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      Naram-Sin, King of the Heavens, the Four Corners, and the Universe, stared down at the corpse. His father lay in state. The funerary rites would begin at dawn.

      “How did it come to this, Enli?” he asked his oldest friend. “Perhaps Akkad is cursed.”

      Enli squeezed the young king’s shoulder. “Even since your grandfather died, the kingdom has been in turmoil. Perhaps it was not your father’s destiny to rule the empire. Perhaps it is your destiny.”

      “And what if the gods fail to smile upon me?” Naram-Sin had seen death before, but looking down into his father’s cold, bloodless face was beyond anything he had been prepared for.

      I wanted the throne, he thought morosely. But I did not mean to come by it in this way.

      He was still frowning down at the former king’s remains when Enli dropped to one knee. “Queen Tashlultum…forgive me, I did not hear you come in.”

      Naram-Sin looked up to find his grandmother standing in the doorway, her eyes fixed upon his face. She was dressed in her finest linen dress and woolen cape, draped with gold and carnelian bangles. It was not the proper clothing for a funeral. She looked as if she were on her way to meet someone—a foreign king or dignitary, perhaps. But who would be foolish enough to present themselves here, in the wake of the king’s death?

      “You may leave us, Enli,” the queen said. She flicked her long fingers, dismissing him in a single gesture. “I must speak with the king.”

      Naram-Sin did not rise as his friend shot him one last worried look. Enli was clearly reluctant to leave, but only a fool would disobey the queen. Enli hurried out of the room; the padding of his sandals against the stone was the only sound of his passing.

      “What brings you here, grandmother?” Naram-Sin asked. He didn’t rise from his stool to greet her. If she was here to pay her respects, then they would speak as family. If she was here on state matters, he was no longer obliged to stand. Supposedly, he had inherited a godhood along with his title—although, truth be told, he felt like nothing more than a man today. A young, weary man.

      But I had better toughen my spine, if I am to rule Akkad now.

      “There is something I must show you.” The queen stepped deeper into the room, glancing down at her son as she passed. Whatever sorrow crossed her features was gone so quickly that Naram-Sin thought he might have imagined it. “It is time for you to see the inner sanctum.”

      That was enough to shock Naram-Sin out of his daze. “Shouldn’t it wait until my advisers are present? The funeral rites are not complete.”

      “This will not keep,” the queen assured him. “As for your advisers, they do not know. Secrets are kept beneath this city, grandson. Secrets known only to our blood. There are those who would destroy us, and you are all that stands between the greatest empire this world has ever known, and utter chaos. Our job is to keep the peace, and your father failed. If you fail, too…” She averted her eyes. “Then our world is lost.”

      Naram-Sin followed Tashlultum out of the room with one last glance at his father’s remains. They passed into a dark hall. At the end stood a heavy door. Tashlultum produced a heavy wooden key, bound to her belt with a long cord, and unlatched the bolt.

      This was a part of the palace complex that Naram-Sin had never visited. It should have come as no great surprise; after all, his father had been busy with political unrest, and his assassination had taken place in the midst of upheaval. He’d had no time to teach his son every detail of palace life.

      The queen lit a small oil lamp, and cupped her hand around the flame to protect it from the drafts as they descended the rough-hewn steps that lay beyond.

      “Where are we going?” The steps were slick and damp. He had to keep one hand on the wall to avoid a long tumble down the passage. That would prove that we are indeed cursed, wouldn’t it?

      “Tell me, boy,” the queen said, “what do you know about the gods?”

      “They made the world, and all things in it,” Naram-Sin said at once.

      “Precisely.” The queen’s smooth voice was tinged with humor. “You know of Anu?”

      “Of course. He is the father of the gods, Lord of the Constellations.” Naram-Sin had been raised to fear nothing in life. Out of all mortals, his lineage had been chosen as no others ever had. That was how his grandfather—Sargon, the founder of their empire and late husband of Tashlultum—had been able to accomplish so much in the time of his reign.

      “Tell me, child, what does Anu look like?”

      Naram-Sin bristled. “I am not a child, grandmother.”

      She paused on the step below him and smiled back over her shoulder. “That is the sort of thing a child would say, don’t you think?”

      Naram-Sin clenched his fists.

      “Answer the question, Naramya.” The queen began to walk again. “Anu, the One who Contains the Entire Universe. What does he look like?”

      Naram-Sin tried not to sulk over her dismissal. “I don’t know, grandmother. There are no statues of him in the temples. The other gods have visages, but Anu’s is never depicted.”

      “That is not entirely true,” the queen said. They reached the bottom of the stairs, and she turned to a narrow stone trough that began at the height of her hip, just beside the door. Using the wick of her oil lamp, she lit the liquid trough.

      From the echo of her voice, Naram-Sin had assumed that the room was huge, but as the trough along the wall came to life with the fire the queen had set, he realized just how enormous it was. It was nearly the size of the Great Hall above, but it was filled with strange and wonderful artifacts. Naram-Sin’s eyes widened with wonder, but even more magnificent than all the objects before him was the tall relief that rose upon the far wall to a height of more than twelve cubits.

