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1 
 

Collectorate Standard Year (SY) 5340, Standard Day 43 

SkyTower 

Planet: Earth 

 

MIL STOPPED AN INCH FROM THE EDGE and 

imagined falling six kilometers. He’d die long 

before smacking the ground, of course. Yet what 

unparalleled revelation might greet him on the 

downward journey? 

A storm bank blotted out Philadelphia Redux far below. 

Lightning streaked through the clouds. Emil estimated 

he’d enter the storm thirty seconds after jumping. Might 

he experience nature’s raw turbulence? Or would he find 

unexpected serenity? 

No. His life would end with a preemptive splat. 

SkyTower’s diameter widened by a hundred meters like an 

uneven layer cake. His mangled corpse would lay there 

untended for hours while the storm raged. 

“Mr. Bouchet, I recommend you step back.” The 

cautious voice was young and well-meaning. “People have 

experienced disorientation, sir. The cascade barrier isn’t a 
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wall.” 

Emil Bouchet scrambled a chuckle but refused to 

obey. 

“You’re new here,” he said. “Burrow, yes? Platform 

specialist.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Emil trusted his site administrators to hire out the 

grunt work. But he made a point of noting when 

Solomons came into his employ. They took less pay, of 

course, but the security risk bothered him. 

Time to show the new man a trick of the Chancellor 

trade. 

Emil turned sideways, perpendicular to the cascade 

barrier which shielded Level 7 Landing Platform from 

the biting cold and thinning air. He lifted his right leg 

and extended it through the barrier. Young Mr. Burrow’s 

eyes ballooned. 

“Fear is a concept for the timid and the mundane,” 

Emil said. 

Burrow retreated. Perhaps he didn’t want to take the 

blame. Understandable. A Solomon linked even 

remotely to a Chancellor’s death had no legal recourse. 

Emil decided not to toy with the poor fellow any 

longer. He brought his errant leg inside the barrier and 

walked away from a theatrical final act. 

“Try it sometime, Burrow. You’ll never match your 

potential until you live an inch from oblivion.” 



 

  

Burrow shifted his eyes between his boss and the 

beyond. He mumbled something about needing to repair 

a drone loader and slipped away. The other workers 

continued their duties without taking notice. They knew 

Emil’s routine. 

Seventeen hundred employees on twelve levels of the 

Bouchet Compound dared not question the man himself. 

No doubt someone would pull Burrow aside and set him 

straight. 

The stream amp attached to Emil’s right temple 

vibrated. He tapped, igniting a holocube inches from his 

eyes. The supervisor of his biogenics lab smiled. 

“Good news?” Emil asked. 

“You told me not to call for anything less. We’ve done 

it, sir.” 

They had stumbled upon hopeful paths too often. 

No need to celebrate. Yet. 

“Go on, Henrich.” 

“The NYL-42 sequence activated. It’s taken control.” 

“Sustained for how long?” 

“We’re running the diagnostic, but I’d say at least ten 

hours.” 

Unprecedented. Perhaps they passed the critical 

benchmark to carry them beyond mere hope. 

“On my way.” 

Emil tapped off the amp and grabbed a hovering rifter 

from the platform’s dock. He settled into a reflective 



 

  

moment before he engaged the steering arms. 

Eight humans knew what was taking place on Level 

10. Someday, billions would thank him. Generations of 

Chancellors would owe their lives to Emil Bouchet. 

“The Chancellory will never die,” he whispered. “The 

Collectorate will endure for another thousand years.” 

Emil reminded himself to appreciate the moment as 

he powered the rifter through the mile-wide 

compound’s vast corridors. He reached the appropriate 

lift and entered his executive code into the print lock. 

He entered the lab at Level 10 to find Henrich 

Mandelson alone. 

“I sent the team away,” Henrich said. 

“Thank you.” 

A vast light table displayed diagnostic holocubes in 

the lab’s center. To either side, banks of wide tubes – 

most empty – filled with a sickly yellow fluid. Fetuses 

floated inside a few, connected to synthetic umbilicals. 

Henrich stood beside a phasic trauma pod. A baby boy 

two months old squirmed and cooed inside. 

Emil swelled with a touch of pride. 

“Of course, he’d be the first. Frances says he has my 

eyes.” 

Henrich pointed to the analytical screen atop the pod. 

“Agreed, sir. As you see, the DNA markers show NYL-

42’s presence. It activated the dormant strands.” 

