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Transition Zone Research (amp
One kilometer irom the Dark

] ARVIS PELLEM LOVED ATTENTION. He'd openly
admit it to anyone who asked. Something to do
with his hideous childhood on the planet Narland.
The reprobates who made a small fortune by
adopting him from Emil Bouchet gave Jarvis a room
in the basement, where he remained for years —
free of kindness, friends, sunlight, and education.

The first people who paid him any notice were the
terrorists Brother James and Gen. Valentin Bouchet.
They stormed the house, butchered the so-called
parents, and whisked Jarvis away. They promised new
opportunities with his own kind — and a chance to
liberate the galaxy from the Chancellor empire.

Promises kept.

Jarvis closed his education gap through an obsession
with nature.

His ability to extrapolate datasets and innovate kept
him in good stead with the early leadership — especially



Minister Michael Cooper. Aeternans came to him for
answers.

Until they stopped.

Minister Cooper never explained why he distanced
himself from Jarvis in the runup to the Swarm War. Many
others seemed impatient or distracted in Jarvis’s company.
Was it the stutter? Were they so petty they’'d dismiss a
man for a simple tic?

Maybe it was the hugging. Samantha Pynn never
seemed to mind.

Alas, Jarvis and Sam did not run in the same circles. She
focused on interstellar diplomacy and showed little
interest in biological sciences.

And now she was gone.

Jarvis had not spoken to Sam in months. Why did he
never thank her for the simple kindness she displayed
when others felt awkward in his presence?

He watched the memorial service inside Occip, stunned
that she did not receive the lion’s share of honor. Jarvis
could have spoken on her behalf: All who wished were
invited, but few accepted. Jarvis decided his words would
not measure up.

How silly. How cowardly.

Every Aeternan eye would have focused on him.

Wasn't that everything he ever wanted?

Stage fright claimed a victim.

He had relished the opportunity three months earlier
when Comm. Exeter Woolsey tapped him to lead the



research effort at the newly formed chasm. Exeter gave
him free rein to hand-pick the teams. Jarvis held priority
channels to Exeter and the Lioness Command Deck.

They granted him the privilege of naming the Zeta
Protein.

A discovery and a legacy.

History would recognize him alongside the great Aldo
Cabrise, who for decades led the quest to answer
Aeterna’s mysteries. And this job had only just begun.

Jarvis expected more to follow when the chasm
transformed into the Dark, surrounded by a
manufactured ring of water. He relocated his primary
team to the windswept Transition Zone, which had been
wiped clean of vegetation by a massive cyclone.

The next leg of research began.

Weeks passed. Excitement dwindled as the Jewels’
new configuration gave away no secrets. Even study of
the ancient microbes which rose to the surface planet-
wide hit dead ends.

Exeter still checked in everyday, but no progress
shortened calls. Exeter said other issues demanded his
attention. Jarvis complained in silence. What could take
precedent over the most fantastical, improbable
construct in the history of the galactic sector?

He received pushback on that claim. Did this
construct surpass the terraforming of Aeterna by sheer
scale? Or what of the Fulcrum and its network of static
wormholes that launched humanity to the stars two



thousand years ago? The list went on, as did the polite
scientific debates among his team.

Small signs of progress emerged on the forty-second
day. Life cracked green through the surface, the
emergence of a new forest to replace the old. And the
microbe? Organelles replicated.

Progress to report at last!

Yet Exeter should have checked in an hour ago.

Had he lost interest?

Then Jarvis’'s wrist pad vibrated as he entered the
primary Geosurvey dome.

Ah! He's late, but he'll appreciate the news.

Instead, Jarvis heard an unexpected voice.

Adm. Rafael Kane got straight to the point.

“The mission has altered. At the Jewels’ invitation, a
four-person team led by Comm. Woolsey is about to enter
the Dark. Their shuttle will pass overhead in two hours.”

The message drew attention from nearby colleagues.

“I-invitation, Admiral? Explain.”

“They received direct instructions from Shoan Gui. And
before you ask: No, Comm. Woolsey did not have a say in
his crew. If he did, I'm sure he would have considered
you.”

His colleagues stood slack-jawed.

“This is a huge development, Admiral. Th-they will
travel directly into the Dark?”

“That’s the plan. You will link with Lt. Lleyton Mars, who
assumes lead on Comm. Woolsey’s orbital team. Deploy



your full arsenal of drones and provide a live analysis of
surface conditions. Are we good?”

