
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The End is Here, in a Fiery Cosmic Apocalypse!

Gwen Lark knows how to Qualify, Compete, and Win...

The time has come to Survive.

The Games of the Atlantis Grail have come to a ground-shaking halt and Gwen Lark, nerd, geek, and awkward smart girl, survived the remarkable ordeal, for the time being.

But the worst is yet to come!

Now, both the colony planet Atlantis and Earth are under a threat of annihilation, and everything is up in the air, including dire and stunning wonders in the Atlantean skies.

Will there be a Wedding? Will there be a future for Gwen Lark, her beloved, and all their families, friends, and loved ones?

Is Gwen’s rare and powerful talent, the Logos voice of creation, enough to resolve the greatest mystery of the Kassiopei Imperial Dynasty and its role in the events of deepest antiquity since the dawn of time? 

The fate of the entire human species is at stake, and now there can be no respite, not a moment to lose. The final battle is here, and Gwen, and everyone she knows and loves, are in for the greatest fight of their lives.

It is time to survive.

SURVIVE is the fourth and final book in The Atlantis Grail series, now an international cross-genre phenomenon, optioned for film.
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​Chapter 1
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August, 2048 / Green Mar-Yan, 9771.

Today is the day everything changes.

What have I done?

I won.

I used my Logos power voice to raise the Atlantis Grail monument but instead I blasted open an ancient, buried secret.

And now I stand in the largest arena in the City of Poseidon, amid the stadium wreckage that I’ve caused, held in the arms of my beloved Aeson, while the nose section of an ancient starship juts forth from the broken ground. . . .

The shocked spectator crowds have grown momentarily quiet. They’re full of confusion, still under the influence of the Imperial compelling voice. . . .

I, on the other hand, have not been compelled. But I have been stopped and silenced—by the enormity of the consequences of my actions.

The stunning things that Aeson Kassiopei, my Imperial Bridegroom, has just told me are ringing violently in my head. Unbelievable, impossible things implicating his Father, the Imperator, my future father-in-law, in a dark plot—an intricate scheme presumably to prevent an alien invasion (although the grim details and causes have yet to be unraveled) that includes Aeson’s father sending the deadly asteroid on a collision course to destroy Earth a few months from now. . . .

The Imperator is responsible for so much.

But then, so am I.

Because of my actions, the ancient ark-ship that had been lying dormant for thousands of years, buried underground, has been activated somehow, and now they will come—they, the mysterious ancient alien enemy of both Earth and Atlantis.

After all that’s happened today and over the past four weeks—the violent insanity of the Games, the relentless uncertainty of my every living moment—this knowledge comes as a heavy blow. I feel as if I’ve been punched in the gut.

“My God . . . I’ve caused all this,” I continue to whisper even as Aeson tightens his embrace and stares into my eyes with loving force. “I caused this. . . . If, as you say, they can track this ship, they will come because of what I did!”

“Let them come!” he repeats fiercely, a hard smile on his lips. “Together we’ll handle them, im amrevu! Look at me! Do you hear?”

“Yes.” I nod, but the word comes out without conviction.

I glance yet again in the direction of the Imperial Box among the audience tiers, where Romhutat Kassiopei, the Archaeon Imperator of Atlantida, stands looking at me like a dragon.

Our gazes meet.

Or maybe he just never stopped watching me. . . .

“Gwen!” Aeson’s strong fingers dig into my shoulders, anchoring me, forcing me to turn back to him. “It’s over. We must go!”

I part my lips just to say something, not even sure what, because I’m trapped in the bizarre moment that somehow must not end . . . because whatever comes next will be impossible.

What have I done?

The Priest of the Grail called it blasphemy. . . .

What does it mean? What happens now?

I glance behind me at the dais in the center of the arena where the other Champions and runners-up remain standing before the judges. . . . Hedj, Kateb, Brie, Kokayi, Leetana, Rurim, Ukou—all in brightly lit uniforms that indicate Champion status. . . . Chihar, Lolu, and two others—their fates as Champions or runners-up are as yet unresolved. . . . Finally, Sofia and Fawzi, my two direct competitors in the Vocalist Category, who lost by virtue of the fact that I won.

They’re all staring at me with shock and fear and other hard-to-describe, complicated expressions. Brie Walton in particular has a stunned look on her face. And the Vocalist judge, the stern woman who assigned our Category tiebreaker task—she is frozen with incredulity as she too fixes her attention on me. . . .

What must they all think? And what about the thousands of people in the audience who have just witnessed an impossible miracle, followed by a disaster, all of it perpetrated by me?

Do they even understand what’s visible in the wreckage around us? The grail is but a tiny fraction of the upper end of an immense object that’s still mostly below ground. . . .

In that moment, the Imperator’s voice sounds again, breaking me out of my stupefied reverie and adding a level of nervous frenzy to my already racing thoughts.

This time he is not using a compelling power voice, merely ordinary stadium amplification, as he speaks with regained composure. But even unenhanced, the deep, ice-cold sound of his voice slithers and reverberates throughout the expanse.

“No. Not blasphemy, but the whim of nature—an unfortunate seismic interruption to our celebratory events—”

What? My heart begins to pound like crazy, kicking up my blood pressure, thundering in my temples. . . .

“It is done. The spectacle is over—for today. The Games will conclude and the remaining Champions will be honored later. You will now return to your homes, Atlantida!”

Saying this, the Imperator turns his back to the stadium and proceeds to leave the Imperial Box, followed by his retinue of Imperial guards. He does not look at me again.

Immediately the crowds surge, and the audience noise level rises as thousands of shocked people are given permission to come alive again and move. . . .

An actual earthquake? Is that the official spin of what took place?

Holy crap!

Seeing him go—just like that!—my mind goes spinning also. Seriously, what just happened? What does it mean? Did he just dismiss the effect of my actions completely? What supreme Imperial disdain. How can he disregard me in the face of recent events? Or is he choosing to conceal his turmoil under a public mask while simply escaping an unbearable reality?

This is crazy! A whole stadium of people witnessed me use a voice command to raise the Atlantis Grail and the resulting mess that followed. Surely at least some of them will question what happened, not merely fall for the ridiculous earthquake explanation! Not to mention, the Imperator had addressed me directly—told me to stop and said that I “won”—which acknowledges the role of my actions.

Will the rest of the officials go along with this?

As if on cue, the Priest of the Grail raises his hands and echoes the Imperial words in a ceremonial tone of voice. By the firm sound of it, he’s recovered also and embraced an appropriate extended interpretation.

