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Boots ground into the lunar sands as the two astronauts made their way over the next rise. The sun gleamed above, the pure white light unfiltered and undifferentiated, casting harsh shadows on the mountainous, rugged surface. 

Above them in the opposite direction of the sun, visible as only a twinkling metallic gleam, the Orion spacecraft kept pace. Inside, Dr. Hayden Mitchell watched the two through the onboard cameras, his sharp blue eyes dancing between screens, mouth tight.

“Everything looks all right so far, Liz.” Hayden’s gaze dropped to the instrumentation for the sixth time in a minute, checking and double-checking. “Caleb, how’s the temperature control holding up?”

After a moment’s pause, the comms lit up. “This is Lieutenant Harris to Orion. Climate control seems to be holding up. Solar power is good and all systems functioning.”

Another voice broke in. “For the record, the view here is transcendent.” Dr. Elizabeth Franks knelt down atop the rise, eyes panning across the landscape. “So different from nearside. Even more amazing than the Chang’e’s pics.”

“Good, good.” Hayden didn’t acknowledge Caleb’s attempt to turn the conversation to more formal language, instead focusing on the team below. “Do you see that overhang ahead of you, 10 o’ clock, about two hundred meters?”

Another pause as the message passed to the astronauts below. They turned in the indicated direction, then Caleb pointed toward the craggy mountain. The sun almost framed the rock, like a Christmas tree with a massive glowing ornament atop it.

“That one?”

“That one.” Hayden sat back, flicking a bead of sweat from his temple. “That looks like a good place to take some samples to start off. Since it’s out of the sunlight, you might find some water ice down there.”

“Send the rover up so we can drop the samples off.” Liz began moving toward the outcropping, each step carrying her for several seconds before landing. “And to get more pictures.”

Nodding, Hayden turned to the other Orion occupant, Lieutenant Jorge Martinez, sitting in the pilot seat. “Jorge, can you handle the rover?”

“No sweat, mon capitan.” Typing swiftly, Jorge pulled up the necessary interface and activated the touch screen, drying his hands on a towel. “Is it hot in here?”

“That’s funny, Jorge. ‘No sweat, hot in here.’” Hayden wiped at his own brow, then turned the AC up by a few degrees. “That should be better.”

Below, the rover came to life, its heavy tires gripping the lunar surface and kicking up moon dust as it revved its way toward the exploring astronauts. As the rover approached, Caleb and Liz bounded across the moon toward the shadowed embankment.

“Don’t enjoy yourself too much.” Liz glanced across at her companion, whose steps were sending him feet into the air, and smiled. “Only so much air, after all.”

Caleb rolled his dark eyes at her. “It reminds me of one of those bounce houses we used to use as kids. Have you ever been on one?”

“Of course. Who hasn’t?” Liz turned her attention forward again, frowning as she rubbed her nose against the sponge inside her helmet. “I can remember my eighth birthday. My parents set up this whole unicorn castle thing...”

She trailed off as the diffuse light from around the rock became bright enough for them to see what lay beneath the outcropping. Lying low against the ground, an archway emerged from the lunar soil. Carved into the mountainside, the semblance of a braided rope described both curves of the arch, with symbols between that neither Liz nor Caleb recognized. Below the arch was a gap, a dark space, about four feet high.

“Orion...?” Caleb’s voice came across the comms slowly as Liz stepped forward and reached out a hand, her mouth slightly open. He flipped on a flashlight and shone it at the structure, speaking again. “Do you see this?”

Hayden did. He saw it from both viewpoints through the cams installed on the spacesuits, and, for a moment, he didn’t say anything, frozen as a drop of sweat ran down his cheek and into his ear. His hand came down on Jorge’s shoulder, shaking him. 

“What?”

“Look...look.” Hayden gripped the other man’s shirt, tugging; his eyes stayed locked on the displays. “Look.”

With a deep grunt, Jorge turned from his seat to look at the cameras. Any response or retort faded at once as he saw the archway, saw Liz putting a hand on the carvings.

“That’s...”

“Yeah.” Hayden swallowed, then brought up the comms again. “This...this is Orion to Houston. Houston, do you copy?”

The communications crackled, but no response came. Hayden’s eyebrows knotted and he glanced at Jorge. “Had to try.”

“Sure.”

“Orion?” Caleb’s voice came on again, the tension evident beneath the syllables. He had halved the distance to the anomaly. “Do you copy?”

“Damn.” Hayden straightened up, mopping his forehead again and leaning forward. “We copy, Caleb. We see what you see.”

