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      The great blue snakes writhed through the ship’s cockpit, Gillane Four’s mammoth water production a marvel from orbit. Aurora, sucking her morning coffee through a steel straw, watched the corporate-morphed world go about its business. A far better sight than deep space’s dark nothing, which had been the starry show for weeks as the Prisa sped up to and beyond light to make the journey.

      As Sever’s commander, captain . . . Aurora gave the quietest laugh, not even drawing a look from Eponi. What did rank matter? Sever wasn’t in the DefenseCorp hierarchy anymore. Everyone in the squad had a skillset: Aurora coupled hard discipline with strategic thinking, Eponi flew anything she could get her hands on, Gregor swung a big hammer, Sai blew things up, and Rovo handled the talking.

      That grin died a quick death as Rovo came to mind. The former rookie had been taken by two traitors, DefenseCorp agents intent on using Rovo’s knowledge to improve on new weapons. He’d been stolen off the Nautilus by Renard and Vana, used as a hostage to keep Aurora from blowing up the bastards. Now, Sever had tracked the trio and their force all the way to Gillane Four and its watery nest.

      “Beautiful,” Gregor said, swooping in to the seat behind Aurora’s. One of four in the Prisa’s cockpit, the rear two meant for appreciating the pilot’s abilities. “The blue planets are the best ones.”

      “This one’s not blue by choice,” Eponi said. “Used to be all that water sat beneath the ice. I’ve seen vids of kart races they used to do here. Then Salinity decided different.”

      Another megacorp, built on the need for most species to suck down water to survive. Aurora didn’t know much about Salinity except its H2O logo seemed to be on every liquid dispenser in the galaxy. That, and they believed planets ought to be tuned to their most useful degrees.

      Which, fine. Not Aurora’s problem if Gillane Four went from a polar planet to one with endless water geysers.

      “Where are we landing?” Gregor asked. “Did we find them?”

      Them meant Renard and Vana, and with those two, hopefully, Rovo. Gregor had done some meaty work on a couple captured agents before Sever left the Nautilus to come here, breaking the two captives with threats not of physical violence, not of mental torture, but with a very Gregor move.

      “There is right,” Gregor had said to the pair, still in their med bay beds, pushed together in the same room for the meeting. “And there is wrong. Your friend, Zaydi, died for the wrong. Now, you can make it right.”

      He’d followed up that trite beginning with a recording series. Video captures of Renard and Vana tearing apart squaddies with their new suits. The charred bodies left behind in a Nautilus docking bay when the escaping agents blasted out with their stolen transport. The two spies changed their tune as they saw what their side wrought.

      Easy enough to pursue a dream when you don’t see the cost.

      “They’re not making it hard for us,” Aurora said, answering Gregor’s question. “The transport’s still in orbit. Hanging at a distance. They’ve sent shuttles down to the surface, right to the capitol.”

      “Right where Salinity’s headquartered,” Eponi added.

      Renard and Vana had come to Gillane Four to find a girl named Kaia and the treasure buried in her blood. A young kid with a father specializing in molecular biology. Rovo, before he’d been captured, received a message from Kaia saying she and her father had come to the planet, and Aurora could only think of one reason why a desperate-for-cash scientist would come here.

      Salinity jobs had to pay well, and Kashmal might be able to squeeze out a good position there. At least, that’s the assumption Aurora would work with until something proved her wrong.

      “So we land, go to Salinity, and smash Renard with my hammer?” Gregor asked.

      “Almost,” Aurora replied. “Sai’s going to Salinity with Eponi. You and I are going hunting.”

      “Ah. Good plan.”

      Outside, Eponi shunted the Prisa into a line of landing ships. Freighters, passenger cruisers, and smaller craft like theirs.

      “You think there’ll be a trail?” Eponi asked. “Like, Renard will be waiting down there for us with some flags, tell us where to go?”

      Gregor didn’t answer, and Aurora could tell the man was waiting to see what she’d do. In the past, giving Aurora that kinda sarcasm would be grounds for a strict dressing down. A matter-of-fact reminder about the mission’s stakes, to offer something helpful, not a joke.

      But the last few months, from Dynas and its swampy hells, to Wexer and the deadly Nautilus corridors, had sanded off those edges. The joke didn’t annoy Aurora anymore. Didn’t do anything except spark a little happiness that Sever could still joke after all the garbage they’d gone through.

      “They’re agents,” Aurora said. “Renard will contact the local outpost to get an operation base on the planet. We’ll start there, see what we can find.”

      “And you want Sai and I to wander into Salinity’s offices and say what, have you seen this man?”

      “You can use your own words, if you like.”

      Eponi curled up a grin and Aurora matched it, “I’m liking this new you, commander. Giving me some room to fly.”

