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      Dr. Paul McCutcheon hadn’t believed in aliens. Sure, in the abstract sense, he had known that there were almost certainly other life forms out there in the universe. Cells, perhaps. Amoebas. Hyperthermophiles. But when people said that word, aliens, they weren’t thinking of microbes. They meant Little Green Men or dark-eyed bobble-headed monsters with gray skin and three toes. They pictured jet packs and lasers, UFOs, and all sorts of other nonsense that people had been speculating about since the 1960s. Dr. McCutcheon had rolled his eyes along with the rest of the skeptics and dismissed every word of it as pop culture fluff.

      And then, of course, he’d been proven categorically wrong.

      At that particular moment, he was standing in front of a massive octagonal portal large enough to fly a small ship through, contemplating just how much of the known universe could be accessed through this device.

      Not ‘known’ as in known to scientists from Earth. If the Photosynthians were to be believed, their species had almost single-handedly seeded life throughout the universe, well beyond the reach of the Milky Way. The portal represented a gateway to every one of those experiments.

      “Where do you want these?” Mirabel Secada asked, steering a sturdy, stainless-steel SmartCart into the decontamination chamber. There was a whole honeycomb of laboratories down there beneath the desert, dedicated to the study of alien life forms.

      In Area 51, naturally. The last research location on Earth where a sensible man like Dr. McCutcheon had expected to wind up. After the Enceladus Incident, the field of astrophysics had changed fundamentally and permanently. People didn’t sit around watching the sky from their screens anymore. They didn’t need to rely on scanners and probes. Once upon a time, that had been necessary. Now it would be like describing the terrain of Italy using only satellite imagery.

      Why observe from afar when you could simply go?

      “That will do, thank you.” McCutcheon turned to her. “Could you please confirm that all protocols have been followed up to this point?”

      Mirabel lifted one hand and began to count off protocol points on her fingers. “Okay, so I ran the two-stage vac-seal on the entrance; the retinal scan precaution is activated; audio and video transmission is up with full recording; I started the log timer so that emergency backup alarms will sound if we don’t return in the next four hours; and I already took both tests, which came back clean. I’m assuming you did, too, but since we’re buddying up, I gotta ask. You clean, Doc?”

      McCutcheon offered her a thin smile. “I am, Miss Secada.”

      “And I’ve got my gear, including my contacts. I can see you’ve got your gear, so.” Mirabel patted the side of the cart. “We should be good to go.”

      “Excellent. You’re doing a wonderful job, technician.”

      Mirabel’s warm brown cheeks darkened a shade, and she cut her eyes away. McCutcheon knew that he had a reputation for being a bit of a hardass who issued compliments on the rarest of occasions, but there were reasons for that. In this line of work, a single mistake could be deadly. There had been a time when Earth’s bravest explorers were the men and women who rode ships into the skies, breaking orbit with the assistance of jets and fuel. Now, it could all be done at the push of a button.

      Mirabel Secada was good at her job, and she deserved to know it. If she hadn’t been the best of the best, he wouldn’t have traveled with her.

      “Helmets on,” he said, and the pair of them slid their matching helmets into place. There was a soft hiss when the seal snagged, and the Digital Assistant opened up.

      “Welcome to outgoing party Number 26: Team McCutcheon.” The voice was so familiar by now, McCutcheon sometimes thought of the DA as a friend and colleague rather than an AI. “Initiating room-wide decontamination in three seconds.”

      Neither of them spoke, but Mirabel was doing a nervous little dance that McCutcheon probably wasn’t meant to notice. This was only her third outgoing party following their months of training, and as much as she tried to keep her demeanor cool and professional, she was never quite able to squash her excitement just before a mission.

      McCutcheon didn’t blame her for that. He felt the same way; he’d just never been much of a dancer.

      The bright white lights of the decontamination room shifted to blue. The Photosynthians moved among the stars at will, but humans had been cautioned about their ability to spread disease and invasive species during their interstellar travels. Accidentally carrying an insect, virus, or puff of dandelion seeds along for the ride into another world could have drastic consequences down the line. The same could be said for the Earth on their return journey, so this was the rule: one round of decontamination was standard before proceeding on outgoing missions, followed by another round upon their return.

      Lord knew that the USSC didn’t follow those rules, but just because the Space Corps treated the whole universe like their playground didn’t mean that McCutcheon would do the same.

      When the cleaning cycle finished, McCutcheon approached the portal and gestured for Mirabel to follow. “Bring the cart.”

      She reached down and activated it, then vocalized her request for it to follow her at a safe distance. It began to roll forward as she came alongside him.

      According to the rumors, there were international engineers hard at work in their attempts to recreate the portal system. Even in the mainstream news, the subject of colonization and resource mining was becoming an increasingly popular topic. The Photosynthians had made their stance on the matter clear, but that didn’t stop people from being greedy and enterprising.

      McCutcheon didn’t lose sleep over it. The Photosynthians had access to abundant minerals that humans didn’t, and he happened to know for a fact that even if some greedy corporation figured out how to build the portals, they wouldn’t have the materials needed to do so.

      Which meant that he was one of the few humans to have the whole universe at his fingertips.

      “I can’t wait to see where we’re going today.” Mirabel rubbed her gloved palms together gleefully as McCutcheon input the coordinates.

      He glanced over his shoulder at her. “I thought you read the brief.”

