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CITADEL:
PLANNING A DELIVERY
AUGUST 1801
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Ascendant Rödd Priestess Nacetti Passur was awake before her husband and wife the morning after their Union. The baby had made it impossible to go long without needing the loo and eating to feed the rapidly growing fetus. She would be holding this child in less than a month, now pressing her body and organs into unusual alignments as she prepared to enter the world. Nacetti weighed more than she ever had, and her belly felt like it might rip open like an overripe melon in the markets if she ate another bite. Yet, she was famished as she entered the dining area.

Her AI companion, Mneme, met her and called for a tray of her breakfast favorites and juices to be brought to her. For a few minutes, she was alone with the photonic entity, which had been a part of her life longer than her husband and had accompanied her through her transition from researcher and doctor back to Priestess in a life she had left 24 years earlier.

“Mneme, I’ve missed the times we had to talk as we did back when I was still in my post at Lamura,” she spoke while waiting for the food to arrive. “Things seemed so much simpler then.”

“Much about your life and the nation has changed since that time, Nacetti,” the AI observed. “I am not sure if it has all been for the best. However, your time with Aaron and, more recently, Shana has positively affected your life.”

“Indeed, it has,” she agreed. “I never would have thought I could find a man like Aaron to share my life, become so involved in a mutual goal of Unity, and create this life inside me. It’s like I’m giving birth to multiple lives with all we’ve accomplished.”

“Then I gather you plan to move forward with the upgrades for Tao and me in the near future?” the machine mind questioned.

“There was never any question in my mind,” the Priestess answered. “Many things came into play to delay it, things which had dramatically changed the world we knew when we began. It’s the principal reason for our relocation to Yucanna and Citadel. We had to save Shana because, without her, there would be no possibility of upgrading you for Unity or for Aaron to give the nation his dream of going to new worlds in a human lifetime.”

“Nacetti, I have known you for much of my existence,” the AI addressed her, allowing the mobile cart to enter from the corridor and roll up to the table where the woman waited. “There is something else you have hinted at in the past, and I have touched on in our rudimentary connections working for Unity. You have included Shana for another reason: you conceal from her and Aaron. I find it difficult to continue on our path without a better understanding of this ‘destiny’ which you hold so strongly in your thoughts, yet have not shared with them or entirely with me.”

“I guess I owe you that much, old friend,” she agreed, taking a glass of juice and sweetened bread from the tray. “Are they still sleeping and cannot hear us?”

“They are,” the AI confirmed. “I will alert you in advance if they awaken.”

“Very well,” she agreed, taking another bite and a drink before continuing. “I was in my last year of training in the Ways of the Priestess here with my mother. One of the traditions is to go to the Chamber of Time, where the Crystals of Time are said to allow us to see our path through the rest of our lives to understand the future the Gods intend for us. So I went, day after day, meditating, praying, wondering why I had no vision. I felt perhaps I was somehow not destined, as the elder Priestesses had said, to Ascend to my post. But then, I noticed a pattern in the crystal that I didn’t see anywhere else in our icons. Only in the past year have I found the pattern again. It’s in the matrix of the Core Shana has made, the one which allows the system to self-heal.”

“That is quite intriguing, as that pattern only exists at a molecular level created by nano-manufacturing the photonic memory medium,” Mneme observed. “How could you see such without strong sensors for that time?”

“I saw it in my meditations, with my eyes covered by a ceremonial mask to prevent me from seeing or hearing, only to touch things with other senses,” she clarified. “Senses beyond the normal which we of the Priestess lines are said to inherit over the eons, the Gods both blessed and cursed the Clergy. I know it’s not scientifically proven, yet it somehow does occur.”

“Science always discovers new phenomena at some level and gradually proves its existence if valid,” the AI concurred. “Perhaps this is one such case.”

“The vision first was of the pattern, and then a great ocean of crystals took the pattern,” she continued. “It was so vast and so bright; it was like all light in the Universe emanated from that ocean. It was beautiful, a feeling of belonging and completeness which went to my soul; however, it was only part of the vision.”

“You sound as if you are describing a human view of Unity on a vast scale,” Mneme interpreted. “Very strange this would come to one representing a faction of religious belief.”

“I agree, it was,” Nacetti admitted. “Then came the part that changed my entire life. In the dark space above the light, I saw an orb. Images flashed like lightning from the skies over the land and sea. I saw myself with a young man. He was struck down, and I was left mourning. I saw children, many children, being raised from what seemed like death.

Then I saw myself once again happy, in the arms of a man with stars around his head and a woman who enfolded me in her arms. I saw myself holding a child, a smaller version of me. Lastly, I saw myself and my child struck down. The man and woman grieved while another nebulous figure, shining like a goddess, raised them once more, ascending with them into stars, riding the light cast from the crystal sea.”

“There is much symbolism to your vision,” the AI interpreted. “Conclusions paired with your life events could seem to foretell events to come. However, I caution that such interpretations can be speculative at best and likely only symbolic manifestations of inner fears or hopes.”

“I would think so, too, and did at first,” she explained. “Only, I returned to the chamber five times over five months to seek a clearer vision. The pattern repeated. It never once changed and never once went further than that moment. I sought counsel from two other Priestesses from other Families. They had no interpretation or clarity to offer. Their experiences had been much more defined and understandable.

Finally, I made arrangements to study at Lamura Academy. Then, I confronted my parents with my experience. They wanted to console me, to have me stay and continue my path for the good of the Passur line. I couldn’t. I did not want the path I saw. I concluded that if I left the path and lived in a way that would no longer bring me to Ascend, I could escape the things I had seen.”

“Yet, you have returned to this path after you Bonded with Aaron,” Mneme made a statement that seemed more like a question.

“I realized running from the path had not changed it. On the contrary, it had become the vision I had seen, even in a way far from the Rödd and the Priesthood,” she confided. “All that I felt, have done, and now cherish are part of this path. If I don’t continue on it, then so many positive things for humanity, for all souls, won’t complete their paths. I was selfish and afraid. I now must trust I serve a different path with my life.”

“Nacetti, you feel you will die with your child and leave Aaron and Shana to carry on?” The AI simplified the interpretation. “Could this simply be a function of your age being greater than theirs, which you have internalized as threatening?”

“I wish I could say that to be the case,” she smiled at her non-human companion. “Somehow, it doesn’t have that feeling.”

“This is what has troubled you for so long?” Mneme sought assurance.

“I guess it’s troubled me and tempered what should have been the happiest time of my life,” she confirmed.

“If I may, there is an observation you and other humans have made that could help you in this time, Nacetti,” the AI concluded. “You believe omnipotent Gods direct your life path, what you call destiny. If such is the case, would your life be better to enjoy the time you spend until the moment of your life when the event you foresaw actually happens? And would such not also be best for those you care about as well?”

“You’re perhaps a better judge of people than I, Mneme,” Nacetti smiled as she finished her juice. “Here, I’ve been dreading and holding back my feelings and desires in fear of something that only seems to be my future. Instead, I can spend every possible moment having the best experiences and loving those I cherish in the ways I desire most. How could I have become so fixated on 'destiny' as to have been blind to what I was doing to myself?”

“You have been dwelling too close to the problem to recognize it, perhaps,” the AI said in a rather playful tone, “Or as those of the Land say, you could not see the forest for the trees.”

––––––––
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LATER IN THE MORNING, the three of them went to the Citadel Medical facility, one of the places working so intensely to perfect the methods to extract the deadly implants from their adopted adult daughter, Vicireen Fastell. This time, the mood was much more relaxed, and the occasion was much happier. The natal specialists made a full scan of Nacetti and the baby. Aaron Grayman and Shana Annavan were practically beaming as they watched the monitors.

The little girl inside her belly was fully developed, primarily growing healthier. Her lungs were maturing for life outside the womb. In three weeks, she would be ready for birth. That was where the biggest concern developed.

At her age and being as petite as she was, the specialists were concerned that Nacetti’s body would not handle the widening of her pelvis as needed to allow the child a safe vaginal birth. In addition, the measurements of her pelvic opening and the baby’s head were close to identical. Although the human body is a marvelous machine capable of stretching and bones unhooking for birth, the stress could become too much for both mother and child.

It potentially endangered the child but also had a risk of breaking the older woman’s pelvis. After doctors had consulted for nearly 30 minutes, the family was called to the medical conference room and shown the information and potential remedies.

With the knowledge that this would likely be her only child, with so much hope and attention focused on this birth, the option of using a cesarean intervention was the safest alternative. It would make Nacetti’s recovery a bit longer; however, there was less danger of complications if her body could not adapt to the baby’s size in the final weeks.

