
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


SMALL THINGS MATTER

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



    
        
          The Enduring Goddess

        

        
        
          Archives of Atlanteas, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Tom Ray

        

        
          Published by Tom Ray, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE ENDURING GODDESS

    

    
      First edition. May 24, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Tom Ray.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224415625

    

    
    
      Written by Tom Ray.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedicated to:

Lucy Brunner - My Best Friend, Girlfriend, Partner, Muse, Dream, And Inspiration.

Philosophy and Theme at the Heart of My Works

SMALL THINGS MATTER

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

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CITADEL:
A Phoenix Will Rise
July 1801


[image: ]




A day had passed since the hectic events of the rescue in space. Nacetti, Shana, and Aaron were able to work into the local daylight cycle. Following morning considerations about those on the Fullt Tungl, Nacetti arranged to see Satuhjäna over preparations and plans for the Union in the Chapel. Fraunier and Revi accompanied Aaron and Shana to newly available labs in the Citadel, accessed via a concealed roadway at the Crystal Guardians base. They were driven to a large facility with corridors reaching a half kilometer to the east or west of the north-south main roadway, joining trams and vehicles carrying groups or individuals through the corridors. Bots periodically crossed as they moved gear or delivered parcels. Even as a more traditional underground facility, the corridors and roadway were lined with small trees and plants to feel more open.

Their limousine halted in a corridor at the far northern end of the facility. Fraunier and a guide then used four-passenger carts to transport the party of seven - including their bodyguards Nörgrad and Luka - halfway down the western arm of the corridor. They halted before a 20-meter glass-fronted section with doors to the center and white interior walls with deep-blue trim. The doors automatically opened for them to enter, lighting coming on as they stepped inside.

The scientists were directed to the first of two corridors, each extending 60 meters into the stone where new facilities had been bored and surfaced, opening into six sealed laboratories. Each featured an administrative office area with pre-installed comm and data systems. Behind the offices were 20-meter by 20-meter lab areas with five-meter ceilings, pre-fitted with air handling duct and circulators, water, fire suppression, electrical power, lab gases, and full electromagnetic shielding. Each appeared ready for equipment as soon as it could be placed.

On the other corridor, six large storerooms and mechanical areas provided the laboratories' utilities. A common rear passage connected the labs, leading to a set of elevators. The guide directed them to the lifts, where they rode a considerable distance upward before halting.

The doors opened into a lobby area bustling with activities. It took a minute for Aaron to recognize it as one of the plazas of the Passur Tower of the Citadel. The labs were located over 200 meters directly under their new home.

“I think that’ll do nicely,” he told the guide. “Can you have our transported equipment moved down? Tao will direct the placement and connections of the workstations, replicators, and memory systems we brought along. We’ll need Shana’s prototyping systems to be put into operation as soon as possible. Once she can access her workstations and operate her replicators, work next on Nacetti’s and mine.”

“Of course, Sir Grayman,” he assured him. “I’ll have bots moving your gear within the hour and allow Tao to direct them as you desire. The facilities personnel and bots will handle work for power or other utilities expeditiously.”

“You have a specific arrangement for your facilities that you wish me to follow, Shana?” his AI questioned.

“I need it to be close to the past arrangement in my CAR area,” Shana instructed. “I’ll be doing design and prototyping initially. It’s best to place the workstations in an arc before the office and airlock. Then, the pilot replicator banks go in the rear of the lab for automated production with bot assistance from the access corridor.”

“I understand, Shana. I should be able to lay out a system similar to your previous laboratory in Atlantea,” the AI confirmed. “And for Priestess Nacetti’s laboratory, Aaron?”

“Ask Mneme to assist in re-creating the layout with the systems she had as well,” he instructed.

“And for your area?” it inquired.

“Set it up in the best-shielded location, laid out for maximum efficiency to prepare for the upgrades to you and Mneme. Following that, the creation of additional AI using the Mk-68 Cores and Gen 9 modules will be needed,” he designated. “Until I complete your work, I won’t be able to go further on the FTL probes and materials.

We’ll have to make a temporary isolation laboratory to resume basic operation and move some of the staff who want to continue here from Atlantea.”

“You’re planning on expansion, Sir Aaron?” the guide asked. “Will I need to arrange for additional construction?

“That’s something Chäddu, Satuhjäna, Nacetti, Shana, and I must discuss first,” he headed off speculation. “Once I find the right spot, I intend to re-create the entire Center for Advanced Research here in Yucanna.”

“That’s rather ambitious, I must say,” Fraunier commented. “It’ll be quite an undertaking.”

“85,000 displaced Atlanteans need new homes and new work,” he laid out his thoughts. “This kind of project could give between 5,000 and 8,000 of them a goal and a new place to work and live - perhaps 10,000 by the time we add complete infrastructure assistance. It’ll help many people and keep us moving forward rather than dwelling on our losses.”

“Excellent thinking, Sir,” his Attendant affirmed. “I see your planning is already ahead of most.”

“I’ll have your limousine returned to the Citadel if you wish,” the guide offered.

“I’ll return it when I am done in the area,” Tao spoke up.

“Have some fun driving it back,” Aaron chuckled, smiling at the AI.

The party returned to the tower's upper levels, where they were called to the First Priestess’ Office by Nacetti. They were directed to a smaller room where Nacetti waited with her mother and a Deaconess. Deaconess Cyndra Rójáh was introduced, and all took seats around the big table before a tall window.

“I’ve asked Cyndra to make the provisions for your Union in the Chapel while I work on your Formal Presentation to the Dome,” Satuhjäna informed them. “Nacetti proposed both your Union and the Remembrance occur on the same day. It will provide an inspirational hologram event to distract those in Atlantea from the conditions and hardships following their displacement from the Capitol Dome. In addition, she proposes including a memorial to those lost at the Research Center and in the events at the Capitol Dome. This would be unprecedented but not objectionable. What do the two of you think?”

“I think it’d be good for us to share hope and remembrance,” Shana voiced first. “I’ve heard some blame us for the disaster at the Center because it was directed at us, and we weren’t present. I’d like to share in grieving the losses with my colleagues and their families in some way, especially to those who lost their children.”

“I agree with Shana,” Aaron expressed his view. “It’ll go along with a proposal I wish to make to you as well, Satuhjäna. Shana and I just located our laboratories to be started here as soon as possible. However, I have something much more ambitious to consider.”

“You mentioned a desire to rebuild your research center here in Yucanna,” the Priestess nodded. “I’ve proposed it to the leaders of the city and the Priestess Conclave. You have something more of it?”

“Yes, a way to make it both symbolic and a part of healing,” he expressed. “I want to name it the Phoenix Research Center, using the name of the mythical bird who rises from the ashes of itself stronger and more beautiful each time. And I’d like to name sections of the center for those who lost their lives in the bombings. The atrium should be named for the infant, and the other children’s names go to the area most embodying the dreams of their futures.”

“Oh, Aaron, my love, you’ve just sent chills down my spine,” Nacetti was amazed at his suggestion. “I had considered a memorial, but your idea is so much more lasting and inspirational. I love the concept! I’m in awe!”

“I couldn't agree more,” the First Priestess smiled at him. “What are your thoughts on it, Cyndra?”

“From a social engineering point of view, it’s very strong. It captures the best thoughts of the survivors. But, at the same time, for generations, it will honor the memory of those lost,” she went over the proposal with near AI-like evaluations - one of her extraordinary talents in assessing social impact. “The symbolic use of the Phoenix, representing the fire and destruction left behind, once again rising to fly, will reverberate well.

But, Aaron, naming the atrium, the focal point of the complex for the infant - the smallest victim having the most impact - that’s true genius! Even the Deaconesses might have missed how inspirational and meaningful it will be to a nation suffering so much loss. Have you at any point studied social engineering?”