      “I did.” She sighed in exasperation. “World PI-4612, considered uninhabitable for human life, dangerous atmospheric composition, unstable surface, no evidence of water, entiendo. But I still want to see it. You know the worlds never look the way you imagine they will.”

      McCutcheon chuckled. “I know what you mean. Unfortunately, I can’t spoil the surprise, because I’ve never been there before.”

      “But you’ve seen it.”

      “Nope. Dr. Richardson did the initial scan. This is my first time.”

      Mirabel sucked in a breath just as the portal, which until that moment had been little more than an enormous empty picture frame, shimmered to life. McCutcheon was still facing Mirabel as her eyes widened in wonder.

      “Oh!” she breathed.

      He pivoted back to the gate before he, too, caught his breath.

      “My goodness,” he murmured.

      World PI-4612 wasn’t simply gaseous. When McCutcheon had pictured it based on the brief, he’d assumed that it would be a smoggy yellow-brown, like the old atmosphere of Titan, before it had been terraformed following Operation Cascade. Instead, it was filled with a sort of blue-green mist. The fog turned the distant, pockmarked hills into mere ghosts of themselves, while more opaque strands of a smoke-like substance rose upward in twisted strands of cloudy dust reminiscent of the Northern Lights, except that they stood upright from the soil like trees rather than rippling across the dome of the sky. Each strand was filled with dancing flecks of a phosphorescent compound that glittered like chips of mica, or distant stars.

      “It’s lovely,” Mirabel breathed.

      “And deadly,” McCutcheon reminded her.

      That didn’t stop her from taking a shuffling step forward, as if drawn against her will.

      If he was being brutally honest, McCutcheon never could resist the pull of an adventure. He’d spent most of his life trying to train the impulse out; better to be methodical and accurate than to chase a thrill.

      But still, each time he saw a new world waiting just beyond the frame of the portal, he wanted nothing more than to step through and explore.

      He gestured to Mirabel. “Why don’t you go out there and take a look?”

      Her eyes left the field of drifting navy, lavender, and turquoise for just a moment. “You want me to go first?”

      “You don’t have to⁠—”

      “I want to.” Mirabel’s excited little shimmy intensified. “I could be the first human to set foot on a new world. Of course I want to!”

      McCutcheon stepped back and waved her forward. “After you, then.”

      Her sharp intake of breath echoed through the mic, and she rolled her shoulders back before striding up to the portal.

      The first time McCutcheon had stepped through, he’d held out one hand—they all had, truth be told—and wondered at the fact that they could be fully intact while also being two places at once. It was a lovely paradox, one that still baffled him. Sufficiently advanced science always looked a bit like magic, and since he’d begun to work with the technology of the Photosynthians, McCutcheon had seen things so wondrous and unearthly that he could finally understand the appeal of the alien mythos that he’d so quickly dismissed in his younger days.

      Mirabel played it cool, stepping through the portal as though she was entering any other doorway. The SmartCart followed her, bearing the air canister samples.

      McCutcheon chose not to follow immediately in her wake, allowing her a few seconds to appreciate the enormity of the moment.

      When he finally followed in her footsteps, she was more than a dozen paces ahead of him.

      Just as communication was reestablished, Mirabel let out a yelp. “Ew! I thought there was no water here, but—” She lifted one booted foot to reveal the thick, boggy mud that covered her sole. As they watched, the mud slipped away, but instead of dropping back to the ground, it drifted sideways at an improbable angle, more like smoke than liquid.

      “A non-Newtonian fluid,” McCutcheon observed. “Fascinating.” He crouched down to examine the substance. “Thixotropic mud… it isn’t water-based.” His digital contacts weren’t able to ID the chemical makeup of the compound.

      Interesting. Very interesting.

      “Assistant, please make a note to look into how we might take sample collections for this substance. We don’t know how it will interact with our usual tools.”

      The Digital Assistant chirped in the affirmative, and McCutcheon and Mirabel kept moving. There were no signs of life on the world around them. It was strangely unsettling. When there were plants and animals, outbound researchers faced unexpected dangers, but McCutcheon’s brain could trick itself into thinking that he was simply strolling through the jungle of some far-flung continent. Walking through World PI-4612 was like traversing the surface of the moon. For the first time in quite a while, McCutcheon was disturbed by an alien landscape.

      They approached one of the twisting, lovely pillars of tinted light, and Mirabel sighed in wonder. “Isn’t it magnificent?” she breathed.

      “Mm. Indeed.” McCutcheon shook himself, trying to recover from that disorienting sensation of wonder. “We’ll take our first sample here.”

      For all the precautions they took in the outbound clean room and the lab, the process of retrieving the samples themselves was fairly streamlined. Mirabel removed one of the air canisters from the SmartCart and filled the nearly spherical, hollow drum with a sample taken from the mist.

      As Mirabel took the sample, McCutcheon entered a data sequence into the SmartCart’s memory to preserve the time, location, and pertinent details of the sample’s collection point. They worked in silent tandem, and when the canister was nestled safely back into place, McCutcheon nodded toward the next ribbon of upright light without a word. He and Mirabel set out across the plain.

      “Don’t you think it’s strange that this planet seems uninhabitable?” Mirabel asked. “I thought the whole point of Photosynthian colonization was to establish living worlds, you know?”

      McCutcheon considered this. “I believe that was their original intent. Of course, we know that some of their efforts have failed. I don’t want to speculate too much, but…”

      Mirabel clucked her tongue in annoyance. “This is off the record, sir.”