“Yes, Admiral. But I must know: Who did the Jewels
invite?”

Rafael paused.

“Their names won't offer clarity, Jarvis.”

The team’s only pilgrim, Fedor Lenov, interjected.

“Jarvis, ask him about the war rumor.”

That subject felt trivial by comparison. Still ...

“Admiral, is it true? Are the UNF and Black Star
officially at war?”

“They are, but your people needn’t worry. We have
things well in hand up here. I want your team to be
single-minded. Follow orders. Kane out.”

Jarvis’'s tongue tied as he stopped short of
announcing the small signs of change. Kane didn't seem
in the mood.

“What does it all mean?” Fedor asked.

“They are reaching out, fi-finally.”

“On the same day galactic war begins? Does this not
strike any of you as more than a coincidence?”

Jarvis saw apprehension in everyone’s eyes. The
research kept them busy to date, shunting larger fears
aside. Fedor often voiced what most of his immortal
colleagues thought.

“You heard the Admiral,” Jarvis said. “We must per-
perform our scientific duty, you see. These other
matters are beyond our control. We'll assemble



everyone here and lay out a plan. Then I must contact Lt.
Mars.”

Too many questions followed, most without answers.

So far, the Dark defied attempts to scan beneath the
surface. Signals from the best Aeternan tech bounced off
the smooth, glistening blackness. Nothing went in or out
except strange birds that first appeared alongside the
visions. Drones hadn’t captured those critical moments of
exit or entry, and no one had seen the birds in twelve
days.

Jarvis reached a conclusion: Whatever their mechanism,
the Jewels of Eternity only allowed entry at their
discretion. If he could contact Exeter’s shuttle and ask
them to provide a visual upon entry, they might better
understand the Dark’s composition.

Yes, he'd make the request through Lt. Mars.

On to business. Discovery awaited.

For the next half hour, all hands breathed life into the
nine-dome complex of modules. Relevant data flowed to
the Lioness team. His request to link with the shuttle went
unfulfilled without explanation.

A quiet, businesslike atmosphere pervaded the
complex.

One hour before the shuttle’s arrival, a new excitement
stirred.

“They’re expanding,” Fedor announced.

Certain microbes tripled in size.

“Only samples from the Transition Zone,” Jarvis relayed



to Lt. Mars. “"We're seeing organelle growth in the global
samples as well, but those are not altering microbial
size.”

“Are your teams in danger, Jarvis?”

If he answered yes, Mars might order an evacuation
via the camp’s lone shuttle.

“The microbes have not affected our well-being to
this day. I see no reason to fear. An evacuation will
compromise our efforts.”

“Very good. We'll continue to assess up here.”

Moments after his call with Mars ended, Jarvis heard
someone whistle outside the dome. Then another raced
inside.

“They're back!”

He joined his colleagues on the crusty, windswept
plain. The sky above was clear, but a storm system with
lightning cruised along the horizon a few kilometers
south of the water ring. He followed the pointed fingers
and shifted his perspective.

Three birds, with wingspans of at least six meters,
flew in from the northwest. Skeletal black bodies — too
small to power wings of such breadth — coasted to a
landing a hundred meters from camp. They folded their
red wings and squatted on large, bony legs.

Though Jarvis struggled to see their eyes from this
distance, others did.

“Are they staring at us?” Fedor said. "What does it
mean?”



Jarvis wasn't sure, but the birds never landed before
today. Perhaps they were in search of attention. Jarvis
understood this instinct.

In the interest of science, he obliged.
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ADF Orbital Shuttle, en route to the Dark

ANNY COOPER REMEMBERED many stories

Michael told him of growing up on Earth in the
Quaternary Universe. One tale in particular seemed
appropriate given Danny’s current frustrating
circumstance.

Michael belonged to a large, boisterous family — some
in his Alabama hometown and cousins in a place called
Starkville. He did not care for the cousins, or the long,
tense drives to visit them. Michael considered that side
of the Cooper clan equal parts sketchy and humorless.
Arguments ensued upon each visit, and he steamed in
the car’s back seat as they drove home, while his
parents bickered over assorted grievances.

His elders did not have the benefit of Occip to argue
inside each other’s minds. Danny’s immortal travel
companions today took full advantage of the



technology. After Exeter outlined the mission goals, he
leaned back in the Navigator chair and sank into internal
dialogue, his irises glowing sunrise orange. Caleb Silver
and Shay Callas followed suit. This went on for most of
the first hour.

