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            THE COMMANDER

          

        

      

    

    
      He called her the wrong name. Twice. So Aurora whipped her hand back, and sent it crashing against the lunkhead’s face. Skin rippled like an earthquake from where her palm bit into his cheek. His eyes flew up and his mouth screwed into a jagged line, as though all of the nerves in his head couldn’t comprehend what had just happened. Then he dropped to the ground. Hit the floor like a bomb. One that sent the mess into deafening quiet.

      “My name’s Aurora. Get it right.” She said, even though the man, from his glassed gaze, definitely wouldn’t remember this.

      Aurora cast the same threat around the hall. Bunch of rookies. New recruits to DefenseCorp. Staring back at her like she was a Gnarler, all tentacles and teeth. They were scared. As well they should be.

      Aurora looked at them, elbows on the steel tables. Trays full of nutrient soup. The rookies were all shades, all types. Even a few E.T.’s in the mix. A trio of willowy Casparians, their thin membranes making them almost translucent.

      DefenseCorp must be expanding its horizons. Marketing to species that don’t breed like rabbits, like humans. Convincing them that hard-earned cash and a big cannon were worth risking your life. Not the worst message.

      It’d worked on her.

      “You see what happened to this guy here?” Aurora announced to the silence. “He didn’t respect his superior. He didn’t respect me. And when you don’t respect me, you don’t respect who you work for. And if you don’t respect DefenseCorp, this is what happens.” She pointed at the body on the ground.

      Another reason she liked working for DefenseCorp? This guy decorating the floor right here. None of that standard issue government regulation. Just good old-fashioned survival of the fittest. Fatter paychecks too.

      Aurora resumed walking. Left the hall and the food that she didn’t want behind. As fun as it was to strike some fear into the rookies, she’d only been going through the mess on her way to someplace more important: the bridge.

      The Odin-class cruiser Nautilus. The home of nearly 200,000 people. Made from an asteroid’s core, hollowed out, refined and sent off on journeys to the most dangerous, most profitable parts of the galaxy DefenseCorp could find. Anywhere chaos planted its seeds, DefenseCorp showed up ready to kill and clear, for the right price. The company the galaxy paid to handle blood work, clean up the aftermath.

      Aurora glanced at her wristlet as she walked—an easy motion, as it was bolted to her left wrist. Embedded, if you wanted to call it that. That way they couldn’t be lost. That way the batteries, if necessary, could recharge off her own body heat. Aurora kept it running in low power mode no matter how long she was out. Until she died, anyway.

      The wristlet blinked an orange alert at her. As it had been the last ten minutes. The time it’d taken Aurora to go from her quarters, through the mess hall, knock out the lunkhead, and now to get here.

      The Nautilus’s bridge was larger than most stadiums. A huge space, for a huge amount of officers. Scanners, computers, giant domes for people to sit in that would provide 3-D modeling of everything going on. Right now, though, the Nautilus was in transit. Which meant the view out the ship’s front was all black, starry sparkles washed out by the blue-white interior lights. Off on the right, a pinkish nebula glowed. Pretty, if you had the time for that sort of thing.

      “Took you long enough,” Commander Deepak said. The man stood tall. Rippling in a skin suit that he never took off. That all DefenseCorp commanders had to wear as part of their rank. Seeing it made Aurora’s standard-issue cloth itch.

      A skin suit provided the usual comforts. Regulated Deepak’s body temp, killed poisons that made their way into his bloodstream, and happened to look just like a snazzy crimson uniform. The collar brushed up to the bottom of Deepak’s chin, a dark one covered with not a micrometer of hair.

      “I tried to run, but someone got in my way.” Aurora didn’t bother shrugging. Deepak knew any obstacle had been removed.

      “It’s fine,” Deepak said. “I called you because twenty minutes ago we received a covert SOS. VIP customer, so it’s need to know. Your squad is being pulled from our main assignment to handle this one, and we’re almost to the drop point. You have your squad ready?”

      “I read the message,” Aurora said. “Sever will be set to launch on time.”

      “And you?” Deepak replied. “You’re good on the particulars?”