“Roger, Orion.” Caleb took another step closer. Putting up a hand to keep the sunlight out of his eyes, he took a deep breath. “Dr. Franks is...examining—”

“This isn’t natural, Hayden.” Liz’s voice sounded breathless, excited; and her feet came an inch off the ground. “I can see tool marks. This was carved. Carved!”

“Say again, Liz.” Hayden glanced over the equipment, making sure that everything was recording—it was, of course, but at a moment like this it paid to be certain. “Say that again.”

“Double check me, Caleb.” Liz’s EMU glove scraped against the stone. “Right here, and here...do you see it?”

Caleb knelt down next to the archway, his visor almost touching it. He turned astonished eyes to Liz, who met them with her own. “I see it. Orion, we can confirm that these do appear to be tool marks. There are gouges and scrapes here, like someone used a chisel or something similar.”

Hayden took a deep breath, sharing another glance with Jorge, whose eyes remained wide. Jorge’s brow resembled the constellations, with the myriad of sweat droplets scattered across it, forgotten in the excitement. Clearing his throat, Hayden opened comms. 

“No chance the gouges came from rock collisions? Meteor impacts?”

Liz shook her head, her voice bouncing like her feet. “Too regular. I know what tool marks look like, and they look like this.” She leaned lower, shining her light into the gap. “It looks like...a vault down here.” A pause. “It’s a big open space underneath. The dust...it was probably thrown up by an impact and covered most of the doorway.”

Caleb put a hand on her shoulder, his eyes flashing, head slightly shaking in negation. “Slow down. We shouldn’t—”

“Orion.” Liz didn’t respond to Caleb’s warning; she backed out of the space, turning her head up toward the floating vehicle. Her green eyes shone in the light, and she pointed at the opening. “I want to go in there. We need to investigate.”

Hayden leaned forward, pressing his lips and his hands together, then took a breath before toggling the radio again. “Liz, we don’t have authorization. This—”

Liz ran over him. “Look, we have limited time before we have to come back in. Sun is already low, and O2 is a factor.”  She became more animated, pointing down at the opening. “And this is proof positive of intelligent life, Hayden. How can we ignore that?”

Caleb broke in. “I don’t agree. We don’t have guidance. We need to abort, head back to the nearside, get orders from Command.”

Hayden licked his lips, then turned to Jorge. “Try one more time to reach Houston.”

Jorge hesitated. “You’re not seriously—”

“Just try.” Hayden turned back to the cameras, biting his thumbnail. “Please.”

Jorge nodded, breathing out before he opened communications. “Houston, this is Orion. Do you copy?”

Static.

“Houston, this is Orion. Does anyone read me?”

Static.

“Houston—”

“That’s enough.” Hayden tapped Jorge’s shoulder. “Thanks.” Then he took a deep breath, licking his lips. “As commander of this mission, it’s my decision and will be recorded as such. Liz, Caleb...I want you to go in there.”

The pronouncement hung across the radio waves, a tense string that could change the course of history, recorded for everyone to hear later.

“Still, don’t be stupid. If you see something dangerous, you get out. We don’t know how comms will be in there. We have to expect that you’ll be cut off as soon as you go in.” Hayden glanced at the instrumentation, lips moving as he ran calculations in his head. “I see we have about five and a half hours of O2 left. I want you back in an hour.”

“An hour?” Liz’s voice rang with alarm, and she made a “X” gesture over her chest with her arms. “Hayden, that’s not—”

It was Hayden’s turn to interrupt. “One hour, Liz. That’s plenty of time to get pictures, take observations, see what we can see and then get back safely. No chance of running out of air, and if you’re a few minutes late coming back all is well.” He paused. “I’m serious, Liz. You disobey this and you’re never coming back to space again. You get it?”

Liz’s voice fell low. She swallowed, glanced back at the opening, then sighed, nodding. “Yes, sir. I get it. One hour.” 

“Caleb, you’re timekeeper.” Hayden’s voice quickened and he picked up a notepad, scribbling the time on it. “One hour. Sync up.”

Caleb pressed his lips together. “Sir, I have to go on record as disagreeing with this decision.”

Hayden nodded grimly. “Understood, Lieutenant. Your objection is logged. Now sync up.”

“Roger.” Caleb’s eyes turned to his timepiece, ready to press the button. “One hour in three...”

Hayden nodded. “Two...”

“One...mark.”

With a heavy breath, Hayden started the countdown. “Godspeed, you two. Come back safely.”

Not hesitating, Liz ducked down again and shone her light into the opening. The small beam illuminated a large, dark-colored room. The floor lay about twenty feet below the opening, and the vault’s ceiling arched upward as well. The black stone inside held a layer of white regolith dust, piled up near the entrance, but in the center of the room a circular design dominated the
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