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      Aurora snapped the bar in half, triggering a meltdown as she slipped the pieces into her mouth. A chocolate taste heaped with  artificial elements ran across her tongue and down her throat, carrying all the effective nutrients, plus caffeine, that a battle-hardened soldier might need after waking up mid-mission.

      Sever squad had been on Dynas for almost two days now, an adventure starting with a distress call from a planet supposedly inhabited by no one, but actually home to . . . what, Aurora still wasn’t sure.

      The five soldiers dispensed by DefenseCorp to handle the call had been given a clear objective: find the VIP who’d asked for the rescue, and no clear exit: find your own way off world with the objective in hand.

      When Aurora believed Dynas uninhabited, that arrangement didn’t  make sense. Now that she, Gregor, and Rovo sat in an abandoned tram station beneath what felt, smelled, and sounded like a busy city, DefenseCorp’s mission briefing felt like a lie.

      Like every other galactic corporation, DefenseCorp existed to make profits for its owners, employees, and various investors. How it stood to make money by sending Sever on a misguided, deceptive assault to nowhere wasn’t clear to Aurora, but she knew how she’d get the answers: by shoving Admiral Deepak up against the wall and making him talk to her rifle.

      Rovo and Gregor didn’t share her fervor. At least, not enough to wake them up on time. They’d each taken a bench on the tram as a bed, and Aurora had given them all five hours to rest. After a blood-soaked and blast-ridden first day, the dwindling adrenaline had left them all feeling hazy, unsure. Drained.

      Aurora would be damned if she let her squad die due to exhaustion’s ill effects.

      Not that Aurora had all her squad. She’d left the squad’s band open, set a message on repeat every few minutes asking for Eponi and Sai, the two missing members, to check in. If they had, Aurora’s ear piece would’ve blasted her awake with an alarm.

      Nothing had come, which meant Aurora snacked on the nutrient bar and watched the plastic blue-white light parade across the tram station in silence. Relative silence, anyway; above, she could hear engines rumbling, footfalls pounding, and distant shouts calling for this and that.

      When Sever had arrived at the station, Aurora and Gregor had done a cursory look that found the station’s sole entrance sealed by a locked gate, blocking not only their incoming platform but several others connecting to elsewhere in the city. Other maintenance options were locked too, and while the tram’s tunnel continued on, a flimsy metal barrier across the tunnel blaring CLOSED in red-painted letters echoed the surface door’s sentiment: nobody would be coming this way.

      The why wasn’t too hard to figure. The first thing Sever had found upon their arrival to Dynas had been an outpost overrun with strange half-human, half-fungal creatures. Felix, leading these things, had attempted to infect Sever squad. He’d failed, hard, and Aurora held to the idea that she’d be going back someday to finish that job. Genetic mutants like him were against Galactic law. More important, Felix had tried to hurt Sever, and people who attacked Aurora didn’t tend to live long.

      Cash. Vengeance. Principles to live by.

      Rovo sat up next. Aurora had taken last watch—the rookie had the middle, Gregor first. And while giving up those extra couple sleeping hours meant feeling even more sluggish, being tired beat being dead. Plenty of chemicals could help the former, nothing could help the latter.

      The rookie didn’t look too bad after his first day as a full Sever. Simulators could do wonders for training team tactics, for practicing your shots, but getting down on a grimy planet with mercenaries loaded for combat stood apart from the screens and the goggles. Rovo had done well. Even gone off on his own for a bit, and while he’d followed Felix into a trap, that could be excused.

      Like all rookies, he’d either learn, or he’d die early. Thus far, Aurora felt good about the kid. Not that she had many options if she didn’t—Sever only had five members. You had to trust each one to do their jobs.

      “No visitors?” Rovo asked as he wandered towards Aurora, sitting off of the tram and on the station’s floor.

      “Quiet, on all levels,” Aurora replied, handing Rovo a protein bar.

      Rovo crossed his legs, joined Aurora on the hard, dirty grey tile. His eyes tracked to the stairs heading up, behind Aurora and to his right. Wide enough, with a metal handrail splitting the steps, they seemed designed to handle a big crowd.

      “Can’t see anyone building a subway like this for a small outpost,” Rovo said after he’d sucked down half the nutrient-loaded breakfast. “Has this entire mission been a big surprise, or is it just me?”

