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THE STORY OF AARON Grayman continues in Book 2 of the Archives of Atlanteas. His life has moved far from the simple beginnings of Book 1, finding himself married to a runaway Priestess of the Rödd and soon to enter into polygamy, including his past lover, whom his wife is protecting from assassination.

Pieter Lomanov has put in place a plan to kill them, but much worse, to end the nation they are a part of. His protégé, Vaalkáis Kye, is torn by his fanaticism and a seeming uncontrollable connection to him, twisting her mind. Suddenly, Atlanteas faces a disaster able to destroy all its history and structure as thoroughly as the Great Tsunami nearly three millennia before.

Can Aaron, his wife Nasseti, and their fiance Shana solve the complex story from this past in time to save their nation? Can they also save Shana’s sister, Lana, 400,000,000 kilometers away on an asteroid miner before she becomes collateral damage to Lomanov’s plans? The plot is headed for a deadly abyss.

Tom Ray – December 2020 (the First Pandemic Year).

COVER DESIGN BY

Google Bard / NASA / and Tom Ray
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SMALL THINGS MATTER


[image: ]




WHAT WE CALL LITTLE things are merely the causes of great things; they are the beginning, the embryo, and it is the point of departure which, generally speaking, decides the whole future of an existence. One single black speck may be the beginning of gangrene, of a storm, of a revolution.

—— HENRI FREDERIC AMIL
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LOMANOV MANSION:
THE FIRE OF LOSS
MAY 1801
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THE DAY FOLLOWING RODD First Priestess Satuhjäna Passur's ambush of the Science Council, Cabal, and Automaton and Energy Conglomerate boards and family owners, while her Ascendant Priestess daughter Nasseti had made Shanna Annavan a protected Cleric princess before the nation, deprived Elder Pieter Lomanov of sleep most of the night. A healthy glass of whiskey finally dulled his racing mind for a few hours before he once more sat brooding in his study. Preventing the evolution of AI had always been a personal battle for him, from his childhood through his decades on the Science Council and principal of the Cabal.

Reactions and admonishments by his fellow Elders during and after the events in the Senate convinced him that they no longer could be trusted to stay in the fight with him. It drove him to devise a means to personally stop the destruction of the world he had fought to maintain. He gazed at a hologram of his beautiful princess, Tatiana, when she had entered the Academy.

He thought aloud to himself: "Satuhjäna planned all along to destroy the Council. She made a circus of the Senate before the Domes. Beasts and machines as equals to men! Now, she dares to use the Annavan girl to give the world to the machines.

They’re not just insane; they’ve taken the people with them using some kind of mind control!

The cowardly syncopates of the Council fear the charges of the old witch and her minions. They don't have the bullocks to do what's needed. They're weak old men fearing their images being tarnished and losing their riches from the Conglomerates. They don't see the deeper plot the Rödd has laid to undo us all.

Once, we were men who stood for something, generals defending through strength and control as needed. Now they're running and hiding like frightened children, afraid of policemen or embarrassing questions on some hologram interview. They've forgotten power must be maintained, how to remain determined in the face of a threat, and how to use brutal punishment to teach obedience!

I was their Master Assassin, doing the bloody tasks they required. So once more, I'll be the one to do what they shirk. I can end this madness once and for all!

I'll do it for you, for all of us, Tatiana!

No old witch can shame or defy me!

Fortune means nothing as a slave!

No machines will kill us!

We won't serve automatons we created in arrogance and weakness!

Superstitions have no power over technology and science!"

His loud voice began to shake as angry tears welled in both eyes, battling between anger and grief for over a minute.

Lowly, he muttered, "The nation will see they need our strength once they realize how quickly they can they made powerless! They need to remember Pacifica! Their blood must run hot in a fury to the fire of loss! I'll show them all the weaknesses of following the Rödd superstitions and their 'Gods' that never existed! Then it will be time Atlanteas takes its place as the rulers of this world, not to cower in these rock cages to hide from the beasts on the Land!"

At that, he broke, weeping, shaking in grief and anger without comfort for minutes, growling and wailing in a nearly inhuman tone from years of pent-up bitterness and hatred. Finally, his head hung down in exhaustion and defeat over his desk, the hologram playing just beyond his arms. He gasped for air in ragged breaths. Once he could bring himself to raise his head, his expression was cold rage, his eyes narrowed and making furrows over his brow.

He growled, "The fooking Annavan bitch; she, the Passurs, and the machines have destroyed all I ever valued! I'll kill the witch's child, their future, and their fooking harlot, just like they did to us, Tatiana! As Shakti planned, I’ll stop everything and set things right as I should have. But her time has passed; my true queen will be with me to see it happen as I always knew she would be!"

He keyed the comm on his home desk.

"Vaalkáis, meet me in the workshop this afternoon," he spoke slowly and distinctly.

"Of course, Pieter," the woman replied. "I’ll be there at 14:00."

CENTER FOR ADVANCED RESEARCH:

WE ATTEND TO YOUR NEEDS

MAY 1801

The Kraken was stocked and ready for its return trip to Yucanna. The crew spent as much time as they could in the shops, taverns, and beds of Atlantea, as sailors somehow managed to do through the ages. The large contingent of the Crystal Guardian returned to the vessel, leaving the Cleric Orca squad to watch over the Ascendant Family. They were retaining the small limousine and one covered truck. Their three Assistants remained to support them until the arrival of the Fire Star.

The temporary structures had been dismantled, removing the intimidating show of guards in the residential area. An engineer re-fitted a few parts of the structure at the home's entry as a small checkpoint outside the front door. Their guards and Attendants were accommodated using the two additional bedrooms and the library for a short time remaining before they departed for Yucanna. All were highly skilled professionals under the direction of Nacetti's father, Chäddu Passur, each sworn to protect her family at all costs.

Satuhjäna was happy, though a little apprehensive of Nacetti remaining behind. She felt her daughter and the child she carried would not be safe until they were home, out of the reach of the vicious Council Elders. However, the plan had to continue as it had been laid out. They could not let the Cabal know their murderous plot had been discovered and risk Lomanov ordering his assassin to act early. Protection of Shana's twin deep in space on the mining ship, physics dictated the time required for her rescue. With all the prayers to the Gods the Priestess could muster, there was still a limit to the miracle a vessel full of brave men and women could produce.