The baby would also have less stress, although some biological aspects would not trigger naturally without the squeezing of vaginal birth. However, those could be readily accommodated by the advanced medical facility available to her in the city, which has the best doctors and medical technology in Atlanteas. With this knowledge, the three were able to plan her arrival date for three weeks. Therefore, they could inform their parents and families of the event in advance. For once, Nacetti forbade any staff from informing her mother or the Deaconess, so she and her spouses could deliver the news in person at dinner.

Dinner was casual yet more elaborate than usual. The gathering was like a huge family reunion in the formal dining hall of the Passur Tower. The room was full of Aaron’s aunts and his uncle, Shana’s parents, aunts, uncles, cousins, a whole clan of the Passur Family, and close friends, including the Deaconesses, their Attendants, and Administrator Duarte Jondhal and Flight Captain Melene Llada, whom Aaron had invited. The atmosphere was festive as this was a wedding feast delayed by one day due to the Remembrance of those lost in the Capitol Dome Disaster and terror bombing. It was private, not meant to be the previous day's public spectacle. First, Priestess Satuhjäna and Admiral Chäddu Passur were in casual attire. Musicians played, and there was much laughter, wine, spirits, food, and happiness.

The new family, formally known as the Passurs in the tradition of taking the wife’s last name, had made their home in the city where they were wanted most. When much of the meal had been consumed and the room was abuzz with conversations and merriment, Chäddu stood and tapped his thin metal goblet with the handle of a knife to signal attention.

“I welcome you all to the Passur Family and the home of our newest members,” his baritone voice filled the large hall. “It has been decades since such joy and celebration have been warranted in this House. Our daughter, my precious little girl, has not only returned, but she has also come bringing the grandchild that her mother and I have begged the Gods to let us see before our time on this side of the Styx is done. I don’t think she could have found a better father than my son-in-law, or as I think of him, my son, Aaron Grayman, or a wife more charming, vibrant, and beautiful than Shana Annavan!”

With that, he raised his goblet high in celebration, and the rest of the room sounded in salute, followed by stiff drinks of whatever libations filled their goblets.

Aaron stood with his goblet raised, signaling his intention to speak. When it seemed he had the attention of the room, Nacetti and Shana rose with him. It was Nacetti who spoke instead.

“It’s a monumental task in this city to keep anything secret for long when you’re the daughter of a First Priestess,” she began, her voice surprisingly strong for her stature. “However, under threat of harm, I managed to keep the doctors at the medical center from informing you of this so I could be the first, Mother.”

Satuhjäna’s expression was one of near shock and momentary uncertainty after the ups and downs of the past months. Nacetti did not prolong her suspense.

“Because of how healthy and robust your granddaughter has grown inside me, I will no longer be able to have a natural birth for her as I’d hoped. She must come into the world as the Caesars of old were said to. So, I can now tell you that you will hold your granddaughter on the eleventh of next month, September, according to the world calendar. I trust you have nothing major on your schedule to work around!”

Satuhjäna’s expression was one of happy amazement, and she called out, “If there were, it’s now canceled! I’m beyond words, Nacetti!”

“We’ve also arrived at a name for the little Princess, which you'll spoil completely with your love and happiness,” Nacetti proclaimed in a giddiness to all in the room. “However, we'll make you wait until she arrives to share it. Something in this birth needs to remain a surprise!”

With that, Nacetti raised her goblet and downed every drop. But, of course, it was much easier for her as she was drinking juice squeezed from apples grown in the garden on the tower's roof. Meanwhile, Aaron and Shana had a robust and aged red wine of red grapes from the best vineyards of Yucanna. The room filled with happy shouts, none louder than the laughter and proclamations of proud grandfather Chäddu Passur.

From that moment, the night became a relaxed celebration. Uncles were dancing with Deaconesses, and aunts were talking of children with the First Priestess. Cousins heard stories of flying through space on an A-100 from the Flight Captain or commanding a Blackship through the abyss from Chäddu. For the evening, there were no longer titles, only people happy in the lives of three people who had united in love to bring a new life into the world in only three weeks.

Three kilometers south in the Citadel, in the Headquarters of the Crystal Guardians, a monitoring AI noted a minor uptick in atmospheric broadcasts from ill-defined locations to the south and east of Yucanna. As the Landers had no such science or technology, it could only be from an Atlantean source. The signal was so poor in quality, broken by atmospheric disturbance, that it could easily have been echoes of communications from land outposts in South America or Africa being jumbled by lightning from the typical thunderstorms of the regions. Still, being on heightened vigil after discovering the remains of the Stingray escape pod, the AI made notations of it. The event was recorded for reference to future patterns.
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FLYING TO SPARTA-PRIME:
AIRLIFT TO ACCEPTANCE
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Admiral Vaalkáis Kye gazed at the vast swath of clouds spread below through the aircraft window as it streaked high in the atmosphere over the equator of the Earth. She had never liked flying, even though it was required for a Shadow Guardian officer in her position and skills. Nevertheless, she would have to use air transport to avoid the dangers of the fleets of Atlanteas, sure to be charged to pursue her in her self-determined role as Admiral and the remaining members of the Shadow Guardian command.

The relatively spacious aircraft, for its time, afforded her and her companion room to partially recline their seats, not enough to sleep or to get comfortable. For numbing hours, a roaring rush of air vibrated through the thin pressurized hull while it was periodically buffeted in ascending columns of tropical air and dying thunderstorms. The methane engines sent a steady, low-frequency roar through every surface.

The two aircraft dropped from the high sky in dizzying dives three hours before dawn, flaring over a jungle plateau to land on their legs in a small clearing to refuel. She and Admiral Lisil Pascal had 45 minutes of relief to walk and breathe outside the cabin before being called back aboard to continue the journey.

This time, their exit had been almost as bad as the landing. Using procedures to avoid detection by Landers or Atlantean agents, the pilots left the ground in a hover, lasting until they cleared the trees. Then it turned into something akin to a ballistic shot high into the atmosphere as fast as the craft could travel, leaving sight of the ground in under a minute. Again, they were pressed so hard into the seatbacks that it felt as if two people were piled atop them. Soon, passing 450 knots airspeed and 10,000 meters altitude, they leveled, arcing toward Sparta-Prime, over two hours away.

Reaching their arrival at the large base began what Vaalkáis considered the potentially greatest period of danger to herself and Lisil. She had slept for an hour during the flight. Pascal counted on their mutual need, with no other alternative but to trust her. Still, she was the one carrying the child of the man who had led the secret police forces of the Cabal - an army of soldiers and technicians doing dirty deeds directly for control of the most technologically advanced race on Earth.

Would Governor Tarsu actually be supportive, as he said, or would there be imprisonment or execution for the crimes she had carried out in the name of Lomanov? If Tarsu remained loyal to Pieter, he would have to see her actions as absolutely needed to protect the Guardians and the principles for which Pieter stood. Then she would be a queen, carrying their leader's heir, endowed by birthright, to continue the fight and embody his beliefs.

The Admirals were gambling everything on an uncertain path. The only other path would lead her to the barrel or blade of a Crystal Guardian Orca and years of imprisonment while she awaited a sure death sentence by any means the Senate chose to impose. Lisil could have left, run at any point, and would still be considered a hostage of the Shadow Guardians. She had yet to show her reasoning to protect Vaalkáis beyond the threat of Shakti Kappas, though it was certain there had to be something further in the extreme risks she was taking. An EMRG dart or Thunderbolt missile to the aircraft or base would not know their differences.

The front panels of the craft became active, indicating sensor scans capable of detecting their presence. The pilots seemed unconcerned, silencing the new data alert. The map on the central console screen indicated a point along the horizon that they gently turned to approach. The sun was soon to emerge to their left. Clouds remained high along the coastline at the point indicated. Clouds meant concealment from prying eyes that might see the two streaking craft drop to the ground. Thirty kilometers away, the pilots turned the small ships into dying cumuli, still reaching four kilometers into the air. Immediately, the cabins rattled with the unsteady updrafts of the tropical rainstorms. The aircraft's deceleration pushed them hard into their belts.

"Prepare for landing," Major Xonia instructed them. "It’s gonna be a little choppy.”

Choppy was a term better used for boats and submarines, not the experience the craft began delivering. White mist rushing past the windows gave no reference to the Earth below. It was impossible to tell if the craft was oriented correctly by the feel of gravity. Buffeting air currents were so unpredictable that they seemed to rise one second, and the next second, they were falling, shaken from side to side.

The ship’s engines throttled up and down in seconds, accounting for the forces slamming it. The nose rose, then fell several times, the pilots purposefully keeping the craft inside the core of the cumulus cloud. Both Pascal and Kye braced in their seats, holding their harnesses to remain in place for the harrowing five minutes of descent before the ship seemed to stabilize only 500 meters up.

Out the window, the mists vanished. A long, rocky coastline lay just ahead on either side, with a scrub forest giving way to the jungle behind the craft. The forward display indicated a square of the scrub forest just ahead of the vertically maneuvering aircraft. The pilots quickly oriented the craft, edging over the block as it swiftly dropped to less than 100 meters over the trees.

