gates that had been welded. It was easier to cut through those intermittent and haphazardly created joints than to cut through solid metal. After a few short minutes, Butch had cut through the last spot weld near the bottom of the gate.

The Gordians returned to push on the gate, which now opened with only a few heaves from the fighters. They poured into the compound that surrounded the massive warehouse building, looking for anything that they might loot and sell back on Piker’s Paradise, even if it was garbage.

“Nobody enters the warehouse,” Brick announced to all the fighters through their helmet speakers.

Parboiled walked up to Brick. “They’re not going to like that. They risked their lives and a lot of their friends died today.”

“Yeah,” Brick shot back, “to fulfill a contract with Killpillow. You wanna be the one to tell her that they broke the contract?”

Parboiled nodded. “Do what Brick says,” he instructed his men, “or Lucretia Killpillow will peel off your skin and deep fry it for snacks.”

The Gordians, like everyone else on Piker’s Paradise, knew full well the cruelty that Killpillow was willing to employ to get her way. Parboiled’s reminder was all they needed. They kept their distance as Brick, Deena and Parboiled made their way to the entryway into the warehouse. It was unlocked and, in fact, wide open.

Brick waved Butch and Sparf to join them. Syko hauled the heavy case of explosives that Butch intended to use to blow open the vault with the platinum. Together they entered into the warehouse. It seemed even vaster from the inside and was mostly empty. Only a few crates were stacked in various corners, as well as equipment for moving around the non-existent goods. Webbing hung loosely from the walls and ceiling, used for securing the warehoused goods in the asteroid’s microgravity.

“They had a lot of security to guard a facility with nothing in it,” Parboiled commented.

“Maybe they were expecting a shipment,” Brick suggested.

Deena furrowed her brow. This was beginning to raise questions that made her nervous. Something was definitely wrong here but she would say no more until after they recovered the platinum and made their way back to Piker’s Paradise.

It took them fifteen minutes to bound their way across the immense warehouse building, to the other side where the door to the vault was located. It was square and constructed out of metal that was at least a yard thick. When it was locked, it would require a nuclear explosion to blast it open or a massive industrial laser with the concentrated power of a dozen suns. 

Except that the vault wasn’t locked. In fact, it was slightly ajar and light spilled out from within. Deena shared a look with Brick, who was also beginning to look concerned.

With trepidation they edged forward to the vault door, careful to not trip any hidden traps. Brick used the capabilities of his battle suit to scan for any tripwires and when they were certain that no tricks awaited them, they made their way inside.

The vault itself was the size of some warehouses, with a ceiling the rose to at least fifty feet. Along the walls were shelves and drawers but most of the space was left for larger valuables. In the center of the room was a large table, about the size of six billiard tables arranged side by side into a square. Piled on top of the table were thousands of unicorn eggs. A light had been placed above the table to illuminate them, making sure that whoever entered the vault would have their eye immediately drawn to the heap of valueless feces. 

Butch whistled at the sight of it. “That is one giant ‘fuck you’.”

Deena shook her head. “That explains why they retreated and took off so quickly. They weren’t guarding anything.”

Parboiled pulled out his pistols and fired them at the unicorn eggs until the pile of them collapsed in microgravity slow motion onto the floor. “They knew we were coming and what we were coming for!”

Brick hobbled over and picked up a unicorn egg, breaking it open against the side of the table. It was definitely shit through and through. “How the fuck could they have known we were coming?”

Parboiled was spitting with fury. “They were told, that’s how you stupid fuck.” He pointed his laser at Brick. “My money says that you and your crew were the ones that told them.”

Brick reacted instinctively, unholstering his weapon at lightning speed and shooting Parboiled in the arm, knocking away his weapon. Air geysered out of Parboiled’s suit and he struggled to keep it from emptying entirely of heat and air. He screamed in agony as Brick and the crew stood around watching him.

Brick sighed and leaped over to the panicking Gordian. “For fuck’s sake,” he muttered.

He took out the garrote from his suit and tied it around Parboiled’s wounded arm, sealing the suit. “You’re gonna lose that hand,” Brick told him, “but the next time you pull a weapon on me I’ll shoot you in the face. A tourniquet won’t help you with that.”

Brick hopped out of the vault, leaving the others behind. Deena followed after him.

“What are we going to tell Killpillow,” she asked.

“That she gave us a bum steer,” Brick suggested. “That her intelligence was wrong. That she has a mole inside her organization. It won’t matter what we tell her, she’s going to want to kill us and those fucking dumb pigs.”

“Which do you think it is,” Deena pressed.

“I think it could have been any one of them and that it doesn’t matter to the final outcome,” he shot back. “Now, let’s get everyone back on the flagship and get the hell out of here before reinforcements arrive.”
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The journey back to Piker’s Paradise was unpleasant. The Gordians plotted some serious non-consensual sex to be inflicted on Brick and his crew. Brick and Syko had to kill several more over-eager Gordians who tried to lead a sodomy mutiny against them. Parboiled was no help in discouraging the attacks by members of his crew and Brick was certain that he was egging some of them on in private.

Even without the panic the Gordians generated in them, Brick’s crew was in a miserable state of mind. They were certain that Killpillow was going to murder them or, at the very least, they had risked their necks for absolutely nothing and she would make them do another job for no pay. 

In the meantime, the longer that they stayed on Piker’s Paradise, the more likely it was that bounty hunters would start showing up looking for Brick and see them as a secondary prize. Aside from Butch and Syko, whom they had just met on Piker’s Paradise, they were all involved in the mass murder of some very nasty mobsters on Yellow Drip. Their heads wouldn’t net as much as Brick’s but enough to make it worth hunting them as well.

As the sole surviving ship arrived at the entry port to Piker’s Paradise they were met by a half dozen of Killpillow’s private air force. They surrounded the Gordian ship and gave them an escort inside the asteroid and right up to the dock. There was no chance that they were going to just slip away and avoid accounting for the disaster of their mission.

Lucretia Killpillow was waiting for them on the dock with an entourage of fifty guards in their signature black outfits. Killpillow was also in black but wore something a little more summery than last time, a little strappy number and flip-flops. She was setting the trend in aspiring dictator, casual wear.

As the ship completed its docking, Parboiled turned to Brick. “You can go out first. This fuck up is on your head.”

“Chickenshit,” Brick told him and hobbled forward on a crutch he had found among the few medical supplies on board. The rest of his crew followed him.

As they arrived on the gangplank that led to the docks, Killpillow was at the bottom, ready to greet them.

“Hello, friends,” she smiled. “Isn’t it a lovely day for a reckoning?”

“Isn’t every day lovely here?” Deena asked.

“Yes, it is,” Killpillow replied. “And every day is a good day for a reckoning. How’s your shoulder dear? I do hope I left a scar so that you might always think of me when you get dressed in the morning.”

Deena rolled her eyes and shook her head but didn’t bother to answer. 

“And what happened to your foot, dear Mr. Brick?”

Brick reached behind him and unhooked a pouch that was clipped to his belt. It was the size and weight of his foot because it contained his foot. He tossed it on the ground in front of Killpillow.

She scowled in disgust. “I was speaking metaphorically.”

“I’ve never been very literary,” he told her. “I cut it off.”

“I can see that it has been severed. It won’t be much use to you unless you want it as a lucky charm to hang around your neck. Though it doesn’t seem to have brought you much luck recently.”

Brick hobbled towards Killpillow until the entourage of armed force simultaneously aimed their weapons at him. Brick raised his hands to show that he was unarmed. “It might be best if we spoke in private.”

“I have nothing to hide and neither do you,” Killpillow replied.

“All right, here it is,” Brick told her. “They knew we were coming and emptied the vault before we got there.”

Killpillow blinked several times and then smiled. “But if they had emptied the vault, where is the other Gordian ship? And why is this one so heavily damaged?”

“They destroyed the other ship because the Gordians fight like shaved kittens. And they put up enough of a fight to do major damage and then flew the coop. They left behind about two tons of unicorn eggs.”

“Poop,” Killpillow asked. “I send you on a mission to bring me enough platinum to double the reserves on Piker’s Paradise and all you returned with was shit?”

“We didn’t bother bringing the shit with us,” Brick corrected her. “Didn’t think you’d want it, to be honest.”

“I appreciate that you didn’t want to burden me with shit,” she told him, “but you have anyway. This news is shit. Your performance is shit. You are shit.”

“Whoa, lady,” Brick scolded her, “let’s not get personal.”

Killpillow took off her wide-brimmed hat and threw it aside in a fury. It drifted out amongst the parked ships. One of her guards immediately rocketed after it.

She paced up and down the dock in front of Brick, struggling to control a tantrum that made her want to grab a laser pistol and shove it down Brick’s throat. “Who the fuck told them that you were coming?”

Brick shrugged. “I dunno. Could have been someone inside your organization. Could have been a Gordian. Maybe they have long-distance sensors and spotted us before we knew it.”

Killpillow picked up Brick’s bag and took out the foot, tossing the bag aside. It was blackened and smelled like old cheese and chicken that had gone off. She walked up to Brick and poked him in the chest with it.

“Or maybe it was you,” she said quietly.

“Why would I cut off my own foot to lead an attack that I knew was pointless?”

“So that you could arrive back here and deliver that exact explanation,” she replied, “and then throw this disgusting thing in front of me as though it’s concrete proof that you didn’t betray your mission.”

“Sounds a bit complicated to me,” Brick confessed. “I’m a simple man. Besides, I haven’t been in this place long enough to figure out how to execute that kind of plan. More likely it was the pigs or one of your people.”

“The pigs are too stupid and too cowardly,” Killpillow shot back, “and my people are too obedient because disobedience ends very badly.” She turned to one of her guards. “Bring me the captain.” 

The guard nodded and marched inside the Gordian flagship, returning a few moments later dragging Parboiled behind him.

“Uh, I take it,” Parboiled stammered, “that you’ve heard the news.”

“Listen you pathetic little fuck,” Killpillow commanded. “Take this double-crossing scum back to your guild and do whatever you want with him. Just don’t fuck it up and let him get away.”

Parboiled smiled. “Oh, we won’t fuck it up and he’ll be lunch by the end of the day, don’t you worry.”

“Famous last words,” Killpillow told him. “And I mean that literally. If he isn’t dead those will be your last words to me.”

“Just one more thing,” Parboiled asked. “Can we have the other Gordian, Butch Longtongue.”

“Intriguing name,” Killpillow noted and pondered to herself for a moment how she might put to use someone with such a name but she quickly lost interest in the idea. “Sure, why not?”

“And these others,” Parboiled pressed.

“You are a greedy, little piggy, aren’t you,” Killpillow scolded him. “As long as you promise to let them watch you kill and eat their leader first.”

“Absolutely,” he told her, licking his lips.

Killpillow turned her back on them and walked down to her waiting guards. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go and find some other mercenaries who are not treacherous or incompetent, to finish this job.”

Parboiled smiled at Brick. “Bring some rope,” he hollered to his crew while still smiling at Brick. “Lots of it.”
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The surviving Gordians filtered out of the ruined ship and surrounded Brick and his crew. Word had spread that there would be a feast that night, after some casual sexual abuse, to punish them for their supposed betrayal of the attack. The Gordians smacked their chops at the prospect. It was one of their most sacred rituals and it had been a long time since the last grand bbq.

A Gordian pushed his way through the crowd with several lengths of rope to bind the prisoners and to deliver them to the Guild. Parboiled took the rope and passed it to other Gordians who stood nearby. 

“Tie them and get them back to the Guild for the spicing,” he commanded, demonstrating his great bravery in the face of overwhelming odds in his favor.

The Gordians moved in, enclosing the crew as Killpillow walked to her private ship followed by her guards. As far as she was concerned her hands were washed of their fates and now she needed to get home in time to prepare for her spa day.

One of the Gordians pointed at Syko. “What about the monster without an anus,” he asked.

“We’ll cut him an anus,” Parboiled announced. 

The Gordians roared their approval for Parboiled’s common sense proposal. However, it was too much for Syko and he began to turn red and expand, filling with rage at the possibility of being given an unwanted anus. To his people, an anus was a powerful symbol of their superiority over other species; only primitives shit, they believed. 

The Gordians stepped back in fear.

“Let them go,” Brick warned them. “You can have me alone.”

“Fuck that,” Parboiled laughed. “We outnumber you twenty to one and we’re hungry.”

Brick stared him in the eye. “You’ll probably kill us but I guarantee that Syko will kill twenty or thirty of you by himself if you try to put a rope on him. The rest of us will take out at least a few more and I’ll tell you right now that you’ll be one of them.”

Parboiled swallowed, knowing that this was no idle threat. “Fine,” he told him, “we don’t need to be greedy. There’s enough meat on you and Longtongue for a good feast, even without the foot.”

Brick turned to Deena, Syko and Sparf. “Get out of here. Use the money you got to fix the ship and head towards Earth. It’ll take you longer but better late than eaten.”

“You really love being a hero,” Deena challenged him, “don’t you? Even if you have to die horribly to do it. We’re supposed to be a team.”

“We’re not a team,” Brick told her. “We’ve been through this. You were just a stone around my neck.”

“Fuck you, Rasmus Brick,” she spat at him, then turned and stormed through the circle of Gordians followed by Sparf and Syko.

“Why can’t I just be a stone around your neck too,” Butch asked, “cause this is some nasty bullshit you just signed me up for.”

“Life ain’t fair, Butch,” Brick reminded him.

Parboiled turned to his men. “Tie them up and let’s go have some fun.”

“No ropes,” Brick said definitively.

“Not your call,” Parboiled shot back.

“It is if you want to make it to the party tonight,” Brick told him.

“But it’s our tradition,” Parboiled whined.

“I don’t give a flying fuck at a rolling donut,” Brick asserted. “You want me and Butch, we walk to the Guild.”

“Is that a new part of the ritual?” one Gordian whispered to another.

“OK,” Parboiled said. “I can live with that.”

* * * 
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BACK AT THE SHIP WITH No Name, Deena kicked furniture around the galley, furious that they were separated and that she felt powerless to do anything about it. She believed that if they were together, they could have found a way out of the situation somehow. They’d done it before.