They did not seem interested in sharing; at least Michael
had been privy to his parents’ contentious dialogue.

Enough of this shit, Danny thought.

He separated himself from the still-seat and put on a
show. Basic calisthenics, primarily. He had developed
quite the routine for crunches. How better to keep those
washboard abs? He cycled through his fitness regime,
grunting with dramatic flair throughout.

He drew an audience.

When the irises dimmed, Danny wiped his brow and
stood at ease.

“Now that there is a hell of a workout. Dad started me
young. I did pushups beside him when I was six. Wanted
to join him at weight training, but he said I was too young.
My bones needed to grow. Thirty years on, this body is a
piece of fucking art.”

He plastered a big smile and kept the vibe light,
wondering who would take the bait. Genoa’s Minister
claimed the prize.

Shay smirked from her still-seat.

“If only the artist didn't try so hard to be an asshole.”

A good opening salvo, by his reckoning. Danny tapped
the tuft of hair on his chin and sorted through response



options.

“Cowards and cynics don’t trust honest men.” That
quote’s from a damn fine Catalan philosopher. Forgot
his name.”

Exeter intervened with a reserved tone.

“Rahm Portmanteau. From Yaniff. And you
misinterpret the quote, Dan. It's drawn from an essay
in which he explained how earnest men who see the
world as it could be are often drowned out by narcissists
whose lies and personal agendas win over the
unwashed and the uninformed. He despised boorish,
self-serving men who bullied their way to fame.”

Danny snapped his fingers.

“Nice. Reckon you got me there. I'm not as well read
as you.”

“Actually,” Exeter said with a smile, *I met Rahm
twenty-one years ago at an event for an old war mate.
He was one of the kindest and least pretentious men
I've ever met. We can all learn from him.”

“Yeah, yeah. I see how you're barking. He was
gracious and charming and wise and never said a
naughty word. Am I right?”

Exeter looked away with a why-bother shrug and
studied the data loop on the Nav cylinder. Danny wasn't
having it.

“Sorry to disappoint. We Coopers are made of
different cloth.”

“You might want to qualify that assessment.” Shay



returned to the dialogue. “You and your father bear no
resemblance to your siblings or to your great mother,
bless her passing.”

Danny allowed the sting to wash over. He motioned
Shay from her seat.

“Come on over, and I'll show you how different. You
won't get in a sucker punch this time.”

Caleb turned to Shay.

“Hold on. What's this about?”

The Minister laughed.

“Some days ago, Daniel showed his true colors. He went
back on his word and compromised our relationship with
the pilgrims. After I landed a pair of well-deserved fists,
he responded in kind and tossed me to the floor. If not for
the witnesses, he probably would have beaten me
senseless. I saw that rage from one other man.”

Now she’d gone too far.

“People like you never understood Dad. He put himself
on the line every day for this planet. We wouldn’t have
survived unless he made the hard choices. And yeah,
sometimes he had to be a real dick about it.” He cursed
under his breath. "One man stood between us and the
billions of fucks who wanted what we had: Michael
Goddamn Cooper. And when he comes home, watch out.
Change is on the way, like you won't believe.”

His proclamation clanked against unimpressed
hardheads. Exeter offered a casual side-eye. Caleb and
Shay stared at each other, as if asking, “Is he out of his



mind?”

What they did not know — and which Danny had no
interest in divulging — was the degree to which he never
saw things clearer. Shoan Gui made sure of it.

For now, he settled on calling them out for their
hypocrisy.

“Yeah, what a fucking crew we are. Hand-picked by
the Jewels. Three of you, one of me. I've been watching
them irises firing up for the past hour. C’'mon, now. Let
me inside the circle. Unless you can't because all the
chatting has been about yours truly.”

Shay unleashed a shockwave of laughter.

“You're a piece of work. How does sweet Maren
tolerate you?”

“I give her everything she needs, and I'm a great
dad.”

Exeter cleared his throat.

“Enough. Please. Dan, at risk of disappointing you,
most of our conversation has focused on everything but
you. We've been theorizing what the Jewels intend and
why they selected each of us. You made your thoughts
clear when you boarded the shuttle.”

“Damn right. I'm bringing Dad home. And I don't give
a shit if none of you believe it.”