At that point, something indicated this was not the wooded land it seemed. A section of trees on either side began to rise as the ground broke open in four petals of a circular hatch cover big enough for one aircraft to enter each section. They swung upward and out of the opening. Other aircraft sat in sections of the circular opening as their ship quickly dropped into the deep crater. The opening was already sealing as the ship touched down on its landing legs, preventing exposure for more than a few minutes.

Noise from the engines and fans died, and the cabin filled with sounds of equipment from the ship cycling and shutting down. Once the bulk of the systems were secured, Commander Xonia stood, moving back into the cabin at the door behind both women. He looked out to see what was close, then cycled the hatch. It opened, dropping the access ladder to the flooring below.

It wasn't quiet with the busy sounds of people and machines coming to service the vehicle. The Major slung his weapon behind and started down the ladder, looking over the official reception members approaching. True to form, he challenged them, demanding identification chips. After verifying identities, he returned to the cabin to tell them it was safe to disembark the aircraft.

They descended the ladder with four staff officers before them - two medical specialists, two high-ranking Shadow Guardian officers - and eight Guardians in day uniforms without the armor of the Tigersharks. Upon seeing them, all snapped to attention, waiting until their salute was returned to assume an attentive stance. Kye noticed all eyes were fixed on her, except for the Governor, who was focused on Pascal. They approached, and he spoke first.

“Admiral Pascal, it’s unexpected but a pleasure to see you once again,” Governor Tarsu greeted them. “Admiral Kye, your reputation remains a legend to us here. Welcome back to Sparta-Prime.”

“Thank you, Governor,” Pascal took the lead as she and Kye had previously agreed. “Admiral Kye suffered injuries during her escape from Atlantea. I trust the medical officers are here for her assistance?”

“That and to give you a check out as well, Admiral,” he responded. “There are some new diseases we have identified in this area of the world that can quickly infect and spread. All personnel coming into the base are screened and inoculated before interacting with the base personnel. Therefore, I’ll ask you to follow them.

Once they’ve checked you out, my adjutant, Commander Fewar, will show you to your quarters and orient you to the base and its facilities. I’ll meet with you again tomorrow morning once I establish a proper office for you and add your codes to the control and command systems here.”

“Thank you, Governor,” Pascal accepted the explanation, knowing it was also to allow his people to fully confirm she and Kye were who they appeared to be and not carrying snooper gear or posing a threat.

“Admiral Kye,” the Governor turned to speak directly to her. “Please allow me to express my sympathies and respect for the loss of Elder Lomanov. He spoke very highly of his regard for you and recorded his desire that you would continue the traditions and his work in the event of his passing. I hope we’ll be able to talk about some things he shared with me later.”

“Thank you, Governor,” the Amazon-like woman accepted the condolences. “I would, for now, ask for a proper meal, a shower, and a quiet bunk not shooting across the sky so loudly Poseidon’s tritons could not be heard.”

“We’ll gladly supply you those, Ma’am,” the Governor assured, smiling at her candor.

He then saluted and stepped back so Commander Fewar could direct them. One medical officer moved to accompany each, with four Guardians keeping pace behind.

Lisil wondered if Tarsu was trying to curry the favor of Kye or preparing to test her on the cause of Lomanov’s death and her part in it. Either was concerning. If Kye’s mind was still impaired from her injuries, he might use it to get into her head, as she had, and twist her in ways he desired.

Even if he was only being considerate, it was apparent that Kye remained the key to gaining control and consolidating the Shadow Guardians into an army to defend Atlanteas from the danger of what "Empress Shakti Kappas" would likely bring. She had to protect her companion, even if all her choices might not be sound. Their lives and futures depended upon it.

They were housed adjacent to one another in the officers’ quarters of the base medical wing. It might not have seemed appropriate for their rank in the style and scope of the prior Capitol Dome medical centers, but it was the best Sparta-Prime could do on the short notice they had been given. Their medical check-out was as thorough as the Science Council facilities could provide. The inoculations were legitimate, and nothing was done in a hidden or surreptitious manner.

By the time they returned to their rooms, fresh and adequately sized officers’ daily uniforms and underclothing awaited them, with toiletries and grooming items in the private bath and loo facility of each room. It allowed them to finally feel clean and fresh after the past hectic days, from sending their signals from Corn Island to the quick response to their air evacuation to Sparta-Prime.

They dined together at 09:00. The meal was well-prepared, a seeming banquet against the standards of the last month at the remote outpost. Whatever Tarsu’s intent might be, he was not missing opportunities to impress the high-ranking officers. Both women found themselves exhausted and asleep in their quarters by 10:30.

They awoke for more medical testing and scans at 14:00 and debriefed with a medical officer. Vaalkáis’ injuries were detailed, and the surgeons planned further work on her broken bones and internal injuries. Lisil managed to talk privately with the Chief Medical Officer before she revealed the information about the implant in Kye’s brain to her. By preventing disclosure, Lisil was assured that she could talk to Governor Tarsu about the device. The women had dinner and soon slept, trying to return to a more regular schedule.

The following morning at 07:00, they were ready to begin their quest to turn the remaining Shadow Guardians into a force capable of doing what had not been done in centuries: protecting the Republic of Atlanteas from attack by a force capable of causing the collapse and overthrow of its government.

It began simply, a morning finding both well-prepared and in the company of Commander Fewar. The Adjutant led them to an officers’ dining room where a high-protein breakfast and fresh coffee made from beans harvested near the base had been prepared. While they ate, the Commander began answering many questions and replying to their inquiries about the base and its forces. No details regarding the assignments of any groups were allowed; however, the groups' statuses were. Pascal was encouraged as she evaluated the situation.

15 Tigershark companies were present at Sparta-Prime. Of those, four were ready to handle missions within 12 hours up to a range of 800 kilometers using the base’s aircraft. The base had 12 long-range Comorant transport aircraft and four smaller attack craft based on the Flyers that could be transported and launched from the Scylla-class Blackships. Six of the Comorants were equipped with firepower akin to an Osprey drone while carrying three squads of Tigershark up to 800 kilometers. Corn Island lay far beyond their normal limits, but the evacuation of the top members of the Science Council command warranted launching their rescue.

The smaller attack Flyers were similarly armed, with a crew of two and a range of around 1000 kilometers. At those extended ranges, both aircraft types required methane fuel to be available to make a return to Sparta. Tigersharks often used one of the aircraft on missions against Landers who had learned of their technology or harmed Atlanteans, or to capture or terminate rogue Atlanteans on the Land. Teams of technicians kept the craft operating.

Sparta-Prime’s most substantial area was naval support. A double tunnel system over 5 kilometers long formed both a submarine entry and a surface vessel route at sea level to the Atlantic. Nine 100-meter Scylla-class submarines for cargo and personnel transport and five Defender-class ships were stationed there.

Presently in port were two other Scylla-class ships: one each from the African base in Ilha de Uno and Shakti Kappas’ far Pacific base on Krakatoa. Those bases had fleets totaling 22 Scylla-class ships and 10 Defender-class vessels. Human labor at the bases made it possible for them to supply the agricultural needs of the outlying Shadow Guardian bases and outposts, requiring the vessels to run cargo regularly. Each Scylla-class ship had two Hammerhead tubes, while the Defender-class had three. The Scylla-class was capable of deep dives to the lowest of the Domes and transporting up to 200 troops with gear and provisions if needed. It gave the potential to place over 1,800 Tigersharks and technicians in a location within five hours.

Sparta-Prime had advanced manufacturing capacities, medical facilities, methane-hydrate harvesting and extraction facilities, and over 1500 bots of various configurations to support operations. Additionally, it also possessed 50 low-capacity captive-system AI capable of controlling the bots, limited and disabled from networking beyond the base comm systems. This prevented interaction with the AI of the Atlantean system and any possible evolution of greater capacities as the AI of the Domes had in prior years.

They were tireless taskmasters overseeing the operations to make the base function. Yet, they remained subservient, controlled by the Atlanteans of the facility. This was advantageous for Pascal. Their massive computational capacity would allow her to analyze the intelligence she needed to understand and counter potential responses by Atlantean forces and Shakti’s Empire.

At 08:45, the Admirals were led to the command center and issued full command credentials and new key chips for control operations of the base. They were then directed to the Governor’s office, where Tarsu was waiting. Given comfortable chairs, they were passed new data pads with the information they were about to review during the talks, which both Kye and Pascal had prepared.

“My team on Corn Island reported that the logs of the actions and movements of the Defender prior to its arrival are not present, Admiral Pascal,” he began. “This is unusual and highly suspect. Is there a reason for this gap in data?"

“There is,” she responded, initially very cryptically. “I have the content of the logs and the intelligence I gathered while at Corn Island with me for safekeeping. It contains very sensitive information that Atlantean, Vyke, or Crystal Guardians must not possess.”

