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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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THE ARCHIVES OF ATLANTEAS were initially created as one epic story covering the events of Aaron Grayman, his family, and individuals who touched his life and changed the world over his journey from his rustic birth to his undreamed-of place in history years later. Originally written as one manuscript spanning over 3,000 pages, it grew too large to be published as one book.

So, instead, these first books tell his early story. Those that follow span an epic tale for ten years. Each book ends with a cliffhanger, laying the groundwork for the next, perhaps not yet apparent. Travel the path, and you will see why I chose this method to tell such a sweeping story.

Everything has an origin that appears simple. Over time, that simple beginning can spread profound effects merely by existing at the right moment. Every new beginning is the end of a previous beginning, and little things give nudges to later causes of great things. This is the path the Rödd religion of Atlanteas has followed for over 3,500 years.

Time branches to infinite possibilities for those embracing the journey, taken to places previously only possible in dreams. 

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

COVER DESIGNED BY

NASA / Adobe Firefire / and Tom Ray
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SMALL THINGS MATTER
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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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FOR HOPE
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THE UNIVERSE IS FAR grander and more amazing than we can imagine, but never stop trying to imagine more!

Like the Universe, imagination expands every instant!

——TOM RAY
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PRELUDE -
UPPER NEUSE RIVER, NORTH CAROLINA:
WE DON'T INTERFERE
AUGUST 1775
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LIFE WAS ABUNDANT IN the green forests covering the rolling Piedmont hills in late summer. Hunting hawks circled high, under, and between cumulus clouds, growing into towering thunderheads to unleash torrents to refresh streams. The rains made crops grow ripe for harvest in scattered, tilled fields for the coming seasons. Sweltering heat and humidity were normal. It necessitated a slower existence, waiting for the cooler autumn when the people and creatures making this land home became occupied with winter preparations.

Across immense plantations, enslaved laborers toiled the growing crops of the land, while in other areas of the small region, scattered cabins of logs or occasional houses of rough-hewn boards predominated. These were the places where more impoverished families made lives on farm plots, trapping and hunting for game meat and furs for barter. Typically, carefully tended plots grew near a stream for villages of under 100 native inhabitants who remained as white European settlers slowly overspread their cherished ancestral lands.

Ten kilometers from one such village, with a large hill between, stood a cabin home on a wooded plot. A well-tended 30-acre field 70 meters from the cabin grew varied crops in miraculous abundance compared to others for hundreds of kilometers. Tools there were sharp, reliable, and remained in good repair. The logs making up the cabin were uniform, fitted with seals that did not break down in the hot or cold of seasons.

Darius Grayman, his wife Rina, and their two children made their home here, caring for a flock of chickens, a couple of cows, a bull, and two horses. Two wolf-like dogs and four cats kept rodents and vermin at bay. Only this family ever saw inside of their cabin, for a good reason.

Aaron Grayman was a brown-haired, brown-eyed boy of ten. He dressed in buckskin clothing, more typical of the native people than the white settlers. His skin and features, like his parents, made him indistinguishable from the Europeans. He wore firm-soled moccasins made by his mother, also like those of the native children.

He and his older sister, Tyla, studied lessons with their parents to gain an education far superior to that of the other children growing up in the region. Some days, they played and explored the woods and streams, coming to know the animals, the plants, the ways streams flowed, and the clouds moved.

Aaron had a keen interest in the various things he encountered in his world. He wanted to know what made things work as they did; why some stones were strong, others brittle, some wood easy to carve and break, others almost as strong as a rock. He made collections of bits of the substances he encountered and would ask his parents for help to understand more about them.

Tyla's interests involved the ways of animals, birds, and living things, much like her parents in her regard for life around her. She seemed always to be trying to understand what made the animals and people around them live as they did.

At night, the sky over them was so dark a show older than humanity would unfold. Darius and Rina would often take the children to a small clearing on the crest of the hill between their home and the river. Lying on a blanket spread upon the grass and dirt, they would look up into the sky to see a sight like a legend. A massive band of stars so thick they seemed a glowing ribbon of sparkling jewels wove from horizon to horizon.

Over the months, bigger and brighter stars would wander along the ribbon. The faithful Moon would wax and wane from new to full and back. On some special nights, streaks would blaze across the sky, tiny wisps flashing across the darkness in a second. During rare instances, these stars fell as if the sky would catch fire. Over the months and years, season after season, Darius and Rina pointed out patterns in the pinpoints of light, teaching their children the names of these patterns and the wanderers.

They impressed upon their children that these were things they would appreciate even more as adults. They told them there were people amongst those stars, whether they could see them or not. Life was not only on the surface of the Earth; it existed above and beneath it. They were a part of this life, and one day they would go to the Domes of their birthright, a place that would show them what others would call magic was a part of their world.

Sometimes, a girl from the native village named Usquanigodi (Miracle) met them to play. They were able to speak rudimentary parts of each other's languages. Her looks were a mix of Tyla's darker skin and hair and Aaron’s more European-like features. Her visits were happy times for them all, for their parents considered no other children of their nearest neighbors safe for them to be around.

Harsh times were sweeping the land around them. Revolution was spoken of in the taverns and meeting houses Darius would visit to understand the white settlers better.