“Deena,” Sparf explained, “there was nothing we could do. Brick was just trying to save our asses. Literally.”

“A team is a team,” she shot back. “A team sticks together and that’s how they win.”

“Sometimes even a team doesn’t win,” Syko reminded her. “That wasn’t the moment to make a stand, when we were at our weakest.”

“Well,” Deena complained, “we’re certainly not stronger now, when we’re separated. Now they’re dead and we’re weak and vulnerable. Do you really think that Killpillow will let us leave Piker’s Paradise? As soon as we leave the asteroid, she’ll wipe us out. The Gordians have probably already told her that they let us go.”

“So many ways to get fucked in the ass,” Sparf philosophized.

* * *
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AT THE GORDIAN GUILD, the first thing that they did was strip Butch and Brick till they were stark naked. Once they were without a stitch of clothing, the Gordians put the two of them in the center of a ring in the large common area. They’d even cleaned it in honor of the festivities. 

Lights were strung from the ceiling that pulsed in a series of colors. Meanwhile, along the edges of the round room, Gordians smoked hookahs filled with hallucinogens, mushrooms and dried fruits. They were obviously in the center of a complex, judging by the various doorways that were built into the walls at regular intervals. 

As the celebration kicked into first gear, music of the worst sort was hammered out on a series of poorly constructed drums and stringed instruments. Gordians clapped their hands and chanted. From the ceiling buckets of honey were poured on the heads of Brick and Butch, covering them completely.

Brick tasted some of the honey. “This is good quality stuff,” he noted with surprise, given the low quality of everything else that the Gordians used.

Butch was shivering in fear, knowing what was coming. “This is a very special ritual for us Gordians. We pull out all the stops.”

Gordians in shiny outfits danced around the two of them, flinging golden spices and sparkling herbs, which stuck to the honey. Soon they were shimmering like disco gods at a nudist camp. Between the honey and the herbs, they were plagued with intense itching.

“Feels like someone put a wool sweater on my balls,” Brick complained.

“Whatever you do, don’t scratch them.”

“Why? What will they do?”

“Don’t ask. Just think about something other than the itch.”

Once the spice dance was done, all the Gordians got up and danced around the prisoners, singing in their native language and laughing. As they danced, some of the Gordians, overtaken by the spirit of the event, began to disrobe. Occasionally others would dance close to Brick and Butch, touching them with outstretched hands to gather some of the spice and honey, which they licked off their hands hungrily.

“What are they singing about,” Brick asked.

“Having their way with you, then cooking you till your brains boil out your ears.”

“It’s catchier when you don’t understand the words.”

As the song worked up to a crescendo, someone brought in a ribbon made of dyed animal gut and they danced around the two of them like children dance around a maypole. Soon they were tied so tightly that they couldn’t move their arms or legs.

Once they were fully bound, the Gordians moved in and picked up the two of them. They carried them on their shoulders as they danced around the room. The joy was infectious, even for Brick and Butch though it was the first step in what promised to be a very painful death.

From the common area they were taken to a large open kitchen where a fire burned in a circular pit that filled the center of the room. Large logs of exotic wood that smelled like cinnamon and bull semen were fed into the growing flames. Then the Gordians carried them to a pair of tree trunks that were beside the fire and lowered them onto them, belly first. More ribbons were wrapped around them to secure them to the poles.

Four chefs skipped forward from out of the darkness to great applause and chanting. They wore no pants and their Gordian parts dangled freely in the firelight. In their hands they carried pots of liquid and large metal soup ladles.

“Your people have got some big, ugly dicks,” Brick commented.

“We’re both male and female and the large dicks allow us to go fuck ourselves, if necessary,” Butch told him.

Brick snorted. “Well, I definitely wish your people would go and fuck themselves right about now.” 

“Me too.”

The chefs began to dip their ladles in the pot of liquid and drizzle it over the naked bodies of Brick and Butch as they were slowly turned on the spits. The music got louder and the crowd’s cries rose to frantic levels. Some Gordians passed out with the ecstasy of the ritual.

“Smells like chicken soup,” Brick commented. “What are they basting us with?”

“Fermented piss and farts,” Butch told him.

“How do they get the fart into the piss,” Brick wondered even as he tried not to vomit.

“Only our elders know that secret. But it takes days and requires pressurized tanks. It signifies the unity of everything. How we eat food and it turns to piss and shit and gas and then it returns to the earth in order to grow new food. It’s the cycle of life.”

“That’s very poetic for piss and farts,” Brick mused.

“They’ll stand us in a corner to absorb the flavors of the marinade overnight. Tomorrow or the next day they cook and eat us.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Thirty-Five

[image: image]


Back on the Ship With No Name, Deena was working on her tablet computer in the galley. It was late at night, as it always was on Pike’s Paradise, and the lights were low. Sparf came in looking for a snack.

“Hey,” he told her as he made his way to the fridge, “what ya up to?”

“Solving problems,” she replied simply.

“Like how we can get out of here without being blown up?”

Deena looked up and smiled. “Something like that.”

“Or rescuing Butch and Brick,” he guessed.

Deena winked at him and went back to her work.

Sparf pulled up a chair beside her. “Look, I know you want to help. I want to help too. But what the heck can we do? The most powerful woman in the system gave them permission and there’s probably two hundred of those crazy Gordians.”

“Explosives,” Deena said simply.

“I feel like this is going somewhere apocalyptic.”

“Some situations call for an apocalypse, don’t you think?”

Two hours later, they were on the docklands with Syko and Sirm. They wore dark clothes and had painted their faces, except for Sirm who had turned herself the color of the night. They were hiding behind a hot dog stand, eyeballing the Gordian ship that floated in dock nearby. Small wisps of smoke still oozed from all over the ship and occasional sparks popped and flew from its torn skin.

“This is the kind of plan that gets people killed,” Sirm complained.

“We’re probably going to be killed anyway,” Deena reassured her. “This is an opportunity to be proactive about it.”

“That’s not making me feel better about this, not even a little bit.”

“It’s like I said,” Deena reminded her, “if we have Brick and Butch, we have a chance to survive. It’s two more people, two more heads, to solve our problem.”

“I just don’t understand why we’re dressed like this,” Syko wondered. “The Gordian ship is empty, we could just walk up and onto it. Right now we look like we’re up to something.”

Deena threw her arms in the air. “Ok, I thought there’d be guards and this would give us an advantage. I didn’t know it would be abandoned and I didn’t know that people would be out shopping and strolling at this time of night. Cut me some slack!”

“Just look like you always dress this way and nobody will notice,” Sparf suggested, trying to defuse the situation. “People always want to look the other way when something is going down. If I were to take a dump in the middle of the dock people would turn their heads the other way in case someone thought it was their responsibility to stop me or pick it up and put it in the doggy poop receptacle.”

“Exactly,” Deena agreed.

To prove the point, Deena walked out from behind the hot dog stand and whistled as she made her towards the Gordian ship. A little girl stopped and pointed at her.

“What’s up with the weird chick dressed like a commando,” she asked her parents, who quickly hustled her away.

Sirm shook her head and followed after Deena. The others joined her. As Sparf predicted, the late night strollers all looked away to avoid making eye contact and risking some kind of responsibility for the obviously illegal act that was about to unfold.

Normally the Gordian ship would have been guarded but with the grand feast under way, no one had agreed to volunteer for guard duty. And because the ship was such a ruined mess, they didn’t think that anyone would bother to try to board, let alone steal it. Deena and the others walked right up the gangplank and onto the ship.

Inside it was quiet as death. With the exception of some muted running lights around the edge of the floor, it was dark. Deena turned on her flashbeam. It was even more of a mess than when they first boarded it, with ruined parts strewn, and loose wires sparking, alongside the dirty laundry and candy wrappers. 

They made their way down a long hallway to the storage bay. The door was locked and Sparf took out the lock pick kit, which he’d recently ordered from the Yellow Drip version of the Internet. After several tries it still wasn’t opened. 

Finally, Syko put his huge red arm out to move everyone back, then threw his body against the door, bursting it open.

Inside the room it was a disaster of junk, ruination and even strewn body parts that the Gordians had kept as strange souvenirs of their adventure on the asteroid. Brick’s foot was here, tossed haphazardly on the floor by some Gordian soldier before they’d locked up.

Deena shone her flashlight around until she found what she was looking for and rushed to the crate. It was the explosives that Syko had dragged into the warehouse when they thought that they’d have to blow the vault open back on the asteroid. It was still sealed and Deena turned to Syko, signaling him to tear it open. Inside was an array of explosive devices, including a few tactical nuclear weapons.

“Leave the nukes but take all the directional explosive devices,” she ordered.

“Why don’t we take the nukes,” Sirm asked. “If we explode those we won’t have to do any fighting at all.”

“Because we’ll kill Brick and Butch,” Sparf clarified.

“We could warn them,” Sirm attempted, anything to avoid a firefight that put her at risk.

“How can we warn them if we can’t get into the Guild,” Deena asked.

“By blowing up the nukes,” Sirm explained.

Sparf shook his head. “You realize that you’re being circular, right?”

“Cowardly, not circular,” Sirm corrected.

“If you’re being cowardly,” Deena suggested, “consider that exploding a pair of nukes in the hollow interior of an asteroid would quite likely kill us and everyone else.”

Sirm nodded. “Leave the nukes.”

Syko lifted the nukes out of the crate, letting them float away in the microgravity of the docklands. They stuffed as many of the remaining explosives into carryall bags that they’d brought with them.

Back out on the dock, now carrying a half-ton of high explosives between them, they tried to look nonchalant as passersby stared. They didn’t bother to stick around to see if the local authorities showed up to investigate. They bustled off the dock and faded into the steady darkness of Piker’s Paradise.

When they arrived at Mercenary Gallery, the streets were empty. While it was always nighttime on Piker’s Paradise, residents had developed their own schedule by looking up at the private suns of the luxurious floating islands overhead. When their suns were turned off, the poorer residents made it their nighttime as well. 

This didn’t apply in the casino and brothel sections of the hollow asteroid, where the debauchery never stopped. In the residential neighborhoods and the Mercenary Gallery, this was a time of rest, if you could get it.

After getting lost in the tight, winding streets of the outer Gallery where the lower ranked merc guilds were located, they finally found the Gordian Guild by following a barrage of fireworks. Standing fifty yards from the front entrance, they could see that the party was still going strong and had spilled out into the street. Gordians, half and even fully naked, were dancing drunkenly in the street.

Deena turned to the others. “We need to scout out any other entrances to the guild and see where’s the best place to enter.”

“I’ve been here before with Butch,” Syko said. “There’s three entrances – front, back and side. The side entrance is just for deliveries and a fire escape. The back entrance is inside a small compound where they’ll probably cook Brick and Butch.”

“Any idea where they’d keep them in the meantime,” Deena asked.

“Probably in the common area or kitchen, which is where they baste the sacrifice and leave them overnight to absorb the flavors before sodomizing them in the morning.”

“Nothing like a little sodomy in the morning,” Sparf commented wryly.

Deena opened up her tablet computer and pulled up a map of the block they were on. The Gordian Guild was visible on the street map and she highlighted it, drawing circles around the three entrances. 

“And the most direct way to get to them?” 

“Front door, definitely.”

“Show me,” Deena asked.

Syko drew lines on top of the building image, showing the rough path as he remembered it. It was a twisting route that had never been planned but had developed over centuries of adding to the Guild’s building and making changes that hadn’t been well thought out.

“I should tell you that it’s even more complex than I’ve drawn it. The map doesn’t include all the blind paths and dead ends. It’s very much a maze, which can be pleasurable if you’re looking to discover yourself through a great metaphorical challenge but less so if you’re trying to stay alive and rescue someone.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Deena told him, “and if we have to, we’ll just go through the walls.”

“Oh boy,” fretted Sirm.

“Whoa, it’s Brick’s buddies,” came a voice from behind them.

Deena and the crew spun around to see a group of four Gordians who had left the party to go urinate on the doorways of some of the other guilds in the neighborhood. It was another of the great traditions that were part of the celebrations when they got to eat an enemy or outcast guild member.

“What are you guys doing here,” their leader slurred. “You changed your mind and decided to let us cook you up?”

“Totally,” lied Deena. “Nothing would please us more.”

The Gordians looked at each other in amazement. “Really,” the drunk leader asked. This would make them the most popular members of the Guild and they’d have first dibs on having their way with the new dinner participants.

In answer, Syko reached out and popped off the pig’s head and used it to smash in the skull of another. The remaining two Gordians turned to run but Deena had already drawn her laser pistol and shot one of them in the back. Syko threw the head of the drunk leader at the other fleeing Gordian. The tusks in the decapitated head sliced open the Gordian’s carotid artery. He slid in his own blood, landing in a heap where he bled out in seconds.

“Dude,” Sparf commented, “you are a head ninja!”
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Chapter Thirty-Six
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Brick’s eyes were closed and he appeared to be snoring, which amazed Butch. They were both trussed up like Christmas turkeys and left leaning in a corner. Butch himself couldn’t sleep, he was preoccupied with anxiety about what was going to be done to them all too soon. It would be painful, it would be humiliating, it would go on for hours. He didn’t want to spend the last night before that miserable end unconscious. It was also extremely uncomfortable. They were so tightly bound that they couldn’t move their arms and legs and could barely breathe. He had pins and needles through his whole body.

“How can he sleep,” Butch wondered aloud.

“I’m not asleep,” Brick replied without opening his eyes.

“Holy shit, you scared me. What are you doing?”

“I’m dislocating all the major joints in my body,” he mumbled, “and it requires a lot of concentration.” 

His movements under the ribbons that bound him were reminiscent of a larva in a cocoon.

“Why would you do that,” Butch asked him. “In the morning, after they cook us, these assholes are going to happily separate all of your joints for you.”

Brick didn’t immediately answer Butch’s observation. He continued to writhe ever so slowly and make a strange snoring sound. After a few minutes Brick’s body suddenly slid down the pole and out of the bottom of the ribbon bindings. He lay in a gelatinous heap on the floor.