At a glance, the double helix simulation reflected 



 

  

nothing out of the ordinary. A geneticist without proper 

training would never suspect the integration of alien 

artificial intelligence. 

“It appears our initial conjecture was correct,” Henrich 

continued. “The Jewel’s atomic algorithm required more 

processing time to adapt at a microcellular level. It wasn’t 

designed to rewrite the baseline for human DNA.” 

Emil sighed. “Confirms why the hybrid program went 

awry.” 

Henrich bowed his head. 

“A reckoning we’ll have to face someday, sir.” 

“Perhaps. But those monsters won’t pose a problem for 

fifteen years, give or take. My first-born included.” Emil 

reached inside the pod and grabbed his second son’s tiny 

left hand. “This ... this is the future. It will save our caste. 

We need to make sure. Today.” 

Henrich tucked his gloved hands inside his lab coat. 

“The next one won’t be viable for three weeks.” He 

glanced toward the incubators. “It’s a girl. I recommend 

we wait. If the sequence activates inside her, we’ll know 

it’s not a fluke.” 

Emil tried to restrain his impatience. Henrich knew the 

science better than anyone, but he advocated against 

proof-positive tests until the infants reached at least six 

months. Emil decided his man needed a sharp reminder 

of the stakes. 

“Fear is a concept for ...” 



 

  

Henrich snapped back. 

“Yes, Mr. Bouchet. I know what it is. H-he’s not like 

the others. Frances carried him for nine months. 

Shouldn’t she at least have a say in the next step?” 

A fair point if made in a different context. 

“We tried with James. He was a failure. Sending him 

away was a mercy. Frances bore this child so he might 

become the true template. Why do you think we haven’t 

named him? Now, please.” 

“I won’t be held responsible if he doesn’t come 

through.” 

Emil hated hypocrites. 

“You never opposed the incinerations.” 

Henrich removed his hands and retreated to gather 

his tools. 

“Their neural dysfunction could not be reversed. Your 

son is in perfect health.” 

“And he will be again. You’ll make it quick and 

painless.” 

Henrich returned with a phasic drill. He reset the 

nanoprobes which monitored every aspect of the boy, 

down to the cellular level. The baby stared wide-eyed 

at the strange object positioned above his chest. 

Henrich set the drill’s charge and aimed. 

“I am neither timid nor mundane,” he told Emil. “But 

I am also not a murderer. For the record, I believe this 

is too soon.” 



 

  

“Noted, Henrich. Proceed.” 

The drill fired a concentrated yellow blast into the chest. 

The baby flinched then laid motionless, its blue eyes 

staring into the abyss. Smoke wafted from the heart-sized 

burn hole. 

Emil used that moment to arrive at his son’s name. 

“What a valiant little man,” he whispered. “Yes. 

Valentin.” He stared at the monitors. “It’s a good choice. 

Frances will agree.” 

The boy’s neural activity ceased. 

“How long?” 

Henrich shook his head. 

“We should see the first evidence in the next minute. 

He’s small, so the full regeneration should be rapid.” 

Emil turned away from the murdered infant and told 

Henrich to notify him when the cellular rebuild began. 

Instead, he walked past the bank of incubators and 

approached a cylindrical tube which flashed a blend of 

blue and orange gasses. 

He laid a hand on the tube, which was warm to the 

touch. 

“If this works, you’ll save a species. I wonder: Do you 

care? You had so many years to object. We might have 

walked down a less troubling path if only you opened a 

dialogue.” 

Two minutes after his son died, Emil heard an excited 

gasp. He swiveled about but did not approach the trauma 



 

  

pod. Henrich danced back and forth, taking in the data. 

He ran both hands through his hair. 

“I always dreamed of it, but to see ...” 

“See what?” Emil asked. 

Henrich pivoted. His cheeks wore happy tears. 

“The heart. It’s rebuilding from scratch. The synaptic 

pathways are firing. Look, Emil. Look at his chest!” 

Emil strolled to the pod with cautious optimism. 

Would Valentin represent the ultimate evolution of 

homo sapiens? 

The tiny boy did not yet move, his circulatory data 

still flat-lining. Yet the hole in his chest vanished, 

replaced by delicate pink skin. The nanodrone image 

from within the chest cavity verified Henrich’s 

remarkable claim. Not only had the heart been 

reconstructed and its connections to the major blood 

vessels restored, but the devastated old tissue 

disappeared, as if flushed away. 

