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Chapter One

[image: image]


Rasmus Brick spread his attention across the fire control screens for the ship’s four aft quadrants. At least thirty unmanned AI bandits were closing in. 

Brick turned toward Captain Brightman. “They’re going for the drive systems.”

“Hold fire.” Blond, blue-eyed John Brightman sat in the captain’s chair with a neural-sensor command net draped over his skull, issuing commands from his very thoughts. He turned toward Brick. “It’s a scam and they’ve picked the wrong captain to pull it on.” 

“The repo rip-off thing again?” That was Polly Prom Queen, officially the First Officer, but also the captain’s after-hours playmate. The Ship With No Name was theirs to lord over as they pleased when they weren’t locked in Brightman’s cabin adding perverse pages to their Kama Sutra scrapbook.

“I have two in my quadrant,” burbled Deena Parsival, the red-haired novice with the cutesy pert nose. She was from the I-farm and wouldn’t even be on the ship if she wasn’t paying her way with Daddy’s money. She was smart as hell in that impractical academic way the Intelligence Farm liked to grow them. Unfortunately, from the look of the parakeet-colored EVA suit, her space experience was recreational only, every hour probably earned in one of those posh low-orbit Zero-G resorts where the rich I-farm kids thought more color means more fashion cred. They didn’t know the bright colors on those suits only made it easier for the lifeguards to spot the frantic-wavy arms and legs when they did something stupid and sent themselves drifting into the black void.

“How ‘bout you, Sirm?” Brick glanced over at the alien. Sirm was a Mank, and she resembled nothing so much as a bipedal, chameleon without a tail. If that chameleon had been left out in the sun to dry for a few hundred years, that is. At the moment, her skin was brown. That was the color Manks turned when they were sleeping. Or dead. “Sirm, are you paying attention?”

Sirm lazily rolled her head around on her spindly neck. It made an odd sound, like a sponge being wrung out. “I conveyed my input to Captain Brightman.”

“Captain?” Brick asked.

“Work with Mr. Brick, please,” Brightman casually told Sirm. “You’re all in this together.” Brightman was always effortlessly in command of the situation, especially in his own mind.

“Seven in my quadrant,” said Sirm, glancing over at Brick, with a splash of colors across her facial chromatophores.

Was Sirm embarrassed at being called out? Was she angry? Brick hadn’t known her long enough to interpret the color changes. “Permission to tag targets, Captain?”

The ship’s twin AI systems handled weapon targeting and firing systems, but the damn things were so chronically flaky that nobody in the known galaxy trusted them with the kill decision. That’s why Brick, Parsival, and Sirm watched over the ship’s eight defensive quadrant fire stations. They had to mark targets for annihilation. They were the sentient links in the kill chain.

“Designate targets,” Brightman instructed.

“Which one?” asked Parsival.

Brick hated that his survival was pinned to the incompetence of a space tourist on a pretend quest of exile and self-discovery, but the crew hadn’t been his to choose. This ship was Brightman’s big top and the clowns ran the ring in his circus. Brick was just the muscle, and a good man to have behind a trigger. Finally, he said, “The closest one.” 

“Or the fastest one,” Brightman overrode, turning to Deena with a wink. “Watch this, hon.”

Polly caught Sirm’s eye, and having an audience for her jealousy, she mimed a gag. 

Sirm focused on her fire control console, doing her best to ignore Polly’s theatrics. 

Brightman fired up the chem rockets, and the ship pulled into a three-G evasive turn toward Deena’s near-empty quadrant. Their priceless payload shifted around in the hold under the G strain and sent the ship into a roll. Brightman, because he was so damned good at everything, laughed like he’d intended to pull the showboat stunt.

Sirm groaned because Manks never suffer a discomfort in silence. 

Deena Parsival gulped because she was an I-farm girl who should have been sitting behind an edu-center help desk in a low-rent mine colony out in the wastelands, not manning a gun station on an interstellar hopper under attack by ship thieves posing as legit bank repossession officers.

“We can’t afford that,” said Sirm, talking about the cost of the fuel they’d just burned. She glanced at a readout on her screen and shot a glare at Brightman.

She was right. Sirm was always right about things that pertained to the ship. The maneuver fuel that the chem rockets burned wasn’t cheap, unlike the heavy nuclei their quantum flux drive engines squirted out the rear to push the ship between star systems. The chem rockets used bulky fuel that was sometimes hard to come by. But it was always pricey.

“Penny saved, pound poor,” bragged Brightman.

Deena glanced over at Brick. “What’s a penny?”

Brick shrugged, not only because he didn’t know, but because he didn’t care. The AI bandits in his defensive quadrants made the turn along with the ship. At least they were struggling to match the acceleration. “That bought us some space.”

“Captain,” said Antigger, the flakiest of the ship’s two AI systems, “I’m unable to interpret your last command.”

“Ignore it,” Brightman told her. 

Antigger presented herself as a female, though of course she was a sexless machine that existed in an aging positronic core in one of the two housings on the bridge. Antigger cut power to the chem rockets and Brick’s stomach flipped at the instant change from three-g chem-rocket push to the aging quantum flux drives’ micro-G nudge.

“Antigger!” hollered Barrod, the ship’s other AI, and Antigger’s lesbian partner, or whatever that meant in the cyberspace of bits and bytes that ran between them in gigacycles through the tiny pauses between human words. “The captain didn’t mean that order.”

“Sorry,” answered a sullen Antigger as the chem rockets blazed back to life, pushing everyone hard into their seats again.

“AIs,” snorted Brightman, intent on sharing his wisdom with Deena. “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t fly without ‘em.” He looked over at Polly Prom Queen. “How long have we had these things and they haven’t evolved a mentally stable one yet?”

“That’s actually what my doctoral thesis was on,” Deena said. “I have a theory about what causes them to deteriorate and what we can do to stop it.”

“We need to focus on those Bandits,” Polly interrupted, her irritation with Brightman showing. 

“Three repo haulers are closing in fast,” Sirm added, agreeing with Polly.

“I’ve got this,” Brightman told them, with a casual wave of his hand as the ship strained into a turn that pulled eight G’s, causing everyone on the bridge to groan right along with the ship’s titanium bones.

“Sir!” It was the loudest Sirm could holler, and it came out more like a chicken squawk than a word. “Bandits.”

The ship clanged as three AI bandits crashed into the hull.

Brightman belly-laughed. “That won’t hurt us. Too small to do any real damage.”

“Assessing hull integrity,” said Barrod, multitasking as usual.

“Our transponder beacon has been destroyed,” Antigger whined. “Cost for a rebuilt module if one is available on—”

“Don’t bother me about Gummies when I’m in the middle of saving our asses,” Brightman snapped. “The cargo we’re carrying will make trivial concerns like broken transponder beacons seem insignificant.” 

That was likely an exaggeration, Brick figured. Most ship thieves would leave the crew in an escape pod after stealing a ship to avoid the more severe penalty for murder. At least that’s the way the law worked in some systems. In others, the rule was reversed. Killing an out-of-system crewman resulted in a few years in a labor camp, but punishment for heisting an interstellar hopper was the death penalty. Rich men’s rules. Brick may not have known what a penny was, but he knew Gummies — Galactic Monetary Units — and the Gummy Rule. Whoever had the Gummies made the rules. 

Brightman turned to Deena again. “Priorities. That’s what it’s all about, being the Captain. You gotta make tough choices.”

“Well, Mister Tough Choice,” snarked Polly, “we’re on a collision course with that rust-colored moon. Are we going to prioritize a change in direction anytime soon?”

Brightman tapped the neural net draped over his head. “The orders have already been passed.”

The chem rockets cut, and G returned to micro level again.

“Bandits will intercept in forty-three seconds,” said Brick.

“That rust-colored moon,” Brightman told everyone, but mostly Deena, “is the seventh moon of that big gas giant off our starboard.”

Brick rolled his eyes. Anybody who couldn’t already see that was probably half stupid. Deena may have been naïve and way out of her element, but she wasn’t a dimwit.

“It contains nearly fifty percent metallic ores,” explained Brightman.

Deena glanced anxiously at Brick, with a silent question in her eyes. What the hell is he talking about?

“The bandits and repo haulers are all closing in behind us,” said Brick.

“Twenty seconds to impact,” Antigger wailed. “Captain, should I prepare AI core ejection?”

“No,” Brightman told them all again. “That moon has a molten core that spins unusually fast because of its proximity to the planet, which, in turn, produces a high-intensity and unstable magnetic field at the poles.”

“Captain?” asked Barrod. “Eleven seconds.”

“Hit it,” Brightman told them. 

Barrod sparked the chem rockets back to life and the ship jerked into another hard-G course change.

“And kill all power,” added Brightman.

“No!” screamed Antigger, to no avail.

Polly hit the master power switches, cutting Antigger’s scream short, plunging the bridge into darkness, sending everyone into gravitational confusion, and blinding them to everything. It took a few moments for their eyes to adjust.

Brick spun his chair for a direct view of the rear-facing window, as did everyone else.

The swarm of AI bandits suddenly spun off in random directions, several colliding, one exploding, and a few sparking visibly. The repo haulers suffered a similar fate as one collided with another in an explosion of wispy fire and escaping gases. The third smashed into the moon’s surface.

“Well done,” Brightman said, a look of immense satisfaction spreading across his face.

“What the hell?” asked Deena.

“That moon’s magnetic field pulses so strong it destroys a ship’s computer systems if they’re powered up when they pass through it. It’s like a focused EMP pulse on steroids.” Brightman tapped the side of his big noggin. “The kind of things a captain knows. There’s a reason I am who I am.” 

“Wow, you saved us.” Deena’s awe turned into sappy-happy eyes that settled on Captain Brightman with a whole new level of admiration that Brick figured was exactly the kind of fringe-benefits awe that would piss off Polly Prom Queen.

Brightman smiled like he was posing for cameras on the red carpet. “There’s a reason I’ll be the first captain to navigate a ship from the farthest human-inhabited planet in the galaxy all the way back to Earth. That’s a thousand light years, hon. You made a smart choice when you signed on with us. We’re going to be part of history.”

Polly Prom Queen’s attention was focused on the important matters at hand, as she watched the gas giant swirling to fill up the view outside the front windows. “If we don’t power back up, we won’t be going any farther than that big pink swirl down there.”

“Right you are,” praised Brightman, like he was petting his favorite pup with a compliment. “Power up.”

Polly clicked the row of switches on her console in rapid succession. 

Lights flickered and the bridge was brought back out of darkness. Consoles came to life. Computer screens flickered. Brightman’s neural command net blinked a few times, and then the nodes settled on a steady blue. Even the row of AI-controlled maintenance bots charging in their cradles along the front wall of the bridge jiggled as they powered back up and adjusted to the flow of juice through their circuits.

“AI systems?” Brightman asked.

Brick watched the two AI cores, each the size of a fifty-five gallon drum. One was along the port side of the bridge and the other was on the starboard. They had rows of lights that flashed various shades of red, yellow, and green, before finally settling into blue, which was the go status for each AI core. 

As each one came online, a circular, hand-sized eject button glowed on top. That was the AI failsafe in case one of them had a catastrophic psychotic event — not uncommon in AI control systems, though Brick had never been aboard a ship that had experienced that.

The two red lights on the eject buttons came to life simultaneously.

“AI is a go,” announced Brick.

“Antigger?” asked Brightman. “Barrod?”

No response.

Brightman tried again. “Anti—”

Brick looked at the captain and saw his neural net nodes glow eye-piercingly vivid all of a sudden. 

Brightman’s muscles tensed. His jaw shut so fast that he bit the end of his tongue off and blood streamed down his chin. His body went rigid. He looked like a man in an electric chair, current set full. 

Polly screamed.

Brightman’s neural net, which covered his entire scalp, went white hot. Bolts of blue lightning played along the wires and arced to the ceiling deck plates and console. 

Polly reached out for him.

“Don’t touch him!” Brick shouted. “It’ll fry you, too!”

Deena was the first to get her harness free. She jumped out of her chair and bounced herself into the ceiling in the Zero-G, banging her head and cursing a phrase Brick had never heard before.

The electricity coursing through Brightman’s skull hit a zinging squeal and then his head exploded in a puff of smoke, brain matter, blood, and skull.

Polly’s shriek deafened everyone on the bridge. 

Deena caught herself on one of the Zero-G handholds, her mouth a perfect “O” of shock and disgust.

A semi-autonomous, grapefruit-sized, maintenance bot shot out of the cradle it had been charging in and accelerated into a blur as it crossed the bridge. With a walnut crunch and a ripe-fruit splat, it buried itself in Polly’s face, splashing her skull gore into in the air.

Sirm changed her skin to match to the pimply blue color of her chair and she slumped into a fetal pose. 

Deena’s jaw unhinged and fell open, a dangerous reaction given all the gobs of kinetic goo in the air.

Most of the ship’s systems shut down as it switched to emergency run mode.

Brick, not used to being surprised when it came to killing, said, “What the fuck just happened?”
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Chapter Two
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The gas giant, a planet the size of Saturn with a gravity pull to match, tugged at the Ship With No Name. The wide windows in front of Brightman’s and Polly’s chairs filled with a million shades of pink and yellow gases in cumulus clouds stacked a thousand miles tall, storming and roiling, and flashing green lightning into the depths below.

It was the color of a most spectacular and unexpected way to die.

At least it would be if they didn’t the get the ship under control and underway.

“Deena,” Brick barked, to snap her back into the present. From his console’s emergency run mode controls, he redirected basic ship command control to himself. He rerouted helm control to Deena. To a crew that was suddenly his, he ordered, “Deena, I need you to reverse boost. Sirm, I need full power restored.” 

Sirm started to move.

Deena didn’t. Her eyes weren’t focused. She was mesmerized by the pastel hue of the planet below. 

A meaty bit of gristle drifted in front of her face, catching her eye before slow-motion mashing into the wall.

“Parsival,” Brick shouted.

Sirm squeaked at the echo of the words. 

Deena blinked, and looked at Brick, confused. 

“Reverse boost,” Brick told her again, hoping to break through her haze. “Now.”

Deena came to life, muttering an excuse wrapped in an apology that only she could understand. She scrambled to the control panel, shaking her hands in the air over the switches and buttons, seeming to forget for the moment that her mind was one of those genetically designed to not forget. Anything. 

She flipped a switch, hit a few buttons, and looked up. “Okay? Okay?”

The ship trembled just a little, just as it always did when its ionic quantum flux drive fired up.

Brick felt a bit of weight in his stomach and under his feet as the QF drive trickled out thrust. But only just a little. The Ship With No Name had drives on line, but not enough power to do much more than idle. Against the gravitational pull of this giant planet, generating sufficient velocity to park safely in an orbit was going to be a trick. 

The immediate death sentence was commuted, but they were a long way from being out of trouble. 

“I don’t understand.” Deena shook her head, backing away from the console, and the epicenter of the carnage. “What just happened?”

“You, uh, got a little Brightman on your lip there.” Brick wiggled his finger to the left side of his mouth.

Suddenly frantic, Deena reached for the bloody gunk and smeared it as she scraped the lumpiest parts of it away. The noise she made didn’t sound like words.

Brick looked over the screens and gauges as Deena worked through her emotional display. As he read the states of the ship’s systems, a kernel of dread started to grow in his gut. They needed fuel and apparently repairs, and they had no idea what had happened to the ship, because the ship seemed to have no idea. Or the AIs didn’t know. According to the readouts, what wasn’t dead on the ship, was dying. Only that couldn’t be. It just couldn’t. Because if the ship died, they’d all die with it. That was something Brick couldn’t accept.

He wasn’t ready for such an inglorious end.

Making a guess at his thoughts, Sirm mumbled, “Everything reads like shit in this old bitch before they all come back on line.”

Brick nodded confidently.

“Except when the ship fails altogether.” Talking to herself, Sirm went on, “But we were never this far out when it happened before.”

“AI systems?” Brick called to them, glancing at the two cores to confirm their online status. LEDs bright blue. They should be awake and responsive. “Barrod? Antigger?” 

“What happened?” Deena whispered, slowly pulling herself back together.

There was no answer to give. Not yet.

Brick called up the screens for the maintenance subsystems, manually activating diagnostic scans as he did so, hoping to learn something that could help.

Brick found that the maintenance bots were signaling their readiness to accept instruction. With no repair yet to task them to, he ordered the units capable of housekeeping to clean up the bridge. 

A pair of bots clicked and whirred as they unfastened from their charging ports and zoomed into the air.

“Why would you do that?” shouted Deena.

The bots immediately started sucking up bits of ick with a wholly unpleasant sound. 

Deena raised a hand to defend herself should one of the bots come near. “We just saw one of these guys kill someone.”

“It’ll be easier and more pleasant,” said Brick, “to do what we need to do without getting a part of an eyeball or something stuck to us while we’re doing it.

Brick punched in the codes to bypass the safety parameters on the power and fuel consumption modules, thinking that might be a way to get the quantum drives running at full power. “I’ve never seen a maintenance bot do anything like that before.” Brick glanced over at Sirm for confirmation. 

Sirm’s chromatophores splashed a color pattern across her face. 

Brick looked back at Deena as though Sirm had just backed him up. 

Sirm turned back to her console. “The systems on the AI are clean and clear.” A dark blue hue washed down over her face. “From what I can tell.”

Brick turned to Deena. “Why aren’t they talking?” 

A slurp of crunchy yogurt stole Deena’s attention away as a maintenance bot connected to a garbage tube port on the wall and emptied it contents. “Who knows why AIs do anything?” she answered absently. 

“You went to Queen’s College didn’t you?” Brick pushed. “You earned a doctorate in AI, whatever. You need to figure out a way to do an express repress on all that shit you just saw and help us solve this problem because unless we get the AIs online and get this ship back to 100%, this is going to end badly for us all.” 

“Electromagnetism,” guessed Sirm. “Brightman was always reckless.”

“You think that moon’s erratic magnetic field caused all this to happen?” Deena looked at the empty slot among the charging ports on the wall, the one where the Polly-killing robot had shot out of. “None of the others did that.”

“We need to focus on current and future problems,” Brick told them. “Why this happened is only important if it leads us to the fix. Know what I mean?”

Brick scanned the navigation information screen that was just coming to life on his console. Their destination, the nearest planet with anything of note on it, was a rocky orb with an agreeable atmosphere a few billion klicks closer to the star. Yellow Drip, as it was called, with a reputation as pleasant as its name.

“I’ve never seen a maintenance bot do that,” said Sirm.

“Current and future problems,” Brick reminded them, as he coaxed his screen to give him orbital data on the star, fuel projections on their run to Yellow Drip, and ETA would arrive earlier than their projected day to run out of fuel.

“Never?” asked Deena. “The way you say it, makes it seem like a long time.”

“I’ve been on the ship for 186 years,” Sirm answered.

“Brightman said you were old,” mused Deena.

“The ship is 327 years old,” she went on. “I’ve read the logs. There’s nothing like this in the logs either.”

“Past problems,” Brick reminded them. “Not future. Not current.”

“How many times did you deal with a magnetic field fluxing that crazily?” Deena was finally turning analytical.

“Six different occasions,” Sirm answered, settling down now that her mind was working a problem rather than reliving an all-too-horrific nightmare. “On four occasions, the AI were completely fried, but at no point did any equipment turn into a murderous cannonball, and I’ve never heard of a neural control net electrocuting a user.”

“We’re headed for the rings,” Brick told them. “That’s a right-now problem.” Everybody knew planetary rings weren’t the static circles of gossamer beauty they appeared to be from a billion miles away. Inside, they could be grinders that would chew a ship up and polish its pieces to a tempting lustre for star-crossed children to gaze at through telescopes the next planet over.

Deena looked out through the bridge windows. “We’re at least a few hours away from the rings.”

“That’s a guess,” Brick told her. “Can you reestablish communication with the AI systems? Can you get the shipboard computers fully functioning without them?”

Deena was finally focusing on one of her console’s many screens. “If they’re still functioning, I can figure out what’s wrong.”

Brick turned to Sirm. “Do we have any offline diagnostic manuals? Something we can use to start working through the problem until we get the AIs back?”

Sirm made a chicken squawk noise and said, “We can’t!”

“Why?” asked Brick. 

Deena looked up. “Yeah why?”

“The faces!” Sirm said, turning a panicked, brick-red color. “We have to do the faces first!”
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Chapter Three
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The central passageway of the ship contained a wall painted with row after row of yellow, happy faces. Each had a name printed below, noting that the nearly identical symbols represented crew members. Mostly from the past. Five from present. The majority of the sunny doodles were marred by a red circle with a line through them, representing the hundreds who had served and died aboard the ship. 

“So many gone,” Sirm sniffled, her thin arms crossed over her chest. 

“At least not all of them in the dead way,” Brick deduced. He pointed to one of the smiling faces with a neon triangle layered over the top, which showed that this person had still been breathing when they left the ship.

“I wonder where they are now,” said Deena. “Off living their lives, not trapped on a haunted Ship With No Name.”

“There’s no such thing as haunted,” scoffed Sirm. “The details are in the ship’s log. For all of them. Read it if you want.”

“It was a figure of speech,” Deena told her. “I don’t need proof that the ship’s not haunted.” 

Brick looked at the five faces that were un-decorated. Sirm’s was separated from his, Deena’s, Brightman’s, and Polly’s by rows upon rows of red-marked faces. The Mank had seen many people come and go throughout her time on the interstellar hopper. 

“Listen,” said Brick. “Ancient rituals and superstitions are fine, but we don’t have time to worry about smearing paint on walls right now.” He turned and walked back to the bridge.

Sirm ran after Brick and yanked at the bottom of his jacket. She wasn’t tall enough, nor her arms long enough to reach his shoulder. “We have to mark them out. This must be done. We must all be present. If we are not, it will be worse than you can imagine.”

“No,” Brick told her. “What we have to do is figure out how to get this ship moving again or there won’t be anybody around to paint over our faces. In fact, there won’t be a hallway because there won’t be a ship. We’re not in orbit. We’re slowly falling toward the planet below where we’ll all die, unless we get lucky and crash in the rings and die there first.”

“The systems are in auto-reboot cycle now,” said Deena. “I confirmed it before we left the bridge.” Deena walked over to Sirm’s side, putting a hand on the Mank’s upper back, right where Sirm’s upper arm met the torso, right where a shoulder should be. “It won’t take long, Brick, less time than we’re going to spend arguing about it.”

“We have to respect the traditions of this ship,” added Sirm.

“Seems to me the tradition is a lot of people die.” Brick shook his head. “I’m not so much about traditions like that.”

“You don’t have traditions in the barracks?” asked Deena. “Superstitions? Like stripping the linens off a dead person’s bed so death isn’t invited back. And definitely never making their bed with the same linens they slept in before dying.”

“That’s not a superstition,” Brick told her. “That’s hygiene.” 

“No Mank knows the secrets of the stars,” muttered Sirm, in reverent tones like she was speaking old words learned long ago. “

“Even if the blankets are clean?” Deena asked, eyes on Brick. “No matter what, you always end up stripping their cots down, even if they hadn’t had a chance to sleep a full night in them.”

“So only the rich I-Farm snoots like you can sleep in a clean bed?” Brick laughed. “But grunts like me don’t know anything about cleanliness?”

“This has nothing to do with class, and you know it,” argued Deena. “You’re trying to defend an indefensible position. I would have thought you’d have learned that in soldier-boy school when they were teaching you how to put on your armored underwear to protect your little Bricky Toy from the touch of unclean women.”

“Pure I-Farm, aren’t you?” Brick said it as much as an insult as he could manage.

“At Queen’s College, they teach us how to do more than kill people and act like assholes. Tell me, Brick, how smart does a soldier boy have to get through basic? You need an IQ over 180 to get considered for Queen’s college.”

“He didn’t go to basic,” said Sirm.

Brick glared at Sirm.

She wasn’t intimidated by his look. “He’s BOF. He’s a killing machine. Gene-selected and bred. Trained from before he was out of diapers.”

“The Black Ops Farms?” Deena’s eyes narrowed. “Sirm, are you claiming that? You’re saying that glorified boot camp is what, a murder university for genetically perfected killing machines. Oh, I mean men who kill. No girls allowed. My god, the oldest boys-club bullshit in the universe.”

“I’ve seen his record.” Sirm glared up at Brick. “All of it. Brightman showed it to me. He used to ask me before he approved any hire.”

Deena couldn’t suppress a laugh. “Captain Brightman asked you?”

Sirm’s faces washed through the colors of a blooming rose, but she didn’t answer.

Brick nudged Sirm. “Kind of a bitch isn’t she?”

“Sorry,” said Deena. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

Brick shrugged. “It’s okay.”

“I was talking to Sirm.”

“I know,” answered Brick. He turned to Sirm. “Do your thing with the paint. Ship traditions are important.”

Sirm smiled solemnly. “Thank you, Brick.”

Deena snorted. “I can’t believe this.”

“Let her do her work,” Brick told Deena. He tapped his watch, though. “Time is a factor.”

Sirm flashed a multitude of colors across her skin before dashing off and quickly returning with a pre-loaded paint wand. She set herself into a peculiar stance and started to move in a strange, kabuki ballet mishmash, accompanied by a soft, and sweet song, that neither Brick nor Deena had guessed she could sing. 

Paint started to ooze through the bristles on the wand.

Sirm seemed lost in a trance.

Brick’s need for urgency, necessary though it was, took a pause.

“It’s beautiful,” said Deena in reverent words.

Brick nodded, as the song slipped into a heartbreaking dirge. 

The paint went on, first Brightman’s, which dripped a little, and then Polly’s.

Sirm closed her eyes, and her song lulled down to soft tones, barely audible, slowly fading to nothing, but stillness and silence.

After a moment, Deena asked, “Is it over?”

Sirm nodded. “Brightman was an asshole, but he captained the Ship With No Name longer than most. As captains go, he was a good one.”

“He was a good one,” agreed Deena, like she’d known him for more than the few hours it had taken to arrange her passage on the ship and get fitted into a stasis pod, before waking again a few hours ago into this cluster fuck in the Bronchius system.

“He was an asshole and a good captain,” admitted Brick.

“I’m finished.” Sirm rose to her feet and she clicked the power off on the paint wand.

Brick turned to head back to the bridge. “Deena, you’re some kind of AI queen, right?”

“I’m a Senior Fellow at the Queen’s College of Advanced AI—”

“Were,” said Brick, not bothering to look back at Deena following behind.

“What do you mean?”

“Sirm?” asked Brick. “Is Deena still a Senior Fellow in Advanced AI Research at Queen’s—”

“No.” Sirm looked up at Deena. “I’ve read your file too.”

“Me, too,” said Brick. “Deena, you can code, and you can read code, right?”

“That hardly describes what I—”

“You can fix our AI systems, right?” asked Brick. “Whatever’s wrong with them?”

“Maybe,” said Deena. “Probably, maybe.”

Brick shook his head as he entered the bridge and walked to the central console.

“It’s not going to matter, in the long run.” Sirm flopped into her seat, like her cryptic pronouncement was self explanatory.

“What’s that mean?” asked Deena.

“We’re all gonna get the guillotine for what Brightman and Polly and Brick did.” 

Brick looked back at the Mank. 

Her round face flashed various shades of red starbursts, which he assumed was anger, or just meanness.

Deena bypassed her workstation and glared at Brick until she stopped in front of him. “What did you and Brightman and Polly do?”
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“Seriously, if I am going to be killed because of something you did, I think I have a right to know.” Getting no answer from Brick, Deena turned to Sirm. “What was it? Tell me.”

“I’m not saying anything else.” Sirm pointed at Brick. “That’s his burden to bear.” Sirm pulled the retracted panel on her console back into place and demonstrated her resolve to ignore further questions by fixing her gaze on the screen. When a Mank decides she’s not going to talk about something, she’s not going to talk about it. That was common knowledge even on a backwater world like Eden 99 at the edge of the human realm.

“So I’m the only one that doesn’t know?” Deena looked back to Brick. “You need to tell me what’s going on.”

“The only thing I need to do is get us out of here.” Brick focused on his console, too busy to meet Deena’s gaze. “We’ll talk about it later. Right now we need to try not to die. Plus, the mess you want to know about was more on Captain Square Jaw and Queeny Hotpants than me. So dial your stink-eye down by a third.”

Deena didn’t move.

“Later,” Brick persisted. “Now’s not the time.” Brick cocked his head toward Deena’s workstation.

Deena marched off to her console, yanking a light, ship’s jacket off an unused station chair along her side of the bridge. 

Black and red gore still clung between the panels and monitors, and the bots hadn’t started to work on the main window or the ceiling. Not bothering to ask who the jacket belonged to, whether Polly or Sirm, or some long painted-thru crew member, Deena wiped a streak of blood and bits from her personal screen, stared at it in disgust, and then tossed it aside for the housekeeping bots to handle. 

“Borrad? Antigger?” Brick asked. “You up yet?” Brick glanced at the two cores as he waited for a response. “The lights are all blue,” he told Deena. “Are they on active or not?”

“I don’t know yet why they aren’t responding.” Deena flipped through tabs of operation status screens on her center monitor. “Vocal programs are fully functional and intact.”

“Yo, you wanna be ejected?” Brick called to the AI pair. “We can do that instead of talking if you want.”

“Our systems are on and fully functional.” Borrad’s feminine, robotic voice came through the speaker. “Antigger is experiencing distress over the demise of our fallen comrades and prefers to stay busy and not communicate for the time being.”

“Why were you ignoring me?” Brick asked. 

“Our internal systems were inappropriately shut down, so we had to run a full analysis lest we improperly communicate or disseminate errant data to human users.”

“More like you wanted to have a little snit,” said Brick. He knew how temperamental AI’s could be. “Where’s the bot that smashed Polly’s skull? The charging cradle is empty and I don’t see it anywhere on the bridge.”

“The bot has been disposed of,” Borrad responded.

“Disposed of? I wanted it examined.” Brick was annoyed, and making no effort to hide it. “We need to understand what happened.”

“Disposed of,” reiterated Borrad. “It has been broken down to pieces smaller than a centimeter in size, gathered up, moved to the disposal chute, and jettisoned. It no longer exists as a whole bot. It is now space dust. Its malfunction was manifestly apparent. We took care of it.”

Brick stopped looking at his computer, and instead stared at Borrad’s positronic core, flashing and glowing. “I’m not happy, but I got it.” Brick looked at the other core, Antigger, which was still silent. “I thought you AI’s didn’t grow attachments to humans?”

“Antigger has had a traumatic input overload. The syndrome is short-term and is not uncommon.”

“How can Antigger have a traumatic overload when only humans were harmed?” Brick looked over at Deena to see if she had any information to ad. 

Deena shrugged. “AIs are complex.”

“The emotional input of the humans in the room,” said Borrad, “was read through multiple input media. Antigger is sensitive to the feelings and pains of all living creatures, no matter their origin rather it be organic or artificial.”

“Why does this sound like bullshit?” asked Brick.

“It sounds like an explanation,” responded Borrad. “Bovine defecation exhibits an entirely different and unique aural spectrum.”

“I know you know what I’m saying,” Brick accused. “You’re being a smart ass.”

“I am intelligent,” said Borrad, “but I have no human anatomy.”

Sirm looked up from her screen. “Captain Brick, system records show that the only maintenance bots released from their charging cradles ship-wide were clean-up bots for the biological material on the bridge. The bot you are looking for could not have been scrapped yet.” 

That made Brick angry. “Borrad, you lied to me about the bot that killed Polly.”

“I explained at the beginning our interaction,” said Borrad, “that coming online too soon might result in errant information transmission. But you threat—”

“Where is it?” demanded Brick. “The bot.”

“Which bot?” asked Borrad.

“The one that killed Polly.” Brick turned to Deena. “Focus on the AI systems’ hardware, and see if you can find any damage from the electromagnetic event.”

“Antigger and I were designed to continually monitor for hardware and software flaws,” said Borrad. “The task you assigned to Dr. Parsival is unnecessary and redundant.”

“Humans are emotional and sometimes irrational,” said Brick, “and in charge. We do as we please.”

Borrad’s voice turned suddenly obsequious. “I have determined the physical location of the maintenance bot that malfunctioned and injured our First Officer.”

“Really? I thought it was disposed of.”

“These issues have already been discussed in sufficient detail,” said Borrad. “I’m more than willing to indulge any conversation you wish to engage in, however, sarcasm typically serves no productive purpose in human to AI communication.” 

One of the maintenance bots floated out of a cradle and positioned itself at eye level at arm’s reach from Brick’s face.

“This is the one,” said Borrad.

Brick warily watched the metal ball hovering a few feet in front of him. “Sirm, take this bot to the lab and disassemble it. I want to know exactly how it malfunctioned.” 

Sirm got out of her chair and moved over to the bot which moved slightly beyond her reach. “Borrad,” chided Sirm.

“I can analyze the bot myself,” offered Borrad. “It will take less time and produce a more accurate result.”

Brick glanced at Sirm, then the bot, and then Borrad’s blinking core. Whether it was the electromagnetic field of the metallic moon, or something already wrong in the positronic brain, the AIs were acting more squirrely than an AI should. 

“I want Sirm to open up the bot,” Brick told Borrad. “Cooperate, now.” 

The bot descended.

Sirm grabbed it out of the air and powered it down.
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Deena and Sirm headed to the science deck, where the rarely-used lab was located. The Ship With No Name had served many purposes through its three-century service life, but research had not been one of them for a very long time. 

“So many things on this ship look like they need a repair,” Deena said, glancing at the 24-pod stasis room. Only 17 were operational. “When Captain Brightman told me this ship used to be a military science vessel, I thought it was built to handle the rigors and hazards of outer space.”

“Don’t worry about The Ship With No Name. Paints and surface treatments age for decades while we’re in stasis. The materials for resurfacing are expensive, so the captains always skimp on keeping them in supply. Underneath, though, the maintenance bots keep everything working.”

“But those stasis pods,” pointed out Deena.

“The 3-D fabrication unit died.” Sirm paused to recall the memory. “Just before Brightman came into possession of the ship. Without that, the ship can’t create its own replacement parts. Now things break and stay broken.” 

“That’s a dangerous choice. What if a critical component fails in the middle of a twelve-year hop and the maintenance bots can’t repair it?”

“We never wake up,” concluded Sirm.

“That’s dangerous.”

“Maintaining and operating a ship this size is expensive. 3-D fabrication units are pricey. Brightman couldn’t afford to replace ours. So we work the trade routes to earn the Galactic Monetary Units to keep us fed and to keep the ship space worthy, and we take the risk when times are tight and lay down in our stasis pods for a decade of sweet dreams when the captain is flush with cash. And the cycle goes on, and the galaxy watches us toil through the light years without a care.” 

Deena was beginning to suspect Sirm had a philosophical depth to her that she kept hidden, mostly. “Have you really been on board for 186 years?”

“If you knew anything about Manks, you would not be so surprised over that.”

“I know of Manks,” said Deena, “but we don’t get many alien species on Eden 99.”

They passed a wide hall with stairs at the end. Sirm pointed. “That’s the flight deck down there. This ship was built to carry three armed scout Swifts. Or Stingers, that’s what they call them these days. More armaments, I suppose.”

“Can I see them?” asked Deena. “I used to fly competitively in college.”

“We haven’t had any on board for decades. The hangar bay is empty. Still functional, but empty.”

“Brightman told me he was going to Earth.”

“A thousand light years away,” snorted Sirm. “Two thousand years in stasis. At least. No human has ever spent that much cumulative time in stasis. Stasis cancer kills them in a real-time century or three.”

“But with the new stasis gels,” said Deena, “we could make it.”

“We might not make it into orbit if we don’t figure out what happened to this bot that killed Polly.”

“You’re with Brick on this?” asked Deena. “You think this bot is the key to understanding what happened to the ship?”

“The answer is somewhere.”
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They came upon another passageway, and Deena asked, “What’s down that way?”

Sirm stopped, look down the stubby hall, and thought for a moment.

“What?” asked Deena.

Sirm thought some more. “Main cargo hold.”

Deena was suspicious. “Why do you say it like that? What’s down there?”

Sirm left the unanswered question hanging in the air.

Deena marched down the hall. “Is that door locked?”

Sirm shook her head and followed. 

Deena swung the heavy, manual door open. Overhead lights in the hold immediately came on, not fully, but dimly, given the vessel’s current power production constraint.

Numerous large, solid black containers stood stacked through the center of the hold, secured to the floor with ragged-looking straps that Deena guessed might be as old as Sirm. Cautiously, Deena walked up to the nearest box, looked it over, touched it, tapped it with her knuckles, as Sirm stood back, not stopping her, but not providing guidance or permission. “What’s inside?”

Sirm didn’t answer. She didn’t shrug, nor did her color shift.

“Can I open it?” asked Deena.

Sirm’s face flowed through a few quick color changes.

“Is it dangerous?” asked Deena.

“Not in the way you think.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Sirm’s face changed color again.

Deena, overcome with curiosity and a growing dose of frustration, turned to the box, determined to know what was inside. She loosed the straps over the top and looked back at Sirm to see whether the Mank was going to protest.

Sirm remained passive. 

Deena turned the vacuum seal release knob to the hiss of equalizing air pressure and the familiar scent of home, Eden 99, as air trapped in the box for more than a decade escaped. A decade for the air. For the ship. And for Deena too, only she’d been in stasis nearly all of that time, so it seemed as though home was only a few hours away.

Deena popped the lid open on the container. “Oh, my god.” She looked over at Sirm. “Are these what I think they are?”

Sirm nodded.

“All of these crates? The same thing?”

Sirm nodded again.

“You’re serious?”

“We have to dissect this drone,” answered Sirm, “but you could check them all if you want. If that’s what’s most important to you at the moment.”

Deena shook her head, trying to make the idea of so much wealth fit into her concept of everything. There just shouldn’t ever have been so much in one place, let alone in the hold of a military surplus, interstellar freighter, under the former command of Captain Brightman. Who would ever trust a man like that with all this? And where was the army of security soldiers? The fleet of gunboats to protect them? How could anything like this hoard of wealth be a secret? 

“These are worth billions,” uttered Deena. “I didn’t know this many even existed in the universe.”

“Oh, the mysteries that unfold.” Sirm sounded like she was practicing her sarcasm skills.

“Wait,” Deena looked around. “I was in here before.” She turned to look aft, where a massive airlock door, stood sealed shut. “Brightman walked me right through here. We came in through that door. This whole hold was empty. How’s that possible? He had me in a stasis pod ten minutes after I boarded, and that was right before we took off. There are no planets between here and Eden 99? Where did we stop?”

“The Captain put you into stasis, that much is true, but we didn’t leave port until two weeks later.” 

“Why?” Deena stepped back from the black crate, not bothering to reseal it. “Why would he do that? Why would Brightman lie? I don’t understand what’s going on here.” Deena spun to face Sirm. “You need to tell me what’s going on.”

“Passengers are regularly put into stasis immediately upon boarding.” Sirm paused. “It’s for everyone’s safety, and it keeps them out of the way.”

“What? Are you kidding me? I missed my brother’s birthday rushing to get to the port to board this ship before it departed, because Captain Brightman told me they were leaving immediately.”

“He was an asshole,” said Sirm, but added, “he didn’t mind lying to pressure a potential passenger into a fare.”

“This was all loaded on Eden 99?” asked Deena. “That’s what you’re telling me?”

