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Collectorate Standard Year (SY) 5394, Standard Day 140
United Naval Forces Central Command
Esqualion Star System

XETER WOOLSEY TOSSED WHAT remained of

his cigar into the snuffer. He tidied himself
before a mirror, brushing away a touch of lint and
straightening his Admiral’s bar. Fourteen years
worn with pride. Today, pride went into hiding.

The High Admiral holstered his laser pistol, which had
become a fifth appendage. Used to be, Exeter could roam
Central Command unarmed and secure in his safety. Now
he went nowhere without it.

He had stopped beating himself up over the state of his
UNF. Exeter learned from his foolish belief that the Oath
would defeat all threats to the chain of command.

That no one wearing the blue and gray could become
an enemy.

His office door chimed.

“Enter.”

Maj. Bradley Geyermann stopped just inside the
threshold.



“They're ready, sir.”

“How many?”

“Seventeen, as requested. Good men. They'll do the
job.”

The little successes matter.

“Thank you, Brad.”

Loyalty mattered more now than ever. Exeter knew
Geyermann’s unwavering commitment; the man took a
hit to his left thigh retaking Central. Almost lost the leg.

“Let's get it done and move on,” Exeter said.

“Yes, sir.”

Exeter walked abreast of Geyermann through the
tense but quiet corridors. Only a few officers outside the
Admiralty knew what was about to happen, but most
had assumed its inevitability.

Exeter took names and intended to keep close
surveillance on cowards who favored the so-called
‘circumspect’ approach of prison with hard labor.

Never mind the tribunal verdicts of guilty on all
counts. Never mind the deaths. The conscious acts of
treason. The confessions.

They took the lift down three levels and approached
their destination. Two rows of eight soldiers, each
brandishing a Mark 14 blast rifle, came to attention and
saluted.

“At ease,” the High Admiral said. Exeter had words to
offer, but stopped short when he saw Geyermann take
a spot at the end of the front row.



“I'm number seventeen, sir,” the Major said.

Exeter nodded; Geyermann had good reason to finish
this job. Exeter clasped his hands behind his back and
stared down the line of otherwise low-level officers.

“I'll be brief,” he began. “*On day one, you raised a hand
and recited the Oath of Allegiance. You bound your lives
to upholding the ideals of the UNF. An Oath to repel all
enemies domestic and interstellar. The men and women
inside betrayed the Oath.

“Some might have been your friends or superiors. Now,
they're the enemy. I take no joy in what we must do. But
if the Oath means so little, the UNF will not survive. If we
fall, the Collectorate follows. Your true friends, your
families. All in danger.

“When you push the trigger button, remember:
Compromise is not a soldier’s duty.”

He turned to Geyermann.

“Major, lead them inside.”

They entered the tactical hall, normally reserved for
battle simulations. The phasic divider barriers used to
construct close-combat scenarios had been moved toward
the large hall’s rear, leaving ample floor space. Eighteen
handcuffed and hooded men and women stood against a
far wall dressed in black.

Geyermann halted the execution squad; Exeter
advanced toward the prisoners and spoke to a guard.

“Which one is he, Lt. Honing?”

The officer pointed to the fourth man from the right.



“Red spot on his chest, Admiral.”

They labelled the man as requested.

Exeter removed the prisoner’s hood. Ex-High Admiral
Sike Nagano stared through the true High Admiral, a
long scar between his nose and right ear. Someone
showed the traitor mercy rather than finish the job.
Exeter appreciated that one bit of restraint; otherwise,
he would’ve been deprived of today’s satisfaction.

Exeter turned to Lt. Honing and another guard.

“Lead the first eight into position.”

Exeter stood behind the squad as Geyermann
instructed eight soldiers to take their spots. None of
those about to die said a word. No pleas for mercy. And,
to Exeter’s mild surprise, no shouts of defiance. These
Requiem traitors had been unruly during the tribunals,
perhaps hoping their message would gain traction
across the fleet. Yet the closed trials had preordained
outcomes with classified transcripts. Exeter intended to
destroy the data spools.

He wasted no time.

“Aim.” They raised their blast rifles. “Fire.”

A small but brief flame ignited in each traitor’s chest
before they crumpled into a miserable mess.