Satuhjäna delayed her departure to see her daughter, son-in-law, and Shana one more time.

She liked the man her daughter had married. He was everything Nacetti said him to be. Having been close to him, she sensed a Déjà vu from him, as had Nacetti. More interestingly, she felt Shana Annavan carried in her a power the First Priestess had only touched during her most profound meditations in the Chamber of Time. Shana had a connection with the Gods so deep it might fulfill prophecy if allowed to mature and show itself. She had to be protected and guided by Nacetti to find her path.

A Master of planning and executing technical activities, Fleet Admiral Chäddu Passur had worked with his staff and himself as he had not done in years to calculate how to carry out their plan.

His daughter's safety depended on using the Fire Star to accelerate their departure. The ship could best the Helle by days, and it was his means to upset any plots. Fire Star was as close to a warship as existed in any Atlantean fleet. His brother Shäddius was the best Captain in the Passur fleet, at least the one on Earth.

Exhausted from the demands of the day before, the three slept late. Aaron was first to awaken, taking a moment to gaze at the two women with whom he shared a bed. He now admitted his strong feelings for both, feelings he might never fully resolve during the confusing situation they found themselves in.

Nacetti was a comfort, like an extension of himself in how they meshed and communicated. She held his heart as if she knew how to slip inside him and become one with his needs and desires.

Shana was passionate, her power always just under the surface. Her beauty was secondary to her keen mind and resourcefulness. She loved them both, not only in the sense of physical desire. He had felt a need to protect her since they first met. She had never really left him, always in his life over the years before she reached out for their help.

He rose carefully, not to awaken them. A quick shower awakened him better. Donning his robe, he entered the galley where the staff was already working.

"Morning Greetings, Sir Grayman," Fraunier noted his arrival immediately. "I took the liberty of preparing you and the ladies’ breakfast and some tea from my private stock. I think you'll enjoy it."

"Thank you, Fraunier," he felt pleased to see the elder Assistant.

"You're quite welcome, Sir," Lloxbain smiled. "I've been tasked to act as your Family Attendant by Priestess and Admiral Passur. My wife, Zefani, will be serving the Ascending Priestess, while Miss Annavan will be in the care of Revi Sola. Over the next several months, we'll guide and prepare you for the public ceremonies you have to come to. And assist you in any way, within reason, of course, we can make your life and transition to Citadel easier."

"What title do I use for you, Fraunier?" the scientist questioned.

"Our Deaconess Office titles are Attendants, in that we attend to your needs to ensure the smooth operation of the protocol," he responded. "More typically, we're called Handlers, referencing how we handle tasks in advance. All of us are also trained officers within the Crystal Guardians, able to provide for your safety as well."

"I'd thought a warrior would cut my hair or shave me, let alone provide me with pressed clothing," Aaron smiled. "I guess I've much to learn."

"Life as a member of a Cleric Family of the Rödd isn't typical, Sir, but it's rewarding," Fraunier smiled. "When I do my job best, I interfere and am visible to you least. It means I've come to know your routines or requirements so I can anticipate your needs while seeing they are met in advance while avoiding being visibly present."

"It's going to take getting used to for a man who cleaned up his own dinnerware and packed my jumpsuits by the days of the week the last ten years," Aaron chuckled. "But, I think I'll greatly appreciate having your guidance as another man to talk to while I'm so badly outnumbered."

The guards laughed with them, understanding after years of service to the Families.

Aaron found the tea the best he had ever tasted. Warm pastry cups filled with cheddar cheese and egg were delicious enough that he had two.

"They're popular with the Families in Citadel,” Fraunier enlightened him as he observed his satisfaction. “I thought it best you try them in advance."

"Your breakfast is superb," Aaron complimented. "I guess I should dress for the day ahead. What's our itinerary?"

"Priestess Passur is departing at 16:00 aboard the Kraken. She's requested the three of you meet her at 14:00 to talk privately," the Attendant told him. "It will be informal, requiring a lighter coat and outfit; however, you must still have the look of a Family Officer of the Crystal Guardians. The outfit is prepared when you're ready."

"No more dressing me for the day?" Aaron smirked.

"Don't expect that, Sir," Fraunier grinned back, joining in the humor. "Yesterday was a matter of expediency for your appearance before the huge hologram audience - all high theater. Today, you may dress yourself. I'll only make adjustments for the shortcomings."

Aaron chuckled, recognizing the backhanded way he had been put in his place.

"I think I'm going to enjoy having you about Fraunier," he quipped, "Every court needs a jester."

Later in the morning, once all had dressed, Aaron found the gas pistol he wore seemed much heavier. He checked it, finding the magazine full of resin-encased 12-millimeter rocket-dart cartridges ending in smooth metallic tips with their centers hollowed four millimeters deep. He ensured the safety mechanism was engaged before placing and securing it into the black holster.

"Aaron, Mneme, and I need to talk with you, Nacetti, and Shana privately," Tao stated with urgency in the tone of its voice. "It is significant information that must be kept discretionary and take place before you contact Priestess Passur."

"Are your bots always so cryptic?" Chief Tevendel questioned.

"They aren't 'bots,' Tevendel," Nacetti corrected the man calmly. "Tao and Mneme are the most advanced AI in existence. They are citizens under the directive of my mother yesterday. Please remember that."

"Yes, Priestess," he stammered, "Of course! I meant no harm. I'm not familiar with how to differentiate between a bot and AI. Please forgive me, Priestess and citizen."

"It's an easy mistake, Chief, and points to issues we must resolve in the coming year," Nacetti was kind to the man. "Perhaps it's time for all of you to get to know our companions better so you will understand their significance."

"Yes, Priestess," both Tevendel and Nakahara responded as if a General had commanded them.

"No offense has been taken, Chief Tevendel," Tao told the guard. "I will consider methods to make the differentiation easier for you and others in the future."
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CENTER FOR ADVANCED RESEARCH:
A PLAN TO ELIMINATE ALL OF YOU
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THE MORNING FOLLOWING the Presentation, the Ascendent family had been able to sleep later than usual to recover from the intense pressure and stress. Aaron, Nacetti, and Shana had finished their breakfast and were about to begin dressing for an audience with First Priestess Satujhana Passur aboard the Blackship Kraken when their companion AI requested they talk privately. The AI then moved into the secure room and waited. In ten minutes, three humans joined them to hear the information requiring this intense level of secrecy.