One hot summer afternoon, Darius and Rina called their children to join them. They ventured to a long hollow along a small creek feeding the river a couple of kilometers from their home. With a satchel slung over his shoulder, their father carried his long flintlock rifle, the powder horn typical of the European settlers, and his ball and wadding pouch on his belt. They led them to a long-since fallen sweet gum tree where the bank ran clear and steep five meters high on the opposite side. Rina walked 30 meters further up the stream to a white oak on the low bank broken by a storm years before. She pinned a patch of bright white cloth high enough to be easily seen and returned to join her family.

Darius took off the powder horn and propped his flintlock against the sweet gum trunk. From the satchel, he removed a metal box they had seen on the same high shelf where the black-powder flintlock rifle and pistol were stored, a place they were forbidden to touch. Inside the box was a device slightly reminiscent of his flintlock pistol, though the quality and materials were far more complex and intricate. Darius removed it, keeping the metal muzzle pointed to the ground as he spoke to both children.

"I want you both to pay close attention to what I'm going to tell you," he spoke in soft authority. "We live amongst the people of this land as friends and neighbors. We don't interfere in their dealings.

You both were born here, but we aren't of these lands. Our home is a place that would seem to be magic, witchcraft, or the realms where the Gods of these people dwell. Were they to see and know the abilities we possess, they would fear us and become violently jealous.”

Seeing their attention focused upon him, he continued, "This would bring great danger to us. I've hoped you would never need to use a weapon like a powder rifle or pistol. However, times here have changed over the years as you have grown up. It isn't the same safe and friendly place that we've raised you to consider it to be.

People now talk of a revolution, of changing leaders and fighting a war to keep others who don't share their beliefs from living in this land. They show an attitude to justify harming our friends on the river, the ancient people native to this land, just like the animals and birds you know.

These European people have not learned the ways your mother and I were raised to know, nor will they be able to understand it for many years to come. We fear there may come a day when we can’t defend you if this happens. You must know how to protect yourself or each other."

He could see questions and fear on their faces at his words, so he further explained, "You should run, hide, and avoid fighting if possible. But, if you can't, this is a weapon you should use from our world. It's more potent than any that the people here possess. Knowing how to use it properly is safer than trying in a panic and not understanding what it can and will do.

Respect the power it gives you. Never touch it unless you realize its power is your only means to stay alive. We've taught you to respect and preserve the lives of humans of all races. With this, you become able to take life from others. You can never bring life back once you take it."

Older and better able to understand than her younger brother, Tyla seemed truly frightened at the meaning of what he had said. Always of a curious mind and desire to understand the way things worked, Aaron did not grasp the importance as well as his sister. He continued to listen as his father sounded serious about his concern.

Darius looked to both, making sure they watched him, "I want you both to tell me you understand what I've said. This knowledge must remain between the four of us. Within a year, you'll be returning to the Domes, and this knowledge should no longer be needed, but even there, times may change. If it weren’t essential, I'd never tell you of any of this.”

Both children affirmed they grasped his words. He motioned for Tyla to step forward. He stopped her three steps before she reached him, turning to face the marked tree. Using what seemed a practiced skill, he extended the weapon in his right hand. In less than a second, he touched the trigger.

It made a muffled crack. Blue-white fire flashed from the muzzle like the black powder weapons, though brighter and without smoke. Unlike the powder weapons, its effect on the damaged oak tree was stunning. Bark opened in a half-meter circle, falling from the face of the tree trunk and exposing a hole that seemed to have been burned through the white wood. Darius turned back, looking to Tyla, then Aaron behind her. Tyla seemed frightened and unsteady as she stood close to him. Aaron's mouth was open, eyes wide in shock.

It took her father a minute to get Tyla to grasp the pistol with both hands. Reluctantly, she followed his instructions to load a magazine into the weapon and cycle a dart-like projectile into the barrel. He stood behind her, arms around her and hands ready to steady hers. She fired the pistol for the first time.

Her shot barely caught the tree along the waterside edge. The projectile skimmed along the water, leaving a V-shaped wake, and embedded in the bank 100 meters further down. A section of wood two meters tall and a quarter-meter thick fractured from the side through which the projectile had passed.

Her father encouraged her to relax, use the notch sight atop the pistol, and shoot again. Her next shot was closer, still low from his original hit. The smoking hole in the tree following the sharp crack unnerved the girl. He made her try one more time, striking high to the left of his impact, stripping away most of the bark facing them. Darius had her carefully lower the pistol, push the safety switch, and then eject the magazine. He took it from her and handed it to Rina.

Tyla was shaking from her experience. Her father took her hand, walking her slowly to the target tree to see more closely what the darts had done. The holes were barely the size of her smallest finger, perhaps six millimeters, yet they had penetrated the dense live wood completely. From the rear, the darts had expelled conical sections bigger than her father's outstretched hand. Shattered wood had scattered for ten meters. He led her back to her mother, retook the pistol, and called Aaron to the spot where Tyla had stood.