      Naram-Sin squinted up at the massive figure. At first, he thought it was a man with wild hair or an elaborate headdress; but no, the man had no face and no head, or at least not one that might be adequately described as such. The figure was more vegetal than humanoid, and it wore no clothes at all.

      “What is it?” Naram-Sin asked in puzzlement.

      “That,” said the queen, “is Anu. It is the only likeness of him in the city—unless some fool has made an icon of their own and cast him as a man.”

      “But Anu is the lord of the sky, and this is…” Naram-Sin shook his head. “What is it?” The relief was exquisitely detailed and painted in bright colors, vivid shades of green that stood out starkly against the lapis sky.

      “He comes from the sky. He belongs among the stars, Naramya. But he was also the one that made our world. Is it not fitting that he should appear thus?” The queen smiled. Her face was illuminated by the flickering flames around them, and her eyes blazed in the firelight.

      “How do you know this?” the young king asked.

      “Because I have seen them.”

      Naram-Sin’s eyes widened.

      “Shortly after Sargon came to power, the gods came to Akkad. They gave him secret knowledge about the nature of the world. They built it, along with countless others; they are the architects of all creation. They brought life to many of the stars in the sky before our ancestors were born, before men and women arose from the Earth. They made everything that we see—and just as they made us, they have a way to unmake it all.” She pointed to a pillar in the middle of the room, where a gleaming orb rested on a silk pillow.

      Naram-Sin approached it cautiously. It was possible, he supposed, that his grandmother was mad, that the grief of losing her husband and both her sons in one relentless parade of grief was too much for her mind to bear. There was power in this place, however. Even in this low, dark chamber, something stirred, and the object resting on the pillow sat at the center of it all.

      Gold and silver were common enough in Akkad. All his life, Naram-Sin had been surrounded by wealth and power and priceless treasures; but in spite of all that, he had never seen any material like this one. It gleamed silver, bright as a fallen star. He let his hand hover over the object, then glanced up at his grandmother.

      “If I touch it…?”

      “It is yours by rights.” She smiled down at it. “Take it.”

      For all its brilliance, the object was cold against Naram-Sin’s palm. He held it up, turning it over and over between his hands. It was covered in symbols, but they weren’t in the style of the cuneiform writing favored by his people. A spiderweb of lines was mapped out upon the surface.

      “What does this mean?” he asked, tracing the tip of one finger across the lines.

      “It’s a map of our world, seen from the heavens.” Tashlultum gestured to the painted carving on the wall. “Anu showed your grandfather, and someday his descendants will show you. They have taken an interest in us, in how we’ve grown and changed along with the ever-changing world. There are other rulers whom the gods have blessed as well, people who sit on the thrones of their own kingdoms. You will meet some of them in time—people who dwell in the mountains and along the rivers of foreign nations and rule over their people, as your father and his father ruled over ours…and as you will, now that they are gone.”

      It was a bitter pill to swallow, that the gods showered other kingdoms with their gifts. Naram-Sin had always been told that the city of Akkad was the center of the world, a world that revolved around the legacy of his bloodline. He caught himself before his thoughts strayed to blasphemy. If the gods will this, then you are not the one to question it.

      “When the gods first created our world, men and women were little more than simple beasts. When they returned to bear witness to our progress, they were astonished by our achievements and pleased beyond measure. They gave this gift to Sargon: the key to Earth. With this object, our world could be destroyed—unmade, the very blessings that gave us life ripped from its core.”

      The queen shuddered, and Naram-Sin quickly returned the object to its pedestal.

      “Don’t worry, grandson; it will not destroy the world by accident. But they thought it best that we be made the masters of our own fates.”

      “Was that how my grandfather came by his godhood? Anu and his kin blessed him with the powers of the divine by giving him the means to unmake creation?” Naram-Sin placed one hand to his breast. He was suddenly aware of the chill that pervaded the chamber.

      “There are many forces at work in the world that you do not yet understand.” The queen laid a gentle hand on Naram-Sin’s forearm. “But you understand the importance of what I have shown you, yes? We are beholden to more than our kingdom.” Her eyes fixed on the otherworldly sphere.

      “The fate of the world rests with our family.”
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      Peter stared down at the stellar key, inside of which the Heart of Enceladus seemed to pulse like a living thing. Ever since he’d unearthed the tablet at Ur-An, he’d come to feel that the key was his personal responsibility. No matter how many others tried to claim it, steal it, or misuse it, the silver sphere was more than just a weapon. It was an artifact that people had died in pursuit of, but it kept coming back to him.

      If someone used it to destroy the galaxy now, it wouldn’t just be a terrible tragedy. It would be Peter’s fault, however indirectly.

      To his left, his father lay slumped in a state of unconsciousness. From time to time, the older man stirred slightly. He hadn’t spoken since he’d been struck down in the cavern at the heart of the dying moon, but he was still alive. That, at least, was something.