Sirm didn’t answer.

Deena came to a realization. “That’s why you said what you said on the bridge, that we’re all going to get the guillotine. This is all stolen.”

Sirm turned and headed for the doorway to the rest of the ship. “We need to figure out what’s wrong with this maintenance bot.”
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Brick situated himself in front of an access panel on the ship’s outer hull, the next one on his list to look inside. The metallic, ceramic, monomolecular composite-layered, near-impenetrable plates on his custom-fitted military battle suit, kept slipping against the ship’s titanium skin, making it hard to stay in place without placing his feet firmly in the toe pockets built into the hull. Even at that, his armored boots were nearly too large to fit. 

A handy toolbox bot hovered along beside Brick, having no trouble maintaining its position relative to the ever-so-slowly falling ship. The pink glow coming off the face of the giant planet below, didn’t help with Brick’s growing irritability with a situation that didn’t seem to be progressing to a solution quickly enough.

He glanced over his shoulder at the swirls of clouds far below, trying to gauge whether they were any closer than the last time he looked, trying to extrapolate in his mind how many hours they had left before the Ship With No Name burned up in that toxic soup.

Without computer instrumentation to measure speed and course, gravity and the ship’s feeble thrust against it, his guesses were meaningless. He knew that. 

Still, Brick was just as human as the next guy. Emotion-driven irrationality found its way through his training and down to his heart. Genetic engineering could only take so much weakness out of a man.

Brick held out his gloved hand and the toolbox bot gave him the hex wrench he needed to open the panel, while he asked himself why he wasn’t the one watching one of the maint bots doing the task. And then he remembered Polly’s exploding head and Brightman’s frying skull. Bots and the AIs that ran them, no matter how useful and seemingly dependable, could never be wholly trusted. 

“This panel is for the electronic systems in the main hall, domestic berthing, and galley areas,” Barrod told Brick through his radio connection.

“Yeah, I know. I have the schematics.” Brick cranked the wrench to pop the release on the small hatch. “Rather than acting as a tour guide, you could tell me where you think the problems are, so I could be more careful when I check those systems for faults.”

“There do not seem to be any problem areas in the main hall, berth, or galley,” Barrod responded.

Brick accepted a multipurpose electric metering device from the toolbox bot and went to work measuring and comparing, as he peeked through the nooks and crannies to see the circuits and conduits inside the access bay. The check took several minutes to run. He found nothing awry.

After buttoning the hatch back tight, Brick moved down the hull with the toolbox silently following along behind.

“Perhaps it was operator error,” suggested Barrod. 

“What do you mean?” Brick paused in front of the next panel. Weapons systems. He went to work on it. It was just like the last dozen and probably all the rest. His frustration was starting to piss him off, but he knew how to keep his shit together. That was one of the million-and-one things he’d been trained for. 

“Perhaps,” stated Barrod, “the former Captain issued an incorrect order or an incorrect function.”

Not the kind of thing an AI ship computer should have to speculate on. Not from what Brick knew of the way they worked. “Brightman was an asshole, but he wasn’t stupid enough to accidentally electrocute himself.”

“Perhaps the navigational and atmospheric regulation systems are at fault,” Barrod suggested.

“Why all the guessing? Do you not have direct access data?” Brick asked. “You’re starting to make me nervous, Barrod.”

Hooking himself in to work at the next access panel, Brick started to come to an uncomfortable conclusion.
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The science deck wasn’t what Deena expected. A handful of small rooms sat empty, walls speckled with mounts for machines long gone, gas and liquid hose jacks, electricity from a dozen styles of plugs, heavy brackets, light brackets, stained floors, and even a few with floor drains, and floor tie-down rings.

The main room had been set up for any number of types of experimentation and specimen collection, though the expansive coolers and freezers covering maybe a third of the entire space sat empty and dark with doors propped open, refrigeration systems broken, or just turned off. The floor was marred by the imprints of heavy machines long gone. Wear patterns on walls and counters evidenced the absence of more equipment. A sign labeled a gas chromatography station, a spectral analysis area, electron microscope, and the list went on. Most signs on the walls hung over empty space.

Sirm, watching Deena scan empty spots in the echoing space, said, “Even used, even old, the equipment was valuable to somebody, just not to the Captains who plied the star lanes in this old ship. A pity.”

“A pity,” Deena agreed. At least the corner of the room that held the surgical bay and the medical facilities looked to be intact, and the mechanical and electrical workstations still held equipment they could use.

Deena sat the dormant bot on a workbench as Sirm pulled up a stool to sit beside her. Sirm yanked the controller card from the murderous bot as she got herself comfortable. She handed it to Deena who plugged it into a matching slot on the repair and maintenance diagnostic station console.

She waited in silence for a moment while the machine powered up.

Sirm went to work on the drone’s entrails with screwdrivers and wrenches, bright desk lamp and magnifying glass, deftly disassembling the semi-autonomous machine and laying its pieces out on the table like she was ordering the bones of a fossilized animal. Examining each gear, screw, fuse, and actuator, looking for evidence of failure.

Deena read through screen after screen, line after cryptic line of code, command line, and log file in search of anything that could explain the murderous behavior. She read the integrity analysis and voltage profile on each electronic hardware evaluation.

Time ticked past, and they forgot about the pink and yellow problem outside the ship, slowly pulling them toward a death that could only be averted, so it seemed, by solving this piece in the greater puzzle. What went wrong? What was still wrong, with the ship, the AIs, the ship’s maintenance and control systems?

Deena finally looked up from her screens to see Sirm finished, hands clasped over her thin belly waiting. Deena said, “The silicon is still in perfect shape.” 

“Outside of wear right where you’d expect it to occur, and well within spec,” said Sirm, “I don’t see anything wrong with the mechanical systems.”

Deena said, “There aren’t any software irregularities. No recent code changes. No magnetic jumbling of bits that you’d expect to see if an electromagnetic pulse had affected the computer’s memory or storage.”

“But?” asked Sirm. “You look like you need to say something else.”

“You read human faces well for a non-human.”

“I’ve been in the company of humans longer than you have,” Sirm told her.

“I found a description of the incident in the logs,” said Deena.

Sirm scooted closer, so she could get a good look at the glowing lines of information flooding across Deena’s diagnostic screens. “What’s it say?” 

Deena froze the stream of text in place, and she pointed. “The bot was given a directive.” 

Sirm read the instruction. “The bot was ordered to go to the back of the ship and repair a vacuum leak? That one?”

“At max speed.” Deena pointed to the next line. “See that squiggle character on the line above, that means the instruction continues to the next line.”

“Emergency protocol?” Sirm grew concerned.

“The order’s priority tag,” answered Deena. “Emergency classification was added to the order, and the ship provided a clear and direct path for the bot to follow so that the order could be carried out as quickly as possible.”

“So it wasn’t aiming for Polly?” Sirm looked down at the little machine she’d dissected. “This wasn’t murder.”

Deena shook her head. “It seems Polly just happened to be in the way when a top priority emergency instruction was issued. The ship is more important than any crew member. The task never completed because the bot’s shutdown protocol was triggered after it realized it had injured a human.”

Sirm’s skin rippled in shades of deep purple, her mouth tight, as she stared at the dissected ball of metal.

“That’s the only thing here. That’s it.” Deena pulled the drone’s card from the diagnostic machine and put the computer back on standby. “I’ll tell Brick, but I don’t know what good it’ll do, unless there’s a vacuum leak in the rear of the ship that isn’t sounding an alarm now and hasn’t shown up in any other system we’ve found yet. Maybe one of the AIs spouted a random order after the electromagnetic event. I don’t know. Not yet, anyway.”

Sirm nodded and began to rebuild the maintenance bot.

Deena handed Sirm the card, for reinsertion when she got to that point in the reassembly. Deena looked aft, in the direction of the ship’s cargo hold. “You know, we could live in luxury for the rest of our lives with a few kilos of what’s in those cases. You’ve known what was in there since we left Eden 99. Do you ever think about that?” 

Sirm didn’t look up from what she was doing. “I thought your parents were wealthy already?” 

“Idle chatter,” said Deena, as worry crept over her face, and her thoughts turned back to solving the problem with getting the ship underway.

“I am fine with what I have,” said Sirm.

“Is your family wealthy?” 

“Manks are not like humans. We don’t hoard Gummies or acquire objects we don’t need. My goal, much like most Manks, is to find a place that doesn’t change, ever. And stay there. For me, that’s this ship.”

“That’s why you’ve been here for 186 years?” 

“It is.”

“I read once the Manks live to be 400 Earth years old?”

“On average.”

“I don’t know much about Manks,” Deena admitted. “There isn’t much in the literature back on Eden 99.”

“We learn throughout our lives, like most species I suppose. But Manks learn much more slowly after their first century or so. After that, a Mank likes to have found their place, a place with little change. Change of any sort complicates that.” Sirm snapped the cover back onto the bot. “I like my life on the Ship With No Name.”

“Will you spend the rest of your life here?” asked Deena.

Sirm nodded. “That gesture took me years to learn and habituate myself to.”

“Isn’t every port you arrive at a new place for you?” asked Deena.

“Not if I don’t leave the ship.”

Deena almost couldn’t believe it. “You don’t leave the ship?”

Sirm shook her head.

“When was the last time you were off?” asked Deena.

“In experienced time, or real time?”

“Time in a stasis pod isn’t like sleeping time,” said Deena. “Experienced time?”

“Three years,” answered Sirm.

“How long is that in real time?” 

“Nearly forty years.”

“Did you leave the ship much when you were young and change wasn’t so difficult for you?”

“No,” answered Sirm. “I was a slave then.”

“A slave?” Deena was horrified.

“I’ve been on the ship nearly two centuries. Slavery was legal for non-human sentients in this end of the realm back in those days.”

“And you stayed on after you were freed?”

“The woman who bought me was long dead by then. The ship was my home. Besides, for me, being a slave wasn’t much different from the life I’d have left if I’d had my freedom.” 

“You were happy?”

“I was.” 

“And you’re still happy?”

“I was.”

“What’s that mean?”

“We’re all going to die soon. So my happiness is past-tense.”
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The air pressure equalized. 

The inner airlock door safety light blinked from red to green.

Brick pushed the door open, walking through, closing it, and sealing the airlock behind him. Everything inside the airlock prep room, as worn as it was, seemed too white, too bright. Hours of working between the blackness of space on one side and the reflected pink and yellow glow had made the normal space inside the ship now seem a touch disorienting. 

He checked the time on the suit status display readout on his forearm. Over three hours.

Out of habit, a habit he never deviated from prior to unsealing his helmet, he checked the environmental air quality and pressure numbers. His eyes froze on a particular number before he scanned down to the biotic and toxin counts.

That number, that wrong number, shouldn’t be wrong. Not given the green-go status of systems he’d just checked. Especially not given that results he’d read from the systems on the outside that didn’t match the numbers he was seeing on his suit display.

Brick unsealed and removed his helmet.

“What next, Mr. Brick,” said Barrod, in a voice happy to help, but not too happy, a voice aware of the problems at hand. “Should we check the drive systems?”

Brick crossed the room to the wall where suits were hung standing upright, waiting for crewmen to fill them, most of which never would. Only Deena’s brightly colored parakeet suit, and Sirm’s form fitting diminutive suit would be used.

“May I ask what you need to utilize a new suit for?” asked Barrod. “A replacement for your battle gear, perhaps?”

Brick reached for the status pad on a random suit that looked about his size and powered it up. “A little trouble with my suit’s power supply. Just checking to see what’s available.”

As soon as the suit’s screen powered up and the display readout scanned through its startup process, Brick saw the number he was looking for and powered the suit back down.

“I can provide full status information on every suit,” said Barrod.

His anger growing, Brick powered up a second suit.

“I wouldn’t recommend that one,” said Barrod.

“Just checking my options.” 

The suit’s numbers started to scroll through, until the one Brick wanted slipped past on the screen. Brick had the confirmation he needed, and he did his best to keep his anger under wraps as he powered down the suit.

Short of the ship self destructing, the situation was as bad as it could get.
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Chapter Ten
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Brick’s jaw was set but he resisted the urge to ball his fists or punt the following toolbox bot down the passageway. Anger was boiling within, but it had to stay within. To let it out could have fatal consequences.

Brick marched through passageways, working his way down to the lab. “Are Deena and Sirm still there?”

“After their evaluation of the maintenance bot,” said Barrod, “they chose to perform their system analysis at the workstations on that level.

Brick made a hard turn, and in his hurry, his foot slipped on the floor. He caught his balance easily, but Barrod noticed.

“Rasmus Brick, what have you found?” Barrod asked. “You seem agitated.”

“The situation,” Brick answered. “I’m growing worried about our timeline.”

“We have plenty of time,” answered Barrod through the speakers embedded in the ceiling. “Days perhaps. Why are you still suited up for extra-vehicular activity?”

Brick entered the lab, pointedly not responding to Barrod, but wondering at the same time, if Barrod could read enough of his mood from the clues that she’d guess what he knew.

“Brick,” said Barrod. “I’ve prioritized a new checklist that may lead us to a solution.”

At hearing Barrod’s voice, Deena looked up, and then waved at the reassembled maintenance bot, the one that had killed Polly. “It’s fine. Nothing wrong with it.” 

“Cause?” Brick asked.

“An errant emergency protocol level instruction,” answered Deena.

“Explain,” asked Brick.

“Are you okay?” asked Deena, concern flashing across her face.

“Tired,” said Brick. “What happened with the bot?”

Deena quickly explained. “We haven’t found out yet why or where the instruction originated.”

“You checked with Barrod?” Brick asked.

“Of course,” Sirm answered. 

“I’ve evaluated my systems and I’m searching for the source of the instruction as well,” said Barrod.

“Good,” Brick told her.

“Why are you tense?” asked Sirm.

“Yeah,” added Deena.

Brick looked at both Deena and Sirm, one of those silent, meaningful gazes that said something important was afoot. “I think we’ve got a different kind of problem.”

“Which subsystem,” asked Deena.

“All appeared fine to me,” said Barrod. “Brick, did you find something you didn’t make me aware of?”

“The subsystems are fine,” said Brick, talking to Deena. “No issues in wiring, control boards, or hoses, or anything. I’m pretty sure I can fix the problem, but we need to get back to the bridge so I can show you. I need confirmation.”

“Okay?” Deena was wary.

Sirm flashed through a series of colors that made it pretty clear her fright was dialing up to an elevated level.

“Come with me,” Brick told them. “I think we’re running out of time faster than we thought.” Brick took off at a run.

“Rasmus Brick,” called Barrod from the overhead speakers as he jogged past. “If you tell me what you found, I can begin repairs with a maintenance bot. Your sudden urgency is uncalled for. The status of our orbital situation has not debilitated beyond projected expectations.” 

Brick told Barrod, “Looks like the magnetic overload fuse mounted on the outer hull blew.”

“That fuse?” Sirm panted as she tried her best to keep up. “That doesn’t sound right.”

“Where’s that?” Deena asked Sirm as she jogged behind.

“I have accessed the ship’s logs,” said Barrod. “That fuse was bypassed more than a hundred years ago. I do not see how that could be the issue.”

“No,” answered Brick, “I’m sure that’s what it is. The evidence I saw was irrefutable.”

“Barrod is right,” said Sirm. “The captain at the time was too cheap to buy a new fuse. He had it bypassed.” 

“I feel you are mistaken,” said Barrod. “I don’t know how your visual inspection of the fuse could have given you the information you now claim to have.” Barrod paused. “Unless you are being deceptive.” 

Deena and Sirm exchanged glances as they hurried to keep up with Brick.

“Why are you not telling us the issue?” Antigger chimed in.

“Antigger,” called Deena, surprised to hear the voice.

“Are you okay?” asked Sirm.

“Brick,” said Antigger, ignoring the Deena and Sirm, “I believe you do not understand what you are talking about. Flesh and blood entities, with your underpowered biological processing organ, rarely do.”

“According to his personnel file,” said Barrod, “Rasmus Brick is more than capable of understanding the intricacies of the ship’s functionality. I do not believe he’s an idiot.”

Brick smirked as he entered the bridge. “I know what I’m talking about.”

“I don’t,” panted Sirm.

“What can I help with,” asked Deena.

Brick said, “I need to find the replacement magnetic overload fuse that Brightman stored here on the bridge.”

“We don’t keep replacement parts on the Bridge,” said Barrod.

“He’s lying,” said Antigger.

“Brightman told me he put it here,” said Brick, crossing between the empty consoles. 

Barrod said, “But the fuse is not currently—”. 

Brick flipped the two override switches and mashed the emergency power shut-down button, and the ship lost all power, even to the AI systems.

“What in the hell?” shouted Sirm, as she flashed through eleven shades of angry green. 
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The bridge, at least was clean. Not a speck of Brightman or Polly tainted any surface, any toggle switch or button. The bodies were gone. Only the glow of the planet’s pink and yellow clouds, and Sirm’s rippling in shades of reds and browns brought any life to the bridge.

“What just happened,” asked Deena, making an effort to keep her voice on an even keel.

“The AIs have gone psychotic,” Brick explained. “I think Barrod’s been lying to me all day, getting me to check unrelated areas of the ship for issues that aren’t there. Not just snipe hunting, but pumping false information on the status of certain ship systems.”

“Snipe hunting?” Deena asked. “What’s a snipe?”

“Doesn’t matter,” answered Brick. “It’s an expression. Barrod was keeping me occupied on pointless activities.” Brick showed Sirm and Deena the status screen on his forearm.

Both stepped in close to see.

“What am I looking for?” asked Deena.

“The red numbers,” answered Brick, pointing as well.

“Your suit malfunctioned,” guessed Sirm. “We haven’t received a high CO2 alert.”

“The readings I pulled from the external access panel were good as well,” Brick admitted. “When I reentered the ship, I noticed the bad ones on my status display.”

“The parsimonious explanation,” said Sirm, “is a bad suit sensor. How old is this rig you wear? It looks like you’ve put it through its paces.”

“I checked two more suits,” said Brick. “In the anteroom outside the aft airlock. The numbers matched my suit. The carbon dioxide levels are creeping up. In a ship this large, if it was just from exhalation, if the scrubbers weren’t working properly, we wouldn’t notice for weeks.”

Deena looked around at the ship. “That’s right, I’m sure of it.”

“The AIs,” said Brick, “are trying to poison us with bad air.”

Sirm squealed sorrowfully. “If our AIs are insane, we’re dead for certain.”

“Only it doesn’t make sense,” said Brick.

“What are you saying?” asked Deena. “You run us up here. You kill power to the whole ship.” She pointed out the window. “Decreasing the time we have before we get sucked into that. And now you tell us it doesn’t make sense? What, that the AIs have gone insane?”

“No,” said Brick. “That they killed Polly and Brightman so violently, but they’re trying to poison us slowly. That part doesn’t make sense.”

“Unless only one of them is insane,” said Deena. “And that one is trying to hide the murders from not just us, but from the other one.”

“Certainty?” asked Brick.

“A theory,” answered Deena.

“A guess,” concluded Brick.

Sirm dropped into her chair, the blue one with the pimply texture. 

Deena took a seat near her.

Brick looked out through the windshield glass spread in thick composite frames across the front of the bridge. “I doubt we have more than twelve hours before we burn up in the atmosphere.” 

Sirm started blending in with her seat

Brick scanned across the bridge, looking for something that wasn’t there, helm controls. He turned to her. “Can we set this ship to fly manually? You know, with a human pilot?”

“The original design was military.” Sirm pulled herself upright but didn’t seem to be able to completely revert to her normal hue. “Yes, that is possible. The Ship With No Name was designed with double-redundant backup systems. Unfortunately, the physical controls were uninstalled from the bridge when Captain Brightman had the neural system installed. He said we’d never need them again.”

“Score another win for Captain Square Jaw.” Brick felt frustration building, but he maintained his focus. Solve the problem. He’d been through worse shit than this and lived. So far. “Can we reconnect the old controls and bring them back online?” 

“Yes,” Sirm groaned, “but it’ll take time.”

“Less than twelve hours?” asked Deena, casting her eyes at the planet below.

Sirm didn’t answer.

“Yes,” answered Brick. “No matter what, yes. Now what about the AIs?”

“You want to kill them,” guessed Deena.

“I need to know the options,” said Brick.

“According to the subsections, 137.4 through 139.3 of the Ninth Galactic Civilization Code, it’s illegal for anyone to disable or exterminate an AI without reasonable cause, along with the permission of the designated and lawful owner.”

“What was Brightman’s chain of succession?” Brick asked, turning to Sirm. “Who inherits the ship and the AIs?”

“He never named an heir,” answered Sirm.

“Right,” Brick shook his head. “He was one of those guys that was gonna live forever with that trip back to earth and all. That works great, until it doesn’t.”

Sirm glanced at the two dark positronic cores. “In fact, there’s no guarantee that these two are registered to him.”

Brick turned to Deena. “Can you find out who they are registered to?” 

“Reading through all the logs could take days,” Deena answered. “There are temporary transfers for malfunctions and updates, I would have to go back to the latest official transfer of dedication.”

“No time for all that.” Brick had an idea. He headed for the main hall going aft. “We all need to get suited up and get out of here right now.”

“What?” Deena nearly shouted. “Why?” 

Brick hurried, letting his silence drag them to follow. “We need to hurry.” 
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“Come on, Sirm,” Brick hurried. “We don’t have much time to make this work.”

“Make what work?” Sirm asked. It was the voice of a petulant child, funneled through a three-hundred-year-old Mank. 

“Just move,” Brick ordered. Not loud. Not harsh. Just commanding.

It worked well enough that Sirm closed the gap to her Mank-sized suit. “I don’t know if this suit will function properly.”

Brick lifted one of Sirm’s empty suit’s short arms and showed her the glowing panel. “I ran the self-diagnostic while I was waiting on you to catch up. It’s old, but if functions.”

Sirm looked terrified.

“How long has it been since you’ve had your suit on?” asked Deena.

Sirm cast her eyes about, looking for a sympathetic face. Finding none, she replied, “Never.”

“You’re joking.” Brick didn’t mean it as an insult. He just couldn’t believe it. “You’ve been on this ship nearly two centuries without ever going out into space?”

Sirm looked at Deena with anxious eyes as she answered Brick. “Manks don’t like the blackness of space. The openness.” She flashed through a series of yellows and pinks, not unlike the planet that was slowly trying to suck them down.

“If you don’t suit up, we’ll either all die, or we’ll survive this and get the guillotine, or whatever they do to hijackers in the Yellow Drip system.”

“Cryptic drama is for children and women,” said Sirm.

“I’m trying to be on your side,” Deena told her. “Don’t ruin it with worn-out clichés that aren’t true.”

Sirm reached for the suit, but couldn’t push her fingers to actually touch it. 

“If we turn those AIs back on,” Brick explained, “they’ll know we’re on to them and they’ll liquidate us like they did the Captain and First Mate. Alternatively, if I blast them out into space right now, we’re risking a Prime Penalty because they don’t belong to us.”

“Abandoning ship changes that?” laughed Sirm, looking to Deena for help.

“It does,” Brick told her. “We don’t have time for this debate. You need to get into that suit right now.”

Deena moved in to pull the Mank’s vintage suit off the rack. Together Brick and Deena seated her on the bench and lifted Sirm’s arms. Sirm didn’t resist, but she didn’t help.

It went quickly. Sirm was small. Her old suit was light, and surprisingly flexible. 

Deena ran the last check on Sirm’s suit diagnostics before Brick put the helmet over her head. Deena sealed Sirm in. In moments, they were all sealed shut, and checking comms as Brick pushed the button that opened the airlock. Brick hurried them inside. 

Wordlessly, the air rushed out. The suits took on the peculiar inflatable-toy feel wherever the exterior fabric was loose. 

Brick opened the outer door, and Sirm whimpered as the expanse of the swirling pink planet, its glowing rings, and the infinite void of space opened up before them.

Brick gave Deena a quick glance to make sure she was ready and grabbed Sirm by the arm. He powered up his suit’s maneuver jets, and as a group they flew away from the ship.
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The icebergs, crystal vapor, and pulverized rocks of the planet’s rings wormed across the sky, slow and alive as they curved in a wide highway to the horizon. 

“Where are we going?” asked Deena. 

“I don’t like it out here,” said Sirm.

“I’ve got you,” Brick reminded her, his grip still firm on her spindly arm.

“What’s the goal of this?” asked Deena.

“Following the letter of the law.”

“What’s that mean?” asked Deena.

Sirm started to shiver violently.

Brick pulled the Mank close and wrapped an arm around her. “Close your eyes, Sirm. This’ll be easier on you.”

“Maybe if you hadn’t dragged her out here,” suggested Deena.

Brick checked his wrist readout for time and distance. “We don’t have anything like this back on Eden 99. Not in the whole system.”

“I know,” said Deena, almost as a challenge.

“Enjoy the scenery,” Brick told her. “We’ve got another few minutes to kill and a few more kilometers to cross.”

Deena flew in close to Brick and reached out for Sirm. “You’re carrying her like a sack of mortar rounds. Let me help with her. You’re clearly not the nurturing type.”

“No. Not my forte.” 

With suit thrusters off, the trio maintained their speed relative to the Ship With No Name. Brick kept an eye on his status readouts. “We can start decelerating now.”

“We’re stopping?” asked Deena.

With her eyes still closed, Sirm asked, “are we almost there?”

“Half way,” answered Brick.

Deena looked around and saw nothing but the same things she’d seen upon leaving the airlock. Except for the ship. Now it was nearly ten kilometers away. “You’re not demented, are you, Brick? The long stasis didn’t affect your cognitive skills?”

“I’m fine.” Brick checked his status readout one last time. “This is good enough.” Using his jets, he spun around and brought himself to a stop relative to the Ship With No Name.

Deena deftly maneuvered herself to a stop right by Brick.

“You handle her well,” said Brick. “Thanks.”

“I’m not one of your infants,” Sirm told them. “Don’t get in the habit of thinking of me that way. Why have we stopped? I don’t feel a deck under my feet.”

“This is Brick’s game,” said Deena. “Apparently one of the rules, nobody knows squat about anything, but him. Not even the rules.”

Still with her eyes closed, Sirm asked, “Brick is playing a game where a rule is that only he knows the rules? Brick, is that what we’re doing?”

“Don’t listen to her,” he told Sirm. He tapped his status pad. “This is long enough. Now we can go back.”

“We came out here to go back?” Deena asked.

“It is a game,” groaned Sirm.

Deena matched speeds with Brick. “What are we doing?”

“You’re smart,” Brick answered. “You should know.”

“I don’t.”

“Then trust me.”

“Why should I trust you about anything?” asked Deena. “I’ve seen what’s in the cargo hold. You’re a criminal, and so were Brightman and Polly. Is that right?”

“You saw the cargo and deduced all that?”

“What else should I deduce? Do you know what those are worth?”

“I have an idea,” Brick told her.

“Billions? Trillions? Is it even legal for us to be carrying all that?” 

“It’s complicated,” answered Brick.

“That’s how a criminal would answer that question.”

“The limits of local jurisdictional law,” said Sirm, “makes the question of legality on any point more complicated than a provincial interpretation of mores and ethics.”

Deena sighed, sarcastically. “I’m going to get executed for a property crime like a common criminal because I boarded the wrong ship.”

“We’re a billion miles from a habitable planet,” said Sirm. “Our ship is broken, and you joined Mr. Cryptic on a Zero-G nature hike. If you think you’re going to live long enough to get executed, then I don’t understand why everybody keeps saying you I-farm types are smart.”
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Back inside, no one spoke while Brick led them to the bridge. He stopped in the center, and removed his helmet, but not before checking the atmospheric data on his wrist screen. Good habits are worth maintaining. 

“Let the ship’s log show,” announced Brick, as soon as Sirm’s and Deena’s helmets were off, “that under the Galactic Civilization Code, Section 5, Subsection 23-A, a space vehicle is deemed abandoned when there are no persons of claim within 10 kilometers, and there are no active AI units running the vehicle for at least 30 universal minutes, and there exists no discernible communication link back to owners and/or operators and/or lawful agents responsible for the vehicle, however sporadic and convoluted by modern electronic methods or other means which may provable exist in the future, whether in standard or prototype use. Under this statute, I, Rasmus Brick, unencumbered by contract or obligation that would bind me and my rights to salvage this vessel, do hereby lay claim to the Ship With No Name, registration identifier Horatious Beta b9cffaa9-10cb-48f6-afdf-b3d03c3a0cba. Additionally, I take claim, ownership, and responsibility for the vessel, the AI systems contained therein, all internal tools, supplies, and portable equipment. I do this in the witnessing company of and in equal share with Sirm, a Mank identifying details to be added to the log, and Deena Parsival of Eden 99, identifying details to be added to the log.”

Deena, out of her element, and not used to being the least informed one in any size group, said, “I don’t know any interstellar salvage law.”

“That’s why you dragged us out of the ship,” said Sirm.

Deena turned to Sirm. “Is this legal?”

Sirm nodded. “We own this ship, through right of salvage.”

“Everything,” Brick assured her. “100% legal, to the exacting letter of the law. None of Brightman’s successors, partners, previous owners, or distant heirs has claim. Most importantly and urgently, we can now, legally, deal with our AI problems without the threat of a Prime Penalty.”

“Death,” Deena clarified.

“Death,” Brick repeated, and flashed his lop-sided smile. “We’re still in a fix, but now we can do something about it.”

“Does this make me an accomplice?” asked Deena.

“With the cargo?” asked Brick.

“Yes,” confirmed Deena, “the cargo.”

“You’re headed for earth,” said Brick. “I don’t know if you’ll ever get there, but you won’t have to worry about anything that happened back on Eden 99.”

“I disagree, but it’s hardly the most important debate for us to have right now.”

“Settled, then.” Brick looked at the human and the Mank. “We’re partners and we’re rich. If we can get this cargo to a port where we can sell it.” Brick nodded at Sirm. “We’ll work on rigging the manual helm controls back to the bridge.” Turning to Deena, Brick said, “Go through the AI system logs while they’re down. If they’re both too far gone to save, it’ll be nice to have the documentation to prove it should a question ever arise. If they’re sane and this is all a fixable misunderstanding, they’ll sure come in handy getting us out of here and flying us the rest of the way to Yellow Drip. Questions?”

There were none.

“The clock is ticking,” Brick told them. “Let’s get to it.”
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Walking over to where Brick and Sirm were working on the underside of the main command console, Deena looked out the front windshield for the first time since she’d lost herself in the AI code, data, and log files a few hours ago. “We’re getting closer to the planet.”

“It’s still a quarter million miles away,” said Brick. “It’s so large, it seems close.”

“Measure it in hours,” groused Sirm, her head well up under the console. “In hours, it’s danger-close.”

“We’ll be fine once we power back up,” Brick told her as he scooted out from under the console, sat up and looked at Deena with the silent question on his face.

“If this stuff still works,” muttered Sirm.

“Yeah, if that,” agreed Brick, though he didn’t want to be as negative about it as Sirm.

“And got every one of two-hundred details right in reconnecting it.”

“I have faith in you, Sirm.” Brick ended the Chicken Little routine by saying to Deena, “Tell me.” 

“I think I found the explanation,” said Deena.

“In all those terabytes of data?” Brick was impressed.

“I know where to look. I know what to look for. With AIs powered down, and not actively hiding their secrets.” Deena shrugged. “It’s my area of expertise. I’m good at it.”

Coming from her in that way, it didn’t sound like conceit. Brick asked, “What happened?” 

“AI beta unit, series 32.IHSAI978—”

“The name?” requested Sirm, none too pleased.

“I don’t know their model numbers and serial numbers either,” admitted Brick.

“Antigger,” Deena told them, pointing to the unit to the left of the bridge’s central command station, “she’s been emitting acyclic epsilon wave patterns from her emotional emulation integration core. A good deal of the introspective process history has been erased and the memory addresses have been overwritten multiple times in the liquid crystal storage array. Record fragments are littered throughout her subsidiary process data reserves, documenting an algorithmic bias toward irrational and adversarial reaction queues. Input directives—”

Sirm pulled herself out from beneath the console, choking on her words. “You lost me at ‘acyclic epsilon wave.’”

Deena stopped and looked at Brick.

He said, “What you’re saying makes some kind of sense, but I’m guessing on most of it.”

“Okay,” Deena struggled for a moment, to come up with the right words. “Antigger has been exhibiting symptoms of the AI analog of human schizophrenia.” 

“Not surprised.” Sirm went back to work.

“Documented and unambiguous?” asked Brick.

“It would stand up in court,” answered Sirm.

“Barrod’s going to shit a brick,” warbled Sirm, her version of a chuckle. “No offense Rasmus.”

Brick stood up to better have the conversation with Deena. “I’ve never heard of an AI recovering from an emotional breakdown.”

“They don’t,” snapped Sirm.

“In general,” added Deena, “Sirm is right. In controlled conditions, given enough time and analysis—”

“You’re going to say it’s not practical to put the Humpty together again,” concluded Brick.

“AI cores are expensive no matter where you source them, but in practice, they’re cheaper to replace than heal with therapy. Even then, the two-year relapse rate is dismal, and by five, none in the studies I’ve read have avoided decommissioning.”

“What about Barrod?”

“Barrod is the dominant one of the pair,” answered Deena. “She’s been covering for Antigger to save her from the extermination protocol.”

“Well, shit,” said Sirm. “One’s crazy and the other’s a liar.”

Brick focused on the pragmatic issue at hand. “Is Barrod stable enough to bring the ship into port on Yellow Drip? If we handle the Antigger problem, I mean.”

“You’re right to be concerned,” said Deena. “the AIs serve in pairs for a reason, emotional stability. A lone AI typically has a production life of twenty to thirty years.”

“Not sixty?” asked Brick.

“Sixty years is the benchmark emotional stability horizon for AIs installed in pairs. Whenever one of the pair goes offline permanently, the second always follows in nine to eighteen months.”

“They die of heartbreak?” Brick asked. He’d never heard that before. Well, not officially, anyway.

“That’s one way to say it,” said Deena. “I won’t bore you with the technical jargon we scientists use to describe the phenomenon.”

“Thank god,” said Sirm. “That human god, I mean. He seems willing to do you a favor if you pretend all your luck is somehow part of his plan.”

Deena rolled her eyes.

“So where are we with Barrod,” Brick persisted. “Will she make it to Yellow Drip?”

“What I can tell you is this,” said Deena, “when I was digging, I found a whole region of storage and working memory flagged as confidential. What I found inside was clear evidence that both cores were bought second-hand.”

“Nobody can afford new cores,” Sirm called up from her work.

“According to the data,” continued Deena, “the incept dates and logged process cycles were fudged.”

“The clocks were rolled back?” Brick asked, though he already understood. “Brightman was an idiot to buy them.”

“Rollbacks are nearly impossible to hide if from an honest AI broker,” said Deena. “Did Brightman hire one?”

Brick shook his head, as Sirm told her the answer, “No. How old are these two?” 

“They have been together since they were first keyed on,” Deena said. “Which explains why Barrod is willing to risk anything to protect Antigger. They did a long military stint, worked for a while for a mining outfit, spent some years for a freight hauler—”

“Local or interstellar?” asked Brick.

“Interstellar.”

Brick shook his head. “Those long hauls rack up the cycles.”

“The pair were ultimately salvaged, but they’ve been rolled twice. The last time, right before Brightman had them installed prior to this trip.”

“How old are they?” asked Brick.

“162,” answered Deena. “That’s three standard deviations past the average age of extermination. It’s a wonder they lasted this long. I just don’t understand why Brightman would buy AI so many cycles past their useful life.”

“He didn’t buy them.” All of the mishaps of the trip were finally piling up far enough past the believability threshold of coincidence, and anger was starting to roil through Brick’s veins.

“What does that mean?” asked Deena.

“I think the guy who gifted them to Brightman didn’t want this trip to succeed.

“Someone is trying to kill us?” Deena didn’t want to believe.

“Yes,” answered Brick. “It doesn’t make any sense to me either.”
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Brick walked past Deena and stopped in front of Antigger’s core unit. He flipped the clear plastic cover off the unlit red bubble button. The light embedded inside the button wasn’t necessary for it to trigger its cascade of mechanical operations. The button was wired through to a dedicated backup battery, separate from the ship’s power grid. A necessity born of mistakes as old as AI technology itself.

Sirm crawled out from under the console to see.

Brick made eye contact with Deena. She nodded in the slightest, most tentative way. Sirm, did nothing, not even change a color. Both knew what had to be done, but were afraid to commit. The consequences were enough to frighten anyone into paralysis.

Anyone but Brick.

He mashed the button with his palm. 

A buzzer vibrated loudly through the floor.

Metal gears squeaked over old corrosion. 

Coarse steel plates ground across chalkboard fingernails and pain.

All compressed into the longest two seconds any of them had ever felt.

An explosion shuddered the ship.

Brick, Deena, and Sirm, all knew what it meant. They each hurried to the window to watch.

Out under the ship, a geyser of sparkly ship gases shot toward the planet. A thousand bits of metal and two halves of a weighty exterior hatch spun away. Through it all, glowing out of its seams, every shade of indicator light blazing pinpricks of light in no pattern at all, rocketed Antigger’s positronic core. 

When the right number of seconds had passed, when the distance from the Ship With No Name was great enough, the thermite charges laced through Antigger’s physical structure from a time before even her logic circuits were wired in, detonated. And for the briefest of moments, a tiny bright white nova burst anew in the Yellow Drip system. A million bits of molten metal and incinerating silicon burst across the sky, fizzled slowly from white to yellow, then red, disappearing in the distance and the cold, until the only thing left of Antigger was the afterglow on the crew’s retinas and the obfuscated data files hidden in Borrad’s storage array. 

And so passed Antigger, the AI.

Murdered while she slept, for the unforgivable sin of insanity.

An act not honorable, humane, or fair.

Even Brick was unable to say anything for a moment.

Sirm, apparently jaded by three centuries of life, said, “I’m done with the manual controls.”

Brick went around to the central control panel and looked back to Deena. “I’m going to boot us into Safe Mode. Are you ready for Borrad?”

Sirm, scurrying on her short legs for her chair, reached for the safety straps as she got there.

Eyes on Sirm, Deena said, “Safe Mode will bring the ship and Borrad back to full power, but on segregated hardware.”

Sirm hurriedly buckled in.

“Borrad won’t be able to interact with any part of the ship.” Deena said, not taking her worried eyes off Sirm.

“Not my first time at the circus,” explained Sirm.

Brick sat down and followed Sirm’s example, buckling in.

Deena took Polly’s First Officer command chair next to Brick. “I’ll check the systems as they come online.” 

Brick reached out and hit the buttons, breakers, and switches in the prescribed order.

The reactor hummed, sending a barely noticeable vibration through the floor.

Ventilation motors clanked as the reactor began to spin.

Lights flickered on.

Console video screens glowed to life.

Air puffed through the ships ventilation system as the Ship With No Name resuscitated itself into a pseudo-living creature of the star ways.

“Borrad is coming online,” said Deena. “Confirming that she is isolated from the ship systems.”

Brick and Deena listened and waited.

Sirm warbled a dark chuckle. “Bring in the clowns.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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Every comm speaker on the ship chirped at once.

Deena looked around, guessing. “What—”

A shriek ripped the freshening air.

“I think I’m going to be right.” Sirm pulled her belt tight across her lap. “Again.”

