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1 
 

Lake Nilsson 

 

HE MORNING AFTER he took control of 

Aeterna, Minister Exeter Woolsey swam the 

backstroke. His form wasn’t efficient; he was out 

of practice. Fortunately, his partner for the sunrise 

swim had less stamina and lagged behind several 

meters. Each stroke, slow and deliberate, helped 

to clear his mind of the urge to compromise.  

Too many voices will weaken the plan. If they don’t 

follow orders, I’ll find replacements who will. 

Exeter made peace with his rationale. 

I am leading my people into war. We are trained 

soldiers. We will fulfill our duties. I am not a dictator or 

a tyrant. 

Many likely disagreed, which Exeter understood, but 

they lacked the complete picture. They didn’t have to 

wear the burden of the Change like a hundred kilograms 

of armor. 

Jarvis Pellem claimed such a weight was the uniform 

of destiny, the purpose of the immortals since birth. 
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Exeter could not unhear Jarvis’ revelation, especially in 

light of what the Jewels said during his visit to the Dark: 

“Become our hand, for Aeterna’s sake. Though the 

blood will not wash away kindly, you will be lauded. 

Monuments will rise in your honor. Children will hear 

stories of your deeds. You will be known through history 

by a single letter.” 

Known through history? Win this war, and there was no 

avoiding that future. Some might praise him, but not the 

descendants of his victims. They would draw Exeter’s 

name in blood.  

 No. Any attempt to meander down the long road would 

steer him away from what had to be done. Exeter pushed 

the endgame aside and focused solely on the first steps 

toward it. 

He thought the late Michael Cooper would agree with 

his plan: 

One voice. One shared vision. 

Exeter ran with that principle when he called every 

Aeternan into Occip – including the three Pynn-Cooper 

children – and announced his takeover as Minister and 

High Admiral. He made certain everyone’s comm activated 

on the admin turntable, minus the twenty-seven new 

Operators of the Reguli. 

He appeared in full uniform standing behind a lectern, 

husband Caleb at one side and Adm. Rafael Kane at the 

other. He wanted all those in the fleet and planetside who 

sought a new generation of immortals to acknowledge the 



 

  

merging interests. 

Exeter never raised his voice to appear bombastic.   

“We are at war. The enemy intends to invade soon 

with overwhelming forces. I will command the 

response. Our fate is clear: Victory or extinction. There 

can be no room for compromise or hesitation. I will 

make the most difficult choices for you, and the men on 

either side of me will carry out my orders. 

“As of this moment, all facets of Aeternan society will 

work in support of the war effort. This includes our 

management of the pilgrims. I will announce specific 

directives regarding them in the coming days. However, 

I have ordered Adm. Kane to activate the jammers on 

the orbital defense platforms. They will block all 

communication between the surface and the outer 

worlds. 

“Ground to fleet and intrafleet comms will remain 

active for my office and the thirteen ADF Captains. It is 

vital that the enemy learn nothing of our plans.” 

He gave his audience a moment to mull this 

unprecedented change before Exeter touched on 

nostalgia and patriotism. 

“Thirty-seven years ago, the Chancellors came for 

Aeterna. Many of you fought for our home. Some of 

your friends did not survive. Unlike the Chancellors, 

Black Star knows our defensive capabilities and will 

compensate. Their intent is far more devastating.” 

They had to know what he and Caleb learned inside 



 

  

Raul’s asteroid. Most Aeternans had lived a provincial 

existence for decades, with the affairs of the Collectorate 

rarely raising eyebrows or warranting shrugs. Black Star 

and its degradation was light-years distant, more concept 

than reality. 

Exeter needed them to dread what laid in wait. Nothing 

solidified hearts more than fear. 

He spoke of the ravages of Motif, the highly addictive 

drug which launched Black Star’s power. He described 

how the drug and its sinister tentacles burrowed through 

societies and built alliances in corporate and governmental 

spheres. 

“As High Admiral of the UNF, I wanted to use our forces 

to wipe out this scourge, but the politics of an empire kept 

my fleet in check until the problem became too big.” 

Exeter spoke of Requiem and its desire to recondition 

minds toward Black Star’s nihilist goals. 