      “Not you.” Aurora nodded down the tunnel, where the tram could, if not for the barrier, keep going deeper into the city. “No way Dynas had the manpower and materials here naturally to make something like this. Whomever built this place had help, and that help came from off world.”

      “Which means DefenseCorp should have known about it.”

      “Deepak may not have, but I don’t trust that,” Aurora said. “So either we’ve been set up, or . . . ”

      Aurora and Deepak, the Nautilus commander and DefenseCorp admiral who’d sent Sever where they needed to go, didn’t have what she’d call a good relationship. He stood fast by the need to play politics, to take top down orders and execute without questions. Aurora, well, Aurora didn’t give a damn about authority until and unless obeying it meant the most cash in her account.

      Even so, she had a hard time believing Deepak would send one of his best and most morally flexible squads on a pointless suicide mission. Where was the profit in that? If DefenseCorp just wanted to make a show of responding to the distress call, Deepak could’ve sent scrubs. Rounded up poor-performing recruits and sent them crashing to their swampy dooms in Dynas’s depths.

      “Or Deepak’s hoping we can get out of this,” Aurora said as Rovo munched away. “Either expose a secret, or destroy it.”

      “Sending five people to torch a city doesn’t seem like a smart call,” Rovo said. “Why not bring the Nautilus over and have it roast this place from orbit?”

      “Too much noise,” Gregor announced, roaming over from the tram and brushing at bags under his eyes. “Blow up a planet, you have questions. Small team smashes the enemy? Subtle success.”

      “You’re going to smash this whole place with that hammer?” Rovo asked.

      “Might smash you,” Gregor replied, “if you keep asking questions.”

      Aurora let them fall into their banter. Good to see the two had developed a bond, though that tended to happen fast on deadly missions. Saving each other’s lives brought people closer.

      Their armor suits, and Gregor’s hammer, were back in the tram. They ought to go back there, squeeze them on and then go tramping up to the city, ready to spit fire and wreak havoc until they found Sai and Eponi. Except the sounds coming from above didn’t seem all that menacing.

      Walking over to the ramp and up it, Aurora went for another look at the chain gate sealing off the platforms. She felt Gregor and Rovo’s eyes follow her, likely wondering what their commander was planning to do in her slim, mission-ready outfit. Meant to slip into the powerful suits, Sever didn’t soar into combat wearing street clothes. Which would make her idea tricky.

      Aurora didn’t consider herself a stealth aficionado. She preferred the soldier to the spy, but charging out from here guns a-blazing would pit three against what could be an entire city. Not exactly good odds.

      “We need clothes,” Aurora called back down, stopping her climb before she lost sight of the two others. “Ideas?”

      “Clothes?” Gregor called back. “We have suits!”

      “We’re leaving them, at least for now,” Aurora replied. “I’m not declaring war on this entire planet until we have to. Our mission is to get the VIP and get out.”

      “I thought we were doing pretty well,” Rovo said. “They sent a lot after us back at that outpost, but here we are?”

      “We lost two people back there,” Aurora said. “Against a couple skiffs worth of soldiers. We can’t afford that again.”

      “And you think street clothes are going to—” Rovo stopped as Gregor put a hard hand on the rookie’s shoulder.

      “Question the commander? You do it up here,” Gregor tapped his head with his other hand. “Not from your big mouth.”

      While Aurora wouldn’t say Rovo looked thrilled at Gregor’s advice, and Aurora herself didn’t think blind obedience often worked as Sever’s go-to commandment, she appreciated the big man’s interruption all the same. Rovo didn’t have the experience, and none of them had enough sleep, to question Aurora’s decisions here.

      Her plan, to get away from the tram station and find some idea about where they were, where Sai, Eponi, and the VIP might be, without drawing every gun in the city wouldn’t have much success if they couldn’t get outfits.

      Once Aurora explained the idea, and once Gregor had finished his own breakfast, the trio fell in line. First they combed the tram station itself, looking for maintenance gear that might serve. Gregor’s hammer broke locks, but they found nothing: the supply closets only had some old tools and random gear designed to mark wet floors and wall off closed areas.

      Which meant things would have to get messy.

      Aurora, Gregor, and Rovo went up to the sealed door leading to the street. Locked from the outside, the large door blocked the entire staircase with its chain-and-metal bulk.

      “Hammer?” Gregor said.

      “Too loud,” Aurora replied. “We’re trying to be subtle here, not scare everyone.”

