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        * * *

      

      A dozen men and women sat around the table, watching the screen in silence. They had viewed the same video half a dozen times: first, the recording of Lt. Larry Munroe threatening the general of the Tiān Zhuānjiā ship; then the video of Space Corpsman Frank Grady, denouncing the behavior of his former commander.

      As the video ended, frozen on an unflattering still of Frank Grady’s face, the assembled officials let out a collective sigh.

      “Bottom line,” said Vice-President Perez. “Was he acting on anyone’s authority when he fired on that German ship?”

      General Reeves shook her head emphatically as Defense Secretary Owens said, “Absolutely not, sir.”

      Perez slumped against the table, letting out a disgruntled sigh. “So what are our options?”

      “Honestly?” Reeves drummed her fingers against the table. “They’re few and far between. From what we can tell, the Russians have a crew deployed out there, and the Tiān Zhuānjiā too, obviously. Our next closest ship is stationed near Titan, but it’s mostly researchers.”

      “What about the research station on Enceladus?” asked the press secretary.

      Everyone turned their heads slowly to examine him. Secretary Kelley was new to the job, and despite his posting, he never actually seemed to read the briefs.

      “They’re dead,” said Perez flatly. “Enceladus is being contested.”

      “If we don’t have people in the area, what’s the point?” asked Kelley, leaning back in his rolling chair.

      “The point,” said Perez bitterly, “is that at the heart of that sad little moon lies one of the greatest weapons known to man, allegedly, and we don’t want it falling into the hands of the enemy.”

      Kelley pursed his lips. “Look, I understand the image issue here—it’s not going to look good if word gets out that we’re sitting on a state secret of this magnitude, and the fact that an American fires the first shot in the incident is a major problem. Now, I can spin that, but let me tell you something.” He jabbed his pen at the screen. “If the Tiān Zhuānjiā forces had actually gotten their hands on a weapon that remarkable, that would not be the message they’d put out. They’d be making a public statement, undermining our authority, taking what they wanted. It would be all over the internet. They wouldn’t be playing games.”

      Perez studied Kelley. No wonder he’d been promoted to the position.

      “You think there’s still time to get someone else out there,” said the defense secretary thoughtfully. “Enceladus isn’t a lost cause?”

      Kelley waved a dismissive hand at the screen. “Trust me, these folks know how to run a mean PR campaign, and this doesn’t add up.”

      That certainly put a new spin on things. Perez leaned forward, drumming his fingers on the glass-topped table. “All right, then let’s play it this way. Reeves, I want your best men out there yesterday. And somebody get me an astrophysicist who knows what the hell they’re talking about. Someone who can keep their mouth shut. And Kelley…”

      Kelley folded his hands, sitting up straight as if he was a fifth-grader hoping to get a gold star for participation.

      “Kelley, figure out how to spin this. We need to get ahead of this story.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Kelley.

      “What exactly is my team supposed to do?” asked General Reeves.

      Perez got up from his chair and pulled on his jacket, straightening the sleeves as he answered. “They’re going out to what’s left of Enceladus, and God willing, they’re going to get that weapon before our enemies do. Does anyone know what happened to the artifacts that Munroe took up there? The ones that got us into this mess?”

      “Impossible to say, sir,” said the Director of National Intelligence. “Best guess, based on Operation Cascade mission parameters, is they are lost on Enceladus.”

      Perez rubbed his temples. “All right. Understood.” It was a shame, given how many man-hours had gone into retrieving the things, never mind the budget. It was too bad that Munroe had blown the whole scenario, too.

      Oh, well. At least if they were lost, that meant no one had them. It was comforting to know that the other heads of state were sweating bullets, too.
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        * * *

      

      Lance Corporal William Collins stared down at the coffins and sighed.

      “Is it just me,” he asked, “or does it feel like we’re always on cleanup duty?”

      “It’s not just you.” His buddy, Michael Vasko, fired up his vape. “But here’s one for you—is it just me, or does this have Munroe’s stink all over it?”

      There were plenty of similarities between what had happened here not so long ago and what had happened on Mars, now that Collins thought about it. He unwrapped another stick of gum and leaned back against the dig house, watching the men move around them. He composed a private list of everything that seemed familiar: the sand, the archaeological site, the dead researchers killed under mysterious circumstances. Munroe wasn’t the only jackass with a commission in the Space Corps, but this was mighty familiar.

      Vasko gagged. “Don’t know how you can chew that shit. Rots your teeth.”

      “Says the man smoking a cancer stick,” Collins retorted. “Settle down, Vasko. We’re on the same side.”