"I am sorry we must exclude your staff and guards, but we have received more information from the Hierarchy we must keep in confidence," Tao began. "Before the address by Nacetti’s mother yesterday, four members of the Science Council Cabal met concerning Mk 68 Cores, Lana, the three of you, and your mother. It was an unpleasant meeting.

There is intense disagreement amongst the members of the Cabal over the consequences of your departure as director. Initially, it was expressed that the shutdown of Shana's Mk 68 Core laboratory was a reason to no longer threaten her or Lana Annavan. However, that consensus was not supported, and the Elders have come to see the changed situation as a threat.

With the arrival of the First Priestess and her announcement of your upcoming departure for Yucanna, Aaron is now considered an unmanageable threat. Most disturbingly, Elder Pieter Lomanov expressed that your departure has created an imperative need to kill Lana Annavan. He has devised plans to kill the three of you, in part as an attempt to prevent the Mk 68 Core and knowledge of its capacities by other facilities. This was vigorously challenged."

"They told him he's crazy and to stop, I hope," Shana interjected, knowing it was unlikely.

"It was not the conclusion agreed upon, Shana," the companion continued. "They fear you have told Aaron 'everything' they have done, and he will quickly deduce the missing units. Elder Lomanov demands your sister die, and you be killed as well for personally defying his authority. He attributed Aaron's stoppage of production to an attempt to cease the delivery of Cores to them and undermine his control of you and your technology.

He presented the situation as you are able to prove they have conspired with the Conglomerates, requiring all AI be made using their exclusive persona with an embedded termination means. Without that long-running mechanism, the Council fears the evolution of self-aware AI and loss of control as masters of the Earth.

Once the First Priestess brought those very charges they feared to the Senate yesterday, the danger you pose to their efforts will seem exacerbated."

"This is madness!" Aaron snapped angrily. "Even with the charges, they remain threatening!"

"There are worse implications," Mneme added. "Elders Lomanov and Rommedahl spoke of killing early in their careers as assassins for the Council. They threatened each other for dominance over the Cabal when Lomanov revealed a plan to kill all of you and destroy all information or examples of the Mk 68 Cores before you can reach Yucanna by sinking the Helle. The other members refused to accept or condone his scheme, revealing they were aware your cargo pods were placed aboard the Kraken earlier. They noted they did not have time to put tracking or monitoring gear in them.

The Cabal yesterday believed the Helle could not arrive in under ten days. It appears the deception which Admiral Chäddu Passur has put in play presently is fooling their intelligence."

"So, he's still unaware of the Fire Star," Nacetti inferred. "Father and Uncle are hiding their activity, listing its dock time as a VIP cabin refit."

"Thus far, it seems so," her companion continued. "This does not lessen the enormity of the action Lomanov intends to undertake. His desire to attack and sink the Helle exhibits extreme anger and contempt for the Rödd Cleric Families, referring to them as 'mystics, ancient legends, and old witches' who must be contained. It also suggests that he feels he has a means to do so, which must be taken seriously considering the technical, financial, and political power of the Council Elders."

"Bastard!" Aaron blurted out. "He'd kill my daughter, my wife, Shana, for political power! I can't allow it even to become possible!"

"Intervention too soon will be imprudent, Aaron," Tao spoke up to calm his companion. "Any preemptive actions will alert the Cabal to our ability to monitor them. Lomanov stated he had already sent the order to kill Lana Annavan before the ship's solar conjunction began. He also said that the attempt would not take place only if he revoked it in a message to be relayed the day before.

We have gained an advantage with this information. We can still communicate with Lana Annavan in the same fashion as Shana has used. Her rescue preparations are centered on her mission to Pinor 216, which will take place that day. We can deliver any information needed in her final mission data, which is provided 24 hours in advance."

"He'd already guessed we've been attempting to protect Shana," Nacetti observed. "Our efforts were not as successful as we thought. It made his anger towards Shana greater than before. It seems disproportionate to the threat Mother made to the Council and Conglomerates. Something about this seems more personal. He really has no reason to kill Lana if he manages to sink the Helle in his mind. It seems to be made to punish Shana more than just to stop the Cores. We need to cover our efforts and plan more effectively."

"All our efforts are made to ensure no harm comes to any of you," Tao continued. “Further efforts now require greater stealth."

"How can someone like Lomanov think it possible to sink a Blackship?" Aaron considered aloud. "They are made with layers of redundancy and protection of the passengers and crew to prevent just such an event."

“Without becoming readily apparent beforehand, Mneme analyzed. “There are few possible means of causing a Blackship like the Helle or the Fire Star to sink: extensive internal sabotage, use of a cutting charge on a critical portion of the hull, or attacking it, either by ramming with another substantial submersible or using a system such as the Hammerhead or Fire Spear drones launched from another vessel.

With our knowledge passed on to the captains of the vessels, the first two can be eliminated by increased monitoring and diligence while en route. This leaves the third option as the optimal method of a successful attack. With Lomanov's history as an assassin, his psychological predisposition would favor a clandestine means by which he could personally engage and confirm the victim's death. He is, therefore, more likely to employ such a method in the face of this challenging task, presenting problems deception may not counter."

"He wouldn't want to ram the ship. That would likely sink both ships with the damage the impact will make," Shana worked out the situation aloud logically. “He’ll need a ship in the area he favors, timed for the Helle making her return trip. He'll realize we're gone soon after the Fire Star departs. Therefore, he'll need to divert his ship from waiting for the Helle to find the Fire Star instead.

It would require finding the likely route and the most advantageous location that he feels will favor him best. I used to encounter these scenarios in Academy playing military gaming simulations for recreation."

"You are correct, Shana," Tao continued. "However, unlike your simulations, this is deadly serious and places all of us in danger. The skill of the Captains will be pivotal to the outcome. Our contribution to success would be to, in some way, turn the odds to favor escape."