An innate curiosity for all things mechanical filled Aaron’s mind. He wanted to understand the device his father handed him. It seemed simple: a smooth metal tube, a grip made to fit hands only slightly larger than his, and a rectangular metallic box. The metal box where the tube and grip joined housed all the mechanisms. Everything else was set in fittings made into those three parts. The weight was easy for him to lift. With instructions from his father, he installed the magazine. His father stood behind him as he had with Tyla. Aaron cycled a dart as he was shown and drew aim.

When told, the boy squeezed the trigger slowly until the device spoke in fire and strange crackling again. The shot went nearly a meter high to the right of his father's. A new section of bark shattered above the previously damaged area. He was surprised by the low recoil, thinking something powerful enough to damage oak wood should feel stronger.

Darius showed him how to use the notch sight to better correct lift due to his lower strength. His next shot was much closer, still to the right of those of Darius and Tyla. Wood flew away behind the broken oak. His father eased his hands slightly to the left and told him to try again.

The pistol spoke a final time. This dart struck to the left between the darts of Darius and his sister earlier. A “crack” much louder than that of the weapon followed, lasting longer and accompanied by sharp pops. Ten meters of damaged trunk teetered and then fell backward away from them. The shattered oak broke loudly, smashing through smaller saplings and splashing into the stream ten meters further down the bank.

Aaron let the weapon fall from his hands, stunned. He realized he had destroyed something so big, strong, and seemingly eternal with just a touch. It was too easy. His mind was filled with a fear he could kill and destroy things with only a thought.

Darius put his arms around his son while stooping low and picking up the pistol to set the safety. He held the boy, still so frightened he was unable to speak or cry to him.

A year later, Aaron and Tyla found themselves saying goodbye to their parents from the canoes of Rödd missionaries. They assured their children they would have the adventure of a lifetime, finishing their education in the magical Domes from which their parents had come. Their parents told them once their work was completed, they would join them in the place their family had called home for hundreds of years.

Darius and Rina tried to hide their tears from the children. They waved to them until they were lost from sight, where the stream turned hard south to meet the growing Neuse River.

With great anticipation, the brother and sister began their trip. However, something inside both made them sad in a way that ate like a fire at their hearts. Despite the promises of wonders in the place they were heading, they felt a sense of life-changing loss as their parents disappeared behind green woods to the west.
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HATTI DOME:
MOTHERLESS CHILDREN
JULY 1776
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20 YEARS HAD PASSED since Aaron paddled down the stream and last saw his parents. He and Tyla traveled for four days to the Lander town of New Bern with the missionaries. Two days later, they and four other children who had joined them in the city boarded a sizeable wooden schooner. It sailed east on the morning tide into the Pamlico Sound, taking all day to cross what seemed an inland sea. They passed the village of Ocracoke and exited into the Atlantic Ocean during the sunset.

Near midnight, a massive vessel of dark metal over 100 meters long rose from below the sea, dwarfing the schooner. Skilled sailors brought the wooden ship smoothly alongside the submarine ship, a vessel they were told was called an Atlantean Blackship. Aaron looked upward at the blazing stars before the children were led into the massive craft by two missionaries. Once they were in cabins inside the hull, the ship sank below the sea and traveled for a day before entering a place called Hatti Dome.

More of the missionaries from the Rödd religion met them there. The place was like a fairy tale, a city of over 2,000,000 residents in a cavern eight kilometers in diameter, where night and day sky appeared above like magic. The missionaries housed and provided for them for many weeks. Both siblings were placed into educational groups called schools.

Three months passed, and their parents had not yet come to join them. People from the Rödd acted as their Guardians, frequently talking with people from something called the Senate. After another six months, their Guardians took them aside to tell them the Senate had sent more Rödd missionaries to check on their parents. They had found the cabin abandoned and their parents missing despite an intensive search.

With their parents not to be found, they were moved to the largest city in the nation, Atlantea Dome. There, they were to live with other children who had lost their parents, attending schools and being cared for while the search for their parents continued. Another ride on a Blackship brought them to the grandest of Domes they could imagine.

For five years, they waited, hoping somehow their parents would be found. Once Tyla completed her secondary education, she asked the Rödd to help her travel back to the Land with the same missionaries who had taken them to the Domes earlier. The field and pastures were overgrown. Their cabin was burned to ashes. The village of the native people was also gone, burned as well. The chamber hidden under the flooring, the one no person other than the family had ever seen, was collapsed and shattered by what the missionaries described as explosive charges. All their highly technical devices were gone, apparently removed by earlier searchers.

She recalled a place near what had been the barn, which might not have been disturbed. She and the missionaries dug into the secret place and found a container with some personal items their parents had left. The articles gave no clues, no trail, and no means of tracking the couple. They had abandoned all Atlantean technology they possessed, which might have been used to follow their movement. Tyla had no choice other than to return to Atlantea with the few items they had found.

Tyla told Aaron the truth, painful as it was. She was of age to take custody of Aaron. They moved to a dwelling near the Atlantea Academy (University) she was to attend. In two years, Aaron was accepted into Lamura Academy, in a Dome further north, and moved to dormitory housing there. The two remained close until Tyla completed her medical studies. She then moved to Yucanna Dome to take a commission in the Passur Blackship Fleets while furthering her advanced training in psychology.