Looking at Brick’s weirdly disjointed body made Butch gag. “What in the actual fuck?”

The snoring sound continued as Brick’s arms, legs, ribs and even fingers and toes found their way back into their sockets. As they did so he became more and more solid again. After fifteen minutes of reassembling his body, he stood in front of Butch, whose mouth hung open.

Brick cracked his neck to put a punctuation mark at the end of his escape and then grabbed a large butcher knife from the nearby table. “Let’s cut those ribbons and get the fuck out of here.”

“How’d you do that?”

“Black Ops soldiers have a bunch of enhancements to make us better fighters. Never had to use that one before. Honestly hope I never have to again. That was unpleasant. Better than what awaited us in the morning, though.”

“Holy shit, yeah,” Butch agreed.

“That which does not kill me has made a serious tactical error, as these pigs—sorry, Gordians are about to find out. 

A moment later, Butch had been cut free from his bonds and was moving his limbs to get the circulation flowing again and get some feeling in his extremities.

“There any way we can get out of here without passing a lot of Gordians?” Brick asked.

“Best is probably the side exit,” Butch told him. “About now most of them will be in the compound behind the Guild getting naked and wasted. Probably doing the same out front.”

“All right then, let’s avoid the naked, horny Gordians.”

“But we’ll have to go through the common area to get there,” Butch continued. “There’s gonna be at least a few in there. With any luck they’ll be passed out drunk.”

“I only have one kind of luck: bad.”

At that moment, as if to prove Brick right, the door to the kitchen swung open and two of the Gordian chefs entered with pots and ladles to perform the next basting. They froze when they saw Brick and Butch standing naked and free from their bonds.

Without hesitation, Brick whipped the butcher’s knife that was still in his hand, impaling the head of one of the chef’s to the wall. The other turned to run but Butch was on him and dragged him squealing back into the kitchen. Butch snatched the heavy ladle out of the chef’s hand and beat him over and over until his skull caved in and the squealing stopped.

“Another soup-related tragedy,” Brick intoned and then winked at Butch.

Butch grabbed a pair of large knives, handing one to Brick. “Let’s go!”

They opened the door out of the kitchen and peered into the hall. The party outside was loud and could be heard in all its degenerate details but there was no one visible in the passageway that led back to the common area. They rushed down the hall, which was difficult for Brick who was missing a foot and was now without his crutch.

As they reached the door to the common area, a drunk, naked Gordian came out of the bathroom. He spotted Brick and Butch and let out a loud squeal to alert the others. It caught in his throat as Brick jammed the knife into his windpipe so hard that it severed the vertebrae in his neck. The Gordian fell to the floor in a heap and Brick had to kneel on his chest to pull out of his blade.

One of the pigs outside had heard the warning and rushed in with several other Gordians. 

Brick and Butch pushed the door open to the common room and rushed inside but not before the Gordians saw their naked bodies slipping through. The lead Gordian sent one of their group back to get the others and then they rushed after Brick and Butch. 

Brick and Butch entered the room and saw in the smoky darkness that half a dozen other Gordians were there, passed out on the floor. Hookahs burned around the room and the sweet smell of exotic hallucinogens and dried fruits hung in the air. Brick pushed Butch to one side of the door and took up his position on the other.

Brick grabbed one of the massive hookahs and waited at the side of the door. As the Gordians rushed into the room Brick smashed it into the face of the first, who collapsed in a heap. After that, he and Butch took turns slitting their throats and letting their bodies fall. Only the last Gordian managed to stop his forward momentum in time to avoid sharing the same fate as his comrades. He let out a warning holler that woke the stoned Gordians who were nodding around the room.

Brick threw his blade, which silenced the screamer. He turned to Butch. “Now would be a good time to lead us out of here.”

Butch agreed and ran towards the exit on the other side of the room. Those Gordians who weren’t totally out of their heads, roused themselves and grabbed their weapons off the floor. Brick jumped on the back of one of them and seized the blade out of his hand, pressing it into the startled Gordian’s throat.

“Follow my friend and don’t get cute,” he warned the Gordian.

The Gordian piggybacked Brick across the room, close behind Butch. But they were too slow as several armed Gordians blocked the doorway that led out of the common room and towards the side exit. At the same time, more Gordians piled into the room from the party. They were surrounded.

“Now we’re fucked,” Butch griped.

“They have numbers, but they’re drunk and we’re fighting for our lives,” Brick reminded him. “That gives us an advantage.”

Butch looked at the large numbers of Gordians that were now piled into the room. “We’re naked and you only have one foot. I think that negates our advantage.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Deena and Sirm made their way around towards the side exit of the Guild, while Sparf went in the other, less populated direction. They each carried two bags filled with radio-detonated, directional explosives. As they walked, they attached explosives to the walls of the Guild and activated them. All Deena had to do was use the app on her wrist computer to detonate them. They intended to blow all the Guild’s walls inwards and collapse the building once they rescued Brick and Butch and got out with them.

Syko was left to approach the front door of the Guild. His job was to rig a large quantity of explosives around the door and into the entrance hallway, and to kill any Gordians who had the misfortune of stepping out for a piss. As he arrived at the door, there were two naked Gordians who were comparing genital moles and warts, a disturbing form of foreplay. Syko didn’t ask and they never saw him to explain what they were up to; he smashed their heads together so hard that they would be forever lip-locked.

The side of the building where Sparf was placing explosives was dark and abandoned. The party could be heard in the rear compound, which was hidden behind a wall at least fifteen feet tall. They had multi-colored patio lanterns hanging over the compound as they listened to rock ballads and sang along off-key. Sparf made sure to place double the number of charges on the walls of the compound. 

Reaching the back corner, he peered around to see if the coast was clear. Other than two drunken guards smoking cigarettes and swaying to the music, there was no one else visible. Against his better judgment, because he was alone, Sparf decided to take them out so that he could place explosives on the total circumference of the courtyard.

He took out his laser pistol and steadied it on the corner of the wall, then pulled the trigger. The laser bolt hit the closest guard in the temple and he fell with a grunt, his brain instantly cooked solid. The other guard, thinking that his friend had passed out from too much drink, laughed uproariously. His guffaw came to a sudden end as Sparf shot him through the eye, leaving his brain in the same state as his friend.

Sparf crept around the back of the compound, placing the charges every three meters at head height. As he reached the rear door, it opened out into the street. To get to the other side of the building, he would have to pass the open door and risk being spotted. On the ground the dead guard was wearing a bandolier of rail gun projectiles. Sparf pulled it over the guard’s head, keeping one eye on the door in case one of the Gordians stumbled out to get a break from the rock n roll heartbreak blasting within. 

Once he had removed the bandolier, he shook out the projectiles to lighten it. Then he held one end and tossed it towards the door handle, like a lasso. On the first try he missed and almost fell inside the compound. With the second throw he hooked the doorknob and was able to pull it shut. He jammed the dead guards’ guns underneath the doorjamb, wedging it closed. He didn’t want any of the Gordians getting away. He continued around the building, where he met Deena and Sirm at the side door. He actually bumped into Sirm, who was disguised as part of the wall.

Every exterior wall of the Guild was laden with explosives but that was the easy part. They had to get inside and get their comrades. Deena signaled them with a silent nod of her head to return to the front of the building.

Arriving, they found Syko standing over a small pile of dead Gordians, seven in total. It was a gruesome scene but Syko seemed unfazed and was, in fact, meditating.

“Death transports darkness into my interior,” he told them, his eyes closed. “I need to center myself so that I can push it out and call back the light.”

At that moment a Gordian stumbled out the front door and stopped, seeing the bodies and Brick’s crew standing there. Without opening his eyes, Syko snapped his arm out, puncturing the Gordian’s chest and ripping out his heart. He let it drop to the ground and then shook the blood off of his hand, before returning to his soft chanting.

“Is it possible that you could push back the chanting until a little later,” Deena asked.

Syko nodded and rose out of lotus position back to his full height. “The darkness can abide a short spell. The light always returns when called.”

Sparf raised his eyebrows. “That’s good news. I had concerns about the light.”

“Syko will lead us in and I’ll bring up the rear,” Deena explained. “Sparf and Sirm, you place explosives on the walls every few yards until we get into the common area. By that point we’ll need everyone armed and ready for battle. They’re not going to let Brick go without a big fight.”

Everyone nodded, though Sirm less enthusiastically than the others. She just knew that this was going to end with them being sodomized and cooked and she wasn’t sure which she hated more.

Syko pushed the pile of bodies out of the way with his foot and lumbered into the entryway. The others followed him inside the Guild. It was dark and smoky but no one was visible in the hallway. In the distance the terrible music could be heard along with the sounds of revelry. They edged down the hallway with Syko taking each turn by memory. 

Every few yards either Sirm or Sparf would stick an explosive to the wall and activate it. Looking back, Deena could see a line of solid green lights, indicating that they were ready to do their destruction as soon as they received the signal. She checked her wrist computer to make sure that the app was activated. If they ended up cornered and out of options, she fully intended to go out in a blaze of glory and not in a blaze of cooking oil or Gordian lubricant.

After several twists and turns, they found themselves in a dead end and had to double-back. It had been a while since Butch brought Syko to the Guild. Butch was in the process of being expelled and he’d brought along Syko as protection, knowing his people had a nasty habit of delivering their verdicts in an overly penetrating manner. Syko had been preoccupied with watching their backs and let Butch lead them. His recollection was fuzzier than he realized.

The second time that they hit a dead end Deena started to get concerned. “Are you sure you know how to get us there?” she asked.

“No, I’m not sure at all,” Syko confirmed, “but there are not that many hallways. Sooner or later we will find the correct path.”

“In this situation I’d prefer more cartography and less philosophy,” she snapped.

At that moment there was a sudden burst of yelling somewhere very close and the pounding of dozens of feet. It wasn’t the sound of partying; it was fear and anger that were behind the sounds. 

“Brick tends to elicit that reaction,” Deena guessed. “I’m willing to bet that he’s the cause of whatever is happening. Follow the sounds,” she commanded. 

Syko nodded and led them deeper into the labyrinth of the Guild hallways. 
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Brick slit the throat of the Gordian who had been carrying him across the common room and let him drop to the floor. This agitated the Gordians who pressed in on Brick and Butch but even so, none of them wanted to be the first to rush them, knowing that the first attacker always dies. Instead, they circled around the two of them, looking for an opening to draw first blood.

Brick and Butch were now naked and back-to-back in a room full of murderous, sodomizing pig men. Through the crowd pressed Parboiled, drunk and naked, his body painted a swirl of colors. He held a laser blaster in his hand and was furious that these two were ruining his party.

“You agreed to let eat you,” Parboiled complained. “Are you not a man of your word?”

Brick shook his head. “I never said that. I reserve the right to always resist non-consensual arse banditry and non-consensual cannibalism.”

“It’s not technically cannibalism since we’re different species,” Butch pointed out.

“I was thinking of you, dumbass.”

“Oh, hey, thanks, Brick.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you,” Parboiled demanded of his comrades, since Brick and Butch were obviously not going without a fight. “All they have are knives. Shoot the fuckers.”

He raised his weapon in his one remaining hand, the other having been destroyed by Brick back on the asteroid. Brick whipped his knife and it went right through Parboiled’s wrist, severing the artery. Blood sprayed and Parboiled fell to his knees.

There was a moment of silence as the Gordians processed what had just happened and the fact that Brick now had no weapon. Brick knew that as soon as the brief spell wore off the laser fire would start. He also knew that these idiots were arranged in a circular firing squad and could be instigated into shooting one another.

He whispered to Butch out of the corner of his mouth. “Chaos time.”

“Huh,” Butch asked.

Brick didn’t wait to explain, choosing to demonstrate in practice what he meant. He grabbed Butch’s shoulder, put his good foot on Butch’s pelvis and used this to launch himself through the air and on top of the Gordian knot that had crowded into the room. 

Landing on top of the Gordians, Brick used their heads and bodies to move around the room like a giant spider in a mosh pit. He snatched a laser blaster from one Gordian and a knife from the other and turned his crowd surfing into an exercise in mass murder. As he passed over Gordians, he stabbed them in the face and neck. 

Brick’s stabbing spree led to a pool of blood forming on the floor, which increased the panic of the Gordians as well as making it difficult for them to keep on their feet. Butch used the chaos to stab the nearest Gordian and take his laser pistol. He blasted the others behind him and wedged himself against the wall, firing this way and that in order to protect himself and to help Brick. 

Finally, the Gordians managed to toss Brick off the top of them and he landed on the floor hard, knocking the wind out of him. Still, he jumped back onto his good foot and, hopping from place to place, he fired into the crowd with the intent to create as much panic as possible; a panicking crowd being an ineffective fighting force. 

Parboiled struggled back to his feet and while he couldn’t fire a weapon, he could rally his troops. “Kill anyone who tries to leave,” he shouted to the Gordians near the entrance to the room. 

Now the Gordians faced laser blasts in either direction. They had no choice but to push towards Brick and Butch, who were firing non-stop. The bodies were piling up in front of them but Gordians were slowly getting closer as the crowd pressed in. 

The laser that Brick had in his hand was flashing red, warning him that it was close to over-heating. Butch’s had already stopped working and he was now using the pointed end of a tiki torch that had hung on the wall to skewer anyone that got too close. It was less effective at keeping the Gordians back and Brick had to divide his attention between keeping them away from him and helping out Butch.

“These assholes’ laser pistols are for shit,” Brick yelled to Butch as he blasted away.

“But the price was right,” Butch shouted back.

“We’ll see if you’re saying that when they get hold of us and tear us apart.”

At that moment, from another entrance into the common room, Brick saw several Gordians launch through the air, followed by their severed limbs. They could also see laser blasts lighting up the dark corner. In one of the flashes he saw that it was Syko who was dismembering Gordians as he made his way into the fray. Behind Syko, Deena and the others were opening up with their laser blasters and taking a heavy toll on the Gordians who were caught unaware.