Caleb separated from his still-seat.

“For what it's worth, Danny, I experienced life as a
father. My time was short, but I felt that connection. I
can imagine how much you want this to happen. I'd give



anything to hold my son again. But I'd caution you to
temper your expectations.”

Danny held his nastier verbal retorts in check. He had
no beef with Caleb, and he saw the lingering pain on the
immortal’s face. But to understand a father-son bond after
what, a few weeks?

“Look, dude, I'm sorry about your loss. I get it. I do. If
one of my little girls ...” He choked up. “You ain't there
yet. None of you are. I've been looking ahead to this day
for two-thirds of my life. Lower expectations? No. Fucking.
Way.”

He thought the message was well-delivered. Calm,
respectful tone. Enough to make his point.

Naturally, Caleb rebutted.

“My understanding of what happened to Michael makes
his rescue all but impossible.” Danny tried to blurt out a
reply, but Caleb talked over him. “Let’s say you're right.
Maybe the Jewels have developed a way. And maybe
we're sent to his Earth to find him.”

“That’s what I'm talking about.”

Caleb wagged a finger.

“There’s something you ought to consider. Dan, it's
been twenty-five years. The man Exeter left on that Earth
is not the same man today. Even if he hasn’t aged, he's
changed. He wasn't frozen in stasis. He had to get on with
his new life.”

“Yeah, so what’s your point?”

Caleb glanced over his shoulder toward Exeter, as if



looking for an assist.

“It should be self-evident. Surely, you've wondered.”

Danny chuckled.

"I can be an ass, but I aint a damn idiot. Yeah. It
might take him a few days to pick up where he left off.
A lot’s changed on Aeterna. He'll have to catch up. But
the man who held us together? Dad will whip himself
into form.”

Exeter entered the fray.

“And when he learns about your mother?”

Danny had tried his level best to push the topic aside.

“Like I said, he'll need some time to adjust.”

Exeter persisted.

“She was the love of his life. He melted in her
presence. Are you sure he’d return if he knew?”

“For his kids and grandkids? Done deal.”

“All we're saying,” Caleb added, “is you need to keep
an open mind. Dan, you are Michael's number one
defender. We understand why. But this mission is
bigger than any man. We can't be sure the Jewels have
our best interests at heart.

“Shoan Gui has made bold promises. He led me to
believe Elijah was a miracle gifted to me by the Jewels.
He was a miracle, but maybe he was also a deception
to feed my own delusions about the future. Until we
hear directly from the Jewels of Eternity and know their
plans with certainty, every outcome is on the table.
Including our worst fears.”



Danny backed away from Caleb and studied all three.
They bore the same heavy countenance.

“This is what you've been talking about in Occip? All the
awful shit that’s waiting for us down there?”

“As I said,” Exeter answered, “why they selected us and
what they intend. We do not want to be surprised. But to
counter your assumptions, Dan, we did talk about you
briefly.”

“I knew it.”

“You're a wildcard. For whatever reason, they consider
you important. But that doesn’t mean the mission is about
you. When we're down there, put your attitude away, shut
your mouth, and allow us to do the talking. If ...”

Danny balled his fists.

“Arrogant fuck. I knew it. You three were ganging up
on me. What did you do, X? Tell them about my scheme
and our little showdown?”

The shuttle fell silent, except for the gentle hum of the
Carbedyne nacelles. The quizzical contortions on Caleb
and Shay surprised him.

“Scheme?” Shay asked. “What showdown?”

Exeter shifted the Nav chair forty-five degrees. Danny
realized he overstepped before Exeter sighed.

“I'd call it an interrogation. No, Dan. I didn't go there. I
try to be a man of my word. I promised to stay quiet until
the new Council received the full report. Of course, if you'd
like me to fill in Caleb and Shay, I'll be happy. There's
certainly time to hash it out.”



Danny dropped his bravado. Now that he looked
back, Caleb and Shay seemed too complacent. If they
had known he tried to sell out the Aeternans ...

Yeah. OK. Take a few steps back, Dan-o.

“No, X. We can save that shit for another day. The
mission’s more important. Am I right?”

“My thought exactly, Dan.”

Shay raised a hand.

“If we're talking about a Daniel screwup, I'd love to
hear more.”