“They will enslave survivors. They will adjust our minds 

until our personalities have been stripped away, and all 

that remains are dutiful servants to their savage agenda.” 

He decided to reveal a long-kept secret. His people 

needed to know the heart of their enemy. 

“Like us, Raul was born in Emil Bouchet’s lab. I knew 

him when he was young and psychotic. He never wanted 

to join us. He preferred a life of chaos and murder. 

Through a process not even the Jewels understand, he 

became something more powerful. A god, if you will. He 

caused mayhem and death on a massive scale in this 



 

  

universe and beyond. He is now weakened – a flesh and 

blood creature who hides behind defense shields. 

“But Raul’s arrogance is limitless. He told me himself 

he will live to see the last dying light of the universe. 

This man will stop at nothing. Worse, Raul’s forces will 

die for him, and they number in the hundreds of 

millions. 

“They will take no prisoners, only slaves. And they will 

scar our paradise until nothing of beauty remains. 

Therefore, we must fight with one mind and one heart. 

I was not with you during The Last Day’s War, but I will 

lead you through this fire.” 

Exeter knew that fear itself would not ensure their 

hunger for this fight. They also needed hope. 

“I am pleased to tell you we’re not alone in this fight. 

We possess a weapon, courtesy of the Jewels of 

Eternity, that will redefine the rules of war. I have seen 

its potential up close, along with my husband, Maj. 

Caleb Silver, and the Minister of Genoa, Shay Callas. 

Even now, more than two dozen of our people have 

become Operators of this weapon. 

“As more Operators follow, our ability to seek out and 

destroy our enemy will grow by orders of magnitude. 

Many of you will receive directives that might appear 

confusing at first. I ask only two things: Trust me and 

do as you are told. 

“When we win this war, we will lay claim to the future. 

We will birth the next generation of Aeternans and fulfill 



 

  

the promise so many of you have long craved. We will 

populate Aeterna with the laughter of children. Millions of 

our descendants will enjoy the bounty of this paradise we 

call home. But first, we fight.” 

He did not allow comments or take questions, but asked 

for the administrators of the satellite cities to remain in 

Occip. Exeter told them to prepare their cities for potential 

lockdown. He’d make a public announcement to pilgrims 

in several hours, after which he expected tension in the 

streets. Panic, for sure. Revolts, possibly. 

Exeter would make his order clear: Their rights to free 

speech and peaceful protest were suspended until the 

war’s end. Violence against local governments would be 

met with lethal force. 

“We are facing an existential threat. We do not have the 

time or resources to suffer fools. Nor do we bother with 

prisoners. When the pilgrims realize they’re cut off from 

their home worlds and can’t evacuate,” he said, “you’ll 

face two camps. Those who will work with you to keep 

everyone safe, and those who already feel betrayed 

because of the genetic thefts. Give protestors one warning 

to go about their normal business. If they refuse, shoot 

them.” 

Those words fell off his lips matter-of-fact. He imagined 

the late Samantha Pynn’s horror at his order. She worked 

so hard to build the Pilgrim Project into Aeterna’s most 

successful outreach to mortals. He was glad she wasn’t 

around to see what he’d soon do to her dreams. 



 

  

Of course, the enemy would do far worse. 

“I hope they’ll comply with my directives. If not, a few 

bodies on the deck should convince them to toe the 

line.” 

Exeter did not tell the admins his larger plan for the 

satellites but promised a resolution soon. 

“I’ll take the burden off your hands before it becomes 

untenable.” 

The next morning, Minister Woolsey neared the south 

shore of Lake Nilsson, his arms aching from the longest 

backstroke of his life. The sun rose above the tree line. 

No regrets. Clear conscience. 

He ended the swim in shallow water and stood on the 

sandy bottom, waiting for his husband to catch up. 

“You’re a beast,” Caleb said, exhausted. “I think you 

dragged me out here just to show me up.” 

“My sole intent.” Exeter chuckled. “It’s been how long 

since we last swam together? You weren’t about to win 

the long-awaited restart.” 

Caleb shook water from his ears. 

“Ah. So that’s why you didn’t tell me it was a race.” 

Exeter drew him close. 

“Nothing matters but that you’re here. The rest is 

silly.” After they kissed, Exeter pulled Caleb into a hug. 

“Are you ready for this?” 

