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Day 3

My dreams choke me in my sleep. I wake
rolling on the floor. Is this my reward for
coming home?

I tell myself it will get better. The visions
will fade, and those voices will recede. They
called to me across light-years. They lured
me with guarantees of prosperity and
purpose.

What do I find instead?

The city is unchanged and inert. My
friends are older but less wise.
They hide their pain beneath their

arrogance. Typical Aeternans.
Some believe children are the answer.
I will try to persevere through this
madness.
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Baitle Cruiser Lioness
Flagship, Aeternan Defense Forces

DM. RAFAEL KANE gave the order: Initiate Hot

Stations. The unscheduled wormhole left him
no choice. He watched its approach on the
holographic Defense Web Logistics Array, which
displayed the Aeternan star system above a light
table on the Command Deck.

Capital ships, deep-range patrols, and an extensive
network of singularity bombs held position as the
wormhole pierced the system’s periphery, represented on
the holo as a contrail.

“Waiting for that endpoint, Lieutenant.”

Lt. Jameson Lau feverishly scrolled a monitor at his
station adjacent to the light table.

“Sorry, sir. Tracker hasn’t pinned it down.”

“We've had eyes for two minutes, Lieutenant. What's
the holdup?”

Lau didn't reply with his typical confidence.



“I'm not ... Admiral, the Burrow Metrics are throwing
out two sets of algorithmics. I've never seen this
before.”

Rafael exceeded his fill of “never seen this before”
over the past few months. Now, with the possibility of
an unauthorized wormhole representing the vanguard
to a potential invasion, he considered a different tack.

“How long to Aeterna?”

Rafael’s XO, Maj. Aliana Huguenin, snapped back.

“Three minutes, ten seconds. We should consider
injection, Admiral. The Remington can jump into
alignment, but her window is short.”

The Admiral never had a finer Executive Officer than
Huguenin. She offered sound advice in a pinch and
favored bold alternatives. The injection technique
worked in a thousand simulations.

But in practice? The shiny new thing had yet to leave
the barn.

“Let's hope it won't be necessary. Open a comm.”

As Remington Capt. Misha Lukyanov'’s face appeared
in a holo, Kane glanced again at Lau, who shook his
head.

It made no sense. The worm tracker hadn't missed a
beat in twenty-five years.

“Captain, jump to the alignment coordinates my XO
is sending your way. Launch a Protocol 4 Injection
Drone, then jump the hell out of there.”

Lukyanov tamed his initial glassy-eyed response.
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“On it, Admiral.”

Yes, the simulations worked. But they also showed the
effect of opening an aperture in the precise path of
another wormhole. The energy burst produced a
concussion powerful enough to obliterate nearby fighters
while knocking out essential systems on capital ships.

A strategy of last resort.

The holographic array showed the Battle Cruiser
Remington jump into a wormhole and emerge twelve
seconds later. The target’s projected course took it past
the cruiser’s bow.

“Eighty seconds from intercept,” Huguenin said.

Rafael started toward the tracking station.

“Lieutenant, how close are we to ...?"

Lau pumped his fist.

“We have it, Admiral. Transferring to the array.”

A tiny swirling icon inside the holo indicated where the
wormhole would open its exit aperture.

“Confirmed, Lieutenant?”

“Yes, sir. We are still receiving the double algorithmics,
but the endpoint is guaranteed.”

Interesting. Whoever was inside that wormhole
intended to jump out a thousand kilometers from the front
edge of the Inner System Defense web.

In fifty-three seconds.

That cannot be a coincidence.

“The Beaufort is closest to intercept,” Huguenin said.
“She can be on them with particles in less than twenty



seconds after the enemy exits aperture.”

“Open a comm to Capt. Brandis. We'll leave the
Remington’s drone in position as a backstop in case
we're wrong.”

“On it, Admiral.”

After Rafael delivered the orders, all he could do was
wait. The fleet had detected twenty-seven unauthorized
worm entries into the system over the past ninety
standard days. The ADF obliterated seventeen and
captured three unmanned. The other seven, each
intended to gather quick intel and retreat, did so before
being hit.

This one felt different. It targeted an endpoint closer
to Aeterna than the other illegal entries. Plus, the
double algorithmics worried the Admiral. What in hell
was about to appear? The tracking program, invented
by Aeternans and now standard across the Collectorate,
followed wormholes originated by all ships with
registered worm drives from their point of origin.
However, the tracker could not assess the size or
capability of the ship in transit.

“Twenty seconds to exit,” Huguenin announced.