      “I don’t want to form a groundless hypothesis that could color my interpretation of the data,” McCutcheon insisted. After a moment’s reflection, he relented. “However, if I were to present one possible explanation, it’s that we’re missing something here. Data, possibly.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      They reached the second narrow cloud of dust, nearly magenta this time. The phenomenon reminded McCutcheon a bit of a dust devil, but slow-moving, almost frozen in place. Once again, Mirabel reached for a canister while McCutcheon entered the data.

      “Before knowledge of the Photosynthians became public, I thought that I understood how the universe worked,” McCutcheon admitted.

      When he didn’t continue right away, Mirabel asked, “And?” She set the canister back into place, then looked up at him expectantly.

      “We anticipate life on these other worlds will follow the same evolutionary patterns that it did on Earth.” McCutcheon set out toward a venom-green cloud. “But why should it? Just because we don’t see any animals here doesn’t mean that there isn’t intelligence, that there isn’t consciousness. Even the Photosynthians don’t understand everything that they created, Mirabel, and they were the engineers behind all of this.” He waved expansively at the sky, at the surface of the world that they had yet to name. “You are the first human to set foot here, that’s all. We are here to observe, not to lay claim or impose a worldview. Just to expand humanity’s understanding of the universe in which we live.”

      Mirabel was quiet for a long time, but he caught her looking out over the landscape, taking its measure.

      He wondered what she saw when she adjusted her perspective.
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      “Too bad we only brought six canisters,” Mirabel noted when the last of them were full.

      “It’s enough to get started with,” McCutcheon assured her. “At the very least, we should be able to determine whether the coloration of the columns is due to their composition or not. It will make us better informed for next time.”

      Mirabel’s face lit up. “Next time,” she said. “I haven’t quite gotten used to the fact that we can just, you know. Come back. I always feel like I’m on a timer.”

      McCutcheon oriented them toward the portal again. It was slow going through the viscous alien mud. “I know what you mean, although I don’t feel as though I’m trying to outrun something. I want to move toward it. I want to see as many worlds as possible in the course of my research, and I’m painfully aware of the fact that the number I will be able to visit is finite.”

      Mirabel laughed. “Didn’t know you thought like that, boss.”

      “I’m not immune to awe, you know, I just don’t express it with the same enthusiasm of your generation…”

      He would have kept talking, but Mirabel let out a soft cry and stopped walking. “Dr. McCutcheon?” she squeaked.

      He paused and looked over his shoulder to where she stood, her eyes unfocused and her mouth a thin, tight line. “Yes?”

      Her voice shook a little. “I think there’s something wrong with my suit.”

      McCutcheon straightened up, all traces of easy humor dashed from his mind. “What’s the matter? Is the Assistant giving you an alert?”

      “Um.” Mirabel’s voice trembled as she stared down at her boots, flexing her gloved hands. The sharp intake and exhalation of each breath became more pronounced; his contacts alerted him that her heart rate had spiked. “Um, yeah. There’s an alert…”

      Before she could explain further, an alert on his own helmet popped up. Suit Integrity Compromised.

      “It’s my boots,” Mirabel said, unaware that McCutcheon was facing problems of his own. “And my gloves, it looks like.”

      He had only a few seconds to make a snap decision: to tell her that he was facing a similar problem, or to pretend that everything was fine. Pretend, he decided. Keep her calm. Nobody will benefit from panicking.

      “We should keep moving,” McCutcheon said. “If we get back to the portal in time, you’ll be fine, okay?”

      Mirabel let out a soft sob. “Okay.”

      McCutcheon waved her forward. “Come on.”

      They set out across the landscape. He sent the SmartCart ahead of them to pace their progress. According to the Assistant, they’d only spent about forty-five minutes on sample collection, and they’d meandered back and forth a bit. They’d never lost sight of the portal, but McCutcheon realized now that the flat landscape meant they were further from it than he’d thought. Still, their physical training regimen had them both in good shape. If they’d been back on Earth, they would have been able to cover the distance in five minutes, maybe six. Even in the cumbersome suits, they could have made it in under ten. But the sludge made the going slow, and even with the help of adrenaline, they couldn’t cover the ground as quickly as McCutcheon would have liked.

      “Oh, God,” Mirabel moaned.

      McCutcheon glanced over his shoulder, only to watch as the paint on her gloves flaked away, revealing pockmarked metal beneath.

      “Come on,” McCutcheon insisted. “The sooner we get to the clean room, the sooner we can get your suit off. Focus on that.”

      Mirabel slogged along, but her increasingly erratic movements belied new terror.

      They were only a few hundred yards from the portal when she cried out and fell to one knee.

      McCutcheon stopped and reached for Mirabel. Then his own suit let out an emergency alert. Suit Integrity Lost. This was accompanied by a sharp whine and a flash of red in his visor. An image popped up on his screen, depicting damage to his boots.

      Mirabel howled, and McCutcheon’s eyes refocused. Her gloves had entirely disintegrated in places, revealing the flesh beneath. Exposed to the toxic atmosphere of World PI-4612, her flesh puckered and scarred before dripping away from her bones like so much smoke. He thought of the way the ‘mud’ had trickled sideways when she lifted her boot, even as the bottoms of his own feet prickled.