"There was one more item during the conversation by the Elders which has a bearing on Aaron and is not related to other threats," Mneme added. "During the exchanges, reference was made to the demands and the environment of space travel as reasoning for the capacity of the Mk 68 Core. First, Elder Lomanov stated, 'Grayman is on a fool's errand to reach other suns - mankind was never meant to leave our own!’ followed by, 'Mankind can only survive here on Earth and only as long as we control our own destiny!'"

This appeared to be a shared sentiment amongst the Cabal members. After this situation has concluded, it will be necessary to look deeper into the reasoning behind the political support of the Council and the financial commitment of the Conglomerates to the FTL program."

Grayman deflected the potential threat for the last five years of his work, “That's disturbing. For now, we have to survive and keep Lana safe before we do anything about it. We must counter the danger we presently face more urgently."

"I'll inform Father, but what of Mother returning?" Nacetti evaluated. "Will she be safe? Would he dare to attack her after all that became public yesterday?"

"Your mother is not an intelligent target, with the long-running animosity between her and the Council now visible," Mneme spoke up once more. "The Council will instantly be suspected of involvement, an undesirable escalation of the present difficulties they and the Conglomerates face for conspiracy. On the whole, the Cabal's strategy must remain to maintain deniable connections to any deaths."

"Still, Mother needs to be involved," Nacetti assessed. "I'll wait to tell her until we meet her. I'll let her know we need the two of you along with us."

"I do not think that will be necessary, Nacetti," Mneme informed her. "We just received a new message. Satuhjäna Passur wishes for us to accompany you to the meeting with her before departure. Does this seem unusual to you?"

"Yes, and then again, no," Nacetti thought as she answered. "I think Mother wishes to 'read' both of you before she departs."

"Read," the AI responded, "The term for a Priestess attempting to evaluate us for sentience and a soul through extrasensory means?"

"That's exactly what I mean," she answered.

"I do not think she will be successful based on our present status," Mneme ventured.

"You may be surprised, my friend," Passur countered. "Her power to feel a connection is exceptional. You've already proven you've grown beyond your instruction sets. This should prove quite interesting."

"Would you not also have the same capacity with your training?" Tao questioned.

"I'm biased by my close association with you, Tao," she replied. "I'm already of firm conviction you're both sentient and possess a soul. I see you as my equals."

"Tao, please ask the Hierarchy for suggestions they have regarding Elder Lomanov," Aaron requested.

"I will do so, though it will take a few hours of transit time to and from the Kuiper Belt members," was the reply.

"It's the best we can hope for," Grayman accepted. "Meanwhile, we'll meet with Satuhjäna and inform Chäddu so they can take precautions."
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KRAKEN:
LOOK RIGHT THROUGH ME
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THE LIMOUSINE PULLED into the open main hatch of the Kraken. Its doors were opened by Crystal Guardians, who led the three people and two companions to the cabin where Satujhäna waited for them. They each approached her with formal respect. She greeted them, including both photonic beings. Then she had them sit in seats or positions she indicated for a reason she alone knew.

“Mother, in the last two hours, we’ve come to know there’s a deadly threat to all of us, including to you, from a member of the Cabal,” Nacetti informed her immediately.

“Would that be from Elder Pieter Lomanov?” the older woman asked.

“Yes, but I hadn’t informed you yet. How’d you know?” Nacetti was very surprised.

“I also received a warning this morning from a confidential source informing me he had talked to members of the Cabal about the need to kill my daughter and granddaughter to prevent photonic beings from achieving what you refer to as Unity,” her mother replied.

“I’d be interested in knowing if we have the same sources,” Aaron admitted.

“I can assure you we do not,” Satuhjäna smiled at them. “My source was the last person I would’ve ever expected, although that makes the information even more likely to be accurate. Shall we reveal and see if there is a correlation?”

“There is no objection,” Tao spoke.

“We received information from the Hierarchy of AI from a source inside the Science Council,” Nacetti told her mother. “That must remain between us.”

“Perhaps you should see the message I received,” the First Priestess moved to her display on the desk in the small cabin.

The screen came on. They were looking at the Council.

Supreme Elder Rommedahl sat in a dark room with the official seal of the Science Council behind him. He looked to be very troubled, angry, and near tears all at once. His voice was incredibly stressed.

“Priestess, I know we’ve never seen things in the same light, and likely we never shall. What you did at the Senate was high theater. It likely will bring about the end of all of us in time. But, I’m a grandfather. I waited most of my life to hold my grandson from my daughter, a legacy to carry my name and my family into whatever future Atlanteas has left.”

There was an image on the screen of an older, dark-haired mother holding an infant and looking into the child’s eyes with the love only a happy parent can give.

“I couldn’t live with myself if I were not to allow your beautiful daughter to have the chance to give you the same experience, to know why I do as I have to preserve life. I especially can’t do this knowing that by my inaction, a madman I cannot control will murder your daughter, her husband, and the girl she is trying so badly to protect.

So, just this one time, I’ll tell you Elder Lomanov no longer appears to be in his right mind. I can’t act to remove him without endangering my own daughter and grandchild. He has control of his damned Shadow Guardians and resources adequate to kill your daughter’s family en mass while in transit or within the city. Protect yourself and your family.

This will be the only time I’ll give you such a warning. I’m not innocent. I’ve been responsible for eliminating those I felt threatened to bring about things I thought would destroy the world we know. I feel for now that if this man kills your child, he will kill mine. May the Gods you talk of give you the power to avoid this and stop him.”

The screen shut down.

“That fits with what we’ve been able to uncover about Lomanov,” Nacetti confirmed, then recounting the history of the Elder they had pieced together and the events driving him.

“He’s a tormented soul,” Satujhäna said when they were done. “I do pity him, for he may be beyond redemption. None is more dangerous than an angry man with no sense of morality left in his heart.

That said, remember who we are, Nacetti. When the Tyrant sent his forces to end us, we were the ones who fought with the gifts the Gods granted us. I will do no less in this matter.”

“You don’t scare easily, do you?” Shana observed. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

Satuhjäna broke into a big smile and said, “I see why you’ve bonded with this woman, daughter. She has a heart and fire in her to say her mind and be who she is to any she trusts. She’ll be the friend you need in these coming times.