“You will in time, Shay. We're ninety-five minutes
from the coordinates. I want my crew to enter the Dark
with a unified focus. Not tearing each other apart.
Although, judging from the four people they chose, I
suspect the Jewels wanted a certain dose of conflict.”

Caleb nodded.

“Which leads to a simple question. Why?"

Danny chuckled his way out of the tense moment.

“Guess we'll learn together. Right, Uncle X? A unified
crew.”

“Under my command,” Exeter said with a stern brow.

“Yeah. Sure. Your command. Do it your way.” He
couldn’t resist a wink. “Until we bring Dad home."”

Danny’s punchline halted any further incoming flak.
He watched to see whether either Caleb or Shay jumped
back into Occip to inquire about the interrogation. They
didn't. He doubted Exeter would comply.

He chose a still-seat farthest from both and closed his



eyes.

“Tell me when we’re almost there. Think I'll take a nap.
If I'm going on a long rescue mission, I need to be fresh.”

Shay said something snarky under her breath.

Still-seats induced sleep, but Danny resisted. He was
much too tense.

He focused instead on what he'd say in his father’s
presence. They were right about one thing: Twenty-five
years had passed. Michael’s kid was a grown-ass man.
What if he didn't recognize Danny straightaway? Everyone
on Aeterna called them clones, but would the shock send
Michael into denial?

He sorted through options and moved on to family
reunions. Yes. He'd introduce Maren and the girls first.
Harry and Grace would have to wait. Once Michael got a
look at his granddaughters, he'd be over the moon. It'd
go a long way to help him move on from Sam. Michael
was a tough bastard, after all. Losing Mom will be a blow,
but he'll focus on the living.

Besides, there wasn't an option.

“The defining variable must return,” Shoan Gui said
after delivering his invitation. “"The Jewels cannot finish
without him.”

“Finish what?” Danny asked.

Shoan’s gracious smile dissolved.

“Bring him home, for all your sakes. Allow no one to
stop you.”

Danny answered as Shoan faded.



“No worries. I got this!”

3

XETER RELISHED QUIET moments. They'd

been in short supply most of his life. He enjoyed
sitting alone in the Nav chair of an aging shuttle,
his three passengers having gone silent for the
homestretch. Half an hour from yet another
journey into an impossible circumstance.

An anomaly of great consequence, Shoan called him.

The hell did that mean? At this point, did the answer
matter?

Exeter was about to face gods. Again.

What did the Jewels see in him? The first time Shoan
appeared as Judge of the Change, he claimed, “They
like you, Exeter, and recommend you lead Aeterna. The
others lack your perspective.”

Then Shoan added, in a tone which still bothered



Exeter: “"Every phase of the Change will be yours to decide
except for one.”

Except for one.

If he assumed each important event since the Joy Circle
was a phase of the so-called Change, which one did he
now approach in this antique workhorse of a shuttle?

Today’s phase felt more like an introductory sit-down
than a grand finale. Had he taken control by accepting
their invitation or surrendered to the inevitable? If the
Jewels wished to talk, would negotiations follow in good
faith — or was the outcome predetermined? Or did his one
helpless phase pass when Exeter failed to prevent the
bombing or anticipate how the visions might unravel
Aeternans?

Or, as he wondered with increasing frequency, was
Shoan Gui only a propaganda minister for the Jewels,
spouting assorted and obtuse bullshit to confuse and
misdirect?

Exeter no more had control today than twenty-five
years ago, when he captained the UNF warship Lightfoot
to an asteroid far outside Collectorate space and joined
ships from two universes. They witnessed the most
profound interstellar event no one officially remembered.

Apparently, gods preferred small audiences.

And they loved placing Exeter in the front row.

He sat inside the Navigation cylinder of a shuttle which
rolled off an assembly line decades before Exeter emerged
from an embryonic tube, or Emil Bouchet's creations



destroyed his own caste. Before Bouchet farmed out
Exeter to Trademasters on Everdeen, who submitted
the boy to five years of sexual servitude.

Wouldn't Bouchet, who fancied himself a god-maker,
reek with envy at how far Exeter came?

Oh, the irony. He loved it so.

Why didn't he bring along a cigar for the journey?
Possibly a last sallowtop leaf to savor before ...

Whatever in ten hells awaited.

He glanced back at his tiny crew, who stood in the
still-seats with eyes shut, perhaps trying to snare a
quick nap. But who could sleep?

Not Danny. Not that sonofabitch.