      “Just make sure you don’t crash.”

      Leaving the Prisa into Gillane Four’s bright atmosphere made for a mad biological rush. Aurora, as she did every time she met a new planet, took a deep inhale to get a read on where she’d parked her body. Gillane Four greeted the move with light, dry air meshed with a lemon scent, as if Aurora had wandered into a citrus garden. The atmosphere met the design, as Salinity had put flowing flourishes over its owned world.

      The docking bays sat on open ice-blue platforms suspended, as everything was on Gillane Four, above the endless ocean that coated the planet’s surface. Spearmint green barriers shone translucent around the platform edges, providing a sign and a slight shocking sensation to anyone thinking about taking the kilometer dive into the churning sea.

      Aurora couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen clouds so white and puffy, a circumstance owing to Salinity’s precise control of the planet’s water cycle. No bad weather here, just optimal conditions for harvesting water.

      Deepak had sent along the DefenseCorp dossier on the planet, a deep document describing how Salinity made Gillane Four work. Aurora had devoured it, and suggested the others do the same, with Gregor paying particular attention to Salinity’s work capturing and crashing icy asteroids on the planet’s far side to keep its giant reservoir topped up.

      The work’s evidence played over and around Aurora as she left with Gregor, dressed in capable civilian clothes. A loose white jacket helped hide a shoulder holster and the pistol inside, while Aurora had slotted in a knife along her thigh. Hardly the gear needed to break in and rescue a hostage, but if they found Rovo, five new power armor suits sat back on the Prisa.

      Deepak hadn’t fought hard when Aurora made the demand. She’d pointed out the admiral owed Sever for its efforts clearing the agents from the Nautilus, and that Deepak had caused the loss of their original suits through the doomed effort on Dynas, coupled with the aggressive tactics on Wexer.

      And, though Aurora hadn’t told this to anyone else in Sever, she’d promised Deepak the squad would come back after the rescue.

      What that meant, well, Aurora would figure that out later. For now, they had weapons, they had targets. Time to go.

      The dossier also had the DefenseCorp office location. The official base probably wouldn’t be where the agents hung out—the clandestine branch tended to go its own way—but the paper pushers might know where to check.

      “So how do we get there?” Gregor asked as they walked from the pad.

      A good question. Salinity’s liquid focus flowed into everything on the planet, including the blue pads and their central platform, a droplet design funneling the landing crowds to a point. That point appeared to be tied to several giant, clear tubes, all hurtling back towards the stalk-like rise of the city’s core.

      A flower, with the city at the center and every docking platform a petal.

      “Swim?” Aurora said as they joined a motley crowd making their way towards the tubes.

      Gillane Four held to its cash-driven ethos, and like everywhere else in the galaxy, merchants made themselves known to new arrivals. That peaceful first breath vanished beneath an advertising onslaught, with shouts from stands offering food and, yes, souvenir water ‘straight from the source’. Their targets weren’t hooded vagrants like on Wexer, but a functional collection whose obvious income and direction put Aurora on a strange edge.

      Maybe she’d spent too long hunting cash in the galaxy’s dregs if real civilization made her this uncomfortable.

      “I think I need a vacation,” Aurora said, both of them now stuck in the line. More species than she’d seen in one spot crowded around her, their languages competing for her non-understanding. “After we get Rovo, maybe.”

      “Hah. A nice idea,” Gregor said. “But too boring for me.”

      “There’s nowhere you’d want to go?”

      “To a planet with less peace than this one, perhaps.”

      Somehow, Aurora figured Gillane Four might not be long for that peace, but before she could talk about it, the last few people ahead broke for a tube and left the Sever pair in front. Two thick poles stood several meters apart, red rings glowing near their tops. Between them, another soft green barrier shone. A pleasant, artificial voice asked that anyone carrying goods announce themselves, and when nobody did, the stalks chimed a trilling affirmation.

      Ahead, the three clear tubes ended with their own bays. Capsules, each the Prisa’s size, flew into a gentle rest before loading up and shooting out again. One had an orange slice through its silver middle, with blue letters designating it for cargo alone. Directly ahead, an incoming capsule found its rest as the other passenger one jetted away with technology’s familiar whooshing whine.

      The rings topping the two stalks went blue, and the green barrier shifted, angling the approach for the middle capsule, giving Aurora and Gregor a path.

      “I think I prefer Wexer,” Aurora said as they went into the capsule, where prim, cushioned seats awaited their entry. “This feels a little too controlled.”

      “Enjoy it,” Gregor said. “I have no doubt chaos will find us before long.”

      “Or we’ll find it.”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “I’d rather be the ones making the chaos, than have someone else do it.”

