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      The strip-mined system had little to recommend it. Their target, Aurum Three, came into focus on the Prisa’s windshield. A distant blue star shot its light past Sever Squad’s ship as it flew in, catching the planet and making its yellow-brown surface clear. Darker, blurred lines moved along the land, like living smudges parading over paper.

      “Massive storms,” Eponi, sitting in the pilot’s chair, noted. “Never fun to race in those.”

      “Or fight,” Aurora, in the co-pilot’s seat beside Eponi, replied.

      Both had their brimming coffee cups, waking up to the first day in months that would really matter. Skin suits—Eponi’s a soft gold, Aurora’s a blood red—snugged them, allowing quick access to power armor. Eponi’s left arm no longer had its cast, the snapped bone having knit itself back into shape. The pilot’s left hand drummed on Eponi’s thigh, anxious.

      Rusted nerves. A vacation’s cost.

      Not that Sever had many options. As much as Aurora may have wanted to chase the agent Vana all the way to this world, Sever left Gillane Four battered and exhausted. The fighters had hardly slept, had been strung out on adrenaline and whatever else could keep them functioning for days. Laser burns, concussions, knife cuts and worse all needed tending.

      But, after more than a hundred days spent recuperating, repairing, and realigning her squad to its mission and its place in a galaxy that now saw Sever as a group to be detained or destroyed, Aurora felt they’d gone long enough.

      More importantly, Aurora’s maybe-more-than-friend and DefenseCorp admiral Deepak sent the message saying it was time.

      Vana, the DefenseCorp agent masterminding a program designing near-invisible power armor suits coupled with genetically enhanced soldiers, had decided to stand up for her claims and bring DefenseCorp’s leaders to a single spot. There, according to Deepak, Vana would convince the massive, galaxy-spanning company’s leaders to go along with the plan, creating a new force that wouldn’t so much handle contracts for help as drop an ironclad shroud over civilization.

      After all, who could fight an enemy that could be anywhere?

      “We could’ve stayed,” Sai said, Sever’s resident father and swordmaster. His voice came over the Prisa’s intercom, drifting in from the ship’s right turret. “The cash was pretty good.”

      The station, a free-wheeling center point in a large asteroid cluster, had offered Sever a standing contract to provide security. While Aurora would’ve been fine beating up drunk miners for steady pay on the galaxy’s fringe, she’d already played that role once and watched as DefenseCorp swooped in and stole the work.

      “How long you think we’d last before Vana’s new toys took it from us?” Rovo, the squad’s resident comms expert and a third cockpit occupant, spoke for Aurora. “We’d be bored, and then we’d be dead.”

      Rovo had his own motivations to hit Vana. All of Sever did. That tugging, burning feeling sat wrong inside Aurora: vengeance wasn’t normally an issue, because Aurora’s enemies tended to die long before they became a nagging problem. Vana, though, continued to escape, to twist the fights so they weren’t clear-cut laser tags until one side lay smoking on the ground. Like blocks building up into an enraging tower, Aurora had spent the recovery time on the station assembling all the reasons why she needed to turn Vana to ash.

      And now, they’d arrived.

      “Tell me I’m seeing things,” Eponi said, nodding towards the glass.

      New imperfections crossed the planet’s surface as the Prisa approached. What had looked like splotches, normal smears across a landscape seen from afar, resolved into sharper focus. Blurred lines became straight edges associated with man-made machines. One or two could’ve meant Vana’s own forces, but as the Prisa came in closer, those dots kept appearing, and growing.

      “They didn’t just bring themselves,” Aurora said, not wanting to believe it. “They actually brought their commands too.”

      “That’s going to burn a lot of contracts,” Rovo added, as if saying that, here, would convince all those admirals to jump back in their ships and return home.

      “DefenseCorp must be losing so much cash for this,” Eponi agreed. “Look at all these cruisers. I don’t understand?”

      Aurora simmered in the silence, putting together both an answer and an inspiration, “They’re here because they want a piece. Vana’s advertising suits and a genetic upgrade. You can’t get your soldiers a dose if they’re across the galaxy. But it also means we have the audience we’re looking for.”

      “The admirals?” Rovo asked. “Didn’t we know they’d be here?”

      “Not them. All the soldiers. The staffers. The pilots and the mechanics. If we can show them what Vana’s planning, what this virus will actually do, DefenseCorp won’t be able to hide it from this many people. Not like they did with Dynas.”

      That planet, with its secretive experiments, had escaped the galaxy’s wider notice. Sever had been sent in on a botched rescue mission to the supposedly-empty world, only to find a festering project that turned its subjects into food for a ravenous disease. Angry, destructive food, but food nonetheless.

      Only with severe cold had Sever been able to eradicate the disease before it claimed them all.

