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      Aurora had missed a button, again. The man standing across from her in the passenger assembly, a broad empty space normally reserved for cargo on freighters like these, laughed at the sour expression Aurora had never figured out how to hide. She took criticism like most people took gut punches, and getting caught out by the same guy three times over a two week journey . . . Aurora wanted to hit something, but the freighter didn't even have simulators.

      "Don't worry," Deepak said, throwing an anger-dousing grin her way. "I'm sure you'll take it out on me when we get to the real action."

      "I will," Aurora said, fixing the rogue button. "Thanks for pointing it out."

      They, and the other hundred recruits onboard the freighter, were due to dock with their new flagship, their home with DefenseCorp, the galaxy's largest mercenary contractor and, really, the biggest military force around. Aurora had found that out the hard way when her security gig on a space station had been supplanted by DC troops, but when she'd gone to protest at the new offices, the manager there had signed her up and shipped her out instead.

      Deepak came from a tighter background, a full schooling regime that had him set up to play a more administrative role on the Nautilus. Jumping right to an officer's rank, which meant, as soon as they set foot onboard the flagship, Aurora would have to watch her insults.

      "You excited?" Deepak said as the displays around the passenger bay shifted to show the docking process, a countdown till the bay's big doors opened and their new lives began. Some official DC talking head gave some speech about their new lives that nobody seemed to be listening to. "I'm, at least, ready for better food."

      "I'm ready to get out and do something," Aurora replied. "I've never spent this much time stuck on a starship before."

      "Guess we'll have to get used to it," Deepak said. "The way I understand it, this ship will be our new home."

      "For you." Aurora pointed to the rank on Deepak's chest. "If I'm on this ship too long, then I'm not getting what I'm here for."

      "Which is?"

      "Cash, Deepak," Aurora said, and the man laughed. "You think I'm doing this for my health?"

      "I suppose, then, that we can hope getting one doesn't mean losing the other."

      The countdown hit zero, the bay doors marking the occasion by hissing their way open. The crowd shifted towards the exits, and the first shouts from squad leaders calling to their recruits echoed overhead. Aurora heard her name, held up a hand in goodbye towards Deepak, who replied with a nod of his own, and Sever Squad's newest rookie vanished into the adventure.

      

      Aurora walked down the ramp into the Nautilus for what could’ve been the hundredth, the thousandth time. The polished, gleaming floors occasionally marred with the asteroid making up much of the Nautilus’s frame looked as they always had. The too-bright lights made her wince as they always did.

      The guns in her face? Those were new.

      A full squad, sporting power armor in various colors and configurations, packing hard heat, waited for Aurora to descend the ramp. Sever’s other four squaddies followed, spreading out behind Aurora as she hit the floor and suffering through, as she did, an up close inspection to pull out any hidden weapons.

      The troopers didn’t find any, because Aurora had made sure her squad wasn’t going to try anything stupid.

      The conversation hadn’t been a fun one. As Eponi guided their newly stolen ship, the Prisa, away from the black rock planet Wexer and towards the Nautilus, everyone figured they ought to be ready for a fight. Sai wanted to bring his katana, Gregor his hammer, and Rovo whatever-the-hell his scythe thing was. Eponi just wanted to stay on the Prisa, where she could turn its lasers on anyone that gave her an ugly look.

      That they were going into a bad situation was obvious for them all, but the alternative was worse. DefenseCorp, Deepak and the Nautilus made it clear they would pursue Sever as far as Sever ran, and while Aurora had no desire to get back into the giant company’s fold, she didn’t want to spend her days getting hounded by heavily armed fighters.

      “We take this deal,” Aurora had said with the Prisa on approach, “we play by the rules this one last time, and we’re free. Think you all can do that?”

      “Doubt it,” Gregor rumbled a reply, “but I can try.”

      Assenting nods all around after that, and the grudging go-along had the five standing inside their old headquarters, disarmed and at the mercy of an organization that, less than a day ago, had burned down part of a city to find Sever.

      “I’m glad you made the right decision,” Deepak said, coming into the bay once his inspecting squad gave the all-clear. “Clearly, we didn’t part on the best terms, but in my view, Sever Squad still deserves respect for all you’ve done for DefenseCorp.”

      The Nautilus admiral didn’t look all that different from when Aurora first met him on that freighter. Continuous missions had added scars to Aurora, both mental and physical, while Deepak’s time showed in the gray lines strewn throughout his dark hair, the sagging bags beneath his eyes and a striking, deep wrinkle along his left cheek.