“I’ve faced an enemy invasion before. Experience has 

to count for something. I appreciate the promotion.” 

“But are you ready?” 



 

  

“Give the order, X, and I’ll see it done.” 

Not a precise answer, but it would have to do. If every 

Aeternan took the same approach, they stood a 

reasonable shot at victory. But the price in lives? Exeter 

had yet to face that variable. 

They toweled off and threw on shirts.  

“The staff landed in Promise an hour ago,” Exeter said. 

“Ollie should have the offices set up by the time we 

arrive.” 

His decision to establish the Operations Center in City 

Admin was bound to create first-day jitters. No one 

entered without seeing the bombing’s extensive damage, 

much of which had yet to be repaired. 

“It was the right choice,” Caleb said. “Our people will 

think of it as a powerful symbol.” 

“I agree with your husband.” 

Exeter thought they were alone. He turned around to 

find naked Jarvis Pellem, his skin segmented into different 

colors between the black microbial rivers. Jarvis waved as 

if greeting old friends. 

“The hell?” Caleb said, slack-jawed. “How are you ...?” 

Exeter grabbed Caleb’s hand. 

“Hello, Jarvis. Didn’t we talk about your appearance last 

time?” 

Jarvis slapped himself in the chest. 

“Oh, goodness yes. I am, you see, still new at 

transfiguration’s multitudinous facets. Allow me a 

moment. I’m determining how to clothe my extension.” 



 

  

Exeter thought extension was an interesting 

descriptor. 

“Sorry, Caleb. I couldn’t tell you about Jarvis until he 

returned. Jarvis paid me a visit on Lioness a few days 

ago. The Jewels allowed him to disclose certain 

information on the condition it remained confidential. 

Even from you.” 

“Such as?” 

Exeter hated this part of the deal. 

“Not yet. The more who know, the greater we’re at 

risk. It has to do with their Algorithm of Causality.” 

When Jarvis nodded in firm agreement, Exeter added: 

“Trust me, you don’t want the burden.” 

“Should I be worried?” 

Exeter didn’t know how to answer, since he still 

struggled to wrap his head around the revelation. 

“It’s for later. Much later.” 

A simple white robe draped over Jarvis. 

“I agree wholeheartedly,” he said. “First, win the 

war.” 

Exeter complimented him on the robe. 

“That’ll do for now, but revise it to military attire, 

please. If the Operators plan to teach our tactical teams, 

I don’t want distractions.” 

“Of course, Minister. We will reach agreement on a 

design.” 

Caleb cleared his throat. 

“Teach tactical teams? Exeter, what’s going on here?” 



 

  

He didn’t expect to be cornered into an explanation. 

“Transfiguration gives the Operators a unique ability. 

They can duplicate their genetic profile. In effect, be in 

two places at once. He’s not a projection like Shoan Gui.” 

Caleb shrugged. 

“Sure, why not? Given all else we know, this makes 

perfect sense.” 

Jarvis giggled like a little boy excited to be let out of the 

house. 

“It’s a marvelous skill. I believe Shoan is jealous. The 

Jewels, you see, no longer allow him to leave the Dark. 

What’s most remarkable is that my two selves are never 

in danger of working against each other’s interests. We 

are of the same mind at all times.” 

“Incredible,” Caleb said. “What’s this about tactical 

teams, X?” 

“I plan to discuss it with the staff this morning. The 

idea’s been gelling since Jarvis’ visit. Why are you here 

now? Is there news?” 

Jarvis rubbed his hands together and held them 

skyward. 

“I can feel the heat of the rising sun. It’s more authentic 

than I generate inside the Regulus. I’ll continue to 

enhance the formula.” 

“Fine, Jarvis. You do that. Why are you here?” 

He snickered with a devious grin. The man, once 

hindered by a stutter and limited social skills, behaved like 

a flower in mid-bloom. 



 

  

“I have solved a problem for you. I found the 

intelligence officer you have failed to reach in the past 

few days.” 

“Found? You mean Trevor Stallion?” 

Texts and delayed audio to SI Agent Stallion’s pom 

had not been answered, which worried Exeter. He had 

sent Trevor back to SI weeks ago under tricky 

circumstances. Trevor had vowed not to disclose 

anything critical he discovered during his visit on 

Lioness; even warned Exeter not to trust anyone in SI 

or the UNF. 