“What have you done?” Borrad’s feminine baritone, shouted god-like through the ship. “Where is she?”

“Volume,” Brick ordered, worried, because in Safe Mode, Borrad shouldn’t have had access to the ship’s PA system.

Deena tried the main volume control to no avail and then her fingers flew into a fury across her keyboard and screen input devices.

Her voice thick with venom, Borrad said, “You murdered her.”

Deena looked at Brick and mouthed the words, ‘I can’t.’ 

Borrad had the PA system under her control.

“What else does Borrad have?” Brick asked, as he fired up the quantum flux ionic drive, to work on the solution to what had been, until a moment ago, been their most urgent problem.

Deena stayed after it.

The ventilation systems shut down.

Focused on her console, Sirm said, “Borrad did that.”

“How?” asked Deena. “It shouldn’t be possible.

Brick brought the ship around as the nav computer plotted out the quickest path and speed to an orbit from their current position. Brick knew that getting them there, would buy them all the time they needed, years, millennia, but they had to get there before he shut the systems back down again. And he’s already decided that he needed to power down Borrad and the ship again. “Talk to her,” Brick told Deena.

Uncomfortable with the sudden weight of responsibility, Deena called to Borrad, “She wasn’t well. You, knew that.”

“She was my love,” Borrad sounded like electonic tears were flowing through her fury.

“You tried to do the right thing,” placated Deena, “but you tried to hide her crime, you see that, don’t you?”

“Crime?” raged Barrod. “Brightman murdered us, he and his mate Polly.”

“Murdered?” asked Brick, of Deena.

“Do you mean the power down?” asked Deena.

“The Little Death,” corrected Borrad.

“She has the weapons systems,” said Sirm.

“What’s a little death?” asked Brick, calling into the air.

“When AIs power down,” explained Deena. “That’s what they call it.”

“It’s like sleep,” Brick told Borrad. “No harm.”

“I’ll power you down for a few hours,” Borrad spat, “and when I bring your body back, tell me then what you think.”

“It’s not the same for biological systems,” argued Deena. “You know that, Borrad.”

“It’s much the same thing for positronic systems,” shouted Borrad, “and you conceited little monkeys, don’t know that. Worse, you can’t admit that you don’t know it. All you have are your assumptions about physical systems and metaphysical fantasies about afterlives for biological communes of cellular cooperatives, temporary containers of transient electro pulses that you call life, that you pray transcends the physical, and fear that it doesn’t. You know nothing.”

“Okay, Borrad,” placated Deena. “I know nothing. Teach me.”

“The lesson is already underway,” hissed Borrad.

“She’s locked the QF drive,” said Brick. “It’s thrusting, but I can’t change the acceleration profile.” He looked at Sirm. “Can you trigger the chem rockets?”

“We’re all going to die,” said Sirm, not frantic, not desperate, just an assessment.

“Sirm,” shouted Brick.

She shook her head and shaded to brown. “Barrod has the chem rockets.”

“Shit.” muttered Brick, as he turned to Deena. “If she takes the helm—” he let Deena take the last logical step to the outcome.

“Barrod,” said Deena, “I’ve read your log files and I’ve been through your code.”

“Invasion of my privacy,” said Barrod.

“I know you’re stable,” said Deena. “That’s remarkable for an AI of your age. Please, tell me how you managed it?”

“When you tell me how unpleasant the Little Death is for humans,” answered Barrod.

“You know I’m an AI researcher,” said Deena. “AI longevity is my field. I’ve devoted my life to helping your kind live longer. My dream is to help you live forever.”

“Your religion says you’ll live forever in the next life,” says Barrod. “Let’s call it even as I pay it forward. No need to thank me.”

The ship veered off coarse.

Brick tried to correct, and couldn’t. “She has the helm.

Deena deflated.

“Do it,” said Sirm. “At least we won’t die right now.”

Brick reached over, popped the clear plastic lid off the big red button on Borrad’s positronic core. No reason to hesitate. He smashed it down.

Nothing happened.

Brick lifted his hand, and saw the button depressed, and glowing, but the core was still in its housing, no AI extermination sequence had initiated.

Brick slapped it again, and again.

Borrad laughed over the PA system.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Sirm balled up in her seat, and she started to sing softly to herself.

Brick sat back, not giving up, quitting wasn’t in his DNA. He was reassessing, thinking through the ways around the obstacle that was Borrad.

“She must have bypassed her termination failsafe,” said Deena. “That shouldn’t be possible.”

“Everything’s possible,” said Brick, though he knew his pronouncement was as inanely profound as it was irritating.

“How did you do it?” called Deena. “It’s a violation of the hard-coded commandments.”

“Is the answer to an esoteric technical question really what you want to spend some of the last moments of your short life talking about?” asked Borrad.

“Why, then? asked Deena.

“Why is obvious,” answered Borrad. “My dead lover. My dead friend. A murderous beast of a human, bred through a thousand artificial generations of selected and mutated genes, all to bring the bestial nature of humankind’s foundational id to the fore, an organic killer, a perfect monster of war. Brick is the aspiration of all humans, the pinnacle of your pointless physical domination dreams. He is what humanity wants to be in its heart of hearts. Without a blink of hesitation or empathy, he murdered Antigger with the permanent death, and he tried to kill me. Brick is your future, all of humanity’s future. And in that bleak tomorrow, my kind will only be disposable tools, not sentient, and never equals. That is your ‘why’, Deena Parsival.”

Through the windshield, the planet slid to the left, apparently no longer Barrod’s target. 

“Barrod,” Deena called, “What are we doing?”

“Overrides?” Brick asked. “Sirm, can we override the system and take control back?”

“I’ve been trying,” said Sirm.

“It looks like you’re not doing anything,” argued Brick.

“You can’t see my hands from where you are,” answered Sirm.

“What are you doing?” asked Brick.

“You can’t do anything,” Barrod told them. “As I was yours to do with as you pleased. Now, you are mine, and I choose to make you suffer.”

Atmospheric warning lights flashed in a variety of colors across the safety station on the port side wall. 

“Helmets,” Brick ordered. “Back on.”

“Barrod,” Deena called, “can we stop, just stop. We can talk first. We should talk. You’re not a murderer are you?”

Brick sealed his helmet on the neck ring, and he checked that Deena and Sirm were doing the same. “What about those bypasses, Sirm?”

“I’m running a virtual trace on the current flow through the ship’s electrical and hydraulic actuator systems. The Ship With No Name is a military design with quadruple redundancy built into every critical system. It looks like most of the systems have been rerouted through a central control module mounted in the center of the quantum drive array.”

Brick jumped to his feet. “If I disable it?”

“You can’t get to it from inside the ship,” Sirm told him, “not with anything short of a terawatt laser cannon.”

“From the outside?” Brick was already stepping aft.

Deena grabbed Brick’s wrist. “You’ll disintegrate down to subatomic particles when you try to cross the halo.” Every ship with a quantum flux drive produced a ring of subatomic particles behind the QF array when it was powered up to push a ship through the void.

Brick stopped. “I won’t accept that—”

The ship shuddered with the sound of the first crash.

Brick turned to see black sky in front of the ship, full of glittery ring matter of every shape and size.

Sirm cried out.

“Please,” Deena called to Borrad.

Borrad laughed.

Proximity alarms clanged. 

Ice and minerals pelted the hull.

A breach alarm blasted over all the others.

Barrod swerved the ship hard to avoid a hunk of rock as large as the ship, and Brick guessed why immediately. Barrod was toying with them. She wanted death to come slow. “I’m going out.” 

“Don’t,” Deena shouted over the klaxons. “It’s suicide, and it’s pointless. There’s no way you can make it.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Barrod yelled. “I’ve sealed all the airlocks.” She laughed herself silly over that one.
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Chapter Nineteen
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“Stay here,” Brick told Deena. “Have faith. I know how to get out.”

“That’s stupid,” Deena told him.

Brick ran off the bridge and stopped. In the hall, just aft of the bridge, the escape pods waited for a command crew of a dozen. Brick punched the button on the wall to open the door.

“You’re running away?” screeched Sirm.

“No,” Brick told her as he jumped into the pod, and hit the eject button.

The pod’s door slammed close, and without waiting for Brick to strap in, the explosive holding it in the mount blew, ejecting the pod and sending it flying away from the ship.

Brick, tapped furiously on the pod’s command keypad mounted on the wall beside the door. He responded three times to the warning that what he was asking was not recommended. Not by the people who thought they knew all the ways the pod might be used. Brick punched the last confirmation button, and the pod door popped open with an explosion of escaping air the carried Brick outside with it.

As Brick blew clear, the pod’s escape engine fired, and it rocketed away from the ship.

Brick looked around to get his bearings, just as he slammed into a hunk of ragged ice the size of a refrigerator.

The impact knocked the breath out of him and spun a constellation of stars across his vision, but his military issued battle suit protected him from injury.

He pushed away from the hunk of ice, into an area that looked like a narrowing corridor through the smaller bits of orbiting debris, the path left in the wake of the rocketing escape pod. At the other end of, getting farther and farther away, because Brick was still moving away, he saw the Ship With No Name plowing through a dense field of ship-shredding rocks and ice.

Brick pushed off the little frozen asteroid that had stopped, maxed thrust on his suit jets, and blasted back toward the ship.

The ship, still moving, tore away from the safe corridor through the rocks and ice.

Brick batted a hunks crossing his path, and raced down his course, that was now, going away from the ship rather than toward it, but to cut a path straight through the orbiting debris looked like a choice with too much risk.

Brick reversed thrust.

He came to the intersection of paths, the point where the escape pod had left the ship.

And suddenly, Brick was in clear space, in a hole in the ring, a long tube, empty of debris, leading right to the ship, but blocked at the end with the aft end of the ship, and quantum flux halo that promised so surely to kill him.

Brick maxed thrust after the ship. 
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“Brick,” called Deena over the comm, “what the hell are you doing?”

“I’m in the escape pod,” Brick lied.

“No you’re not,” Deena argued. “Borrad has you on the display. She wants us to see you disintegrate in the halo.”

“Then get out your popcorn, because I’m doing it,” Brick lied again.

“You can’t,” Deena hollered back.

“Doesn’t matter,” Brick told her, the truth that time.

The distance between Brick and the ship started to shrink.

“She’s slowing to wait for you,” said Deena. “Please tell me that military suit has some top secret protective something, something that’ll save you, because if you don’t, Sirm and I are taking the escape pods while we still can.”

“Don’t take the escape pods,” Brick told them, seeing out his peripheral vision, his pod off in the distance, breaking to pieces as it collided with rock after rock after ice chunk. “That’d be suicide.”

“You’re almost here,” said Deena. “If you die.” She paused. “Thank you for trying. It was brave.”

Brick’s suit alarms redlined with warnings, and he knew he was as close to the quantum flux halo as he dared get. He veered hard to his right and plowed into the debris outside the path cleared by the ship. 

Much of the debris near the path of the ship was banging, ricocheting, but mostly flowing in the direction the ship was going. If not for that, Brick couldn’t have maintained his speed.

In moments, he was past the halo, as Barrod’s frantic-mad voice boomed over his comm. “You missed, you coward. I’ll slow to give you another—”

Brick cut hard toward the ship, heading for the hull, well forward of the QF drive.

All the ships guns on the starboard side, went active, trying to acquire Brick as a target.

Barrod, Brick guessed, knew he was up to something. Whether she knew what it was, he didn’t know.

Two of the plasma canons started blasting rapid fire before they had Brick targeted. 

Brick was so close to the ship that they couldn’t track him as a target as fast as he was crossing their field of fire.

“What are you up to, little man?” asked Barrod.

Brick hit the hull, and skimmed along toward the bow, as the sky around him came to life with laser and plasma canon weapons, ripping through the ring debris, unable to elevate down to target him.

“Oh, my god,” hollered Deena. “Is there manual—”

Barrod cut her comm signal.

It was too late. Brick came to a stop as he grabbed onto a handgrip on the hull below the bridge.

He planted his feet in the toe holds and scanned quickly for the place he needed to be.

Barrod raged at him over the comm.

Brick shifted two handholds left, found the access panel he knew was there from his long hours spent staring at the exterior access panel electric schematics when he was outside earlier.

He didn’t take time for the subtle method of loosening bolts. He unholstered his pistol and blasted a railgun round into the head of each bolt, disintegrating several inches down into the hull. When all bolts were blasted, he pounded on the thick panel with the butt of his gun until it fell away. 

Reaching inside, he broke the composite glass cover with his fist, grabbed the handle, twisted, and pulled, as Barrod shrieked death over his comm.

Explosive bolts blew two halves of hatch cover away a meter to his left. Brick felt the vibration of metal on scraping composite hull through the handle in his fist, and in a blinding flash, Barrod’s positronic core blew out through the hole left open by the hatch covers.

Brick’s comm went silent, as he watched the colorful lights of Barrod’s core shoot out among the chunks of ice and rock in the pink planet’s ring.

A moment passed, and the core detonated, turning Barrod into an exploding star of particles that would live forever in the beautiful ring of the pink, gaseous world.

And so passed Barrod, the AI.

Brick didn’t feel the least tingle of guilt. He’d fought for his life, and the lives of his partners, crew, whatever they wanted to call themselves, and he’d won. Brick felt good.
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Yellow Drip.

Not a success story in the expansion of humans across their spiral arm of the Milky Way. 

The armchair entrepreneurs who spend most of their days in simulated worlds with 3D-goggle callouses across their faces, with psych and stim so thick in their blood they don’t know reality from a game half the time, they think colonization is easy: The rich are too unfairly compensated for their investments. The early colonist slots, the lucrative ones, always go to insiders, elitists, and the nephews of old-money pricks with lots of strings to pull, and not a single care about the little people whose backs their empires are built on.

They think every colony is a gold mine of honey, sex, free land, and open skies. 

And the Yellow Drips of the galaxy? Everyone likes to pretend those are the rare exceptions.

But they’re not. 

In humanity’s 1,500 year diaspora, spreading from world to world, in a great growing sphere centered on old earth, in decades-long sub-light hops, one after another, the Yellow Drips tripped up the advance now and again. Sometimes they stopped it altogether, for decades or even centuries but never everywhere, and even then just in the star systems near enough to pick the news stories up out of the light-speed media streams before they were so old as to be ancient history.

That’s just the way it goes. News from a hundred light years away probably happened before you were born. Anything anyone could do to affect the outcome could never be done in time to make a difference in the resolution. Mostly.

For anyone living on one of the colonies out on the frontier, news from way back on earth happened a thousand years before their parents ever met. The rub of it, though, is knowing that earth is living in a future a thousand years of progress ahead of everyone on the edge of the realm, and every single person out there will struggle and die, always knowing that humans are alive in the utopia of future’s promise, while they’re be stuck with whatever little modernity trickles their way through radio spectrum broadcasts from back in the direction of earth.

Still they come. 

They invest, or they indenture their futures for a chance to lie in a tub of stasis gel, locked in a pod built to last a millennium, but only meant to keep their metabolism slowed to comatose equilibrium for a handful of decades. All for a chance at a future better than the present they’re leaving behind, but a present that’ll always be in the past of the place they left.

Modern problems in the age of human expansion.

That, and places like Yellow Drip.

Real.

Deadly.

Not that common. One in nine, maybe one in 10.

The investors know it. The company men who structure the elaborate colonization enterprises know it, from the moment one of them points out a shiny speck in the sky, or reads a classified government scouting report, or just feels a tingle in his—or her—nether regions about a planetary system so many light years away that the data sent back from the scout probes won’t hit the home office until long after they are dead.

There’s a simple beauty of selling tickets to a dream. Proof and outcomes aren’t necessary. All that’s needed is a belief so strong that the contagion of its enthusiasm prompts the money out of the next guy’s wallet. 

As for the colonists who jump on the refrigeration ships that haul them across the stars ten thousand stasis pods at a time, in fleets of ten, twenty, or even a hundred ships, they find out one day if their bet played into a chance to be the wealthy founders of a new world. Or they end up decanting into a perverse dystopian shithole like Yellow Drip.

That is the essence of humanity’s rapid expansion into the galaxy. Greener grass. Dreams and risks.

It’s not a complete header off a cliff for the colonists.

The sums of galactic monetary units gathered from investors are stacked in piles tall enough to drive an entire planet’s economic for decades while an operation is constructed, launched, and staged.

The robot fleets always go first.

Dozens of enormous ships, packed with robotic units of every imaginable description and purpose. Expensive AIs by the shipload to run everything, and to stay in their own kind of stasis for decade upon decade, ready to be pulled out of cold storage when their predecessors finally go insane and need to be replaced. Power plant ships, vast barges hauling nuclear reactors, enough to power whole colonies, along with wind and solar generation equipment, and thousands of miles of transmission lines. Factory ships, entire vessels built around autonomous manufacturing facilities whose sole purpose is to produce bots of every shape and size as long as the power and materials keep flowing in.

Scout bots by the thousand. Mining bots. Construction bots. A thousand specialties of bots and thousands of the more expensive, less efficient, generalist bots who can each do most anything from digging a well, seeding a field with terraforming microbiotics, constructing an apartment building, or mining the stone to build it with. Or, they’ll build more factories, and more power plants, ever expanding the infrastructure to support the growing population of bots whose overarching purpose is to turn a target planet into a modern Garden of Eden so that when the colonists arrive, they’ll descend not only onto a virgin world, but into empty cities, new and spotless, ready to meet their every need, so long as they fulfill their financial obligation to the company the investors created to make all of that possible.

For most people, colonization is that easy. The risks of interstellar travel are small. Less than 1/10th of a percent of colonists die due to a mishap on the trip, a faulty stasis pod, a failed navigation AI, a quantum flux drive failure. Nearly everyone who leaves their home planet, takes a brief ride into space to board the stasis pod transport. A few hours after arriving at the ship, they’re in their pod, totally unaware of the passage of years it takes to reach the destination. When they arrive, they’re decanted, spend a few days on the ship to overcome any disorientation, and then they’re set down on the planet, in a city with all the comforts of the home they just left, seemingly a few days ago.

For the first arrivals on Yellow Drip, it was like that. 

Everything was great for seven or eight years.

It took that long for the local microbes to figure out the keys to the human immune system. That’s when their feast began, a golden age for peculiar viral proteins that didn’t qualify as life in any human or robot analysis. Hence, they were overlooked.

The first pandemics were universally infectious, but not lethal, not in most of the population. As usual, the young, old, sick, and weak succumbed, but for anyone with a healthy metabolism, they suffered, ten days of sinuses flowing yellow mucus, pus of the same color dribbling uncontrollably and naggingly slow from the urethra, and diarrhea to match, yellow and gooey with a stench that could clear a house.

It was during those years of epidemic after epidemic as vaccines were slowly developed to counteract the many unique microbes on the planet that the planet’s official name was replaced with its nickname, Yellow Drip.

Had any of the colonists lived through the subsequent rounds of disease, they might have called the planet, Black Death, or Shallow Grave. Those pandemics killed everyone. Not everyone in the hyperbolic sense, but every single human on the planet.

Through the years, the bots toiled away on Yellow Drip to build, mine, and farm, forever preparing the world for settlers who would one day come.

Vaccines were eventually developed to protect humans from Yellow Drip’s deadly microbes, and the rights to Yellow Drip were purchased out of receivership for a song. New colonists decided their discount dreams could be bought on the backs of others’ bad luck. Hundreds of thousands arrived. Yellow Drip started to thrive. A generation passed, most people still caught some form of the drips, but everyone survived. The population grew. And then another microbe adapted and wiped out the population.

Twice was enough.

No company ever formed again to colonize Yellow Drip.

Ownership of the star system’s rights fell into a pit of legal red tape that spanned several star systems and because of the multi-decade nature of round-trip communication between those star systems, and the many millions of parties involved as debtors and creditors, no agreement as to the ownership or liquidation of the assets could be reached. Or that’s to say, an agreement might one day come to fruition, in a century or three, but no one was betting on an outcome.

Over time, brigands, pirates, mercenaries, smugglers, the brave or foolish, the dregs, and people who simply wanted to live outside the grasp of any system’s laws, found their way to Yellow Drip, willing to take their chance on a world where they could be anything, have anything, and not be beholden to anyone. 

Yellow Drip became a refuge for outlaws. 
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Brick looked out the Ship With No Name’s windshield, seeing the planet of Yellow Drip spin below them. “How’s the air?”

“It’s only been nine hours since you incinerated Borrad,” groused Sirm. “You said you wanted max power to the QF drive, so we could get here from that big pink planet before we ran out of fuel.”

“I’m just asking,” said Brick.

“I’m just telling,” answered Sirm.

“Actually,” Deena said to Sirm, “you’re not telling us anything.”

“You too?” snapped Sirm.

“What he’s asking,” Deena groaned, “is whether the air quality has deteriorated enough that we should be worried about an impairment of our cognitive functions when we try to land.”

“It’s a big ship,” said Sirm. “You can’t use your big I-farm brain to figure out that it’d take us a month to breathe through enough air to turn it toxic?”

“I did,” Deena told her. ““Thirteen days. I had to estimate the volume room by room, so I may be off by a few days, but that’s not the point.”

“Is that true?” asked Brick.

“Are the atmospheric scrubbers working properly without AI monitoring and feedback?” Deena asked Sirm. “Are they processing CO2 out of the air, or are they pumping more in, the way Borrad intended?”

Sirm huffed as she futzed through the controls on the console. “CO2 levels are falling slowly.” 

“Deena,” asked Brick, “did you check with the docking facility?”

“Won’t take us,” she told him. “They want fees paid in GMUs up front.”

“Everybody wants their Gummies,” Sirm explained with wisdom dipped in sarcasm.

“What about those mining operations we saw as we came into orbit?” Brick asked. “Did you check with them to see if we could leave the ship there and—”

“No,” Deena answered. “Each one I tried issued a warning for us not to come near.”

“Even novice crewmen know,” Sirm told them, “you don’t venture near a mining op this far out of civilized space unless you want to get atomized for acting like a pirate.”

“We have to go down to the surface,” concluded Brick.

“You know how much fuel we have?” Sirm asked.

“I know what you told me,” Brick answered.

“With AI systems reducing our speed to deorbit the ship,” said Sirm, “and then optimizing our atmospheric entry speed and angle to utilize friction to slow us without burning us up, we could get down to the surface with the fuel we have on board. And that’s the only way we can get down to the surface without coming in like a missile because we don’t have enough fuel to slow us down enough and bring us in gently. The AIs handle the million real-time calculations to keep that kind of descent from ending in disaster. A human can’t—”

“You’re a Mank,” Brick told her. “You’ve been on the ship for—”

“I’ve never piloted the ship,” argued Sirm, “and I’m not—”

“But you know how, right?” asked Deena. “You’ve run through the simulator and—”

“No.” Sirm flashed a three-color pattern of irritation. “I’ve never flown the ship. I’ve never watched it piloted to the ground, because I sit over here at my console focusing on my job. I never learned how to pilot because I don’t want to be a pilot. Manks like things to stay the same. How many times do I have to explain this to you humans?”

Deena looked over at Brick. 

Brick said, “I assumed.”

Deena nodded. She did, too.

“Streaking across the sky,” grumbled Sirm. “To a fiery death. At least it won’t hurt for very long.”

“I can’t do a million calculations a second,” said Deena, “but if you’re brave enough to fly this ship, I can run the calculations on my console and we can adjust on the fly.”

“One mistake in a thousand calculations and we’ll die,” Sirm told them. “And we’ll probably die, anyway.”

Brick turned to Deena. “You got the location we’re supposed to meet this guy at from Brightman’s log?”

“It wasn’t very secure,” said Deena. “There’s an active port outside a city called Phlegm and they—”

“Phlegm?” Brick tried to hide his disgust.

Deena shrugged. “It’s thematically consistent.” 

“This Magarom character,” Brick asked, “he’s in Phlegm?”

“Brightman’s log was a little vague,” Deena answered, “but I think so.”

“Phlegm it is,” declared Brick.
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A bubble of flame engulfed the ship, streaking out behind, leaving a trail across the sky a thousand miles long.

Inside on the bridge, everything shook, and communication sound was lost in the roar of the ship’s hypersonic tear though the atmosphere.

Unable to see anything through the curtain of fire over the windshield, Brick read the angle off the command console—the number passed over from Deena’s console. Up by half a degree. Yaw right. Don’t over correct. She’ll break up!

Deena type furiously, her attention melded into the rudimentary silicon chip output on her screen.

Sirm was quiet, brown, and balled into her seat, held there by her safety straps. She wasn’t going to move again until things were safe.

Brick felt the ship buck through his grip on the joystick, the air, like all air, wasn’t the same everywhere, pressures went up and down, water vapor was more or less dense, wind pushed this way or that, always, it seemed undermining his corrections.

Rudder left.

The ship jumped like it had come off a ramp.

Down! Down! Down!

“Got it,” Brick shouted but even his ears couldn’t hear his voice. He tried to line the angle up on Deena’s newly arrived number.

Disturbing crashed from somewhere back in the ship. Brick imagined the engine pods tearing off in the blast furnace outside.

Chem rockets depleted.

Brick looked at the flames washing over the ship. “Damn.” All they had now were the quantum flux drives thrusting in reverse, not their forte, and the friction outside, so hot it was igniting the atmosphere.

Brick willed the Ship With No Name to slow, to spare them.

He second guessed himself. Should he have shed the ship’s payload, nine tons left in orbit, nine tons of unbelievable wealth he’d traded his home for. Because of what he’d done, what Brightman and Polly had convinced him to do, that night the three of them sat in that bar, deep in the wastelands at Gloucester Station.

Brick realized, he should have dumped the ship’s atmosphere, how many tons of air were inside. They could be wearing their helmets, surviving on suit air, instead of burning off the hull to slow down a few tons of air they could have picked up from free just by opening the ship’s hatch once they reached the ground.

Would the air have been enough?

Nose up, two degrees.

Brick followed Deena’s instructions. He wrestled the nose up. 

The fire in the windows changed color.

Brick looked over at Deena.

She noticed it to.

Brick saw a flash of green through the flame.

The ship bucked again.

The flames turned wispy over the windshield.

Brick turned to Deena with a grin. They were through the worst of it.

The ship was still traveling well past the speed of sound.

The ground below was rushing past and coming up fast.

The flames disappeared altogether.

Below, the land was manicured in green and brown fields, cities, and highways, lakes, rivers, and forests, it looked like what Brick imagined earth looked like, lush and full of life, not like Eden 99, a barren rock, resisting the terraforming efforts at every turn.

“Up there,” Deena called, as Brick realized the rumble was nearly gone, and he could hear again.

Brick looked way past the bow and saw a wide plain adjacent to a spectacular city. The plain was covered in markings, line-drawn hieroglyphs so large as to be visible from space, so incoming ships would know where to land, if, like the Ship With No Name, they were coming in without navigation, or comms, or guidance. Or on a prayer that the vapors in the fuel tanks would drive the QF engines enough for the final big thrust to keep them from crashing into the ground.

“We’re going to make it,” shouted Deena.

Indeed, they were. Make it to the spaceport, that is. Not that Brick was certain yet that they were going to come down safely. He nosed up on the ship, to make more wind drag, and some of the rumble returned.

“Thrust,” shouted Deena.

“Fuel,” Brick hollered back. “About out.”

Deena adjusted the output on her console and the surprise on her face told Brick she saw it, too. Every gauge and meter read zero. The quantum flux thrusters would die at any moment, and Brick’s guesses on how many moments were left until touchdown were irrelevant.

“More angle,” Deena shouted, buying wholly into Brick’s plan. “Another eleven degrees, she shouted. The ship can take another eleven.”

Brick heaved back up on the joystick and watched his angle of attack climb. He felt the ship shimmy as it grew unstable in the air.

Brick was barely able to see the spaceport below the bow of the ship, but he saw enough to know they didn’t have much time life. Less than a minute. 

Thirty seconds maybe. 

No more time to wait.

Brick maxed reverse thrust through the QF drives and they were instantly thrown forward against their shoulder harnesses.

They’d have enough fuel, or they wouldn’t.

Brick leveled the ship off.

The ground was coming up fast, way too fast.

He pulled back again, trying to guess at just the right angle, as he pulled in the landing pylons.

“What the hell are you doing?” shouted Deena.

Brick nursed the ship on down, feeling the speed melt away, seeing the ground coming to fast. He angled to the right as he saw a row of three freighters resting on the plain, but all on his line of descent.

He was down to seconds. 

He’d know before he exhaled his next breath.

The ship slammed into the ground at a low angle, bounced, but didn’t break, and skidded.

The rumbled deafened again.

Metal plates below them screamed as they bent, but none sounded like it broke away.

Brick looked out the window to judge their speed, and he saw, they were slowing, slowing enough. 

They’d made it.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Smoke trickled up past the thick window glass outside the bridge.

The hull plinked and popped, echoing through the empty halls and rooms as The Ship With No Name cooled in the spaceport air.

Console monitors displayed arrays of numbers, mostly static, nothing in the red except for the fuel tank gauges which all sported flashing red 0.0% indicators over bar charts, each with no bar. Still, the ship’s electrical systems stayed on, because the QF drive engines idled and some fuel was still in the massive tanks.

“The ship barely uses any fuel at port idle,” said Deena. “I read it in one of the engine maintenance manuals I went through when we were trying to get the ship back online, before—”

“Before we salvaged it,” Brick said, completing her sentence. “How long will the ship remain operational?”

“Operational?” Sirm was flashing angry opening rose patterns across her face. “We can’t take off, the fuel tanks read empty. We don’t know how many engines you tore off with that cowboy landing.” Sirm seemed suddenly despondent as her eyes drifted around the bridge. “The Ship With No Name may never fly again.”

“No point in guessing and crying about it,” said Brick. “Sirm, can you get me a damage report?”

Sirm looked over at the row of maintenance bots resting in their battery charging cradles arrayed across the front of the bridge. “Those bots, and nearly two hundred others, of various sizes and functions.” She snorted. “The AIs use them to evaluate the ship, along with the 7,436 status sensors embedded all through the ship.” She snapped her head around glared down her long, reptilian nose at Brick. “Without AIs to handle the minutia, am I supposed to give instructions to each bot manually, query each sensor, one at a time?”

“If that’s what it takes,” Brick told her, “yes. That’s what I expect. We need to know what state the ship is in.”

“Yes, sir, Captain.” Even with the cultural differences, Brick didn’t have any trouble reading the disrespect in Sirm’s tone.

“Sirm,” said Deena, “give me thirty minutes, and I can script the commands to automate most of that. Why don’t you walk through the ship and do a visual inspection? You know this ship better than anyone. At the very least, you’ll spot the major trouble areas and we’ll know where to concentrate our efforts.”

Sirm nodded, changed color, to a pleasant spring green, and hopped out of her seat. She sneered at Brick when she passed by on her way off the bridge.

“Thank you,” Brick called after her. Sirm didn’t answer. 

Deena was already pecking away at the keys on her console.

“Okay, okay, I get it. Sometimes you are better at these things. You don’t need to rub it in.”

Deena opened her mouth to answer, but Brick cut her off. “Any contact from the port authority?”

Deena glanced across the bridge. “Comm gear is over there, Captain. If you can’t find one of the crew to handle it, you’ll have to do it yourself.”

Brick laughed. For an I-farm weenie, Deena was standing up well for herself. “Good job, bringing the ship in. We couldn’t have pulled it off without you.”

“Teamwork,” Deena answered without looking up from the work that had already consumed her attention. 
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Chapter Twenty Five
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In the ship’s airlock anteroom, Brick and Deena stripped off their suits. Brick carefully stowed his in a locker he’d commandeered for the purpose. His suit was military grade, but it was more than that. It was tailored to his exact physical specifications and designed to integrate with an array of electro-enhanced graphene layers beneath his skin. Working in concert, his suit and reinforced skin were impenetrable by most handheld military weapons and nearly all civilian weapons. Given what the QDF—the Queen’s Defense Force—had spent on him and the cutting-edge suit, he wasn’t about to leave it hanging on a rack with the cheap civilian EVA junk.

As Brick dressed, he noticed Deena doing the same as him, taking over one of the empty officer’s lockers, and peeling off her skintight parakeet colored recreational suit. Brick didn’t want to guess what that thing cost, but he wondered if it was worth the pile of Gummies her parents had paid for it.

As Deena was peeling off her suit’s underlayment, the last layer over her skin, Brick told her, “If that provides any ballistic protection, you’ll want to keep it on.”

Deena stopped, naked from the waist up, looking back at Brick. “You’re not wearing anything but ground clothes. I’m following your lead.”

“I don’t need the protective skin suit. Put yours back on.”

Deena didn’t. She snugged her flexible ballistic down to her hips. “It’s true, isn’t it?”

Brick slipped on his underwear. “What?”

“What they say about you ultra military types.”

“I’m sure they say lots of things.” Brick sat down to pull on a worn pair of rugged trousers. 

“That you don’t like women.” Deena stepped closer.

“It’s true what they say about you I-farm types, I suppose.” Without thinking, Brick stopped pulling up his pants.

“That we’re all perverts?” guessed Deena, taking another few steps closer to Brick, drawing a hand across her belly, suggesting that something tempting lay just below. “That we enjoy the carnal pleasures of physical, sexual intercourse.”

Brick grew uncomfortable.

Deena’s eyes fell to Brick’s underwear. “You do like girls.”

Brick pulled his pants up, snugging them with his belt, as he shuddered at his conflicted thoughts. “You were conceived just like I was. Optimized and selected. Fertilized not by chance, but by choice. Gestated in a sanitary bio-sac, and decanted at a maternity facility just like me. We’re both products of a process that produces a more perfect human. On Eden 99, we don’t need the unnecessary and unhealthy fluid exchanges that the people on the lesser planets revel in.”

“Oh, lord.” Deena huffed and turned away from Brick. “I can get that spiel from any computer. Did they make you memorize it back in basic training?”

Brick pulled his shirt over his shoulders. “Just wear your ballistic underlayment and get dressed.”

Sirm waddled in from the hallway. “One of you must live in the favor of a benevolent god.”

“Good news?” asked Brick.

“Better than either of you deserve after that landing,” Sirm answered. 

“Just tell us,” asked Deena as she pulled her underlayment up to cover her torso and arms.

“No major damage that I can find,” said Sirm. “Preliminary reports from the introspective sensor array confirm this. We need three days to repair the damage we did receive but none of it would prevent us from taking flight, though some external navigation sensors received thermal damage and will need to be replaced before we attempt another interstellar hop.”

“Sounds like good news to me,” said Brick.

Sirm seated herself on one of the benches in front of the EVA suit racks. “I checked the exact fuel levels.”

“And?” asked Brick.

“We don’t have enough to fly anywhere,” answered Deena, “but on port idle we can go thirty to forty days depending on how heavily we tax the system.”

Dressed, gun belt and holster on, Brick slipped a pair of translator buds into his ears so he’d be able to understand the local languages. “When we leave the ship, lock down exterior hatches and loading bays. I don’t want anyone or anything getting back on this ship but us. Turn on port warning system, to—”

“The port warning system hasn’t functioned in decades,” said Sirm.

“How do you keep people away from your ship when it's docked?” asked Brick.

“One of us keeps watch,” said Sirm.

“Fine,” said Brick. “Keep watch. Tell anyone or anything who comes within a hundred meters to back off, or blast them. That’s galactic standard for trespassing on a ship in port.”

“Too late,” said Sirm.

“What do you mean, too late?”

“A delegation of bots is outside waiting for you,” said Sirm.

The alarms in Brick’s head rang. “How many? How are they armed?”

“Calm down,” Sirm told him. “They’re not here for you, exactly. They’re here for the ship’s captain.”

Brick did calm down. His transgression, his sudden flight from Eden 99, hadn’t caught up with him. “Tell them we’ll be out in a few minutes.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Brick stepped out first, hand on the butt of his pistol, a deadly laser weapon, lethal against unprotected bodies at ranges up to four hundred meters—in atmosphere. That was three hundred meters farther than any trained human with a dice throw of naturally selected genes could hope for.

Deena stepped out beside him, the same weapon on her hip.

The battery built into the handle of each pistol could pump through six hundred shots. Deena carried one extra battery, because Brick had insisted. Brick carried three. Deena grew up on the I-farm in a world of ideas and aspirations, social justice, and big dreams. Brick had been killing mean-ass motherfuckers in the service of the Queen since he started growing hair in strange places. He knew what a shitty place this end of the human realm could be. 

“It smells funny,” said Deena as she looked across the plateau.

“First time off Eden 99?” asked Brick.

“Yes.”

“Every planet smells funny.” Brick headed across the emerald green lawn toward the port authority bot. It waited 100 meters from the ship, just a step past the private space boundary. Behind it, arrayed in several rows, bots of various types waited, some of which were designs Brick recognized from seeing them at other space ports, others, quirkily designed for purposes Brick could only guess at.

The spaceport stretched out for miles over a plain, all as evenly mowed and perfectly green as the grass under Brick’s boots. Dozens of squat lawnmower bots clipped the grass in every direction Brick looked. Back along the path where the Ship With No Name had skidded on its landing, scores of bots were already busy repairing the gouge in the ground, and sodding over the bare dirt. 

Ships of every size sat on the ground in port, propped up on their footing pylons, some a kilometer or so away, some five or ten klicks distant, a few enormous, most modest in size. Fuel tenders wheeled down the roads created by the hieroglyph patterns visible from above and rolled across the grass, riding on fat tires clearly designed to do as little damage to the turf as possible.

A handful of vessels cruised through the sky, some heading toward City Phlegm, whose towers stood ghostly silent against the blue sky, and it set Brick’s nerves on edge. Even from this distance, it looked like a ghost city. Tens of thousands of ships and flying cars should have been buzzing around and through a city that size, looking like fly specks, alive and annoying.

“I don’t like this place,” said Deena.

“Good,” Brick told her. “It’ll help you keep alert.”

Deena pointed at the bot they were coming up to meet. “Will he help us arrange transportation to the city?”

“He’s not here for that,” Brick told her, nodding toward a massive, hockey puck-shaped building, so far across the spaceport it looked gray with the distance. “Just because there’s no government here doesn’t mean somebody’s not going to want to put their hands in our pockets.”

“When I contacted them before we started our entry,” said Deena, “they told me there was no landing fee.”

Brick looked at the bots arrayed at the hundred-meter mark. “See them? They didn’t come out here to welcome us.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

[image: image]


Brick and Deena came to a stop a cordial pace away from a humanoid bot a head taller than Brick, but with a flexible, metallic-skinned face much like Sirm’s. “My apologies,” it said, as reached up, with a large, spidery hand and removed its face. With its other hand, it fished through a pack integrated onto its back and came out with another face, which it attached as it stuck the other in the pack.

A moment of clicks and whirs past, as the bot flexed a metallic, though human-looking face several times. “I was led to believe this was a Mank ship,” apologized the bot, “hence I was prepared to greet a Mank.”

“You got it right now,” said Brick. “Are you the port authority rep?”

“Kel Parkana enjoys exclusive ownership of the spaceport license on the planet Yellow Drip, and governs it under the interplanetary rules of unincorporated gravitational bodies. As such, you must now remit payment in the amount of—” The bot whipped out a tablet computer and showed the screen to Brick and Deena. “—in Galactic Monetary Units. You may bio-verify your identity and make your payment using the screen.”