“No, nothing of it,” he stated. “It just seemed the right thing to do.”

“Aaron, I knew you to be a good man,” Satuhjäna spoke in an affectionate tone. “But I had no idea you had the heart and soul of a Priest as well as the mind of a genius. I’m so happy and proud to have you as the husband of my only child and to be in our home to show us new ways to help and care for the people.”

“I think I chose well, Mother,” the pregnant woman winked at the elder Priestess.

“This will be a substantial investment by the family,” Cyndra noted, “Unless you’re going to propose sharing it between all the Cleric families. The logistics will be large, but the stratum to the West is capable of an entire new Dome if required.”

“I don’t want to make it a new Dome,” Aaron stated. “I want to have the people live in Yucanna, to feel more like they’re under the real sky in a land where natural life surrounds them. We don’t need to lose sight of the real place of mankind.

The Center should be adjacent to the city to support farming, food production, air, water, and power to supplement Yucanna. Then, it will be seen as no burden on the existing population.

I want them to find as welcoming and beautiful a place to raise a family and pursue their passion and dreams as I see here. And also, I want to enlist the services of the Rödd to make their lives whole once more.”

“All of that is very noble, Aaron,” Cyndra agreed. “Yucanna must be willing to add the facilities and residences for so many people without compromising the lives of those already living here. It will be a balance.”

“I’m aware it won’t be as easy as plugging in another piece of equipment,” he let them know he had considered the difficulties. “But I think we’ve seen the worst of Atlanteans in the last weeks. Now we’ll see the best.

The people from the Center need to have a stake in this new place to feel they’re helping themselves. All the thousands who saw their lives, hopes, and work drowned at the Capitol need to feel ownership over their destinies once more. They’ll do the work. We need only provide them the tools and materials to build with.”

“My husband, “Shana spoke, “If you ever decide to be put up for election as Senate Superior, I’ll vote for you with a speech like that.”

The other women laughed lightly at the comment. It was friendly and approving.

“Aaron, we’ll make this happen,” Cyndra looked to the First Priestess. “I may call you to meet with the Governor and city managers when the time comes. First, however, I doubt there’ll be any who dare oppose thinking as justified and compelling as yours.”

“I’d like to add something,” Shana spoke up. “I’m not familiar with what is done at a National Remembrance, and to be honest, the idea of standing before maybe millions of people scares me to the point of soiling myself.

But this is all about a new life coming to the Passur Family and the continuation of the Rödd. Therefore, when we remember them, we should find a way to honor each of the children who won’t have that future because of what Lomanov tried to do to us.

I think we should burn a Memorial Lamp for each child and sound a Triton for the others before our celebrations. The three of us should do it to let others know how sorry we are for their losses.”

For a moment, Satuhjäna and Cyndra spoke in whispers so soft none of the others could understand, and then the First Priestess turned back to face Shana.

“You’re as insightful as you are brave, daughter,” the old woman smiled. “That’s the best means I can imagine. It’s simple, eloquent, and symbolic in a way that will make an enduring impression.

We’ll have Deaconesses sound the Triton Bells for each group whose lives were lost. Then, when we reach the children's names, you three will come to the wall with a torch and light Memorial Lamps large enough the city can see the names and images of the children. They’ll become Eternal Lights we’ll raise over the roof of the Citadel to burn in the air until they are placed at the Phoenix Center. The Lamps will then be made part of a permanent memorial in the Phoenix Center atrium.”

Shana smiled at the plan. Sad as the occasion was, she felt it her best means of expressing her sorrow at the horrors Elder Lomanov had visited upon the innocent people in his attempt to kill her.

“You’ve given us much to work upon for the future, but now we should look to your future as a family,” Cyndra spoke. “Your Union, though it will be shared with the public, should be uniquely your Union to one another. A polygamous Union is rare in the Chapels, although it has been done enough to have some precedent to guide us. Do you have any specific requests or beliefs to be honored in the Ritual?”

“I prefer that we keep it simple, with only white robes and a minimum of kneeling - for obvious reasons,” Nacetti stated, looking at her belly and rubbing as the little princess kicked her in the ribs. “I hope that isn’t objectionable to either of you.”

“Not at all,” Shana agreed. “We’ll make our vows to one another. That’s the most important to me.”

“I’d like the last Ritual to be ancient hand-fasting between the three of us,” Aaron requested. “I saw it once by the native people of the Land when I was a child. I feel the symbolism is simple, yet beautiful to show the bond being made.”

“You really are an old romantic,” Cyndra smiled, looking at Nacetti with a grin. “I think Satuhjäna will be happy to use hand-fasting, as that was how Chäddu made Union with her 50 years ago.”

As they all watched, the First Priestess blushed and giggled like a woman a third her age. Then she looked at her son-in-law.

“You caught me in sentimentality even Nacetti didn’t know, Aaron,” she told him. “I was always sent aflutter with the image of being bound to the man I love.”

“Mother, you surprise me even now,” Nacetti smiled.

“Wait, how do we walk if we’re tied together?” Shana asked deadpan earnestly until everyone looked at her, then laughed.

“Oh, you’re going to make life here interesting, Shana,” Satuhjäna mock growled, then laughed with her.

“We should set the times for both events,” Cyndra went back to practical matters. “The Union would be at noon per tradition, the Presentation and Memorial at sunset. Shana’s parents can’t be here for another two weeks and will need a few days to adjust to the time difference. Aaron hasn’t met his uncles and aunt here in Yucanna. That’ll allow him to have a chance to know them first.

The parents of the children may or may not want to be present. The same may be true for the families of others killed at the Center. So, that will give me time to have trauma teams work to prepare them if they choose to attend. Additionally, it’ll give time to meet with the Governor about the Phoenix Center proposal.

We estimate having 20,000 refugees of the Capitol Dome in temporary short-term housing - either in Atlantea or the other coastal Domes. The remainder will be in hotels, inns, sanctuaries, or other commercial housing awaiting relocation. In addition, another thousand missionary aid workers to assist the trauma teams will be departing tomorrow with the second round of supplies on 12 Passur and Nördman Blackships from Yucanna and Amazoa. Another 500 and supplies will be coming on Passur Blackships from Pataga in five days. This should allow time for public perception to improve and the hologram audience to be more receptive to positive events to offset the hardships being felt.”

“So, our outreach should have an effect within the next four days beyond basic survival,” Satuhjäna assessed. “The Annavan and Grayman Priestesses need to be here for the Ceremonies. I’ll let the Namori, Llada, and Sola Grand Deaconesses know that they and the Priestesses can use the Helle on her next trip to Atlantea. That will give the Rödd a public presence - and kick the bottoms of the Governors of the other Domes to push more resources into the refugee efforts. Nothing gets their attention more than a group of grand-mums showing them up by meeting with homeless women and children and those injured still in the infirmaries.”

“Do you ever not have an edge in your actions, Satuhjäna?” Aaron was smiling.

“Only when I don’t wish to, son, and well, you should mind that,” the old woman answered, then laughed. “You play the role much better than you give yourself credit for, Aaron. You’re going to be formidable as a Commanding Admiral in the Guardians once you have your training.”

“With consideration for all we have discussed, the best time will then be in three weeks for the events,” Cyndra told them. “I’ll return to the other Deaconesses and set things in motion. You all should take time as a family each day and let us solve the problems. That’s what we Deaconesses do best.”

“It’ll be something to become accustomed to,” Shana admitted. “I’m a girl used to waiting until the laundry was climbing from the hamper to consider calling a bot to get it to the washers. And building my workstations rather than asking facilities to send someone.”

“One thing we’ve found over time, Shana,” Cyndra told her, looking happy with her, “We let people do what they’re the best and happiest doing, so they do the best work. So, give your time to what you love, and let others do the rest if possible because it may well be what they love.”

“This place is more like a fairy tale each day,” the redhead mused.