Paranoia suggested SI Director Lana Devonshire had 

taken action against Trevor for failing to collect the intel 

she expected. 

“The melody allows us to find anyone,” Jarvis said. 

“As we become more experienced, our searches grow 

easier. Agent Stallion is not at Special Intelligence 

headquarters.” 

Shit. They sent him back into the field already? 

Trevor said he hoped to be assigned to a role in the 

core staff after his successful mission on Kartuffe 

captured Raul’s image. Devonshire must have had other 

plans. 

“Where is he now?” 

“A lunar base in the uninhabited Kassius-5 star 

system.” 

Exeter’s heart sank. 

“The dark room.” He thought SI had closed down its 



 

  

secret subterranean facility for special prisoners. “Why 

send him there? And why notify me, Jarvis?” 

“Because we have few allies in the outer worlds. He is 

an ally. Therefore, is he not an asset?” 

Caleb interjected. 

“He has a point, and we have a special ability.” 

Exeter pieced the rest together. 

“You propose we transfigure to him ... and what? Ask 

questions? Strike a deal for intel?” 

Jarvis winced. 

“Technically, Operators are not allowed to suggest a 

mission. Only to report what the melody shows us and to 

ensure successful transfiguration.” 

“I appreciate your tenacity, Jarvis, and your non-

suggestion of a mission to find Agent Stallion. I’ll need to 

think on it. Anything else?” 

“No.” Jarvis bowed. “I leave you to the complexities of 

preparing for war. When you assemble the tactical teams, 

we will teach them the basics of transfiguration combat.” 

Unlike Shoan, who vanished in a slow, dramatic swarm 

of blue worms, Jarvis popped out of existence. He left 

footprints behind. 

“Look,” Exeter told Caleb, “I’m in a tough spot. There’s 

so much I want to tell you – tell everyone, for that matter. 

But right now ...” 

Caleb waved him off. 

“Dole it out on a need-to-know basis. We’ll understand. 

As for this business with Agent Stallion, I think we should 



 

  

do it. You said he proved invaluable while he was here.” 

Exeter nodded. “Trevor’s a good man, and we owe 

him a debt. But if he learns what we’re capable of, he 

might feel compelled to tell his superiors. I’ll need to 

weigh the risk.” 

Caleb grabbed his hand and led Exeter toward the 

lake house. 

“I get your skepticism. But you said Stallion broke 

cover to warn you about their operations. Perhaps we 

can’t trust the leadership, but he sounds like a man who 

will do the right thing.” 

“We’d put him in a horrible position. He has a 

daughter who means the world to him. I will not 

compromise that girl’s father.” 

“Sounds to me like his boss already has, X.” 

He gave Caleb the award for best insight of the day. 

“I’ll add it to my agenda. This is going to be one hell 

of a complicated day. I will not be a very popular man 

by sunset.” 

“The hard decisions are never popular.” 

A fair point, but also easy to say in the moment. 

“Keep those words in mind when instinct tells you to 

object to one of my orders.” 

“Doubt it will come to that.” 

“OK. Try this one on for size.” 

The next two words out of his mouth? Daniel Cooper. 
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Genoa 

 

ANNY CARRIED HIS BRAIDS in a pressure-

sealed bag. He cut them off the day after he 

returned from the Dark. Maren watched in tears as 

he left his hair on the floor, grabbed a whiskey 

bottle, and walked out without a word. 

He expected she’d take the babies and leave this time. 

Danny envisioned stumbling in drunk only to find an empty 

home. Instead, he discovered Maren and the girls asleep, 

and the braids which had defined his persona bagged on 

the kitchen table. 

Danny gazed at the family he did not deserve. Then he 

crawled under the covers, turned away from Maren, and 

lay awake for hours. 

She rose first, fed the girls, and prepared breakfast in 

regimented silence, as if Danny wasn’t there. She did not 

acknowledge him until he approached the table, where 
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she had laid out fruit salads, rolls, and tall glasses of 

mango juice. 

“I stowed the whiskey,” Maren said with an upbeat 

tone. “Looks like you hardly touched it, love.” 