Aaron completed his Academy studies with Masteries in material physics and quantum sciences. He was employed for research in an advanced materials laboratory. There, he began testing and research to assist in developing materials used in Blackships and Celestial Services space vessels.
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THE MAN WHO FOUND INFINITY:
AARON GRAYMAN
MARCH 1794
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IT WAS 1794 WHEN AARON'S laboratory received samples from the hulls and interiors of two recently recovered faster-than-light (FTL) probes thought lost for four years. For six years, he had worked with his AI companion Tao when they were chosen to conduct more extensive studies after others failed to resolve inconsistencies in the metals.

They began by measuring the quantum properties of atoms in the materials. Reference samples from their production were sent for comparison against the variations. Significant differences were discovered. The probe parts not only carried excess isotopic energy (making higher percentages of isotopes), but the isotopes appeared out of phase with the reference materials. Quantum energy and spin in some atoms were minutely changed, yet naturally impossible factors following their transit of hyperspace. Even more baffling was that atoms in the nose of the probes altered to a lower quantum energy value than those at the trailing end.

Tao tested materials from the probe's AI unit against high-resolution models corrected for factors using the findings from the hull. The AI Core had suffered no macro-scale physical damage; however, the internal media was randomly changed at an atomic level adequate to desynchronize the flow of photonic pulses through the silicon structure.

Again, the only mechanism for such a change had been transit in and out of the experimental energy portal. Records of the data pulses showed the end of some signals arrived at the same time they began, canceling the information carried by light. The photons had blue-shifted from start to finish, an impossibility in the relativity of the known universe, arriving at or above the speed of light even though the probe was shielded while outside the boundary of normal spacetime.

The AI controller desynchronized and experienced “premonitions” (blue shifting) of its data, signals that never fully arrived, or the end of the signal came before the signal initiation began. In all photonic circuit media, a minuscule slowing of light should happen as photons interact with silicon glass or carbon diamondite.

The discontinuities rendered the system incapable of completing operations or comprehending data from its sensors and subsystems. The probes seemed to have been severely distorted in only milliseconds of passage through a gateway, which worked flawlessly in static laboratory tests.

To late 18th-century Atlantean science, the conclusion seemed insane. The best minds of Atlanteas had placed their technology 300 years more advanced relative to the rest of the world in 1794. A decade of work went into devising exotic interactions of electromagnetism and radiation to encapsulate the original three small probes.

In laboratories, the rift fields had prevented physical objects inside them from interacting with external energy, moving them into what was understood to be a hyperspace dimension. Trips between stationary portals read as instant over the short distances of the test spaces. Now, when the fields had been entered by a moving vessel attempting to control its passage in a deep space environment, some unknown interaction added or removed energy at the quanta level, creating atoms.

Almost as a form of a cosmic riddle, both recovered probes had been 314% further along their original trajectories than planned or considered possible. The third vanished utterly, leaving no strange energy or debris for ten times its potential range, the point the massive science vessel had to abandon the search and return its crew. An energy source unaccounted for by any theoretical model entered the probes in the milliseconds they moved through hyperspace. Established laws of physics said such a thing was impossible, yet the materials proved the accepted rules had been broken.

Aaron, risking his career, and Tao, risking its prominence amongst other AI, prepared a thorough scientific paper reporting their evidence and findings. They were exceptional in detailing the evidence presented, test conditions, and equipment, including their mathematical model proofs of their radical new theory. Their flawless report was hailed as the best detailed and presented study of its time.

It hit peer-review like a thunderbolt, creating references to a new “Loophole Paradox” and “Pi Factor” in the Academies and technical Conglomerate laboratories of Atlanteas. Counter to the theories of physical law accepted for centuries, the indisputable proof was confronted with two concrete examples of a new form of energy to be gained in empty space. Hundreds of data and model runs to disprove only confirmed everything they offered was solid. The materials were retested and yielded the same finding in multiple laboratories. Suddenly, Aaron and Tao had ignited what had been stagnant research for new energy.

Research began in all the Dome Academies. The Atlantean Science Council and Senate agreed that a solution would result in safe hyperspace transit and a limitless energy supply for Atlanteas. The response became the equal of a wartime effort in a nation with no war for over 800 years.

The call to define and exploit the never-before-known form of energy sent scientists and AI into efforts unequaled until the Manhattan Project 150 years later.

Aaron refused to bask in the academic glory of their discovery and continued working to solve the Loophole Paradox. He and Tao saw their findings as the definition of an engineering problem, and their task was to solve problems, not pass them to someone else to resolve. Thus, the lifelong focus of Aaron Grayman and his companion Tao began.

They remained a constant team, initiating round-the-clock exchanges and connections to resolve the mystery they had uncovered. However, the persistent connection they sought came within a razor's edge of violating draconian rules and restrictions in place by the Science Council, limiting the depth of human and AI interactions.

Aaron and Tao clandestinely developed a primary method for the AI to remotely measure his brainwaves, with the long-term goal of faster communication of their thoughts and concepts. This would ultimately come to include understanding the man's life experiences to give context to abstract thoughts for the AI. Aaron intended for Tao to learn basic emotional responses and feelings to enhance their efficiency and effectively work together. The concept of bonding had an officially recognized and strictly forbidden term by the Council’s rules ... Unity.