      “Think you’re missing a step, captain,” Eponi said. “We’re going to be popping up on a whole lotta sensors in a few minutes, and I can’t imagine they’re gonna be friendly.”

      “Are you saying people don’t like us?” Rovo asked.

      “I thought everyone loved the captain,” Sai said.

      Aurora grimaced. Sai’s sarcasm had some truth in it. Aurora’s name, Sever squad’s name, would be known to plenty in that swarm up in front. As the Prisa popped on their scanners, all those cruisers, those frigates, those fighters would figure out who flew the ship. When they did, all the missions Sever spent crashing into the enemy’s heart to save DefenseCorp assets and asses might be worth something.

      Or, as the Prisa’s monitoring system sounded off a shrill chirp, not.

      “Looks like the fun’s over, kids,” Eponi cracked. “We’re getting hostile pings. Missile locks, radar range-finders, all the good stuff. Last chance to turn back, Aurora.”

      “You already know the answer.”

      “Diving in, guns blazing,” Eponi affirmed. “That’s what I love about this crew. No matter how dismal it all looks, we’ll just keep shooting till the odds change.”

      “There’s a motto in there somewhere,” Sai said. “Eponi, what’s our allocation?”

      “You’re getting just enough to play with,” Eponi replied. “Engines and shields get everything else. This isn’t a fight, it’s a sprint.”

      Aurora sat back in the seat, looked out at all the ships arrayed around Vana’s chosen world. Eponi angled the Prisa towards the loosest knot that’d still give them a straight run to the surface. The pilot had ample choices: this wasn’t a cohesive DefenseCorp fleet expecting attack, but an officer stew, with every individual commander deciding where to park their vessels while they dropped to the rock.

      Hmm. Aurora might be able to use that.

      “Eponi, give me a broadcast channel,” Aurora said.

      “Feeling like a speech?”

      “Something like that.”

      Aurora’s console chirped, switching the small screen over to a broad green target list. Aurora could tap along the ship names to cut them off the transmission, but she wasn’t going to play favorites.

      The coffee had gone lukewarm, but the liquid salved her nervous throat. Aurora could lead a thousand troops into the enemy’s teeth without flinching, but delivering a bold address to thousands, maybe millions? No thanks.

      The things she did for Sever Squad.

      “Hailing DefenseCorp ships,” Aurora began, letting the bog standard beginning warm her way into the next piece. “This is Sever Squad and her commander, sending out a notice that we’re passing through your perimeter en route to the surface.” A breath. Here came the game. “Despite what your systems might be telling you, we’ve been granted one-time passage. Fire on us, and you fire upon yourselves.”

      Bold words, ridiculous words. An assertion that any competent officer would laugh away in one breath and order his soldiers to fire in the next.

      Except every ship zeroing on the Prisa right now had its backups in charge. Leaders that didn’t have all the details, that didn’t have the rank or the responsibility to decide if a lone approaching ship should be a friend or a foe.

      “Is it working?” Aurora asked in the silence.

      “We’re still target locked,” Eponi replied, “but nobody’s pulled the trigger yet.”

      “Voice like honey, I always say,” Rovo added. “Everybody trusts you.”

      Aurora swiped away from the broadcast, looked at the scanners. The Prisa picked up velocity as Eponi used the hesitation, siphoning more energy away from the ship’s weapons and feeding its hungry engines. The scanners displayed long orange oval frigates, red fighter dots, and fat cruiser circles. The bulk drifted towards the Prisa’s entry path, but they all kept their distance from each other too. No coordinated strategy.

      “Look at all this,” Eponi said. “The Nautilus always flies alone. Forgot who we work for.”

      “Used to work for,” Aurora clarified, but she couldn’t deny the sight.

      Outside, running lights visible now, the hulks making up DefenseCorp’s arsenal cut into the view from every angle. Huge engines many times the Prisa’s size lit up in glows ranging from soft yellow to hot and feisty blue. The metal hulks went below and above, and Aurora could pick out swiveling turrets moving to track Sever’s ship as it passed by.

      “Friends left,” said Gregor, Sever’s own living hulk. Snared in the Prisa’s left turret, Gregor had been quieter since Gillane Four, choosing to use his limited words with care, as if each one risked betraying some emotion, some crack in the man’s armor. “Fire?”

      “Keep the fingers off the triggers,” Aurora said, though she fought to hide a flinch when Gregor’s friends, a fighter trio, blew by the cockpit. The wave-like craft, a thin edge frothing over with cannons, made sure the Prisa knew it would die in a thousand ways if anything changed. “We help nothing by engaging out here.”

      All those officers Aurora had heard would be checking, trying to confirm, with their commanders. Vana herself would probably catch word soon. One would come back, would order Sever destroyed.

      The mystery would be when.

      “Is Deepak coming?” Rovo asked.