      “Hang on, Dad,” Peter whispered.

      He Ming, the Tiān Zhuānjiā translator, sat at the helm. Her eyes had glossed over, and there was no doubt in Peter’s mind what was troubling her. Her superior, General Wu, had given his life to keep the key out of alien hands—and save it from destruction. After being stabbed in the back by the general on one memorable occasion, Peter wasn’t really a fan of the gentleman, but there was no point in holding onto old grudges this late in the game.

      “We’re approaching Titan,” Muul said, peering over Ming’s shoulder.

      The translator jumped. “Yes…yes, we are. We’ll be landing shortly.”

      “And you’re certain this place is abandoned?” Muul asked.

      Ming nodded. “By our forces, at least. The structure should still be intact, but we were reassigned years ago. If any of our troops return to the area, they’ll be battle-ready and deployed to Enceladus. Or to where Enceladus was, I suppose. There are still forces there, I expect.” She stared moodily out of the glass, and Peter followed her line of sight. Saturn still loomed beyond the window, and despite a lifetime of imagining that he’d someday be sent into space, Peter had already grown accustomed to the presence of the gas giant. From this particular vantage point, the planet itself was slightly obscured by the misty cloud of particles that formed its rings, within which their ship currently floated.

      I suppose this is proof that the human mind can become accustomed to anything. Instead of the sense of awe that the sight had once awakened in him, Peter felt nothing but a bone-deep weariness. Their current plan was to get to someplace relatively safe, lick their wounds, and regroup, but Peter already knew that any respite they found would be short-lived. Muul’s people could track the key, the Tiān Zhuānjiā could probably track their ship, and the American Space Corps hadn’t exactly been helpful and supportive so far. What was the best possible outcome?

      Whatever it was, Peter couldn’t see it. Hell, he wasn’t sure that he could envision a good outcome. Loss seemed inevitable. They were just buying time.

      Peter glanced over to where the three Space Corpsmen sat. Vasko still looked pale and shaken, Collins’ head was rolled to one side in a way that looked borderline painful, and Lowell was drooling slightly. Peter was jealous. A nap would be perfect, but his jittery nerves were still on edge hours after the collapse of Enceladus. He’d managed to doze off a few times, only to be tormented by dreams of the Russian soldier he’d killed, his classmate Connor’s final moments, and the alien Captain Goii trying to bite his throat. It would be nice, someday, to go back to normal, but normal seemed unattainable now.

      Fai twitched, and Peter felt another stab of guilt. If the key was his responsibility, then he’d done a terrible job of things so far.

      If his father had been awake, that would have comforted Peter on a number of levels, but it would also have allowed him to ask about the picture he had taken of the tunnel walls, where the Akkadian and Photosynthian languages had stood side-by-side. Peter had already managed to teach himself one alien language, and since the Photosynthians were the ones responsible for making the key, along with all but one of the life-bearing celestial bodies in existence as far as he understood it, their language might be the only thing that could save the crew from utter disaster.

      “Muul?” he asked suddenly. “You said that the Photosynthians had visited your people recently, and probably ours as well. I don’t suppose that there’s a way to contact them?”

      Muul shook her head. “Not that I know of. Besides, their relationship with my people is…strained.”

      Peter didn’t like the sound of that. “Are you telling me that we can add Photosynthians to the list of our enemies, too?”

      “No.” Muul stuck and unstuck the grippy pads of her fingers self-consciously. “I don’t think they have a problem with your species. The High Council may have crossed a line when it came to dealing with them, and…well, you know how it goes. The Photosynthians worked to distribute life throughout the universe, my people tried to capitalize on it, and as I told you, the High Council even went so far as to destroy one of our homeworlds. The Photosynthians didn’t take kindly to that. It may have caused a slight rift between us that we’ve never managed to repair. After their second visit, things became strained.”

      Peter rubbed his temple with his free hand, the one not currently holding the stellar key. “So in addition to all this infighting between the nations of Earth, we’re also caught in the crosshairs of an alien war.”

      Muul tilted her head to one side. “Crosshairs?”

      Ming spun around to face Peter. “Everyone was fighting even before we got involved, and we’re too busy squabbling amongst ourselves to see the larger picture.” She crossed her arms. “Things were bad enough when we were on opposite sides, but now there are more advanced enemies who want to stake their claim on this…thing.” The translator gestured angrily at the key.

      “Maybe that means we’re not on opposite sides?” Peter suggested. He indicated the rest of their party. “We’re all outcasts, you know? And we’re all working toward the same goal: to save the Earth, even if it means saving it from ourselves.”

      Ming looked distinctly unimpressed with Peter’s line of reasoning. “We might be working together, but the Tiān Zhuānjiā will never agree to let the Space Corps get their hands on a weapon like this, or vice versa. Any alliance is temporary. Yes, Peter Chang, we are on the same side for now. But I don’t trust you, and if you’re smart, you won’t trust me, either.”

