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      Captain Brandon Wilkes of the Mars-based Red Barons tried to focus on the task at hand and not on the object looming in the viewport. Behind him, his crew was silent, their attention riveted on the shiny object filling the port.

      The gel seat of Brandon’s pilot’s chair molded warm and secure around his solid, lean body. At twenty-nine he was considered already old for a pilot, but his experience made him suitable for leader of the rescue mission they were on.

      The three-dimensional navigation screen free-floated at eye level in front of him, clearly showing the object known galaxy-wide as Alcatraz Moon moving in the opposite direction of Neptune’s thirteen smaller moons.

      Brandon had done some hasty reading on the moon when he volunteered for the mission. Many centuries ago the moon was known as Triton, named for a bad-tempered fellow who ruled Old Earth’s seas.

      He had also read that Triton was renamed Alcatraz after an obscure Old Earth prison–a prison from which no one could escape. He sincerely hoped that he and his small crew could break Alcatraz Moon’s current record of no escapes in the entire five hundred years it had been in operation.

      The Red Barons policed the Milky Way galaxy. Any criminals deemed too dangerous to incarcerate elsewhere were sent to Alcatraz Moon and essentially forgotten. Brandon and his crew would not be popular with the inmates.

      Unfortunately, no one on the outside had any real idea of what life inside the prison was like. There were no jailers, no wardens, no healers, no communication. And certainly no visitors. Any cleaning and cooking had to be done by the inmates.

      Supplies were dropped from a designated supply ship monthly. Supposedly someone from the inside donned an enviro-suit and retrieved them. For all Brandon or anyone else knew, the prison could be filled with corpses.

      Until two weeks ago no one had cared.

      The star cruiser he commanded was an older model, not as fast or as comfortable as the newer, sleeker models, but speed wasn’t the issue here. Alcatraz Moon had no ships of its own. No ships on the moon meant no possible way for inmates to leave. A neat solution that discouraged any attempt to break out of the prison.

      If things went south, his superiors didn’t want inmates making off with one of the fleet’s modern star cruisers.

      Brandon pulled his thoughts away from that unwelcome scenario and focused on the present.

      With a surface temperature of minus two hundred thirty five degrees Celsius and a thin, frosty atmosphere of nitrogen and methane, anyone stranded on the surface–even dressed in an envirosuit–didn’t live long.

      A sudden movement in the large viewport that fronted the cruiser’s main cabin caught Brandon’s eye. An enormous geyser erupted on the moon’s surface, shooting liquid nitrogen tens of thousands of feet into the air in front of them. The gas particles immediately crystallized into a sparkling waterfall as they fell back to the moon’s gleaming frozen surface.

      He felt the force from the geyser rock the ship slightly and compensated.

      “Wow, look at that.” His communications officer, Seline, sounded awed. The only female on the crew, she was known for her toughness and her ability to think on her feet. She was also beautiful, with large dark eyes, a generous mouth that often smiled, and dark hair worn in a braid coiled around her head.

      Brandon had seen Seline with her hair down once at a party, and knew it fell in a thick curtain past her nicely rounded ass. At the time he had wondered how long it took for her to braid and coil it each morning.

      “We’re lucky it wasn’t right under us.” He adjusted the floating nav screen to focus down on Alcatraz and mentally reviewed their hastily concocted plan. Normally optimistic, he had very little faith in their success.

      What a mess.

      With inside help from the Barons’ second in command, mercenaries had attacked and taken over the Mars base several months prior. The mercenaries’ leader–a cold, cruel man named Cravenwurst–had sent base Commander Allenworth to Alcatraz Moon.

      It took outside help from a former Baron, but the Barons had eventually defeated the mercenaries and learned of the Commander’s whereabouts.

      Brandon’s mission was to retrieve Commander Allenworth. After three months, he figured the odds that his commander was still alive were slim to none. But because of the slim chance that Allenworth was hanging on–waiting for rescue–Brandon was willing to risk his own life and that of four other volunteers.

      He would’ve liked a few more men, but no more had volunteered. And since rescuing the Commander was considered by all to be a suicide mission, only volunteers had been accepted.

      Another, smaller geyser erupted off to the ship’s port side. Alcatraz Moon did not spin on its axis. The prison had been constructed on the side that always faced the sun. Since the sun also stimulated volcanic activity, Brandon had to watch carefully for the dangerous eruptions.

      As the geyser subsided the entrance to the underground prison came into view on the nav screen. Brandon enlarged it so everyone could see where they were headed.

      “Not much to look at, is it?” commented Sydmore Amos. A giant of a man with huge hands, a shock of red hair, and a flattened nose, Amos was not known for his intelligence. A loyal cop who was happy to follow his superiors, Sydmore possessed the mentality of an enforcer rather than a negotiator. He had never lost a fight.

      Brandon was happy to have Syd on board. He didn’t think the prison inmates would give a negotiator the time of day. They would, however, understand the language that Sydmore spoke with his fists.

      The low, simple metal structure that led into the prison jutted from a flat plain on the moon’s surface. Brandon spun the screen and saw only one door in its otherwise smooth pyramid shape. The structure had to be the prison’s airlock.

      He had been assured that envirosuits were not needed inside the prison. The moon’s internal volcanic activity had been harnessed for heat. A system for producing breathable oxygen and water had been installed when the prison was dug. Whether those systems still functioned was anyone’s guess.

      Brandon wasn’t taking any chances. They would wear their envirosuits inside the prison.

      “One door,” Seline mused. “Makes sense. One way in, one way out. No wonder the bad guys quake in their boots when we mention Alcatraz Moon. There’s nowhere to run.”