“I’m sure your reasoning must be sound, Admiral, though you must also understand how this would cause caution on my part,” Tarsu continued. “Are you willing to share the scope of the data with me to put this situation in context and our issues of trust to rest?”

“I shall, under the understanding that once I do, you must not disclose this information amongst your staff or the command of the other bases until they accept our authority over their forces under succession protocols,” she agreed, conditionally, with him. “They contain, amongst other items, the details of the death of Pieter Lomanov in combat with Atlantean forces.”

“I see why you’d want to keep that from unauthorized sources,” he agreed, making notes on his pad. “If I agree to your terms, will you assure me that my position as Governor of this base will continue? It would be a challenging time to subject the forces here to a change in leadership with Shadow Guardians now considered an enemy of our Nation.”

“We can cut through the shit, Tarsu,” Kye spoke more plainly and effectively. “You know what happened back at the Capitol as well as we do. Lomanov was responsible for all the collateral deaths at the Research Center. I’m trying to prevent losing everything he held important before those actions and get our people accepted back into the Domes. We need you to join us before the rest of the Guardians react, fragment, or surrender, leaving us as outcasts marooned to the animals of the land.”

Lisil cast a glance at Vaalkáis as she could, ready to call her out for speaking out too soon. However, she watched Tarsu sit back in his chair, his body language showing he was surprised and not hostile. She held off on reproach, instead focusing on the man, awaiting his next action. It was also clear to her that, unconsciously, Vaalkáis exuded massive attraction when her hard character flared, and it seemed to capture the Governor’s thoughts.

“That,” his answer began, “Was one of the scenarios I had imagined when I received your signal before responding to you. Unfortunately, as you were likely at sea and running silent on all comms, I’m sure you missed the information in the days following the Breach of the Capitol. It showed all Shadow Guardian officers left in the Domes, herded like animals into detention or killed if they attempted to resist or flee. Your reasons for holding this data may be well-intentioned, but it is somewhat meaningless at this point.

The destruction of the Liberty and the collapse of the Ministry destroyed the Archive and Guardian records during the first hour of the Breach. The AI are now in sole possession of the knowledge of our people. They’ll be able to dominate and control us at any moment that pleases them. I swore allegiance to Elder Lomanov’s service to prevent such a world from coming to pass.”

He let a long pause occur, looking between them, though perhaps more directly into Kye’s blue eyes, looking at him in what might be contempt, anger, or desire before he spoke again. It was apparent she now controlled their fate in the next few seconds of this confrontation. Pascal could only hold her expression of firm resolve and hope the volatile concubine of Lomanov had somehow won in one strike.

“Can you assure me this will return our nation to humanity and end the threat of letting the machine minds become more than our servants?” he posed to gauge their intentions.

“Governor Tarsu,” Vaalkáis spoke before Lisil could form words. “I now carry the child of Pieter Lomanov. I don’t intend for his child to grow up in a world where devices rule mankind. We’re going to end this once and for all. I intend to remove those who protect the cursed machines from this nation. Is THAT worth your loyalty and service?”

Tarsu stared at Kye silently, weighing his next words before speaking.

He drew a deep breath and answered, “I’ll assist you in consolidating our forces as long as we share the same goals. Protect my people, destroy the ability of the AI to control us, and get us back into the Domes; for that, Admiral Kye, I’ll give sanctuary and safety to you and the child of Lomanov.”

Pascal dared not show her relief, but she could not yield her position of advantage. Now was the time to complete her initial mission. She needed access to their Data Center. Only if Dani had reached the Rödd would the next phase work. In the meantime, she had to work with the Shadow Guardian remnants to prepare for Shakti to make a move.

Her first steps had to be general, leaving her room to expand as their influence grew and power consolidated under her; indeed, it had to be her. Despite her power, Kye would not be a stable partner once she focused on her obsession with destroying the Passurs and the Rödd. Lomanov’s bombs almost killed her and her crew, as they had those on the Liberty. Her ultimate goal was to get her clandestine data back to those who could use it, mobilizing an effective army to slow or prevent Shakti and getting the Shadow Guardian army back under the nation of Atlanteas. Revenge had nothing to do with her plans, only redemption.

“Then let's agree now we’ll do what must be reasonably attempted to get the Guardians under a unified command,” Pascal emphasized. “You and Admiral Kye can prepare an army of your remaining loyal forces. My place within Science Fleet can allow me to negotiate to secure some political power in the Domes to get you to be accepted as rightful citizens of Atlanteas, not outcasts. There’s a threat to us, likely much greater and more immediate than the AI, Governor Tarsu.”

“I can see you've already considered what has been my deeper concern, Admiral Pascal,” Tarsu stated. “Governor Gabris of Athens-Prime isn't as closely bound to the Domes as I am here in Sparta. But to the east, there is one more dangerous than it now seems anyone but Elder Lomanov recognized. She knows what has happened in the Domes, and she's troublingly silent on it. Just as our storms roll in from the east, hers may soon rise as well. What will we need to begin?”

The next three hours were filled with assessments of resources, manufacturing capacity, known ships and weapons, equipment, capacities of Domes closest to Sparta-Prime, and preliminary time frames for actions. Finally, the three made notes as they researched capacities and worked to establish priorities.

They parted to accomplish tasks they deemed most urgent when it was done. Dispatches were sent to the African base in Ilha de Uno and Governor Gabris to negotiate to consolidate all remaining Atlantic Shadow Guardian forces under the unified command of the Governors, Admiral Kye, and overseen by Science Fleet Admiral Pascal. A meeting of the Governors and Adjutants would be coordinated as soon as safe transportation could be assured.

Pascal learned from the details available to them that 45,500 Tigersharks, technicians, and support members were available between Sparta and Athens. Slave labor, totaling almost 45,000, worked under the control of a small force of overseers in Sparta-Prime using a large number of enforcement bots. They dealt swift, harsh punishment for deviation from directions without killing, where possible. Even as slavers, Atlantean technology was efficient; it did not waste resources such as a trained slave. Unfortunately, the severity of some training resulted in the death of slaves who were too rebellious to accept the yoke of servitude to the advanced race.

The officers and overseers would have been subject to the severest penalties of Atlantean law had their practices been known to the prior Senate and population. Lomanov had been as thorough in concealing the forbidden practice as he had been in eliminating those he had determined a danger to his ideal of Atlantean society.1

Over the next week, Lisil and Vaalkáis were shown all aspects of the base. Tarsu prepared their quarters, befitting their status and adjoining executive offices in the command center. The Scylla-class submarine Phorkys was sent to fetch the crew at Corn Island and recover its most valuable assets. Its mission was of priority to recover all resources of the outpost, especially the Infiltrator minisubs, the Defender, and the drones, more than it was about recovering the people.

Tarsu’s commanders considered the mission a reward for those loyal to Admiral Pascal for braving the Capitol Dome exit and Kye's recovery. Were it not for their extraordinary efforts and the assets to preserve, Shadow Guardian standard protocol would have had the outpost being wiped from existence by rocket-delivered thermobaric weapons to prevent the capture of information from the comm systems or any people there from preventing discovery by Atlantean security, Vyke Guardians, or Crystal Guardians. Harsh as it sounded, the action was the only sure means to protect Pascal, Kye, and the Shadow Guardians by preventing the discovery of their strongholds.
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Eight hundred kilometers northwest of the departing aircraft, Daniella Juno had endured another day of oppressive tropical heat while making a steady 30 knots in her small motor launch. She had used four of the ten remaining fuel tanks to power the fuel cell engine. Yucanna was 600 kilometers, another full day's travel, ahead. First, the vessel needed to cool for a few hours. The engine had already run for six hours past its normal operational parameters between servicing of the reaction catalysts. Finally, the sea had calmed to under 40 centimeters, and the darkness allowed her to shut down and drift peacefully.

It would take two hours for the catalysts to become cool enough to open the housing and clean out the light residue of the stored methane she used for fuel. The outpost tanks had not been serviced for well over a year, so minor deposits of sulfur and carbon were left by incomplete combustion in the high-tech power converter. Cleaning was not difficult, but it had to be done when cold to prevent injury and keep the small package's high-temperature pressure seals from being warped.

Exhausted from the hours of travel, the heat, and the battle the night before, the Ensign treated her skin for the burn of excess sun exposure and drank plenty of cool purified water. At the same time, she ate a package of energy wafers and a container of bean curd flavored to taste like lamb. Finally, with her hunger sated, she set the scanner on alert mode and an alarm for 02:30 to awaken her to finish the fuel cell service when the converter temperature reached 25 degrees.

Daniella lay down on one of the tarps on the rear deck of the launch, where she could look up at the night sky. The full Moon was nearing its zenith, and the arc of the Milky Way spread from horizon to horizon. She thought she had never seen anything so beautiful in her life.