      The man’s uniform, in DefenseCorp’s crimson, had every button perfectly placed.

      “All that respect didn’t get us much,” Aurora replied, very aware that she and Sever stood in a jumbled civilian clothing mix ransacked from the Prisa’s prior owners.

      “It will, if I can do anything about it,” Deepak said, then he spread a look beyond Aurora to the others. “Aurora and I are going to work out the terms of the deal. While we do so, the rest of you are free to head to the mess, or to the Quartermaster to retrieve your things. Should our conversation proceed as we both expect, you’ll be back on your craft before too long.”

      Separating the captain from her crew. Aurora wasn’t all that surprised, but if Deepak had bad intentions, splitting Sever apart would be a good first step. Then again, if Deepak wanted them dead, the Nautilus could’ve roasted the Prisa once Eponi brought the ship close.

      Slow down, Aurora. Not every move needs to have an ambush at its end.

      Aurora glanced back at her squad, “You heard the admiral. Take a breather. Get some food. Once we get off this boat, it might be awhile before we have a chance to stretch our legs.”

      “You sure you want to go alone?” Sai offered, hands loose, eyes watching for Aurora to sign back a better clue.

      Except, there wasn’t anything to sign. Aurora had to trust Deepak here, trust that working with DefenseCorp to find Kaia would keep Sever alive and safe.

      “I’ll be fine,” Aurora said. “Deepak’s too scared to threaten me.”

      “All too true,” Deepak agreed.

      At Deepak’s gesture, Aurora formed up beside him as they left the bay. The Nautilus built itself like a cube inside a sphere, with three main levels, each with three length-spanning concourses connected by numerous smaller hallways, larger rooms, and vertical lifts. Crew members, active troops, and bots crawled all over the ship, tending to maintenance, mission prep, and the general chaos onboard a big cruiser like this one.

      After days spent on Wexer, breathing in dust and feeling its constant cool breeze, Aurora didn’t mind the recycled air, purified to almost nothing. The hum and churn of the big ship, a vibration that lingered in her nerves, felt more like home than the still earth they’d been sleeping on. Even the overhead announcements calling this and that person, squad, or specialty to this location or that area felt like buttery background noise, comfort sounds for the soul.

      Breaking from the bay into one of the main corridors, Aurora and Deepak broke left, heading towards the Nautilus bow and, presumably, its bridge. Deepak would have rooms there they could use for a private discussion. Sever’s other members split right, disappearing into the crowd.

      “That went rather well, I think,” Deepak said as they walked. “Nobody started any fights. Almost better than your normal post-mission returns.”

      “We’re tough, Deepak, but we’re not suicidal,” Aurora replied.

      “And yet, you deserted. An act tantamount to suicide.”

      “You and I both know DefenseCorp doesn’t give a damn about deserters. Not enough to chase them with a ship like the Nautilus, anyway.”

      “Most deserters don’t get themselves involved in dangerous webs before they run away.”

      Aurora looked over Deepak as the man spoke. The admiral kept his eyes ahead, a straight face, but frustration lingered in the words as they floated through the air. Deepak had sent Sever on the mission to Dynas, the one that started all this, without any information about what really lay on the swampy planet, about the hidden city and its less-than-legal experiments.

      And without any notice that DefenseCorp itself had an interest in keeping Dynas secret.

      “You didn’t know,” Aurora repeated what Deepak had told her before the Prisa docked. “You said you didn’t know, and you sent us to Dynas, and now you’re angry about what we found?”

      “I’m not angry at you, Aurora,” Deepak replied. “Never was. You know me. I’m always on the side of my soldiers. When the call came in, the buyer and the request, I should’ve cleared it. Would have, too, except the grade was minor. A single person extraction? On an empty planet?”

      “It sounded like someone had stranded themselves.”

      They reached the Nautilus’s bow lift bank and snagged one of the dozen-person containers to send them up. Deepak went inside first, Aurora followed, and several others poured in behind them. A couple squaddies, chatting about their soon-to-start shift, and two more, wearing maroon-and-black rank-less uniforms with their eyes buried in their wristlets.

      “I received a message from up the chain not long after you landed on the planet,” Deepak said. “At first, the order was simple. I had to call for you to withdraw. When I explained that you couldn’t do that⁠—”

      “Because you only gave us a drop shuttle.”