      “Much harder.”

      “Low power lasers ought to do it.” Aurora poked at the spot on the gate where an unresponsive panel sat waiting to be woken up by someone with the proper clearance. “Carve right through this part and we’ll be all right.”

      Gregor nodded, but Rovo had a funny look on his face. He stepped up to the door, with Aurora backing away to give the rookie room. Rovo inspected the panel, muttering to himself the whole time.

      In a language Aurora didn’t know.

      “Rovo, what are you saying?” Gregor asked.

      The rookie stopped, snapped his head up and had the good grace to blush a bit, “Sorry, I talk through things sometimes. My sisters used to tease me if I got things wrong when I did, so I learned not to do it in Common.”

      “You are a weird one.” Gregor grinned. “But that is okay! We like weirdos.”

      “Rovo,” Aurora interrupted. “The door? You have a better idea?”

      “Uh, yeah, I think so. Back with my armor, I took a keycard off a guard back at the outpost. Looks like it might work here.”

      “And you’re still standing there, why?”

      

      Rovo’s inspiration proved fruitful: he scanned the guard’s keycard and the barrier blinked, then clicked itself loose. They could have peeled the whole thing away, but why invite just anyone down to look at their armor?

      “Now, how do we get clothes?” Rovo said as they stood on the barrier’s other side, looking out to fitful crowds wandering by in the early, yellow-skied morning.

      “Bait,” Gregor said, then looked towards Aurora. “Sorry, commander.”

      “Gregor, why should I be sorry?” Aurora relished the confusion on the big man’s face. “It’s your turn.”

      To leave the tram station, find their friends, and rescue the VIP, Sever squad couldn’t go to war with an entire city. They’d need to stay undercover, and the best way to do that?

      Send Gregor into the open, with no protection, to play the fool.
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      Amid the stretched, swirling red clouds a new line grew as the ship descended towards their building’s landing pad. On the rooftop, a hundred stories above the ground level and the riots, the pad should have been a secure haven for the world’s wealthy to wait for their rescue.

      Sai stood near the edge, watching smoke climb up this high, watching the black puffs twist its way up the buildings towards and above him. Far below he could see flashes as laser fire, pops as gunfire, broke out between hired security forces and the planet’s public. A battle that’d begun on the world’s outskirts, that’d progressed further and further as the people, in Sai’s mother’s parlance, rebelled against their makers.

      The moment’s politics blurred in, well, the moment. Sai, nearly eighteen, stayed near his mother while the ship approached: an armed passenger shuttle meant to carry them all above the atmosphere to a waiting station. Once they’d left, Sai’s mother had promised, DefenseCorp would land its heavy forces and suppress the rebellion.

      Sometimes the public could be coerced, sometimes they had to be defeated. Knowing which method to use was an essential trait in any leader. Sai’s father, supposedly, had known that. Just as Sai knew enough not to ask how, if his parents and their friends were such good leaders, their planet was tearing itself apart.

      Being a leader, though, did have some clear advantages: Sai’s father had left the normal line and taken his place near the head of the waiting groups. He’d gone up front to guarantee his family a spot on this shuttle, and listening to the increasing bangs and bullets from below, that plan made sense.

      The shuttle, almost too large for the pad, landed with clunking and hissing, like some mythical, giant creature. A sleek, pointed cylinder with engines bristling out its back, Sai thought the shuttle looked pretty, if lacking in larger weaponry.

      They were evacuating, not fighting. They had lost, and this was a retreat.

      Sai had to remember that.

      An indented door appeared and rose up along the shuttle’s side, a stairway dropped down, and the rooftop panic surged forward. Several official-looking people sprang from that open doorway, waving for any luggage to get tossed aside. No space for any large possessions. Every bit would be saved for bodies.

      “What about the katana?” Sai asked his mom as the first passengers climbed on board.

      “We’re taking it,” his mom, ever calm, ever stoic, left no question in her voice.

      She held the katana in her right hand, Sai in her left. The sword drew some glances, but nobody right there, right then, cared one bit about a blade so long as it wasn’t going to be used on them.

      Sai took one last look down towards the streets that he’d walked his whole life, to school, to events, to just explore the massive city’s neighborhoods. How many people had he talked to, bought from, or played in the park with were down there, turning rudimentary weapons and righteous fury against Sai’s peers?