Her mind drifted to tales of some of her schoolmates from Academy, the three who had signed on for future missions in the Science Fleet Celestial Services. In a couple of years, they would be on the Moon at Far Side Base, learning things that would let them become sailors of the newest of seas, the one of the void where the stars were always visible, and they might spend years going from one port to another. The constant rise and fall of waves soon lulled her into a deep, well-deserved slumber, though only for a short time.

The loud growl of the alarm broke into her dreams, pulling her back to consciousness. The Moon had moved west, not close to the horizon but notably lower than when she last saw it. She roused herself and washed her face and eyes before checking the instrumentation to verify the fuel cell had cooled. She opened the access to the deck, using a small service torch to light the metal and ceramic unit surrounded by cooling piping and insulation. The catalyst was designed for quick service. Only two wiring harnesses were connected externally, and six threaded-sealing locks secured the removable section of the cylinder where gas and air reacted inside the extractor body.

Dani had spent over a year learning to take such systems apart and assemble them again in under two hours while on pitching boats. It took her under ten minutes to extract the catalyst. Connecting the launch's compressed air supply to a tiny wand, she blew out every baffle, fin, bus, and channel. In 20 minutes, the ceramic and metal housing was ready, and she lowered it back into place. In another 20, she had torqued down the locks, connected the harness, and began checking the instrumentation of the unit. Closing and sealing the deck access panel, she sat at the controls and purged the system with more compressed air to remove any moisture. She started methane gas flowing into the cell and waited until the pressure rose high enough to begin the reaction. Once over 275 degrees, the electrical power output was sufficient to spin the drive-pump impellers, and the launch again moved.

An hour later, she set the boat's auto-navigator at 32 knots. Storing all the service tools and setting the scanner to alarm if it detected anything within 25 kilometers, Juno fell into the cabin bunk to sleep until the hot sun was nearly overhead. The small craft powered steadily northwest, around the arch of the Yucatan peninsula and the Gulf of Mexico waters. Fortunately for her, the seas had calmed to allow her hours of more comfortable sleep, with her course far enough from shore to remain unseen.

While she slept, she passed from the Atlanteas time zone into the Yucanna zone, making noon come an hour later. An hour after sunrise, she was unaware that an AI-controlled orbital weather-monitoring platform passing over the Gulf detected her wake on the calm ocean and the engine's heat, just as it detected fires and forges on sailing ships of the era. The anomaly was passed to the AI network of the closest Dome, Yucanna.

The small craft was still 475 kilometers away from the Dome; its path would enter the control area of Yucanna's harbormaster during the night. Unaccounted for by any Passur or Atlantean fleet logs, Crystal Guardian operations elected to have a pair of dolphins from their security forces intercept and investigate the boat after 02:00 the next day, once it passed into the control area as a precaution. They would signal the harbormaster to dispatch a ship to investigate further if they saw anything unusual.

The Rödd had enlisted the aid of cetaceans for centuries; their linguists had broken through the final barriers to understanding the first parts of their language. The earlier AI refined dolphin communication into an understandable conversation, ultimately forming the bonds between the Atlantean Rödd and the dolphins. This led to the declaration of the water-dwelling mammals as intelligent and equal to humans, now recognized as Atlantean citizens if they so chose.

Though not as close as with the Rödd, the cetaceans worked with the other Domes in similar fashions. The Science Council had remained in the older mindset, seeing them as domesticated service animals. Not generally known, the Shadow Guardians had for decades been training some pods to assist in the protection of their facilities, though more in the manner of guard dogs than as partners.

The calmness of the sea Juno traveled in confounded the sailing ships of the Landers, leaving them with little wind to push their sails. Such conditions did not last long in the Gulf as they might over the major oceans. The Land on both sides resulted in uneven diurnal heating of the waters. Eventually, the hot, moist air of the land would lift high enough to overcome the barrier to colder air aloft, creating an inrush of air over the sea to replace it. The circulation set up nearing 17:00 Yucannan Time; cool air pulled down by inland storms first let loose strong updrafts offshore. White cumulus clouds began to tower kilometers offshore. Intense storms built ahead and behind Dani's little launch. To most Atlanteans, the mechanisms of surface weather were unknown.

The Domes mimicking the skies over them gave no experience with the interaction of ocean and land in a place like the Gulf. As part of her Academy training in oceanography and emergency survival, Daniella had discovered an astounding world of complex interactions in littoral waters, storms strong enough to directly affect aircraft operations from Blackships, surface vessels, and even the operation of Blackships in shallow waters.

When she saw some of the clouds growing massive plumes over 9,000 meters above the sea, she realized her peaceful travel was about to end. The scanner began to chirp warnings of lightning within 40 kilometers. Then her training kicked in, telling her to sort through and clear items remaining on the deck, storing all she could in the cabin.

Only four fuel canisters remained, two of which would soon be needed to refill the internal tanks. Most critical to survival in the tropical heat, she had filled a supplemental water storage container on the deck when the desalination unit exceeded what the smaller internal tank could hold. She lashed the container to the port deck under the protective overhang and shut off the unit until the situation could be resolved. After connecting two fuel canisters to the fill ports of the launch tanks, she removed the last of her rations from a crate and stored them in the tiny galley inside the cabin. After tossing the empty box on the deck, she put her tools and tarps inside the cabin.

In 20 minutes, she stashed all gear and other provisions in the cabin and piled all the empty containers on the deck. Juno switched the feeds of the fuel cell to temporarily draw from the starboard external tank while she finished filling the internal port tank. After it filled, she disconnected the empty tank and quickly pushed it to the stern. Returning to the starboard tank, the Ensign used the transfer pump to fill the internal tank quickly. As the tanks were transferred, she lashed the remaining two tanks tightly to the deck near the fill ports. The sea was getting rougher, winds rising and rushing toward the towering line of angry clouds.

Dani had heard thunder and seen lightning at a moderately close distance for the first time while on Corn Island, perhaps three to five kilometers away at that time. The first sound of thunder while alone on the ocean was like distant cannon fire, coming from the northwest of her path, soon accompanied by rumbles to the northeast and then to the west ahead. The waves rose, pulled by air being sucked into the towering storms as they reached over 10,000 meters and spread like anvils overhead. The sun fought to show through the storms into which she was heading.

Dani knew it was time to both lighten the boat and clear the deck. Science training had shown her lightning was deadly, seeking the tallest objects for an easy path to the sea. The items on deck had to be sacrificed to weather the rising, angry sea. Using her dagger, she rushed to punch holes in the boxes that she could; most were easy to do with the sharp blade. The fuel canisters were not and might float to shore after the storms.

Only minutes before reaching the rain shafts and the lightning bolts she saw would reach them, she ducked into the cabin and brought out the EMRG rifle. Pulling the throttle to idle long enough to stop the boat, she tossed the items into the water, rolling the empty fuel tanks off the stern first. Waves had grown to well over a meter high and were still building; she had little time, so she powered 100 meters from the flotsam and stopped once more, bobbing on the water.

Raising the rifle to her shoulder, she activated the target-assisting sight. She fired on the largest floating containers in quick succession, shattering most. She waited until last to fire on the fuel canisters, knowing they might still hold a few liters of methane gas at low pressure. One had drifted 30 meters from the other debris. Her first shot was true, traveling in excess of twice the speed of sound. The dart punched through the aluminum, the internal supporting ceramic shattering as it passed out the other side. The heat of the metal’s friction and oxygen in the air ignited the methane, erupting into the blue and orange fire, ripping the barrel open with a boom like thunder.

The final canister had drifted 50 meters further, with winds gusting as the Ensign aimed. The dart hit higher than she intended, near one end of the barrel. Escaping gas ignited with a scream. The canister rode a tail of fire 25 meters into the air, arcing north in the wind before splashing into the sea and sinking. As Dani lowered the rifle, lightning struck the water a kilometer away.

In scant seconds, thunder arrived, sending her ducking under the protective overhang, engaging the Auto-Navigator. Despite her earlier bravery, the reality of the close strike of a bolt for the first time frightened her. The little boat sped up, bouncing in the waves while she stored the weapon, grabbed her emergency flotation vest from inside the cabin, and pulled its straps tight as she dared to return to the controls. Adjusting the Auto-Navi’s course a little more northwest, the Ensign was hoping to come through the backside of the wall of storms now plowing steadily toward shore, outrunning the wall of rain closing from starboard. Her calculation indicated she would be near Yucanna before dawn the next morning, requiring her to fill the fuel tanks one last time after 02:00. Locking everything into the auto-Navigator, she activated her pad as a remote control to the console.

Juno looked from northeast to northwest, seeing whitecaps and leaden gray rain shafts approaching her. Lightning suddenly cascaded around her little vessel, sounding like the British warship's cannons firing nonstop, only magnitudes louder. This was her first time facing a squall line and nature in a way that might take her life.