“See here,” Henrich pointed to a dataset. “It’s 

precisely what we theorized about NYL-42. It’s resetting 

the body at a cellular level to match the instant before 

I fired the drill.” 

Emil dared to say it: 

“He can’t be killed.” 

Henrich nodded. “Only for a short while.” 

The heart beat. Weak at first. Seconds later, full 

strength. Oxygen returned to the brain, which came into 



 

  

full blossom. 

Three minutes later, Valentin moved. Fingers then toes. 

He breathed steadily and opened his eyes. 

Still, one vital test remained. 

“How long before we’re certain of full cognitive 

restoration?” 

Henrich caressed the baby’s cheek. Valentin cooed. 

“Neural maps before and after are identical. But they 

don’t reflect potential underlying effects. To be honest, sir, 

we won’t know for months. Possibly years. This is why I 

recommended we not test until at least six months out.” 

“A moot point, Henrich.” He stared at the helpless little 

thing and imagined the day when Valentin Bouchet would 

cement his place as the father of an immortal species. “I 

wonder if he’ll appreciate what I did for him? In my 

experience, children forget the sacrifices of their elders. A 

sad testament. Yes?” 

Henrich ignored the question and studied the flood of 

data. 

“It’s been a wonderful day, sir. I assume you’ll pass 

along the news to Frances.” 

“I might wait a day or two. Just to be on the safe side. 

If he remains stable, we’ll move on to the next phase of 

trials.” 

Henrich lost his smile. 

“Sir?” 

“Come now. You’re a smart man. One success does not 



 

  

a guarantee make. I want to repeat the test monthly for 

the next year. Prepare the same protocols for our other 

subjects. Begin new extractions from the Jewel and 

develop a plan for the team to expand our line.” He 

motioned to the incubators. “I want all two hundred 

filled within the year.” 

Henrich sighed. “Ambitious, sir. And expensive. 

Procuring the right genetic material ... vetting it for the 

in-vitro stimulation ... the first batch was difficult 

enough. If we draw the wrong attention ...” 

“No worries. We’ll search off world. We’ll find willing 

participants on the Ark Carriers. I’ll see to the details.” 

Henrich nodded in apparent satisfaction. As Emil 

walked away, he thought of one last question Henrich 

had dodged for months. 

“Have you determined how large we can grow our 

stock?” 

Henrich shaded his eyes. 

“I can only estimate. The Jewel’s energy is not 

infinite, and it’s definitely not stable. I’d suggest 

anywhere from several hundred to a few thousand. And 

since they won’t be able to reproduce, your son will 

never be the template for a large population. Unless ...” 

Emil nodded. “I find more Jewels. And don’t remind 

me how we threw away ten on those hybrid monsters. 

I rue the day.” 

He retreated from the lab and found solace in his 



 

  

private solarium on Level 8. Emil tapped his stream amp. 

“Diary.” 

A holocube contained every entry he dictated to his 

admin stack since the experiments began. 

“New entry. SD 43.” 

Emil searched for the right words. 

“I killed my son today in the spirit of the possible. Good 

fortune brought him back to me. No. I credit solid 

science.” He chuckled. “I’m sure the moralists and the 

reformers will not see it this way. The Chancellory, I fear, 

has succumbed to gentler instincts. It will be our undoing 

– although I hope not to witness it in my lifetime. 

“Frances will not be pleased to have missed the 

moment. I’ll make sure she’s there a month from now. 

She’ll ask the most challenging questions. Always does. I’ll 

need to prepare for her inquisition. All of which leads to a 

fundamental concern I still cannot shake. Though today’s 

breakthrough offers enormous promise, we won’t know 

for decades if the NYL-42 sequence assures infinite 

microcellular replication. 

“Humans age and wither because our cellular structure, 

at its core, has a finite capacity to replicate. Immortality 

requires not only infinite replication but the ability to 

achieve what I call a plateau, where natural cellular 

degradation stabilizes. What follows would be a sort of 

equilibrium. An eternal stasis. Perfection.” 

Emil described the science in some detail. He related 



 

  

how NYL-42, extracted from the million-year-old Jewels 

of Eternity, could not sustain an organic lifeform which 

sexually reproduced. 