“I’ll be go to hell,” Brick muttered. “That woman never listens to me.”

Brick used the distraction to snatch up a laser blaster from one of the downed Gordians and toss aside the one that he had been using. He tossed another to Butch and they were now back in the game. 

With the pressure on the drunk and disoriented Gordians coming from both sides, they broke into a full-blown panic and rushed for the rear door that led towards the compound behind the Guild. Parboiled’s men tried to stop anyone from leaving as he’d ordered but they were crushed under the stampede, their bodies mashed into a pulp.

Slowly, Deena and the others made their way over to Brick and Butch and formed up into a wall of laser fire that was insurmountable. There were now very few living or sober Gordians in the room. Most of them were out in the compound and trying to push through the rear door that Sparf had jammed with the dead guard’s weapons.

“Butch,” Brick ordered, “through the side door.”

Butch led them towards the side door exit. As they backed up, they continued firing to discourage any Gordian heroics, as unlikely as that was. At one point Sirm slipped in a pool of blood and landed on her back. One dying Gordian tried to take at least one of the intruders with him, leaping on top of her as he bled out through a mortal tiki torch wound. Syko stepped forward and body checked the Gordian, sending him flying into the wall where he broke his back and landed squealing on the floor.

Butch was at the door and kicked it open, releasing them into the night air. Brick waved the others out so that he was the last to go. He and Parboiled locked eyes one last time and Brick smiled.

“Sorry to not be eaten and run,” Brick quipped.

“Fuck you,” Parboiled snapped at him. “We are going to follow you, no matter where you go and we are going to kill you.”

Brick laughed and hopped out the door, slamming it shut behind him. Outside, he took one look and saw the array of explosive devices set along the entire length of the Guild. 

“You’ve been busy,” he told Deena.

“Can’t have a party without some fireworks,” she grinned.

They ran and hopped and when they were a block away from the Guild, Deena opened the app on her wrist. “Ready everyone?”

Back at the Guild, the Gordians were still pounding on the rear door, desperate to escape. Inside, the common room, Parboiled’s men helped him to his feet. “Fucking idiots, why don’t they just walk out the front door?” He walked out of the common room into the hallway that led towards the front door. He saw all along the wall the green lights of the explosives.

“Holy shit,” he muttered.

Down the street behind a building, Deena offered her wrist to Butch. “You want to do the honors? I know it will mean you’ll never be the president of the Guild but...”

“Fuck the Guild,” he said and pushed the button, which flashed a three second countdown. “With friends like those who needs...”

He was cut-off by the roar of the explosives back at the Guild. Those placed on the exterior wall caused it to blast inward and those on the inside blew the walls outward.

Everything was turned to ash, including the last survivors of the Gordian Guild. An immense cloud rose into the air, sucking up the remains of everything inside the building. The smoke cloud was filled with a powerful fireball and the heat melted the windows of nearby buildings. 

The Gordian Guild was no more. 

Now that they were safely away from the Guild, Deena noticed that Brick and Butch were totally naked and sparkling from the spices and basting sauce. She eyeballed Brick up and down and smiled.

“I thought you said that you’d lost a foot,” she asked with a wink. “Looks like you have two perfectly good feet to me.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Brick and the others arrived back at the Ship With No Name exhausted and bruised but relieved that the imminent threat of torture and death had passed. They still faced the problem of how to escape from Piker’s Paradise before Killpillow figured out what had happened and sent her troops to kill them. And they still had to resolve the question of what Brick planned to do – continue traveling with them to earth, or ditch them for the less pleasant but possibly more secure option of joining an outland merc unit.

As soon as they boarded the ship, they made their way up to the bridge. The question of Brick’s future could wait till they were out of there and on their way. If they didn’t have a massive head start on Killpillow, her military grade fighters would catch them in no time at all. Even then there was a strong possibility that they wouldn’t get away.

Argy Bargy sat in the captain’s chair, waiting for them. He had more than a dozen security staff with him, stationed around the room, looking like they had pickles up their butt, which is the default facial expression of security staff throughout the known universe.

“Get the fuck out of my seat,” Brick snapped at Argy.

“Sorry, hun,” Victorina explained, “we tried to keep them out of the ship but they overrode our security system.”

Argy jumped to his feet to greet them with a hug or a handshake. He crinkled his nose at the smell of Brick and Butch, who were still sparkling from the spice mixture. “You two smell like Gordian piss and farts,” he commented.

“Yeah,” Brick shot back, “it’s a little something I picked up shopping in Piker’s Paradise.”

Argy laughed. “I heard you had a little run-in with them and that it didn’t go so well for the Gordians. Present company excluded. You definitely know how to solve a problem in spectacular style.”

“What are you doing here, anyway?”

“I came to pay my debt to you,” Argy replied and turned to one of his henchmen who brought over a briefcase stuffed with golden gummies.

Deena looked to Brick. “What’s he talking about?”

Brick hobbled over to his captain’s chair and sat down. “Don’t suppose you brought a foot with you by any chance.”

“You come by my place in the morning,” Argy told him, “and I’ll have my personal physician make one for you, better than the one you lost. I guarantee that foot will never stink when you wear a shoe without a sock.”

“I appreciate that,” Brick told him.

“Brick,” Deena persisted, “what’s going on?”

Brick sighed. “I told him about the raid on Barley’s asteroid before we left port. That’s why the platinum was gone and why the security forces only put up a token resistance.”

“What?” Deena screamed, real shock playing across her face. “How could you?”

“Well, for one thing,” Brick told her, “he‘s paying us a helluva a lot more than Killpillow was going to, which was exactly zero.”

“You fucker,” Butch told him. “You betrayed the Guild and almost got us killed.”

Brick pointed a finger at them. “Give it a fucking rest. Firstly, she was making us put our necks on the line for free. Secondly, the only reason that your buddies in the Guild didn’t kill us when we were on the asteroid is because there was nothing there. If there was a heist of platinum, they would have killed us on the spot. When it was gone, they kept us alive so that we would take the heat and not them.”

“You put us at risk without even telling us,” Deena fumed. 

“I couldn’t tell you,” he spat back at her. “The fewer people who knew, the less likely anyone would find out. Two people can keep a secret as long as one of them is dead.”

Argy raised his arms to indicate that everyone should calm down. “Look, I’m not here to cause a rift in your friendship. You did me a solid and now I’m standing by what I agreed. If I were Brick, I wouldn’t ever have told you and I would have kept the money for myself.”

“Well,” Deena told him, “that makes you a bigger shit than him and he’s a pretty big shit so consider that a compliment.” She turned to Brick. “Would you ever have told us if Argy wasn’t here?”

“I was gonna tell you,” Brick protested. “I was just a little busy until about an hour ago getting ready for dinner and sodomy.”

Deena stormed out of the room in a huff. Sirm, who was still smeared with Gordian blood left to have a shower. Butch just shook his head at Brick.

“Ya know,” he told him, “I realized when we were tied up at the Guild that I was stupid to want to get the money to buy the Guild presidency because those pricks couldn’t be trusted. If you gotta buy friends, then they’re not really friends at all. Now it looks to me like you’re no different. The value of our friendship was our willingness to risk our necks for you when you had made a deal behind our backs.”

“One of us is sitting here without a foot because I went ahead and stuck my neck out to make the landing possible,” Brick shot back.

Butch laughed.

“What’s so damn funny,” Brick asked.

“You said the exact same thing to Killpillow when we got back about why you obviously couldn’t have betrayed her because you lost a foot in the battle. And you were lying when you said it.”

Butch turned to walk out of the Bridge. “If you’ll excuse me, I gotta go wash the sparkles out of my asshole.”

Brick turned to Sparf. “It was a clusterfuck but now you got enough money to buy new rockets, at least as good as the ones we rode in on.”

Sparf shook his head. “Dude, you’re telling us that you lied to us and put us all at risk so that we could leave here no better off than when we arrived. You can see why that’s kind of bullshit, right?”

Brick stared at him blank-faced.

“Guess not,” Sparf noted, then he too left the bridge.

“And you,” Brick asked Syko.

“This whole thing has played havoc with my karma and now it seems it was all for nothing. What if there were a Gordian who deserved to live? We killed them all and destroyed their Guild, which has been on Piker’s Paradise since before the arrival of humans.”

Brick stared at him like he was nuts. “Seriously?”

“OK, none of them actually deserved to live but it is theoretically possible,” he sighed. “And now I’ll never know if I decapitated a Gordian who was awake to the truth of the universe and can never share that knowledge.” He too left the bridge.

Argy walked over and put an arm on Brick, then realized he was getting sparkles, piss and fart on his tailored suit and took it away. “The subtleties of necessity are sometimes lost on those closest to us. But I didn’t come to create problems for you. I have another job and this one could pay a lot more than that suitcase full of gummies.”

“Listen,” Brick explained, “I’m naked, I’m missing a foot and my nuts sparkle, I’m not really in the mood.”

Argy smiled. “I understand, really I do. Not the sparkly nuts part but the emotional part.”

“Alright, pitch me your stupid job. The shower is occupied anyway.”

“I need a man like you by my side,” Argy told him. “There're jobs that I just can’t do in my position but you could do them. Together we could be the most powerful men in Piker’s Paradise. If we want to be safe from bounty hunters and that bitch Queen Dedo, the only way to do it is to be so rich and powerful that they don’t dare touch you.”

“Spare me the personal motivation lecture, what’s the job you’re trying to sell me?”

“The law of the asteroid belt says that when a person stakes a claim on a mineral discovery, no one else may touch it,” Argy explained.

“Yeah, so what?”

“Except under one condition,” Argy continued. “The Leptors – the insects who you see sometimes in bar brawl shows.”

“Yeah, when we met Syko he was fighting those things.”

“They are disgusting, bloodthirsty creatures,” Argy told him. “We are constantly at war with them and they raid our mines, our settlements and our ships. If you discover a Leptor mine, you are perfectly free to raid and kill the Leptors and then auction off their claim.”

“I’ve heard that,” Brick noted. “I’ve also heard that it’s a shit job because the asteroid field is so massive that you almost never come across a Leptor claim that is worth the effort.”

“What if I know of a Leptor mine that is worth the effort?”

Brick sat up. “Like how worth the effort?”

“Right now Barley is going to bring his platinum into Piker’s Paradise, thanks to you. That will dilute Killpillow’s power and wealth considerably. But she’ll still easily be the richest woman here. However, the lion’s share of her wealth is held in rhodium.”

“And what the hell is rhodium?”

“A very rare metal that is extremely useful as a catalyst and in the electronics of certain military grade electronics. It is also used to keep platinum from corroding.”

Brick laughed. “So you want to squeeze her from every direction. Have you considered the possibility that you have an unhealthy obsession with that woman?”

“I want to destroy her not because I dislike her personally. I need to destroy her because she is what stands between me and total supremacy in this system. And total supremacy in this system is what I need to protect myself from Queen Dedo del Camello. And with the Leptors’ massive discovery of Rhodium on the other side of the asteroid field, I can finish her off and elevate myself.”

“Who else knows about this?”

“No one but me.”

“Which means you killed the information source,” Brick surmised.

Argy smiled. “You are such a cynic, Rasmus Brick. Someone else killed the source of the information and then I killed the killer. It was both just and very convenient to my interests, which is the best type of justice. What matters is that I want control of that mine and I need you to lead the attack.”

“How do I know that I won’t get there and find unicorn eggs?” Brick asked.

“Because I used the entire supply in this system on Barley’s asteroid,” Argy told him. “I will split it evenly with you. Forty percent for me, forty for you and twenty for the squad that you take with you.”

“Forty percent of a mineral whose value will be seriously diminished by bringing it here.”

“It will still be more money than you’ve ever dreamed of. Killpillow isn’t going to have to get a job as a croupier. And you won’t have to run from system to system any more. You can buy your own private island in the sky.”

“Who’s the squad?”

“I have a team of men and women who are trained for this mission. High caliber, ex-military, not a ragtag group like the people you’ve been traveling with.”

“They’re not ragtag,” Brick replied defensively.

Argy raised an eyebrow. “And they’re not Black Ops either. Are you in or no? This is your chance to be free.”

Brick thought about it. His heart had been set on going to earth. That seemed like the place where he could find both peace and happiness. Maybe he was mistaking the place for his real goal: power to protect himself from the Queen and money to buy the quality of life that would give him peace and happiness. He felt bad to leave Deena and the others. 

They had started to develop a real bond but they would be better off without him, traveling around the galaxy. They could settle down on earth, but not him. Warriors like him can never settle down to the quiet life. As long as he was with them they would be at risk and he would be restless. Some paths just diverge naturally. This was as good a place as any to make that happen. He would give them all the golden gummies so that they could move on and he would pursue his fate with Argy Bargy. Bargy was not just a man who understood his life and his needs, he literally was Brick, only ten years older.

“Alright,” Brick decided, “I’m in.”

Argy clapped Brick on the shoulder, not even worried about what he might get on his clothing. “Fabulous, let’s get you a new foot so you can climb to the top.”
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Chapter Forty
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Down in the galley, Deena was fuming. Brick had made it clear as day that he had no respect for them and was looking to dump them at the first possible moment. Hiding his rip-off of Killpillow was the final straw; he couldn’t be trusted to look out for them, he was only interested in himself and his own safety. In a fury, she threw a glass of water at the wall. Being plastic, it only bounced off the wall and covered her in water.

“Honey,” Victorina’s voice came over the intercom, “Brick’s left the ship with Argy Bargy. He took his Brick juice with him.”

“Of course he has,” Deena replied, “they’re two peas in a pod. Literally.”

Victorina materialized as a hologram on the table in front of Deena. “He’s enlisted Brick in another caper, much bigger than the one he had you pull off on Barley’s asteroid.”

“Who cares,” she shot back. “Fooey on those guys!”

“I don’t want to talk out of school but you could use it to our advantage. Just like Brick used Killpillow’s caper as a way to get money out of Argy Bargy.”

Deena clued in to what Victorina was suggesting and lightbulbs started to go off. “By going to Killpillow and pitting her against Argy.”