      “A normal thing for Sever! Your missions actually have better outcomes when I don’t give you a real ship to defend.” Deepak held up a hand, as if to calm himself. “When I explained I couldn’t get you off world, couldn’t even reach you, that’s when things got difficult.”

      “For you.”

      Aurora didn’t try to keep the sarcasm away: Deepak had been dealing with some spicy messages while Sever had been fighting for its life on a mission that’d gone way beyond any expected scope. Tough to square those two.

      “Right, I don’t expect any sympathy,” Deepak said.

      “Good.”

      Deepak laughed, a bitter bark that took Aurora back a step. The admiral had always been a happier one, confident. Not one to let things get to him, but the person Aurora saw before her now didn’t have that same carefree glow.

      “I’m glad to see all your running hasn’t changed you,” Deepak said. “Because it’s changed me, Aurora. For the first time I feel like I’m being watched. This whole deal? What I’m offering you? All I can say is that you should take it.”

      “It’s not just me,” Aurora replied as the lift settled into the top level, doors opening. “Sever has to decide together. We made that call when we split from you.”

      The chatting soldiers went off first, dipping into the concourse without a second’s thought. The other two, eyes still on their wristlets in silent browsing mode, didn’t move. Deepak put a hand on Aurora’s shoulder, gave a slight push to get them going outside. Aurora shrugged off the gesture as Deepak nodded across the way, to a locked section dedicated to high priority personnel.

      “Then you’ll want to get them to say yes,” Deepak said. “I know threats don’t mean much for you, but this isn’t just about you anymore. Not just about Sever either.”

      “Can’t wait to hear who it is about, then,” Aurora said as they wove across the crowd to the other side.

      Deepak set his badge against the lock, which flashed blue and opened. Beyond a tighter hallway showcased rooms on either side, and again Deepak used his hand to guide Aurora into the closest one on the right.

      As rooms went, this one kept it basic: a long oval table with eight chairs set around it. The room’s back wall doubled as a big screen, and a single long silver light overhead made sure Aurora could see everything just fine. Which meant she had a clear view of the room’s only other occupant, a man in Deepak’s crimson uniform, but one coated with more insignias than Aurora had ever seen. Insignias that she stopped caring about when he turned to look her way.

      Aurora had seen that face before in one place, flickering in the gray halo reserved for long range video communications. That face had threatened their lives, had told them in no uncertain terms what waited for Sever if they didn’t give DefenseCorp everything they knew about Dynas.

      Except, unlike Deepak, the only reward for coming clean would be a swift death.

      “Aurora,” Deepak said as she stopped. “Sit down. Please.”

      Behind her, two more people filtered into the hallway, crowded the doorway. The wristlet watchers from the lift. Aurora had Deepak next to her, two goons behind her, and the salty, plastic face in front.

      Not everything had to end in an ambush.

      Right.
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      Aboard Anaskya’s ship, after Dynas, Sai voted to say goodbye to the Nautilus forever. At the time, flush with their escape and riding the emotions that came with victory over a virus that should’ve turned him to sludge, Sai didn’t think too hard about what he’d left behind. What was waiting for him at the Quartermaster’s holdings.

      After Sever’s trio left the bay, they split up again at the next crossway. Gregor declared a need to fill his stomach, and Rovo echoed the sentiment, while Eponi stayed behind to make sure the Prisa was good to go for a longer journey. That left Sai heading towards the Nautilus’s aft and the section dedicated to the massive ship’s supplies.

      While you could walk your slow way through the Nautilus, moving walkways enhanced the speed for those willing to slide through idling personnel. Sai, feeling eyes all over him in the shabby clothes he’d taken from the Prisa’s former owners, took the opportunity to cement his unusual appearance by all-but running along the walkways.

      The speed was both unnecessary and absolutely so: back on Wexer and before, Sai had written off the chance of seeing his family, actually getting a video with his children’s faces, his wife’s patient smile. Such things didn’t easily transfer across the cosmos, much less when the target kept moving. Sai had been able to send messages out to them, directed across galaxy-wide satellite networks, that would leverage physics tricks to get home before too long.

      Any reply sent his way would reach nothing and nowhere, because Sai wasn’t standing still.