"I have a backtrack on the origin, sir,” Lau added.
“Kartuffe.”

Rafael shared an anxious frown with his XO.

“Heavy Black Star presence,” the Major said.

“But why exit so close to the point of our spear? It's
not like them.”



Huguenin flashed an ironic smile.

“From the reports I've seen, I don't believe we have a
large enough sample size to qualify anything as ‘not like
them.”

Fair point. Until Black Star engaged in the inevitable all-
out war with the Collectorate, their tactical strategies
remained a mystery.

But not for long.

Or in a way anyone on the Command Deck envisioned.

“Impossible!” Huguenin said as two objects emerged
from the exit aperture.

“Explains the two sets of algorithmics.” Rafael turned to
Lau. “Looks like a pair of small ships. Transponders?”

“Verifying, sir. A few more seconds.”

The ships appeared on the array as two dots almost
merged.

“Beaufort is in range,” the XO said. “Preparing to
engage.”

“Weapons?”

Huguenin displayed the Beaufort’s forward long-range
visuals.

“Coming into view and ...”

The semi-merged dots flashed green and yellow.

“Energy discharge, Admiral.” The Major's eyes
ballooned. “The trailing ship appears to be firing on the
other one.”

Rafael opened a direct channel to Beaufort's Command
Deck.



“Kane for Brandis. Sit-rep.”

“Entering visual range,” Brandis reported. "Detecting
two Shetland-class transports.”

“Can you confirm they're fighting each other?”

Brandis returned after a healthy pause.

“Confirmed. The lead vessel has taken a hit to its aft
port fins.”

Lau intervened.

“Admiral, I have a match on the transponders. Both
are commercial haulers reported stolen in the past
year.”

That nonsense had been on the rise, and these
weren't the first such vessels to wind up in the Kartuffe
system.

“Black Star.”

“We're within range, Admiral,” Brandis said. “We have
a particle lock on both.”

Instinct told Rafael to be done with the problem. Yet
the pragmatist on the eve of war suggested otherwise.

“They can’t both be the enemy,” he said. "And we
need to know how in ten hells they transited the same
wormhole. Prepare to ...”

Brandis cut him off.

“Coded signal broadcasting from the crippled vessel.”

“No voice?”

“Negative. We don't recognize it. Forwarding to you.”

The code appeared in the holo as random letters
interspersed with backward numbers and symbols.



Rafael turned to Lau.

“Run it through the translation matrix.”

As Lau did so, the configuration between the ships
changed. The aggressor surpassed its target and came
around, as if lining up for a kill shot to the bow. The
presumed enemy ignored the Beaufort, despite being
within its visual range.

“Sir,” Lau said with a heightened sense of urgency. “It's
an SI retrieval code.”

Not what Rafael expected to hear today.

“Are you certain?”

“It's authentic. The symbology is a match.”

SI Director Lana Devonshire left Rafael with a
translation scrambler during her visit a month ago to warn
the ADF about Black Star’s plans for Aeterna.

He went with his gut.

“Brinson, take out the aggressor. Now."”

Was he too late? If Rafael made the correct call, the
attacking transport belonged to Black Star. The pilot
wouldn’t care whether he survived. Hence his lack of
concern for the Beaufort. But if this was an elaborate trick

He watched the transport atomize in a pink particle
cloud, but not before it got off a shot. The injured ship
had veered at the last instant yet took a hit to the
starboard bulwark near the bow.

It drifted.

“Her critical systems have failed,” Brandis said. “Direct



hit to the worm drive.”

“Send a team. We need to question whoever’s inside,
assuming there’s anyone still breathing.”

“On it, Admiral.”

Rafael turned to Huguenin.

“Contact Remington. Tell Lukyanov to retrieve his
drone and return to ready.” Then to Lau: “Any whiff of
Cross-system worms in progress?”

“The stars are quiet, Admiral.”

He approached the Lieutenant’s station.

“Good work, Jamie. Now, backtrack your data.
Examine every detail, especially from the exit aperture.
If we don't find survivors on that transport, it's likely
down to you to understand how this could've
happened.”

“Understood, sir.”

“If this isn't a one-in-a-million shot, we're staring
down a serious goddamn problem.”

The rescue team found one pilot onboard,
unconscious and bleeding from a hole above his left
collarbone. They set him up in @ mobile phasic trauma
pod and transported him to Lioness. Rafael met the
Scramijet in the hangar.