“Technically, they’re already pitted against each other. More like using their already existing rivalry.”

“The same as they’ve been using us,” Deena smiled. “You are one naughty AI.”

“You were the one who added that strategic thinking subroutine to my programming.”

Deena rushed out of the Galley and found Butch, sulking in his quarters after showering off the tasty spice blend he had been marinated in. He still smelled vaguely like baby back ribs but at least he no longer sparkled like a teenage raver on an acid trip.

“Let’s go,” Deena told him.

“Not interested,” he muttered. “Just gonna lie here feeling empty and depressed until I work up the ambition to get blind drunk.”

“Don’t be a baby,” she accused. “Besides, I have an idea to set things right and get us what we need to fly out of this dump.”

He sat up in his bed. “By ‘set things right’ do you mean revenge?”

Deena grinned. “Some might call it that.”

He jumped out of bed. “Then count me in.”

They left the ship and took a taxi to the enormous private island that belonged to Killpillow. It was like Argy Bargy’s island only much bigger and in much better taste. In front of the gate was a landing area that was big enough for 100 private vehicles. Killpillow’s private, 350-foot space yacht dominated all other vehicles. 

As the taxi approached they were contacted by security down on the surface. “State your business before approaching any closer.”

“This is Deena from the Ship With No Name. We need to talk to Lucretia.”

“Good for you,” the jaded security guard snipped, “so do the royal family and the ambassadors of a dozen worlds.”

“You just tell her who I am and that we can get her the thing that she most wants.”

“Ooh, a cryptic message,” he came back. “Those always work to get meetings with inaccessible, powerful people.” He hung up.

Butch turned to Deena. “So much for that idea.”

“Just wait,” she told him. “She knows that Brick is working with Argy and she knows that Argy is trying to destroy her so that he can be the pre-eminent power in Piker’s Paradise. She also knows that she can’t openly declare war on him and can only beat him through stealth. She’ll be entertaining all ideas at this point.”

After ten minutes the snippy guard’s voice came over the radio again. “You’ve been given clearance to land.”

The taxi set down on the vast, circular landing pad, behind a large fountain in the center that featured a giant baby urinating in a 15-foot arc. Butch and Deena got out and walked towards the massive front gates. Through the iron fence they could see the green of the 7th hole of the property’s private golf course, as well as the forest, mountain range and cute Swiss village that was populated by robots who wore lederhosen. It was daytime at the Killpillow estate and the artificial sun shone brightly overhead. So large and bright was the sun that she rented out sunshine to neighboring estates.

Arriving at the gate the snippy guard met them, along with ten armed comrades. “Strip,” he commanded.

“No way,” Deena objected. “You can have our weapons but not...”

“Oh, shut up, already. You’ll be given clothes that are much more stylish than what you have on once you pass through security. But to get there, you have to be naked. Those are the rules. If you don’t like them, you can fuck right off.”

Deena looked at Butch but he just shrugged and started to disrobe. After his near-sodomy and lengthy naked experience at the Gordian Guild, he wasn’t troubled by this demand. Deena sighed and took off her own clothes. The male guards turned their backs to give her some privacy. 

Butch did not and she had to twist one of his six nipples very hard to get him to comply. Once they were completely naked, the guards took away their garments for storage and the snippy guard led them through the checkpoint into the property.

Butch did his best to keep his eyes straight ahead, but they kept wandering up and down Deena’s body. 

“I’d like you to still have two eyes in your head when we get there, but if you don’t stop ogling me, I can’t guarantee it.”

Inside was a large, glamorously appointed entry salon with French provincial sofas and matching coffee tables. Beside the windows, heavy, brocaded curtains hung and on each side of the room were racks of clothing for men and women. Strangely, all of them were in the style of the ancient French court of the Sun King, including powdered wigs. Hair and wardrobe specialists were here to help guests dress and prepare themselves in the elaborate clothing and hairstyles.

The process of preparing Killpillow’s guests to meet her took over an hour and was only made bearable by the supply of chocolates and dried fruit. Having spent her entire life on a farm and most recently adventuring on a spaceship, Deena had little experience with such extravagance. Her clothes had always been practical and showers only happened when necessary. Make-up was never considered. By the end of her preparation she wore two dresses, the outer one with a lengthy train and an under-dress that was visible through a gap in the front. On her face she wore thick make-up. Her hair was piled up high and her neckline was cut very low to show off her décolletage, which she discovered was French for “all the tits less the nipples.”

Butch received the same treatment as Deena, though he had to wear a long, curly-haired and heavily powdered wig. His clothing made him look like Captain Hook, with a long jacket that hung to his knees. On his powdered face they drew a beauty mole.

“Who says you can’t put lipstick on a pig,” the snippy guard commented wryly.

“Fuck,” Butch complained. “Gordian. I’m a Gordian, not a pig.”

Finally the makeover was complete and they were led out of the salon and into an elaborately pruned and designed garden with wide walkways that meandered up to the estate, which was a replica of the Palace of Versailles. It took nearly a half an hour to walk from the front gate to the entry of the palace.

“I feel like I’m wearing weights with all these dresses,” Deena complained, sweating heavily.

“Have you tried to walk in three inch platform shoes recently,” he one-upped her, indicating the high-heeled men’s shoes of the period and his wobbly ankles.

Killpillow waited for them in a garden patio that appeared small in comparison to everything else. She was drinking coffee and fresh squeezed orange juice while reading a holographic book that was projected into the air in front of her. She didn’t bother to stand when they arrived or even look up as the snippy guard led them to their chairs. Killpillow was still in her nightgown, which was also in the fashion of the period, a simple and loose cotton gown.

When Deena and Butch were seated and Killpillow finished the chapter she was reading, she looked over to them. “You are going to explain to me the meaning of your message and then I’m going to decide whether I will have you tortured and fed to my dogs.”

“Oh, I think you’ll like what we have to say,” Deena assured her.

“I doubt it but do spit it out.”

“Argy Bargy has recruited Brick to lead a force of fighters to a Leptor mine in the asteroid system,” Deena told her.

“So what? That’s what scroungers who want to be rich men do. They believe that it’s a shortcut and it is, but usually only to death or debt servitude.”

“This mine contains enough rhodium to make your reserves worth virtually nothing.” 

Killpillow set down her cup of coffee and paused as she let the news sink in. Then she swept her dishes onto the ground and kicked over the table. “I couldn't care less, truly.”

“If those reserves were yours,” Deena continued, “you could sell them to Queen Dedo del Camello to expand her military equipment manufacturing, while supporting the value of your own reserves in this system. The Queen would come for Argy and you would continue to be the unchallenged power here.”

“That’s a very attractive offer. However, why should I believe that you would be willing to betray your own captain to help me?”

“He lied to us and put us in danger to get back at you. He was the one who betrayed our mission to Bargy. I think he needs an attitude adjustment.”

“That’s an interesting way of putting it,” Killpillow mused. “In any case, how do you propose to beat Argy Bargy to this discovery and lay claim. If he has recruited your captain, it’s because he is ready to launch an attack soon.”

“Before they were damaged, we had ionic quantum flux engines. If you upgrade our ship’s engines to a fusion powered, quantum flux propulsion system, we can beat them there.”

“That is the most advanced propulsion system in the galaxy which makes it unbelievably expensive.”

“And still a drop in the bucket of what that mine’s value will be. Consider it an investment.”

“How do I know that you’re not just feeding me a line of bullwacky?”

“My ship’s AI recorded the conversation between Brick and Argy that contains the details of their plan, including the location of the asteroid. It continues to record their conversations through the communication system linked through in Brick’s battle armor.”

Killpillow turned to the snippy guard. “Contact the head of intelligence and see if Argy has been up to anything suspicious lately, like hiring high-priced mercenaries, ships or weapons systems. I want a report by lunch.”

The guard bowed and rushed off to carry out her command.

She turned back to Deena and Butch. “We’ll wait until my intelligence chief reports back. If your story holds up, we’ll work out the terms of our deal and a plan of attack. If there’s no back-up to your story, we’ll return to my original plan and feed you to the dogs.”
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Chapter Forty-One
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Brick woke up from the surgical procedure in a brightly lit, white room surrounded by medical robots that kept a watch on Brick’s vitals, cleaned the room and calculated the costs of each task that they carried out. He shooed away the robot that was wiping his brow with a damp cloth while counting off the price of each wipe. Looking down, he saw that he once again had two identical feet at the end of his legs. It was impossible to tell which one was the new implant and which was the original equipment.

“You’ll be up and dancing in no time,” Argy’s voice told Brick, startling him.

Brick looked up and saw Argy standing in the doorway. “That’s funny, I couldn’t dance before. You was creeping on me long?”

“Just got here. How’s it feel?”

Brick wiggled his toes. “Like the old foot minus the ingrown toenail.”

“We got you the premium model. No more ingrown toenails. In fact, you never have to clip your toenails again, it’s self-pedicuring.”

“Fancy,” Brook mused. “When do we leave?”

“Don’t you think you ought to try to stand on it first?”

Brick swung his legs over the side of the bed and carefully slid down until he was putting weight on the new foot. It supported him without difficulty and he walked around the room a couple of times to make sure.

“Anything I should know about this thing before I take it out for a test-run in battle? It is gonna blast off or make me jump ten times higher or anything?”

Argy smiled. “If you didn’t request it, we didn’t include it.”

“I didn’t ask for auto-pedicure either and now I’ll have to keep the other one trimmed or I’m gonna look lopsided.”

“After we heist the Leptor asteroid, you’ll be able to afford a pedicurist to come in every morning before breakfast.”

“Guess we better get a move on then. I can feel my toenails growing while we stand around yapping.”

Argy grabbed Brick’s clothes that were hanging on the back of the door and tossed them to him. Brick pulled on his clothes and followed Argy out into the hallway of the luxurious, gaudy estate.

“The team is waiting to meet you,” Argy told him. “I wasn’t sure you’d be ready but took a chance. Knowing how much you’re like me I figured it was a shoo-in that you’d be anxious to get started. I’m ready too. I want to put the nail in the coffin of Killpillow, the sooner the better.”

They arrived at a salon at the end of the hallway and Argy held the door for him. Inside there were a dozen wingback chairs gathered around a large wooden table. Sitting in the chairs were a half-dozen battle-hardened mercenaries, men and women, who were comparing scars and war stories. They stopped as Brick came in.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Argy announced, “this is Rasmus Brick, your commander on our foray. Brick, these are six of the finest fighters that money could buy.”

Brick and the mercenaries nodded at each other warily. “Any Black Ops?” Brick asked Argy.

A heavily scarred merc who wore a prominent codpiece and a helmet with a skull painted on it laughed. “You mean are there any pussies? No, we’re real, red-blooded soldiers, came into the world through the end of our old men’s peckers, not out of a dirty test tube.”

“Good for you,” Brick told him, “we’ll see if you fight as good as you flap your gums.”

“Don’t mind Rocco,” Argy told Brick, “he’s a bit of an alpha dog and wanted the command. He’s still sore that I gave it to you.”

“Then you ought to have kept him off the team,” Brick asserted. “There’s no room for soldiers who don’t like following orders and don’t have the brains to know how to do so.”

Rocco stood up from his seat, rising to almost seven-feet in height, and walked up to Brick, towering over him. “You might wanna watch what you say, little man.”

In a flash Brick had Rocco on his knees, his fingers dug into his abdominal muscles. Rocco grunted like he was pooping in his pants, with a wrenched face that matched. He tried to lift an arm but couldn’t move it more than an inch.

“Next time I’ll up the pressure and kill you,” Brick told him in a steady voice. “You wanna swing your dick around, you do it somewhere else. You do it on this team and you’ll get someone killed, probably you.”

Brick released his grip and Rocco exhaled a sigh of relief. The other mercs laughed at his humiliation as Rocco made his way back to his chair.

“OK, children,” Argy intervened, “enough fun and games. I want to introduce Brick to the rest of your team.”

As Argy introduced them, each merc nodded their head or rose in their seat.

“This is Margaleet,” he said and a wiry woman with hair in a thick braid stood up. “She’s an explosions expert and one of the best snipers out there.”

“This is Tank the Mank,” Argy continued, as a Mank who looked like a muscular version of Sirm, nodded his head. “You won't be surprised to know that he’s a covert operations expert and can be sent ahead to perform sabotage operations. If he doesn’t want you to, you won’t see him, until he kills you.” Tank disappeared into the background perfectly to demonstrate Argy’s point.

“Those two are Mack and Crack,” Argy said pointing at a man and woman who looked remarkably alike, right down to their dangerous smirks and their face tattoos. “Along with Rocco, they’re your infantry team. They specialize in heavy weapons and close quarters combat. Together they can fire rail gun cannons that you’d normally have to secure to the ground, giving you greater mobile, penetrating power.”

Argy pointed to the last merc, a man smaller than the rest and missing one eye. “That there is Tony Lockpick,” he explained. “He’ll get you through any barrier that the Leptors set up, unless it needs to be blown up, then you’ve got Margaleet.”

Finally, Argy turned to Brick. “Rasmus Brick I‘ve already told you about. He’s your commander for a reason. He’s got more combat experience than all of you put together.”

“In other words,” Rocco muttered, “he’s an old man.”

Brick ignored Rocco’s comment and nodded to the group. “It’s a pleasure. If you follow my orders and we get this right, you all stand to make a lot of money and retire in a few days.”

Rocco snorted. “Retire, you kidding me? I kill motherfuckers for pleasure.”

“Good for you,” Brick told him.

Argy clapped his hands together and a screen dropped down from the ceiling. “Enough with the introductions. You leave tomorrow morning and we need to go over the plan to make sure this goes smoothly.”
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Chapter Forty-Two
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Deena stood on the bridge and watched as the giant transport ship was pulled up next to the Ship With No Name by a pair of space tugs. Resting on the upper decks of the ship were the two new ionic quantum flux engines for the Ship With No Name. The heavy presence of armed security that surrounded them and the escort squadron of fighter ships attested to the engines’ high value.