All Dani had done so far was from her sense of duty as a Science Fleet officer, her loyalty, and her faith in Lisil's plan to save the nation. She had faced death repeatedly from the moment she was sent to monitor the secret lock, all because her trainer's baby arrived a few days early. Escaping the bombing and breach of the Capitol Dome, bluffing the Shadow Guardian Tigershark into obeying her, helping Admiral Pascal and the Defender crew outrun a Hammerhead drone, repairing their damaged ship, rescuing Captain Kye near death, and single-handedly crippling a British frigate had called for all her courage. Now, Dani was facing a primal fear, alone in a seven-by-four-meter metal motor launch never intended for such a 1400-kilometer trip.

The young woman began praying to the Rödd Gods for salvation and courage in both awe and dread. Without the Gods she had been raised to honor and trust guiding her during this time of turmoil, she felt certain she would be curled into a fetal position on the bunk, crying, too terrified to move as the deafening thunder pounded her. However, her faith in the Rödd and devotion to Lisil Pascal kept her at the helm.

Turning more to the north, putting the bow to sudden three-meter whitecaps and winds gusting over 35 knots, she was forced to slow the launch to 25 knots as it began skipping hard off the tops of some large swells.

The flash of a lightning bolt lashed the water only 20 meters to her left, yet there was also a sizzling sound she had never heard before as she was blinded, concurrent with thunder so intense it hit her as a pressure wave so strong enough to slam her from the command chair into the helm station starboard wall. As that was happening, her whole body began jolting uncontrollably as an initially overwhelming tingling, stinging, hot sensation numbed her limbs as she fell to the deck, unable to move or think. The vicious electrical arc left her blind, ears ringing so loudly she could no longer hear anything but the ringing, leaving a sharp smell of hot ozone around her. As her last second of consciousness faded into the blackness and ringing noise, her mind recalled terrifying myths of demons, places of damnation, and torment by an angry Zeus smiting those he found bothersome.

Wind-driven rain swept the tiny boat the whole time. Before Dani could regain the ability to think, a second bolt struck 50 meters behind her. She lay on the wet deck in involuntary spasms, unable to regain consciousness or move.

"Artemis, help me!" the Ensign cried out for her Patron Goddess, her voice barely a mumble as she finally regained thought following an unknown period of numb blackness."Athena, what have I done to call the wrath of Zeus, of Poseidon, to lose the grace of your protection? I only long to do what's good and proper!"

Over the howl of the wind and the dying echoes of the thunder, the young woman thought she heard a compelling voice in the storm's roar —a word formed over the sea and air for only an instant, perhaps a chorus of inhumanly powerful voices forged into one. The word "Bearer" rattled into her heart before lightning struck around her tiny boat within 100 meters in the next second. Then, in the deafening thunder, the frightened woman, crying and physically frozen in fear and pain, curled around the mounting post of the command chair on the wet deck as the launch continued jumping wavetops and lost consciousness again.

The Auto-Navigator, initially deactivated by the huge electrical surge and devoid of memory, reactivated and took control of the launch, setting both course and speed to the last values Dani had entered. Held at 25 knots and roughly aimed to pass 40 kilometers north of Yucanna, it continued to skip and land hard on many more waves while Dani remained, at best, semiconscious. She was unaware of how long she lay on the composite deck, thrown about by the harsh sea, doused repeatedly by breaking water coming over the bow.

When reason began to return to her, the rain was ending. The air was cooler; the waves were still churning. She was soaked in seawater and confused as she pulled herself to her knees at the Auto-Nav console. Somehow focusing, she pulled the throttle back to 16 knots. She could not focus enough to reset the guidance controller, leaving it to the last settings where her journey would end, and she was soon out from under the storms.

Not cognizant of what had happened to her, she managed to open the water-tight cabin door, tumbling down the two steps into the small sanctuary. She crawled to the bunk and pulled herself in. Dizzy and wet, she lost consciousness as the tiny boat powered on toward the northwest.

Had she been able to look upward before she had fallen into the cabin, she would have seen the antenna of the comm system melted down to a stub only 50 centimeters tall atop the protective roof of the launch.
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Daniella drifted between lucidity, pain, numbness, and periods of unconscious sleep through the night. She had not understood she had been electrocuted by the current of the multiple lightning bolts traveling through the water to the deck of her tiny launch. Her muscles had jolted so involuntarily that she lost control over them. Fortunately, the Auto-Navigator and engine had remained functional, guiding her toward Yucanna past midnight.

A little after 02:00, the methane for the fuel cell ran out. The craft switched to energy cells and continued until after 05:00. Then, low power level controls shut off the propulsion, preserving adequate energy to operate the scanner instruments and saving enough charge to restart the fuel cell once it was refueled. The small craft bobbed on the waves 40 kilometers east-northeast of the Yucanna entry zone.

As previously arranged, two Crystal Guardian security detail dolphins had been swimming for almost three hours to reach the boat, which had failed to reach the predicted location at 02:00. They approached, readily detecting no propulsion or mechanical activity by their echolocation senses. They also detected a human moaning and breathing at a depth of only five meters below the boat. Following the protocols they had been trained in, they began making jumps to either side to get the attention of anyone aboard.

Juno was in pain and semi-lucid when she heard the loud splashing and chattering outside the launch cabin. She pulled herself up enough to see out one of the two small windows; a gray bottle-nose dolphin breached beside her, close enough to splash water on the window. She could not manage to rise to get on deck to see why the cetacean was acting as it was, but the moment of lucidity was enough for her to realize she was now adrift, no longer moving. Unable to do more to save herself, she used her last-ditch option, falling to the floor as she managed to reach the activation panel on the emergency locator pinger beside the cabin door. She could only cry in pain and fight to breathe as the device began sending comm signals and a loud clicking underwater.

In the harbormaster’s center of Yucanna, a display flashed with the receipt of both pulses in close proximity to the Dome. The dolphins around the boat were also hit by the loud underwater signal and began calling out loudly, adding their observation that a human was on the boat, making noises of distress. The AI in the center quickly selected the closest vessel to request help.

The Kraken was en route with a load of refugees only 20 kilometers east of the location when the call came. Captain Pieter Gasteu had the ship’s AI, Pegasus, immediately slow the titanic vessel from 30 knots and turn to intercept the boat in distress. Rising from 300 meters for 15 kilometers, the largest ship operating in Atlantean fleets approached at five knots and a depth of only 25 meters when the viewing system rose above the waves and saw the tiny launch bouncing powerless between waves. He dispatched two Crystal Guardian Marines from the refugee security detail to take one of the ship’s launches and board the disabled craft.

“Pegasus, take us up gently and slowly to that skiff,” Gasteu instructed as the Marines entered the launch wet bay just behind the bridge, preparing their boat for boarding. “Just our bow wash could swamp it, so keep us 150 meters south. Bring the launch bay just behind it to keep the bay door shielding the interior from a direct line of fire in case this is some kind of trap. And have the medbay ready for whoever is on it.”

“Aye, Sir, preparing approach,” the AI responded. “And Captain, the dolphins are saying the person inside made a loud sound as the signal began and has been making pained noises since. One saw a woman in the cabin window just before that.”

“Thank you, Pegasus. Connect me to the Marines on our launch,” the Captain said, sitting in his chair and pulling up their scanner information.

The fuel cell of the craft had gone cold, with no electrical field generated nor exhaust gases from the stern discharge. The Navigator filtered out the pinger sound, and with a bit of adjustment, they heard what sounded like moans or crying from the tiny vessel.

“You called Captain?” one of his Marines responded a few seconds later. “We’re waiting to surface to release the clamps.”

“Lads, I hear what seems to be a woman crying or moaning in there, and the dolphins reported one saw a woman just before the pinger began,” he informed the duo. “The fuel cell’s dead and cold. Prepare for a medical evacuation. Lash it to your boat and tow it back aboard. Check on whoever’s in there. Keep a weapon ready until you know it’s safe. The pinger identifier is Science Fleet, but it’s nearly ten years old. The Shadow Guardians may have been using it.”

“Aye, Captain Gasteu, we’ll be prepared, needlers only,” the corporal confirmed. “Is deadly force authorized?”

“I hope not, Marine. There’s already been too much killing since this began,” Pieter reluctantly allowed. “I’d prefer whoever it is to be alive to find out how they got here in that little skiff.”

“Sounding surfacing to all stations,” the First Mate called across the interior comms to the crew and passengers.

The sound of air filling the ballast tanks penetrated the outer cabins and spaces as the bulk of the metal ship rose the last meters. The central hump of the bridge equipment and the launch bay rose first, then the upper rudder, and the bow slowly slid 150 meters south of the disabled boat. Even with the cautious work of the advanced nautical AI, the displaced water made the launch rise and fall on a brief surge of two-meter waves before Kraken halted with its launch bay just east of the vessel. Another seven-meter motor launch powered out of the open hatch in under a minute and swiftly accelerated across the water to come alongside the other boat.