“First squad dismissed.”

As the initial eight executioners departed the tactical
room, Exeter nodded to Lt. Honing’s people to escort
nine of the remaining ten to their end. Nagano stood
alone, witness to the tragedy he brought on. Nagano's



accomplices, most based in Central during the coup but a
few others later transferred here to hold off a
counterattack, lined up in front of the corpses.

“Positions,” Geyermann said.

Again, no fanfare. Exeter gave two simple commands,
and nine more brainwashed traitors met a summary end.

“Second squad dismissed. As are you, Major.”

“If I may, Admiral, I'd prefer to see this through.”

Geyermann didn't like the role Exeter chose for himself.
He was so much more than a fine officer; Brad was a great
friend.

“Stay here,” Exeter whispered then approached the
ringleader.

Nagano neither acknowledged him nor appeared at all
distressed over the seventeen bodies laid low for following
his orders. Exeter grabbed his sidearm and motioned
toward the deceased.

“Move.”

The ex-Admiral, who joined Exeter for a steak dinner
five days before the coup, acknowledged the order with a
sly grin and a shake of the head. He sauntered to the spot
where he'd soon die and found a position in front of the
second row of bodies.

“No,” Exeter said. “I want you in the midst of them.”

Nagano complied with a long, dark sigh and turned to
face his executioner. But he did not finish the move as
Exeter expected. Rather, Nagano fell to his knees and
stared up at the High Admiral with a smug glow.



I trust you're not about to beg,” Exeter said.

“You wanted satisfaction, Woolsey. Granted.”

An arrogant prick to the end.

“I'll give you more deference than your rats. Final
words, Sike?”

Exeter regretted the choice even as the words passed
his lips. Nagano responded with a sneer.

“They may follow your orders, Woolsey, but no one
on this base respects you. They never have. You're a
fraud. Always were. You rose on the strength of
exaggerated heroism and the political bent of your past
superiors. Your complacency gave comfort to the
enemy and allowed Black Star to rise from nothing.

“And it is a pox upon this great navy to be led by an
Aeternan. I die with the satisfaction of knowing you'll
live long enough to see your name erased from the
historical record.”

Exeter had no idea who said those words: The once-
respected Sike Nagano or the new personality
implanted by Requiem. He didn't care to explore the
question and proceeded with a pithy reply.

“Your family will never receive your remains.”

Those words erased the smugness. Nagano’s eyes
widened.

“What? You can't. That’s in violation of the UNF code
for ...”

“Hypocritical coming from you. Do I seem like a man
who cares?”



“You will when I haunt your dreams, Woolsey. These
soldiers deserve to be returned to their families.”

“They will. Not you.”

Nagano’s upper lip quaked, as it was known to do in
moments of fury. Exeter expected the man to make a final,
desperate lunge.

“You should have been removed years ago, Woolsey. I

Exeter allowed his hand to do the rest. It pushed the
trigger and delivered a burst of superheated plasma into
Nagano's forehead. His brain roasted.

The traitor fell sideways and lay among the
conspirators. Exeter pumped two more blasts into his
chest. A satisfying excess.

He holstered the pistol and motioned his officers
forward.

“Lieutenant, contact the disposal team. Make sure they
follow the procedure as Maj. Geyermann laid out.
Understood?”

Honing nodded stone-faced.

“Yes, Admiral. And what of Nagano?”

“No change in protocol. He left this life angry and
resentful, the way he lived it. A fitting end. His ashes will
be sent home like all the others.”

“Yes, sir. I'm on it.”

Exeter led Geyermann away from the scene of death
and waited for the disposal team.

“How are you, Brad?”



The Major took a long, deep breath.

“Good, sir. I must admit, I took some relish in how
you spun it around on that bastard at the end. But I
have to ask: How are you, Admiral? For whatever we
think of him, Nagano served for twenty-five years. He
was a respected officer until he turned.”

Exeter laid a hand on his Major’s shoulder.

“A man’s legacy is often defined by his worst choice.
The rest are quickly forgotten. Sike Nagano was a
murderer and a traitor. He deserved worse, but we don't
have time for worse. We need to cleanse this fleet of
the Requiem virus. Understood?”