      “Why is that relevant right now?” Aurora replied.

      “It’s not, I guess, but we’re flying here,” Rovo said. “Not much I can do, so, uh, figured I’d ask a question?”

      Aurora threw the rookie a raised eyebrow over her shoulder. Eponi, though, seemed zoned in on keeping the Prisa on its path—denoted by a translucent green arrow leading through the fleet and towards Aurum Three’s surface—and neither Sai nor Gregor had another update coming through.

      “I don’t know,” Aurora gave the only answer she had.

      The conversation had been painful. The park on Gillane Four, when Deepak said Sever would be targets forever barring a miracle. Aurora didn’t mind getting shots fired her way, but beneath Deepak’s warning came a second, harsher truth: the two of them had, in the short time between the Nautilus insurrection and the fighting on Gillane Four, rekindled lingering embers. Those sparks had been snuffed out in that park, and since then Deepak had sent along only cold advice.

      “Might want to see if he’s near,” Rovo said. “because if this goes like we’re hoping, I bet we won’t have many friends in this bunch.”

      “He knows where we are,” Aurora said.

      “Good,” Eponi interjected. “Those locks are starting to heat up⁠—”

      “Missiles fired!” Sai shouted. “Eponi, give me some power or we’re done!”

      Aurora leaned forward, swiping to the scanner as Eponi threw the ship into a corkscrew, angling towards the planet. Aurora wished she’d taken one of the turrets, wished she could do something beyond watch as death came for her ship and her crew.

      But Aurora would have to wait till they landed.

      Then, then she would get her fill.
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      Admittedly, the closing death did a lot to detract from the spectacular view. From his turret’s windshield, Sai admired the clustered ships, their bulks mingling in strategically terrible, photographically beautiful ways as mismatched officers and bored pilots jockeyed for positioning. Massive cruisers larger than the Nautilus brushed smaller frigates and corvette clusters away like a stone rippling water. Lights in all colors broadcast intentions, putting dotted halos into the dark.

      The whole scene turned jagged when the white-hot pops broke against those magnificent vessels. Rockets ignited, fuses telling batteries to go for broke and burn towards Sever and their ship.

      The first volley emerged from a nearby corvette, a craft not all that much larger than the Prisa but bristling with weapons. Shaped like a coin, the corvette’s missile launchers made a crown on its top side, each one spitting out a small projectile in turn. The ship’s velocity left the puffs behind, a cloudy sign the attack was underway.

      Sai tapped the console near his hands, swapping the turret’s settings to scatter shot. The corvette approached from his side, and, after shouting the incoming alarm into the comm, Sai wheeled the turret around and pressed the trigger, hoping Eponi gave him some energy to play with.

      The pilot didn’t let Sai down, and the Prisa’s turret burst like a cheap firework. Hot light exploded everywhere in the turret’s direction, the focusing mirrors in the turret’s barrels rotating at ludicrous speed to send bolts out in a wide field. They’d be far too weak to pierce any ship’s hull, wouldn’t do much against shields unless Eponi flew close enough for Sai to kiss the target. Against a paper-thin missile, though?

      If the rockets puffed white smoke when they launched, the things blew up incandescent. Every missile came packed with different goals in mind, from crackling blue to nuke electronics to rosy red for heat and sunny yellow for sonic. DefenseCorp depended on overwhelming any resistance with a varied assault, and Sai checked off every color from the list in his head.

      Twelve rockets in a volley, and Sai only breathed when he saw twelve explosions. The missiles had done what missiles did and flown right at the Prisa, right into the scattershot blasts.

      “Like old times,” Gregor called over the private turret-to-turret channel, meant to keep the gunners in sync without screwing the pilot.

      “Little different scenery.”

      Sai and Gregor, along with Aurora, tended to take the gunnery positions on any drop ship dives towards war zones. The two had shot down more missiles than Sai could possibly count. The experience kept the butt-clenching fear from breaking Sai’s concentration.

      Didn’t mean he wouldn’t request something stiff that night.

      Assuming there was a night after all this.

      Eponi kicked the Prisa forward, sprinting towards the planet’s atmosphere. Sai watched for more missiles, but the corvette changed its mind and held its launchers from a second volley.

      “Are they scared?” Sai asked.

      “Changing tactics,” Gregor replied. “Fighters, both sides.”

      Swiping the turret back to its standard firing set, Sai frowned at the energy left to him. Eponi had the Prisa sending its power to the engines, with a bit left over for the shields, leaving a tiny concession for Gregor and Sai.

      “Eponi,” Sai said over the ship’s general band, “you want us to play defense, you’re going to have to give us something more.”

      “Can’t have it,” Eponi quipped back, as though Sai and Gregor were asking for candy.

      “We’re not firing at DefenseCorp ships,” Aurora took over, her steel brooking no dissent.

