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Professor Leilani Nutter had always loved, more than anything else in the entire Empire, studying ancient objects made, forged and created by alien civilisations. Sure some of the objects that came through her large bright white lab were a little tacky, others were small and unimpressive but every so often a truly amazing find came through her lab.

Leilani stood in the very centre of her very large bright white lab with its beautiful smooth white walls, that weren’t a cold sort of white that made chills run down her spine. Instead the walls were a sort of warming and almost welcoming shade of white that still sent the message to the others that they were entering a highly professional and sterile clean lab environment, but this wasn’t a cold awful place like a lot of other university labs.

Leilani just smiled at that because this wasn’t even a part of one of the Empire’s millions of universities. Her lab was extremely high up in the Nepalese mountains buried deep within the Empire Palace and Leilani just got more and more excited each day because she just knew that somewhere high above her was the Emperor of The Great Human Empire walking about.

And Leilani truly had no idea if she would cry, scream or faint if she actually ever had the pleasure of meeting the hero of humanity.

The lab’s dark blue floor was a particular favourite of Leilani’s with its heat-sensitive array that made sure the lab was always the perfect mixture of oxygen, nitrogen and humidity to make sure all her staff were perfectly okay and alert, and each of the artifacts and other things that came through the lab were in perfect condition.

Damaging any of the objects gifted or loaned to her was the very last thing she ever wanted to do.

Leilani really loved the amazing smell of crispness, freshness and nature that the dark blue floor created for the lab. She had worked in far too many academic labs over her life and she had hated the musky, dusty smell of those labs, but her one thankfully smelt heavenly. 

She seriously loved her lab. Especially as the refreshing air reminded her of the taste of sausages, burgers and fish from family camping holidays in the now-long-dead woods and forests of ancient Earth when she was a kid all those centuries ago.

Even the light sky-blue ceiling was an impressive array that Leilani had been more than happy to shell out some of her own money for, because the ceiling was filled with microscopic sensors, cameras and other highly sought-after equipment that was always monitoring everything so the lab never ever missed a detail from an artifact or piece or art or whatever came through the lab.

Leilani was still surprised at how much that had saved her over the years. There was one time when she had received a tiny fragment of an alien’s skull and for some reason when it first entered the lab it started transmitting data to somewhere in deep, deep space.

Leilani would have missed all of that data completely if it hadn’t of been for the ceiling’s equipment, Leilani just loved her lab more than anything else in the entire world.

The talking, muttering and academic discussions of her staff in their sterile white lab coats walked past her as each of them got on with their own projects. And thankfully her two favourite undergraduates had just bought her the latest gift from the Emperor.

Apparently it was a work of art.

Thankfully the very large bright white lab had plenty of grey metal work benches scattered neatly around the lab so large groups and pairs of staff were mostly gathered about them working on their own things.

Leilani loved how each member of her staff had massive smiles on their faces, they were all happy to be here and they all truly did believe that their work mattered. And in a way it did because the discoveries they made here could very well determine the fate of humanity and the course the Empire took.

It was Leilani’s lab that allowed the Empire to make Slidspace jumps so no one needed to travel at sublight speeds. It was Leilani’s lab that allowed the Empire in the very early days of space travel and the Emperor to create shields and dampers and everything thing else that humanity needed to travel into deep space. And it was Leilani herself that had worked with Doctor Catherine Taylor on creating the superhuman soldiers of the Angels of Death and Hope.

Their work definitely mattered.

Right in front of Leilani was a large wooden box on a grey metal hovering bench as she carefully ran her fingers along the coldness of the wooden box.

The box hummed, crackled and whirled a little as the wooden dissolved away revealing an extremely stunning work of art. 

Leilani was just flat out amazed as she stared at a large golden metal bowl, easily the size of a small child, with a perfectly smooth interior so Leilani could easily see her own reflection, something she rarely saw in alien objects these days, and the outside was even more beautiful.

The outside of the golden metal bowl was covered in stunning diamonds, rubies and sapphires embedded into the thin metal of the bowl, but Leilani just knew that the gems were arranged into a special pattern.

To others the gemstones just looked beautiful as they all reflected the bright white light of the lab perfectly, and almost created a kind of kaleidoscopic effect on the ceiling. But to Leilani, the diamonds were arranged in a very certain way as were the rubies and rich dark sapphires. 

It didn’t take Leilani long to work out the pattern and she was surprised that it was a language of sorts, so she was really looking forward to running that through the supercomputers and checking her textbooks to try and narrow down the language that it was.