"I do, sir, and you're just the man to root out that
filth.”

He did.

In the next standard month, ninety-seven Requiem
loyalists were exposed, tried, executed, and cremated.
Quietly. Never in the public eye. Just enough to allow
whispers to pass through the fleet. Enough for every
enlisted man and woman to wunderstand the
consequence of violating the Oath.

When the last surveillance vetting confirmed that the
UNF had cleansed itself of the virus, Exeter set a new
timetable.

Eight months later, he announced his pending
retirement.

Nagano’s last words echoed through his mind:

Fraud. Exaggerated heroism. Complacency. A pox



upon this navy. Haunt your dreams.

On one count, the traitor wasn't far off: Exeter never
had a good night’s sleep while he remained at Central
Command.

The day before his farewell address, Exeter invited
Geyermann to a quiet dinner, where they shared tales of
service, smoked cigars, and indulged in an outrageously
expensive bottle of whiskey.

“I'd be honored, Brad, if you'd handle Nav for my trip
home.”

Exeter left a note with his successor, recommending
Geyermann for the next appointment to the Admiralty,
and jumped to Aeterna.

Three standard days later, a chunk of Aeterna imploded,
forming a chasm one hundred kilometers in diameter by
fifty kilometers deep. Exobiologist Shoan Gui returned
from the dead and called himself Judge of the Change.
And Exeter’s husband Caleb received a so-called ‘gift’
which he then refused to share with anyone.

Exeter returned to uniform, prepared to fight a potential
new enemy more confounding than the humans who
betrayed him.

Fifty standard days into his new job, Aeternan Defense
Forces Commander Woolsey sat in his team’s operations
center onboard the Battle Cruiser Lioness, enveloped in a
cloud of cigar smoke.

He studied the topographical surveys compiled from two
months of analyzing the chasm, which remained shrouded



beneath a toxic fog in Continental Sector Grid 49.

Fog.

What else to call it? The cloud hung above the
chasm’s lip with an unnatural constancy from the day it
rose. Every scan suggested nothing unusual about its
composition — until drones malfunctioned and
disappeared within seconds after entering.

Exeter studied laboratory data dumps from the six
outposts stationed around the chasm at a safe three
kilometers.

He didn’t understand much of the scientific minutiae,
and those patterns thus far yielded few clues. His three-
person Lioness team had the wherewithal to translate
into lay language.

Exeter could devise counter strategies against the
Swarm and Black Star. But this?

"I see a man knotted by frustration, X.”

ADF Adm. Rafael Kane popped in unannounced. He
had a knack for breaking up moments of confounding
silence.

“An understatement, Rafa. We should be further
along.”

“To the positive: It hasn't grown in two months.
Except for a few terrified pilgrims, life is reasonably calm
in the cities.”

“Oh? Is that what you hear? I think your intel might
be shoddy.”

Rafael sighed.



“I've heard nothing of riots in the streets. Then again,
I'm not much of a terrestrial sort.”

Exeter didn't want to add to his worries by delving into
the shifting landscape of the planetary population. That
would lead in too many directions, with one curling back
to his husband’s fiasco.

“Not to worry. I've got that business covered, as much
as I can. Any new reports about the interloper at system’s
edge?”

Rafael shook his head.

“Another probe, most likely. Could’ve been SI, UNF,
Black Star, a corporate spy. They're all curious.”

“Yeah. Well. T waited too long to shut down pilgrim
deepstream access. By now, I'm sure the stories are
cascading, each wilder than the one before.”

Rafael cleared his throat.

“Lay that burden on the Council. You warned them.”

“Not with sufficient urgency. I've been accused of
complacency before. In other words, I don't yell loud or
often enough.”

The Admiral chuckled.

“You're stern, X, but you do stop shy of a blood-curdling
scream. Perhaps if you sounded more like a raving
lunatic.”

“Funny.”

“I mean it. You're too hard on yourself. We're up against
... well, if againstis the right word ... aliens who destroy
and rebuild planets. At this point, I see no flaw in your



approach.”

To date, Exeter only heard flak from those who
opposed his citizen travel ban to within five hundred kay
of the new Exclusion Zone. Woolsey-authorized
personnel only. The information embargo kept chatter
to @ minimum and most Aeternans somewhat calm in
the face of continued uncertainty.