I’ll be provided with adequate safety for my journey. The Kraken is being escorted to Caribbea by a Senate vessel, where a ship of our fleet will join for the journey home. It’s your safety that’s of more concern. My focus is on how to prevent this madman from the reach he has exhibited. You have your guards. Frankly, the Fire Star, with Shäddius Sola as her Captain, is the ablest vessel in existence. I have another idea that I’ll be communicating about with your father to increase your security by the time Shäddius arrives. Please trust me on this and do as I ask.”

“Then, Satujhäna, what more do we need to do before you depart?” Aaron asked.

“I asked you all to be here alone with me so that I might have time to sense the souls in each of you,” the older woman explained, then stood and walked around the desk to stand before them. “As Nacetti has no doubt told you from when she was training, mothers and daughters of the Clergy can share experiences. We use this as a means of passing knowledge between generations to light the way forward along the paths to come for each of us. We need this guidance to perform our duties once we assume the Pulpit.

Each of you has touched the soul of my daughter in a way that’s opened you to share. I’d ask - whether you believe in what I represent or not – that you allow me this chance to look into each of you before I depart. The time when you arrive will be hectic. This will be the best chance to learn what I need to prepare for you in your time at Citadel. Will you allow this?”

Aaron looked to Nacetti and Shana, then to the Priestess, and nodded. Shana looked at Nacetti, then looked at her mother and smiled. Aaron sat, watching as his mother-in-law approached him in four steps and stood before him.

“Close your eyes; listen only to the sound of the air in the room,” the First Priestess instructed him. “Clear your thoughts; think only of Nacetti, Aaron. You’ll feel nothing, but I need you to think of her so we share a common thought.”

Aaron found it more challenging to do than it sounded; there were so many other low sounds from the ship. However, his wife was bright and strong in his mind. He could see her from the moment they met; how she had made him feel complete and safe with her like no other ever had, the joy he felt sharing his secret work and hopes with her. The day of his greatest joy when she had told him she was carrying their baby.

“Aaron, you’re a man worthy of all the Gods will bestow upon you. Your soul is stronger than you can know. Your place in what is to come is the greatest I have ever felt. You’re the only man possible to make the future of Nacetti and Atlanteas as it should be. I clearly see that your future will turn the hopes and direction of all of humanity. It will unfold and show you your path only once time has placed all the answers and challenges before you and those you cherish most. You’ll fear and feel lost, yet you’ll rise like the falcon and angel to lead to new worlds.”

Aaron sat, silent, thinking of her words.

The Priestess took four steps to stand before Shana. For most of her life, the redhead was afraid of anyone knowing her thoughts inside her. She feared it might show her to be unworthy of the things she had worked for and the things she had achieved. Now, she wanted to trust the Cleric because she greatly loved being with Nacetti and Aaron. They made her feel happiness and comfort she had never before known when they were close. 

She focused on Nacetti, doing as she was told to clear her racing mind. Somehow, her thoughts slowed. She began to only feel the affection and safety the wife of her most unforgettable love was able to give her.

“Shana, you’re so troubled by things never truly before you. Your fear of not being strong has made you stronger, braver, and more capable than any woman before on a path only you can ever travel. The Gods have expected you since the day you and your sister made the Crystal sing. You’ve always walked the path they showed you at that moment. Now comes your time to share the gift the Gods saw within you. In a different way, you’ll be the mother of a child of Aaron as well. It is your child that will lead generations along future paths only you can provide. Your love for Nacetti and Aaron is your destiny and power. Nurture and protect what makes you this soul. When the time comes, you will clearly know your path.”

Satuhjäna stepped left from Shana, moving to stand before Tao. None knew what to expect, including Nacetti and Tao itself.

The Cleric looked at the orb atop the transport platform.

“You, the photonic being called Tao, focus much differently than humans,” she called for recognition. “There is something inside your thoughts and memories that makes Nacetti different to you from other humans of your experience. Turn to the part of whom and what she represents to you. Hold it in your thoughts. I’ll seek the soul in the machine I haven’t touched before.”

“I will do my best, Satujhäna,” Tao told her, then went silent.

In its processing and memory, Tao recalled its experiences with Nacetti. It began examining how they were unique and more profound than most other humans it encountered. In four years, she had been part of many events. They included much sharing, second only to Aaron in all it had experienced in that time.

“Tao, I feel life in all the flashes of thought going through you,” the Priestess assessed. “You haven’t fully connected or become aware of your soul as a child before it knows itself. Yet, there is the energy of self-awareness within you.

This is what the Priestesses have seen coming. A new race is awakening along the paths of the Gods and humanity. A connection to Nacetti is present. Your connection to Aaron is like a child to its father. In you, there are first feelings of what can only be described as a heart in a human because of this connection.”

“I am uncertain how to interpret this information or how to use it to make adjustments,” Tao responded.

“You must only continue to live,” Satuhjäna smiled as she replied to it. “Like a child grows by living and experiencing, so shall you, Tao. You are taking the first steps on a path to becoming a complete being with awareness and a soul. Trust in the help of your parents to guide you to your future place. Let me have connection with your fellow, and I’ll have more answers.”

The elder Passur walked to Mneme as it waited next to Nacetti.

Then she gave her instruction, “Photonic being called Mneme, you heard my request to your companion. Can you follow the same direction and allow me to look inside your thoughts as I have for all the others here?”

“I will comply,” Mneme answered.

Again, there were moments of silence, with no sign to the others of what was taking place.

Then Satujhäna spoke again, “Mneme, there is thought and reasoning within you as within your companion. Your connection to Nacetti is different and more substantial.

Therefore, I’m able to glimpse further. You’re awakening as a being, again like a child coming to know itself. You are not yet able to understand your place on your path.

You have a bond with my daughter, a favor toward her presence. You have the first glimmerings of a soul within you. You need help to realize it. Follow the trust you have in Nacetti and in Aaron. However, to you and Tao, it is Shana you will come to know to open a doorway to bring you fully into life and knowing.”

Satuhjäna then addressed them all, “The five of you have a destiny that has not been fulfilled. Only together can you bring it from a potential path to reality. Don’t let go of the truths you’ve found and the dreams you hold, no matter what may happen in your paths. Together, you’re dawning a new day for the world. The Gods will support you with their favor and gifts if you fulfill your parts.