“The new stock will never be viable parents. I believe 

my forever children will see this as a minor but 

necessary sacrifice. An essential bargain to avoid an 

unacceptable future. We cannot wither and die. The 

Chancellory must drive evolution.” 

The last thought gave him pause. 

He retrieved his digipipe, double-tapped the 

cylindrical device, and pulled on the sweet leaf inside. 

“Or perhaps they’ll hate me. The burden will be 

theirs.” 

Emil Bouchet continued dictating his entry. He 

followed suit every day for the next fifteen years. 

He noted each success and the occasional failure as 

he gave life to immortals by the hundreds and then 

thousands. He quietly seeded them across three dozen 

Collectorate worlds. 

He paused only when his hybrid monsters reappeared 

from their hiding places in 5355 and brought down 

SkyTower, forcing him to flee with Frances. 

Emil continued his work even as the empire he sought 

to preserve collapsed with breathtaking speed; the 

combined forces of his creations slaughtered millions of 

mortals. Emil never found another Jewel of Eternity to 

replenish his energy source. 



 

  

His ‘forever children’ found a home on a planet unlike 

any other. 

He recorded his last entry in 5358 on the planet 

Euphrates, days before his first-born son James – the 

most dangerous abomination in the galaxy – turned Emil 

to ash. Soon afterward, his wife Frances met an inglorious 

end light-years away. 

Investigators claimed their research was destroyed. 

Yet curious hands fell upon a data spool which 

contained the man’s diaries. Through a series of mutually 

beneficial transactions, the diaries found their way to good 

use. 

Fifty-five years after the first immortal regenerated, 

another of the forever children listened to Emil’s entry 

from Standard Day 43 of Standard Year 5340. 

Caleb Silver, the 117th immortal born in the Bouchet 

biogenics lab, sat in the pilot’s seat of a rifter along the 

south shore of Lake Profundus on the planet Aeterna. 

Night fell. He listened to Bouchet while waiting for his 

mortal contacts, who were late. 

In recent weeks, Caleb absorbed five hundred entries 

and understood the mind of his creator. Emil claimed to 

be a savior, but he sought only to salvage a personal 

legacy. History did not treat the Bouchets well. Caleb 

understood why, though he owed them his life. 

Still, the diaries proved invaluable. And this entry? 

A genuine breakthrough. Evidence long pursued. 



 

  

After years of searching, Caleb found clarity. The 

others would be thrilled – assuming his contacts verified 

their latest discovery. 

“Where are you, Shoan?” Caleb asked. “What’s taking 

so long?” 

From that moment, nothing went according to plan. 
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Standard Year (SY) 5395, Standard Day 10 

Planet: Aeterna 

290 light-years from Earth 

 

ALEB KNEW OF SHOAN GUI long before their 

paths crossed. Shoan had vowed to uncover the 

‘algorithmic key’ that explained Aeterna’s great 

mystery: How the Jewels of Eternity – a million-

year-old artificial intelligence – terraformed a dying 

planet into a paradise in forty years. 

Most immortals discouraged Shoan from this pursuit. 

Leave well enough alone, they insisted. If the Jewels 

wanted to divulge their secrets, why did they go into 

hiding deep within the planet? 

Planetary surveys proved Aeterna’s geographic quilt of 

thirty thousand ecostems formed a repeating pattern from 

the poles to the equator. 
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Same rivers, lakes, mountain ranges, deserts, 

jungles, prairies, and deciduous forests. No matter the 

longitude, latitude, or altitude, every ecostem flourished 

despite varied climatic forces. Aeterna’s nine cities, born 

during the terraform, featured identical grid patterns 

and brontinium-hardened structures. The Jewels 

equipped each with a circular defense system – eight 

obelisks positioned a hundred and five kilometers from 

the geographic center of their city. Those obelisks once 

shielded the planet’s capital from destruction. 

The terraformers gifted this world to the immortals, 

who settled here as children. Most Aeternans believed 

the Jewels earned the right to hibernate, even for 

eternity. Be thankful and respect their privacy. 

Most accepted this concept. 

Not Caleb Silver. 

Soon after Caleb realized his interests aligned with 

Shoan’s quest, he arranged a meeting. Shoan arrived at 

Caleb’s house overlooking Lake Nilsson accompanied by 

exobiologist Lillian Jost, also mortal. He entered with 

arms crossed, eyes scanning for others. 

“The High Admiral won’t pose a problem?” He asked 

straightaway. 