Killpillow had pulled some favors to get the engines delivered almost instantly from a nearby rocket manufacturing facility. They had been intended for a military ship in the service of Queen Dedo but after a call from Killpillow, promising a sizable discount on future purchases of industrial quantities of rhodium, the Queen intervened to transfer them to Piker’s Paradise.

To avoid prying eyes, the Ship With No Name was towed out of Piker’s Paradise and installed in an asteroid some distance away. The work crew was already on board to install the engines, and they had already removed the old ones. Killpillow was sparing no expense to get the Ship With No Name ready to fly by the next morning. 

Based on Deena’s calculation, once they were installed, the quantum flux engines would allow their ship to arrive at the Leptor asteroid a full day earlier than Argy’s ship. She smiled at how successfully she had negotiated this massive upgrade and thought to herself that Brick would have been proud of her if he knew.

I suppose that he will, soon enough, she mused to herself. 

Sirm entered the bridge and approached Deena. “Captain Deena, they are ready to begin lowering the new systems into place. They tell me that we will have to shut down onboard power systems and put on our spacesuits during this phase of installation.”

“Just Deena, Sirm,” she told her, “I’m not the captain. But thank you.”

“I did want to bring to your attention some concerns I had about the added stress the engines would put on the ship’s structural framework.”

“I was wondering about that,” Deena replied.

“I have some ideas how we can mitigate that so that we aren’t torn into sub-atomic particles and spread across the galaxy.”

“You know the ship better than anyone, Sirm. Share your ideas with the work crew and see that they take them into account.”

Sirm smiled and flashed several colors. It wasn’t often that her in-depth knowledge of the ship, based on decades of travel aboard the Ship With No Name, received recognition. She rushed out of the bridge and down to engineering.

Now Butch, Syko and Sparf joined Deena on the bridge as well. Sparf whistled at the impressive sight of the engines being lowered towards the ship.

“Damn those things look mean,” he said.

“We’ll be the meanest machine on the block,” Deena confirmed.

“Won’t do us much good if we get our damn heads blown off,” Butch noted.

Deena shook her head. “No, it won’t. We need to come up with a plan. Any thoughts, Butch?”

“Yeah. Killpillow sent ahead a bunch of intelligence drones to map the asteroid from a distance and give us some data on the defensive capabilities of those damn Leptors.”

“And?”

“They’re armed to the tits,” Butch told her. “We thought the six artillery guns on Barley’s asteroid were a challenge but these guys got 36 of them. They know how valuable that mine is to anyone who finds it.”

“Any sense of the number of troops on the surface?” Deena asked.

“Looks like there’s ten barracks, maybe some more below ground. We should assume about 5,000 Leptor troops. The miners might be able to fight too, but most of the operation looks like it’s automated so there won’t be more than a few dozen of them.”

“Why don’t we just repeat what worked on Barley’s,” Sparf suggested. “Hack their artillery and shut it down.”

“That still leaves us with 5,000 or more fighters against us and however many troops Killpillow gives us for back-up,” Deena said.

“Yeah, not great odds,” Sparf agreed, “but here’s the best part of the idea. You send me to the surface with Syko. I know those artillery, they had them on Yellow Drip and I had a gig doing maintenance on them for, like, two years. They’re fixed in place with rivets, so that they only fire at an inclined angle towards incoming ships. But I can hack the hardware with Syko’s help and turn one of them to fire at a downward angle towards the barracks. If we time it right, we can take out most of the troops before they even mobilize.”

“We can back up Sparf with me in one of our remaining fighters and you in the Ship With No Name,” Butch added. “We can strafe the bugs as they come out of the barracks.”

Deena nodded. “I like it. With the security forces that Killpillow is committing to this, we should be able to take the asteroid long before Brick and Argy’s men get there. Killpillow will be nearby at a safe distance and as soon as we’ve secured the asteroid, her ship will arrive with a notary to lay claim.”

“Brick’s gonna shit himself,” Butch chuckled.

“What if he attacks us,” Syko asked. 

“We kick his ass,” Butch shot back.

“Hopefully it won’t come to that,” Deena intervened. “But we’re well-armed and Killpillow has the force of law on her side if we take the asteroid first. Argy might not want to mess with that. They take mineral claim laws pretty seriously in this system.”

“Any word on what Brick’s plan is?” Sparf asked.

“Brick turned off the microphone in his suit,” Deena informed him. “But it seems like they’ll be attacking with a smaller force.”

“That bodes well,” Syko commented.

Deena shook her head. “Never underestimate Rasmus Brick. It always ends badly.”
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Chapter Forty-Three
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Brick rode the transport pod with the other mercs out of Piker’s Paradise. A battle cruiser waited nearby for them to board and continue on the rest of their journey. As they were boarding the pod, Brick noticed that the Ship With No Name was no longer in port. He assumed that meant that Deena and the others had repaired the engines with Argy’s golden gummies and had left for another system. He knew in his heart that it was the right thing to do for all involved but he still felt a pang that they were gone. 

He looked around the pod, which was a wide circular room with banquettes built into the wall. The rest of his team were seated or sprawled and in their own world. Some of them were checking their weapons and doing maintenance or occupying themselves in other ways; Rocco was playing solitaire as he reassembled his laser blaster, Tony Lockpick was practicing magic tricks with a coin, Mack, Crack, and Tank were playing a game of poker and Margaleet was making notes in her journal and dreaming of selling her autobiography: Life Is The Bomb. 

Brick considered striking up a conversation with one of them then realized he wasn’t actually interested in talking to any of them. He returned to looking out the window as the pod rounded an asteroid and approached their battle cruiser.

The ship was small, fast and powerful. It would get them to the Leptor mining site in less than a week though it was located on the far side of the massive gas giant. Argy had paid to upgrade the weapons systems, installing two large laser cannons to replace the smaller tactical units that had been there previously. The plan was for Tony to hack the Leptor artillery to disrupt their targeting. Meantime, they would strafe and destroy the idled defensive weaponry. 

At the same time, Brick and the others would blast down to the mining facility and begin to take on the Leptor security forces. Their intelligence told them that there were approximately 10,000 Leptor soldiers in the facility, with 5,000 in barracks on the surface and the same amount hidden below surface as a second wave in case of attack. 

They would establish a beachhead to draw the Leptor attack and the big guns on the battle cruiser would provide air support, strafing and destroying the Leptors as they emerged from their barracks. Margaleet would then plant and arm several nukes around the mining entrances as Tank entered the tunnels to blow them with smaller charges, trapping the remaining Leptors inside. In the end they would simply destroy all facilities both on the surface and under the ground. Once Argy had claimed the asteroid as his own, he could rebuild the mining infrastructure. The cost of starting from scratch was a tiny fraction of the value of the rhodium reserves on the asteroid.

They finally arrived at the battle cruiser and docked.

“All up, people,” Brick announced. “Let’s get onboard and move out. We got a job to do.”

The mercs piled out of the pod without a word and entered the battle cruiser. Like a cold-blooded, well-oiled machine they took up their positions and blasted off from the asteroid, heading toward the Leptor mine.

“Now that we’re on our way,” Brick asked his team, “anyone got any concerns about the plan or any suggestions?”

“Instead of locking down all the exits and then blowing them with nukes,” Tony suggested, “why don’t I just lock all the doors but one and we pick off the Leptors as they exit. We’ve got the ammo and that kind of funnel could let us eliminate the bugs without destroying the mine. I was doing some calculations and...”

“Shut the fuck up,” Margaleet told him. “You’re mowing my lawn. The plan says to nuke the facility and I’m here to do it. If you got some bright ideas, keep it to your own field.”

“I was just saying,” Tony said defensively.

“Can we all just shut the fuck up and stick to the plan,” asked Rocco. The others agreed with him.

“Shit,” Brick muttered. “Sorry I asked.”

Everyone went silent and no one dared to offer another suggestion, nor did Brick try to survey his team for any others. With a team that was only working together because they had to and because the money was good, it was best to just shut up and do what they’d agreed to before they left. Improvisation only ended badly in situations like these.

The Ship With No Name approached the asteroid from the far side, away from the mining facility. The quantum drive had worked better than they expected, and Sirm’s adjustments to the design plan had reduced the structural strain on the ship during acceleration and deceleration, possibly saving them from a very ugly, rapid, unscheduled disassembly of the ship. 

Killpillow’s ship, was almost a day behind them. She had no interest in being there as the battle happened, she just wanted to swoop in and claim what was hers. Her ship was accompanied by several other battle cruisers in case Argy Bargy’s mercs, under the leadership of Brick, decided to not accept their claim.
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Chapter Forty-Four
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Deena and the others were on their own, feeling tense among a hundred and fifty troops crammed into The Ship With No Name—a ship designed for a crew of twenty-seven. Luckily, it was a short trip. 

“What are the drones telling us, Meku?” Deena asked the AI.

“The Leptors aren’t exhibiting any behavioral change on the surface of the asteroid that might suggest that they are aware of our approach.”

“Good. And are we picking up network signals from the artillery systems on the planet?”

“They’re faint but, yes. I project that within an hour we will be close enough to bounce a signal off one of the drones and attempt system entry.”

“Keep me posted.” Deena turned to Sparf and Syko. “OK, you two. This is Brick plan 2.0. Your built in suit jets aren’t going to be enough for what coming. I need you to strap on jet packs and get to the asteroid’s surface. You need to be in place when we hack the artillery.”

“Roger, dodger,” Sparf replied. He and Syko left the bridge to prepare for their flight to the asteroid.

“Butch,” Deena moved on, “I need you to prep the fighter. Tell the support troops to buckle in and suit up. If all goes to plan, in 90 minutes they’ll be on the surface. I don’t want them discovering that they have to take a poop just as we’re about to leave.”

Butch headed for the door, behind Sparf and Syko. “Or another fight over the toilet.”

“Sirm, after we strafe the ground forces to clear the way for landing, the ship will be in your hands.”

“Praise the local deity,” she muttered.

Ten minutes later and Sparf and Syko were suited up and had donned their rocket packs. They entered the airlock and sealed it shut.

“Ready to launch,” Sparf announced.

“You’re a go,” Deena came back. “Good luck and stay safe.”

“No probs,” he replied. “Me and the big guy got it tied up tight.”

“Your confidence is inspiring,” Syko told him. “Though foolish.”

“Where only fools dare,” Sparf winked at him and opened the outer hatch.

Then they were outside the ship and floating. They were linked together so that they didn’t drift apart. Both of them fired the rockets in their jet packs and raced ahead towards the asteroid.

Down in the hangar bay, Butch checked the fighter jet and confirmed that it was powered up and fully armed. “Good to go here,” he told Deena.

“All right,” she replied, “launch and stay close. As soon as we get word from Sparf and Syko that they’re in place, we’re going in hot and hard.”

“Just how I like it.”

The asteroid soon loomed large in front of Sparf and Syko as they approached at full speed. Unlike Brick’s journey to Barley’s asteroid, they were equipped with enough fuel and oxygen to make it without the same concern at the possibility of immediate death or the loss of a limb. At least until their presence became known to the Leptors.

They rotated to fire their rockets and slow their arrival, touching down softly on the surface. They used the jet packs to fly low across the asteroid towards the mining compound. In another half an hour, they arrived at the edge of a massive crater, inside of which was the mining facility. They could see it clearly from their position.

It was a large facility, protected by a high wall, same as Barley’s asteroid. But this was much larger and the bristling cannons of the defensive artillery were visibly spread out across the compound. On the far side of the crater were a series of entry points into the interior of the asteroid, where the mining took place. There was scaffolding and equipment here to lower miners and security – or raise them up. 

The elevators looked small from the top, but the trucks that they could see hauling rhodium ore were obviously massive machines, evidenced by the tiny Leptor figures beside them. There were other Leptors performing drills or moving about the compound, but it seemed to be mostly empty. With the asteroid being subject to constant gamma radiation from space, the soldiers would spend most of their time in the protected barracks that were organized in units of two spread around the mining compound.

“Visual,” Sparf reported.

Back in the ship Deena acknowledged Sparf’s contact. “Meku, are we ready?”

“We have a strong signal,” she announced.

“I want to do this right. Gentle probes to see where we might get in with our subroutine. Nothing aggressive.”

“I have a light touch, Deena-san,” Meku reported back. “Cycling potential access codes. Testing multiple entry points to avoid drawing attention.” 

Several seconds of silence passed during which Deena chewed a hangnail in worry. If the Leptors were alerted before they could shut down their air defense systems, there was no way that their 154 troops could overcome the 5,000 Leptor soldiers on the asteroid’s surface. They wouldn’t even be able to get close to the asteroid.

“I’m in,” Meku announced.

“Get us as close as possible without alerting their early warning systems then activate the subroutine. It’s not going to take them long to realize that something is up and mobilize on the ground,” Deena told her then spoke into the mic to alert Sparf. “Stay tuned.”

Victorina and Meku coordinated between ship and hacking operation to make their approach simultaneous with the shutdown of the artillery. Butch was in the fighter and followed whatever maneuver the Ship With No Name did. As soon as they kicked into high gear, he would do the same and the strafing would start.

A few thousand miles out, Meku initiated the shutdown. Victorina fired the chemical rockets at full thrust and took them around the asteroid’s horizon to the mining facility side. Butch flew right at their side.

Down on the surface Sparf and Syko watched as the artillery went dark, the red lights that indicated they were active fading. The air defenses were down.

“They should start the bomb and strafe runs in less than five,” Sparf announced.

“Then it’s time to go,” Syko agreed. He took Sparf by the hand and leaped off the side of the crater’s cliff face. They floated slowly down to the bottom. As they descended, they could see the level of activity in the compound was ramping up. The artillery shutdown had been noticed and bugs were scrabbling to and fro. The first barrack began to empty with fully armed bugs in suits.

Just as Sparf and Syko touched down fifty yards from the security wall, Butch’s fighter and the Ship With No Name came over the horizon line at full throttle. They split apart and screamed towards the compound wall. Butch fired a missile at the wall near where Syko and Sparf were located with the intention of blowing a hole for them to enter. The missile hit the wall, exploding it inwards and taking out dozens of crawling Leptors. The two ships strafed the compound with laser blasts at the same time as firing missiles. Barracks exploded, sucking unsuspecting Leptors out into the vacuum of space without their suits on.