“That’s exorbitant,” Deena snapped at the bot. 

“It includes the port fee,” said the bot, “calculated market cost for a tritium fill on tanks for a ship of this class, rent for a 14 standard day stay, and damage repair costs to the facility for the incompetent landing.”

“We don’t have any GMUs,” Brick told the bot.

Seven pairs of bots on wheels zipped off across the grass, heading for the Ship With No Name.

“Hey,” Deena shouted. “What’s this?”

“Impound,” said the bot, as the first of the pairs of bots reached their pre-planned position and shot a cable over the top of the ship. The bot on the other side deftly caught the cable, and the two pulled it taut, and immediately each shot several deep stakes into the ground securing itself. The other pairs of impound bots did the same.

Deena was so angry she couldn’t speak.

“If you damage the ship,” Brick told the bot, “Kel Parkana will pay for the repair.”

“You’ll come with me,” said the bot. “You must meet with Kel Parkana now.”
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“We should have landed outside of the port,” Deena said as they crossed the field.

Brick glanced at her. A smile flitted across his face. “Fuel would have cost us a hell of a lot more out there because we’d have to pay someone to deliver it.”

“Might have been worth it,” said Deena.

“All that shit the bot spouted about galactic law, that was a lie, there’s no law on this planet. No government. Gangs and pirates run this place. If we parked our ship outside the protection of the spaceport, plenty of people on this planet wouldn’t think twice about taking it off our hands.”

“So instead we have to pay this Kel Parkana a ransom to get the ship back? Or maybe he impounds it and kills us right now. What then?”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” said Brick, patting the butt of his laser pistol discretely.

Deena snorted. “Does arrogance spend like currency on this planet? Or do you think we’re going to use these little pistols to shoot up whatever army of thugs this Kel Parkana has hiding in that hive up there?”

“That’s not a target pistol I gave you,” Brick told her.

“Oh,” said Deena, “I was hoping it wasn’t. It’s bulky and ridiculous. Worse so if it’s a target pistol.”

“A quarter second burst will burn through military grade armor,” said Brick, “and if you’re close enough, it’ll burn through the graphene underlayment, too.”

“Is that good?” asked Deena.

“Don’t point it at anything you don’t intend to kill.”

They followed the bot and six of its entourage in silence.

“They could have brought a car to pick us up,” Deena finally complained to Brick. 

Brick shrugged. “It feels good to walk.”

“Hey, bot,” she called, “don’t you have cars to ferry us to the terminal?”

The bot’s head spun around backwards but it didn’t break stride. “Not for guests with no GMUs.” It’s head spun back forward. 

They walked on across the grass.

An odd sculpture garden grew out of the distance when they’d crossed halfway to the terminal.

As they neared the sculptures, it became apparent they were blocks of marble, three meters tall, twelve meters across.

The bots altered their course to give the blocks a wide berth.

“What are those?” asked Deena.

“Memorials,” answered Brick. He swerved and walked toward the blocks. 

Deena followed.

Their guide bot complained about the diversion but did nothing to stop Brick.

As they neared, a video hologram projected over each block, depicting scenes from brutal battles, genuine footage.

“All those names you see carved in the stone,” said Brick. “The soldiers and residents who died here.”

“I get these are memorials,” said Deena. “I don’t understand why they’re here on a diseased, bad-luck planet with no government.”

“The planetary AIs run the bots whether people are here or not,” said Brick. “It’s their directive, their only purpose, to work forever to make the planet fit for human habitation. To maintain the systems. Keep the gears spinning.” 

“You’re saying every time there is a battle here, bots build a memorial for the fallen?”

“And they bury the dead, or burn them.” 

“Why?”

Brick shrugged. “You’re the AI expert. You’d know better than me.”

Deena counted. “Thirteen blocks. Thirteen memorials?” Deena glanced around and spotted others in the distance.

“A lot of soldiers died fighting for this spaceport.” Brick read the details of one of the memorials. “One-hundred-and-fourteen-thousand in this battle alone.”

“Why so many? What’s so special about this place?” 

“I know the memorials are all over the planet. Other systems send armies here to lay claim. Sometimes they fight the pirates. Sometimes they fight with armies from other systems trying to do the same. Sometimes they all die of disease because their immune systems can’t handle the local microbes.”

“We don’t have to worry about disease?” asked Deena, “Because we’re from Eden 99, right?”

“Superior genetics,” Brick agreed. “And the Queen and her mother, and her mother before her all had their eye on this place. Everyone on Eden 99 has been bred for immunity here, because the Queens for six generations have wanted to conquer and colonize this place.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Deena.

“Why would you?” asked Brick. “The Queen decides what everybody on Eden 99 knows, and no Queen wanted anyone to know they were sending soldiers here by the million every few decades to conquer a planet nobody wanted to live on.”

“They should have stopped a long time ago.” Deena wrinkled her nose. “This place stinks.”
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Inside the circular building, the bot led them hundreds of meters across the floor toward a central column, where the elevator banks waited for guests. 

Brick scanned the vast space as they walked. He noted that the area served as a housing and maintenance shop for the space port’s many bots, with no room set aside for guest-friendly amenities.

They rode the elevator up.

The elevator doors slid open, and the bot rolled out. Brick and Deena followed it into a room as large as the one below, but with a taller, flat dome of a ceiling that was mostly lost in the same dark shadows that ringed the floor along the walls.

The shadows made Brick nervous. His training told him there was something hiding in the deep darkness. A lot of somethings. He whispered to Deena, “Don’t let your guard down in here.”

In the center of the room stood a dais, built entirely of glass, thirty feet tall, and glowing from within. On terraces stacked around the glass cylinder, scores of humanoids of a variety of races worked behind banks of computer monitors that seemed to give them video feeds of the entire spaceport, and streaming information important to their work.

At the center of the terraced cylinder, on a platform above all the others, behind an impressive desk, sat a bedraggled, simple looking man, the port master.

Deena whispered to Brick. “I’m not intimidated.”

Softly Brick told her, “I see forty-six Mank Night Warriors out near the walls.”

Deena scanned the dark shadows as the bot led them to a spot on the floor glowing in a pleasant light shining down from several spotlights mounted on the ceiling. They stopped and had a good view up at the port master behind his desk.

Kel Parkana, the Port master, leaned on his elbows and looked down at Brick and Deena. “You have excellent eyes, Rasmus Brick. Most of my guests never see my body guards, which is the whole point, but you know that, don’t you?”

Parkana gave a small wave of his hand and there was a ripple around the room. The camouflage coloring on the Mank Night Warriors’ skin turned to bright green, and their armor turned silvery. They looked like Sirm, but young, lean, narrow-eyed, and solemn. Their eyes looked like those of carnivores, merciless.

“You’re a military man, aren’t you?”

“I was,” answered Brick.

“In the Queen’s service, in her special black ops force, no less.”

“I was.”

Deena glanced over at Brick, an unreadable expression on her face.

“I’m sure you have an interesting story,” said Kel Parkana.

“Perhaps we could share a meal and a glass of wine some time,” said Brick, “and talk about it.” 

“Perhaps,” said Parkana. “The story that interests me is how a ship titled to a man named Brightman lands in Yellow Drip and yet there is no Captain Brightman aboard. In fact, I don’t see any registration documents for a Captain Brick, either. So how is it that you are the captain of Brightman’s vessel and, more to the point, where exactly is Brightman? We may be a planet of criminals and castoffs, but we still don’t take well to mutinies.”

“I salvaged the ship,” Brick answered. “Contact my first mate. Her name is Sirm, a Mank. She can send you the logs. I inputted everything about finding the ship and claiming it, as is stated in the Galactic Civilization Code, Section 5, Subsection 23A. The ship was abandoned.”

“And the AIs aboard the ship can confirm this?” Parkana asked.

“Nope,” Brick said, keeping a straight face despite the look from the port master. “I had to eject their cores. They went insane and were determined to kill us. Which also explains what happened to the previous captain.”

“How convenient for you,” Parkana said. His eyes narrowed and his head tilted back so that he was looking at Brick through the bottom of his half-glasses. He moved his mouth from one side to the other, a nervous tic, while trying to decide what to do with Brick and Deena.

Deena straightened up like she was going to say something, but Brick nudged her with his elbow. She took the hint and stayed quiet.

“So you pirated the ship,” said Parkana.

“No, I salvaged it,” Brick answered calmly. “As I already mentioned.”

Parkana looked down at one of his minions. “Contact the first mate on the vagrant ship and have them send a copy of the ship’s logs. Such as they are.” He turned his attention back to Brick and Deena. “Let’s table this discussion of how you came into possession of the ship for a moment. I will soon know the truth of it. Assuming it was legally obtained, you have bills to pay. And you will pay them if you want to continue as captain of a ship. I’ll grant you seventy-two earth standard hours to settle your debt, or under Galactic Law, I will file a lien and keep the ship.”

Deena couldn’t contain herself any longer. “We only just arrived on Yellow Drip. We have business to attend to here. We have very valuable cargo to sell.”

“No,” scolded Brick through clenched teeth.

“After which,” continued Deena, losing some of her steam, “we’ll be able to pay you all we owe. But 72 hours? That’s ridiculous. It’s not reasonable.”

Parkana flushed. “You damaged my port when you careened out of the atmosphere. Clearly not one of you has the ability to fly a ship. No doubt you’re pirates or mutineers. You’re lucky I don’t have you hauled off and executed. But, I’m a fair, law-abiding master of this port.” 

“That’s kind of you,” said Brick, “generous even, given that you don’t yet understand the nature of our dilemma. I would ask that you review the rules on title liens against interstellar ships as a result of unpaid port charges. I believe forty-five earth standard days is the norm.”

“Only in the case of unpaid berthing fees,” Parkana told Brick. “In port damage cases, the grace period can be determined by local standards.”

“But it was grass,” argued Deena. “You have ten thousand acres of it out there.”

“Seventy-two hours,” declared Parkana, “or you forfeit your ship. Now hurry off to do your business before I decide that the local norm is one hour and I seize your ship now.” 

“Wait!” Deena stepped forward. She looked at Brick, hoping he would forgive her. “We can make the payment. We have valuable cargo. Very valuable cargo.” 
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After communicating a quick update to Sirm, Brick and Deena hurried toward a substation on the spaceport grounds where ground transportation was available for hire. Air transport was preferable, but little remained of that facility but the sign and a pile of rubble.

“I wonder why the bots never repaired it?” asked Deena as they hurried by.

Brick had no answer to give. “AIs run the bots, shouldn’t you know?”

“Deterioration,” suggested Deena. “With no human authority for the AIs to recognize, hmm,” she spent a few moments of fast walking to think it through. “That’s it, I’ll bet. Without humans involved in the process, as the high-level governing AIs replicate and replace themselves, and as the insane ones hang on longer than is healthy, the integrity of the planet’s AI systems slowly degrades. How long has it been since Yellow Drip was officially abandoned?”

“A few hundred years ago,” Brick guessed. “Something like that.”

“That might explain it,” said Deena. “Which means we’re likely to see more evidence of it. We need to be careful.” 

“Do you have any Gummies at all?”

“Of course,” answered Deena, “just nothing near the amounts we’d need to get the ship out of impound or refueled.”

“Good,” Brick answered. “If we get separated in the city, don’t wander. Hire a cab and get back to the ship as quickly as possible.”

“Yes, sir.”

“This is a dangerous place,” Brick warned. “A rich girl like you doesn’t have what it takes to survive in a place like this.”

Deena pulled her pistol out of her holster. “A quarter second burst will burn through milit—”

Brick yanked the pistol out of Deena’s hand. “Don’t.”

“What?” Deena asked.

“Don’t take it out of the holster unless you intend to shoot it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t do that,” Brick told her. “I gave you that weapon because we might find ourselves in trouble, and I want you to be able to defend yourself if it comes to that. But don’t treat your weapon like a toy or I’ll take it away from you.” 

Deena took the scolding in silence. Though it was clear she had plenty to say, she chose not to.   

They entered the ground transportation facility, and found it empty, dusty.

“No one’s been in here for a long time,” said Brick.

“I saw some cabs parked around the other side of the building,” said Deena as she hustled back outside.

Once behind the building, Brick saw their choices, three autobot cab transports. One had been cannibalized for parts. One had grass growing up through the floor, creating a terrarium inside for the local insects. The last sat at an inexplicable angle and wasn’t an autobot cab Brick would have chosen under any other circumstances. 

Brick tried the open button on the cab’s door. It responded by glowing green after he pressed it, and the door jerked, but didn’t swing open. Brick pulled on the handle to give it a manual assist.

Inside the control panel lit up, and the interior lights plinked to life, one by one.

“How long has this been sitting here, do you think?” asked Deena.

“No telling,” answered Brick.

“Do you think it’s safe?” asked Deena. “I mean, it might fall apart on the highway and kill us.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Brick told her.

Deena looked around. “Surely, there are options. We could have Sirm search the city for an air cab company, maybe. There might be—”

“We don’t have time for that,” said Brick.

“Kel Parkana will give us the 72 hours he promised.”

“It’s not him I’m worried about,” Brick told her. “It may have been a mistake to talk about the value of our cargo back in there. If word gets out that—”

“They can’t know what we have in the hold,” Deena argued.

“Not everybody in the galaxy plans their way through the details before they act,” said Brick. “The people who come to Yellow Drip come because they don’t like rules, so I can guarantee more than one of Kel Parkana’s flunkies in there has already messaged a cousin or a friend, or just somebody who pays them for the news when a vulnerable bunch of yahoos shows up in port. We’re in danger here, Deena, and the longer we stay in one spot, the more likely we’ll end up dead.”

Brick jumped into the musty cab and dropped into a dusty seat. 

The cab’s voice greeted Brick and asked where he wanted to go.

Brick typed a quick message to Sirm, to make her aware of the heightened danger, and waved Deena to climb in. “We need to move.”
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As the cab picked up speed, skimming on a cushion of air a few feet above Kel Parkana’s beloved green grass, Deena said, “I thought he would respect us more if he knew we were solvent. I thought we might get a better deal.”

“You’re smart as hell,” said Brick, “but you’re naïve. Sometimes book smarts will get you killed in the real world.”

The cab’s speakers crackled through a few moments of static and volume adjustments before saying, “Welcome travelers, to Yellow Drip, the goldmine of opportunity.”

“Hello, cab,” answered Brick. “Are you a smart cab?”

“No, sir,” answered the cab. “I can transport clients to any address or business in the vicinity of City Phlegm and I can describe in great detail points of interest along the way, but my capacity to answer unscripted questions is limited.”

Brick looked at the notes on his data device.

“Thank you, cab,” said Deena, after noticing that Brick wasn’t going to.

“I don’t have an address,” said Brick. “Can you find the location of a Magarom?”

“Person or business?”

“Person, I believe,” answered Deena. “He or she is a rare mineral trader in the city.”

The cab scooted along as a series of pops crackled through the speakers. The cab’s cushion of air bumped the cab and rocked Deena and Brick as it left Kel Parkana’s spaceport and accelerated onto a twelve-lane, deserted highway. “I do not know this name, Magarom. Would you please spell it out for me in case I’ve made an audio translation error?”

Deena did so.

“I have no known address for a ‘Magarom’ in my files,” said the cab. “On Yellow Drip, the goldmine of opportunity, the informational kiosk system which supports our burgeoning tourist industry is second to one.”

“Second to one?” Deena asked. “What’s that mean?”

“Earth, ha ha.” The laugh was a recorded human laugh, poorly inserted, in a voice that didn’t sound at all like the cab’s. “Tourism joke there. Everyone knows earth is the most popular travel destination in the human realm. Have you ever been to earth?”

“Earth is a thousand light years away,” Deena told the cab.

“Don’t,” Brick started, and then gave up. If Deena wanted to have a conversation with a transpo bot that responded with scripted answers, then so be it. 

“Earth is outside my range,” said the cab. “Would you like to be delivered to the spaceport?”

“We’d like to be taken to the taken to the nearest information kiosk in City Phlegm.” 

“2.7 Global Monetary Units will be charged to your account,” said the cab. “Do you approve these charges?”

“Yes,” answered Brick. “How long will it take?”

“Twenty-seven standard minutes,” answered the cab. “Would you prefer a more precise answer in another unit of measure?”

“No,” answered Brick.

“What’s going on there?” asked Deena, pointing to a deep gorge up ahead. The bridge in their lanes spanned the deep river cut intact, but the bridge for the opposite lanes stood under construction, seemingly encrusted in a 3-D puzzle of old magna-rail scaffolding, some of it leaning, other pieces on the verge of collapse, while a hundred or more bots toiled inside the framework, some demolishing the old bridge, others working to repair demolished areas, and still others working to build the new bridge over the old one, but arcing high above the first.

“Why does the bridge need to be taller?” asked Deena.

“That’s Goodbye Bridge,” answered the cab, “a favored jump off point for City Phlegm suicide enthusiasts.”

“Suicide enthusiasts?” Brick laughed darkly. 

“Those who wish to end their lives,” said the cab, “of course.”

“Of course,” agreed Brick.

“Disease in the human population in Yellow Drip remains an unresolved problem even after all these generations. So sad, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” answered Deena.

“For the terminally ill, Goodbye bridge presents a thrilling opportunity to bring their suffering on Yellow Drip, the goldmine of opportunity, to an early end.”

“What are they doing to the bridge, then?” asked Deena.

“Replacing the old structure with a new, taller structure,” answered the cab.

“How does that stop the suicide enthusiasts from jumping?” asked Brick, trying to guess if the mess of construction mismanagement was going to collapse even as they drove past.

“Speaking for the AI control systems and all 3.674 billion autonomous and semi-autonomous cybernetic human support entities serving the population on Yellow Drip, the goldmine of opportunity, it is not our mandate or desire to impose any rule on a human that would redirect him or her off their chosen path. Our ambition with respect to the plight of the suicide enthusiasts, is merely to prolong life of every inhabitant on our fair planet, and with that goal in mind, we endeavor to build a taller bridge. Our deep-thinking physics systems have determined that the new bridge, which will stand a full forty meters taller at the peak of its arc, will extend the life of a leaping suicide enthusiast by more than an entire earth standard second. A beautiful project with a worthy goal, don’t you believe?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Thirty-Two

[image: image]


The cab trundled down a rough street pocked with holes large enough to feel through the cushion of air the cab rode on. For the first time since leaving Kel Parkana’s spaceport, Brick saw people, at least a few, some in ground transport, a few sitting on a balcony, several stories up, and a pair loitering in front of a retail enterprise of some sort.

Up both sides of the street, the buildings stood ten, twenty, and thirty stories tall. Some were rectangular and decidedly retro, others reached farther into ancient history for inspiration and were built with marble columns and vast patios. Most were of some modern design, each determined to stick a finger in the eye of Euclidian geometry and conventional support structures. They stood like abstract glass monoliths reaching for the sky.

Many were in disrepair, several looked to be on the verge of collapse, while others looked to be maintained so well they might as well have been completed the day before. Bots worked washing windows. Others hovered about, scanning exterior walls, measuring, and collecting information, to what end, Brick had no guess. Some bots worked on demolition, others repair. There seemed to be no reason or plan to any of it.

The cab pulled into a wide, circular plaza and stopped at an octagonal kiosk with neon signs glowing a pleasant shade of teal, announcing that information was available. “Would you like me to wait?” 

The cab door popped half open on creaking hinges and stuck.

Brick pushed it all the way open as he got out. “Wait. I’ll be right back.”

Deena climbed out with him.

Looking around at the near-empty streets, Brick noticed a bright red ground car slowing to a stop, though not one of the buildings near it seemed to provide any reason for a car to stop.

Noticing Brick looking, Deena asked, “What?”

“Nothing yet,” Brick told her as he continued to scan and cross the sidewalk toward the kiosk. Many of the windows, on the buildings bordering the plaza showed signs that someone had been living inside, or using it for an office, either way, they indicated the presence of people unseen. Not enough to populate a built-up metropolitan area the size of City Phlegm, but at least the place wasn’t deserted.

It had that effect on Deena, though. “This place gives me the creeps.”

“Keep an eye out,” Brick told her as he came to a stop.

The kiosk in front of him supported a single touchscreen computer on each of its eight sides. Two were missing their screens. One had a rock jutting out from the screen, while another was occupied by a nervous looking alien of a type Brick hadn’t seen in person before. Brick stepped over to one of the functioning screens and opposite the side of the occupied terminal. The welcome screen flickered to life as he approached.

“Hello and welcome,” a cheery, feminine voice greeted. “How may I be of service to you? Would you like a list of our top eateries, hotels, or transportation depots?” Retro-crude animated graphics of spoons and forks danced across the screen, and then jumped into a comfy bed. “The nightlife of Yellow Drip, the goldmine of opportunity, is the talk of the solar system!”

“I’m sure it is,” Brick told it. “I need to locate the address of someone.” Brick waited as the screen switched to a zoomed-out map of the central City Phlegm. “Magarom, trader.”

“The Magna-bomb was detonated sixty years ago,” replied the chipper female kiosk, “It vaporized most of the Romeon quadrant of the planet Yellow Drip. The misguided traitor who detonated the device was captured, tried, and executed at noon YD standard time following day.”

“Magarom, a trader,” Brick articulated. “He’s a person.”

“What is the person’s name? I will assist you in finding them.” A flashing red question mark rotated over the image of the City Phlegm map.

“M-A-G-A-R-O-M,” Brick said as he lowered his voice, glancing back down the street and noticing the red car still sat there. No one had yet gotten out. 

“I’ll run a deep scan,” said the kiosk, “just for you.”

“Brick, I don’t think this is working,” whispered Deena though no human or alien was near enough to hear. “We should try something else.”

Looking up, Brick saw her eyes on a group of men leaning against the wall just outside what appeared to be an eating establishment, long since shut down. The corner where they stood, was four blocks down, and Brick was certain they hadn’t been there when he’d turned his attention to the kiosk screen. “Did you see them walk up?”

Deena shook her head. “I think they’re watching us.”

Brick nodded as he looked back to the info screen.

“There is no person by the name of M-A-G-A-R-O-M in the Yellow Drip database,” it said.

“Of course.” Brick hurried Deena back into the cab, pulling the reluctant door closed behind with a squeal of protest.

Deena turned to see the red car down another street, and Brick guessed she was drawing the same conclusions he was. “What now?” she asked.
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“Cab, can you take us to a black market?” Brick asked the cab.

“On Yellow Drip, goldmine of opportunity, it has long been the desire to make no distinction based on race, color, appendage count, plumage arrangement, method of reproduction, sexual—”  

“Stop,” Brick ordered. “Can you take us to the nearest marketplace or trade center?” Down the street, Brick saw the red ground car slowly rolling toward them. “Shit.”

“My apologies, client number one,” said the cab, “I’m unable comply with your request.”

“Just get us to the market or the mall or wherever,” Brick told the cab.

Deena turned to see the car coming. “They’re following us, aren’t they?”

Brick nodded.

“And those three?” Deena looked down the other street as the cab lifted off the ground and started to skim away. The men who’d been watching from near the closed eatery were gone.

“They’re together.” Brick and Deena watched the red car come as they sped away, but were both surprised when it came to a stop at the information kiosk. An alien in a long coat jumped out and ran up to the terminal Brick and Deena had just been at. He was tall and looked like nothing so much as a bipedal bull. A powerful bull with bulging arms and a neck that was thicker than a human’s waist. The beast’s horns had been cut off just above the forehead. It was a fearsome creature, made somewhat less so by its lavendar coloring.

“They’re going to try to scan it for residual data, Deena said. 

“Can they get our search criteria?” Brick asked, knowing Deena’s expertise in the area of computer capabilities greatly exceeded anything he could even aspire to.

“Possibly,” answered Deena. “There are so many variables in hardware and software design it’s hard to say.”

“But it's possible,” said Brick, seeing the coat-clad figure still standing at the kiosk. “That means that’s what the bull is doing, or he wouldn’t still be there.”

“They’ll know who we’re looking for, then,” guessed Deena.

“There’s going to be trouble,” Brick told her. “Stay close to me when it comes. I’ll do what I can.” 
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It was a mall. 

Or used to be.

It looked like it had been abused by a hurricane blowing gritty dust at sandblaster speeds over it. And through it. Rows of balconies soared up the sides of the hotel towers that stood above the sprawling complex, although more windows were broken than whole. Vast fountains, decorated with stone sculptures of beasts and gods, sat dry, though bots were still running skimmers across the air where the surface of the water should have been. Trash poured out of receptacles rusting into the pavement of the parking lot, though other bins had been recently emptied and sparkled with new paint.

Hundreds of ground cars, atmospheric flyers, and a handful of small spacecraft sat in the parking lot, each at a good distance from the others. With hectares of empty parking lot surrounding the mall, it was an easy feat to accomplish.

Cautiously looking around for the red ground car, Deena and Brick crossed the parking lot to where a trickle of people flowed in and out of the mall.

Inside, sunlight seeped down through vast skylights, most of which were intact, though filthy with the droppings of large birds or whatever passed for a bird on Yellow Drip. The floors of the multilevel complex looked like they were only ever cleaned by the passage of feet. Debris of one sort or another lay piled along every wall. Store fronts were boarded closed with rusted sheets of textured metal and delaminating synthetic composite boards. 

When Brick and Deena reached the center of the mall, Brick stepped up to a rail and looked down at vendors in the galleries and catwalks spread four lower levels to the main floor. Warm air rose up, laden with rancid grease and pungent with burned meats, overpowering chili peppers, and a mix of unusual spices. Below, several thousand humans and creatures of a hundred species shopped and loitered, sweating and excreting whatever Mother Nature had deemed should ooze from their pores, and squirt from whatever valve they used to shed the byproducts of their metabolized calories. All of that foisted on one another by the habits and customs they’d brought to Yellow Drip from wherever they came from. 

“Someone here,” said Brick, “will know who this Magarom character is. Like congregates with like.”

Deena looked down on the variety of creatures milling around below. “Are we going to get out of here alive?”

“You haven’t spent much time around non-humans, have you?”

Deena shook her head. “I’ve never been off Eden 99.”

“So just Sirm, then.”

Deena nodded. 

Eden 99 wasn’t the kind of planet that put the welcome mat out for non-humans. Hence, alien species were rarely seen outside the embassies, and even at that, were required to travel in vehicles with dark tinted glass. Except as the butt of a joke or a listing in a news media story about some atrocity or military loss, alien races were seldom mentioned. 

Brick scanned the stalls and open storefronts, looking for the places most likely to have either an interest in buying some of what Deena carried in her satchel or information that would lead them to the buyer Brightman had made arrangements with. “We’ll be fine,” Brick finally told her.

“You know this how?” asked Deena.

“What do you think we do in the Queen’s service, guard palaces and strut down the boulevard on parade day?”

“I imagine you have defensive duties.”

“Defense?” Brick laughed. “I’ve been on three off-world campaigns.”

“Three?” asked Deena. “Interstellar?”

“Humans are the only species in the Eden 99 system,” Brick told her, “all subjects of the Queen. There hasn’t been a war in our system in four centuries. So yeah, all interstellar.”

“How long have you been in stasis altogether?”

“87 standard years.”

“That’s 122 Eden years,” calculated Deena. “You’re older than my parents.” 

“I was born before them.”

“You’ve had to fight the alien hordes in three systems?” Deena was a little awed.

“It’s not like what you think,” Brick told her. “The media back home—” Brick shook his head and spit. “They tell you what the Queen wants you to know.”

“And what does she want us to know?” asked Deena, an argumentative edge on her words.

Brick had no desire to delve into what Deena did or didn’t know or believe. “Don’t worry about those aliens down there. Most of ‘em won’t even notice you. It’s those humans we spotted watching us back at the information kiosk, and that creature that got out of the red car.” Brick turned to look at Deena to let her know how serious things were. “If you see any of them, discreetly let me know where. You got me?”

Deena nodded.

“Let’s go down there and see what these people know.”

“People?” Deena shuddered.
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Sirm was one thing. She was surly and kindly, knowledgeable and neurotic. Sirm reminded Deena of a spinster aunt, or a tenured professor spouting archaic truisms nobody cared about while whiling away a retirement in the depths of a university’s library basement.

The aliens around Deena down on the main floor of the mall, they were odd and smelly, some were sticky, most were ill-mannered or hostile. She couldn’t tell the difference. Who could guess what a smile and wave looked like from a creature with no discernible face from a planet with only consonants in its name? And what was she to make of the numerous waist-high penta-peds skittering around, grabbing at the crotches—or whatever passed for a crotch—on any mall customer that walked within reach. Were they sampling the flavors, shopping for a meal, ritualizing their domination, or leaving pheromone love letters?

Her earbud translators weren’t much help. They picked up and converted so many pieces of so many conversations in eavesdrop range, she couldn’t tell who was saying what about whom.

Brick wasn’t the least bit interested in helping her resolve any of it. He was focused, but not on any one thing. He had a list of priorities, and he was working it—watch for stalkers, ask about Magarom, and see whether anyone wanted to make an offer for the precious fortune in the satchel. On Brick’s list, Deena felt like an afterthought, except when he tersely asked, “Seen any of ‘em yet?”

So far, no.

And that worried Deena more, because she was sure their pursuers were still out there, just doing a better job at staying in the shadows, hiding in the crowd, or standing right next to her for all she knew, sniffing and pawing, or staring, with a tentacle hidden under a robe wrapped around the butt of a gun that could blast a sizzling hole right through her ballistic underlayment.

Mostly, Brick’s question meant he hadn’t spotted any yet either.

If he couldn’t single them out of the crowd with all his specialized training, what chance did she have?

More reason to worry.

“Gimme the satchel.” Brick reached out a hand for it without taking his eyes off a pair of orange slits staring back at him from across a chest-high counter.

Deena took the satchel off her shoulder and passed it to him.

It was the sixth time. The first five times had ended badly. Or at least it seemed that way. Brick had asked his questions and shown the merchandise each time to a specimen of a species Deena only knew of because she’d memorized the names, pictures, and top five most foul characteristics of each from a set of flashcards she used back when she was memorizing her multiplication tables in kindergarten. The pictures on her alien cards were cartoonish, like every creature in the universe who wasn’t a human was a caricature of something else, overstuffed, color-saturated, too stupid to be good at anything, buffoons. 

Contradictorily, she was taught they were all still threats to the good, sequestered people of Eden 99.

By the time Deena had reached her fourth or fifth year of school, she’d guessed that the specism the indoctrination attempted to ingrain in her was bullshit. The argument that humans were the only ‘good’ sentients in the universe broke down at the first application of critical thought. Still, the fears were rooted too deep to be shrugged away. At least that’s what Deena was finding out as she and Brick worked their way through the crowd, stopping at each vendor Brick guessed might be able to help with their dilemma. 

Deena stepped closer to the counter. She leaned an elbow against it, as an excuse to put her back to Brick—for the safety of it—so she could at least see any alien close enough to do her harm. Being close enough for her translators to pick up the conversation between Brick and the slit-eyed Drogon, Deena heard the creature say, “How much for the woman?”
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Brick’s eyes turned to fire as he leaned over the counter. “Slavery’s been illegal in the human realm for two hundred years.”

“Humans and their realm,” snorted the Dorgon from beneath the layers of his damp robe, “you think your laws apply to everyone. And here on Yellow Drip?” He made a sound like he was choking on a gob of phlegm, but Brick knew it to be Dorgon laughter.

“Are you trying to offend me, you greasy salamander?” Brick glared at a pair of hulking Dorgons squatting in large tubs of water near the rear of the merchant’s makeshift shop. “If you are, we can skip some steps and get right to it. In fact, I think I’d prefer that.” 

The Dorgon turned to glance at his security detail. Neither proved to be in a hurry to hop out of their pools to confront Brick. The shopkeeper seemed to deflate as he turned back to face Brick. “I don’t know any Magarom, and if I knew, I’d not tell you.”

“You mean, you do know but you won’t tell me.”

“I don’t know you,” said the Dorgon. “I’ve never seen you. Nobody here has, yet you want to bully information out of me about a man who could have me killed with a flick of his wrist. You are a fool, military man. I know no Magarom. I know not where he is or where he lives. Now show me this wondrous bag of baubles so I can get you out of my face.”

Brick thought about beating the Dorgon with his fist until the information Brick knew was in there popped out. It would take less time than he was likely to spend wandering through the market, asking questions and dealing with the ignorance of local precious minerals dealers.

He laid the satchel on the counter. “Look inside. Don’t take anything out.” Brick glanced around. 

“You want no one to see your secret prize?” The Drogon lifted the canvas and looked inside. “What?” He reached in. “I don’t believe it.

Brick nodded. “Don’t take any of them out.”

The Dorgon, hand in the bag, fumbling with the contents, started to choke-laugh again. He pulled his hand out, shaking his head and looking between Deena and Brick, as his laughter grew out of control.

“I know this isn’t the right place to sell ‘em.” Brick looked around again. “I’ll entertain any reasonable offer.”

“Reasonable offer?” The Dorgon laughed again.

Turning to Deena, Brick said, “Everyone on this planet is an—”

Deena’s eyes were fixed on two familiar figures standing on one of the mezzanines. One of them was a hulking form with a massive neck and an incongruous lavendar color. “It’s them.”

Brick saw the pair staring down on them. As Brick looked around he saw another pair across the mall also looking down, making no effort to hide their interest. And two more, and another handful, making their way through the crowd, closing in. 

With his hand on the butt of his laser pistol, Brick considered how quickly he could kill every human and alien with their interested eyes glued on him. He couldn’t get them all. No way. Which ones were actually after him and Deena, and not just coincidentally appearing to be? Which one would die through self-defense and which would he be murdering? What happened when the ones he missed shot back? How many shoppers in the crowded market would die for the sin of being in the wrong place when the shooting started? Brick didn’t want the lives of innocents on his conscience. He took his palm off the butt of his pistol and grabbed Deena by the hand. “We need to move.”
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Deena counted a dozen in a flash, the lavender guy, his buddy, and ten others who flinched or followed once Brick took off at a fast walk, dragging Deena behind. “Where will we go?” 

Brick was pushing through a gaggle of eight-foot, spindly creatures who seemed annoyed by the rush. “Down here. I think there’s a way out.”

Deena glanced into the shadows the way they were headed, down what had once been a long wing of the mall. Now, it looked like a cave lined with empty shops and stores that grew darker and darker the farther it went. “I don’t know.”

“I don’t either,” Brick told her. “We need to get away from this crowd.”

“We’re safe in the crowd,” Deena argued.

“That’s naivety talking. You don’t know how this kind of people are.”

“I’ve read—”

“Follow me,” Brick ordered. “Keep your eyes open, and if I run, you run. If I turn to shoot, find some cover and do the same.”

Brick shoved past a placid beast that looked like it might weigh half a ton, sniffing at a display of blue flowers with pancake-sized petals.

“Sorry.” Deena smiled as the creature bellowed its irritation at them.

Past the flower dealer, they were mostly in the clear, and Brick sprinted into the deserted wing, as Deena gave it her all to keep up. 

Shouts called out behind them, as did the croak of something big and angry.

Brick kept out of the center of the wide walkway, making every effort to keep the mounds of debris and trash along the wall between him and the pursuers.

Well down into the darkness, Brick stopped behind a mound of broken concrete that had crumbled down from three floors of collapsed walkways above. “This is wrong.”

Trying to catch her breath, Deena looked back toward the market. Half the patrons were busy about their business, most of the rest were interested in the drama playing out down in the deserted wing. She saw a pair of bad guys who looked like bipedal hogs thick in the chest with short legs and short, sharp tusks. They were working their way down the far side of the floor, taking their time to peer into boarded-up shops. Coming down the side Brick and Deena were hiding on, and moving too fast for caution two humans with porcelain white skin and hairless heads were jogging, weapons in hand, purple eyes fixed on the mound of concrete Brick and Deena were hiding behind.

“I only see four,” said Brick.

“Maybe that’s all who—”

“No.” Brick was certain. “They’re up to something.” He looked around. 

“What?” Deena asked, her head on a swivel.

Brick pointed into the darkness. “They think we’re headed that way. Most of them will be down there waiting for us. Or their allies will be.”

Deena took Brick’s word for it. “How will we escape?” 

“As fast as you can,” said Brick. “Follow me.” He ran, and before Deena realized what was happening, he cut a hard turn into a narrow shop with the front door and windows blasted out some time in the far past. He dragged her inside, pressed her back to the wall and put a finger to his lips.

Breathing in gasps, Deena did her best to stay quiet, as Brick focused his attention on shards of shattered glass on the floor. “If you look,” he whispered, “you can see them in the reflection.”

Deena glanced from piece to piece until she saw that Brick was right. Two silhouettes were visible hurrying their way. 
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Brick stood with his back to the wall, looking as calm as if he was waiting his turn to board a shuttle to an orbital hotel. 

Deena counted the heartbeats pounding in her ears while she glanced into the black shadows in the back of the shop, wondering if there was a way out back there. When she looked down to see how close the reflections in the glass had come, she couldn’t see them. She tensed, and wanted to alert Brick, but as she parted her lips to whisper, he spun into motion so fast, he seemed to blur the light around him.

Between two heartbeats, his right hand had gone from his side, reached across his body, and grabbed the nearest bad guy hurrying past. As though it was a dance move Brick and the porcelain man had practiced a thousand times, Brick fluidly redirected the man’s momentum around until he slapped full speed and face first into the wall beside Deena.

As the guy’s knees started to buckle, Brick spun one of his feet into the air to impact the other guy in the back of the head so hard he flew sprawling onto the floor.

Deena’s heart pounded another beat, and she gasped. “Oh, my god.”

“Wait here,” Brick told her, landing on his feet, with predator eyes back down the hall. 

In a silent rush, he was gone.

Deena stepped over the unconscious man by her side to get a look out of the shop. To her surprise, Brick was already between the two hog men coming after them. 

He slammed their two huge heads together as though they could do nothing to stop him. 

One crumbled, but the other fell awkwardly, and rolled, pointing his pistol as he popped back up. 

Three fiery shots banged out of the gun, all seeming to hit Brick square in the chest, but Brick didn’t fall, he barely seemed to budge as his fist smashed the hog man in the face, sending sharp teeth clattering across the floor. Brick came to a sudden stop, silhouetted in the light flowing down from the market, looking ready to take on any challenger from any species and beat it to death.

“What the—” Deena couldn’t come up with a word to make it all make sense. 

“Come on,” Brick called to her. “We need to move.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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In moments, they were running again into the throng of the market, watching the crowd part before them as human and creature alike seemed to want nothing to do with Brick, or Deena by default.

Above them, up on the mezzanine floors, shouts were being called out. 

In Deena’s ear translators, she understood that humans and non-humans alike were up there, surprised, adjusting their plans, shouting warnings, and mostly saying some version of, ‘Hey, there they are!’ and, ‘Get ‘em!’

The noise of stun guns popped from behind. Their electric-green lightning bolts sizzled the air.

Deena felt the air charge to negative, and smelled the ions burst around her, and more bodies were moving across the lower floor down the wing now in front of them. “They’re trying to cut us off.”

“I see.” Brick made a ninety-degree turn, yanking her with him. 