      Vasko sat down on one of the coffins and smacked his hand against the cheap wooden lid. “That’s what these poor saps probably thought, too.”

      “Gentlemen!” called a voice from across the hills, and both men looked toward the woman who was striding down the hill toward them. Collins straightened his spine and saluted, tucking his gum into his cheek. Vasko saluted lazily. He didn’t bother trying to hide the vape, but he did stand up from the coffin.

      Collins didn’t recognize the woman who came striding down the hill towards them. She wore a Space Corps uniform, and the two silver bars on her chest marked her as a captain. Her nametag said Sanz.

      “Collins?” she asked. When her eyes flicked toward Vasko, she wrinkled her nose. “May I ask what the two of you are doing?”

      “Following orders, ma’am,” said Vasko, lifting the vape to his lips with a smug smile. The guy hated authority.

      Collins and Vasko had been in the first batch of recruits to go through the Space Corps. Back then, Space Corpsman had largely been picked for their size and hardiness—Vasko certainly hadn’t been selected for his brains—but apparently there’d been a shift in that trend. Captain Sanz was small but sturdy, with thick black hair pulled back into a tidy bun that nestled just beneath the band of her hat. Judging by her build and the way she surveyed the terrain, Collins would have put his money on her training as a sharpshooter. He also suspected that she didn’t miss a thing.

      “You’re being reassigned,” she said. “Grab your things. I want you at the helicopter in ten minutes.”

      “Everyone?” asked Collins.

      Sanz shook her head. “Just the two of you. We’re forming a task force. Didn’t you get the memo?”

      “No service out here,” Vasko drawled.

      Sanz took a step back, the hint of a smile tugging at her lips, as if she knew something they didn’t. “Get used to it,” she said. “The service at our next posting will be worse.”

      “We’re going offworld,” Collins said flatly. He and Vasko had been shuffled around ever since the events on Mars, and they hadn’t spent much time in space. He’d missed the novelty of it, but after everything that had gone down, he wasn’t sure how he felt about shipping back out.

      “Told you this had something to do with Munroe,” Vasko muttered.

      Sanz’s smile disappeared. “Lieutenant Munroe is dead. Nine minutes, men. The clock is ticking.”

      Collins’ eyebrows shot up as Sanz stalked back toward the helicopter.

      “Dead,” Vasko said. “Well, what do you think of that? Didn’t see that one coming, that’s for sure.” He tucked his vape away, then headed for the tents, leaving Collins to stand guard over the dead.

      He should get moving, he knew, but Collins was stuck in his own head. He was certain now that there was a connection, and if he and Vasko were being reassigned, it was because someone up the chain of command thought that they had particular value. The only thing that came to mind was their experience on Mars, which meant that whatever was going on now was related to that mess.

      He couldn’t help wondering what their old friend Carpenter Lowell would have to say about all of this.
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      Carpenter Lowell had never felt more like a third wheel in his life. Somehow, in the four days since they’d been picked up by the aliens, Peter had become fluent enough in ancient Akkadian to communicate with them. It was irritating, if not downright insulting.

      “How are you feeling today?” chirped Peter, leaning over the side of the tub in which Lowell lay.

      He’d taken to thinking of it as a tub, in spite of the fact that it wasn’t filled with water. The viscous liquid reminded him of the Jell-O cups he’d been fed at the hospital when he’d broken his arm as a boy. It was thick enough that it was nearly opaque. It was also warm and oddly pleasant to the touch, and left his skin smooth and rehydrated. Lowell couldn’t be sure, but he was also fairly confident that it was responsible for his rapid recovery from the various beatings he’d taken over the last few days.

      On the downside, it was grey. Every time he lifted his hand and the sludge dripped from his fingers, Lowell had to stifle a gag.

      “I feel great,” he admitted, squelching a handful of the slime between his fingers. “These aliens of yours offer better healthcare than the Space Corps, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “You could at least try to get along with them,” Peter insisted.

      “How? We can’t talk.” Lowell sank lower into his unappetizing bath, careful not to let his lips touch the grey substance.

      “You could learn.”

      Lowell snorted. Did Peter really want him to learn some dead language just to talk with the tall, aloof creatures holding them prisoner? Peter seemed bound and determined to defend their hosts. It was a sentiment that made no sense to Lowell. Sure, the aliens had scooped them up out of the sky, and that was nice and all…but they’d only done it because they wanted something.

      “Have you asked them about the moon?” he asked. “All those fish and whatnot swimming around under the ice? How about the weapon?”

      Peter held a finger to his lips, glancing around nervously. “I may not have let on everything I know. I wanted to wait until you’re better.”