      “It’s a standard for Sever, right?” Aurora said. “Get in, raise all manner of bloody hell, then get out?”

      “With the client, yes,” Deepak smiled. “One warning though—you won’t be getting an extraction. We can’t delay our primary contract.”

      No extract? That didn’t sound right. On occasion, Sever would do a drop and run. But that just meant the extraction would be delayed. Sever would hold their own, wait undercover after completing the mission and eventually some shuttle or another would show up and give them a ride back home. Deepak wasn’t talking about that though. She could tell in his voice, which held a final note to it.

      “What do you mean?” Aurora almost added sir, but this wasn’t the military. You didn’t have to call your commanding officers titles. They weren’t even really officers. Just bosses.

      “It means you have to find your own way off world,” Deepak said. “This contract is strictly classified. We can’t have evidence that DefenseCorp was involved.”

      “Won’t it be pretty evident? My squad doesn’t operate in the dark.”

      “You the best, Aurora. That’s why you’re getting this assignment. You and Sever will figure it out. Buy a shuttle, or steal one. You’ll be reimbursed.”

      And if they couldn’t?

      Aurora didn’t ask the question, because she knew the answer.
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            DEMOLITION MAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The problem with simulations were that the bombs didn’t feel real. Sai sat back on the cot. Stared at his cabin’s wall, a black glass slate doubling as his computer screen, at the stats pouring out. The chemical mixture Sai came up with didn’t quite reach the temp needed to cut through hard steel. And if the detonation couldn’t do that, then the whole idea was worthless. He raised his fist, ready to pound down on his desk, and stopped. Come on. Hitting things never solved the problem.

      Well, not computer problems.

      His cabin was one half cot, one quarter locker, and one quarter screen. His bed brushed right up against the glow. Sai fell back on the mattress. Hard, scratchy blankets. A pillow. When those didn’t work, a little gas vent hooked up to the side wall. People had trouble sleeping on a ship this size, with this much noise. A couple deep breaths of the good stuff and Sai would cash out till his room’s alarm, tied into his bed, shocked him awake at the right time. The gas tended to kill the nightmares too, a plus given how often Sever’s old missions replayed themselves in his dreams. Didn’t need to see most of those again. Ever.

      Sai would’ve taken a hit right then and there, except his wristlet computer started blinking. A green light. No incoming message, then, but an order. More exciting than sleep, at least.

      Sai curled up and twisted on his cot, slipped his legs off the side and pressed open his locker with a palm to the door. The thin, crimson-painted door slid open and revealed standard issue DefenseCorp armor. Ridged, plated metal made up the suit’s core. Awkward, but the plates protected Sai from just about anything. Built-in heat dispersion to send the hot energy from a laser spreading around his body and then out the back. Effective enough that the only stuff that could really hurt Sai were concentrated beams, or close-up knives. Things that could get in between those plates.

      The armor compensated for its weight with boosters locked into the feet, legs, back and arms. Every motion Sai made would get an extra lift from the suit’s gears, making Sai something of a super soldier, albeit one that could be quickly rendered useless if his tech shorted out. Also, the damn things really stank once you’d spent more than a few hours in one.

      But that blinking green light didn’t give him a choice. Anytime he saw that, it meant go and go hard.

      Sai reached out with his arms and put one hand in each of the suit’s gloves. The armor felt the gesture and jumped forward out of the locker towards him. The first three times Sai had done this, he’d fallen back on the cot, with the armor collapsing on him. Not dignified, and definitely uncomfortable. Eventually, he’d figured out how to brace his legs, to attach the armor’s various pieces to make sure he didn’t overbalance. The same way he learned to fire a gun. The same way he stopped being scared.

      Repetition made the unusual usual.

      The metal slats ran across his arms and legs. The suit fit to his torso and before Sai had a chance to take a breath, the helmet slid over his head. The visor dropped over his eyes and lit up. The armor jacked into his wristlet and, just like that, his whole body became one with the galaxy’s most expensive assault gear.

      An overlay appeared on the visor across his eyes. Quick readouts on system operations. The suit’s condition, his oxygen level, temp, blood pressure.