      “Ah,” Gregor sat next to Aurora, his bulk pushing her up towards the capsule’s oval windows. “Let me know, and I will create your chaos.”

      Aurora laughed, and the capsule shot off. Whatever tech powered the thing, it didn’t give Aurora much moving sensation. Like being in a starship when the engines kicked on, riding the tunnel to the city felt like watching a movie. And this movie loved water.

      Approaching the city’s giant stalk, Aurora saw the various pumps climbing the city’s solitary stand, the tubes coming up from the ocean and stretching across it. The vast array no doubt accounted for that pulsing sensation Sever had seen while in orbit, as the glassy tunnels funneled water all over the planet for whatever treatment it needed before getting loaded up and shipped out. Waves snuck in between the tubes, like prisoners reaching through the bars.

      “Ready for a rescue?” Aurora said. “Just like Dynas?”

      “Nothing will be like Dynas,” Gregor replied. “But, I am ready for a rescue. And I am ready for some revenge.”

      Gregor had detailed Vana’s betrayal, a move that hadn’t done a whole lot to shake Aurora’s opinion of the strange agent. Vana had equipped Aurora well on the Nautilus, then proceeded to take Gregor off on a quest to find Renard. The old agent had apparently surprised Vana with some new power armor, lighter versions that were nigh invisible to human eyes. A treasure-tempted turncoat, Vana had flipped Renard’s way, donned a suit, and very nearly sent Gregor to the great beyond.

      Aurora had taken the news with a shrug and a promise to lay Vana low with a laser next time she saw the woman.

      “First, however, I want answers,” Gregor continued. “She should have killed me, but she did not. I would know why.”

      “Because she didn’t have the time?” Aurora recalled Vana had gone on a slaughtering spree when some hapless squaddies interrupted her Gregor evisceration. Vana had left Gregor behind, gasping in some damaged power armor, a lucky break that Gregor refused to see that way. “It’s hard to think clearly when you’re getting attacked.”

      “She thought clear.”

      Gregor looked troubled, a frown over that giant face, and dropped into a broody silence that Aurora decided to leave alone.

      The capsule approached its destination, and that meant she had to confront the next challenge: getting some DefenseCorp flunkies to rat out their agent friends.

      Nothing a little cash or a pistol’s pointed end couldn’t solve.
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      Can’t believe you took the sword,” Eponi said to Sai as they stepped off the capsule into the city.

      The crowd gave Sai and Eponi a wide berth, long looks dragging over Sai’s katana, sheathed over his shoulder, with a hilt that went out far enough to leer over his back like some animal. Both Sever members had on loose businesswear, clothes that could pass for office-appropriate while maintaining enough flexibility to throw down should the need arise.

      And Sai expected the need to arise.

      Like Dynas, Sever had come to Gillane Four on a particular mission, for rescue and revenge. Such things tended to end in violence, and after what Renard and Vana had done to Sai on the Nautilus, the demolitionist wouldn’t mind a crack at the two.

      Especially after a few weeks spent healing on the long journey. Salves and exercises had reduced Sai’s burns and busted muscles to a ready state, albeit with new scars and off-color patches on the skin beneath his clothes. Everyone serving in DefenseCorp for more than a minute had those, though.

      Signs of a life hard lived.

      “You know where we’re going?” Eponi asked, drawing Sai into the crowded courtyard where the capsule plunked out the planet’s new arrivals.

      Salinity designed their world like an amusement park. The off-boarding area ran rampant with signs advertising various destinations and services. Want to immigrate to Gillane Four? Head this way. Looking to deliver cargo? Go that way. Planning to tour the watery world? Straight ahead, please.

      Bots hovered among the crowd, delivering answers to questions and beckoning people to keep moving: the next capsule and its targets would be arriving soon.

      “Uh, no,” Sai said. “Haven’t been here before.”

      “Really. Totally seems like your place.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Family man. Kids must love all this, right?”

      “Crowds? Chaos?” Sai shrugged. “Maybe you’re right.”

      They settled on straight ahead, marching towards a grand sign showcasing the city’s formal name, Kaiyo. The five letters had been done up like waves, their tops cresting white while the rest flowed deep blue into a golden frame. Beneath the arch, the broad silver-stone walkway opened into a busy square.

      Most modern urban areas relied on aerial taxis, with docking stations posted all over, or underground mass transit, leaving the surface spaces free for walking, shopping, and special needs. Kaiyo played the same game, only instead of the varied kart-and-craft mix flying through the air, those glass tubes and their capsules swirled like veins overhead. Lift-and-stair combos provided access to the stations, and the long lines in sight showed little reluctance to load into the shooters.

      The tubes gained their curves going around tall buildings, all designed with a blue or sea green color scheme, and all seemingly without a straight line on the outside. The structures arced above and around them, no doubt trying to convey being lost in a deep ocean. Instead, Sai found it vaguely unsettling, motion sickness making a minor play on his stomach.

      “Guess they’re committed to theme,” Eponi said.

      “It’s their planet,” Sai replied. “Their choice. Let me see what I can find.”

      After the Nautilus misadventure, Sever had loaded themselves up with new wristlets. The small computers served as mobile databases, communication devices, and anything else Sever needed from the digital universe. After losing his on Wexer, Sai had felt a combination of freed and frozen, unable to access knowledge that he’d had ready for his whole life, and, at the same time, untethered from the larger galaxy.

      Still, Sai would sacrifice that freedom for a good city map, and Kaiyo’s came right up as requested when Sai asked the little computer locked to his left wrist. Turned out Kaiyo’s central stalk had levels aplenty beneath the one they stood on, and the wristlet’s estimation showed the galaxy’s usual income disparity at play: those with money had the top levels and their blue skies. Those without went further and further down towards the churning seas.

      “Okay,” Sai looked up from his map, straight ahead. “Going to say we should’ve figured this one out.”

      “Oh?”

      “Salinity’s headquarters is right ahead. It’s the city’s center.”

      “That is obvious,” Eponi said. “Sad.”

      “Why’s that sad?”

      “Because I keep hoping these big companies will be more creative than they really are.”

      “Well, they didn’t hire you.”

      “I know. If only.”

      Sai chuckled as they set off. He couldn’t imagine a spark like Eponi crunching numbers and documents all day, playing diplomat to investors and customers alike. Then again, Sai couldn’t picture himself doing that either. After an hour standing in the same place, listening to a briefing, he’d get this niggling itch to do something, to sink his mind into a puzzle—like what chemical compound could best melt a starship hull. Spending days sifting through presentations and preening power plays?

      Nope.

      Wanting to get a better feel for the world, Sai and Eponi took to walking. They even stopped into a small cafe, one spangled over with sea-creature theming, and ordered up some fresh breakfast and coffee to go with it. After weeks munching on lab-spun protein packs and rehydrated vitamin juices, having something fresh felt, well, life-changing.

      Sai bought the round, tapping his wristlet. The cash cost didn’t reach high, but the deduction flashed a question to where his next deposit would be coming from. Rescuing Rovo, however important it might be to Sever, didn’t come with a reward attached. Deepak had stuffed them full with provisions and gear for helping out with the Nautilus but cash hadn’t come with it.

      They’d made the call in Dynas’s orbit to chase money instead of their careers, to ditch DefenseCorp and its damned missions for a more pure sort of profit. Yet, for all that talk, Sai hadn’t seen a drop come into his account.

      And his family hadn’t seen a boost come their way in a long time now.

      “You’re thinking the same thing I am,” Eponi said as they wandered towards the city center, between those flowing buildings and chattering crowds, the ocean planet’s crashing waves suffusing the background from far below. “We’re gonna be broke if we keep up this way.”

      “The way I see it,” Sai said, “is we get Rovo back, take out Renard, and then ask Deepak for a proper reward. Stopping a DefenseCorp coup ought to be worth something.”

      “Yeah, a pat on the back and a quick exit,” Eponi said. “What’s the rationale? We still deserted. They can say our payment is a clear name and a chance to jump back to, I dunno, freaking Wexer to suck dirt for scraps.”

      “Glad you’re so supportive.”

      “We need one realist on this squad.”

      Salinity’s headquarters spawned from Kaiyo’s center like a frozen splash. The building’s outer ring rose up and out, culminating in a curving top level with periodic spikes. The center, done up in icy teal, stretched above to a narrowing point ruined at its absolute height by a landing pad. Leading up to the entry sat a glass courtyard, under which ran water in rippling swirls, occasionally sucked up into one of a half-dozen fountains.

      Sai would’ve called it impressive, except not much qualified once you’d seen a nebula from space’s dark heart. Nothing neared that interstellar splendor.

      “So what’s our play here?” Eponi said. “You start chatting up the receptionist while I sneak past and hunt down Kashmal?”

      “How about you follow my lead, and we try not to create a scene?”

      “The boring way, then.”

      “Not everything has to end with us getting shot.”

      “You know it will anyway,” Eponi said as they hit the main doors, cascading water curtains that blew aside as the pair approached. “No matter what you and I do, we’re gonna get lasers to the face.”

      “I’m going to ask for Gregor next time.”

      “Don’t hate the messenger, man.”