      The Nautilus had been Sai’s last permanent station, and in the belongings now held by the Quartermaster, Sai’s saved recordings would be waiting. He could pull up videos of birthdays, of school plays, friends, and holidays. All beamed to the Nautilus.

      “Can I get them loaded onto a stim drive?” Sai asked when he reached the Quartermaster, a big section sitting over the engines.

      With its name spread over the long entry in big red letters, the Quartermaster split its space between windowed slots where Nautilus personnel could request to give or take their own items, or requisition general supplies. Bots stood at attention at each slot, requiring the proper forms and permissions for any interaction.

      DefenseCorp had long ago assumed any position that could be corrupted, cheated, or otherwise compromised should be handed over to mindless machines, though Sai had heard these spindly bots could be reprogrammed by anyone with enough time and effort.

      This one, certainly, seemed slow. The giant camera lens in the bot’s center, a stem-like piece blooming into those lanky arms at the top, blending down into a wheeled base at the bottom, flashed an angry red Sai’s way after a long minute considering the ID number Sai had delivered.

      “Sorry, those recordings are now classified,” the bot said. “You do not have clearance to access criminal belongings.”

      “Criminal belongings?”

      “Correct,” the bot said. “The ID number you provided belongs to an individual charged with deserting DefenseCorp. While this charge is pending, we cannot release any items to those without proper clearance.”

      Sai stared at the machine. Willed it to make a different choice. When that failed, and the bored trooper in line behind Sai asked whether he’d be moving along sometime this century, Sai stepped aside and tried to come up with a different strategy.

      Deepak had deliberately said to go check the Quartermaster, but Sai, and presumably everyone else in Sever, was still labeled as a criminal. So either Deepak didn’t know they were locked down, or he wanted to shove Sever’s status into their faces.

      “Hey,” said a voice behind Sai, and he turned to see one of the Quartermaster’s human supervisors, wearing DefenseCorp crimson with a bright white QM badge on the chest. She looked like she’d been on the Nautilus for a while and hadn’t been sticking hard to the recommended exercise regimen. Not fat, but bendy, as if her bones couldn’t quite hold up her body. “What’re you doing here?”

      Sai hadn’t made many trips to the Quartermaster while he’d been on the Nautilus—Sever tended to get whatever they needed between missions delivered, due to their deadly-and-dangerous status—so he didn’t recognize the woman, didn’t understand her question.

      “Trying to get my own videos back,” Sai said. “Apparently the system thinks I’m a criminal.”

      The woman nodded, “Because you are.”

      Okay, jerk.

      “Great, thanks for clearing that up,” Sai said. “Did you come out here just to tell me that, or did you have a point?”

      “Good to know you’ve got some spirit in you,” the woman said, “You’re going to need that, if Deepak’s right.” She sent a look over Sai’s shoulder. “Don’t turn now, but keep your eyes open and you’re going to notice some new people on the Nautilus. Can’t say much about it here, but I can give you this.”

      The woman reached out, and at first Sai thought she wanted a handshake, but then she pulled him into a tight hug, saying loudly that she’d thought he’d been lost on the last mission. Sai gradually took to the idea and returned the squeeze, feeling a small object find its way into his pants pocket as she pulled away.

      “What was that?” Sai said, low.

      The woman smiled in that sweet way customer service people have when they’re done dealing with you, “I hope you have better luck clearing your name, Sai. Great to see you again.”

      Sai wanted to, could have reached out to grab the woman and hold her for some sterner questioning, but her words, her tone said that’d be a bad idea. Instead, forcing himself not to look behind him, Sai went back to walking, this time crossing the Nautilus and making for the barracks.

      Sai’s former room would be gone, but the Nautilus had guest quarters. He felt the device in his pocket, the small rectangle. Sharp ends. A storage drive. Now he just needed some way to play it, and every guest room on the Nautilus had a terminal.

      But, and Sai had plenty of moving walkway time to ponder this, what the hell was that?

      Deepak makes a subtle allusion to go get stuff from the Quartermaster and now Sai’s walking around with a drive with who-knows-what on it? The woman made it sound like Deepak had planned all this, which begged the question. . . why? Wasn’t this Deepak’s ship?

      Sai remembered the woman’s comment about strangely dressed people onboard and dedicated his walking time to sweeping looks across the concourses. DefenseCorp’s crimson uniforms felt universal, all tweaked ever-so-slightly to note a person’s designated rank and assignment. Bundled in were folks dressed like Sai in civilian clothing, vendors and specialists on the ship for assignments.