      “Thanks,” Lowell said, leaning back against the side of what he was coming to think of as the sludge tank. At least the kid hadn’t gotten totally sucked into the narrative the aliens were selling. He might go starry-eyed every time he saw them, but he wasn’t entirely gormless. And he hadn’t handed over the stellar key, the one thing the aliens had specifically mentioned when they picked them up. Then again if the aliens had them they had the key. No need to rush.

      A moment later, the automatic door hissed open, and one of the aliens stepped through. Lowell immediately turned his head away. He couldn’t stand to look at them, not head-on. They made his head hurt, because they shouldn’t be real.

      Besides, their eyes were creepy. Lowell preferred to look away.

      The alien spoke in the same lilting cadence that she always used. Lowell was pretty sure that she was female—it was hard to tell, they all looked the same to him, but the way Peter’s eyes lit up when he saw her was awfully suspicious. Canny or not, the kid was a weirdo, and Lowell wouldn’t put it past him to have a crush on one of these things.

      “I’ll be back later,” Peter said. “Maybe you can come to dinner with us today.”

      Lowell watched them depart in silence, then lay back in the tank, his arms folded over his chest. He sometimes got a crick in his neck from leaning his head against the side of the tank, but the idea of falling asleep and waking up fully submerged was too horrible to contemplate. He wasn’t sure which was more horrifying: the idea of choking on the thick, almost mucous-y substance, or having to taste it and live. Sometimes he hooked his arms over the side of the tank and slept with his head lolling to the side. It left him with a headache.

      His discomfort was all for the best, Lowell reckoned. Peter was getting too chummy with these things. If an uncomfortable position kept Lowell awake and keen, so much the better.

      He had no intention of letting his guard down.
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      “How have you been?” Peter asked.

      Muul looked down at him, her large dark eyes fixed on his face. “It has only been ten hours since the last time we spoke. I am much the same as I was.”

      On the first day aboard the alien ship, Peter and Muul had engaged in a clumsy conversation about who they were and what they did. It had taken Peter ages to understand that Muul held a position that he had long coveted: she was an exobiologist. She studied alien lifeforms. Peter had trotted after Muul, eager to keep pace. More than once, he’d slipped on the slightly damp floor, and now he was careful to move a little more slowly. He still hadn’t quite gotten used to the higher humidity levels aboard the alien vessel, and the relatively dim lighting sometimes made it harder to see. A few years ago, his stepfather Kevin had taken him hiking through the Hoh River Valley in Washington State, and the mossy substance growing over the UFO’s walls—which Peter had at first mistaken for vividly green shag carpeting—reminded him of the lichen that had dripped from the trees up there.

      Early on, Peter had tried to ask Muul about how her species managed to maintain the dim, damp atmosphere in deep space without damaging the ship’s wiring and internal mechanisms, but she’d looked at him as if he was very simple and said, The usual way. He’d stopped asking questions along these lines, as her answers were never very satisfying.

      Which, in this case, meant that she was studying him.

      Muul’s office, for lack of a better word, was on the same floor as the medical bay. Peter still hadn’t gotten used to what passed for chairs among Muul’s people. They folded up out of the floor into an upright, slatted wall about a foot wide. According to Muul, one was supposed to stand behind them and slowly lean forward; the slatted segments bent forward until one could lie on them chest-down, looking over the top at the person leaning across from you.

      Peter had made a valiant effort to use the chairs properly during the first few days, but found it wildly uncomfortable to lie on his stomach for so long. The fact that they were designed for someone significantly taller than him didn’t help. He found it slightly easier to use it ‘backward,’ standing with his heels against the base of the contraption and leaning back. It was surprisingly comfortable, so long as his feet didn’t slip out from under him. He’d cracked his head against the damp floor more than once that way.

      With her arms reaching around either side of the inclined ‘chair’ and her chin resting on the top, Muul reached out toward the hemisphere that stood on a pillar in front of her. Peter still hadn’t figured out quite how it worked, but from what he could work out, the single object served as both a monitor and a keyboard, of sorts. It was angled to face her, and supposedly contained her notes, although Peter hadn’t managed to get a look at them—not that he would have been able to read them, even if he had. Muul might be fluent in Akkadian, but she took notes in her own language, and Peter didn’t know a single word of it. He still hadn’t figured out whether it was a syllabary or not.

      Which was both humbling and frustrating. He’d have loved to know what she was saying about him.

      “Are you fully rested?” she asked. “Ready to continue?”

