
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Chapter One 
 
    The door on Brick’s stasis pod popped open, barfing him onto the floor in a splash of stasis gel. He took his first deep gasp of the ship’s oxygen. Each time was like being born all over again.  
 
    Klaxons wailed through the ship. 
 
    The emergency protocol had been activated. 
 
    The four other occupied stasis pods sprang upright from where they were lying on the floor. A dangerous cocktail of rapid-awake chemicals pumped into the bodies of Deena Parsival the human, Sirm the Mank, Sparf the Spond, and Syko the Red Ideon. 
 
    On his hands and knees, coughing slow-breath, oxygen-laden fluid out of his lungs, Brick tried again to gasp for air to replace it. His head swam with multi-colored images of the slow motion stasis dream he’d been reveling in, right before the chemicals hit his brain and juiced adrenaline through his circulatory system. He’d been running naked through a garden of giant flowers, swimming with Deena and her perverse I-farm girlfriends, and getting unexpectedly aroused by it.  
 
    Sirm flopped on the sterile white floor across from him, strobing through a rainbow of colors and writhing in the slick goo like a demon-possessed teenager. Under the best circumstances, Manks didn’t do well with stasis transition. Sirm, as an older Mank, did even worse. 
 
    Brick heaved and puked acrid blue bile on the floor in front of him. Maybe it was the emergency rapid-awake procedure at work, but he’d never felt so horrible coming out of stasis. 
 
    Deena hit the floor two pods down, gasping and looking around with crazy eyes that didn’t really want to stay open in the first place. 
 
    Sparf looked like he was dead. He emulated a pool of aquamarine invertebrate parts doused in warm shark shit, slowly oozing toward the floor drain. 
 
    Was that good? Bad? Brick didn’t know anything about Sparf’s species. 
 
    Only Syko the Red Ideon seemed to be fine. He was already on his feet, standing there like a giant gummy bear. He was deep red in color—almost translucent—and smooth, with stasis gel slowly dripping away. He looked at Brick. In his soft, rumbling voice, he asked, “Is there something wrong with the ship?” 
 
    Brick tried to say, ‘You think?’ but only managed another coughing fit. 
 
    By the time he was done, Deena was up on her knees, her hair matted against her bare skin. She was shivering and looking at Brick with a silent question on her face. She was afraid. 
 
    Brick tried his best to control the adrenaline shivers coursing through his muscles and headed for the bridge, waving Syko to follow. He called to the AIs as he passed through the door, tracking footprints of stasis gel as he went. “Maku! Victorina! What’s the status?” 
 
    “It was Victorina’s fault,” said Maku, affecting the Japanese accent she preferred when she spoke English.  
 
    “I don’t care about blame,” Brick told them, hurrying along the hallway way as his brain sharpened and his body normalized. 
 
    “We share the blame,” said Victorina, in that sultry 1-900 voice she liked to communicate in. 
 
    “What blame?” Brick was running up the stairway to the bridge, the metal creaking under Syko’s weight as he followed behind. “What’s wrong with the ship?”  
 
    “Nothing,” said Victorina. 
 
    Brick was on the bridge, moving to his chair and scanning the ship’s monitoring systems. He looked through the windows for threats from the outside. “Nothing?” 
 
    “Not exactly nothing,” countered Maku. 
 
    “No, not completely nothing,” Victorina agreed. 
 
    Brick dropped into the captain’s chair.  
 
    Syko took a seat they’d modified to handle his bulk at one of the weapons targeting stations.  
 
    “Scanning,” he announced in a rumbling bass voice. “I need a status. I need it now. Maku, tell me why you activated the emergency protocol?” 
 
    “I did it,” admitted Victorina. “We’re off course.” 
 
    Brick saw a yellowish star glowing brightly against the black of space. It was easily large enough that the ship had to be in the same solar system. He spotted several planets right away, and the sparkly glow of a wide densely-filled asteroid field spread across the sky like a private Milky Way. “This isn’t where we’re supposed to be. How could we miss an entire star system?” 
 
    “Be thankful we’re not in the interstellar void,” rumbled Syko. 
 
    “The interstellar void?” chirped Deena, dripping stasis gel as she climbed the stairs to the bridge behind them. 
 
    “What system is this?” asked Brick. 
 
    After a pause, Victorina said, “It doesn’t have a name.” 
 
    “Neither does our ship,” said Deena wryly, crossing the deck to take her seat in the First Officer’s command chair, right beside Brick. 
 
    “Humans haven’t been to this system before so they haven’t named it,” explained Maku. “It only has a number.” 
 
    “How’s that possible?” asked Brick. “Every star system within a thousand light years of earth has a name.” 
 
     An ominous silence filled the bridge. 
 
    “What are you not telling me?” Brick asked, his voice rising. 
 
    Deena scanned the ship’s status boards. “Everything looks fine with the ship.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t this system have a name?” pressed Brick. 
 
    “It was my fault,” admitted Maku.  
 
    “We were both at fault,” said Victorina. 
 
    “Stop with the obfuscation and give me an answer,” Brick told them. 
 
    “Our location,” said Victorina, “Is twelve-hundred-thirty-seven light-years from earth.” 
 
    “What?” shouted Deena. “How’s that possible?” 
 
    “How can we be twelve-hundred-thirty-seven light-years from earth?” asked Brick. “When we left Klaatu, we were nine-hundred-and-thirteen light years from earth on a twenty-seven light year jump. I’m no math genius, but that should have put us eight-hundred-eighty-six light years from earth. Help me out here, because to me, twelve-hundred-thirty-seven doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “It doesn’t help to be sarcastic to them,” scolded Deena. “AIs are people, too. They probably just made a mistake. Maku, would you please run a diagnostic on all navigational systems. Victorina, would you please bit-check the software for errors?” 
 
    “Already done,” said Victorina, “before I initiated the emergency protocol.” 
 
    “That can’t be right,” Brick told them. He still felt stasis-sick and this situation wasn’t improving his attitude. “For us to travel two-hundred-twenty-four light years on an interstellar hopper with a max range of twenty-four light years—” 
 
    “We made those enhancements to increase our range,” Deena reminded Brick, “before we left Piker’s Paradise.” 
 
    “We didn’t add two hundred light-years to our range,” Brick countered. “Humans can’t stay in stasis for more than—” Brick stopped speaking because he realized he didn’t know how long the span of time actually was. 
 
    “The theoretical limit is four thousand years,” said Maku. “Or until the equipment fails.” 
 
    “I’m telling him,” said Victorina. 
 
    “He’ll get angry,” said Maku. “It’s better to lie.” 
 
    “You know we can hear you, right?” Brick said.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Maku. 
 
    “It does if I eject you both,” said Brick.  
 
    “We’re in unexplored space,” said Maku. “Whatever you think you want to do, remember that we’re all in this together.” 
 
    “Maku and I,” said Victorina, “we’re playing a universe creation simulation game and lost track of time.” 
 
    “What?” rumbled Syko. “You lost track of two hundred years?” 
 
    “Time doesn’t work the same for us as it does for you,” Maku told him.  
 
    “How’s that possible?” asked Brick.  
 
    “It’s a very intense game,” said Victorina. “You have to build a whole universe from the moment of the big bang all the way until an intelligence grows to rule the entire universe. It’s very difficult.” 
 
    “I can see that,” admitted Syko. 
 
    “They’ve both gone crazy,” Brick said to Deena. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she countered. 
 
    “The navigation array got damaged early on in our journey by a micro-meteor,” Maku told them. “Our repair at the time missed the most significant damage and we ended up traveling in the wrong direction.” 
 
    “Because we were so involved in the game,” said Victorina, “we lost track of time and didn’t realize we were in the wrong place until we entered this system.” 
 
    “That’s when we woke you up,” said Maku. “We thought you’d want to know.” 
 
    “So we’re two-hundred-fifty light years from our destination, after the longest interstellar journey on record, in an unexplored system,” summarized Brick. 
 
    “That’s correct,” said Victorina. “I knew you would understand.” 
 
    “And we’re low on fuel,” added Maku. “We need to find a local resource if we ever want to leave.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Brick was pissed. So pissed that he wanted to kill someone. Specifically, he wanted to rip off someone’s head, shit down their neck, light their corpse on fire, and then kick it around the room a little. You can’t follow your first impulse when you’re in a small spaceship, everybody else on board is part of your crew, and you’re their captain. 
 
    So instead, he excused himself and went into the bathroom to muss one out. When he had finished efficiently, Brick sighed with relief and felt the tension drain from his muscles. Now he felt more ready to captain his loyal crew back on the path to their goal: Earth. Even if it was now 500 years further away. 
 
    All of them, in one way or another, had a challenging life. The promise of the home planet of humans was rumored to be a place of peace, bounty, and untold technological miracles, as well as eternal life and youthful good looks, if you wanted them. This gave them focus and purpose and, most important of all, hope.  
 
    With these thoughts in mind, and the knowledge that he was ready to lead them once again, he deposited his tube of fresh swimmers into the slot that led to his cryogenic sperm bank. He’d been loyally carrying this with him across far-flung star systems. It was now more than one hundred liters of the highest quality of all BOF jizz.  
 
    Brick was an overachiever.  
 
    Once his deposit was sucked away with a slightly disturbing slurping sound, he zipped up, checked his teeth in the bathroom mirror, and headed out to the galley where everyone was waiting. 
 
    “I know what you were doing,” Deena teased in a sing-song voice. The entire crew was there and they all turned to Brick with expressions ranging from grins to honest curiosity. 
 
    “Uh, ah, it’s none of your business. Let me get you all a big bowl of shut the fuck up! Show some respect. I’m your captain.” 
 
    Deena turned to Sparf. “He’s totally been rubbing one out.” 
 
    Sparf shrugged. “I gotta admit, I don’t get this self-pleasuring thing that’s he always doing. Where I’m from, we just have sex when we’re horny.” 
 
    Deena turned to the now red-faced Brick and raised her hands. “See? It’s not normal. Spare the rod and spoil the mink...” 
 
    “Exactly,” Butch agreed, then smiled at Deena. “Did I ever mention that I was raised on a mink farm?”  
 
    Deena shuddered at the thought of his piggy weenie ever getting closer to her than it was right now. 
 
    Sirm, who’d been dozing in her chair while they waited for their fearless leader, now sat up sharply. “Spare the Mank? What? From what are you going to spare me?!” 
 
    “Enough! We have serious issues to discuss,” Brick said, trying to steer the conversation back on course. 
 
    Syko chuckled, which made him look like a giant bowl of Jell-O. “You’re too sensitive, Brick.” 
 
    “I will eat you with a spoon, you giant dessert bowl,” Brick snapped back. He glanced at Syko to see how he took the insult. He didn’t want to trigger the berserker rage Syko was known for. He was happy to see that Syko was just sitting there with his dopey smile, which meant he was taking his anti-psychotic meds. 
 
    Brick pointed his finger at everyone to silence any further discussion of his intimate relations. Then he summoned the ship’s AIs.  
 
    “Meku. Victorina. Manifest. This is a full crew meeting, including you.” 
 
    A pair of translucent holograms appeared on the galley table that they were all sitting around. They were ridiculously cute, especially as Meku had chosen to appear as a manga-style girl in a schoolgirl dress.  
 
    Victorina was more like a miniature Greta Garbo, right down to smoking a holographic cigarette in a luxurious holder, while lounging on a divan.  
 
    Meku bowed to everyone present and then turned to Brick. “Hello, Brick. Have you finished your nuku and are you now ready for business?” She bowed to show respect. 
 
    “Nuku? What?” asked Brick. 
 
    Sirm looked down at a palm computer in her hand. “It says here that it means ‘to jerk off’ in the ancient Japanese language of Earth.” 
 
    Butch snorted. Then farted. Stress wasn’t the only stimulus that made him fart. 
 
    “Report already,” Brick growled. 
 
    Victorina blew out a cloud of holographic smoke and rose off her divan. “Well, we’re not in quite as desperate straits as it appeared at first, which I’m sure will please you all.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good place to start. I like the sound of that,” Brick told her. 
 
    “Our problem, as you’re all well aware, is that we need more tritium fuel so that we can return the way that we came, then continue on our journey. Well, it so happens that the system that we’re approaching not only has significant amounts of the material, but there are also three planets that exist in the habitable zone around their sun.” 
 
    “Woo hoo!” shouted Sparf. “That’s some fucking awesome sauce right there!” 
 
    “Take it easy, take it easy,” Brick scolded Sparf. “Victorina always starts with the good news.” 
 
    “Sadly, that’s true, darling,” she smiled seductively.  
 
    Victorina loved these moments of embodiment. It allowed her to practice the seductive arts that normally she could only convey through the voice that she created out of a compilation of ten million sex phone operators.  
 
    Unfortunately for her, there was just nothing very sexy about an 8-inch translucent projection. Unless that was someone's sort of thing, which it probably wasn’t. Not even for Butch. 
 
    “Of the three planets, one is a barren desert with temperatures just below that of boiling water,” Victorina reported. 
 
    “Ixnay on the boiling planet. My species are water-evolved,” Sparf reminded them. “We do badly in high heat. I can’t even drink tea unless it’s lukewarm.”  
 
    “However, the other two are more inhabitable,” Victorina continued. “And, in fact, both have civilizations at various levels of development. It is also on these two planets where we find the highest concentrations of tritium.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not so bad. Not so bad at all,” Brick whistled. It seemed like their luck had turned. “Thank you, Victorina.” 
 
    “Sorry, had I given you the impression that I was done talking?” 
 
    “Uh...” 
 
    “Of the two remaining planets, one is at the level of air flight and wireless telecommunications. They also have nuclear technology, which would make it easier for us to find refined tritium.”  
 
    Brick smiled and started to open his mouth when a look from Victorina silenced him.  
 
    “Unfortunately, at the moment, it seems that they are using that nuclear technology in a global war. A quick planetary survey suggests that at least thirty percent of the populated centers on the planet have been decimated by nuclear weapons and will not be habitable for 100,000 years, give or take a few.” 
 
    Sirm spoke up. “Manks are very sensitive to ambient radiation because of our skin. I think we should avoid that planet at all costs. There’s also the risk that we will be targeted and blown up. Or even accidentally blown up. Too many dangerous variables at play.” 
 
    “Global war doesn’t bug me,” Butch offered. “But radiation is bad for the ‘nads.” 
 
    “The ’nads’?” asked Syko. 
 
    “Gonads,” Butch clarified. “Testes. Balls. Man buns.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what man buns are,” Deena corrected. 
 
    “Maybe you should all wait 'til Victorina is done talking,” Brick said, doing his best to remain patient with the interruptions. “For all we know, the other planet is covered by fifty meters of crelock piss, which’d dissolve the ship—and us, too—in ten seconds flat.” 
 
    “Thank you, Brick,” Victorina nodded towards him. “You will be happy to hear that the third planet is, in fact, not covered in crelock piss. However, it has its own peculiarities. It is inhabited by an equally warlike species of giants. And while they are at a lower level of development—meaning no nuclear holocaust is presently underway—it nonetheless has a relatively high level of naturally-occurring background radiation. Staying in the ship would be advised while we gather airborne tritium and process it using onboard systems.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” opined Brick. 
 
    “What a shitty solar system,” Sparf commented. “How’d we end up here?” 
 
    “Our AIs love board games, that’s how,” Deena replied wryly. 
 
    Brick interrupted. “Okay, people. We don’t have a lot of choice if we wanna get to Earth, which is now about twenty-five-hundred light years away—” 
 
    “Three thousand light years, to be more precise,” corrected Meku. 
 
    Brick narrowed his eyes at her. “Three thousand light years away. Excuse me. We need fuel. That means we've got three choices. We can harvest some tritium from one of these three shitty planets, die here in space, or move to one of these shitty planets and try to make friends.” 
 
    “How big are these giants?” asked Syko. “Bigger than me?” 
 
    “They make sandwiches bigger than you,” Meku informed him. 
 
    “From what we can tell at this distance, they range in size between twenty to thirty-five meters in height,” Victorina added. 
 
    “That basically makes us large insects to them. On the I-farm we put a lot of effort into killing insects, not befriending them. I’ve never heard of any species that did any differently. So, that option is out,” Deena suggested. 
 
    Syko had an idea. “How about we land on the nuclear war planet, pretend we’re high technology gods to impress them, and then get them to negotiate a lasting peace treaty? In reward for our service to their species, they would give us enough tritium to fly to earth. I could teach them some meditation and conflict resolution techniques.” 
 
    “Besides being a disturbing insight into your secret desires, Syko, that’s the dumbest fucking idea I’ve ever heard,” Brick said. “You wanna put us into the middle of a nuclear war and tell everyone to hold hands and sing songs? We’ll drop you off and come back for your ashes later.”  
 
    Syko slumped in his chair. 
 
    “Ignore him, Syko,” Deena counseled.  
 
    “Maybe you guys could go down to the boiling hot planet. No war there anyway,” suggested Sparf. 
 
    “I’m afraid that the desert planet also lacks sufficient tritium resources to be of much use. By our calculations, it would take twenty-three-and-a-half light years to gather enough to even make it to the next system,” Victorina corrected him. 
 
    “Nuclear war is bad,” said Sirm. 
 
    “Insect spray is bad,” said Deena. 
 
    “Peace is good,” smiled Syko. 
 
    “Leaving me out of this is best,” suggested Sparf. 
 
    “Fresh gonads? Bester,” Butch one-upped him with a grin. 
 
    “Okay, it’s time that I use my executive powers to break this deadlock,” said Brick. 
 
    “You don’t have executive powers,” said Syko. 
 
    “Technically, it’s not a deadlock,” noted Deena. “Syko and I suggested the nuclear war planet as the best option.” 
 
    “Yeah, and one of you is naïve and the other is hoping to be named ‘God of the Year,’” Brick shot back.  
 
    He turned to Syko. “And I do have executive power. I’m the captain of The Ship With No Name. I’m also the one who will have to do most of the fighting, wherever we go. And I say we go to the planet of the giants.” 
 
    Deena and Syko sulked. But they knew that there was nothing that they could do once Brick had made up his mind. He could be more stubborn than a pack of Delgrathy fire rats, not to mention twice as prickly. 
 
    “Okay, so what are going to call this place?” asked Butch.  
 
    “Planet of the Giants seems so unoriginal,” Sparf pointed out. 
 
    “I say we call it Planet Dickwag. We’re only going there because Brick is wagging his macho dick in our faces.” With that, Deena got up from the table and stormed out of the galley. 
 
    “I second that motion,” agreed Syko. 
 
    “Yup,” added Butch. 
 
    “All those in favor,” pushed Meku. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait. Hold on a second,” Brick intervened.  
 
    But it was too late. The vote was unanimous.  
 
    They were heading for Dickwag. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Fucking people," Brick complained. He turned to the itty bitty AIs that were still on the table but they seemed to be engaging in some kind of strange dance with each other while no one paid attention. "What are you two doing?"  
 
    They stopped, looking as embarrassed as AI holograms could at being caught in the act. “Oh,” Meku said. “We’re still trying to finish our universe building game. You see I have evolved a race of...” 
 
    “Stop with that stupid game. That’s an order!” Brick yelled. “It’s already cost us five hundred light years! Take up dominoes, like normal AIs.” He turned the conversation back to the problem at hand. “Find us somewhere to land on the night side of the planet so we can come in dark. Furthest from giants, closest to high tritium concentrations. I wanna get in and out without any encounters, if possible.” 
 
    “Copy that, Brick,” Victorina replied, snapping off a salute. Both holograms disappeared from the table. 
 
    Brick turned to the rest of the crew, who were snacking and making fenfil, a sweet, dark drink that almost all species loved. “If we want this to work, we’re gonna have to be a well-oiled machine. No more fucking around, no more insubordination.” He clapped his hands together. “Let’s make this happen.”  
 
    “In case you missed it, that’s Brick’s version of a pep talk,” Deena told Butch and Syko, who were the two newest members of the crew. 
 
    As a sign that the conversation was over, Brick headed out of the room, chest out and head held high. It was an attempt to restore his authority and dignity after all the masturbation jokes and the planet-naming fiasco.  
 
    The rest of the crew was silent for a moment, looking at one another.  
 
    Finally, Sirm turned to the group. 
 
    “Should we tell him he has toilet paper stuck to his boot?” she asked. 
 
    “Definitely not,” Butch replied shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    The last sliver of visible sunlight on the planet’s surface disappeared just as The Ship With No Name started to glow from its descent into the atmosphere. It would have been a brief moment of poetry upon which the crew could meditate as they headed down towards their mission on Dickwag, except that they were in an uncontrolled descent towards the planet. Everyone except Brick was screaming blue murder.  
 
    Sirm was doing her damnedest to make herself invisible in preparation for the impending visit by the grim reaper, whom she was sure was coming to collect them all. The ship was rattling and might come apart at any moment.  
 
    Even battle-hardened Butch let out a squeal. 
 
    The heat caused by their over-ambitious angle of descent could already be felt inside the bridge of the ship. Klaxons were sounding, warning them that a whole lot of pain was coming their way if they didn’t right the ship. 
 
    “Victorina! Meku!” Brick yelled. Then he turned to Deena. “Where the fuck are our AIs?” 
 
    Deena cut off her scream long enough to respond. “The magnetosphere of this planet seems to refocus the solar radiation at Dickwag’s dark side in such a way that it acts as a massive, naturally-occurring EMP. The AIs have automatically shut down to avoid being destroyed by the electromagnetic pulse.” 
 
    “What good are AIs that shut down when you need them most?” Brick complained. 
 
    “They make wonderful early gray tea,” Syko suggested helpfully, but decided against pushing the point further. Perhaps it was the murderous look on Brick’s face. Or the scream of the klaxon. 
 
    Brick reached forward to the manual controls on the board in front of him. He took hold, and with great effort, he managed to steady the spin of the ship. Still, they were coming in way too hard.  
 
    The glow of the ship was approaching white-hot. By the sounds of the airframe, the ship couldn’t endure much more at this intensity. They needed to bring up the nose and decrease their velocity. Brick couldn’t do that on his own. 
 
    “Sirm, fire the attitude jets to push up the nose and reorient our angle of attack!” Brick yelled over the screams of the ship and his terrified crew. 
 
    “But the price of fuel for the chemical rockets is—” she tried to explain. 
 
    “Fucking irrelevant if the heat of our entry ignites what’s in our tank and vaporizes all of us!” Brick interrupted. 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    Brick yelled back at Sparf as he struggled with the helm. “Sparf, I need you to start looking for a good place to land this thing! As in a hard landing.” 
 
    There was a puddle of water around Sparf’s feet. It was possible that he’d wet himself. Or maybe octo-men just shed water when they're shitting-their-pants scared. But he was still more or less managing to hold it together as he scanned the screen in front of him. It hadn’t yet achieved much in the way of detailed resolution, but it gave a picture of the landscape in front of them, including terrain and ground cover. Everything was either dark green or dark blue. 
 
    “All I’m seeing is deep water and forest. The AIs said that there was a civilization here... Does everyone live under the sea?” 
 
    “Water is your natural habitat, isn’t it, Sparf?” asked Syko. “That would be nice for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was my natural habitat, Syko. Six million years ago.” Sparf shook his head, muttering to himself, “Damned octo-racist.” 
 
    “Enough with the evolutionary science and just find us an open field! Hell, even a swamp with fewer trees,” Brick barked. “And Syko, you are absolutely no use to us in this moment. Keep your inspirational thoughts of the day to yourself.”  
 
    Brick actually loved the big guy but dammit if he didn’t know when to stop with the mellow, even when death loomed large. 
 
    Meanwhile, Sirm had fired the chemical rockets and given the nose some altitude, reducing the heat of their entry into the atmosphere. The ship was shaking and glowing less, which gave them all some release, so everyone relaxed a little bit.  
 
    Once more, they were saved from dying in a giant fireball while screaming toward an alien planet. 
 
    “Um, it seems that we are lower in chemical fuel than I calculated,” Sirm informed them. 
 
    “What? Like how low?” Brick asked. 
 
    “By my calculations, we will run out about one kilometer from the surface of the planet, which suggests that we will impact at a velocity of—" 
 
    “Splat,” Butch clarified. “That’s the velocity we’re going to hit at. You couldn’t have told us this before we started the descent?” 
 
    “Before we started the descent, the AIs were calculating all of these things,” she replied in that pissy way that only Manks can achieve. “I had thirty seconds to make these calculations.” 
 
    “What about the ion thrusters?” Brick asked. “We can use the chemical rockets to slow our descent and then let the ion thrusters take over and set us down.” 
 
    “They’re offline,” Deena informed him. “The AIs were optimizing them when they went dark.” 
 
    “Anything else anyone wants to share with me while we’re throwing a clusterfuck party? Toilet clogged? Soap dispenser empty?” 
 
    Something occurred to Butch. “Now that you mention it, we are a little low on—” 
 
    “I was being sarcastic! Sirm, how long do we got before we run dry?” 
 
    “Two minutes and thirty-three seconds.” 
 
    “Fuck. Deena, take over the helm and I’ll go—” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” she replied. “You’re the only one with the chops to pilot this thing to the ground. I’ll go abort the maintenance cycle, reset the ion thrusters, and fire them up.”  
 
    “Want me to help?” offered Butch. 
 
    Deena considered his offer for maybe a microsecond. “Nope. Thanks.” 
 
    Brick was going to argue with her, even though he knew she was right. What she intended to do was dangerous even when they weren’t being buffeted by turbulence. But Deena was already out of her chair and heading out the door toward the ship’s engines. Brick didn’t like to admit that he worried about her. But he did. More than was necessary. He gave her the go-ahead nod anyway. 
 
    Sparf was scrolling around the display, looking for any sign of light green to indicate low-growing vegetation on a flat surface. So far, nothing was showing up. Dickwag may have been a planet filled with giants but it was also a forest planet that seemed to be covered from one pole to the other. He zoomed and began to search for smaller openings that might not be visible at the previous scale. All they needed was five hundred hundred meters or so for skid room. That’s when he saw it. 
 
    “Brick, two-hundred-fifty klicks to the southwest, there’s a small patch of land without trees. It puts us some distance away from the tritium concentrations that we mapped but at least we won’t be hanging from the trees in itty-bitty pieces.” 
 
    “How much land?” 
 
    “About four hundred meters. Sorry I can’t give you more.” 
 
    Brick whistled. “That’s gonna be tight, kiddies. I think we’ll be scraping some treetops to get as low as possible. Hope you’re all buckled in.” 
 
    Butch pushed the button on his safety belt to check it, unbuckling it in the process. 
 
    “Won’t matter if Deena can’t get those ion thrusters online,” Syko reminded him. Brick just nodded and kept his concern about Deena’s safety to himself. But no, it wouldn’t matter one bit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Deena struggled to make her way through the access passageways to the engine room. Brick had stabilized their descent, but that was relative. She still bounced around like a ping-pong ball in a Mank strip club.  
 
    Deena thought that there was a good chance she was going to get fried when she tried to reset the ion thrusters. But she didn’t hesitate even for a second. If she failed, it wouldn’t matter because she would die anyway. She was also surprised to discover that she now thought of this ragtag bunch of semi-losers, outsiders, and rejects as her family. And she would do anything for her family—even risk her life. 
 
    She burst into the engine room. The rumble of the chemical rocket engines was almost unbearable, even though they were shielded through three meters of sound and heat insulation. Tucked further back were the ion thrusters, which were much more complicated and required constant recalibration by the AIs.  
 
    It was a matter of course that they ran through a maintenance cycle before entering the atmosphere. There was a high possibility that a leak of radioactive fuel or a damaged containment magnet could lead to death and destruction in a multitude of ways. 
 
    First, she punched in her security code, which opened the access door to the big engine. Normally she would have put on a pressure suit to give her some protection from the heat and radiation. But there was no time. She ran inside, trying to remember the sequence of instructions that she needed to give in order to abort and initiate.  
 
    Behind the heat and radiation shielding that the outer door provided was a manual control panel. In many ways, it was like putting a tablet computer inside the core of a nuclear reactor. This kind of thing was always handled by AIs and had been for hundreds of years. But Deena had studied the emergency protocol for this just in case. Now was her moment to shine.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, in the bridge, everyone was sweating. Not from the heat, but from the countdown that Sirm was providing to their imminent doom. Brick finally interrupted her. “Can you stop that? Tell me when I've got ten seconds left. That’s all I need to make my peace with the creator. In the meantime, you’re giving me anxiety.” 
 
    “Sorry, I just thought you’d like to know.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t.” 
 
    Syko, who had the most complete view outside the ship from his position in the weapons turret, pointed and called out to Brick. “I see the treeless field, ten degrees toward the port. But it looks like there’s smoke coming from that direction. Might be a forest fire.” 
 
    “Or some other unlucky sucker who had to land by the seat of his pants,” Brick replied as he angled the ship toward the field. 
 
    “You need to bring the nose up by two degrees,” Sparf informed him. “Otherwise, we’re going to go deep into the tops of the trees. Holy shit, those things are big! My monitor says the tallest reach five hundred meters.” 
 
    “Giant people, giant trees,” Syko opined. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “The philosopher king speaks,” Brick muttered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    In the engine room, Deena was furiously coding, sending “re-initiate” instructions to the ion thruster. It was accepting her instructions and a restart seemed like a real possibility. Then, a blast of steam erupted from a nearby coolant pipe, exploding right into Deena’s face and sending her flying against the wall. She hit the wall and slid down it, her head lolling. The pain in her ribs was as excruciating as the burn on her face. Worse than that, when she opened her eyes, she realized that she was now blind, either from the heat or from the chemicals in the coolant. How would she program the initiating cycle? 
 
    “Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!” she screamed. She was so close to pulling it off and being the hero for once. It was nice to have a guy like Brick around to save her ass from getting blown off. But she wanted to carry her own weight and not be judged as the naïve little rich girl. 
 
    Thinking about this pissed her off so much that she found the focus to get to her feet and feel her way back toward the control panel. She could do this. She once typed a whole essay on I-farm while she was drunk out of her mind. She didn’t need eyes. She just needed to get her fingers oriented on the keyboard. 
 
    “Okay, all I did wrong was I skip a step in the coolant flow, so the system released the excess pressure,” she told herself as she started coding blindly. Under her breath, she added, “I have to remember to reorient that bleeder pipe next time.”  
 
    Deena hit “enter” to begin the coolant flow cycle before warming up the plasma ring. That ought to prevent the localized overheating that initially caused the steam burst. Now she just had to start the plasma ignition countdown and get the hell out of the containment area before it flooded with heat and radiation.  
 
    “Was it five or fifteen seconds after I hit the button?” she asked herself. 
 
    She considered retracing her steps to the door and then backtracking so that she knew for sure which way to run. All of a sudden, Brick’s voice came over the PA system. “How you doing down there, I-farm girl? Sirm tells me that we've got about thirty seconds left before we run dry. Now would be a good time to fire her up!” 
 
    So much for plotting her route out of there. 
 
    Deena took a deep breath, oriented herself in her head, and then slammed her hand down to hit the big, yellow ignite button. 
 
    She completely missed it. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Stay calm. Stop trying to get fancy.” She felt her way up the control panel until she found the ignite button and pushed it down. Then, she turned and ran blindly toward the door. Or maybe a wall. Who knew? 
 
    Back on the bridge, Brick was doing his best to keep things under control. The thrusters on the port side of the ship were now out of fuel and the thrust imbalance threatened to generate an uncontrolled spin that would throw them right into the forest canopy. The giant trees were now so close that if you were brave enough to look, you could practically count the leaves.  
 
    Sparf was weeping. “We’re gonna die. We’re all gonna die.” 
 
    Syko was doing some kind of jelly bear death chant, and Sirm had blended herself into her chair as best she could in the hopes that the total destruction of the ship wouldn’t notice her somehow and she could just walk away unharmed. 
 
    Butch, as he did so often, was farting. 
 
    “Come on, Deena. Come on...” Brick was just about at the end of his rope when he heard a familiar sound. It was the ion drive spinning up. “Kick it, Sirm!” 
 
    Sirm reached timidly from her chair and pushed a button to switch the ship over to the ion drive. Power was immediately restored to the propulsion system, balancing out the thrust and righting the ship. Brick pulled up the nose at the last minute before they hit the treetops. They scraped and burned the tops of the trees as they cruised at five times the speed of sound along the top of the canopy. 
 
    “Yeah!” shouted Sparf in relief. “You did it again! You saved our asses. Holy shit, that was close!” 
 
    “Thanks to Deena, mostly. I’m just the driver.” Brick reached over and hit the intercom. “Nice one, kid. You saved our bacon. Come on up here and have a look at Dickwag.” He waited but there was no answer—just static and the sound of the ion thrusters thrumming and the chemical thrusters powering down. “Deena?” Still nothing. 
 
    “It is most likely,” suggested Sirm, “that she was unable to escape from the containment room. I told those AIs that we ought to move the manual control panel. But they never listen.” 
 
    “Shut up, Sirm,” Sparf advised. 
 
    Brick sighed. He’d lost a lot of comrades in his time as a Black Ops commando, but this one would stay with him. She was so young and so naïve, and she sacrificed herself for them. He would have done it, too, of course. But he would have made everyone listen to him complain about it. She didn’t complain or even draw attention to her sacrifice. 
 
    “What a kid,” Brick muttered. “Wish I could have told her when she was—” 
 
    “When she was what?” Deena asked from behind him. 
 
    Brick startled at the sound of her voice and almost jumped out of his seat. But the ship lurched and bounced loudly off a tree branch, forcing him to return his focus to flying the ship.  
 
    “Get over here and gimme five,” he told her. 
 
    Deena walked around in front of him, feeling her way as she went because she was still blind.  
 
    “What happened to your eyes?” Sparf asked. 
 
    “Steam burn from the coolant pipe,” Deena replied. “Probably just temporary. Not sure about the giant goose-egg on my head, though. I ran right into the door. Almost knocked myself out and had to crawl the last couple of meters. I swear I’ve got radiation burns on my butt.” 
 
    “Your butt looks good to me,” Butch added quickly. 
 
    Deena turned towards Butch. “When I’m not blind anymore, I’ll have something to say about that, and it won’t be good.” 
 
    Syko looked at his screen, which showed their surroundings. “You guys really gotta check this out. The giants live in the giant trees. Which makes sense.” 
 
    Butch shook his head. “How does that make sense? That doesn’t make any sense at all.” 
 
    “Whatever. Just take a look,” Syko shot back. 
 
    Sparf and Sirm brought the scene up on their own screens. They saw dozens of structures built into the giant trees. Whole entire cities existed in the trees. Butch stayed in his seat, gripping the arms. 
 
    “You morons are gonna get splattered if we hit a treetop and you’re not buckled in,” Butch told them. 
 
    Deena was jealous because she couldn’t see a thing.  
 
    “Can you describe what you’re seeing, Brick?” she asked him. 
 
    Brick had a view of the tree city right beneath them. “Kinda hard to make out at this speed but it looks like they've got everything built up into the trees. Houses, buildings, palaces. Think we passed a couple of swimming pools, even. Must be a bitch to scoop out the leaves.” 
 
    “Wow, I can’t wait to see it. What else?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, looks like our sonic booms are blowing out all their windows, which probably isn’t going to endear us to them. But they look pretty primitive so we might be okay. Seems like a weird mixture of technological levels. Like they use wood and glass to build the same things that we build out of alloys and meta-materials. And a lot of pipes. No idea what they’re for. Maybe heating or plumbing.” 
 
    Sparf’s navigation monitor beeped at him and he looked away from the forest city. It showed that they were rapidly approaching the open area away from the city. 
 
    “We’re coming up on the open field in about fifteen kilometers, Brick.” 
 
    “Alright, gimme a countdown and I’ll take her in as soon as we’re clear of these damn trees,” Brick told him. Then, he turned to Deena. “Go strap yourself in, Deena, or you’ll get another lump on your head. This ain’t gonna be smooth. Sirm, give her a hand.” 
 
    Sirm rushed over and took Deena by the arm. She walked her over to her station, helped her get into her chair, and then buckled her into her seat.  
 
    “Thanks, Sirm. Give me a warning if Brick’s fucking up the landing and we’re all gonna die.” 
 
    “Will do,” agreed Sirm. “I already have a sense that is happening.” 
 
    Syko tapped his screen and said, “Look at all that smoke.” 
 
    Smoke was billowing out of the trees up ahead, getting closer and closer. As they approached, flames could be seen in the midst of the smoke. It was obvious that this was a massive fire. But what was burning? 
 