      One other thing popped up too. What Sai always looked for first. Five out of five. His squad all punching up and getting in. That meant it hadn’t been a mistake. Sever Squad had received an order.

      Go time.

      Before he left his quarters, Sai turned, a bulky ask in the armor, and a move that nearly had him falling over onto his own bed. He leaned over and wiped away, with a gesture, the bomb data. Then stared, briefly, at what filled the screen. A video. A direct feed to his wife, his son and daughter. Obviously not live—that kind of data took a long time to cross these light years—but Sai kept it streaming the last bit until new footage came in. It would rewind to the beginning if Sai had nothing new to see.

      The three of them were eating in the kitchen this time. A real breakfast, not the vitamin mush DefenseCorp fed them here. Around a circular white stone table—Maria had bought that with Sai’s last DefenseCorp bonus—in a house that had no glass windows. Open-air jungle letting the planet’s yellow star peek in from outside. Peaceful, calm. Normal. Sai had never seen it, and yet he lived there every minute he spent in this room.

      The video fluttered, reset to the beginning. Then Sai wiped that too.
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      It never got old; clomping down the hall and watching all the rookies and people who didn’t know better jump out of his way. Every stomp made Gregor feel like a behemoth, a wrecking ball. Power’s benefits never had clearer evidence.

      Gregor eyed the panels on either side as he moved; static metal when nobody came by, but as soon as there was motion, the panels would flip on. Meet them with your eyes and they would show your current orders. The fastest route to your destination. Anything else that you could imagine. It’s why people lingered in the hallways when they were bored. You could see what else there was to do. Where you needed to be.

      Which meant Gregor had targets. As he went, clad in his mottled green-gray suit, he pantomimed blasting away everyone he passed. Occasionally took a swipe, though never quite connecting. Everyone either screamed, ducked, or dove out of the way.

      “Gregor, pull yourself together,” Aurora’s voice came over his armor’s comm array. “I’m trying to get my suit on and my comm’s blowing up with complaints. I don’t have time for this crap.”

      “Got to keep my reputation,” Gregor replied.

      The passage through the Nautilus from Sever’s quarters to their assigned docking bay was short. Five minutes or less transition time. Intentional. So when Gregor arrived, the sliding doors in the bay scanning him through a red eye at the gate’s top, he paused for a moment, surprised he was first. Inside the bay sat their drop shuttle. Gregor saw the boarding ramp already down and realized he was wrong. There in the cockpit, relaxed and staring straight at nothing, sat Eponi in her rose-red suit. Figured she’d be here.

      Eponi practically lived in that thing.

      Which, Gregor realized, he’d probably live in it too if he could. They wouldn’t trust him with something like the shuttle though. Too many weapons. Be too easy to forget to fly with so many things to play with. Most DefenseCorp missions were what Deepak, their boss, called “target-rich environments”. With all the blasting, Gregor wouldn’t even notice someone on his tail.

      Without even thinking about it, he reached behind his back. Felt the cold metal handle of his passion. The hammer stretched over a meter long. More than capable, with its round head, of bashing in steel doors. Plus, it packed a motion-activated battery that, after a few swings, could add enough oomph to knock you to the stratosphere.

      Someone bumped him, squeezing by.

      “You ever try being polite?” Gregor said. The new kid was in his ocean-blue suit. Small, quirky. The kind of thing that wouldn’t scare a fly.

      “You ever learn to move?” The kid replied.

      Rovo, that was the rookie’s name. Gregor had already forgotten who the kid replaced. Bodies came and went. If you made it through a few missions, then maybe Gregor would care enough to get to know you. Maybe.

      “Only for people that deserve it,” Gregor replied.

      “Get in that shuttle, or you’ll deserve a lot worse,” Aurora’s voice came from behind them.

      Gregor turned and saw she wasn’t really looking his way. She had her eyes scrolling the info on her visor like always. Monitoring the squad’s progress. Her peppered black and white suit sparkled. All their armor started clean and gleaming, ended gross and riddled with burn marks. Gregor knew which he preferred.