      “Actually, I have a question first.” Peter cleared his throat. “I’m wondering if we could get in touch with someone at home? We were part of this big battle, the one I was telling you about, and I’m afraid that my family may be in danger. We need to warn people on Earth…”

      “My commander has heard your request,” Muul said gently. “I understand your intentions, Peter, but at the moment we are monitoring the situation on Enceladus—or what is left of it. We will not let things get out of hand. We have been watching over your people for a very long time, and the extent to which we can get involved is carefully calculated. After all, if we swept in and involved ourselves in every altercation, it would have vastly impacted the course of your species’ history.”

      “I understand,” Peter told her. “But surely if only Lowell and I were the ones to⁠—”

      “My commander has heard your request,” Muul repeated. “Is that all, or shall we proceed?”

      Peter let out an annoyed puff of breath. What was the point of making contact with extraterrestrial life if it didn’t help him solve the problems Munroe had created?

      Maybe he was too passive. Maybe Lowell could help him make his case—but that would only work if Lowell and the aliens were able to communicate. “One other thing. My friend, ah… he’s not so great at languages. I was thinking that you might be willing to learn English to help him? I know it’s a big request, but it would open up another whole field of study for you.”

      Muul tilted her head to one side, glancing up at the dim lights. When they were talking normally, Peter did his best not to stare at her, but once her attention wandered, he couldn’t help himself.

      The sleek dome of her head was as grey as the rest of her, but her skin wasn’t uniform by any means. Instead, it was a dappled monochrome; other animals used that sort of patterning as camouflage. The more he stared, the more questions he had. What was your world like? Where did you evolve?

      Are we neighbors, or did you put us here?

      But whenever he asked probing questions like that, she changed the subject.

      “It might be worthwhile to learn his language,” Muul admitted. “I don’t think anyone else has made a particular study of modern human tongues, and the Akkadian is a bit archaic. It’s more useful for reading texts, but it might be a viable field of study. Yes, I think I might be interested.”

      “You can always practice with me,” Peter pointed out, aware that he sounded borderline desperate, but unable to contain his curiosity.

      He wished that his father could meet her. Dr. Chang would have known exactly what to say.

      “In the meantime,” said Muul, “let us continue where we left off. I wish to know more about your homeworld. What can you tell me about its biology? The diversity of its species?”

      This wasn’t Peter’s wheelhouse, but just as he had for the last few days, he did his best to answer the questions.

      So far, his limited interactions with the aliens made it seem as though they lived in a sort of self-made utopia. He and Lowell had been greeted with kindness, cared for, fed, and nourished. But any time he’d tried to address the urgency of what had occurred on Enceladus, Muul put him off. He was beginning to feel less like a guest and more like a specimen.

      The most important concern niggling at the back of his mind was one he was afraid to ask: not only because he might not like the answer, but because he didn’t want to tip his hand and reveal how much he knew.

      Why had they hidden a weapon of war inside the heart of Enceladus?
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      He Ming had expected that when she and General Wu arrived on the surface of the dead moon, they would find exactly what they were looking for. Instead, they were greeted with inert stone.

      Major General Yevgeniy Ilin had joined their landing party, and the Russian forces were helping them search the area for any sign of the weapon they had all been sent to retrieve.

      “We were not adequately briefed,” Ilin complained. The three of them shared a small surface transport vehicle, along with two soldiers: one Russian, one Chinese, just to make sure that the situation didn’t escalate. “We have had four days to retrieve the weapon, and there’s no sign of it.”

      “Surely you didn’t expect it to be lying around on the surface of the moon?” asked General Wu mildly. “You saw the changes that Enceladus underwent—its atmosphere is altered entirely.”

      Sure enough, the icy mantle that had been the frozen moon’s defining feature was long gone, and the ocean had gone with it. All that remained was bare stone, which maintained the complex structure of the original moon, absent any sign of life.

      Unlike Ilin, He Ming hadn’t expected the moon to yield its secrets so readily. This was not some small-scale project, as simple as exchanging a package or gathering intelligence. The reward they had all been promised existed on a grand scale, so it stood to reason that it would not be the work of an afternoon to retrieve.

      The landing party was fairly small compared to the amount of ground they had to cover, but He Ming had deployed the drones as well. Over the last four days, they had mapped a large portion of the moon’s surface.

      He Ming was looking out the window, wondering if they even really knew what they were looking for, when the watch at her wrist beeped. She lifted it, examining its face.

      “The drones have spotted something.” She leaned between the seats, past the two soldiers piloting their little vessel, and punched in a set of coordinates. “Take us there,” she said.

      The soldiers obeyed, and Ilin rubbed his hands together in excitement. “Do you think they’ve found it?”

      “The weapon?” she asked. “Doubtful. But I expect that what they have found may be a step in the right direction.”