      That was the sort of thing Lowell said all the time, which was a shame. Peter would love to be able to place his faith in people, even if it was only the people on this ship. But Ming was right: an alliance of nations would never hold together, not with a prize like the stellar key in play, even with the added threat of alien aggressors as a motivation to cooperate.

      The crew of this ship was Earth’s best and perhaps only line of defense. What were the odds that any other Tiān Zhuānjiā soldier and a Space Corpsman would be willing to sit down and parlay?

      Pretty small, if you asked him.
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      Helena ‘Hellcat’ Moore had never been a big fan of compromise. In school, she’d gotten bad grades for her unwillingness to share her toys, or—in later years—delegate tasks within a group. If she was going to be placed on a team of any kind, she had damn well better be the leader. After she entered the Space Corps, when one of her soldiers stepped out of line, woe betide them. Their actions reflected on Helena, and Helena was the most competitive person she knew. Nobody was going to drag her name through the mud, not when she’d fought so hard to reach the top of her game.

      Which was why, as she sat down to discuss the next course of action with her ragtag, mismatched crew, she was completely out of her element.

      Captain Christina Sanz drummed her fingers against the table, glaring daggers at the two men sitting to Helena’s left. Bhatt and Tuhin, the unofficial leaders of the surviving Indian Integrated Space Cell crew, were sitting placidly in their seats. To Helena’s right, Richard Acosta—whose wounded leg had finally been able to receive proper care in Sanz’s medical bay—was watching the scene with interest. Grady sat on his far side, arms folded in front of him and head resting peacefully on his forearms. He’d ridden the Neon for hours, and the effects of the experimental combat drug had finally worn off, much to Helena’s relief. The man had, quite frankly, been unbearable.

      There were only two people at the table Helena didn’t know. One was Sanz’s man, a fellow named Boswell; the other was a Chinese engineer. The engineers were the only soldiers who had survived the Cell’s takeover of the Tiān Zhuānjiā ship mostly unharmed, and this woman had been voted as their spokeswoman.

      “Would you care to explain, Lance Corporal, what exactly you think is going to come of this meeting?” Sanz asked.

      Helena stifled a sigh. “Captain, you owe these people your life…and they owe you theirs. If we hadn’t worked together, we would all be dead by now.” She indicated the Cell members sitting to her left. “Acosta and I would still be locked up if these men hadn’t allied with us.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” said Tuhin mildly. “We would all have been vaporized in the meantime.”

      “You only helped her because you knew you needed her,” Sanz argued.

      This time, Helena did sigh aloud. “Which is my point.” Arguing in favor of cooperation felt like a betrayal of her own morals, but in the last few days, Helena had surprised herself. True, she hated depending on anyone, but a soldier who refused to adapt was a liability. Helena had been called a lot of things, including a narcissist, but even she could acknowledge that she didn’t stand a chance against fighting an alien race on her own.

      Sanz didn’t appear swayed, however. “You want me to let Tiān Zhuānjiā engineers get their hands all over my engines?”

      The engineer, visibly nonplussed, said, “I suppose you don’t need engines.”

      Color rose in Sanz’s cheeks. “My people are perfectly capable of repairing the engines, thank you very much. You’d only sabotage them, so if you would please mind your own business⁠—”

      Boswell cleared his throat. “If I may, Captain?”

      Sanz fell silent.

      “Our engineers are perfectly competent, but we have damage to a few critical parts. It’s not like we have access to supplies here. If we could check this engine room to see if we can find spare components, that would be a great help.”

      “I would take issue with anyone walking through the engine rooms unattended,” the engineer retorted. “Especially if we’re to be treated as the enemy.”

      Sanz slumped forward against the table, pinching the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “How badly do we need those parts, Boswell?”

      Boswell leaned back with a sigh. “Well, I suppose⁠—”

      Sanz waved him off. “Nevermind. You wouldn’t ask if you didn’t need them.”

      “We’ll struggle without them,” Boswell admitted.

      Helena could understand Sanz’s frustration, so she refrained from saying I told you so.

      “And what would you want from us?” Sanz demanded of the engineer.

      “Some measure of protection.” The engineer cocked her head. “We might work with the military, but we aren’t soldiers. Most of us have families waiting for us back on Earth.”

      “Families who might suffer if your government finds out that you were allied with us,” Acosta said.

      The engineer nodded. “We’re prisoners of war, aren’t we? Let’s not call ourselves allies. We’ll cooperate in exchange for our safety.”

      “Here’s the problem,” Helena said. “I can’t guarantee your safety. Nor can the captain. Nor can the Cell. We’re up against aliens—honest-to-God aliens in honest-to-God UFOs who can vaporize ships. Are we really going to split hairs over this? Or are we going to make sure that we get out of here alive?”