He knows something we don’t. He's playing a
different game with Shoan’s help.

Exeter hated blind spots. They always bit him in the
ass. Yet he never learned how to anticipate their threat.

Danny was the worst.

Exeter had written off Danny’s years of reckless
actions and obnoxious behavior to grief and obsession
gone awry. He'll grow out of it, Exeter told Sam. He'll
become worthy of his family name.

“Just give him time.”

That familiar refrain was as easy as it was lazy. Each
time Exeter visited on leave, he heard Danny’s angst but
also the commitment to honor his father’s legacy. To
cement himself as a worthy successor. Then came
apologies for crude remarks, and minor acts of



contrition.

Exeter refused to see the darkness lingering just below
the surface. Yet he should have acknowledged it for one
simple reason: He knew Michael Cooper, and Michael
imparted his philosophy upon Danny. Crammed it into that
little brain before disappearing after the boy’s eleventh
birthday.

For all the love Michael gave his family, for all the
sacrifice he made to help Aeterna stand against its
enemies, the planet’s first Minister also murdered with
artful efficiency. He saw enemies among allies and
challenged any pushback against his unilateral control. He
sent weapons of mass destruction to Earth during their
Civil War, killing millions on both sides. He devised Occip
to centralize control. And Michael despised — with a
spitting passion — for anyone to upstage him, as Exeter
learned the hard way.

He saw much of Michael’s most destructive behavior yet
always searched for reasons to find common cause, even
to admire the man’s struggle. Neither one of them, after
all, set out with a goal to shed so much blood.
Circumstance showed the value of killing.

When Danny boarded the shuttle, he leaned in to Exeter
and smirked. “You sorry fuck. You should have killed me.”

He might as well have been Michael’s clone.

Combined with his assault on Shay, the picture could
not have been more stark. If only Exeter had seen it
sooner.



Maybe ...

No more excuses. Danny posed a clear and present
danger.

He's a traitor and a murderer. I would have been
justified. It might have been a mercy to stop him before
he’s unleashed.

Too late now.

Exeter vowed never to underestimate Daniel Cooper
again.

Fifteen minutes ahead of the Dark’s water ring, he
linked in with Lioness. Lt. Jameson Lau answered.

“Adm. Kane is on his way, sir. He's consulting with
your team about a potential security conflict.”

Exeter liked the Lieutenant. He sensed fine chemistry
between Lau, Maj. Aliana Huguenin, and Rafael.

“How serious?”

“Uncertain. A strange report from the Transition
Zone. Nothing that should interfere with your flight
plan. He'll explain. How about your crew, Commander?
Are they in good spirits?”

They heard every word, so Exeter went for a generic
response.

“As good as anyone might be facing the unknown.”

“Understood. We're all a bit anxious for you. Here's
the Admiral.”

Rafael took over.

“Apologies. Lleyton wanted my input about an
evacuation.”



“"What's up?”

“Odd activity at the research camp. Those birds — the
ones from the Dark that look prehistoric — landed in
considerable numbers near the modules. Twenty at last
count. They haven't posed a threat to our people. In fact,
they're casually sitting and watching while Pellem’s team
scans them.”

Like with everything else for the past three months,
Exeter’s stomach knotted.

“That doesn't feel right. They've kept clear so far. Has
Jarvis reported anything else unusual?”

“With the birds? No. They haven't identified the species,
which is no surprise. Nothing like them exists on member
worlds. He intends to review Collectorate pre-history
archives. But there could be an issue with the microbes.
He reports twenty percent growth in the local samples. No
change in the others.”

“What's the timeframe on the growth?”

“All in the past hour.”

“Hmmph. Did Lleyton order the evacuation?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, our friend Jarvis is resisting. He
says the opportunity is too profound to run away. His
words. He appears to be holding a grudge over the last
time we moved his people out.”

Jarvis had a stubborn streak. Exeter thought their heart-
to-heart had solved the problem.

“"We saved them from a cyclone with winds at three
hundred kph.”



Rafael chuckled.

“Except we can't hold that over him this time. If he
doesn't budge, I'll send a detachment to force him out.
A last resort.”

“He's defying a direct order. Look, Rafa, perhaps I
can talk sense into him.”

“Negative. Youre eleven minutes from the
coordinates and working on a narrow timetable. The
support drones are almost in position. I want you laser
focused, Commander. We'll handle Jarvis.”