      The current face of Enceladus wasn’t entirely smooth. It was still pockmarked by craters, cut through with canyons, and—most noteworthy of all—marred by the deep gouge of what had once been a sub-aquatic trench.

      He Ming’s coordinates took them to the edge of this trench, and then down into its declivity. If the ocean had still existed, it would have been a lightless rift, enough to inspire claustrophobia in even the most stalwart of soldiers. Now, it was just another valley on the surface of the moon.

      To her right, Ilin was becoming increasingly agitated; to her left, General Wu was perfectly still, his hands braced against his thighs, breathing shallowly. Each time they thought they’d found something, both men seemed on the verge of launching into a flurry of action, and each time they had been disappointed.

      He Ming was patient. This would take time. It could, in fact, take years. After all, Munroe had spent nearly half a decade tracking down the key and the map.

      Truthfully, He Ming was skeptical that there was anything down here at all.

      At the base of the rift, her watch pinged again. Their pilots pulled up short, and one of them punched in the command sequence that would open the door of the hovercraft. Ming, General Wu, and Ilin all stepped out, and Ming led the way.

      They were only a few dozen paces from the drone that had flagged her, and when she saw what it was examining, Ming’s eyes widened.

      A skeleton nearly the size of their warship lay in the stone, fossilized into the moon’s crust. It was recognizably piscine, with an enormous armored head that could easily have swallowed the five of them whole.

      “What is that?” asked Ilin, his blue eyes widening behind his helmet’s visor. His blunt, unsubtle features betrayed something akin to terror—he wouldn’t like the fact that Ming could see it, if he realized. He might complain about their situation, but he was also a man who prided himself on his casual demeanor. He wouldn’t appreciate the realization that he had tipped his hand so completely.

      “I think it was one of the creatures that lived here, under the moon’s surface—an echo of Earthly life in an alien landscape.” General Wu knelt before the massive mouth, examining it curiously. “I think that you may be right, Major General.”

      “How’s that?” asked Ilin.

      “We were not adequately briefed.” Wu stood up, then turned to Ming. “Is this all that your drones have to show us?”

      “Yes, sir, that’s all so far.” It was irritating not to have more answers, but the general only nodded before heading back to their pod.

      “There has to be a way inside this moon,” Ilin grumbled.

      I’m sure there is, thought Ming, and the moment one of us figures it out will be the moment our alliance ends.
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      Fai stood in front of the classroom, adjusting his glasses as he gestured to the screen behind him.

      “For thousands of years, people have looked at the night sky and wondered…what are those celestial bodies? What exists in worlds beyond our own? We limit ourselves to the idea that extraterrestrials will look like us, but with subtle differences—that they’ll walk on two legs and build spaceships and contact us through the technology we currently possess. What we forget is that even on our own planet, we’ve evolved alongside millions of other species who have thrived at one time or another. Furthermore, we haven’t finished evolving. The technology that we possess today was unthinkable two hundred years ago.”

      Fai stared out at the sea of faces, most of which were slack and bored. Some twerp in the third row was clearly watching a movie with those new digital contacts. On one hand, he was making Fai’s point, but on the other, if he was going to spend the whole period dicking around, he could have at least had the decency to skip class.

      Well, never mind him. It was a Gen Ed course, after all, and a summer session at that. At least a cluster of students in the front row was listening with obvious admiration.

      Pushing his glasses back up his nose, Fai thumped his index finger on the desk for emphasis. “The point is, we already know that extraterrestrial life exists in the form of microbes. We know that there is life on other worlds. When we assume that it will look like us, and think like us, and talk like us, we assume that our scale and our intellect is ubiquitous.”

      The kids in the front row quickly scribbled notes, all of them dreamy-eyed. This was the only reason Fai even taught classes anymore: once in a while, when he got lucky, he got to teach the odd student who actually cared about the subject.

      At the end of class, a handful of students hung back to ask him questions. One of the girls even shyly requested that he sign a copy of one of his books.

      “I’m so glad there was an open slot,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her. “The class is always full.”

      “It’s a blow-off Gen Ed,” Fai told her, chuckling. “I’m well aware of the reputation, but I hope you learn something this summer. See you in class.”

      She waved excitedly as she ran toward the door, chatting with her friends as they all spilled out into the hall. Fai smiled fondly after them. His college students seemed more like children every year—or maybe he was just getting old.

      The guy in the third row was still sitting there, and Fai shot him a nasty look. Guess his movie didn’t end with the lecture, he thought.

      He slung the strap of his bag over his shoulder, ready to leave, when the young man spoke up.

      “Doctor Chang,” the man said. “Might I have a word?”

      Fai frowned up at the young man. “My office hours are on the syllabus.”

      “I’d prefer to talk in private.”

      Fai’s eyes swept over the man again, and he snorted. He hadn’t looked that closely before, but now a wave of recognition swept over him. “No thanks,” he said drily. “I don’t talk to suits.” He stomped heavily up the stairs, hunching his shoulders toward his ears. He’d gotten a slap on the wrist from some folks in Area 51 a few years ago, but Fai preferred not to interact with the military if he could help it.

      “Dr. Chang,” the man called.

      “I already have a job,” Fai replied. “And I’m not for sale.”

      “It’s about your son.”

      That was enough to stop Fai dead in his tracks.

      “Peter Chang. Graduate student. Doing a semester abroad at a dig in Ur-An, under a professor by the name of Keating?”

      Fai closed his eyes, then turned slowly on the spot. “Ten minutes,” he said.

      The young man pursed his lips. “Off campus.”

      Fai nodded despite the sinking feeling in his stomach. “Follow me,” he said. “I know a place.”
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      There was a coffee shop two blocks from campus that Fai frequented. He’d toyed with the idea of going to a park, but the notion of sitting outside made his skin crawl. He’d spend the whole conversation watching the trees to see if they had snipers in position.

      And yes, maybe he was being paranoid. But as a Chinese expat whose loyalty to any government was tenuous at best, Fai didn’t believe that it was possible to be too careful. There were only ‘appropriately careful,’ and dead.

      Fai ordered a small coffee, black, while the suit ordered a complicated beverage with steamed milk, two pumps of butterscotch, and a shot of espresso. The casual way that he carried himself made Fai nervous, perhaps because—despite all of his years of study and multiple awards—he had never felt entirely confident in his own right.

      They took a seat at the back corner table, far away from prying eyes. Fai kept his back to the wall, just in case.

      “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this,” the young man said. Now that Fai was looking, he actually didn’t seem all that young. He was a chameleon, almost, the sort of man who always looked like he belonged, no matter where he was.

      “Tell me what?” asked Fai.

      The man reached for his tote bag, and Fai flinched, but all the man took out was a slim folder, which he handed across the table to Fai. Cautiously, he flipped the folder open to reveal a stack of pictures.

      “My God,” Fai breathed, looking at the top one. The image showed a dig site centered in the middle of a desert, but it looked as if someone had tossed the place. He lifted the top picture, then covered his mouth with one hand, stifling a gag. The young woman in the picture was obviously dead.

      With an increasing sense of urgency, Fai flipped through the pictures. There were two more bodies: a second woman, and a man Fai didn’t know. Cold fear clenched around his heart, and he held his breath, certain that Peter’s body would appear in one of the images.

      He let out an audible sigh of relief when it did not.

      “Where is this?” he asked.

      The man licked his lips. “Ur-An.”

      A thin noise escaped Fai’s lips, almost a keening sound. “What did they do to him?” he whispered.

      “His body was never found,” the man said sympathetically, pausing to take a slurp of his drink. “Nor was the body of his mentor, Samuel Keating.”

      “Then maybe he’s alive?” Fai said hopefully. “Perhaps whoever did this has taken him hostage? Or perhaps he escaped into the desert?”

      “I’m sorry, Dr. Chang,” said the man. “I can’t reveal further details of an ongoing investigation, but I can tell you this with the utmost certainty: your son, Peter Chang, is dead.”
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      Lowell still didn’t trust the aliens, but at a certain point, he was going to have to man up and deal with them anyway.

      “Okay, Chang,” he said. “I’ll talk to your weird grey girlfriend, but I can’t promise it’s going to go well.”

      “She’s been learning English,” Peter gushed. “And she picks up so fast…well, it makes sense after all, she speaks like forty languages…and she’s not my girlfriend.”

      Lowell grunted as he rolled his shoulders. He’d been through the wringer that last day on Enceladus. Back in the day, he was sure he’d been tougher, but he was getting older now, and it had taken him longer than he liked to recover from the ordeal.

      He’d managed to more or less towel off the remains of the sludge bath before Peter had arrived, but he still felt… sticky. The strangely sweet smell of it clung to him, and it made him feel as though he was still submerged in the stuff, which in turn made his stomach roil. Or maybe that was hunger—the doctor had given him nutritional supplements for the last few days, but he hadn’t eaten a real meal since he arrived.

      “Can you do me a favor?” Peter asked nervously, smoothing his hair ineffectually. “Can you just, you know, not make fun of me around Muul?”

      Lowell rolled his eyes. “What, you want me to wingman for you?”