“If my approach backfires, I'm sure the questions will
be ...”

Exeter's Occip comm opened. He crimped his left
pinkie, and his irises turned sunrise orange. His second
eyes locked onto the lead biologist’s face, which rose
atop the virtual turntable.

“Talk to me, Jarvis.”

The man often struggled with a bit of a stutter, but
he gave a full-throated response this time.

"We need you, Commander. We've made a
breakthrough.”
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Exclusion Zone Research Outpost 4
Plains of Trevia, 3 kilometers south oi chasm

XETER LANDED HIS SCRAMIET in a clearing

beside the outpost’s assigned Scram and a fleet
of long-haul rifters. A cloud of yellow moths
greeted him outside the starboard egress, their
strange attraction to the heat of Carbedyne fins
evident since the first team landed.

He stared across the flat, grassy landscape toward the
gray blur spanning the entire northern horizon. The fog
rose a hundred meters above the surface. So far, toxicity
levels did not extend more than a few meters beyond the
fog’s perimeter, but Exeter took no chances. Any
researcher traveling inside one kay of the blurry wall
needed to wear a protective suit and breathing apparatus.

A westerly breeze kicked up, rustling through the mixed
grasses, bentwheat stalks, and orange succulents called



whirligig cacti. This ecostem, repeated eighteen times
worldwide, originated on the planet Boer. Every
biologist’s theory so far agreed: The Jewels of Eternity
decorated Aeterna with a quilt of ecostems drawn from
the other thirty-nine Collectorate worlds.

The outpost’s security officer, holstering two pistols,
greeted Exeter with a salute.

“Commander Woolsey. Welcome back.”

He reciprocated the salute for Lt. Neva Saludi then
pointed to her shiny scalp.

“Someone’s had a haircut.”

The Lieutenant wiped a hand over her bald dome.

“It's more or less involuntary, sir. I've been scratching
terribly for weeks. Doc Onweyo ran a blood test.
Airborne mites from the bentwheat. He suggested a
special lotion but said the only quick remedy is ... as you
see.”

The development came as news to Exeter, who
visited this outpost a dozen times since it activated. He
massaged his fifty-day-old beard.

“Mites, you say.”

“Wouldn't worry, sir, unless you've had a steady itch.
I'm the only one here who’s been affected.”

Exeter chuckled. Something else to heighten his
paranoia.

“The next time I scratch, I'll think of you. Lead the
way.”

They approached the complex, which consisted of



three domed modules similar to many GeoSurvey outposts
erected planetwide over the decades, most under the late
Aldo Cabrise’s watch.

“Jarvis seems more excited than usual, Lieutenant.
What am I walking into?”

She smirked.

"I wouldn't call it a party, but Jarvis and the team are
very satisfied with themselves. They broke out two bottles
of Cascordia wine — the red kind, not the blue.”

The Parson-made wine, fermented from a strain of
grapes invented by one of the first pilgrims, dominated
Aeternan dinner tables — when supply kept pace.

“Will T find them drunk?”

“Not at all. When Jarvis said he was contacting you, I
confiscated the second bottle and told them to temper
their indulgence. They tolerate me at best, sir.”

“"Which means you're holding them to the regs. Great
job, Neva.”

She led him inside Dome 1, the heart of the research.
Phasic lab tools dominated tabletops along with plant and
soil samples. A series of holographic desk plates around
the outer perimeter illuminated with many of the intricate
data sets Exeter left behind on Lioness. These, however,
seemed more colorful in convoluted graphics.

The three Aeternans and one pilgrim expert assigned to
the Trevia outpost broke huddle when the Lieutenant
announced Exeter.

Jarvis Pellem, whose curly and dyed black hair offered



a break from the blond hegemony, set down his glass
and approached the Commander with a bent neck and
eyes that never fully zeroed in on the target.

Jarvis said he acquired the tic during childhood on a
planet where locals treated him as a freak. His wasn't a
rare story among the Bouchet immortals. Exeter damn
well vouched for that.

"I ... I'm-meant to save a glass of wine for you,
Commander, but the sour one here ...” He pointed to
Lt. Saludi.