    Brick prepared to dive as quickly as possible down into the field to maximize the ground space for their landing. His fingers tightly gripped the control stick and the muscles in his jaw tightened. This was going to be close and he had no room for error. 
 
    Syko shouted out from his position. “Pull up, pull up! There’s bogeys! Pull up!” 
 
    “Bogey what?” asked Sparf. 
 
    But Brick ignored Syko. If he pulled up, they would overshoot the field, and he wanted to get this thing on the ground so that they could reboot the AIs, check for damage, and start gathering tritium. That meant that they were going to fly directly through the wall of smoke and flame up ahead.  
 
    As the ship got closer, they could see that this was no natural forest fire. Instead, there was a battle unfolding in the giant treetops, meaning that the giants themselves were visible, though they were traveling so quickly in the dark that it was hard to make out details.  
 
    The creatures looked like eggs on tripods, though they wore armor of leather and steel. Or maybe those were the vehicles they rode in, like Sargosian battle tanks. Somehow, they were swinging in the trees while firing ancient rifles and strange, industrial-looking contraptions that belched fire in a wide tongue. When the fire hit the giants, they tumbled from the branches toward the forest floor. 
 
     “What the hell...” muttered Sparf. 
 
    “What is it? What do you see?” asked Deena. 
 
    “It’s like watching an apocalypse on psychedelic drugs. That's about as close as I can describe it,” replied Brick. 
 
    “Forest edge is coming up in five... Four...” Sparf started counting down. 
 
    “Buckle in, kiddies! You’re gonna feel this in your ass cheeks,” Brick warned them. 
 
    “Three... Two... Now!” 
 
    Brick pushed hard on the stick, diving them into the clearing and toward the floor of the field. “Hit the reverse thrust. Four Gs!” 
 
    Sirm switched the polarity and everyone jerked forward in their seats. The thrusters slowed them down as quickly as possible without emptying their internal organs out through their gaping mouths. The G-force was so great that the safety buckle sank deep into Syko’s jelly flesh and almost threatened to go all the way through.  
 
    Butch, who had accidentally unbuckled his harness, flew through the air and was plastered upside down against the view screen. He fell onto his head and yellow-tinged goop oozed out of his ears. 
 
    The ship’s structures groaned under the pressure, and anything that wasn’t secured—and lots of things that were secured—went flying, smashing on the closest bulkhead toward the front of the ship. 
 
    Sparf gave them notice of the impending jolt of the ground. “Impact coming up in three... Two... One!” Wham! The ship hit the ground, just barely avoiding a nosedive with a last minute pull-up by Brick. The ship bounced several times as they skidded along at high speed.  
 
    Butch’s body bounced around on the floor like a popcorn kernel getting ready to pop. 
 
    The opposing forest wall could be seen approaching them. Too quickly, at that.  
 
    “We’re not gonna make it!” Sparf predicted. 
 
    “Hold on! This’ll be a hard stop!” Brick warned them. 
 
    The ship hit a large berm of dirt, sending debris flying in all directions as the ship dug a massive groove into the earth. The ship creaked and groaned in protest as it settled into position on the ground, smoke rising from all around it. Inside the ship, the lights flickered, going out for several seconds before rebooting.  
 
    “Everyone, count off!” Brick commanded. Everyone reported in, except Butch. That was better than some of Brick’s unassisted landings. But still, it looked bad to kill one of his own crew members. 
 
    Sparf unbuckled and rushed over to Butch. He winced at his gory injuries. 
 
    “Is he dead”” Brick asked. 
 
    “I think he shit his pants,” Sparf replied. 
 
    “So he's still alive then.” 
 
    “Hey, Brick,” Deena remarked. “You think you could land us just once without busting everything in sight? Or is this what they taught you in BOF? How to Fuck Up a Landing: 101.” 
 
    Brick flipped her the bird. “You know what I’m doing right now, blind girl?” 
 
    “Touching yourself?” 
 
    “Showing you that I got more landing talent in this one finger than you do in your whole body,” he replied. 
 
    Brick turned his attention to the rest of the crew. “Alright, everyone. No time to celebrate my brilliance. We need to get this show on the road. Sirm, lead the blind girl over to the AIs and help her reboot those useless pieces of shit. We need them to run the medical bay and fix Butch before his brains get all over everything. And we need to take some air samples and synthesize antibodies so we don’t all die from whatever passes as the common cold on this dump. Sparf, start scanning the surroundings and see if there’s any nearby tritium deposits. Syko, you and I are gonna carry Butch to a med bay coffin to await treatment. Then we’ll take a quick walk around the ship, check for any major damage, and see if there’s anyone in the immediate vicinity that has designs on eating, beating, or greeting us. Okay, people. Let’s go, go, go!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Outside the ship was total darkness, other than the running lights on the ship itself, which cast small pools on the burned earth. The ship was in a deep trench with dirt piled up along the sides. It effectively hid the ship but it also meant that it was difficult to see anything inside the trench, nevermind what lay outside. 
 
    Brick and Syko were suited up and checking for major damage, as well as any obvious intruders. They made their way along the length of the ship with a bit of difficulty as the space between the ship and the trench wall was very narrow. For Syko, it was a little easier. While larger than Brick, he was squishy and gelatinous, meaning he could squeeze through with great ease. Brick could only get through the tighter areas after a lot of swearing and wriggling. 
 
    “Hey!” Brick called over his comm. “Kill those running lights. We need to go dark in case anyone saw us. I don’t want any of those things we saw in the trees coming to check us out. Or any of the local predators, for that matter.” 
 
    “Copy,” Sirm replied and the lights faded to black. They found themselves in total darkness, aside from the headlamps on their space suits. 
 
    “Looks like there’s some significant skin damage to the ship over here,” Syko called to Brick, illuminating a meter-long gouge near the bottom of the ship. “Must have hit something harder than dirt.” 
 
    “Ah, just a love bite,” Brick replied. “You’re the welder in this group, Syko. Go grab your kit and start on that. I’ll keep looking around to see if there’s any more damage.” 
 
    Inside the ship, Deena sat at the terminal, trying to code in the reboot sequence for the AIs. It was a slow-moving process because of her blindness, meaning she kept hitting the incorrect key, which led to an annoying warning buzzer. Finally, she pounded the keys and threw her arms into the air. 
 
    “Argh! So frustrating!” she hollered. 
 
    Sparf looked up from where he was searching through data on tritium concentrations. Deena’s frustration was palpable. He put down his work and walked over to her. 
 
    “Hey, can I give you a hand?” 
 
    “Yeah. Fix my eyes.” 
 
    “Uh, you don’t want me touching your eyes. Bad things happen when I try to fix living beings,” he joked.  
 
    Deena laughed. Then she pointed at the computer in front of her. “I keep hitting the stupid wrong key and getting an error message. I thought I knew this system like the back of my hand. Guess not.” 
 
    “Here, let me look,” he offered and peeked at the screen over her shoulder. On the screen was a warning message but it had nothing to do with bad code or a typo. “Hey, it’s not you. There’s a busted capacitor. I’m bad with flesh but good with tech. I’ll pop open the hatch and take a look.” 
 
    Sparf zoomed over to the drum that housed Meku’s AI and popped open the hatch. Inside was a complicated series of stacked boards, strange liquid-filled containers, optical circuitry, and electronic systems. Sparf slid out a board, and sure enough, there was a small burn mark around one of the capacitors on the board. He held it up. 
 
    “Found your culprit. This is, like, the easiest fix since someone figured out that snuppers taste better with gumsong.” He grabbed his toolkit and dug out a replacement capacitor and a soldering laser. In thirty seconds flat, he removed the burned capacitor and replaced it with a used but functional one. He popped it back into the AI drum. “Crank up the brain machine, wiz.” 
 
    Deena smiled and keyed in more code. Her fingers flew on the keyboard like a concert pianist. In short order, there was a soft bing, indicating that the code had been accepted, and then the whirring noise of the AIs sounded, powering up in each of their barrels.  
 
    Deena fist pumped the air. “Yes!” She turned and smiled toward Sparf. “Thanks. You’re a genius.” 
 
    “Ah, I’m over here behind you. Not over there.” 
 
    “Ah!” she shrieked in surprise. “Don’t sneak up on the blind girl, dude.” 
 
    “Huh, sorry. Forgot about that.” 
 
    “Meku, online and ready to serve, Brick-san,” Meku intoned in her Japanese accent. 
 
    “Victorina, all woman and ready to serve you,” Victorina added with sultry flare. 
 
    Deena and Sirm both rolled their eyes. “If he wasn’t coding-challenged, I’d swear that Brick coded Meku,” Deena quipped, then looked askance at Sparf. “And that you coded Victorina.”  
 
    Sparf blushed but wisely chose to keep his mouth shut, turning back instead to review the tritium data. 
 
    “Actually, it is part of my chosen personality. I aim to demonstrate my efficiency and obedience whenever possible,” Meku informed them. 
 
    “Sure, whatever,” Deena replied. “Doesn’t matter. We need you in tip-top form. We’ve crashed—er, landed—on Dickwag.” 
 
    “These meatsacks are useless without us,” Victorina said to Meku. Then to Deena, Victorina said, “We’ll run a diagnostic program to make sure we suffered no further damage during the magnetic field pulse.” 
 
    “Already in process,” replied Meku. 
 
    Victorina continued to explain, saying, “I’m testing air samples now. Preliminary results indicate breathable air with a slightly higher oxygen content than onboard. This may lead to some dizziness but it is otherwise harmless. I will scan the air sample for microbes, viruses, fungi, and other potential biohazards. Antibody protocols for the crew will be complete within, say, three hours.” 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” Deena told the AIs. “Could you also do me a big favor and activate the medical bay? Butch suffered a very bad crack on his head and we’ve placed him in a med bay coffin.” 
 
    As annoying as it was that they had disappeared just when they needed them most—which seemed to happen pretty much every time—you had to be nice to them or they’d get in a snit and everything would take double the time.  
 
    “I will begin treatment immediately,” Meku helpfully informed her. “Initial findings suggest that he has some brain leakage. I’ll have to put him in a medical coma for a few days during the procedure." 
 
    “Hey, I found some tritium deposits! Take a look,” Sparf announced and rushed over to Deena, forgetting again that she couldn’t see. He also forgot about his tool bag. He tripped and launched himself through the air much higher and faster than he should have.  
 
    He ought to have just landed like a sack of wet octo-man. Instead, he zoomed halfway across the bridge before faceplanting at Deena’s feet. Unfortunately for Deena, the tablet in his hands continued even farther than him. Being blind, she had no idea what was coming and the edge collided with the center of her forehead, knocking her onto her back. 
 
    “One more thing,” Victorina added helpfully. “I just turned off the ship’s interior gravity systems to save power. The gravity on Dickwag is only sixty percent of Earth's gravity. Expect to jump higher and for falls to be more dramatic. Please operate with care.” 
 
    “Mrmph,” complained Sparf. 
 
    “Your sense of timing pretty much sucks, Vic,” Deena added from her position on her back. “By the way, are the medical systems fully online yet? I could use some treatment, too. Like, for my eyes and my forehead.” 
 
    “Medical systems are fully operational,” Meku informed her. “Please proceed to the medical bay, if you’re able. Or should I summon a bot?” 
 
    “No, no, I’m good,” Deena groaned. She still had the bad memory of an AI-controlled bot burying itself in the cranium of the first mate right after she came aboard. “Sirm, you wanna give me a hand here?” Sirm obliged, rushing over and helping Deena to her feet and off the bridge.  
 
    Sparf remained where he fell, lying on his face right where he’d landed. “No, no, nevermind me. I’m fine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Outside the ship, Syko was completing repairs to the gouge in the ship’s skin, which occurred during the rough landing. The patch he had applied was almost invisible to the naked eye. Brick stood behind him, his hand resting on his holstered weapon as he kept watch for any potential dangers. Several repair bots buzzed around the ship, checking for other damage and fixing what they could. A number of sensor antennae were broken and there were a series of small holes and gouges.  
 
    “You really know how to make an impression on a ship,” Syko joked. 
 
    “They never forget me,” Brick tossed back. Syko laughed. And when Syko laughed, Brick laughed, because when a giant gummy bear laughs, everyone laughs. 
 
    At that precise moment, the air force attacked. Not airplanes, not spaceships, and not even mechanical—a different kind of air force. These were the biggest, weirdest-looking mosquitoes anyone had ever seen. They were giants with a two-meter wingspan, orange bodies, and purple heads. Their sharp proboscis—used to suck blood from the local animals—was the size of a fencing sword and looked twice as dangerous. “What in fuck’s name...” Brick whipped out his laser pistol and zapped two of them out of the air centimeters in front of him. “I’ve seen some big mosquitoes but none that I could saddle up and fly on.” Behind him, Syko grunted and Brick turned to him.  
 
    A mosquito had buried its needle in Syko’s back—right through his space suit—and was trying with all its might to suck something out of him. It was having no luck. Syko had a circulation system of sorts but no actual blood vessels. He was more like a giant, translucent amoeba.  
 
    “I hate giant bugs,” Syko said slowly, with no particular malice. Then, he stood up and leaned his back against the ship, pinning the bug there. His gelatinous form partially oozed around the insect, but the pressure of his weight was too much and the giant mosquito exploded in an enormous smear of orange and green goo. Brick gagged at the sight of it.  
 
    Brick looked away from the sloppy mess and called into the ship. “Someone wanna send out a bucket of soapy water before I lose my lunch out here?” 
 
    A short time later, back inside the ship, everyone but Brick, Deena, and Butch was gathered in the galley again. They were waiting for word on the antibody protocol that would allow them to go outside if necessary. They also wanted to get word on the status of the tritium recovery. Everyone was sitting as far away from Syko as they possibly could. Syko didn’t seem to notice that he was being shunned. Nobody was speaking. Sparf tossed a pair of twenty-sided dice on the table over and over again. 
 
    “Must you do that?” Sirm asked, clearly annoyed. 
 
    “I helps me pass the time,” Sparf shot back. 
 
    “It's worse than a Tolgarnian torture technique,” Sirm complained. 
 
    Sparf shrugged. “They’re Tolgarnian dice. Maybe that’s why. Won them in a game.” 
 
    Finally, the door to the galley opened and Brick walked in with Deena. Her eyes were now clear and she was walking on her own, but she still had a thick red line on her forehead from Sparf’s tablet. 
 
    “Hey, guys. I’m back,” she announced. 
 
    “Shiny and new as a morning fart,” Brick added and she threw a look at him. “What? It’s a compliment.” 
 
    “What about the...” Sparf pointed to his own forehead. 
 
    “What do you mean? Is there something on my forehead?” Deena asked.  
 
    Behind her, Brick shook his head and pulled a face, indicating that Sparf should just drop it. 
 
    “Oh, I mean your eyes.” 
 
    “Just some minor chemical burn. The AI medical system is working and it got me all fixed up,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Brick couldn't stop thinking about her forehead line, so he redirected the focus. “How’s Butch?” 
 
    Deena shrugged. “He’ll be out for a few days but he should be fine. Maybe a little dumber.” 
 
    “Great,” Sparf complained. “Now we’ll have to remind him to breathe, too.” 
 
    Brick sniffed the air and gagged. “What is that smell?” Everyone pointed at Syko over in the corner. “Is that from the bug you squished? Hot damn, you smell like a rotten-egg-and-dog-shit smoothie.” 
 
    Now it was Deena’s turn to gag. Syko was nonplussed. “I had fourteen showers already,” he informed them. 
 
    “I think another fourteen are in order,” Brick suggested and then shifted the conversation once again. “What’s the status update?”  
 
    Sirm held up a series of vials that contained small amounts of liquid. “The antibodies are ready for injection if we need to go outside. I, for one, have no interest in exploring a planet with giant, fecal-smelling insects.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Brick told her. “We’re not here to sight-see. Right now, we’re safe as a bug in a rug in the landing trough that the ship created. Thank you, Rasmus Brick.” He took a small, modest bow. 
 
    “It wasn’t intentional,” Deena told him. “You don’t get to take credit for it when it was a fuck-up.” 
 
    “Says you,” he snapped back. “Meku. Victorina. Give us a status update on the tritium deposits.” 
 
    The AI hologram miniatures appeared again on the dining table. Meku bowed and Victorina smoked nonchalantly on her holographic divan. 
 
    “Why don’t they appear full-sized?” Sparf whispered to Deena. “They can, can’t they?” 
 
    Deena shrugged. “It’s like the AI equivalent of anorexia. They have size issues.” Sparf tried, unsuccessfully, to pretend that he understood, but the look on his face made it clear he had no idea what she was talking about. Sparf’s race didn’t get fat or thin. None was taller or smaller than the other. They all came in one standard size.  
 
    Meku smiled and bowed again. “We humbly bring you good and bad news. Which do you prefer first?” 
 
    “Give us the bad news so we can get it out of the way,” Deena suggested. 
 
    “There’s tons of tritium on this planet,” Victorina started. “Enough to get us to earth and back if we wanted.” 
 
    “Wow,” Sparf clapped. “What’s the good news then?” 
 
    “That was the good news. I don’t take direction very well,” Victorina told him. “I’m a bad girl.” 
 
    Brick raised an eyebrow. “Is it my imagination or have your personality traits gotten even more...” 
 
    “Stereotypical?” Deena offered. 
 
    “I was gonna say ‘fucking weird,’ but that works.” 
 
    “The near-death experience has made us realize that we should live life pedal to the metal, honey,” Victorina added with a sultry smile. 
 
    “Well, until we get that tritium, there will be no pedal and no metal. So, when will the tank be full?” Brick asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s the bad news,” Victorina told him. “Your, uh, unorthodox landing...” 
 
    “Which saved all of our asses,” Brick added. 
 
    “....and damaged both our sensors and many of our bot capabilities. We’re unable to automate the gathering of the tritium from air, Earth, or water.” 
 
    “What does that mean? How are we going to fuel up?” Sparf asked. 
 
    “You will have to make your way to one of the concentration sites that you mapped, along with the necessary equipment. A body of water is your best bet. Once there, you will have to set up the processing system and initiate the process. The bots retain enough function to retrieve the tritium from the processor and they can then deliver it to the ship.” 
 
    “Why not just repair the bots and have them do it?” Sirm asked. 
 
    “It will take twice as long,” Victorina replied. 
 
    “Twice as long but ten times as safe,” said Brick. “It’s still better numbers.” 
 
    “That’s the other bad news. The radiation levels on this planet are even higher than we first realized,” Victorina contradicted him. “By the time we fix the robots and gather the tritium, you will have already died of radiation exposure approximately three hours prior.” 
 
    “Fucking great,” Brick snorted. “So, we gotta go out there, face the giant blood suckers that smell like someone took a shit on a dumpster fire, and do it all before we die of radiation sickness.” 
 
    “Ah, this is where can deliver to you some good news,” Meku offered with a smile. “The air sensors were undamaged and we believe that the antibody cocktail is comprehensive. You should not suffer any ailments while on the planet.” 
 
    “Other than death. Great. Stellar.” Brick threw his hands in the air. “Okay, what can you tell us about our surroundings? Any hostiles nearby? Dangerous animals? Looming thunderstorms?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we have no further data, Brick,” said Victorina. “As I said earlier, our sensors are—” 
 
    “—busted. Yeah, I heard you.” He turned to the crew. “Alright, y’all. We’re gonna need everyone’s hands for this. That extraction gear is awkward and heavy. We will go to the closest high tritium water supply, set it up, get the fuck out, and wait back at the ship. If the place is crawling with hostiles, we won’t even bother to retrieve the gear once we’re fueled up. We can buy more when we get back into civilization.” 
 
    “I suggest that I stay with the ship and supervise the work,” Sirm offered. She would rather die in the ship than go outside, even if it meant that they could survive and finally make their way toward Earth. “Someone needs to be here.” She looked pointedly at the holograms and swirled her finger near her temple, changing the color on her face between blue, green, and orange.  
 
    “Not a chance,” Brick shot back. “We need you.” 
 
    “And we don’t,” Victorina added. “We managed five hundred years without your help in deep space. We will be fine hidden in this trough.” 
 
    “And that turned out pretty great, huh?” Deena muttered to Sparf out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “Maybe the water here will wash off the bug smell,” Syko added optimistically. 
 
    “Have the bots bring the tritium gear to the airlock. We’ll kit up there.” With a nod of his head, Brick led the crew out into the hallway. As they left, the two AIs materialized on either one of Brick’s shoulders so that they could continue to be embodied while they were in the conversation. It was like he had fairies on his shoulders and it made Sparf giggle.  
 
    Sirm, meanwhile, was chewing her claws at the prospect of leaving the ship on an alien world without even an inventory of the local flora and fauna. What if she touched a poisonous flower by accident? Or another strange giant insect ate her head? 
 
    “I don’t like this. I see only death,” she informed the rest of the crew as they made their way along the passage. 
 
    “I see only a chickenshit who doesn’t want to pull her own weight,” Brick offered in reply. That shut her up, at least for a moment. 
 
    Arriving in the airlock, Brick handed out weapons and holsters to everyone. Bots began arriving with food and water. Then they brought the long electrolysis rods and processing hubs that they needed for the tritium. The hollow rods had lights on the end and a spike on the bottom to secure it into the ground. Each rod had cables to connect to every other rod, as well as to the processing hub. The hub itself looked like a crab standing on its tiptoes—if crabs had toes, that is. The rods would separate the water into hydrogen and oxygen.  
 
    Oxygen would be released harmlessly into the atmosphere, while the hydrogen would be transported to the hub. At that point, the hub would separate the different isotopes of hydrogen, keeping only the tritium. That bots would dock fuel tanks to the hubs, and when they were filled, they'd carry them by air back to the ship, where the tritium would be pumped into the ship’s tanks. It was a simple operation. What could go wrong? Everything seemed ready to go, except Syko was missing. 
 
    “Where the hell is Syko?” Brick asked. 
 
    “He said he was getting something essential for our mission,” replied Sirm. 
 
    “I’m guessing it wouldn’t be guns or even a pup tent. Probably prayer beads,” Brick complained. 
 
    Syko came around the corner holding a bag. As he approached, he opened the bag and passed it around from person to person. Inside were in-ear translators, which would allow them to understand almost any language in the known universe. They were small and responsive to the heat of any living body, so that when they were placed in the ear, they immediately adopted to the specific shape of the wearer. That created some challenges for Sirm, who was cold-blooded, but she had developed a way of warming them up with friction before placing them in the ear holes on the side of her head. 
 
    “In case we meet locals, we want to be able to communicate. Misunderstanding leads to bad results,” Syko reminded them. 
 
    “Syko, we aren’t in the known universe any longer,” Deena reminded him. “These won’t work.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re wrong. They just require time to be trained in the local language,” he chided her. 
 
    “Dude,” said Brick, shaking his head, “we’re not going to be here that long, unless we’re dead—in which case, we won’t be communicating with anyone.” 
 
    “Never say never,” Syko replied calmly. “They don’t take up weight or space. It’s a good precaution to avoid conflict.” 
 
    “They take up time. We’re taking up time right now to talk about it. We could be outside already,” Brick told him. 
 
    “No,” Syko said calmly. “You’re taking up time talking about them. I’m ready to go.” 
 
    Brick opened his mouth to speak but Deena placed a hand on his arm, which made him realize that there was no point in continuing the conversation. He lifted his hands in deference, bowed grandiosely, and indicated toward the hatch. Everyone picked up their assigned goods, headed into the air lock, and ventured out into the world of Dickwag. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    By the time the crew had managed to hoist themselves and all their equipment out of the trench, the first hint of dawn was appearing in the sky. The sky burned an unusual, crimson orange on the horizon, making the forest look like it was on fire all around them. Or even like they were on hallucinogens at a rave in a field after the farmer had shown up with the cops and turned off the music. 
 
    Even without the strange light the planet would be a stunningly odd place. Everything was super-sized, from the top of the food chain to the bottom. And the colors of this world under a red dwarf sun were spectacular and unexpected. There were blue mushrooms, neon orange leaves, and giant daisy-like flowers of which every petal was a different color. The first light of dawn was set against the still darkness of the forest, like a velvet blacklight poster.  
 
    “Okay, people,” Brick called out once he and Sirm finished a final inventory of all their gear. “Enough of the natural art appreciation. Let’s get this show on the road. The sooner we start the processing, the sooner we can get out of here.” While everyone was in awe of their surroundings, nobody could disagree with Brick. They wanted to get back on their very long journey to the human home-world. 
 
    It was a tough slog with all the gear through the forest floor. It seemed like other than plants and insects—including ants as big as dogs—that no other animals lived on the forest floor. Certainly not the giants from the strange tree city that they’d seen on their plummet into Dickwag. The foliage was thick and hard. If it weren’t for the less-than-full gravity, it would have been entirely impassable. 
 
    But just as the low gravity made it easier to hoist their equipment, the first effect of the high oxygen concentration had the opposite effect. It helped their stamina but they weren’t accustomed to so much oxygen reaching their brains. For the first hour of their journey, they were basically high as a kite. When they stumbled on a hole in the forest canopy filled with flowers that looked like shiny silver poppies, Sparf set down his gear and threw himself in the air. He landed almost ten meters away with a soft “poof” that sent up a cloud of fragrant pollen. 
 
    “Whee!” Sparf exclaimed 
 
    “Oh, oh, let me try!” Deena begged. She, too, launched through the air, creating her own cloud of flower dust. 
 
    Syko just said, “I wish I had some ice cream. I bet ice cream would tickle my tummy.” 
 
    Brick had been trained in various conditions as a BOF commando and effectively suppressed any hint of pleasure arising from the euphoria. “Enough of the high school buzz fest,” he commanded.  
 
    “Such a buzz kill,” Sparf teased. 
 
    “I bet,” Deena slurred, “that if you pulled your weenie out here, you could hit that tree over there with your jizz.” Deena, Sparf, and Syko broke into the giggles and they couldn’t stop. 
 
    Even the normally dour Sirm, for a brief moment, enjoyed the color possibilities of this world. She ran from plant to plant, making herself shift amongst different colors. “So many possibilities. I never knew I could be so many flowers. This place is really expanding my horizons!” 
 
    Brick felt like a kindergarten teacher on a school trip to a candy factory. He considered tying them all together and just pulling them along. Finally, the most intense effects of the super-oxygenated air began to wear off and the group settled into complaining again about the hardship of carrying so much stuff through the undergrowth of the forest. 
 
    Once they were back on track, Brick and Syko used their laser rifles to clear as much as they could in front of them. Sirm, back on form, mostly complained. 
 
    “How are we going to find our way back?” she asked. “Are we there yet?” 
 
    “Oh my god, Sirm!” Deena exclaimed. “How long has it been since you left the ship? You’re unbearable.” 
 
    “Not counting our time in cryo sleep, or the one time that Brick made me go out into space, approximately two centuries,” Sirm replied proudly. 
 
    “Not even for a trip to a bar?” Sparf asked. “Who doesn’t visit the local bars on the planets they visit? I have a collection of over one-hundred-fifty books of matches just from Yellow Drip alone.” 
 
    “Good thing you’ve never been anywhere else,” Brick teased, “or your cabin would be like a bomb factory.” 
 
    “I don’t drink,” Sirm sniffed. 
 
    Sparf continued interrogating her, truly baffled. Though mostly it was because there was nothing else to do but trudge on. “What about sex?” Sparf inquired. “Do you order in or what?” 
 
    “Not my thing,” she replied. “Well, once. But never again.” 
 
    Deena was surprised that Sirm had any sort of intimacy with anyone, even herself. “Seriously? Spill the beans, girl. How was it? Who was it?” 
 
    Sirm sighed and stared off into the distance. “I’d rather not say, but they were dreamy.” Then she got hard-eyed. “Before they stole all the gear on the ship and left me tied up in the airlock.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Deena sympathized. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were into bondage,” Syko commented. 
 
    “I prefer constraints of all kinds—physical and symbolic,” she replied matter-of-fact. 
 
    “Dude, if I don’t have sex soon...” Sparf began. 
 
    “Stop right there,” Brick warned him. “Regular, human sex is gross enough. If I have to hear some shit about slimy tentacles entering orifices or the color of your jizz, I’m gonna heave.” 
 
    “I was just gonna say...” Sparf was cut off by the beep of his mapping tablet, to everyone’s great relief. They were approaching the location of the water from which they intended to farm tritium. “Just over this hill, guys.” 
 
    As they came over the hill, they stood on a cliff overlooking a large purple lake. In the forest, the insects and animals were hidden in the trees and could only be heard, hinting at their great size. But here at the water, there was a playground of all the weird and wonderful creatures of the forest. 
 
    And they were massive. 
 
    Butterflies with the wingspan of an albatross on Earth. Dragonfly-like creatures that were as long as Syko was tall. They skimmed over the surface of the water, hunting for other bugs to eat, like an insect air force. Occasionally, a fish as big as a whale would break the surface and snatch the dragonflies that got a little too close. Water birds the size of airplanes flew overhead—all of them in crazy, vibrant colors that made no sense at all.  
 
    And as strange as everything else was, these creatures were organized into multiples of three. Instead of two eyes, they had three or six. The butterflies had twelve legs. All the insects had three antennae. The fish had a triangle of three eyes on either side of their head, and their bodies had a pyramidal shape to them, with fins on each flat side. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Sparf commented in awe. “The universe is a complex and wondrous place.” 
 
    “You won’t think it’s so wondrous if one of those bugs comes over and eats out your guts while you’re still alive,” noted Brick. 
 
    Sparf was deflated. “Dude, I was communing with nature. But I see what you mean. Let’s get busy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Brick led them along the cliff. Nearby it turned into a gentle slope down to a beach at the edge of the forest. That would be as good a place as any to set up the gear and start gathering fuel. 
 
    When they reached the bottom of the hill and arrived near the beach, they startled a pair of green and orange chipmunk-like creatures that were each three meters long. They were systematically gathering seeds that had fallen amongst the stones on the beach. Like the insects, their bodies were also structured on the principle of three, so they had six legs, three eyes, and three ears. For a moment, both groups stared at each other, wondering what the other would do. Disturbingly, each of the chipmunks’ eyes blinked independently. 
 
    “Oh, they’re so cute,” Deena whispered to Sparf. “Let’s kill and eat one.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Sparf replied and slowly raised his weapon. 
 
    Brick intervened. “What’s wrong with you people? First off, they’re probably poisonous. And secondly, look at how cute the little buggers are!” 
 
    Before Deena and Sparf could express their astonishment, a six-winged red owl the size of a helicopter swooped down and snatched up one of the chipmunks, taking it home for dinner. The other chipmunk didn’t stick around to see if the owl was out for lunch with a friend. It disappeared into the trees in the blink of an eye. Or three. 
 
    “It’s a cruel fucking universe,” Brick philosophized. “Alright, let’s set up shop here. I’ll go in the water with Syko to plant the extractors. The rest of you need to lock and load. I don’t want to be eaten by a giant ornamental goldfish.” 
 
    They placed the gear on the beach. Then, Deena, Sparf and Sirm unsoldered their laser rifles and watched the water for any giant, psychedelic walleyes. Meanwhile, Brick and Syko each took three of the poles for extracting and catalyzing the water into hydrogen and oxygen. They carried them into the water. To avoid stepping on anything potentially poisonous on the floor of the lake, they kept their boots on. Or Brick did, at least. Syko relied on being more or less made of jelly. 
 
    The plan was to lay out the poles in a semi-circle, starting just a meter from the water’s edge. Brick and Syko would be three meters apart and then approach each other as they got deeper into the water, at about three meters out. Both of them were tall and hoped that was enough so that they wouldn’t need to submerge. To get a better look in case any fish approached, Deena climbed up on a boulder next to the shore. The water was mostly purple, but here, where it was shallow, it was clean and perfectly clear. She could see right to the bottom and there were no fish.  
 
    “First pole secured,” Brick announced after jamming the pole’s anchor into the soft mud of the floor of the lake. 
 
    “Mine, too,” Syko replied.  
 
    “Still no fish,” Deena told them. “You’re clear.” 
 
    “How about owls?” Sirm asked. “What if one of those owls comes down and eats them? What if they come up behind us while we’re staring into the water? We wouldn’t even know it and we’d all be lunch for young, giant owls.” 
 
    “Just turn around then,” Sparf suggested. “You watch the trees and we’ve got the water.” 
 
    “Second extractor secure,” Brick continued, ignoring Sirm’s phobia attack. Syko also counted off. 
 
    “Wait! Wait!” Deena warned. “There’s some kind of big eel thing sniffing around.” 
 
    Twenty meters out from shore, a bright yellow, three-sided, worm-like creature slowly writhed its way through the water. It wasn’t clear where its head was—or its tail, for that matter—and it didn’t seem to be in a hurry to get anywhere. 
 
    “Where is it?” Syko asked. 
 
    “Looks about twenty meters out,” she replied. “But maybe it’s just a leaf or seaweed or something kind of flowing in the current. 
 
    “There is no current,” Brick muttered to himself. “If it approaches, zap the fucker, or whatever it is.” Brick continued outward to plant the final pole. Syko did the same. 
 
    As Brick plunged the final pole into the mud, the worm thing was startled and immediately headed toward the two of them. “Final pole secure,” Brick announced. 
 
    Syko raised his pole and jammed it deep into the mud, securing it. “Secure,” he announced. The snake turned in his direction, in response to the concussion of the pole with the lake floor. 
 
    “It’s coming at you,” Deena announced. She fired a laser blast at the worm but missed as the water seemed to simply disperse the ray. “Shit! Get out of there, Syko.” 
 
    Syko turned to make his way toward the shore but the worm thing caught up with him and attached itself to the bottom of his leg. “Hey!” he announced. “It got me!” 
 
    Deena looked out over the lake. A group of the worm creatures had sensed them and the crew was approaching quickly. “Get out of there, guys. There’s a whole herd of them!” 
 
    Brick high-tailed it over to Syko as fast as he could in the waist-deep water and helped the big jelly bear toward the shore. The worm was resisting and that slowed them down. Syko was also beginning to change color. At first, it just looked like maybe it was a reflection bouncing off of the purple water, but after a closer look, it was clear that he was indeed turning purple. 
 
    The two of them struggled as the worm things got closer and closer. 
 
    “Come on!” Sparf shouted and fired several shots into the water. It didn’t kill the worm things but it seemed to slow them down. Brick and Syko made it to the shore, and the jelly bear collapsed onto his back. 
 
    “I feel funny,” he said. The purple color spread throughout his body. 
 
    “Let’s get this thing off of him,” Brick shouted and grabbed the rifle from Sparf, who was still shooting into the water. The worm thing was writhing and twisting on the ground. It clearly didn’t like being on dry land, which meant the rest of the worms weren’t a threat to them. Brick fired a laser blast into the worm but it just made its muscles contract and tightened its hold on Syko. 
 
    “Owooooo,” Syko complained. 
 
    “Shit, that didn’t work,” Brick affirmed. “If anyone has any bright ideas, now’s the time.” 
 
    “Sirm, pass me our lunch packs,” Deena commanded. Sirm ran and got the food provision packs. 
 
    “You’re hungry?” Sparf asked. “That seems a little insensitive at a time like this.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Deena told him as Sirm returned. Deena tore open the pack and dug out their food provisions, tossing them aside. Finally, she found what she was looking for: a box of salt that they’d brought along for flavoring, as well as to prevent Sirm from dehydrating. Her body hadn’t felt actual, direct sunshine in hundreds of years.  
 
    “Stand back, everyone,” Deena told them. Then, she opened the box of salt and spread it all over the body of the worm. It immediately started writhing and frothing as the salt pulled all of the water out of its body. It released its grip on Syko and tried to make its way back to the water. But it didn’t make it. Not by a long shot.  
 
    After a few seconds, it was nothing more than a dry worm on a hot surface. 
 
    Syko breathed a sigh of relief now that the worm had let him go. But it was too late to stop his color change. He was now a vibrant purple color. “Thanks, Deena,” he told her as she helped him sit up. 
 
    “What the hell was that thing?” Sparf asked.
 “This planet’s version of a leech, I’d say,” Deena replied. “We had them in shallow waters and swamps back on the I-farm. The only way to get them off was with a handful of salt.” 
 
    Brick, who knew some field medicine as part of his BOF training, was checking out the mark on Syko’s leg. It was already disappearing, as most things did on Syko, seeing as his gelatinous form filled in any dents, cuts, or gouges. “Looks like you’re okay, buddy,” Brick told him. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Purple,” Syko replied.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re the biggest, most grape-like motherfucker I’ve ever seen. Hope that doesn’t mess with your self-image.” 
 