      Orange blossomed, the cracking blast of breaking glass made its way up to the roof and the crowd hunched as they scrambled forward, heading towards the shuttle. Sai, his mother, among them, pressing in.

      “Think we’ll ever come back?” Sai asked.

      “This is our home,” his mom replied. “Of course we’ll come back. When it’s ready.”

      Sai tried to find his father, but it looked like the man had already boarded the shuttle. More angry noise from below and around the tower pushed the boarding into a full-on charge. Nobody seemed to be paying attention to rank.

      Around them, over the city, more shuttles streaked down through the red clouds, heading to other towers, other evacuations. A full-on flight. All these people leaving all their possessions. Sai himself had on a little backpack, filled with the absolute few things he wouldn’t leave behind.

      Including, unbeknownst to his mother, a small laser pistol he’d bought earlier that year when the rumblings began. When a boy like Sai might find his family’s position making him a prime mugging target. Even though he barely knew how to fire the thing, having it made Sai feel a little bit safer.

      A roaring noise drew Sai’s eyes away from the crowd to another tower across the way, where another rescue shuttle, apparently full and with plenty left behind, withdrew its struts and made to take off. Its engines spun up as the shuttle’s front jets pushed the cylinder vertical. Hot fire spewed from the engines, and the cylinder began its climb.

      The shuttle’s light came so bright that Sai didn’t notice it at first, but he caught the millisecond flash as, from another tower, a rocket flared. The shot streaked towards the lifting shuttle, struck the craft just below center. A rippling boom gave way to a crackling, sparking rise as the shuttle continued thrusting.

      The rocket, though, had knocked the shuttle off its course, tilting the ship towards . . . them.

      Sai’s mother reacted first, grabbing Sai’s hand and pulling him away from the ledge, back towards the tower’s rooftop access, the stairs leading down, even as the crowd surged towards their own shuttle.

      Sai didn’t have a chance to scream, to ask about his dad, before his mother threw them both to the ground and the stricken shuttle hit their own. Sai couldn’t see what happened then, but later, watching historical recordings, he saw the damaged shuttle’s nose strike the midpoint of their own. The nose pierced and then pushed their shuttle off its base, turning it over and thrusting it all the way off the side of the tower.

      The wounded shuttle’s engines began breaking apart as the collision added to the rocket attack’s stress, sending the burning nacelles spinning down to the tower’s ceiling, directly into the scattering crowd.

      “Don’t look,” Sai’s mother said. “Crawl. Keep moving. With me now.”

      Sai kept down with his mother as they went back towards the stairwell. Heat brushed his back, burned at his clothes, but the tremendous rending, crunching, hissing noises coming from the disaster blocked the screams. Smoke singed Sai’s eyes, burned his throat, and the tower’s roof scratched his hands as he pulled himself along, after his mother, towards a home no longer his.

      

      “Do you always talk so much in your sleep?” the woman asked Sai, jarring him away from the rooftop into a small, bright and empty room.

      A smiling, icy-eyed woman stood over him, one finger on her chin and the other holding a long syringe with something off-white in it.

      Sai could feel his arms and legs, could feel the restraints holding them fast. Nothing cloaked his face, and while Sai could feel residual aches from the skiff crash, from the fight with the infected, in general he felt good. Really, really good.

      “Where am I?” Sai managed.

      “That wasn’t my question.” The woman reached down, pulled up the thin sleeve on Sai’s right arm. Looked and felt like some sort of cheap gown. “One more time. Do you always talk so much in your sleep?”

      “What? Why does that matter?” Sai said, straining to sit up, to see what she was going to do. “What’s in that? What’re you doing?”

      The woman stopped, pressed her hand against Sai’s forearm, and turned a somehow more rigid smile at him. “Answer the question, please.”

      “What, do I talk in my sleep?” Sai said. “How should I know? I’m sleeping!”

      The woman nodded, her eyes flicking towards the ceiling, “Of course. That makes sense. We’ll observe over the next few days and see if the virus makes any changes to that behavior.”

      “The virus?”

      Sai felt the prick as the woman stuck the needle into his arm, just above his elbow. Felt the strange rush as the foreign liquid entered his body, ran along his veins and vessels.