The entire bowl seemed so mystical to Leilani and it was nothing like she had ever seen before, it wasn’t that she hadn’t studied bowls before, she had, a lot more than once. But this bowl just felt special to her like the creator of the bowl had literally poured their heart and soul into the creation.

And there was something Leilani really wanted to honour about that.

“Is this the shipment professor?” a young woman said.

Leilani looked at the young woman standing on the opposite side of the hovering grey metal bench and Leilani just smiled as she was really glad to have one of her best PhD students with her.

Laura Coleman had to be one of the sharpest minds that Leilani had ever had the pleasure of working with, she wasn’t perfect and Leilani was glad to still know a lot more about the galaxy than Laura, but Laura might honestly be able to run this lab in a few decades, and Leilani was actually looking forward to that if Laura just kept learning, studying and helping the Empire to advance.

And Leilani had to admit she looked good in her long white silk robe, white high-heels and her very long brown hair managed to accent the entire look in a rather stunning way. She wasn’t beautiful because Leilani really preferred guys, but she could understand why Laura was so popular with the male graduates.

“Yes,” Leilani said, returning her focus to the stunning golden bowl in front of her. “It came the Galactic North on the Frontier earlier and it was given an Empire Decree to jump the queue,”

“Why would the Emperor want this bowl studied so quickly? Does he forget how massive our backlist is? I’m still studying objects that came in before my undergrad degree,”

“Which one?” Leilani asked smiling.

Laura poked her tongue out and that was something else that Leilani really loved about helping to train the next generation of researchers, they all had such a fun, positive outlook on life. And that was something Leilani seriously treasured.

Leilani watched Laura get out a thin black dataslate as Leilani put on her white gloves and carefully ran her long fingers across the inside of the bowl.

A minor pulse of energy travelled up her arm and she was surprised that it felt curious than anything else. It wasn’t unfriendly, evil or even happy. It was only curious.

“Ceiling equipment says there’s a lot of energy inside this bowl,” Laura said showing Leilani the readings.

Leilani was surprised to see the sheer amount of power the equipment was detecting inside the bowl. It was like nothing she had ever seen before, it was like the entire bowl had enough power to destroy the entire Empire Palace if it really wanted to.

It made no sense that a mere bowl would contain this much power.

“Do you recognise the language?” Leilani asked. Even if Laura didn’t know the exact language she might be able to at least give Leilani a starting point.

“No sorry,” Laura said.

Leilani smiled. It was worth a shot and there weren’t that many ancient alien cultures that used gemstones to communicate, and as it was found in the galactic North and that was the area humanity knew most about, it shouldn’t be too difficult to find out more.

But the energy was still puzzling Leilani.

“What if you search the archive, professor?” Laura asked.

It wasn’t a bad idea and all Leilani would need to do was run a quick scan of the bowl and then the computers would conduct a sort of image scan in case they had investigated such an artifact or language before.

“Good idea, can you do it?” Leilani asked as she got closer to the bowl, so close she could smell the bowl.

Leilani heard Laura softly laugh at her, but Leilani didn’t mind and she had to admit she had to look weird as she carefully sniffed the golden bowl.

And she was right, the air around the bowl didn’t smell metallic at all. It actually smelt of charred flesh, burnt ozone and even a little blood.

Leilani gestured for Laura to pass her over the black dataslate, and Leilani quickly tested for traces of blood in the bowl.

A very dark orange light passed over the golden bowl for about five seconds.

“Here,” Leilani said showing Laura the results. “DNA and blood from twenty different species have been identified over the course of about two hundred years,”

Laura’s mouth dropped and after a few moments Leilani completely agreed. It was bad enough that the Emperor himself had felt the need to get involved once this object was discovered, but it was even weirder that they had discovered a sacrificial bowl.

In the grand scheme of things so few alien cultures even used sacrifices even in their earliest days, it seemed to be a very rare event in the development of other cultures that was mostly limited to humanity, and why had the golden bowl only been used for two hundred years?

To other people that might have sounded like a very long time for an object to still be around and it really was. But Leilani just felt like there was more to the story.

And why did a sacrificial bowl have so much energy built up inside it?

The dataslate vibrated slightly in Leilani’s hands as the results of Laura’s archive search came back. Laura took the dataslate back from Leilani.

“The results show,” Laura said, “that we have never looked at an object with this gemstone language but there is a passing similarity to an object from the... sorry how do you pronounce that?”

Leilani smiled as she looked at the dataslates screen. “The Atooch
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