Exeter wasn't in a position to argue.

“Very good, Admiral. I'll link in at the rendezvous.
Woolsey out.”

That brief conversation promoted crew questions
Exeter couldn't answer. Yet the timing followed a script
begun more than three months ago. The Jewels
appeared to synch events for maximum impact, a
technique puppet masters and gods had in common.

The shuttle passed above the water ring, which
glistened a deep blue in the sunlight, and then Jarvis's
camp. Exeter opened an external cam and zoomed in,
revealing a parked shuttle and scattered men and
women on the barren plain. Either Jarvis hadn't told
them of the evac order, or they were equally
disinterested in following it. They crowded near the
giant birds.

"I can’t blame their enthusiasm,” he told the crew.
“They've been out there a month with no success. In



their shoes, I might be tempted to stand my ground.”

Is that what the Jewels are counting on? Why the birds?
Why now?

Seconds later, a flat, black mass filled the horizon.
Sunlight did not reflect off the surface, identical to the
effect at Lake Profundus, which linked to the Dark through
Aeterna’s core.

Exeter grabbed the external view’s holo and enlarged it.
That didn't stop Caleb, Shay, and Danny from leaving their
still-seats. They crowded around the Nav cylinder.

“It's breathtaking ... and terrifying,” Shay said. *“What in
hell could it be?”

Caleb added, “Is that supposed to be a solid surface?
All T see is an endless hole. Like ...”

“An abyss,” Exeter said. “The first time I saw the Dark
this close, I felt as if I recognized it.”

“Right.” Shay nodded. "Like the place we go when we
die.”

Danny grunted.

“That’s some morbid shit. You immortals and your weird
damn afterlife. If you can call it that. Look, the Dark ain't
death. Hell, it's the opposite. What we're looking at is the
gift that’s gonna keep on giving. Guaranteed.”

Caleb snapped back.

“Shoan claimed the Dark is the ‘solution to everything.’
You sound like you're privy to inside information. Wish to
confide?”

Danny twisted his index finger inside his left ear.



“Nah. We'll find out soon enough. Gotta have faith,
dude.”

Caleb shook his head.

“I prefer something a little more tangible.”

Me too, Exeter thought.

“We're approaching the coordinates.” He elevated the
flight tracker to show the short remaining distance.
“Three drones will be waiting to scan as we enter.”

“How will we know when it's safe to do so?” Shay
asked.

“No idea. Shoan provided a location and a timeline.
No manual. I'm about to open a comm to Lioness.
They’ll stay linked as long as possible. When I descend,
I want everyone in the still-seats.”

Danny scoffed.

“Wait, what? Can't have a bird’s-eye view from back
there.”

“No, but if this goes sideways, I'd rather your body
not be slamming against the bulwark.”

Exeter imagined that scene. Maybe it wasn't the
worst idea.

Danny took his point.

“Yeah, yeah. I'll follow orders. But I've seen your vid
of those birds dive-bombing into the Dark. Went
straight through, no sweat.”

“They're not from around here, Dan. I'm not sure
they're birds.”

Exeter opened the comm.



“Final approach, Lioness. Your drones are locking onto
the shuttle’s critical systems.”

“Confirmed, Commander,” Rafael said. “We're good to
go up here. How about you?”

What should have been an awe-inspiring yet stomach-
turning moment for most pilots felt normalized to Exeter.

“No one has asked me to turn around. That’s a positive.”

Rafael laughed.

“I doubt you'd comply if anyone had cold feet.”

“Nope. In my experience, when the gods send out an
invitation, it's best to attend. Gods are dangerous when
they're pissed.”

He slowed velocity as the drones came into view, each
hovering within two hundred meters of the precise
coordinates.

“There!” Shay pointed. “It's moving.”

Indeed, the midnight black surface swirled like eddies
in a stream. Soon after, the swirls rotated around a vortex.

“Fucking cool,” Danny said.

It’s something, all right.

“That's our cue,” Exeter told the crew. “Take your still-
seats.”

Caleb laid a warm hand on his shoulder. For an instant,
Exeter’s emotions transported him to the best of times,
when he left all the worries of the universes behind.

Then the instant flittered away.

“We're going in, Lioness. I doubt they’'ll allow an open
comm for long. Do your best.”



“Always, X. May the grace of the Jewels be with you.”
Irony. Exeter loved it so.
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