The next day, just after lunch, Tao requested they come to the new laboratory area to review the work that had been completed. Doctor Xaudeus Vestuvius rolled Nacetti along in her wheelchair. Their Attendants followed soon after, descending in the two elevators. They took the short walk needed to emerge into the lower-level complex. With bots doing the heavy labor and mechanical connections, work had been going non-stop since the AI had taken command of the project the day before. Bots and materials continued moving about the hallways, now concentrating on the storage rooms and administrative areas. But, going to the laboratory side, they entered Shana’s most important areas first.

What had been bare walls and ceiling, save for the basic mechanical systems the day before, was becoming a fully appointed administrative office with work desks, data storage, seating, and a conference area. Nacetti left her wheelchair, and they walked through the connecting airlock into the prototype production area with three workstations arranged in an arc, with two prototyping replicators facing the stations along both walls.

Six prototyping production replicators sat in three rows of two at the far end of the room. Bots and two technicians were laying out and installing an automated feed system from internal storage bins along the side walls. Bright lighting over the work areas gave way to subdued illumination in the space between. Over the prototyping area, a ceiling of the same glossy material as the walls and floors were installed, with markings pointing to significant systems or the exit.

The workstations showed power was live and communication established. Exceptionally clean, fresh air was moving through the room from the high-filtration ventilation system. The temperature was a couple of degrees cooler than average - typical for an environment where replicators would operate, causing high heat rejection despite their heavily insulated housings. Ductwork above the machines would carry most excess heat away for use in other areas of the facilities.

“You’ve been busy,” Shana said as Tao rolled in to join them. “I love it!”

“I endeavored to make it functional with your preferences,” the AI responded. “The two prototyping replicator units will need another 15 hours to achieve full calibration. The production units will be fully operational after the feed systems and standard calibrations are completed in six days. The workstations are connected to your data storage units and the Citadel network to also access the Rödd archival system.”

“You’ve done great, my friend,” Aaron praised his longtime companion. “The greater archives are something we’ll need to address when we have this facility in operation once more. I haven’t yet approached the Priestesses or Senate on restoration plans. Still, it must become a priority as soon as we can make determinations on the requirements.”

“There have already been communications between the Deaconesses of each Cleric family about a common facility here in Yucanna,” the AI informed him. “They are advocating a facility far superior to the previous design. The current consensus is to create a facility above and adjacent to Yucanna Dome. It will be capable of protecting against any disaster, such as what occurred at the Capitol.

The Kuiper Belt AI are preparing for an enhanced, high-capacity relay system to return all their data to Earth. Their scheme is to use Jupiter and Saturn outpost relay platforms directing the transmissions to the Belt relays because of the seemingly long-term orbital positions of the outer gas giants relative to Earth’s orbit. Doing so will allow multiple-stream redundancy and ensure the integrity of the downlink. In addition, using the slower orbits of the two planets will ensure bandwidth is not compromised by latency fluctuations between all the signal points.”

“Sounds like my work may be redundant,” Aaron concluded.

“Not if you intend to utilize the Gen 9 memory media as the primary storage system,” Tao alerted him. “At present, the media of plan is based upon enhanced crystalline diamondite. Using the hexagonal matrix of the Gen 9 will decrease the size per capacity by a factor of two with a transaction speed increase of three times present rates. A facility with the Gen 9 of the same size as the one presently proposed would meet the needs of the nation for another 25 years while requiring only 45% of the current power and environmental needs.”

“So, you would like me to propose this as a new medium and have Shana set up to supply it?” he questioned.

“The entire AI Hierarchy is making the request you propose this - before plans proceed much further by any of the Domes,” the artificial mind informed him. “It will evolve our capacity for researching and utilizing data to a level adequate to support movement from terrestrial-centric life to spatial-centric life for Atlanteas in the first half of this century. This ability will then be available to match the advances of FTL on our society and potential to move the population to long-term space-faring life.”

“You know I can’t refuse to support an offer such as that,” he smiled, fully comprehending what it meant. “Prepare a summation I can take to present in the next few days.”

“The Hierarchy determined this to be so significant that I have been sent a summary and complete proposal to finalize once the Annavan laboratory can estimate production levels,” Tao revealed. “Not to rush you, Shana, of course. As best I can express it in human terms, the Hierarchy is ‘excited’ about the future with this new capacity.”

Shana, Nacetti, the Attendants, and the doctor laughed to hear the term used.

“I think you’ve been around us so long you’re catching a serious case of humanity,” Nacetti told the AI.

They moved from the AI laboratory to Nacetti’s new laboratory, closest to the glass front of the facility. It projected a much different feel with the walls of the administrative area in light earth tone colors, the lighting warm rather than high-intensity white. Between the data storage area and work desks were sofas and a four-meter round area of a soft wall about a meter tall with a gate allowing easy access.

“I took the liberty of including a play area for the child to have access when accompanying you during work, Nacetti,” the AI informed them. “I thought it best to wait until she is older and you identify her preferences to decorate or include any items.”

“That was so thoughtful of you, Tao,” the pregnant Priestess nearly cried with happiness. “You truly are a friend who knows me well.”

“I make efforts to include more humanity in my formative processes after such a long association,” Tao admitted. “I believe the proper response is to say, ‘You’re welcome.’”

They moved on through the laboratory doors into the facility itself. Like the one for Shana, the lab used the same slick material in a mild gray with warmer lighting. There were two workstations with her previous replicators in small sterile enclosures. Utilities had not yet been connected, and the ceiling covering was not installed.

A complete medical bed with monitoring and support equipment was placed on one side of the room. A larger and more open arrangement than that of the Fullt Tungl surrounded a support tube on the other side. The rest of the room was partitioned with transparent walls to provide control and isolation for six areas. Brighter lighting was installed in the ceiling, focused on where a medical bed would be placed. Piping and connections for medical gases and utilities awaited work to route into the walls, which presently were only an open framework.

“Mneme provided the layout for the area based upon the flow in which your work is proceeding,” the AI explained the layout. “It can be easily modified as your needs change.”

“This will do very nicely,” Nacetti praised. “I’m delighted with it.”

They left the laboratory, going to the end of the hallway. They entered a handsomely appointed office area with large data storage units, a regal desk with work terminals, and a holograph. Relaxed sofa seating accommodating a dozen or more at once surrounded the holograph. The lighting was subdued, the only bright areas directly on the desk and at the data storage units.

An airlock led into a laboratory similar to Shana’s. Two workstations, each had a prototyping replicator close to them. In the center, a five-meter square had been cut into the flooring. Two big level-three bots worked noisily under a sizeable transparent cover, removing stone in smooth cuts. So far, they had penetrated three meters. Periodically, a level-two bot would remove and replace a container for a couple of hundred kilograms of stone debris.

Waiting on two pallets were the bases of large seismic isolators. More bots and a technician worked overhead, arranging and preparing for utility lines, cabling, fiber connections, and more seismic isolation bases above the pit.

“Facilities are excavating for a five-meter pit to hold a 370-tonne base slab for an isolation enclosure with EM shielding and seismically isolated support openings,” Tao informed Aaron. “This will meet specifications for an upgraded temporary material-testing chamber I designated to continue our work. However, it will take another ten days of preparation before further installation can proceed. Seismic dampers and base slab anchors are being cast, machined, and tested for performance and calibration compliance.

The excavated material is being reused in the concrete of the dampening slab, embedded with layers of electromagnetic dampening and shielding. This facility will allow us to do AI and memory module work. We will need a design and approval from Yucanna Engineering and Geology Management to excavate a large-scale laboratory to exceed the one destroyed at Atlantea. Further work on FTL will demand such a system and, therefore, should be incorporated into the Phoenix Center for multidisciplinary use by several sciences.”