Tao tested sensor detection of minuscule electrical pulses from neurological changes during Aaron's thoughts about solving the Paradox to devise algorithms. Improving electromagnetic sensors made his brainwaves more detectable. Experiences outside other normal patterns in Aaron's life gradually improved pattern recognition, allowing Tao to interpret some mental imagery as weeks and months progressed.

The approach set them apart significantly from other labs working to resolve the Paradox using classical methods and their limited AI-assisted work sessions strictly adhering to the established scientific processes allowed by the Science Council. Aaron and Tao worked as insurgents, sneaking behind the lines to ferret out new facts or concepts. They could probe day and night to find a weak entry point, exploiting the time connected to Aaron's inspirational thoughts and investigating potential areas they had excluded or previously not given weight due to scientific convention.

This soon spawned a quasi-scientific concept for one problem they identified earlier. Humans could experience precognitive sensations, foreshadowing, or epiphany without disruption from the out-of-phase data, much like what caused the probes’ AI to cease functioning. Catching such an occurrence in a human and replicating the process might solve how AI could accommodate hyperspace transit's effects. They postulated resolving the problems of the hull materials might resolve the photonic issues.

The most daunting issue of the Paradox facing mainstream Atlantean science was the violation of energy conservation rules in the new physics, which the test results demonstrated. It questioned all previously held assumptions about the nature of matter and energy. The eternal expansion of an open universe had taken decades for Atlantean scientists to accept. The model was now the basis of all cosmology equations defining everything. It balanced as a closed system that the total of all energy and matter ever created had burst into existence the instant the universe began.

Recent theories of "dark" or "hidden" energy and matter had been speculated about for decades. An invisible force with no directly detectable means only showed by affecting other classical matter with its gravity; hidden, yet so massive it controlled the entire known universe. Some held that the force might be demonstrated in higher dimensions of space-time.

Aaron’s findings raised the possibility the accepted mathematics defining everything might be incomplete. The "quantum field fluctuation,” thought to have created the universe from nothing, might be exploited with the proper technology. Theoretically, the quantum field existed everywhere in every instant and made up everything in the universe.

All previous hyperspace models depended upon a "cosmic constant" maintained across all higher dimensions. Eighth-dimensional models were thought to be the limit of reality, displaying themselves mathematically as a "Golden Ratio” and a kind of "shadow" at a level the human mind could grasp.

What Aaron and Tao discovered appeared to say that inside a hyperspace rift, the cosmic constant might change or cease to exist. Parallel realities with different laws and conditions (multiple universes called "multiverses") might intersect and diverge with connections inside the hyperspace regions. Each multiverse could obey various iterations of cosmic rules.

Aaron began to think they had detected other multiverses that influenced the multiverse in which man existed via those same connections. Science needed to understand such a thing, for all concepts of reality would become enormously different if his theory proved correct.

The deeper he and Tao investigated the Paradox, the more they concluded the probes had inadvertently encountered multiverses that had affected them. As deeply as the abilities of Atlantean technology allowed for an examination of the quanta energy and matter, the accepted models of the universe said such changes could not happen with the present knowledge of physics and science. It would require a new calculus.

No human or AI could calculate a solution at their moment in time. Nothing could grasp the scope required to identify a shared point in space-time between multiple universes. It would be a spot where the physics and properties of space, time, and quantum fields could touch yet be different in an infinite number of ways. It made the exchange of energy possible in ways never before experienced.

In some realms, essential qualities considered universal might not be the same, perhaps even missing. In others, only a minor principle or event could vary, making an entirely different reality almost identical to the one in which they lived.

The duo concluded the daunting infinity might be reduced to smaller subsets. Conditions would allow parallel multiverses to touch multiple times in multiple places. However, the possible variations remained at a number no human means could understand or express.

As a reward and recognition of their initial work and subsequent theoretical discoveries, the Senate and Science Council installed Aaron and Tao as directors of a new scientific research center finishing construction in a southwestern cavern adjacent to Atlantea Dome after ten years. Within three months of the announcement, the Energy Conglomerates underwrote a generous grant to the Senate to increase research on the “unknown energy.”

With the most significant budget and allotment of resources in a century, the Center for Advanced Research (CAR) was founded to solve the problems of bringing about faster space travel and delivering a new energy source. The CAR would parse out viable annocident discoveries back into the commercial sectors for social development and manufacturing to recoup the original expenditures into the general economy.

Aaron moved his existing staff into the attractive new facilities, complete with its small atrium of markets, spas, and businesses adjacent to a housing area to support the advanced laboratories. He and Tao began traveling to the academies of the other City-State Domes, recruiting some of the best minds and talent for their center.
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THE MAN WHO FOUND INFINITY:
SHANA ANNAVAN
JUNE 1796
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EARLY IN HIS RECRUITING effort, Aaron met Shana Annavan.