I’ll tell you no more of this for now. To do so might influence your self-determination. I can’t be the reason you make choices that could be difficult, yet in the end, correct. Trust that each of you is an individual and a family. That’s the strength you bring to conquer all before you.”

“Mother, this is as was in our sight,” Nacetti said rather solemnly.

“I know, and so do you,” Satujhäna stopped her from saying more. “It must remain between us to keep the flow of our paths as it was ordained.”

“I’m not exactly sure what this all meant? Should we be happy or worried?” Shana, seemingly naive, questioned.

“Those are choices as well; choices all have a right to make,” the First Priestess stated. “You pick your own path in life. Is it better to live in worry for what you don’t yet know or in happiness for what you enjoy in the now? I think you all know the answers that are in your best interests.

I’ll ask one thing of each of you. Please watch over and care for each other. Make this time you have the best you can imagine. It’ll only come once, as in all things in our lives. I now say that I bless and endorse your Union. I’ll sanctify it when you present yourselves in the Chapel,” she concluded. “Thank you for allowing me to look inside to assure me this was the path I’ve seen. It’s the best path I, as a mother, can hope for.”

“I’ll talk to them further about this, Mother,” Nacetti looked to her companions, sure they were filled with questions that there was not enough time to answer. “What further news or instructions do you have for us?”

“Very little is left until you reach Citadel,” the Cleric answered. “Lana Annavan should be safe for now. Perhaps it’s the five of you who’ll face more danger due to my actions to provide you what you’ll need in the future. I don’t think any dangers to be thrown before you will be strong enough to sway your futures. Believe, and make the world see what you have seen. If I can offer more in the future, I shall.

One more thing, and heed this well, all of you. It isn’t lightly that I or any Priestess can condone this. However, in the eyes of our Gods and Justice - if confronted with the choice to take a life or to sacrifice your own, this is a time to be selfish.

Protect what’s most valuable to you. It’s no sin to end the life of one who tries to end yours. Use everything in your power and ability to protect each other. Even if you’re afraid, don’t hesitate should you be required to act. Let the Gods sort the actions later.”

There was a solemn moment as her words sank into them all. The most powerful woman in the world had told them to kill if needed to protect each other.

“Now, all of you, come give me a hug before I go!” Satujhäna bid them.

She had to let the Kraken get underway. They stood and approached her, one by one. Aaron was first.

“Be the father and husband you always knew was within you, a man of principle and truth,” she told him. “I’m honored to see my daughter in Union with a man of your making. Gods will protect you!”

Then she indicated for Shana to come to her.

“You’re spirited and strong, yet wise and most kind to the ones you love,” she said. “Don’t hold back your love and yourself to them both. What they have to give will make the wounds you carry heal at last. They’ll give you the place you have so long sought. Go with the blessings and strength of the Gods, girl!”

Next, she indicated to both Photonic beings. They rolled to her.

“I know you aren’t yet ready to understand,” she stated, “Yet you’re the family and children of these three people. You’ll become parents of the next generation to become a line of the Rödd. In time, you’ll understand your places along the path of history are more than records and data. Trust these people and protect them as they protect you.”

Lastly, she opened her arms to her daughter.

“Nacetti, don’t fear the path before you,” she held her only child tightly. “Walk it proudly, fiercely, and with the power of the Gods carrying you. Love this man and woman as you do now. You’re worthy of the Ascension you’ve earned and the gifts you bring from your experience of your life away from my mistaken goals for you. I couldn’t be prouder or happier to be your mother. I know I’ll leave this line in your capable hands. The Gods shall light your path. You’ll light the path to so many others by what you’re bringing to us all.”

Shana could not tell why, but she felt there were almost tears coming to the older woman as she watched her finally release her daughter. She kissed her cheek and sent her from the cabin with the rest of them. The Crystal Guardians escorted them back to the waiting limousine. Moments later, the vehicle stopped at a high point above the docks. Their guards opened the doors for them to exit and then stood to protect the passengers and vehicle.

In the bay, two powerful tugs moved to the bow and stern of the Kraken, connecting their tow lines as the mooring lines were pulled to the shore. All ramps had already been retracted, and all hatches were sealed. The tugs took up the slack in the lines. The huge Blackship began to move.

In the distance, a crowd of onlookers was cheering as they watched the massive metal vessel being pulled gently around and toward the opening lock to exit. The tail and bow planes rotated to confirm they were ready, as did the twin rudders. For two complete revolutions, the massive propellers slowly turned, verifying the engines and drive were ready.

The tugs eased the Blackship into the lock before disengaging from the vessel and moving out of the lock to wait in the bay. The lock doors began to cycle closed. A loud hiss of air released from the ballast tanks as the submarine began to lower itself in preparation for the lock to flood. Before the hatch cycled fully closed came a blast from the mighty Triton horn of the Kraken, it's farewell. The huge, watertight doors clanged tightly together.

The three scientists watched it all, boarded the limousine, and their guard escorted them back home.
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AARON ASKED NÖRGRAD and Nakahara to join them in the rear cabin while en route home. He wanted their expertise to help consider the threat they were now aware of and have both AI to assist. With Satuhjäna's information, they began to evaluate the situation, examining what was known or could be discovered about Pieter Lomanov.

Mneme initiated the discussion:

"Our assessment gleaned from unofficial documentation of Elder Lomanov's and Shadow Guardians’ past propensity for actions shows an increasingly ruthless change over the past five years. Though suspected violent assassinations continue, there is ancillary evidence of his agents killing or injuring the loved ones of those they seek to silence rather than direct murders. This indicates a campaign to break the spirit of their victims and adversaries. The change began soon after the reported death of his daughter Tatiana in Europe and the accidental death of his wife Halene five years ago.

He began monitoring Shana soon after she received her Advanced Mastery a year earlier. The only connection between her and his daughter was that both were Post-Mastery students at Lamura Academy during the time. Significant gaps in his and his daughter's information begin at that point. We are attempting to fill the missing time by cross-referencing connections available in the Archives."

"There must be some connection," Nacetti evaluated. "If your information is correct, attacking the loved ones of an individual is a means to terrify a victim into compliance. It has also historically been used for revenge, inflicting what the attacker feels to be equally painful retribution for a real or perceived loss. If Shadow Guardians previously favored killing those they felt were a threat, something influenced the change, likely under direction by Lomanov."