“The Imperial Sovereign has spoken! The Stadion is structurally unsafe! There has been an earthquake. . . . There may be aftershocks. . . . Leave! Leave at once! But proceed in orderly fashion!”

At this point it’s redundant—everyone is already streaming toward the exits. But the Priest must feel it’s his duty to do something, so he continues to intone needless instructions, even as other Games officials remain silent. . . .

Meanwhile my mind is stuck—there are no words. . . .

“Come!” Aeson’s expression is intense and grim as he grips my hand—and this time I don’t protest—as we hurry toward the nearest exit. I breathe hard and try not to stumble over cracks and broken ground beneath my feet while I walk quickly alongside him. In moments the Crown Prince’s own guards join and surround us.

I look back fleetingly to see that the people on the dais are leaving also—my friends and members of Team Lark, many of them continuing to stare in my wake—but there’s no time to linger.

Some part of me is aware of Hel’s sun glare, shining fiercely over the strange, gleaming “grail” portion of the nose section of the huge buried ship, turning it to golden fire. . . . It blazes over the turmoil of moving humanity that now fills the audience seating tiers where everything is precarious, structurally unsound. . . . People rush to the exits past grand, divine statues of heroes that now lean, dangerously unbalanced. . . .

Also—I might be hallucinating this, but somehow—I hear, from deep below ground and seemingly from all around, a barely perceptible auditory emanation—a very low humming sound. So low that it’s almost out of human hearing range. Indeed, maybe I’m only feeling it as vibrations along my skin. But it’s undeniable—a constant, metallic din that resonates deep into the bowels of Atlantean hell.

It’s as if an immense, subterranean thing of metal is singing. . . .

“Aeson . . .” I try to catch my breath and ignore the faint, impossible, metallic noise underfoot. “Did you hear what they said? What—what now?”

Of course he heard. . . . What a stupid thing to utter.

He glances at me with visceral intensity—the infinite burden contained in his gaze disturbs me somehow, I’m not even sure why. He then quickly looks around before returning his attention to me. “First—we’re going to find your sister and brother.”

“Oh, lord, yes!” I exclaim, stunned at myself for momentarily forgetting, not thinking of my siblings, my family—what’s wrong with me? “Gracie must be going insane, and Gordie too—”

Just as I say it, I see them . . . there, near the arena exit directly ahead, one of several that escaped damage when the ground buckled underneath . . . there’s Gracie, and next to her is my brother Gordie, and behind them a few other familiar faces. Is that Laronda and Dawn, waving and motioning to us? Oalla, maybe? Xelio and Keruvat? Who else?

We move toward them, and they meet us at the doors leading inside the stadium building.

In that first wild moment when we come together, I have eyes only for my two younger siblings, and no one else matters. “Gracie!” I cry with a surge of warmth and relief, shutting off everything else in my mind, pushing worry back for now.

My sister has a weird deer-in-the-headlights look when she first sees me . . . and then she makes a stifled noise and rushes into my arms.

“Gracie, oh, sweetie! Gordie, come here! It’s okay! Everything is okay!” I mumble and laugh and cry, continuing to hold Gracie, and at the same time pull my brother into a three-way embrace with my other hand. I am crushing them both hard, not coming apart for long breathless moments.

“I survived it—we did it!” I exclaim. “It’s okay now, it’s over! Doesn’t matter what or how—”

Gracie’s face is hidden, pressed hard against my chest, and she is now shaking with quiet sobs, and Gordie has a strange, lost look on his face as he looks at me. I can’t imagine what they must think! They must be as shocked as everyone by what just happened, by what I, of all people, have done. . . .

“Oh, honey, it’s okay!” I smile, smoothing dirty-blond tendrils of Gracie’s hair plastered to her forehead and wet cheeks, tendrils that have escaped her otherwise tight ponytail. It’s the little details . . . I find I can notice them now, make time for them, at long last. . . .

I look up momentarily and see Aeson watching us—watching me—with an indescribable look of compassion.

Gracie shows me her face at last, straightens and moves back a bit, sniffling and wiping her nose with the back of her hand. She then forcibly stops crying, swallows, and says in a hoarse voice, “Gwen . . . Mom is gone.”

––––––––
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Cold. . . .

Cold emptiness strikes me a sudden blow that I never see coming.

I don’t quite understand it.

“What?” I look at Gracie, at the oh-so-familiar shape of her face, her sticky cheeks and forehead with its plastered tendrils of hair, her smudged eyes. “What did you say?”

But Gracie is bawling now, and her face has collapsed into a red twisted mess.

Punched in the gut with cold.

“Gracie!” My voice is hard and cutting.

“It’s Mom. . . .” Gordie speaks in an alien voice. “She is . . . she is . . .”

“No,” I say, and my voice is a knife. At the same time, I’m very, very calm.

Everything narrows into focus. Everything is very strong and sharp and bright.

I am looking at Gordie, and it’s as if all of this past year, all the growing up on his part, didn’t happen—once again he’s just a little boy with smudged glasses, dumbfounded and helpless. He blinks and opens his mouth and blinks again. “We talked with Dad and George—they’re on the ark-ship now—and—and—”

“And what?” I interrupt his useless mumble. “What?”

“I’m sorry! So sorry, Gwen!” Gracie interrupts in turn, gasping between sobs—and now I turn to her, like a compass needle, cold and numb.

“Mom died. Several days ago. We—we found out and then—” Gordie fades off into useless silence.

“No!” I say again. And then I repeat violently, with fury, “No! No! No!”

I am shaking. . . . Ice-cold. Dry in the back of my throat. Perfectly calm and alert.

Sharp, sharp focus.

Everyone is looking at me, frozen motionless with pity, tragedy, fear—some of them even stunned at my reaction. Somewhere, with my peripheral vision, I am aware of all of them, my friends and supporters, fellow Earth refugees, Atlantean astra daimon, surrounding us.

But my razor focus is on Gordie and Gracie, because there can be no other way.

“When . . .” I start, clenching my hands, clenching all of me, so that I become a stiff, unyielding thing of bone. “Tell me.”

“Gwen. . . .” I feel Aeson’s gentle touch on my shoulder, but immediately I shake him off.

I take a step back, so that neither Aeson nor my siblings nor anyone else can touch me.

