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Descent over Eos-9

	The descent began with a tremor in the hull—subtle at first, like a shiver running through the bones of the vessel. The Sable Meridian, an aging atmospheric shuttle retrofitted for deep-colony drops, creaked under pressure as it pierced the upper layers of Eos-9’s atmosphere. Captain Rhys Talor kept one hand on the control console, the other bracing against the side rail as the artificial gravity compensated poorly for the growing turbulence. He stared through the forward viewport, where the vast curvature of the planet below glowed a burnt orange, wrapped in storm layers that shimmered like rusted silk under a dying sun.

	Outside, the hull plating rattled as pressure increased. Vapor trails streaked past the edges of the reinforced glass, leaving behind smears of ionized gas that caught the light with brief, fiery bursts. Eos-9 was no welcoming world. Once proposed as a prime location for agricultural expansion, its ecosystem had shifted inexplicably after the first terraforming engines failed a decade ago. Now it was a planet of unknowns, with only partial orbital data and a few ghosted transmissions from long-abandoned survey outposts.

	Inside the shuttle’s lower bay, the rest of the crew sat strapped into impact harnesses, silent except for the occasional grunt or breath. The colony team numbered twelve, not including Rhys. Each of them had been chosen for their resilience, adaptability, and willingness to start anew in the harshest of places. Most were veterans of failed colonies, hardened by loss and fueled by the hope that this one—Colony Zero—would hold.

	Across from Rhys, Commander Ilara Venn stood with her boots braced wide, one gloved hand steadying a swinging overhead cable. Her eyes were fixed on the altimeter flashing green digits across the display. “Altitude dropping fast. Adjust pitch by two degrees or we’ll overshoot the plateau.”

	Rhys made the correction manually, feeling the resistance in the controls like a living thing. The shuttle groaned again, louder this time. A warning light blinked red over the primary diagnostics board, but he ignored it. Structural fatigue was expected. If the struts held until touchdown, he’d call it a win.

	The clouds thickened, and the outside world vanished into a swirling soup of dust and atmospheric residue. Visibility dropped to near-zero. The guidance systems flickered once, then recalibrated. Deep beneath them, the landmass they had designated as Colony Site Zero waited in the mist—a shelf of jagged rock, partially stabilized by drones years before the planet had been left behind.

	Ilara tapped the console. “We’ve got wind shear—crosscurrent at 40 knots.”

	“I see it,” Rhys said. He throttled back, feathering the descent rate. “Landing gear ready?”

	Ilara nodded and relayed the command to the lower decks. Hydraulic systems hissed as the landing legs extended. The gear lock clunked into place with a satisfying thunk. Somewhere behind them, a containment crate shifted in its brace, thudding against the interior bulkhead. No one moved to check it. All that mattered now was getting down in one piece.

	A flash of light illuminated the cockpit—a burst of electrical discharge in the clouds. It wasn’t lightning in the traditional sense, but rather a product of the planet’s strange ionosphere. Eos-9’s weather patterns were notoriously erratic, documented in the early days as beautiful but treacherous. The colors that accompanied the storms—greens, purples, even flashes of cobalt—were mesmerizing, like watching the sky paint itself in electric oils. Rhys blinked against the brilliance as another surge lit the cabin in artificial daylight.

	Ilara’s voice cut through the static. “Visual on the plateau. Ten seconds.”

	The storm thinned just enough to reveal the surface—jagged cliffs on either side, with the plateau extending like a massive steel-gray table beneath them. Dust devils danced along the edges. Rhys could make out the dim outlines of drone towers—tall, skeletal structures meant to aid in early construction. They still stood, despite a decade of neglect.

	“Brace for landing!” Ilara called back to the crew.

	The shuttle dipped sharply, thrusters firing in controlled bursts. The retrojets kicked up clouds of dust and shattered fragments of stone as the Sable Meridian touched down with a force that rattled every bolt. For a second, the shuttle teetered on its struts. Then the hydraulics hissed, compensated, and the vessel settled with a heavy finality.

	Silence followed.

	Rhys let out a long breath and looked toward Ilara. “We made it.”

	“Somehow,” she muttered, and unclipped her harness. She tapped into the shipwide comm. “All units, secure gear and prepare for surface deployment. Welcome to Eos-9.”

	The crew began unstrapping. There was little celebration—only quiet nods and tired eyes, the kind of looks shared by people who had crossed a threshold they couldn’t come back from. They had left behind the familiarity of orbital stations, of the inner systems, of cities humming with life. Here, there was only silence, rock, and sky. And the unknown.