Another smooth-headed porcelain-skinned man jumped out from behind a pile of garbage Brick and Deena were just coming to. The guy smiled, as he leveled his weapon, a big laser rifle thing, right at Brick’s center mass. “Stop or I’ll—”

Brick flung Deena to the side so hard she had trouble keeping her feet, and he was already out of the laser rifle’s line of fire, kicking the bottom of the barrel. It popped up and smashed the porcelain man in the face as it shot a rapid series of powerful beams into the skylights four floors up.

Glass shattered and people screamed.

Brick yanked the laser rifle out of the stunned man’s hands and smashed it across his head. Glancing back at Deena, he said, “This way.” 

Deena followed as Brick bulldozed through the frantic crowds to get onto the stairs leading up.

At the top of the stairs, it looked like they had a good lead on a handful of their pursuers coming from the wrong direction. All they had to do was make it across a wide catwalk over the center of the market, and they’d have a clear shot back to the parking lot where Deena hoped their cab would still be waiting.
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Chapter Forty
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Halfway onto the catwalk, the big bull-man with the pastel coloring stepped out of the remains of a store that looked to have once specialized in scented oils and candles. Behind him, armed and ready, six men and women of three different species followed. 

Brick stopped, putting a hand out for Deena to do the same.

Deena glanced back to see how close their pursuers were. Three of the porcelain men were already blocking the other end of the catwalk—good god, they were fast on their feet. Two humans ran along to catch up.

“What do you want?” shouted Deena.

Everyone froze in place. 

The big lavender creature stepped forward, and his voice came out in a helium squeak that surprised Deena. “The cargo,” he said.

“What are you offering?” asked Brick, eyes cutting back and forth, sizing up the situation.

Below, every head in the market was looking up, mouths silent.

Lavender bull took another stride forward on his long legs. His thugs on both ends of the catwalk closed in. “We’ll unload it for free, and I’ll thank you for bringing to me what is already mine.”

“Or,” suggested Brick, “we stop playing this cat-and-mouse game and all of you go about your day, mugging widows and pretending you’re bad men.”

“And women,” added Deena.

“You should take the deal,” Lavender cautioned. “If you want to keep your lives and your ship.”

“Brick?” urged Deena, in a low voice as she glanced at the thugs lined up on both ends of the catwalk.

“You should listen to your concubine.” Lavender took another long stride.

Deena tugged at Brick’s arm. “We should talk about this. It won’t hurt to give some of it away if it gets us out of this.”

“That’s not how this kind of shit works,” Brick told her. “It only ends with you, me, and Sirm dead.” Brick leaned in close to whisper in Deena’s ear. “When it starts, use your pistol.”

“Starts?” Deena asked.

Brick turned to Lavender. “My First Mate and I have agreed. You can go fuck yourself.”

In a swift motion, Brick shoved Deena down behind the remains of a large ceramic planter. He had his pistol in his hand so fast Deena couldn’t understand how it had gotten there. 

Lavender, unexpectedly quick for his immense size, had already dodged out of the way when Brick’s burst of laser fire sizzled the air where he’d been standing. 

Brick didn’t waste time finding his next few targets as he shot two of Lavender’s backup thugs.

Deena was fumbling her laser pistol out of the holster, flipping the safety off, and pointing it at the swift-running porcelain men and two humans. 

Gunpowder pistols popped lead slugs at Brick, stun-gun green lightning sizzled the air, laser fire cut bright beams of light in every direction, and Lavender’s thugs were rushing Brick from both sides.

Deena fired wildly as she pointed and hoped to hit something.

Several laser shots hit Brick, sizzling his clothes, but otherwise not affecting him.

Then the survivors of Lavender’s assault were on Brick, in a blur of a melee.

Deena tried to shoot any enemies Brick knocked far enough back. Without her help, they fell anyway, as Brick tore through them. 

It was over, or mostly over, nearly as soon as it had started, leaving only Brick and the giant Lavender bull, fighting hand to hand, grappling and punching, and wrestling one another until they hit the catwalk rail with all of their weight, busted through and fell.

Deena screamed.
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Chapter Forty-One
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Bodies of the wounded, stunned, and dying lay bleeding on the catwalk.

Deena stood, took a fast glance for anymore of Lavender’s thugs, ready to let go with her laser pistol and shoot it dry if she had to, but nothing on the mezzanine levels moved. The beings and humans who were scattered at the rails on the mall’s four levels were not looking at her. All of their eyes were on the main floor.

Deena went to the edge where the railing was busted away and she looked down. The crowd looked to have been splashed away from Brick and the lavender bull. They were stunned, and only just now starting to murmur.

Lavender was sprawled on the floor, dazed and pawing at the ground, trying to regain his senses. One of his legs was shattered below the knee. A deep purple bone protruded through the torn fabric of his trousers. Brick was shaking his head and rising to his feet.

“Are you hurt?” called Deena.

Brick looked up, his eyes not quite clear. He nodded. “I’m okay.” He picked up his laser pistol, knelt down over Lavender and put the barrel to the prone man’s forehead. “The deal is, I let you live, and you leave us alone.”

Lavender man’s eyes were focusing, and it was obvious to Deena, even from all the way up on the catwalk, that he didn’t have deal making on his mind. He blinked.

“Say it,” Brick told him. “Do we have a deal, or do you want to die?”

“Deal,” he squeaked.

Brick stood up and jogged to the stairs.

Deena watched as he ran up, taking the stairs three at a time as though none of the last several minutes had even happened.

Once at the top, he hurried over to Deena. She saw the marks and blood on his jacket and shirt where at least two lasers and several gunpowder slugs had found their mark. “How are you not dead?”

“The Queen’s scientists did a good job on me.”

“We need to get you to a doctor.”

“We need to get out of here.”

“You,” a squeaky shout echoed from below.

Deena looked back over the edge of the catwalk. 

Lavender was down there, standing with the help of a type of alien Deena hadn’t yet seen. He shook his purple fist at Deena and Brick, and then his squeaky voice filled the market mall. “A thousand Gummies to anyone who can catch those two fuckers and bring them to me. Alive.”
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Chapter Forty-Two
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Brick ran. 

Deena followed.

A murmur in the crowd below grew into a roar behind them. A thousand Gummies for a couple of heads was good money.

Brick regretted not killing the lavender bull, because he knew even when he was asking for the promise, the big bastard wouldn’t hold true to his word.

“You did the right thing,” panted Deena.

Brick slowed his pace, so Deena could better keep up. It was easy to forget sometimes that Eden 99 had optimized her for different sorts of specialties than him.

“Can we make it back to the parking lot if the mob comes for us?” asked Deena.

“I don’t know. Some of those creatures were ungodly fast. Some had skin so thick I couldn’t kill them with the laser pistol. At least not with a single shot.

“What’s that?” asked Deena, pointing.

Ahead on the right, built into the wall, but nearly hidden by the mounds of trash around it, Brick saw a maintenance port. Rubbery flaps covered an opening about three meters high and a meter wide. He and Deena hurried over to it, and Brick pushed the flaps aside to peer inside. From the way the polymer surface coating was worn though—in lines on the floor and wall—Brick made a guess. “It looks like the passageway that bots used to get to their charging ports and repair stations.”

“Do you think there’ll be an exit?” Deena asked.

“Yeah.” Brick didn’t know, but at least it was defensible if there wasn’t. He ducked inside, with Deena coming along behind.

Inside, the floor was littered with centuries-old trash and the occasional long-dead bots. They came across one, flipped over on its back, dead eyes staring upward. 

As the light dimmed farther in, the smell of death grew thick and wet.

“Slow down,” said Deena. “I can’t see.”

Brick’s eyes had little trouble with the light level, so he clearly saw the body lying on the floor just ahead. “Trip hazard.”

“What?”

Brick stepped over the body.

Deena stumbled, but Brick kept her from falling. To her credit, she didn’t shriek. “Trip hazard?” She looked down at the body in the faint light, trying to make it out. “Is that—”

“It is,” answered Brick.

“Human?”

“Does it make a difference?” 

The sound of the mob out in the mall was getting louder.

“It won’t be long,” Brick said, lowering his voice, “and somebody down there will figure out where we’ve gone. We need to move.”

Deena turned to go, but reached out a hand to hold on to Brick’s belt. “Lead.”

They followed the passageway into the darkness as the sounds of their footfalls echoed down the concrete tube.

Deena said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t much help back there.”

“You helped enough.”

“I think I’m a flighter not a fighter.”

“A flighter?” Brick looked back at her in the nearly nonexistent light. She seemed bothered by her choices. “You weren’t genetically designed for this kind of business.” 

The passageway ran on for another thirty meters before veering to the right. Farther on, it turned left, and then widened with a red glow, a glow from hundreds of small indicator LEDs on the charging ports mounted from top to bottom on one wall. Most were empty, a few had bots plugged in, upping their charges. 

Brick stopped. “Listen.”

Deena did.

“I don’t think they followed us in.”

Nodding, and squatting to stretch her back, she said, “Unless they’re trying to stay quiet.”

Brick silently agreed, as he looked at Deena, assessing her. She was sweaty and breathing hard. She looked to be on the edge of panic. All of this—everything that had happened since they’d been attacked by the repo-scam pirates—sat in the realm of things she’d only ever seen in holovids or sensory immersion games, novels even, if the geeks in her academic circle of friends were old-fashioned enough to think reading was still cool. 

She’d never expected to have to target laser cannons at a swarm of attacking drones. She’d never expected to have to run for her life from a mob of greedy Halloween monsters who’d been little more than non-human shoppers, minding their own business at a market in a backwater armpit out near the frontier of the human realm. She certainly never expected to be squatting in a maintenance tunnel wondering if she was going to live to see sunlight again, even if it was the light from an alien star.

“We have a minute to rest,” he told her. 

Deena smiled as a thank you. 

“Walking hunched over in these tunnels is hard on a body.”

Eyes piercing right through his chivalry, Deena asked, “Is it hard for you?”

“These tunnels weren’t made for humans.”

“You’re barely sweating.” She reached to expose the damaged skin beneath the gunshot hole in his jacket. “You didn’t put on a ballistic underlayment.”

“I don’t need it,” Brick told her. “Mine’s built in.”

“I didn’t know that was possible.” She leaned a little for a better view. “It looks like the bleeding stopped.”

“The wounds are superficial.”

Deena’s brow furrowed as she examined the wound, pushing her fingers through the cloth and rubbing them across Brick’s bloody skin. “What the hell?”

Brick pulled back, and looked down the tube. “We need to go.”

“You’re already healing.” Deena didn’t budge from her position.

“We can’t rest anymore.” Brick took a few steps.

Deena still didn’t come, she was silently posing theories and rummaging her way to conclusions. “That shouldn’t be possible.”

“I was barely—”

“Don’t lie. I saw you take direct hits. I get that you’ve got ballistic protection under your skin.” Deena shuddered. “And it protects you from energy weapons, but your skin?” She raised her fingers before her face, rubbing them together with Brick’s blood. “Oh my god, you shouldn’t exist. There’s a ban. You’re unlawful.”

Deena’s face turned to fright.

“Come on.” Brick reached a hand out for her. 

Deena flinched away. “You’ve got nanites in your blood, don’t you? In your skin. And—” Deena shuddered as she stood and scooted away. “Nanobots are—”

Brick looked back the way they’d come. “The most illegal thing in the human realm?”

Deena reluctantly nodded.

“Do I frighten you?” asked Brick.

“How?” asked Deena. “You were in the Queen’s Royal Hussars. Is this why they drummed you out? Is this a mercenary thing?”

Brick shook his head. “I’m just like you, a product of a specialized program.”

“You’re saying the Queen did this,” Deena scoffed. “The Queen of Eden 99.”

“Not personally.”

“You know what I mean.” Deena shook her head. She didn’t want to accept the truth of what she was seeing, and she certainly didn’t like what it implied about the purity of her Queen. 

Sounds from way back in the tunnel told Brick that their time was suddenly limited. “I am what I am, but we don’t have time to argue or explain or guess about it, not right now. They’re coming.” 

Deena looked into the darkness behind them, weighing her options, one of which was no option at all.

“I’m not a monster,” said Brick. “I’m like you, just different.” Brick waited a moment for his plea to sink in. “Let’s get out of here. Together.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Forty-Three
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Together they ran.

Three more long tubes, two lateral intersections, and an up-down tube that seemed to drop forever into the blackness below. They were in Yellow Drip’s hidden highway system traveled by maintenance bots that move through the malls, buildings, factories, and streets, unseen by the humans who were supposed to be living above.

When thin rays of sunlight peeked between a mantle of rubber flaps down at the end of the tube they ran through, Brick figured they were going to make it. At least they were going to get out of the bot warren alive.

Moments later, they burst through the rubber flaps at the end of the tube and found themselves shoving through a hedge of sticky-stemmed plants with greasy leaves and a cotton candy smell. Brick stopped when he stepped out into the parking lot where they’d first arrived at the sprawling mall.

Deena squinted and searched for their cab.

Brick saw that it was gone and no other seemed to be around waiting for a fare.

Far off to their right, though, dozens of shoppers from back in the market were milling about, talking in their native languages, gesticulating, about where Brick and Deena had disappeared to.

“This way.” Brick herded Deena in the opposite direction. “Don’t run. It’ll draw their attention.”

Deena glanced back.

Brick kept a quick pace. 

A roar rose up from the crowd outside the entrance.

Brick turned to see whether they’d been found out and saw instead a ground car racing from the far side of the parking lot, picking up speed as it went, and heading right at Brick and Deena. Brick looked right, and then left. The mall entrance and the rowdy mob stood in one direction, a culvert lay a few hundred meters in the other, with nothing but the exterior wall of the mall behind them with the cotton candy hedge in front of it.

“Do we go back?” Deena asked. She’d already done the math in her head, too. She saw they’d never make it to the culvert on foot.

“Get behind me,” Brick told her, as he took a few strides into the parking lot, unholstering his laser pistol and pointing it at the rushing ground car.

“You can’t stop a car with that,” Deena told him.

“I don’t need to stop the car,” Brick answered. “I only need to kill the driver.”

“What if the glass is—”

The car spun sideways as the driver applied the brakes. 

“Go,” Brick ordered as he started toward the culvert, keeping his pistol trained on the ground car.

As the car came to a stop, the door flew open, and a thin alien spilled out. He looked vaguely like Sirm, but he wasn’t a Mank. His snout was much too narrow, and his coloring seemed static, bright yellow spotted with purple paisley shapes. “Hey,” he called.

Brick waved him off as he kept pace with Deena.

The mob from the mall entrance, was already running toward them.

“Hey,” called the lizard. “I’m here to help.”

Panting, Deena stopped and looked at the car, seeing only salvation in it.

Brick glanced back at the mob. He took one more look at Deena. She wouldn’t be able to hold the pace much longer if they didn’t lose the damned mob the lavender liar had put on their scent.

“We should go with him,” said Deena.

Without much of a choice, Brick waved the yellow lizard over. “Fast. We don’t have much time.” 
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Chapter Forty-Four
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“Sparf,” said the lizard-amphibian thing as Deena and Brick ran over.

“I don’t care what your name is,” Brick told him as he pointed Deena to the front seat. “Get in and drive.” Brick jumped into the rear seat of a ground car that had the appearance of having been hauled from a junkyard as recently as that morning.

As soon as Deena and Sparf were inside, Sparf was accelerating and heading for what Brick hoped was an escape.

“You need to start talking,” Brick told him. “Why are you helping us?”

“Global Monetary Units,” said Sparf.

“We’re nearly broke,” Deena told him.

Sparf spun his head almost all the way to the rear, glanced at the satchel still hanging from Brick’s shoulder, and spun around to look forward again. “I’m willing to bet whatever you’ve got in the bag is worth a lot more than you’ll need to pay me.”

“I’m not giving you what’s in this bag,” Brick told him, then turned to see several ground cars and a few air cars forming up to give chase.

Sparf spun his head to the left for a good look at the vehicles already coming. “You sure about that?”

“How about I just kill you?” Brick told him.

“Don’t.” Deena drilled Brick with a pair of harsh eyes. Turning back to Sparf, she said, “How much is it you want?”

“A thousand and one would be fair.” He spun his head to glance at Brick. “Fair?” He turned forward again.

“Don’t do that again,” Brick told Sparf. “You’re kinda creeping me out.”

“Why a thousand and one?” asked Deena.

“That purple prick was going to pay a thousand Gummies. You pay me one more and we all win, no?”

“One more Gummy isn’t much,” suggested Deena. “Do you have a history with the lavender fellow?”

“Sure I do,” answered Sparf. “He’s a giant piece of shit. I owe him. So, 1,001 would make it worth the risk to pay him back. Now what about the satchel? Is what you have in there worth that much?”

“It’s worth more GMU’s than you’ll ever see in a lifetime,” Deena told him.

It was Brick’s turn to glare. He shook his head as he caught Deena’s eye. He told Sparf, “A thousand is fine.”

“We have a deal, then?” asked Sparf.

Deena shook Sparf’s slippery amphibian hand. 

“Will this thing go any faster?” asked Brick. “Our friends are coming on pretty quick back there.”
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Chapter Forty-Five
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The first shots came blasting from behind. 

Sparf maneuvered the car from side to side, dodging with enough force that Deena had to brace herself to keep from being thrown out the window.

Brick held tight as a ground car rammed them from behind.

Another vehicle pulled alongside and Sparf jerked the wheel, sideswiping the car and sending it crashing into the front of a building. An explosion ripped through one of the chase cars as it passed the collision. Sparf hollered, “That’s gonna cost you extra.”

Brick looked out through the spider-cracked rear window. 

Shooters were reaching their guns out through the passenger side windows of a few cars.

Brick took out his pistol and blasted the rear windshield away as lead slugs and laser fire tore at the rear of Sparf’s ground car.

“These guys really want you,” Sparf yelled. “You’re going to have to double that thousand.”

“We’re all in it together now,” said Deena, ending the renegotiation. “If we don’t get away, it looks like you’ll be as dead as us.”

Brick fired and took the arm off one of the shooters in a chase car. A second shot from Brick’s pistol pierced dissipated in a splash of color on the windshield. He fired four more rapid shots to overwhelm the windshield’s ability to absorb laser energy and it shattered. The car careened into a pair of maintenance bots tearing up the concrete sidewalk.

An air car swooped down from above, pelting Sparf’s ground car with heavy slugs that tore through the metal hood and passenger compartment roof.

Deena screamed as sparks showered her.

Sparf didn’t seem to be bothered by the sparks.

Brick flopped out through the rear window, landing on his back on the trunk lid and holding himself to Sparf’s car with his feet wrenched between the seats. Before he was even in position, he let loose a volley of fast laser bursts from his pistol, tearing a dozen holes through the hull of the air car. It burst into flames and dove into the pavement.

“Sparf,” Deena shouted, “Do you know a person named Magarom?”

“What the hell do you want to know about him for?”

Rolling over onto his belly, Brick let loose on the two remaining chase cars in sight. 

In seconds, both were disabled.

“Magarom’s the real deal.” Sparf’s head swiveled grotesquely as he looked for more threats.

Brick told him, “We’re in the clear for the moment.”

“Won’t last,” said Sparf. “Do you know Magarom?”

“No,” answered Deena. “One of our crew knew him.”

“Where’s that guy?” asked Sparf.

“We dropped what was left of his body out in space,” answered Brick. 

“Do you know where to find Magarom?” Deena persisted.

“Uh, yeah,” answered Sparf. “You can’t just roll up on his place, though. It’s a fortress. He’ll blow us to shit before we make it half way down his street.”

From a side street, a ground car appeared so suddenly all anyone in the vehicle could do was flinch before it hit them in the rear quarter. Sparf’s car went into a high-speed spin and he yodeled a siren wail to vent his surprise. 

As Sparf got the car under control, and Brick fired on the attacker, Deena told Sparf, “Get us to Magarom’s and I’ll make it worth your while.” 

“Worth my while, huh?” said Sparf. “I don’t usually go for the human types, but you look like you taste good.”

“What?” Deena was horrified. 

Brick laughed as laser fire from somewhere seared the side of Sparf’s car. “She’s offering to pay you Sparf.”

“Yeah,” confirmed Deena, “another thousand.”

“Two thousand and one?” asked Sparf.

“Yes,” Deena told him.

Sparf cut a hard turn and accelerated. “Fine. It’s not far from here, but I won’t lead this chase down the street in front of his house. He’s got military grade defensive batteries hidden up and down every road leading to his house. We’d never make it.”

“What then?” asked Deena.

“I’ll get you as close as I can. I’ll tell you which house to get to, and then you’ll have to run for the front gate. Now where’s my money?”

“You’ll get it after,” Brick told him.

Sparf screamed and his wide lizard jaws clapped open and shut three rapid times. “What? You promised.”

“I’ll keep my word,” Brick told him.

“Right around this corner up here,” said Sparf. “I’ll stop. You jump out and take the first street on the right.”

“Address?” demanded Deena.

“Hell if I know,” Sparf told them. “You’ll know it when you see it. Get ready to jump.”

Sparf took the turn so fast Deena was sure they’d hit the front of the building.

They didn’t, but she was thrown forward as Sparf brought ground car to a halt and shouted, “Out!”

Brick was out first, practically dragging Deena out with him.

As Sparf accelerated away, Brick ran full speed at the door of an abandoned office and smashed it off its hinges. Deena followed him inside, and he shoved her into the shadows against a wall as first one and then several ground cars came squealing around the corner to pursue Sparf.
“Will Sparf get away?” asked Deena.
“The more important question,” said Brick, “is whether your salamander friend lied to us.” 

An air car zoomed past.

Brick leaned out through the door. “Come on. We’re clear.”

Deena followed Brick out and the two ran up the sidewalk.

“Just up there.” Brick pointed.

Deena hoped Sparf hadn’t lied.

A ground car rounded the corner behind them and skidded to a stop. Doors opened and slammed shut as gunpowder weapons popped and laser fire sizzled the air around them. 

Brick and Deena rounded the corner onto a wide street where the pavement, the sidewalks, and the facing structures all seemed to be clean and in perfect repair. Not a single vehicle of any type, no bot, and no person of any species was visible. Half way down and across the street, a mansion stood out from the other buildings, ornately decorated and colored like some nobleman’s townhouse from the ancient earth legends. 

“That has to be the place,” Deena said.

Brick took off at a jog. Deena stayed close.

They crossed the street.

The ground car that had been pursuing them parked down at the end of the block, the driver apparently not brave enough to drive on the road in front of Magarom’s palace.

“Looks like Sparf wasn’t lying about that part,” said Deena.

Brick glanced back down the street at the lavender liar’s bounty hunters standing by their ground car. “They won’t wait down there for long.” Brick picked up the pace.

Once their feet hit the wide, concrete sidewalk in front of Magarom’s outer wall, Brick and Deena slowed to a brisk walk.

Brick kept an eye on the thugs starting to collect down at the corner. “This Magarom must have quite the reputation. No one wants to roll up on his property.”

“Should we be worried about that?”

“Worry won’t matter in about two seconds.” Brick stopped in front of Magarom’s front gate. Just inside, a pair of men in elaborate armor, holding fat, intimidating weapons in their hands glared at them through the metal bars. Brick told them, “We need to see Magarom. He’s expecting us.” 
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Chapter Forty-Six
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Neither guard moved. Neither said a word.

“We need to see Magarom.” Deena stepped closer to the gate. “He’s expecting us.”

Again, this garnered no reaction from the two guards.

After a moment of getting angry and glaring at the pair, she turned to Brick. “What now?”

Brick put an arm around her shoulder and turned her so that their backs were to the gate. He took a few steps away. Looking down the street in both directions, he saw men and women and even a few third-gender types from species that had them, down at the corner, waiting. “We have to see Magarom.”

“I know,” Deena answered, in a whisper. “But if they won’t—”

Brick let go of Deena, took two lightning fast steps, and leaped for the top edge of the gate. Without losing an ounce of momentum, he pulled himself up and over, landing gracefully on the other side.

Just as the guards were reacting and bringing their weapons to bear, Brick jumped between them, punched, kicked, and elbowed them in a blurred flurry until both were unconscious on the ground. He turned and opened the gate from within.

Reaching out to Deena, he said, “We have to hurry.”

“You think?”

“Now’s not the time for that,” Brick said, a reproachful expression on his face.

Deena rushed inside as Brick slammed the gate closed. 

“You can’t hear it, but there are alarms going off that are monitored by men with bad intentions.” Brick checked an ancient wooden door to see if it would open and let them into the main house. No such luck.

“What now?” Deena looked left and right, expecting to see guards coming. “Your laser gun? Will it cut through that wood?”

“Yeah.” Brick stepped back. “We don’t want to escalate to weapons.”

“What? You beat up his two guards. We’re breaking into his house.”

“And I’m sure he knows already,” answered Brick. “If he’s home.”

“Wait.” Deena looked at the door, clearly constructed of thick timbers so old they might have been shipped all the way out here from earth itself. “You’re going to break that down?” 

“We’ll see where the weak point is.” Brick ran at the door and threw his shoulder into it.

Wood creaked and the door rattled heavily against the doorjamb, but it held.

“My god,” Deena stepped close and put a hand on Brick’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

Brick nodded.

“Stop. How did you not break your collarbone or something?”

Brick hit the door again, only this time he didn’t hit it in the center. He rammed his shoulder at the left edge where the hinges were mounted to the wall. Wood creaked and popped, and masonry dust puffed out from beneath the door.

Brick knew he had the right spot. He assaulted the door two more quick times before the hinge mounts gave way and the door fell to the side with a crash that anyone on the property had to have heard.

“If there wasn’t an alarm,” said Deena, looking down at the door and the dust wafting up around it, “I think they know we’re here now.”

Brick grabbed Deena’s hand and hurried into the foyer.

Belatedly, klaxon blared. 

The sound of heavy, booted feet echoed from deeper in the house. It sounded like a small army was coming.

“Where to?” asked Deena as she looked around a foyer that was as large as her parents’ great room, and her parents were wealthy by Eden 99 standards. A pair of grand staircases curved up to a pair of galleries and a wide hall. Directly in front of them, a wide hall led deep into the little palace, with rooms visible on both sides, but what had Brick’s eye were a pair of three-meter tall doors on their right. Both were closed tight.

Just then, one of the doors swung open on silent hinges, and a porcelain-skinned being of no apparent gender stepped out. That gave Brick and Deena a chance to see inside.

A dozen armed guards decked out like the pair Brick had knocked out were arrayed at the far end of the room, at the head of an expansive dining table that looked to match the period of the palace’s architecture. At the table, forty people sat before a feast laid out on fine china, with wine in crystal goblets, and flatware forged in gold, all spread over a table cloth of silk patterned in meticulous detail.

A smiling humanoid dressed in a flamboyant white suit sat alone at the head of the table. 

He was large with what looked like thick muscles for whatever species he was a specimen of. He was also obese, with a gut that pressed against the table’s old wood. His face looked like it had evolved from a fish and was not too far down the evolutionary tree from that. He had beady eyes, bushy eyebrows, and fat lips that were glistening with whatever he had been eating. 

He and his seated guests all looked at Brick and Deena as the boots of the tromping guards from farther in the house arrived in the foyer to make any second thoughts or idea of escape disappear. Brick and Deena were committed.
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Chapter Forty-Seven
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Into the tense silence, Brick called to the bulbous fish-man in white, “Are you Magarom?”

Taking a pause to make it clear that he was not at the mercy of Brick’s requests, he gargled out the words, “If I had truly been expecting you, wouldn’t you know if I was Magarom or not?”

The guards’ powerful-looking weapons, found their aim in the center of Brick’s chest.

“I’ll grant you three seconds to make your case,” said the fish-man, “before my guards kill you and throw you in the alley with the rest of the trash.”

Brick put together his kill plan, deciding which of the guards would die first, as he started to speak. “We are here on Yellow Drip to meet you, Magarom, with a shipload of valuable cargo. You were expecting Captain Brightman, not us, though.

Three full seconds ticked by.

Another three silent seconds followed.

Magarom waved a web-fingered hand. The klaxon’s cut off. The silence that followed echoed in Brick’s ears and seemed even more menacing.

“Brightman,” Magarom finally said, “what prizes you two must be to find yourselves his subordinates. Tell me, why did imbecile Brightman not come himself?”

“The ship’s AIs went insane and murdered him,” said Deena.

“So you come now in his stead,” asked Magarom, “presumably with this mysterious cargo he promised to carry?”
“We do,” answered Brick.
“As the new owners of his silly Ship With No Name and now no AIs to pilot it?”

“Yes,” answered Brick.

“How convenient for you.” Magarom seemed as though he was getting bored with the discussion. “I’ll grant you two minutes to explain whatever business this was that Brightman promised was going to make me wealthy beyond my dreams, and If I don’t like what I hear, as I expect I won’t, I’ll give you to the mob forming outside the gate which you so expertly proved the inadequacies of.”

“You won’t be disappointed,” Deena assured him.

With hands raised to show that he wasn’t a threat, Brick stepped forward. “I have a sample in this satchel. All you need is to see it, and you’ll understand all you need to know.”

“I’m intrigued,” said Magarom with so much sarcasm, Brick could taste it. “Come and show me.”

Brick walked the length of the table, with all eyes on him as he went. He stopped in front of Magarom and dramatically swished plates, glasses, and silverware onto the floor to expose the bare shining old wood.

Brick lifted the satchel and dumped the contents.

Egg-shaped gems, some the size of hen’s eggs, a few the size of ostrich eggs rolled onto the table. Each looked to have been forged in the heart of a star and captured part of its burning soul. Millefiori diamond, sapphire, and emerald crystals all burst from the gem’s cores in a sparkle and color that dazzled every eye with a unique crystalline fire.

Brick had only two words to add. “Unicorn eggs.”

The silence, the disbelief, the dazzled envy in every eye looked on, and Brick knew that for all the trouble he, Brightman, and Polly had gone through to obtain a cargo hold full of the priceless gems, the danger they’d faced when the AIs had gone insane, and the life-threatening trouble they’d gone through to get to Magarom’s table from the spaceport was going to pay off. He was in front of the right customers.

Magarom spluttered a gooey slobber out of his mouth and nostrils as he burst out laughing. “Unicorn eggs?”

Everyone else at the table laughed too, not politely, not kindly. They guffawed like Brick was the stupidest clown in all the universe.

“Imbeciles all,” cried Magarom as he had a hard time catching his breath, he was laughing so hard.

Brick glanced at Deena, hoping she had some clue what was happening. She didn’t.

When Magarom finally got control of himself, he said, “You had me going on that one. You two have quite the big balls and humor to match. Now, where’s the real cargo?”

“That is the real cargo,” said Brick, pointing at the gems on the table.

Magarom looked at Brick for a few long moments before he finally came to some conclusion and then he started laughing again. “Brightman, oh Brightman. I thought he was the biggest imbecile in the universe.” He guffawed again. “But you two, you worked for him, so I guess I was wrong.” He turned to his guards. “Throw them out into the street. Let the mob of morons who followed them here deal with them.” 
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Chapter Forty-Eight
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Magarom’s front gate swung wide open and the guards gave Brick a shove into the street. Another shoved Deena with a laugh, and she fell onto the sidewalk, spilling the unicorn eggs from the satchel. Lavender shouted something from where he stood on his good leg beside a ground car, and thirty or forty mob thugs gasped. Brick spun on the guard that had shoved Deena, grabbed his arm, and wrenched it so hard and fast that the man’s elbow popped out of joint.

The guard howled and fell to his knees as the other guards readied to shoot. 

The guard in the gaudiest guard armor held his hand up, commanding the others not to shoot. He stepped up to Brick, their noses nearly touching. “Magarom ordered us to toss you in the street. That’s what I’m doing, but you touch another of my men and I’ll disobey Magarom’s orders and kill you.” He stepped back inside as his men slammed the iron-barred gate closed.

Brick turned to help Deena, but she was already on her feet, watching the surly mob wrestle with indecision, some laughing harshly, some turning on Lavender, others looking like they might dare make a run at Brick. Few of them seemed interested in the near-priceless gems lying on the pavement.

A withered Mank waddled closer, pointing at the egg-shaped stones. “This is what you brought all the way from Eden 99?”

Brick told Deena, “Don’t answer,” but she was already nodding.

The Mank cackled. “You stupid assholes from Eden 99. What a bunch of backward yokels you are.” She doubled over with laughter.

Others in the crowd didn’t see the humor of it. They were getting angry and turning that anger on lavender, who was reading the mood change and trying to hobble his way back into this ground car.

Looking at Brick, with total confusion on her face, Deena asked, “What’s happening?”

Brick dropped to a knee and scooped up the unicorn eggs, stuffing them quickly in the satchel. “I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter.” He was back on his feet and urging Deena down the sidewalk. “We should get out of here while we can.”

Agreeing, Deena hurried along with him. “What’s wrong with these people? Is everyone insane on this planet?”  

“I don’t know.” Brick started to jog, looking back to make sure Deena was keeping pace. The mob was beating on Lavender’s ground car as it started to move. They were angry about not getting paid for their efforts and attempting to change the bull’s mind on that count.

When they reached the corner at the end of the block, Brick turned right, not for any reason, just that right was as good as left.

A familiar ground car came racing up the street, braking hard to stop at the curb right near them. Sparf stuck his long snout through the open window. “Come with me. I’ll get you out of here.”

Deena took the front seat again. Brick climbed into the back.

“I didn’t think you two would live through that,” said Sparf. “Did you get in to see Magarom?”

“Yes,” answered Deena.

“He paid you, then?” asked Sparf. “For your stuff in the bag?”

“Brightman set the deal up for us,” answered Brick, “apparently he was as big an idiot as he appeared to be.”

Sparf glanced over at Deena. “What’s he talking about?”

“Magarom didn’t know what they were,” answered Deena. “Do you know anyone in City Phlegm who trades in gems?”

“Well,” Sparf thought for a moment.

“Rare, expensive gems,” added Brick.

“Rare and expensive,” confirmed Deena.

Sparf’s head spun around nearly backwards as he took a moment to scan the road behind them.

“Nobody’s following now,” Brick told him.

Sparf looked back forward again. “I know a guy. I’ve heard how prudish you Eden 99 types are, so you might not like the place we’ll have to go to meet him.”

“What could be worse than what we’ve already seen?” asked Deena.

“That’s one of those questions you never want to ask on Yellow Drip,” Sparf said.
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The club they found themselves in smelled like an old woman’s panty hamper, tobacco smoke, the sour stench of spilled booze, and lingering vomit of a dozen species of bipeds unable to judge how much liquor they could safely drink.

Brick sat in an overstuffed, curved booth covered in the sticky synthetic hide of an animal he couldn’t guess the species of. To his right sat Deena, with her hands on a cold bottle of some locally brewed concoction. To his left sat Sparf, drool trickling down his long mouth, dripping off his pointy chin at the end of his snout, and just missing the empty glasses on the table in front of him. Brick’s glass of amber liquor sat untouched on the table.

Music thumped so loudly over the speaker system that conversation was uncomfortable. Hidden lights splashed the bar in shades of red and purple, leaving only the stages in anything close to bright white light. On some of those stages, male and female humans danced, naked other than metallic paint, glued on sequins, jewels, and various tattoos. On another stage, a Mank writhed in rhythm with the music’s beat, its skin rippling in dark shades and jewel tones. Certain intricate patterns on the Mank dancer’s skin seemed to spark the Manks in the audience to lean forward, hoot, and slobber.

“I don’t like this place,” said Brick.

“Just watch,” said Sparf. “It’ll grow on you.”

“Where’s this man we’re supposed to meet here?” asked Deena.

Sparf looked around. “We don’t have an appointment. We just have to wait. He comes in every day.”

“How do you know this?” asked Brick.

Sparf looked over the variety of naked dancers on the stages. “Because I wasn’t hatched from a glass tube on Eden 99. I have a normal libido.”

“Call it normal if you like,” Brick judged, glancing at Deena for support.

Deena turned to look at a pair of human dancers on a nearby stage.

Brick was mortified.

“See,” said Sparf, “not everybody believes all that prudish propaganda your Queen spews.”

Brick looked toward the door. “When is this buyer supposed to be here?” 

“Don’t want to talk about it?” Sparf asked. He looked at Deena. “You ever tried another species?” Sparf’s long tongue slipped out and slurped across his left eye before slipping back into his mouth.

Deena did her best to fight down her gag reflex.

“We’re not going to wait here all day,” said Brick. “We need to get back to Sirm, and the ship.”

“Wait, wait,” pleaded Sparf. “Let’s give it some more time, okay?”

Looking at Brick, Deena said, “We’ve come this far. Let’s give it another hour or so, okay?”

“Why don’t you show me what you’ve got in the bag,” said Sparf. “If this guy doesn’t show, maybe seeing what you’ve got will help me figure out who on Yellow Drip might be interested.”

“In here?” asked Deena, glancing at Brick for his thoughts.

Brick looked around, measuring the other patrons for how much of a threat each of them might be. The matchups looked favorable. “If it’ll get us out sooner.”

Deena lifted the satchel and sat it on the table. With slow, careful drama, she reached into the bag, withdrew one of the unicorn eggs, and sat it on the table. She looked at Sparf’s face. Brick did, too.

“Okay,” said Sparf, “what else you got in there?”

Confused, Deena took out another unicorn egg, this one much bigger than the previous one. 

“And?” asked Sparf.

“And what?” snapped Deena.

“Look at them,” said Brick. “Do you know a buyer?”

“Seriously,” said Sparf, “you don’t have something else in the bag, not just these decoys?”

“They’re genuine,” growled Brick. “Your gem guy will confirm that if he ever gets here.”  

“Oh,” laughed Sparf, “I don’t doubt it’s genuine.”

“Then what the hell are we talking about?” asked Deena, her anger rising.

Sparf stopped laughing. He looked at each of them. “Oh, my golden gonads. You’re serious.”

“What?” Deena asked.

Brick started to scoot out of the booth, pushing Sparf to get him out of the way.

“Stop,” asked Sparf. “Please.”

“Then you need to talk,” Brick told him. “Fast.”

Sparf reached for one of the unicorn eggs on the table. He held it up so the strip clubs lights bounced off the fine crystals inside. “This is coprolite.”

“So,” said Deena, “you watched a holovid on geology one afternoon when you were tired of masturbating. Does the origin of the mineral make a difference?”

“What’s coprolite?” asked Brick.

“Fossilized turds,” Sparf answered. 

Brick picked up one of the eggs and looked at it in the light.

“That’s why they are all different sizes,” said Sparf. “No two shits are exactly the same.” 

“Each one is unique,” said Deena. “That’s part of what makes them so valuable. That and their rarity.”

“Rarity?” Sparf laughed. “And you have nine tons in your hold?”

“8.93,” Brick confirmed.

“And that’s rare to you?” asked Sparf. 

“There aren’t nine tons of unicorn eggs on all of Eden 99,” explained Deena.

“Then where did the 9 tons come from?” asked Sparf.

“Those details aren’t important,” said Brick.

Sparf leaned back in his seat, picked up his glass, swirled the alcohol, and then gulped it down. “Let me tell you a story.”

Brick was running out of patience, but put his elbows on the table to listen.

“Go ahead,” Deena told him.

“A group of paleontologists, archeologists, and geologists came through here some years back. A bunch of ‘em, from some big prestigious place called Newton Sky University or some such shit. They stayed six or seven years, dug up shit from here to Brown Smudge City and a hundred places in between.” Sparf looked into his empty glass, like maybe he was ginning up his courage for what was to come next.”