Gracie starts crying again, this time gently and silently, fat tears running down her face, then again sucks in a deep breath to speak. “It was during Stage Two, when you were inside the pyramid—the third day of Stage Two. Mom . . . she was gone on that day, but we only found out later, on day four, when we got the call from the ark-ship. They were—Dad and George—they were picked up, and—”

“And they called immediately,” Gordie continues. “It was afternoon, our time, and we were in the audience at the Game Zone, watching you, and we got called back urgently to Phoinios Heights—I mean, your fiancé, Aeson, he got a message—it was the only time he left the Games and you, only for this—he took us back himself, and that’s when we found out. . . .”

“How . . . ?” I say. I find that I am incapable of sentences, only short, stupid words. “How—did she . . . die?”

Gracie makes a hard noise, then muffles it. “She was really sick—it was the advanced cancer, the Earth meds stopped working, and the Atlanteans didn’t get to her in time. She was already—so sick—she was—they didn’t even get the chance to take her up to the ship, I mean, they promised they were coming, over and over, but she passed away at home. I don’t understand what actually happened, I mean, why couldn’t they land in a stupid shuttle for five minutes and get her up there before she got so sick? Why? They missed her by one damn day!” Gracie’s voice rises, and she puts the back of her hand against her mouth, and starts trembling with sobs.

I watch my sister weep, and I don’t reach out to her. Instead I am frozen in my own, ice-cold, alien place. It’s as if I am looking at myself from above, floating outside my own numb, dead body.

“That long?” I say, my breath forced with every word as I enunciate in a strange, wooden staccato. “You found out ten days ago, and no one told me??”

“Gwen, you had to remain focused on the Games,” Aeson says softly. “I’m so sorry, but we couldn’t tell you and risk you losing your concentration—”

“How could you?” I turn to Aeson for the first time.

He blinks.

His expression is heart wrenching, and something inside me rips wide open. In that same moment a tide starts rising in the back of my throat, choking me, and liquid pools in my vision.

“How could you . . . keep this from me? It’s my Mom! Aeson, you saw me several times after you knew, and you said nothing! And you kept me isolated from my family? Is that why you wouldn’t let Gracie and Gordie come see me?”

But it’s Gracie who snarls suddenly. “No, don’t! Don’t you dare put this on him! I asked him to do it! I was the one—blame me! I knew I couldn’t bear to see you without breaking down, and you know Gordie can’t lie at all!”

Gordie makes a weird, sad noise and stares at me, shifting his shoulders, as if to confirm.

“So I asked Aeson to make up something—anything—to excuse us not visiting you,” Gracie continues. “It was awful. All those days of knowing about Mom, of talking to Dad and George, and not being able to talk to you, and—and—not knowing if you were gonna die too, in those damn Games!”

“Sorry, Gee Two, we had to stay away, so sorry,” Gordie adds painfully. “Tough to pretend. It sucked.” Then he clamps up again.

“I—”

I press my lips together hard, clench my mouth, trying to hold back the quivering, the drowning tide.

It is now an ocean.

It surges over my head and finally swallows me.

––––––––
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The next few minutes are a mess. . . . I collapse and Aeson catches me in his strong arms and half-carries me as we walk through the stadium corridor to exit the building complex.

People I know walk on all sides of me. . . . I feel Gracie’s cold, wet hand clutching mine, and Gordie’s awkward fingers pressing my shoulder, while I shuffle along like an old woman on limp feet.

The astra daimon whisper discreetly among themselves. . . . Occasional individuals and groups of strangers hurry past us in this network of passages with fresh cracks in the walls and other visible signs of damage. Meanwhile the hallway lights flicker randomly or go out completely, indicating malfunctions.

All of this I notice with one small part of my consciousness, while the rest of me is as broken as the structure around me. My face is wet, and my nose is thick with weeping, and I’m barely aware of my own feet moving because of the general anemic weakness that has come over me like a life-leaching blanket.

At some point in the low illumination, my white Contender uniform suddenly sparks with an energy charge, like static electricity, and then it lights up brightly . . . Vocalist White. It’s now glowing belatedly, indicating my formal Champion status. Is this the result of Imperial orders? Somewhere the Games techs must have been instructed to run the final sequence of my Contender uniform program. . . .

Which makes it official: I won my Category in the Games of the Atlantis Grail.

Gordie makes a small sound as he points at my shining outfit, and the rest of my friends notice, but no one reacts or says anything.

They realize that at this moment I don’t give a damn.

“Only a little more, Gwen . . . we’re almost there,” Aeson keeps saying as he guides me forward. His hands support me, keeping me upright because I’m limp and barely functional.

Mom. . . .

We finally emerge outside and reach the Competitor parking area for the hover cars, where I vaguely recognize one of Aeson’s gleaming, metallic vehicles, this one a large four-seater, and next to it the usual vehicles of the guards. I am seated next to Gracie in the back, while Aeson and Gordie sit in the front, and Aeson drives.

Aeson takes off with a grim expression and a fleeting, intense glance at me. As we rise into the air, I see Dawn and Chiyoko getting into different hover cars nearby with Xelio and Erita, and there’s Laronda next to Gennio and Anu. . . .

Their figures shrink and recede, and it all blurs into white sun glare.

Gracie continues to clutch my hand and leans into me with her whole body. I can feel how badly she’s trembling, but remain silent and numb and let her hold me. . . . We gain altitude, while below the grand structures of the downtown multi-stadium complex gleam with gold and grey metal, the now-protruding and displaced Atlantis Grail “monument” prominent among them.

We join a common air traffic lane and continue moving over the City of Poseidon toward Phoinios Heights, where Aeson’s estate sits atop a hill—our present home.

Soon the familiar hills and greenery come into view, and we begin the descent.

Aeson lands the vehicle so it hovers a foot off the ground, and I step out onto the mauve brick surface of the private estate landing area, holding onto Gracie. Immediately Aeson comes around on my other side and gently takes my elbow. Together we walk up the long, shallow steps to the front door, where a line of estate servants stands waiting for us. Thebet, the old steward, bows deeply before us—before me—as we enter.

I take my steps like a decrepit old woman. I nod to the servants, then lower my head and keep it down so that I can see only the polished hallway floor and not the expressive eyes of all these people—kind, pitying, in some cases marveling and filled with awe. . . .

All of this is directed at me.

I hear Aeson give quick instructions to the serving staff, while my brother and sister stand next to me. Meanwhile, sounds of other landing vehicles and voices draw near, coming from outside, as more of our friends arrive.

I can’t deal with any of it.

A hard pulse pounds in my temples, while waves of heat and cold surge back and forth, coursing alternately through my body.

