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      Lieutenant Erynn Kade didn’t think of herself as a gambler—until now. Standing in the middle of the ruins on Kordalis IV, she was looking for any hint of Eidari artifacts among these ruins. With nothing but a dim light from her portable lantern and the weight of her decisions pressing on her shoulders, she felt like she had rolled the dice one too many times.

      Rumors claimed the vanished Eidari—whose technology and culture obsessed countless archaeologists—left behind fragments of their civilization on Kordalis IV. Most dismissed these rumors as legends, citing the lack of concrete evidence. But Erynn had uncovered a faint energy signature in archived planetary scans, a thread so tantalizing she had convinced the Challenger Base expedition to investigate. Officially, she was cataloging the remnants of an ancient and unknown civilization. Unofficially, she was chasing a dream—one that might finally prove the Eidari were real.

      “You’re sure about this, Kade?” The voice in her comm link crackled with static, but the skepticism was clear.

      “Sure enough,” she replied, her voice steady despite the doubt gnawing at her. Previous teams had written this site off as debris from a defunct mining colony, but Erynn argued otherwise. The intricate designs in preliminary scans—spirals and geometric lattices—felt too deliberate, too alien, to be the remnants of the mining equipment. Her instincts told her the ruins hid something extraordinary.

      Erynn glanced at the broken terrain surrounding her. Shattered columns and fragments of ancient machinery littered the site. The air was heavy with the scent of ozone, a lingering reminder of the electrical storms that had ravaged the planet’s surface just hours earlier. Each jagged edge and scattered shard seemed to whisper of a history long forgotten, waiting to be uncovered. Around her, strange and beautiful plants clung to the edges of the ruins: spindly crimson ferns that pulsed in the dim light, their leaves curling as though in response to her presence.

      Above, the sky was an unsettling shade of amber, tinged with streaks of violet. The far-off rumble of thunder reverberated through the desolate terrain, signaling the potential for more electrical storms. The air felt charged, prickling against her skin even through her environmental suit. A soft chittering sound emerged from the shadows. Erynn tensed; her hand flew to the holstered plasma cutter at her hip. Kordalis IV’s inhabitants were as strange as its plants—small creatures with greenish bodies that reflected the light in iridescent hues. Most were harmless scavengers. One brave creature ventured out into the open to investigate her presence.

      Her gaze fell on a glowing shard embedded in the ground, barely visible beneath layers of dust and rock.

      She crouched down; her gloved hand brushing away the debris. The surface beneath was smooth, with faint, almost imperceptible etchings that shimmered under her lantern’s light. Her breath caught. This fragment’s intricate design and symbols had a striking resemblance to those recorded in myths and scattered relics attributed to the Eidari. The symbols glowed, pulsing in time with her own heartbeat, a sensation she could feel rather than see. This could be the shard that had lured her miles from the safety of Challenger Base. Its energy signature had matched the patterns she had studied for years; patterns linked to the elusive Eidari. If she were right, this fragment could be the key to proving their existence.

      The tiny, brave creature she had spotted earlier approached to investigate, prompting her to nudge him away to inspect the shard.

      The comm link buzzed again. ”Kade, be careful. You’re alone out there. If this goes sideways…”

      “Then I’ll take the blame,” Erynn interrupted, her tone sharper than intended. She softened it with a sigh. “Look, I appreciate the concern, but you know as well as I do that if we don’t push boundaries, we’ll find nothing worthwhile.”

      Her contact muttered something unintelligible, but the channel went silent. Erynn took it as reluctant approval and turned her attention back to the shard. She traced the etched symbols with a scanner, her heart racing as the device pinged with recognition.

      Energy signature detected.

      The words flashed across the screen of her scanner, and Erynn felt a jolt of exhilaration. The Eidari had become her obsession, a species whose artifacts and ruins had become the cornerstone of her young career. This shard provided initial concrete evidence, validating her long-suspected Eidari presence on Kordalis IV.

      The ground trembled beneath her feet, snapping her out of her reverie. Erynn’s instincts kicked in as she grabbed the shard and stuffed it into her satchel. A more intense tremor caused her to bolt toward the small outcropping where her skimmer was parked. Dust and debris rained down from the unstable ruins, and a massive crack split the ground behind her as she sprinted.

      The surrounding air was thick with the tang of metallic dust. She caught glimpses of the ruins in her peripheral vision: towering monoliths crumbling into clouds of debris, crimson ferns curling and wilting under the strain of the tremors. The chittering of the scavenger creatures grew frantic as they scurried for shelter.

      The skimmer, a sleek anti-gravity scout vehicle designed for surface exploration, hovered a few inches above the uneven terrain. Its compactness and agility made it ideal for traversing Kordalis IV’s jagged landscape. Erynn launched herself into the pilot’s seat and engaged the controls. The skimmer hummed to life, accelerating forward as she maneuvered it away from the collapsing ruins.

      “Kade! What’s going on?” her comm link blared.

      “The site’s collapsing,” she gasped. “I’m heading back.”

      Back at Challenger Base, the forward station established on Kordalis IV, with trembling hands she lifted her satchel. A small creature emerged, chirping. She jumped before realizing one of the little unseen creatures who had found refuge in the skimmer as it tried to escape the collapse of the ruins. The base was a joint effort by the Interstellar Archaeological Union and the Colonial Development Corps, with dual purposes: uncovering the secrets of the planet’s ancient civilizations and evaluating its potential for future habitation. No furry creature, however cute, belonged in the lab area. She plucked him from her bag and set him on the ground, but he darted up her leg and sat on her shoulder.