      But the captain wasn’t in Sai’s chair, didn’t have Sai’s view staring down six fighters lining up runs that, all together, would turn the Prisa to so much burning ash.

      “Aurora, we’re assaulting DefenseCorp’s top brass on a planet they control,” Sai said, taking up that dissent because nobody else could. Nobody had been serving with Aurora longer, nobody understood how she thought better than him. “They’re going to be mad enough at us already.”

      “Not doing it. Distract them. Misdirect. Once we hit atmosphere, we’ll be down before they can do damage.”

      Before Aurora finished speaking, the first lasers blitzed from the fighters towards the Prisa. Eponi jerked the ship around into another maneuver, one of an endless series that never seemed to repeat. The first shots splashed against the Prisa’s shields, fizzling out against the energy barrier. The following beams burned past, hitting precisely nothing.

      Gregor’s whistle carried over the comm as Eponi reversed the upward swing, cutting back just as the fighters pushed after her first move. Sai had to agree with the hammer man: Eponi’s sharp flying bought them seconds, and in a game of minutes, that could make the difference.

      “Close encounters?” Sai said, using the turret band.

      “Only option,” Gregor agreed.

      Fingers on the triggers, Sai acted on Aurora’s misdirect order. Sai fired, sending yellow bolts streaking at the fighters. He aimed wide, just off where the fighters would be, so the shots missed. The fighters reacted, splitting from their straight shootin’ runs into dances and dives. The formation broke as Sai and Gregor sent their harmless fire into the cracks between the enemy, where the fighters had been instead of where they were going to be. So long as Sai’s lasers didn’t catch a shield or bounce off a hull, the fighters wouldn’t know they weren’t in real danger.

      “They’ll think we’re the worst gunners ever,” Sai said, laying a blistering trail through his target’s blue ion exhaust.

      Gregor’s laugh carried back through, carefree and filled with manic joy. The man never found a battle he didn’t love, no matter the stakes or the odds. A freedom that came with no attachments, maybe, as Sai had never seen Gregor talk about a family, a loved one. With nothing to lose, Gregor relished all this.

      The console blinked, drawing Sai’s attention. The Prisa hit atmosphere, and the system warned Sai that his shots might get bent, ever-so-slightly, by the heavy air. Not that Sai needed the console to tell him that: gravity’s sudden re-appearance had Sai falling up, pressing against his restraints. Blood rushed to his head, only to flush away as Eponi rolled the Prisa into a better position.

      “Sorry ‘bout that,” Eponi said. “Things are a little crazy right now.”

      But not as crazy as they might be. Gregor and Sai’s bluff made the fighters cautious, with their approaches coming slow and from odd angles. The pilots had no way to know the Prisa’s turrets had about as much lethal energy as Sai’s angry looks, and they flew careful. Why risk anything when the target seemed to be diving right into a death trap?

      “Looks like we scared’em,” Sai said.

      “Too good,” Gregor replied.

      Through Sai’s windshield, black space turned purple and orange, with flames licking the outside as the Prisa busted into the planet’s atmosphere. The ship rattled and bucked, its structure adjusting as weight, heat, and all the laws of physics took their toll. Sai let up on the turret—he couldn’t aim with all the bouncing anyway—and watched as the fighters kept their distance.

      Hell, those pilots were cowards for sticking so far back.

      “I’m getting an incoming hail,” Aurora said. “Stay quiet.”

      Sai cocked his head at nobody, surprised. Aurora could’ve kept the transmission private, or just played it in the cockpit. If she wanted to broadcast it on the open channel, it must be from someone important.

      “Aurora, I really wished that we would never see each other again,” said a voice that twisted Sai’s rather calm insides into angry knots. Vana, the DefenseCorp agent behind all this garbage. “Yet it seems you’ve come to spoil my party.”

      Sai pictured Vana’s face in those flickering flames outside his window. The woman had taken Sai hostage, briefly, back on Gillane Four. The swordsman had spent a night in her terrible custody, endured her endless requests for him to ditch Sever squad and change sides. When he’d refused, Vana had instead probed for weaknesses, had fished around for what Sai feared most.

      That night, for the first time in his life, Sai refused to think, to say anything about his family. Agents knew how to read a face, read eyes, and if Sai gave away the secret to his heart, he knew Vana would find them. She would reach across the entire galaxy and pull his wife, his children into her experiments.

      Worst of all, Vana wouldn’t laugh while she did it. She wouldn’t promise some bold revolution like Renard, her dead partner. She wouldn’t cackle like Anaskya, the scientist behind the disease Vana sought to spread, who obsessed over every opportunity to test her toys on new subjects.

      No, Vana would kill Sai’s family because it would make it harder for Sai to carry on. A calculation, made to boost Vana’s position, and nothing more.