“Aeson,” I say loudly, on my last strength. “Please . . . I need to talk to my father and George . . . right now.”

There’s a pause. A quick exchange of glances.

“If you must, Gwen,” he says softly. “I will make the call. But—”

“But you’re in no condition to talk to them!” Gracie interrupts. “Not right now, not when you’re barely standing! You need to get in bed and sleep! They’re not going anywhere! If they see you like this, you’ll only frighten everyone!”

“I have to speak to them!” I cry out in a hoarse, cracking voice, even though I know she’s right.

And yet. . . .

I glance from Gracie to Aeson to Gordie. My tone fades into softness. “They won’t care. Dad and George. . . . They would want to speak to me exactly as I am—they understand about the Games, right? You told them about me being in the Games?”

Gracie nods.

“Yeah, they know everything. We told them,” Gordie adds.

“And they’re worried sick about you!” Gracie sniffles and again rubs her face with the back of her hand.

I take a shuddering breath. “Even more reason to speak to them right damn now. They need to hear directly from me that I’m okay.”

And I need to hear from them . . . about Mom.

Aeson watches me with deep understanding, an unblinking gaze of his lapis lazuli blue eyes. He then reaches for me and squeezes my hand. “Very well. . . . I will make the call for you. Come with me.”

He heads for the media communications room, and I—and my siblings—follow him.

––––––––
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The main office workroom, with all the specialized deep space comm equipment, is located on an upper floor of the estate, so we hurry through corridors and up a marble flight of stairs. Aeson holds my hand to help me take each step, but with a burst of adrenaline I’ve recovered enough of my strength that I follow him without stumbling, with Gracie and Gordie directly behind us.

Inside the room, I am settled on a chair while Aeson turns on the largest video screen and makes the necessary connection across infinite space to the ark-ship orbiting Earth. Since he’s not only the Imperial Crown Prince of Atlantida but the Commander of the international organization Star Pilot Corps, Aeson has the most sophisticated Atlantean comm tech here at his disposal.

It occurs to me, he’s calling somewhere on the other side of the universe . . . whatever that means. The universe has no sides. All of this—it is incomprehensible. . . . Focus, focus. . . . Feeble racing thoughts, mind going off on tangents—stop.

I watch the dark screen come alive, unbelievably after just a few seconds. On the other end is the face of an Atlantean crew member in a grey Fleet uniform, against a stark background of familiar wall panels inside generic ark-ship quarters. He is a typical Atlantean older teen, with long, gilded hair pulled back against a lean, bronze-skinned face with angular lines and pale hazel eyes that seem tired and sleepy. I’ve never seen him before.

The Atlantean crewman on comm duty comes to sharp attention and salutes Aeson. “Nefero niktos, Imperial Lord! Or is it nefero dea for you now? Apologies—we didn’t expect your call until later!”

Aeson barely nods, and his voice becomes cool and commanding. “We are early. Get me Pilot Nefir Mekei or Pilot Quoni Enutat. But first, we must speak with Charles Lark and George Lark—is it night cycle for you now?”

“Yes, it’s just after midnight, Earth Universal Time Coordinated, on board AS-1999,” the crewman confirms. “The Larks are in their quarters, but I will wake them at once!”

“Do it gently. Tell them it’s good news. Gwen Lark is here. She is safe and unharmed and wants to see her father and brother.”

The crewman salutes again. Then his face disappears, replaced by the Imperial Fleet network logo.

Aeson orients the screen so that it faces me directly and takes a deep breath and turns to me. He looks me in the eyes with encouragement.

I, in turn, stare at him with a numb, fixed, dumbfounded expression of unrelenting weariness mixed with grief and adrenaline, and my body is shaking, while my breathing has grown faint.

“Breathe, Gwen,” he whispers gently and leans toward me to place his warm hand over mine. Its pressure is reassuring, and I feel a surge of strength at his touch.

A few interminable minutes seem to pass while I alternate between watching the screen and glancing at Aeson, who nods at me and says soothing things, while I seem unable to form words in reply.

“Aeson . . .” I finally whisper back. “Oh, Aeson. I don’t know if I can do this.”

But before Aeson has time to respond, the screen comes alive again, and I see the familiar, beloved face of my Dad.
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Chapter 2
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Charles Lark, my father, is sitting in the place previously occupied by the Atlantean crewman, framed by the same shipboard view, which for some reason strikes me as bizarre and incongruous.

At once I feel a stab of psychological vertigo at the strange sight of my Dad on an ark-ship, even before my mind registers the real life details of him—such as his unkempt, wavy brown hair with more grey than I remember, the wrinkled beige shirt with a collar that’s folded wrong on one side, the exact same pair of rimless glasses, his sickly pallor, or his exhausted, grim expression—just before his face transforms into a beaming smile at the sight of me.

“Gwen! Oh, my sweet girl! My dear child!”

The familiar sound of my father’s voice, that on some level I never expected to hear again, pierces my heart.

“Dad! Daddy!” I exclaim in a horrible voice that cracks again and sounds squeaky and very “little girl” that would normally embarrass me, but not today. At the same time, I start to rise in my chair, leaning forward with all my strength, so that I am nearer the screen, smiling and crying at the same time.

“It’s so good to see you, sweet girl,” Dad says. His face draws closer to the screen also, so that I can really see his wrinkles, the unshaven greying whiskers on his cheeks, and the reddened eyes behind the spectacles. I realize now that my father is crying also, his eyes full of moisture. He also looks thinner and frailer than I remember. . . .

“Thank God you are safe, oh, thank God,” he says softly and shakes his head, as though the act of speaking has robbed him of strength.

And then, in the next moment, I see my older brother, George.

A hand comes down to rest on Dad’s shoulder, and then George leans in, so that he’s taking up half the screen. He cranes his neck to stare at me with a serious expression that softly blooms into a smile. George’s dark hair is longer than I remembered, or maybe it just sticks up oddly, and he’s got bed head—after all, I woke them up. He’s wearing an old black t-shirt that I recognize.

“Hey, sis . . .” George says in a steady, almost playful voice. “Good to see you! Didn’t think that I ever would again, but great to be wrong.” He makes a sound that’s a chuckle or a smirk or something else that’s typical charming George. And then, because Dad makes a choked sound of his own, George grows suddenly serious, like a shield slamming, and I see now that he is also thinner than usual, with harder lines and angles, and somehow older than I’d expected in just a year.

“George!” I exclaim. Another unexpected surge of emotion causes my breath to catch in my throat.