      Sanz sighed. “Very well, I’ll consider you political prisoners. You’ll be held on my ship, where⁠—”

      “No.” Helena placed her palms on the tabletop. “They’re my prisoners, Captain. They’ll answer to my crew, including Bhatt and Tuhin…and Acosta, if he’ll stand by me. And Grady.” She pursed her lips as the man in question snored loudly. “I’m fairly certain that he’s persona non grata in Washington now, anyway.”

      “Of course I’m with you, Hellcat,” Acosta added, with a tone that implied she was a fool to question his loyalty.

      Sanz’s face was purple by now, but she managed to keep her tone in check. “And what do you hope to gain by that, exactly?”

      “I know how the Space Corps thinks,” Helena said. “And I know for a fact that if Washington says jump, you’ll ask how high and then shoot my crew in the back.”

      Sanz said nothing. Helena knew she couldn’t disagree.

      “I’m protecting my people,” Helena said. “If we’re on the same page, then lovely, we’ll continue to cooperate. And if not…” She shrugged. “If not, I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

      Sanz glowered, but didn’t argue.

      Helena turned to the engineer. “Name and rank?”

      “First Engineer Zhao,” said the woman.

      “Prisoner Zhao, take Field Officer Boswell to the engine room. Help him find what he needs. Nobody touches him.”

      Zhao got to her feet. A puzzled smile played over her lips as she ushered Boswell from the room.

      “Grady.” Helena turned to the sleeping man. When he didn’t move, she drummed her fist on the table until he sat up, blinking in alarm.

      “What did I miss?” he asked blearily.

      “Please make sure Captain Sanz gets safely back to her ship,” Helena said.

      Grady got to his feet and led Sanz away. The captain was still frowning at Helena, which might mean anything. Helena didn’t know the other woman well enough to have a sense of whether or not she’d shot herself in the foot with her decree.

      What she did know was that after years of service, she didn’t entirely trust the Space Corps. Sanz might be one of the good ones, but there was no sense in risking people’s lives on a gamble.

      The automatic door closed behind Sanz and Grady, leaving only four of them behind. Helena turned to the Cell members. “I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds, gentlemen.”

      Chandran Bhatt shook his head. “I have no desire to grapple with the Space Corps. As long as our understanding holds, I’m content to work with you.”

      Tuhin, on the other hand, didn’t look so convinced. “People in positions of power don’t like to see it taken away. Captain Sanz clearly doesn’t see you as an equal. She may turn on us.”

      Helena rubbed one hand over her face. “And you, Acosta? Do you think I’ve misstepped?”

      “I don’t know,” Acosta admitted. “But I can’t say I’d have done any better in your shoes.”

      “I’ll take that.” Helena got to her feet and crossed to the large window at the far end of the room. “Honestly, I hope Sanz is on the up-and-up, but even if she’s secretly as bad as Munroe, she’s not our biggest problem.”

      The crumpled hull of the burned-out UFO still floated a little ways off. It was part of Saturn’s rings now, one more piece of lifeless debris floating through the void. Sanz and her crew had almost lost their lives to it, and Helena had been prepared to do the same. True, they’d defeated it in the end, but only by means of sheer dumb luck. If that broadcast from the Tiān Zhuānjiā soldier on Enceladus hadn’t come through just when it had, Sanz wouldn’t be around to argue semantics.

      “There’s more where that came from,” she said, tapping one finger on the glass. “A whole fleet, most likely. I don’t know what they want, and to be honest, I don’t really care. We need a plan, gentlemen. And we’re too busy watching our backs around each other; it’s going to cost us everything.”

      No, Helena wasn’t a big fan of compromise…but she could learn to live with it. The only thing she would never accept was defeat.
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      Carpenter Lowell blinked awake at the first sign of turbulence. Spit was drying on his cheek, and his head was muddled with groggy exhaustion. His mouth was almost painfully dry.

      “Time to wake up, Sleeping Beauty.” Lowell’s old friend, William Collins, grinned at him. “Need a napkin?”

      “Aw, piss off.” Lowell pulled himself upright. “How’s Vasko?”

      Collins’ smile faded as both men turned toward the sleeping Space Corpsman. For a man who’d been subjected to a poisoned air supply in deep space, Vasko was doing remarkably well. But when you set the bar low enough, Lowell figured, all news was good news. His buddy still looked green around the gills, and the angry sore on his arm was still covered in pustules.

      “Maybe we should get Muul to spit on him again,” Lowell grumbled.

      Vasko opened one eye. “Nobody gets to spit on me. Besides, it doesn’t really hurt anymore. Mostly just itches.” Despite this assurance, Vasko was out of breath after less than ten seconds of speaking. That couldn’t be a good sign.

      “Stubborn jackass.” Collins bent over his colleague’s forearm. “If a little alien spit is gonna keep you from losing that hand, I think you could swallow your pride just this once.”

