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      Reese kept his eyes shut as Captain Brant relentlessly badgered Jaiden about the approach to their new world. The man had proper reasons to be a hardass about this, not that that was why he was being an idiot. Their entire generation ship, the Fairway, was watching their approach. The command crew for the Fairway had been downright desperate when they'd sent the team out. Reese knew perfectly well that the entirety of Command was waiting to hear just what their raw-edged world looked like.

      Smelled like. Felt. Sounded.

      All of that, like they'd actually be able to smell their world with their helmets shut.

      Hell, Ripley had been all but vibrating with excitement to know what they would face once they began to move down onto the planet and he was normally the calm, even-tempered one of their little triad. Reese and Jaiden had both had to promise to share every detail once they got back up to the Fairway.

      Provided they did make it back.

      He wasn't so sure that they would. The empty seat where Vic should be shouted at Reese. So many dangers, so many chances for them all to die. So many things that Captain Brant was losing his mind over.

      No one should ever watch their little brother die, unable to get to him and help.

      Command should've sent another team. Damn them all and their impatience, Captain Brant was not ready. Jaiden still had nightmares where he went bolt-upright at least every other night. If Captain Brant was sleeping more than four hours at a time, Reese would be shocked. The bags under his eyes just kept growing.

      If Reese was going to be honest, which he sure as hell wasn't going to do out loud over the helmet comms after they'd been tied back so that the Fairway would hear every single word they said, he was in no better shape than either Jaiden or Captain Brant. There should be a steady stream of commentary from Vic as he asked ten million questions and then answered them before anyone could open their mouths.

      Vic should be poking Reese in the shoulder, grinning when Reese rolled his eyes and told him to knock it off. If it weren't for Captain Brant's steady stream of insulting questions that cast doubt on Jaiden's piloting and the programming of the lander's automatic guidance system, Reese would've started screaming.

      Missions should never be silent.

      But then, they should just get right back in the saddle again, right? Oh, sure, Command pitched it as giving the team a chance to get back to normal. It wasn't. None of this was normal. Normal would have Captain Brant shutting down Vic's chatter, huffing as Jaiden laughed, and then shaking his head when Reese whapped Vic's shoulder to finally get him to buckle down and do his job.

      Damn Command. If they weren't so desperate to find somewhere in this solar system for the Fairway to colonize before it gave out entirely…

      Probes could only tell you so much. Air should be fine. It was about 0.21% off of Old Earth norm. Water was about what they'd expected, lots of strange microbes and other microscopic critters that were nothing like Old Earth but otherwise, water was water was water, the galaxy around. The samples that the probe had tested hadn't responded to chlorine but straining plus boiling had gotten all the microbes out of it. Good enough for their needs.

      Better than the leaking water tanks back on the Fairway.

      Better by far than the hull that was starting to crack and rupture catastrophically.

      Vic had been so sure he could fix the crack…

      The non-microscopic critters were what worried Reese. And Captain Brant. And Jaiden who'd admitted, very, very quietly while putting on his spacesuit, that he was scared as hell of what the strange creeping, wiggling critters of their world would do to them. None of the probe data gave them a single clue of how dangerous the critters were.

      Not one of them was setting foot outside the lander.

      Reese wasn't going to budge on that. Jaiden could whine and he'd lose. Hell, for once Captain Brant might back Reese up without a single snide comment about excessive caution. They all were more cautious than they used to be.

      They had to be. None of them could endure losing someone else. Reese shut his eyes and focused on breathing evenly. Wasn't easy when his hands shook on the arms of his chair.

      "Captain, the lander is on auto-approach," Jaiden finally said when Captain Brant questioned his approach vector the fourth time. "The computer's better at this part than I am. I've only ever done drills. You know this."

      "We need to be sure," Captain Brant started to say only to huff when Reese cleared his throat.

      "We need to be calm and focused and you're not, sir," Reese said clearly enough that absolutely every single person in Command had to be wincing.

      Reese had said just that when they were given this mission. He'd said it loudly, then shouted it, then in a pained whisper as Captain Brant tried his damnedest not to look hurt, shoulders stiff and hands clenched until the knuckles were bloodless behind his back. The sad look Jaiden gave Reese had hurt almost as much as Captain Brant's fragile control.

      It was true though, then and now.

      He wished that their helmets weren't already closed. The reflections on Captain Brant's visor kept Reese from seeing his reaction though his little gasp came through the comms clearly enough that there was no doubt that he was probably turning purple, then white, inside that scarlet-stripped helmet of his.

      "I'll take that under advisement, Mr. Stevens," Captain Brant snapped at him.

      "Better do more than that," Reese replied slowly enough that the shaking of his hands didn't spread up to make his teeth chatter with the fear he couldn't show right now. "Jaiden and I can outvote you. Calm yourself down, sir. This is going to be dangerous and we can't take risks, especially not the sort that we bring with us."

      "That we cause," Jaiden murmured with a sigh that sounded like it came right from the soles of his feet.

      "I can get it!" was what Vic had said when the team was ordered to retreat. "I can! I'm right here. It'll just take a second."

      A second that turned into an eternity of the three of them snapping and hurting and wishing they'd made a different choice. Damn Command anyway. Pulled away too late to save Vic from his own teenage overconfidence. Sent in too early for any of them to handle this crap.

      And the whole ship praying that they'd find a solution before the Fairway fell apart.

      This time Captain Brant's flinch was obvious even with the spacesuit hiding his shoulders, the helmet his face. His hands clenched on the arms of his seat and his breath went harsh in the comms. It was a low blow, justified, but definitely hitting where it hurt. None of them looked at the empty fourth seat that Captain Brant had refused to fill with a new crew member.

      Reese wouldn't have let him, anyway. Nobody could take Vic's place. Not yet.

      Not when Reese still heard Vic in his head telling Captain Brant to give him a chance.

      He could do it.

      No, he couldn't. None of them could. Not anymore.

      The approach to their new
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