“You’ve outdone yourself once more, Tao,” Grayman noted. “The office will be essential. With all the other tasks I have, there’s no hurry for this laboratory to be ready as soon as Shana and Nacetti need theirs. And I’m very pleased with what you’ve done.”

“These areas have been a simple and quick process as most of the primarily required items we brought with us,” the AI addressed. “From this point forward, things will take more time due to the lack of the Earth Archives and being in a starting situation with any further laboratories.”

“It’ll be better to do things right rather than quickly,” Aaron stated. “This will get us back on track and allow us to do things that will help the most. Shana needs her area operational first, then expanded to a full replicator farm to prepare for the Archive's return. The rest of the facilities will likely drive our schedule for a couple of years. Relocation of our remaining colleagues in coming months will allow them to help in the design and many other aspects.”

The next day, with efforts still underway to make the labs workable, a long message for Nacetti came from Tyla Grayman on the Tungl. She asked it to be kept private from her partners for another individual's medical and personal privacy reasons. Passur promised them she would tell them of it in a few days; however, it first needed to be handled between herself, her mother, and the Deaconesses. Nacetti was seldom secretive about anything since they had arrived in Yucanna, so they agreed and did not question. She spent hours in her mother’s office in private meetings with her, two Deaconesses, and four leading medical staff from the Academy of Medical Research.

Two days later, Deaconess Office officials met with the Governor and city managers of Yucanna. They called upon Aaron, Nacetti, and Shana to present the work needed for a new National Archives facility. They explained the planning information for constructing an utterly self-sufficient chamber, supplemented by city utilities only if needed during maintenance or equipment failures. Sealed and seismically isolated, it would withstand any potential earthquake, even the catastrophic flooding of the entire Dome, without ceasing to operate. It would become a matter of pride to the city-state to host the first replacement facility for the millennia of lost records and knowledge.

The representatives had planned well, using the facility to expand their planning to include initial work for the Phoenix Research Center. The women used the emotional ties of the lost children and altruism to help survivors of the disaster. Their investment would help them recover from the traumatic losses by making homes and continuing their work in the paradise that Yucanna could offer. In addition, it would entice them to become contributing members of their society, earning their keep. Economic commitment from the Cleric Families and the potential for long-term infrastructure and trade improvement helped the proposal pass on the first vote.

The real political power came to bear. Deaconess Cyndra Rójáh brought forward her plan to add thousands of the relocated Capitol Dome refugees as permanent residents of Yucanna, employed to assist in the expedited construction and operations of the Phoenix Center. They would install and operate the infrastructure needed to support it, their residences, and the new Archive. Her case was made more robust by pointing out that the people coming were of much higher learning and sophistication, staff, and support for the Council and Senate.

There was pushback from the city leaders. A generalized perception of anyone associated with the Council as evil had been spreading. However, thousands were never part of the Shadow Guardians or Council Security. Most were simply workers supporting normal civil operations and the previous staff who had maintained the National Archives. Many attributed their survival to Lisil Pascal evacuating them ahead of the bombing of the facility.

Shana was the secret weapon held back in the debate, waiting until the discussions became emotional before Cyndra called on her to express her views and feelings. It was already common knowledge that Annavan had been the target of the murderous actions of Elder Lomanov. The explosions that took so many lives at the Center for Advanced Research were actions meant to kill her and destroy her work. Tales of her actions on the Fire Star and her sister's rescue in space were also circulating. All of this, along with her sudden social popularity, made her a commanding force of attention, which could quickly sway the population if she chose to use it.

She personally addressed the Governor, city managers, and Rödd officials, evaporating further objections. First, she described her fear, the months when she was blackmailed over her AI Cores by Elder Lomanov, and her anger toward him and others working with him. Then she pointed out less than half the Council had been responsible for these acts. Instead, other members had worked with the Senate to expose the Conspirators and save lives at the Dome.

During the capture of the Conspirators, it had been Council Security who stood against the heavily armed Commanders and prevented them from killing or injuring others. Hundreds of the deaths in the breach and flooding had been Council Security and technicians working until the moment of their deaths to avert the disaster and save lives. The Borealis had joined in the hunt to ultimately defeat Lomanov, escorting the Ascendant Family safely to Yucanna and returning to Atlantea with the first loads of relief supplies and aid workers from the Rödd.

If she could forgive the ordinary citizens and workers who had been residents and workers of the Council level, the researchers and crew members of Science Fleet, and embrace the Captain of the Borealis as a friend, then Yucanna needed to examine its own prejudices. She hoped the administrators would see them as fellow Atlanteans and other victims of the betrayal who had been threatened and deceived just like millions of other citizens.

With no objections, the Deaconess Office won the opinion and the following vote handily. The Governor and administration endorsement freed a massive amount of economic aid from the coffers of the Rödd and a promise of many more improvements to the city to allow for future growth and trade to improve life for years to come.

Shana, Nacetti, and Aaron left the meeting with smiles. The Deaconess invited them back to their facilities for a festive meal and wine to celebrate the victory, lasting into the night and resulting in several more friendships. It also finalized an arrangement Aaron had planned from the start. The atrium of the Phoenix Center would be done by the same engineers and planners who had done the atrium of the Celestial Services headquarters. It would be even more elaborate and accessible as part of the Memorial to the Fallen.

When they arrived home, Nacetti, feeling weary yet happy from the long day, pulled him down for a long, passionate kiss.

Then she told him, “Aaron, you realize you just wooed some of the most difficult women on this planet to work for you without any promises or price on your part? And you told me you had no taste for politics! Maybe one day you should make a bid for the Senate?”

“And give up the stars?” he almost laughed. “I promised this nation and mankind to let us have more than one world so we could never be forced to extinction. I can’t take on a lesser task just because I have other ideas people like.”

“That’s why we both love you,” Shana added her opinion. “You don’t give up dreams, and you don’t stop trying to keep your promises.”

With that, she kissed them both, and they soon fell into their bed in exhausted bliss.
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FULLT TUNGL:
Awakening in a New Reality
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There was a sound, hollow, empty, a steady low noise of a waterfall far away - like a misty diffused whiteness surrounding instead of true vision. Then, an indistinct sound she could make out.

“Lana,” a woman’s voice came just over the rush of the distant waterfall. “Lana, can you hear me?”

She struggled to climb from the comfortable pit of numbness, realizing she had been deeply asleep. Finally, Lana’s eyes fluttered a bit and tried to open in the brightness of the chamber where she lay naked in a warm breeze of air circulated around her. She first saw the ceiling grid through the transparent tube - sterile light fixtures, diffusers, sensors, and attachments in the light gray metal of the room. There was the sound of the air going by her - the waterfall noise she had been sensing. Then, to her right, she could see the dark-haired woman sitting on a stool beside her chamber, looking at her face as she turned to see the movement that caught her attention. Beyond her was a control console where a man and an AI on a work platform were watching displays that she could not see between them.

“Welcome back to the living,” the woman smiled at her. “You’ve been asleep for almost 20 hours. How are you feeling?”

“Stiff, not fully awake,” she mumbled, going to raise her arms to rub her eyes, then finding intravenous lines inside both elbows.

“Do you remember where you are?” the woman asked, not looking away from her eyes.

“I’m ... I must be in the medbay on ...” she struggled to recall where she was. “Am I on the Tungl?”

“Yes, you are safe on the Tungl,” the woman answered. “You’ve been aboard since yesterday. We let you sleep while Doctor Namori and AI Cleo performed a full body scan for any injuries or nanobot contamination.”

“You’re Tyla, the psychologist, right?” the redhead asked, starting to recall all that had happened to her. “Where ... how is Vicireen?”

“Yes, I’m Tyla, and Vicireen is in the next chamber, still asleep,” the woman answered. “She’s going to be here awhile; she has spinal disk injuries and a concussion. She would be in a lot of pain if we had awakened her yet. She would have likely died if you hadn’t brought her with you. You did everything right that you possibly could, and when she’s better, she’s going to be very thankful for you caring for her.”