      “No, no, you can’t come inside.” She sat him back down on the ground.

      She hurried toward the labs. Scientists and engineers bustled around the domed habitat, their voices overlapping with the hum of machinery and the occasional crackle of static from the comm system. The sharp, sterile smell of disinfectants and solutions mingled with the lingering ozone from the storms.

      Erynn slipped into the analysis lab, a sterile room filled with advanced equipment and holographic displays. She placed the shard under a containment field, and her scanner’s display lit up with data streams, confirming her belief that this was Eidari tech.

      She leaned against the console, letting out a shaky breath. This was it. The evidence confirmed the Eidari were on Kordalis IV, and their energy signatures remained detectable after a millennium.

      “Kade,” a familiar voice called, startling her. She turned to see Director Rylan Korath, the expedition leader, standing in the doorway. His piercing gaze locked onto the shard. “What have you found?”

      Erynn hesitated. Korath was a political creature, more interested in securing funding and prestige than in the pursuit of knowledge. But lying wasn’t an option. Not about this.

      “It’s an Eidari fragment,” she said, stepping aside to let him see the readings. “It confirms their presence here.”

      Korath’s expression darkened. “You disobeyed protocol.”

      Erynn retorted, “Otherwise, this would have remained buried.”

      Korath’s lips pressed into a thin line. For a moment, she thought he might reprimand her, but he nodded. “Prepare a report. This requires formal processing through the proper channels.”

      “Of course,” Erynn said, but she didn’t miss the glint of ambition in his eyes. Whatever his intentions, she wouldn’t let him take this discovery away from her.

      That night, as the base settled into quiet, Erynn sat alone in her quarters, the shard resting on the table in front of her. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this was only the beginning. The Eidari’s secrets were out there, waiting to be uncovered. And she would find them, no matter the cost.

      After preparing her report on the Eidari fragment, Erynn submitted it to Director Korath for review. However, instead of following through with proper channels as promised, Korath made an unexpected announcement to the entire expedition team about his groundbreaking discovery, claiming credit for finding evidence of the Eidari presence on Kordalis IV without mentioning Erynn’s crucial role in uncovering the shard. Feeling betrayed by Korath’s actions, she decided to bide her time and gather evidence before challenging him publicly. One of the other scientists approached her after the announcement, coming to stand close enough that when he spoke, no one else would hear him.

      “I know he didn’t find that relic. He hasn’t left this base since he got here, and I doubt he has worked a single day in the field.”

      Erynn turned. Although she recognized the face, she couldn’t remember the name. She hadn’t been around long to meet everyone, but there was an intriguing quality about this man. She smiled.

      “It is so frustrating. He almost prohibited the site visit.”

      The older man nodded. “He’s a politician through and through. Try to maintain possession of that shard.”

      “I don’t know if I can. I’m sure he will submit it to the Union or something.”

      “Not on his own. Be careful. He wants you to write a funding proposal, then he’ll control all future site investigations.”

      “What can I do?”

      “Take the shard and submit your own report to the Union before he does.”

      She gave him a perplexed look.

      “I’m Dr. Cassian Draykell, Senior Scientist at this base.” He gave her a warm smile.

      Erynn smiled back. Dr. Draykell looked to be in his mid-sixties. He had a dignified appearance with silver hair that appeared to be perpetually mussed, with warm deep-set eyes behind thin-framed glasses. A faded scar ran along his left cheek. She liked the way he spoke in a calm, measured tone. But it was also easy for her to see he harbored a deep passion for uncovering the truth. Erynn decided right then she liked this man. She felt as though she could trust him.

      “Your name sounds familiar.”

      “Yes, well, I’ve been around a while.” He walked down the hallway, expecting her to join him.

      Erynn searched her memory. She felt like she should know his name. “What is your area of study, Doctor?”

      “Two people scheming against the director should be on a first-name basis. Call me Cassian, or Cass.”

      She smiled, “Lt. Erynn Kade, but my friends call me Erynn.”

      “Well, Erynn, what do you say we go back to my quarters and plan our coup?”

      “That sounds great!”

      “Good, right this way.”

      She followed him to his quarters, which doubled as the archive.

      She recalled why the name was so familiar when she saw the relics and books. Dr. Cassian Draykell was the lead archaeologist and anthropologist for the Interstellar Archaeological Union (IAU).

      “Now I know why your name sounds so familiar, you deciphered the Glyphs of Esera Prime!” Erynn exclaimed.

      A fleeting sadness appeared in his eyes. “That was a long time ago.”

      Erynn sensed it was a sore subject and let it drop instead. The impressive collection drew her to the shelves.

      “This is amazing.”

      “Young Erynn, what would you like to drink? Tea or something stronger?”

      “Tea is fine,” she answered.

      She felt giddy and honored to be in such a hallowed space.

      “Please come, sit,” Cassian said as he brought a tray of tea and biscuits over to a low table.

      Erynn sat in a soft overstuffed chair. Placing her satchel on the floor next to her.

      She reached for her tea and a biscuit when she felt something wriggle up her sleeve and sit on her shoulder. She froze.

      “Well, it looks like you have a friend,” Cassian chuckled.

      “He followed me from the ruins. I found him hiding in my satchel, but I thought I had left him there. I apologize.”

      “Oh, no need.” Cassian chuckled and offered the tiny creature a bit of biscuit.

      The creature looked undecided. His hunger won out, and he grabbed the piece of biscuit and scampered to hide under Erynn’s jacket.