      Even after he stopped talking, Collins’ jaw kept working. He’s chewing gum, Lowell realized. Collins had always been a big gum-chewer. It was strangely comforting to know that not everything had changed. The history between the three men was a little convoluted, one more relic of Lt. Larry Munroe’s poor behavior. The man had cost a lot of people their lives, and Lowell’s own career had been another casualty. Just when he’d finally started to connect to his team back on Mars, Munroe had flushed the whole thing down the toilet. Meeting Collins and Vasko again, even under these dubious circumstances, was like getting another shot at life.

      The stuttering of the engines that had awoken Lowell in the first place deepened.

      Lowell twisted around in his chair to get a view of the cockpit. “Tell me that isn’t something wrong with the ship.”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” He Ming assured him. “We’re coming in to land on Titan. The atmosphere is thick, so hold onto your seats. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

      The claim that nothing was wrong struck Lowell as particularly laughable. Three enemy factions and two civilians walk into a spacecraft…there was a punchline in there somewhere, but at the moment, Lowell wasn’t laughing. He wasn’t entirely convinced that any of this nonsense had a happy ending.

      Well, no point in crying about it now. They had already blown up one of Saturn’s moons. If anyone should be concerned about their health and safety, it was probably Titan itself.

      The shaking became more intense, and Lowell’s fist clenched.

      “Maybe we should put our suits on, just in case?” Peter suggested. His eyes darted nervously from the three Space Corps soldiers to He Ming. There was already a bit of natural tension among them, and Collins in particular had made no secret of the fact that he resented working with the translator.

      He Ming shrugged, but didn’t look up from the controls.

      “A little safety might not go amiss.” Lowell leaned over to help Vasko fix his suit, and Collins joined in. Peter saw to his father before pulling his own helmet on; Muul lazily slipped her own helmet into place.

      Lowell had been stationed at every backwater Space Corps station throughout the galaxy in the weeks and months after his court-martial. The Corps had never built anything on Titan, however. They’d left that dreary moon to the Tiān Zhuānjiā. Not that Enceladus had ever been a particularly lively place, but Titan was rumored to be absolutely dismal. On Enceladus, a guy could at least stare miserably into the frozen hellscape. Titan was so low-vis that you couldn’t even do that.

      Even an incredibly dense atmosphere like Titan’s, however, wouldn’t account for the sound coming from the ship’s engines.

      “I don’t understand,” He Ming murmured. “The ship was doing just fine before, and Ilin’s man…” She stopped abruptly and leaned back.

      Vasko chuckled. “Hang on, with somebody else’s soldier piloting?”

      “The Russian private and our man took turns.” He Ming’s voice was particularly grim.

      Vasko cackled and smacked Peter with his good arm. “Hey, Chang, remember how I fiddled with the ship before we went underground?”

      Peter nodded. “You made it so that no one else could steal it.”

      “Yup.” Vasko nodded. “See, my way was nice. If somebody tried to steal our vessel, it would’ve looked like we blew the engines on ‘em. I never thought of sabotaging ‘em so that the landing gear wouldn’t work. That’s dark, man.”

      Lowell got up and shuffled over to the translator’s side. “A guy would have to be borderline suicidal to do that to the ship that carried him.”

      “Unless there was a way to reverse it,” Collins added.

      Lowell glanced down at He Ming. “I don’t suppose you have any idea what he did, right?”

      The translator shook her head.

      Lowell turned back to the rest of the crew. “Anybody here have the slightest clue how to fix an engine on the fly?”

      “I do.” Muul sat with her hands folded in her lap. “But maybe we’re better off abandoning the ship.”

      “I don’t like throwing away our only escape option,” Collins said. “What’s involved in this plan of yours?”

      Muul’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “I would, of course, need to examine the landing gear itself. From the outside of the ship.”

      A chorus of groans echoed through the mic in Lowell’s helmet.

      “I don’t suppose we could convince you to give it a shot?” Collins asked.

      Muul made a humming noise in the back of her throat. “Do you want me to go out there alone and risk my life for a group of humans?”

      Lowell squeezed the back of He Ming’s chair. It was always something, wasn’t it? Sometimes it felt like God, or these stupid plant aliens, or whoever was ultimately in charge of the universe had it in for him.

      All I wanted was a career I could be proud of. I wanted to be able to look my father in the eye and tell him that I had succeeded as a man. Is that so much to ask?

      Lowell squeezed his eyes shut, already regretting the words that were about to come out of his mouth.

      “You don’t have to go alone. I’ll help you.”

      Muul emitted a soft, skeptical breath. Her language and even her anatomy were sufficiently different that it didn’t always translate into something Lowell could understand. Either she was surprised by this offer, or she was about to throw it back in his face. Who knew what the alien was thinking at any given moment? Half the time, Lowell couldn’t understand what the hell normal people were thinking.

      “In that case, we had better get moving,” she said.

      Peter stood as well. “Maybe I should⁠—”

      “Maybe you should sit your butt back down in that seat and make sure nothing happens to your dad.” Lowell didn’t mean for his words to sound so harsh, but he had reached the end of his tether days ago, and the situation hadn’t let up. “When he comes to, I’m not explaining to him that I let his son climb around on the outside of a spacecraft when you don’t even know how to work your equipment properly.”