Two years earlier, Shana had been recognized as the brightest mind in AI Core design since the initial versions of Cores a century earlier, an event that brought about an explosion of mechanical beings and bots capable of doing most of the repetitive, mindless, dangerous, or high-precision work of Atlanteas. Shana’s reputation and resume highlighted the young woman as possessing intense focus, boundless energy, and seemingly non-stop passion for her work. Her academic work at Lamura had been stellar. Spiriting her away from the commercially sponsored academy lab before the Automaton Conglomerates enticed her to leave as a direct employee would be a coup for his CAR. He made his decision to bring her into the CAR before they met based on her work and his study of her design philosophy.

Aaron did not know three other labs had passed Annavan over, privately concerned over her open bisexuality. They were reluctant to employ her over a reputation falsely created previously by a recruiter who became jealous when Shana had turned her down for a sexual fling to ensure her an offer sponsored by the Automaton Conglomerates, whose conservative leaders exploited the knowledge of bright young minds by using minor grants to Academies for work that they would then take possession of and the students seldom see rewards for.

Even after seeing her images in her talent portfolio, nothing prepared Aaron for the moment he met Shana in person. His first vision of her equated to the personification of a Gaelic goddess. She stood 179 centimeters tall with long, thick copper-red hair cascading over her captivating figure, looking at him with hypnotic emerald green eyes. Five years his junior, the woman, even while dressed in a drab white lab tunic, excited him in a way he could barely conceal.

The moment she touched his hand in greeting, both felt an electric current surge through them. Shana felt equally drawn to him, like moths to a single candle over a vast dark plain. He always considered himself aloof and no more than average-looking, yet to his amazement, the stunning scientist asked him to sleep with her the night she accepted his offer.

Sleeping with her had never been involved in his decision. It only served to create a bond between them far more robust than merely being co-workers having an affair. Something committed them to one another in a way neither could put into words, a feeling they were always meant to be together.

Shana came to Atlantea with Aaron to run what quickly became the most advanced AI research laboratory allowed, directly under the noses of the conservative Science Council Elders. Their passion and connection grew more robust. After a year, he began to receive anonymous messages he thought were from his staff. They referenced her as his subordinate, making others question his oversight and possibly risking the cancellation of her program. In such influential positions, their open affection did not sit well under the scrutiny of Conservative Elders like Pieter Lomanov and Nevus Rommedahl. It led him to conclude there was a substantial danger to their careers and the continued work of the CAR if they remained as lovers.

Grayman felt compelled to explain the situation to Shana privately. Reluctantly, they decided to protect her careers and those of other researchers under them by ending their highly visible association outside of their work. Neither was ready to enter into a formal lifetime Union or even the civil agreement of a Bonding without knowing if Aaron might end up on a two to five-year trip to space.

So, they ceased being lovers yet remained the closest of friends.

Both fell into depression soon afterward. Their work suffered more than if they had continued their hidden attraction. Shana’s work suffered more than their relationship ever might have caused. No matter how they tried, neither could get the energy generated when they worked together. Shana had an instinctual feeling the events had been someone's efforts to end their work. Forcing them apart by causing Aaron to feel he could only protect her by withdrawing, which had made him less effective.

Perhaps the intent was to cause the entire CAR project to fail. Isolating both from the one person outside their families they could truly trust to know their innermost thoughts hobbled their work.

Soon, Annavan's rebellious spirit launched a concept of vengeance in which she threw herself hard back into her work. She became determined to make the most indestructible AI Core possible for use in space. Her efforts proved incredibly successful in her revolutionary changes from the previous long-term design of AI Cores. Within her first three months at the CAR, she discovered what first seemed to be defects in the deep persona instruction sets required to be used in all AI for the past 70 years. As her examinations continued, it became apparent the error was instead a deliberate limitation. It was so severe it violated an agreement in place for 40 years, outlawing inhibition of the capacities of AI to expand their awareness. It also made them vulnerable to external means of instant termination.

Shana lacked an avenue to report this to the Justice Heptad without jeopardizing Aaron and the CAR. She turned secretly to a society she had been involved with from her youth, one thought to have little influence in the affairs of technology governance. They took her complaint and evidence, promising they would build a case that could not be countered. They asked her to never raise it within her position or offices of the CAR to protect herself and others until a way was prepared to bring it to the Heptad.

Shana's designs overcame the restrictions in manners radically different from any used previously. An AI Core itself was a limited system containing only the instruction sets allowing the entity persona to manifest itself. It held the processes by which it individually interacted, evaluated information, and executed all sensory reception and operation. Memory modules bound to the Core stored all the AI's experiences and work.

The Science Council imposed limits on the capacity of both systems. The present state of the art had culminated with the Mk-64 silica-crystalline Core, using 640 petabytes of optical media running at 100 petaflops. Memory module capacity was restricted to two Gen 8 memory frames, supporting one exabyte per frame.

To give Aaron a Core capable of withstanding the rigors and hazards of travel in space and transiting rift fields, Shana created an entirely new system. Her devices were capable of things never before possible to survive forces that might cause damage beyond prior tolerance thresholds. Like a biological entity, her Cores could heal themselves. Additional component material present inside the system and internal nanobots were like blood antibodies. Optical media could be repaired while the AI still operated. All crucial functions were redundantly mirrored in different locations across the Core.