      “Yes,” the woman pulled the syringe away. “We’ve spent the last few hours building you up. Now you are healthy enough for us to see whether a DefenseCorp soldier can handle our latest generation.” That icy smile threatened to falter, but the woman hid it behind a look towards what Sai assumed was his cell’s entrance, a glass door spreading from wall to wall. “If not, then my job becomes so much more difficult.”

      Sai wanted to say he didn’t understand, wanted to get more from this woman, but he knew what he’d fought against in that room. Knew the strange creatures present in this tower, and he could guess where they’d come from, where he might be going.

      And what his children might have just lost.

      “Sai,” the woman continued. “My name is Dr. Anaskya. I will be watching you, and listening. If you wouldn’t mind, after I am gone, please continue to talk. I would love to hear the end of your story, and if we can understand how the virus impacts your dream speak, so much the better.”

      Sai, though, barely heard her. He lay back on the thin pillow, stared at the ceiling, and felt the infection spread like hot fire.
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      If Gregor calculated his life spent with or without armor, a gut-level estimate suggested it’d be lopsided in armor’s favor. Spending his youth mining cold comet rock with potential for vacuum exposure, and his adult life in various combat zones, meant wandering out into city streets with nothing more than a thin active-wear outfit felt very strange.

      At least Dynas, with its humid, swampy climate, kept him warm. And Gregor had long since rendered himself, through so many missteps and clunky statements, incapable of blushing, so as faces turned his way, he broadcast a big grin. A confident, strong, half-naked man appearing from a closed tram station—what was so unusual about that?

      Apparently, everything.

      Emerging from the tram station, especially coming from the marsh and monster-ridden outskirts, put Gregor’s faux smile to the test. He’d served on urban planets before, spent his time in obscure backwaters on DefenseCorp assignments, but this place didn’t seem to know which it was, or wanted to be.

      Coming off the tram, down in the station, the whole group had confirmed how wet everything seemed to be here. The high humidity glazed tiles, walls, rails and stairs. Things were even worse up on the surface; leaving the station meant stepping onto a watery sidewalk, tilted ever so slightly to run the moisture into large, yellowed troughs bordering the narrow street edges.

      The blotched black buildings adopted similar philosophies, arranging themselves into slopes and funnels so that the perennial wetness would drip and drop into designed points and keep the people walking by dry. Rather than blocky, flat roofs, everything ended in angles, as if someone had built a city from spears.

      The streets, too, sloped from the middle towards the troughs, and at a steep enough angle that Gregor wondered what sort of vehicles might drive here, until he noticed the lines strung between the buildings. Cable cars, then. Dangling above the wet.

      The tram station opened onto an intersection, a cable’s nest directly above for the cars to somehow navigate. Crosswalks, for the few people Gregor saw, were grated, studded metal laying over the slanted roadways. All in all, a marvel and a mess.

      Dynas didn’t seem conducive to civilized life, and yet here this place existed. Bending all the rules, just to mess with the galaxy’s genetic code.

      Gregor held up a hand towards the nearest person, one of a half-dozen in sight. This one had just crossed the intersection and paused when Gregor left. An older man, though Gregor couldn’t be sure, given the respirator the man wore over his face. The device connected to a tank on the man’s back, linked up to what looked like a wetsuit.

      “Going for a dive?” Gregor said, and the man cocked his head, then walked over Gregor’s way.

      “Are you sick or something?” the man replied, the respirator distorting the voice. “Where’s your mask?”

      “Lost it,” Gregor said. “Down there.” He pointed back towards the tram station. “Can you help get it back?”

      As compelling stories went, Gregor was well aware he couldn’t tell them worth a damn. He wasn’t a liar, wasn’t a tale-spinner. The man seemed to agree.

      “Lost it?” Now the man backed up a step. “What’re you doing down there anyway? That station’s closed.”

      “Work. Things went wrong.”

      “Then get yourself to a hospital,” the man swept his mask over Gregor. “Before you get yourself killed.”

      Well, that didn’t go well. The man turned his back on Gregor, started to walk away. Sever needed an outfit, at least one, so Gregor reached out, grabbed the man’s arm and pulled him back into the station’s entrance.

      The man resisted, a slight tug against Gregor’s overwhelming force. Warm water splashed as the man tried to back-pedal, tried to slip free, but Gregor knew how to keep hold. Get that grip just right above the elbow, clench down hard and keep moving.

      What didn’t happen, what Gregor expected but never came, was a cry for help. Other than muttered curses, complaints, the man didn’t shout or scream. And as soon as Gregor pulled the man behind the entrance, near the metal door sealing away the tram itself, Aurora blitzed the unlucky citizen with a nerve-stunning bolt from her rifle.

      

      “That wasn’t real elegant,” Rovo said as they went about removing the man’s suit, revealing ratty underclothes spotted with mold. “How many people saw you?”

      “Some, but I do not think they cared,” Gregor replied, prying off the mask and revealing, indeed, a wrinkled and weathered face beneath. “This is a strange place, and I do not like it.”

      “That makes two of us,” Rovo replied. “Look at this mask. It’s a full-on respirator. Filtered oxygen, total block on incoming air. Did you see anyone else with these?”

      “Masks, yes,” Gregor said. “Everyone. Not the full tanks.”

      “The people we fought at the outpost wore suits too,” Aurora replied, peeling off the man’s boots. “But our armor said the atmosphere here was safe. So what are we missing?”

      “Safe based on our garbage intel,” Rovo said. “New planet, new rules. We don’t know what’s in the air here, but apparently it’s worth avoiding.”

      The man’s wetsuit could have fit either Gregor or Rovo. They obviously needed two more outfits, and after the joy spent smuggling one hapless citizen off the streets, the trio agreed on a softer approach: two would wait at the tram station with their armor on, filtering away, while the third would go in search of a place to buy outfits for the others.

      “You are smaller,” Gregor said to Rovo. “Less threatening, it should be you. Nobody notices a mouse.”

      “Yeah, except I’m busy,” Rovo replied. “I’ve been cracking into the communications buzzing around here, and I’m getting close.” He tapped the man’s respirator. “Unless you can do that, I think I’m better used that way.”

      “Are you calling me useless, rookie?”

      “No, I’m saying I trust you to buy clothes from a store.”

      “Ah.”

      “Let’s go,” Aurora stepped in. “Rovo, help me drag this guy to the utility closet. We’ll lock him in there. Gregor, suit up and get going. I’m sick of being down here, and we’re losing time.”

      

      Minutes later, feeling squeezed tight with a too-small wetsuit on and the respirator over his face, Gregor went back to the streets. They’d found other things on the man, including, in a thin, sealable pocket in the wetsuit’s chest, what looked like a corporatized ID card. The man’s picture and various account numbers etched across it, along with contact information if the card happened to be found.

      Gregor had seen cards like this before—the comet company had issued them. Meant to hold your whole identity, including your cash. The people holding these were meant to spend whatever they earned at company stores, a closed economy. The card answered another question about the city: it wasn’t a free society, but a working one, captive to their corporate masters.

      Back on the surface, Gregor tromped along the street, making a straight line away from the tram station to keep any route-finding easy. Now that he wasn’t just searching for victims, Gregor saw the city coming to a sort of life.

      Stores were opening as the morning rolled into serviceable hours. Those cable cars, built like ovals but with dripping guides funneling the wet away, trundled by Gregor as he walked, loaded with people in various wetsuits and rain coats.

      The stores all had their own names, but every single one also happened to have the same logo just behind their labels, an infinity symbol drawn with DNA’s double-helix. Inside, goods ran the gamut, though inventory seemed sparse. Prices high.

      A secret planet, a secret society equaled high shipping costs.

      The first shop he found that sold wetsuits and rain coats offered, more prominently, repairs. Another sensible move with limited supply; keep your gear in good shape rather than buy new. Back on Snowball, you kept your same armor until you outgrew it or you died.

      Gregor passed through a double door to get into the store, a simple glass chamber between them serving to blow away the moisture. Inside, cool, filtered air blasted Gregor’s face as he pulled off the mask and stared at rain coat racks to the right, wet suits to the left.

      “You’re early,” said a voice, that, when she rose from behind a counter covered with stitching and sealing equipment, belonged to a younger girl. “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

      “I am a customer?” Gregor said. Supposed to be at work? He didn’t know this girl.

      The clerk pointed at Gregor’s wetsuit. “Your shift started an hour ago.”

      “It did?”

      Now the girl’s face changed, from curiosity to an eyes-widening fear. She turned, reached for something beneath the desk, but before she got there, Gregor lunged through the store and, for the second time in as many hours, gripped an arm and held it still.

      “Don’t touch anything,” Gregor whispered, then snuck a quick glance towards the back of the store. A door there, but nobody else in sight. “This does not need to be difficult.”