Danny had opened the bottle, but the first sip 

disgusted him. 

“Yeah. Didn’t have a taste for it, after all. I thought 

...” 

Maren took her seat and motioned for him to join her. 

“You have a long day ahead. You’re behind on your 

caseload again. Minister Callas shouldn’t have to make 

excuses for you.” 

He pulled up a chair. 

“Is that what she told you?” 

“Haven’t spoken to her. But it’s been two days. No 

one else knows you’re grieving. If you intend to keep it 

that way, report to work and do your job, love. Now, 

eat! You’re awful when you’re hungry.” 

He told her little of his journey between universes. 

Only that his father was dead, that no one else must 

know, and that Michael Cooper turned out to be a 

“motherfucking piece of shit.” 

Halfway through his fruit bowl, Danny pointed to the 

bagged braids which Maren moved to the counter. 

“Why’d you do that, babe?” 

She shrugged with a smile. 

“Dunno. First time we met, I couldn’t take my eyes 

off them. Then I couldn’t take my eyes off you.” 



 

  

“It’s just fucking hair.” 

Her smile retreated. 

“You used to call it art. You also said it was a tribute. 

Sometimes people lay tributes at your father’s statue.” 

Trinkets, crafts, flowers. He used to check them out and 

beam. 

“Strangers. If they knew the truth ...” 

“I’ll leave it to you, love. Anytime you wanna talk, I’m 

right here.” 

The hair laid on the counter for another day. Then 

Exeter entered Occip and declared himself Minister of 

Aeterna. Danny read between the words of an 

uncompromising message: Life as he and the pilgrims 

knew it was about to end. He didn’t tell Maren about the 

takeover, not until he knew what it meant for the 

satellites. He carried the bag to the monument which he 

dedicated less than four months ago. 

The onyx myth he worked so hard to create towered 

over him. Twelve feet tall, a muscular and bruising man of 

incredible good looks and oh, those braids. The sculptor 

did a masterful job. 

Danny stood at the circular base, where emerald nodes 

projected holographic history lessons. He tossed the bag 

at the stone feet. 

“Don’t worry, asshole,” he mumbled. “They’ll never 

know.” 

He doubted anyone noticed this moment. A few early 

risers passed by; otherwise, the streets were calm. The 



 

  

pilgrims did not know what was about to hit them, and 

Danny saw little point in reporting to work. He expected 

his caseload to disappear soon, after which there’d be 

no mortals in Genoa to sing the late Minister’s praises. 

If not City Admin, then where? A hike through the 

forest? An early start at the pub? Maybe hit the Walker 

Stations and wander between the satellites? That idea 

had potential; the pilgrims in those cities wouldn’t 

recognize him without the braids. 

Those plans fizzled when Danny realized someone 

was indeed watching him. Shay Callas kept a respectful 

distance, hands crossed. She wore her full ADF uniform, 

including two holstered pistols and a red beret. 

Let’s get this shit over with. 

He approached Shay with a casual stride which fell 

short of his usual swagger. He noticed a passerby 

hesitate at the sight of Genoa’s Minister in full dress. 

Word was bound to spread, especially when the other 

immortals reported to work prepped for war. 

“That’s a new look,” Shay said, gazing at his close-

cropped hair. 

“Same to you. When’s the new Minister planning to 

announce?” 

“Soon.” 

“All hell’s gonna break loose.” 

“Not to worry. We have it under control. Speaking of, 

the bridge advisors will be meeting in twenty. I want 

you there.” 



 

  

Danny stifled a laugh. 

“What’s the point? This shit’s about to end.” 

“Could be, but we’ll need all hands during the transition 

– whatever form it takes. Your pilgrims trust you.” 

“That was their first mistake.” 

Shay rolled her eyes. 

“I’m not sure which looks worse on you: Unbridled ego 

or verbal flagellation. Seek a middle ground.” 

“Huh. Maybe I should play the sympathy card. Tell 

everyone their favorite bridge advisor is an orphan. Woe 

is me.” 

She poked him in the chest. 

“Is this what Maren’s had to put up with for three days? 

Pouting, moaning, and cursing. Listen carefully, Dan.” She 

lowered her voice. “Minister Woolsey has given regional 

admins the go-ahead to shoot protestors. Whatever 

tension might flare, we intend to put down quickly. I would 

rather do it with words, not bolts.” 