      Nobody screamed strange at first look. Nobody stood back to the wall, talking into a wristlet and watching Sai like a spy.

      Sai tried to play the game: Even if Deepak wanted to pass along a secret message to Sai or whomever from Sever happened to visit the Quartermaster first, why turn to Sever in the first place? Deepak had a whole ship filled with loyal troops he could use.

      If Sai, or any of Sever, actually had their own wristlets anymore, he would’ve called up Aurora or Gregor and asked what they thought. Without the devices, Sai had to keep the secret to himself while he made his way to the barracks.

      And all he’d wanted was to see his wife and kids.

      The barracks took their design cues from the asteroid making up the Nautilus, building into the rocky core with a mesh between mineral and metal. On the Nautilus’s mid level, near the main mess hall, the barracks had enough room for the fifty thousand soldiers stationed on the Nautilus, with triple that spreading around and below for guests and supporting staff.

      Coming from the aft, Sai’s entry listed out the nearest rooms accessible from the closest double doors sitting aside the central concourse. The big hallway functioned as the Nautilus’s artery, and what few concessions Deepak allowed for decor hung here: squad pictures highlighting members, mission and campaign posters and decals, the frequent words-on-a-background pumping out optimistic slogans.

      From the outside, the overwhelming propaganda could feel almost laughable, as if DefenseCorp wanted to drive its people into a homogenous mass that thought only in terms of objectives accomplished and contracts completed. For Sai, all the spirit brought him back, pulled at the sense he’d been missing in the weeks since Sever broke away and ran.

      He’d traded his real family for DefenseCorp’s different, but very real in its way, version. Now, well, now Sai had Sever, and only Sever. Whether their five-some would fit as well, Sai couldn’t be sure.

      The barracks required a scanned ID to enter, something Sai had forgotten about until he stood in front of the doors, checking for a wristlet he didn’t have. Habit struck again.

      “Need help?” said a younger man, coming up next to Sai. He wore a crimson uniform like the others, albeit one with some black stripes along the sides that Sai didn’t recognize. “Everyone forgets their wristlets sometimes. I did it last week.”

      Forgot their wristlets? Sai never took his off. Literally never, even in the shower. But different people had different ideas.

      “Yeah,” Sai said. “I’m trying to get to a guest room. Just arrived and don’t have things all sorted yet.”

      “Things are a mess right now,” the man nodded, scanning his wristlet on the barracks doors, which shot open. “A lot of newcomers on the ship.”

      “Heard that,” Sai said. “You know why?”

      The man shook his head, “Guess DefenseCorp’s changing things around again. You know where to go?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been here before,” Sai said. “Thanks for the help.”

      Sai started walking into the thinner, emptier barracks hallway, where lights interspersed with gray and brown rock to give the whole thing a more natural appeal. He stopped when the man came walking in with him.

      “Going this way?” Sai asked.

      “Yep, need to make a pit stop myself,” the man said. “Like I was saying, I tend to forget things.”

      “Happens.”

      The two kept going for another few minutes, the man peppering Sai with questions about where he’d been, what he was doing on the Nautilus. Sai propped up excuses with the truth, talking about his former military experience, that he used to work for DefenseCorp on this very ship before leaving for more private contracts.

      The turn to the guest quarters, a room bundle tied together towards the Nautilus’s right side, came up and Sai made for it, only for the man to follow him again.

      “Remembered that you’ll need another scan to get inside one of the rooms,” the man said, wearing that ever present light smile.

      “Really?” Sai said. “Guess they’ve stepped up security. Never used to need one once you got past the barracks doors.”

      “Like I said, lots of change.”

      Except when they hit the guest quarters, Sai didn’t see any locked scanners on the doors. The rooms displayed the names of whomever happened to be staying there—set via the terminal inside the rooms themselves—and could tie their locks to the guest’s wristlet, but any room open was, well, open.

      Sai stopped in front of a green-glaring scanner, ready to go inside, but the man had followed him this far. Stood close now, watching.

      “So when are you going to make your move?” Sai said. “Because you’re running out of time.”

      “Am I?” the man replied. “I’d hoped you’d go inside first. Keep things a little quieter.”

      Sai shrugged, tapped the green scanner that sent the door whooshing open.

      “So who’re you with?” Sai said, looking at the man. “Someone hunting deserters?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” the man replied, keeping that sanguine look going. “You’ll be too dead to care.”