“I remember it all now,” Lana spoke up, maneuvering carefully with the lines running into her veins to raise her arms and rub her sleepy green eyes. “What about those implants inside her? Have you found out anything?”

“Yes, Cleo will be able to tell you a lot more once you are out and have a meal,” Grayman told her. “You haven’t really eaten in a day; you must be starving by now.”

“Yes, I am hungry,” the younger woman realized. “Can I get out of here?”

“You have a clean scan, no injuries, no nanobots,” she informed her. “You could stand a little more calcium in your diet to keep your bones stronger out here in space, but you’re fine otherwise. I have a robe for you, and you can go to your quarters to shower and get a clean change of clothes. If you like, I’ll join you for breakfast when you’re ready. Then we can talk more with Cleo about your friend.”

“What about these?” she gestured to the tubes in her arms.

“They’re ready to come off,” the doctor told her from the panels. “Wait until we get the chamber open and let Tyla do it for you. You may be a little dizzy at first.”

Tyla stood from the stool, and Lana realized she had been moved to a lower height than she recalled starting the day before. She heard the latches of the chamber release, and the door swung down and open. The air that flowed in was cooler, and she felt it on her naked skin quickly. The woman stood beside her as the bed area of the chamber slid out up to her waist. The psychologist moved to her arms and first removed the tubes from the patches. They quickly retracted into the chamber and out of sight. Then she peeled the adhesive intravenous connector from each arm, leaving only a tiny red spot where each catheter had once been inside her body.

She helped the younger woman sit up and swing her feet to the deck. As soon as she was upright, Tyla wrapped a robe around her shoulders and gave her some degree of modesty to cover her body. There was a set of slippers beside her feet to make the coolness of the flooring more tolerable as well. Once she could get her arms inside the sleeves of the robe, she sat for a moment, realizing she was dizzy from lying down and being in a drug-induced sleep for so long. Once she thought she had recovered her balance, she started to stand, and Tyla helped her to her feet.

“You’ll feel a lot better after a good shower and a meal,” the psychologist told her, helping her to close her robe and secure it to walk. “I'll escort you to your cabin and order your meal while you bathe. Cleo, will you join us at that time?”

“I will be happy to, Tyla,” the AI confirmed. “And I am glad to have you as a member of the crew, Lana Annavan.”

They headed for the doorway, Lana steadying herself on the arm of the older woman as they walked into a corridor and past doors to other chambers. They reached the access arm where she had entered the day before and continued counterclockwise into another corridor for 30 meters before Tyla stopped her at a doorway labeled CG-1. The door opened for them, and as they stepped inside, the lighting rose to reveal a stateroom with an actual double bed at the back, a table with bench-like seats made into the wall to port, with a comm system near the hatch they had just entered. To Starboard, opposite those furnishings, was a curved sofa and holograph, with a small desk and chair closer to the bed area. There was a small door beyond the bed. On the bed were a fresh ship's thermal coverall, underclothing, and a lovely set of soft boots to match the coverall.

“Inside the door is a loo and grooming area. To the left is a shower shared with Captain Haägar. His cabin is next to yours,” Grayman described. “You should find toiletry items in the grooming area. He is presently in the medical bay, finishing the same full body scan you underwent to check for nanobots. Thus, you should have privacy. I’ll wait for you here and have food and drink when you’re ready.”

“Thank you, Tyla,” Lana showed her gratitude, knowing this room was far above anything she could have expected on any ship out in the Belts. “I don’t know how I possibly can rank such a cabin, though.”

“You rank it because you’re now effectively part of the last ‘royal families’ of our nation. When the Priestess and Admiral, owners of the fleet, say you rank it, you do,” she assured her. “Also, it was Captain Sola’s wish to have you close for the trip home.”

Lana was silent at that. She took the clothing with her into the back room and closed the door behind her. 20 minutes later, Lana emerged feeling amazingly refreshed, having been able to get a shower over five minutes long for the first time in a year and a private area to dress and brush out her long hair while still wet to de-tangle and give it sheen. When she emerged in the ship’s coverall and boots, her long crimson hair was loose, held back by combs someone had placed on the grooming table. Even Tyla, who had seen holos of Lana and Shana in preparation for working with her, found herself taken by the nearly unreal appearance of the younger woman.

“Do you feel better, Lana?” she asked.

“I feel the best I have since I left Earth, like a new woman!” she replied, joining the psychologist at the booth where Tyla sat waiting for her with a meal set for them both. “And I’m absolutely famished.”

“You haven’t really eaten in two days; I’d expect you to be hungry,” Tyla smiled. “I got you a bit of a surprise from the galley.”

Lana looked down as she removed the cover from her plate and saw something she was totally amazed to see. There was an egg, hard-boiled, shelled, in a cup. With it was sweet bread, fruit, and a small piece of meat - a sausage still steaming hot. There was also a cup of what she had come to learn on the Delta was coffee and a glass of orange-colored citrus juice. For a moment, she just stared, not believing what she saw.

“How?” she asked, looking back at Tyla, then to her food. “How do you have fresh eggs and meat on a spaceship after a year?”

“Eat it before it gets cold, and I’ll explain,” Grayman grinned.

They both started to eat, savoring each bite of the high protein food, letting it linger on the tongue and pause as they swallowed, finishing the eggs and sausage far too soon for the desire of such a meal that they had held for months in space. When it was done, they lingered over the fruit and slices of bread, sipping the coffee and juice as they did.

“Alright, now, please explain how an A-50 over a year out from Earth can have fresh eggs and meat - and orange juice, for that matter?” Lana asked as she looked across at the older woman, who seemed as contented with it as she had felt.

“You know that we were en route to supply a new mining outpost on the Outer Belt when we got the call to come for you and abandon the delivery?” she began, watching for any reaction that might occur. “We were hauling enough new gear and supplies for 20 people for two years, plus some new experimental things we had developed for the outposts.

One was a new storage system for foods that was an offshoot of a replicator. It, however, deals with organic materials. It uses materials our food science labs have devised to combine the genetic structure of some items with water to make a pretty convincing version of the food. Since we couldn’t make the delivery, Chäddu paid the customer twice the price for the devices on the ship, and we installed them in what had been two passenger cabins in the center wheel next to the galley. We can use the supplies to extend our duration to get back home without needing a stop or rationing en route. We may need some more water, but if we should pass a few ice bodies, we can render for 100,000 liters later as we pass back into the belt in three months.”

“You’re saying you did all of this, over 30 people on this ship and 20 on an outpost changed everything ... for two years ... just to pick me off the Delta?” she was flabbergasted at the concept. “Why? Why would anyone even think I was that important? All the expense, the time out of these people’s lives! Just to get me because someone said they were going to try to kill me. How could you have known it wasn’t a hoax? I can’t even believe it completely!”

“Lana, dear, please try to set aside all your preconceived notions of your worth and importance and let me show you some things,” Tyla spoke calmly and authoritatively to the twin. “We’re now back in communication with Earth directly, and there were several extensive comms for you and me to see so that you would better understand why First Priestess Satuhjäna Passur and her husband Chäddu made the commitment and spared no expense to have you returned safely aboard one of their ships to your sister and family.”

Across from their table on the other side of the cabin, the hologram activated, and the room lights dimmed slightly as the psychologist used her arm-mounted datapad to control the unit. It showed the Family Crest of Passurs and Sigil of the Rödd, indicating that this was privileged information for them. Then, it began a series of hologram clips from the last four weeks.

The first showed the arrival of Satuhjäna on the Kraken to Atlantea and Nacetti beside her as the First Priestess announced her Union before the Senate and Council to the entire population of the nation.

“Who is she?” Lana indicated to the pregnant woman beside the elder Priestess. “She is stunning even in pregnancy!”