      She grinned at Brandon but he saw the determination–and worry–in her eyes. Seline was smart enough to know that the odds of their mission succeeding were astronomically slim.

      “You didn’t think this was going to be easy, did you?” he teased, grinning back. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “At least we’ll be armed and they won’t.” Morley/“Mole”, a short, slim man with ebony skin, was usually found crawling through the guts of the fleet’s grounded cruisers, troubleshooting.

      “Do they have any weapons?” Mole turned wide eyes on Brandon.

      “I have no idea,” Brandon answered. He would have preferred to have another trained fighter rather than Mole on his team, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. At least Mole had had the guts to volunteer–most of Brandon’s coworkers had mumbled excuses when asked to help free their commander.

      He paused to give Mole’s question some serious thought. Did the inmates have weapons?

      “I think we need to go in assuming they are armed,” he said slowly. “The mercenaries could have dropped weapons when the Commander was dropped off. I imagine they knew some of the inmates here. They might have even planned to release them if they’d had time.”

      “Nope. You’re wrong.”

      Brandon turned his head to see the speaker. He felt his blood pressure go up when he saw Ainsbury grinning back at him. A recent Red Baron recruit, Ainsbury seemed to take unnecessary delight in needling Brandon about his age.

      Blonde haired and “dreamy handsome” according to Brandon’s wife, Brandon suspected that the only reason Ainsbury had volunteered to rescue the Commander was because he was bored and wanted to see some action. Brandon hadn’t wanted to take him, but no one else had stepped forward and he’d been stuck.

      He turned to look more fully at the cocky recruit. “I’m wrong?” he asked, raising one eyebrow.

      “Excuse me. You’re wrong, sir.”

      “Care to explain, Airman?”

      Ainsbury smirked. “You’re forgetting, sir, that these are mercenaries you’re talking about. They don’t do anything to help someone else. They’re all about what they can get for themselves.”

      “You may have a point. However, we will assume that the inmates have some kind of weapons and be ready to neutralize them.”

      Thoroughly irritated now, Brandon turned back to the nav controls and guided the ship down onto the flat plain near the pyramid structure. He left everything on standby in the event they needed to make a hurried departure.

      Leaving the ship on standby was against Baron regulations. He had spent many sleepless hours going over how best to handle this part of the mission. If he and his team were killed, then theoretically inmates could steal the ship and escape. It was a chance he felt he had to take.

      Neptune’s largest moon was one of only four bodies in the solar system that were actively volcanic. There was no telling when or where an eruption could occur. The geyser they had just witnessed had been too close to their destination for comfort. Coupled with the unknown situation in the prison–suffice it to say that Brandon wanted the option of being able to get out of there fast.

      “Suit up,” he commanded. “Make sure your air tanks are full and your weapons are secured. You don’t want an inmate to grab one and use it on you. Stunners set on max. Laser pistols set to your palm print only and holstered until needed. I’ll take point. Disable anyone we meet until we find the Commander. Any questions?”

      He didn’t expect any. He had gone over the limited game plan several times during the flight from Mars Base to Alcatraz. He wished they knew more about the prison, but no one who went in ever came out, so first hand knowledge was non-existent. They’d be famous if they made it out alive.

      They donned their envirosuits and filed out of the cruiser’s airlock. Brandon sent up a prayer as his boot skidded on the moon’s frozen surface. Two minutes later they stood in front of the prison entrance.
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      “Okay, everyone ready?” Brandon looked each of them in the eye. Seline still looked worried but determined. Mole looked frightened. He pressed his lips into a thin line and nodded at Brandon. Brandon’s opinion of the fleet mechanic rose. Mole carried an extra envirosuit for the Commander–if they were lucky enough to find him alive he’d need it to get back to the ship.

      Ainsbury looked excited. He jigged a toe and smiled. Brandon hoped the raw recruit didn’t act like a hotshot and endanger the lives of the others or his own. Syd–well, Sydmore was his usual calm self. Nothing seemed to rattle the giant man.

      Brandon raised his hand and made a fist, then slapped the palm plate that opened the prison airlock and quickly stepped to the side, stunner ready. The door slid open. No one came flying out so he risked a quick look inside the structure. Dozens of envirosuits lay scattered around the floor.

      The number of envirosuits puzzled him until he realized that an inmate would need to wear one when dropped off.

      “No one there. Inside everyone. Quickly.” The ragtag team filed through the door after Brandon. He found another palm plate and closed the door. Seline reached to engage the atmosphere control but Brandon blocked her hand. “Wait.”

      “Why? We need to equalize the pressure.”

      “No. The envirosuits will protect us. We don’t know who’s on the other side of the prison door. If they know we’re here they could rush us. If we do nothing about the atmosphere they’ll be neutralized without a fight.”

      Seline pulled her hand back. “Brutal, but effective.” She nodded. “I like it. What if the Commander is one of them?”

      Brandon took a deep breath and let it out. “If the Commander knows we’re here to rescue him, he’ll know not to rush the door and risk being stunned.”

      He turned to examine a solid gray cube standing in the center of the pyramid. Like the airlock, it held only one door. Brandon motioned everyone to the side and activated the palm plate. Again, no one rushed out at them.

      “They can’t know we’re here,” Ainsbury crowed. “We’ll take them by surprise.”

      Brandon gestured everyone through and closed the door behind them before the prison’s atmosphere leaked away.

      They stood in a metal corridor, its rough walls scabbed with a lacy black film and dripping moisture. A pebbled metal ramp led
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