      “Damn right,” Aurora replied. “Why don’t you make it easy on us and come say hello?”

      “Unfortunately, I’m pre-occupied,” Vana said. “You might have noticed I have some guests. They would prefer you don’t crash our event, but I have a better idea.”

      “Dare I ask?”

      “Oh, don’t bother,” Vana said. “I’m sure you understand that a demonstration makes a far better show than a speech. I’ll open a bay for you. Please do fly safe.”

      The transmission cut. Outside, the fires died, replaced by a thick bronzed sky. The windshield caught golden dust, its specks sticking in the cracks and budding out over the glass. Sai sat back in the turret, letting his hands relax.

      “She is making a mistake,” Gregor said to the whole ship. “Letting us land is poor tactics.”

      “We’re not the objective,” Aurora answered. “She needs DefenseCorp to fall in behind her. What better way to do that than trashing one of their elite squads?”

      “Back on Helix, I chopped up those infected monsters,” Sai said. “They weren’t all that bad. Neither were the agents on Gillane Four. I think we got this.”

      “Numbers, Sai,” Rovo came in. “Your katana might be sharp and all, but look at this thing. It’s huge. She’s gotta have thousands in there.”

      Sai leaned forward, trying to look lower and seeing nothing but dust. He glanced at his console, the scanner showing the fighters had backed off all the way. No threats, then.

      “I can’t see anything from down here,” Sai said. “Looks like they’re pulling pursuit too. Mind if we cut in?”

      “Swap with Rovo,” Aurora said.

      Smart move, and the rookie didn’t object. As the Prisa slid lower and lower, Rovo showed up in Sai’s turret nook, and the two switched spots. Passing through the narrow hall leading to the Prisa’s spine-like back half, Sai climbed through the small door into the ship’s central chamber. Even though they were heading into a death trap, Sai could’t kill a grin at what Sever had done to its ship.

      In the hundred days spent on the fringe station, Eponi and Rovo, followed soon by the other three, had added their own touches to the Prisa. What’d been an efficient metal mix now sported souvenirs, painted on slogans for each Sever, and their carved names. Beneath Sai’s sat his family’s too, etched forever in the far wall.

      Stairs to his right and straight ahead led down and up, to the boarding ramp and the crew quarters, respectively. Sai didn’t take either, instead going right and joining Eponi and Aurora in the cockpit.

      Neither needed to point out where they were going. Neither needed to highlight a speck on the vast golden-brown desert below. Sprawling across the ground like an industrial spider, their target shimmered in the blue-washed daylight. A curved, solar-panel-coated structure sat central, with what seemed to be sloping tunnels diving into the dirt away from it. Those tunnels rose up to the surface again in all directions, bleeding into flattened fields covered with shimmering nets, modular buildings that seemed as though someone had dropped shiny steel blocks and left them where they lay, and where the spider’s head ought to be, a vast landing pad with drop ships by the dozens.

      Vana wasn’t just playing with a few suits, a few diseased agents. She’d built a factory to make DefenseCorp a whole new army.
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      Much as he enjoyed spitting hot fire into space from his turret, Gregor relished the rush as his power armor snapped into place. The suit, plated over with energy sucking pads, knitted with mesh that could take a punch and send its absorbed kinetic energy to the suit’s booster boots, cost cash Gregor and his hammer would earn back by breaking Vana’s force into bits and pieces.

      The big man stood in the Prisa’s center, appreciating the power amor’s locking boots as they sealed Gregor to the floor. Eponi’s landing dive had the ship curving left and right, making it a hard target. Vana didn’t seem to be firing on them, but Aurora ordered the evasive moves anyway: it wouldn’t be out of Vana’s character to trick Sever into a placid approach only to blow them away with a sudden shot.

      Next to him, Sai, also abandoning his turret, embraced his own armor. The pair, Gregor with his hammer and Sai with his diamond katana, would lead the assault off the Prisa and into whatever mess Vana had waiting for them. The two didn’t exactly fit well—the hammer and the katana both had length that’d clip each other with their swings—but they’d break in opposite directions, clearing out any ambushing riffraff like deadly waves washing away encroaching sand.

      Aurora and Rovo took the turrets instead, ready to handle any other surprises in the landing bay. Even at low power, the Prisa’s cannons held enough energy to torch a poor sap. Eponi, too, had the central cannon. Between them all, they could deliver fast devastation to any waiting force.

      “They’re opening a bay,” Eponi said. “Far side of the base, not in the central compound. Their flight control’s telling me to head that way. Do we?”

      “Alternatives?” Aurora asked, the voices carrying through the speaker in Gregor’s visor.

      That visor, too, lit up with more than Aurora and Eponi’s words. As the seal clamped down over Gregor’s head, bars and graphs appeared and blitzed through statistics as the suit sprinted through Gregor’s vitals and the armor’s own functions and declared them all optimal. As a destructive machine, Gregor had the okay to obliterate.