“That’s your sister-in-law, Nacetti Passur, wife of both your sister and my brother, Sir Aaron Grayman Passur, now part-owner of the Passur Blackship and Celestial Fleets,” Tyla explained. “As Nacetti is the only child of the Priestess, he and she are sole heirs to the holdings of her family line, which they now will share equally with your sister Shana as well. In case you missed the awareness, I’m now connected to you as extended family, although when we met yesterday, I was unaware of any of this.”

“How are WE connected?” the redhead insisted.

“Until 12 hours ago, I didn’t realize that the husband of the Priestess is my younger brother, formerly the Director of the Center for Advanced Research in Atlantea,” she began, then tried to clarify. “I mean, I knew that Aaron was my brother and that he bonded with a woman he loves deeply named Nacetti. I even knew they were having a child.

Until all of this arrived, I didn’t know Nacetti was the daughter of the First Priestess. They referred to her as the ‘runaway priestess’ all of my life because she left the clergy in her youth and lived in obscurity. I’m frankly as shocked as you must be to learn of this.”

“Oh, by the Gods! What have we gotten ourselves into, Tyla?” Lana nearly laughed at the thoughts she rolled over in her head. “We both go out to space so far it takes light a half-hour to reach us from Earth, and I end up on the same ship with you as the psychologist to help me adjust! You must need a psychologist of your own for this!”

At that, they both broke into a burst of private laughter that only they could truly appreciate. The odds of what had happened were more astronomical than the stars they could see from the surface of the concrete ship. Yet, here they sat, having finished a meal of sausage and eggs together, trying to make sense of events that had been history for weeks that they were just finding out about.

“So, what happens from here?” Lana caught her breath and asked.

“Many things, some very good, some very horrible, to be honest,” she answered. “Do you think you’re up to seeing all this?”

“Shana got a message to me from the AI before I left. Some of this I may already know; I’m just not sure I believe it all,” Annavan answered. “I want to know.”

“First of all, Satujhäna made an address before the Senate,” she continued. “In it, she called for recognition of cetaceans and AI as intelligences equal to humanity. The Rödd demanded they have full recognition as persons and protection with full rights under our law, forcing it to a vote of the citizens within one year. The Senate apparently was vastly in favor of the measure.

The Council, as you see in this hologram, was less than favorable. See the man fourth from the left in this image? That is, or was, Elder Pieter Lomanov. He apparently became so enraged by the Priestess’ call that he lost control of his faculties and became obsessed with stopping this by any means.”

“Which now brings us to your sister. Aaron and Nacetti were in attendance at the Senate for the address. Following it, Satuhjäna, by tradition, hosted a formal Cleric Presentation of Nacetti to be bound in Union to Aaron. Shana was Nacetti’s selection as her Heiðraður Hjákona – that’s ancient Atlantean for Honored Concubine. It is a term from antiquity for a female friend that will attend to the husband’s needs during the Priestess’ Period of Purity prior to and after the birth of their child.

In ancient times, it meant exactly that. In modern society, it’s a form of honored maiden to accompany her through the events and enjoy the same type of tribute and honors for the following year. Apparently, Shana has taken a more classical role with them both. Nacetti announced her intention shortly after to make a Union with both of them in a polygamous First Family. There is no prohibition against it by the Rödd or Atlantean law, so it will be consecrated before the birth of the child.”

“My sister will have both husband and wife, as she told me in her message. Only Aaron was her supervisor at the Labs!” Lana assessed aloud. “This is getting very strange. I mean, I knew Shana was bisexual, and I have to say now, so am I, but not to this extent! And to be so public about it!”

“Public, in this case, seems to be an understatement,” Tyla continued, moving to the scene of the public presentation in the Atlantean Atrium the night of Shana’s announcement. “When Shana was presented before the people that night, it set off a massive showing of affection and approval to the extent that she went from scientific obscurity to being called the most beautiful and inspirational woman to the next generation in all of Atlanteas. Her face from that night was one of the most captured images in 50 years on the hologram feed metrics.

And I will say it myself to you as her sister ... Damn! How did you girls manage to get so lucky! I saw your testing results and your Academy rankings. You both are effectively geniuses and so stunning that it’s nearly impossible not to like you and feel slightly intimidated! I tell you this as a part of your family.”

Lana both giggled and blushed at the same time, looking at the hologram where it had stopped at Shana’s image on the balcony. It was like seeing herself there; she knew that Shana must have been terrified to be before so many people. They both were self-conscious about their appearance before strangers, especially crowds. Shana looked the most beautiful she had ever seen her sister. Her hair, her makeup, and her grooming were perfect. The dress she wore looked like the design of the fabric was a part of her skin, making her both extremely graceful and bordering on overtly sexual before the imagers.

She also noticed how beautiful Nacetti looked in her gown and how Aaron, whom she had met before, looked like a prince or king from the fairy tales she had seen as a child. More so, they were holding her to each side, meaning that they knew how close she must have been to fainting and were protecting her. That made her much happier, to see that they cared and were doing their best to get her through a difficult moment that likely no one else had realized.

“So now my sister is the woman girls want to grow up to be, and boys had erotic dreams of at night,” Lana playfully stated to Tyla. “Sounds like the Annavan sisters back in secondary education once again.”

“I would gather so, even with the fear I see in her during the beginning of this. She survived and charmed the whole of Atlanteas that night,” her psychologist agreed. “But things were not so happy for too long following this.”

“Apparently, your sister has developed a new AI Core module that’s so superior to any in existence that it caught the attention of the Science Council. Lomanov and his Cabal saw it as a threat to the restrictions they and the Conglomerates wanted in place to prevent AI self-awareness,” Tyla continued. “Ultimately, four Council members were found to have conspired and threatened you with death to force Shana to deliver unregistered cores and memory systems to their Shadow Guardians to find a means to terminate them at will.

Aaron got word they were using them to perfect methods to make any AI capable of self-awareness self-destruct upon registry on the census. Nacetti, Aaron, and Shana were made aware of it after Satujhäna had departed for Yucanna to prepare for their Union. Following her address, the Cabal directed that not only were you to be killed, but once Shana was informed of your death, she would be killed as well, looking like suicide.”

“Fooking bastards! How dare they!” Lana cursed loudly. “They plan genocide and want to kill us for her being good at what she does? I’ll find some way to make them pay for this!”

“Actually, there’s no need now,” Grayman reached across and put her hand over Lana’s. “Much more happened. I’ll try not to be detailed to spare you the trauma of it, but ultimately, they’ve all paid.”

Lana looked a little shocked, letting Tyla continue to hold her hand and run through some rapid images of the events that followed.

“Nacetti, Aaron, Shana, and their AI Mneme and Tao were informed of the conspiracy. Nacetti told Chäddu they were concerned for your sister’s safety and had already put her under Crystal Guardians protection by making her the Heiðraður Hjákona. Admiral Passur felt it urgent enough that they should leave ahead of the customary Caravan using the Rödd flagship Helle. He sent Haägar’s father, his brother Shäddius Sola, on a secret expeditious run to fetch them on his Blackship Fire Star, one of the most advanced vessels on Earth.

They snuck aboard and left a week ago and safely being hundreds of kilometers from the Dome when this happened,” Tyla indicated, then played a few short scenes of the massive damage at the research laboratories. “Five explosive devices detonated - two in your sister’s former labs, one in Aaron’s office, another in his materials lab, and the last at the door of their home they had left only the night before.

These were massively destructive weapons of war. They killed many innocent people, including children on a tram passing through the residential area en route to primary education.”

“Fooking Gods!” Lana could barely speak the words. “They killed children trying to kill my sister! That’s barbaric, insane!”

“And criminal in the worst way for hundreds of years in our nation,” Tyla was as shocked as Lana by the enormity of the damage and loss of life. “That was only the beginning.