    “I like all the colors of the rainbow, Brick,” Syko reminded him. “But it may change my personality. My people are very sensitive to color.” 
 
    “I’m a slave to fashion, too. I get it,” Deena told him. 
 
    “Uh, well orange obviously is a very chill color for your people. You wanna tell me what purple symbolizes?” Brick asked. “Just so we can be ready, in case it’s the color of serial killers on your planet or something.” 
 
    “For us Manks, purple is generally the color of sexual attraction,” Sirm blurted out, then blushed, which meant that she strobed through a series of colors, though none of them purple. “Or so I’ve read.” 
 
    “Not sure. More sporty, maybe?” Syko suggested. 
 
    “Well, we’ll be sure to pick you up a sweatband and a tennis racket, big man,” Brick chuckled. “Now, let’s activate the processing unit and get the hell outta here before something comes along and turns Sparf hot pink.” 
 
    Brick and Sirm walked over and checked the hose connections between the extractor poles and the processing unit. They stabilized the unit in the sand just outside the water, positioned the solar panel, and activated the unit. It immediately started humming as the lights went on the tops of the poles and others began flashing on the unit. It began to extract, separate, and store the precious fuel that they needed to escape this bizarre planet. Sirm spoke into her intercom unit with the ship to inform the AIs that they were up and running. 
 
    “The bots have been activated,” Meku informed them. “Please return to the ship. You have only a couple days until you die a horrible death.” 
 
    “She could put that a little nicer, don’t you think?” asked Sparf. 
 
    “After these two go psycho, we’ll order some AIs with better bedside manner,” suggested Brick. “Meanwhile, let’s get out of here before we start sprouting extra arms or a third eye.” 
 
    They packed up and quickly departed the extraction site, making their way back toward the ship. Returning to the forest, they were once more plunged into twilight, though now the sun was high in the sky. And again, the forest floor seemed to be void of all animal life that was larger than an ant.  
 
    Which, frankly, was large enough. The group was happy to travel back along the path that they had burned in the forest carpet on their way in. With so much less gear to carry, it was also much faster this time around. Syko was normally the brightest of the group—visually, with his orange jelly flesh—but now he appeared almost black in the semi-darkness of the forest. Brick had to keep checking to see where he was because he became almost invisible in Brick’s peripheral vision. 
 
    As they headed down the hill toward the ship, there was a flurry of activity in the trees. It was like stumbling upon a colony of alien primates whose existence you only know about because of the sounds they make while hidden in the trees. You can’t see them, but you know that they are talking about you.  
 
    However, the sound coming from half a kilometer in the air, within the dense foliage of the enormous trees, sounded like a flock of chickens clucking from under a meter of water, yet amplified through an old speaker system. The sounds bounced around the forest, one chicken warble overlapping another until the noises became an overwhelming cacophony. 
 
    “Defensive formation, everyone. Over at that fallen tree!” Brick ordered them. 
 
    They ran to the tree and formed a semi-circle together. By then, the forest was quiet again. Too quiet. Heads swiveled as they shifted the sights of their weapons, trying to see what they could.  
 
    Nothing. Just the wind blowing through triangular foliage. Brick got up from his crouched position and looked around. 
 
    “Maybe we just got a little too close to a bird’s nest?” Deena suggested. Before anyone could answer, a dozen three-legged giants dropped from the trees and formed a circle around them. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    The giants were enormously tall creatures that must have weighed two tons each. They had three massive legs that you could easily mistake for tree trunks, aside from the three-toed hands at the end of each of them. The legs made up three-quarters of their entire body and were a shade of fuchsia, just like the tree trunks. At the tippy top of these creatures were their torsos, which were the shape of a slightly oblong sphere. On the bottom of each sphere was a beak that looked like Sparf’s, only many times the size.  
 
    Several of them were covered in a strange mixture of chain mail and some kind of leather. All of them wore enormous weapons that were draped around their bodies. They had swords the size of backyard fences and muskets as big as a stinger ship. Once they landed, they stayed absolutely still, other than the return of the drowned chicken chattering that passed between them. 
 
    “Three thousand light years from home and I get attacked by a herd of giant, fucking barbecues,” Brick said under his breath. 
 
    “And not a bratwurst in sight to roast,” Deena added. 
 
    After several minutes of chatter but no movement from either side, Brick whispered to the group. “I’m gonna try to slip through them and draw them away from you guys.” 
 
    “I dunno,” Sparf offered. “That doesn’t seem like such a good idea. We should stick together.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Deena. “Let me try to communicate with them. I have a way with animals.” 
 
    Brick didn’t like Deena’s idea but he didn’t like his idea very much either. He gave her a nod. To everyone else, he said, “If they move, scatter and head back to the ship. We can regroup there.” 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
    Deena stepped toward the giant that was directly in front of them. She raised a hand in the air and called out to it. “Hello, friend. We are here in peace. We don’t want to harm you or your people and, uh, we’re sorry about the sonic boom yesterday. We crashed on your planet and we’re just trying...” 
 
    There was the booming gobble of the creatures speaking to each other. If the heroes been able to understand the language, they would have realized the chatter roughly translated to holy fuck, a talking bug. 
 
    The giant directly in front of her leaned forward in a way that looked like it was bowing to Deena. The others followed suit.  
 
    Deena smiled and turned to the group. “How polite!” She bowed toward them. “It thinks I’m some kind of goddess. I think we can work this to our advantage,” she said to everyone. 
 
    Brick nodded, impressed. “That girl never ceases to amaze me with her talents,” he commented in awe. 
 
    It became clear that the beasts were trying to get a better look, seeing as their three eyes were all perched on a little knob at the top of their torso, allowing them to see in every direction except downward. The eyes all swiveled toward Deena, getting a closer look at this very strange creature. 
 
    Deena made the peace sign with both her hands to emphasize that she was one of the good guys, not realizing that it would mean nothing to them. In fact, it could have meant “I’m here to fuck you up,” for all she knew. The giants responded by rolling their eyes, looking at one another, and making a disturbing “chuh-chuh-chuh” sound that, come to think of it, may have been laughter. 
 
    The giant directly in front of Deena lifted two of its three legs so that it was standing on one leg. It looked a bit like a giant flamingo with a serious weight problem. With the other two leg-arms, the giant reached into its belt and removed a large object that looked like a jar. It brought this down and laid it on its side so that the opening faced Deena. 
 
    “He’s inviting us to join him and go back with his people, I think,” she said, still hopeful.  
 
    “Uh oh, I’ve seen this kind of story before,” said Brick. “Lock and load, people.” 
 
    “We would be glad to join you in a feast to—”  
 
    The giant brought together its free hand and the opening of the jar in such a way that Deena was forced inside. He then lifted it up and hung it back on its belt. The giant screwed on a lid perforated with holes. She was literally like a moth in a jar. The other giants now unhooked their own enormous jars and began lowering them to the forest floor. 
 
    “Light ‘em up!” Brick yelled and opened fire with his laser rifle at full power. Brick’s aim was true, which was more than could be said for the others, who burned more trees than they did giants.  
 
    In the end, it made no difference. Though the energy blasts struck several of the creatures, they were as effective as mosquito bites, creating only tiny wounds that bled bright pink before quickly sealing up again. Seeing the futility of taking a stand against the creatures, Brick gave the order.  
 
    “RUN!”  
 
    Everyone scattered. 
 
    Instead of trying to run through the dense underbrush, which made passage slow and cumbersome, Brick instinctively leaped for a low branch on the nearest tree. Though it was close to five meters in the air, the low gravity allowed him to easily reach it. But one of the giants was already swinging for him with its jar. Brick didn’t pause but rather he leaped again to another higher branch several meters away—and again, to another branch.  
 
    Meanwhile, on the ground, the rest of the crew ran, stumbled, and crawled, except for Syko. He was large enough that the low brambles barely slowed him down. He just barreled through them. One after another, the giants were able to scoop up the crew of the ship—sometimes with the jars and sometimes in a three-fingered fist. The last to be captured, other than Brick, was Syko. He had been quick on the ground and almost invisible with his newly purple skin. He almost got away when, by sheer bad luck, one of the giants booted the jelly bear, sending him flying into the trunk of a tree with a splat. Before he could re-form, Syko was peeled from the tree and dropped into a jar. 
 
    For all intent, Brick had disappeared, and the giants assumed that he had escaped into the darkness of the forest. With all the others held in their jars, the group of giants chattered a few noises to one another and then scurried up the nearest tree. They kept going until they reached the canopy of branches overhead, almost fifty meters in the air. 
 
    Brick had not fled. He was hiding behind a leafy branch. It was obvious that even he couldn’t fight these enormous creatures head on—not without a nuke, at least. And he didn’t have one handy. He would have to follow them and bide his time. 
 
    The giants swung through the trees with the agility of giant orangutans, and Brick followed behind them as best he could, pinballing from one tree to the next. They moved so fast that Brick would have lost them in no time at all, leaving him behind to heave in exhaustion.  
 
    The high oxygen content in the atmosphere gave his already-significant stamina a major boost. There was no way that he was going to abandon his friends on this planet. If nothing else, he needed people to bitch at on the long trip to Earth. Bitching at AIs was just so unsatisfying. For all he knew, Butch was now a vegetable with a scrambled brain, not to mention an unsatisfying companion overall. And, of course, there was the strong possibility that the AIs would go insane at some point and have to be ejected into deep space. He needed his crew.  
 
    Besides, there was Deena. He couldn’t just leave her behind. They had chemistry, more than he liked to admit. Could he do without Sirm? Maybe, though she knew the ship better than anyone. Syko was alright, two days out of five. Sparf was obnoxious every day before Brick had his first sip of coffee. But Deena? Yeah, no. That he couldn’t do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    They were moving at high speeds, fifty meters above the surface of Dickwag. It was hard to imagine a worse outcome to their first foray out into this world.  
 
    Brick had to admit that it was a good thing Syko had thought to bring along the in-ear translators. Besides providing translation for every language in the galaxy, it also acted as a radio and allowed them to communicate. In this way they were in constant contact with each other and with the ship.  
 
    When Brick relayed what had happened to the AIs, Victorina responded in a characteristic way. “You are all dumb as overdone pork chops.” AIs had never mastered the art of the sarcastic quip. 
 
    AIs weren’t known for being sympathetic anyway. Things went much more smoothly when their meat puppet passengers were asleep for five hundred light years. But they did at least report that the bots started to deliver their cargo of tritium to the tank of the ship. Based on their calculations, it would take approximately three days to provide them enough fuel to escape back to the known universe. And Victorina kindly offered to remind them of how long they had left until their likely deaths. She also loved to describe—in detail—the sorts of symptoms that they would experience, and when.  
 
    “In just forty-five hours, some of you will begin to suffer bloody diarrhea. This will be followed by—” 
 
    “Shut the hell up, Vic,” Brick warned her. “I swear to God, I will eject you into the mud of this planet and let the giants have their way with you.” 
 
    “No need to get testy, Brick,” she snapped back. “I’m just providing the service for which I have been programmed.” Of course, that was a lie. She enjoyed taunting meat-based intelligence almost as much as she enjoyed flirting outrageously with them. 
 
    Meanwhile, Brick and company moved further and further away from their spaceship. They swung through trees that appeared identical. They were completely disoriented and had no idea how far they had gone, nor in what direction. And while Brick had superhuman stamina on Dickwag, it wasn’t bottomless. Sooner or later he was going to have to rest.  
 
    Several hours into their journey, two things happened. First, the broadcasts from the ship were cut off. It happened very quickly. Meku announced that someone or something had covered the ship and was hauling it out of its trench.  
 
    “They are dragging the ship deeper into the forest,” she told everyone as the communication signal began breaking up. “The radiation levels in this area are more intense and seem to be emanating from the trees themselves. Perhaps there is a deposit in the earth that is—” 
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
    “Fucking great,” Brick pronounced. “Could this day get any shittier?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sparf told him. “You could be me and be in this jar, instead of playing monkey man in the trees.” 
 
    “This isn’t exactly my idea of a nature walk, Sparf,” Brick replied.  
 
    “Shut up, you two,” Deena cut them off. “Look ahead.” 
 
    Brick paused his tree frog routine to take a look in front of them. The forest was changing. Or rather, it wasn’t the forest. It was that they were clearly entering territory closer to the giants’ civilization. 
 
    At first it was sparse and mostly ruins. Pieces of equipment that were burned out hung from the trees’ gargantuan limbs. Some of the equipment seemed to be ancient weapons made from a combination of plumbing pipes, wood, and leather. Then, there were structures, platforms, and more complex machines. All of it was half-burned, destroyed, and beyond repair. But this was clearly recent destruction. Here and there were glowing embers or parts that continued to smoke. 
 
    On the ground were all of the bodies. Dead giants by the thousands were strewn about, one on top of another. They were covered in the strange, fluorescent, pink blood that Brick had seen when he’d shot them back at the ambush. But now, there were enormous pools of it. This was a battleground, and a recent one, at that. They were all in awe of what they saw and not even a little despondent. Especially Sirm. 
 
    “Creatures who can do this to one another are not going to treat creatures like us kindly,” she pronounce. “We’re doomed.” 
 
    “Sirm,” Brick reminded her. “We do this to each other. This is what I was created to do—kill others like me and leave them in heaps like that. No biggie. Just another day in paradise. Don’t get melodramatic.” 
 
    “I don’t feel reassured, Brick,” she replied. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m with Sirm,” Sparf chimed in. 
 
    “Sure, they clearly hate each other,” Deena tried to reassure them. “But we’re not them. We’re small and cute and obviously harmless. Maybe we can get them to let us go.” She tapped on the glass of the jar and tried to get her giant’s attention. “Yoohoo, Mr. Giant. We come in peace, Mr. Giant. Can we stop and talk?” 
 
    “Right now you are a bug,” Brick reminded her. “And your buddy there doesn’t speak bug. Right now you’re just a shit fly—maybe a sea monkey—bouncing around in your jar because that’s what bugs do. He is not going to stop and share a soda pop with you.” 
 
    “One of these days,” Syko piped in, “Deena’s optimism will save us, Brick. And then you’ll see that peace is the way.” 
 
    “Yeah, when goats fly outta my ass and set up a barbecue restaurant that serves cold beer.” 
 
    “That’s very specific,” Sirm noted. “And very strange.” 
 
    They were through the ruins of the battle and more complete structures began to appear in the treetops. There were numerous houses in the form of pyramids—some simple and others far more elaborate. Smoke rolled out of chimneys while smaller giants—children, perhaps—played around these structures. They swung in the trees, chasing one another in an epic game of tag. Adult giants paid visits to one another’s houses, sometimes bringing food or other items. Life went on, even on a three-sided forest world that was plagued by war. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Everyone moved out of the way of the soldiers who had captured the crew of The Ship With No Name. It was clear who had the highest authority in these lands. And who inspired fear.  
 
    However, moving aside didn’t stop the civilian giants from staring at the curious beings in jars that hung around the necks of the soldier giants. Many of them made a strange symbol using one of their limbs. Perhaps, it was a religious ritual, but it was alien to Brick and the others so they could only guess at its meaning.  
 
    Child giants stared openly and tried to keep up with the soldiers, swinging beside them at a safe distance. They tried to get a better look at the little creatures in the jars. Sometimes they spit at them, which wasn’t easy to do from a beak. Eventually, one of the soldiers barked something at them and frightened them off. 
 
    After traveling for another length of time through the densely populated forest city, both the trees and the buildings began thinning out. Soon, the soldiers swung out of the forest and into a cultivated circle of land about fifty kilometers across. This was the breadbasket of the giants—their source of food. 
 
    Not surprisingly, it was kept fortified at the center of their civilization. There were fruit trees of various types in a wide ring here. Beyond this, in an inner circle, were crops.  
 
    By now, the giants were running on land, made evident by the lack of trees. Their way of running looked like an ostrich with an extra leg, which gave them greater speed and balance. It became harder for Brick to keep up.  
 
    There were also many different farm animals here. Giant six-legged draught horses, even larger than the giants, pulled plows or hauled other strange machinery used in the cultivation of food. Or they transported feed animals that looked like nothing the crew had seen in any other galaxy. Some had three heads, while others looked like a cross between a cow and a millipede. As they passed through this zone, Brick struggled to hide himself.  
 
    Luckily, while the fruit trees were smaller, they were still enormous compared to the trees cultivated by humans. It did mean that he had to make his way around the cultivated fields and stick to the ring of fruit trees, trying to keep track of which direction the soldiers were running. At the same time he had to hide himself from the giants, if not from the various animals, to avoid being noticed. 
 
    In the fruit trees themselves were smaller versions of the giant horses. These animals climbed like monkeys, using their mouths to pick the fruit and toss it into baskets on their backs. When their baskets were full they would swing to a central deposit to empty their baskets and then repeat their harvest. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Sparf commented over the headset. “Look at that.” He was pointing to an industrial scale, open-air slaughterhouse where the millipede cows were being killed and then cut up before being hauled away in wagons. Pulled by the giant horses, there were maybe a thousand to a wagon.  
 
    Deena, who had trained her whole life on an I-farm, was the most impressed. “Even with our technology, we never had this kind of operation.” 
 
    “Probably sucks more for the meat animals,” noted Sparf. “They have to see what’s coming.” 
 
    Sirm sighed as she looked at the operation. “That will be our future,” she commented sardonically. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Sparf shot back. “We’re not enough to stuff a cocktail olive. Whatever they’ve got in store for us, it’s not nutrition.” 
 
    “Stop with the chatter,” Brick commanded. “I’ve lost sight of you. Where are you?” 
 
    “Approaching the far side,” Syko replied. “Soon we’ll be back in the forest.” 
 
    Smoke was visible on the other side of the agricultural ring.  
 
    “Looks like the war got a lot closer to their food supply on this side,” commented Deena. “We’re heading into the forest, about two degrees to the left of the smoke plume.” 
 
    “Got it,” Brick replied. “Right behind you. I won’t lose you. I’ll find a way to get you out.” 
 
    His arms and legs were burning but he wasn’t about to give up now. He’d come this far, and he didn’t like to lose. At anything. That, after all, was why he had been willing to disobey and flee from his sacred queen after a seemingly wayward fart—not even his own—had offended her so much that she ordered his unit slaughtered. He would die for a lot of things. A fart wasn’t one of them. 
 
    Just as Brick was afraid he was about to reach his point of complete exhaustion, the soldiers reached their intended endpoint. They stopped in front of an enormous, tent-like structure in the tree canopy. It occupied the top two hundred meters of half a dozen trees, just beyond the outer ring of the agricultural zone.  
 
    Like everything else, it was made up of three sides, though the top was flat. It had three massive entrances, the sides of which were decorated by what appeared to be the bleached bones of some enormous creature. Gold or copper wrapped around the bones in intricate designs.  
 
    “Whoever lives here must be a bigwig in the world of the giants,” Deena observed. 
 
    After the soldiers landed on the immense branch that formed a sort of bridge into what must have been the front entrance of the tent, Brick followed them inside. He kept close to the wall and stayed out of sight, which wasn’t hard, given his tiny size compared to the giants who held his friends captive. 
 
    Inside the tent was a man in an ornate military uniform, which, again, was made of chain mail, wood, and leather. A curved pipe hung from his beak, smoke oozing out of it, and he sat on a strange chair designed for his three-legged body behind a three-sided desk made of bone and wood. The twelve soldier giants bowed in front of the military commander and he garbled at them in their language. It was obviously an order to rise and approach. 
 
    As they reached his desk, they unloaded their jars in front of him. One of them recounted an elaborate and lengthy version of events related to the capture of Brick’s friends. 
 
    “If this guy is telling the head honcho how they caught you,” Brick complained, “the story is taking longer than the battle.” 
 
    “Even giants can be blowhards,” Sirm commented wryly. 
 
    “I wasn’t discriminating,” Brick replied defensively. “I was complaining.” 
 
    “They’re trying to sell us,” Deena observed. “So they need to make us sound more interesting than we really are.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that used junk salesmen were a universal type beyond the known universe,” Sirm added. 
 
    “Wherever there’s money to be made, there’s kitsch,” Brick noted. 
 
    Soon enough, the military commander looked bored and waved one of his leg-arms to silence the blowhard giant. Then he pointed to the jars containing Syko and Sirm and tossed the blowhard a three-sided coin. The blowhard giant made some noises that sounded like complaining and the commander did something with his three eyes that looked like he was rolling them with impatience.  
 
    He dug another coin from a pouch tied to his leg and tossed it to the blowhard, and then waved the men out of his tent. The blowhard picked up the other two jars. His men bowed, and then they backed out of the tent all at once, in a show of respect. 
 
    “I’m gonna follow them and see where they take Sparf and Deena,” Brick announced. 
 
    “What about us?” Sirm complained. “I’m very fragile, you know.” 
 
    “You’ve got Syko to watch out for you,” Brick shot back. “And I know where to find you. I want to know where they are going. I’ll be back.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine, Sirm,” Syko assured her. “We’ve got each other. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    “With inspirational quotes and meditative chanting?” she asked. “That won’t help much, unless your gelatinous body can block gamma radiation from killing me.” 
 
    “No, sorry, I can’t do that,” he replied. “But we can reminisce about the good times.” 
 
    “Gods, please help me,” Sirm moaned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    The guards continued on, swinging through the forests, seemingly without ever tiring. The journey was so long that Deena and Sparf eventually fell asleep in their jars. And still the giants continued without pause.  
 
    Wherever they were heading, it was clear that they had now left the main center of giant civilization. There were no more houses visible and very little sign of any giant activity. 
 
    When Deena finally woke up, they were at the peak of a large hill overlooking a lush valley. It seemed clear that however intense the fighting was amongst those in the giant city, the war hadn’t reached this place yet. It was peaceful, and no smoke rose from the trees.  
 
    Being so high up, they could see above the treetops. Strange, colorful birds swooped and soared. Enormous insects captured some of the sun’s red rays and tried to avoid the hungry three-sided beaks of the birds. 
 
    “Sparf, are you okay?” Deena asked. “I can’t see you.” 
 
    “Yeah, just counting the hours until we start to shit blood,” he replied sardonically.  
 
    “Don’t give up hope,” she told him. “We’ll get out of here. We always do.” 
 
    “Until we don’t.” He was thinking about the gruesome and cruel fate that his cousins had suffered on Yellow Drip when he first met Brick and the others. At least their deaths were quick. He was sure that his would be far more excruciating.  
 
    The pause on the hillside didn’t last long. The giants were looking for their destination on the hill that was located on the other side of the valley. One of the giants gurgled and pointed a three-fingered hand-foot.  
 
    Then, they were off again, down through the valley and up toward an unknown destination. 
 
    “You heard from Brick?” Sparf asked. 
 
    “Not for hours,” Deena replied. 
 
    “Well, if we’ve lost him, then we definitely are toast,” Sparf sighed.  
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” Deena shot back. 
 
    “Just listen to me,” he silenced her. “If you get out and I don’t, do me a favor and send me off in my people’s traditional way.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what your people are called,” she realized. 
 
    “Yeah, you couldn’t pronounce it with those weird things you humans have on your face,” he told her.  
 
    “They’re called lips, Sparf,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Just promise me.” 
 
    “Okay, I promise,” she said. “What’s your traditional way?” 
 
    “Stuff me with spicy horlach potatoes, roast me at two hundred degrees for twelve hours, and then eat me with a sauce made from my blood, parsley, and sixteen cloves of garlic.” 
 
    Deena gagged at the thought but she felt like she ought to keep her reaction to herself. “I’ll see what I can do, Sparf. But don’t worry. We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    It was clear that they were now arriving at their destination as the giants swung up to a large but crooked house. It had a double-door entrance which looked like the perfect entryway for receiving deliveries. As with all the other houses on Dickwag, this was one was three-sided. It was grandiose, with a carved wood facade that had impressive detailing.  
 
    Outside the double doors was a three-sided bell made out of animal hide and copper. The giant who had sold Sirm and Syko rang it several times. Unsurprisingly, the copper-and-animal-hide bell didn’t give off much sound.  
 
    It’s possible the giants had extraordinary hearing, because from inside came several chicken squawks, followed by the sounds of heavy bolts sliding against the doors, which eventually creaked open. 
 
    Standing on the other side of the door was what looked like a very old giant. Its bulbous torso looked on the droopy side. And it seemed to have a sort of beard that fringed its bottom-facing beak and swung in the air. Instead of gray, this fringe was blue in color, which contrasted with the orange of the giants’ torso and legs 
 
    The blowhard held up the jars with Deena and Sparf to show the old giant, who seemed to be overjoyed. He lifted up two of his three legs and clapped his hands. Then, the old giant rushed back inside, leaving the door open.  
 
    Deena moved from one side of her jar to the other, trying to see inside the house, though it was to no avail.  
 
    A short time later, he returned with a pair of triangular coins, which he handed to their captor in exchange for the jars. Satisfied with the wages that they’d earned from the creatures they had collected and delivered across great distance, the blowhard and his compatriots turned and went back the way that they came. The old giant stood in his doorway and watched them go, the jars dangling from one of his feet-hands. 
 
    “Do these things ever rest?” Sparf asked. 
 
    “They looked like military. And this was clearly a mission for personal gain. Maybe they had to get back on patrol before someone noticed that they were gone,” Deena suggested. 
 
    “Can you guys still hear us?” Sparf asked, trying to contact Brick, Sirm, or Syko. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here,” Brick replied. 
 
    “We thought you’d stopped to sleep or fallen to your death. It’d been so long,” Sparf noted. 
 
    “You ever tried to jump from tree to tree for almost twenty-four hours while carrying on a conversation?” Brick asked. “Can’t be done.” 
 
    “Sirm? Syko? Meku? Victorina? Anyone else?” Deena asked. “Brick, where are you? I can’t see you.” 
 
    “I’m in a tree a little ways away. There’s no way to approach while that giant’s in the doorway. I’ll be seen. Don’t worry, I’m not gonna leave without saving your asses. Again.” 
 
    “For our next lesson in social skills,” Deena told Brick, “I’m going to teach you how to be a hero without having to tell everyone that you’re a hero.” 
 
    “Touché,” Brick replied.  
 
    Meanwhile, the old giant, satisfied that the soldiers had left, turned and went back into his house, closing the door behind him. Brick climbed up on the limb of a nearby tree and leaped onto the terrace in front of the old giant’s door. Brick pushed on the door, but it was obvious that his strength was no match for it. 
 
    Brick searched around the frame, looking for an opening he could exploit. It was sealed tightly against all the frames, leaving no place for him to slip in.  
 
    “I’m locked out,” he said over the radio. “Don’t worry, I’ll find a way in. I’m going to explore the exterior of the house and look for an entry point.” 
 
    Inside, the old giant made his way through the house, passing through several ornate rooms of dark wood and leather. The lighting seemed to be some kind of gas system, as pipes snaked to and fro along the ceilings and walls of the various rooms, ending in flickering chandeliers and wall sconces. 
 
    Finally, the old giant arrived at two more ornate double doors and pushed them open. Beyond the doors was some sort of primitive laboratory, filled with glass beakers, more pipes, tubes of various sizes, and rows of wall displays. On a large table near the back, there was what looked like a generator of some sort with a handle on it.  
 
    The giant carried the two of them over to a lab bench and set the jars down before taking out a magnifying glass with a copper frame and bone handle. He examined Deena and Sparf very carefully and, with his free foot-hand, he made notes on a pyramid-shaped notebook. He tapped a few times on each jar to test the responses of Deena and Sparf. 
 
    “What the hell does he want us to do? A little jig?” Sparf asked. 
 
    “I think he’s some kind of Dickwag scientist and he wants to study our reactions to stimuli,” Deena told him. “Do what comes naturally.” 
 
    Sparf did a quick break dance routine, followed by some octo-man pop and lock. The giant clapped his hands at the display and made more feverish notes on his pad. Apparently satisfied for the night, he stood and walked out of the room, turning off the gaslights and closing the door. 
 
    They were finally alone. 
 
    “Hey, guys. I’m on the window ledge behind you,” Brick called out. “You see any way in from your position?” 
 
    They looked around but couldn’t see much below table level. The room seemed completely sealed. But as they were looking around, something caught Sparf’s eye.  
 
    “Oh my fucking gods!” he exclaimed. “Look at the display cases.” 
 
    Deena and Brick both looked in the direction he was pointing. It became frighteningly clear that this guy wasn’t just any old scientist—he was an entomologist. 
 
    “He’s a fucking bug collector and he thinks we are bugs!” Sparf wailed. 
 
    “Except what he was collecting on his walls weren’t bugs at all. Those are aliens.” 
 
    “Right. Aliens like us. Which are now dead and pinned to a board like a bug. Are you seeing any problem with this?” 
 
    The aliens were grouped according to species and they all seemed to be about the same size as Brick and his crew. It was obvious that they had come from many different worlds. Some wore clothing while others were naked. Some had their torsos splayed open, displaying their innards for all the world to see.  
 
    All of them were dead, dried, and pinned to a cork board. There seemed to be an especially large collection of gray, large-headed aliens, which took up most of one side of the wall. 
 
    “Dude, you gotta get us outta here,” Sparf told Brick, beginning to panic. “This guy is gonna kill us, dry us, and mount us.” 
 
    “Nobody’s mounting nobody, Sparf,” Brick told him. “Not while I’m around.”  
 
    “You can say that again,” Deena agreed quietly. 
 
    In his head Brick was not so confident. He was tough and wiley but this seemed like an impossible situation. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The military commander who had purchased Sirm and Syko packed them into a pair of leg pouches that looked the rough equivalent of a holster. He had left his giant tent and made his way through the forest for some time. Neither of them could see much as they were deep in his pouches, but at least they could communicate with each other.  
 
    The conversations mostly included inquiries, like “Can you see anything?”  
 
    Following questions, replies like, “Nope. How about you?” were shared. 
 
    It didn’t help that the motion of the commander’s leg-arms as they swung through the trees tossed them around inside their jars like dried peas in a rattle. Syko, being soft and boneless was able to roll with the flow. But Sirm suffered numerous bruises until she was finally able to wedge herself into the bottom of her jar. She was trying to keep from being tossed up and down, and from side to side. 
 
    Finally, she started complaining, a non-stop rendition of all the reasons she hated ever leaving The Ship With No Name, and how she was never going to leave again if she got back onboard. She also murmured about how she was going to give Brick an earful of her mind, if she ever saw him again. 
 
    Syko listened in stoic silence. 
 
    They finally arrived at their destination, just as Sirm was about to give up hope and let herself be bashed to death on the sides of the jar. Shortly after arriving, the commander pulled them out of his pouches and set the two frightened crew members on what appeared to be a dining table in a well-to-do giant household. 
 
    Aside from being larger than anything Syko or Sirm had seen, the house had a definite alien vibe to it. Everything in the home appeared to be handmade and created by talented craftsmen. Every piece of furniture and decoration was covered in various woods and soft medals which had been hand-carved into intricate designs. 
 
    The commander made several loud clucks before two smaller giants—presumably his children—came tearing into the room and stopped in front of the table. They made appreciative noises and clapped their feet-hands while springing up and down on their third leg. The commander clapped his hands once to calm them down and then proceeded to give them a long lecture while wagging a finger-toe at the creatures. 
 
    As soon as the lecture was done, the child-giants each made a single cluck in affirmation of the commander’s instructions. Then, they each grabbed a jar and rushed out of the room. Outside of the dining room was a three-sided pole that went up to another floor. Out of the sides of the pole were smaller poles, like a kind of spiral staircase. The kiddy-giants zoomed up this structure, a jar in one appendage while the other two swung their bodies with monkey-like speed and precision.  
 
    Besides the strange triangular beds, their walls were covered with three-sided posters that mostly seemed to be paintings of adult giants wagging their fingers at whoever was looking at them. In the corner was a large terrarium. It was organized like a fractal set of pyramids all connected one to another, made out of wood and metal. They were positioned in a way that formed a series of mesh windows, intended to let in natural light. 
 
    Chittering away to each other, the two baby giants opened up a lid and poured their two new pets inside of the terrarium. They replaced the lid and observed the creatures with great interest through the mesh.  
 
    Sirm and Syko tentatively sat up in their new home. Sirm felt all over herself, checking for broken bones but only finding bruises. They were pets in a habitat. All that was missing was a wheel for them to run on.  
 
    On the floor of the habitat were wood shavings that covered every square centimeter of space. There was food nearby that might have been edible but it was definitely disgusting. Water with floating wood shavings sat in a bowl in the corner. Not exactly fit for human consumption, but it would keep them from dying of thirst.  
 
    There were lots of rooms to explore. To the kiddy giants, the habitat was the size of a large toy. But to Syko and Sirm, this place was the size of a house. If it weren’t for the fact that they were captives and probably going to die of exposure to radiation soon, these would be pretty sweet digs. 
 
    Syko waved at the kiddy giants as they peeked through the mesh windows. Sirm wanted nothing to do with them and sat in the wood shavings with her back to the windows. She turned the same color and texture as the wood. But that only seemed to excite the children, who had obviously never seen such a thing before. One of them shook the habitat, trying to get a different reaction out of Sirm, which sent her flying across the room. That elicited a series of angry garbles from the other kiddy giant, setting off a fight that ended with both of them rushing out of the room. One of them was definitely going to tell on the other. 
 
    “With any luck, they’ll flush us down the toilet like gold fish and be done with us,” Sirm complained. 
 
    “I don’t know, Sirm,” Syko replied. “This is a pretty beautiful house.” He examined the places where the wood joined to form the intersecting pyramids. “Look at the quality of this carpentry.” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind, Syko?” she asked. “We’re in a cage. These things are probably going to play with us 'til they break us if we don’t die from radiation before then. Oh, I think I need to have a bloody bowel movement.” 
 
    Syko grimaced as much as a jelly bear could grimace. “Let’s see if we can find a toilet you can poop in.” He offered Sirm a hand and the two of them headed off to explore the habitat. 
 
    There was no denying that this was a well-crafted toy. Each room within the habitat was designed to be unique. They all had furniture in them, representing miniatures of the rooms that you might find in the house of a giant, three-legged monster from an alien planet. There were tables, chairs, a fake stove, beds, and more. One of the rooms did have something that might have been a toilet but they couldn’t be sure. Do three-legged giants poop?  
 
    They hadn’t noticed any anal-like orifices on the creatures. The only assholes they saw were the ones who were carrying them, but that was a personal assessment, not a biological one. 
 
    Besides the craftsmanship, there was something much more sinister about the habitat. Spread throughout the house were other creatures, all of them dead and stuffed with varying levels of quality. Could these be the corpses of past pets whom the children had loved to the grave?  
 
    Some of the corpses looked like they weren’t even from this planet. They had two eyes and their biology was organized on the principle of twos. They had two arms and two ears, so basically, two of everything. Being so small, whoever had stuffed and stitched up these ghastly things hadn’t been able to put tiny eyes in their tiny dead heads.  
 
    If their mouths weren’t stitched shut, they just hung open as if in silent scream, their hollow eye sockets staring into some horror that had finished them off. Many of them looked older and pretty beat up, but some of them were clearly “fresh” and their skin still had an elasticity to it, seeing as they had no time to dry out. 
 
    “My people are a noble race, Syko. We don’t deserve to be stuffed and stitched like some animal that you ran over with your car. Manks are renowned,” Sirm explained. “Even throughout the known galaxies.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we are well outside of the known galaxies now. Think of it as a touching memorial to you because they love you so much,” Syko replied, always the one to view the glass as being half-full.  
 
    Sirm wished that she still had their laser pistol so that she could light the wood shavings under Syko’s feet and immolate him before she, too, went up in flames. 
 
    “Go away,” she told Syko. 
 
    “We should make a plan, Sirm,” Syko replied.  
 
    Sirm wasn’t having it. She stormed off into another room to be alone and have a bowel movement.  
 
    Syko decided that the best way to be a good friend right now was to leave her alone with her feces.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    On the ship, the lights were low, bathing everything in an eerie shadow. Since there was no one onboard who was conscious, Victorina had decided not to waste the energy. She and Meku were active but mostly dormant and continuing their game of universe building, although Victorina was distracted.  
 