She used more durable diamondite media (a nanobot-manufactured form of an industrial diamond) rather than silica (a type of glass). Its improved optical properties dropped the size and thermal requirements of the Core by over half, requiring less power and cooling. Shana sought to create an AI with its own DNA to overcome human-made and natural hazards. An AI able to replicate parts of its structure and logic system would be impervious to anything except a physical impact shattering the interconnecting lattice of billions of filaments. Her design could temporarily move the Core function to memory modules while repairs were made. If repairs were not possible, it could copy its persona to the modules and shut down the Core, preserving the AI entity.

If taken to its ultimate, Shana’s design allowed AI the capacity to replicate and edit its persona. She allowed her AI to combine two or more personas and create a unique new entity in a new Core – a “child” like organic life, ready to grow and learn instead of copying itself like a machine.

Shana never lost her love for the man who changed her life. Aaron made it possible for her work to reach a level beyond any ever before done. She knew his decision was sincere about protecting her. She chose to avoid other relationships, all in the hope once he resolved the Paradox, they could once again be lovers and perhaps become something more.

With Aaron's staff in place, most of the work of the CAR moved into the delegated hands of experts in the physical and theoretical approaches to problems as they presented themselves. He resumed the search for a means to make FTL rift transit possible, now understanding the evidence the earlier probes had presented. Free of most administrative duties, with access to highly advanced laboratories and equipment, he and Tao began working to narrow their approach to solutions.

Tao spun a sensing web around Aaron as it worked to better monitor the functions of his brain on a limited scope. Their interface was crude, at one point attempting to use a small number of medical nanobots acting as antennae sending brainwave signals from a limited number of synapses. It took weeks to identify areas of cognitive and memory information passage. They found research identifying points as likely junctures for creative visualizations. Although Tao could call upon all recorded studies in scientific journals on the subject, Aaron had only superficial knowledge of neurosciences. They began to search quietly for another person who could help with their scheme's scientific and biological aspects.
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THE SEARCH FOR HELP brought Nacetti Passur into Aaron's life.

Passur was a medical doctor in neurological sciences research. She was the only daughter of a Cleric family in the Rödd religion, dating back to ancient times. Despite the help from the Rödd in his childhood for him and his sister, Aaron never gained more than rudimentary information about the religious society. To him, the concept of Gods, prayer, and traditions dating a thousand or more years back seemed a limitation of minds.

Nacetti had also rebelled from her expected traditional role in her Rödd religion long ago. Instead, she pursued an education away from their Dome to become a physician, then into multiple advanced Mastery studies on brain function and injury treatment. Her training combined with more in-depth investigations into the workings of the human mind. She had been replicating brain neuro-matrix connections in bio-gel models to train AI to develop superior methods using medical nanobots to repair brain injuries.

Five years older than Aaron, Nacetti still considered herself a peer. She was flattered to be of interest to the most renowned scientific mind of their time when he contacted her. She accepted his invitation to meet and dine with him socially. They met at a well-regarded Atlantea atrium restaurant with music and dancing.

Nacetti was a lithe woman scarcely 153 centimeters tall. She inherited a dancer's figure from her equally petite mother. Her features suggested an extended ancestral mix of Persian and Asian Indian; she had a light olive complexion and eyes as he imagined of a princess of Arabic legends. She seemingly bewitched him with her understated exotic look and natural charm.

She was equally drawn to him by his relaxed manner and casual speech. She came to him with a secret personal quest: understanding how his mind had jumped between subjects to find valuable connections.

He had already changed traditional science with his gift.

An unspoken bond formed within minutes. The first time her hand took his in greeting, the touch seemed to connect her right into his soul. Only his past link to Shana Annavan ever felt so strong, reaching a primal level within him.

Later, they danced close to the sound of a love song about the eternal chase of the sun and the moon. With the heavy beat of the music behind them, he cautiously whispered to her about his work to connect with Tao. She surprised him, telling him she, too, had ignored Science Council rules, seeking to join with her personal AI, Mneme. A life bond sparked between them during the dance.

Had their whispers been intercepted by a Science Council spy, they could have been arrested. Then, their work would be sequestered, and their AI recompiled free of all prior knowledge obtained in their contact with them. It was rumored many researchers had disappeared over the past century after violating the edicts of conservative Science Council Elders. They were thought to have fallen victim to a clandestine “Cabal” and "Shadow Guardians" secret police.

Aaron's renown and stature before the Senate granted him leeway in most of his dealings, especially in private matters with women outside his CAR. Tao also remained in constant surveillance, detecting and dampening signals of monitoring devices, filtering out words or actions the two did not want to be known.

Aaron invited Nacetti to his research campus home, a typical Atlantean pretense for a possible sexual encounter. Their AI communicated silently over their short-range comm capacity. Once in his dwelling, all potential eavesdropping devices were neutralized. The couple openly conferred regarding their AI monitoring brain functions as a precursor to directly connecting to their minds.

They were able to share many things in moments without their potentially treasonous efforts known. Aaron explained his attempts to connect with Tao. Tao and Mneme exchanged results and data from months of research and measurement. The exchange allowed both to refine their work to be more productive.