When the team off-loaded their patient, Rafael was
surprised by what he saw. The unconscious man wore
a full beard, with sloppy black hair dangling beneath his
shoulders. This was a big fellow, muscular and almost
seven feet tall. But the most distinctive element? A



crosshair tattoo on his right cheek — ubiquitous among
Black Star diehards.

“Has he said a word, Specialist?”

“Negative,” the Aeternan officer replied, “but he'’s
stable. Looks like he took a laser blast at close range. He’s
a lucky sonofabitch.”

“Somehow, I think there’s more at play here than luck.
Take him to medcenter on Level 2.”

“No. "

The patient replied without opening his eyes. Rafael
replied.

“You can hear us? Tell me your name and why you
entered the Aeternan system without authorization.”

The patient shook his head then peered out at the
scene. He groaned while reaching for his wound.

“You're Aeternans?”

“We are. Adm. Rafael Kane. ADF. And you are?”

“The other ship. Did you ...?"

Rafael nodded.

“It's particle dust. Start talking.”

The man licked his lips.

“Water. I need water.”

“When you identify yourself.”

Apparently, he wasn't thirsty enough. The patient shook
his head.

“I need to speak to the High Admiral.”

What?

“The High ...?” Rafael saw a man struggling to stay



coherent. "We have no High Admiral. Are you referring
to Exeter Woolsey?”

The patient’s crystal blue eyes lit up with the joy of
recognition.

“Tell him I'm Lucas. He'll understand. I don't trust
anyone else. Including you.”

Should have known. This seemed all too easy.

Rafael ordered the patient to medcenter and opened
his Occip.
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Lake Nilsson

LIJAH SILVER TOOK HIS FIRST STEPS. The

stumbling and bumbling pile of joy fell into his
new father’s waiting arms. Caleb Silver scooped up
the boy and held him aloft.

“That's my guy.”

The infant cackled, his smile a burst of perfect
innocence.

Caleb turned to Exeter, who watched the show while
leaning against the front porch’s balustrade.

“How about that, Uncle X? My little fella made history.”

Thirty days out of the tube, and he's walking. History,
all right.

Exeter couldn’t help his grin. Elijah was a cute thing,
with midnight black hair, searching hazel eyes, and a
distinctive dimple. A little on the chubby side, perhaps. Did
not resemble his adoptive father in the slightest, but that



was beside the point.

Elijah appeared to have beaten the other so-called
First Six to his feet. Caleb would make that claim even
if disputed. From day one, Caleb said Elijah was the pick
of the litter and would grow into a true leader among
the next generation.

“He'll learn how to run soon,” Exeter said, nodding
toward the lake. “Best keep a close eye.”

Caleb tickled the boy’s nose.

“Got that one covered. Tess plans to inject all six with
a tracker. I'm more concerned about diapers and
clothes. He's a poop machine. You don't expect these
little bodies to eject so much.”

He said the words without a hint of regret or
annoyance, but Exeter heard the reports. The adoptive
parents struggled to adapt. The crying, the cleaning, the
feeding, the lack of sleep. To top it off, these kids grew
at a pace far exceeding normal human babies.

“I'm sure we were the same way in the beginning.”

Caleb nodded.

“True. But our parents never gave the first damn
about our welfare. The Bouchets treated us like
experiments. No love.”

“Elijah isn't another experiment?”

Caleb hugged the boy with a nurturing and
tenderness that mirrored the early years of their
marriage.

“He's my purpose. They all are.”



Exeter felt a twinge of jealousy. Caleb spoke of this
moment for years, insisting only a child could open his
heart in full. He told Exeter about the Jewel-infused vision
where thousands of children surrounded Caleb at Lake
Nilsson.

“Given what we know about the Jewels and their
apparent long game,” Exeter said, “you might be right.”

Caleb bounced Elijah in his arms.

“Can be for you, too.”

“I'm busy at the moment, and the First Six have been
spoken for.”

Exeter went with an easy line, but the inconvenient
truth laid in wait. He wondered whether to spring the
question now.

“True enough, X, but we'll have plenty to go around in
a few months. Pick whatever type you want.”

“You make it sound like a trip to the produce stand.”

Caleb snuck in an eye roll.

"I don't mean to be flip. But everyone will have to play
their part. We have fifteen thousand embryos to grow.
Here. Give him a go.”

Much to Exeter’s shock, Caleb tried to hand over Elijah.
The boy, a genetic blend of a Catalan father and Inuit
mother, stared at his so-called Uncle X with the same
boundless sense of wonder.

“He's beautiful, but I'm not ready.”

Rejection broke Caleb’s so-far blissful demeanor. He sat
Elijah on the nearest cushioned chair.