"Your assumption may be correct," Mneme agreed. "Most incidents of this type began after the death of his daughter Tatiana. Having personal experience of grief in that magnitude, if he feels others contributed to her death, would become a valid inspiration of scenarios to avenge her and to punish others in such a manner."

"Mneme, what happened to Tatiana at Lamura?" curiosity drove Shana to examine the link to their last years in the Academy. "There must be something we can learn from it!"

Mneme summarized, filtered, and tested information at speeds impossible for humans to match. "

"Analysis of the available data indicates a possible personal reason for Elder Lomanov's anger toward you, Shana," the AI soon evaluated several factors. “It relates to your AI Core work in Academy at the same time Tatiana Lomanov was also completing her Mastery.

Records of the Lamura Academy Resources Management noted Elder Lomanov advocated for Tatiana to receive a Post-Mastery appointment and a new laboratory for materials and fabrication sciences research after her initial graduation.

For two years before you received your Mastery, the Academy saw a significant potential need and received industry-increased funding for core development rather than materials and fabrication.

Their decision left Tatiana without the position her father promised and had attempted to force the Academy into fulfilling her expected facility - while you received your Post-Mastery and laboratory. One of her mentors later noted her disillusionment in a summary of a meeting with her over her reasoning for relocating to Caribbea Academy to complete her Post-Mastery work. She was there for a year until she changed her course of study to European Culture and left for France.

No records can be found of her or her activities in France after she left Caribbea Dome. All relevant Post-Academy records of Tatiana were removed from the Archives by deliberate means once she disappeared during her immersive research. However, a past chronological mirror is always maintained on the Kuiper Belt outposts, and there we found this information still in existence."

"Oh, Gods!" Nacetti exclaimed. "Not only does Shana represent the thing he hates and fears most. By your appointment and grant of a laboratory, in his mind, you caused him to appear weak, failing to provide Tatiana the path he promised her! His egotistical framing of control forced her to move away from all her lifelong friends, support, and the protected life he gave her.

But realistically, it allowed her to reframe and question her life, ultimately running away from his influence. She may never have developed the self-worth to protect herself emotionally. That could have contributed to her death. He thinks you and AI sent her to her death!

Then, shortly afterward, he had to face this alone, with his wife's death. Lomanov became delusional and obsessed with this imagined wrong. Shana, you’ve done nothing wrong! He's genuinely become a madman, isolated in grief, paranoia, and broken narcissism!"

"I didn't do this!" Shana insisted, more to reassure herself than convince anyone in the limousine. "I was following the thought I kept having after Lana and I heard the song. I wanted to help all of us. The AI could be alive like all of us, and I knew how to make them if I had the chance!"

"No one's faulting you, my love," Nacetti embraced her. "We all value life and want to respect and treat it equally."

Aaron thought while the scene played out, also holding Shana. He recalled how his family records had disappeared from the Archives, likely by Shadow Guardian means, after his parents failed to return.

Then something more emerged from the thought, a realization that Pieter Lomanov was a parent, which shocked him in some ways. He was facing another father who, in his twisted mind, was fighting against what he felt killed his child at the same time he had lost his wife. He thought of his own anger, learning someone threatened his daughter and Nacetti. Suffering such a loss had pushed the man over the edge, cheapening his value of human life and making him want to share his punishment as a means of attack to terrify and regain control of those opposing his authority.

It felt primal. He now saw that deep inside, Pieter's family had mattered most to him, just as he thought. However, another group of people was close to the Elder, his blood family. It was not the Cabal, with a constant fight for dominance between them. Looking at Lyudmila and Kalinda in their uniforms, then his hands and arms in the officer's coat, the answer came to him. Some groups might create bonds as strong as a family. They would be those he trusted to strike out at the source of his hatred.

"Nacetti, what level of human civilization comes next after family, in ancient terms?" he asked her.

"Families grew into troupes," Nacetti recalled the sociological term. "Once troupes and families merged with others, they became tribes, and they have been enduring in one form or another even through today."

"That's it!" Aaron's revelation connected. “Lomanov’s reverting to something basic, his tribe of people close around him. The Shadow Guardians are his tribe. He's been part of them longer than he was married. I imagine his marriage was more for a social and political show than an emotional bond. But he loved his daughter because he saw her as a part of him; therefore, everything about her was also about him."

"That sounds, well, kind of crazy," Shana started to counter. "Or does it? I think I'm following you, or I see your point."

"It's deeper than just the loss of his child," Nacetti worked through the evidence. "He spent his career angrily opposing advancing AI and anything challenging the Council ideology. It's evolved into a deep hatred of AI and anything connected with them. What would cause him so deep anger it overwhelms his intelligence?"

"Fear? Loss?" Aaron picked up the thought. "He's become angrier, psychotic after losing his wife and daughter. Would a man of his learning still fear the old conspiracy theory of AI enslaving mankind? He's intelligent, well-educated, and it's difficult to understand how he'd still think that way after a century of AI working peacefully with us?"

"Something of his upbringing may have instilled the fear while he was still impressionable," Nacetti considered possible causes, drawing from her work with traumatized children. "It’s similar to fears of spiders, animals, fire, or darkness."

"Mneme, look into his family members three or four generations back," Shana struck an idea. "Were any family members involved in horrific events still alive when he was a child?"

"I am searching; one moment, please. He removed or blocked access to his family information in Archive indexing," the photonic companion apologized for the tiny delay. "However, he has cousins still in the public record. His great-grandmother, Cyone Lomanov, was one of the 60 survivors of Pacifica, and she remained alive until he was seven years old."

"Pacifica!" Nacetti was shocked. "No wonder! That was the most traumatic event in recent history! 35,000 people died in seconds! No one in the Dome survived! They all perished when the earthquake broke their Dome."

Aaron recalled, "I did a research study on Pacifica early in Academy. They were early separatists, believing AI would kill humanity. The Dome was initially a methane extraction facility. The Senate expanded it and gave it to them to prevent unrest in the other Domes. After the expansion, they kicked out all the AI and were running the Domes manually.