“So many things, my girl.” Dad begins to speak. “So much has happened. . . . I hear you had to participate in some kind of terrible athletic Games—it is over now, right?”

“Oh yes, it’s over,” I hurry to say. “I survived and even won, Dad! Everything worked out okay. I will tell you all about it later, and about so many other things—”

“Such as you getting married?” George interrupts and raises one corner of his mouth in a semblance of disapproval. Such a typical George facial tic. . . .

“Oh, my . . . about that—” Suddenly I feel a flush of embarrassment, an instant of panic, and cast a quick glance at Aeson, who is sitting next to me, but offscreen, invisible to Dad and George. Aeson’s expression in that instant is both endearingly solemn and just a tiny bit uncomfortable—I can tell he’s making an effort to maintain a calm, even relaxed appearance, but he’s not fooling me. . . .

Dad makes a hollow whistling noise as he exhales a held breath, then clears his throat awkwardly. “Yes, well—your Aeson—this young man of yours seems very nice. He really does. . . . A handsome, well-grounded fellow, apparently in charge of everything. . . . Excellent command of English.” And then he exhales again. “I’m a little stunned, I admit. . . . But I’m very proud of you—yes, of course. . . . Not sure how any of this happened, but we’ll come to that. At some point later you will tell me everything, how you met—although George did mention your fellow was a Qualification officer in charge of all of you, and now Gracie tells me he’s even grander . . . ah, it’s such a strange thing, my Gwenie-girl—that already you’re so grown up. . . . Getting married to an intelligent, accomplished young man from another world! Unbelievable to me—you’re my little girl, you know, still my sweet baby girl. . . .”

“You’ve met him? You talked to Aeson?” I whisper. Again, my mind goes spinning out of control with stupid amazement.

Dad nods. “He was the first person we talked with when—”

And then, just like that, he grows silent.

I know exactly why he stopped talking.

It hangs between us, this horrible, empty, hollow thing, this new hole in the fabric of the world.

Mom.

Dad watches me, and George watches me without saying anything. Two very long seconds pass. Since neither one of them seems capable of broaching the subject, I take a deep breath and say it.

“When did Mom . . . die?”

Another long second of silence, stretched into infinity across the universe.

Dad exhales and parts his lips, then makes an effort to compose his voice. “I am so sorry. Your Mom passed away several days ago, about two weeks—ten days, I believe, counting in your Atlantean time. It was peaceful. She—she was very, very ill toward the end, Gwen. So very hard for her . . . all that waiting. We tried to hold on, and she did her best. She hung on even after the medicine stopped working, by sheer willpower. You know how she is—was. Tenacious and stubborn and infinitely strong. . . .”

Dad’s voice fades and breaks. And then he gathers himself to say, “Just like you. You got that strength from her, and joy, and all the rest of it, all the best parts. You and Gracie and your brothers too—”

George’s grip on Dad’s shoulder tightens. I can see his fingers make the squeezing motion.

I’ve stopped breathing. I am frozen, using all my strength to hold back the pressure in my throat that’s choking me. . . .

In that moment, Gracie, who’s been hanging back, gets up from somewhere in back of me and comes up to the screen. “Daddy!” she says, and she is trembling, and starting to cry yet again.

“Gracie, sweetheart!” Dad says, seeing her. “Oh, how I wish I could hold you, all of you right now! Right here—” And he points to his chest.

I swallow hard. Then I reach out and place my hand, palm flat, against the screen. Dad sees me and does the same thing with his large hand.

We’re touching across the universe.

Moments later, Gracie joins us, with her hand flattened against the screen, and Gordie gets up and comes to stand also, on my other side, palm out. . . . While on the other end, Dad and George have their hands splayed against their own display surface, reaching out to us.

Finally Dad takes a shuddering breath and says to me, “You need to know, as far as burial—your Mom was cremated, a few days ago. It was her final wish. And I have her ashes here with us, on the ship. But—you can see her one more time, Gwen. Mom left you all a recorded message. Your sister and brother watched it, and now you can, too.”

I part my lips. . . .

And that’s when the torrent breaks, and I am sobbing, ugly and hard, while Gracie puts her arms around me and pulls me against her chest and rocks me, and I let her, weak and limp. We both dissolve into each other, shaking, and Gordie watches helplessly, right next to us, while on the other side of the universe, through the screen, my Dad and George watch us also with silent grief.

A few horrible seconds later, I forcefully catch my breath and pull back from my sister. “Sorry,” I mumble in a thick voice. “I’ll watch Mom . . . a little later. Right now, I can’t.”

“I know, sweet,” Dad says, his eyes glistening. “Take your time. There’s plenty of time now. . . . No hurry. I just wanted you to know, to have something to look forward to.”

“Thanks, Dad. . . . Okay.”

And then I look around and my gaze finds Aeson. He is still and silent, giving us our privacy. “Aeson . . .” I say and reach out with my hand to him. “Come, please.”

Aeson hesitates only for a moment and then he steps into view, takes my hand, and looks seriously at my father and older brother. “Amre-ter Charles . . . and George. Good to see you.”

Amre-ter. I recall this translates something like “lord-of-my-love” in Atlanteo and is the respectful address toward the father of one’s spouse.

Dad sees Aeson, and a soft smile comes over him. “Oh . . . I’m very glad to see you again, Aeson. Thank you for taking care of my daughter—both of them, and my son too. I’m in your debt. And of course, this impossible, unexpected rescue.”

When it’s his turn, George nods, matching Aeson’s serious expression. “Aeson. Or—my apologies—should I say Command Pilot? Or My Imperial Lord?”

So, George knows that Aeson is the Prince of the Imperial Kassiopei. . . . Of course, they both know by now.

“Aeson is fine,” my fiancé tells him, then again addresses my father. “And nothing to be obligated for, Charles. I’m the one who now bears an eternal, joyful debt of gratitude to you for the very existence of your daughter Gwen. As for your own circumstances—I only wish we could have done more, and sooner. I blame myself for this inexcusable delay—”

“Aeson, no!” I squeeze his hand and look at him with a raw face of emotion. “Don’t. Let’s not do this now, please. . . . No what ifs.”

“She is right,” Dad says at once. “What happened was—well, it was going to happen. No need to beat yourself up over sad things that are done. Your people here did what they could, it was a difficult business, getting us all up here.”

But Aeson does not look convinced. He is silent, and I recognize the strange, tense line of his lips, the control slamming down to hold back force. “My people—will be held accountable. But let’s not talk about it now.”