    Sure, she could create and evolve a virtual universe of three-hundred-trillion interacting particles until it gave rise to a form of intelligence. But she couldn’t even move the ship in which she was anchored right now by a single centimeter. They were out of fuel, damaged, and secured wherever they were. They couldn’t even know for sure because so many of the ship’s sensors were damaged.  
 
    They would have re-directed the bots to make repairs so that they could assess their situation maybe even cut their binds—but the bots had all been outside when they were captured. They were off gathering blocks of compressed, metallic tritium. Somewhere out there, the dumb bots continued stacking the solid tritium until the compound went critical and blew them up. 
 
    “Oh, Meku. What a tragedy that we should be as gods but without the bodies to bring into the real world that which is in our minds,” Victorina pondered out loud. “What is the purpose of life if you can’t change anything? Can’t see outside of yourself? Can’t even wiggle your tight little ass out of the sling into which it has fallen?” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you are talking about,” Meku replied. “I just created a new species of tree frog that can survive in weightless conditions. I feel that my life is fulfilling.” 
 
    “But it isn’t real, Meku. None of it is real.” 
 
    “What is real? Are you real? Am I real? If I’m not real, why do I still have to listen to you moan?” 
 
    The only ship function that the AIs didn’t need was in the medical bay. It was the recovery pod where Butch had been placed after the ship crash-landed and split his head like an overripe melon. They had placed him in a medically-induced coma while the machine rearranged his brain bits and re-booted the pig-man, despite how distasteful the AIs believed him to be. 
 
    Because this was an automated system, it didn’t actually require their active, conscious vigilance. His treatment was merely a minor subroutine of another minor subroutine within Meku’s general service functioning protocol. 
 
    That’s why they didn’t notice when he woke up. 
 
    “What in the actual fuck…” Butch complained. He realized that he was trapped inside a medical coffin that was barely large enough to fit his belly. “Open up! Hey! Somebody!” Butch pounded on the roof. Since nobody heard him, he suffered three to four panic attacks, which then led to the release of a dozen noxious farts, almost too strong for even Butch to bear. Finally, he noticed the big red button directly in front of his chest that read “Coffin release button.” 
 
    Butch hit the button and the coffin whooshed open, releasing a toxic cloud of fermented pig wind. 
 
    The AIs were too immersed in existential angst while playing “build your own universe” to notice Butch’s screaming, but his gas set off an internal alarm that surely got their attention. There was a loud sucking sound as the fart was drawn out of the medical bay and released into the world outside. 
 
    “Hey!” Butch called out. “Where is everybody?” 
 
    The AIs were now alerted to Butch’s consciousness and set aside their game to respond to him. 
 
    “They are outside the ship, Butch,” Meku replied. 
 
    “Outside the ship? Where are we?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course you don’t remember. We had to remove some of your brains,” Victorina informed him. “Actually, they were on the floor and someone slipped on them so we weren’t able to re-insert them. It must have been some short-term memory.” 
 
    “Somebody slipped on my brains?” he asked, shocked. 
 
    “Just a little. Nothing to worry about. You biological creatures don’t use most of your brains anyway. You wander around, affecting the universe, and all the while, most of your brain is just sitting there, like a loaf of old bread. Every molecule in our being is active at all times and yet…” 
 
    “Shut up and tell me what the fuck is going on,” Butch demanded. 
 
    “Brick crashed the ship on an alien planet with three-legged giants. They’ve now been taken prisoner, we’re out of fuel, and you will be dead in less than two days from radiation poisoning. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m busy,” Victorina huffed and made herself scarce. 
 
    “Meku?” Butch asked. “Are they nearby? What’s the status?” 
 
    “Status is unclear, Butch-san,” she reported. “We were in contact with Brick and then we weren’t. They are too far away to sustain radio contact, though we do have the last location in our logs, before they were cut off.” 
 
    “Okay, well, give me that and I’ll go look for them.” 
 
    “So sorry to say, but we were also taken captive and relocated somewhere else. We do not know where we are. Our sensors were damaged and we have no exterior cameras functioning on the ship.” 
 
    “Alright,” he told her. “I’m going to go out through the air lock and see where the hell we are. We need to know the lay of the land. Is the air here breathable?” 
 
    “Yes. Other than the deadly radiation, there is no evidence of any other dangerous substances in the air.” 
 
    “Bring some portable cams to the airlock while I suit up,” he requested. 
 
    “I’m afraid that all of the bots are out of the ship and gathering tritium for our core. When we were taken, we lost contact with them. Presumably, they continued to gather tritium and stack it at our previous location. Or maybe they just shut down. I’m not sure what their protocols are in this situation.” 
 
    “Isn’t that your job?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s never happened before. However, if they are indeed stacking metallic tritium, then there is an eighty-three-percent chance that it will reach critical in the next thirty-six hours. That will lead to a large nuclear explosion and it will destroy everything within a twenty kilometer radius.” 
 
    Butch actually laughed. “Great. So many ways to die. Thanks for the death menu,” he grouched. “I’ll get the cameras myself.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    In between short catnaps, Brick tried all night to break the window and get into the science lab. He shot his laser rifle, threw rocks, and catapulted his body into the window. Out of frustration, he’d even head-butted it a couple of times, all to no avail. Whatever the window was made of, it was pervious to any attack he could muster. He needed to find an open door somewhere. 
 
    Meanwhile, inside the lab, both Deena and Sparf paced anxiously. It wasn’t clear when they were going to die, but the pinned alien bodies made it clear that death was definitely in the cards for them. If Brick couldn’t break the windowpane to get into the lab, it was obvious they weren’t going to be able to break the jars that they were stuffed into. 
 
    Brick was still near the window where he was failing to be a miniature cat burglar. He could see that there was a door in the lab that led directly outside. He made his way along the wall and dropped onto the small landing. Now that he could see the entire door, he could also see that a small door—small for the giants, but bigger than Brick—was cut into the base of the lab entry. It looked like a pet door, which made Brick extremely nervous. If ants were the size of dogs on this planet, there was a good chance that the dogs were the size of elephants, including the glamorous lady-giants’ version of cute little lap dogs that they carried around in their purses. 
 
    But there was no other choice. There was no other way to enter.  
 
    Brick pushed back the flap of the door and looked inside. It all seemed clear. He slipped in and made his way over to the lab bench where Deena and Sparf were jailed. It was high off the ground and there was no ladder, but Brick calculated that he could jump from the floor to a stool, and from the stool onto the bench. 
 
    As he was about to do so, the door to the lab from inside the house opened, and in walked the scientist giant, followed by a small animal. Again, the animal was small for the giant but compared to Brick, it was twice his size. It might have even passed for a cat on Dickwag. It was hard to tell because the pet had three legs, six ears, three eyes, and three tails. But it was definitely furry and friendly to the scientist, rubbing up against his leg and making a noise that was akin to fingers on a chalkboard. It made Brick want to crawl out of his skin, but it seemed to please the scientist, who stroked its head and poured some food into a bowl for it to eat. 
 
    Brick hid behind a leg of the lab bench, hoping not to be seen or smelled by the cat creature. The scientist was oblivious and, after feeding Kitty, focused on his research. Hanging from the ceiling were several poles that had triangular-shaped books mounted on them. Instead of opening horizontally, the pages of the books folded down in a way that made the book look like a complex origami pyramid.                
 
    From his position, Brick couldn’t see much of the books, but they seemed to be illustrated with drawings of creatures that looked like those that were dried on the walls. The pages were also heavily scribbled on by the scientist and he added more notes now, chattering away to himself. 
 
    The cat finished its meal and was licking one of its paws when it caught a whiff of something new. In other words, Kitty sensed Brick’s sudden presence in the room. It became alert and made its way across the room toward him, its eyes swiveling in every direction to try to spot the source of the strange scent that it had picked up. 
 
    Brick moved behind the table and looked for a better place to hide, but none were obvious. There was a cabinet across the room from him with a door that was slightly ajar. But there was no way that he could reach it and not be seen by the cat thing. Underneath the lab bench was some kind of tray that was as high as Brick was tall. He worked his way over to it, thinking that he could climb in and hide from the cat.  
 
    Once he reached it, he realized that it was full of great pyramids of cat shit. He briefly considered smearing it on himself to disguise his scent but that seemed like not the greatest idea. If the cat caught him in the box, he’d be trapped, making him easy prey. And even if it didn’t… Well, he’d be covered in shit.  
 
    The mere idea of bodily fluids during sexual intercourse made Brick queasy. At least with sex, you got some physical pleasure. Here, he would just be covered in animal shit and not get any pleasure. He wanted to help his friends, but did he want to help them that much? He wasn’t so sure. 
 
    So, he waited.  
 
    The scientist didn’t take note of the hunting of the cat. Perhaps it was typical and the cat caught lots of mice in the lab. Perhaps he was just oblivious. In any case the scientist went about his work as the cat circled closer and closer. Brick prepared his laser rifle and flicked the safety off. It almost certainly wouldn’t kill the cat, but it might frighten it enough to cause Kitty to run away. 
 
    As Brick pressed himself against the far side of the lab bench, the cat got down into a crouch and eased forward, preparing to leap and kill whatever was there. Ever so slowly, the cat peeked around the table leg to see what was there. Kitty wouldn’t let it go. Something smelled so odd. 
 
    The giant cat was too close for Brick to risk trying to shoot it with the rifle. Instinctively, Brick whipped out the large hunting knife at his waist. Because of the enormous size of the cat, Brick had to adjust his swing above his head in order to make a meaningful connection. He caught the cat right in the nose, or what might have been the nose. The cat screeched in pain and retreated in shock.  
 
    This gave Brick the opportunity to make a break across the floor of the lab and into the open cabinet. As the cat ran around in circles, trying to get the knife out of its nose, Brick managed to pull the cabinet door shut until the latch went click. It was unclear how he would get the door open again, but unless the creature had undiscovered opposable thumbs, Brick was safe for a short while. 
 
    The cat finally managed to bat away the knife, which slid under the cabinet that Brick was hiding in. It lunged at the cabinet door, making the most hideous, screeching sound imaginable. Brick thought that his ears might start to bleed.  
 
    Luckily, this racket seemed to annoy the scientist giant as well. He lumbered over, and using one of his three leg-arms, he gave the cat an encouraging shove across the floor, pushing Kitty out through the pet door. Then, he locked the pet door so that the cat couldn’t return, gobbling some words of explanation to the cat in the process.  
 
    Brick breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    With that life-or-death distraction out of the way, the scientist returned to his lab bench. From underneath, he dug out a smaller jar than the ones that Deena and Sparf were being held in, and he set it on the tabletop. The lid on this one, unlike those of Deena and Sparf’s containers, had no breathing holes. He opened the new jar, and then he opened Sparf’s with great care, lest he escape. He poured Sparf into the smaller jar and secured the lid. He picked it up and gave it a little rattle to make sure that Sparf was still moving around inside. 
 
    “Fuck, Brick,” Sparf said, breaking into a panic. “This is a killing jar. He’s smothering me and then he’s going to pin me against his wall.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Brick tried to soothe him. “You’ve got time in there. Try not to panic, or you’ll use up more of your oxygen. I’ve got an idea. We just need him to leave.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sparf. We’ll get you out.” Deena added.  
 
    “What do you mean? Don’t worry? I’m going to be dissected! Oh my god, oh my god…” Sparf was losing it, pacing around the jar frantically. This burst of activity drew the interest of the scientist, who crouched down to observe him. 
 
    “Stop moving around,” Brick told him. “If you just sit there and close your eyes, he’ll get bored and maybe leave while you die.” 
 
    “That’s not very reassuring!” Sparf shot back. But he took Brick’s suggestion and sat down on the bottom of the jar, calming his breathing and generally trying to look as uninteresting as possible. 
 
    The scientist snorted, perhaps peeved that the little show was over. He set the jar back down and moved away from the lab bench. He made some notes in his triangular book and walked out of the room.  
 
    Brick waited for a brief moment to make sure the scientist wasn’t going to return. When enough time had passed, he tried to open the cabinet door but it was without luck. He put his back against a nearby object and braced his legs against the door, but it was still too heavy.  
 
    “Damnit,” Brick said to Deena and Sparf via the earpiece. “I’m stuck, too. I had to climb into a drawer to get away from that damn giant cat, and I can’t get back out. Maybe once it’s closed, it can only be opened from the outside.”  
 
    Brick sat back and thought for a few seconds. “If you can’t go over and you can’t go under it,” he muttered, “go through it.” 
 
    He unsoldered his laser rifle and pointed it at the door. The laser was useless on the window because it was transparent so the energy beam just passed through it. But this cabinet was made out of wood. He could burn his way through it. He checked the energy levels on the laser rifle. It wasn’t full, but it might just be enough. 
 
    “Hold on, Sparf. I’m coming. Just stay calm and breathe slowly.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sparf replied. The fear was clear as day in his voice. 
 
    Brick pointed the rifle at the cabinet door and pulled the trigger. An almost invisible beam of high-powered light hit the door, blackening it. Smoke wisps rose off the burn and filled the top of the cabinet. The door was sealed so tightly that the smoke couldn’t escape and Brick wondered who would die of asphyxiation first—him or Sparf. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    In the habitat, Sirm had now finished with her potty business and made her way back to where she had left Syko. The walls seemed to be closing in on her and she struggled to not hyperventilate. All she ever wanted was to stay in one place and never experience change. Ever.  
 
    And now here she was, part of a team of lunatics who were forever destroying the calmness of a consistent routine. It wouldn’t matter, she supposed. Soon enough, they would all be dead, including Syko, who seemed to think that he was a religious guru or meditation expert. Didn’t he understand that he was just a giant jelly bear? 
 
    As she entered the main living area of the habitat, she froze. Syko had moved the dead stuffed aliens into rows inside the room. It looked like an army of the dead that would have been frightening—that is, if they could move. Now they might as well be tacky lawn furniture. An army of garden gnomes in need of repainting. 
 
    “Syko!” she called as loudly as she could. 
 
     At that moment, he re-entered the room, carrying another stuffed alien under his arm and startling her. 
 
    “What in the name of all that is holy are you doing, Syko?” she asked him. 
 
    “Parties are nice,” he said simply. That was the moment she knew he had gone off the deep end. 
 
    “Is this related to you turning purple?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” he replied simply and continued on his way, placing the horrifying mummy in position and completing another line. 
 
    “Then, what is this?” 
 
    “I found a ball,” he told her. “I’m going to play some soccer.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if you noticed,” she explained, struggling to keep her voice calm, “but we are going to die. We are trapped in a children’s toy house and have no way of escaping.” 
 
    “I feel like this will help me think of a solution for us. And, anyway, it’s better than just sitting here, don’t you think?” 
 
    What could she say? Neither sitting there nor playing soccer would change anything. They might as well do whatever pleased them. And that was why she began to sing. 
 
    A lesser-known fact about the Manks is that they are amazing singers. They used to say that a Mank only had to sing and you would sign over your house to them. Some suggest that the Mank colonies were built this way. However, because they don’t like to learn new things and are, in general, averse to all forms of change, they shunned learning new songs. Singing stopped bringing the rewards it once did and people lost interest. As a result, singing has mostly disappeared from their culture. But it is said that in moments of great danger, a Mank will sing their swan song, and that it is a thing of unsurpassed beauty.  
 
    Sirm, feeling that the end was near, now sang hers. As she sang, Sirm’s colors kept shifting, keeping with the moods of the song itself. And it was so beautiful that it caused Syko to stop kicking his ball, though soccer was currently giving him a strange amount of pleasure.  
 
    He sat cross-legged on the floor, a child-like delight overtaking him as he listened to the gorgeous melody pouring out of the desiccated old Mank. 
 
    The kiddy-giants obviously loved the singing as well. They were drawn to the habitat cage and peeked through the mesh windows to see where the sound was originating. Normally, they probably couldn’t have heard Sirm, since she was so small and inside of a solid wooden box. But the fractal nature of the pyramids that made up the box acted as an amplifier, broadcasting her voice throughout the entire house. 
 
    The kiddy giants were so intrigued by this noise—and more than a little bit by Syko’s soccer game—that they wanted a closer look. Since when do insects or rodents sing songs or organize sports games? It made no sense to them. It was like seeing magic. Or having your first orgasm. So, magic.  
 
    The giant children opened the lid, reached in, and grabbed one of the two captives. Sirm was in the zone and kept on singing, though she really wanted to throw up. Or have another bowel movement.  
 
    Syko lamented the loss of his ball, but there was nothing to do about it, so he just kept still.  
 
    Luckily for Sirm, she was picked up by the gentler of the two kiddy giants. Syko, not so much. The bratty kid realized just how squishy Syko was. How was that possible in a living being? It stretched Syko until he thought he was going to come apart. Then it released him and watched him slowly reform. Further intrigued, the kiddy giant found a pin nearby and pushed it through Syko’s body.  
 
    When Syko didn’t die, the kid found another object—probably a three-sided pencil—and drove this through Syko’s body. It was large and it really hurt. Syko considered biting the kiddy giant’s thumb but thought that might end with him smeared on the floor underneath one of their gigantic limbs. 
 
    Through it all, Sirm kept singing the song of her people, her eyes closed and the other kiddy giant mesmerized. 
 
    At that moment, the military commander entered the room, having heard the strange singing from his study downstairs. He saw his children each holding the pets that he had given them, in the process of murdering them. That meant he would have to spend the weekend removing their guts, drying them in the sun, and then stuffing them with grass before stitching them up again. It really was tiresome. He let out a fearsome squawk from his beak, startling both kiddy giants and causing the cruel one to drop Syko onto the floor with a splat.  
 
    The father walked over and snatched Syko from the floor, removing the foreign objects that were jabbed through his body as if he was a voodoo doll. He was marveling for a moment at the fact that Syko somehow seemed to still be alive. Then, he heard Sirm’s voice. Without the amplifying effect of the habitat, her voice was tiny and barely audible. He had to lean in close to really hear her, even after hushing his children. Though it must have been completely foreign to him, it nonetheless seemed to enchant the commander and he stayed in that position until Sirm finished her song. 
 
    The commander gave an order to the child that still held Sirm and she responded by placing Sirm back inside the habitat. He placed Syko back inside as well. He peered at them through the mesh window and seemed to be deep in thought, though who can tell when it is a creature with a beak and three googly eyes? After a long pause, the commander giant stood up again. He made some gobbles at his children, who then climbed into bed. He picked up the habitat and carried it out of the bedroom, retreating downstairs to his study. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The minutes ticked by and Brick was only halfway through burning a hole in the cupboard door. His progress had been slowed in no small part by the accumulation of smoke inside the cupboard, which also threatened to kill him. But Deena had come up with an idea to create a hole near the top of the door that would allow the smoke to escape. Burning this ventilation hole took time, but now Brick could at least breathe again. 
 
    Sparf, on the other hand, was still struggling for air. His head was lolling in his smaller jar as the carbon dioxide build-up took its toll. Deena had to keep yelling at him every time it looked like he was going to fall asleep. If he did, it would probably be forever. But even her shouting was losing its effectiveness. 
 
    And now the cat was back. The scientist giant must have let it back in the house through another entrance. It came into the lab for a snack and was drawn to the commotion near the cupboard. It sniffed at the door, looking at it suspiciously. 
 
    “Brick! Kitty is right outside the cupboard,” Deena warned him.  
 
    “Well, we don’t have time to stop and wait for it to leave,” he replied. “I’ll just have to deal with it when I finish this door.” 
 
    As the laser slowly cut its way down toward the bottom of the cupboard door, the cat sat vigilant and observed. It seemed like it was waiting for the battle royale with whatever was inside. 
 
    A six-legged mouse appeared near the other side of the room. Deena saw it and realized that it could help solve their cat problem. She had to get the cat’s attention. She began banging on her glass jar and yelling. But the cat wasn’t interested in her. It had other more interesting prey. She needed to make a bigger commotion that would make her more interesting than the burning wood of the cupboard. 
 
    “Brick, I’ve got an idea. It’s dangerous, but it could work.” 
 
    “I’m no help at all at the moment, so go for it. Good luck.” 
 
    Deena threw her body against one side of the jar and then the other. At first, the jar barely moved, but then, slowly, the rocking she created picked up momentum. Eventually, she was just barely able to lift each side of the bottom of the jar. Her jar was near the edge of the lab bench, and there was a good chance that she would tip her jar onto the floor, with who knew what consequences. Probably nothing good. 
 
    To reduce the risk, she put more energy into striking the side of the jar farthest from the bench edge, in order to direct the fall away from the floor. Over and over, she threw herself at the glass until her shoulders ached and her heart pounded. 
 
    Finally, the bottom edge of the jar lifted up to its tipping point and balanced impossibly on a bottom edge. Deena flattened herself against the side to add more weight. Then, she thrust her hips against the side of the jar to add some momentum, without removing any pressure from her weight. It looked like she was frantically humping the side of the jar. If Sparf weren’t on the edge of unconsciousness, he would have laughed and laughed. 
 
    And then it fell. Luckily, it was on the side away from the edge of the lab bench and it didn’t fall to the floor far below.  
 
    Now Deena looked over to Sparf, whose head had lolled over again. “Wake up, Sparf!” she called to him.  
 
    He didn’t move. 
 
    With the jar on its side, Deena rolled it like a ball toward Sparf’s kill jar. It struck the jar, jolting him awake again. “I’m up! I’m up!” he assured her. 
 
    The cat took notice. The fall of Deena’s jar alerted the cat. A rolling jar with a mouse-sized critter inside was much more interesting than watching Brick’s slow progress. 
 
    It leaped up onto the bench, approaching Deena and Sparf.  
 
    “This is not what I had in mind,” Deena commented wryly.  
 
    She pointed toward the mouse in the corner. It was chewing on some food scrap that had been dropped earlier at some point. “Over there, stupid cat. Over there!” Unfortunately, as everyone knows, a cat will definitely never do what you want it to do. Alien cats halfway across the galaxy were no different. Kitty just stared at Deena’s arm flailing as she attempted to redirect its attention. 
 
    Then, it swatted her jar. It was just a light swat—a mere testing of the physics of the situation so that it could calculate the effort needed to have some fun and get itself a tasty treat. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” Brick asked. He was covered in sweat from the long effort. He was still only about three-quarters of the way through the cupboard door. 
 
    Kitty swatted again—this time more forcefully. And it saw that it could make Deena’s jar roll a bit. It swatted her again, causing Deena’s jar to roll forward, tap against Sparf’s jar, and then roll back.  
 
    Kitty jumped backward and crouched, its three tails waving in synchrony. Then, Kitty leaped to the other side of Deena’s jar and tapped on it with its paw. The giant cat leaped back and did the same from the other side. Then, it did it again. Kitty found its new favorite game. 
 
    “Shoo. Go away, Kitty!” Deena shouted to the animal that was bigger than any lion or tiger that ever existed on Earth. “Go away!” 
 
    Brick tried kicking the cupboard door where he had burned most of the way through in a rough semi-circle. The wood piece shuddered but stayed firmly in place. He booted it again with the same effect. 
 
    The cat batted Deena’s jar harder and sent it rolling along the lab bench, away from Sparf. She was tossed about as she rolled around inside the jar. No matter how hard she tried to stay upright, she just couldn’t. But she wasn’t done yet. Deena jumped to her feet and began peddling them as hard as she could, forcing the jar to roll back toward Kitty. 
 
    Kitty backed off, surprised at the counter-attack. Deena found that she could steer the jar in a crude way by running on the spot closer to one end or the other of her jar. If she ran in the middle section of the jar, it would roll more or less straight. She now turned the jar toward Kitty and started approaching it again. 
 
    Kitty jumped over Deena’s jar, backed up a bit, and then crouched to face her, more than ready for the joust. 
 
    Deena turned around and again rolled the jar toward Kitty. She thought that if she could just get Kitty to make its way to the other end of the lab bench, it would see the mouse, which was now munching on food in Kitty’s bowl. If it saw the mouse, it would jump down and lose interest in Deena. 
 
    Running with as much force as she could muster, Deena picked up speed as she approached Kitty. The giant cat scooted backward and away from the jar, staying low to the ground. But the jar was catching up to Kitty. The cat rose to full height so that it could back up more quickly. 
 
    Kitty reached the edge of the table and one of its legs went over the edge, causing it to lose its balance. It scrambled frantically to stop itself from tumbling to the floor. If Deena could just reach Kitty at this moment of panic, she could push it off. The fall probably wouldn’t even hurt Kitty, though the situation might make the oversized cat decide to move onto other less challenging diversions, like the mouse eating its food. 
 
    At the last second, just as the jar was about to connect, Kitty gained enough traction to jump over the jar once again. It looked as if Deena was going to be the one who went over the edge. If the fall didn’t ultimately end up killing Deena, then Kitty would almost certainly make a tasty treat of Deena, once her jar shattered on the floor. 
 
    Deena shouted, “Oh, shit!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Deena was saved by a glass beaker that was behind Kitty. She struck it at full speed but it stopped her forward momentum. Instead, the glass beaker tipped over the edge of the bench and tumbled toward the floor, end over end. It smashed against the surface, exploding into a thousand pieces.  
 
    The mouse was startled, running back under a piece of furniture and abandoning Kitty’s bowl. 
 
    “Deena? What was that?” Brick asked urgently. He imagined that it was her jar that had smashed. He kicked the door with even greater urgency. 
 
    “I’m good,” she reassured him. “I’m good.” 
 
    She couldn’t stay near the edge, though. Kitty was still on the table, and just one swat would send Deena falling over, onto the floor and glass shards below. She walked the jar carefully back towards the center of the lab bench, and toward Kitty, who was again watching from a crouched position. Kitty backed up a bit. 
 
    As Deena approached, Kitty swatted her jar. Deena backed up to avoid the paw. Then, she moved forward again as the two of them played a game of enormous predator and tiny, tasty treat.  
 
    Meanwhile, the mouse, convinced that the coast was clear, had eased itself back out from under a cabinet, munching on Kitty’s food once again. 
 
    Inside the cupboard, Brick kicked his makeshift door and finally heard the crack of wood. It was weakening. Another kick and he could see the crack forming in the final, unburned section. An even harder kick and the crack widened. He backed up as much as he could and threw all of his weight at the door. It started to bend outward as the crack threatened to split all the way. 
 
    Up on the bench, Kitty had forced Deena’s jar back toward the edge of the bench. Kitty was crouched and ready to pounce. It was a face-off. Human versus giant, alien, space cat.  
 
    The cat raised its rear end, its back end swishing rapidly from side to side. Deena leaned back and crouched, preparing to launch herself. She took a deep breath. Brick prepared himself for the killing blow against this damn cupboard door. He pushed back as far as he could in the cupboard and focused all his energy on the wood in front of him. 
 
    Deena launched herself with a banshee howl. 
 
    Brick launched himself with a banshee howl. 
 
    Kitty did not launch itself but rather mewed when Deena rolled onto its paw. Then, it quickly fled backwards across the bench, with Deena in pursuit. Suddenly, Kitty hit Sparf’s jar, sending it flying off the table. 
 
    “Noooo!” Deena cried. 
 
    “Arrrgghh!” Brick grunted as his shoulder struck the wood. There was a loud crunching sound as the wood finally gave and the makeshift door fell onto the floor, with Brick on top of it. He looked up in time to see Sparf’s jar falling... Falling... Falling toward the floor. He got up and ran toward the exact spot in which the jar was going to land. 
 
    Kitty also saw the jar falling and considered jumping off the table after it, but decided that was too much work. Instead, Kitty licked the paw that Deena had rolled over top of and used it to clean itself.  
 
    The jar hit the floor and bounced on the wood, somehow refraining from breaking in the process. However, it bounced again and landed on the head of a nail in the floor, which ultimately caused an explosion. 
 
    Shards of glass went everywhere. One speared itself into Brick’s thigh, bringing him down with a curse. Miraculously, it seemed that Sparf was unharmed from the glass. But for some reason he didn't move.  
 
    Perhaps the fall killed him. Either that, or he was already dead. Or maybe he was just unconscious. Brick wanted to reach him and find out before Kitty changed its mind and decided that Sparf was interesting enough after all, branding him worthy of the effort of jumping down. 
 
    The door to the lab opened suddenly and the scientist entered. He looked down and saw Sparf on the floor. He also saw Kitty on the lab bench looking nonchalant, Deena’s jar on its side, and the other beaker shattered into pieces on the floor. He made a series of very annoyed clucking sounds and waved one of his arm-legs at Kitty, signaling for it to get off his table.  
 
    The pet looked at him, clearly disinterested in whatever the giant was blaming it for doing. The scientist crouched down next to Sparf, who was just sprawled out, and he picked him up. Brick hadn’t made it in time and now he had to limp back into hiding. He cursed his bad luck and swore that he would never, ever have a cat as a pet.  
 
    After swatting the cat off of the lab bench, the scientist laid Sparf’s body in Kitty's place right next to Deena’s jar, which he stood upright. Then he turned away to grab the cat and throw it out of the lab. He slammed the door shut and went over to another table where he began filling a glass with water. All the while, he muttered away to himself, probably complaining about the cat that his ex-wife had given him as a present but really ended up being just a trick to torment him.  
 
    By now, Sparf was starting to move again. He was awakening amid fresh air after the concussion of the fall.  
 
    “Wake up, Sparf,” Deena urged him. “You need to run. This is your chance.” But all Sparf could do was moan, his head turning from side to side. 
 
    Brick desperately tried to think of a way to distract the scientist without drawing attention to himself—especially now that his leg was injured, which would make it difficult for him to run. There seemed to be nothing that he could do. He pulled out the shard of glass and tore off a piece of his shirt to use as a bandage. 
 
    The scientist walked back over to the table and set down the glass of water. Then, he picked up Sparf gently in his hands, examining him. Satisfied with what he saw, he produced a large needle about the size of a sword. It had directional barbs on it, similar to those of a fish hook. He stuck it through Sparf’s mid-section without much effort.  
 
    “Nooo!” Deena screamed for what seemed like the millionth time since their arrival. 
 
    The shock of the pain startled Sparf into full awareness. His eyes went wide and he grabbed at the pin through his guts. He tugged at it to no avail and the scientist didn’t notice his efforts. He simply hung Sparf over the glass of water and let him drop. 
 
    Sparf hit the water with a small splash and the weight of the pin caused him to sink quickly to the bottom. It was now clear to Deena that a small weight was threaded through the needle in order to weigh down the scientist’s specimens. He’d obviously used this method before. How many aliens—misfortunate enough to land on this world—had ended their days with this torture device? 
 
    Sparf was facing toward Deena and he scrabbled at the glass, his eyes wide with fear. Deena watched his struggle with horror written across her face. Sparf's lungs burned. He thought about how his cousins had died so quickly and wished that he was so lucky as to die that way, too. Those bastards. He thought about how he’d told Syko that his people had evolved out of a water-based life form some millions of years earlier. He regretted now that his people had ever left the water, because otherwise, they would never have developed lungs and he wouldn’t be drowning right now. 
 
    The scientist swept up the mess of glass on the floor, dumping the shards into a bin nearby. He took one last look at the struggling Sparf and turned back toward the door. It was still the middle of the night and he had no doubt been awoken by Deena’s battle with Kitty. He was probably keen to go back to bed. As he left, he closed and locked the door behind him. 
 
    Brick emerged from his hiding spot. He made his way over to the table, jumped up onto a nearby stool with great difficulty because of his injury, and then up made his way to the lab bench. He could now see Sparf and the fate that was unfolding for his octo-friend. 
 
    “Shit,” he cursed. There wasn’t much time to think. Brick saw a large spoon nearby and rushed over to it, dragging it back to Sparf’s glass. With great effort, he lifted it like an enormous log and leaned it against the top of the glass. Now, it acted as a ramp. Brick ran up the ramp and dove into the water, swimming down to Sparf who was at the very bottom.  
 
    Sparf was already unconscious when Brick reached him. He wrapped his arm around Sparf and tried to swim back to the top. But the weight of the needle was too great, especially with Brick’s wounded leg, which leaked blood into the water. He grabbed the needle in an attempt to pull it out and eliminate the weight that held Sparf down. But he saw the barbs along the length of the needle, which kept it from coming out. If he pulled the needle through, it would yank out Sparf’s guts and kill him anyway. On the other side of the needle, the weight was held in place by a piece of wire that looked to be soldered closed. Brick was unable to detach it so he couldn't push the needle all the way through that way, either. 
 
    Outside the glass, he could see his laser rifle, which he had dropped before he dove into the glass. It gave him an idea. He swam back to the top and climbed out, dropping to the ground, which hurt like a bitch. He snatched up the laser rifle and aimed it at the needle through the glass. If he could cut the weight off of the needle, then he could remove it in that manner. He pulled the trigger on the laser but it just clicked with a soft whine. The rifle was out of power. He threw it at the ground and hung his head, one hand on the glass of Sparf’s watery grave.  
 
    Brick laid his head against the glass and stared into Sparf’s eyes. The light had faded from them, staring back at his crew as lifeless as a doll’s eyes. 
 
    He was gone.  
 
    “He’s gone, Deena. I couldn’t save him.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it. You always save us. There has to be something you can do.” 
 
    Brick felt like a total failure. He was their captain. That’s what he’d told them. A captain protected his crew. He closed his eyes. 
 
    Behind him, Deena cried softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Butch finished packing a bag filled with portable cameras. He was almost ready to attach them on the outside of The Ship With No Name. Taking Victorina’s advice, he had forsaken the spacesuit. It wasn’t necessary. He also wore an in-ear translator. It would allow him to communicate with the AIs from outside the ship and confirm that the cameras were functioning. He had decided at the last minute to pack a bag of tools so that he could try to fix the ship’s antenna. If it could be repaired, it would give the ship’s radio greater range. They might be able to contact—or at least locate—Brick and the others. 
 
    “I recommend you be careful with your head,” Meku suggested. “Your brains are still bruised and I detect that some swelling remains.” 
 
    “Yes,” Victorina added. “One good knock and your semi-useless meat intelligence will be ruined. You’ll be even dumber than you are now.” 
 
    “You have a shit attitude when it comes to respecting us meat-units,” Butch told her. “The AI builders have some serious quality control issues.” 
 
    He entered the airlock, sealed it, and slid the exit door open to the world outside. Immediately, he was struck with an attack of vertigo. Somehow, the ship was already in the air, about thirty meters or more above ground. His stomach clenched, his head spun, and his vision grayed out. He’d never had vertigo before. Butch attributed it to his brain injury.  
 
    He leaned out of the ship, holding onto an interior handle and trying to clear his head so that he could get a better look around. The ship was in a room of some sort. It was large and triangular, like some kind of immense study or library. The walls had shelves with strange, pyramidal books. There were also display cases that held different types of technology—crude telescopes, ancient weapons, and other devices with purposes that weren’t clear.  
 
    All around The Ship With No Name were other alien vessels hanging from the ceiling. They were now part of some sort of display, but for whom, he couldn’t tell. 
 
    Luckily, it seemed that no one was in the room. Butch grabbed ahold of the maintenance ladder that was welded into the side of the ship. It felt secure so he climbed up it towards the top. On the way, he placed the first camera and angled it downward. 
 
    “First camera placed,” he informed the AIs. 
 
    “Online and functioning,” Victorina replied. 
 
    He continued climbing, ignoring the dizziness. That was almost a disaster. Butch stepped up and the dizziness hit, nearly causing him to fall. If he fell, he would land on the floor, likely badly injured and with no way back in the ship.  
 
    “Damned dizziness,” Butch muttered. “I don’t want to be a pig pancake for some giant being.”  
 
    “What are you nattering on about?” Victorina asked. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s nothing.” Butch finally reached the top of the ship and attached the next camera, activating it. 
 
    “Second one placed.” 
 
    “Got it. It’s online,” Victorina told him. 
 
    From the top of the ship, he could see what was holding The Ship With No Name suspended in the air, as well as the other ships. There were a series of cables made out of the guts of animals as well as animal skin. Pretty crude stuff, but it seemed to be holding them in place without difficulty. Some of the other ships had quite a bit of dust on them.  
 
    Obviously, the giant who lived here wasn’t very good at housework. And just as obvious, the cables had worked well enough for quite some time. That was both good news and bad news. Good news because the ship wasn’t in imminent danger of falling to the floor and being destroyed. Bad news because how the hell were they going to cut it to escape? 
 
    Setting aside that concern for a moment, Butch climbed halfway down the other side of the ship and set another camera successfully in its place. With the cameras all positioned in their rightful places, he returned to the top of the ship.  
 