      Peter shrank back, and for a moment Lowell wondered if he had overstepped. Then the corner of the kid’s mouth quirked up. “If you end up getting killed out there doing something stupid, I’m going to hold a séance and tell your ghost that the joke’s on you.”

      “Just don’t lose that key,” Lowell told him. “I didn’t go through all this shit to die for nothing now.”
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      A lifetime ago, back on Enceladus, Lowell’s job had been to fix things. At the time, he’d felt like a bit of a drudge, but he never really minded putting things back together. He would happily take a lifetime of scraping ice off of research equipment if it meant he could have some instant coffee and a decent sleep in the meantime.

      But that’s not really true, is it? he thought as he clung to the side of the Chinese spaceship with nothing but his grippy gloves and suction boots. You feel like you’re wasting your life when you aren’t risking it in stupid ways.

      That being the case, the powers that be had put Lowell right where he belonged.

      He Ming had possessed the decency to turn off the ship’s cloaking device. Sure, somebody with decent radar was more likely to spot them now, but at least Lowell wasn’t grappling with the sides of an invisible spaceship. Even when he could see it clearly, moving around was hard enough.

      His time on Enceladus had gotten him used to the lower gravity of the frozen moon. He’d taken it into account in both combat and training. Somehow, though, he’d managed to forget about the troubles an atmosphere could cause.

      Enceladus had had very little atmosphere, even before it had been destabilized by Munroe’s activation of the Anomaly. If they’d been hurtling through Earth’s upper atmosphere, Lowell would have been ill-prepared for the amount of atmospheric resistance sweeping along the sides of the ship.

      Titan was worse. Far worse. Lowell had managed to keep up with his physical training, but even with the added assistance of the alien tech built into his borrowed suit, he wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold on.

      The sickly yellow smog around him wasn’t just impenetrable to the eye. It was thick, too. The gravity wasn’t much to speak of, but Lowell’s every movement made it feel as though he was treading water.

      “Come here,” Muul’s voice said through the mic.

      “You’re going to have to be more specific. Where is here, exactly? I can barely see my own hands.”

      “I’m heading toward the landing gear at the back of the ship.” For once, Muul didn’t find some snide way to call him an idiot. Perhaps she could hear the note of panic in his voice—not that it would be hard. If Lowell had been given half an hour to mess around in this new environment, he would have been good to go. Too bad their time was in short supply.

      He shuffled back along the side of the ship, using the layout as his guide. He’d seen plenty of these little Tiān Zhuānjiā fighter vessels. As a matter of fact, he’d shot down his fair share of them. It was easy to imagine what would happen if the ship struck something obscured by the atmosphere, and the results weren’t pretty. If only Lowell could stop replaying the mental footage of the ships he’d shot down on Mars, he would take it as a blessing.

      Eventually, Muul’s hazy figure came into view. She clung to the hull just above the thrusters, watching him with huge, black unblinking eyes.

      “Can you see it?” Lowell asked loudly. The shuddering ship and the oppressive smog made him feel as though he had to shout, although she could hear him just fine, of course.

      “Keep it down, Lowell,” Vasko’s voice said. “Some of us are trying to relax.”

      Lowell snorted. “If I could save the rest of us from a fiery death and not you, Vasko, I would.”

      Vasko’s deep laugh rumbled over the connection. Muul had extended one of her arms and was pointing down into the thrusters. “It looks like your idiomatic friend was right,” she said drily. “Someone put a blocker on the landing gear. The good news is that it’s a fairly primitive device…although I don’t know why I would expect anything different from monkeys like you.”

      Vasko cut in again. “Peter, tell your frog girlfriend to stop calling us monkeys.”

      Muul scoffed. “Collins, tell your subordinate that if I hear his voice again before we get this device removed, I’m crashing this spaceship on purpose.”

      That brought an even deeper laugh from Vasko.

      Muul returned her attention to Lowell. “The bad news is, the device is lodged in place.”

      Lowell could already see where this was going. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance we could shoot it out?”

      “Only if you want to risk blowing out the engines.” Muul turned her extended hand so that her fingers cut through the soupy atmosphere. “And may I remind you that we are now in a nitrogen and methane-based atmosphere? I wouldn’t risk firing my gun right now. Would you?”

      Lowell had grown up in an old house. While his friends had left school and returned to smart homes that were practically run by electronics, Lowell’s house had been a bit more modest. His father had never really seen the point of upgrading anything that wasn’t broken, and even then he was happy to hold it together with duct tape until it failed completely. Their kitchen sink boasted a switch above the counter that connected to the garbage disposal. More than once, young Carpenter had found himself standing over the sink, entertaining vivid fantasies about what would happen if he stuck his hand down the drain. Once, when he was seven, he had even turned it on, but his mom had caught him in the act before he could do anything drastic. He had tried to explain that he wasn’t really going to do it, even though a tiny part of his brain wondered if this was true. His mother hadn’t cared. She had given him the hiding of a lifetime, despite the fact that she’d never raised a hand to him on any other occasion.