Fuck me. 

Danny knew Exeter intended to take a hard line, but 

blood before compromise? Didn’t seem like the Uncle X he 

knew. Then again, Danny wasn’t listening closely on the 

return journey when Exeter and Caleb described what 

they learned in the enemy’s nest. 

“How do you expect me to help? I honestly don’t give a 

shit about the job or these people anymore.” 

Shay smirked, as if appreciating his honesty. 

“I wonder how much you ever did. But you owe me, 



 

  

Dan. The last time we faced an uprising, you stirred the 

pot. If you can turn up the heat, I’m betting you can 

cool it down.” 

He had expected a mixed reception at best. But Shay 

wanting his help? She gave him an opening, a chance 

for some small measure of redemption. Danny knew a 

smart man would grab the lifeline. 

Except he wasn’t interested in being smart today. 

“I appreciate what you did for me on Earth. I do. And 

you never once said, ‘I told you so.’ But honestly, Shay? 

All this shit here was Mom’s big dream. She’s gone, and 

Dad didn’t give two fucks about us anymore. My heart 

just ain’t in it. You’d do better with ...” 

Shay cut off his burgeoning monologue. 

“I’m ready to throw a punch if you don’t shut up. 

Look, I apologize for not checking up on you and the 

family. I figured it better to give you some space. But in 

our current predicament, for which you played a 

consequential role, I’m not moved by your self-pity. 

Report to work and do your cudfrucking job.” 

How could he say no without sounding like more of 

an asshole than he’d already been toward her? Danny 

took a different tack. 

“Did you tell anyone about Dad?” 

“Oh, for ...” She sighed. “Of course not. We agreed 

on the story. I might not have high regard for you, Dan, 

but I keep my word. It’s a strategy worth considering.” 

“Thanks for the tip. I’ll put it on my to-do list.” 



 

  

Time to turn around and walk away. 

Who needs this shit? 

Yet, Danny persisted. 

“Would you really do it? Shoot protestors?” 

“If they ignored warnings to return home? Yes. Minister 

Woolsey made it clear: We will not suffer fools.” 

“Even if they’re unarmed?” 

“A fist is a weapon, Dan. As you well know.” 

“Yeah, but it ain’t a match against a pistol.” 

“We can go round and round all morning. I expect you 

in City Admin. Twenty minutes.” 

Was it too much to have expected a little more 

sympathy? Was he an idiot to think she’d understand that 

he needed time to work through killing his own goddamn 

father then watch the microbes reduce Michael’s body to 

sinews of dust? 

Instinct told Danny he was being too hard on her. She 

was a soldier following orders. 

“You’ll have my answer in twenty.” 

Danny would soon enter a City Admin, but not the one 

in Genoa. 

He had little choice. A voice-only request popped into 

his Occip, dictated by the new Minister of Aeterna. 

“Drop whatever you’re doing, Dan. Report to Promise 

City Admin for details.” 

Exeter gave him thirty minutes and spoke with the 

impersonal voice of a stern commanding officer. 

Danny contemplated his circumstance. Why in hell did 



 

  

Exeter want to see him now? He’d been self-appointed 

Minister for less than a day and was planning a war. Yet 

he prioritized a sit-down with Danny? 

Instinct said Shay made the better offer but was 

outranked. 

Fuck me. 

He took a deep breath, steeled his nerves, and made 

for the Walker Station. Not until he triggered the double 

door frames with his Occip, did Danny hesitate. A red 

neon border surrounded Genoa’s exit frame, and a 

holographic list of cities appeared. 

“Welcome, Daniel Pynn-Cooper. Please select your 

destination.” 

His lips seemed to open on their own. 

“Do I have to?” 

“If you activated the frame in error, please step away 

at this time and allow another citizen to enter 

credentials.” 

“Nothing good will come of this shit. I know it.” 

“Please select your destination or step away. Thank 

you, Daniel Pynn-Cooper.” 

“OK. Fine. Promise. I’m going to Promise.” 

After a pause, the red border flipped to green and the 

AI replied. 

“The gate is now open. Enjoy your visit to Promise.” 

“Thanks, but I doubt it.” 
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