      “No! No. It would just be nice if she saw me as, you know.” Peter shuffled forward and lowered his voice. “As an academic equal.”

      “You’ve got a weird kink,” Lowell informed him.

      Peter opened his mouth to protest, but stopped short when the door opened and the alien stepped in. Lowell was pretty sure that it was Peter’s friend, but he still hadn’t figured out how to tell them apart. Their smooth, almost featureless faces had all the anonymity of a uniform.

      “Muul, right?” he asked, figuring that if he was wrong, Peter would be the only one to tell him off. None of the other aliens knew English, after all.

      Her eyes glimmered as she answered, “Lowell.”

      Lowell hadn’t spent much time around animals in the last few years, but he knew a calculated, predatory look when he saw one. Muul’s expression barely changed—heck, for all he knew, aliens weren’t big on expressions, period—but her movements were deliberate.

      There’s a reason I’ve been sleeping with one eye open, Lowell thought. I don’t trust these things as far as I could throw one in zero-G.

      “Shall we walk?” Muul asked, gesturing with one willowy arm toward the door. Her voice was high-pitched and reedy, a combination of an accent Lowell couldn’t place and, very possibly, a set of vocal cords built quite differently from his own.

      “Yeah,” said Peter eagerly. “You’ve got to see the rest of the ship, Lowell!”

      When he and Peter had been pulled onto the ship via tractor beam, or whatever snooty name the aliens called it, Lowell’s main thought was that it had looked like a standard UFO: sort of like a frisbee with a hump in the middle, but sleek and chrome-plated. As they left the medical bay, Lowell blinked in the unexpectedly dim light. Muul was dressed in loose, flowing garments that looked more like pajamas than anything else, but the material was oddly shiny. Lowell and Peter’s battered Space Corps suits looked like they’d been through hell and back.

      “Why is it so dim?” Lowell asked, peering around into the gloom. Walking out into the main part of the ship was like stepping into a muggy August twilight back home.

      “I know it’s hard to see,” said Muul, tilting her oblong head to one side. “We need it so. Our eyes…” She trailed off, then said something to Peter.

      “Huh.” Peter frowned. “It’s… the cones in their eyes, I guess. They refract light differently. It sounds like it has something to do with the atmosphere of their homeworld.”

      “Uh-huh.” Lowell squinted at the walls, which appeared oddly fuzzy. “And where is that homeworld, exactly?”

      As they made their way through the corridors, aliens came and went all around them. They all wore the same impassive expressions, and Lowell noticed that they barely glanced his way as they passed. Peter was overawed by them, and Lowell was paranoid, but the aliens didn’t seem to care one way or the other about the arrival of their new guests.

      And, hey, maybe Lowell was just overthinking it… but wasn’t that a little suspicious?

      “Home is outside your solar system,” Muul said. “We are from —” She emitted a series of strange, sharp noises that made Lowell wish he could take an aspirin.

      “As far as I can tell, it’s part of Hoag’s Object,” Peter added helpfully.

      Lowell shook his head. “Well, I’m glad one of us understands. So, Muul, what brings you to our neck of the woods?”

      The alien tilted her head again. Her expression didn’t change, although come to think of it, Lowell wasn’t sure that expressions existed in her species. Maybe they had some other way of communicating that didn’t involve twitching their facial muscles around. They didn’t have eyebrows, after all.

      “It’s an idiom,” Peter explained. “He means, What brought you here?” Just to be sure, he repeated the question in Akkadian.

      Muul didn’t answer right away. Maybe she didn’t know the words. Or maybe she was thinking of a suitable thing to say that wouldn’t arouse suspicion.

      “We are here for research purposes,” she said at last.

      “Research purposes,” Lowell repeated. Pretty impressive vocabulary for someone who’s only been speaking the language for two days. Unless she’s toeing a party line. The alien’s whole vibe made Lowell’s skin crawl.

      The way Muul talked reminded Lowell of how he’d been with Lily and Dr. Hansen before their final mission.

      Watch your back, he’d told Dr. Hansen.

      Her response was going to haunt him to the end of his days: We always do with you military types.

      He’d given her good advice back then, even if it hadn’t been enough to save her life. If he was smart, he’d do the same now.

      “Yes,” Peter said excitedly, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “It’s incredible, Lowell. Muul’s people are studying Earth. They want to know all about the life forms that have evolved alongside us, and how many species there are…and they want to know all about us, too. Isn’t it incredible? Think of everything we could learn through a cultural exchange like this!”

      “You don’t know that already?” Lowell asked, lifting an eyebrow at Muul. The significance of the gesture was probably lost on her, but Lowell couldn’t help himself.