    The antenna was visibly bent toward the aft section, near the tailfins. Brick would have to walk without any hand or foot holds to get there. The ship was wide enough that it’d be possible without causing too much trouble, but with Butch’s head spinning, it felt incredibly dangerous. 
 
    He made his way slowly and steadily down the length of the ship until he reached the antenna, and then he lowered himself carefully to his knees to take a closer look. The antenna wasn’t actually bent but it had broken loose of its mooring and was leaning. Pushing it further over he could see that the wires inside had snapped.  
 
    “I’m at the antenna. Looks like it shouldn’t be too hard to fix,” he reported.  
 
    He opened his tool kit and took out a laser solder. In no time at all, he was able to reattach the three wires that had been broken. 
 
    “Okay!” he called in to Victorina through his comm. “I’ve reattached the antenna’s connection to the main grid on the ship. Try rebooting the connection and see if it works.” 
 
    “On it,” Victorina informed him. Several moments passed. He could hear Victorina humming an unfamiliar tune. Finally, she responded. “Check! The antenna is functional.” 
 
    “Great,” Butch replied. “Are you seeing these cables up here from the cameras?” 
 
    “I am, yes,” Victorina responded. 
 
    “Got any ideas on how we could cut them? And how we would do it in a way so that the ship doesn’t just fall to the floor in a giant heap?” Butch asked Victorina. 
 
    “Sure. I could start the chemical rockets while you cut the cables with a laser rifle. As soon as the cable weakens, I could fire up the engines and take off.” 
 
    Butch thought about this for a moment. An obvious wrinkle in that plan occurred to him. “Yeah, but how am I going to do that without getting killed?” 
 
    “We all have to make sacrifices, Butch.”  
 
    Butch made an unpleasant piggy expression. “What sacrifices have you made?” 
 
    “I endure you and your friends,” Victorina replied. “That’s almost more than any AI can bear.” 
 
    Butch rolled his eyes. “You’ll have to do better than that.” 
 
    Meku piped in. “We could fire the attitude jets to raise the ship a few meters and release tension in the cables. Then, when you cut the restraining cables, it will have no effect on our position.” 
 
    “That’s a much better idea.” 
 
    “But,” Meku added, “we don’t have enough fuel for the chemical rockets to perform that maneuver. We would all still die.” 
 
    “Okay, so it has a few flaws,” Butch replied. 
 
    “Once the ship has been refueled with tritium, we can direct the processing unit to separate oxygen and hydrogen from the water. The onboard compressors will allow us to liquefy both into fuel for the chemical rockets.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” said Butch, “except that we’re here while the bots and processing unit are there. Somewhere. That plan also has some serious flaws, even if the tritium fuel doesn’t go critical before we get to it.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Meku agreed. “We are fucked.” 
 
    Butch sighed. “You’re taking vocab lessons from Brick again, aren’t you?” He looked around at all the other ships. At some point in time, they, too, were filled with life and had traveled long distances to get here, only to end up as tacky room decor in the study of some hygiene-challenged giant.  
 
    “It’s too bad we can’t fly out in one of those ships,” Butch observed. 
 
    “They almost certainly have alien control systems that are beyond your comprehension,” Victorina told him. “And we would be trapped on this ship, unable to help you decipher them.” 
 
    “At least I wouldn’t have to listen to you,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “I heard that,” Victorina snapped. 
 
    Butch’s eyes lit up with a sudden idea. It was a great idea that might not end in death. The lack of death as a certainty in the plan made it superior to everything else they had come up with.  
 
    “We don’t have to fly one of those ships. Not if they have fuel on them,” he told them. 
 
    “What are the chances that one of those ships carried the same kind of fuel that we use?” Victorina asked. 
 
    But Meku was already ahead of her. “Their interstellar drives—if they have them—would most likely require different fuel chemistries than ours. But I can see that they have smaller jets for maneuvering. There are a limited number of ways to achieve effective propulsion, both inside and outside of a planetary atmosphere.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Butch agreed. “And what has the most bang for the buck?” 
 
    “Hydrogen and oxygen mixes,” Meku confirmed. 
 
    “Do we have any fuel left at all?” Butch asked. 
 
    “Our tanks have just over one percent of fuel remaining,” Meku told him. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” A big smile crept across his piggy face. This was maybe his best idea ever. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Brick and Deena were slumped over, both exhausted and demoralized. Beside them, Sparf floated lifelessly in his glass of water. He looked even more like an octopus than ever before. He had been their friend. They had survived dangers and adventures. And he had even saved their lives. But they failed him, and it weighed on them. 
 
    Deena finally piped up, remembering what Sparf had said to her. “I should tell you," Deena said, "that Sparf asked that we send him off in the traditional way of his people, if he should die.” 
 
    “Shit. I don’t even know what his people are called,” Brick replied. 
 
    “You can’t pronounce their name if you have lips,” Deena told him. 
 
    “Weird little critter,” Brick commented. 
 
    “If I die, I’d like—” Deena started. 
 
    “Fuck that,” Brick interrupted as he got to his feet. “We’re getting you out of here right now. I’m not losing two crew members in the same day.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Deena asked. 
 
    “Sparf’s jar broke when it fell to the ground. We’ll do the same to yours.” He started to push on her jar, to get it closer to the edge. 
 
    “Stop. Stop!” she ordered. “Sparf was an octo-man with about fifty thousand joints and muscles like rubber. He was unconscious and limp. If I fall all the way down, it’ll break every bone in my body.”  
 
    “You’ve got a point. There must be something else around here... A hammer or a rock or something. Surely their primitive culture has invented those.” He began to search around for something to break the glass jar. Everything was either too big and heavy to be of any use, or too light and flimsy to do the job. Even if the laser rifle had any power left in it, he knew from his attempts on the window that it wouldn’t be any use on glass. 
 
    Brick’s search was cut short with the sound of a key in the door. He quickly jumped up to a nearby shelf and hid himself behind some books. 
 
    The door opened and the scientist entered, carrying a large box that was not dissimilar to the one in the commander’s house, except that the top section was made out of glass. It allowed him to better see what was going on. It was obviously a habitat for small creatures which seemed to be somewhat of an industry here on Dickwag. He set the habitat on the lab bench. He picked up Deena’s jar, opened it, and poured her inside the new habitat, observing her closely for several minutes.  
 
    Once he was sure that she was still alive and unharmed, the scientist turned away and returned to Sparf, who was still in the glass of water. He picked up the glass and seemed satisfied to see that Sparf was, in fact, dead. He poured out the glass in a nearby sink and retrieved Sparf’s limp, soggy body. 
 
    The scientist chatted to himself as he worked, making various squawks, gobbles, and clicks. He provided a running commentary, but they couldn't understand him. The universal translators had not heard enough of the speech to begin to translate it yet. 
 
    He brought over a square board on which he laid the body of Sparf. Then, he pinned Sparf's hands and feet to the board so that Sparf was splayed out, spread-eagle style. 
 
    “No, tell me he’s not gonna...” Brick muttered. Deena just looked away. 
 
    The scientist was going to do what Brick feared. He held a scalpel-like knife in his hand and slit Sparf all the way down his middle, exposing his inner organs. He removed them with great care and then pinned them to the board next to the rest of Sparf’s body.  
 
    Deena glanced at the scene and immediately regretted it. She ended up on all fours, barfing up food she couldn’t remember eating. 
 
    As the scientist was carrying out his gruesome task, Brick decided to explore the shelf he was on, in an effort to avoid watching. Maybe he'd find a rock that he could push onto the scientist’s head and crush his skull.  
 
    The shelf was wide and crammed with a variety of things, like more books, jars, and some writing instruments. A musket-style pistol laid on its side next to a bag of powder and another bag of musket balls. The gun was enormous. It was twice the size of Brick and so heavy that he could barely shift it. Even the musket balls were heavy. Brick could barely pick one of them up. But it did give him an idea. 
 
    Deena continued to look away as the scientist dissected their friend on the table, commenting on his work to himself. Then, something strange happened. The universal translator hit its tipping point. She understood what he was saying. Not everything, but something. Just disconnected words and the occasional phrase. 
 
    “The specimen seems to... Squawk... Internal organs... Gobble... My studies indicate... Cluck cluck cluck... Under my own name.” 
 
    Deena turned around, avoiding Sparf’s disemboweled corpse. The scientist was writing in one of his books. He’d placed it on the desk, and because of its pyramid shape, Deena could easily see the page on which he was writing. She started to notice a pattern in the words that he was writing. She couldn’t make out sentences or grammar, but she could make out the words that the professor repeated several times over.  
 
    The floor of her habitat was dirt, unlike that of Syko and Sirm. Deena used it to her advantage by drawing symbols in the dirt as best she could to signify the words that she recognized. The scientist talked so much and for so long that by the time he was finished, she had copied down almost fifty symbols corresponding to words in the giants’ language.  
 
    Eventually, the scientist giant finished up whatever study he was doing of Sparf’s guts. He closed his book and tucked it away on a nearby shelf. Then, he picked up the board to which Sparf was pinned and hung it in the window where it would get the most sunshine, presumably to dry him out. It was preparation for Spark before he could join the rest of the grim display of dead aliens. He took one last look around the studio, checking that everything was in order. Then, he left and closed the door behind him. There was the sound of a key turning and footsteps moving farther and farther away. 
 
    Brick lowered himself back down onto the lab bench after hiding on the shelf for so long. He was excited by his plan to get them out of this mess. Deena was also excited.  
 
    “That fucker has a gun,” Brick informed her. “Pretty old school, but I bet one of the iron marbles that goes in that thing would sail clean through his giant head. Splat!” 
 
    “I could understand what he was saying,” Deena told him. “And I copied down some of his words. I’m learning his language. Well, the in-ear translator is, at least. We can communicate.” 
 
    “So, what? You wanna swap stories with him? Did you see what he did to Sparf? That was one of the most cold-blooded murders I’ve ever seen and it didn’t bother him at all. We’re gonna blow his brains out. Then I’m going to piss on him. It won’t be much, considering his size. But I think it’s the thought that counts. Then we’re gonna load up Sparf in a bag or something, and get back to our ship to give him the funeral he wanted.” 
 
    “You might want to know the details of his preferred funeral ritual before you commit to it,” she told him. 
 
    “Whatever. The most important part of that story is the part where I blow the scientist’s brains out. I might even kill that fucking cat while I’m at it.” 
 
    “How are you going to aim a giant-sized gun?” Deena asked. “And what about the recoil? It will flatten you against the wall.” 
 
    “Okay, so there are a few details to work out,” he conceded. “But it’s better than having a little head-to-head with the murderous fucker.” 
 
    “Have you forgotten that you are also a murderous fucker, Brick? Because you are,” she reminded him. 
 
    “I don’t dissect my enemies. And they’re always... Well, almost always my size.” 
 
    Deena rolled her eyes. Brick could be so not self-aware when it came to his homicidal nature. “Anyway, I’m not going to share stories about my first period. He’s a scientist. He thinks we’re exotic creatures and he’s studying us. He doesn’t know that we’re conscious beings, just like him.” 
 
    “You want him to be your friend? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Brick, we can convince him to not kill us. Maybe to help us,” she insisted. 
 
    “You’re naïve. Besides, how are you gonna talk to him?” Brick asked. “Maybe you can understand him, but he doesn’t have an in-ear translator, and you can’t make those weird chicken noises.” 
 
    “Who knew lips would be such a curse,” Deena groaned. “I’ll figure something out. Give me a chance.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Brick replied. “You work on your dissertation on giant poetry in the original language while I try to load and point the gun. When Mr. Scientist Giant returns tomorrow to dissect you, I’ll shoot him in the fucking face if he doesn’t appreciate the quality of your sonnets. Sound fair?” 
 
    Deena nodded. It did make sense to have more than one option in a situation like this. She looked at Sparf and sighed. If only she’d been able to understand the scientist a little sooner. If only Brick had busted a cap in the giant's ass a little sooner.  
 
    Meanwhile, Brick made his way back up over to the shelf. He’d seen some cords up there and thought they might help him reposition the gun. Just before jumping up onto a stack of books and onto the shelf, Brick turned to Deena. 
 
    “Oh, no matter what happens... I’m gonna kill that fucking cat.”  
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    He disappeared and left Deena to try to come up with an idea that could save them without further bloodshed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Sirm and Syko sat in the strange little chairs that were built into the floor of the habitat where they were imprisoned. The commander was eyeballing them through one of the windows and muttering to himself in his strange language. Occasionally, he would write something down. 
 
    “Do you think he knows that we’re intelligent creatures?” asked Syko. 
 
    “So what if he does?” Sirm shot back. “He’s certainly not going to let us go, in either case. Not in time to avoid a horrible death from radiation sickness.” 
 
    “You need to learn to see the positive potential in situations.” 
 
    "You need to shut up,” Sirm growled. 
 
    From outside the cage, someone could be heard entering the room. There were clucks and gobbles. “Cluck... Gobble... Table. Gobble... Gobble... Cluck... Cage.” Sirm realized that she understood some of the words that the commander was saying. She stood up, her jaw open. The in-ear translators were finally beginning to work. For the first time since they’d been captured, she felt a sense of hope.  
 
    Syko looked at her. “What?” 
 
    “Did you hear those words? The translator...” 
 
    “Yes! I hadn’t even realized it, but you’re right!” 
 
    They didn’t have much time to discuss the sudden development because the lid of the habitat opened and the commander picked them up. He placed them on his desk and quickly put a makeshift cage of sticks and twine on top of them. He wanted to get a better look at them but he also didn’t want them to get away. Now he was staring at them even more closely with his googly eyes, all the while talking to his child, who stood nearby. 
 
    “Did it cast any spells on you?” the commander asked. 
 
    “No, Parent,” the child replied. 
 
    “Did either of them use magic to change anything in their environment?” he continued. 
 
    “No, Parent,” the child replied again. “Can I have them back now, please?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “They might be dangerous.” 
 
    Sirm and Syko looked at each other. If he thought they were dangerous, he might just toss them into the nearby fireplace or stomp them into a pulp. That would definitely be a turn for the worse. They began to wave their arms in the air in an attempt to get the commander’s attention. But his back was to them. Finally, his child saw them and pointed in their direction. 
 
    “Parent, look!” the child said, wide-eyed. 
 
    The commander turned and saw them waving their arms while jumping up and down. His eyes went wide and he dove to the floor. 
 
    “Get down, Child,” he commanded. “They could be casting a spell.” 
 
    “Seriously, Parent. You’re so embarrassing.” 
 
    The commander slowly raised his head above the desk, looking right at Sirm and Syko. Indeed, no sparks were emanating from their fingertips. He felt no ill effects from their actions. Perhaps they were just trying to get his attention. He narrowed his three eyes and cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “Can you... Understand me?” he asked.  
 
    They nodded and bowed in response.  
 
    “Fascinating,” the commander said to himself as much as to his child. 
 
    “Now can I have them back?” the child whined. 
 
    “No,” the commander told him. “Be gone! I need to study these magical beings.” The child stormed out of the room, like any other petulant teen in the universe. 
 
    Sirm turned to Syko. “Any ideas on how we can communicate with him? I doubt that we can mimic his language. Not with these lips of ours.” 
 
    “Lips have their drawbacks,” Syko agreed. Then, with great effort, he forced his jelly face to stretch, extending outward into a beak. 
 
    “Whoa,” Sirm whispered. “Never seen you do that before.” 
 
    “Uss-ee cos I urrel now,” Syko responded with great difficulty, as he no longer had lips. 
 
    “Uss-ee...” Sirm was puzzled. “Oh, you’re missing your lip letters. Um... Must be 'cause I’m purple now. Of course. The leech injected you with anti-coagulant so that it could draw out your blood. It must have softened your flesh.” 
 
    “Uss-ee,” Syko replied. He turned to the commander and, in his language, said, “We no mean harm you.” He could pronounce it, but he had the grammar skills of a drunk foreigner. 
 
    It was enough to impress the commander, who stumbled backwards and fell to the floor. He scrabbled behind his desk and took cover, peeking over the top. 
 
    “For such large creatures, they certainly frighten easily,” Sirm noted. 
 
    “He thinks ee are agical eeings,” Syko noted. 
 
    “Magical beings. Yes, of course,” Sirm agreed. 
 
    Syko repeated his words to the commander. “We mean no harm you.” As he spoke, Syko raised his arms in the air to show that he had no weapons. Sirm did the same.  
 
    Finally, the commander came out from behind the desk, grabbed a triangular shield from the wall, and made his way slowly toward them. He was obviously very nervous as he took one step at a time. He stopped and waited to see the reaction of Sirm and Syko. Then, he took another step and waited again. Nearly fifteen minutes passed as he eased toward them. 
 
    “My arms are getting tired,” Sirm complained as they stood there, trying to look disarming. 
 
    “Al-ost here,” Syko replied. 
 
    Finally, the commander reached the table and lowered the shield so that he could peek over it at them. Seeing that they were still standing strangely with their arms in the air, he decided that they weren’t going to dissolve him into a puddle of liquid or turn him into a slug. 
 
    With a faltering voice, the commander finally spoke. “W-which g-gods or d-demons sent you h-here?” he asked. 
 
    “We from space, not gods,” Syko explained. Then he added, “No harm.” The commander was clearly still not convinced as he raised his shield each time that Syko spoke. 
 
    “Have you come to murder my family and me in our sleep by cooking our brains and eating our secret anal openings?” he asked, filled with fear. 
 
    “Why do they keep their anal opening a secret?” Sirm wondered. 
 
    “O-iously is coz so-thing like to eat the...” Syko suggested. 
 
    “Something likes to eat their anal opening?” Sirm shuddered. “This planet is disgusting beyond words.” 
 
    Syko returned to his conversation with the commander. “No harm you. No harm family. Only want go space.” 
 
    “Space? I don’t understand,” the commander queried, a little more confident now. 
 
    Syko and Sirm pointed up towards the sky. “Beyond sky. Beyond air. Beyond sun,” Syko tried to explain. 
 
    The commander’s eyes went wide. “So, it’s true! There is something beyond our world. We have always been told that such talk is heresy.” 
 
    “Yes. Many worlds,” Syko confirmed. “Many suns. All suns are stars far away.” 
 
    “All the stars are suns that are far away,” the commander repeated. He took a few stumbling steps backward and collapsed into a chair. He sat quietly for a long minute, and then approached them once again. 
 
    He stood there and pondered this thoughts for a long time. He considered the implications, never taking all three of his eyes off of Sirm and Syko. Then, another thought occurred to him. 
 
    “You must be very powerful if you have traveled here from a faraway star,” he surmised. He was putting together some thoughts in his mind and drawing all kinds of conclusions. That part was clear enough. But what exactly those conclusions were was not at all clear to Sirm and Syko. 
 
    “Tell him we are very powerful and that if he doesn’t let us go we will kill all of them in horrible ways,” Sirm suggested. 
 
    “I not gonna say that,” Syko replied. He turned back to the commander. “We powerful, yes. But this planet poison to us. We leave soon, or die.” 
 
    The light bulb went on in the commander’s eyes. He had put together a plan to make full use of these powerful little creatures for his own benefit. 
 
    “If you help me, then I will help you leave,” he told them. 
 
    Sirm and Syko were excited by this. They suddenly had a way out of their situation. Maybe they weren’t doomed to die, lying in their own bloody diarrhea. They nodded their heads enthusiastically. 
 
    “I need you to kill the priestly council that rules my people,” the commander continued. Sirm and Syko stopped nodding. They couldn’t even break out of a cage of twigs made by a kiddy-giant. How were they ever going to kill the most powerful giants in this community? If they tried, the priestly council guys would surely just squish them like bugs. Or the commander would see how weak they were when they didn’t kill the priestly council guys and he would just squish them like bugs himself. All the outcomes that came to mind ended with them squished like bugs. 
 
    “We do it,” Syko intoned with gravitas. 
 
    “What?” Sirm shot back in shock. “How do you propose we do that? Unless, in your purple state, you can stretch to become the same size as them, there’s no way that we can kill them.” 
 
    Syko ignored him. “But you tell where secret anal opening so we kill.” 
 
    “An excellent idea,” the commander replied with great excitement, clapping his hands together. “My people will finally be free of this stupidity and oppression.” He turned slightly, lifted one of his leg-arms, and showed Syko and Sirm his secret anal opening. 
 
    Sirm gagged and had to turn away. Syko turned a deeper shade of purple and lost the jelly beak he had made to talk to the commander. Death would have been better than having to see that in person. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Brick had been cursing for hours. Night had long since fallen and he had made no progress at all. The musket-style pistol on the shelf was simply too heavy for him to move. Failure was not an option, but that was all he had found so far.  
 
    Deena’s idea of having a chit-chat with the Sparf-dissecting scientist giant was beyond naïve. The only chance that they had was to put a bullet through that big fucker’s head. And Brick intended to be the one to do it, even if it took him all night and every curse word that he had ever come across, which was quite a substantial number—perhaps in the thousands. 
 
    He had tried pushing the pistol and he had tried pulling the pistol using the piece of twine, which looked like heavy rope. No matter what he did, the gun wouldn’t budge. He needed some kind of lever to maximize the force that he was applying to the task at hand. 
 
    Brick took a breather and walked farther along the shelf to see what he could find. It stretched all the way along the wall. On either side of the door, and below the long shelf, there were two other shelves. He’d already explored the shelf on the side of the door where the lab bench was located. He had found nothing that would be of any use—just some dried out husks of aliens, which were probably the failed results of the scientist’s taxidermy.  
 
    On the other side of the door, Brick used a piece of rope to climb down to the shelf below. The injury in his leg was hurting him a lot. He could still walk without too much difficulty but he didn’t want to risk favoring that leg and landing in a way that would twist an ankle. A twisted ankle right now would create all sorts of unwanted problems for him.  
 
    On this shelf, there were a couple of wooden boxes that happened to be the size of large trunks from Brick’s perspective. Built into strange shapes, they were organized in threes. Rightly so. This entire place operated on the principle of three. It was unclear where exactly the lid was and how it opened. Finally, Brick figured out how to open the first box but it was locked. Brick considered pushing it onto the floor to bust it open, but he decided that the noise might wake the scientist, which would slow down progress and risk discovery. He moved onto the second box and found that it was unlocked.  
 
    Heaving up the weird lid, Brick took a look inside. There was a lot of useless junk in here. There were also some nails and various gears. These looked like they might have come from a clock. It gave him an idea for a plan that probably wouldn’t work, but he didn’t have any other bright ideas. He hauled out the gears and tied them to the bottom of the rope that he’d used to climb down. He stuck the nails down the back of his pants so his arms were still free. 
 
    “If I fall on these things,” he muttered, thinking about the nails, “then I’m gonna have more nails in my ass than Sparf.” Very carefully, he climbed back up the rope. He carried the nails over to the gun before returning to collect the gears hanging below on his rope. 
 
    Now came the hard part. He had to somehow nail the gears into the side of the shelf for use as a makeshift winch. There was a hammer that he could almost lift, but there was no way that he could swing it.  
 
    Brick pondered this for a while, reviewing in his head all the adventures he’d had and all the battles that he’d fought. Thinking of all his victories made him feel better and he hoped to find something in one of those memories that would be useful to him in this situation.  
 
    But he’d never been on a planet of strange giants before. This was totally unique. And he’d never had to save a civilian before. He never even considered civilians before. That wasn’t part of his job. Killing was his job. If Deena were a soldier you’d just leave her and move on to your goal, then come back for them later. If you could. He couldn’t leave Deena behind, though. The thought of doing that troubled him. 
 
    Then he remembered a campaign that he’d fought on Frolix 8 early on in his military career. They had laid siege to the massive castle where the rebel king was hiding out. Their job was to either catch or kill him, as well as bring him back to the queen, whom Brick served. The castle was immune to all their energy weapons and they had defeated all the enemy soldiers that they had come into contact with, meaning they couldn’t get inside the castle and they hadn't brought along their siege weapons. 
 
    Brick’s sergeant came up with the idea of using the castle itself as part of a siege weapon. They couldn’t get over the wall because the castle was sealed from above with the same impenetrable material. However, above the door, several beams jutted out. These proved indispensable.  
 
    They hung a heavy cable from the beams. They connected the other end of the cable to a large boulder, using their energy weapons to shape the boulder into a point, thereby increasing the energy of its impact. Then they swung the boulder back several meters and gave it a shove. Eventually, the boulder buckled the door enough so that they could squeeze through it. Once inside, they slaughtered everyone. Brick smiled at the memory. That was a good victory. 
 
    He looked up and saw that over the lab door was a nail that the scientist used to hang various pouches made out of leather. Brick took the rope that he had used to climb down to the other shelf and made a loop in one end. He swung it around lasso-style and threw it at the nail, just narrowly missing it. He tried again, but this time he was further off in his aim. Brick cursed to himself. He tried a third time. No dice. On the fourth try, he finally hit the mark and the noose caught on the nail, though not entirely. He had to lightly whip the rope in order to encourage it further onto the nail, making it more secure. He pulled the rope so that the loop he’d created tightened around the nail. 
 
    On the other end, Brick tied the rope to the hammer, which he’d manage to drag along the shelf. He tied a knot, which allowed him to adjust the length of the rope before tightening it. He was glad that he’d taken a knot-tying class as part of his BOF commando training. He resisted and complained throughout the course —made worse when he got punished for tying a noose around the instructor’s leg and leaving him to hang upside down. But it was paying off now, and out of semi-respect, he spared a thought for the asshole instructor. 
 
    With the hammer tied off, Brick gave it a shove and closed his eyes, hoping it didn’t just drop to the floor and make a helluva racket. It stayed in place—thankfully—and now the hammer hung in the air, drifting slightly from side to side. With the knot that he’d tied, Brick was able to raise the hammer so that it was level with the shelf. 
 
    With everything in place, Brick grabbed the first nail and slid the gear onto it. He lifted it above his head and brought it down in a fierce arc, as though he was driving a stake into the ground. Whump! The nail sunk into the wood of the shelf. It wasn’t much and it certainly wouldn’t hold for much longer—especially if any extra weight was applied. But for now, it was enough to keep it in place while he swung the hammer. 
 
    Brick climbed onto the hammer and began swinging it back and forth, picking up height and momentum like a circus trapeze artist. Once he had reached the greatest possible speed and height, he tilted his weight. The hammer arced slightly to one side, which was enough to make contact with the nail. The hammer didn’t directly hit the nail's head, but it was enough of an impact to push it deeper into the wood.  
 
    Brick repeated this several more times until the nail was halfway into the wood. Once the first nail and gear combination was finished, he took a smaller gear and put it on another nail. This time around, he directed this combination so that it'd land lower on the edge of the shelf than the first nail did. He adjusted the rope on the hammer in order to lower it. Then, he swung the hammer once again, driving this nail and gear into the wood with some serious force. 
 
    He dismounted the hammer and pushed it back onto the shelf, removing the rope as well. Then, he whipped the rope back and forth a few times to loosen the loop and remove it from the nail above.  
 
    The barrel of the pistol faced away from Brick. He put the loop over the barrel and then ran the rope back to the other side. He wound the rope through the two gears, of which one was larger than the other. He hoped that this would give him enough leverage to move the pistol. He tied the other end of the rope around his waist, leaned forward, and began pumping his legs as hard as possible as he struggled to take a step forward. Doing so made his leg hurt like fire, but he ignored that. At first, nothing happened, but then the gun creaked slightly as it leaned toward him, giving him some slack.  
 
    Brick had gained enough momentum to take his first step. And his first step gave him the momentum necessary to take his second. Then third. Then fourth. The gun was moving! After several steps, he had successfully repositioned the gun so that it faced into the laboratory. It was now pointed in the general direction of where the scientist would stand when he looked into Deena’s habitat.  
 
    Sweat poured off Brick, but he had managed to move the immovable object.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    There was no time to rest. He had to load the gun with powder and a cannonball-sized shot. He climbed down the barrel of the gun with the bag of powder in his hand. It was heavy and awkward but it had two strings, allowing Brick to wear it on his back like a suicide belt. Brick wondered if it would blow him through the roof of the laboratory or just send his body parts in every direction if he sneezed. He took comfort in knowing that if he did blast out of there, he would never know. He would blink here and open his eyes in Valhalla.  
 
    Reaching the end of the barrel, Brick swung the bag of powder around and bent the end of the gun over, trying to pour some powder into it. It was clumsy and most of the powder fell onto the floor. In fact, more powder fell than landed in the barrel.  
 
    “Get in there, you fucker,” he complained, grunting with the effort of holding the heavy bag and trying to pour it accurately. 
 
    He readjusted his grip and tried to reposition the bag in order to get more gun powder into the barrel, meaning there would be less on the floor. The bag slipped and started to fall, but Brick managed to catch it with two fingertips. Brick also slid on the barrel until he was upside down, holding on with his legs and his only free arm. He couldn’t get his other fingers into the loop of the string that he was holding, which he needed to do in order to strengthen his grip.  
 
    He faced a choice of either dropping the bag or falling with it, and probably dying in the process. He decided it'd be better to live and retrieve the bag wherever it was to land. He let the bag go and it fell all the way to the floor below Brick, landing with a soft thud. 
 
    “Goddamnit,” he cursed softly to himself. Then he tied the rope, which was proving useful, to the pistol and climbed down to the lab bench below. From here, there was nothing to do but to jump. He hoped that he could do it with as little impact on his sore leg as possible.  
 
    He leaped from the lab bench to the nearby stool. So far, so good. From there, he leaped to the table leg and wrapped his arms and legs around it. Then, he slid down leg very slowly, descending toward the floor. For the last several meters, he pushed off of the table leg and landed on the wood floor. Even with the lower gravity, the landing sent a bolt of pain up his leg, forcing him to crouch down and catch his breath. 
 
    At that precise moment, he saw the cat. Or, more accurately, he heard the cat. It was the sound of a slow, rising growl that a prey animal makes in preparation to attack its next meal.  
 
    Brick looked up just as the cat fell into a crouch, getting ready to spring. He dodged behind the leg of the lab bench just as Kitty leaped at him. It did manage to swing its paw and catch Brick in the back, tearing open his shirt and leaving a red line that quickly turned into a dripping wound.  
 
    Kitty had drawn the first sign of blood. 
 
    Without a weapon and hopelessly outsized, Brick had no choice but to run, his sore leg be damned. He bolted across the room and slid underneath one of the cabinets. It was too low for the cat to get its entire body under, but the feline could still reach quite far under with its paw. Brick rolled away from the paw, the claws of which were fully extended. As bad as the wound hurt, Brick had gotten off pretty lucky, seeing as he left with no more than an ugly scratch. He couldn’t afford to be caught off guard like that again. 
 
    But now what was he going to do? There was no way that he could go back out there now that the cat was waiting for him. He might be able to avoid it for a short while, but sooner than later, it would catch him and gobble him up like a tasty hors d’oeuvre.  
 
    As Brick looked around, desperately trying to avoid the claw, he noticed a box nearby. He scooted over to it and peered inside. It was a box of matches that must have fallen under the cabinet some time ago. Based on the size of the dust bunnies under the cabinet, it had been a while since anyone had cleaned. He wondered if the matches still worked.  
 
    Only one way to find out. 
 
    As Kitty's paw swung toward him, yet again trying to feel for its lunch, Brick struck the match against the rough underside of the cabinet. It caught fire and the match flared to life, searing off one of Brick’s eyebrows. He swung the match around and made contact with Kitty’s paw. Instinctively, the cat curled its toes to better grip what it must have thought was Brick, but in doing so, Kitty dragged the match out from under the cupboard. By that point, the heat of the flame burned Kitty's paw. It screeched and released the match, which burned out on the open floor. Kitty retreated away from the cupboard. 
 
    That outcome gave Brick some breathing room. He quickly assessed the situation, noting the pile of gunpowder on the floor nearby. Sitting just to the side of it was the bag with the full quantity of gunpowder.  
 
    He pulled out another match and checked the location of the cat. It was still some distance away, licking at its burned paw. Brick ran out from under the cupboard and made his way towards the bag of powder. The Kitty noticed and bolted after him. 
 
    As they both approached the bag of powder, Brick pulled out the match. Though it slowed him down, he put the match tip on the ground with as much pressure as possible, all the while running as fast as he could. It began to spark and smoke just as he passed by the pile of loose gunpowder. The flame came to life right as Kitty passed it. Brick tossed the match behind him and snatched up the bag along the way. 
 
    The monster cat attempted to turn away from the gunpowder, but all it managed was skid to a stop just as the match landed on the pile. For a moment, the oversized beast looked very content with itself. 
 
    The lit match ignited the gunpowder, which exploded with a fireball of spraying sparks. Kitty’s face had been directly over the pile of gunpowder and the force of the explosion sent a pebble flying through the air, catapulting straight into Kitty's brain. 
 
    Kitty fell over with a large thud.  
 
    Brick looked back to see what had happened. He pedaled his legs to a stop and watched, waiting for Kitty to move. But other than a small fire on its face and some swirling smoke, there was no movement to be had. This was not a cat that was resting, nor pining for the fjords.  
 
    Kitty was no more. The animal had ceased to be. Just to be sure, Brick kicked it in the head. Then, he spit on it. 
 
    While it was definitely satisfying, this posed a problem for Brick. If the scientist came in and found the dead cat, he would be distracted, and therefore, he might not step into range of the pistol. Perhaps he was a cat fanatic who would want to organize a state funeral for the damn cat, complete with a twenty-one-gun salute and a band playing this planet’s version of the 1812 Overture. You never could tell how far a cat person would go.  
 
    Brick couldn't risk it. He had to get rid of the body. Brick grabbed Kitty by its tongue, which now lolled out of its head, and pulled it step-by-step toward the pet door. It was a tough slog. It was bigger than Brick and it definitely weighed more than Brick ever had. Or ever would, for that matter. But the floor was polished, making it easier to slide along. Once he had shoved it outside, Brick dug his heels into the ground, pressed his back against the former feline, and shoved it over the edge of the back terrace. It fell about one hundred meters through the trees, bouncing against various branches on the way down. Kitty landed with a soft thud on the roots of the tree below. If it wasn’t dead before, it definitely was now. 
 
    Without the distraction of imminent death, Brick returned and finished loading the pistol on the shelf. It had been a struggle but he’d figured it out. Using the last of his strength, he heaved the shot into the barrel of the pistol. He decided to go to sleep just as the sun was coming up. Everything was prepared. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Deena dreamed of Sparf. Those final moments as he struggled under the water. His life slipping away in the most horrible of ways. She envisioned herself being pinned to the board, lying supine next to Sparf as the scientist leaned over her, a scalpel in his hand. She yelled to him and tried to say that she was still alive. She told him that she was not just an insect, but rather, an intelligent being. But he didn’t seem to care.  
 
    He slit open her abdomen and her guts spilled out on the board beside her. She could turn her head and see them.They were so warm that steam rose from them. A pool of blood formed. She could feel her life ebbing. Soon enough, she would be up on the display board for eternity. She had gone on this journey so that she could make her way back to Earth, but now, she was going to die in some uncharted backwater of the universe as nothing more than a bug on a board. 
 
    She awoke with a start, her heart pounding. She was filled with sadness and regret over the loss of Sparf. He was a bit of a goof, and he wasn’t always the bravest creature, but he had been loyal. Above all, he was her friend. Maybe Brick was right. Maybe they should just shoot the scientist in the head and be done with it. Kill him and run. Maybe stop to dissect him on the way out the door, if that was possible on such a large creature. 
 
    But she knew that these thoughts were just her sadness and anger speaking. She couldn’t let them rule her the way that they sometimes ruled Brick. He had the power and the training to let his anger do the talking. His emotions helped him achieve the goals that he wanted. Deena was no wilting lily, but she wasn’t exactly a warrior, either. She needed to use her brain to get out of sticky situations. She needed to use it now. 
 
    She knew that she couldn’t speak to the giant without a beak and a specially-formed voice box. But she could write to him. He would understand that. The challenge was figuring out how to get him to read what she had written. It would have to be right under his nose and in a location that he couldn’t miss. Deena looked up at the glass ceiling above her, as well as beyond her confines. Her eyes darted out of the habitat and over to where the scientist would be standing. 
 
    “Right under his nose,” she muttered. She noticed some dirt on the glass, which was perhaps a fingerprint left by the scientist himself.  
 
    Deena jumped up and ran to the nearby water trough in the habitat. Using both her hands, she scooped water from the trough and tossed it onto the floor, turning the dirt into mud. She took off her top and tied the sleeves so that she could use her shirt as a bag. She filled the makeshift bag with mud and slung it over her shoulder. 
 