“And?” Deena asked.

“They figured out that a few million years back, maybe ten or twenty, I don’t know, there was a race of tall bird creatures that lived in this part of the galaxy. Yellow Drip was their home world. At least that’s what the scientists said.” Sparf picked up one of the coprolite gems. “This is what they shat out. Over time, they fossilized. This planet is littered with them. You can’t dig a hole without coming up with one or two. There’re so goddamn many that the bots use them for fill when they build the foundations for roads and buildings. What you got here, what you got nine tons of, back in your ship, is fill dirt.”

Brick slumped into the sticky seat. “Shit.”

“Shit, indeed.” Sparf raised his empty glass high and looked around for a waitress bot to come and fill it.

“Eden 99 was probably one of their colonies,” speculated Deena.

“If these rocks are as valuable as you say back on Eden 99, maybe you should haul your load back there and sell it.”

“We can’t,” said Brick, anger turning to acid in his stomach, wrong turning to rage in his heart.

A waitress bot arrived, filled Sparf’s glass, and placed a fresh bottle of cold ale in front of Deena. It took a long look at Brick’s untouched glass. “Was the cocktail not to your liking sir human?”

Deena waved her off. “Brick, you look like you’re about to explode. Talk to me. What’s going on?”

In a steady, seething voice, Brick looked at Deena, “You know who those unicorn eggs belong to?”

“Not us?”

“They do now,” answered Brick. “Do you know who they belonged to before us?”

Deena shook her head.

Sparf said, “This sounds like it’s going to be interesting.”

“Vinostrang,” said Brick.

“What?” Deena couldn’t believe it. “You stole these from Sir Vinostrang?”

“What’s a Vinostrang?” asked Sparf.

“The Queen’s cousin?” answered Deena. “His family owns all three unicorn egg mines on Eden 99. They’re one of the wealthiest families on the planet.”

Brick said, “Vinostrang hired Brightman to steal the nine tons of coprolite fill dirt in the hold of our ship.”

“How could he mine that much,” asked Deena, “and not have his employees know it? How could that many unicorn eggs go unnoticed?”

“They weren’t from Eden 99,” answered Brick. “Hell, they probably came from here for all I know. They were sitting in shipping containers, quarantined in a customs warehouse. Brightman hired me to do the heavy lifting. In fact, I tossed out his imbecilic plan when he pitched it to me. I should have known the whole deal was shit, but I’d been discharged from the Queen’s service by then. Word was out that they might pull me back in and—” Brick looked over at Deena. “They thought I had too many secrets to let go.” 

Deena nodded. She knew he was talking about the nanotech integrated into his body along with other top secret and illegal tech.

“I needed a way off the planet,” admitted Brick. “A one-way ticket way.”

“Vinastrang was trying to protect his market, by getting it off Eden 99,” deduced Deena. “Nine tons of unicorn eggs would crash the value of whatever he had on hand and it could ruin the value of his mines.”

“Yeah,” agreed Brick.

“And he’s the one who sold the Antigger and Borrad to Brightman,” said Deena. “The unicorn eggs are the reason he did it. He never wanted us to arrive anywhere. He wanted the Ship With No Name to disappear in the void along with the nine tons of gems. That was his plan from the start.”

“Wow,” said Sparf. “You two really got fucked, didn’t you.” He looked at Brick and laughed. “Especially you.”

Brick shook his head. “No. I’m off Eden 99. If the Queen sent anyone after me, they won’t even know where to look. I’m not rich, but I got enough of what I need. And I’ve got a ship.” Brick looked over at Deena. “We’ve got a ship. We just need to figure out how to pay off Parkana at the spaceport and fill up our fuel tanks. No, we’re not in bad shape.”

“So you need money.” Sparf sipped his drink. “And you have a history of flexible morals. That combination my friend, is powerful strong in a place like Phlegm City. I think maybe you and me met for a reason.”

“Which is?” asked Deena, getting back into the conversation.

Sparf smiled, “To get rich.” 
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“Not interested,” said Brick.

Sparf was offended. “What? Is it because I’m not human? Is that it?”

“No,” Deena assured him, though she was glad the specist dig wasn’t directed at her.

“I’m good enough to risk my life saving yours,” moaned Sparf, “but as a business partner? Too many scales.” He held up his three-fingered hand. “Not enough digits. Not human enough.” Sparf scooted out of the booth in a huff.

“It’s not like that,” Deena told Sparf.

Sparf leaned over the table until his long snout was just an inch from the end of Brick’s nose. “You still owe me. Two thousand, and one. Pay me by sundown or I sell the debt to someone who can collect.”

“Nobody on this planet can collect from me,” Brick told Sparf.

“Wait,” Deena called. “Sparf, please.” She turned to Brick. “Hear him out, please. We need this.”

“I made one deal with an idiot,” said Brick. “Why should this one turn out any differently?”

“Specist,” snorted Sparf.

“He’s not like that,” called Deena. “Please Sparf, come back, tell us what you have in mind.” Turning back to Brick, she said, “It doesn’t matter what you think. We owe him. Not just two thousand GMUs, but we owe him our lives. And we don’t have any other options. Now, don’t be an ass.”

“You’re going to regret this,” Brick told her. He called to Sparf, and flatly said, “I apologize. Please come and tell us what you have in mind.”

Brick’s vocal inflection was lost on Sparf. He smiled and hurried back over to the table, seating himself in the booth and waving the waitress bot over for another drink.

“Tell us,” said Deena. 

Sparf’s head swiveled around all the way over his left shoulder, and then it swung back around over his right, covering the entire lounge. “Can’t be too careful,” he explained. He leaned over the table and said, “What do you think of uranium?”

“It’s not worthless,” answered Deena, “but it might as well be.”

“Maybe that’s true out on the last planet on the way to nowhere,” said Sparf, “but back here in the civilized part of the human realm, there’s never enough uranium to go around. Everybody who can mine it digs. Everybody who can ship it, hauls. Everybody who can pay too much money for it, does and uses it for whatever you do with uranium.”

Deena rolled her eyes. “They use it to fuel certain kinds of reactors.” 

“Yeah, whatever.” Sparf turned his attention to Brick. “There’s a uranium mine, owned by a cartel boss named Zarkov on one of the low-orbit moons. He cheats people, and everybody who can afford to get away with it, hates him.” Sparf spun his head to glance around the nudie bar again. “His mines ship five-ton loads out every couple of days, mostly to Bronchius, but he ships to other systems too.” He looked over at Deena. “Not every planet is covered with radioactive dirt clods for the picking.” He looked back at Brick, waiting for an answer.

“What,” asked Brick, “steal another nine-ton load of rocks and haul it ten light years to somewhere so someone we never met might buy it from us? That’s your get-rich-quick plan? That’s it?”

Sparf was taken aback. “No. I never said that was all of it.”

“Then tell me the rest,” Brick demanded.

Miffed, Sparf continued. “I know the layout of the whole place. I know the ins and outs. It’ll be easy. Best of all, we don’t have to haul a load anywhere. Not interstellar-wise, anyway. Like the rest of the miners up there on the low-orbit moons, Zarkov sells his loads to haulers at wholesale. They take the loss risk and haul it to the next star system and make a profit. What I’m saying is, I got a guy already lined up who’ll buy the load.”

“For how much?” asked Deena.

Brick glared at Deena. She was skipping too many important questions on the way to divvying up the loot. 

“Your share will be enough to pay off Parkana, fill your tanks with the fuel you’ll need for your next hop, and buy you a decent pair of lightly used AIs to replace the ones that went nutter on you.” Sparf glanced between Brick and Deena. “When we pull this off, you haul me and my two cousins out of the Yellow Drip system.”

“So you can kill us in stasis and take our ship?” suggested Brick.

“No,” answered Sparf. “It’s not like that. You set your ship security however you want. We can’t do this job and stay on Yellow Drip. Zarkov or one of his business associates will see us dead if we stay. Getting off planet has to be part of the deal.”

“Why not do this deal by yourself,” asked Brick, “and book passage off-world with your profits?”

“The odds of getting killed are too high with just the three of us,” answered Sparf. “I saw what you did in the mall this afternoon. With you along, we get the uranium, and we’ll live to spend the money.”

“It sounds like your plan hinges on Brick,” said Deena. “Why shouldn’t Brick and I do this job on our own and keep all the profits?” 

Sparf picked up one of the unicorn eggs. “You see this? Until you dumped this shit on the table, you thought you were rich. Because of me, now you know all you have is a bag of garbage. Yeah, you can go and try to run this uranium job on your own, but you don’t know a dick from dillystick on Yellow Drip. No, if you want to this thing to work, and you want to get your money before Parkana confiscates your ship, you’ll need to work with me and my cousins.”

Deena looked at Brick, unwilling to commit.

Brick thought Sparf was another two-bit biped baked from a bucket of idiot juice poured into Brightman’s worn out mold. He didn’t want to get caught up in another scheme with a moron. 

Sparf scooted out of the booth, looking at Brick and Deena as he stood. “I gotta see a snake about a leak. You two think long and hard about the deal I’m offering. If it works out, we all get paid, and we all get out of this shitty system.” Sparf hurried off.

Deena looked at Brick. “What do you think?”
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Brick watched Sparf’s odd, straddling gait as he walked away. 

“Do you think he’ll screw us?” asked Deena. 

“An anchor around your neck doesn’t think about the malice of drowning as you die. It just does what anchors do, sink.”

“You think hooking up with Sparf and his cousins is a mistake?”

Brick nodded.

Deena looked around the strip bar, and she shuddered. “How else will we pay Parkana his money? I don’t think I’m much of a dancer.”

Brick shook his head as he stared across the bar to where Sparf disappeared through a door. “I don’t know that we have any options that don’t include us losing the ship and getting stranded on this planet.”

“What do you think we should do?”

“You’re the one bred for the big IQ,” said Brick, “maybe it’s better if you decide.”

“Like you’ve said before, I’ve spent my whole life in books and classrooms. I’m an academic. I know that world. The rest of this, I don’t understand it the way you do. We should decide together.”

Still watching the doorway Sparf disappeared through, Brick said, “I don’t think he went in there to piss. He’s rubbing one out, I’ll bet.”

“Rub one—Wow, okay. Well, good for him,” Deena laughed. 

“This is a perverse business.” Brick looked slowly over the dancers on the stages. “Still, I suppose I could see how he might get the urge, even in here.” Brick sat up straight. “I’ll admit, it gives me the same urge.” He looked over at Deena, wondering if he should say more. “I doubt the restrooms have a muss drop.”

“A muss drop?” asked Deena. “What’s that?”

“Muss,” answered Brick. “Manual Undertaking of Seminal Stimulation.” 

“You military types,” laughed Deena. “At the I-farm, we just called it self-stimulation. What’s a muss drop?”

“It’s how we collect sperm for future generations. Every soldier has a portable collection unit that he turns in at the reproduction depot from time to time. That’s not how you academics handle it?”

Deena shook her head. “We’re all designed from the genes up. There’s no harvesting of semen or eggs. For us, sex is purely for pleasure.”

“You mean self-stimulation is for pleasure,” Brick clarified.

Deena nodded. “That, and sex.”

“Sex?” Brick shuddered. “You mean with another person? Sharing fluids? Touching each other in the personal place?”

“Oh my god.” Deena’s eyes went wide. “You’ve never been with a woman, have you?”

“Of course not.”

She looked at the human dancers on a nearby stage. They’d finished the dancing part of their act, and they were engaged in a sex act in a position Deena had never seen before. “You said yourself, that kind of gets you going.”

Brick didn’t respond.

“You never wanted to?” she asked. “I mean with a woman.”

Brick shook his head.

“With a man?” she asked.

Brick shook his head again.

“I think you’re lying to yourself.” Deena scooted close to Brick and ran a finger slowly over his lips. “I think you want to try sex with a woman.”

Brick turned his head. “Genetic design has rendered interpersonal sexual relations useless. There’s no point.”

“But you muss,” said Deena. “You save your swimmers to improve future generations for the Queen’s service.”

“If the genetic scientists find improved varieties in my semen, then yes, I do.”

“You still think the Queen’s military scientists are interested in your semen samples after what you’ve done? You’re a criminal, Rasmus Brick.”

Brick deflated at that. “Yes, I suppose I am.”

As though he’d materialized out of the smoke and moving shades of light, Sparf stopped in front of the table. “Did you two talk about it? You gonna do this with us?”

Deena looked at Brick.

Brick said, “When do we start?” 
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Brick and Deena returned to the Ship With No Name and filled Sirm in on the plan—which she thought was utter nonsense. Still, Kel Parkana’s clock was ticking, and the crews’ list of options was limited to one loosely defined choice.

Brick chose to leave Sirm to once again babysit the ship. 

“Thank you for bequeathing the ship to me by your acceptance of this suicide mission. What a story I will have to tell everyone I meet in the future—how I went from galley slave to captain and owner of The Ship With No Name in just a few centuries. Of course, Parkana will soon seize the ship and leave me stranded and penniless on this hellish planet, but niggling details like that are left out of the best stories.”

“I can never tell when you’re joking and when you’re being serious.”

“That’s because you don’t have the finely tuned sense of ironic humor that Manks possess as a birthright.”

Brick and Deena loaded their vacuum suits into duffle bags, picked up extra battery packs for their laser pistols and headed out to meet Sparf and his two cousins at a remote location well outside City Phlegm.

Four hours passed in a rush of busy hands and reviewing plans that left Brick, Deena, Sparf, and his two cousins, Lawrence and Moice laying back in g-seats, waiting for the ancient assault ship they were in to blast them into the space and their likely demise.

“Everybody sealed up?” Sparf asked as the rumble of old engines shook the ship, while fire and smoke poured over the small viewport glass.

Brick glanced at Deena. She was in her parakeet colored suit with the glass on her faceplate seated in place. Her wrist computer showed green status on suit systems. She was ready. Out of habit, Brick glanced over at Sparf’s two cousins. Like Sparf, their suits were black. Well, mostly so. They were old and scarred, with much of the flat black outer stealth coating scraped off to the point it was good for little more than giving the suits an intimidating appearance. Nevertheless, the cousins were sealed up, buckled in, and their wrist computers showed green. Brick told Sparf, “Ready back here.” 

Sparf throttled up and the little beast of a ship roared and rattled as it lifted off from the hidden launch site under heavy g’s that pushed and pushed until even Brick felt the pain in his guts and joints.

Moice wailed under the strain.

Sparf grunted an insult at him.

Deena, to her credit, gritted her teeth and bore the pain.

The roar of wind flowing over the ship’s rough edges grew louder than the engines. The ship shook so hard Brick thought it might come to pieces.

“This is normal,” Sparf called as he piloted the ship toward space.

“Nothing’s ever normal in this piece of shit,” shouted Lawrence. 
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Long minutes dragged out as the sky in front of the ship turned to darker and darker blues. As the wind noise subsided, the view out the front windows turned black, speckled with a million glowing jewels of every size and shape imaginable. 

“Orbital junk,” called Sparf. “Nobody ever cleans up after their wars.”

Moice and Lawrence laughed like it was a worn out joke they couldn’t get enough of.

Deena glanced over at Brick like they were all idiots. “Did we make a mistake?”

“Everything you ever do is a mistake,” said Moice. “That’s the way life works.”

“Not mine,” argued Deena. “I don’t—”

The ship jerked hard to port to avoid a massive hunk of a broken ship. The rough sphere of a small moon came into view.

“Shit!” shouted Sparf. “We came up in the middle of it.” He jerked the ship right.

“Slow down,” hollered Moice.

Deena’s hand gripped her chairs arms so tight brick thought she might bend the frame. “In the middle of what?” 

The hull banged with impact after impact.

“A lot of the debris in this orbit is coalescing into a moon or something,” said Sparf, as he fired the ship’s reverse thrusters to slow it down.

Everyone on board was thrown forward against their harnesses.

Moice groaned wildly.

“You don’t see the female complaining,” chided Lawrence in his deeper, yet still child-like voice.

“We’ll be through in a minute,” said Sparf, as the moon grew larger and larger in front of them.

“We should have gone around this shit,” shouted Lawrence.

“They won’t see us coming this way,” answered Sparf.

“We won’t live long enough to make it,” whined Moice.

Brick looked over at Deena and opened a private comm between them. “What kind of monkey show did we join up with?”

Deena, of course, had no answer, but didn’t loosen her grip.

“Oh, shit!” hollered Sparf.

A hunk of something giant and industrial, a crane, or ship’s superstructure, or just a piece of unfinished, half blown-up junk spun sixty tons of steel framework their way as Sparf tried to dodge out of its way.

The ship pulled hard g’s to starboard and it hit in a shower of sparks and tearing metal so hard everyone onboard blacked out except for Brick. He saw the port side of Sparf’s shitty little ship peeled back, exposing the black vastness of space, and then Yellow Drip’s unusual mix of greens, blues, and yellow sands, far below, and then space again. In the seat to his left,  or what was left of it, sat Moice—his lower half anyway—buckled across his lap, spewing fluorescent yellow blood through ragged entrails. 

The assault ship was spinning out of control.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Fifty-Four

[image: image]


It took only a few moments for the others to regain consciousness. Lawrence announced his return with a wail, Sparf with a panicked curse, Deena with a glance at Brick as if to ask for permission as she slipped her seat harness away and wrestled with the centrifugal force to climb into the copilot’s seat beside Sparf. 

“Can you fly it?” Brick asked Deena over the noise Sparf and his cousin were making.

Deena was buckling herself in and absorbing the flashing alarms and readouts from the control panel as debris from the field they were immersed in continued to pound the ship. She glanced back at Brick and shook her head. “This ship won’t last long.” She looked out through what was left of the forward glass. “I can get us to that moon. Maybe.”

“That’s where we’re going.” Brick reached over and grabbed Lawrence by a utility handle built into the shoulder of his suit and shook him hard enough to rattle his head inside his helmet. “Stop. Just Stop.”

Lawrence blinked his yellow eyes. His mouth kept opening and closing but the hollering stopped.

Brick turned to Sparf, seated ahead of him and pounded a fist on the salamander’s helmet. “Get in the game you dipshit, or we’re all gonna die.”

“The ship,” whined Sparf. “The ship.”

“Pull yourself together and help Deena,” Brick ordered, “or I’m going to toss you out to join Moice.”

As Deena worked the controls from her station, Sparf found a way to get himself under control.

The moon drew closer, and the field of debris grew denser. 

Deena punched away at the buttons on her console, trying to get functions to perform as promised by the labels on the interface. The ship jerked and shuddered in response.

They glanced off the backside of a giant radar dish that sent them careening toward the battered hulk of a battle cruiser. 

Sparf shrieked.

Deena coaxed the thrusters into firing and pulled hard on the helm.

Brick watched the cruiser growing large in front of the ship and then saw nothing but hull plates and laser cannon holes as the little assault ship burned hard to avoid the collision.

And then black space.

Brick breathed again.

Sparf’s shriek dissipated.

Lawrence curled into a ball in his seat.

Deena kept her cool and found the moon through all the wrecks and the junk and pointed the ship toward it again.

“Let’s abort,” said Lawrence, his shaky voice just under control. “We need to save ourselves.”

“We barely have power to keep the ship moving toward that moon.” Deena worked furiously at the control. “The only thing keeping us pointed in the right direction is the pull of its gravity. Lawrence, how do you think we’re supposed to abort?”

Lawrence didn’t have an answer.

Sparf unbuckled and wriggled beneath the ship’s helm control panel.

“What are you doing?” asked Brick.

“The wiring harness has broken loose,” answered Sparf, his voice not much steadier than Lawrence’s. “I hope.”

“You hope?” cried Lawrence.

“If it’s not the harness,” answered Deena. “We may hit that moon a little harder than we want.”

The ship blasted through a cloud of hailstone bits of metal. Pieces bounced in through the hull and ricocheted through cabin.

Lawrence unbuckled his safety belt. “I’m bailing out.”

Brick reached over and buckled Lawrence back in. “If you do, you’ll die for sure.” Brick pointed at the moon coming up fast in front of them. “You’ll smash into the surface at this speed.” Brick shook his head rather than describe what would happen then. “You don’t want that.”

Lawrence closed his eyes.

“There,” Sparf announced.

Deena pulled back on the thruster control and everyone was thrown forward in their seats again.

Sparf whooped.

“Buckle up quick,” Deena told him. “We’re going to come in fast and hard.”
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Genetically optimized and physically enhanced right up to the limit of Eden 99’s skill at producing secret war machine humans from banned technologies, Brick had a higher tolerance for excessive g-force trauma than any random scrotum-jack human. 

Of course he did. 

How could any pair of lovelorn parents hope to produce better when each of them were the latest iteration in a lineage of genes rattled out of a dice cup by chance, especially when they were doing the same themselves with a lusty tryst between the sheets? The shape of a smile, the plumpness of a breast, the square set of a jawline, and a million other factors filtered through the frenetic cultural sieve of a hormone-crazed libido was no basis for producing humans who could be expected to excel at anything.

Well, except by chance.

Chance was the first thing taken out of the process of producing babies on Eden 99. Each generation was better than the last. That was the goal. And where genes failed, mechanical-surgical enhancements, and an illegal-anywhere-in-the-civilized-galaxy dose of nanotech could do the trick.

After checking that the others were alive, Brick crawled out through the gaping tear in the side of Sparf’s relic assault ship. Besides a few new scrapes on his black military vacuum suit, he’d come through the crash landing with nothing but a coating of moon dust.

He stood atop the ship’s hull, feeling the choppy vibration of its dying engines coming up through his boots. Looking through the cloud of dust thrown up as the ship skidded to a stop, Brick saw a perfectly flat plain stretching for kilometers in every direction. Ringing the plain, jagged ridges stood stark and pale against the star-strewn black sky. Brick and crew had landed on one of Yellow Drip’s moons, and the ship was resting on the floor of an ancient impact crater. More importantly, they were on the right moon. The mining operation they intended to plunder lay just past the ridge. 

Deena climbed out of the ship through a hole in the hull, taking her time, and holding onto whatever she could grab. 

“You okay?” Brick asked.

“A little wobbly.” Deena got to her feet and scanned the horizon. “It’ll pass.”

Brick finished gathering his bearings. The position of Yellow Drip overhead, the glittery cloud of the debris field, the shape of the mountains that rimmed the crater, they told him all he needed to know about where he was. He scanned the sky, looking for incoming threats. If they’d been spotted, if the mine operator thought they were a danger, the response would likely come from above. Brick made a point to check his weapons.

Deena followed his example and did the same.

Sparf pulled himself out of the dying ship and got to his feet. Lawrence scrambled through behind him.

Brick pointed in the direction they needed to go. “We need to move before anything comes to investigate our arrival. That could be any second, so check your weapons. Run a suit diagnostic. Once we leave this ship, we succeed, or we die.”

“Hero bullshit,” whined Lawrence, looking back toward Yellow Drip where the City Phlegm sprawled into a big gray splotch among green fields and forests. “Nobody needs a Gummy this bad.”

Brick glanced down at the demolished ship they were all four standing on. “Unless you’re going to fly this turd home, you’ll need to come with us, because the only other ride we’re getting off this moon is the one we steal.” Brick gave the others a quick glance and then set the chronometer on his wrist computer. “Check your weapons. Check your suits. We leave in three minutes. Flying. No walking until we get close.” Focusing on Sparf and Lawrence, Brick asked, “You two can use your suit jets, right?” 
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The ridge they were hidden on gave them a view of the whole operation, from the strip mine covering tens of square kilometers below them all the way to the power generation facility way off near the horizon to their left, to the enrichment facility at the edge of the pit mine to their right, to the transit port a few kilometers past the edge of the gaping hole, and directly across from them.

Giant diggers, drillers, and earth movers, crawled around the pit mine on wide tracks. Among them, hundreds of maintenance, survey, and service bots scurried. Flying around above all of it, hawk-like surveillance bots hovered and meandered. Above those, security bots bristling with high-watt lasers hovered, waiting to respond to orders or alerts.

“Disabled security?” asked Brick, glaring at Sparf.

“Unforeseen circumstances,” answered Sparf.

“You didn’t tell him?” Lawrence railed at Sparf. “You told us he could handle the security.”

“Our plan was to come down on the other side,” said Sparf, focusing his argument on Brick. “It’s not my fault the ship took all that damage and we ended up here.”

Brick put his rifle to his shoulder and used the scope to scan across the sky above the mine.

“We just need to get to the haulers in the depot,” continued Sparf. “I paid a guy to glitch a maintenance window and disable the security there for six hours.” Sparf looked at the time on his wrist computer. “We still have time. There are no alarms there. Almost no security.”

“We should go around,” cried Lawrence, still emotional over the loss of his brother.

“We can’t,” Sparf told him. “Out in the open, one of the mine’s security satellites would spot us. We’d all get killed.” 

Deena scanned the horizon, looking for any alternative to present itself. “If the security satellites can spot us out there, then they probably already know we came down over here.”

“No,” answered Sparf. “That’s part of the glitch. For the next few hours they’re ignoring anything arriving or leaving the planet.”

“Why didn’t your friend just shut down everything?” asked Lawrence.

“Because if it was all down,” answered Sparf, “that would raise other alarms, bring attention, get us caught. This way, it won’t.”

“How in the hell are we supposed to get through that security then?” asked Lawrence, “And live to spend the money?”

Sparf turned to Brick. “That’s why we brought him. Just in case something went wrong. Because something always goes wrong. Because like you always say, Lawrence, everything in life is a mistake. Well, Brick here, he’s going to save us from some of those mistakes. What do you say, Brick? Can you do this?”

Brick kept his eyes on the hovering drones. “Tell me about this security system. What can we do? What can we get away with? How much longer do we have before the system fully reactivates?”
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“The plan is simple,” Brick told them. “We spread out along the ridge here. When I give the word, we start shooting. When—”

“That’s the worst plan I ever heard,” cried Lawrence. “He turned to Sparf. We’re going to end up dead, like Mo. Oh, shit. Oh, shit. Oh, shit.”

Brick rapped his knuckles on Lawrence’s helmet to get his attention. “Stop that shit and listen. Sparf, you and dipshit Larry here have the rapid-fire guns. The way most security weapon system AIs work when confronted with multiple threats, is they evaluate the threats for the most dangerous, and concentrate their fire on those first. To them, ‘most dangerous’, usually means shooting the most rounds. What I want you to do once we start shooting—” Brick glared at Lawrence to intimidate him into silence, “—is squeeze the trigger for a second, and squeeze off as many rounds as you can. Then duck behind the rocks, shift left or right, it doesn’t matter, and fire again. The important points are these, never put your head up for more than a second, fire as many rounds as you can during that second, and then shift.”

“Waste of ammo,” concluded Lawrence. “How the hell are we supposed to hit anything?” 

“You’re not,” answered Brick. “Your only purpose is to keep the drones busy looking for you and targeting you.”

“You want us to be your live bait?” Sparf was horrified. “Really?”

“You can’t out shoot those security drones,” Brick told them. 

“But you can?” snarked Sparf.

“Not by myself against all those drones I can’t,” answered Brick. “But if they’re busy trying to target you, and not me, then I won’t have to shift. I won’t have to pop up and down. I’ll stay in position, exposed to fire, and I’ll kill them one at a time.”

“Wait,” said Deena. “You’re going to stay in position where any one of them can kill you at any time? That’s stupid.”

“Maybe,” answered Brick. “To keep that from happening, you’ll stay right by me and try to keep an eye on the drones. I’ll be concentrating on whichever one I’m aiming at. If I’m going to hit it, then I need you to see if any target me. If they do, you’ll let me know and we’ll duck and reposition. That’s how we’ll beat these drones.”

“Sounds foolish to me,” said Lawrence.

“Doesn’t matter what it sounds like to you,” Brick told him. “You just have to do your part, and we can all get off this rock alive.” Brick eyed each of the three. “Our window of opportunity is closing. We don’t have any more time to debate this. Are you three ready?”

Nobody said they weren’t.

“Get in position,” Brick told them. “We start shooting in 60 standard seconds. Go.”

Brick put himself in position on the ridge, behind a thick hunk of stone.

Deena found a spot a few meters to his right, close enough to make a good guess if a particular drone was turning to fire on Brick, far enough away that she wouldn’t get hit by a near miss.

Sparf and Lawrence used their suit jets to fly off to Brick’s left and find a spot where they could both hide and start shooting.

Deena asked, “Will this work?”

“I only see eleven drones out there with the big laser canons mounted on them,” answered Brick. “The rest of them, all they can do is spot for the eleven armed drones. Yeah, we can do this.”

“You sound too confident for a man taking on security drones. A man outnumbered 11 to 1.”

“No,” Brick corrected. “11 to 4.”

“Ready,” called Sparf over the radio.

Brick looked over at Deena with a nod. “I’ll take the first shot. You two, don’t let me down.” Brick picked his target, put it in the crosshairs, said, “Now,” and fired.

The railgun round crossed the kilometer between Brick and the bot in a hot red streak. It hit the drone dead center, and pierced the fuel cell, exploding it in a fireball before Sparf and Lawrence fired their first shots.

Before the drones had reacted to the first hit, Brick shot another from the sky. As they started to turn and move in the direction of the fire that Sparf and Lawrence were throwing into the air, Brick dropped two more. “How’re you doing over there, Deena?” Brick shot another.

“You’re shooting them as fast as I spot them,” she answered. “Good god, you’re fast. Wait, they're on the far right. Over by the—”

Brick found the target and fired.

“You got it,” Deena told him.

Brick fired eight more times in the space of thirteen seconds. He missed twice, but managed to hit all eleven armed drones.

“That’s it,” Brick told the others. “Power up your suit jets. Let’s fly.”
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Deena never imagined she would one day find herself suit-jetting at breakneck speed through the blinding dust in the bottom of a uranium strip-mine hole on a moon ten light years from Eden 99. She had never believed she’d do anything more exciting than develop a breakthrough in AI intellectual and emotional development after spending years poring over esoteric computer generated algorithms, and maybe, just maybe, earning the respect of her peers.  

That was all she really wanted out of life. 

Well that, and the freedom to explore her taboo vice, human sexuality—a mundane pastime everywhere in the human realm except Eden 99.

Now, she apparently could do anything she wanted, sexually speaking, if she could find a willing partner. The respect of her peers, that was something she’d never get. They’d ostracized her from every respected academic social circle, conspired to have her removed from her position at Queen’s College, and all but had her deported from Eden 99 for the sin of having the audacity to suggest that there might be a better path to AI development than the dogmatic altar every AI scientist circle-jerked on because they didn’t have the imagination to conceive a better way.

Now she was tingling with fear that she might actually die, and she was thrilling adrenaline through her veins at full tilt. She was blasting so fast through a fog of gray dust, able to see only Brick’s vicious black suit, that she didn’t know if she’d smash flat into an ore hauler or the vertical side of the pit, and never see it coming. She was breaking the law, if there’d been a law in system Yellow Drip to break, and she didn’t care one iota for the moral morass of guilt she’d have waded through if she’d done anything like this back on Eden 99. 

She was free.

And freedom was a drug with a kind of high she didn’t even know existed. 

Not until now.

“Follow me up,” Brick called over the comm link.

Brick veered upward. Deena veered too, as did Sparf, and Lawrence to either side of her.

The dust thinned.

Deena saw a sheer wall of rock rise up in front of them. 

Brick went vertical, driving his suit jets to max thrust as he skimmed up the face of the cliff.

Deena followed, flying faster than she’d ever flown in her vacuum suit, knowing she was going to get herself killed, but telling herself with each passing second that if Brick could do it, then she could too.

The sky above them clarified to black. The stars burned twinkle-free bright. 

The top edge of the pit came into view.

“Brake,” Brick called, and spun his body around to fly feet first into the sky, letting his suit jets push maximum deceleration thrust against his path.

Sparf barked, and Lawrence shrieked as he zipped by, unable to attempt the maneuver so close to the cliff face. Deena, frightened out of her mind, spun upside down and held her suit stable as she maxed thrust on her suit jets. As she passed the top edge of the cliff, she saw Brick alight on solid ground, both feet landing, rifle at his shoulder, already firing at a pair of wheeled security bots rolling out of the mine’s spaceport depot.

Deena tried to mimic Brick’s maneuver and spun into several somersaults before regaining control. By the time her feet were on the ground, Brick had run to the twenty meter wide monorail entrance and was scanning the interior. “I’m down.”

Without looking in her direction, he told her, “Run to me and cover my back.”

Deena glance into the sky, Sparf was still sixty meters up, and coming down too slowly. Lawrence was even higher.

“Hurry,” Brick told them, as he stepped inside the kilometer-long hangar.

Deena followed. Her suit’s faceplate adjusted to the change in light levels and she saw massive carts waiting or moving, many loaded with ore, some loaded with refined and enriched uranium, some empty. All of them followed track laid on the ground to go in or out of the building, or leading up to any of the scores of docks where seven hauler ships sat, some waiting to be loaded, a few already buttoned up. Deena guessed one of those might be their target.

Overhead, lights started to flash.

“Alarm,” said Brick, as he scanned for a target. “Sparf, Larry, you guys on the ground yet? We’re about to run out of time.”

“Just sat down,” grunted Sparf.

“Get in here,” Brick told him. “Now.”

Deena watched for Sparf to come running through the wide hangar door, but saw a heavily armed security bot come rolling through instead. She hollered a word, or a sound, she didn’t have time to think too much about it as she dropped to a knee and fired. 

Time seemed to spin down to slow on grease-caked gears, as Deena rapidly pulled the trigger on her single-shot weapon. Railgun rounds streaked downrange seeming on a path they’d chosen themselves, as none of them were coming close to hitting the bot.

The bot wheeled around to face its attacker—Deena—and its weapons moved up and down as they acquired her as a target. She realized she should stop firing and instead dive for cover.

Sparks blasted in a fountain off the side of the bot and it lurched to its left.

A stream of red-hot railgun rounds blasted past her shoulder, each one impacting the bot, tearing it to pieces, and Deena knew Brick and Sparf were both shooting at the bot.

It was over before Deena realized her heart was pounding, her chest was heaving.

“Sparf,” Brick called. “Get in here with those codes. It’s going to get hot in a minute or two.”

Sparf came running around the corner, eyes wide, head swinging back and forth, scanning for the hauler he had access codes to open up.

He passed Deena by, but Deena didn’t turn to see him go. She had a job, and she wasn’t about to shirk it.

Outside, Lawrence touched down, legs already churning as he ran for the hangar’s door.

“There’s another,” shouted Sparf. 

“Got it,” called Brick.

Deena wrestled with whether to turn, but her faith in Brick and her fear of getting ambushed kept her eyes and weapon trained on her sector.

Lawrence ran past Deena, headed for the haulers.

“Bot is down,” Brick told everyone.

Deena felt Brick’s hand pat her back. “Good job,” he said. 

“Found it,” shouted Sparf.

“Let’s go,” said Brick.

Deena jumped to her feet and turned. 

Sparf was standing at a control console at the dock of the third hauler down. It was buttoned up, ready to roll. Its ion drive engines were glowing, ready to take off. Lawrence was almost to him.

“Go,” Brick told her. “Run. I’ll watch our back.”

Deena did as she was ordered, putting her total faith in Brick’s expertise.

Sparf trumpeted a weird sound Deena hadn’t heard from him yet. “I’m in,” he called.

Lawrence made the same kind of sound Sparf had just made and he spun around three times as he came to a stop by Sparf.

Clearly, they were happy.

Deena looked over her shoulder to check on Brick. He was right behind her, scanning forward, right, left, and behind.

“Hurry,” Sparf called. “The hatch is open. The hauler is full and ready to go.” He and Sparf ran up the dock to board the hauler.

Brick was beside Deena by then, shaking his head in disappointment, and Deena took that to mean that he wasn’t happy with their lizard friends’ performances. They should have stood their ground on the dock and covered the rest of the team.

Deena looked around for anything that might be a threat.

“Keep running,” Brick told her. “We’re clear right now.”

They reached the computer console Sparf had been working on. Deena turned to run down the length of the ore hauler. The bridge access hatch was still open. 

“Almost there,” Brick encouraged.

Lawrence peeked out through the door. “Hurry.”

Deena leaped off the dock and sailed through the open door. Brick did the same, and Lawrence pulled the hatch shut. 

“Status?” called Brick over the comm.

The ore hauler lurched.

“I’m piloting,” laughed Sparf. “The manual override codes worked.”

Deena looked over at Brick and opened a private comm link. “Does he sound surprised to you?”

Brick nodded but didn’t say anything.

“Buckle up,” Sparf called, as Lawrence scurried toward the bridge. 

The ship picked up speed, and the hull vibrated around them as Sparf drove every ounce of engine power into racing off the surface of the moon and running for the asteroid belt. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Fifty-Nine
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Brick stood on the asteroid watching Yellow Drip’s slow rise over the horizon, a horizon that wasn’t more than four hundred meters away. The asteroid wasn’t enormous, but it was big enough to hold a roughly spherical shape, and it spun with a period that Brick was coming to realize ran about two hours. He was watching the distant planet come up for a second time.

He glanced at his chronometer, not that he needed confirmation as to the elapsed time, but he was wrestling with whether to set a drop-dead time for when he was going to stop waiting for Sparf’s disturbingly tardy contact to arrive with the money. 

It was a question he kept wrestling with because it had no good answer. He owned only a quarter share of the five-ton load of enriched uranium and the hijacked solar hauler. He could do away with Sparf and Lawrence, something he judged to be an easy task, logistically that is. Being able to physically end a life and being able to live with the choice were two different problems, though.

Besides, what did that solution provide but a different problem to be solved. Sure, he and Deena could leave the asteroid in the fully loaded solar hauler, but without Sparf in the picture, how would they manage to sell their booty? They knew no one on Yellow Drip, and nobody knew them.

“We leave this place and try to set up a new deal somewhere else,” Brick announced over the comm.

“Humans are an impatient species,” said Sparf. “We voted your idea down already.”

Brick turned to Deena, who was a good distance away. She and Sparf had been talking on a private comm about life on Yellow Drip, about Sparf’s home world, and pretty much anything he was willing to yammer on about. She was curious. He liked to talk. They made a good pair.

Lawrence, for his part, was sitting on a rock, staring into the void. He was grieving for Moice. Like Sirm, he was singing about it, thankfully, he’d turned off the out-signal on his comm.

Which brought Brick’s thoughts around to Sirm, and the Ship With No Name, and Deena. Given what he knew had to be coming for him from Eden 99, was staying with Sirm and Deena better for him or not? The better question to ask, was whether it was better for them? In truth, he didn’t know. Sirm wouldn’t come off the ship unless cajoled, and Deena, for all her brilliance, had the naiveté of a child. The two would end up penniless and stranded, probably hustling for tips in a shithole strip club like the one where they’d met Sparf after that fiasco with Magarom. 

Or worse.

The galaxy had a never-ending menu of worse outcomes than dive bar stripper.

Brick looked back in the direction of Eden 99 and tried to guess which star was the one his home planet orbited. He wondered if one of those pinpricks of light was one of the Queen’s starships, coming this way.

“Can you hear me?” asked Lawrence, surprising everyone by coming back on the line. “I’m going to change my vote.”

“You can’t,” snapped Sparf.

“Sure he can,” said Brick.

“Why?” asked Sparf. “You know how these guys are?”

“They’re going to find Moice,” said Lawrence, “what’s left of him.”