“Yes, let’s not,” I repeat. “Please.”

And then I turn to my father, and I manage a little smile, and throw a softening glance at my beloved. “So—this is Aeson, Dad,” I say, biting my lip in a new bout of awkwardness. “I want you to know that I love him very much.”

As I glance at Aeson again, I notice that the moment he hears my words, his face warms with an instant blush. At once he lets go of the difficult topic of our conversation, and the stern line of his lips eases into a shadow smile.

“And I love your daughter—with all that I have and all that I am,” he says in a gentle voice, looking at my father with a forthright, unblinking gaze. For a brief moment, there’s a vulnerable expression in his lapis-blue eyes, as if he’s unsure of my father’s reaction. But it’s only a flicker. . . .

“Then all is well, as it should be,” my father says immediately, and he is nodding and smiling also. “And in case it’s unclear, I approve wholeheartedly. You have my blessing. I know that Margot—if she were here—would be very happy to see you together. She would’ve liked you, Aeson. . . .”

“Thanks, Dad . . . thank you. . . .” I mumble as the lump in my throat begins to rise again.

“Thank you for the kind words, Charles,” Aeson says solemnly. “I am truly sorry I will not have the honor of meeting Amre-taq Margot.”

Amre-taq. “Lady-of-my-love” in Atlanteo is an honorific which my Mom will never get to hear. My breath hitches, and my hands tremble. . . .

Meanwhile, Dad continues speaking. “Margot would really be proud, amazed even—seeing all that you’ve achieved and survived, and that you’ve turned into such outstanding young people. To be sure now, Gwen is still rather young, and marriage is such a grand commitment—indeed, seems that all of you are so very young—or maybe it’s just me getting old—but these are unusual, world-ending times. I would’ve preferred for you to finish school first, my dear, but—again, never mind me. Under the circumstances, study and knowledge can wait. The universe is genuinely uncanny, and you must do what you can to make the most of your time in it. Use every single priceless moment to be happy . . . because our meager human life is ridiculously short, and—and people you love leave much too soon—” Dad stops, taking another breath, parts his lips. He is powerless.

I can see how badly broken he is.

Oh God, Dad! What am I doing now? I’m selfishly forcing him to relive the pain of losing Mom! No!

“Dad,” I say as carefully as I can, “I think you should go back to bed now. I know it’s late for you and George, and we can talk again tomorrow. I’m honestly close to collapse myself. It’s been a very long day here, like you wouldn’t believe, so . . . sorry we woke you up. I came straight from the Games and just wanted you to know I’m okay, and to—to—”

“I know, sweet, and I am so glad you did,” Dad says, recovering control. “Now we can rest easy—knowing that you are indeed safe!”

“Same here! I’m so relieved you are safe and on board! At last! Oh, God, at last!”

Only . . . Mom is gone. She is not safe. She is . . . not.

I force myself to bury this thought, far down, deep down, for just this moment.

Instead, I put my fingers to my lips, kissing them, then press them against the screen. “Go, get some sleep, Dad!” I say. “More soon! Love you! Good night, George!”

“Love you, Dad!” Gracie says at once, and Gordie echoes her.

My father and George respond with their own affectionate gestures and then move out of view.

A moment later, in their place I see a familiar Atlantean. His gilded hair is cropped very short, and he has handsome, well-balanced features, a blunt chin with a dimple, prominent brows, and kohl-outlined eyes. His skin is somewhat dark, a rich hue reminiscent of red river clay.

His expression is impossible to read.

It is Nefir Mekei.
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Nefir Mekei looks unchanged from the last time I saw him about a year ago—the same steady, unblinking stare that at first glance reveals nothing. Except, maybe not quite.

I see that a new weight has settled in his eyes. A weight that I recognize as the subtle burden of guilt.

It is especially noticeable when he sees me.

Nefir acknowledges Aeson first. His courtly salute is impeccable. “My Imperial Lord,” he says in a neutral voice. “And my Imperial Lady Gwen,” he adds after the tiniest of pauses. I find it somewhat odd that, upon seeing me for the first time after so many months, his expression does not light up, and he doesn’t smile at me even a little.

Aeson watches him with an emotionless gaze, which I suddenly find alarming.

“Nefir Mekei. What do you have to report?”

There is another moment of pause. The question—it should be harmless, but there is an immediate air of menace hanging among all of us. It’s now undeniable. Maybe it is Aeson’s icy tone.

“Is it—secure to speak in confidence?” Nefir asks carefully, with a glance in my direction. “Am I permitted to proceed with all the details?”

Suddenly I’m barely breathing, as if some kind of deep secret is about to be revealed to me.

“Speak as you would to me in private,” Aeson replies.

“Very well. . . . No significant changes to report,” Nefir says evenly. “The situation on the surface remains turbulent—globally—but with no deviations from the previous assessment. A new fire zone has formed in Europe, and there is an unfortunate zone expansion in central North America, combining the two infernos in Utah and Colorado into one super-inferno—the fourth one that’s currently burning on that continent. Meanwhile I find no anomalies in the chatter from the United Nations and various government entities. Same flat activity for global terror groups. Radiation levels in the north and west Pacific and north Atlantic remain almost identical since previously measured, despite the latest African detonation. Volcanic and seismic readings are stable.”

Nefir pauses to glance down at his digital notepad on the desk, then resumes in a measured tone. “My complete four-day status report with these details and more will be available for transmission to the ACA Director in Poseidon by opening hour of work on Green Ghost Moon 1, your tomorrow. My—additional, classified status report for the Imperial Sovereign’s sole benefit still awaits . . . as per your instructions.”

Aeson continues to observe Nefir without saying anything. Several painful seconds tick by, and I can see Nefir’s blank expression become even more fixed—if such a thing is possible.

At last Aeson speaks. “You may now relay your classified Imperial report. . . . I give you permission to convey to my Father the significant detail of Margot Lark’s death, and the other significant details of the Lark family rescue.”

Nefir inclines his head after the tiniest pause. “Thank you, Imperial Lord. I—am relieved to be able to finally carry out my duty—both my duties—to the Imperial Sovereign, and to you.”

“So far you have failed in one of your duties—to me, as my astra daimon heart brother—so at least you can continue to carry out your remaining duty to the Imperial Kassiopei.” Aeson’s expression is chilling and his voice becomes razor-sharp—not a power voice, but almost, because at once I feel pricklings along my skin, and an intangible weight settles on my spine, sinks inside my bones. . . .