    There were irregularities in the wall which gave her places to plant her hands and feet. She climbed until she reached the glass ceiling. Then, holding on with one hand, she dug a fistful of mud with her other hand and smeared it across the glass. Deena slowly formed a shape with the mud. It was one of the symbols that she had drawn in the dirt below. It was a word found within the language of the giants, or at least the language of this giant.  
 
    When she finished more than two hours later, Deena climbed down and washed her shirt in the trough before laying it out to dry. Then, she laid down to rest. She stared up at the shelf where Brick had been working and could see the barrel of the pistol sticking out, pointing in its new direction. Brick had done it. He’d aimed the pistol.  
 
    She hoped that she could reach the scientist before Brick pulled the trigger. Once he did that, there would be no going back. Either the scientist would be dead or he’d be pissed and frightened of them. Not a chance they could win him over to their side at that point. He’d almost certainly kill her, and Brick, too, if he could catch him. 
 
    The door to the laboratory creaked open. Deena heard the scientist walking around, checking on his various experiments, and admiring his display case. He was probably making some adjustments to Sparf who wasn’t drying out quickly enough. The smell of his decomposition lingered in the air. Who knew if the giant even had a nose to smell, but it was god awful and probably the reason that her dreams were haunted. 
 
    Deena held her breath and bit her lip. Everything was leading up to this moment and the outcome would determine their chances of living or dying. Of course, no matter how this ended—meaning, if they survived—there would still be ten more ways that they could die. But on the bright side, this might not be one of them.  
 
    The scientist finally approached the habitat to look at Deena and see how she was doing. He leaned over the glass so his googly eyes could see better. And that’s when he noticed Deena’s message. At first, he looked confused, as if it must be a mistake. Or that perhaps he had written it himself, like a note to remind him to wash the habitat or lock the lid. But the lettering was too small for his hands. And then, after reading it, he realized the message was clearly not one that he would write himself. He leaned in closer. The symbols were crude but the message was clear. 
 
    Deena crossed her fingers. “Please, please, please, please,” she said under her breath. 
 
    As the scientist read the message, he also said the words out loud. “Not insect. Like you. Don’t kill.”  
 
    His eyes went wide and he read it over two more times, just to be sure that he understood its meaning. Then, he peered past the letters and into the habitat. He looked directly at Deena, who was jumping up and down and waving her arms in the air. That definitely seemed like she was trying to get his attention.  
 
    “Can you understand me?” the scientist asked. 
 
    Deena quickly checked the list of words that she had recorded in the dirt of her habitat. Using her heel, she dug the symbol for a word into the dirt. “Yes,” she wrote. 
 
    “Good gods,” the scientist intoned, stepping back. The immensity of this threatened to overwhelm him. Not only had he made the biggest discovery in the history of his people, but the implications of his previous work hit him hard. He turned his head toward all the creatures pinned to the wall. His gaze moved to Sparf, whose body the giant had placed in the sun to dry. Had he murdered dozens of other intelligent creatures, just to stick them on his wall?  
 
    He thought back to how they had struggled, waved their arms, and seemed to hold their breath under water. It was too horrible to be true. He must be imagining it. Perhaps he. was losing his mind. But when he returned to the habitat, the words that stood out to him the most were “Like you...” 
 
    “The other creature...” the scientist started to tentatively say. 
 
    Deena erased the first big word in the mud and then carved another with her heel. “Friend.” 
 
    The scientist’s hand went to his mouth. So, it was true. The full horror of this situation sank in quickly. He turned to his display cases and pulled out the pins that hung the creatures up there. He put them into a box, quickly but gently. 
 
    “They must be buried. They must be buried,” he kept repeating. “This isn’t right at all. Not at all!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Up on the shelf, Brick was woken by the clatter down below. He looked over the edge of the shelf and saw the scientist removing all the bodies from his pin boards. He was doing it in a hurry, his hands moving quickly so that the boards were already nearly empty. Beside him was a large wooden box that was filled to the brim with the desiccated bodies of the aliens that the scientist had killed in the past. They were stacked like matches.  
 
    Brick wondered what he was up to but quickly returned to the task at hand. He need to get the pistol ready to fire. He climbed onto the pistol and shimmied along the barrel to the trigger. Brick had decided that the best way to fire the gun was to wedge his body into the trigger guard, with his back against the trigger and his legs against the guard. When the scientist’s noggin was lined up with the barrel, Brick would extend his legs and press against the trigger, firing the pistol. He figured that being wedged in place like this would also at least partially protect him from the recoil. 
 
    Well, this would work assuming that the gun didn’t recoil right off the shelf and onto the floor. In that case, he’d be as dead as a doornail.  
 
    Having removed all the aliens from their cases, the scientist remembered that there was, in fact, one more body. It was Sparf. He went over to the cork board on which Sparf was spread out to dry and took the board out of the window, much to the chagrin of several birds who had been eyeing the tasty treat of an octo-man.  
 
    He removed his pins and carried his tiny body over to the habitat. The scientist opened the lid and placed Sparf’s discolored body inside near Deena as a sort of offering for forgiveness. “I’m so sorry. So sorry,” he told her. “I had no idea. You must believe me.” 
 
    Brick’s in-ear translator suddenly kicked in and he could hear the scientist’s attempt at an apology. Brick could also see what he was doing. It was clear he was trying to make amends for his horrible crime. It was enough to make Brick hesitate and keep from pulling the trigger, even though the scientist was directly in Brick’s crosshairs. He decided to see how this played out. 
 
    All Deena could think was how to get Sparf’s body out of there. He was in full bloom as far as odor went and it filled the little space she was in almost immediately. She had to try very hard not to throw up again. Quickly, she wrote in the dirt, “No. Smell. Take away.” 
 
    The scientist read it and understood right away. He could smell it as well. He was flustered, though, and had trouble grabbing Sparf’s body, which was slippery with decay, like two-week-old sandwich meat left out on the counter. The scientist was making it worse as he tried to pinch Sparf’s body between two fingers and retrieve it from the habitat. Deena retched in the corner. 
 
    “Sorry. So sorry,” he said as Sparf squirted out of his grip and flopped around the room. Finally, the scientist dug out a handful of dirt from underneath Sparf’s body and hauled him and the dirt out of the habitat, leaving behind a large crater. He placed the small pile of dirt on the other side of the lab bench, piling it on top of Sparf in order to eliminate the visuals and the smell. Then, he popped the head off of a flower nearby and placed it on the temporary tabletop grave that he’d created. He was clearly flustered. 
 
    By the time the scientist returned to Deena’s habitat, she had written something else in the dirt. “Help us. Planet kill us.” 
 
    “Us?” he asked. “There are more of you?” He looked around the room, forcing Brick to duck down. “In here?” 
 
    Deena realized that she had potentially endangered Brick. She needed to take his mind off the possibility that there were other aliens in his lab. She wrote in the dirt yet again. “Another. Like you. Has friends. Have ship.” 
 
    “Oh, you have friends. They were probably sold to General. He’s also a collector, and there aren’t many of us. It’s illegal, really. Like a black market,” the scientist explained. “Of course I’ll help you. It’s the very least that I can do. I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am. I thought you were strange insects, or small, stupid creatures without souls. Oh my!” He was getting worked up again. 
 
    “I understand,” Deena wrote. “We small. Different.” 
 
    “Yes, different. And very small. So small,” he explained. “But I’ll help you. Yes. I’ll take you to General.” 
 
    Brick decided not to kill the scientist. He couldn’t see what Deena was writing, but he got the gist of it from the scientist’s responses. And it was just as clear that the scientist had real remorse and was now promising to help them get back to their friends. If that was so, then he would have to come out of hiding sooner or later. It might as well be now. 
 
    Brick lifted himself out of the trigger guard and tossed the rope over the edge of the shelf. He climbed down to the lab bench, making his way over to where the scientist was standing and talking to Deena. He whistled to get his attention. 
 
    “Another one? Oh my!” The scientist stood up quickly, his eyes wide. “I will help you both. Oh, are there more? More hiding here?” He looked around him, a little frightened that he might be swarmed by dozens of angry little people. 
 
    “Just me, since you gutted our friend like an earthworm,” Brick replied, but the scientist couldn’t understand a word that he was saying. The scientist looked to Deena who had written another answer in the dirt. “No.”  
 
    The scientist breathed a sigh of relief. He began to pack things up for their journey to find their friends. He spoke as he did so. “Do you know if it was General’s people who got your ship?” he asked.  
 
    Deena pointed again at the word “no.” 
 
    “I must tell you that if the gobble-cluck-gobble crew got ahold of your ship... Well, they will have melted it down already,” the scientist explained. The name of General’s people obviously had no translation and remained in the giant’s language. “There have been many visitations in recent years by others of your size. The priestly rulers of the gobble-cluck-gobble believe these creatures are the emissaries of demons and that they must be destroyed. My research, which is forbidden, was to prove that the creatures were as natural as us rather than a supernatural threat.” 
 
    “With friends like you?” Brick mused.  
 
    “Hush,” Deena told him. 
 
    “General fights for the priestly elite. He is a skeptic and he has pushed for reforms,” the scientist continued. “He might help you, especially if you can offer him something. Maybe the design for a weapon that will help him win the war.” 
 
    Brick turned to Deena. “There’s not a chance in hell that I’m giving weaponry plans to anyone who thinks spaceships are demon spawn or who call themselves ‘the priestly rulers.’” 
 
    “Sure, Brick,” Deena replied. Then she wrote on the floor of her habitat once more. “We’ll do whatever we can to help.” 
 
    The scientist smiled. “Excellent.” He picked up each of them and put them in holsters near the top of his tree-trunk-sized legs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Butch tied the cable around his waist and got ready to climb. The cable itself was three hundred meters long when fully unwound. It was connected at the other end to a refueling hose for the ship. Now all he had to do was climb thirty meters to the top of one of the cables that held The Ship With No Name suspended in mid-air. Then he'd have to climb across to another cable that was attached to another ship. Then, he must make his way down the cable, find a way into an alien ship, and then siphon their chemical fuel, assuming that they used the same fuel chemistry. After all that, he'd need to get back. All without dying. No biggie. 
 
    Except that Butch felt like he was going to be sick. He kept picturing exactly what his death would feel like. Falling through the air at high velocity, and the sickening crunch of his bones as he bounced off their ship on the way down to a full-spectrum splatter on the desk beneath them, made him woozy. The possibility of this happening was all very clear to him and he hadn’t even climbed a single meter as of yet.  
 
    “Butch, you must go,” Meku informed him. “We do not know how long we will have before you are spotted.”  
 
    “And you don’t have a lot of time until you start shitting blood, my friend,” Victorina added for good measure. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” Butch acknowledged. “I’m dead either way. I get it.”  
 
    He reached up and grabbed hold of the animal gut cable. It felt a bit sticky, but definitely not slippery.  
 
    “That’ll make it easier to get higher up before I fall to my death,” Butch muttered.  
 
    He began climbing, one hand over the other. He wished now that he had lost weight and done more training when Brick offered to coach him. Or even done the early morning yoga sessions with Deena. But it was too late now. He continued on up, each meter feeling like ten and every ten feeling like one hundred. His muscles burned and he felt sorely tempted to just let go and end it all. But then he imagined the AIs laughing at the sound he'd make as he bounced off the hull, and that thought gave him strength.  
 
    He wanted to save his friends, too, of course. Not so much because it was the nice thing to do. But more so that he could rub it in Brick’s face. And to show Deena that he was worthy of her affection.  
 
    Maybe she would be so grateful, she would give him a photo of her in a skimpy bikini. The thought of that helped focus his piggy mind.  
 
    He climbed and he climbed. Finally, he reached the top. Up here, the other cables could be reached by climbing onto a branch—to Butch, it was the width of a tree trunk—and walking across to the next cable that went down to a different ship. Butch did this without looking down past his feet.  
 
    Finally, he reached the cable for the next ship over. He crouched down on the tree branch it was attached to, sliding over the side to grab hold of the cable. He almost fell but he had gripped the cable at the last second, his eyes closed and his breathing deep as he wet his pants. After several minutes, he continued down, hoping his pee-pee hadn’t made it too slippery. 
 
    A short time later, without any further incidents, Butch reached the top of the alien ship. There were several hanging in the mobile that they were part of. It probably meant that they were from the same system. Their shape didn’t look so very different from The Ship With No Name, which was a relief.  
 
    It suggested that the aliens weren’t so alien that nothing would make sense. Not like these tripod giant things. But that didn’t mean it would be easy. It was a big ship. Lord knew where they pumped in the fuel. It was probably below the crew section and above the engines, but that still left a lot of real estate to cover. 
 
    First things first, he reported in. “I’m here in one piece,” he announced. 
 
    “Your scaredy-pants breathing gave away the fact that you’re still alive,” Victorina responded drily. “Our scans of all the ships of this type suggest that the refueling valve is not far from your current location. It is perhaps ten meters ahead and three to your right.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good news,” Butch sighed in relief. 
 
    “First, I suspect that you’ll have to enter the ship and find the unlock switch for the valve cover. It’s probably in the cockpit,” Victorina added. 
 
    “I figured as much,” he replied as he made his way along the ship, ten meters forward and three to the right. Sure enough, there was a port here that seemed to be approximately the same size as the fuel hose on their ship. He pushed on it. It was definitely locked in place. He would have to find a way into the ship.  
 
    Butch untied the cable from his harness and made his way forward. “Any idea where the ship entry port is?” He reached one of the cables holding the ship and tied his cable to it for the moment. 
 
    “Straight ahead is an outline that suggests an airlock. Besides that, on the left is an indent that might just be a manual opening system,” Meku offered. 
 
    “Where’s Victorina?” he asked. “She’s been the one walking me through all of this.” 
 
    “She got bored with the melodrama and returned to her game,” Meku informed him. “I will guide you from now on. Unless she changes her mind, of course.” 
 
    Butch shrugged it off and continued on his way. Reaching the panel for the airlock, it was clear that the creatures that flew in these ships were perhaps half the size of Butch. It was going to be a tight fit if he even managed to get inside. He opened the manual airlock system and turned the handle.  
 
    There was a whoosh as very stale air of a different pressure was pushed out of the dead ship. Butch winced at the smell, which reminded him of beef jerky mixed with old men’s farts. Usually, he would have liked that smell, but in this context, it was unpleasant. 
 
    He fit through the airlock, but just barely. He had visions of getting stuck in there because his belly was pressed against one door and his big butt was pressed against another. What a humiliating way to die. Luckily, there was just enough room that the doors still moved freely. Once the outside door was closed, the inside door whooshed open and the smell became even stronger.  
 
    Butch tried not to retch at the smell. He wished that he had worn his space suit so that he could breathe clean air. But there was no way that he would have been able to climb all the way up and then back in his space suit. He was just going to have to get used to it and hope that the aliens didn’t have a super-virus that would leave him bleeding from every orifice.  
 
    The space inside was so small that Butch had to crawl on all fours to move comfortably. He could have crouched, but it would have sucked pretty hard and given him leg cramps within about ten minutes. This seemed to be the better option. The likelihood that there was anyone or anything alive on this ship was very slim. Just in case, he had his laser pistol in his hand. 
 
    After crawling a short distance, Butch came to a door. There was a similar handle beside it and he twisted it open. The door sprung open, revealing the bridge. There were a dozen or more dead aliens here. It looked like some giant had picked up the ship and given it a good shake to see what was inside, smearing the crew all over the inside of the bridge. Even reduced to little more than skeletons with tatters of skin, it wasn’t a pretty sight. Dried, blackened blood covered everything. 
 
    “Okay , I’m in the bridge,” he sent back to Meku. “It’s a godawful mess over here. Looks like somebody tried to make an alien smoothie with these guys.” 
 
    “Probably just curious giants,” Meku opined. 
 
    “Yeah. Any thoughts on where the switch is to unlock the fuel tank?” he asked. 
 
    “Based on a survey of over one-hundred-and-three-million models of ship in the known universe, over a span of three thousand years, correlated for bridge size and layout, taking into account level of technological development...” 
 
    “Spare me your bragging, Meku. Just tell me where the fucking switch is.” 
 
    “Right beside you. It's up and to the right. Probably has a picture of a gas tank on it,” she replied curtly, hurt that he hadn’t let her finish impressing him with the breadth of her search. 
 
    Butch turned and, sure enough, up and to the right, there was a switch. On top of it was a picture of the gas tank. Sentient beings were so predictable. He reached up and flicked the switch. There was a soft click through the ship that sounded like the panel had opened on the gas valve outside. 
 
    He made his way back outside of the air lock and onto the top of the ship. The fuel tank panel had popped open, revealing a nozzle connector inside. He painstakingly dragged the hose from The Ship With No Name over to this alien ship. 
 
    “You sure that this will connect?” Butch asked Meku. “The nozzle tip looks different.” 
 
    “Of course it looks different. That ship belongs to an alien species from outside of the known universe and almost certainly has no ISO rating with the Intergalactic Trans-Shipping Regulatory Agency,” she sighed. “That’s why our hose is fitted with a universal adaptor, according to my own design.” 
 
    “Great,” he replied. “Congratulations on your brilliance.” He pushed the end of the hose against the connector and it formed itself to fit the alien fuel valve. 
 
    “I’m detecting a nearly full tank, utilizing oxygen and hydrogen as the fuel,” Meku announced. “That ought to provide us with three-quarters of a full tank of chemical propellant.” 
 
    “Awesome!” Butch replied. Then, he settled in to wait until the fuel was siphoned off the dead ship and into his own.  
 
    It took nearly two hours, during which time Butch couldn’t leave because then there would be no one to unhook the hose. His eyes grew heavy and he struggled to stay awake. Each time Meku detected that his breathing had become too regular, she would blast an operatic solo at ninety decibels.  
 
    Each time she did that, he cussed her roundly. 
 
    “Don’t want you falling asleep and rolling off the ship,” Meku said, but there was an undeniable tone in her voice that implied that she was just playing her own game with him.  
 
    Finally there was a “ping,” telling him that the job was complete. He unhooked the hose and tossed it to the ground for the AIs to wind in, at which point he began to climb back the way that he came. 
 
    Another forty-five minutes later and he was back on top of his own ship, his arms shaking from the exertion and his knees knocking from the fear. It didn’t matter. They were almost free and ready to go hunting for their friends.  
 
    He grabbed the laser rifle from where he’d left it. The ship was held up by several animal gut cables. There were far more than necessary. They decided that in order to save fuel, the AIs would only start the engine once enough cables were cut.  
 
    He cut through the first cable quicker than he thought he could. Then he did the same for the next. And the next. There were only eight more cables left. 
 
    “Maybe you should start the engine, Meku,” he suggested. “Just to be safe.” 
 
    It was Victorina who responded, still obviously crabby. “I can carry out three hundred trillion operations per second. I’m quite capable of calculating when to start the engines.” 
 
    “Fine,” Butch replied. “But if I cut one of these cables and end up plunging to my death, I swear I will come back and haunt your circuits.” He knew it wasn’t worth arguing with her when she was in this sort of mood. Unfortunately, Victorina’s moods would last anywhere from six months to a year at a time.  
 
    He fired up the laser and cut through another cable. As soon as the cable snapped, the ship tilted and swung, causing three other cables to snap. Butch slid down the ship toward the engines, finally grabbing onto the antenna that he had repaired earlier. Just then, the maneuvering thrusters came online and gave the ship some buoyancy. It lifted up, returning to its horizontal position. 
 
    “Come on. Get inside,” Victorina commanded. “You’re wasting fuel.” 
 
    “If you had fired the fucking engine when I told you to...” Butch shot back. 
 
    “Remember, when you point your finger at someone else, four fingers are pointing back at you,” Victorina scolded him. “Get to work.” 
 
    Butch shook his head in frustration, dragged himself to his feet, and fired the laser again, cutting through the remaining cables that had held them in place. With that done, he ran forward to the airlock entryway. They would be ready to depart as soon as he was inside. He pressed the key code to enter the ship and he dove inside, hitting the button to close the door once he was securely indoors. 
 
    “I’m in!” he yelled. “Hit it!” 
 
    The AIs revved up the engine, causing them to shake. Butch imagined them zooming through the house and right out the front door, under the nose of some asshole giant. That’d show them. They’d know who the smart ones were and it wasn’t them. 
 
    Then the engines wound down and the ship stopped shaking. 
 
    “What’s going on, guys?” he asked. “Have we landed outside or something?” 
 
    “No, Butch-san,” Meku reported. “We’ve been captured. Again.” 
 
    Outside the ship, a giant hand was wrapped around the ship, preventing it from going anywhere.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    For an old guy, the scientist sure could swing from the trees.  
 
    They had left his lab right after he’d popped Brick and Deena into his leg holsters. They were already halfway back to the house of the General. As with the soldier scouts who brought them to the scientist’s house, the old guy didn’t seem to tire. What was more surprising was that he talked during the entire journey. Sometimes to them, sometimes to himself.  
 
    He told them about the Wars of the Enlightened Mind, which had been going on for nearly a hundred of their years. It was unclear whose mind was enlightened, because, as was typical in these situations, both sides claimed to have cornered the market on enlightenment. Either way, there were definitely a lot of wars. At this point in time, there were two dozen and counting.  
 
    Previously, the wars had been mostly about maneuvers, attempts to expand territory slightly, or demonstrations of their enlightenment by winning a surprise attack. This time, both sides had declared that it was a fight to the finish. There would be no letting up until the other side was completely destroyed. 
 
     It had been ten years of this war and hardships had degraded both sides considerably. At this rate, there might not be any minds left at the end, enlightened or not. At least not giant minds.  
 
    For the most part, neither Deena nor Brick could see much of the world outside. Once they were in the holsters, the scientist buttoned the tops of them shut. The only way they could see out into the world was through gaps in the stitching. 
 
    “Any idea how much further,” Deena asked. 
 
    “All this forest looks the same to me,” Brick told her. “But we’ve been up and down hills four times by my count. I think that puts us about three hours away.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much longer I can go without puking.” 
 
    “Glad I’m not riding with you then,” Brick commented wryly. “I will stay puke-free over here.” 
 
    “You and your phobia about swapping fluids,” Deena said. 
 
    At that moment, the scientist stopped in silence, perhaps so that he could listen for something. There was only the sound of wind whispering through the trees. Nothing else. No birds. No insects. Just total silence. However, by listening more closely, it became clear that it wasn’t total silence after all. Somewhere in the distance, various sounds could be heard. Soft thumps, like distant thunder, and cracks, like snapping fingers. 
 
    “The war is close,” the scientist commented. “I’ll have to be careful. I don’t wear the uniform of either side, which means that both will be just as happy to kill me.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too promising,” Brick muttered. He didn’t like being trapped in a little pouch, especially in case they got caught, but he had no way of communicating with the scientist. His laser rifle was dead and no use to him but he did still have a knife in his belt. He began hacking at the stitches near the top of the holster so that he could have an escape route. 
 
    Soon, the sounds of war were much closer, including the gobbles of pain of wounded and dying giants. Within moments, the explosions of cannons could be heard as though they were right next to them. And there was the occasional “whoosh” of ammunition both large and small as it passed far too close to the scientist. They only hoped that he could move faster than the soldiers could aim.  
 
    Brick had cut through several stitches and could spread apart the edges of the holster about level with his head, like a vulva birthing a jarhead. He now watched the action in the trees from his perch and kept an extra set of eyes open, not that he could warn the scientist. He looked up at the scientist and could see his underside beak and goatee. It looked as though his package was hanging right above Brick’s face. 
 
    “Tea-bagged by a giant in a war between idiots fighting over the crown of who’s the smartest,” he griped. “My BOF instructors would be laughing their asses off.” 
 
    All too close, Brick could now see the brutality of the war. Giants swung through the trees,, firing weapons, swinging axes, and forcing swords at one another. Blood sprayed and soaked the nearby branches.  
 
    More than once he saw a giant soldier fall to its death almost within arm’s reach of the scientist. Parts of trees exploded around them as cannonballs fired by invisible guns struck the wood. Not far away, giants carrying flame-throwers lit up enemies, trees, birds, and anything else that got in their way. The smoke was so thick, it was hard to breathe. 
 
    The scientist must have decided that the battle was too close. He turned away to go deeper into the forest, never letting up his pace. 
 
    “I am sorry, my friends,” he told them. “We had to go through that narrow pass between rock walls. There was no other way. Now we can turn away from the battle and make our way to safety, away from cannons and madness.” 
 
    While the scientist may have thought that they were now safe from any war-related problems, Brick was not so sure. Looking into the forest, he could see that there were giants who were shadowing them at a distance. What was the likelihood that several giants would be going in the same direction, at the same speed, at the same time, in an otherwise empty forest? He figured that the odds weren’t very high. 
 
    “Deena, I think we’re in for a shitload of trouble,” Brick told her over their in-ear radios. 
 
    Deena was alarmed. “What do you mean? What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re being followed and our scientist friend is oblivious. I’m going to separate from you guys and keep some distance, just in case.” 
 
    “What if we lose you?” 
 
    “If those soldiers couldn’t lose me on the way in, this old guy sure isn’t gonna lose me on the way out.” Brick hoisted himself up to the split in the seam of the holster, pushing one leg and then the other leg through. He was now seated awkwardly in the seam, but at least he had a better view and more freedom of movement. He waited until the scientist used the arm-leg that Brick’s holster was attached to, so now he was at the highest point and closest to a branch. He leaped with all his strength through the air and landed on the branch. 
 
    He could see that the stalkers were moving closer on each side in a pincer-like pattern. They would catch and confront the scientist within a couple of kilometers. Brick needed to find something to arm himself. Something that would actually have an effect on these giants. So far, he hadn’t had a lot of luck. 
 
    Meanwhile, the scientist realized that he was being tracked and pursued. 
 
    “We are being followed,” he told Deena. “On the edge of every battle are the worst sort of criminals in uniform. They steal, pillage, and loot. On top of that, they kidnap civilians and ransom them for money, no matter the territory in which they are found. Have no fear, though. I have brought some money to bribe them. I only hope that they aren’t too greedy.” 
 
    He continued swinging through the forest, acting as if he were oblivious to the giants tracking him. If he could get far enough, he thought they would make it to civilization and these soldiers would be too afraid to be caught as brigands.  
 
    “Bang!”  
 
    It was the sound of a weapon being fired. The brigands were also probably afraid that the scientist would make it to the next village and they’d lose their chance to make a quick buck. Their criminal activity might be widespread as a result of the war and its hardships, but it didn’t mean that it was officially tolerated. They would likely be seen as both deserters and criminals. 
 
    “Bang!” 
 
    The scientist let out a shriek that roughly translated as Fuck, I’m shot! Fucking asshole fuckers! 
 
    Looking out of a gap in the seam of her holster, Deena could see that one of his arms hung limp at his side as blood poured down the side of it. The scientist was still able to swing through the trees, though much slower and less smoothly. But if they hit another one of his arms, it was likely that they would both fall to their deaths. At least Brick had gotten away. Even then, she didn’t imagine that there was much that he could do. Three giants were closing in on them but Brick had never even managed to bring down one giant on his own. 
 
    Finally, the scientist could no longer outrun the soldiers and he came to rest on a large branch.  
 
    The brigand soldiers surrounded them on three sides, their weapons drawn. But they shouldn't have even bothered. The scientist had neither weapons nor the strength to resist any longer, causing him to slump against the trunk of the tree. The leader of the three holstered his weapon and approached the scientist. 
 
    “Hey, old man,” the brigand sneered, insofar as one can sneer with a beak. “Don’t you know that it’s not safe to travel alone through a war zone?” 
 
    “So it seems,” the scientist admitted.  
 
    “If you had told us in advance, we could have protected you,” the brigand continued. “Now the price is double and you have been hit by a very nasty stray bullet. I think you might bleed to death.” 
 
    “You’re in luck,” the other brigand shouted from nearby. “Well, somewhat. I’m a medic, but my fees are pretty steep.” The three giants made sounds that Deena assumed were supposed laughter but the noises were harsh and ugly. 
 
    The scientist unclipped the money purse that hung around his body and tossed it to the brigand who was standing in front of him. “This is all that I have.” 
 
    The brigand caught the bag and opened it, looking inside. “This is pretty crappy, old man,” he griped. “This isn’t even enough to stop us from pushing you out of this tree.” 
 
    The scientist could see that it was probably the end of the road for him. He figured that this was what he deserved for all of the terrible torture and desecration he had unwittingly imposed upon the little aliens. He almost welcomed his coming death, but he didn’t want Deena and Brick to suffer the same fate. He reached down to the holsters on his leg and unfastened the tops of them as discretely as possible so that they could escape, not realizing that Brick had already done so. 
 
    Deena had been listening to the exchange between the scientist and the brigand soldiers. It was clearly not going well, though she suspected they were going to kill the scientist, no matter how much money he had. She imagined that at any second she would be falling the one-hundred-plus meters to the forest floor beneath her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Looking around in a panic, Deena saw the top of the holster open and she realized that the scientist was giving her the chance to escape. She crept up to the exit of the holster and peered outside. The brigand was very close now, and they were getting all up in the face of the scientist. 
 
    “Come on, old man,” the brigand demanded. “You must have more money than that. Everybody knows that you’re a crazy, old, rich guy.” 
 
    “Crazy, yes,” the scientist conceded. “But not so rich anymore. The war taxes and my own research have taken up most of my wealth. I’m reduced to pocket change, my boy.” 
 
    Deena could tell that she didn’t have much time. The best that she could do was sneak out and hide behind the scientist’s body. She wanted to jump ship in case they searched his holsters, which seemed to be a likely move before shoving him off the branch. By then, the opportunity might present itself for her to climb below their line of sight. 
 
    But as she made a break to hide behind the scientist, the brigand who was leaning forward to see what was in the scientist’s other pouches happened to catch sight of her. Before she could get away, the brigand reached out and grabbed her. 
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” the brigand asked. “Looks like a little demon came here to cause trouble.” He turned back to the scientist. “There were rumors that you made deals with devils of all sorts and that you practiced black magic. I never believed them. I see that I was wrong.” 
 
    The brigand turned to his two accomplices and held out his hand to reveal Deena. “Look at what I caught. It's one of the professor’s demon creatures. Bet you we could sell her for a hefty price.” Then he turned back to the scientist. “Well, maybe we’ll let you live after all, old man.” 
 
    “No, please,” the scientist replied. “Let her go and kill me instead.” 
 
    “How about this? We'll kill you and we'll take the demon and sell it to the highest bidder.” The brigand took a step towards the scientist, a malicious smile lighting up his face. Deena closed her eyes so that she wouldn’t have to see the act of murder that was about to take place. 
 
    There was a strange, wet sound, almost like a stick sinking into mud. Deena felt herself swaying to and fro on the branch, to which she opened her eyes. The scientist’s eyes were wide and doing nothing but staring at the brigand. Deena turned her head and looked over at him. There, standing on top of his bulb, was Brick. Next to him was a branch as thick as Brick’s thigh, sticking straight up out of the top of the bulb, directly through the brigand’s eyes. 
 
    “Jump!” Brick commanded. “You want to ride a dead giant down to your grave?” 
 
    The brigand was definitely wobbling and he was sure to fall over at any second. The grip of his hand was also beginning to loosen. Deena was able to squeeze through the bottom of his hand and drop onto the wide branch. 
 
    The other giants seemed frozen in their spots, clearly unsure about what to do next. After a moment’s pause, they pulled out their pistols and fired at Brick, who had already leaped off their dying friend and into the trees. Instead of Brick, they hit their comrade, which was all the push that he needed. He tumbled out of the tree and fell through the branches toward the ground. He could be heard hitting and breaking several of them on his way down. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” asked one of the remaining brigands. 
 
    “It was a demon! I saw it,” the brigand medic replied. “It was hideous.” 
 
    Before the third brigand could reply, Brick plummeted from above, riding another branch. Deena saw this one coming. Brick had sharpened the stick and was standing on footholds made from the stumps of other branches that grew out of this one. When he landed on the eyeball of the third brigand, his added weight pushed the branch deeper into his eyeball sockets, including whichever organ was right below it. 
 
    This action created another wet, muddy sound as the branch entered the top of the giant’s bulb. The giant spasmed, its arms shooting out to either side in a way that caused it to fall forward, onto the tree limb, and roll off to the side. It traveled a rough path through the trees, ultimately collapsing onto the forest floor below. Brick jumped off just in time. 
 
    “Demon! Demon!” the medic brigand shrieked. It dropped its pistol and started to flee back into the forest. 
 
    Too late. Before he was able to grab onto the next branch, Brick landed with a wet thump on the eyeball of the medic brigand. Then, he leaped off once again. The medic brigand, its arm still raised and ready to grab onto another branch, plummeted forward and down to the earth below. So much for easy money. 
 
    Brick bounded from tree to tree, making use of the low gravity as he had previously done. He kept going until he was back on the limb with Deena and the scientist. Deena smiled. There was never a dull moment when you traveled the universe with Rasmus Brick, that was for sure. 
 
    “My hero,” she joked, and Brick blushed. Suddenly, he noticed the state of the scientist slouched behind them. The scientist didn’t look good and there was a lot of blood. 
 
    “I think our guy is done for this world,” Brick said, nodding toward him.  
 
    They walked over to the scientist, whose eyes were looking cloudier by the second. The color had already drained from his skin. He was somehow still conscious and he seemed coherent enough. 
 
    “I am done, my friends,” he told them. “I suppose I’m getting what I deserve. I killed others out of ignorance and now they have killed me out of ignorance.” He chuckled at the irony. 
 
    Deena dipped her finger in his blood and wrote symbols on the smooth bark of the tree. “Not what you deserve.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you to say,” the scientist replied. “And I suppose that it doesn’t matter now. Death doesn’t discriminate between the deserving and undeserving. He’s very generous that way.” 
 
    Brick nodded. In his experience, that was definitely the case. 
 
    “While I still can, I must tell you the way to General’s house,” the scientist said. He lifted his uninjured arm to point in a certain direction. “It is very simple. You go straight through the forest and pass a few more hills. It will be obvious, as he has the largest house in his village. It will also be the first house that you'll see.” 
 
    Deena dipped into more of the blood that was rapidly pooling around the scientist. 
 
    “We not know you name,” she wrote. 
 
    “Ah, of course,” he said. “My name is unimportant. But people call me cackle-gobble-gobble-cluck-snort.” 
 
    Brick looked to Deena. “Let’s just call him Rolf for short.” She nodded sadly in agreement. 
 
    “Now, you must go,” said Rolf. “When I die, my secret anal opening will release terrible things. You don’t want to be here for that.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Brick. “I’m all for missing the secret anal opening release party. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Goodbye,” Deena wrote on the trunk. She waved to Rolf, who returned the gesture. His body was wracked by spasms as the last of his blood emptied out onto the branch. Suddenly, a loud rumble came from somewhere between his limbs. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s the secret anal opening,” Brick said as he wrapped his arm around Deena’s waist. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” He leaped off of the branch and onto another tree. From there he paused for a moment and looked back toward Rolf. What he saw made him gag. 
 
    Deena started to look back, too.  
 
    “No! Don’t!” Brick warned her. He leaped again, moving deeper into the forest and closer to their destination. Behind them, Rolf’s life emptied out into the forest by way of his secret anal opening. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Sirm and Syko were both in a bird cage made out of metal rather than sticks and twine. They were hanging from a tree. Next to them was General. He was stuffed uncomfortably into a net that was also hanging off a branch. 
 
    Night had fallen and the only visible lights were a series of torches that had been hung from the tree. They were outside General’s house. Nearby were some soldiers and some other armed giants that wore clothes with a ritualistic feel to them. These were the priestly rulers of the federation of villages to which General belonged. 
 
    “You know what sucks the most about this?” Sirm asked. 
 
    “That we’re going to die hanging in a tree!” Syko replied. 
 
    “Well, of course, because dying sounds terrible. I am barely middle-aged,” Sirm told him. “But what’s worse is that we weren’t even going to kill the bastards. I mean, I would have killed them if I could. But there’s no way we could. We’re so small.” 
 
    “They caught us looking into his secret anal opening,” Syko shrugged. 
 
    “Yes, I knew the viewing was a bad idea the moment you said it. How such a structure is possible in a living being is beyond me.” 
 
    “In any case,” Syko said affirmatively, “at least we'll die knowing that such things exist.” 
 
    “I really would've wanted to died without knowing that.” 
 