      “We could try blowing our own hole,” Eponi said. “That might make Vana a little angry.”

      “All for that,” Sai interjected.

      “But on our terms.” Aurora canceled the idea. “We don’t know the layout, or where Vana’s waiting. Once we know where she is, that’s when we can take the initiative back. Follow the instructions Eponi, bring us in.”

      “As ordered, captain.”

      With the power armor closed over Gregor’s arms and legs, the suit’s various mechanisms tightening over Gregor’s joints to ensure tight movement, he reached for his hammer. The meter-and-a-half long weapon ended in a large, cube-like head inscribed over with circuitry. Little circles linked by golden lines captured the energy spent in any swing and, as needed, delivered it back through an impact. Strong enough to shatter concrete, to bust through a wall.

      To turn Vana into so much mush.

      “Ready back there?” Eponi called. “Ten seconds to landing.”

      “I’m feeling sharp,” Sai replied. “How about you?”

      “Good,” Gregor said.

      The two went forward, almost into the cockpit. Gregor stood in front, with Sai bunching up close. Up ahead, past the cockpit’s empty seats—save Eponi in the pilot’s chair—Gregor saw their intended target. The Prisa took a long, lazy turn, shuddering as its primary engines shut down and swapped their power to the ship’s maneuvering jets.

      Their bay looked like a red maw sticking out from the golden-brown sand coating Aurum Three. The grains flowed over the opening, proving Vana’s choice for Sever’s docking bay hadn’t been used in a long time. Darkness hid behind the red metal mouth.

      Eponi flew right in.

      “Energy’s set for shields and guns,” the pilot announced. “Rovo, Aurora, you should be good to send out all the death you need.”

      “Oh hurrah,” Rovo said.

      The Prisa cut in low, the blue daylight filtering in behind the ship as it went into the bay. The first look at Vana’s base revealed not the expected hard metal, clean floors, and sterile efficiency, but, instead, unhinged madness.

      The bay itself had been designed for ships far larger than the Prisa, the entry giving way to a huge circular expanse that looked like it might serve as a loading dock for troops embarking to hither and perhaps even yon. As the Prisa entered, as Eponi tried to figure out where to land, Sever took in a world as radical as they’d ever seen.

      The bay’s floors arced and swayed with debris, but not the junk of a world abandoned. Instead, the trash here had been piled into shapes. Towering constructs built with empty fuel canisters, rusted out pipes, and discarded shipping containers loomed in the giant space. The floor itself, too, looked like it had been used as a canvas by a thousand madcap painters, each one drawing with brushes of their own making. Lines in the purples and blacks of old-style fuels swirled beneath the Prisa’s lights, sometimes working themselves into faces, while often vanishing into indecipherable patterns.

      Swishing between those darker colors came bright reds and blues, yellow splotches too. Gregor couldn’t figure what chemicals had been sacrificed for these streaks, but the overall display offered up a confusing, disorienting feel. Gregor had seen too many planets, too many ships, and too many aliens to panic at the oddities, but the battle-ready urge to bash and bang smothered under the strange.

      “I’m gonna guess nobody knows what we’re looking at?” Rovo said. “I’m getting creeped out, honestly.”

      “Seen a lot of weirdness racing karts,” Eponi echoed. “Nothing like this. Definitely not with DefenseCorp. It’s like someone held a party at the end of the world.”

      “Land, Eponi,” Aurora ordered. “Find a spot and get us down.”

      As if confirming Aurora’s command, the maw behind them, Sever’s only exit back into Aurum Three’s skies, slid shut. No lights flickered on. Only the Prisa glimmered anything into the vast dark, those hollow hulks fighting the glow with tall shadows.

      “Do we change our strategy?” Sai said. “Because this is not what I expected.”

      “Same plan,” Aurora snapped back fast. “Vana’s going to play with us. She said she needed to put on a show. This is all just a stage. Window dressing.”

      “Seems real old for window dressing,” Eponi said. “Look at all the rust here. All these colors on the floor. No way Vana put all this together just in case we showed up.”

      Gregor played with that uncomfortable truth, tried to pair it with some tale he’d heard before, some explanation in all the DefenseCorp newsletters that’d come into his messages over the years and years. No way a company as focused on profit like DefenseCorp would let a base as big as this one just fade away, fall into this mess and leave it.

      No way, unless, like Dynas, what happened here couldn’t be salvaged.

      “Let us down, Eponi,” Gregor said.

      “Sure you want to go into all that?” Eponi asked, and Gregor caught her crinkled nose, curled lip in the cockpit windshield’s reflection.

      “I am scarier than anything out there.”

      “Man’s got a point,” Rovo agreed. “I say let the hammer swing.”