      The technician was bawling now, reaching for him, trying to grasp him with fingers that were being consumed before his very eyes.

      You were the first human to set foot on this world, McCutcheon had told her. Mirabel had entered the portal before him. By how long? Fifteen seconds, maybe? The same amount of time between when her suit had started to fail, and when his had?

      Why didn’t the Assistant warn us that this place was dangerous? Why didn’t the scans pick up on it?

      But he’d already answered his own question. The scans had failed them because they didn’t know what to look for. He was a fool. A hundred and fifty years before, the factory workers known as Radium Girls had lifted poisoned brushes to their lips, believing that their venom-green radium paint was harmless. McCutcheon hadn’t thought to second-guess the readings or their implication.

      He was still the same short-sighted fool he had always been.

      “I’m sorry, Mirabel,” he said, and he turned away.

      “No!” she wailed. “Doctor, don’t leave me.” Even as she cried out, her voice became garbled and hard to understand as the substance they’d been wading through and handling for the better part of an hour ate away at her.

      He was glad that he didn’t have to see her expression, that he didn’t have to watch the worst of it. That he didn’t have to bear witness to the end.

      “I’m not leaving,” he panted.

      Fifteen seconds, McCutcheon thought. I have fifteen seconds longer than she does.

      His feet were on fire, and as he ran, the sludge made its way through his soles, wet and sticky as tar, boiling against his flesh. At least his gloves seemed to be doing better than Mirabel’s were.

      She took the samples out of the columns. That’s why her gloves are failing, and mine aren’t.

      The samples.

      Good God, the SmartCart.

      He’d just sent six samples of toxic, corrosive material ahead of them, barreling toward the portal back to Earth.

      “Assistant, bring the cart back!”

      But his words only came out as a wet, garbled jumble. Every breath brought in painful lungfuls of acidic air. Blisters formed on his tongue.

      “Stop!” he tried again, but it came out as a pained, animal noise. The AI couldn’t understand him.

      The SmartCart was halfway through the portal, and McCutcheon could barely think through the pain. He threw himself onto the cart, unbalancing the end, dragging it back toward him.

      “Error,” the cart’s AI said. “Weight limit exceeded. Error…”

      Everything he had went into dragging on the cart with both arms. He drove one foot into the bottom of the portal’s frame, and screamed through gritted teeth at the impact. He tried again, reminding himself that it didn’t matter. Mirabel was no longer speaking. He wasn’t even sure that the strangled sounds coming through his mic belonged to her. Maybe it was just feedback. He hoped it was just feedback.

      Pretend, he told himself. You only have seconds, now. You can survive anything for a few seconds, Paul. He kicked the brace again.

      The mechanics of the portals still eluded him. This particular portal was on Earth, but when he’d activated it, it had come to World PI-4612, too. It opened a direct pathway between the two, which meant that the lower portion of the frame had been lying in the corrosive, toxic mud even before Mirabel stepped through.

      On McCutcheon’s third blow, the frame gave way. The portal shuddered, and the SmartCart shuddered, too. Trapped in the warp and weft of spacetime, McCutcheon cried out as the portal imploded.

      For one white-hot moment, he was suspended in unspeakable agony.

      I’m sorry, Mirabel, he thought.

      And then he was nowhere and nothing at all.
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      Press Secretary Kelley, decked out in full hazmat gear, stood in the middle of Area 51’s clean room and surveyed the damage.

      “Well,” he said, “this is… not what I expected.”

      The two men who’d guided him to the room watched him uneasily. Kelley knew he had a bit of a reputation in military circles, and truth be told, he didn’t mind it. If anything, he liked the fact that he made people nervous. It was a great deal more satisfying to watch someone get shifty and anxious when they looked at his badge than to have them squint down into his face as they asked, Now who are you, again?

      The moment he’d heard rumblings through the grapevine, Kelley had dropped everything and rushed to Area 51. He kept his finger on the pulse of anything and everything to do with the Photosynthians. The Enceladus Incident, and the fallout of the PR nightmare that was Operation Cascade, had become his pet project. His penchant for poking his nose in where it wasn’t wanted drove everyone else in the upper echelons of the government a little bit crazy, which was fine with Kelley.

      The clean room itself was in fairly decent shape, all things considered. In fact, Kelley would have found the room wholly unremarkable if it weren’t for the fact that he’d visited the place twice before and knew what was supposed to be there.

      His musings were interrupted by the arrival of another small cohort made up entirely of military officials in uniform. Kelley knew most of them by sight, but he focused his attention on their leader, General Houtzer. He’d replaced General Reeves not long after Lt. Munroe’s actions came to light. In fact, much of the prior cabinet had been replaced in the last two years. Kelley had managed to squeak through. People didn’t love him for it, but they didn’t have to. His job wasn’t to be loveable. His job was to stay ahead of the news.

      “Kelley.” General Houtzer’s smile was a little too toothy to be anything but forced. “Imagine my surprise when I heard you’d beat me here.”

      “I can picture it now,” Kelley replied airily. “You’re not wearing your PPE, I see.”

      Houtzer’s eye twitched, and he nodded toward the back wall of the room. “What’s the use of PPE,” he grumbled, “when the damn thing’s gone?”

      He had a point. The place where the portal had been set up now stood empty. Without it, the clean room was little more than a very expensive, high-tech facility designed to control—nothing.