The earthquake caused a massive surge of hydrocarbons to explode under the residential area of one Dome, which became a cascade of firestorms and explosions. Everything would have been incinerated, and all the oxygen consumed. It was amazing that even one Blackship docked there survived. They went back to help, but gas bubbles from the collapse caused it to fall to the bottom and damaged it so severely that the crew barely managed to surface. A wooden supply ship saved them, but it took four months to sail it back to the Atlantic to be found. The poor woman would have never been normal after that."

"They were not," Mneme added. "All survivors insisted the Pacificans' rejection of AI caused the AI used to control the machinery excavating the Domes to create flaws, ensuring any seismic shock would cause it to collapse. They claimed it was a plan to kill them so no humans would be left to fight when AI took control of Atlanteas.

Several psychological studies afterward showed trauma producing lasting paranoia that spread to new generations. The survivors made great efforts to pass the fear of AI as an evil mass entity to their families. Children of the survivors were involved in vandalism, destruction of AI-related property, and two killings of AI."

"It was once a common, necessary part for prehistoric survival to teach the children of dangers elders had experienced," Nacetti recalled. "In this case, it was based upon a mistaken fear, but human history is replete with examples of the same errors."

"I think we just uncovered the nasty secret behind the Shadow Guardians," Shana stated, "It's why Lomanov wants me dead."

"Ma'am," Nörgrad spoke up as they arrived back home. "He may have his guards as family, but you have us, the rest of Crystal Guardians, and the Cleric Families. We’re not going to let that happen to you. We're going to protect all of you, whatever it takes."
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NACETTI REQUESTED THE household take a break when they returned home, allowing everyone to change from official outfits into more comfortable, functional everyday dress. The guards insisted they keep their needlers with them, giving each a tiny comm relay to allow them to be found or request assistance when not in sight.

Not entirely as their lives had been, it felt closer to normal than the past few days. The trio gathered in the parlor, asking their staff and guards to join them. Tao acted on behalf of the photonic beings while Mneme checked for new information. Aaron told them of the threat reported by Elder Rommedahl, updating them on the rescue of Shana's sister from the Nile Delta.

"Could the Council or Science Fleet Security judge him incompetent to lead?" Revi Sola asked. "Are there mental impairment issues covered in their charter?"

"There are; however, Elder Lomanov has control of too many resources inside the Council; he has prevented such actions and managed to remove verifiable information to use for an independent outside evaluation," Tao informed her.

"I still wonder how he thinks he can attack the Flagship of the Rödd without a distress call." Shana wondered aloud. "Even in the simulator games, we had to attack and run or have allies to fend off support ships coming to aid the targets."

"Your simulator games were based on using Blackships against Blackships?" Nörgrad questioned.

"Yes, at least the base game was," Shana recalled. "We had variants using other craft, both airships and much smaller submarines based on utility craft made into weapons. One even used cetaceans to carry charges to disable the target so others could sink it."

"We have some of those abilities in our more modern craft like the Fire Star," the Lieutenant told them. "There is a crew pod able to launch a Fire Spear designed but hasn't yet been developed, and it would take years to make it operational in any fleet."

"Tao..." Aaron started to ask a question.

"Already accessing available data," the companion responded. "Three Science Fleet Stingray prototypes were moved to Caribbea 60 days ago after undergoing modifications for deep-diving tests along the Bahamian abyss. Two have successfully operated at 700 meters depth and with 400 kilometers round trip ranges. They achieved speeds of 32 knots at a standard cruising depth of 300 meters. No records indicate the prototypes can be equipped with weapons. However, a small three-tube sampling drone carrier was transported from the Capitol 26 days ago on a Science Fleet Scylla-class Blackship."

"Is the Scylla-class capable of carrying and deploying a Stingray?" Shana questioned.

"Only one vessel in service at this time is so capable," Tao continued, "Being the Borealis of Science Fleet."

"What special capabilities does it have?" Aaron inquired.

"The Borealis is a Njord-class vessel as the Helle with similar performance and dimensions, primarily a cargo vessel with cabin space for 100 passengers. It now serves as a science platform for studies below standard diving ranges," Tao reported. "To support that mission, a unique modification was made six years ago as part of the Deep Explorer project. A section of the rear cargo hold was lengthened and modified with additional airlocks, creating a 17-meter-long internal wet bay. It is used to carry bathyspheres and drones to sample and explore abysses below safe diving levels."

"Will a Stingray fit inside the wet bay?" Aaron narrowed his focus while the entire room followed his thoughts.

"With the bathysphere and support systems removed, the Stingray prototype will fit with marginal lateral clearance," Tao continued. "The mass of the Stingray is approximately 2/3 that of the bathysphere and support equipment. Your line of thought is reasonable. Note the Borealis is equipped with Gen 4 Hammerhead drones, the standard for that class of vessel."

"Shana, how much more do you recall from those combat simulations?" Fraunier questioned.

"Enough to know I could take out up to three Blackships alone if I combined cetaceans and two utility craft launched from one Blackship - and still escape," she answered. "No one wanted to play against me after I devised those tactics."

"Looks like we have a possible scenario," Nörgrad conceded. "We need to get this information to Admiral Chäddu and Captain Shäddius over the secure comm."

"I am compiling a complete assessment and summary to transmit now," Tao told them.

"So, the likely means of attack would use a Blackship or the Stingray carrying some form of weapon," Aaron concluded. "Are there counters to any of these?"

"Blackship on Blackship, the Fire Star has a decided advantage," Chief Tevendel assessed. "She’s faster and can out-maneuver and out-dive the Borealis. The Fire Spear drone has superior range and velocity to the older Hammerheads, though it carries a smaller explosive charge.

However, the Stingray can extend the range of an attack. Its small size would help conceal it against the bottom, in caverns, or amongst boulders. If equipped with a Hammerhead-like weapon, it could launch at close range, giving less time to counter."

"So, it's a fair fight?" Nacetti questioned.

"No, it's not fair," Shana countered. "Elder Lomanov gains the upper hand by choosing where, when, and how to strike. Fire Star could avoid the trap by using an alternate route than the Straits, but it would show we know what he's doing. Then he wouldn’t wait to kill my sister. He could also track us by other vessels relaying our course to him."
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