      Seeing the kid and Aurora standing there, not even watching him, made Gregor twitch. It wasn’t like Gregor wanted to throttle his commander right there. It wasn’t like he wanted to squash Rovo. But at the same time, Gregor’s bones were ready. Once he got himself good and juiced, he needed to get to whacking, or else it would all be wasted.

      “We dropping soon?” Gregor said.

      Aurora looked up at him. “Like I said. You get on that shuttle, and we’ll go.”

      Gregor shrugged. Fine. He turned and climbed up the ramp that led to the crowded interior. Hard gray seats, crash netting and harnesses. Labels plastered around detailing emergency procedures, though everyone knew if you had an emergency in a shuttle like this one, you were probably dead. At least each seat had a lever next to it that, if pulled down, would cut the netting’s connections so they could get out in a flash. Make one last glorious dive into the sky if this shuttle was going down.

      Gregor had only pulled it three times. Twice it was even necessary.

      He took a seat, clipped himself in. Stared at the countdown clock. Three minutes. A hundred and eighty seconds to grind his teeth and wait.
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      She hit the switch break hard, shifting the splash kart to the right and around the large sandstone rock in the course’s center. The stone was a new one, an obstacle the owners must’ve placed after last year’s zero fatality race.

      It almost caught Eponi by surprise. And, going by the fiery cloud in her rear-view, someone else didn’t make it.

      She still had two racers ahead, their splash karts cutting over the water as each played the wind and waves for advantage, their microjets keeping them just above the surf.

      No chance for Eponi to catch up.

      Not if she played by the rules.

      A floating barge, covered with the audience, loomed. A dome over the top played video feeds of the race from aerial drones, which kept the sides of the barge clear for actual viewing. Most would be cheering, drinking, partying—the race an afterthought.

      The course, lined by glowing buoys on either side, split around the barge. At least, the visible part did. Eponi killed her microjets, and her kart dove into the water. The glass cockpit kept her dry as she plunged beneath the surface. Eponi shunted the energy to her rear fan to counter the water’s resistance, sped up and shot along the undercurrent beneath the floating barge. Before she cleared it, Eponi triggered the microjets back on again. Rocketed to the surface and shot up into the air just on the other side. The two racers ahead of her now barely behind.

      Eponi couldn’t hear the cheers, but she was sure she’d earned them. As for the other two karts, they’d run out of course to race. The blaze-orange buoys that marked the finish were right⁠—

      “Eponi?”

      The vision blurred. Then her helmet’s video faded and revealed the drop shuttle’s transparent windshield and, beyond, the Nautilus’s static outer hull. No race. No cheers.

      Only memories.

      “Thinking of something else?” Rovo said. The little guy climbed to the cockpit next her. A two-seater. Aurora would normally take front with Eponi here, but in an unknown sector? You needed somebody who could talk no matter who picked up, even if they were a rookie.

      “Better days,” Eponi replied.

      “Really? You didn’t know me then.” Rovo’s voice was deeper than you’d think for a man his size. Scratchy. Maybe he’d spent too much time in smoke-filled rooms, maybe that was where he’d learned to talk all those tongues.

      “Believe me, life was just fine before you came in it,” Eponi said.

      But Rovo was right. No time for memories. Not with the rest of the squad on board. Or almost—Eponi saw Sai stumble into the bay. The man was always late. Like her, obsessing over other things. Unlike her, Sai kept his memories in his room rather than where he needed to be. Amateur.

      The second Sai’s foot hit the ramp, Eponi pressed the button to retract it. Made Sai scamper up the steps. Might teach him a lesson. At least it made her laugh.

      “You could hurt him, doing that.” Rovo actually sounded worried. Like he cared.

      The rookie’s sentiment was cute, but it would die soon enough.

      “He gets hurt getting on the shuttle, that’s his own fault,” Eponi replied. “I’m the one that gets blamed if we lift off late.” Time for a topic switch, get the rookie focused on more important things. “You know anything about where we’re going?”

      The deflect worked—Rovo’s eyes went all out of focus. That look he had when he was trying to remember something.