The Marines approached with one driving and the other holding a needler in one hand and a tether line in the other. The Kraken’s boat made a fast 180-degree turn and came bow-first toward the other boat's stern in a minute. Then, with no movement or activity on the little boat, the Marine cut starboard and brought their craft abeam to the stern, allowing the Corporal to jump aboard, weapon trained on the cabin, and snap the tether line over a cleat to secure it to their craft.

With the driver covering him, the first Marine was careful about traps or hazards as he passed two fuel cylinders lashed to the deck and moved to the controls and cabin door. He switched off the Auto-Navigator and locked the throttle before approaching the small door at an angle. He jerked open the door after a quick hand signal to the driver, needler before him, and a bright hand torch blazing into the cramped interior.

Amid the scattered and loose supplies and tools, he saw a young woman curled in a fetal ball on the floor right before him, her color pale, shivering, and her muscles seeming to spasm from moment to moment. She was armed with a dagger and a needler, and she was wearing a Science Fleet uniform coverall.

She tried looking up at the light, dazzled, raising her hand to him, only able to speak one word - “Help!”

The Corporal quickly bent down, removed her weapons, and checked her hands for any other possible danger. He realized a deactivated EMRG rifle was in a rack over his head and reached down to touch the woman’s face. She was cold and moaning in pain. It was no act; she needed medical treatment. He could do no more than pull a cover from the bunk and wrap her in it, lifting her from the floor and out the small door, calling for the driver to secure the tow line to the disabled launch’s bow while carrying her to their boat.

In two minutes, Ensign Daniella Juno was gently laid on the rear deck of the Kraken’s launch as the Crystal Guardian Marine Corporal called over his comm for the ship’s doctor to meet them at the launch bay with a gurney and support gear. The line at the stern of the boat went taut, and they pulled the disabled craft behind them back into the open hatch of the Titanic submarine. Once the disabled launch cleared the door, the two dolphins rushed in as well, catching a ride back to the Dome in the safety of the vessel’s wet bay.

As soon as the storage clamps latched to the first launch, the doctor and medical technician sailor lifted the semi-conscious woman from the deck onto a gurney and the catwalk beside the boat. Placing monitoring devices on her body, they hustled her through the airlock hatch, out of the bay, and into the corridors of the enormous ship. They had her on an examination table in the medbay within three minutes. The doctor looked at the vitals on the devices’ displays.

It had all been a blur to Dani: lights, movement, tingling and burning pain in her extremities, and noises not making sense to her. First, she felt cold, then warmer, rocking sensations, cold again, and finally exposed under bright light. Next, she became aware that her wet uniform was off. The air made her shiver, with metallic or composite items touching her arms, legs, chest, and head. Then, a warm cover was draped over her, helping to fight the chill and shivers she had been suffering.

She realized she could recognize limited words from those near her. Three people were around her and doing things with regard to the devices on her arms and legs. Finally, she felt something cool flowing up her arm and into her chest. Then she fell from consciousness to a peaceful, dull, silent white fog of existence with no sense of connection to her body.

In the medbay, the doctor and technicians, aided by a connection to doctors and an AI in Yucanna by comm, quickly assessed that the woman had suffered a massive electrical shock. While it had not caused burns typically seen in such events, she was experiencing cardiac arrhythmia as well as suffering side effects in her nervous system. First and most immediate was the need to put her heart back into a proper rhythm to stabilize her before the other issues could be addressed. However, doing so would be painful for her.

She was given a potent dose of anesthesia and a controlled amount of paralytic medication. A resuscitation device was placed on her chest. The medical AI calculated the proper levels and timing sequence before delivering a series of electrical shocks to her heart, first momentarily stopping it, restarting it, and finally synchronizing it back to a normal rhythm. Unconsciously, her body jolted in violent reaction to the process, a normal though painful event in which patients could suffer broken ribs. Daniella did not. However, she would have felt the jolts as great pain had she not been anesthetized. It would leave her weak for a few days, with pain more like being punched repeatedly in the chest, but no longer in danger of total cardiac failure.

By the time she could perceive her surroundings, Juno was no longer on the Kraken. As soon as the ID chip on her necklace was read, she was rapidly transported from the ship to the Citadel Medical Center. At the direction of Satuhjäna Passur, she was slowly brought out of her unconscious state while given the best medical treatment possible for the damage the initial shock and her revival caused. Satuhjäna took possession of the data module, which had been bound to her ID chip, and went to her office to take her subsequent actions.

​
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Satuhjäna called for her husband to join her when she got to her office. She also called for Aaron, Nacetti, Shana, their AI, and Deaconess Rójáh to come as soon as possible. Chäddu was there five minutes before the others, just having time to review the full report when his daughter and entourage arrived. While they read over the summary, he made a call; the two AI analyzed the new information.

“Ensign Juno, from the Defender with Admiral Pascal, when last seen?” Shana questioned the validity of the identity. “I had heard about her, but honestly, I thought by now she must either be dead or have been locked up somewhere by those Shadow Guardian ruffians. So, how did she manage to get here, or even close to here, if the Defender was damaged that day? And in a tiny boat on the surface?”

“There are many incongruities in this limited information,” Tao evaluated for them. “It would be best to inquire with her for clarification on many points. She suffered very unusual injuries, not consistent with normal operations on the seven-meter-class vessel.”

“Her injuries are more consistent with extreme electrical discharge, at voltages and currents far above what the type-N hybrid-fuel cell generator engine can produce,” Mneme assessed. “Allow me a moment to search for additional data.”

“I just talked with the CG technical team at the harbor,” Chäddu added. “The launch Kraken recovered is being examined now. The fuel tanks were empty, yet two unused canisters were still lashed to the deck. The Auto-Navigator data was lost around 18:00 yesterday. Only the course hold setting was running after resetting. The system was old, used magnetic memory, and had been heavily degaussed. They’re still going through it.”

“Lightning!” Aaron spoke, looking up from his pad. “She was hit by lightning, the massive static electrical discharges from storm clouds to the ground, accompanied by a near-deafening sound as the displaced air collapses back into the place the plasma occupied. I saw it often when I was a boy.

At first, it was frightening, but over time, it became familiar. We could even guess its distance by counting the time between the flash and the sound of thunder arriving. She might not have experienced it before, depending on her land immersion experience. It would have been terrifying in a lightning storm on a small boat. When the charge builds, the bolt seeks the easiest grounding path through the tallest objects. I saw it blast big trees apart in the forest, once even fusing the soil into a ceramic spike in one of our fields, killing the plants for meters around it.”

“That’s correct, Aaron,” Mneme rejoined the discussion. “Her injuries and the damage to the boat’s Auto-Nav unit are consistent with electrocution by a powerful electrical source within 50 meters of seawater. In addition, I reviewed weather information from the same space platform, which reported her wake. She was in a line of strong storms late yesterday afternoon, approximately 250 kilometers southeast of where she was rescued. The distance coincides with the cruising speed of the boat.”

“Bolts from the Gods hit the poor girl,” Satuhjäna expressed honest pity. “I think her trek must have something to do with this memory module she bound to her Science Fleet ID chip on her necklace. It won’t open on my systems. Perhaps it, too, was damaged by the bolts.”

Shana asked to examine the device. Her trained eye realized what no one in the room besides Aaron could recognize. A high-quality optical memory storage module was no larger than the standard Fleet ID chips, one not to be disrupted by electrical fields or discharges unless it shattered the matrix. Shana asked Tao to assess it and connect with extended safety protocols. In seconds, the AI knew much more.

“This memory module is from a recent batch supplied for the National Archives offices,” Aaron’s companion stated. “It has been locked with a floating algorithm encryption key beyond my present capacity to subvert, using alphanumeric synchronization patterns to trigger a time lock key. Calculating possible solutions will take up to four years of random sequences.”

“Pascal!” Shana and Cyndra both spoke almost in unison.

Then Rójáh continued, “Admiral Pascal had contacted the Deaconess offices months before the AI crisis peaked. She alerted us that she needed to clandestinely send exabytes of data to storage here. It would require her proprietary compression and encryption to lower it to petabyte-sized data for high-speed transmission. We had not determined a reason or a manner to do it safely. Our data security suspected that elements of Shadow Guardian intelligence might be behind this, trying to gain access to the Deaconess Office's internal systems. Still, she insisted the files be protected from the Science Council, and we were her best hope.”

“Yes,” Mneme agreed. “Admiral Lisil Pascal perfected multiple compression and locking protocols beyond even the developments of the AI. Such security would be characteristic of her intelligence and abilities. Therefore, it logically follows that she would have Ensign Juno transport a module to ensure it reached a specific party. As such, the Ensign herself is likely aware of the key without knowing how to use it, making her a safeguard assuring proper delivery.”