The Senate met immediately following a nationwide emergency broadcast by the Rödd Priestesses. They named the conspirators and their principles, charging them with treason and acts of mass death against the population. Three were detained, and three more took their own lives rather than be held for judgment.

Others escaped. Shadow Guardians Captain Vaalkáis Kye and Elder Lomanov avoided capture. They made it to a Blackship over the Bahamian Abyss, where they had tricked the crew into transporting an experimental attack craft they escaped in and lay in wait to attack the Fire Star.

At the Capitol Dome, one secret Council Blackship escaped through a previously undocumented lock to the eastern side of the Dome just before more powerful explosives blew out the lock. It caused a breach of the Dome. The Crystal Guardians and their AI are confident it was to destroy the Cabal archives and assassinate the Senate and Heptad.

It ended up being more destructive any expected. Not only did it reach our most powerful weapons stored in the Science Council arsenal, but a second Blackship was destroyed inside the lock while its fusion generator was hot. The hull lasted for three hours before rupturing. The force of the steam explosion nearly cracked the Dome back into Atlanteas. The damages from the bombing and the breach caused the collapse of the Council Ministry building and detonated the armory, collapsing the entire Council Facilities.

It completely destroyed the Archives and killed hundreds still evacuating the Council level. But thanks to a warning from Aaron to Admiral Passur, the engineers and AI on the Senate level delayed the flooding long enough to evacuate over 85,000 people to Atlantea. They’re presently being cared for, and the Governors and the Rödd are creating new housing in the other Domes.”

“The Archives and the Senate are gone? All our history, the knowledge, the treasures of our past were destroyed! Flooded! How could anyone ...?” Lana stopped, stunned.

“I’ve been asking myself the same thing since I found out about this earlier today,” she admitted. “I don’t care how much education or knowledge of psychology I might have, to make sense of something this insane is beyond me and any of us on this ship. If you need some time to process this, we can stop Lana.”

“No. I want to catch up, and I can think for days after this,” she replied, again taking hold of the older woman’s hand. “I know if and when I need help, you’ll be here for me. I trust you.”

Tyla almost blushed at that but smiled at her. Things would be a lot easier with a level of trust to let Lana and, later, Vicireen feel safe to talk instead of holding in the intensely mixed feelings they would have as the ramifications of what they had been a part of revealing themselves. Also, as Annavan pointed out, they were both now family members of noble rank by all these extraordinary events.

“Then this part I doubt Shana told you of because she’s so self-deprecating of her worth,” Grayman resumed the holograms. “At the Abyss, Nacetti, Aaron, Shana, and their AIs managed to modify systems on the Fire Star to detect the attack craft Lomanov and Kye were hiding in.

Admiral Chäddu boarded and dispatched the Flagship Helle to protect the Fire Star, deducing the Abyss would be the best point of attack if Lomanov wanted to make good on his threat to kill your sister. He located and informed the Council Blackship Borealis of what Lomanov had done, relayed the order to stop him, and they combined efforts to track him down and protect the Fire Star.

The AI of the Fire Star spotted their craft, trying to attack Helle from behind. Only Chäddu knew Satuhjäna had delayed the Kraken’s return to Yucanna, and it lay in wait deep in the Abyss beyond detection until Chäddu called them to come help. The Kraken was so massive that as it rushed past the attack craft at full speed, it damaged Lomanov’s craft so severely that it lost control and began sinking into the Abyss.

Before they could get Lomanov and Kye to surrender and rescue them, they launched two Hammerhead drone weapons to destroy both the Helle and the Fire Star. Just after their tiny craft broke up and sank.

Shana took control of the weapons on the Fire Star, and she and the AI destroyed both weapons before they could reach the Blackships. She saved everyone’s life. But Lomanov and Kye surely died when the craft imploded over 2,000 meters down.”

“So, Shana fought in a battle ... in a Blackship!” Lana exclaimed. “She and I used to play Blackship Battles over the comms in Academy! She was the best at it!”

“Apparently, she learned things that proved useful before she graduated,” Tyla chucked at the enthusiastic response. “You two must have been a nightmare to anyone that crossed you when you were young.”

“We had a bit of a reputation, but we tried not to hurt anyone. The Priestess told us we were special ...” Lana stopped mid-sentence. “I wasn’t supposed to say that.”

“Why not?” Grayman asked. “I have a note from Nacetti and Satujhäna. You are gifted by the Gods according to them. Who would I be to say otherwise? I would believe it after all you did the day before you came on board the Tungl.”

“We just kept it secret all our lives,” Annavan confessed. “No one was supposed to know.”

“The Priestesses knew, and they didn’t keep it secret,” the psychologist told her. “You and Shana had rights to a residence at Citadel since the day you talked with the Annavan Priestess. You weren’t to be told unless you somehow made your way back to Citadel when you were older. So, now, you’re going home there if that’s your choice.”

“That’s going to take some getting used to,” she admitted. “I haven’t had a home since leaving my parents' for Academy. I’ve lived in dormitories, student residences, and company quarters since then; nowhere was really home. They were just places where I could sleep, bathe, dress, and cook food if I wanted. What will a home feel like?”

“Maybe,” Tyla began as she let go of her hand and stood from the bench at the table, walking to the wall beside the bed and pointing to something posted above the bed in protective frames, “... something like when you can see this and know it will stay as long as you feel you belong there.”

Lana joined her and looked. She recognized them as her Conference of Mastery and the picture of her and her family at Academy, the items she had hidden in the bottom of her flight bag when she had left the Nile Delta to escape to the Fullt Tungl nearly two days before.

Something in her heart felt very happy suddenly. She was unsure how anyone had known or would have realized the value of those two items that had followed her from Earth to the Asteroid Belt over 400,000,000 kilometers from her world.

“How did you know?” she asked, holding back from letting her emotions overtake her again.

“One of Kirina’s people was cleaning the shuttle and saw the bag in the locker. They looked through it, found them, and brought them to Haägar before he went in the scanner,” she said. “He instructed the First Mate to be sure they were over your bed before you arrived so you’d feel more welcome and know we care about you on our ship.”

“I ... don’t really know what to say,” Lana spoke softly, now looking at Tyla Grayman as more than a company psychologist trying to assess her mental state.

Tyla opened her arms to her, and Lana took the invitation to be hugged and held a moment. “Welcome home, Lana.”

After several minutes of silently embracing, Lana slowly slipped from Tyla’s embrace and stood back to look at her. She was ready to deal with more. Her mind had caught up with the weeks that had passed, and there was no longer a hole that left her confused and wondering why she was in the place she was now. She had not failed in her life’s ambition to work and learn far beyond Earth and Atlanteas. She had succeeded and learned even more than she could have hoped. Now, she knew she would have responsibilities. Her first lay with Vicireen, who was still disabled and unconscious in the medical facility.

“Is there more that I need to see or do now? I know Vicireen needs me,” she began.

“Before anything else, you have messages from your sister and the Ascendant Family they apparently feel are extremely important for you to see before you do anything about Vicireen. We need to understand what’s in it before we tell Haägar of all this once he completes his scan,” her new friend told her. “I’ve seen the message to prepare for what you might experience from it. I also received a message that I want to share with you afterward. Let’s sit on the sofa at the hologram and watch together.”

The two women sat beside one another on the small sofa facing the holograph and comm station. The hologram was still active and only required a moment to load the message for Lana. Shana’s image built in the space above the unit.

“Lana, you can’t know how happy I am that you’re alive and able to see this. If I said things had been crazy, it really wouldn’t even touch the degree to which our lives have changed through no action on our part since we last could talk.

By now, Tyla must have caught you up on the events in the Domes and the Blackships. I was so scared for much of it. I never thought that any of what has happened would be possible. It’s been more like a fantasy we used to read when we were young ... but it has all been real.