Caleb sighed. His husband wasn’t due to retire from 

the United Naval Forces for ten standard days. Until 

then, ninety light-years separated them. 

“He’d be furious. X never understood. Before you say 



 

  

another word, I need a guarantee. You will not discuss my 

involvement or my group’s objectives with anyone.” 

Shoan, a mid-forties Hokki man with orange hair and a 

permanent tan, nodded agreement. 

“Get us inside the Exclusion Zone, and you’ll have my 

undying loyalty. No questions asked. If my terms are too 

extreme, we’ll leave before putting you or your group at 

risk.” 

Caleb did not doubt Shoan’s word, but he refused to 

move forward until the man allayed one concern. 

“You know the law. Lake Profundus is off limits to 

mortals. If you’re caught, they’ll lock you away and 

scrutinize every pilgrim.” 

Shoan, one of several thousand mortal pilgrims based 

in the outer cities, raised his hands as if in surrender. 

“We understand the risk.” His colleague nodded her 

agreement. “This is my life’s work. I have to see it 

through.” 

“For personal glory?” 

Shoan bowed his head. 

“I owe a debt. I promised Aldo I would finish what he 

started.” 

Of course, Caleb thought: Aldo Cabrise, the first mortal 

granted permanent residence. He volunteered to map the 

planet’s ecostems thirty-seven years ago and worked as a 

one-man operation for a decade. Took on eager students 

– mortal and immortal – and explored daily until a stroke 



 

  

claimed him. 

“You were one of his first students before the Swarm 

War.” 

Shoan smiled. 

“He gave me purpose. Aldo was an impatient, grumpy 

old shit, but he valued anyone who loved the work.” 

Caleb only knew the man by reputation; Aldo kept a 

healthy distance from the Aeternan cities. 

“What precisely do you intend to finish?” 

Shoan fidgeted; Caleb understood the hesitation. 

Shoan put his mission at risk by laying out the details. 

How could he be certain Caleb hadn’t set a trap? 

“Aldo was obsessed. He needed to learn how the 

Jewels pulled off the impossible. He said it would be the 

greatest scientific discovery in two millennia. Before he 

died, Aldo formed a theory. He said clues to the 

algorithmic key existed along the demarcations 

between each ecostem. He found a unique chemical 

signature – it’s like nothing cataloged on any other 

planet.” 

Caleb took a shot in the dark. 

“Raw Jewel energy.” 

The exobiologists glanced at each other with raised 

brows. 

“How did you know?” 

“I’m not without contacts. Leave it there.” 

“Fair enough. We tested more than a thousand sites. 



 

  

Aldo was right. But we found something he missed.” 

“Go on.” 

Shoan nodded to his colleague, who flipped open her 

pom. The device, the size of an ancient pocket watch, 

released a small holograph containing a geodesic design. 

“This,” Lillian Jost said, “is a map. We stumbled upon it 

while using a nanoscope on soil samples. It’s buried deep 

inside the residual Jewel energy.” 

Shoan’s eyes sparkled. 

“We think it’s part of their terraforming matrix.” 

The exobiologists entered dicey territory which many 

Aeternans wanted left alone. 

“You called it a map,” Caleb asked. “To what?” 

“The source,” Lillian said. “Lake Profundus.” 

“It’s the only ecostem that does not repeat,” Shoan 

added. “Aldo recognized it for what it was twenty-seven 

years ago. He would have proven his case if the Promise 

Council never made the lake off-limits.” 

The controversial Lake Profundus Exclusion Order of 

5371 divided Aeternans down the middle. It barred 

research in the sacred zone unless Council-authorized and 

banned all mortals. 

“Let’s say I help you enter the zone without detection. 

You’ll have to be quick. No elaborate research. What’s 

your plan?” 

Shoan did not disappoint. 

“We intend to make contact. We’ll commune with the 



 

  

Jewels.” 

Caleb replied with purposeful condescension. 

“Ah. So that’s all. I commit treason. You’ll say, ‘Come 

to us.’ For some inexplicable reason, the Jewels of 

Eternity will leave hibernation at your request. Uh-huh. 

A straightforward plan.” 

Shoan and Lillian squirmed. 

“It’s a big ask,” Shoan confessed. “But your risk is 

low. Get us through the security perimeter. We’ll be in 

and out within two hours.” 

“Your plan?” 

“Dive to the drain.” 