      “Feeling like I’m getting no respect here,” Sai muttered.

      “I am glad you’re standing with me.” Gregor would’ve put his hand on the man’s shoulder if he’d had the room.

      “Isn’t that just the cutest,” Eponi said. “Good to go, captain?”

      Aurora didn’t answer, and Gregor could guess why. Like the rest of them, Aurora wanted a clue before venturing into the dark. Either a message from Vana taunting them into one direction or another, or maybe some light, some spark out beyond that would give Sever some hint at what waited for them.

      When no call came, Aurora gave the order.

      The Prisa’s secondary lift plummeted down. Meant for quick exits and entries without the vulnerability in lowering a long boarding ramp, the circular platform hit the painted floor before Gregor’s body realized it was falling. Two poles connected the lift back into Sever’s cockpit, but nothing else obstructed the ground-level view.

      Nothing else interfered with the noises, either.

      Living in space, in DefenseCorp bases, prepped Gregor for certain background sounds. The constant whirrs and churns as oxygen spun through recyclers, as heaters kept vacuum’s icy clutches at bay. Echoing chatter bouncing down metal halls, or lifts dinging their arrivals and departures. Life’s standard symphony.

      Aurum Three, or at least this place, didn’t conform.

      The breeze hit Gregor first. Or rather, hit his power armor. The whistling wind rang through the hollowed constructs, rattling their tinny bones and swooping through their shambling bodies. Something tugged the air from one side of the room to the other, an unheard-of effect for a base like this one.

      But, perhaps, there were no bases like this one.

      “You hearing that?” Sai asked, the two power armor suits linking the swordsman with Gregor so their words went between them and nowhere else.

      “The wind?”

      “Beneath it. Like leaves, but heavier.”

      Gregor focused, dug beneath the whistling, and found what Sai meant. A deep rustle, almost like a hundred dogs growling low, their tones overlapping with one another. Unlike the wind, this sound came from all around.

      Surrounded.

      “Mind getting off that platform?” Eponi interrupted. “You two might be in power armor, but the rest of us are pretty, uh, naked up here.”

      “Sorry,” Sai spoke for both of them, as they vacated the lift.

      The Prisa sucked up the platform, leaving the two alone. The ship’s running lights provided a halo, with its three landing struts serving as markers to the beyond. Gregor’s visor stayed dark, detecting no threats. That, at least, meant rifles weren’t aiming their way from the depths.

      “Pick a direction?” Sai asked.

      “Wait,” Gregor said. “Be ready.”

      “Why?”

      Gregor didn’t answer. Instead, he hefted the hammer, stepped away from Sai, and then swung it down to the floor. The weapon struck the metal, flashing up sparks, old paint, and sending a clear ring reverberating through the wide room.

      The rustle disappeared for a long moment.

      “You scared’em away,” Sai said.

      “Wait,” Gregor repeated, turning slow to see in every direction.

      The howls started as one here, one there. Angry, confused. Others joined in the cry, some sounding clear, others hoarse, ending in hacking coughs. An animal pack, waiting to feast, this was not.

      “Incoming,” Aurora’s voice came through. “Picking up motion on all sides.”

      “I told you,” Gregor said to Sai.

      “Yeah,” said the swordsman, bringing up his katana in one hand, pistol in the other. “I hate it when you’re right.”

      Gregor’s visor caught the creature before he did. A scrambling thing, moving on all four, no, five limbs as it ran towards Gregor. Arms and legs like a human, but a fifth, a dark, fluid thing, pushed along with the man. Gregor couldn’t, didn’t suppress his own growl at the sight, at a nightmare returned.

      Felix, on Dynas, had others with him like this. More virus than people. Back then, Gregor had burst a gas pipe, sent searing flame through the whole group. This time, he’d have to get personal.

      Gregor took one step towards the creature before the enemy vanished in a laser blitz. Aurora’s turret caught the monster, frying it to boiling tar in a blinding flash. Before Gregor could blink his way past the obliteration, Aurora’s turret lit up again, finding and incinerating some other approaching creature in the dark.

      “On your right!” Rovo called. “There’s too many!”

      Gregor spun, swinging his hammer with the turn. The hammer’s head missed the target, but the haft caught the creature as it raked at Gregor’s armor with hands sharpened to claws by the virus and its destructive designs. The hit sent the monster rolling to the right, but Gregor couldn’t follow up as another took the creature’s place.

      Sever squad’s hammer man let his left hand loose from the hammer, cocking back his elbow and delivering a crackling jab at the next, leaping fiend. As he struck, Gregor saw what had been a face, with half now devoured in that black, seeping gunk. Beneath and below, tattered clothes hung to the thing’s remaining skin.

      On them, hanging by a thread, was an identity badge that Gregor recognized: twin swirls climbing an invisible ladder. Helix, the company thrown together to control and supervise the Dynas experiments.