      “Don’t panic; it won’t hurt you. I’ve seen these creatures here on Kordalis. I’ve never been able to get this close to one, though. He trusts you.”

      Erynn relaxed despite being uncertain about the tiny creature hiding in her clothing.

      “The collapse of the ruins probably scared him. He sensed you were a good person and hid with you.”

      “I’m flattered, I think.” She looked down at the eyes that seemed too large for such a tiny creature.

      “You should be. Animals can sense the true nature of people. If that little Skirrix trusts you, then so do I.” He smiled, relaxing into his chair with a cup of tea.

      “I think you and I will be great friends, Lt. Erynn Wade.”

      
        
        The End
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      The ancient wall groaned and shifted under pressure, the temples’ carved stones swaying. Kajin was too close—too trusting. A research assistant tried to insert a stabilizing beam, but the angle was off. Erynn opened her mouth to shout—wait—but the wall heaved sideways.

      Stone thundered to the ground.

      Kajin’s scream was the last sound her sister made.

      “No—!”

      Erynn bolted upright in bed, the cry torn from her throat. Sweat clung to her skin, her breath coming in jagged bursts. For a moment, aboard the Celestial Dawn, her surroundings faded into a memory of ash and rubble. Her heart pounded against her ribs like a warning bell.

      “Lt. Kade,” the voice of her droid, Ty, came from the ship’s archive next to her quarters, “your pulse is elevated. Do you need medical attention?”

      She rubbed her face, trying to ground herself in the quiet familiarity. She scanned the room in the dim light; her attention fixed on the ship’s steady hum.

      Her voice hoarse, she croaked, “No. It was just a dream.”

      “Understood.”

      A soft, warbling trill came from the end of her bed as Nyx—her ever-watchful Skirrix companion—clambered and curled up against her neck. His small, warm body, and rhythmic purr calmed her breathing.

      Reaching up, she stroked the fur along his spine. “Thanks, Nyx.” Ever since he had adopted her on Kordalis IV, he had been her constant companion and self-appointed guardian.

      Shaken, Erynn rose and walked barefoot across the cool floor to the water dispenser. Her fingers trembled as she filled a glass; the holographic image of Kajin smiling, eyes wide, face smudged with dust, and one hand waving stared at her from the frame on the shelf.

      Her lips touched the glass’s cold rim.

      It was hopeless to try to sleep now. Awake, her mind swirled with memories, guilt, and unanswerable questions. Work was the only thing that would calm her mind now. She padded next door into the ship’s Archive to retrieve a small journal she had been examining.

      History remained the one thing on which she could rely. She used it for comfort.

      She’d only just begun reviewing the journal when a soft chime announced someone at her door.

      Lyra Venn’s cheerful greeting, “Morning,” was as radiant as her fiery red hair. “I had a feeling you’d be awake.”

      Erynn tried to smile. “You have a knack for knowing what I am doing.”

      “It’s a gift,” Lyra grinned. I thought we could eat breakfast before work in the lab consumes my entire day.

      “Let me put this back in the Archive and we can go.”

      The polymer booths, warm light from ceiling panels, and a long counter dispensing potent coffee characterized the comfortable, even if utilitarian, layout of the Deck Eight, Dining Hall Alpha.

      Collecting their trays—Lyra chose a well-balanced mix of protein and greens, Erynn going straight for fruit and caffeine.

      Sitting in a booth by the viewport, Lyra asked, “Did you have the dream about Kajin again?”

      Erynn hesitated before nodding.

      Reaching across the table, Lyra touched her wrist. “You don’t have to talk right now. I just worry when you go quiet on me.”

      “I know,” Erynn said. “Thanks. I’m okay. Just … tired.”

      Before Lyra could press Erynn further on her sleeping habits, Dr. Arlen Myrik approached their table.

      “Lieutenant Venn,” said a smooth voice.

      Erynn’s muscles tightened before she even glanced upward. She’d know that smarmy voice anywhere.

      Data pad in hand, Dr. Myrik stood by their table, a smile playing on his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “Morning, Dr. Myrik,” Lyra replied, always polite.

      He nodded to Erynn. ”Morning, Lieutenant.”

      He received an unenthusiastic nod in return.

      “Would you care to join us?” Lyra asked—too friendly, as usual.

      Erynn nudged her under the table.

      Myrik smirked. “Tempting, but I’m meeting a few colleagues. I see them now. Excuse me.”

      “Of course,” Lyra said, flashing a polite smile as he walked away.

      Erynn watched him go, relieved.

      Lyra gave her a look. “Okay, why did you nudge me?”

      “He gives me the creeps,” Erynn said quietly, pushing her fruit around her plate.

      “He’s arrogant, sure, but he’s not that bad.”

      “There’s something off about him. It’s as if he’s always assessing people, like he has a hidden agenda.”

      Lyra frowned. “You think he’s hiding something?”

      “I think he’s calculating,” Erynn said. “And I don’t trust anyone who will use charm like a scalpel to cut away at people.”

      Lyra let a silent beat pass before she tried to console her friend. “You know research isn’t a competition, right?”

      Erynn’s gaze lifted. “That’s not fair. And you know, maybe not between disciplines, but it is most definitely a competition.”

      Lyra reconsidered, saying, “It just seems like … you’re always on high alert.”

      “Maybe. But staying on high alert around scientists like Dr. Myrik has saved me from getting burned in the past. I refuse to give my work to someone more skilled at office politics than at publishing.”