      Gregor felt the girl shiver, felt her try to pull away from him.

      “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” she said. “They said some had escaped the quarantine.”

      “What quarantine?” Gregor said. “I only want some clothes.”

      “You mean, you’re not infected?”

      Ah. That would make sense. If this city knew about Felix and his diseased hovel out there in the swamp, no wonder they would be afraid. Who would want to end up like that?

      “I am a visitor, that is all,” Gregor said. “I mean no harm.”

      “Then let go of my wrist?”

      “You will not make me regret it?”

      The girl shook her head, looked at Gregor’s hand, and huffed a half-sob. “You’re here. That’s punishment enough.”
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      The traitor slept in the tower. In a muddy yellow room appointed with galaxy-spanning art, with line lights curling across the ceiling in patterns that suggested a brighter, more whimsical present than the one Eponi lived in. Dreamed in.

      Despaired in.

      She didn’t think it would be this bad. Sever hadn’t ever been a family, not really, not formally. Their missions were too edged, their members too busted up and broken to get along outside the tight briefings and battle lines. At least, Eponi had always thought so: she flew the other four in, let’em raise hell, then picked them up and soared back to the stars.

      Until she’d seen Sai, with all those weapons pointed at him, and his armored face looking right at her. Through that metal, that glass, Sai’s disappointment had seared her, and Eponi had spent the rest of the night drinking herself into a stupor, sealed away in this room with a bottle of raw sewage that nonetheless did the job. Dynas’s own distilled sludge, a brownish bourbon variant, leered at Eponi from the nightstand, a half-filled tumbler resting on the yellowed, metal table.

      Without her armor, with her other gadgets long taken from her, Eponi resorted to the room’s actual clock on a tiny screen bolted to the wall that also told her the temp (hot), humidity (drenching), and weather (foggy). The time, past eight in the morning now, said that Eponi needed to get up. Needed to figure out what she could do with her life.

      As a racer, spinning through the galaxy’s circuits, she’d made countless split second decisions. Not just whether to go left or right, over or under, but which brand to support, who to sign on with, whether you could trust a race course to actually deliver the winner’s purse when Eponi crossed that line.

      Eponi looked through the closet, filled with stock-standard uniforms in the company’s black-and-gray color scheme, and chose one at random. She could put on this uniform, embrace her new role as insider informant and help the people running this planet round up Sever, or she could . . .

      What? What else could she do? Eponi didn’t have any weapons, didn’t have any secret knowledge of a super bomb she could turn on its creators. No contacts she could radio for support—given what she’d seen here, Eponi already thought DefenseCorp’s no knowledge briefing stank like bullshit.

      The uniform proved floppy, but workable enough. Cleaning up in the bathroom distracted Eponi for a few minutes, though she kept avoiding her own eyes in the wall-spanning mirror. No shampoo, no hair brush, or anything beyond a faucet and some towels for the shower made the ritual a short one.

      Sever’s mission had them rescuing a VIP, then getting the whole squad off planet and to . . . somewhere. From what Eponi had seen when she and Sai had rammed a skiff into this gigantic building, the one thing this place might have that she could use would be a ship. She could pull some gambit like in a movie, steal the craft from under the evil-doer’s noses and race to the rescue.

      More likely, she’d make it to the controls, some security would disable the ship, and then Eponi would get summarily executed with a shot to the head seconds later. Hardly a heroic death, and Eponi didn’t want death of any kind.

      Her room had one main door, a single affair that, from Eponi’s recollection, led out into an apartment-style hallway filled with other doors. Eponi couldn’t test that recollection because, when she tried it, the door didn’t open. The push-button meant to release the thing didn’t respond. After trying it a couple times, Eponi wandered over towards the window, which only showed Dynas’s endless yellow mist.

      Trapped. Alone with her thoughts. Not ideal, because being alone with her turmoil would drive Eponi to⁠—

      The door shot open. A man she’d never seen stood there, uniformed like her—though his fit better—and holding two small branded cups.

      “Coffee?” the man said, holding one cup out to her.

      Eponi tried to read the branding, but the logo obscured any words. A spiral of sorts, with twinning, swirling lines that looped across each other. Like DNA, maybe?

      Her eyes flicked to the ceiling, confirmed that the lights matched. Okay. So there was some method to
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