      “Thought your bosses wanted us alive?”

      “Only some of you.” The man nodded to the guest room. “Shall we?”
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      Fabricated food filled Gregor’s tray, all grown by spinning together proteins in the Nautilus’s food banks. After setting the tray down on the cool sheet-metal table, painted over in waving blues in a concession to the Nautilus’s inspiration, Gregor stared at his feast, watching as the solid, real meal before him obliterated the last weeks spent guzzling powdered calories.

      The mess hall, too, bubbled with constant conversation. The big space, on the Nautilus’s lowest level, could seat thousands in its multi-tiered arrangement and offered up several creations at all times for those on the ship to indulge. The wide room, like the table, played up the watery vibe, with preferred walking paths painted out with strange fish and sections denoted by otherworldly coral drawings.

      The way Gregor had heard it, the Nautilus’s lead chef at the ship’s christening had declared he wouldn’t serve in a mess so devoid of spirit. Needing something for the troops to do en route to their first contract, the DefenseCorp squads spent their time turning the mess into a place unlike any other on the ship, on any ship.

      For all his gruffness, Gregor may have let his lips turn up when he saw the place.

      “You going to eat that?” Rovo said, sitting across from him. “Or is the nice woman’s generosity going to waste?”

      “I’ll eat it,” Gregor said. “I appreciate my meals.”

      Before Gregor could take a bite, the nice woman Rovo referred to set her own tray down next to the big man, claiming a seat on the long bench nearly touching him. She’d been behind them in the line and offered to cover Gregor and Rovo when they realized that, without wristlets and their DefenseCorp accounts, they couldn’t actually buy the food they’d picked up.

      “Me too,” the woman said, her build, her attitude, suggesting hard times spent for DefenseCorp. She wore the company’s classic crimson too, through the black stripes up the sides marked a division Gregor didn’t recognize. “You never know when your next might be coming, or what you might have to do to get it.”

      “Like ask for charity from a stranger,” Rovo said. “Thanks again.”

      “We’re all DefenseCorp here,” the woman said, “Not a problem.”

      Gregor nodded and they all commenced with a bite or two or seven. The food was both as good and as solid as Gregor remembered, though the bites did have that flavorless tinge that came with lab spun protein. As if, with every chew, Gregor went a little further behind the curtain to see the nothingness at his food’s heart.

      “I’m not sure where you two come from,” the woman said as the munching continued, “but I like to know who I’m sharing a table with. Name’s Zaydi, and while it’s been a long time, I’m from Poppyseed Nine.”

      Gregor’s eyes sparked at that name. Not Zaydi, which he couldn’t care less about, but Poppyseed Nine. The Poppyseeds and a few other similar-named sectors had earned a reputation for their perfection. Multiple planets in habitable ranges, life everywhere. Those with means, with DefenseCorp backing them up, had taken the sectors for their own. Anyone born on those planets had no business eating in a DefenseCorp mess.

      “I’m Rovo,” the rookie said, covering for Gregor’s silence. “And, uh, I’m not really from anywhere important. Did you say Poppyseed Nine?”

      Rovo, such a smooth talker.

      Zaydi set a smile that said she’d answered this question a thousand times, “You’re wondering why I’m not eating with the admiral and telling him how I’d like to buy his ship?”

      “Frankly, yeah?”

      “Because I didn’t like it,” Zaydi crossed her arms, leaned her elbows on the table. “Care to hear a secret?” That little grin widened. “The Poppyseeds are where the galaxy stashed all its awful people.”

      Zaydi, having opened the door, went on while Rovo and Gregor devoured their meals. Whipping up stories about this and that awful person, beats that sounded much like the corrupt worlds Gregor had parlayed into a Sever position. What a non-surprise to learn yet another sector suffered from human problems.

      “So what’re you two doing after this?” Zaydi asked in the relative silence after her last story. “Big plans for your first day on the Nautilus?”

      “Waiting for our captain to decide whether we live or die, basically,” Rovo said, and Gregor grunted an agreement.

      “How’s she going to do that?”

      Gregor stopped, spoon halfway into his mouth. Rovo started answering Zaydi’s question, and Gregor resumed eating, covering up the pause. Neither Gregor nor Rovo had mentioned their role with Sever, had mentioned Aurora, yet Zaydi hadn’t seemed surprised at Rovo’s words.

      The big man took a closer look Zaydi’s way as Rovo finished a blurred over description about why they were here, a potential mission to find someone that would be dangerous. Gregor had to give the rookie credit: the man could make up plenty on the fly, where Gregor would rather shake his head and say nothing.

      “What’s your outfit?” Gregor said, the black lines on Zaydi’s uniform unwilling to be forgotten.

      “My outfit?” Zaydi asked.

      “Your squad.”

      “Oh,” Zaydi looked at her own uniform, as if discovering it for the very first time. “I’m with an inspection team, running a tour on the Nautilus to make sure it’s going right.”

      “Is it?” Rovo asked. “The Nautilus?”

      Zaydi sighed, “Honestly? There’s some problems.” She looked between the two of them. “I can trust you both, right? No sharing?”

      Gregor wanted to say that no, Zaydi had just met them. She shouldn’t be trusting them with any secrets, small, large or in between.

      “There’s nobody for us to tell,” Rovo said.

      “Okay, well, apparently someone’s been working in the armory here,” Zaydi said. “They’re putting together new suits that go against our policies.” Zaydi tapped her lips, came to a discovery. “You use power armor, right? On your missions?”

      “We do.” Rovo looked like a lap dog, all in on Zaydi’s question.

      “Then maybe you can help me out,” Zaydi said. “Nobody on my team works with heavy weapons, and we need to decide if the modifications are too dangerous. You said you’re new here, right? So you’ll be able to keep an open mind?”

      “We don’t work for Deepak,” Rovo replied. “I’d love to help you.”

      Gregor felt the slightest tap on his ankle. On the front. Gregor shifted his elbow, knocked his knife off the table to the floor, where it bounced with a sharp clink. He bent down to grab it, gave a look Rovo’s way as Zaydi gave more details about the armor question, and caught Rovo’s right hand lingering below, offering up hand signals.

      Rovo didn’t quite have Sever’s hand signs down to an art yet, but he managed the gist well enough. The rookie would lead, Gregor should follow.

      Lead where, follow how? That remained a mystery.

      At least it seemed like Rovo understood something about Zaydi wasn’t right.

      “You have time now?” Zaydi asked at the end of her description. “It shouldn’t take long.”

      “Do we?” Rovo asked Gregor. “Don’t think the captain wanted us back to the ship till late.”

      Gregor shrugged. Because the whole squad had lost their wristlets, Aurora had gone back to the stone age and set a post-dinner time for everyone to head back to the Prisa. The Nautilus had clocks on screens all over the place, so time tracking wasn’t an issue, and right now they had hours yet to burn.

      “There’s your answer,” Rovo said to Zaydi. “Lead on.”

      Zaydi took them from the mess hall towards the bow, eschewing the lifts to keep them on the Nautilus’s lowest level. Gregor hadn’t spent all that much non-mess time down here, as the spaces were dedicated more to engineering, cargo storage, and analysis.

      Few hammers, and fewer targets to smash than the other levels.

      The mess hall bisected the lower level’s central concourse, and leaving the hall put them back in what, up a level or two, would’ve been a packed section. The bow-ward hall should’ve been replete with bots and squaddies running this way and that. Messages should’ve been playing overhead.

      Instead, leaving the mess hall through heavy double doors—Gregor noted these were blast shielded, unlike the mess hall’s other exits—brought the trio to a quiet concourse. The sides here, rather than bearing motivational posters and DefenseCorp sayings, were plastered with safety guidelines, reminders about form requirements, and hard red warnings that the work could endanger the whole ship.

      “Looks like a fun place,” Rovo said as they walked along. No moving walkways speeding things up here, maybe due to crowds, maybe due to the hazard. “You ever come back here, Gregor?”

      “Once,” Gregor said. “A long time ago, to get my hammer.”

      “Hammer?” Zaydi asked, honest curiosity in the question.

      “My favorite weapon,” Gregor replied. “Most prefer rifles. I find them too easy.”

      “I . . . see,” Zaydi said, clearly not seeing. Instead, she pointed at a yellow-clad door, one sporting an ID scanner. “Here’s the lab we’re using.”

      The label over the door marked what lay beyond as Weapons Three. Further down the concourse, then, would be Weapons One and Weapons Two. The latter had been where Gregor earned his hammer, bought with most of the DefenseCorp cash in Gregor’s account at the time, and very much worth it.

      “Remember,” Zaydi said. “Not a word of what you see in here.”

      The door whooshed to reveal . . . another doorway with a slight, featureless hallway in between. A control gap, meant to keep anyone peeking in from seeing inside. The trio bundled into the space, Zaydi tapped her ID on the second door, and with a chirp, their way back shut and their way forward opened.

      Weapons 3 wasn’t much larger than the Prisa’s central gathering space or the living room in the pod Gregor had lived in on the comet. Not that it needed to be: the ceiling crawled with mechanical arms and other devices, all slid into brackets that could be released by the massive control center opposite the door.

      The room’s middle held the star. While the outside floor mirrored the polished silver seen throughout the Nautilus, a hard yellow-painted steel circle claimed center stage. That yellow paint bore scratches and burns from trials long since over.

      Though, given the huge power armor suit resting on that circle, perhaps ready to start again.

      Gregor had worn his fair share of the suits, had destroyed enemies aplenty with their kinetically-charged arms and legs, their holsters for a hundred different weapons. The older suits, though, had been designed with movement in mind, with giving the body a shell that would move with its owner’s demands.

      This one looked more like a tank that would surround the user and render them a slow-moving death machine. Arms and legs stuck out from the dense crimson metal, but surrounding the limbs were numerous other, well, limbs. Most sat empty, attachments waiting for an enterprising owner to decide which deadly implements they wanted to take today. Some looked set up for Weapons 3, holding a tube-like rifle, a spiked ball plugged into a narrow launcher, and one bearing a big case with a white cross on the suit’s back.

      “Big one, isn’t she?” Rovo said, and Gregor grunted an agreement.

      “Right?” Zaydi said. “We were a little surprised to find it here. Your Deepak has a sense of adventure, certainly.”

      Not the words Gregor would use to describe a man who hid from the front lines and sent squads to do the work, but fine.

      “What did you want us to do?” Gregor asked.

      Zaydi went further into the room, all the way to the control panel and started tapping away, “See, you two said you use power armor. I haven’t. So I’m not sure whether this is working or not.”

      Something Zaydi did had an effect, and the power armor lit up. Gaskets across its body released, causing the armor’s front to swing out and away. Ready for its next user.

      “You want us to get inside it?” Rovo said.

      “One of you,” Zaydi replied. “Unless you think you both can fit.”

      “Power armor is solo,” Gregor said. “Rovo, this one would match me.”

      “Go right ahead.” Rovo rubbed his own shoulders. “I’m fine staying outta power armor for a while. Bad memories.”

      “Oh?” Zaydi asked, crossing back to stand by Rovo as Gregor moved towards the suit.

      “Building fell on him,” Gregor rumbled. “Tough break.”

      Approaching the armor, Gregor positioned his face near the visor and stood still. The power armor picked up on his stance, and a slight blue light shot out from within the suit as it measured Gregor’s size and shape. The big suits couldn’t completely morph themselves, but by tightening and loosening various bolts and bands, they could hit as good a comfort as possible.

      The light blinked green and Gregor stepped forward. As his feet closed into the boots, the armor’s back swung into place, sealing Gregor into the suit. Hisses and clicks rattled around as the armor settled itself into Gregor’s size.

      The visor clicked on, flooding what had been a black nothing into a clear view of the control center. Flashing yellow words in the upper left indicated the armor was in trial mode. No weapons enabled, so Gregor couldn’t go around destroying the ship because he’d had a bad day.

      Rovo and Zaydi came into view, the latter going back to the control center. Rovo waved at Gregor’s face, and Gregor waved back, the slow hand sluggish and heavy. Whomever was designing this suit would have to tweak those settings, because having to heave an arm just to wave would get tired fast.

      “What’s it like in there?” Rovo said. “Feel like the future?”

      The future? Gregor started to say that it felt like a prototype when the blinking trial mode in his visor changed to a hard red LOCKDOWN. Not a mode Gregor had used before, but old training had told him its purpose: keep the suit from doing anything stupid while you made changes.

      Through the visor, Gregor saw Zaydi stand away from the control center, her movement answering who could’ve put the armor in lockdown. The suspicion Gregor had felt in the mess hall flared into full-on danger.

      Zaydi wasn’t moving like a flouncy inspector anymore. She had a professional’s sure stance, carrying out her mission.

      “You hearing me, buddy?” Rovo said, leaning in
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