      Lyra leaned back, sipping her tea. She didn’t blame Erynn for feeling the way she did based on her experience. ”Fair enough. I mean, there aren’t that many instances where history and Xeno-biology cross paths, are there? I just hope you give someone a chance before you reject them.”

      Erynn smiled despite herself. ”Present company excluded?”

      “Of course.” Lyra laughed. "So, what are you working on today?”

      Erynn brightened slightly. “A hand-written ancient journal. Perhaps a Martian dialect, though not the standard one. It might be personal, which could be a major insight into pre-expansion settlement culture.”

      Lyra gave a low whistle. “Sounds thrilling in a quiet, dusty, scholarly kind of way.”

      “Hey, some of us find a thrill in ancient ink.”

      A few more minutes passed before Lyra went to the biosciences deck and Erynn, with a fresh cup of coffee, returned to her sanctuary of the Archive.

      Many found the Archive too quiet. Not Erynn.

      As she stepped inside, the doors hissed closed; the sound lost in the ambient energy field and air filtration hum. For long-term material preservation, the temperature in the Archive was always cooler. Upon entry, the dynamic lighting adjusted to her pace, preserving the fragile objects.

      The half-moon-shaped room combined old and new shelving with magnetic stasis fields, glass-encased books, and Archive readers in circular stations. At the heart was a pedestal, elevated and under a low containment field, anticipating the next major discovery.

      A sleek, bipedal Tyrex 9 droid near the far wall turned from its work at the console. His polished black chassis reflected the soft light, and his photoreceptors flared in greeting.

      “Good morning, Lieutenant. No anomalies overnight.”

      “Glad to hear it,” she replied, tugging off her jacket. “And good morning to you, too, Ty.”

      He inclined his head somewhat.

      “Would you like the environmental settings adjusted for extended work?”

      “Yes, please. My attention will be centered on the Martian journal.”

      Ty moved to the containment vault as she approached, lifting the protective dome and presenting the artifact.

      Erynn retrieved a pair of sterile gloves from the dispenser and pulled them on with practiced care. Among the Archive’s journals, this one, small, leather-bound, warped and heat-damaged, stood out. She removed it and brought it to the examination table.

      “Can you overlay the current scan and initiate Martian script comparisons?”

      “Yes, Lieutenant.”

      A soft blue projection shimmered to life over the open pages as Ty moved beside her. The lines of text, though faded, stood out in the augmented overlay. Small curls at the ends of symbols—familiar but not identical—glowed in sequence.

      Ty responded instantly.

      “I haven’t found a perfect match, but there are striking similarities to a Martian-derived dialect discovered on Redstone Station.”

      “Redstone? That’s rare,” Erynn murmured. “I thought that colony collapsed during the Expansion Wars.”

      “Correct. However, fragments of their cultural data survived in off-world backups. The linguistic profile indicates about seventy-six percent overlap with this text—enough to begin partial translation.”

      Erynn leaned in. “Please leave the comparison projection running and transfer it to my datapad.”

      “Done.” Ty confirmed. His photoreceptors pulsed once in acknowledgement.

      She adjusted the magnification field, her eyes tracing each stroke of faded ink. One page caught her attention—near the center of the book, an illustration sketched in sepia. A waterfall tumbling into a still pool, surrounded by lush growth and flowering trees; a bird with split tail feathers hovered in the page’s corner.

      She murmured, “It’s a personal entry. Or a memory.”

      “The ink matches the age of the surrounding text.” Ty said. “Suggesting someone created the image concurrently.”

      She didn’t answer immediately. Something about the scene struck her—a stillness that didn’t feel decorative. More like … remembrance. A place that mattered.

      Then again, without a proper translation, it could just be a dreamscape.

      She removed one glove, tapping out notes on her data pad as the projection adjusted. A sequence of repeating characters near the edge of the page glimmered, almost like a signature.

      Erynn’s brow furrowed.

      “Ty … run a match on this symbol series. See if it correlates to any planetary registry or base coordinates in the system archives.”

      “Searching….”

      She set the diary down, stretching her arms behind her. Across the room, Ty hummed, the modulated diagnostics echoing against the smooth walls.

      “Lt. Kade.”

      “Yes?”

      “Incoming message. The captain is requesting your presence in the briefing room. Report in thirty minutes.”

      Erynn sighed. “Figures. Just when it’s getting interesting.”

      Ty’s head tilted. “Would you like me to resume research in your absence?”

      “Please. And compile anything connected to pre-expansion way stations or abandoned outposts that might align with this entry. Priority on the moon, Veliskaar.”

      “Understood.”

      Erynn replaced the journal in its protective cradle, sealed the stasis vault, and pulled her jacket back on. The Archive dimmed again behind her as she stepped into the corridor, her mind still caught between the strokes of fading ink and the secrets they might be trying to tell her.

      When she arrived at the captain’s briefing room on Deck One, she had a few minutes to spare; the doors sliding open with a soft, pneumatic sigh.

      Walking in alone, the oval-shaped chamber felt vast. The curved walls shimmered with matte composites designed to dampen echoes and suppress interference. Embedded lights above the high ceiling glowed like a false dawn.

      A plaque hung on the wall with the following quote:

      “Thalaan ves-kara. Deyvek shal’dur. Vhal’raen tor’aleth.” — Kihn Zorka.

      Translated from Auralian to Human, it reads:

      “The mess is for questions. The bridge is for orders. The briefing room...is for decisions.” — Kihn Zorka.