I’m making Union in the next few weeks with my husband Aaron and my wife Nacetti here in the Chapel of the Passur Tower in Citadel. It’s to be ordained by the First Priestesses of all three families. I wish I could wait for you to return, but Nacetti will give birth to our daughter in only a few more weeks. She wants our Union to be consecrated for her family before the birth so that we’ll be recognized as the parents at our child’s Consecration two months later.

That now makes you a member of the last royalty of Atlanteas, sister. You’re finally a princess ... like we wanted to be when we were children. More importantly, it made things possible for me to protect you from what we were warned to be the most significant danger of your life.

Yet, in the last few hours, we found out you were never really in danger. I hope you’ll understand what I’m going to say and why it’s so important. I would have done anything to protect you, Lana, even if it had cost me my own life.

Lomanov and Kye did put Vicireen on the Nile Delta to be a threat and a means to control what I was doing with my AI Cores. What you heard from Vicireen is true, except for her thinking she was responsible for killing men in her past.

We know about the implants in her, the abominations they are to her life. She was only a child, Lana. Emotionally and physically, they did things to her that only she can really describe the horror of.

We intercepted a message she loaded to transmit as soon as the Delta cleared occlusion. It was to Kye, sent the night before you left for Pinor 216. She told Kye to go fook herself and that she wouldn’t kill you. She thinks you’re the only friend she has in all the world, or whatever is correct to say out there.

She was going to wait for you to return and confess everything to you, then ask you to go to the Captain with her to turn herself in and tell what Lomanov and Kye had done to her. When you read her message, you’ll see how much she hated them, how much she wanted to be free, and how deeply she feared them. Only when you became her friend - or lover - did she get so angry with them that she broke free for the first time in her life, able to stand up to all the abuse she grew up with that they used to control her. Here’s her message.”

The screen displayed a slow crawling text of the message from Vicireen to Kye, complete with time stamps and heading codes for transmission. It remained long enough they both could read it and then Shana continued.

“Lana, please try to forgive her for whatever you think she did. She isn’t a bad girl; she never was; she’s been tricked, betrayed, and used like a toy for hounds to rip apart. She trusts you, and she needs you. I think you can tell she loves you, too.

I don’t know your relationship with her, at least not in your heart, but you’re all she has right now. The three of us are asking you to become her guardian until she returns to Earth with you. The wealth I've married into covers all your needs and care and hers too. But I know you’ll also do it because it’s the right thing to do.

I want you back home here with me. Mum and Dad are going to come for the Union and probably stay for the baby as well. They still want to go to Amazoa and study the people on the Land; I guess it’s their way of trying to make the world better over time.

Once I have made a new lab, the three of us are going to find a way to fix Vicireen, get those sadistic things out of her, and make her whole again. Amazingly, the Justice AI, the Medical AI, and our friends Mneme and Tao are committed to seeking justice for you and Vicireen and all the people killed and hurt at the CAR and the Capitol Dome. It’s as if nothing matters more than that ... even with the crazy events that have happened.

After that and the Union, I’m going to get back to work on my Mk-68 cores and give the AI a chance to be like us, not the slaves Lomanov and those bastards tried to make them. 

I love you, Lana. I miss you. I want you back safely to see and know the people that I love and who love me more than I ever thought possible.

They both want to leave you a message in my hologram, too, so I’ll let them end for me and hope you have time to send back something as well.”

There was a pause as the display changed. Now before them was Aaron Grayman sitting beside Shana and to the other side of her Nacetti. Aaron spoke first.

“Greetings Lana, I know we haven’t spoken in years. I’m glad you’re safe on the Tungl now and that you were able to save Vicireen - after all that we now know about her. You’re a fantastic woman and person from all you accomplished in the past few days.

Shana has been so worried, waiting all these weeks to know you were safe and coming home. None of us invited the danger we were all placed in, but we all fought to the best of our ability to protect each other. You’ve become as much a part of our family as Shana in our eyes. And we’re determined to keep you safe, returning you and Vicireen to Citadel, where you can recover and pursue what you find to be your passion.

Nacetti and I investigated Vicireen’s past and found that she, like me, has no family we can contact for direction in her care. Therefore, we’ve taken the unusual step of first asking for guardianship, then formal adoption of her as our adult daughter while the implants are removed and her mental state and body can recover. We’ll spare no expense to make her whole and free again.

Righting the wrongs we found Lomanov and the Cabal caused is one task I intend to continue for the rest of my life. That poor girl suffered one of the most vile and cruel acts we can comprehend. Killing her would have been more merciful than how she was abused and enslaved. Thankfully, he did not. With the help of the AI and the best doctors of the Rödd Medical Academies, we’ll find a way to reverse this.

As for you, Lana, you have the ultimate respect, compassion, and love from us all. Whatever you need or want to pursue within the capacity of the Tungl is available for you for the duration of your trip home. If we somehow discover any ways to make that trip shorter or your time easier, we’ll attempt to pursue it.

Haägar is a good man, and his crew is the finest in Celestial Services. If you need help or just need friends during this time, go to them. One, in particular, I’ll give you my assurance of is my sister, Tyla, the only family I have left under the Grayman line. She didn’t know until these messages that I was aware she was serving on a spaceship and not a Blackship. She may be the best friend you could want to ride out the next 18 months within the circumstances you find yourself in.

She and you, and now Vicireen, will find yourselves to be Cleric Royal Family under our names. Things may be different at first, but never stop being who you are, how you are, and what makes you unique and full of your gifts to humanity and our nation of people - biological and artificially intelligent.

I look forward to seeing you once more. Be safe.”

Then, Nacetti became the focus of the image.

“Lana, I know that we’ve met briefly before. You might have many questions about me becoming a wife of your sister,” the Priestess began. “Rather than try to answer them by guessing what they may be, I’ll let you send them to me to answer when you’re ready. There’s little more I can add to what Shana and Aaron have said. But I do want you to know a few things about me and my feelings about things.

I didn’t start out as a woman attracted to other women. For most of my life, I’ve only loved and experienced men. When I made Union with Aaron, it was the happiest day of my life, or so I thought. I went to Shana initially to be a friend and to find a way to protect her from the threat Lomanov had made against her. She had no idea that I knew of you both from the meeting you had with the Annavan Priestess when you were young girls. Once I did know her, I found myself falling more and more to love her in a way going beyond friendship. In weeks, I had to admit to myself and to her and Aaron that my feelings were beyond any that could be encompassed by mere friendship.

I was already carrying Aaron’s child, likely the only child my body would allow me to carry, and my love for him, if anything, only grew stronger as Shana became a partner in our Union. She’s happy, I’m happy, and Aaron’s happy, though perhaps his sense of devotion made him reluctant at the start.

I want you to understand what we’ve built together is no tentative life choice made on a lark. It’s for life, and because of it, you’re my sister, as is Tyla. Perhaps Vicireen is like a younger sister or daughter to me - I don’t yet know what it’s like to be a parent to make a judgment. But I’m entrusting you with her life and care while you’re both so far away from us, trying to get home. I don’t give that kind of trust lightly.

With Shana formally making Union with us in a matter of days, you and she both become active recipients of trusts and ownership of assets and rights to many things you may never have thought of before. Any education you seek, properties, and assets for laboratories, studios, workshops, or farms you may seek to further yourselves, Atlanteas, humanity, and those now seen as persons under the Rödd are available in Yucanna and our affiliate Domes. Passage on any of our Fleets, Blackship, or Celestial, and protection by the Crystal Guardians is now yours. It all sounds like a fairy tale, I know, but it’s my life, and now I can share it with you both. You may accept or reject any of it that fits you.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
3 The
Encl»urlng
GOddESS

Archlves oF ;,l
Atlanteas Book o

k' "'

] S jv.‘ !

Tom Rag





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