      “Yes, I’d heard that your crew managed to misplace a whole portal.” Kelley kept his tone droll. “Which is a shame, you know, because they’re not easy to come by. I’m not sure that the Photosynthians will be quick to hand over another, now that we’ve gotten into the habit of misplacing them…”

      General Houtzer interrupted him. “We have bigger problems.”

      “Oh?” That got Kelley’s attention. He removed his hood and pulled off his rebreather. Needling the other man was satisfying, but at the end of the day, Kelley’s first priority was the job. “What have you got for me?”

      “Information that had damn well better be embargoed from the press for the time being.” Houtzer glared at him. “But I can’t very well sweep this under the rug, and we’re on a ticking clock here.”

      “You don’t say.” Kelley strode over to join him, and his two escorts followed. Houtzer waved them away, then took Kelley by the shoulder. It wasn’t a friendly pat on the back by any stretch, but he could feel the general’s tension radiating off of him as the older man steered them back out into the hall, through a little cluster of ashen, stone-faced officers.

      “We’re in deep shit,” the general admitted. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      Kelley started. “You are?”

      “We followed protocol, Kelley. We have records of everything that happened here, and it was an honest mistake.” Houtzer lifted his eyebrows and cast Kelley a shrewd look. “But tell that to the Tiān Zhuānjiā.”

      “Oh, good Lord.” Kelley sighed heavily. “How are they involved? What did you do now?”

      “Nothing, yet. But we contacted the Photosynthians on the way in, and they ran some of their own scans on the world we were talking about. Turns out, we missed a few key details. Their tech is a hell of a lot more advanced than ours, and…” Houtzer rubbed his forehead. “I’ll show you the video first. And then I’ll tell you just how deep the cesspool we just stumbled into really goes.”
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      “...which is why diplomacy and egalitarian measures are a perfectly reasonable solution in most cases that we’ve instead chosen to resolve with conflict!” Peter Chang was saying. “And don’t you dare call me a hippie again. Historically speaking, there have been plenty of instances where a system that promotes the common good benefits all parties. Take the temples in Mesopotamia! Employing those who would otherwise struggle to fend for themselves added value to society as a whole, rather than weakening the social fabric like everyone seems to think. That’s a nonmilitary example, of course, but the point stands, especially in relation to your assertion that, and I quote, ‘violence is the most expedient solution to most problems.’ Seriously? Do you hear yourself?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Vasko waved a dismissive hand. “But you’re not actually arguing my point, are you? Sure, the peacenik stuff can work, but it takes time. Violence is always an answer, and it’s always going to benefit the people in power, which is why you’ll never be able to convince the folks at the top to change their ways.”

      Peter spluttered inarticulately for a moment before exclaiming, “That should not be the end goal of a society, though!”

      Lowell groaned without looking up from the ship’s controls. “He’s just winding you up, kid. You know that, right?”

      “Is he?” Peter glared at Vasko. “Because I think he actually believes this stuff.”

      Vasko gave an exaggerated shrug and met Lowell’s eyes in the rear-view. “All I’m saying is, in all your utopian ramblings, I haven’t heard a solid argument to the contrary.”

      Collins, who sat next to Lowell with his feet up and a heavy laser rifle resting over his chest, popped his gum loudly. “Will you two give it a rest? Don’t make us turn this ship around, boys.”

      Vasko snickered. “Sorry, Mom, we’ll be good from now on.”

      Collins flipped him the bird.

      Peter, who was still huffing around in the back, said, “But seriously, don’t you think⁠—”

      “Let it go,” Lowell said gently.

      Peter fell silent.

      “Aww, don’t sulk.” Vasko threw his arm around Peter’s shoulders and ruffled the kid’s dark hair. “We’re coming up on atmo, aren’t we?”

      “Yessir.” Lowell checked the scanners. “Less than a minute, actually.”

      “We can talk about this later,” Vasko promised Peter. “I know you’re happy to debate this stuff anytime, and Lowell’s right. I’m just yankin’ your chain, you big nerd.”

      Peter let out a pained groan, but he was smiling again. Vasko was right on the money. The kid would happily debate historical and social topics from now until his final breath, and even when he got bent out of shape by Vasko’s razzing, the ex-soldier could usually charm Peter back into his good graces without too much effort.

      Nearly two years on, and Lowell was finally letting himself unwind. After so much time serving a military that had considered him a hero and a traitor at various intervals, he’d gotten used to thinking like Vasko. Even when they were exploring a new world, he always kept a weapon at his side for old time’s sake. He’d shown up to a gunfight without even a knife one too many times for comfort.

      It had been a long time, though, since he’d had to use it for anything other than target practice.

      Collins rolled his head to one side, as if reading Lowell’s mind. “You ever get tired of retirement?” he asked.

      Lowell smirked and hooked one thumb over his shoulder to where Vasko and Peter sat. “I get tired of these two, if that’s what you’re asking. What about you?”

      Collins snorted. “Hell, no. I’d rather deal with these idiots than red tape any day.”

      The ship shivered when they hit atmo, and Lowell had to focus on the controls as the planet’s surface came into sharp relief beneath them.

      “Oh, wow,” Peter breathed. “It’s amazing.”

      They’d left charted space behind more than a year ago. It had been so long since Lowell had seen a person from outside his little crew, he’d almost forgotten what it was like to run into people. As their horizons expanded, his social sphere had shrunk.

      Which was fine by him. Other than the messages he exchanged with Heather and Kylie, he didn’t have much to say to other people, anyhow.