Sparf and Syko breached the wall and were inside. There was chaos everywhere and it seemed like no one was in command. Half of the barracks were already in flames or shattered. An ammunition dump on the edge of the camp had been hit and taken out several cranes as well as collapsing a half dozen entry points into the heart of the mines. But Brick’s fighter would be out of missiles after the first strafe and would now rely on the less powerful laser cannons. The Ship With No Name was loaded with a lot more missiles and continued firing, destroying everything that they could.

Near the center of the compound there was a bank of three artillery towers that had clear views of the rest of the facility. Sparf and Syko made for these, using their jet packs to speed across the ground until they arrived. Syko took the lead, pulling his bulky frame up the pole that led to the firing platform of the artillery. Leptors were trying to reactivate the artillery units by taking them off the network and initiating a hard reboot.

As Syko arrived at the platform, the Leptors immediately rushed for him. Syko had a rail gun in each hand and was firing at the Leptors as they rushed towards him, taking out most of them. Sparf arrived on the platform and also opened fire. Three Leptors jumped on Syko’s back, trying to remove his helmet. Syko freaked out, turned red and expanded massively in size, his suit stretching tighter than a pair of granny’s underwear. Syko tore the Leptors off his back and ripped them apart in seconds. 

Sparf meanwhile was on the artillery and connected a portable unit that they’d brought onboard the ship. It allowed him to enter into the artillery’s system and override the shutdown code that Meku had sent. The lights came on, it was active.

“We need to snap the anchor pins located at the four points of the compass,” he reminded Syko. “Then we can rotate the gun to face into the compound.”

Syko, who was still his best berserker self, lumbered over to the heavy anchor rivets. He took a hydraulic wrench from his belt and affixed it to the first rivet. Using all his strength he turned it till the rivet snapped off, the head floating away. He systematically made his way around the artillery gun until all four rivets were snapped.

They had been spotted and a dozen bugs scrabbled up the climbing pole to reach them. Syko murdered the first one foolish enough to poke its head through the access hold. Then he snapped the bolts that anchored the pole to the platform and pushed it away. The bugs on the pole floated in slow motion away from the artillery tower and towards the ground below.

Behind them there were more explosions as the Ship With No Name continued its strafing and bombing runs. Now out of missiles, Butch turned his focus to strafing any Leptors that approached the artillery tower where Syko and Sparf were located.

On the tower, Sparf had removed a portable welding unit from his belt and welded the access door shut. While he did that, Syko pushed and heaved on the artillery gun, slowly reorienting it back towards the compound. Once it was in place, Sparf turned his attention to welding it in place. Syko worked on snapping the cannon’s anchor bolt, which kept it from pointing downwards below the horizon line. Quickly, the artillery gun was ready to fire into the compound.
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Chapter Forty-Five
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Brick was woken from a deep sleep by a pounding on the door of his quarters and the klaxon sounding. He immediately thought that they must be under attack and jumped out of the bed, opening the door while still naked. It was Margaleet and she was wearing her space suit, her helmet under one arm. She smirked at Brick’s nakedness and shamelessly checked him out from top to bottom.

“Maybe after this is over the three of us can celebrate,” she told him, nodding towards his manhood.

“The only ‘three of us’ will be me, that part you’re staring at and my right hand,” he told her. “What the hell’s going on?”

“We’re arriving at the bug mine.”

“We’re not supposed to arrive for another 12 hours.”

“Bargy, boosted the quantum flux drive output and shortened the travel time.”

“Great,” he replied. “We can get this done with and get out of here sooner.”

Margaleet turned her back to him and walked away. “If your wrist goes limp later, holler and I’ll give you a hand. Close your eyes and you won’t know the difference.”

Brick shuddered, shook his head, then closed his door and rushed to get dressed.

When he arrived on the bridge, the rest of the team was there already.

“Look who decided to join the party,” Rocco sniped.

“Shut up,” Brick advised. “Gimme a report.”

Tony looked up from his computer screen. “There’s something weird going on. I’m not picking up any network signal from the artillery units.”

“Why might that be?” Brick asked.

“Because the midget is incompetent,” suggested Mack, causing Crack to spit out her coffee in a burst of laughter.

“You can shut up too,” Brick warned and then turned again to Tony. “Gimme some possibles.”

“Dunno,” Tony told him. “Some systems don’t have external network protocols to avoid hacking. But that’s not typical for the bugs.”

“Could they be down?” Brick asked. He had a funny feeling that something was up.

“Why?”

“Because someone got here before us? Because they all died of syphilis? I don’t know; that’s why I’m asking.”

Margaleet went over to another screen. “I’ll check the sensors for any sonic waves. If there’s been any attack in the last day there’ll be traces – sonic, chemical. We’ll pick it up.”

“If someone’s done our work for us, all the better. Less work to make a fat paycheck,” Rocco enthused. 

“If someone’s wiped out the bugs and taken the mine, then it’s legally their claim,” Brick reminded him.

“You can’t make a claim if you’re dead, can you?”

“And you can’t kill them if they attacked with more troops and bigger guns than we’ve got, dummy.”

Margaleet looked up from the monitor. “Yep. There’s sonics alright. They weren’t attacked yesterday, they’re being attacked right now.”

“Fuck me,” Brick muttered. “All right, let’s pull the ship around the other side to get visuals.”

“Good idea,” Tony suggested, “we can hang back from the battle, let them tire each other out and then go in and mop up.”

“You won’t mop up nothing, short round. Leave that big boy talk to the big boys,” Crack mocked him.

“Everybody keep your shorts on,” Brick scolded. “We’re not deciding on any plan of action till we see what’s happening. Tank, fire up the engines and take us around, but at a good distance so we don’t catch something fired at someone else.”

Tank nodded and took control of the helm. He flew the ship to the horizon line of the asteroid and brought them around. The smoke and flames from the ground were visible. As was the ship that was strafing the mining compound. Brick immediately recognized it. It was the Ship With No Name.

“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s fucking uncle,” he muttered.

“You know those birds?” Margaleet asked.

“My old crew,” Brick replied.

“Old dead crew,” Rocco commented.

Brick snapped the pistol out of his holster and pointed it in Rocco’s face. “You’re getting on my nerves, little boy. Now step back and shut the fuck up.”

Rocco raised his hands and backed away. “Hey, just saying that if they ain’t your crew any more you ain’t loyal to them. You’re supposed to be loyal to your actual crew. That’s us.”

Brick stared at him for several more seconds before holstering his weapon.

“He’s right, Brick,” Tank said. “You can’t be our captain and their captain at the same time.”

Brick ignored Tank’s comment. “Give us a closer look at what’s happening down there.”

The view screen zoomed in on the mining compound. It was a bug massacre. The Ship With No Name was taking out squads of Leptors and barracks buildings. Someone had taken over one of the artillery towers and was providing support to the strafing and bombing runs. Nearly every barracks was destroyed and Leptors were scrambling to find cover to regroup.

The Ship With No Name took advantage of the break in fighting to drop closer to the ground. Dozens of infantry units dropped out of the bottom of the ship and blasted their way down to the surface with jet packs. Soon they were joining in the battle and pressing deep into the compound.

The Leptors were putting up a fight but slowly backing up towards the entrances to the mine. It looked like the moments left in the battle might be numbered in minutes. Brick thought that he could make out Deena, wearing a suit that was a different color from the other infantry. 

It was a well-orchestrated operation and Brick felt proud of his old crew. 

That thought made Brick realize that Deena and the others must be fighting for Killpillow. No one else could have provided the firepower and the infantry unit, especially so quickly. And the only way that they could be here was if they’d spied on him, gotten the coordinates of the mine and then sold it to Killpillow. 

They’d betrayed him after he’d abandoned them. 

The thought made Brick angry. 

But was it what he deserved? 

He’d rejected them first.

Down on the ground, Deena’s forces seemed to have cornered the bugs against the cliff wall outside the mine. Reinforcements suddenly began pouring out of the mines. By the reaction of the infantry, who were caught out in the open, they weren’t expecting this. 

They must not have known about the bug troops down in the mines. They were falling back under the pressure of the relentless onslaught of Leptor troops and the retreat was in danger of turning into a rout. Nor could the Ship With No Name give them air support because they were too close to the bugs. Any strafing or bombing runs would kill as many of Deena’s forces as it would the Leptors.

“Ha ha, those idiots didn’t know about the back ups in the mines,” Rocco laughed. “Now they’re fucked. This is gonna be a clean sweep for us.”

Brick spun around, whipped out his pistol and shot Rocco in the face.

The bridge crew sat in stunned silence.

Rocco’s body spun away with a smoking hole all the way through his head.

Brick challenged the crew with a glare. “Anybody else want to side with Leptors?”
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Chapter Forty-Six
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“Fall back! Fall back,” Deena commanded over the radio in her helmet. 

Her forces retreated towards the entry of the compound to avoid being overrun by the horde of Leptors scrabbling over the ground. The bugs moved so quickly that any attempt at an orderly retreat failed and they were soon stumbling backwards to escape the slaughter.

Up in the artillery tower, Sparf and Syko saw the debacle unfolding. They tried to offer artillery support but they were limited in what they could do without killing their own forces. They fired near the back of the Leptor lines to block the mine exits and prevent more Leptor reinforcements from joining the battle. But they couldn’t do anything about the thousands who were already pushing back Deena and the infantry.

Sirm and Butch also saw the disaster on the ground but were likewise limited in their ability to help their comrades. Strafing runs at first helped to relieve pressure on their troops but then several Leptor units with surface-to-air missiles appeared, forcing the air support to pull back out of range. Deena and Killpillow’s soldiers were on their own.

In minutes Deena and her troops were pushed into a corner, staging a last stand using abandoned mining equipment as barricades to hold back the tide. The Leptors threw themselves at the barricades with no fear of dying, their hive mind being only driven to serve the group. The pile of their dead bodies grew constantly, which created a ramp that the Leptors would be able to use to breach the barricade.

“Sparf, Syko, get back to the pick-up point and back on the ship,” Deena commanded over the radio. The battle was clearly lost but at least they might make it out alive.

Sparf looked down from their position in the top of the tower. “Not happening,” he replied. Leptors had reached the artillery tower and were climbing the struts or flying up using their own jet packs. Syko and Sparf were now reduced to keeping themselves from being overrun. It wouldn’t be long for them either.

“Death is just another state of being,” Syko mused philosophically as he tore the head off a bug that managed to get onto their platform.

“I like this state of being,” Sparf shot back.

Suddenly from out of the sky a battle cruiser appeared. It dove towards the mining compound, barely passing over the high security wall. It hit the ground without bothering to put down landing struts so that it skidded across the regolith at high speed, massacring hundreds of unsuspecting Leptors. As it slowed to a halt laser cannons on either side of the top of the cruiser went hot and began firing on the Leptor mass.

From inside the ship Brick, Margaleet, Mack and Crack poured out in their space suits, laser rifles blasting. Mack and Crack together carried a heavy, steady-fire laser cannon. It fired a constant stream of intense and deadly energy, the laser version of a flamethrower. Bugs burst into flame wherever the ray hit them.

The ship was behind the Leptors, opposite from Deena’s position, creating a flanking maneuver against the bugs, which were now being fired upon from both front and rear. The Leptors who were scrabbling up the artillery tower turned their attention to Brick and the battle cruiser, leaving Sparf and Syko alone. They were free to reorient the artillery towards the mass of Leptors who were caught between the cruiser and Deena’s forces. The Leptors were now being slaughtered from three sides. 

For over an hour they fired on the Leptors, who shrieked their rage and tried to make an opening to regroup but were unable. At one point the Leptors breached the barricade and dozens of Deena’s infantry were slaughtered. She was forced to lead her men out from behind their makeshift fortress in a wide arc that brought them around to where Brick and his fighters were blasting away at the enemy. While the Leptors were no longer being fired upon from three sides, they now found themselves in the same position that Deena had been in moments earlier, backed into a corner under heavy fire.

The changed geography of the battle also meant that it was now safe for the Ship With No Name to resume air support, especially as the gunners onboard the battle cruiser had targeted and eliminated the anti-spaceship Leptor units with portable missile launchers. Sirm brought the ship around and unleashed a trio of missiles in front of and behind the cornered Leptors, blowing out the large security wall and engulfing the Leptors in fire and shrapnel. 

The few survivors of the blast were buried under the heavy concrete of the collapsed wall. Only stragglers were left in the compound, fleeing toward the mine entrances. 

Deena took a deep breath and looked around. Leptor bodies lay strewn by the thousand. Parts of their exoskeleton corpses littered the ground. Among them, the bodies of her troops lay wrenched in pain or torn apart. The victory had come at a high cost, and though mopping up the last of the living Leptors was little more than butchery, she feared Brick’s mercs and Killpillow’s soldiers would remember their animosity once the most hated enemy was exterminated. And then the price for the victory would run much higher.
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Chapter Forty-Seven
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Deena noticed Brick marching toward her across the carnage with a handful of his bloodied merc fighters. 

Margaleet yapped first. “The lot of you’d have been bug meat if we hadn’t shown up when we did.” 

Joder, a captain in Killpillow’s infantry, standing beside Deena was ready for another fight. “You wouldn’t have stood a chance if we hadn’t cleared out half the bugs before you even got here.”

“Now that we’ve established that,” Brick said, naturally commanding the attention of his and Killpillow’s fighters, “let’s figure out how to resolve this without killing each other.”

“There’s no way I’m sharing my 20% of the take,” Mack piped up.

“If you think you’re getting 20% and we’re getting nothing,” Joder shot back, “you’re dreaming.”

Deena ordered Joder to get Killpillow’s troops under control.

He tried, as Brick enforced his will on his rowdy bunch.

Deena opened a private comm link to Brick. “This is going to get out of hand.”