      The Salinity lobby broke into outgoing and ingoing halves, marked by glass-coated pathways and water running in the requisite directions. To the left, the stream ran towards Sai and Eponi, beneath a soft scanner-barrier set looking for IDs to open up. On the right, the stream ran inward, past a desk where both bot and human parlayed asks into answers. Beyond them, a second scanner-barrier arch waited.

      After all the fuss, the space opened up into an atrium with a centralized waterfall lift. Droplet lights hung everywhere, proving Salinity’s extreme commitment to theme. The endless liquid had Sai searching out a bathroom, and wishing, just a little, for Wexer’s black sand.

      Freshened up and ready, Eponi and Sai rejoined at the reception desk, where artificial pleasantries on a human face greeted their approach.

      “Hi, yes,” Sai started, “we’re actually here to meet with someone?”

      “The name?” The receptionist, eyes sliding to Sai’s katana, already had her fingers at the console, perched on the sea green desk.

      The obvious question didn’t get asked. Apparently Salinity’s customer service training overrode all inquiries about strange blades coming into the office.

      “Kashmal,” Sai faltered, not sure about the man’s last name. “I can’t remember anything else. Sorry, long morning.”

      Technically, the morning had started back in space. Sai had gone from orbit to a planet’s surface all before local lunch time. That definitely qualified as long.

      The receptionist didn’t look all that impressed by Sai’s failed memory, but Salinity probably wasn’t paying her to interrogate visitors, so she did the typing anyway. Then, flipping the screen, the receptionist invited Sai to pick out which of the employee photos applied to his particular Kashmal.

      Three local options, and the top, the newest one, matched what Sai remembered. Black haired, stubble. Looked more put-together than the evacuating refugee appearance Kashmal had sported on the run from Dynas.

      “That’s the one,” Sai said. “We have to chat with him.”

      “About?” The receptionist asked, her fingers poised above the console’s call button.

      “Family matters,” Sai replied. “He’ll understand.”

      That earned Sai a raised eyebrow. Eponi, for her part, stood a little back, her eyes surfing the room. Standard procedure when one member had an active engagement, the other kept watch for anything weird. She’d give Sai a tap on the shoulder if Eponi spotted something, but so far, Salinity kept things standard.

      No Renard, no Vana, no obvious agents.

      Maybe Sever had managed to beat them here, or maybe Rovo hadn’t given the game away. If that was the case, then Sai owed the rookie some more respect. Being a hostage was never fun—getting injected on Dynas came to mind—and Renard didn’t seem like a gentle captor.

      “Okay,” the receptionist said. “He’s coming down. Lucky you came early, he’s going off in an hour for a week.”

      “For what?”

      “Salinity on-boarding training. They send you around the planet, see all the processing facilities.”

      “Sounds fascinating,” Sai tried, failed to sound fascinated. “Should we wait here, or on the barrier’s other side?”

      “You’re not getting to the other side with that sword,” the receptionist said. “So I’d wait here.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Sai stepped back, rejoined Eponi, who pointed out that every Salinity security guard in the lobby, maybe four, had their eyes locked on Sai and his katana. A few had chatted into their wristlets already.

      “You’re saying I’m popular?” Sai said.

      “I’m saying you might get us killed.”

      “Hi, welcome to Sever Squad.”

      Eponi rolled her eyes.

      Sai, watching the lift, spotted Kashmal first. The lanky scientist, who had a penchant for mid-day drinks and enough genius to get away with it, had a confused look as he came out from beyond the barriers. He had on a Salinity blue lab coat, glasses, and an air that he ought not to be bothered.

      An air that vanished as soon as Kashmal saw Sai and Eponi waiting for him. Sai had only once seen a face drop like Kashmal’s, and that’d been his own son’s when the kid’s soccer game had been canceled for weather. A true disaster, that.

      “I can’t imagine this is anything good,” Kashmal said, approaching them with hands in pockets. “I’d hoped I’d never see your miserable bunch again.”

      “Trust me, the feeling was mutual,” Eponi said.

      “Not our choice,” Sai agreed, “but we’re here anyway. People are after Kaia. We’re trying to catch them, but we want to make sure your daughter’s safe.”

      Kashmal blinked, tilted his head, “Safe? Last time you intervened, she was nearly taken from me. Now you’re here again to, what, take her away?”

      “Protect her,” Sai said. “Let us know where she is, and we’ll set up a perimeter. Keep the ones after her away while Aurora and Gregor deal with them.”

      Kashmal looked at the floor, the water beneath, for a long second. Looking up, he had a different look, one Sai had seen before: the cornered creature.

      “I’m not telling you a damn thing about my daughter,” Kashmal said. “I have a job here, Kaia’s doing well, and we don’t need you messing that up. Leave us alone.”