      The planet beneath them was more vibrant than Enceladus had been, with only two large continents peeking up from ice-blue water. The one below them appeared to have been born from a dormant volcano, and the four men looked down on a forest of immense gray-green trees that sprouted in groves from the dark soil.

      “They’re mushrooms,” Peter exclaimed in delight. “Mushroom trees! Ooh, I can’t wait to see how that impacts the local ecology.” He wriggled in his seat, all but clawing the windows like some sort of excitable puppy.

      “Settle down, Chang,” Lowell said, out of habit more than anything. “You’ve seen mushroom trees before.”

      “Not like this,” Peter countered. “The ones Muul’s people raised were smaller.”

      Vasko cleared his throat, and Peter shot him a dirty look. The kid could pretend all he liked, but he was still starry-eyed when it came to their alien ally. Personally, Lowell couldn’t see the appeal, but it wasn’t as if people were flocking to him for romantic advice anyway. If the kid wanted to have a crush on a weird frog-beastie, that was his problem.

      They were coming into land when the comms altered them to an incoming contact.

      “Now what,” Lowell grumbled.

      “Don’t get spicy,” Collins chided. “It’s been a hot minute since we heard from anyone. Maybe someone’s calling to wish me a happy birthday.”

      Peter’s head popped up between the seats. “Is it your birthday?”

      “How the hell should I know? I don’t keep track of the dates out here.” Collins finally took his boots off the dash, much to Lowell’s relief, and leaned over to take the call. An all-too-familiar face appeared on the little screen over the controls.

      “Hey, Kelley,” Lowell said. He shot Collins a sideways glare. I knew we shouldn’t have answered. This can’t be anything good.

      “Why, hello.” The Press Secretary looked exhausted. “How are you boys doing?”

      “Great. We’re super busy, actually.” Lowell glared at the screen. He could feel the old tension seeping back into his spine, pulling his shoulders taut against his will. His fight or flight responses kicked in all at once. No call from anyone even peripherally involved with the USSC had been a good thing, in his experience.

      “Then I’ll keep this brief.” Kelley’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We have a bit of a situation.”

      “Sounds like a personal problem,” Vasko grumbled from the back.

      “I rather wish it were. Unfortunately, it’s rather, hmm, more widespread than that. I’m sorry to do this, naturally, but I’m hoping that we can get a bit of an assist from you boys.”

      Collins snorted. “Does the word retired mean anything to you?”

      Kelley’s eyes flicked upward, as if he was trying to stop himself from rolling them. “I understand your position, but⁠—”

      “But what?” Lowell demanded. “But you have some clause that allows people to be called back to active duty, even after you’ve done everything within your power to make our lives miserable? Even after you covered up what Munroe did and branded me the problem? After what you did to Keating? After what you did to the scientists on Enceladus? You threw everything you had at us, and now you want our help?” His voice sank low and rough. If Kelley had been within punching distance, he’d have happily busted his nose.

      Old habits were even harder to break than he’d realized.

      Kelley managed to look chagrined, which was a first. Lowell couldn’t tell if the guy was pretending or if he really felt bad. “As I said,” he murmured, “I understand your position. But time is short, and I don’t know anyone else who I would trust to do the right thing.” He met Lowell’s eyes and took a deep breath. “Just hear me out. In person.”

      “We’re way out to hell and gone,” Lowell retorted. “If the timing is so sensitive, you’ll need to get someone nearby. Sorry we can’t be of service.”

      Collins frowned at the screen. “Yeah, wait a minute. How come we’re able to have this conversation in real time? Usually our transmissions take forever to come through, even when we’re in the same galaxy.”

      “Um, yes, about that.” Kelley scratched his cheek, and the camera he was speaking into wobbled. “I’m not actually on Earth.”

      Behind Lowell, Vasko said, “Oh, Hell.”

      Lowell twisted around to see what he was looking at. Vasko had his face pressed to the window, peering down at the dormant volcano below them. On the dead slope, something shimmered: a metal frame with a rippling image in its center, revealing a brilliant green forest that didn’t match the surrounding landscape. Something glinted beside it, with edges he couldn’t quite make out even though he could tell there was something between them at the volcano. Lowell knew what it was instantly.

      A ship, shrouded in a cloaking device.

      “Jumped the gun a bit, didn’t you?” he complained.

      Kelley looked at something off-screen, then uttered a little cry of protest as he was pushed aside. A sleek gray head with huge black eyes appeared on the screen.

      Peter rocketed forward, nearly scrambling over Lowell in his excitement. “Muul! What are you doing here?”

      The alien blinked at them, her face betraying no emotion. “I am playing nice. Unfortunately, Kelley is correct; we do not have much time. Follow us through the portal, and we will explain everything. I have already been brought up-to-date.”

      There weren’t many beings in the universe who Lowell would blindly follow into danger, but Muul had saved his hide more than once, and he’d stopped questioning her a long time ago.

      “Fine,” he said. “We’re coming.” With that, he killed the chat.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Collins spun toward him. “Don’t we get a vote?”

      “I’m going,” Lowell said flatly. “I owe her. And Chang’s going, obviously.”

      “Of course!” Peter chirped.

      “There you have it. I’m going to hear them out. You don’t even have to get off the ship if you want, but I owe her that much.” Lowell brought them down to the portal, and the other ship shimmered into visibility, leading them through.