Caleb wasn’t surprised but couldn’t resist a chuckle. 

“You’re chasing legends. Look, we’ve all heard the 

rumors about what happened down there. But consider 

the sources. Minister Cooper was in declining health. His 

son is obsessing over a fantasy; his testimony is not 

reliable. Aldo himself sent dozens of aquadrones down 

there before he was barred. The Council authorized 

other drone surveys without success. It’s a mile to the 

bottom, midnight black, and lifeless. Why do you think 

you’ll have better luck?” 

“Faith.” 

Shoan and Lillian nodded with stern jaws. Caleb 

slumped. 

“Based on what? Look, my friends want to make 

contact as much as you. We need what the Jewels offer. 



 

  

But faith won’t cut it. Tell me you have a firm basis for 

believing genuine contact is doable. Otherwise, we part 

ways.” 

Shoan told his colleague to call up the “archival intel.” 

What they revealed intrigued Caleb, so they talked for 

another hour. 

Nine days later, Caleb sat in a hovering rifter along the 

south shoreline of Lake Profundus. The night sky 

blanketed the region like a speckled umbrella, broken only 

by the pure black silhouette of the eastern mountains, 

which reached toward the sky with talons. Neither the air 

nor the water moved. Behind him, a conifer forest 

featured trunks thick enough to form walls. To the west 

and north, a mile away, grasslands stretched along a high 

prairie. 

At the center, Profundus dug into Aeterna as a perfect 

cylinder, its water maintaining the same depth to within a 

centimeter no matter the quantity of rainfall or runoff. 

Old aquadrone images revealed a narrow tube at the 

lake bottom resembling a taproot five centimeters wide. 

The drain. 

Aldo believed it led to the planet’s core, although his 

surveys and those authorized by the Council never proved 

his conjecture. Shoan made a compelling case to draw the 

Jewels forth. 

Caleb’s contact inside Promise Command made sure the 

lake’s perimeter drones did not raise an alert to human 



 

  

heat signatures. She guaranteed Caleb four safe hours, 

but no more. The first passed without word from the 

exobiologists. 

Caleb filled his wait by catching up on Emil Bouchet’s 

stolen diaries. He crossed his left index and middle 

fingers to trigger his Occip User Interface. The 

thumbnail-sized cortical implant became a second set of 

eyes. Inside Occip, he rotated atop a virtual turntable 

surrounded by a revolving series of oval monitors. Caleb 

stopped at the Honeycomb, a shape-shifting library of 

blue and white rain. Caleb ordered the Honeycomb’s AI 

to launch his private audio stack. 

He reached the entry dated 5340.43, the day little 

Valentin Bouchet proved himself immortal. Caleb’s irises 

glowed green as he reread the entry then collected his 

thoughts. Bouchet confirmed what Caleb’s group 

suspected about the missing element. His friends would 

be intrigued by what Caleb discovered. 

None of which would matter if the Jewels remained 

elusive. 

Caleb checked the time stamp and felt a surge of 

impatience. 

“Where are you, Shoan?” He asked. “What’s taking so 

long?” 

He had promised to contact Caleb the instant they 

passed inside the security perimeter. Occip would’ve 

pinged. 



 

  

No chance they’d back out. Caleb knew obsession when 

he saw it. 

Unless ... 

No, they wouldn’t dare. 

Caleb played on a hunch and silenced the Bouchet 

diaries. His inner eyes returned to the UI and rotated to 

his tactical monitor. 

“Scan the lake.” 

Occip tapped into the security drones, which only he 

and his contact controlled for the next three hours. 

“Cud!” 

His curse broke the night’s perfect silence. Two heat 

signatures illuminated from the lake’s center. 

Caleb pushed his rifter’s steering arms into action and 

rushed toward the sneaky bastards at top speed. The 

vehicle cruised a foot above the surface with little more 

than a whisper. Caleb ran dark until twenty meters shy of 

the target, when he launched running lights. 

The water rippled beneath him. Another rifter hovered 

above the surface, with only one occupant. 

Caleb pulled up alongside. 

“Talk fast,” he told Lillian. “Where’s Shoan?” 

The exobiologist wore a diving suit; her full gear lay at 

her feet. 

“On his way down,” she told Caleb. “I’m sorry we didn’t 

follow the plan. Shoan said you wouldn’t approve.” 

“Of what?” 