“And the poor dear is in the medical center with her mind scrambled after chancing to be struck by lightning,” Nacetti expressed empathetically. “Mneme, what do her latest readings indicate?”

“She has primary shock injury only to her lower body, indicating the discharge went through water and entered through both feet,” the AI accessed her medical data. “She has no indication of upper body exit burns or skin damage; thus, it seems she escaped any long-term memory or cerebral function loss. However, present indications are she is experiencing electrical and psychological shock disruptions, preventing her recall of the incident and surrounding events.”

“If that’s from Admiral Pascal, we need to know what’s on it, and it’s likely meant for us in the Deaconess Office,” Cyndra stated. “If she truly is a hostage, this might be her manner of sending information about her condition and the intent of those holding her. But we can’t be certain this is her intent.”

“I’m rather certain,” Satuhjäna said, sitting behind her desk, looking at her screens. “It’s all on Daniella’s ID chip. Daniella Juno is Rödd, born to a long line of Rödd from Amazoa Dome. If I wanted to get a message to the Deaconesses, I’d send it by a messenger who spoke the language and knew the way home. I’m sending a ship to secretly fetch her family and bring them here as soon as possible.”

“Satu,” her husband, the Crystal Guardian Commander, smiled at her gift of deduction. “Sometimes nothing can beat your intuition in figuring out what seems hidden when it’s right before us.”

Daniella was moved into a support tube in the medical center and underwent hyperbaric oxygen treatment to help her internal shock injuries. Her electrolyte balances were also adjusted to account for some dehydration and exposure. By afternoon, Nacetti had gone to the medical center and began involving herself in the care of Juno, so close to the delivery of her child that she could not be there around the clock. Mneme could and would remain with her overnight.

It was nearly 18:00 when Aaron and Shana arrived to bring their wife home for dinner, and Dani began to stir in the tube, becoming lucid after her body had time to respond to treatment. Nacetti insisted that Shana come with her to the tube, where the young woman lay restrained in the enclosure while the high oxygen pressure was carefully lowered, and intravenous infusions had given her fluids, minerals, and nutrition all day.

“Daniella, don’t be afraid,” Nacetti’s voice was so soft it seemed almost unreal. “You’re safe in Yucanna at the Citadel. You’re in the medical center because you were injured last night on your boat. Do you remember anything about that?”

“Who ... who are you?” The Ensign seemed unsure of her surroundings or the face through the transparent tube wall.

“I’m Nacetti, Priestess Nacetti Passur,” she spoke to her with gentle patience. “One of my family’s ships found you adrift before dawn. You were unconscious in the cabin, and electrical charges damaged your boat. We think it was lightning in a storm. Do you remember any of it?”

“I was scared,” Juno seemed to almost panic as she recalled events upon the word lightning. “It was all around me, like guns, explosions. Then, a flash blinded me, and it hurt so bad all over. I couldn’t move. My chest hurt. I was wet on the deck. I don’t remember anything else. What happened to me?”

“Daniella, you were badly shocked by the lightning,” the Priestess continued. “It could have killed you and damaged the controls on the boat. You must have run out of fuel and drifted until you were found. Luckily, you were already close to the Dome, and the Kraken got to you quickly and got you help.

You’re going to be all right. However, the shock and trauma of it all will take a little time to fade. You required having your heart brought back into rhythm. That’s why your chest hurts today.”

“What ... what was your name again?” the young woman was still having trouble focusing her thoughts.

“Nacetti Passur,” she repeated. “Maybe you remember me from Atlanteas and the Capitol Dome, announcing my Union with my husband, Aaron Grayman, and my wife, Shana Annavan? It seems like a long time ago, but it has been less than two months.”

“Aaron,” Dani repeated. “I remember Lisil said to find Aaron. And Shana. They would know. Lisil, Lisil protected me like a mum. And she was protecting another woman, someone dangerous, she said.”

“Dani, hello,” Annavan said as she sat on the other side of the tube, her head almost beside the younger woman in the device. “I’m Shana, Nacetti’s wife. I think you must be fearless to have traveled here to find me. I think I know a Lisil. Is she someone who works on computing, data, and memory? Maybe an important person?”

“She’s an Admiral!” the Ensign suddenly could recall. “She was nice and kind, but she’s courageous. We were on a ship, and she trusted me. And on an island, on the land somewhere. It was always hot there, but the air, sun, and sky were bigger than the Dome.”

“Do you remember much more about her or other people on the ship or the island?” Shana probed her gently to connect to the things she said. “Maybe they sent you here to find us?”

“It was a secret, not supposed to be known until I found Aaron and Shana,” the girl in the tube was becoming agitated and confused, trying to remember so much with her mind still severely affected by the electrical injury. “She was worried about Vaalkáis and angry with Lomanov for destroying her life. And someone she was afraid of ... a strange name ... like shock. Shakti! That was it, Shakti ... Kappas! She wanted you to know about Shakti and was afraid Vaalkáis would be killed by ... why can’t I remember!”

“Daniella, you remembered a lot for now,” Nacetti reassured her. “You can rest. I’ll leave my AI Mneme with you tonight. If you need to say something, tell only Mneme, and she’ll tell Shana and me. I’ll be back in the morning to talk and help you more. And, my child, your family is on their way by a fast ship. They’re happy you’re safe and will be here to be with you in three days to stay with you until you fully recover. You’re safe with the Rödd, as Family with us all. The Gods are protecting you here, and they haven’t abandoned you. You made the trek and are a hero to us.”

“Then why did Zeus strike me, Priestess?” she expressed her fear and question of faith. “Why did He cast his bolts down on me? Where was Artemis to protect me?”

“Daniella, my mother and I will both pray and meditate for that answer,” Passur offered an assurance to calm her. “One thing I do know is that if He wanted to send you over the Styx, you would already be in Elysium. Sometimes, we’re challenged to prove we’re worthy of becoming heroes, like Hercules, Perseus, and the Goddess of Justice. You, my child, have come home changed, stronger, for a reason. You came bearing a mystery and a gift only you can resolve when your body and mind are healed.”

“Bearer,” she whispered. “I heard them say 'bearer' in the storm. I feel sleepy again, Priestess.”

“Then rest, Sister Juno,” Nacetti smiled at her as her eyes began to fall, both exhaustion and a light dose of sedative from her infusion going to work quickly. “Tomorrow, I think you’ll find more answers.”
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The following day, with Dr. Vestuvius wheeling her along in her chair, Nacetti and Shana returned to the neurological medical center to see Daniella and hear about her progress. Mneme was in her room, and the Ensign was no longer in a support tube. She was sitting reclined in a standard recovery bed, dressed in a medical gown, finishing her breakfast of fruits, an egg, and juices. Her hair was still damp from a shower, which had left her fresher, looking less the survivor of a harrowing ordeal and more the spritely, effervescent young woman as she had been noted to be in Academy. Yet, as they approached her, she looked at them questioningly.

“Forgive me, I don’t recall meeting you?” she surprised both, for they had been talking with her less than 12 hours earlier. “I feel I should know you. You both look familiar to me.”

“Hello again, Daniella,” Nacetti spoke in her calm voice. “I know it may be a bit confusing. We met yesterday when you were in the support tube. It may make remembering difficult. I’m Passur Priestess Nacetti, and this is my wife, Shana Annavan.”

There was a short pause, Dani staring at them, then her eyes became responsive again.

“Oh yes, Priestess!” the young woman responded emphatically. “I remember now! It seemed like a dream - like it was weeks ago!

Forgive me! I'm honored to be in your presence, Ma’am! My heart is Rödd, and the Gods are my life!”

“Dani, if I may call you that,” Nacetti smiled as she looked at her and reached to touch her hand gently. “It is I who should be honored to be in your presence. You are quite the brave and resourceful sailor of Science Fleet to have traveled so far in such a tiny craft without aid from the Domes. Shana and I have come to offer our assistance to you while we await your family's arrival. They’re on the way here on one of our Passur Fleet vessels even now. You look much better than the last time we saw you.”

“It was good to get out of that tube and even better to wash to not look or smell like days on the sea, Ma’am,” Juno’s polite and humble manner showed through. “I wish I could remember more about it, but Mneme tells me I was on the boat for days before one of your ships saved me. She also said something happened to me that has made it hard to remember. That frightens me because I know I was supposed to remember something important from the Admiral. Everything is mixed and doesn’t come to me when I want to remember.”

“Daniella, darling,” Shana looked at her with a charming presentation that she sometimes projected to draw those she favored, and approached her cautiously. “If I may embrace you, it would be my honor. You’re an amazing woman! You were quite literally struck by bolts from the heavens and came home to the Priestess and the Rödd! They called me brave, even a hero for some things I did, but I’m humbled before you!”
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