“You still don't believe.”

Does he want to go there?

“You invited me, so I came. I'm happy for you,
Caleb.”

“Where's the predictable but?’

“Not a but. Caution.”

“Let it out, X.”

Exeter’s eyes shifted to the front door, where Caleb’s
housemate eavesdropped with her new child.

“Join us, Rosa. You've been standing there for five
minutes.”

The former Minister of Genoa carried a napping girl
with ginger hair onto the porch. Rosa Marteen wore a
floral morning robe and did not appear to have groomed
today.

"I felt out of place interrupting,” Rosa said, her
signature braid dyed a forest green after the adoption.

“It's your house, too.”

“Used to be yours, Exeter. I still feel awkward about
the fuss. I never intended to ...”

Exeter waved her off. The woman relinquished her
authority to become a mom and move back to Promise.
No way she could have built a credible cover story in
Genoa.

“It's smart, the two of you sharing the house to help
each other raise kids.”

Rosa eased onto the couch and checked on the
sleeping girl.



“We're role models now. We'll journal everything we
learn together and add to the Occip archive for future
parents. And it helps with our busy schedules. When Caleb
isn‘t inundated with Council business, I'll be working with
Tess.”

Exeter’s chest tightened.

“So, it's official?” He asked Caleb.

“I'll be installed at tomorrow’s meeting.”

After visions inundated every immortal, the Promise
Council agreed to add two Revivalists. Settle the schism
and keep the peace, they said.

Doc Tess Ranke nominated Caleb.

“Congratulations. I didnt know it would happen so
soon.”

“We negotiated in quiet. They dismissed all the charges
and reactivated my Occip. I see you judging me.” He
turned to Rosa. “Exeter never thought the Council would
add a criminal to its ranks.”

“It's sudden,” he said. "I know you’ll do your best.”

Rosa interjected.

“A little bird squeaked in my ear, Exeter. I'm told your
name came up often during the negotiations.”

“News to me.” In fact, Rafael Kane had passed along
the same intel, but Exeter knew it wouldnt come to
fruition. They'd never add a man who spent so little time
on Aeterna. “But I have been asked to speak at
tomorrow’s meeting.”

“Oh?” She said. “"What about?”



“An update on the Dark.”

Minister Maya Solis also asked him to discuss one
other issue but to keep quiet until handed the floor.

“Ah. Any new findings?”

Exeter shrugged.

“It's still there, black and impenetrable. Like
everyone, we're waiting on the Jewels.”

Rosa chuckled.

“Should be a brief report. Why call it the Dark?
Doesn’t show much imagination, X.”

Elijah stumbled out of his chair and wobbled to
Caleb’s feet.

“Forgot to tell you,” Caleb said, giving his boy a lift.
“That's what Shoan called it when he spoke to Exeter
and his team last month.”

“Correct. The Jewels telegraphed the Dark to Brother
James in the early days. All part of their long game.”

Rosa groaned.

“I've now heard you use that word twice.”

“What?”

“Game. You seem convinced the Jewels are toying
with our lives. I find your cynicism problematic.”

She wasn't the first to level that critique.

“Life worked damn hard to twist me into a cynic, but
I'm not. I'm a pragmatist, Rosa. That makes what I have
to say inconvenient for people like you and Caleb.”

“Oh, come now, Exeter. We've all been through the
rounds. Jab at us with your inconvenience.”



Caleb and Elijah plopped onto the couch with Rosa and
the girl whose name she had yet to divulge.

OK, if that’s how you want to play it ...

“Frankly, we’re moving too fast. You talk of lab
expansion for the other embryos. You can’t even know for
sure if ...” He swallowed, then let it spill. “There’s no
guarantee these children are immortal.”

Caleb grinned. “Tess infused their genes with
ingredients from Lake Profundus, as the Jewels instructed.
Their growth took off after the Z Protein came alive in all
of us. There’s no doubt, X.”

Exeter had seen enough true believers in his time to
avoid mocking their faith. Here, they banked on Jewel
science to win the day — even if they did not understand
a lick.

“There's only one way to know for sure, Caleb. Are you
willing to risk that with Elijah?”

Caleb found the concept hysterical. When he finished
laughing, he stared at the baby.

“No worries. I'm not going to shoot my son in the head.”

The original method to verify immortality was crude but
efficient. They'd all been killed at least once, part of a
ceremony begun under Gen. Valentin Bouchet, first of
their kind, and later under Minister Michael Cooper.