“Is partial to the regs,” Exeter said. "Not to mention
in charge of this facility. I'll be sure to toast you from
Lioness if your breakthrough changes the game.”

Jarvis wagged a forefinger, which trembled as if
uncontrollable.

“Change ... I-I that's a dicey word given our cir-
circumstance. May I suggest we are ... oh ...”

The pilgrim, a freckled man in her twenties from
Narland, filled in the blanks.

“Advancing the game, Commander. You'd agree,
Jarvis. Yeah?”

The lead biologist nodded with a playful rush and
asked Exeter to follow him.

“We have a station r-ready to go. And ... oh ... I know
you hate when we go long ... long-winded with the
jargon.”

"I don't hate jargon. I've been a military man most of
my life. I prefer clear intel I can understand the first



time.”

Without being condescended to ...

“Not a worry.” The biologist pointed to a holo which
featured several overlapping microscopic images. “Tell
me. How well do ... oh ... do you understand amino acids?”

Exeter avoided an eye roll.

"I didn't have a traditional education, but I know the
basics. They're the building blocks of life.”

“Yes. When they combine to form proteins. And ... oh
... do you know of the basic structures of proteins?”

Exeter pointed to the holos.

“I assume this is what you're showing me.”

Jarvis expanded a graphic simulation displaying a simple
linear chain of amino acids.

“The pri-primary. The sequence of amino acids will
determine not only how it folds or ... or ... alters shape, if
you will. It determines the protein’s role in a given or-
organism.”

Jarvis took Exeter through the fundamentals,
highlighting the varied shapes of the secondary, tertiary,
and quaternary structures, the last of which he
emphasized.

“These interlaced sequences are the most complex by
far because ... you see ... they can be f-found in
hemoglobin or antibodies, for instance. Critical, yes?”

“Sure, Jarvis. Keep going. I'm with you.”

The biologist glanced at his team as if nervous about
discussing the next bit. He downsized the first holos and



expanded another. Exeter saw a complex chain
wrapped in a tight sphere.

“To which of the four structures w-would you say this
belongs?”

“At a glance, I'd assume quaternary. Many sequences
interlace.”

Jarvis laughed, but it fell as awkwardly as his speech
patterns.

“You would say this be-because I only gave you the
four options that represent proteins in stable form. But

“Out with it, Jarvis. Please.”

“Proteins also have a quinary structure, with a k-key
difference. Quinaries are fleeting. The sequences
change based on new cellular conditions. Elastic, so to
speak. Hard to study. Hard to capture. When we first
encountered this structure w-weeks ago, it appeared
briefly in a few bentwheat samples and disappeared.”

His urgent tone led Exeter to a conclusion.

“But lately, you've been seeing it more often.”

Another member of the team expanded a series of
holos to Exeter’s right. Hundreds of images featuring
different cellular structures graced the dome’s inner
perimeter. A red glow highlighted the presence of the
spherical protein.

“It's everywhere,” Jarvis said.

“Define everywhere.”

“We have outposts in six different ecostems. Our



teams have stu-studied six hundred ten different flora and
eighteen species of animals. They all contain this protein.”

“And that’s a problem. Why?”

“Commander, all life has amino acids, but proteins are
designed unique to the or-organism. Bentwheat proteins
will not resemble what we find in a snoop rat or a blue b-
beetle.”

Jarvis motioned toward the lab samples, which
contained samples from everything Exeter saw outside,
along with a small cage containing a pair of rodents.

“What is this protein’s function?”

“No idea.”

“That's not helpful.”

“We've tried to identify the function, but there’s a p-
problem. We can’t penetrate it.”

Now Exeter worried.

“With all our tech. Why not?”

Jarvis motioned to the pilgrim, who expanded a holo
that magnified the single protein. Exeter’s cheeks fell. The
surface structure appeared to shimmer.

“It's synthetic,” Jarvis said.

“So, it’s not a protein at all.”

“Oh, it is, just not like any we've ever seen.”

Every bad scenario popped into Exeter's mind. He
glanced back toward the egress, where Lt. Saludi stood
guard. He considered her reaction to bentwheat mites.

“Could it be a virus?”