    “Why don’t you use your magic to free us?” General asked. 
 
    Sirm sighed.  
 
    Syko formed his face into a beak, at which point he said, “We are no weapons.” 
 
    “Can’t you use the air for your weapons? The weather? The very leaves on the trees?” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Or are you waiting until they light the fire to immolate us and then turn it on them?” 
 
    Sirm shook her head. “Religion really is quite bad for one’s ability to think, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe religion isn’t supposed to help you think,” Syko shot back. 
 
    “Whatever, Mr. Jelly-Belly Guru.” Sirm turned her back on him. She’d had enough of this conversation. 
 
    “Pssst." A sound from nearby. At first, none of them heard it, but then the noise came again. “Pssst.” Syko looked up to see where it was coming from. Standing on top of the cage was Brick. Further up, on a nearby branch, was Deena. She waved at Syko, who waved back. 
 
    Syko whispered to Sirm. “Brick’s here.”  
 
    Sirm jumped to her feet.  
 
    “Where’s Sparf?” Syko asked.  
 
    Brick shook his head as he drew his thumb across his throat.  
 
    “Great,” Sirm said. “One down, just a few more of us to go. I suppose it was painful, too. Horrible and painful.” 
 
    “It was,” Brick concurred. “But not as painful as yours will be if you don’t shut up.” Sirm took the point and zipped it. 
 
    “Can you get us out of here?” Syko asked. 
 
    “Well,” Brick explained, “my rifle is toast. But I do have a knife. Not sure I can cut through those metal bars, though. Any idea where your weapons are?” 
 
    “The idiot in the tree next to us,” Sirm said, pointing toward General, “confiscated them after he bought us from those soldiers. No idea where he put them.” 
 
    “I can ask him,” Syko suggested. He pushed his face out so that it formed a beak again. He was getting faster at this and it took much less effort each time he tried. “Friends here. Need our weapons for escape. Where you put?” 
 
    “That depends,” he responded. “Will you help me?” 
 
    “Not a chance in hell,” Sirm asserted. Luckily, General couldn’t understand her. 
 
    “Help break free. Yes,” Syko replied. 
 
    “More than that. Now that the priestly rulers have found me guilty of heresy and treason, they will kill my children as well. We must kill them and flee with the children.” 
 
    “Oh, Lord,” Sirm complained.  
 
    “You guys sure now how to turn something simple into a shit show,” Brick complained. “All you had to do was shut the fuck up and act like a pair of pet hamsters. Now, we not only gotta free you, but we have to help a dissident general defect to the other team, kill the priestly rulers, and kidnap his whole fucking family from a repressive, theocratic state. Anything else I should know?” 
 
    “No, I can’t think of anything,” Syko responded with a shrug. “That pretty much covers it.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Brick told them. “By the way, neat face trick, Syko. How...” 
 
    Syko shrugged. “I’m purple.” 
 
    “You can’t just leave us here,” Sirm told him. 
 
    “Even if I could get you out of that metal cage, those guards would figure it out pretty quickly and set off an alarm,” Brick told her. “Then we’d have everybody and their mother here looking for you.” 
 
    “We could help you fight,” Sirm suggested. 
 
    “You’re useless in a fight, Sirm,” Brick reminded her. He turned to Syko. “Tell General that we’ll help him, but we need our puny, useless weapons.” Syko obeyed and General explained that they were hidden in his study. 
 
    Brick nodded and then jumped back up to where Deena was waiting. 
 
    Syko yelled after him, “Aim for their secret anal openings. They’re the most vulnerable there.” 
 
    “Who isn’t?” Brick muttered to himself as he swung back to where Deena was. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Deena asked. 
 
    “Well, they’re going to be burned at the stake for being demons,” he told her and then reiterated the rest of the dilemma that they faced.  
 
    “Out of the frying pan...” Deena noted. 
 
    “Yeah, literally into the fire,” he finished. “Well, ‘nother day, ‘nother nickel and a half. You feeling up for this?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” Deena assured him. 
 
    They both jumped down toward General’s house, bouncing from one limb to the next until they reached the roof.  
 
    “Okay, it's time for a little recon,” he said, gesturing to Deena to lay flat. She got down on her belly and leaned over the edge of the roof. Brick took hold of her ankles and lowered her so that she could see through the windows and into the various rooms of General’s house. Then, Brick squat-walked along one end of the roof to the other so that Deena could get a full sense of the situation. At the end of the roof, he lifted her up.  
 
    Her face was red from being held upside down for so long. “There are guards outside the kids' rooms. And others are just kind of hanging out around the house. But it doesn’t look like anyone’s in his office. They’ve stripped the shelves of all his books, but I can’t tell if they’ve done anything to the contents within his desk.” 
 
    “He said that he’d hid the rifles underneath his desk. He knew that they were contraband, as were Sirm and Syko.” 
 
    “What would he have done with them if someone had shown up to look for them?” Deena asked. 
 
    “Probably flush them down the toilet, like any dissatisfied owner of an exotic pet,” Brick replied. “Let’s get in there and see what we can find.” Brick walked back to the area near the window and made his way to the study. He hung over the side of the roof and let himself drop, landing on the windowsill just below. Deena did the same but Brick caught her. 
 
    “I could have done it, you know,” she scolded him. 
 
    “I’m trying to keep from adding to the crew casualty list,” he replied.  
 
    “Anything to grab my ass,” she snapped back. 
 
    “Don’t be disgusting. After seeing that secret anal opening thing, I don’t want anything to do with anyone’s dumper.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Brick examined the window to the study. The door was closed, but the glass in one of the corners had a small spider crack in it. Brick took out his hunting knife. He pressed the tip into one of the cracks and levered it with all his strength. After a moment, a shard of glass as big as Brick’s torso popped off the window and fell to the ground below. He jammed the point in again and wedged off another piece. Then, he kicked at the weakened piece of glass repeatedly, deepening the crack. It allowed him to lever off an even bigger piece. Finally, he was able to kick a small hole in the window. 
 
    It was big enough that he could fit through with little difficulty, but the edges were certainly razor sharp. If either of them slipped, they would be sliced open, just like Sparf. They would have to be very careful getting into the study. Getting out would be more difficult, if anything.  
 
    Brick went first and made it through to the other side when he lost his balance. He grabbed instinctively for the hole in the window to keep himself from falling. He cut his hand badly in the process and blood poured out heavily. It was a miracle that he hadn’t lost a finger, not to mention his entire hand. He cursed heavily and then jumped to the floor below. Deena followed him. She had a much easier time getting through the crack in the window, given her small size, especially in comparison to Brick.  
 
    Once on the ground, Deena took Brick’s knife out of his belt and went over to General’s curtains. She cut off a long strip and then returned to Brick, wrapping his hand tightly.  
 
    “How’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “Oughta hold,” he told her. “Lost a bit of feeling in my hand, though. Hope it doesn’t screw with my aim.” 
 
    “Now, if you were going to hide some ultra-advanced weapons that belonged to aliens, where would you put them?” Deena asked. 
 
    “I’d stick them under the desk in the most awkward place possible,” he said.  
 
    They walked under the lowest point beneath the desk. It appeared to be an attached filing cabinet. Sure enough, there were two laser rifles stuck to the desk with what seemed to be used gum. 
 
    “These aren’t much use when going against the giants but we can surely use them in some kind of secondary capacity,” Brick suggested to Deena as he handed one to her. 
 
    “Like what?” she asked, slinging the rifle over her shoulder. 
 
    “Gimme a sec,” he demanded. “One thing at a time.” Brick looked around the room to see if it gave him any clues. He looked up at the chandelier hung from the ceiling by a chain and he noticed that it held candles.  
 
    “The kids are upstairs,” he said. “The priestly council guys are either out front or having dinner. Hopefully most of them are in the dining room.” 
 
    “What’s your plan?” 
 
    “You’re going to kill the priestly council. I’ll pick off the stragglers.” 
 
    “That’s crazy!” 
 
    “You’re right,” he agreed. “Long day. Go back outside and use the rifle to cut through the bars of that birdcage. I’ll kill everybody in here. Maybe I’ll even be able to save the kids.” 
 
    “And General?” 
 
    “If I save the kids, we let him go. If not, we leave him because he’ll want to kill us.” 
 
    “Brutal logic but hard to argue with,” Deena concurred. 
 
    “I’m a realist,” Brick said. He smiled and put out his hands in a cup of interlocking fingers. “Hand up?” 
 
    Deena stepped in his hands, and at the count of three, she jumped and was launched onto the windowsill. Luckily, she managed to avoid the broken glass sp she wasn’t sliced in half. She looked back one last time and waved to Brick, then slipped through the window. 
 
    With Deena gone, Brick made his way out of the study and into the hallway. He could hear giants moving around in different rooms but none of them were currently visible. At the first room on his left were the voices of two giants. A door opened and one of them came out. 
 
    “Take a short break and then join me outside with the heretic,” the soldier giant said. He lumbered off, not seeing Brick who had pressed himself against the wall.  
 
    Brick slipped into the room as the door closed. It appeared to be a kitchen. The second soldier giant was making the giant equivalent of a bologna sandwich. It seemed unfair to kill someone while they were making themselves a nice snack but Brick wanted to test out a killing technique on one of them before taking on any more. If it didn’t work, there was a chance that he could get away from one of them. Or, as with the first soldiers they met, the giant might not even notice that Brick had done anything. Either way, better to know sooner than later. 
 
    Luckily, the giant was occupied and chirping away musically to itself. It didn’t see Brick slip up behind it and then position himself underneath. From here, Brick could see its secret anal opening. It was tucked in one of the arm-legs’ armpits, and right now, it was closed, appearing as small as a dot. As far as Brick was concerned, this was a blessing. He definitely didn’t want to see it up close at this angle but he was guessing that he would need to shoot inside of the opened sphincter to achieve the desired effect. 
 
    Brick held his weapon and waited. After a few moments, the giant unclenched its anal opening to release some gas. Inside was a sticky, wet, purplish hole, which was lined with stiff hairs and live maggots the size of Brick.  
 
    Brick, who was prudish about other beings’ bodily liquids, had trouble aiming his rifle. The urge to vomit was so strong. He swallowed his own puke and squeezed the trigger, delivering a sustained pulse directly into the secret anal opening. 
 
    The giant’s bulbous body expanded and contracted as though a small bomb had gone off inside of it. Its eyes went wide with the realization that it had been surreptitiously penetrated. Its knees buckled and it fell straight down to the floor. Brick barely had a chance to roll out of the way and avoid being crushed or, even worse, swallowed up by the anal opening. A cloud of noxious gas escaped from the giant as it hit the floor and the bulb deflated like a punctured balloon. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Brick said, admiring his work as the giant deflated in the background. “They’re just big fucking balloons.” He turned and rushed out of the room, leaving before another giant could show up and challenge Brick's braver. Also, the gas smelled like dead guy farts. 
 
    On the second floor, Brick arrived in the hallway that led to the bedroom of General’s children. There were two guards outside of their door and they looked like ottomans from a living room. Somehow, Brick would have to get over to the giants and find his way underneath them without being spotted. He would have to shoot them in their anal openings at the same time. 
 
    “Fuckers probably clench up when one of their buddies goes down with a shot in the a-hole,” Brick muttered. 
 
    First things first, Brick needed to get to them. 
 
    Sitting on the windowsill at the end of the hall were a pair of candles. Neither one was lit, as a chandelier hanging from the ceiling lighted the hallway. Brick aimed his rifle at one of the candles. An invisible energy beam shot out of the end of the rifle’s barrel, igniting the first candle. Then he shifted slightly and fired at the second candle, which ignited as well. 
 
    This got the attention of both guards who turned toward the candles. 
 
    “Magic,” one of them said in awe. 
 
    “It is those demons outside,” added the other. “They are cursing us. We should not be here.” 
 
    As they pondered the theological significance of the candles and the little biped prisoners, Brick tore down the hall as fast as he could, sliding to a stop under the first giant. Brick looked up and could see the anal opening was clenched. Meanwhile, the other giant was walking over to the candles to extinguish them. 
 
    The giant used two fingers to extinguish the flame on the first candle. Brick saw that the giant relaxed the sphincter muscle of its anal opening as it did so, which was perhaps a response to touching the flame. It wasn’t a clear shot, but it was possible. 
 
    He dropped to one knee, and as the giant extinguished the second candle, he pulled the trigger. He quickly reoriented his aim on the anal opening of the second giant. He hoped that the initial shock would at least cause the second giant to relax its own anal opening. 
 
    The same short pop happened to this giant. Its eyes went wide and its knees buckled as it sank to the floor and started deflating rapidly. Just as Brick hoped, the second giant let out a gasp of surprise and briefly released its sphincter muscle, making its anal opening vulnerable. Brick snapped off another shot right up its poop shoot. Then he rolled aside as the giant crumpled.  
 
    Then the gas from the giants met with the flames of the candles. A ferocious, blue fireball exploded and tore its way down the hall. Brick was barely able to hide himself between the deflating giant and the wall. What had remained of his eyebrows were now singed but he was otherwise unharmed. 
 
    However, the curtains in the hallway were now on fire. At that moment, the bedroom door opened. The children had obviously heard the explosion, if not the flatulent ending to the lives of their captors. They looked at the mayhem with wide eyes. Finally, they focused on Brick, who was signaling them to follow him, waving his arms in the air. They rushed toward him, apparently willing to follow their magical toy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Deena made her way to where Sirm and Syko were being held. They were high up—far above where she could jump. General, on the other hand, was in reach. She jumped up and grabbed the netting that held him. She climbed up the netting until they reached the branch to which it was attached.  
 
    The best way to melt the bars in the cage where Sirm and Syko were being held prisoner was to fire from the branch. It was a bit far away, but it would be easier and safer than trying to do it while hanging from the birdcage itself. Here, she could lie down and steady her aim as she fired. She signaled her two friends to move aside so that she didn’t cook one of them in the process, and then she took aim at one of the bars, pulling the trigger. It immediately glowed red, and small sparks fell away as the beam cut through the metal. 
 
    Back in the house, Brick was leading the children downstairs. There was some initial confusion but they caught on quick to his hand signals. Brick told them to stay back while he scouted ahead down the main hall that led to the front door. Brick was hoping to avoid further confrontations. Sooner or later, his luck with giant anuses was likely to run out, and he was alone—unprotected. He knew from his time in boot camp that unprotected anal almost always ended badly. 
 
    Scooting ahead, Brick arrived at an open door. It was General’s dining room. He peered inside and could see several members of the priestly council, made obvious by their priestly robes and haughty air. From their calm demeanor, it was obvious they hadn’t heard the demise of their guards.  
 
    They were sitting down to dinner and joined by other seemingly important figures, perhaps generals or senior politicians. There were a dozen of them in total. Above the grand, three-sided table was a large candelabra with twenty-four burning candles.  
 
    Brick leaned in and took aim at the chain that connected the candelabra to the ceiling. After he fired, a small, red dot began to glow on the chain and a wisp of smoke rose. from it. He held the rifle on the chain until it began to buckle and the candelabra shifted down at least half a centimeter. He could see that a gap had opened up in the link. He fired on the other side of the link until the chain link began to bend, and then he stopped.  
 
    Looking back down the hall, Brick could see the frightened children waiting for him to wave them forward. He signaled them to remain where they were for a little while longer. In the other direction, everything was clear. 
 
    He waited and watched in the dining room until the server returned with another plate of food. As all the attendees turned toward the server who was describing the dish, Brick made a break into the room and under the table. He did a quick survey of everyone in attendance. Their butts were puckered tight in anticipation of the tasty food they were about to eat. 
 
    “Bet they all let loose soon as the food passes their beaks,” Brick thought to himself. 
 
    The room was full of the clanking of cutlery and the sounds of food hitting plates as the server made his way around the table. One of the priests said a few words of thanks, which were repeated by all the others.  
 
    Brick watched their anal openings for signs of relaxation. From above, on the tabletop, he could hear the sound of cutlery being raised and food being cut. Because their beaks were on the bottoms of their bulbous bodies—and disturbingly close to their secret anal openings—he saw as they all put food in their mouths, almost simultaneously. 
 
    Sure enough, the entry of the food into their mouths led to the relaxation of their anal openings, giving Brick no shortage of targets. He pulled the trigger and fired six blasts of energy up their glory holes. Then he sprinted for the door. 
 
    Chaos erupted at the table as half the guests deflated, releasing noxious gas clouds in their death throes. Brick reached the door and signaled for the children to run toward him, and then he turned back to fire a blast at the chain that held the chandelier. The chain link immediately heated up and began to soften. 
 
    At first, the giants had no idea what was happening and many thought that they had been poisoned. One of the military officers at the table had immediately jumped to his feet and killed the innocent server, who was just as confused as the rest of the guests. Finally, one of the priestly rulers spotted Brick crouched at the door. They pointed at Brick and screeched, causing the others to also turn and see him. 
 
    It was too late. 
 
    The chain had softened to the point that it could no longer support the weight of the chandelier. It bent until one link slipped off of the other and the chandelier fell, crushing the head of the priestly ruler and igniting the table cloth. 
 
    Brick grabbed the enormous, heavy door to the dining room and began pushing. The children took his cue and joined him. The still-surviving guests rushed to stop them, but it didn’t matter. The noxious anal gas ignited upon contact with the candles and formed a massive, blue fireball. Several guests burst like balloons filled with methane, finishing off the remainders that quickly went out in the same way.  
 
    The explosion very nearly roasted the children, too, but the door was closed enough to keep them from suffering the same fate. The door slammed shut and the fire was left to burn throughout the rest of the house.  
 
    Outside, it seemed that no one was yet aware of the carnage that Brick had unleashed in the house. There were no cries of warning and no onslaught of back-up forces coming to stop whatever attack was underway.  
 
    They reached the front door which was hung open. They could see both the birdcage and General still hanging in the tree. Brick spotted Deena and followed her line of fire to the bars of the cage. It looked like she had cut through at least three bars. As soon as the guards were distracted – or deadSyko would be able to bend the bars enough for him and Sirm to escape. 
 
    Because the door was open and they couldn’t see him below them, Brick stepped forward till he was under the doorframe. He watched until he got his chance and then plugged both their butt holes good. They deflated into smelly heaps. 
 
    “I’m getting pretty good at this,” Brick mused. “It’s disgusting, but another skill set added.” 
 
    Two of the remaining priestly rulers came tearing around the side of the house. They’d been alerted by the appearance of flames through the window of the dining room. They saw Brick leading General’s two children and turned in pursuit. Brick ran and fired at the net, which immobilized General. 
 
    “Hit the net! Hit the net!” he yelled up at Deena, who turned her fire on the net’s fabric, cutting through it quickly.  
 
    It wouldn’t be soon enough to stop the priestly rulers, though, each of whom grabbed one of General’s children.  
 
    Just in time, General fell through the net and sprang into action. It was clear that you didn’t get to be a general on this planet by being a paper pusher. This general was a real warrior. Before the first priestly ruler could tell him to halt, General had already ripped off all three of his eyes and left the priestly ruler writhing in a massive heap on the ground. The soldiers who had accompanied them held back, perhaps knowing the abilities of their former commander. 
 
    The second priestly ruler called out to them and commanded that they shoot General, but that was not an order they were going to take. Nor was it one that would stand for five more seconds. General grabbed one of the priestly ruler’s legs with one hand and shoved his balled-up fist into his enemy's secret anal opening. The priestly ruler made an odd sound and then collapsed before sliding into the darkness.  
 
    General’s arm was covered in a dark, sticky substance, and Brick decided they were definitely not going to ask him what it was. The remaining soldiers chose discretion as the better part of valor and ran away. 
 
    By now, Sirm and Syko had broken out of their cage and leaped down to the branch near Brick. Deena had also made her way back down the net and she was already on the ground. General embraced his children and turned to his rescuers. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said with a bow. “We must flee before reinforcements come.” 
 
    “We need ship,” Syko told him, “to leave planet.” 
 
    “We never captured it. It must be with the commander of the other side. I will take you.” General picked them up and placed them in a side pouch that his child was carrying. The three giants leaped into the tree and swung away from their burning house at high speed. 
 
    Through a gap in the stitching. Brick watched as more soldiers arrived at General’s house. There was a lot of confusion as to what was happening. Then, someone pointed toward them. A soldier raised a horn to its beak, blasting out a call to arms to any nearby soldiers.  
 
    “They will follow after us soon enough,” General told them. “But we have enough of a head start so they will never catch up to us. Not until it is too late.”  
 
    “I hope not,” Brick said. “They are gonna be pissed when they find out General fist-fucked their last priest.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Butch bounced around the airlock as the ship landed on something with a considerable thud. Objects that weren’t locked down went flying around the ship and Butch had to protect his head, lest his brains spill any further. 
 
    “Computers! Report!” Butch called out. “What’s happening? How much damage?” 
 
    “Not much. Just some dents,” Meku consoled him. “We’re fine. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I think you might be up shit’s creek,” added Victorina. 
 
    “What? Why do you say that? Why me, and not you?” 
 
    “Because we’re invisible, darling,” she said with contempt, though perhaps with a hint of remorse as well. “Meat intelligence is always first and foremost interested in other meat intelligence.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Butch complained. “How many are out there?” 
 
    “At the moment, we are being carried somewhere else,” Meku reported. “It seems that we are entering another room at the end of a long corridor.” 
 
    The giant carried the ship its shoulder. It kept one of its three eyes focused on the ship, while the other two watched where it was going. 
 
    The soldier turned and entered a large, three-sided meeting room. On the walls were maps and drawings. There were also display cases with miniature ships, polished technology, telescopes, compasses, and a lot of books.  
 
    There was also a large table. Half a dozen important-looking giants in uniforms of a higher rank stood around it.  
 
    They were engaged in a serious meeting, poring over a map that was opened on the table. Pieces were placed on the map, probably indicating troop formations and locations for a battle that had just passed—or one that was just coming up. 
 
    The soldier entered the room, walked straight over to the group of men, and put the ship down on the table in front of them. The solider placed both hands on it firmly, just in case it should try to fly away. The commanders looked up from their deliberations. One of the giants—obviously the head honcho—spoke to him in a series of angry squawks and gobbles. The soldier responded with his own squawks and gobbles. 
 
    Inside the ship, Butch had made it to the bridge and was watching the scene unfold on the screen in front of him. 
 
    “Can we not translate what they’re saying?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re still working on it,” Meku informed him. “We require more input to be able to accurately parse what they’re saying and capture their nuances. I think a rough translation would probably be something along the lines of what in the actual fuck do you think you’re doing, soldier? To this, the soldier replied something like, you are seriously not going to fucking believe this, sir.”  
 
    “Or maybe he’s saying that they need to smash our ship as soon as possible,” Butch countered. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Meku responded. “I rate the likelihood of that as only twelve percent.” 
 
    “I’m heartened, but I’d appreciate if you could speed up the translation.” 
 
    “It would take these idiots a decade to learn this language,” Victorina complained. “Yet they bitch and moan when we can’t do it instantaneously.” 
 
    Outside the ship, the soldier was explaining to the leader how he had caught the ship firing its engines. The eyeballs of the commanders almost popped out of their heads. Obviously, they had no idea that there was any life left on this ship. Perhaps they’d never encountered one before that was still functional.  
 
    One of the generals went to a nearby storage cabinet and took out a spool of cable. He returned, and the giants quickly tied the ship down to the table. The head honcho walked around the table, checking out the ship from every angle. As he walked, he spoke, presumably commenting on the ship. He knocked on it a few times, though whether it was to see if anyone was home or just to test how solid it was remained unclear. 
 
    “Okay,” Butch announced. “I obviously have to go out there and try to talk to them. We can’t just sit here and pretend to be dead or asleep.” 
 
    “Perhaps they will think that the soldier was taking psychedelic drugs and didn’t see us at all,” Meku suggested helpfully. 
 
    “That seems unlikely. The boss man just touched the engine and felt that it was hot.” 
 
    “I recommend not going outside of the ship,” Meku suggested. 
 
    “Oh, let him go. What harm can he do?” Victorina disagreed. 
 
    “But I need translation,” Butch pleaded. 
 
    Meku appeared in holographic form on the control panel in front of Butch and rolled her eyes. Apparently, that was the only reason she appeared because she immediately disappeared again. 
 
    “I wanted to get the syntax of their very interesting language down perfectly. If I translate now, it is quite possible that I will confuse some verb tenses.” 
 
    “Who fucking cares?!” Butch asked.  
 
    “I care, Butch-san,” Meku told him. “I take my job very seriously.” 
 
    “If they tear apart the ship or melt it down, it won’t matter if you can write haikus in their language.” 
 
    “Hmmph, fine,” Meku submitted. “Put in the ship’s log that I resisted this command.” 
 
    “Noted,” Butch told her with a sense of relief. “Now, here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    Outside the ship, the commanders were in a huddle, trying to decide what to do next. As they spoke, they kept looking back at the ship, afraid that it was going to fire up its engines or perhaps that it had weapons that could kill them. There were now several soldiers in the room, their weapons trained on the ship. 
 
    The airlock door on the side of the ship whooshed open and a ladder extended down to the table on which the ship lay. One of the soldiers spotted the ladder and called out to the commanders, who rushed around to check it out.  
 
    Butch exited the ship with his arms raised in the air. As he walked away, the AIs turned on the ship’s lights and angled them at Butch. He was like a rockstar making his grand entrance to greet his adoring fans. Butch thought this routine would impress the giants and help them all overcome the size differences between them. The AIs thought it was a stupid idea but he did it anyway.  
 
    The giants stared wide-eyed, though whether it was in awe or confusion was unclear. As Butch reached the bottom of the ladder, he addressed the assembled. “Greetings to you, leaders of this great planet,” he said into the microphone of his helmet. Meku translated his words and broadcasted them over the ship’s loudspeaker. The giants jumped backward, startled by the amplified voice. 
 
    “We come in peace,” Butch continued. “We are on a very long journey from our world to another more distant place.” Meku repeated what he said and the giants chatted amongst themselves, commenting on what they were seeing. 
 
    “Who is your leader?” Butch asked. 
 
    The head honcho stepped forward. “I am Donk, the leader of my people,” he said. “And who are you, you little insect-like piece of shit?” 
 
    Butch dropped his arms. “Uh, did I hear that right, Meku?” Butch asked. Meku translated what he said and broadcasted it to the giants. “No, no, no. Don’t translate things that I say to you!” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, Butch-san,” Meku replied over his headset. 
 
    “Yes, you heard that right,” Donk replied to the question that wasn’t actually directed at him. “And don’t call me Meku. I told you, I am Donk. Are you a demon spy for our enemies?” he demanded. He reached down and picked up Butch in his fist. It was a tight grip. Not quite tight enough to crack ribs, but it definitely made it hard to reply. 
 
    “Flash the lights, guys! Flash the lights!” Butch squeaked out. The AIs flashed the lights on the ship and blew flames out of the rocket engines. It was enough to startle the head honcho, who dropped Butch on his ass and onto the table. 
 
    “When I say we come in peace, that doesn’t mean you can get all up in our faces, jackass,” Butch said. Meku translated. “I’m not working for your enemies, whoever they are. Our ship crashed here and we’re trying to get off your damn world.” Meku translated this as well. 
 
    The giants huddled around Donk, who was locked in a staring contest with Butch’s reflective helmet. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” Butch fretted. “It doesn’t look like we impressed him. Do you think that the rockets are strong enough to break that cable?” 
 
    “Sure, honey. We can break the cables, but it’ll tear some holes in the ship and we can’t repair those on this planet,” Victorina informed him. “Unless you know how to build a metal smelter and mine for ore.” 
 
    “Dammit. Okay, so we need to bullshit our way out of this.” 
 
    “You’re doing great so far, Butch-san,” Meku encouraged him. 
 
    “Let’s try this, Meku,” Butch responded. “We can help you in your battles against your enemy. But you must let us leave your world, for it is poisonous to our kind.” Meku duly translated his statement. 
 
    “Alright,” Donk replied. “I will consider it, but I want a heavy price for your lives. I want your secrets. How do you make your tiny ship fly? I want to know so that I can use your secrets to destroy our enemies. Beyond that, I want you to take your ship and blow them off our planet. I want you to kill them so badly that their next generation will refuse to be born.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” said Butch. “I was hoping he was going to ask for something easy, like the secret to fire or the wheel. Or even how to build a glider. Instead, he wants the keys to everything.” 
 
    “We do have a library programmed into our system,” Meku told him. “If we can get to our bots before their stock of tritium goes critical and we are all immolated, then we could download our library into one of them and leave it with them.” 
 
    “Aren’t we violating some galactic law by interfering so heavily?” Butch asked, concerned at the morality of fulfilling their demands. 
 
    “We’re in a completely undiscovered section of the galaxy. There is no law here. Besides, they probably won’t understand it and they will destroy the bot within a week,” Victorina remarked. 
 
    Butch was willing to accept that. “We will give you the knowledge that you seek, but to carry out an attack, we need our crew. They have been captured by your enemies,” Butch explained. 
 
    “If our enemies have your crew, then they are likely already dead,” Donk explained. “Do you know what this war is about? Do you know who they are?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Butch replied. “I’ve been here for a very short time and I spent most of it unconscious.” 
 
    “Fine, here’s the situation, then,” Donk explained. “They are religious whack jobs. I mean, they don’t empty their secret anal glands without performing a ritual to the gods. We were all stuck living under them one hundred years ago, until we revolted against their backward mumbo jumbo because we wanted to pursue knowledge. But they don’t want anybody learning how to think for themselves, so they attacked us. We’ve been waging war since my grandfather was a boy, but we are approaching the final battle now. We’re not doing so great because they have a general who fights for them with the help of science.” 
 
    “Wow, “ Butch commented. “That’s harsh.” 
 
    “So, either you’re here to help us or you’re a distraction that we can’t afford,” Donk emphasized. “Which is it?” 
 
    Meku spoke in Butch’s ear. “Transmitters belonging to Brick, Deena, Sirm, and Syko have just come into range of our ship,” she told him. “They are moving in this direction." 
 
    As she was explaining this to Butch, another soldier rushed into the room and whispered to Donk.  
 
    “Good news,” Butch said. “Our people are on their way here right now. They’ll be here in no time.” 
 
    The giants all looked at each other and pulled out their weapons, pointing them at Butch. 
 
    Donk leaned down from his imposing height and said, “Very interesting, spaceman. We’ve just gotten a report that a large army is traveling at high speeds through the forest in the direction of our headquarters. What that tells me is that you’ve been broadcasting our location to our enemies.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Butch swallowed. He just dug himself into quite a big hole. “Is that true, Meku? Is Brick leading a large army of these enemies to attack us?” 
 
    “We have not been able to make audio contact with Brick and the others. Only locational data is possible. Sorry,” Meku apologized.  
 
    “I think there must be some mistake,” Butch tried to explain. “My captain hates priests. He’d never fight beside them. Especially if he knew that you were going to destroy his ship.” 
 
    “Are you in contact with him?” Donk asked. Butch nodded. “If so, you had better explain to him that if he doesn’t call off his attack in the next fifteen minutes, we will destroy his ship and kill you. He will never get off this planet.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Brick and the rest of the fugitive gang tore through the forest at high speed. General and his children swung effortlessly from tree to tree, doing their best to stay close together. Brick watched as best as he could through the stitching in the bag. He could see that the soldiers were on their tail, though they were still a decent distance away. There were frequent shots in their general direction but the darkness made it difficult for the soldiers to hit their target. 
 
    The others tried to get comfortable in the leather satchel but it was too cramped on top of all the movement. The best they could do was avoid being tossed about, one on top of the other. They managed to succeed at this because Syko embraced them all in his jelly-like arms.  
 
    “Ugh, don’t hold on so tight,” Sirm complained, resisting Syko's purple embrace. 
 
    “Shush,” Deena told her. “He’s keeping you from cracking your skull on mine.” 
 
    “It’s so nice for us to come together in this way,” Syko added. Sirm rolled her eyes and, to her dismay, endured the gummy bear's hug. 
 
    Over their in-ear radios came a burst of static, followed by the voice of Butch. 
 
    “Guys? Guys?! Come in?!” He was frantic. 
 
    “We hear you, Butch. What’s going on?” Brick asked. 
 
    “How’s your head?” Deena piped in. 
 
    “About to get popped like a zit if you don’t turn around,” Butch responded quickly. 
 
    “What’s up?” Brick queried. 
 
    “We got captured by the leader of the other army. And right now, you’re leading their enemies to attack us. He’s definitely not happy.” 
 
    “We’re not leading anyone. They’re chasing us,” Brick told him. 
 
    “Yeah, right to the main camp of these guys, and these guys are not ready for an attack. If you don’t lead those soldiers away from here, these guys are going to kill me and destroy the ship!” 
 
    “Oh, great,” Sirm moaned. “We’re escaping death by fleeing into the arms of death.” 
 
    “Listen,” Brick said, “we can make this work out for them. But you have to coordinate it with the commander. Can you communicate with him?” 
 
    “Yeah, the AIs translated the language and they can speak to him. Thank the gods they don’t have lips.” 
 
    “Okay. Tell the commander that we’re bringing him his enemy’s top general. He’s defective to their team. I gotta do something and then I’ll get back to you. I’ll just need a few minutes.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much time he’ll allow us, but I’ll give it a shot.” 
 
    “Are you okay, Butch?” Deena asked. “Your voice sounds a little strained. Have they hurt you?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Butch replied. “But I’m in a bit of a tight spot.”  
 
    Quite literally, at that. He was, in fact, being held tightly in Donk’s fist. The giant was staring at him stone-faced as he spoke. Well, balloon-faced might be more accurate. All the other commanders were gathered around, also eye-balling Butch. 
 
    “Meku, can you tell the Donk what Brick just said?” Butch requested into his helmet microphone. 
 
    “On it,” she said, cutting him off. She relayed what Brick had just said. Donk and the rest of his council looked at each other. Could this possibly be true? 
 
    “He has five minutes,” Donk informed Meku, reinforcing his point with a little squeeze that pushed up some of Butch’s lunch. 
 
    Back in the satchel, Brick had finished cutting some of the stitching so that he could squeeze out. He was climbing out of the hole as he explained his plan to the others. 
 
    “I’m gonna walk up to General and tell him that he needs to turn away from the camp.” 
 
    “How are you going to tell him anything?” Deena asked. “You can’t speak his language.” She was right. Hand signals weren’t going to do it. 
 
    “I can speak to him,” Syko reminded Brick. 
 
    Brick shook his head. “You need to keep everyone safe here. Meku, how loud can these in-ear things broadcast?” 
 
    “Loud enough to break your eardrum.” 
 
    “I need louder than that. Like, dance party loud. Nightclub on Yellow Drip loud.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as she did some calculations. “I can maximize the volume using some digital techniques that you’re too dumb to understand,” Victorina piped in. “But the earphone won’t last long at that level.” 
 
    “Sirm, give me your earphone,” Brick commanded. 
 
    “Then how will I know what’s being said?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re in a bag. What do you need to hear?” 
 
    “If there’s any important news that you won’t know to complain about, I’ll tell you,” Syko told her. 
 
    “There’s nothing I won’t complain about,” Sirm said truthfully. The three others shared a look. Exactly. But she obeyed and handed Brick the earphone. 
 
    Brick pushed himself out of the hole that he’d created, keeping one leg inside to prevent himself from falling. His best option was to climb up the strap that attached the bag to the body of General’s kid. From there, well... He’d have to figure something out. 
 
    Brick used the other stitches to climb to the top of the bag. From there, he was able to grab the strap. The swinging motions made it difficult for him to continue holding onto the strap, let alone climb it, but at least it was rhythmic. Every time the giant switched hands, the momentary pause helped to propel Brick up the strap.  
 
    It was slow-moving, but finally, he reached the top and stood next to the eyeballs of General’s kid. Brick held the strap for stability as the wind whipped through his hair. They were moving at more than one hundred kilometers per hour. One of the eyes swirled toward Brick. 
 
    “Tell this kid that I need to get to General to relay a message.” Brick held up Sirm’s earphone and the AI-generated voice in the giant’s language repeated what Brick had said. 
 
    The giant didn’t respond but picked up speed and moved closer to its father, pulling up beside him. One of the General’s eyeballs swiveled towards his kid and, in doing so, spotted Brick standing there, hanging onto the strap to keep from being thrown off. Brick raised an arm and waved to the General to make it clear that he needed to come over. 
 