      After all, somebody had built those tunnels on Enceladus. Somebody had buried the tablet on Earth; somebody had created the stellar key and left it on Mars. And given that Muul and Peter happened to speak the same dead language that had made its appearance on the walls of the tunnels, and on the tablet itself, odds seemed high that Muul’s people were involved.

      But if the Greys had been the one to build the anomaly and construct the stellar key, why pop in to study a planet they’d already been involved with for thousands of years, if not longer?

      All this thinking made Lowell’s head hurt, and there was no way he was going to convince Peter to be more cautious. Maybe he shouldn’t.

      Right now, if someone handed him a gun, he wouldn’t even know who to shoot.
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      “Sorry,” Peter told Muul in Akkadian. “He’s having a hard time. We just survived a war.”

      Muul nodded, and Peter could have sworn that she looked sympathetic, even if her facial muscles barely readjusted. “War is hell.”

      Lowell glowered at them. Apparently being left out of the conversation didn’t sit well with him, or perhaps he was just generally grumpy. He adjusted his gait slightly, and all of a sudden, his feet shot out from under him. He yelped as the back of his head connected with the slick floor.

      Peter winced. “Sorry, I didn’t think to warn you. That happens a lot. It’s kind of damp in here.”

      “No kidding.” Lowell sat up, rubbing the back of his head and looking more irritable than ever.

      “Let me help you,” Muul offered, holding out a hand. Lowell ignored her and got carefully to his feet.

      “I got along just fine on Enceladus. Now that I know, I’ll be more careful.”

      “Is he always this stubborn?” Muul asked.

      “Yeah,” Peter answered in English. “Grumpy is his baseline emotion.”

      Lowell narrowed his eyes and flipped Peter the bird. “That means swivel on it,” he said helpfully.

      Muul tilted her head curiously. “Swivel on what?”

      Lowell smirked as Peter stammered. “W-well, it’s a, ah, crude term? Involving certain, you know, reproductive… organs…”

      “Oh, yes, I forgot.” Muul’s eyes brightened. “Your species’ biology is so interesting. In my species, the females lay a large clutch of eggs and we rely on external fertilization. It’s so much more efficient.” She carried on blithely down the hall, leaving Peter alone with a snickering Lowell.

      “I thought you were hurt,” Peter snapped.

      “I’m suddenly feeling much better.”

      They left the long, curved corridor and entered a wedge-shaped room. It was much larger than Muul’s office, and dwarfed Lowell’s small quarters in the sickbay by several orders of magnitude.

      Muul deposited them at a table before heading off to retrieve their meals. It was round, held aloft by a single upright leg. The tabletop was comfortingly ordinary, but the same green fuzz that grew from the walls also climbed the leg. The whole ship seemed so much more alive and organic in these inner rooms, despite the fact that the landing bay had been just as sterile and anonymous as the quarters on the Space Corps ship. It had taken Peter several days to realize that this was because the bay was the only part of the ship exposed to the vacuum of space; of course the lichen couldn’t survive down there.

      Peter leaned over the table and lowered his voice. “You’re acting all…surly.”

      “Maybe this is just my face,” Lowell murmured back. He, at least, was better suited to the scale of their surroundings.

      “You don’t like her,” Peter said.

      Lowell held up a warning finger. “I don’t trust her. There’s a difference.”

      “She’s being nice. She’s helping us.”

      “What has she actually told you?” Lowell hissed back. “Has she been forthcoming with anything? Or have you just been happy to show off your love of linguistics to an extraterrestrial who’s playing you like a fiddle?”

      Peter bristled at this accusation, but now that Muul was speaking English, he decided that this conversation was best continued in private. He pulled one of the segmented reclining panels out of a recess in the floor and leaned back on it the way he did in Muul’s office.

      “Want me to show you how to use these things?” he asked.

      Lowell wrinkled his nose. “I’ll just stand, thanks.”

      Muul returned at that moment, carrying a large silver tray with three glasses of water and three sizable covered dishes. At first, Peter had been wary of the food and water, but he’d followed Muul’s lead, watching her to make sure that nothing seemed poisoned—although technically, that didn’t mean that his body would be able to properly digest the food. Fortunately, he’d been able to eat unharmed.

      He wasn’t an idiot, no matter what Lowell assumed. He was careful.

      “Here you are,” she said, handing them each a pair of two-tined forks the size of spatulas, a glass of water, and a covered dish. “Eat quickly—you don’t want to waste it.”

      Peter watched as Lowell removed the cover and stared down in disgust at the large, brilliant red crustacean lying in front
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