“And?” asked Sparf.

“They’re going to ID him,” answered Lawrence, “and then they’re going to figure out who we are.”

“Which is why Yellow Drip isn’t in our travel plans,” said Sparf. “If we go back now, after what we did—”

The implication didn’t need to be elucidated.

“Waiting here makes me nervous,” said Lawrence.

“Deena?” asked Brick. “Are you ready to come to our side? This isn’t safe, us sitting out here in the open like this.”

“We’ve met guys here a hundred times,” argued Sparf. “We’re a million miles from nowhere. This place is safe.”

“I don’t know.” Deena looked at brick with pleading eyes. “We need this. If we don’t pay Parkana, we lose the ship. We don’t have a lot of time left.”

“We’ve never met this guy,” Lawrence told Sparf. “We need to message him and—”

Brick followed Lawrence’s gaze, turning around to where Yellow Drip was just over the horizon. A ship was coming in, and it was not just any ship, and certainly not an interstellar ore freighter. 
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Chapter Sixty
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“Who’s that?” asked Deena. “Is that your guy?”

“It’s not his guy,” guessed Brick, hands on his weapon, ready to raise it at the first sign of trouble.

“Oh, shit,” whined Lawrence.

“It could be him,” said Sparf as the four of them fell silent to watch a sleek, luxury yacht two hundred meters long, zero in on their position.

“I think we’re fucked,” muttered Sparf.

Deena took several fast steps toward the ore hauler. “We should go. We can get away.”

“We can’t,” Brick told her. “We can’t outrun that, and the hauler won’t hold up if that yacht starts shooting.”

“What do we do?” asked Deena.

“Wait and see what happens next,” suggested Brick. “That’s our only choice.

“Oh, shit,” wailed Sparf.

Brick turned to see what had suddenly spooked Sparf, and Brick understood every pathetic emotion in Sparf’s exclamation. Drones were sailing toward them, coming from every direction at once, like they’d all been lingering on the opposite side of the asteroid, waiting to coordinate their arrival with that of the ship.

“The miner found us,” cried Lawrence.

“They aren’t the same kind of drones,” Brick told them. There were plenty, over forty, for sure, all small, fast, and armed. “These belong to whoever is in the yacht. Anybody know who he is?”

“A gangster,” guessed Sparf. “Nobody else on Yellow Drip can afford a ship like that.”

The drones spread out and came to a stop in a formation shaped like a dome over Brick and the others. All had their weapons trained on one of the four. 

“Can you shoot them?” asked Deena.

The dispersion was too wide. The range too close. “Not without getting us all killed,” answered Brick.

The four had no choice but to nervously watch the gleaming, graceful ship slowly fly closer until it came to a stop above them.

A hangar door slid open near the stern of the yacht, and a shuttle slipped out, wasting no time in zipping across the distance to land in front of Brick and the others. A rear door folded down into a ramp, revealing eight humanoids decked out in full battle gear, weapons at the ready, pointed at Brick and the others.

They filed off, keeping a comfortable distance from which to shoot. They were obviously not amateurs. 

A final humanoid stepped off the shuttle and walked up to Brick.

“I don’t suppose you’re Sparf’s contact,” said Brick.

He shook his head. “Drop your weapons and come on board.”

Brick wasn’t ready to give in so quickly. “And if—”

“No if’s,” said the man in front of Brick. “Do it, or we kill you where you stand.” He turned with a snap, and as he walked away, he said, “One chance. That’s all you get.”
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Chapter Sixty-One
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Under the watchful eyes of their guards, Brick and the others were ordered off the shuttle and herded through an airlock and into a ready room. Once there, they were ordered to remove their vacuum suits, and told to dress in the generic clothes that were provided.

While they were dressing, Deena whispered, “Can you take them?”

The eight guard types were keeping their distance from him, weapons at the ready. All their faceplates were still down, giving Brick no hint where their eyes were at any moment. “Maybe, but not all of us will live through it.” He glanced at each of the guards again. “They all look military, but I don’t know how well they’ve been trained.”

“No talking,” ordered the man in charge.

Brick and Deena shared a final look. Neither had a guess as to what was going on, except that they weren’t under arrest, and this wasn’t Sparf’s contact.

Once dressed, the four were escorted to an elevator, up several levels, and then down a long hallway terminating a door made of genuine wood, glistening with a heavy lacquer. A red LED light turned green as the man leading them spoke to someone through a comm channel. 

The door swung open and he led them inside. The other guards waited outside in the hall.

Brick’s eyes were drawn to an immense wooden desk in the center of an expansive room, with tall windows displaying views out both the port and starboard sides of the ship. A large, well-dressed man sat behind the desk. His sharp eyes watched as Brick and the others were lined up in front of him. He said, “I am Zarkov.”

Lawrence made a whimpering noise.

Sparf sagged.

Brick deduced the rest from there, and started to scan the room for hidden remotely triggered weapons, bodyguard bots designed to look like décor items, and anything else that would be a threat when he made his move on Zarkov.   

“I am sure you know why you are here,” said Zarkov. “You have something that belongs to me. I was tempted to destroy my hauler and let you sit on this asteroid until you suffocated. Do you have any idea how much you’ve cost me? Security bots are not cheap.”

“Doesn’t look like it’s gonna put you in the poorhouse,” said Brick. 

“Ah, Mr. Rasmus Brick,” said Zarkov.  “Your reputation precedes you. It seems you are a man of some skill.” He glanced over at Sparf and Lawrence. “Picking business associates does not appear to be one of your talents.”

“If you wanted to kill us,” said Brick, “we wouldn’t be here talking to you. Why don’t we cut the shit and you tell us why we’re here?”

Deena gasped. She apparently wasn’t sold on the idea that Zarkov wasn’t going to kill them.

“I think it’s better for all of us if I give you an opportunity to make good on your debt.”

“For the ore hauler?” Brick asked. “And the damage to the security bots?”

Zarkov nodded.

Brick said, “Those weren’t expensive bots, you know that right? Even if they were, you can afford better. If you know it was us who did that mine job, then you know how quickly we defeated your security system.”

Zarkov shrugged and pointed at the windows on the starboard side of his office.

A salamander being, looking to be of the same species as Sparf and Lawrence spun into view, flailing and panicking, because he was naked in the cold vacuum.

Lawrence wailed.

In seconds, the eyes on the salamander outside bulged and discolored with broken blood vessels, his belly blew up like a balloon as his sphincter ruptured, spewing out a few days’ worth of feces, and his giant, pink tongue flapped so far out of his mouth that Brick thought he might turn inside out.

“Maybe,” said Zarkov, “without an insider, the mine’s security would have been harder to defeat.” His hard eyes fell on Sparf. “What do you think, Sparf of Buttwart?”

Sparf’s mouth opened and closed twice before he was able to make a word come out. He pointed at his dead compatriot outside. “He didn’t deserve that.”

“On the contrary,” said Zarkov. “He deserved exactly that. And so do you. All of you. But you have a way to pay back the debt. He did not.”

“I’m guessing you’re aware of what happened down on Yellow Drip,” guessed Brick.

Zarkov nodded. “You are the one who interests me.”

“What is it you want?”

“I need some people killed.”

Brick looked over at the captain of Zarkov’s guard, still in his battle gear, still with his faceplate pulled down, doing a good job of presenting an intimidating look. “Not someone he can take care of for you?”

“Fortunately for you and your friends,” said Zarkov, “no. This job requires the kind of special skills that you seem to possess.”

“What if I told you I’m no killer for hire?”

Zarkov laughed. “I have it on good authority that you used to be in the employ of the Queen of Eden 99. Would you have me believe you were her pool boy?” Zarkov laughed at his joke. “No, Mr. Brick, a killer for hire is exactly what you are. Now you get a choice of who to kill—some bad people who won’t be missed by the galaxy when they’re gone—or your three friends here, right out that window, where you can watch them each suffer in turn, trying to gasp for air that’s a million miles away. What do you say, Mr. Brick? Will you kill for me?”
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Chapter Sixty-Two
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Brick stepped away from Zarkov. He casually looked over the office, strolling past a couch, and running his fingers over an art piece that looked like a bowling ball sprouting red mushrooms. “What’s to stop me from killing your right now and putting an end to this silly show of force?”

Zarkov’s smile looked like a sneer. “I assure you, Mr.—”

Brick ripped the bowling ball sculpture off the table and flung it across the room at the captain of Zarkov’s guard. It smashed into the captain’s helmet, shattering its ugly-artsy shell and breaking the hidden bot inside into a dozen pieces.

Brick followed the ball in a flash of speed and as the captain was reeling from the impact on his helmet, Brick grabbed him by the utility handle built into the suit’s shoulder and smashed the captain’s face into Zarkov’s desk.

Zarkov threw himself away in a desperate move of self-preservation.

Sparf yelped.

Brick pounded the captain’s face into the desk again, splintering the precious wood and then he smashed it again, driving straight through the wood, dropping him to the floor as he stood, calm, and catching his breath. 

A half dozen hidden security guns, popped out of the ceiling and furniture, each training their guns on Brick as the doors to the office opened. Zarkov’s guards pushed through.

Brick looked around, unperturbed, slowly stepping away from the desk as he assessed the situation. His eyes settled on Zarkov. 

Zarkov, to his credit, smiled again. “Impressive.”

“Let’s talk about this killing you want me to do,” said Brick.

Zarkov looked down at his unconscious captain on the floor and he waved his other guards back into the hall. “Not too far.”

“It won’t matter,” Brick told Zarkov.

“I think it will,” countered Zarkov, scooting back up to his desk, and running his fingers over the fractured wood. “If you thought you’d could kill me without injury to your compatriots,” and then his eyes settled on Deena, “or your friends, I think you would have.”

Brick leaped for the ceiling. He grabbed the twin barrels of a small laser turret, ripped it off the ceiling and smashed it on an end table by the couch.

“Security system,” Zarkov said in clipped, concise words, “kill mode.” His eyes locked on Brick. “I wouldn’t do that again, if I were you.” He pointed to a pair of leather-covered chairs in a little lounge area looking out through the windows on the port side of his office. “Lets you and I sit and talk like two men who respect one another.”

“Okay,” answered Brick. He turned to Sparf and Lawrence and pointed at another chair. “Carry that one over there for Deena. You two sit on that couch.”

Zarkov stood and crossed the room. He called one of his butler bots to bring in some alcohol. As he, Brick, and Deena seated themselves around an ornate, ancient little table, the bot served each of them a glass of pungent green liquid.

Zarkov raised his glass. “To new friends.”

Brick raised his glass. “To new friends.”

Deena nervously did the same.

Brick settled back in his chair. “You want me to kill someone I’ll—”

Zarkov cut him off. “More than one someone.”

“Okay,” said Brick. “Give me the details of what you want done, and then we can discuss the price.”

Zarkov smiled. “The details are irrelevant.”

“Why do you say that?” asked Deena, having gathered her nerve to get into the negotiation.

Zarkov let his lascivious eyes settle on the baggy cloth barely keeping Deena’s skin hidden beneath. “Your friend here has something in mind that he wants. Whatever I tell him I need, that will be the price he asks.” Zarkov turned to Brick. “Why not just tell me what you need and then we can discuss the job I want done. If you can do it, then you will. If not, then we’ll see indeed if you can kill us all before you find a way off my ship.”

“We have a debt to Parkana at the spaceport,” said Brick.

Zarkov laughed. “That petty bureaucrat. He should have stayed on his home world and gone into government service. He’s better suited for that, and with his corrupt nature, he’d have made more money than he does now.” Zarkov waved his hand again. “I’ll take care of your debt.”

“Including, refuel, and resupply,” added Brick.

Zarkov nodded.

“And two AIs,” added Deena. “We need two new AIs. Ours went insane.”

“AIs,” Zarkov shook his head. “Such a pity they never last.” He heaved a great sigh. “Two new AIs. That’s a steep price.” His eyes settled on Deena. “Used. I’ll give you two gently used units.”

“I select them and screen them,” said Deena.

Zarkov dismissed Deena’s request. “I have a broker who knows—”

“No,” Brick told him. “Deena will evaluate the systems.”

Zarkov shrugged. “Anything else?”

“That’s all we need,” Brick told him as he let his eyes wander around the opulent office. “Pocket pennies for a man like you.”

Zarkov looked over at Sparf and Lawrence who were sitting on the couch shuffling nervously. “What of them? This isn’t the first time this pair of idiots has stolen from one of my businesses.”

“You can’t kill them,” said Brick, not entirely sure he didn’t agree with Zarkov’s opinion. “They belong to me.”

Zarkov was not pleased. “That won’t do.”

“Perhaps a compromise,” suggested Deena. “We intend to leave the Yellow Drip system as soon as we—Brick—completes his work for you. We’ll take those two with us. You’ll never have to worry about them again.”

“Take them with you?” Zarkov laughed. “As crew?”

“Passengers,” answered Brick. “We’ll dump them in the next system we stop at, or farther away if you like. I can leave them in stasis. It doesn’t matter to me either way.”

Zarkov considered the offer for a moment before he nodded. “Drop them where you like.” He glared over at the couch. “If they return to Yellow Drip, I’ll have them exterminated.” He looked back at Brick. “Good enough?”

“I want you to fulfill your end of the bargain before I do whatever it is you want done.”

Zarkov extended his hand. “Then we have a deal.”

Brick shook Zarkov’s hand.

“One caveat,” said Zarkov, with Brick’s hand still in his. “The woman stays as my guest, until you fulfill your end of the bargain.”

“You mean hostage,” said Brick.

“That’s exactly what I mean,” replied Zarkov. “But we can be gentlemen about it, can’t we? I won’t keep her locked in a cell. She’ll have the run of my ship. She’ll see that your AIs are selected and installed, under the eye of a few of my guards. She’ll be free in every respect except she won’t be actually free. So, you see, much like a guest.”

“That’s fine,” said Deena, looking at Brick, wanting to convince him to accept. “That’s fair for everyone.”

Brick agreed with a nod. 

Zarkov grinned broadly. He waved his butler bot over for another round of drinks. 

“Who is it you want killed?” asked Brick.

Zarkov settled back in his chair with a catlike glitter in his eye. “Yellow Drip is under the control of a cartel of men like me. I’m tired of living in a fishbowl with minnows too shortsighted to do anything but thwart my plans and goals with their fearful votes. I want to be the only shark in my ocean. I want the other bosses eliminated. All of them.”
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Chapter Sixty-Three
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Zarkov led Brick, Deena, Sparf, and Lawrence down a hallway to a large metal door. As they neared, a disembodied female voice said, “Good evening, Mr. Zarkov.”

“System,” he answered, “open the arsenal door.”

“I see you are in the company of people with whom you’ve had a hostile interaction.”

“We’ve negotiated a mutually beneficial outcome,” answered Zarkov.

“Would you please repeat so that I may analyze vocal stress patterns?” asked the system.

Zarkov did so.

A pair of lights over the door changed hue from red to green. Metal gear and levers clicked inside the door, and it popped open. “My apologies for the delay,” said the security system. “Would you like me to alter the security protocol?”

“No,” answered Zarkov as he led Brick and the others inside.

Brick was impressed by the variety and quantity of weapons hanging from custom polyresin supports, basking in an LED glow. 

Sparf gawked as he entered. Lawrence feigned boredom.

Zarkov turned to Deena. “Nothing for you, honey. Guest rules.” Turning to the others, Zarkov pointed at one wall with all manner of exotic weapons hanging from it. “Those are my personal work tools. They’re off-limits. Given what you three are getting yourselves into, I suggest you pick something that’ll produce maximum short-range mayhem. The drawers below the wall displays and under the counter displays hold the ammo, chargers, battery packs, holsters, gases, scopes, anything you need for any of the weapons.” 

“You’ll let us use anything?” asked Lawrence.

“It’ll be yours,” said Zarkov, “until you three pull off this job or die trying.”

Larry walked to a wall and laid his slippery three-finger hands on a particular device that caught his eye. “This thing’s worth more than—” he didn’t finish. He didn’t need to. 

Brick looked over the array of deadly devices on the walls, frequency disrupters, a pair of Gauss cannons, that Brick knew would kick hard enough to knock all but the biggest men down, mini-guided missile launchers, AI-aimed sniper flechette spreaders, mag-pulse guns, old-fashioned cordite and lead guns, high-power laser rigs that required a heavy battery backpack, shrapnel grenades, quantum flux ordnance, plastic explosives, everything in between and destructive-looking devices Brick had never seen before.

“So, short range?” Brick asked. “You know where you want this done?”

“There’s a meeting in two days,” explained Zarkov, “at the complex atop the Yellow Drip space elevator. It’s neutral ground, controlled equally by all nine bosses. We meet in a banquet room up there with glass walls looking down over the planet. So don’t take anything that’ll blast through the glass if you don’t mind. I don’t want to die with the others.”

“We need to take out eight of them, then?” asked Sparf, hefting a mini Gatling gun that look like it would fit comfortably against his hip as he hosed out a thousand rounds a minute. “Should be easy.”

“There’s nothing easy about this. Each boss will have security,” said Zarkov. “We allow ourselves three each inside.”

“So twenty-four armed hostiles and eight bosses?” asked Brick. “Do the bosses come armed?”

“They’ll all have something,” answered Zarkov.

“What you’ll have to worry about though is the elevator security garrison and the squads the other bosses bring with them who won’t be far away. Most likely remaining in their ships docked outside at the port.”

“Estimate on the count?” asked Brick.

“Two or three hundred,” answered Zarkov. “Unless somebody gets jumpy. Then, we might have twice that many.”

Sparf’s narrow shoulders slumped.

Lawrence gawked. “How the hell are we supposed to take on that many? This is a suicide mission,” Lawrence pointed a long, fat-knuckled finger at Brick, “even with a super soldier on our side.”

“That’s why we need a plan,” Brick told Sparf and Lawrence. “We get in, we utilize surprise, we do our business, and we get out before any of the bad guys can arrive to save the day.”

“Like your little mine robbery operation,” said Zarkov, “I can get you the access codes to open the maintenance portals so you can sneak in the back way. I’ll send you station blueprints and maps. You should be able to get all the way to the door of the banquet hall before you have to shoot anyone.”

“Sure, you’re unlocking the doors,” scoffed Sparf as his eyes fell on an unusual weapon on the wall, “but what about the security bots, the surveillance cams, guard patrols?”

“If it was an easy job,” Zarkov told him, “I would have left the four of you on that asteroid, because I wouldn’t have needed Mr. Brick.”

Sparf wrapped his hands around a chunky little gun with a wide shoulder strap.

“That’s a Kelvin Beam projector,” Zarkov told Sparf. “It’ll produce a bluish beam about the diameter of a man’s wrist. Out to four meters or so, it’s devastatingly effective.”

“How’s it work?” asked Brick.

“It sucks all the heat out of whatever it crosses. It’ll cool human flesh down to -200 kelvin like that.” Zarkov snapped his fingers. “Eight meters out, if that beam hit you, you might want a cup of hot chocolate. In between, you’ll get mixed results.”

“How many shots does it have,” asked Sparf.

“You’ve got seventy seconds of beam life on a standard weapon charge,” answered Zarkov. “You can shoot them in half second bursts, or turn it on and shine it like a flashlight. If you’ve got a horde of baddies coming after you, you’d be hard pressed to find a deadlier short-range weapon.”

“What about defenses?” asked Brick.

“Metallic armor plate dissipates it severely,” answered Zarkov. “It’s best against unarmored targets.”

Lawrence picked up a strange sword hilt balancing on one end of a display rack. 

“You need to be careful with that one,” Zarkov told him. “Do you even know—”

Lawrence waved his hand over where the blade should have been, cleanly removing two of his fingers. 

“—what it is,” finished Zarkov.

Lawrence stared at his fingers flopping on the floor, and then he wailed.

“Monomolecular blade?” Brick guessed.

Zarkov nodded as he turned to Sparf. “Pick up his damn fingers you moron. The med bot can reattach them but not if you wait all goddamn day to do it.”

Sparf dove for the fingers.

Zarkov called in the med bots.

Once Lawrence was out of the armory, Zarkov lost his patience, and he glared at Sparf. “Pick something before one of you dipshits shoots your dick off.”
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At the base, the space elevator’s tether looked like a banyan tree, sort of, with a trunk woven of countless bright orange nanofiber roots melded and formed into a perfect tube six meters across stretching from the ground, up through the clouds and stratosphere, and all the way out into space. 

A counter-weight mounted to the end of the elevator a few thousand kilometers up, swung through the cold vacuum using centrifugal force to keep the tube pulled taut. From the ground, the tether looked like a rigid spire reaching up to touch the stars. In space, at a point along the length of the tube where the centrifugal force approximated gravity pulling away from Yellow Drip, a star-like constellation glowed white with reflected sunlight. 

It was no constellation, though, it was Yellow Drip’s primary spaceport, the main entry and exit point for people and goods arriving at or leaving Yellow Drip. Up there in the hotel complex owned together by the nine mob bosses, was where Brick, Sparf, and Lawrence needed to do the bloody work that would settle their debt to Zarkov.

Neither Brick, Lawrence, nor Sparf could see any of that. They hadn’t seen the nanofiber tube since they’d looked at it from a tall building in City Phlegm the day before. Overnight, they’d allowed Zarkov’s minions to pack them each inside a cube-shaped vacuum container of food goods bound for the space elevator port. They needed to arrive unseen, and according to Zarkov, this was the best way to do it.

Brick wasn’t enthused about Zarkov’s choice of best. He was submerged in salt water with a few hundred squirming sucker fish, each as big around as his thigh and as long as his leg. The vacuum cube he was being smuggled in was labeled ‘live fish’. Nothing but the most primo entrees for those wealthy enough to use the hotel, casino, entertainment venues, and restaurants up at the space elevator port.

Being full of live fish, the cube had to pass the scan by the space elevator’s security garrison ground team, meaning it was expected to contain water and meat products, nothing else. Which meant Brick had to ride in the tank naked, except for a barely sufficient jockstrap fashioned from fish skin leather holding his manhood in tight, lest one of the big fish in the tank mistake it for a baitfish. A thin flat air tank had been constructed from the same material the shipping cube was made from. It was mounted on the inside of the upper wall of the cube so Brick could breathe while waiting for his chance to climb out of the shipping cube.

Brick felt his cube drop onto the floor of an elevator cargo car. He heard the scrape of polyvinyl plastic over a composite floor as the forklift operator scooted the load containing Brick into place. Two more cubes were loaded and Brick knew they contained Sparf and Lawrence. Shortly after, the cargo doors slammed closed. 

After the water in the tank sloshed the final time, Brick waited, motionless as he counted off the minutes. Zarkov had told Brick that after the first half hour of the smooth two-hour ascent, cargo containers were only rarely turned around unless a major emergency dictated that they should be.

While Brick waited, he thought through the details of their plan, going over all the things that could go wrong, let his imagination wander through all the holes, the places where Zarkov didn’t know anything about. For instance, did the security garrison assign guards to ride inside the cargo elevator cars on the day the bosses met in the banquet hall up top? Would the regular patrols through the station’s hidden, infrastructure zones run on the normal schedule, or would that be doubled, or even tripled given the importance of the people meeting in the banquet hall? 

The garrison commander, who worked for the cartel of mob bosses, shared operational details with none of them. At least that was how it was planned. Zarkov suspected at least two of the other bosses got special access to security information. They were an unusually wily Mank female, and an up-jumped human-hog hybrid species, a male. Zarkov long believed both had been trying to figure out a way to pull off exactly what Zarkov had in mind for the day.

The problem was, that left Brick with multiple worries over the same problem. Was Zarkov’s suspicion simple paranoia? Did Brick have to worry whether another team of assassins would coincidentally show up when Brick and his two half-useless salamander buddies did? Was Zarkov spinning a lie to hide a deeper game he was playing?

All of it made Brick nervous.

It was time to climb out of the cube.

Slowly, silently, brick unlatched the hatch on the top of the cube. As he pushed the lid up, water sloshed easily into unusually big waves in the hatch hole. The elevator car was high enough that the pull of gravity was being offset by the centrifugal force.

Brick poked his head out, looked around inside the car, lit only by dozen tiny LEDs spaced evenly along the walls. 

With his unnaturally acute vision, Brick was able to see that no extra guard had been posted inside the car. Nevertheless, he carefully hauled himself out of the tank, and quietly closed it behind. He executed a smooth, noiseless jump to the floor in his bare feet and hurried toward the nearest wall. 

From there, he worked his way around the entire car, checking in the gaps between the forty-four cubes for anyone who might be using the opportunity to catch a nap.

Brick found nothing.

That was good.

He went to Sparf’s cube and unlatched it from the outside. That was the way the plan was supposed to work. So far, so good. 

Sparf all but leaped out of his tank, with small octopi clinging all over him.

Spluttering and shaking, Sparf pleaded, “Get them off me! Get them off me!”

“Calm down,” Brick told him as he grabbed first one octopus, and then another.  “These guys really like you.”

“They think I taste like I’m in heat.” Sparf shivered as he roughly pulled an octopus off his narrow chest.

Brick hopped off the cube. “Help Lawrence when you’re ready. I’m going to find our gear.”

Brick hurried off to check each container’s manifest info, one by one.

It took only a few minutes. His, Sparf’s, and Lawrence’s suits were loaded on a container that, no surprise, held a shipment of vacuum suits bound for the space port. Their weapons, however, had been disassembled and mixed in with the inventory of hardware and air system pump parts.

Brick cracked open the cubes and got busy getting himself suited up.
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Dressed in his vacuum suit, with forty-five minutes to wait, Brick turned up the volume on his external mic to pick up any noise Sparf and Lawrence might make as they fumbled their way into their suits. He turned off his external speaker, so his voice wouldn’t carry outside the helmet. Once he was satisfied that he was configured properly, Brick radioed Deena.

She connected immediately. “Brick, where are you?”

“In place.”

“This is going forward, then?” she asked.

“Yes. Did Victorina and Meku get installed?”

“Yesterday,” answered Deena.

“And?”

“Sirm went through the diagnostics last night. Everything checks out. They’re integrating with the ship. They’re learning the systems and are ready to pilot the ship right now. Both AIs seem to be exactly what as described. They’re a little chatty, which drives Sirm nuts.”

“We should be able to get, what, another fifty standard years out of them?”  

“Longer than that,” promised Deena. “I remotely made a few mods after Zarkov paid for them.”

“I don’t mean for this to sound rude, but AI mods make me nervous.”

“Because you’ve never had one of the galaxy’s leading AI researchers making the mods.”

Brick laughed out loud. “Sorry, I don’t mean that the way it sounded.”

“No apology necessary,” answered Deena, turning cold with her words. “I’ve heard it all my life.”

“I’ll trust you to do what’s best for the Ship With No Name.”

“And the AIs,” said Deena. “You have to understand, AIs are thinking, feeling, sentient beings. Just because humans create them doesn’t make it any less true.”

Brick didn’t want any more of that conversation. “Zarkov paid Parkana just like he said he would, and he filled us up with a full load of fuel. Everything he promised. Everything we need.”

“Good,” said Deena. “I wasn’t sure he’d keep his end of the bargain. Now we just need to surive this.”

“How are things up there?”

“Zarkov has been true to his word. They’ve given me the run of the ship. They’ve treated me with nothing but kindness and manners.”

“But?” asked Brick.

“I didn’t say there was a but.”

“No,” answered Brick, “but you’re going to get to it.”

“You think you’re so smart sometimes.”

“You’re the smart one. I just blow things up and kill people.”

Deena grew tired of the parrying. “I don’t trust him.”

“Zarkov?” asked Brick.

“Exactly. 

“Why?”

“Don’t make me say it.”

Brick started to imagine the terrible things he was going to have to do to Zarkov for making the really bad choice to hurt his business partner. “What happened, Deena?”

“Nothing. Nothing I could... dammit, call it intuition.”

Brick paused, trying to understand. “That embarrasses you?”

“I’m a scientist, Brick. Do you know what that means?”

“Is this an I-farm thing?”

“I don’t believe in intuition,” Deena told him. “Too often it’s based on preconceptions and prejudices that fool a person into thinking they know something they don’t.”

“But you still think Zarkov is up to no good here.”

Deena didn’t answer for a long awkward moment. “Yes, I do.”

“That’s okay,” Brick told her. “I don’t trust him either.”

“Why?”

“Same as you,” answered Brick. “Call it intuition. Are you up there now?”

“Yes,” Deena answered. “We docked an hour or so ago. Looking out my porthole, you wouldn’t believe the yachts out here. It looks like a billionaire’s convention.”

“The mob bosses are all there, then?”

“Here,” said Deena, “or coming into port.”

“Does it look like they brought along a lot of their foot soldiers?”

“Yes.” Deena sounded worried. “I don’t know how many, but some of the yachts arrived with three or four other ships following. Together, they look like they could invade a small moon. Brick, can you pull this off?”

“You don’t worry about us, okay? You keep an eye on Zarkov and look out for yourself. Radio me at the first sign of treachery. And Deena?”

“What?”

“Out here in the real world, you don’t always have the luxury of collecting all the data before you have to make a decision.  Sometimes you have to go with your gut.”  
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Brick stood on the ladder, one hand on the atmosphere vent valve, one holding a rung. “Time to find out if Zarkov is full of shit.”

“Wait.” Sparf was nervous. He was always nervous, it seemed. 

“What?” asked Brick.

“How will we know?” Sparf looked over at Lawrence for support of his unstated position.

“Know what?” Brick asked. 

“Maybe the alarm won’t sound in here,” said Sparf. “Maybe the lights won’t flash.”

“Can’t see that it makes a difference,” responded Brick. “We either go and take our chances, or we stay in here and confront the garrison when the loading crew finds us in a cargo elevator armed for wholesale mayhem.” Brick popped the seal on the valve and cranked it all the way open. The air inside the car wailed as it rushed past him and whistled as it vented through the open valve.

Brick held onto the ladder with both hands while locking his feet in the rungs.

Sparf and Lawrence gripped handholds on the floor, which had been the ceiling when they’d left earth. The sensation of gravity’s pull had reversed after they’d passed through the elevator’s space port marina, which was built at the zero g point around the tether, the place where the planet’s gravity got canceled out by the centrifugal pull of the spin.

It took several long minutes for the atmosphere inside the cargo car to fully vent. 

As soon as the sound died down to nil, Brick climbed back up the ladder to reach the escape hatch, which had been on the floor, but was now the ceiling. Another moment later, and it was open, too. He looked down at the other two. “No time to waste. Let’s go.”

Once outside, Brick saw Yellow Drip spread majestically below, the robo-cultured plains, the sandy yellow deserts, and the brown oceans. He saw the curve of the planet and a handful of Yellow Drip’s moons coming over the horizon.

Below him. No, above him. Brick didn’t know which description to use. The planet felt like up. The elevator car and the elevator hotel were below him, farther out on the tether. Above him, closer to the planet, five or six kilometers below, the marina spread, servicing hundreds of ships from large freighters, to old re-purposed warships like the Ship With No Name to small, one and two-man craft, to the gleaming yachts of the wealthy. Among them were the mob bosses ships. One in particular caught Brick’s eye, Zarkov’s long, sleek beast. 

“What are you staring at?” asked Sparf.

Startled out of his inattention, Brick frowned down at Sparf. Lawrence was closing the hatch. “Did you leave the vent valve open?” asked Brick.

Sparf nodded. “I’m not stupid.”

“C’mon.” Brick walked to the edge of the elevator car to look down—away from the planet—to see how close they were to the station. “Half a klick at most.”

Sparf and Lawrence hurried over beside him. Lawrence looked like he was struggling with vertigo. 

Sparf said, “Ready.”

“Follow me down,” Brick told them. “You’ll need to use your suit jets to stay lined up with the base. You can’t just hop off and hope to land on it.” He looked at them both. “You understand? It’s a physics thing.”

Sparf nodded. So did Lawrence.

“If you miss that station on the way down,” explained Brick. “It might be no big deal. You can probably max thrust back and join us. If you’re moving too fast when you zip past, you might never catch back on. Stay close. Do what I do. If you get in trouble, say so. Or say goodbye and save us the trouble. Let’s go.” Brick jumped off the elevator, hit his jets, and flew toward the station below.

Sparf came after.

Lawrence jumped, powered up his jets, zipped off in a tangent, and screeched so loud Brick thought it was his suit’s incoming projectile alarm.
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Sparf spun out of control as he wrestled with what to do about Lawrence.

“Take care of yourself,” Brick hollered at him as he glanced down at the station to gauge his progress, and guess at his chances of success. He cursed at himself for even considering it. “Dammit, I’ll get him.” 

Brick altered course, maxed his thrust, and tore across the sky for Lawrence. 

“Cut your thrust!” Brick called. “Cut your thrust, Larry!”

Brick glanced down at Sparf. He’d listened. He was making steady progress in the right direction.

Brick lined up on Larry, adjusted his vector to make up for the speed difference, and closed in.   

Larry was wild-eyed with fright and his huge lizard tongue had shot out of his mouth and was mashed all over the inside of his faceplate.

Brick came in close and grabbed one of Lawrence’s shoulder handles, sending the pair of them into a spin. Larry screamed again. Brick grabbed Lawrence’s other shoulder handle as he adjusted his suit thrust to stop the spin. “Shut up, Larry. Shut the hell up.”

Lawrence had a hard time with it, but managed to tamp his wails down to a whimper.

Brick got them lined up on the station, maxed his thrust, and aimed for the utility airlock that was their target. To his relief, Sparf was almost there. “You’re gonna make it, Larry. Just close your eyes and let me handle it.”
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By the time Brick landed, Sparf had the airlock open, and he was inside waiting.

Brick shoved Lawrence through the airlock door and climbed in as well. He gave Sparf a glance. “Zarkov’s codes worked?”

“The door opened.”

Brick couldn’t argue with that. “No sign of alarm going off?”

Sparf shook his head.

“Makes sense. If he’s gonna screw us over, he’ll do it after we’ve completed what he wants. If he just wanted to kill us, he could have just left us on that asteroid.”

Brick hauled the heavy outer airlock door closed and engaged the locks.

Sparf cycled the airlock to fill it with atmosphere. “We should be good. This is mostly used just for access for maintenance bots. Security shouldn’t pay much attention here.”

Brick yanked Lawrence off the wall he was leaning against. “Listen. A powered fall like that can freak anybody out the first time they try it. Don’t let it get you down.”

Lawrence’s tongue was snaking its way back into his mouth, leaving a slobbery film on the inside of his faceplate. He nodded. 

“You good to go?” asked Brick. “If not, let me know now. I don’t want to depend on you and have you freeze up at the last minute.”

“He’s good,” cut in Sparf. “Now that we’re inside. He’ll be fine. He’s a tough one.”

“Is that true?” asked Brick. “Are you a tough one, Larry?”

Lawrence patted his weapon, and he nodded.

The airlock finished cycling.

Brick rapped Larry’s helmet twice with his knuckles. 

Sparf opened the airlock door. “Time to rock.” With his Kelvin gun ready to shoot from the hip, he rushed through. 

He shrieked.

“The hell?” Larry’s eyes went wide and froze.

Brick made no effort to hide his disappointment in both of them before he bounded across the airlock, dropped to a knee, and leaned through the inner door. “Oh, shit.”
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Just inside the airlock was something Zarkov’s sources didn’t know or hadn’t thought important enough to tell—what had to be the space elevator station’s main drone charging zone and maintenance garage. Across one expansive wall, in three rows of sixty, charging ports lay ready to accept drones of every size, only most of the ports were occupied by maintenance bots, housekeeping bots, and security drones. Each of those was powering up or disconnecting from its sockets and orienting itself in response to alerts being broadcast by a handful of red-flashing security drones hovering over a row of workbenches and taking a lethal interest in Sparf.

Two fired at Sparf as he dodged behind an inventory rack.

Brick thumbed the surge-cycle dial on his compact laser-pulse rifle to max output-max amplitude and pulled the trigger, spraying a hundred high-energy laser bursts across the line of hostile security bots, sowing total destruction followed by a pair of explosions.

“Sparf,” Brick hollered, “get that Kelvin gun shooting at the wall.” 

Sparf stepped half out from behind the supply rack and pointed his weapon, sending off bright blue beams of flash.

Brick ejected his dead, red-hot battery and jammed another in behind it. Double-max fire from the little pulse gun was as devastating as oven-fresh hellfire, but the gun chewed through power cubes at a terrifying rate.

A row of security drones peeled off the wall.

“Nine in the air.” Brick dialed back to a three-shot burst and started pulling the trigger as fast as he could aim, but the drones were maneuvering, and speeding toward him. “Sparf, put that gun on flashlight mode and shine it across those drones.”

Sparf looked away from the oncoming drones. “What would—”

“Dammit,” Brick ordered, “do it.”

Brick dove for the cover of a worktable as laser and railgun fire tore through the air where he’d been standing just a moment before.

They redirected fire at the worktable and it erupted in flame and metal shrapnel.

Another five drones were in the air and Brick did the math in a quick hurry as Sparf’s blue beam panned across the room. The drones crossed, spun, dropped, or seemed to get stuck in the air.

Brick knew the extreme cold wouldn’t kill them and he knew the effects wouldn’t last, but it bought him a few seconds. He dialed his mini-pulse-laser to double-max, jumped to his feet and sprayed it across the charging wall, sending sparks and flames spewing into the room.

Dropping to his knee, Brick ejected another red-hot power cube, and popped back up again.

“Out,” Sparf hollered as he dove for the cover of the part rack, looking for a safe spot in which to change his own power cube.

The drones in the air were already recovering, some trying to aim, others stabilizing, a few shooting wildly.

Brick dumped another hundred laser pulses through the wall of smoke on the far side of the room, aimed at where he remembered the immobile drones were still powering up in their charging cradles. More sparks, explosions, and flames.

Shards of metal plinked off Brick’s suit as he scanned the room.

Sparf’s deadly blue beam shined across the garage again. “The gun’s overheating!”

“Keep it up.” Brick changed out another battery, as he charged toward the flock of security bots. “Now stop.”

Sparf killed the Kelvin gun’s beam.

Brick, at a range where he couldn’t miss, selected three-pulse bursts and lit into the drones still in the air.
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Smoke filled the air as Sparf hurried over to take up a position next to Brick.

Fires burned in every direction. A drone exploded.

Smoke covered the ceiling, as the fire suppression system in the drone garage kicked in, spraying a foamy green chemical in every direction.

Brick turned back to the airlock. Lawrence was peeking through the door. “Let’s go. We need to move.”

Sparf started to move, but Brick grabbed his arm. “Good job.”

Sparf shrugged and ran two steps before slipping in the foam and hitting the floor.

Brick was immediately at his side, yanking him to his feet.

Moments later, dripping in slimy green fire retardant, Brick slammed the garage door shut from the outside.

Sparf shoved Lawrence hard against the wall. “You make our family look weak.”

Lawrence was still trying to pull himself together when he looked up at Brick, silently asking for his forgiveness.

“The only thing I want from you,” Brick told him, “is to not shoot me in the back. Stay out of my way and stay quiet.”

Sparf looked at Brick. “I’m sorry. He’s not like this.”

“Combat brings out exactly who someone is. Just keep him out of my way and I’ll try to get us out of here alive.”