      At the center of the room stood a long black table, its smooth surface broken only by the holo-emitter strip that ran its length. She had once seen it used to display orbital scans of an unstable asteroid belt; it shimmered like a miniature galaxy.

      The chairs were high-backed and elegant, each with a brushed-steel division emblem pressed into the backplate: security, science, engineering, command, medical. She found the seat that bore the silver quill-and-starburst of the Archive division. She smiled to herself.

      One by one, the others arrived: Dr. Talia Senko Chief Engineering Officer; Commander Kihn Zorka, First Officer; Lt. Kael Delis, Chief of Security; and Dr. Arlen Myrik, Biological Services—who paused just long enough to send Erynn a glance that made her stomach tighten. She turned away as the remaining crew members took their seats.

      Zorka announced the captain. His iridescent Auralis skin glowed a steady blue—the tone he adopted in times of focus. She wondered, not for the first time, how often that hue masked something deeper.

      Captain Seren D’Altos entered right on time.

      Everyone rose.

      “At ease,” she said, moving to her seat. Her sharp posture carried the authority of a seasoned commanding officer. But her eyes—keen, thoughtful—still possessed a scientist’s curiosity behind them.

      The room’s mood changed instantly from casual chat to intense concentration.

      “Thank you for being here,” she began, glancing around the table. “You’re all aware that we’re en route to the moon Veliskaar, once a waystation used during the early phases of interstellar colonization. Based on recent long-range scans, the surface remains intact, and—perhaps—untouched for two centuries.”

      Erynn tried to remain still, but her fingers curled around the edge of her datapad in quiet anticipation.

      “We’ll be approaching lunar orbit in seventy-two hours,” D’Altos continued. “Updated orbital surveys reveal several potential landing sites.”

      Erynn’s pulse ticked up.

      “The potential scientific value of Veliskaar is significant. Which is why the primary investigation will be led by someone with relevant historical and archaeological expertise.”

      The captain’s gaze shifted—and landed directly on her.

      “Lieutenant Kade will lead this mission.”

      Erynn blinked.

      Dr. Myrik made a noise that someone might have perceived as polite surprise—or a smothered objection.

      Captain D’Altos continued, “Lt. Kade’s understanding of early colonization-era structures, combined with her recent work on Xeno-Five linguistics and off-grid settlement patterns, makes her uniquely qualified.”

      Myrik spoke up. “Captain, if I may⁠⁠—”

      “You may not,” D’Altos cut in, her tone neutral. “The cultural and historical significance of this site takes precedence. Any biological or environmental study must be cleared with Lt. Kade prior to specimen retrieval or analysis.”

      A ripple of reaction moved around the table. Erynn heard it but couldn’t process it fully.

      Her thoughts stuttered between wait, what? and did she just say I’m leading this mission?

      Myrik looked like he had swallowed a lemon.

      Lt. Kael Delis, head of security, gave her a curt nod. Dr. Senko, Chief of Engineering smiled.

      First Officer Kihn Zorka, ever inscrutable, merely watched.

      “Lieutenant Kade,” the captain continued, “please prepare a briefing packet for the landing party. Include any archival data that may inform terrain mapping or structure identification. I want to ensure we approach this site with caution and clarity.”

      Erynn cleared her throat. “Yes, Captain. I’ll begin immediately.”

      “Excellent. Meeting adjourned.”

      As the officers rose and filtered toward the door, Erynn remained seated for a beat longer. Her brain felt like static—as she processed the captain’s words. She felt half pride and half disbelief.

      She expected a battle for a spot on the away team.

      Instead … the captain handed her the reins.

      Outside the briefing room, she caught up with Zorka in the corridor.

      “You knew,” she whispered.

      “I suspected,” he replied, folding his hands behind his back. “You’ve earned it. You just didn’t realize it.”

      Zorka reached into his uniform pocket and withdrew a small, flat object—an oval of deep obsidian, etched with faint silver filigree lines and a single symbol at the center. He offered it with both hands.

      “A gift,” he said.

      She accepted it carefully, unsure if it was ceremonial or practical—or both. “What is it?”

      “An Aurel’theyen. A token of confidence. Among my people, it is customary to give such a token before a journey that might change you.”

      Erynn blinked, unsure of what to say.

      “The translation means, Bound by light and fate.” She exhaled, her mind already spinning with research leads.

      “Well,” she murmured. "Let’s hope I don’t blow up another moon.”

      Zorka paused, glanced at her with the faintest glimmer of amusement.

      “An unfortunate mishap.”

      The adrenaline of the briefing was still simmering under her skin as Erynn arrived back at her quarters.

      ‘Lead the mission.’

      Captain D’Altos’ words echoed in her mind.

      Not assist. Not observe. Lead.

      Suddenly, she wasn’t on the periphery anymore. Her department of two would shine just like the larger departments, which always got the research spotlight. She planned to make the most of it.

      A soft chirrup sounded near her feet. Nyx padded over, blinking wide green eyes up at her.

      Erynn knelt and scratched behind his ears. “You think I can pull this off?”

      He blinked once, then leapt lightly onto the desk and curled into a tight ball atop her data pad.

      “Not helpful,” she muttered.

      The wall panel chimed.

      “Voice recognition, Lt. Kade. Access granted.”

      Erynn crossed the short corridor to the Archive and stepped inside. The room greeted her like an extension of her thoughts—dim, quiet, alive with stored knowledge. The air always smelled of ozone and old paper, a combination she associated with peace.

      Ty emerged from one of the shelving alcoves. His photoreceptors glowed in recognition of Erynn’s presence.

      “Welcome back, Lieutenant. I’ve compiled the requested data on Veliskaar.”

      “Thank you, Ty. Bring up the topographic scans and start correlating them with historical surface structures from pre-expansion archives.”

      “Yes, Lieutenant.”

      A rotating map appeared in the air before her, cast from the central holo-emitter. Layers of scan data shimmered into place—elevation, radiation levels, mineral density, old landing beacons long gone dark.

      Erynn sat at the primary console, her fingers dancing over the controls. “Let’s flag these three regions—high structural irregularity, low seismic activity, and any electromagnetic anomalies that might show dormant tech.”

      Ty shifted beside her. The sound of his processors humming was soothing.

      “Also,” she added, “cross-reference known colonial routes from that period. If Veliskaar served as a supply stop, it may not have been civilian.”

      “An intriguing theory.” Ty said. “I’ll include old Union records and black-box data from early transport logs.”

      She sat reviewing all the data available on Veliskaar, also known as the Whisper Moon, a place where voices carry across the dust.

      Pre-Human Contact (12,000 + Years Ago) Prior to recorded human contact, the moon served as a memory archive or perhaps a resonance vault. Someone engineered the moon’s crystalline network to store, echo, and translate consciousness and events through frequency encoding. They designed structures like the one believed to be on Veliskaar to activate only when genetic or artifact-linked resonance triggers them.

      Early Expansion Era (2093-2130 CE) Humans logged Veliskaar as a stable location and a candidate for a waystation during early colonization. With Planetary Union engineer-built outposts on the surface, no evidence showed they were aware of the subsurface structures. However, reports mentioned data ghosts and glitches, but no one attributed them to anything emanating from the moon itself.

      She found a brief notation in a survey log that referred to unmapped tunnels and nonstandard EM interference. But soon after they decommissioned the site and noted that they had drained resources and removed the site from active maps.

      The odd notation stated that a high-intensity burst of unknown origin from Veliskaar’s coordinates occurred approximately eighteen hours before they formally abandoned the site.

      “Ty, research the name Veliskaar, especially check to see if that is the only name for this moon.”

      “Searching.” His photoreceptors glowed while he worked.

      “The original name is not pronounceable in any known human language.”

      “Can you offer a translation?”

      “That Which Carries Memory Through Light.”

      Erynn sat back and considered the words. It was an archivist's dream. It was as if the moon was begging to be explored. As she focused as data scrolled across the screen, Erynn leaned in, eyes sharpening. For a moment, she forgot her nerves, forgot the recurring dream, forgot Myrik’s smug expression. She was in her element. This is where she felt strongest.

      She paused as the screen shifted to a grainy archival image—an old cartographic survey from 2157. In the frame’s corner was a blurry silhouette, half-buried in the dust of a crater rim. Not just rock.

      A structure, square-edged. Artificial.

      “Ty … enhance this section. Run a density scan on the image overlay.”

      “Running analysis.”

      The results popped up almost instantly. High-density composite alloy. Too refined for temporary shelter. Too symmetrical for natural formation.

      They had constructed something there.

      Buried now. Forgotten.

      Her pulse quickened.

      Erynn rose and crossed to the containment vault near the back of the Archive, where her current research materials were stored. She paused at the familiar sight of the Obsidian Fragment, resting under its low hum of protective shielding.

      The fragment wasn’t Eidari. At least, that’s what everyone had said.

      But it wasn’t nothing, either.

      It had come from a site not unlike Veliskaar.

      She pressed a hand against the containment field. “Monitor things while I’m gone,” she whispered.

      “Lieutenant,” Ty said behind her, “would you like me to prepare your official pre-mission data package for submission to the captain? “

      “Yes, please. And mark this image,” she pointed to the enhanced overlay, “as priority one for surface approach.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      Erynn turned back toward the glowing projection map. Her heart pounded with anticipation.

      The unknown was waiting.

      And this time, it had coordinates.
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      The door to her ready room slid shut with a soft hiss, sealing captain Seren D’altos in a cocoon of silence. For a fleeting moment, the stillness felt like a sanctuary. The synthetic leather groaned under her weight as she sank into her chair. Pinching the bridge of her nose, she tried to ease the burgeoning headache.

      Command, she knew, would be difficult. She had asked for it—fought for it, in fact. But ambition was a cruel alchemist. It could turn clarity into a burden, wonder into an obligation.

      Now that she held the command, the questions were harder. Not because they lacked answers, but because the answers came tangled in politics, personnel disputes, and the quiet, desperate hopes of an entire research vessel looking to her for direction.

      She sat for a moment, staring at nothing. The data pad resting on her desk, the calm glow of the control interface, the distant hum of the Celestial Dawn’s core systems—none of it demanded her attention.

      She allowed herself the luxury of a memory; the mission on Demeter had changed everything.

      It started as a routine survey. Geological formations beneath the ice shelf. But a sudden volcanic disturbance trapped several crew members underground. She’d been a junior officer then. Still green, still afraid. And still the only one who had volunteered to lead a second team down.

      Nine days of chaos. Rockfalls, oxygen rationing, bitter cold. Corridors covered in frost. With every heartbeat, the bio-suit grew heavier, along with the crew member she’d carried in her arms. And the scientist left behind when the cavern collapsed still haunted her dreams.

      The event changed her. Her superiors had seen the shift and offered her something more than a lab. She’d taken it—out of guilt. Or gratitude. Perhaps from the realization that sometimes knowledge alone wasn’t enough.

      She had never considered a command position before. Not really. But after Demeter, she couldn’t look at data the same way again. Couldn’t sit behind glass and watch someone else risk everything. So, she took the tests. She completed the training. She passed the trials. And now she sat at the head of a ship filled with brilliant minds—and she hoped to prevent incidents like the one on Demeter.

      One name surfaced with a bitter twist to her mouth: Dr. Arlen Myrik. He headed the Xeno-biological department. He was brilliant and was highly respected in his field. Any research ship would be honored to have him aboard. But he was egotistical, arrogant to the point of carelessness in her opinion. There had been no major incidents, nothing that warranted a report, but it was the little things that caught her attention in the way he dismissed the opinions of others, even when the other person was right. She had known scientists like him when she was still working in the lab, and people like that were dangerous.

      She needed to keep a close eye on Dr. Myrik, especially on the upcoming lunar mission.

      As captain of the Celestial Dawn, the galaxy never stopped handing her impossibilities wrapped in protocol.

      The chime of the door broke her reverie.

      “Enter,” she said without opening her eyes.

      The door opened with a whisper, and Commander Kihn Zorka stepped inside, posture precise and serene. His iridescent skin shimmered a cool blue—the Auralis marker for calm—but a faint flicker of orange pulsed beneath his jaw. Concern.

      “You’re early,” Seren said.

      “You are unsettled,” Zorka replied.

      She chuckled. “That obvious, is it?”

      “To a human, perhaps not. Do not forget—reading discomfort is one of my more frustrating talents.”

      “Frustrating for whom?” she asked, glancing up.

      “For you, I imagine.”

      Seren leaned back and gestured to the empty seat across from her. Zorka took it without ceremony, folding his hands together, every motion thoughtful and measured.

      “Dr. Myrik?” he asked, though the answer was obvious.

      “He’s insufferable,” she replied. “And worse, he knows it.”

      Zorka tilted his head. “He believes intelligence should excuse arrogance. But it rarely does.”

      Seren exhaled through her nose. “And now I’m stuck mediating every conversation between him and anyone who dares to have a different opinion. He’s locked down half of the lab’s systems with security protocols only he understands. It’s wearing thin.”

      Zorka gave a slow nod. “I understand your concern. That is why I am glad you gave the mission to Lieutenant Kade.”

      Seren raised an eyebrow. “It is time for her to step up.”

      “She’s the right choice for the Veliskaar moon survey.”

      Seren crossed her arms. “You’re sure?”

      “She has instinct, discipline, and a singular ability to see beyond the surface. She doesn’t just research the past—she listens to it.”

      Seren tapped a finger against the arm of her chair. “She’s still young. And she’s made mistakes.”

      “She has also learned from them. This appointment will tell your crew that learning will not be punished here. Learning from their mistakes will be rewarded in time.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment. “I miss when my biggest challenge was identifying mineral isotopes in methane caves.”

      Zorka gave a faint smile. “Command is its own form of excavation.”

      She chuckled despite herself. “You’re getting philosophical.”

      “I’m  adaptive.”
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        * * *

      

      The Archive, Deck Twelve

      With a low hiss, the door to the Archive research wing whispered open as Commander Kihn Zorka stepped inside.

      The transition from the corridor to the Archive was always stark. Where most of the Celestial Dawn hummed with quiet machinery and the regulated rhythms of starship life, the Archive breathed. The glasslike floor gave the space the air of a cathedral. Not in reverence to gods—but to memory.

      Lieutenant Erynn Kade stood near one of the analysis stations, her dark hair pulled back into a loose braid as she leaned over a rotating 3D scan of an unearthed journal fragment. The projection flickered in hues of ochre and soft violet; details enhanced by the ultraviolet backlighting, no doubt something Ty had configured. She didn’t hear the door. She never did.

      Zorka stood for a moment, watching.

      She belonged here; that much was obvious. Her posture had a stillness he rarely saw outside of meditative rituals—half thought, half presence. The room recognized her. Ty, the droid she had programmed as her research assistant, silently acknowledged his presence.

      Erynn sensed a shift in the room, turned, startled. “Commander! Sorry—I didn’t hear you.”

      “That’s becoming a pattern,” Zorka said, offering a faint smile.

      Erynn chuckled self-consciously. “I was... reviewing some of the scan data from the Martian logbook fragment we catalogued last week. There’s a second layer etching beneath the visible ink — a cipher, or maybe a personal encryption code. I haven’t decided.”

      Zorka stepped closer; hands clasped behind his back. His skin shimmered in muted tones of blue with hints of silver at the edges, which showed his approval and thoughtfulness.

      “I have no doubt you will.”

      She turned back to the projection, a flicker of pride rising on her cheeks—masked by her next question. “Is this a social visit? Or diplomatic?”

      “No diplomacy today,” Zorka said. “Only clarity.”

      Erynn raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "That’s the second time you’ve said that phrase to me. ‘Only clarity.’ Is that Auralis for ‘brace yourself’?”

      The change in Zorka’s expression was subtle, but his eyes carried warmth. ”It’s Auralis for ‘remember who you are when the unknown becomes louder than your thoughts.’”

      Her smile faded, not in dismissal, but in reflection. The words hung in the air like the soft chime of a temple bell.

      “You’ve said that before,” she said after a beat.

      “Yes. And I will say it again. Because it is true.” Zorka turned toward the central chamber, where the Obsidian Fragment rested in its cradle. “This room listens to you. The ship listens to you. Not through sensors or voice commands, but through presence. Your imprint here matters, even if others do not yet see it.”

      Erynn followed his gaze. “Sometimes I think I’m just... guessing. Everyone else has a team. Staff. Subordinates. I have Ty.”

      “Ty is more than most,” Zorka said, glancing toward the droid, who was standing by the data table, its optics pulsing. “And your guesses, as you call them, are often the first to be proven correct.”

      She tilted her head, watching him. “You came here to say something specific. You never just visit.”

      "May we sit for a moment?" He asked.

      "Of course." She led him to a grouping of comfortable chairs and cushions.

      After he was seated, Zorka held her gaze. I wanted to know how you felt about this mission.

      “I’m honored. And terrified.”

      Zorka gave a faint smile. “That is the cost of being entrusted.”

      Erynn leaned forward and whispered, “Do you think there’s something down there? On Veliskaar?” she asked, her voice above a whisper.

      He replied, “I think something down there is waiting to be remembered.”

      She nodded; the weight of it settled in her chest.

      As Zorka turned to leave, he paused at the doorway and looked back.

      “And if you blow up another moon...” he said, his tone dry, “make sure this one isn’t classified.”

      The door slid shut behind him, and the Archive fell quiet again.

      The observation dining lounge on Deck Twelve(D12) had just begun its shift toward evening ambient settings. Overhead, the transparent canopy dimmed the simulated sunlight, transitioning into a tranquil twilight, revealing the full, glittering sweep of stars beyond the hull. From this angle, the Celestial Dawn looked out across a field of nebulae—distant plumes of cosmic dust painted in violet and rose gold.

      Erynn stepped inside the dining hall, adjusting the sleeves of her research uniform, still distracted by the weight of Zorka’s visit. In her pocket, the smooth oval token pressed against the fabric, a reminder of everything that had just changed.

      Across the room, Lyra Venn was already waving her over from a booth near the glass canopy.

      “Hey! I ordered you the root plate special with mushroom glaze and extra spiced squash,” Lyra said. “I know it’s your comfort food.”

      Erynn smiled as she slid into the seat across from her. "You know me too well.”

      “Archivists are predictable,” Lyra teased, sipping something electric blue from her glass. Lyra held up the glass as she gave her critique. “Weird, obscure taste. Surprisingly spicy.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Erynn said, managing a chuckle. “Thanks for this. It’s been a weird day.”

      Lyra leaned forward. “You mean the mission?”

      Erynn blinked. “Wait—you know?”

      “Everyone knows. Word spreads fast when you’re named mission lead on a lunar dig. Especially when Dr. Myrik’s been stomping around the lab like someone spilled synth-coffee on his genome sequence.”

      Erynn groaned. “He is furious, isn’t he?”

      “I think he tried to rewrite the chain of command on his tablet,” Lyra whispered. “Then sulked for twenty minutes in his lab before locking everyone else out.”

      Erynn laughed despite herself. “Unbelievable.”

      “But you earned this, Erynn. Everyone who knows anything about the Archive knows you’ve been building toward this moment since you stepped aboard.” Lyra’s tone was softer now, more serious. “You’re not just the mission lead. You are the mission.”

      The words sat between them, heavy and reassuring.

      “I just hope it’s not a waste of resources,” Erynn said, glancing out the viewport. No one has visited Veliskaar in two centuries. “For all we know, it’s nothing but dust and dried oxygen tanks from the old waystation.”

      “That’s not what your gut says,” Lyra countered, lifting her chopsticks to collect glowing green strands from her noodle bowl. “I’ve seen the way you hover over old fragments, maps, and journals. You think there’s something down there.”

      Erynn hesitated. “Perhaps. I’ve seen references—not much more than whispers—in old route ledgers. Transit logs that skipped sections. Missing supply counts. And some very inconsistent dates.”

      “You think someone abandoned it early?”

      “I think it might not have been abandoned at all.”

      Lyra paused mid-bite. ”That’s... spooky.”

      “I don’t mean haunted,” Erynn clarified, though her voice dropped a note. ”I just think something interrupted its use. And not in a way that left a clean record.”

      The two sat in silence for a few moments, the soft clink of cutlery around them and the distant hum of environmental systems providing a backdrop.

      “I’m not saying it’s Eidari,” Erynn added, more to herself than to Lyra. ”But I can’t shake the feeling that something’s waiting.”

      “Well,” Lyra said, setting down her chopsticks, “if it is Eidari, I hope it’s the kind that gives glowing answers and not mysterious prophecies that get everyone spooked.”

      Erynn smirked. ”You’ve been reading too many holo-thrillers.”

      “No such thing,” Lyra said, with mock seriousness. ”And besides, you’re the one who named your AI Droid after an extinct alien language.”

      “Touché.”

      They both laughed, and Erynn felt the tension release from her shoulders. Lyra always had that effect. In a ship filled with minds that measured everything by data, Lyra had a way of grounding her without dismissing the mystery.

      As their meal wound down, Lyra reached across the table, nudging Erynn’s hand.

      “Just promise me one thing.”

      Erynn raised an eyebrow.

      “Don’t let Dr. Myrik anywhere near the dig site until you’ve secured whatever you find. If he senses anything of value down there—historical, biological, or otherwise—he’ll try to claim it.”

      “I’m not worried about Myrik,” Erynn said, standing and collecting her tray. ”This mission is mine. And for once, I think the captain’s going to back me up.”

      “Damn right she will,” Lyra replied, standing with her.

      They exited the dining hall together, their laughter trailing behind them as the stars continued to drift overhead—silent, ancient, and waiting.
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