      “Yeah, well. Can’t argue that.” Collins didn’t look happy about this turn of events. “I guess the mushroom trees can wait.”

      “You guys might be old and boring, but I’m gonna be happy to have something to do,” Vasko added. “No offense, Chang, but for all your talk about pacifism and long-term peacemaking, I’ll be happy to see a bit of action again.”

      That makes one of us, Lowell thought grimly as he piloted their ship into the portal, away from the black-sand beaches of the volcano and straight into the heart of the Photosynthian homeworld—and the oldest forest in the universe.
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      Peter barely waited until Lowell brought them in to land before scrambling out of the ship. The guys always gave him flak for his eagerness—not just when it came to Muul, but for everything—and he’d made the conscious decision not to let it dampen his spirits. When he stood still for too long, or thought too hard about the present moment rather than the sprawling history of the human race, memories of his father crept into his mind. That particular topic exhausted him, and much as he hated to admit it, his life was easier when he didn’t dwell on his father’s fate too much.

      Perhaps that was a selfish way to live, but Peter had never considered himself a saint. And really, who was hurt by that relentless denial? Nobody, that was who.

      Nobody who was still alive, anyway.

      So he didn’t restrain himself as he bounded out of the ship and scrambled toward Muul, leaving his helmet in the vessel that he’d come to think of as home.

      “You’re really here!” he exclaimed. He had almost reached her when he realized he was prepared to throw his arms around her, but remembered just in time that the Lesser Gêaan was no great fan of physical affection. He skidded to a halt on the mossy stones.

      “I really am.” Muul didn’t smile, but Peter had enough experience with Gêaan microexpression to know that she was almost certainly pleased to see him. That, or she was faking it.

      “Hello, Mr. Chang,” Kelley said coolly. “Your reputation for enthusiasm precedes you.”

      Peter offered the Press Secretary a sloppy salute in a show of subtle disrespect.

      “Kelley,” Lowell boomed as the three Space Corpsmen trooped up behind Peter. “I’m surprised to see that you’re still around. Would have thought you got lost in the shuffle. And who’s this?” He tipped his chin toward the cluster of people who were still exiting the ship that Kelley and Muul had just emerged from.

      Once upon a time, soldiers from the Tiān Zhuānjiā and the USSC, along with a few members of the Cell, had come together into a single united army against the Gêaan forces. Peter had thought that it was the start of a new unified world order, but apparently he’d been naive to think that humanity was ready to join forces for good. Two of the figures that emerged from the ship wore standard USSC space suits, while the others wore the signature red and black uniforms of the Chinese Tiān Zhuānjiā. Their helmets were tucked under their arms, and Peter started when he recognized one of them, a woman with straight black hair cut off at chin length.

      “Miss He,” he said, saluting her with a great deal more respect than he had shown Kelley. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      He Ming did not return his smile. “I’m not sure that it’s entirely pleasant, all things considered, Mr. Chang. I think all of us would prefer to be somewhere else, given the chance.”

      “Yes,” said a wispy voice from behind her. “I must agree. But time is of the essence.”

      Peter spun toward the ship that Kelley and Muul had just exited, where Bracchiius and Cosmosium, the Photosynthian representatives who had reached out to them on Titan, stood in the doorway. Watching them, presumably, although with their floral biology, it was hard to tell. Bracchiius, as usual, seemed rather disapproving, but even Cosmo’s slender striped leaves quivered in what seemed like irritation.

      “I’m still not sure we should have trusted the humans with a portal,” Bracchiius complained. “They are a very young species.”

      Cosmo quivered. “Now is not the time for recrimination. They are attempting to undo the damage that they have already wrought. Let them see to that first. We can worry about the rest later.”

      Lowell glowered at Kelley. “Damage, huh?”

      Muul lifted a quelling hand. “Kelley, play them what you showed me.”

      Kelley sighed and waved them toward the ship. “All right,” he said. “Come along.”

      Peter followed Muul and the Press Secretary as they made their way into the ship. He had a terrible feeling that it was starting all over again, the way it had at Ur-An.

      Right before his friends were killed, and his life was changed forever.
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      Long after Kelley played his clip of the two scientists, the four men stared at the screen in silence. Vasko sat with his arms crossed, staring dead-eyed at the little monitor. Collins kept biting the pad of his thumb; he appeared to have swallowed his gum somewhere along the way. Peter had practically gone limp, but he could feel the tension mounting in Lowell. They’d been traveling together long enough by now that he could read the Space Corpsman’s moods as easily as his own.

      Which was why it came as no surprise when Lowell lurched to his feet and swung one fist at the wall, where his knuckles glanced ineffectually off of the metal. “Son of a—” He bit off his curse, thumped the wall again, then swung toward Kelley. “This is how it always goes, isn’t it? Dr. Hansen. Dr. Keating. All those poor techs on Enceladus…”

      Kelley lifted his hands as if warding off a blow, although if Lowell had really wanted to fight him, the secretary wouldn’t have stood a chance. “This isn’t our fault,” he said hastily. “I’m not making light of the deaths of Mary and McCutcheon…”

      “Mirabel,” Vasko grumbled. If looks could kill, Kelley would have been as dead as the two researchers. “You just watched the video, asshat. Get her name right, at least.”

      “Sorry if I’m a bit preoccupied,” Kelley retorted. “I understand your distress, Mr. Lowell, but we have a bigger problem than two dead researchers.”