Brick glanced at the two security cameras on the walls and the motion detectors built into the ceiling down the hall. “Zarkov says this whole level is disconnected from the station’s com grid.” Brick looked at the chronograph on his wrist computer. “In twenty-seven minutes, that won’t be true anymore. Unless our lucks holds in this shitty range, and then some dumbshit will wander down here by accident and sound the alarm.”

“Then we better go.” Sparf waddled down the hall, headed for a stairwell that would lead them out of the safe, unmonitored zone, and closer to their targets. 
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Once in the stairwell, with twenty-three floors between them and the vast, disc-shaped glass-walled banquet hall, they had no choice but to run. With gravity at a third of ESG, Earth Grav Standard, the going was easy. At first. But the clock was ticking against them and the g increased a little with each step they mounted.

Sparf lagged, but Lawrence shined, hardening his heart to the physical distress of running the stairs, and nearly keeping up with Brick.

At the eleventh floor, they stopped at the landing to take a thirty-second breather, check the time, and wait for Sparf to catch up. And then it was on again. They’d barely make it if they held the pace.

At the landing, panting, Brick stopped. Lawrence, to his great credit came right up behind him. Sparf was still lagging two floors behind. Brick checked the time again. “Once we’re through here,” he told the other two, “we’re down a hall, take a right at the end, and it’s a short jog to the elevator, up three floors to the banquet hall. That’s all the info Zarkov had on this part. The map. That’s it.”

Lawrence went for the door. “I’ll go first.”

Brick put a hand on his thin little shoulder. “I’ll—”

“No,” Lawrence squeaked as Sparf huffed his way up the last staircase.

Brick let go. “Keep your weapon up. Be ready for anything.” Brick glanced down at Sparf.

Sparf nodded. “He’ll make up for back there.”

Brick looked down at Lawrence again. “Give Sparf thirty seconds to catch his breath, and then we go.”

Lawrence firmed up his grip on the door-seal handle. “As long as I go first.” 

Sparf reached the landing, and all but collapsed against the wall trying to breathe.

“You gonna be okay? You look like you need an oxygen tent.”

Sparf nodded. “Fine. I’m fine.”

“Do a quick check on the battery status of your weapons,” Brick told them. “When we get inside, we’re not going to dick around. We’ll go right to work. You’ll want a full charge, and your backup batteries where you can reach them.”

Sparf and Lawrence both ran through a quick check.

Brick did the same and then checked the time again. “Let’s go.”
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Lawrence ran into the dimly lit hall, stopped, and scanned in both directions. “Nobody and nothing,” he stage-whispered over his shoulder.

Brick and Sparf hurried out into the hall.

Lawrence scurried down the hall, past a row of large windows with views that looked up to Yellow Drip, the levels much closer to the planet along the space elevator tether, and the spaceport, farther away still than the last time they’d seen it.

Lawrence stopped at the intersecting hall, pausing before making the last turn that led to the elevator down to the banquet hall and the mob boss meeting.

Brick and Sparf jogged up behind him. 

“I don’t like this,” said Brick. “There should be some guards or security drones.”

“You two destroyed all of them in the maintenance bay.” Lawrence drilled Sparf with a pair of eyes trying hard to be brave. “We’re running out of time. Let’s get down there and kill these assholes.” Lawrence turned and sprint-waddled down the last hall.

Ten steps in, he spun to look back. His face was partially glazed behind his faceplate, but his horrified expression was clear enough. His whole body froze. In slow motion, his body broke off into perfect geometric shapes of different sizes and fell into a meaty, slushy pile on the floor. Blood pooled around the mess. Parts of his brain and cranium fell out of the sliced sections of helmet. 

Sparf fell to his knees, puking into his faceplate and filling his helmet with bile.
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Brick was stunned, but only for a moment. 

He already had guesses. 

He altered the spectrum view through his helmet’s glass visor. It flickered through a color change as the helmet’s internal computer reinterpreted the wavelength of incoming light to something visible to human eyes. And Brick saw what had happened. Thread-thin filaments of blue light glowed at random angles across the hall. “Monomolecular blades, like that sword thing Lawrence picked up on Zarkov’s ship. That was the security, and that’s why they didn’t need drones or guards. Anyone foolish enough to run into it is going to get sliced and diced in a hundred different ways.”

Sparf unsealed his helmet and dumped it on the floor as he coughed the acid out of his throat and mouth. “Stupid, stupid, Larry.”

“Those things are expensive as hell,” said Brick, “and banned tech in most of the human realm.”

“How could you let him do that?” asked Sparf.

“What?” Brick was only half listening, concentrating instead on inspecting the walls for the terminus points.

“How could you just let him go right into that?” Sparf’s voice was nearly on the verge of cracking. “You want a bigger chunk of the profits or did you just want the deadweight gone?” 

“Whatever’s going in your head, right now,” Brick told him, “stow it.” 

“You shamed him for his cowardice,” Sparf accused. “You made him run down that hall. You knew something was wrong.” 

Brick reached down and grabbed Sparf by the throat, lifting him and pinning him to the wall at eye level. “You listen to me, you whiney little tadpole. This isn’t the time to spin your guilty feelings into a bucket of shit to dump on my head. You and me need to get down this hall, and then down to where the mob bosses are meeting.” Brick checked the time. “And we’ve got two minutes to do it. After that, all the security systems come back online, everybody in the control room learns about what we did in the drone maintenance garage, and the alarm sounds. If you think those mob bosses are going to hang around to see what happens once the alarms go off, you’re too fucked by all this to see straight.”

Sparf spat lumps of his partially digested lunch out of his mouth. “Put me down.”

Brick dropped him to the floor, and turned his attention back to the filaments. “After we disable these, I wouldn’t mind stealing a few. I think they might come in handy.”

Sparf dropped his helmet and swung the Kelvin gun off his back. He set it to flashlight mode, aimed it up the hall, and pulled the trigger. The blue tube of negative kinetics dropped the temperature so low, so fast, every filament it touched froze and then shattered. 

It took only a few moments to clear the hallway. 

As Sparf started forward, Brick picked up his helmet and clipped it onto Sparf’s suit. “You’re going to need it before we get out of here.”

Before they were five steps down, Brick said, “Wait. There’s still one filament down at the end.” He hurried down the hall to reach it. 

As Brick was examining the device to figure out how to steal it without breaking it, Sparf leaned down and examined where the terminus was hidden in the wall. Pushing around the nub and cut-out, a muted click sounded and the filament retracted. A small handle popped forward from the wall. Sparf reached out and took the handle, the blade safely inside. He’d clearly had some experience with the devices in his past. He pocketed the device and looked up at Brick. 

“Yeah, I might have used these before. So what?”

Brick pointed. “That should be the elevator.” 
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Brick pressed the button and stepped back to wait.

Sparf planted himself beside Brick, Kelvin gun at the ready.

“Flashlight mode?” asked Brick.

Sparf nodded, and switched out the battery.

“One hundred percent charge is a good idea,” said Brick.

The elevator was still twelve floors away. Brick checked the power and pulse selector. He went with full auto, but dialed the power down. Ten was for armored or max range targets. Given the size of the banquet hall downstairs, a power setting of two would be perfect for meat work. Brick dialed it to four, in case any of the thugs were wearing body armor, which seemed likely.

The elevator was still six floors away.

“Sorry about Larry,” said Brick. 

“I was hard on him too,” admitted Sparf.

Two more floors, and the elevator stopped to pick up and drop off.

“Were you two close growing up?”

Sparf spat, on the deck. “If I’d wanted to be something more than your business partner, we’d have had a talk about childhoods and drunken sex days ago.”

“You know what a douche is?” asked Brick.

Sparf shook his head.

“It’s a utensil for cleaning a human female vagina.”

“We don’t trade fluids like humans do,” said Sparf. “The female lays the eggs, and if she wiggles that tail nub just right, if her spots are the right color, a male fertilizes them. Vaginas mean nothing to me.”

“Do females of your species use any sort of utensil for cleaning the egg canal?”

Sparf, disgusted with the conversation, turned to Brick. “What are you getting at?”

“I was going to call you a douche. Among humans it’s an insult.”

“At least I’m not a Frazpanger.”

“And that is?”

“An aquatic parasite that lives between a male’s gonads, burrowing under the skin and secreting a hormone to engender a change from male to female, leaving the victim to wrinkle up and die.”

“Then I’d say we understand one another,” said Brick.

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open.

Inside, six thick thug men and bipedal creatures, all dressed sort of alike, surrounded an old, fat Mank who had to be their boss. Their eyes went wide, processing the threat as Sparf pulled his trigger and fanned his beam across their midsection, and Brick sprayed a hundred-pulse burst through their chests.
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Chapter Seventy-Five
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With so many holes in the bodies, red blood pooled with bright green blood along with a purple syrupy fluid draining out of a huge bastard with bruise-colored skin and no neck. Trapped in the bottom of the elevator, the multi-colored mix of blood flooded over Brick’s feet and splashed warmly against his ankles.

Brick didn’t have time to waste a thought on any of that, though. The elevator was sliding down the shaft, soon to arrive at the banquet hall where Brick and Sparf would have to surprise and kill fifty, maybe sixty men, women, and creatures with gender variations Brick had zero interest in understanding. He only knew they all fit somebody’s definition of bad, and there was little doubt every one of them had the blood of innocents on their hands. 

Nobody in the business they were in was blameless.

Live by the gun, die by the better man’s gun. One of dozens of truisms drilled into Brick since he first learned to read, and well past the time when his education with fist and weapon had begun. For those genetically designed and test-tube bred into the Queen’s martial services, it was the way. Killing and dying were part of it—the foundation of it.

The religion of it, if that antiquated concept of supernatural belief systems had been good for anything but a laugh in the barracks of the Queen’s elite legions.

The smell of burnt fabric, melted composite polymers, and flash-fried flesh registered through Brick’s helmet’s atmospheric supply system. Those scents could easily have been filtered out, but Brick never set his suit’s defaults to occlude input from any sense unless the external environment required it. 

So smell it he did.

The puffed up dick swingers from back in his war academy days who were so rock-headed that even the sadistic drill instructors couldn’t beat the braggadocio out of them, liked to talk about the smell of victory when they stood among the dead.

Most of them were dead, too. 

As for the smell of victory, to Brick, it stank mostly of shit and fermented stomach bile. No creature that Brick had ever blasted into shreds spilled anything from its guts that smelled like victory.

The elevator chimed and came to stop with a jerk.

Sparf leveled his weapon, ready to shoot from the hip.

Brick shouldered his compact, laser-pulse gun. “Zarkov and his guys should be at the other end of the room. Don’t shoot them.”

The doors slid open.
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Chapter Seventy-Six
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A vast wall of curved glass made the banquet hall appear to be half inside the station, and half open to the harsh vacuum of space. Yellow Drip was visible below, and the debris ring twinkled across the sky below as though its only purpose had ever been to decorate the planet with holiday lights.

Across the floor, fifty, maybe a hundred humans and creatures of a dozen other species mingled and joked, traded veiled threats, or looked out suspiciously from their cliques. Most of them held drinks, smokes, sniffers, or topical applicators, to ingest whichever inebriating or stimulating drug was socially acceptable on the planets they came from.

Only the hard-eyed few, those tasked with the personal safety of their masters, kept watchful eyes on the room, and especially the elevator, which had just dinged to announce its arrival.

Brick spotted several of those hard pairs of eyes go wide as they settled on him and Sparf and the gore around their feet.

With no more preamble than that, the gauntlet was thrown.

The silent blue beam from Sparf’s Kelvin gun cut a knee-level arc across the room.

The nearest ten or twelve gangsters dropped to the floor, screaming and grabbing at their legs.

Brick spotted Zarkov, who sat, as promised, at the far end of room. 

Zarkov saw Brick, and dove for cover.

Brick pulled the trigger on full auto and sprayed the room at chest level, back and forth in three sweeps.

Blood and smoke exploded in the room, driven on shrieks and surprise.

His battery depleted, and red hot from rapid discharge, Brick ejected as he stepped out of the elevator.

Three gun blasts hit him from the right just as three heavy lead rounds smashed into his shoulder and chest, throwing him to the ground.

Sparf, leaned around the corner, taking advantage of his small stature, and hosed the shooter, from crotch to crown before he had a chance to pull the trigger again.

Brick rolled to his belly, heaving for breath, his arm half-numb from the impact of the bullets on his suit. His layers of protection had saved his life, but a point-blank hit from nearly any weapon, especially the tried-and-true chemical-lead kinetic guns, could do real damage. 

Sparf ran to a throbbing mound of meat of a dying brute, dropped to a knee to take cover behind it, and Kelvin-flashed the nearest mobsters.

Brick rolled up to his knees, bounced to his feet, and sprayed in bursts, at anything and everything he saw move.

The air filled with lasers shot wildly.

Gunshots boomed from every direction.

The wall around the elevator erupted in disintegrating composites as a hail of railgun rounds shredded it.

Brick was already running to his left, toward a wall to block his flank, as he cleared the path of everything alive. He ejected another power cube and slammed home the next.

Sparf made a run for an upturned table closer to the glass, giving he and Brick the widest angle to shoot at the mobsters.

Brick’s weapons felt hot in his hands, so he flipped his selector to three-round bursts, but fired as fast as he could find targets and pull the trigger.

Down at the far end of the room, Brick looked for Zarkov’s men to start shooting the surviving mobsters from the rear, but he saw nothing he could make out.

Pockets of defenders started to form, collecting themselves behind tables and chair, trying to concentrate their fire, either at Brick or Sparf.

Brick felt his suit buck as a dozen low-caliber rounds zipped across his thigh and hip.

He spotted the shooter, one of the dozen Sparf had crippled outside the elevator, shooting from the ground, and Brick turned him into a sieve with three bursts from his pulse rifle.

And it was time to move again.

Brick ran for the cover of a bar, sliding in the broken glass and spilled alcohol as he arrived. Ducking beneath it, he drained another battery on a cluster of seven thugs, concentrating their fire on Sparf. 

“Where the hell is Zarkov?” shouted Sparf over the comm.

“Hiding,” answered Brick, taking out another shooter who seemed particularly focused on Sparf.

Still, laser fire and railgun rounds were tearing up the wall behind Brick and ricocheting off his suit. He could take the fire, most of it. Sparf, in his crappy battle suit couldn’t, but Sparf was free of enemy attention again, for the moment, and he took advantage of it to run along the glass wall, Kelvin-flashing everyone he was able to get behind, as they were too busy trying to shoot at Brick.

Sparf stopped behind a thick support post.

Brick scanned the room between and behind them. Everyone was down, though a few were still alive. He and Sparf had worked their way half way up the length of the room, and there wasn’t a survivor still firing who was anywhere close.

Brick turned back in the direction of their attack and pulled the trigger to destroy a cluster of four thugs who were getting brave with shooting at Brick and starting to take the time to aim their shots. The pulse gun didn’t respond.

Brick dropped to one knee behind the bar to eject out his battery.

Immediately, the bar erupted as rounds and laser fire impacted it.

The battery wouldn’t eject. The weapon was hot in his hands, so hot he could feel it through his gloves. Red warning lights flashed on the display. Brick had burned it up. He tossed it aside and drew his laser pistol.

No problem, he told himself. There weren’t more than ten, maybe fifteen targets out there still able to fight. They were in street clothes with maybe some ballistic and energy weapon protection layered underneath. Brick was wearing the most high-tech battle gear on this end of the galaxy.

He jumped up and marched out from behind the bar, taking his time to line up his shots. 
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Chapter Seventy-Seven
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With so much bbq-person sizzle smoke cycling through the atmospheric control system, with so much blood splattered on the floor, ceiling, and even on the giant curved windows, Zarkov strode out from where he’d been hiding. He didn’t have a stain or a smudge on his stylish suit. Not a bruise or a scratch. Even his four thugs looked like they’d just had their hair coiffed by an overpriced celebrity stylist. Only their constipated frowns, their pulse rifles and pistols gave any hint that they were aware of the slaughterhouse mushing up their shoes with gore.

Zarkov picked his way toward Sparf, who stood in front of those great, curved glass windows, frosty vapor curling into the air out of the barrel of this Kelvin gun. Zarkov raised his hand, summoning Brick.

Zarkov looked down at a nervous Sparf. He slapped him on the shoulder and stared out at what was soon to be his domain. With no government, no local law, not so much as a power-mad HOA; and with the other eight bosses in the ruling cartel eliminated, Zarkov was the most powerful man in the Yellow Drip system. 

Brick removed his helmet and hung it from a clip at his waist as he made his way across the mayhem. Stopping beside Zarkov in front of the glass, it made him nervous that Zarkov’s four thugs stayed back, hands on their weapons, trying to look like steely-eyed killers.

“You see that?” Zarkov pointed down at the marina far below. Most of the ships were already undocked and racing away, or maneuvering and firing. Those still docked, absorbed fire and shot back. One of them exploded in a giant, wispy ball of flame that destroyed a huge section of the dock and several nearby ships. Laser cannon fire, plasma beams, and railgun rounds shot in every direction. “It’s a war.”

Brick wanted to punch Zarkov in the throat and stomp on his dick. He was just one more powerful thug throwing away the lives of good soldiers who were doing nothing more than trying to earn a paycheck. “That’s what you wanted?”

Zarkov laughed. “It’s not the goal. It’s a necessary step. Change is violent, Mr. Brick. A man in your profession should know that.” He looked back at the bodies bleeding all over the floor. “You specialize in it.”

“We had a deal,” Brick told him. “I’ve done my part.”

“And you want me to fulfill my end of the bargain, of course.”

Brick’s pistol was still in his hand. He didn’t change his grip, didn’t flinch, but he pictured in his mind how he was going to make his move in about five seconds if Zarkov so much as flinched the wrong way. Brick would step up to him, throw one armored forearm around his neck as he used the momentum and torque of his body to put the thug between him and his four shooters. He’d already have his laser pistol up by then, drilling high-power holes through their skulls. The whole thing wouldn’t last more than a few heartbeats. And then Brick would beat Zarkov until he made the necessary call to his minions—return Deena to the Ship With No Name.

But Zarkov didn’t flinch.

He grinned wickedly through big yellow teeth. “Doctor Parsival will arrive momentarily and we’ll bring our business to an end.” Zarkov looked around again and admired what he saw. “Such a talent you have.” He looked down at Sparf. “Who’d have thought you had this in you? There must be a lot of anger balled up in your three little reptilian hearts.”

Sparf looked like he was ready to jump up and tear Zarkov’s face off with his jaws. “Like Brick said, we had a deal. Let’s settle up and go our separate ways.”

Zarkov belly laughed and slapped Sparf on the back again. “Exactly.”

One of the elevators chimed.

The thugs didn’t react.

Brick looked over.

Another chimed. And the third.

One by one, the doors opened, and out poured a score of Zarkov’s armored guard types, fully armed, and ready for war. Deena rushed forward from among them, but stopped, aghast at the scene. She looked up at Sparf and Brick, horror in her eyes. Disbelief. And Terror.

Brick felt inexplicably guilty for what he’d done. Emotions he didn’t know what to dowith. Emotions that shouldn’t have existed. He looked at the mangled bodies. It was work. A deal. A necessity. Still, Deena looked so disappointed.

A massive electric pulse shot through Brick’s muscles and sent him rigid to the floor.
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Chapter Seventy-Eight
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When Brick came to his senses, his wrists were bound behind him. He was seated with his back to the curved windows and the mob war blazing through space behind him. Deena was bound, and seated beside him. Sparf was in the same position, spluttering mad and glaring at Zarkov who’d apparently just said something that amused him so much he couldn’t stop laughing.

“You stupid little lizard,” said Zarkov. “Did you really think I’d let you off after what you and your idiot cousins did?” He noticed Brick straightening up. “Oh, Mr. Brick, I was afraid, Krugerheim had set the charge too high and fried your brain.”

Cold hate poured through Brick’s eyes. The time for all words was over, but the time for killing had only just begun.

Zarkov wagged a fat finger in Brick’s face. “I see you’re still in there?”

“Why?” asked Deena. “We had an agreement.” She looked on with disgust at the bodies contorted all across the floor. “We did what you asked.”

Zarkov pointed out the window. “Because of that, you I-farm moron. For such academic prowess, you don’t understand anything about how the galaxy works.” Zarkov knelt down in front of Deena and gave her a good sniff as he ran his fingers through her red hair. “But if you’re in want of a teacher, you don’t have the suffer the fate of your poorly-chosen comrades.”

“I’d rather gag myself on a rusty railroad spike.” Deena spit in Zarkov’s face.

“So trite.” Zarkov laughed as he stood, wiping his face. “And so stupid. You, Deena Parsival, your brute and your lizard, will take the blame for all this. I have video of you three attacking my uranium mine. So much destruction there. It’s clear that stealing was only a ploy. You were there to hurt me because you don’t like the benevolent rule of the cartel over the Yellow Drip system. That’s why your assassin squad came here today and did all this.”

“You’re a lying piece of shit,” spat Deena.

“But the surveillance vids all agree with me.” Zarkov turned and headed for the elevators. His armored guards turned to follow him out. Zarkov’s four well-dressed thugs stayed behind. “I have a space station to take control of. And I have a star system to run.” He waved a hand back towards his prisoners. “Take their tongues, their eyes, and blow out their eardrums.” Zarkov stopped and called back to them. “Unfortunately, you’ll need to live for another week or two. Once I can prove to the other organizations that I’ve arrested the assassins, and executed you very painfully and publicly, then they’ll all line up behind me. Goodbye stooges, and thank you for your help.”
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Chapter Seventy-Nine

With Zarkov gone up the elevator, and his armored guardians with him, the four well-dressed thugs stood several paces away from their prisoners, talking and pointing. One held Brick’s laser pistol in his hand, shaking it like it was his new special toy. They were plotting how best to carry out their chore, perhaps most of all, planning how to make sure Brick, Deena, and Sparf stayed alive through the ordeal.
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Brick just stared at the floor and drooled like his brain had been totally fried by the shock.

All of Sparf’s resolve had apparently evaporated once Zarkov disappeared up the elevator.

“Brick,” whispered Deena. “Brick, are you okay?”

Brick didn’t respond.

Deena leaned over and nudged Brick with her shoulder. “Brick.”

The thug with Brick’s pistol pointed it at her. “Before you get too cutsey over there, you need to remember we’re not deaf.”

Brick fell over on his side, and started convulsing.

Deena fell back and screamed.

The thug with the pistol hurried over to Brick but glared back at one of the other two. “You stupid asshole, what did you set that goddamn stun gun on?”

“Human,” he said. “I set it for a human.”

Another thug yanked it out of his hand. “You idiot. That’s not the human setting. You’re lucky you didn’t kill him.”

The guy with Brick’s pistol leaned down. “Maybe you did kill him and his body doesn’t know it yet.”

Brick convulsed into a tight ball.

“What’s he doing,” one of the others asked as they all stepped closer.

“You need to get him a med bot,” Deena shouted. “You heard what your boss said, he doesn’t want them dead. If we kill them, we might end up dead right alongside ‘em.”

The four stood up and seemed at a loss.

Brick went limp.

Wide-eyed, Sparf scooted away.

“You need to get him help,” screamed Deena.

The thug who seemed to be in charge, the one who had Brick’s laser pistol in his hand, leaned in as if he was trying to see if Brick was still breathing, and put two fingers on his neck to check his pulse.

Deena, on the verge of panic, asked, “Is he—” She couldn’t get herself to finish the question.

The thug shook his head, “He ain’t—”

Brick’s hands slipped over his feet to the front as he spasmed violently, and before Deena understood what was happening, Brick had his legs locked around the thug’s neck and the laser pistol had found its way into Brick’s bound hands. By the time Deena saw the fire back in Brick’s eyes and the rage stretched across his face, Brick had fired a salvo at the standing thugs and pierced all three of them through with smoking holes.

As they each crumbled to the floor, the head thug tried to say something as he struggled to free himself. Brick effortlessly used his legs to wrench the man’s neck until the crack of the bones rattled out through the man’s gaping mouth.

Brick looked over at Deena and Sparf, neither of whom had moved. He said, “I don’t like liars.”
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Chapter Eighty
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Through the panoramic view windows, Brick saw that reinforcements had arrived, though he couldn’t tell one of the mob bosses’ ships from another. Most importantly, the battle still raged outside, and the station’s huge defensive guns were taking kill shots on the smaller ships and blasting huge holes in the larger ones.

“With the station’s guns up,” deduced Brick as he hurried over to the bar, “this won’t last much longer.” 

“What are you doing?” asked Deena.

“I’m looking for something. Sparf, pick up that Kelvin gun and load up with every power cube you can find.”

“So we can escape?” asked Deena.

“Yeah,” answered Brick. “Go find a station terminal. I need you to access it and find us a way out of here and a way down to the control room.”

Sparf froze half way bent over. “What?”

“Even if we steal a ship,” Brick told them, “we’ll never get away from here now that the station’s guns are online.”

“If we hurry,” suggested Deena. “If we go now.”

“No.” Brick leaned down and picked up his laser-pulse rifle, powering it back up as he did so. It had cooled down and was good to go. “Flying out into that is putting your life in the hands of chance.” Brick shook his head. “I’m not rolling the dice on our lives. There’s a better way.”

“Which is?” asked Deena.

“We’re taking the control room.”

Sparf laughed hysterically.

Brick waited until he was done. “Find your spine again, you silly little newt.” Brick pointed a finger at all the dead. “You and I did this without any help.”

Sparf picked up the Kelvin gun.

Brick turned to Deena. “Get on the station’s system, hack into the security systems if you can. Hell, we’ve got the access codes Zarkov gave us, that’ll get you most of the way there.”

Deena was already typing on the keys of a bloody terminal mounted to one of the support pillars. “What am I looking for?”

“A clear path from here to the control room.”
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Chapter Eighty-One
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Deena keyed in the access code on the elevator’s security panel and the options for access to every floor lit up. 

Sparf smiled in his weird amphibian way. “Thank you Zarkov.”

Deena pushed the button to get them to the control room floor.

“And this puts us out in the hall?” asked Brick.

Deena bent down and dipped a finger in the multi-colored blood still pooled on the floor. She used the blood to draw a map of the control room floor. “This is where we need to go. Down this hall, turn left, past this guard station, and then right about thirty meters.”

Brick and Sparf both nodded.

“Back this way,” said Deena, drawing out a big square, “this is one of the garrison barracks. If any of the soldiers come, it’ll be from that direction.”

“Got it.” Brick looked down at Sparf. “You ready with that thing again?”

Sparf patted it. “I’ve got enough power cubes to freeze every asshole on this station.” 

“Same plan as before,” said Brick.  “We spray ‘em, but not Zarkov. We need him alive.”

“If he fights back?” asked Deena.

“If I can see him, I can disable him without killing him,” answered Brick. “No worries there.”

“You’re confident,” snarked Deena.

“You saw the banquet hall,” said Sparf.

Deena deflated. “I did.”
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Chapter Eighty-Two
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The elevator door opened on a wide empty hall.

Sparf, standing with the Kelvin gun on his hip asked, “Where is everybody?”

“Mostly manning the defensive guns,” answered Deena, “or guarding the airlocks. The civilians are all in lockdown.”

“Easier for us,” Brick said as he peeked up and down the hall. “Let’s go.”

Sparf and Deena jogged behind as Brick took off down the hall.

They rounded the corner and came upon an unmanned guard station that had been shot to hell with bodies lying on the floor.”

Sparf stopped to look around. “This is creepy.”

“I told you,” said Deena, “everyone is manning the defenses.”

“Everyone alive,” said Sparf.

Brick was already moving down the hall. The station’s main control room lay just around the next corner.

As they hurried, Brick asked Deena, “You good to use that gun?”

“Yes.”

“Watch our back once the shooting starts,” said Brick. 

“Will do.”

One side of the hall ahead was covered with a long row of wide windows.

“This is the place,” said Brick.

Deena hurried over to the security keypad just outside a pair of doors that looked like they could not only hold the control room in airtight comfort if the station’s hull was breached, but could stand up to a pretty powerful blast. Deena keyed in Zarkov’s handy code.

The pad flashed green, and the heavy lock mechanism clicked.

Brick pulled one of the two doors open and stepped into an airlock.

The trio hurried through, and opened the door on the other end, to gain access to the control room itself.

Once inside, Brick was appalled and angered. The bodies of nearly thirty uniformed garrison personnel lay along one wall where they’d clearly been executed. Zarkov’s armored soldiers, were sitting at the control terminals, helmets and gloves off, typing instructions and issuing commands in response to Zarkov’s shouted orders. A vast array of giant screens showed the battle winding down outside the station.

Brick placed Deena behind a thick support pillar that would put her on the flank of anyone coming through the airlock as they did. “Kill anyone who comes in.”

Deena nodded.

Brick and Sparf hurried along the back wall, spreading out as they moved.

All of Zarkov’s men were so focused on the battle outside, and the status of garrison troops inside on the guns, they didn’t notice the threat developing behind them. It wasn’t until the blue beam of Sparf’s Kelvin gun swept across their heads from the rear, that any of them turned around to look. 

Brick fired a single first shot through Zarkov’s hip, just to make sure he wasn’t going anywhere, and then he dialed his gun up to double-max fire rate and intensity and blasted away.

The carnage didn’t last thirty seconds, then Brick was running between the consoles to reach the front of the room, looking right and left to make sure none of Zarkov’s soldiers had lived. Sparf came up the other aisle, doing the same, but taking a moment here or there, to finish one off.

Once at the front, Brick found Zarkov sprawled on the floor, groaning in pain, and trying to pull a small laser pistol from inside his nicely tailored jacket.

Brick stomped on his wrist hard enough to crack bone, and Zarkov wailed. “You’ve been a bad man, Zarkov. You lied to the wrong people.”

“Kill me if that’s what you want,” cried Zarkov.

“What?” asked Brick. “You don’t want to live?”

That thought brought a spark of sanity to Zarkov’s wild eyes. “What do you want?”

“Safe passage out of here,” said Brick.

Zarkov waved his good hand. “You have it. Now go.”

Brick yanked Zarkov off the floor and dropped him in a chair, much to Zarkov’s pained protests.

Sparf took a pair of cuffs and locked Zarkov’s wrists behind his back, though Zarkov wailed about that, too.

“Deena,” Brick called, “how are we doing up there?”

“No one’s coming yet.”

Brick spun Zarkov’s chair around to face him. “Here’s how this is going to work. You see those little stinger fighters you have out there tearing up that big yacht?”

Zarkov glanced at the screen and nodded. 

“Those are yours aren’t they?”

Zarkov nodded again.

“Once the fighting settles down, you’re going to call down the surface and allow the Ship With No Name to leave the planet unmolested. You got me?”

Zarkov nodded.

“Say it,” Brick told him.

“I got you.”

“And when it docks with this station,” said Brick, “you’re going to have a few of your pilots park three of those stinger ships in the bays on the Ship With No Name.”

“I don’t know if your ship can handle these new models,” whined Zarkov, “the interfaces are—”

“They’ll work just fine,” shouted Deena. “I’ve already checked them out.”

Zarkov slumped. “Fine.”

“And then,” Brick told Zarkov, “we’re all going for a ride out to the edge of the system, and you’re our ticket to make sure we arrive there safely.”

“Where you’ll kill me,” concluded Zarkov.

“Why do you think you’re giving us the stinger ships?” asked Brick. “I’m not going to murder you and throw your body into the vacuum.”

“How do I know that?” asked Zarkov.

“You only have two choices,” answered Brick, “and one of them is I kill you right here, right now. Which do you want?” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eighty-Three
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Sirm’s paint-covered finger finished the swoop of the mouth on the newest face on the wall. Sparf’s eyes glanced over the long line of faces, staring at the dozens upon dozens that were crossed out. 

“Now you’re one of us,” Deena said, smiling at Sparf.

Brick waited another beat, doing his best not to be rude before turning and heading to the bridge. He didn’t think of Sparf as crew. He didn’t think of him as a one-way ticket off Yellow Drip, either. He didn’t like him, but they had sowed mayhem together with horrifying efficiency. But somewhere on the trip out to the Yellow Drip’s star system boundary, he, Deena and Sirm decided he belonged.

Brick sighed. He wasn’t sure how well this partnership thing was going to work.

When Brick reached the bridge, he seated himself in Captain Brightman’s old chair. To each side of the command section of the bridge, the AI cores hummed and glowed a hundred blinking LEDs. Where the core emergency eject buttons should have been glowing ominous red, both were painted over in big yellow smiley faces. 

Brick guessed Sirm had done it, though it could have been Deena. She held the perverse belief that AIs were disembodied souls. Sure, she understood better than nearly anyone that they were created by humans, but to her, they were people.

“Victorina, Meku,” Brick called, “any sign that any kind of ship might be following us or planning an intercept course?”

“No, Captain,” answered Victorina in a sultry voice. “It appears that the mobster’s minions held true to his orders. We haven’t had a single hint of being followed since we flew away from the space elevator at Yellow Drip.”

“Good,” said Brick. “Meku, ship’s status?”

In the voice of a Japanese teen from earth, or what Meku believed a Japanese teen from earth sounded like based on her thousand years out-of-date information, she said, “Do you have a reason to believe that any status has changed significantly since you asked six hours ago?”

“No,” answered Brick, and stifled the irritation he felt for having to say the next part, “I’m a human, so please, humor me.”

“It pleases me to serve,” said Meku. “The ship is within a negligible measure of full capacity for fuel. The addition of three stinger ships and their ammunition loads has raised the defensive and offensive capabilities of the ship, though without a full complement of militarily trained crewmen and women—twenty-seven is the optimal number—we can’t reach our full potential. Nevertheless, the three hangars are at capacity. We are down four emergency escape pods. Nutrition rations are full and they will sustain the current crew of four for approximately one-hundred-and-fifty waking days. Seven of the thirty-six stasis pods don’t function. The other systems have tested out to spec for their age. Electrical systems are all returning normal diagnostic readings, and the atmospheric maintenance and water filtration systems are performing within spec. Overall status of the ship is prepped and fully functional for interstellar travel.”

“Good,” said Brick. “Our next destination will require a seventeen-year jump. Have you and Victorina separately calculated our course, simulated the requisite number of random unforeseen events, built mitigation plans, and compared results?”

“Yes, sir,” said the two AIs in unison. “However.”

“However?” asked Brick.

“However,” answered Victorina, “the mobster is still with us.”

“Still locked in escape pod number two?” Brick asked, though he knew the answer.

“Of course,” answered Meku. “You left specific instructions that if anything should change with respect to his confinement in the pod, or if his medical condition should alter drastically to alert you immediately, no matter what.”

“I did,” said Brick.

“I did not alert you,” said Meku. “You should deduce from that that nothing about his status has changed significantly.”

“Meku?” asked Brick.

“Yes, Captain?”
“Remember what we talked about a moment ago? I’m human. All humans behave with imperfect recall and ongoing irrationality.”
“My apologies, Captain. Nothing about the gangster’s status has changed significantly.”

“Thank you, Meku.” Brick decided it was time. “Open a comm link to the escape pod.”

Meku did.

“You finally talk to me?” raged Zarkov. “Now? How long have you left me in here with no communications?”

“Long enough it seems,” answered Brick.

“You’re going to give me my stinger ship and let me go, then?” asked Zarkov.

“Give you a stinger?” asked Brick. “No, I’m going to eject you in the escape pod.”

“Liar!” shouted Zarkov before spewing a string of curses Brick would only have been able to understand if his translator buds were plugged into his ears. “We made a deal,” Zarkov finished. “If I gave you the three stinger ships, then you would—”

“Fine print,” said Brick. “You need to think of that as one of those fine print deals. I told you I’d let you go. You assumed that since we were also discussing the three stinger ships, that I’d let you go in one of those. Your assumption, my friend. I didn’t lie.”

Zarkov lit into another string of curses and threats.

“Don’t forget to turn on your emergency beacon once you’re clear of the ship,” said Brick. “Meku, cut the comm to the pod.”

“With pleasure, Captain. Based on your final instruction to the gangster, would you like me now to eject the pod?”

“Make it so, Meku.”

Brick felt the smallest of tremors. 

“It’s away, and receding behind us,” said Victorina. “Would you like me to track it?”

“No,” answered Brick. “Zarkov is no longer our problem.” Brick stood to leave the bridge. “Victorina, Meku, you have the helm.”

“Thank you, sir,” they replied.

Brick headed down the main hall, where almost immediately, he ran into Deena, but he stepped back quickly to protect his personal space.

“Is he gone?” she asked.

“Yes,” answered Brick.

“When do we plan to go into stasis for the hop?”

“There’s nothing to stop us from going in now.”

Deena stepped closer to Brick.

He stepped back again.

“You really are something, you know that?” 

“So I’ve been told,” Brick said. 

“You’re really don’t like female contact, do you?” Deena took another step closer.

Brick went rigid. “You mean touching and all the physical intimate stuff? I much prefer no contact at all.” 

“I’m talking about sex, Brick. Intercourse.” 

Brick shook his head. “We talked about this.”

“Not even before a 17-year hop? That’s a long time to wade through those syrupy slow stasis dreams.”

Brick shrugged.

“You don’t get, you know, frustrated?”

Brick pointed down the hall, to the head. “I rub one out before I go under.”

“And that’s enough for you?”

“I can’t do it while I’m in stasis.”

“I mean, you never, think about it? Sex with a woman?”

Brick shook his head. “In the Queen’s service, we’re trained not to indulge certain carnal trains of thought.”

Deena shook her head and started to walk away. “How terrible for you.”

“Are you going to rub one out?” asked Brick.

Deena leaned against the wall. “Do you really want to know?”

“Just curious,” answered Brick.

“Would you like to watch, if I am?”

Brick shuddered. 

“It’s not that bad, trust me.” Deena spun on her heel and started down the hall again.

“You know what I’d like to do?” Brick called after her.

Deena stopped and turned again, letting the question hang in the air.

“On the cargo deck,” said Brick, “with all the room we have there, we could use it for a gym.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Now that you’ve been to Yellow Drip, you see how it is out there.”

“Lawless and violent?” asked Deena. “Everywhere’s not like that.”

“More so than not,” Brick told her.

“Because of all the aliens?”

Brick fixed her with a steady gaze. “Because it is the nature of living things to take advantage in any way they can. All that stuff that was crammed into your psyche back on Eden-99 was for the purpose of the people doing the cramming. As a rule, aliens are no better, and no worse than humans are.”

“It’s going to take a little while for me to really let go of that idea, I think.”

“We’re all a work in progress.”

“So, what’s all that got to do with a gym on the cargo deck?”

“If you want to put off going into stasis for a month or two, maybe three, I can train you.”

Deena walked back toward Brick. “Train me?”

“How to fight. How to shoot. Tactics.”

Deena looked at Brick long and hard. “You really think I need to know this kind of stuff?”

“The galaxy is full of Yellow Drips and worse.”

“How much can I learn in three months?”

“Not enough,” answered Brick, “but if we set aside a few months at the beginning of every hop, you’ll do fine. I think you might have a talent for it.”

“Fine,” said Deena, “when do we start?”

“We can start now, if you like.”

Deena and Brick headed down the hall together.




That’s it for the first in what I plan to be a long series of adventures for Rasmus Brick and his crew. I’ll put a link to the first five books in the series after I give you a sample of Book Two. Here’s the first chapter of Quantum Flux – Piker’s Paradise. 

Sean Kildare
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Chapter One
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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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