 

  

Lillian shielded her eyes from the running lights’ glare. 

“He’s not confident the Jewels will respond to his 

chords. He decided to take a more aggressive stance.” 

Caleb hated the sound of that. 

“What has he done?” 

“He intends to plant four elithium charges around the 

drain. Shoan believes the threat will draw them out.” 

Caleb never felt panic like this. Not when he defended 

Promise from a Chancellor invasion as a fifteen-year-old 

or fought Swarm F-grounders in hand-to-hand combat 

during the last war. 

“Contact him now. Call it off.” 

“Can’t. He’s committed. It’s been ten minutes. He 

must be near the bottom. Look, he won’t set off the 

charges. It’s a bluff.” 

“What happens when they don’t show?” 

Lillian fell into the rifter’s passenger seat. 

“He equipped the charges with timers. He’ll activate 

them if the Jewels don’t respond. Not to worry. He’ll 

disarm before the countdown ends.” 

Caleb should have known better than to trust 

pilgrims. If this went bad, he’d never be able to show 

his face in Promise again. The immortals wouldn’t care 

about his noble intentions. 

“We agreed,” he told Lillian. “No provocation. We 

don’t know how they’ll respond.” 

“Shoan’s confident they’ll respect his tactics. He’s 



 

  

been studying the planet most of his life. If the Jewels 

have watched, they know he’s not a genuine threat. He’ll 

...” 

Caleb wanted to grab the idiot around her neck and 

squeeze. 

“Gear-up and go after him.” 

“It’s a safe plan. It will work. It ...” 

“Now, or I tell my friend to reactivate the security 

perimeter.” 

Lillian complied, but nervous hands fumbled as she 

assembled the gear. Caleb recognized the signs. 

“How many times have you dived?” 

Slipping the respiratory pod over her head, Lillian said: 

“Twice.” 

“What depth?” 

“A hundred feet.” 

Amateur! 

“It’s a mile down. Do you know how to adjust jet 

propulsion?” 

“S-Shoan programmed it. He ocean-dived on Hokkaido. 

He says it will work.” 

Caleb imagined the next day. Sun rising over the lake, 

and the security drones capturing the image of a body 

washing ashore. Then the scandal: How, by the grace of 

the Jewels, did a pilgrim enter the Exclusion Zone without 

detection? What did this damned fool think he’d 

accomplish? The Promise Council would demand an 



 

  

examination of his records. Then the real scandal would 

follow. 

“Stop. Remove your gear.” 

Lillian did not hesitate to comply. Just as Caleb 

assumed: The woman never intended to dive. 

“Thank you, Caleb. I ...” 

“Don’t talk. Listen. If Shoan never returns, it’s on you. 

I wasn’t here and you don’t know me. Understand?” 

Why didn’t I listen? They told me not to trust pilgrims. 

Caleb debated the risk of both men remaining. 

“How much oxygen does he have?” 

“Enough for two hours. He ...” 

Lillian looked over the side of her rifter and pointed. 

“What’s that?” 

Caleb pivoted. 

“What’s what? I don’t see ...” 

Then he saw it. By the grace of the Jewels. 

A globular blue light ascended from the depths. 

Shoan already? 

No, couldn’t be. The guide lights on his jet pack would 

be pinpricks in the black water. It moved too fast – 

humans dared not ascend that rapidly. 

It widened just beneath the surface. 

“Reverse your rifter! It’s going to hit us.” 

Caleb pulled on the steering arms; Lillian tripped over 

her diving equipment while flailing. 

Lake Profundus glowed for ten meters in every 



 

  

direction, but the ascent stopped. The glowing zone 

transformed; its surface became a hard crystalline floor. 

The blue light concentrated toward the center. A single 

crystalline plate fell away to reveal a spiraling vortex of 

sparkling blue water. 

Caleb did not have time to process fear, wonder, or 

giddiness. The Jewels had come out of hiding! But like 

this? What of Shoan? 

The rest happened in a blur. 

Lillian screamed for help. The exobiologist stumbled 

toward the vortex, scrambling to find her footing on the 

rifter. 

An invisible hand grabbed the woman. 

Lillian’s body folded into the narrow vortex and 

disappeared. 

For a fleeting few seconds, Caleb feared his years of 

folly might come to a similar sudden end. 

Why didn’t he listen to his husband? Exeter always said, 

“Some things are not meant to be.” 
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