Nefir must feel it too. He blinks, parts his lips, but waits before reacting. He inhales deeply and momentarily glances at me before returning his full attention to Aeson. “I am truly sorry, I am, Kass. . . . But you understand my position. You knew it, and the nature of my official role, from the beginning. I have my orders directly from the Imperator, and I must adhere to them, superseding all others—even your own.”

“The correct term of address is ‘Imperial Lord.’ You are not to address me as ‘Kass’—ever again.”

For the first time Nefir flinches. “Understood. . . . My apologies . . . Imperial Lord.”

And then he looks at me. “And to you, Gwen—My Imperial Lady, I am bitterly sorry. I—I cannot begin to express how painful—”

I catch my breath, listening to him, to his controlled and lifeless voice, and sudden horrible thoughts begin to race wildly. . . .

Aeson interrupts him. “Painful? No. You cannot, you may not speak of pain, not in my lady’s presence. What your intentional, perfectly calculated actions caused is a tragedy. A family tragedy. And since she is now my family, it is my family tragedy also.”

“I am sorry . . . so sorry.”

I finally find the strength to speak. “What? What did you do, Nefir?” I say, but somehow, I already know the answer.

Nefir looks at me with his fixed eyes, holding his gaze upon me, somehow, unwavering. “I . . . followed the Imperial orders.”

“What you did was lie to me and to the entire Lark family, both here on Atlantis and on Earth,” Aeson says loudly, and his words cut like heavy machetes through the silence. “You stalled their rescue efforts, under sadistic orders from my Father, without telling me the truth. You made daily excuses for over a month, both to the Lark family stranded on the surface and to me, while all along Margot Lark’s health deteriorated until it was too late.”

Behind me I can hear Gracie’s sharp intake of breath and Gordie making a strange sound.

Not sure if my Dad and George are still present in the same room as Nefir, if they too just heard. . . .

Oh, my God. . . .

“I had to carry out what I was commanded to do,” Nefir says softly. This time his eyes are lowered as he speaks. “I had to proceed within the scope of my Imperial orders. My oath remains to the highest office. It cannot be any other way.”

“I know,” Aeson says, and now there’s a tone of mockery in his voice. “I’ve always known your primary loyalties, but not the pedantic extent of your calculated duplicity.”

“And yet, I did not fully inform the Imperator, even now—not until this moment! I held back the information for your sake, in my deepest regard for you, Imperial Lord! You realize that technically I broke my oath by not informing the Imperator ten days ago!”

“Technically you broke your oath many times over,” Aeson says. “If only you had trusted me enough to share the truth of your impossible situation, I would have come up with a feasible workaround! Indeed, I would’ve taken full responsibility for keeping you from carrying out your Imperial orders, and Gwen’s mother might still be alive today!”

I find that my pulse is pounding once again, and my ears are ringing with a head rush. “You—you kept my mother from being rescued?” I whisper-croak, putting one palm against my mouth, then putting my other trembling hand over it. “You killed her!”

Gracie cusses, hard, at the same time as she leans forward to hold my shoulders and back, as I shake with wordless agony and fury. “I didn’t know this!” she exclaims, beginning to hyperventilate also.

On the other side of the screen, across the universe, Nefir Mekei keeps his gaze lowered, and he seems to have stopped breathing, so motionless is he. . . .

“I take full responsibility,” he says at last. And then he looks up at us.

For the first time it is apparent that Nefir’s eyes are glistening.

“Yes, you do.” Aeson has stirred and is now also leaning forward, closer to the screen. His expression is deadly. “I don’t want to see your face again until I command you to be present before me. Continue with your regular Fleet and Imperial duties and report to my Father as scheduled. Now, get me Quoni Enutat. You are dismissed!”

“I—” Nefir tries to speak, pauses, then finishes in a dead voice. “As you wish . . . Imperial Lord.”

And then he is gone.

––––––––
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Next, we wait, with the video screen filled by the Imperial Fleet logo.

Aeson turns to me at once with a tragic expression and takes me by the shoulders. “Gwen,” he says in a completely different, gentle voice, “I’m so sorry that you had to see this—all of you—” He glances at Gordie and Gracie—“But it’s better that you learn this harsh truth now, rather than later. And I promised myself, no more withholding of information from you. Not for any reason. It is why I forced this ugly confrontation. You had to know everything.”

“What did he do? What actually happened?” I manage to speak, regaining control over my sobs.

“Nefir Mekei is an agent of my Father and always has been; that’s not a secret. It was accepted by all of us before we even went on the Earth mission, since he was assigned as the primary Earth liaison on the Imperator’s behalf.” Aeson takes a deep breath. “Nefir is an Imperial Kassiopei loyalist, firmly indoctrinated into the cult of traditional hierarchy, and his family has prided itself on serving my dynasty. Previously he’s always been able to balance his rigid loyalties to the Throne with his personal loyalties to the astra daimon. I had no reason to believe this time would be any different. . . . That he would act so contrary to my will, in direct defiance of my orders, without at least giving me the courtesy of informing me when he is being overridden by my Father. . . . I have to think that my Father specifically commanded him not to divulge anything to me. . . .”

Gordie cusses and says something unrepeatable about Nefir. Gracie echoes him.

I’m in such a state that I have no words.

“What an evil jerk!” Gracie spits out her words fiercely. “I always knew he was too slick!”

But I don’t even glance at her. “Please continue . . . tell me what he did, all of it,” I say, looking at my fiancé. “And Aeson, thank you for not holding back.”

Aeson nods. His hands run down my arms, then his fingers begin gently smoothing over my wrists. “This is what I learned—along with so many other things, once I confronted him—after a fortunate mention from another fellow astra daimon Pilot as

signed to the same ship, Quoni Enutat, whom you’re about to meet. Quoni has been observing Nefir’s interactions with Earth and with those of us here . . . and he noted a subtle discrepancy in both the transmittal of information and the handling of commands. Quoni doesn’t have the same high level of clearance as Nefir, but he is highly observant and capable of deductive inference under the most subtle circumstances.”

“Okay . . .” I whisper. My hands, despite being held in Aeson’s, continue to shake.