      “Not gonna happen,” Eponi said. “Not because we want anything to do with you, but because we can’t chance the bad guys getting their hands on your girl.”

      “That, I believe, is not your choice to make.” Kashmal backed up a step. “Last chance. Go away and forget you ever found us.”

      Sai shook his head, “This is for your own⁠—”

      “Help!” Kashmal shouted, pulling his hands from his pockets, backing up. “They’re trying to threaten me and my family! Security!”

      Sai would’ve called the performance ridiculous, would’ve called it absurd and pathetic, except Salinity’s security seemed to take Kashmal’s words for fact. The four guards closed, one jabbering into a wristlet for reinforcements.

      “See?” Eponi said, backing up with Sai. “Lasers to the face. Every time.”

      Sai couldn’t argue with that.
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      The sparkling water buzzed his lips with something beyond the lemon flavor, perhaps the tingle responsible for the water’s name: Jolt. Not quite as strong as Aurora’s coffee on the ship, but for a lunchtime boost, it would do.

      Gregor and Aurora held sway over a rounded outdoor table, watching the DefenseCorp offices on the walking avenue’s other side. Aurora munched on her sandwich, while Gregor’s crumbs blew away in the breeze. Gillane Four had enough birds, likely brought over from other worlds, that’d clean up the scraps. Somewhere nearby, a busker plied his trade, the rough melody bouncing off the buildings in a pleasant echo.

      “This is dull,” Gregor said. “We have been here an hour.”

      “Stakeouts are dull. That’s the point.”

      Aurora’s plan had changed from a slam-bang demand for Renard’s location to a more targeted pursuit. They’d wait for some solo person to exit the office, then jump the poor sap and get the information they needed without risking a problem with bigger numbers.

      Thus far, there’d been a few scattered souls heading in and out of the office, but nobody sporting the crimson uniform showing they actually delivered data for DefenseCorp. Aurora and Gregor needed a source, not a random civilian, and⁠—

      “There,” Aurora said. “That’s one.”

      Sever’s captain shoved the remaining sandwich in her mouth as Gregor turned, spotted the newest exodus from the offices. A plum lady with that deep red uniform and harried hair pounded the pavement. Away from the office, and away from the two Sever squad members.

      “Let’s go.” Gregor stood, lurching up with a little too much excitement and catching his chair before it clattered over onto the light-blasted, creamy stones.

      The two fell into pursuit. Much more satisfying than sitting and waiting. He missed the heaviness on his back where his hammer used to sit, waiting to be unlimbered for mass destruction. Instead, while Aurora hid a pistol beneath a jacket, Gregor kept his own pocket shooter in an ankle holster, hidden by flaring, billowy pants. Not exactly fashionable, but Gregor met every raised eyebrow with a steady stare, and soon enough any would-be critics blinked away.

      You didn’t need to use muscle to take advantage of having it.

      The target ambled on towards a crowded intersection, a circular square dominated by yet another water-related statue calling attention to Salinity’s founder, her family, or some other person Gregor had neither the interest or time to know. Thus far, the target had kept herself around too many people to make for an easy snatch-and-grab.

      “She’s turning,” Aurora said. “Be ready.”

      “Always ready.”

      “Of course you are.”

      The captain called it right, though. The woman angled away from the square and towards a quieter path heading towards a residential collection. The stacked condos up here looked too nice for what Gregor remembered of his DefenseCorp salary, but perhaps she held a higher rank than the uniform would suggest, or Salinity paid the DC staff here hefty bribes to keep things quiet.

      No world wanted to be known as a festering crime pit, while DefenseCorp had every interest in publicizing its well-done peace-keeping efforts. Balances tended to be struck between controlling interests, with cash going into the DC coffers and statistics dying out. A mutually beneficial relationship, and one Gregor had always taken without much comment: so long as he had the opportunities to crush the criminals, who cared where the cash went?

      The thinning crowd around the target forced Gregor and Aurora’s hand. Before, they’d been able to maintain some distance and count on the disparate species, outfits, and their combined noise to keep Sever hidden. Now, with a person here and there, the tailing would be obvious if the target ever turned around.

      “Go,” Aurora said, soft. “Try to pull her to the side.”

      The solid block style Salinity put into their buildings negated alleyways and offshoots, the typical spots Gregor might use for take-n-threaten work. Instead, he’d have to play things mild. Try not to make a scene.

      Letting Aurora fall behind, Gregor lengthened his stride, closing with the target. The woman had her wristlet up now, appearing to swipe away. Good timing. Reading a message, watching a video, both and either would serve to keep her eyes and attention off the hand about to land on her shoulder.

      “Come quietly,” Gregor said, feeling the target stiffen as his hand planted. “No one needs to get hurt. I only have a question.”