      Lowell’s lip curled. “Yeah? And what’s that? Bad press?”

      Muul sniffed. “Really, Lowell, do you think I’d get involved in a matter of human politics?”

      “Politics are certainly involved, however.” He Ming took a deep breath and gestured toward her companion, a dour-faced young man who couldn’t have been much older than Peter. “Which is why we contacted you. The situation is… delicate.”

      Her companion glared at the two USSC representatives. Peter didn’t recognize either of them, but the two men didn’t look any more pleased to be there than their Tiān Zhuānjiā counterparts.

      “Will someone get to the point and tell us what the real problem is?” Lowell demanded.

      “You saw the cart.” Kelley waved at the now-dark screen.

      “Oh.” Peter’s hand flew to his mouth. “Oh, no…”

      “I’m glad to see that you aren’t all incapable of higher thought,” Bracchiius put in.

      Collins stopped biting his thumb long enough to ask, “What am I missing?”

      Kelley hesitated, but Peter saw the whole thing clearly. The SmartCart with all its samples, along with Dr. McCutcheon’s body, had been inside the portal when the researcher managed to break it.

      “Where did the samples go?” Peter asked nervously. “Were they destroyed, or…?”

      Cosmo rustled in quiet dismay. “If only.”

      “With the help of the Photosynthians, we’ve been able to track them,” Kelley said wearily. “No, they weren’t destroyed. They were scattered. McCutcheon managed to keep the samples from being sent to Earth, but in the process, they ended up—” Kelley gestured vaguely to the heavens. “They got boomeranged all over the place.”

      Lowell muttered something under his breath and pressed both palms to his eyes.

      “So let me get this straight.” Vasko braced his palms against his knees. “This guy’s dying action was to send a cart full of caustic air samples all over the universe. But that crap ate his suit, right?”

      “That is correct,” Cosmo agreed.

      “How long until it eats through the canisters?”

      Everyone looked at Kelley, whose head retracted toward his shoulders like a turtle. “Well, that’s the question, isn’t it? By our best estimate, given the more advanced lining in the canisters, we have another… twelve hours? Maybe?”

      Collins moaned. “And then some random world is going to get burned with some toxic chemical fume?”

      By that time, Kelley had no neck at all. “Um,” he squeaked.

      “I’m afraid that outcome would be preferable.” Muul met Peter’s gaze and straightened her spine further still. She always carried herself with an air of weary dignity, although it had become more pronounced since the last time they’d been in the same room. “You see, the Gêaa have encountered similar life forms before.”

      Peter cocked his head and squinted at her. “Life forms?” he repeated.

      “Those columns they took samples from?” Muul shook her head. “They were not air, and they were not merely chemical. They are organisms.”

      “And if they manage to rupture the canisters before they are retrieved and sent back to their world,” Bracchiius added coldly, “they will begin to colonize whatever world they land on.”

      Lowell made an ugly sound deep in his throat. “Like they colonized the researchers you showed us?”

      “Precisely,” Bracchiius replied.

      Peter moaned and leaned forward, cradling his head in his hands. That was typical human behavior, wasn’t it? I just want to go exploring, someone would say, and the next thing you knew they were distributing plague blankets among the locals.

      “Twelve hours,” he wheezed. Twelve hours until humanity infected six other worlds with the equivalent of a plague.

      “Maybe less,” He Ming murmured.

      “So what exactly did you have in mind?” Collins demanded. “We charge onto an alien world, retrieve one of these little ticking time bombs, destroy it, and then move on to the next? And just pray that we have enough time to get to them all?”

      “You cannot simply destroy the samples,” Cosmo said in horror. “Those are living things.”

      “McCutcheon was a living thing, too,” Lowell growled, nodding toward the screen.

      “And he chose to risk his life visiting other worlds,” Cosmo retorted. “The creatures inside the sample canisters did not.”

      “The idea was that you’d go retrieve the samples individually.” Kelley’s weak smile broke under Lowell’s glare. “And then you’d bring them here, and the Photosynthians would return them home, back to the world they came from.”

      “Individually?” Peter twitched. “So, what, you want to send the five of us, and then you? Why not just send some of your men?”

      The older of the two USSC soldiers cleared his throat. “There’s a bit of a problem there.”

      Lowell bared his teeth. “Enlighten me.”

      He Ming’s companion answered. His accent was thicker than Miss He’s, but his anger made his words crisp. “The Tiān Zhuānjiā and the United Space States Corps both have to abide by the rules, Mr. Lowell. Our governments entered a treaty following the debacle on Titan two years ago; one of the terms was that neither would use any of our intergalactic research to develop weapons.”

      Kelley threw his hands in the air. “We weren’t developing weapons, Ambassador Li! You saw the video, they were taking air samples.”

      “I saw what you chose to show me,” Li replied. He did not appear convinced.

      “The video hasn’t been altered,” said the older American soldier. He turned to address Lowell. “We haven’t met. I’m General Houtzer, and I’m the one who should be responsible for cleanup on this mess. Unfortunately, I can see the Ambassador’s point. If something this dangerous fell into the hands of either military force and something went wrong, it could be a disaster.”

      “Or if something went right,” Li muttered under his breath.

      “So you don’t trust each other,” Lowell said slowly, “but you trust us?”

      “I trust you to do the right thing, and I have been quite vocal on
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