Brick, looking around, and drawing his own conclusion nodded. “These people hate each other too much.”

“Like us?” Deena asked. 

Brick looked at Deena like he didn’t know how to answer.

“We’d all be dead if you hadn’t arrived when you did,” said Deena. “Now you have us outnumbered. We’re low on ammo. Is this what you wanted?”

A fistfight broke out. Brick commanded some of his mercs to break it up. 

More of Killpillow’s soldiers hurried over.

“Are you going to finish this for Argy Bargy, now?” asked Deena. “Are you going to kill me?”

“This was never about you and the crew,” answered Brick, struggling with the words. “This was about—”

Deena waited, but Brick seemed stuck. “About what?”

“Queen Dedo del Camello wants me dead.”

“So?”

“They’ll search for me until the galaxy gets sucked into a black hole at the end of time. Queen Dedo del Camello will never stop.”

“What are you saying, Brick? You did this for us? You were trying to keep us safe?”

The fight between two, turned into a melee. Brick ordered his mercs to disengage. 

Deena told her people to stand down.

“This is coming to a head,” said Brick.

“You didn’t answer me,” said Deena.

“Yes,” Brick told her. “I did what I did to protect you and Sirm. I guess Butch and Syko, too. They didn’t know what they were getting into.”

“If you hadn’t abandoned us, we could have fixed the ship and gotten out of here and none of us would be here right now. All this is your fault.”

“All this is Killpillow’s and Argy Bargy’s shit,” said Brick. “We’re just stuck in it.”

“If you believe that,” said Deena, “if you’re telling me the truth—”

“I don’t have any reason to lie.”

“If you’re telling the truth,” Deena reiterated as she stepped closer to Brick, “then why are we still here? Let’s leave, right now in the Ship With No Name. Let’s go to earth. We don’t need this.”

Around them, guns were coming out, and being pointed at the other side. Leptors still alive were being left alone to flee as the two sides squared off against their old enemies.

Margaleet was suddenly beside Brick again. “Are you two done yet with your lovers’ quarrel? Brick, you gotta make a choice: with Killpillow’s boneheads or with us. Only one side is getting out alive.”

Brick drew his laser pistols and Deena did the same. 

Brick drilled Margaleet with a hard stare. “You people are morons. I’m leaving with my crew and you all can blow each other to bits for all I care.”

Margaleet shook her head and sneered. “You two-faced piece of—” 

A blast shook the ground, followed by another, filling the sky with dust and debris.

Margaleet raised her railgun to target Brick.

Brick burned three laser-pistol holes through her chest.

The battlefield erupted in laser and railgun fire with Killpillow’s and Argy Bargy’s soldier’s fighting, and artillery raining down from somewhere.

Brick grabbed Deena and ran. “Call Syko and Butch and tell them to get to the ship!”  

“Sirm,” called Brick, linking in to the ship’s comm channel, “what’s going on?”  

“Deena,” asked Sirm, “what’s he doing on the line?”

“Don’t worry about that right now,” Deena shouted. “What’s happening, who’s bombing us?”

“Humans,” snorted Sirm. “Argy Bargy’s ships are bombing the asteroid. They tried shoot us down evade them.”

“Where are you now?” Deena asked. 

“Around the other side of the asteroid,” Sirm replied. “I can’t come back without putting the ship at risk.”

“Understood,” answered Deena.

“Could you use your jet packs to rocket here?” asked Sirm.

“Hey, Brick,” Victorina’s voice came over their helmet speakers. “Killpillow’s fleet is bearing down as well. That may give us an opportunity. If you give me the order, Meku and I will take control of the ship from the Mank coward and come get you.”

“Why are you asking to him?” shouted Deena.

“Permission granted,” Brick told her. 

“On our way,” Victorina announced.
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Chapter Forty-Eight
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The Ship With No Name was already accelerating under heavy g’s as Brick dropped into the captain’s chair.

Sirm snorted and turned her attention back to her console.

Butch and Syko shared a glance.

Sparf looked bored.

Brick looked up at Deena as he started to stand. “Sorry, I guess this is your seat, now.”

Deena shoved Brick back into the chair. “Shut up and listen. We’ll follow you, but only if you’re with us. If we’re all together.”

“What does that mean?” asked Brick.

“Don’t be an idiot,” Deena told him. “You know exactly what I mean.” 

“Real truth lives is in the heart,” answered Syko, “not the head.”

Sirm snorted.

Deena looked around the bridge. “I’ve been away from Eden 99 for sixteen standard years but I’ve spent almost all of that time in stasis. Now I’ve seen two alien systems and I’ve met all of you. We barely know each other, and I barely know what this galaxy is about, but I know one thing, if I don’t have somebody to stand by me and watch my back, I’m not going to make it. Anywhere. We all need that.”

“That’s true,” grumbled Sirm. 

Syko stepped forward. “The bird in the flock who—”

“Shut up,” said Butch, stepping up beside Syko. “We’re in. How ‘bout you Brickhead? You gonna sit in that chair and keep it warm for Deena, or are you with us?”

Sparf said, “I’ve got nowhere to go.”

Brick looked around. “I’m with you.”

“And me,” said Victorina.

“I as well,” added Meku.

Deena smiled and took a seat beside Brick just as an incoming communication flashed on the screen.

“Open a channel,” Brick announced. 

Killpillow’s face came up on the screen. “You failed to secure the mining operation, Deena.”

“We did our part,” Deena snapped back.

“You’ll return to Piker’s Paradise,” ordered Killpillow, “and return the fusion drive quantum flux engines you’ve stolen.”

Deena laughed. “I don’t think so.”

“Then all of you shall die,” Killpillow deemed.

“If you can catch us,” answered Deena, “Now goodbye, and fuck yourself.”

Deena ended communication. “Vic, get us the heck out of here. Full speed. Let’s see what these engines can do.” She turned to Brick. “If that’s ok with you, Captain.”

“Make it so,” Brick concurred.

“Fusion reaching ignition, Quantum flux engines spooling up. Please fasten your seatbelts,” Meku intoned.

The full power of the quantum flux fusion engines kicked in and pushed them hard into their seats. 

“Meku,” asked Brick, “how far to the nearest system?”

“Eleven light years,” she answered.

“We should go farther than that,” suggested Deena.

“Meku,” said Brick. “Pick something in the direction of earth that looks hospitable. But far away. We’ll go down for a long nap in stasis and when we arrive, Killpillow, Argy Bargy, and Queen Dedo del Camello will be long dead.”

“Consider it done,” Meku replied.




I hope you enjoyed the second book in the Quantum Flux series. Here’s the first chapter of the third book, which is available now.

Sean Kildare
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Quantum Flux – Giants of Dawn






Chapter One
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The door on Brick’s stasis pod popped open, barfing him onto the floor in a splash of stasis gel. He took his first deep gasp of the ship’s oxygen. Each time was like being born all over again. 

Klaxons wailed through the ship.

The emergency protocol had been activated.

The four other occupied stasis pods sprang upright from where they were lying on the floor. A dangerous cocktail of rapid-awake chemicals pumped into the bodies of Deena Parsival the human, Sirm the Mank, Sparf the Spond, and Syko the Red Ideon.

On his hands and knees, coughing slow-breath, oxygen-laden fluid out of his lungs, Brick tried again to gasp for air to replace it. His head swam with multi-colored images of the slow motion stasis dream he’d been reveling in, right before the chemicals hit his brain and juiced adrenaline through his circulatory system. He’d been running naked through a garden of giant flowers, swimming with Deena and her perverse I-farm girlfriends, and getting unexpectedly aroused by it. 

Sirm flopped on the sterile white floor across from him, strobing through a rainbow of colors and writhing in the slick goo like a demon-possessed teenager. Under the best circumstances, Manks didn’t do well with stasis transition. Sirm, as an older Mank, did even worse.

Brick heaved and puked acrid blue bile on the floor in front of him. Maybe it was the emergency rapid-awake procedure, but he’d never felt so horrible coming out of stasis.

Deena hit the floor two pods down, gasping and looking around with crazy eyes that didn’t really want to stay open in the first place.

Sparf looked like he was dead. He emulated a pool of aquamarine invertebrate parts doused in warm shark shit, slowly oozing toward the floor drain.

Was that good? Bad? Brick didn’t know anything about Sparf’s species.

Only Syko the Red Ideon seemed to be fine. He was already on his feet, standing there like a giant gummy bear. He was deep red—almost translucent—and smooth, with stasis gel slowly dripping away. He looked at Brick. In his soft, rumbling voice, he asked, “Is there something wrong with the ship?”

Brick tried to say, ‘You think?’ but only managed another coughing fit.

By the time he was done, Deena was up on her knees, her hair matted against her bare skin. She was shivering and looking at Brick with a silent question on her face. She was afraid.

Brick tried his best to control the adrenaline shivers coursing through his muscles and headed for the bridge, waving Syko to follow. He called to the AIs as he passed through the door, tracking footprints of stasis gel as he went. “Meku! Victorina! What’s the status?”

“It was Victorina’s fault,” said Meku, affecting the Japanese accent she preferred when she spoke English. 

“I don’t care about blame,” Brick told them, hurrying along the hallway as his brain sharpened and his body normalized.

“We share the blame,” said Victorina, in that sultry voice she liked to communicate in.

“What blame?” Brick was running up the stairway to the bridge, the metal creaking under Syko’s weight as he followed behind. “What’s wrong with the ship?” 

“Nothing,” said Victorina.

Brick was on the bridge, moving to his chair and scanning the ship’s monitoring systems. He looked through the windows for threats from the outside. “Nothing?”

“Not exactly nothing,” countered Meku.

“No, not completely nothing,” Victorina agreed.

Brick dropped into the captain’s chair. 

Syko took a seat they’d modified to handle his bulk at one of the weapons targeting stations. 

“Scanning,” he announced in a rumbling bass voice. “I need a status. I need it now. Meku, tell me why you activated the emergency protocol?”

“I did it,” admitted Victorina. “We’re off course.”

Brick saw a yellowish star glowing brightly against the black of space. It was easily large enough that the ship had to be in the same solar system. He spotted several planets right away, and the sparkly glow of a wide densely filled asteroid field spread across the sky like a private Milky Way. “This isn’t where we’re supposed to be. How could we miss an entire star system?”

“Be thankful we’re not in the interstellar void,” rumbled Syko.

“The interstellar void?” chirped Deena, dripping stasis gel as she climbed the stairs to the bridge behind them.

“What system is this?” asked Brick.

After a pause, Victorina said, “It doesn’t have a name.”

“Neither does our ship,” said Deena wryly, crossing the deck to take her seat in the First Officer’s command chair, right beside Brick.

“Humans haven’t been to this system before so they haven’t named it,” explained Meku. “It only has a number.”

“How’s that possible?” asked Brick. “Every star system within a thousand light years of earth has a name.”

An ominous silence filled the bridge.

“What are you not telling me?” Brick asked, his voice rising.

Deena scanned the ship’s status boards. “Everything looks fine with the ship.”

“Why doesn’t this system have a name?” pressed Brick.

“It was my fault,” admitted Meku. 

“We were both at fault,” said Victorina.

“Stop with the obfuscation and give us an answer,” Deena told them.

“Our location,” said Victorina, “Is twelve-hundred-thirty-seven light-years from earth.”

“What?” shouted Deena. “How’s that possible?”

“How can we be twelve-hundred-thirty-seven light-years from earth?” asked Brick. “When we went into stasis, we were nine-hundred-and-thirteen light years from earth on a twenty-seven light year jump. I’m no math genius, but that should have put us eight-hundred-eighty-six light years from earth. Help me out here, because to me, twelve-hundred-thirty-seven doesn’t make any sense.”

“It doesn’t help to be sarcastic to them,” scolded Deena. “AIs are people, too. They probably just made a mistake. Meku, would you please run a diagnostic on all navigational systems.? Victorina, would you please bit-check the software for errors?”

“Already done,” said Victorina, “before I initiated the emergency protocol.”

“That can’t be right,” Brick told them. He still felt stasis-sick and this situation wasn’t improving his attitude. “For us to travel two-hundred-twenty-four light years on an interstellar hopper with a max range of twenty-four light years—”

“We made those enhancements to increase our range,” Deena reminded Brick, “before we left Piker’s Paradise.”

“We didn’t add two hundred light-years to our range,” Brick countered. “Humans can’t stay in stasis for more than—” Brick stopped speaking because he realized he didn’t know how long the span of time actually was.

“The theoretical limit is four thousand years,” said Meku. “Or until the equipment fails.”

“I’m telling him,” said Victorina.

“He’ll get angry,” said Meku. “It’s better to lie.”

“You know we can hear you, right?” Brick said. 

“It doesn’t matter,” said Meku.

“It does if I eject you both,” said Brick. 

“We’re in unexplored space,” said Meku. “Whatever you think you want to do, remember that we’re all in this together.”

“Meku and I,” said Victorina, “were playing a universe creation simulation game and lost track of time.”

“What?” rumbled Syko. “You lost track of two hundred years?”

“Time doesn’t work the same for us as it does for you,” Meku told him. 

“How’s that possible?” asked Brick. 

“It’s a very intense game,” said Victorina. “You have to build a whole universe from the moment of the big bang all the way until an intelligence grows to rule the entire universe. It’s very difficult.”

“I can see that,” admitted Syko.

“They’ve both gone crazy,” Brick said to Deena.

“I don’t think so,” she countered.

“The navigation array got damaged early on in our journey by a micro-meteor,” Meku told them. “Our repair at the time missed the most significant damage and we ended up traveling in the wrong direction.”

“Because we were so involved in the game,” said Victorina, “we lost track of time and didn’t realize we were in the wrong place until we entered this system.”

“That’s when we woke you up,” said Meku. “We thought you’d want to know.”

“So we’re two-hundred-fifty light years further from our destination, after the longest interstellar journey on record, in an unexplored system,” summarized Brick.

“That’s correct,” said Victorina. “I knew you would understand.”

“And we’re low on fuel,” added Meku. “We need to find a local resource if we ever want to leave.” 
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