      Gregor steered the woman with his planted hand, taking her to the right and under an overhang for a leasing office that looked, thankfully, closed for the lunchtime hour. Deep glass windows showcased stands covered with projected pictures of glitzy property for purchase, and Gregor used the display to put himself and the target facing that glass.

      Just looking at dreams they could never afford, that’s all.

      “What do you want?” The target said, a tremor belying the tenor tone in her voice. Not used to getting made a hostage, then. “I don’t have much cash.”

      “Not cash. Information.” Gregor watched the world through their reflections on the glass. Nobody paying attention. Aurora had herself spotted up opposite Gregor, shape visible. With her hand signals, she’d give Gregor a heads-up if something went sour. “The agents. Where are they?”

      Again, the target twitched, the jerk carrying up through Gregor’s still-planted hand. Surprise?

      “What agents?”

      “DefenseCorp. Your counterparts. Where are their offices?”

      “I don’t know? Do they have any here?”

      There were lies and there were liars. Anyone could attempt the former, spill out some words and hope they were believed. The latter performed a skill, manipulated reality for their audience. This poor DefenseCorp staffer fell into the former camp, and her voice, her stature, her lack of conviction betrayed her in the same way a pretender betrays themselves the moment they throw their first punch.

      Gregor tightened his grip. Dug the fingers in enough to convey the meaning, “You heard me. Answer.”

      A sharp breath this time. In the reflection, the target’s gray eyes slanted away, pulled towards the ground. Another tell, another breakaway moment to come up with an excuse.

      “A little girl’s life is in danger.” Gregor headed off the attempt before it started. “Help us save her, or live with a four year-old’s death.”

      “Tragedy happens every day,” the target said, but her voice lost what little gravity it had. Weakness grasping for a hold. “It’s not my fault.”

      “It is. Give us the location, and we will save her.”

      The woman’s eyes closed. She’d fought the fight, done the minimum DefenseCorp expected of its personnel. Resist, then relent. DefenseCorp would rather not have its low-level employees murdered. Besides, the giant company could extract any vengeance it pleased on the perpetrators. No need for the woman to sacrifice more than she had.

      “Okay,” the woman said. “It’s not far. I can show you, and then you’ll let me go?”

      “Yes.”

      The simple answer spurred a walk. The woman led them back away from the residential district, through the intersection, and towards another commercial sector. Aurora stayed well back as Gregor walked alongside the target, keeping herself apart.

      The target pointed Gregor towards a glossy-looking store billing itself as an outlet for used gadgets, gear, and whatever else the proprietors happened to find on outer space salvage missions. A cover that might actually serve as a solid side business for DefenseCorp, as they had to get plenty of junk from bashing up pirates and rogue ships polluting the stars.

      “In there,” the target said. “Ask for the owner. That’ll tell them what you’re really there for.”

      This time, no twitch. No tremor. A truth-teller’s level voice.

      “Thank you,” Gregor said.

      He didn’t need to add anything else.

      The big man left the woman standing in the street, heading straight for the salvage shop. The woman wouldn’t get far. Aurora would keep tabs on her and, if Gregor’s request for this owner came back blank, the Sever captain would reconvene the hostage situation.

      Inside the salvage shop, Gregor took a second to find his bearings. Glass lockboxes littered every surface, scanners tuned to open up if a staffer’s wristlet approached. In the meantime, the highlighted goods sparkled at their various possibilities. Some boxes held weapons, others spacecraft parts, while still more held what signs claimed to be unique relics from worlds far across the galaxy. Crystals, metals, glowing shards stuffed with energy, these all shared space with random trinkets too, from children’s toys to an adult shirt woven entirely from green sand beads.

      Two employees coupled with a checkout bot to man the store. One looked to be fiddling with a newly arrived junk dump, picking through it behind the store’s wrap-around glass counter and putting things in one pile or another depending on, Gregor assumed, their presumed value. The bot hung near the entrance, waiting for someone to place an object on its purchase pad. Its happy monotone welcomed Gregor to the store, while the big man also noticed a nerve-nuking stun shooter the bot pointed right at the door.

      Theft prevention taken to serious lengths.

      “Help you?” the second employee said, coming around in a peach t-shirt and soft white pleated pants and a look that went from bored to curious as he took in Gregor’s sheer size.

      “I’d like to speak to the owner,” Gregor said.

      “Uh, the owner?”

      “You heard me.”

      The employee swung his face to his partner, still picking from the pile. No rescue there. Gulping, the man went back to Gregor and offered up an ill smile.

      “Okay, just give me a sec, all right?”

      “Fine.”