Jarvis must have already evaluated the possibility, as he



replied:

“Thankfully, no. We have ruled it out. We have also
analyzed everyone’s blood, including the Lieutenant.
We don't carry the pro-protein. It's not airborne or in-in
the water.”

A tiny bit of good news, but far from conclusive.

“The longer you talk, the more questions I ask. How
can a synthetic protein suddenly appear in plants and
animals?”

“It cant, Commander. Not in nature.”

“So, you're saying it was there all along, but it only
just recently became visible.”

Every team member nodded.

“We checked our findings against Aldo Cabrise’s study
grids. There's no f-finer ... he was a man of great detail.
Obsessed, even. We found no match for this protein.
But we did find a puzzling correlation. The breakthrough
I mentioned.”

“OK. I'm waiting.”

“How long, Fedor?” Jarvis asked the pilgrim, who
checked a time stamp on his wrist pad.

“Fifteen seconds.”

“Watch the protein, Commander. Pay close
attention.”

Exeter gazed at the spherical structure. The pilgrim
counted down. On cue, the protein’s surface shifted like
a nest of snakes. Flashes emerged from tiny crevasses.
The entire movement lasted two seconds then the



sphere reset.

“That’s not a simulation?”

“No,” Jarvis said. “It's live. Did you see the lights?”

“Flashes. Yes. What are they?”

“Fedor, show the overlay.”

Exeter received a still image at the instant of those
flashes. He counted seven pinpricks. A graphic overlay
connected them, as if linking the stars of a constellation.

“OK. What's the significance?”

“Aldo discovered a common chemical signature on the
borders between ecostems. He de-determined it was
residual Jewel energy, likely part of their terraforming
matrix to recreate this planet. Watch what happens when
we overlay that signature against the sphere.”

Exeter had a good idea what to expect; he wasn't let
down. The geometric shape matched the Jewel energy
except for a tiny variance in one corner.

“It's a ninety-seven percent match,” Jarvis said. “The
protein is powered by residual J-Jewel energy.”

Exeter turned to the team.

“Everyone here agrees with his conclusion?”

They affirmed in unison.

“And the other outposts, Jarvis?”

“Unanimous.”

“OK, here’s my big question: Is this a product of the
chasm, or do you believe it's planetwide?”

“Yes ... uh ... no. We don't have a s-sample size to be
certain. Our tests are limited to the chasm’s perimeter.



We'll need to expand our range. Send t-teams to every
region.”

The logic struck Exeter as reasonable but
conservative.

“I'll see to it. But for now, what do you believe?”

Jarvis hesitated, so the pilgrim Fedor interjected.

“To speak plainly, Commander, this protein surely
exists in everything native to the planet. Given how it
was created, combined with Aldo’s extensive records,
we should expect to find a unique property common to
all Aeternan life. The bigger issue is why we are only
now seeing this protein.”

“OK, Fedor. Do you have a theory as to why?”

The pilgrim looked askance at Jarvis, as if waiting for
permission.

“It's f-fine. We must be open to all ideas. Tell him.”

Fedor straightened his shoulders and brimmed with
confidence.

“The Jewels have awakened this protein as part of
the Change. I believe it has been lying dormant since
before Settlement. Like the chasm, it is the next phase
in the Jewels’ plan for Aeterna.”

Exeter nodded. He heard many wild theories since the
chasm appeared, some not far off from this one.

“And that plan?”

Fedor shaded his eyes.

“That is as far as my speculation will take me.”

Exeter did not have trouble asking the next logical



question.

“Let's say you're right. The protein is inside everything
native to Aeterna. We have been eating its fish, fruits, and
vegetables for decades. Despite what your blood tests say,
the protein would have to be inside us, too. Correct?”

Jarvis intervened.

“Yes ... and no. Our immune responses vary from
mortals. It's possible we're c-capable of rejecting the
protein.”

“Fine.” Exeter didn't want the speculation to diverge
into black holes. “From what I can see, you have four
questions to answer. Is it worldwide? Is it inside us? What
is its function? Is it life-threatening?” He glanced around
the room. “That about cover it?”

No one objected to Exeter’s analysis. They spent the
following half hour discussing the broad strokes of their
next steps. Afterward, Jarvis and Lt. Saludi followed Exeter
outside the dome.