      Lowell stared into the thrusters with a sinking feeling of resignation. Sorry, Ma. Looks like I’ll finally get to figure out what would’ve happened.

      Lowell shuffled closer. He gritted his teeth when the wind resistance caught him in between steps and almost tore him off the side of the hull. “Miss He, I’m going to need you to turn off the thrusters.”

      “They’re off now, Mr. Lowell…but they weren’t working earlier. There’s probably still some tension built up in the mechanism.”

      “Of course there is,” Lowell said cheerfully, because what were the odds that this one thing would work out in his favor? “If I can dislodge it, that might even help knock the damn thing free.”

      “Are you volunteering for this?” Muul asked.

      “Are you?”

      The alien sniffed. “It’s a manmade device.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Lowell let his gaze roam over the parts of the mechanism that he could see. He could see what Muul was looking at; the problem was that it was smack in the middle of three interlocking propellers. Each of the fan blades was almost as long as Lowell’s entire body. If they started up while he still clung to them, he could be flung free of the vessel, and would probably lose at least one limb in the process.

      “You should move faster,” Muul told him. “If she has to engage the thrusters while we’re down here, the gravity controls will cook us alive.”

      “Tossed, chopped, or griddled…those are my options?”

      “Don’t worry,” Muul assured him. “I’ll walk you through it.”

      If there was an alternate universe in which this sentiment put Lowell at ease, it had yet to be discovered. Still, as he let himself down the side of the vessel, Lowell found that his irritation with Muul was little more than that. She’d come through for them on Enceladus, and she’d saved his life more than once. They were crew now. Allies.

      Even if she was making him stick his hand in the thrusters.

      To get to the thrusters, Lowell had to climb upside-down. On the bright side, the slipstream around the ship was no longer trying to rip him up and away. Instead, it was crushing him chest-first against the underbelly of the vessel.

      He reached the first propeller and tentatively grabbed it with one grippy glove. Not so long ago, he’d found himself sabotaging a Space Corps ship from this very position—but he’d been trying to break those thrusters, not go dipping around in the middle of them with his very severable hands.

      “You’re getting closer,” Muul coaxed as he crawled toward the object at the center of the interlocking circles.

      “You’ve got this, Lowell,” Peter said. “You don’t want me harassing your ghost, remember?”

      His position was precarious, but Lowell smiled anyway. “What jackass taught you to be irreverent in the face of disaster?”

      “Literally the worst man I know.”

      Lowell had reached his destination. From here, if he stretched far enough, he could just reach the dented and misshapen cylinder wedged between the blades.

      Here goes nothing.

      At first, he was painfully correct, because ‘nothing’ was exactly what happened. Now that Lowell was closer, he had a better view of the object. It wasn’t even designed for the purpose it currently served.

      “Have you got it?” Muul asked.

      “Just about. Some nimrod certainly found an interesting use for a spare power cell.” Lowell tugged on it, all the more annoyed when it didn’t budge. “Friggin’... stupid…thing…won’t come out…”

      Ming cleared her throat. “I hate to rush you, but according to the radar, we’re in our final descent. We have less than two minutes before impact.”

      Lowell gave the cell a good yank, but it was still wedged in place. The propellers had crushed it between their blades. If they’d removed it before takeoff, it would have easily slid free.

      “We were able to take off just fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “Is there a way we can stay airborne while I jiggle this thing free?”

      “Yes,” Ming said reluctantly, “but like Muul said, if I engage the takeoff thruster now, it would either knock you loose or cook you alive.”

      “Oh, for—” Lowell trailed off into a string of colorful curses. He channeled all of his helpless rage into his arm, using every cursed moment leading up to this one as fuel for his rage. If he ended up crashing on a moon in Tiān Zhuānjiā territory just because some Russian officer he’d never met wanted to get in the final word…

      Several things happened all at once, at very nearly the same time. First, Lowell managed to twist the power cell out of place. The motion of the propeller, combined with the slipstream and Lowell’s own momentum, threw him backward.  He tumbled upward, around the hull, until he came to a sudden and painfully abrupt stop.

      Did I get stuck on something? he wondered, but when he looked down at his leg to see what was holding him in place, he found that he wasn’t snagged on anything. Instead, he was held in place by Muul’s arm. She must have jumped in time to catch him before he was thrown loose.

      “Lowell? Muul?” He Ming was really beginning to panic now. “What happened?”

      “Fire up the thrusters,” Lowell barked. “Your brakes should work.”

      The ship shivered as He Ming obliged. Lowell’s back smacked against the ship, and something in his spine popped. That’s going to hurt later.

      Assuming, of course, that later ever came. Muul was holding onto him, but her grip was slipping, and no matter how wildly Lowell flailed, he couldn’t get a
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