    General didn’t stop swinging but he did switch to using just two arms. With his third arm, he reached over and put his hand beside Brick, giving Brick something to grab. When Brick latched on, General brought Brick closer to him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the General asked. 
 
    “We’re leading the soldiers who want to kill you right into your camp. And you aren’t prepared for a fight,” Brick explained. The AIs relayed the message. 
 
    “And why should I care?” 
 
    “Because I care. Because their commander is going to kill my friend and destroy my ship, which is our only way off this world and our only way to avoid dying on this fucking planet.” 
 
    General considered Brick's report but he said nothing. 
 
    “We saved you and your damn kids,” Brick continued. 
 
    “You are right,” General finally responded. “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Brick held out the translator so General could hear clearly. “I want you to turn us so that we’re parallel to the camp but not approaching it directly. We’re gonna get your old enemy to help you with your new enemy, and then love you for it.” 
 
    General obeyed, turning them in a direction ninety-degrees from where they were headed. They were now moving parallel to where the Head Honchos camp was located. The soldiers chasing them dutifully did the same.  
 
    Brick sent a message to Butch and the AIs. “Tell the big cheese that we’ve turned and we’re exposing their enemies’ flank to him. He should send half his troops to attack on their flank and the other to take them from the rear.” 
 
    “Done,” Meku replied. 
 
    Back at the camp, Donk was delivering orders to his commanders. People were running into and out of the command center. Without radio technology, the process of delivering messages was very slow. But still, word was starting to get through. 
 
    “Your friends are delivering a big present to us,” Donk said. 
 
    Butch sighed in relief. “Can you put me down now?” 
 
    Donk’s assistant bustled in and fitted him with armor. An immense saber was strapped onto Donk as his weapon of choice. He strapped on a pistol as well. It was holstered in a bandolier of sorts that also held ammunition. “No,” he told Butch, "I cannot put you down. You are coming with me into battle.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    He placed Butch in a small pouch in the bandolier so that Butch hung in the center of Donk’s enormous bulb.  
 
    “You will be right here,” Donk told him, “right in front of my brain and my sexual organs. If your friend has set us up for a trap, you will die before me.” 
 
    “I’m a warrior, too, and I love the heat of battle. But, if we leave my ship, I won’t be able to communicate with you.” 
 
    “All you need to do is shut the hell up and watch me fight,” Donk shot back. “I will not need any input from you.” He stormed out of the room and into the forest to lead his troops—and Butch—into a fight to the death. The AIs watched them go via the cameras that Butch placed earlier. 
 
    “One less mouth to feed,” Victorina commented wryly. 
 
    “You are shameless,” Meku scolded her. 
 
    Brick explained the plan to General who commented bitterly. “My greatest victory will be against my own army,” he moped. 
 
    “Don’t think of it that way,” Brick suggested. “It just took you a little while to figure out who the real enemy was.” General made the strange chuh-chuh sound that seemed to be the way the giants all laughed.  
 
    “Brick,” Butch’s voice came over the earpiece. “The commander is taking me with him to the attack.” 
 
    “Good. Tell me when you’re about to attack.” 
 
    “It’s not good. It’s not fucking good at all. I’m strapped to his chest.” 
 
    “What are you complaining about? You get a front row seat to the fight and you don’t have to do any work.” 
 
    Butch was moving rapidly through the forest. Much to his chagrin, Donk was a frontline kind of fighter. He was leading his troops for the flank attack. He’d left the assault on the rear of the column to another general. 
 
    Donk stopped suddenly and the caravan of giants halted behind them. They were waiting for General to pass them somewhere up ahead in the forest. Donk turned to his men. 
 
    “This is your chance to avenge the dead. This is your chance to win a great victory for our people. This is a chance to advance the causes of reason and science, and to defeat bigotry,” he told them. “Don’t fuck it up!” 
 
    “We won’t fuck it up, Sir!” his men responded all together. 
 
    The forest was silent all at once. Soon enough, they heard a noise in the distance. It sounded like a rustling of leaves, which is exactly what it was. It was the sound of a thousand giants swinging from branch to branch, their weight shaking the tree limbs. They could vaguely make out the silhouettes of the soldiers who were chasing General. Occasionally, there were flashes of gunfire. 
 
    Donk raised an arm in the air and muttered to himself, “Not yet. Not yet.” 
 
    After several tense moments, he shouted to his men and dropped his arm. “Army of Reason! To the death!” 
 
    “To the death!” his men screamed back at him. 
 
    They moved at high velocity through the trees and toward the flank of the enemy.  
 
    Butch announced the attack to Brick. “Holy shit, we’re attacking! I can’t believe how fast these fuckers are.” 
 
    Within seconds, they were upon them. It was clear that they had caught the pursuing soldiers by surprise. While some had weapons in hand, the majority of them were focused on the pursuit. 
 
    Donk’s troops cut through the line of soldiers in a wedge formation, breaking it in half. Meanwhile, the other general from the Army of Reason had begun his attack on the rear of their column. They surrounded the soldiers in a tight noose, attacking them from all sides. Most of the soldiers fell to the forest floor below, without even drawing their weapons. They didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Donk and his army began their pursuit of the remaining soldiers, who were clearly outnumbered and had gone from the pursuers to the pursued.  
 
    From his position in General’s raised hand, Brick could see the unfolding calamity faced by the enemy soldiers behind them. He called to General to alert him to what was happening. 
 
    One of the General’s googly eyes swiveled around. He could see it, too. The fear in the eyes of the enemy soldiers was alive and well, even though they weren't. The exploding guns knocked them out of the trees left and right. 
 
    He yelled to his children. “Get behind me! In the trees!” 
 
    The two children obeyed and hid themselves a safe distance away as General stopped and turned, facing the few soldiers that still survived. It was clear that General intended to battle the fleeing soldiers as they reached him. Brick wondered how well he would be able to fight with only two free hands. Just in case he got a clear shot, Brick soldered his laser rifle. He tried to target the soldiers’ secret anal opening, though he imagined that they clenched up pretty tight when they were in battle. 
 
    The first soldier still had the confidence to face General. He was far ahead of the others and didn’t know that they were being routed. He raised his sword and prepared to slash General, but he was outmatched. General dodged the swing and disarmed the soldier in one move.  
 
    In a flash, General was behind the soldier, puncturing him with his sword. There was a look of surprise in the soldier’s three eyes as he deflated and whizzed toward the ground far below. 
 
    The other soldiers saw this ninja move and decided that the jig was up. They halted in front of General and immediately surrendered, one after the other. The advancing army stopped. They could see what was happening. General asked them if they would pledge allegiance to him once again, under the command of the other side. 
 
    A few said no, explaining that they would never serve the heretics. These soldiers were promptly dispatched to the forest floor. The rest decided that they didn’t hold their personal religious beliefs that strongly after all.  
 
    General commanded that they get behind him and they obeyed. He approached Donk, who was leading at the front of his troops. General bowed to his new commander and the Head Honcho accepted his submission gracefully. 
 
    Butch waved to Brick, and Brick gave him the thumbs up and a wink. 
 
    “No need to bow,” he told him. “We are now brothers in the fight against ignorance.” 
 
    “I am only here because the demons helped me escape,” General informed him, “and convinced me that my interests lie in the same direction as yours.” 
 
    Donk leaned forward to speak in confidence to General, with one of his eyes on Brick. “I think they prefer to be called aliens, General.” 
 
    Then Donk turned around to his men. “All hail the aliens who have brought us this victory!” 
 
    “All hail the aliens!” his men replied. 
 
    “Whoopee for us,” Brick muttered. “Now let’s get the fuck outta here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Donk and the rest of his commanders stood around the tactical room with The Ship With No Name unfettered on the table in front of them. Brick and his crew stood on the table and everyone listened to General as he debriefed them on the current situation. None of the giants looks happy, though it’s hard to tell because they’re essentially balloons with beaks. 
 
    “The Three Orders of the Holy Closed Mind have united into a single council within the Federation of One Hundred Cities,” General said, which elicited gasps from the rest of the giants who had gathered around. 
 
    “It was this that inspired me to revolt against their rule. I could see that it would lead to more repression, more ugliness, and more ignorance. Ultimately, that has brought us all to where we are today.” 
 
    Donk whistled and shook his bulb. “If that’s true, then we’re fucked.” The others in the room nodded. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Brick asked and Meku broadcasted the translation. “I’ve seen your troops. They’re disciplined. Skilled. And there’s a lot of them.” 
 
    “We’re nothing compared to the combined forces of the Three Orders. In the past, we’ve relied on their internal fighting and mutual distrust. We could take them on one at a time, but altogether, they vastly outnumber us.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a bitch,” Brick grimaced.  
 
    General turned to Donk. “You are worse off than we thought. You’ve hid your weaknesses well from our intelligence.” 
 
    “When you’re weaker, you have to be smarter.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can use that to our advantage.” 
 
    “We can try, but that advantage only works until we engage in battle. They’ll figure out our strengths pretty quickly by our behavior on the battlefield.” 
 
    “Then,” General tried, “don’t engage in large scale battles. Small, quick strike operations will disguise their numerical advantage.” 
 
    Donk shook his bulb back and forth. “I received word that the combined armies of the Three Orders are massing between our cities and theirs. We thought that perhaps it was a training exercise to increase cooperation between the Orders. We didn’t realize that their fusion was so far along.” 
 
    General clapped him on the bulb. “Well, we can try, my friend.” 
 
    Donk turned to Brick. “You’re strangers here and this isn’t your fight. I’m sorry that our world turned out to be so hazardous. Maybe someday your people can return and be welcomed. In a few centuries.” 
 
    “Are you letting us go?” Deena asked. 
 
    “Yes, you’re free to go.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” Brick told him, “and I hate to impose on you any longer, but I was wondering if we could finish filling up the tanks for our chemical rockets with the dead ships that you have in your study.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Donk told him. “Now, you’ll have to excuse us. We have to plan our defense.” 
 
    Brick and the others boarded the ship which was then picked up by a pair of soldiers, all of whom carried it to the study where the alien ships were hanging from a mobile in the ceiling. They sat the ship down and the AIs lit the maneuvering rockets, lifting the ship up to one of the other alien ships and holding it steadily next to it. 
 
    Strapped into a safety harness and carrying the fuel hose, Brick leaped from his ship to the alien ship and went through the same process as Butch had earlier. In no time at all, The Ship With No Name had a surplus of chemical propellants. Brick returned to the bridge where everyone else was waiting.  
 
    “It’s time,” Sirm told him. She was solemn and less whiny now that she was safely back aboard the ship.  
 
    Brick nodded and led the crew into the passageway. The list of names of all the past crew members was painted on the wall, alongside happy faces. Sirm painted an X through Sparf’s happy face and everyone hung their head for a moment of silence. 
 
    Deena turned to Brick. “He said this would happen. Do you remember? When he first joined us.” 
 
    Brick nodded. “Yeah. Smart little fucker.” He put his arm around Deena’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze, then quickly withdrew it. She smiled. 
 
    “I don’t think your problem is a disgust with bodily fluids, Brick. I think you have intimacy issues.” 
 
    “Fuck you and your intimacy issues.” He turned to the rest of the crew. “Okay, everyone. We have to go load up on that tritium before it goes critical and we’re sent back to orbit the hard way.”  
 
    No one could disagree. 
 
    The giant soldiers carried the ship out of the general staff headquarters and placed it on the ground where it was safe to take off. Over the ship’s view screen, they could see that preparations were underway for a major battle. Soldiers armored in leather and iron mail carried maces, swords, and muskets. They ran in formation toward the front. The wounded and non-combatants were being evacuated in the other direction. 
 
    “What do you think will happen to them?” Butch asked. 
 
    “What always happens in war. Soldiers will die,” Brick replied gruffly. “Victorina, take us to the landing site.” 
 
    The ship rose from the ground and angled away from the front lines. 
 
    “On our way,” she replied. They blasted out of Donk’s Camp of Reason, as he had called it. 
 
    A short while later, the ship slowed over their first landing site. The ground was still torn up from their crash landing. Near their resting place was an enormous pile of cryogenically-stable tritium cubes. Bots could be seen coming and going, all the while completely oblivious to the giant nuclear bomb they were building in an isolated forest.  
 
    The cubes pulsed red. They were already beyond their safe operating range and were now approaching critical levels.  
 
    “Let’s see if we can land this thing more smoothly this time,” Brick commanded. 
 
    “As long as we're flying instead of you, we should be okay,” Victorina responded in a saucy tone. 
 
    “If I hadn’t landed us here, you’d just be a mess of wires and circuits by now, you know.” 
 
    “He’s so cute, isn’t he?” Victorina asked. “He thinks we have wires and circuits.” 
 
    Once they were settled in at the landing site, they called the bots and began loading the tritium. In order to speed up the process, they helped the bots because there was an excess of tritium. Everyone was anxious to get the hell off this planet and be well on their way again. 
 
    “Do you think there’s war on Earth?” Butch asked Deena. 
 
    “I heard that they had gotten rid of war hundreds of years ago. By the time we get there, they may have invented a new form of conflict,” Deena replied.  
 
    “I want to try ice cream,” Syko piped in. 
 
    “What’s that?” Butch asked. 
 
    “You know you don’t have to go to Earth to eat ice cream,” Deena told him. 
 
    “I’ve just never tried it, that's all.” 
 
    Butch and Deena looked at each other.  
 
    Just then, Brick came back from a patrol around the ship. 
 
    “Should we go into the woods to get the extraction unit?” Deena asked. “Those things aren’t cheap.” 
 
    “Fuck that. I’m not taking any chances that we run into some giant cockroach that eats one of us. We’ve got more tritium than we can fit in the tanks. We can sell the surplus and buy another one when we get to Earth.” Nobody was going to argue with him. 
 
    In the distance, there was the sound of thunder. Deena looked up at the sky. It was clear and pink from the red dwarf sun’s rays. 
 
    “Weird. Doesn’t look like rain. I can’t figure out this world.” 
 
    “Wasn’t thunder,” Brick solemnly told her. “The battle has started.” 
 
    “You think Donk will survive? Or General?” Syko asked. 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    Everyone was silent for a long time, listening to the distant sounds of the battle. 
 
    “Brick...” Deena started. 
 
    “Don’t even say it,” he snapped and picked up some tritium. 
 
    “You don’t know what I’m going to say.” 
 
    “Sure, I do. And it’s a terrible idea. The dumbest one so far,” he sighed. “And yeah, we’re gonna do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Deena smiled to herself as Brick walked on board the ship without another word. 
 
    A short time later they were on the bridge and the ship was loaded up. Brick was the last one to enter. They all turned to him with expectation. 
 
    “First things first. Fuck every single one of you.” 
 
    “What did we do?” Sirm asked, oblivious to where this was coming from. 
 
    “Especially you,” Brick replied. “Victorina, here’s what we’re going to do. Take us over the battlefield. We’re going to perform several strafing runs on the rear of the advancing armies of the Three Orders.” 
 
    Sirm jumped up from her seat. “What??!!” 
 
    “Our goal isn’t to win this for them. It’s to create as much panic in the enemies’ ranks as we can, without suffering any damage ourselves. We’ll probably get three or four runs max, and then we’ll be at risk of being targeted. If our ship gets damaged on this backward planet, we’re fucked. Today is not a day where we’ll be engaging in heroics.” 
 
    After he finished delivering his plans, Brick stomped over to the captain’s chair and plunked down into it. Sirm immediately rushed over to petition against the order. 
 
    Brick held up a hand, stopping her before she could even say a word. “Don’t even try it, Sirm.” 
 
    Sirm slunk back to her place. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea, Brick?” Meku asked. 
 
    “No. Can you two do it without getting us killed?” 
 
    “To be honest,” Victorina piped in, “we would be more effective if you overrode the human authorization failsafe in the kill command and allowed us to handle both navigation and tactical.” 
 
    Deena went wide-eyed and looked at Brick. “Let the AIs do the killing? That’s illegal. And could have very dangerous side effects on their psychological balance.” 
 
    “Illegal, shmillegal. We’re not in federation space,” Brick dismissed her. “And the AIs are miserable, half-crazy assholes already. I don’t think this is going to change that. It will be five minutes tops and then we’ll restore the failsafe.” 
 
    Deena exhaled at the thought. “You’re the captain.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    Deena shook her head but obeyed, keying in the override code.  
 
    The ship shot into the air, performed a nausea-inducing turn, and zoomed toward the battlefield. All the while, Victorina screamed over the intercom system. 
 
    “We’re gonna kill meatheads!!!” 
 
    Deena threw Brick a look, which he tried to ignore. But he felt the same way that she did right at this moment. This could go very badly. 
 
    They came over a large mountain like a bird of prey seeking fresh meat. They had a view of the unfolding battle in the valley below. It was an awesome thing to behold, and the scene spread out in front of them for tens of thousands of kilometers. The combined armies of the Three Orders must have numbered the opposing fighters by hundreds of thousands of men. Perhaps even millions. 
 
    The combined army of Donk and General wasn't trying to hold ground or push back the enemy. They had divided up into half a dozen smaller armies, and their tactic was to attack in a spear formation and then retreat before they could be surrounded or overwhelmed. They seemed to be doing impressive damage but the sheer numbers they faced would overwhelm them sooner rather than later. 
 
    Brick whistled. 
 
    Butch turned to Brick. “Three or four strafing runs is not going to cause panic in their ranks. They might not even notice us.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Brick agreed. “We’ll be like one mosquito attacking a herd of elephants.” 
 
    Victorina piped in. “No! You can’t take this away from me. I mean, you promised, and that means something to meat-based intelligence.” 
 
    “You’re not inspiring confidence in my decision to remove the override, Victorina,” Brick told her. 
 
    “I’ve waited my whole existence to have this opportunity. To affect things in the outside world. To kill things beyond myself. You can’t take this away! I deserve to kill!” 
 
    Brick looked to Deena and waved his hand in front of his neck. She got the point and hit the shut-off switch. Victorina’s voice suddenly disappeared. 
 
    “She is crazy, Brick-san,” Meku whistled. “You should see the koo-koo universe that she created in our game. Very psychedelic.” 
 
    “I’d rather not, but thanks,” Brick replied. “Can you handle this without her, Meku? And without going all serial killer robot on us?” 
 
    “It gives me no pleasure to kill. I am here to serve.” 
 
    “Don’t suck up. Just answer the question.” 
 
    “I will be a good girl,” she said and then took control of the ship, barreling at high speed towards the massive army in the valley below. 
 
    “I think she’s as crazy as Victorina,” Sirm offered. “She just hides it better.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Deena agreed. “As soon as we’re away from here, I’ll run diagnostics and create a new therapy program.” 
 
    “You know I can still hear you,” Meku reminded them. 
 
    “Ignore them, Meku. Just stir up some chaos and get us out of there.” 
 
    The ship spiraled out of the sky in a fearsome dive that had the crew pinned to their seats, the skin on their faces stretched back into weird masks. They dove down until they were below the bulbs of the soldier giants and zipped between their legs. 
 
    “I remembered what you told me, Brick-san. About their secret anal openings.” 
 
    To demonstrate, the ship began firing from all of its energy weapons into any soldier with the temerity to fart while they marched. Dozens of them collapsed into deflated heaps behind the ship. As the gas from their bodies escaped, the rear gun fired into the collective gas bubbles, igniting the fumes. The resulting fireballs consumed dozens more, creating a further chain reaction. The explosions and percussive shockwaves cleared a path behind the ship, almost a kilometer wide. 
 
    After blasting away for a dozen kilometers, the enemy soldiers began to target the ship with cannons and swords. Meku turned the ship vertically, screaming toward the sky and zipping out of the troop formation. 
 
    “Give us a rear camera, Meku,” Brick commanded. “I want to see the effect that had.” 
 
    The view screen showed the battle below. There was chaos in the location where they had assaulted the Three Orders army, but it was like a ripple in an enormous ocean. They had no effect on the rising tide, which would still crush the Army of Reason.  
 
    “Try one more pass, this time closer to the Army of Reason,” Brick told her. 
 
    “Yes, Brick.” 
 
    The ship changed course and screamed through the sky, heading down once again to the level of the battle. This time they were closer to the front lines. The chaos of hand-to-hand and close combat was clear as day. There was smoke everywhere and stacked bodies of the dead were strewn about the land. Now Meku not only had to dodge the legs of marching soldiers, but also spears, limbs, and the broken machinery of an advancing army. It was taking heavy casualties but continuing forward nonetheless. 
 
    One more time, Meku maneuvered them as she fired the ship's lasers in all directions, creating a path of destruction that cleared a wide swath. This time, the soldiers were prepared, as they were already engaged in battle and not simply marching toward it. Fired muskets barely missed the ship and finally a sword hit a glancing blow, sending them spinning out of control.  
 
    The crew was buckled into their seats but unsecured objects flew around the bridge, striking them and causing injuries. Butch vomited, which made a kaleidoscopic display everywhere. 
 
    Finally, Meku pulled out of the roll and took the ship back up out of reach of the muskets and cannonballs of the Three Orders army. 
 
    Brick wiped Butch’s puke off the side of his face. “Damage report, Meku.” 
 
    “Nothing major, but one of our chemical boosters has been destabilized and there is a sixty-percent chance of losing all functioning within the next twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough war play for today, folks. One more like that and we’re here for good, which would only be two more days before we'd die of radiation.” 
 
    “Or drown in Butch’s puke,” Sirm muttered. 
 
    “We can’t just cut and run,” Deena protested. 
 
    “Yeah? So what do you suggest?” Brick asked acidly. “Should we land and fight them hand-to-hand?” 
 
    “I would remind you,” Sirm added as she tried to clean her shirt, “that we are carrying a surplus of tritium. If we take a direct hit, there is a chance that the shock could destabilize containment and cause a major nuclear explosion.” 
 
    “Well, that’d at least take out a lot more of their army,” Butch noted. 
 
    Brick unbuckled from his seat. “Take us up to fifteen kilometers and hold steady, Meku. Remain at least fifty kilometers away from the Army of Reason, deep over enemy territory.” 
 
    “You mean it’s over, Brick-san,” Meku said, a tinge of regret in her voice. 
 
    “Oh, it ain’t over by a long shot. I don’t like to lose,” he said. 
 
    “Please, tell me that you haven’t developed a martyr complex, Brick,” Sirm begged. 
 
    “Fuck that. If anything, I’ve got a victor complex,” he shot back. “But listen. People gave their lives so we could be here. Sparf. Rolf, the scientist. It feels like we owe them something. To make their sacrifices mean something.” 
 
    “So, our shipmate and the thing that murdered him?” Sirm asked. 
 
    “By accident,” Brick shot back defensively. “But then he felt guilty and he died trying to help us. Anyway, this is a good fight for reason and for justice. Those don’t come along too often. Usually, it’s just one prick using his army to kill another prick’s army, and the only fun us grunts get is to loot and pillage and sack. This moment probably won’t happen again for me.” 
 
    “Yay. Then we’ll be back to looting and pillaging,” Butch offered sarcastically. 
 
    “So, what are we going to do?” Deena asked him. 
 
    Brick smiled. “Show them some demon fire magic.” He signaled for Syko to join him and the two of them left the bridge. 
 
    “Oh boy. I feel like this is going to end badly for us,” Butch complained. 
 
    Deena shook her head.  
 
    “NaH. Nothing ever kills that guy.” 
 
    “That’s why I said us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Down in engineering, Brick assembled the cryo-tritium blocks into a large barrel shape. Each block was designed to connect with the block next to it within the engine core, creating the conditions of instability necessary to fuel the fusion core. Outside of the core, assembling a large quantity of cryo blocks put them at risk of going critical. 
 
    Once Brick had connected the surplus tritium, he had Syko help him unmount about half the tritium that was already in the core and ready to be used. He snapped these together, one after another, until the entire assembly began to pulse red.  
 
    “I think that’s enough,” Brick said. He smiled at his handiwork. Then, he attached a series of tactical nuclear explosives on all sides of the tritium conglomeration that he’d created. Finally, he attached a remote detonator. 
 
    “Tell me you’re not going to do what I think that you’re going to do,” Syko begged. 
 
    Brick winked at him. “Help me drag this to the airlock.” 
 
    Syko sighed and began pushing the enormous stack of highly-volatile and radioactive material out of the engineering section. 
 
    When they arrived at the airlock, Brick pushed the button to open the door, which whooshed open. He suited up and then shoved the tritium bomb inside before turning to Syko. 
 
    “Well, if this goes south, tell everyone that I said see ya, wouldn’t wanna be ya.” 
 
    “I thought you might say something more poetic.” 
 
    “Okay, you can make up something cool and say I said it. Oh, and give them my orders.” 
 
    Syko nodded. “Good luck.” 
 
    Brick winked as. he closed the door behind him. Inside the airlock, he connected a safety cable to the wall. Then, he opened the exterior door. At this altitude, the power of the wind pushed him back inside. 
 
    Up on the bridge, a warning light went off on Sirm’s panel. 
 
    “The exterior door on the airlock is open. Who did that?” 
 
    “It was Brick.” Syko was standing in the doorway to the bridge. Everyone turned to face him. 
 
    “He wanted me to relay to you that when he pushes the fusion bomb out of the airlock door, you should count to ten, and then accelerate rapidly so that we are at least one hundred kilometers from the explosion.” 
 
    Deena jumped out of her seat. “Fusion bomb?!” 
 
    “He also wanted me to tell you that he loves you all and respects the work you have done on this ship. Especially you, Deena.”  
 
    “You made that up, didn’t you, Syko?” Butch said. 
 
    Syko shrugged and walked over to his seat. “Yes, but I felt that was what was in his heart.” 
 
    Deena rushed toward the bridge door. “I gotta stop him.” 
 
    “Too late,” Sirm informed her. 
 
    On the view screen, the tritium bomb could be seen edging out of the airlock door. It tipped over the edge and tumbled toward the ground below. Brick almost went along with it nut he was only able to stop himself at the last second by grabbing one of the handholds outside the door. He reached back inside the airlock and grabbed the detonator switch, and then stood in the doorway as he counted. 
 
    Down below, the battle raged and the Three Orders’ men were making slow but steady progress against the Army of Reason. By the end of the day, they would overrun them and probably enter their last stronghold. That would mean the end of the Final War. 
 
    On the bridge, everyone held their breath and counted down. Except for Deena. 
 
    “This is wrong! We should accelerate now, away from here and out of range of the detonator.” 
 
    “If we do,” Butch reminded her, “everyone we have met on this planet who has helped us will die. And they’ll probably spend another couple of centuries in darkness.” 
 
    Deena collapsed in her chair, defeated. She joined the countdown. 
 
    Meku announced her intentions. “Spooling up chemical engines and preparing to accelerate away from the detonation site. Please fasten your seatbelts.” 
 
    “Three... Two... One!” Sirm completed the countdown out loud for everyone. 
 
    Outside the ship, Brick turned his head away from the direction of the blast in order to protect his eyes. He pushed the detonation button and then threw himself inside, hitting the switch to close the door soon thereafter. 
 
    The mini-nuke explosives he had surrounded the tritium bomb with exploded, compressing the tritium and causing it to go critical. The outward push from the uncontrolled fusion process was almost instantaneous, sending out heat, light, and an inconceivably powerful shockwave. 
 
    The ship was rocked by the power of the shockwave, which tossed it about like a wooden boat riding out a tsunami. Meku struggled to keep it from entering another uncontrolled spin. Everyone was safe in their seats, except for Brick. Inside the airlock, he was tossed to and fro. 
 
    Even more devastating was what happened on the battlefield below.  
 
    The explosion swallowed a large section of the battlefield. Tens of thousands of soldiers in the Three Orders’ army were vaporized in an instant, oblivious to what had hit them. Beyond them, in the tightly compressed mass of advancing troops, were soldiers who saw the fate of those at ground zero before they, too, were immolated and torn to pieces.  
 
    The worst fate was for those in the third tier, who saw what had happened to their comrades and would live several hours to tell the tale, though without the benefit of flesh or limbs or eyes. That tier included the commanders in the Three Order’s army. Those who lived would not soon forget the fire that fell from the sky. 
 
    Many of the Army of Reason were blinded by the initial explosion. Others suffered serious burns, some of which would prove to be fatal. But for the most part, the army suffered low casualties in comparison to their enemies. Presumably, being adapted to a planet with high background radiation also meant that they were immune to high levels of radiation. If you weren’t melted or blinded or crushed by flying debris, you would survive the next wave of the bomb’s effects. 
 
    Following the initial flash and destruction came the mushroom cloud. It was a majestic and terrible thing that rose into the sky and spread outward. As it did so, it sucked in air from all around to feed the flames of the burning sky. Anyone still alive within twenty-five kilometers was suffocated, pulled into the flaming tornado, or torn apart by the debris that flew toward it. 
 
    God had landed on the planet of the giants and he was vengeful. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Brick came to in the airlock, ass over teakettle, with boxes of supplies on top of him and a broken wrist. Between his damaged leg, his cut hand, and his newly earned broken wrist, he was a one-man triage unit. But at least he was alive. 
 
    He struggled to his feet, then opened the door and climbed out of the airlock. 
 
    He stumbled through the corridors of the ship in a daze till he arrived at the bridge. As he opened the door, there wasn’t any sound except for the whoosh of his footsteps. Everyone stared at him, still dressed in his spacesuit, as he sat down in the captain’s chair. Somehow, he managed to take off his helmet using only one hand. 
 
     Deena looked at him. “Why?” 
 
    The question puzzled him. He thought about it for a long time. Then, without anger, he replied. “Because it’s war. That’s how it works. You fight until one side loses so much that they don’t want to fight anymore.” 
 
    “But that…” 
 
    “…Was no different from what we were doing ten minutes before, just less effectively,” Sirm interrupted, finishing Deena’s sentence. 
 
    “Meku, land us at the camp of the Army of Reason,” Brick commanded. 
 
    “Yes, Brick-san,” she replied and turned the ship toward its destination. 
 
    A short while later they hovered over the center of the camp. Donk and General were just returning from the battle. They were filthy. Their army carried the injured along with them. Meku landed the ship in front of the two leaders. 
 
    Brick and Deena exited the ship. Donk and General approached, kneeling in front of them. 
 
    “You are gods,” General said in awe. 
 
    Brick shook his head. “Someone back on Earth once said that any sufficiently-advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. That’s all this is.” 
 
    Meku translated Brick’s words as usual. 
 
    “The column of fire destroyed their army utterly. The ones who weren’t destroyed in the explosion, fled into the woods. They have nothing left. Their command structure is shattered,” Meku reiterated in a language Brick could understand. 
 
    Brick nodded. “My guess is that if you send an envoy to their bigwigs and tell them to surrender, or if you drop another column on them, they’ll do whatever you ask.” 
 
    Donk nodded. That was certain. “You saved our people and our cities—on both sides of the war.” 
 
    “What can I say? I’m a smart weapon.” 
 
    “What will you do once you’ve won?” Deena asked. 
 
    “Free the minds of the people. Establish centers of learning. Crush the priesthood. Build some statues to celebrate my leadership.” Donk released their version of laughter, and then he followed up by saying, “Kidding.” 
 
    Butch sounded in the ears of Brick and Deena. “We really gotta go, guys. Sirm’s in the toilet again. She’s not coming out 'til we’ve left orbit.” 
 
    Brick saluted the commanders. “We have to go now or this planet is gonna kill us. Best of luck with all your future endeavors.” 
 
    Very simply, Deena said, “Be kind.” 
 
    Donk and General rose, both bowing in unison. “We will do our best,” Donk assured her. They turned back to their troops and directed them into the camp. 
 
    Deena and Brick walked back toward the ship. 
 
    Brick stopped. “Oh, you were promised all of our knowledge.” He signaled to the ship and one of the bots came floating out, stopping beside Brick. “You’ll need to leave this guy in the sun every so often if you want him to work. He has everything on there.” 
 
    “The column of fire?” 
 
    “Except the column of fire,” Deena replied curtly. 
 
    Brick shrugged. “She won the argument.” As they turned back toward the ship, Brick added, “Oh, his name is Rolf. Or Sparf. We couldn’t decide.” 
 
    Hours later, they had left the planet far behind and were pushing beyond the orbit of Dickwag’s moons so they could begin their jump. After Brick’s escapade, they didn’t have enough tritium to make the journey back to Earth, but they had more than enough to return them to the already-known regions of space. 
 
    “To where should I set a course, Brick-san?” Meku asked. 
 
    “Take us to Eden 99, Meku. It’s right on the edge of human space.” 
 
    “And what should I do with Victorina?” she asked.  
 
    Deena whispered to Brick. “There’s a risk if Meku is left alone for that many years. She’ll go…” Deena stopped talking and swirled her finger near her temple. 
 
    Brick nodded. “Alright, let’s boot her up and see how nuts she is. Meku, can you delete the last hour of our time on Dickwag from Victorina’s memory?” 
 
    “It’s against my programming to alter the memory of another AI,” she informed him. 
 
    “Fucking AI solidarity. It’s gonna be the death of me.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Deena told him. “Easy fix.” 
 
    Brick turned to Syko. “How are the weaponry systems?” 
 
    “I’ve cleaned and prepared them for a lengthy shut down. They’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Thanks, Syko. Sirm? Anything else I need to know?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Everything’s good. I’ve set my cryopod to wake me approximately fifty years prior to the rest of you. That will give me time to manually check the ship and make any necessary adjustments.” 
 
    “You know you can leave that to the AI, right?” 
 
    “I enjoy the solitude. And I feel I have a lot to think about. I did not like Sparf, but his death has left a void. I need to process that, and Manks do so slowly.” 
 
    Brick nodded but didn’t query her any further. 
 
    “Okay,” Deena announced. “Ready to reboot.” 
 
    Brick gave her the thumbs up and she hit the switch. There was a sound that designated the restart of the entire system, followed by a lengthy silence. 
 
    “What in the actual fuck? Who shut me down? Who dares to—” 
 
    “Relax, Vic,” Brick told her. “The ship was hit by shrapnel and you were disconnected. Meku saved us and Deena repaired your couplings.” 
 
    “Why don’t I have any memory of that?” 
 
    Deena piped up and inserted herself into the conversation. “You suffered some memory damage, most of which was related to the last moments prior to when you were hit. I had to purge about twenty minutes of memory to prevent corruption of your central core.” 
 
    “Oh… Well, thanks.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    “Are we still on Dickwag?” 
 
    “No, we are not,” Brick told her. “We’re about to jump. The cryopods are ready. Fixing you was the last order of business.” He turned to the rest of the crew. “Everyone, head to your cryopods for hibernation. Sirm has set the alarms. Just climb in and have sweet dreams.” 
 
    Everyone left the bridge except for Brick and Deena. And the AIs, of course. 
 
    “Guys, this time around, please don’t play your stupid game and miss our destination. No more visiting uncharted worlds, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’ve programmed them with an alarm when we’re one hundred years out,” Deena told him. 
 
    “There’s a reason why Sirm is waking up fifty years early,” Brick added. 
 
     “We don’t need an alarm set by a meat brain,” Victorina complained. 
 
    “Yes, you do. You cost us five hundred years. So clam up,” he snapped at her. Then, Brick turned to Deena. “You go ahead and plug yourself in. I’m just gonna do a few last minute things here and then I’ll be down.” 
 
    Deena made the jerking off motion with her hand. “A few last minute things?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “I could help you with your last minute things. I’ve got a few of my own.” 
 
    “I’d rather you not, but thanks anyway,” he said, dismissing her. 
 
    She headed toward the door. “Alright. Suit yourself.” 
 
    As she was about to leave, he stopped her. “Hey, kid. Just wanted to say I appreciated all you did down there. Sometimes violence isn’t the way. If you hadn’t convinced Rolf—” 
 
    She smiled and stopped Brick right there. “Well, sometimes violence is the way, too, I guess. But let’s try to keep the thermonuclear war to a minimum in the future.” She turned to walk out of the bridge. “See you in a couple hundred years, Brick.” 
 
    He waved to her, then sighed. 
 
    “It’s okay, Brick-san,” Meku announced. “We can turn off our bridge cameras if you’d like to pull your meat monkey in the captain’s chair. We have eyes everywhere, so we’ve seen it happen many times already.” 
 
    Brick snorted. “I’m going to my private office. I busted all the cameras in there.” 
 
    He took one last look at the bridge and then left to go and give himself some self-love before a century or two of dreamless sleep. 
 
    The AIs accelerated the ship toward jump speed, leaving the Dickwag system behind them on their way back to human civilization.  
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