"I wish the news could have been b-better,” Jarvis said.
“Or at least more decisive.”

“No. This counts as a breakthrough. We've spent two
months pursuing even the vaguest clues as to what in ten
hells we're facing. Maybe this lead will start us on our
way.”

Jarvis, still unable to stare Exeter in the eyes, sighed
like @ man with a burden.

“Fedor left out one part of his theory, where he’s n-not
as secure. He believes the Jewels wanted us to make this



discovery. He believes it is a part of a long pattern. First,
Aldo’s discovery of the chemical signatures along the
ecostem borders and then Shoan Gui’s theory that those
signatures pointed to what Aldo called the algorithmic
k-key. Fedor believes they want us to be active partners
in whatever lies ahead.”

Exeter had considered countless possibilities and
made lists of reasons predictable to outlandish. One
memory stuck with him.

“Right before the chasm formed, Shoan Gui told us,
‘Fear will always be the wrong response.’ I've wondered
if he was offering sound advice or manipulating us. If
you're bringing it up now, Jarvis, I assume you agree
with Fedor.”

Jarvis nodded.

“He’s bold but never rash. To be honest, Commander,
he's the smartest man on my team. Thank you for
allowing him to join us. I know you worry about
including pilgrims out here. But now that we'll need to
expand our reach, I hope you'll allow us to add more.
The satellites have a number of highly qualified
specialists.”

“Dozens, if need be. I've reviewed the list. The
problem is trust. They're not invested in Aeterna like we
are. Too much information has already leaked to the
outer worlds. I have to consider global security.”

“Even a handful will help, sir.”

Exeter needed a smoke and a drink to contemplate



this move.

“Everything’s on the table, Jarvis. I promise.”

They shook hands, and Jarvis retreated inside. Lt. Saludi
followed Exeter to the Scramijet.

“I'm curious, sir. Will you add pilgrims?”

“Not if I can work around it. I allowed Fedor Lenov on
the team because Jarvis begged. Fedor has a spotless
history. Keep this under wraps, Neva. Four spy probes
entered our system in the past ten days. Our deep-range
patrols blasted two, but the others jumped away. It
bothers me that factions are so curious about what’s
happening here, they’d program unmanned worm jumps.
They know our defenses wouldn’t allow them more than a
minute to scan for long-range data, which is by and large
worthless.”

“Do you and the Admiral fear they’ll become more
aggressive?”

Exeter sighed.

“Why peek when it’s easier to ask?”

Saludi shook her head.

“There have been no official inquiries, sir?”

“We're not sure what to make of it. We also agree with
the Council: No intel sharing until we have answers. And
even then ...”

“You worry about spies among the pilgrims.”

Exeter bit his lip then kept his reply within safe limits.

“They're under contract. Some expire in a few weeks or
months. If one saw an opportunity to make extra UCVs ...
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He left out the part where he couldnt exclude
immortals from possible betrayal.

“Understood, sir. They'll not hear a word of it.” She
saluted. “"Have a safe jump to Lioness.”

Exeter returned the salute and triggered the Scramjet
to open the starboard egress. A few yellow moths
flittered near the aft Carbedyne fins. He prepared to hop
inside, but a small oddity caught his eye. Exeter
approached the moths and wondered whether this
might be a trick of light and shadow.

A dozen or so moths continued to dance around each
other even as Exeter stuck his hand in between them.

One moth appeared to carry something extra on its
wings.

A worm. A blue, glowing worm.

Exeter held his palm beneath the moth until it settled
on his fingers. Something familiar about this worm ...

“Hello, there. And what are you?”

At once, the worms grew wings and divided in half.
They sped away and divided exponentially. The winged
worms became as a swarm and whirled end over end.
Hundreds shot toward the sky then barreled straight
down. They slowed before impact, where they rejoined
into a singular human form.

Shoan Gui, self-proclaimed Judge of the Change,
flexed his hands and smiled at Exeter like an old friend.

“I hear you're a Commander these days,” he said. “Do



you mind terribly if we talk?”

DONT MIND AT ALL. CLICK ON THE BOOK ICON
TO GET THE REST OF THE STORY AT AMAZON.