“There are many ways to do it, Caleb. But my point
stands: You can’t assume this has worked simply because
the Jewels would have you believe it. If these six are not
immortal ... just genetic mutations ... why move forward



with the other fifteen thousand?”

Caleb and Rosa shared an insider’s grin. Caleb spoke
for her.

“This is what the Jewels want for us.”

“Maybe. But where is our agency in this grand
scheme? They give us the planet. Homes. Fertile soil
and bountiful crops. Now children. They keep doling out
the goodness and we don’t question why.”

“Not true, X. We all seek answers, but the Jewels
have been around for millions of years. They work at
their own pace. You call it a game. We call it a plan. Our
job is to trust in the plan.”

Exeter shoved his hands into his jacket and balled
them into fists.

“Our job is also to defend this planet. The galaxy will
be at war soon. We're already under threat. How can
you expect our people to divert resources to these lab
farms? Thousands of children will upend every aspect
of our lives.”

Rosa took charge of the response.

“Luckily, the Council is addressing the topic
tomorrow. Caleb and Tess will make proposals. Good
thing you'll be there.”

Lucky me.

"I don’t mean to kill your joy. I see you're happy. But
before you lay out an ambitious future to the Council, I
want you to remember history. We were once
considered abominations, like so many things the



Chancellors orchestrated. It took the Swarm War to help
us build goodwill with the outer worlds.

“If we populate this planet with embryos stolen from
mortals and supercharged by gods, won't they rightly
accuse us of creating more abominations? I don’t want us
to be alone in the galaxy.”

Caleb kissed Elijah on the forehead.

“You're overreacting, X. But that's OK. We need a
contrarian voice. Personally, I think the Collectorate will
view us with envy, not loathing.”

Spoken like someone who hadn't left the system in a
quarter century. Who didn't know mortals of every
ethnicity.

Exeter held back his insults. What purpose did they
serve? He turned to current events to make his point.

“How do you explain the protests in the satellites? The
pilgrims are furious since the news leaked.”

Rosa scoffed.

“They have no leverage, and the angriest have leave to
break their contracts and return home.”

Exeter reckoned she resigned from her post as much to
escape the growing tension as to care for a baby.

“I heard about the offer, Rosa, but no one has accepted.
That's a big departure from the dozens who left after the
chasm formed and then after the Dark appeared. You
stole from them.”

“Sperm and eggs, Exeter. Easily replenished. They're
not sterile.”



“No. They’re not. But it's possible that little girl’s
mother or father lives in the satellites. They won't let
this go.”

Caleb bounced Elijah on his knee.

“They won't have a choice.” He glared up at Exeter.
“We'll be discussing many things tomorrow, including
the Pilgrim Project. Transition is a matter of when, not
if. Keep an open mind.”

Exeter knew when to walk away from a hopeless
debate. Anyone relying on blind faith in a higher power
wasn't likely to be moved. He'd seen enough of that
crap in multiple universes.

Fortunately, Exeter didn't have to make an excuse for
cutting short his visit. His Occip comm vibrated. Inside,
he found Rafael waiting in front of his second eyes.

“How'’s it going down there?” The Admiral began. “As
awkward as you predicted?”

“And also revealing. What's up?”

“"We've had an unprecedented encounter with the
enemy. One survivor. Claims to be SI. He won't talk
unless you're present.”

Perfect timing.

“Outside of Lana Devonshire, I don’t know anyone in
SI. They underwent an overhaul after the Requiem
business. Name?”

“Lucas. He said you'd understand.”

No. Can it be? I thought he ...

“Look for me in twenty.”



He disconnected the call and thought of a practical
excuse. Caleb beat him to the punch.

“ADF business?”

“I'll see you tomorrow in the Council chambers.”

Caleb grabbed Elijah’s arm and forced him to wave.
Rosa nodded with a curt smile. Exeter thought he had
delivered the last word, but not Caleb.

“Oh, X. One other thing. It was part of the reason I
asked you to visit. The Council drafted a provision for
marriage nullification.” He chuckled. “"No one ever thought
to write a law about divorce. They'll pass it tomorrow.”

Nullification. What a sendoff for twenty-five years.

"I suppose I should thank you for the heads-up.”

As Exeter descended the steps, Caleb added:

“There was never going to be a good time.”

Exeter jumped into his rifter and high-tailed it.

Caleb was right, of course. There was no good time to
end the best thing Exeter ever had.

He sped past the lake and north toward the Promise
landing port, shifting his attention to the surprise awaiting
him on Lioness.

WHAT’'S THE SURPRISE? CLICK THE BOOK ICON TO
CONTINUE THE STORY