      A flash burned over Gregor’s shoulder, causing a yelp near Gregor’s left ear.

      “Pay attention, man!” Sai shouted, the swordsman whirling his katana in swift cuts, firing his pistol into the gaps.

      Beyond, around the ship, the darkness disappeared into flashing lights as the Prisa’s twin turrets and Eponi’s central cannon lit up. Fires broke out as bodies not meant for it absorbed superheated laser.

      Gregor followed Sai’s lead, grabbing his hammer and setting about around him as the creatures continued their assault, heedless of their own losses, their own lives.

      Battles were supposed to be fun affairs, a chance to prove one’s mettle in the purest competition remaining to humankind. Gregor wanted to relish every swing, every dodge and riposte that sent his enemies to the floor. He wanted to roar with delighted rage as he took apart his foes.

      Instead, he kept silent, swinging and smashing and exterminating the people Sever had long ago left behind.
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      For her first few Sever missions, Eponi couldn’t get past the idea that she, now, starred in the action movies she’d watched as a child. With power armor on, rifle in hand, Eponi sprinted with Sever through one fight after another, pitching plasma and dealing death across planets at DefenseCorp’s behest. Every time Eponi ducked a bolt and returned one of her own, or took a plunging leap off a crumbling building, only to land in the enemy’s midst with guns blazing, her world seemed to zoom out, presenting the star at the climax.

      Then, like sequels limping from one plot to the next, the flashy scenes began to run together. Aurora’s mission briefings stopped juicing the adrenaline and kept Eponi’s focus on the number at the end: the cash that’d be going into her account when all the slaughter ran out.

      With that focus came the clinging need to survive, the understood thought that DefenseCorp wouldn’t care one iota if Eponi caught a missile to the midsection, but Eponi herself would mind a whole helluva lot. How could Eponi spend all the cash she was earning torching people all across the stars if she wound up crisped herself?

      The Prisa’s cannon whined, spitting fire ahead into the dark. The forms kept coming, and, without spending anything on shields or engines, the Prisa had the power to meet them. The cockpit’s chosen cannon didn’t have much flexibility, but the enemy didn’t have much strategy. Eponi sat with her hand on the trigger, holding down the straight-ahead spray as it liquified the charging monsters one after another.

      She wouldn’t be getting any bonus pay for the body count, and sitting in a chair hardly made for a cinematic performance, but Eponi would live through this assault. That would have to be enough.

      “Hanging in there?” Rovo, from the right turret, sent out on the broad band.

      “It is a good workout,” Gregor replied.

      Eponi couldn’t see the big man swinging his hammer, what with Gregor’s position right beneath the Prisa’s middle. Evidence of his work, though, presented itself with bone-crunching frequency, as bodies flew out and vanished into the rubble. Sai’s katana didn’t quite have the same impact, but Eponi figured she’d get to witness that mess when the fighting finally stopped.

      What a prize.

      “We sticking this out?” Eponi asked, watching as the cannon’s yellow bolts shredded another oncoming trio. “Is there an end, or did they get all the thousands on Dynas here for this horror show?”

      “Vana wanted a display,” Aurora replied. “She’s getting one. And so is everyone else.”

      “They are?” Rovo asked.

      “Recording.” Eponi smirked. “So long as the Prisa doesn’t get torched, we’ll be beaming up this little event to the galaxy when we get out. Everyone’s going to know what happened to Helix. It’ll be a popcorn moment, for sure.”

      “The deaths of thousands by a horrible disease is a popcorn moment?”

      “Rovo, we all have our own ways to cope, okay?” Eponi answered.

      The reply shut the rookie up, and for more minutes than Eponi cared to count, the five dealt with the infected tide. When the rush slowed, though, Eponi did a double-take, then took another look to be sure. Despite the numbers, the casualties around the Prisa still seemed far less than the people living on Dynas.

      Maybe some had escaped?

      Maybe Vana had them waiting?

      “Gregor, Sai,” Aurora said when her turret turned its last target to ash, “take a look around. We’ll get ready and meet you outside.”

      Saying goodbye to the Prisa always left Eponi with a twinge. She’d never owned a ship before, and despite having stolen the Prisa, Eponi had come to think of the big bird as her own. During Sever’s respite, Eponi had scoured the craft, souped up what parts she could, and let her own personality bleed into the ship’s settings. Eponi filled the Prisa’s memory banks with her favorite songs, movies, and games. She’d changed the themes on every console to her favorite colors, catching eye-rolls from the others.

      Everything Eponi could claim on the ship, she had.

      “Really?” Rovo asked as they waited for the boarding ramp to descend, the three now packed into their power armor.

      Eponi had the Prisa blasting some ancient tune about a final countdown. It
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