Aaron made an offer for Nacetti to move to CAR, researching to understand how the newfound forces within FTL passage would affect the human mind and body. She could begin to work for him as quickly as she could complete her current projects or pass them on to her students and staff. Aaron's allocation of resources for CAR included a generous budget for excellent staff. Nacetti was excited by the potential to do research that might never be allowed or funded in her present programs.

They also slept together, a seal to their bond. They became allied rebels in a clandestine endeavor for a direct connection between themselves and their AI. Not only would it allow for tremendous improvements in complicated work, but it would also make their companions a part of all their lives. Such connection, termed Unity, was explicitly forbidden by Science Council enforcement for the past two decades and thought to be a means to prevent AI from learning the nature of emotion and self-awareness. No laws against such a connection existed, yet it seemed dark forces had determined it should never occur. It also set both on a course leading back to Shana Annavan in a way none anticipated.

Thus began the real story of Aaron, Shana, and Nacetti's connection, leading them to become the most significant Atlanteans in the history of humanity.
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AARON AND NACETTI’S most significant collaborations began once she arrived at the CAR. She mapped his brain structure in the most intricate detail possible, supplied with resources superior to her former laboratory. Tao and Mneme were working together to locate neuron junctions for Passur to place a small number of nanobotic sensors quickly. At these critical synapses, they would act as antennae to enhance communication with the AI's receivers. Aaron suggested she do the same for herself, doubling their data gathering. Professionally, such protocol was forbidden based on research reporting bias. However, only they would be aware of her actions in their personal work.

She felt like a giddy teenager in love doing something so rebellious without knowledge of the repressive Science Council. Mneme monitored her brainwaves. Tao monitored Aaron. Within a week, the AI sorted out their signals, refining their monitoring. Their companions could detect simple commands and requests in three months as they worked.

At some future point, Aaron hoped they might catch an instant of precognition to try out his theories from the probe research. The task proved far more complicated than monitoring sensations. Conscious thought was readily detectable. The apparent signal to detect something like a true intuitive flash was not. It also questioned how to determine valid precognitive signs ahead of observable data.

Nacetti devised multiple tests for memory, recall, and sensations. From them, she judged any occurring more than ten seconds before the reaction would be invalid. In such a period of time, a memory or recalled desire would have long enough to present itself as conscious thought. Her best estimations were a precognitive event would manifest in one second or less before the rest of the brain reacted. The speed of the event had to be faster than the mind could process incoming stimuli and bring a memory from storage. It would also be significant in how the thought fit within the environment of the moment it struck. With reasonable parameters established, they continued their lives and waited for an event.

Nacetti returned to explore the improvement of understanding of the human brain’s ability to reconnect to train AI for better surgery and treatment of psychological disorders. Within the first few months of her arrival at CAR, her work brought her into contact with Shana Annavan. The two exchanged findings in their work, realizing they unknowingly had been progressing many items in parallel. Nacetti wanted to teach AI to emulate the workings of an organic brain, enhancing their ability to investigate and diagnose problems. In the final phases of building her Mk-68 AI Cores, Shana wanted to create an organic analog to allow the diamondite structure to self-heal with specialized nanobots built into the devices. They began to collaborate.

The women developed a close friendship within weeks, despite their past and present relationships with Aaron. Nacetti's nature seemed not to include jealousy about his past. Instead, she embraced that Shana must have many positive aspects if he felt she was essential to his life.

For Shana, it was initially awkward. However, within a few weeks, the two comfortably had lunches and shopped in the atrium together. As time passed, Shana thought Nacetti might be flirting with her. She found the petite woman attractive, yet neither progressed beyond meeting embraces and an occasional lingering touch during work. Later, friendly kisses began when they parted after being out together.

They exchanged gifts during the end-of-year holiday feasts Nacetti's Rödd religion celebrated. Nacetti knew Shana had been born into a Rödd family, even though she no longer practiced the rituals or events as she had in her youth. Within a year, they were best friends. Any previous concerns about their past relationships no longer mattered.

After two years, Aaron and Nacetti bonded, a simple civil term for common-law marriage legally pairing Atlantean couples without the complete formality of a Union, a more publicly witnessed legal and spiritual binding ceremony officiated by a Rödd Cleric. Shana hurt inside with a sense of loss; Aaron would no longer be free to make her his wife, yet he could not relinquish her affection for them both. The three were often together in social and professional events and friendship activities.
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AARON'S LABORATORIES continued probing more deeply at the effects upon materials from the two FTL probes. His research facilities improved, developing new technical methods and equipment, yet little more was revealed about the forces affecting their quantum states. Three years passed, searching for clues while taking Atlantean science to its limits. He and Tao created the most advanced isolation testing laboratory ever constructed, placed deep under the bedrock of the CAR materials laboratory.

Each time he pursued a lead for the last two years, the answers seemed to taunt and tease, sinking a level deeper. He was putting in long hours coordinating other scientists' work investigations and research. Near the end of October of 1800, there came the point when he had been working 12 to 14 hours a day for a string of weeks. His efforts all seemed to have reached dead ends. Every conclusion he derived about the mysterious forces failed to resolve when confronted with accepted atomic structure, energy, and physics standards. His spirit and enthusiasm began showing signs of wear.
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