      “The same as you.” He said finally. “Nothing.”

      “A world called Dynas,” Aurora said as she entered the cockpit. She stood behind the two of them, putting her gloved hands on the backs of the chairs. “A wet, mossy place. A lot of natural resources. Interesting wildlife. We’re doing a search and rescue, then extract.”

      “Only we don’t have an extraction,” Eponi said. The briefing had said that much.

      “We’ll just have to play it smart,” Aurora said. “Not burn out our drop shuttle for once.”

      “That never works, and you know it.”

      There’s a reason why drop shuttles had the name. Designed to get a squad down, giving covering fire, and act as a base until you’d done what you needed to do. Most times they couldn’t get back up. Most times they weren’t meant to.

      “Sounds like you’re doubting us,” Aurora said. “Don’t have room for doubt on the squad.”

      “I don’t have any doubt,” Eponi said. “I’m just being real, commander.”

      “Well, in that case, stop being real and start getting us out of here.” Aurora turned and walked back to where the harness awaited her.

      Eponi radioed the bridge. Received the clear and activated, with a press on the center console, the departure sequence. Behind them, big metal doors slid open. At the same time, in front of her, the door leading out of the docking bay and back into the Nautilus closed. Then a secondary barrier slammed down over it. No chance of vacuum. No chance of something going wrong.

      As the doors revealed dark space, Eponi could see, through the shuttle’s rear cameras and framed around the edges, Nautilus’s rocky exterior. The remnants of the asteroid. While ship’s frame sat inside the rock, the bulky exterior had been left. The shell provided good armor. Even some first-look camouflage.

      The drop shuttle’s engines started with a soft hum, the battery draining to spin them up. They’d superheat a tank of fuel—a limited supply, yet another reason why drop shuttles weren’t meant to survive, and thrust the ship forward. Beneath the shuttle, on its underside, four microjets burst to life. Bigger than those on the karts, and capable of bouncing the shuttle up a meter.

      Eponi slipped a black and green glove over the armor on her left hand and felt the tingle as tiny nodes in the fabric signaled a connection with the computer in her wrist. She raised the hand, careful to keep her fingers bent, until she reached eye level.

      Rovo kept quiet. Smart man.

      When Eponi straightened her fingers, laying her hand flat in the air, the glove flashed red and stayed that color. Ready to fly. Eponi moved her hand to the right, keeping it level, and the shuttle started a slow turn. She held her hand steady until the shuttle faced outer space, a complete 180 degree twist. Then, with her right hand, she pushed forward on the throttle, kicking the shuttle out.

      She’d marveled when DefenseCorp first gave Eponi a look at the technology. Virtual pilot. No need to grab the flight stick, no need to panic if a wire snapped or the stick stuck, or if Eponi was thrown away and suddenly unable to grab it. Now, so long as Eponi wore the glove, it would interlace with the shuttle, and let her hand control the ship alone.

      If she wanted to, Eponi could leave the cockpit. Could go all the way outside and still fly the shuttle. If she had this glove on, the ship would be like putty in her hands.

      They flew out of the Nautilus, into the black void of space. Black except for a green dot, one steadily getting larger. They still had all the momentum of the Nautilus going at full speed. Though now that they were moving perpendicular, the cruiser quickly shrank in size. Even a massive thing like that disappeared fast when they were moving at thousands of kilometers an hour. Deepak had been kind enough to slow the big ship as much as he could, and now most of Eponi’s fuel would be spent bringing the drop shuttle down to a velocity that could handle atmosphere without blowing into a billion pieces.

      “Dynas,” Rovo said. “Never heard of this planet.”

      “If you haven’t heard of it, then I sure as hell haven’t,” Eponi replied. Not necessarily true, but if a world wasn’t on the racing circuit, Eponi didn’t need to know it existed. Not till now anyway.

      In front of her, at knee level, the center console changed. A map of the region on Dynas where they were supposed to go. Possible landing zones showed up in yellow. Not more than a few kilometers away from each other, which meant a defined objective. At least the area was tight. She hated being given a continent to choose from.