	The cargo bay doors hissed open, revealing a ramp that extended down onto the raw, uneven surface of the plateau. Rhys was the first to step out, the soles of his boots crunching on gravel as the wind tugged at his jacket. The air was thin, breathable only because of the filtration nodes built into their suits. Over time, the atmospheric processors would reintroduce stabilized oxygen. For now, they were dependent on mobile generators and tightly managed life support.

	The landscape stretched before him—vast and broken, with mountains that pierced the horizon like the teeth of buried giants. To the east, a canyon carved by ancient water flow yawned open, its depths veiled in shadow. A long way from anything resembling civilization. But this place had been chosen for its mineral richness and proximity to a subsurface aquifer. It was a calculated risk.

	One by one, the others followed. Equipment crates were rolled out, scanners activated, perimeter drones launched. Each team member moved with quiet purpose, knowing their tasks by heart. They would set up the hab modules first, then power relays, then initiate contact with the orbiting satellite relay left behind by the original surveyors. If the signal held, they could establish a lifeline to the outer colonies.

	Rhys walked to the edge of the cliffside and looked out. The wind roared past, flinging loose grit into the air. For a moment, he imagined the ghosts of those who had come before—engineers, explorers, perhaps even families. People who had stood here once and believed in a dream strong enough to drag civilization light-years from Earth.

	He didn’t speak when Ilara stepped beside him, only nodded.

	She broke the silence. “They said this world was cursed.”

	“They always do,” Rhys replied. “Until someone survives long enough to prove them wrong.”

	She smirked faintly and turned back toward the team. The drones had begun mapping the area in wide spirals. Solar panels unfolded like petals across the rock. The beginnings of something new.

	Overhead, the storm began to break, revealing slivers of pale blue sky.

	In the growing light, the plateau seemed almost serene. But Rhys knew better. This was only the first step. The descent was over—but the real challenge had just begun.

	 


The Silence Before Touchdown

	The engines hummed low, a constant drone reverberating through the hull of the Sable Meridian as it drifted in low-orbit glide, moments from final descent. The flickering lights along the control panels reflected dimly off polished surfaces, casting long, flickering shadows across the flight deck. It was not the roar of a heroic arrival or the fiery blaze of a dramatic entry—just a smooth, steady approach, calculated down to the second, programmed into machines that knew no fear or hesitation. And yet, for those aboard, it felt like the longest breath held in the dark, just before the unknown claimed them.

	Commander Ilara Venn sat in silence in her harness, her hands resting on her knees, eyes closed—not asleep, but suspended in the kind of quiet that came only once the chaos of preparation had ended and the last commands had been given. Around her, the crew’s voices had long since faded, replaced by soft beeps and the ticking of cooling systems. Rhys was at the helm, the captain by title but more like a tether to familiarity for the rest of them. He hadn’t spoken in nearly ten minutes, save for an occasional check-in with the shuttle’s navigational AI. There was nothing left to say.

	Outside the thickened windows, Eos-9 loomed large—an amber and crimson sphere, its surface striated with storm bands and ancient riverbeds turned to canyons. They’d studied it from above, simulated it a thousand times, trained on virtual renderings of every ridge and fault line, but now it felt foreign again. The real thing always did. No training simulation could replicate the stillness of space above a planet you were about to call home.

	The seconds dragged. Final orbital drift adjustments had been made. Landing vectors were locked. Gravity grew heavier as the planet began to pull them in earnest, the ship answering slowly, with the weight of inevitability. There was a strange beauty in the moment, Ilara thought. A moment where they all existed on the edge of something vast—not history, not glory, just the raw experience of beginning.

	In the crew bay, the rest of the team had gone quiet, too. Most had suited up, helmets latched beside them, gloves sealed at the wrist. There was an unspoken rule about not being the first to speak during descent. It had grown out of habit on other missions—a kind of superstition passed among those who braved the colonization routes. They called it the "silent drop." No one admitted to believing in omens, but the silence persisted, year after year, mission after mission.

	Mira Halden, the team’s systems engineer, checked the atmospheric readouts again even though she had done it three times already. Her gaze flicked from the screen to her lap and back again. Nerves, probably, though she kept her face impassive. Beside her, Tomas Kyrel shifted slightly, adjusting the strap on his utility vest. He didn’t say a word. None of them did. The only sound was the soft whir of cooling fans and the distant, rhythmic ping of orbital mapping relays feeding data into the lander’s onboard systems.

	Rhys exhaled sharply, almost a sigh, and leaned back in his seat. “Final burn in ninety seconds,” he said quietly. It was the kind of tone one used at a funeral, low and reverent, though he wasn’t conscious of it. It wasn’t grief he felt—just weight. The gravity of responsibility pressing down before the world tilted beneath them.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ORBIT
A [~k
CO L O Ngé

ZER Oy

\

CLAIRE KINGSLEY

BLE W72 PHZE %%ég@ g7
sssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn





