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    For everyone who reads science fiction

and immediately asks,

"Yes, but what would happen if…?"
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            "Of course it's impossible.

That's how you know it's worth trying."

— The Professor

"I stepped away for five minutes.

When I came back, causality was on fire

and she was asking for snacks."

— Captain Aiyana Cassidy
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TFS Constitution

“MISSION LOG, STARDATE 1204.23. Captain Aiyana Cassidy recording.”

She sat at her desk in the ready room, posture straight, voice flat, long auburn hair tucked into a sensible ponytail. The recording light blinked red.

“We are en route to OGLE-2006-BLG-109L b, a gas giant orbiting a microlensing star in the constellation Scorpius. Distance from Earth: approximately 4,920 light-years. No official name, but the exoplanet survey team from the Enterprise called the star Mulchatna. It stuck.”

She paused, tapped through sensor data.

“Preliminary scans show irregular energy signatures on the innermost moon. Geometric formations, no atmospheric interference. Radiation suggests decayed power sources—possibly artificial. No signs of life, but the patterns don’t match natural geology. Full survey protocol will be followed on approach.”

The door slid open behind her. Aiyana kept speaking.

“This may be the first hard evidence of an extinct nonhuman civilization in this sector. If the energy source is even partially intact, we could be looking at recovery of intact databases or other cultural artifacts. The potential is unlimited.”

She allowed herself a pause. Not for the log, but for herself.

“We’ve mapped nearly half this quadrant and found only debris. This... this might be different.”

“I knew it!” Kendra Cassidy’s voice rang out like she’d kicked the door in. “I said it had to be aliens!”

Aiyana sighed and stopped the recording. “Jefferson, delete the last five seconds.”

“Deleted,” the AI confirmed.

“Kendra, my love, my wife,” Aiyana said with mock sweetness. “Why did you interrupt my log?”

Kendra was already pacing the room, her blonde pixie cut looking particularly wild today. “Seriously, Cass. Geometric formations? Radiation spikes? Ancient ruins on a moon orbiting a gas giant? That is a classic alien setup. You know what this is?”

“A preliminary survey report,” Aiyana said dryly.

“It’s a first-contact episode!” Kendra shot back, practically vibrating. “You remember Stargate Atlantis? The lost city under the ocean? It always starts like this. A blip on the sensors. Then boom—telepathic traps, self-aware holograms, angry robot priests—”

“It’s a dead rock,” Aiyana said.

“With geometry,” Kendra pointed out, grinning. “And radiation. And ruins. That’s not a dead rock. That’s a mystery moon. I’ve dreamed of a mystery moon all my life.”

Aiyana stood and crossed to the replicator. “One of us has to keep expectations grounded. Brewed cacao, iced.”

“And one of us is fun at parties.”

“You’ve never been fun at parties,” she retorted, taking the mug that appeared and sipping.

Kendra blinked at her. “I was absolutely fun at that one party.”

“That party ended with the Martian ambassador demanding an apology and three new chairs.”

Kendra grinned. “Still fun, though.”

Aiyana didn’t reply. She turned back to the viewport. Mulchatna’s star had grown from a dot to a soft blue smear.

“How long till we hit the system?” Kendra asked, settling into the second chair.

“At warp eight, we’ll arrive in under two hours.”

Kendra kicked her boots up onto the console. “We can do warp ten, you know.”

“Yes,” Aiyana said without looking at her. “And if we do, Commander Rourke will have a strongly worded opinion. Probably in triplicate.”

Kendra made a vague dismissive gesture. “We’ve got redundancy for that.”

“You may be Admiral of the Fleet—”

Kendra cut in. “Yeah, yeah. On this ship, you’re the boss.” She leaned back with a theatrical sigh, propping her feet on a convenient console and ignoring Cass’s glare. “And you’re still taller than me.”

Aiyana leaned down and kissed her on the nose. “Glad you can listen to reason.”

“Barely.”

They sat in silence for a few seconds, watching the stars shift.

“What’s the plan when we get there?” Kendra asked.

“Survey the system as we approach. No sudden moves. Standard scan patterns.”

“Slow and steady,” Kendra said, not bothering to hide her disappointment.

“Send two Coyotes in ahead of the Constitution. They’re our toughest small craft and most flexible.”

Kendra perked up. “Want me flying escort?”

“No.”

“Come on, I’ll take my Direwolf. Brie and I are dying for a mission that doesn’t involve—”

“Absolutely not.”

Kendra groaned. “You’re taking all the fun out of this mystery moon thing.”

“I’m keeping you in one piece.”

“Semantics,” Kendra muttered. She swung her legs down from the console, eyeing her wife with theatrical suspicion. “You’re going full regs on me, aren’t you?”

Aiyana sipped her cacao. “I am the captain.”

“Yeah, but you’re my captain. Doesn’t that earn me a little wiggle room? A side quest? A minor violation of protocol in the name of glorious adventure?”

Aiyana raised an eyebrow. “Do you want to say that louder for the official recorder?”

Kendra scowled. “Delete that too, Jefferson.”

“Nope,” said the AI, cheerfully uncooperative. “Captain’s override is still active.”

Kendra gave the ceiling a betrayed look, then turned back to Aiyana. “Come on, Cass. You know how this goes. We sit around for six hours collecting telemetry, then someone pings the thing that shouldn’t be pinged and suddenly the moon’s waking up and asking if we brought snacks.”

“That’s exactly why we follow the protocol this time,” Aiyana said, unyielding. “We don’t poke the thing. We don’t teleport down without redundancy. We do it by the book.”

“But I wrote the book!”

Aiyana smiled faintly. “And I’ve got the annotations. Section 4, paragraph two: ‘Unexplained phenomena on celestial bodies shall not be approached without full planetary scan, hazard classification, and command-level clearance.’ Your words.”

Kendra squinted. “That doesn’t sound like me. That sounds like Alley whispering in my ear while I was half-asleep.”

“Then maybe you should sleep less when writing exploration protocols.”

“Don’t you dare use my own bureaucracy against me.”

Aiyana stepped in close, hands light on Kendra’s arms. “Ken. You want this to be a first contact. So do I. But if there’s even a chance it is? Then we have to get it right. That means full protocol, full logs, full discipline. No shortcuts. No cowboy admiralty.”

Kendra opened her mouth. Closed it again. Finally she managed, “You’re really not gonna let me fly a Direwolf, are you?”

“No.”

“Not even a little?”

“I’ll let you sit in it in the landing bay.”

Kendra sighed and leaned forward, resting her forehead on Aiyana’s shoulder. “Gods, you’re hot when you’re infuriating.”

“And you’re charming when you sulk.”

“Then we’re a perfect match.”

They stood there a moment longer, wrapped in familiar rhythm.

Kendra stepped back and Cass picked up her cacao. Kendra murmured, “...but if the ruins do start glowing? I’m taking credit.”

Aiyana smirked into her mug. “Naturally.”

[image: A woman in a dark blue formal starship uniform sits at a command desk inside a spacecraft bridge, her hands resting calmly on the surface. She faces right in profile, gazing out through a wide viewport at a star-filled expanse of space and the curved edge of a distant planet. Soft interior lighting reflects off the polished console, while the stars beyond the window provide a cool, steady glow. Her posture is composed and attentive, conveying quiet authority and focus.]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2

[image: ]




TFS Constitution


THE READY ROOM DOORS opened.

“Captain on the bridge,” said Auburn, standing.

“Joy, I’ve told you a thousand times, you don’t have to do that. As you were.” Cass took the center seat. “Status.”

“Approaching system edge. ETA two minutes. All departments report ready.”

“Glaub, drop us at ten million klicks from the inner moon. Keep it smooth.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Gigluk, you’re up. Full sweep, passive first. I want every body, orbit, and power signature on screen before we breathe too hard.”

“Already running. Long-range suite is at max sensitivity.”

“Rourke?”

The engineer’s face appeared on the nearest panel. “All systems green. Warp drive’s purring, shields on standby, weapons in reserve. I’ve got caffeine and damage teams standing by, just in case.”

“Appreciated.” Cass cut the feed.

The stars began to stretch.

Kendra walked in, coffee in hand, boots loud on deck plating.

“You’re early,” said Cass.

“You’re predictable.” Kendra flopped into the spare chair.

“Brace for drop,” said Glaub.

The stars snapped back into place.

Then the screen shimmered.

Not a glitch. Not distortion. A shimmer.

Cass stood. “Report.”

Auburn frowned. “We’re at half sublight and the right distance. But we’re picking up interference.”

“Source?”

Gigluk was already scanning. “Not from the star. And not any kind of normal radiation. Sensors are showing double. Same signal, offset.”

“Offset how?”

“Temporal skew. One signal’s slightly ahead of us. Other’s slightly behind.”

This time, the lights flickered. Quiet. Barely noticeable. But enough.

Cass didn’t blink. “Visual. Enhanced. I want to see what’s going on.”

The screen updated. Blue star, gas giant, moons. One inner moon, wrapped in something faint and shifting.

“That’s the field?” she asked.

Gigluk nodded. “Two fields, actually. One encapsulates the whole system, and another is tight around the innermost moon. Looks artificial. I’ve never seen a pattern like this.” She swiveled from the science console, frowning. “It’s not electromagnetic, subspace, gravitic, or any standard radiation profile. It’s... bleeding. Like space itself is leaking bad data.”

“Explain.”

Gigluk tapped furiously at her console. “We’re getting signal reflections off nothing. Time-delayed echoes of our own pings—before we even send them. It’s like the system is reading us before we get here.”

Kendra blinked. “Preemptive sensor feedback?”

“Or a temporal mirage,” muttered Gigluk. “But that’s not supposed to be possible outside extreme conditions. This star? Shouldn’t even be capable of this.”

Aiyana moved toward the science station. “Show me.”

Gigluk brought up the overlay. On the screen, a planetary system unfolded in ghostly wireframe—sun, moons, orbital paths—all dimmed by a swirling fog of interference around the inner orbit.

Cass narrowed her eyes. “That haze. Is that the moon?”

“No,” said Gigluk. “That’s around the moon. A field—circular, stable, but shifting in frequency every 0.7 seconds. It’s fluctuating in dimensions we can’t even scan cleanly. Like it’s part time field, part camouflage.”

Kendra folded her arms. “Anyone getting déjà vu?”

Cass shot her a look. “Explain.”

Kendra’s gaze lingered on the screen. “Like we’ve been here before. Like this system remembers us.”

“That’s not how memory works,” Cass said, but her voice had gone quiet.

The lights flickered. Not sharply—softly, like a blink. And on every console, two words appeared in a whisper of static:

–the silence–

And then it was gone.

Kendra slammed her palm onto the panel. “What the hell was that?”

“No source,” said Joy. “Not internal.”

“Definitely not,” Gigluk added, already running diagnostics. “That was broadcast. Unidirectional. No repeat, no trace.”

Cass turned slowly toward the main viewer. “Anne, can you get me a view below the field?”

“I can try, Captain.” The haze gradually vanished, parting to reveal the moon. It was cratered, dead, yet impossibly symmetrical in places. Lines carved into its surface formed a pattern too precise to be natural.

“I want a full breakdown of that signal,” Cass said. “All frequencies. All languages.”

“Languages? That was English, Cass. You saw it. So did I.”

“Random chance,” she insisted, sounding only a little desperate. “Kicked something loose in Jefferson’s circuits.”

“I assure you, Captain, I experienced no anomalous transmissions,” came the AI’s offended voice.

“We can’t be too sure. Cross-reference against every known code in the database.”

Kendra leaned closer to the screen, eyes narrowing. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

Cass didn’t answer.

Instead, she said, “Vortex, prep the Coyotes. I want eyes on the surface within the hour.”

“Aye, Captain,” came the calm reply from the comm.

Kendra stepped beside her, voice low. “Cass, I’m getting a bad feeling about this. I’ve never said this before, and if anyone asks, I’ll deny it, but maybe we should turn around.”

Cass shook her head. “This is still a survey mission.”

“Sure,” Kendra said, grin returning. “A survey mission with ghosts in the static.”

Cass kept her eyes on the moon. “Let’s hope that’s all it is. Anne, do you have a source of the signal?”

“Dead center. The moon.”

Cass folded her arms. “Power source?”

“Could be. Or a relay. The readings aren’t stable enough to tell.”

Kendra leaned forward. “Still broadcasting?”

Gigluk checked again. “Short bursts. Low frequency. Not designed to travel far.”

“Meaning it wasn’t meant to be heard,” Cass said. “At least, not by us.”

“Too late now,” Kendra muttered. “We rang the doorbell.”

“Anne.” Cass kept her voice level. “Are we getting anything intelligible?”

Gigluk didn’t answer right away. Just stared at her screen.

“Anne?”

Gigluk hesitated. “Only one phrase decoded so far. Repeating once every thirty-one seconds.”

“Let’s hear it.”

A burst of static. Then, layered beneath, distorted but undeniably English: “Exterminate the silence.”

Silence on the bridge.

“Well, that’s not ominous,” said Kendra from her chair.

Cass didn’t respond. She turned toward the science station. “Anne, full linguistic sweep. I want to know if that phrase is hard-coded English or just the translator doing its thing.”

Gigluk nodded without looking up. “Already on it.”

Kendra stood. “We’re not going to learn anything from out here. Let’s take the Constitution in closer. A thousand klicks off the surface. We’ll be able to punch through the haze, maybe even see what’s generating the signal.”

“No,” said Cass.

Kendra blinked. “No?”

“We don’t risk the ship until we know what we’re walking into.”

“Cass, this is what we do.”

“And we do it by the book.” She turned to the helm. “Glaub, hold position. Maintain current distance.”

Kendra crossed her arms. “You’re going cautious now?”

Cass didn’t rise to it. “I’m going careful. There’s a difference.”

Auburn stepped forward. “She’s right, Admiral. I’ve seen this before. Something sends out a friendly ping, we get curious, we drift closer. And then it wakes up and ruins the rest of our lives.”
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