      “A secret VIP?” Eponi said. “Who do you think this guy is? Some rich investor? A politician?”

      “If I don’t know a planet, it’s because it’s a backwater. It’s because nobody does,” Rovo said. “Which means if we’re going there, on this short notice, someone’s really screwed up. And, for DefenseCorp to care, really rich.”
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      There were too many words. And when you count all the languages, that just multiplied the number. Which meant Rovo had a lot of learning to do.

      He tried, too. Even right there, sitting by Eponi in the cockpit, behind his visor’s lens, Rovo poured over the next one: Casparian. More a series of tones and inflections than actual words. Once you figured out how to curl your tongue just so, it wasn’t that hard to figure out. Amazing, really, what that species could do with sound. Humanity, with its giant mess of dialects—even if Common had trampled all the other languages by now—could learn a thing or two.

      But then again, maybe he ought to be paying attention. Eponi was saying something. When Rovo blinked away his lens overlay, he saw a blue cast had taken over his console. Incoming transmission. Outside the front viewport, what had been Dynas’s green dot had grown huge. Filled most of the windshield now.

      “Hey, you can answer that?” Eponi was saying.

      “Maybe. What if I don’t?” Rovo replied.

      “I’ll kick your ass. Then Aurora will do it, and then Gregor will finish you up.”

      Rovo knew Eponi couldn’t see his face, but he screwed it up anyway. The thought of Gregor laying into him? No thank you. So he pressed the console. Stared at the strange face suddenly looking back at him.

      It was human, definitely. But not only that. The man was splotched with greens and blacks, as if he’d been injected with mold. Wrapped up and left to rot for a while. Then taken out, steamed and oiled up. Not an appealing picture.

      “We read your approach,” the man said, his voice watery, like he had a bad cold. “What’s your purpose on Dynas?”

      “Just stopping by,” Rovo said. “Wanted to see the sights.”

      There were some planets, ones with city centers, with grand natural wonders. There you could pretend to be a tourist. You could show some real, honest to goodness affection for the planet and land without a lot of hassle. A place like Dynas? Rovo checked the scanners, no visible ship traffic. Dynas was a place you went for a reason, and Sever didn’t have a good one.

      “What sites are you talking about?” The man said.

      “Well, what sites do you have?” Rovo replied. He had one responsibility right now: keep the people talking. Keep them confused, off-balance. Then, once Eponi got the shuttle below any defenses, he could fling as many insults as he liked.

      Really, it wasn’t the worst job.

      “I request that you turn around, and abandon your route.”

      “We don’t have the fuel to do that,” Rovo said. “You have a place we can touchdown? Recharge?”

      Not that the drop shuttle could get enough power to actually fly them to another world. Beyond the engines, the shuttle operated on batteries, which could only be recharged given the right infrastructure. A thing Rovo didn’t believe Dynas had, going by the looks of it.

      On the consoles, readings sprang up as the drop shuttle sensors pressed out. Spikes of energy, heat. Those overlays appeared on the front viewport. And they were few. Whatever settlements Dynas had, they were small, or very well disguised.

      “Your problems are not our problems. Turn around, or we will defend ourselves.”

      “Doesn’t seem like you and I are getting along. You have a manager? Someone else I can talk to?” Rovo said. He muted his side of the call, pressed the suit’s transponder—already patched into the squads short-wave frequency. “Hey guys, get ready. Looks like a rocky entrance.”

      “We always have rocky entrances,” Eponi said.

      “Don’t lie,” Rovo said, after he’d released the transponder. “You like’em.”

      Eponi didn’t say anything, but Rovo would’ve bet everything he had she was smiling under that armor.

      Dynas and its foggy green filled everything they could see. The shuttle began to shake as it hit atmosphere and the heavy air in it. Rovo grabbed handles, then realized he hadn’t actually closed the call. On the other side, the strange looking man yelled at them, his splotched mouth opening, closing, and his face red. If anything, it looked even more disgusting than before.

      Rovo touched the screen one more time. Figured there’d be an opportunity to score one last insult.

      “You’re all going to die. Do you hear me
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