      Peaches-and-cream turned tail and ducked back through an employee’s only door, leaving Gregor to wander the aisles for a long few minutes. He kept one eye on Parts-picker, who seemed to give not one single care about the large man roving his store. Gregor’s other eye found a neat long-handled steel staff, heavy duty walking support or, in a pinch, capable of holding a door shut against vacuum leaks.

      Gregor found the price, winced at the mark-up Salinity’s planet-wide cost of living threw onto the item’s worth. Still . . .

      “Hey,” Gregor said towards Parts-picker. “I’d like to buy this.”

      Parts-picker followed Gregor’s nod towards the staff.

      “Sure thing,” the man said. “Be right there.”

      Gregor turned back to the staff, trying to figure out how best he’d wield it to deliver a good smacking or three. The seconds swam by, until things shifted into the uncomfortable, and Gregor turned back towards the parts pile. Instead of the idle picker, Gregor saw both staffers standing behind the counter, pistols raised and dead set.

      “Time to talk, dude,” said Parts-picker. “You’re not one of ours. What’re you after?”

      Steady hands, no nerves in those words. These two had to be agents, or close to it. Gregor couldn’t count on a sudden move to throw off their aim.

      “Renard,” Gregor said. “He’s here. I have business with him.”

      “Thanks,” said Parts-picker. “That’s what we needed to know.”

      Their fingers went to the triggers, and the storefront’s window shattered.

      Gregor took the distraction and moved, using the chaos to get behind the high-stacked lockboxes. Lasers flashed as the agents fixed their broken nerves and shot at him, at Aurora. The trash bin Aurora had used to smash the glass rolled along the floor, coming to rest near Gregor’s feet. The Sever captain, meanwhile, returned potshot fire at the two agents.

      Shouts, screams came from the broader street as the fight went public. Security would be coming quick. No time for games.

      Gregor reached forward, picked up a lockbox holding some special wristlet model, turned and whipped the container back towards the agents. Aurora’s lasers had them ducking and weaving, but a chunky box took more effort to dodge. Gregor’s toss clipped Parts-picker in the shoulder, bounced him into his own crap pile.

      Aurora sprayed covering fire in the ping-ping-ping pistol rhythm while Gregor spun the opposite way, taking three long steps through the store, ending with a crashing charge into the counter. Glass shards bit into Gregor’s thick sweater, a few marking scratches, but the big man’s momentum carried him through to the other side.

      Peaches-n-cream swiveled, bringing his pistol level with Gregor, and took an Aurora shot to the skull for his troubles. The man dropped, and Gregor used the space to tackle the just-rising Parts-picker to the ground. Wrestling away the pistol, Gregor turned the hot barrel on its owner, delivering a whisper with the warning.

      “Give it up, or die like your friend,” Gregor said.

      “Giving it up, giving it up,” Parts-picker said. “Don’t shoot me, man.”

      Gregor had another hostage, but going by the sirens outside, he didn’t have much time either. Aurora crunched her way into the store, hair frizzed out by the firefight’s rolling demands. That white jacket had some new stains, and a single burning black hole that, thankfully, didn’t have a match on the captain’s body.

      The bot issued a hearty welcome her way. Ever on the ball, that one.

      Pulling Parts-picker to his feet, Gregor surveyed the ruined shop, the blast marks scouring the walls, the glass-coated floor. A small fire burned where a stray bolt struck something with power.

      Now it felt like a Sever mission.
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      How do you win a fight against an overwhelming force?

      Prove that the overwhelming force is a bunch of trumped up bargain-rate bums, that’s how.

      “I’ve got the prize, you get the punches,” Eponi said, lunging towards Kashmal. She could’ve pulled out her pistol, started spraying laser, but so far the energy weapons had stayed put. Moving this fight into the lethal category seemed like a bad idea when Sever sat on the number’s wrong side.

      “Lucky me,” Sai replied, stepping into a low-slung slug at the fastest guard to arrive.

      Like Eponi, he kept his katana in its sheath. Playing nice today.

      Kashmal kept backing up as Sai’s swing connected with the guard’s gut, dropping the man with a singular oof. The scientist and crappy father couldn’t manage a backtrack faster than Eponi could pound it ahead, and she grabbed his lab coat’s collar before two seconds had passed.

      Perfect timing to whip Kashmal into a squishy guard lumbering her way. The scientist made his biggest breakthrough yet as Kashmal stumbled into the advancing Lunk, piling them both to the ground.

      “Behind!” Sai called, and Eponi whirled from admiring her handiwork, going right into a kick without seeing who came at her back.

      With the lovely sound of cracking carrots, Eponi’s kick struck an outstretched hand, prompting a howl from the guard, who cradled her smashed knuckles and stepped back. Eponi did the same, buying some distance while closing again
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