“At some point Quoni noticed that the communications sent to your family were not entirely accurate and didn’t reflect the state of things, based on the current planetary status. Nefir made an excuse about being unable to land a shuttle due to the specific location of a fire hazard near your part of Vermont that was not precisely true—not a complete falsehood, but just enough deviation from reality to give Nefir’s reasons for not coming down to the surface enough credence—which made Quoni wonder why. As time went on, Nefir presented other faulty details—heightened Earth government surveillance in your skies preventing a shuttle from passing without detection, social unrest and militia activity near your home, natural occurrences dangerous to flight, false weather conditions—even at one point an excuse about our own shuttle and personnel availability and technical malfunctions, which was clearly nonsense.

“Quoni began keeping track of all such details until he had enough of a pattern to suspect disloyalty or dark motives, especially after Nefir’s subtle modifications to minor shipboard routine orders each time he communicated with my Father. And that’s when Quoni contacted me privately and presented his evidence. I confronted Nefir about everything, at which point he could no longer distort details without lying to my face. Ah, the things I learned—not just about your family’s stalled rescue, but about so many other things related to the Earth mission. We’ll speak more about it later, but for now I want you to know that a crime was committed, I’m aware of it, and I will not let it go unpunished.”

“So—so my Mom could’ve been treated for her cancer, and instead—”

My voice cracks and trails off again. Gracie and Gordie both utter something, but I don’t hear the words, so focused am I on trying to maintain my control.

Aeson’s expression is raw. “Yes—maybe. . . . I’ll be honest, I cannot definitely state that even our advanced medical technology could have cured her completely at such a late stage of her disease, but it would’ve made a difference, yes. . . .”

I press my hands against my mouth, hard.

Behind me I can hear Gracie’s messy sobs.

That’s when the display screen comes alive again, and we see another Atlantean.

––––––––
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Pilot Quoni Enutat’s face is solemn and calm, without the awful rigid tension of Nefir Mekei, even though his breathing is slightly elevated, suggesting that he’s arrived in a hurry. His lean features are elegant, vaguely Earth-Asian in appearance, with kohl-rimmed dark eyes, a chiseled, aristocratic jawline, and golden-bronze skin. His short, very black hair is gilded only at the spiked tips, adding precision to his sharp looks.

“Nefero dea, Imperial Lord,” Quoni says with unhesitant accuracy in a deep voice, after performing a crisp salute. “I’m very sorry for the delay, but I was stuck below on H-deck dealing with a minor crisis in Hydroponics—all resolved now.”

“Good to see you, daimon,” Aeson says in a completely different, friendly tone. “I want you to meet the Imperial Lady Gwen Lark, my Bride.”

Quoni turns to look at me, and although he does not precisely smile, his expression softens at my distress. He immediately inclines his head and gives me a courtly salute. “Very glad to meet you, My Imperial Lady Gwen. I only wish it was under happier circumstances.”

“Thank you . . .” I say in a cracked voice. Somehow, I feel reassured that he can tell I’ve been weeping, and he knows why.

Aeson takes a deep breath. “My Father will now be informed of everything,” he says.

“So . . . Nefir’s next report,” Quoni says. “You gave him permission?”

“Yes. A delay is no longer necessary. The Games are over; Gwen is out of danger and has been informed of the tragedy. The news cannot be used against her by my Father or anyone else. At least Nefir obeyed me in this one small way, bought us enough time so she could finish the Games without being compromised by shock and grief—I give him that much credit.”

Quoni barely moves his head in a gesture of disdain. “You give him too much credit. Too kind of you, Kass.”

Aeson frowns. “Don’t worry, I’m not done with him. Continue having him watched for now.”

“You can count on it. Let me know if you want me to do anything else.”

“Actually, there is something.” Aeson glances at me then turns back to Quoni. “I have an urgent mission for you. There are four mid-capacity, high-velocity cruisers on board AS-1999. One will not be missed. First thing in the morning, you will take one velo-cruiser, and put Charles Lark and George Lark inside. Take also three of your trusted crew with you and enough supplies for six people for three months, including at least two stasis chambers for the Jump, to accommodate the Larks. And then I want you to leave Earth’s orbit and come home as fast as you can. My personal orders.”

For the first time Quoni’s calm face shows animated surprise, and his brows rise. “Wait, what? You mean, return to Atlantis—now?”

“Yes, now.” Aeson smiles and again glances at me briefly. “You’re officially off the Earth mission, and your new primary mission is delivering the Larks to Atlantis, so that my Bride can have her entire family with her as soon as possible.”

I make a startled exclamation of wonder, feeling the first stab of joy coming to replace the unrelenting misery of the past hours.

“Seriously? These are excellent orders!” Quoni smiles, baring white teeth. “What about my current duties? To whom should I reassign?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Aeson says. “Nefir can handle everything and anything he likes in this last ugly phase of the Earth mission. He’s been doing it all along, and a few more responsibilities piled on his head are the least I can do to make his life ‘easier.’”

“Acknowledged—proceeding to carry out the new mission orders. Will make the necessary arrangements immediately,” Quoni says with a pleased smile still lurking on his face. “One clarification—when you say fast, do you mean to pull the Quantum Stream at maximum rated speed, aiming for three months’ arrival time?”

“No, I mean you exceed the maximum,” Aeson says. “Feel free to ignore the rated speed Fleet standards, and go at true possible velocity, with reasonable safety precautions. Show me what you can do, astra daimon, and I will overlook the illegal details!”

Quoni raises his brows again. “Understood! I haven’t speed-pushed a velo-cruiser this size before, only the small ones. This is going to be fun.”

“See if you can arrive here within two months. It will not be in time for the Wedding, but at least not too long after.”

“Oh my God, thank you, Aeson!” I say with emotion.

“We’ll see Dad and George!” Gracie exclaims.

“When’s the Wedding again?” Quoni asks.

Aeson thinks for a moment. “Believe it or not, in just thirty-five days.”

Quoni whistles. “I’ll see what I can do, Kass. . . .”

“I know you won’t fail me, daimon. Bring them home safely, and I will never forget your service.”
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As soon as Quoni ends the call, Aeson turns off all the comm equipment and gives me his full attention.

“Gwen, all right, you need to rest now . . .” he says softly, nearing me and putting his hand on my shoulder to squeeze it. “Let’s get you to your own quarters so you can get changed out of that damn uniform and—”

Gordie and Gracie exchange quick looks with Aeson, then Gracie nods and gets up in a hurry. “Yes, Gwenie, let’s go get you settled in!”

I release a breath I didn’t even know I was holding and nod silently, too shell-shocked to protest or even care what’s happening to me now. But there’s a tiny hopeful smile on my lips as I face all of them. Dad and George are coming!

“Will they be okay on that fast ship?” I ask with a sudden new stab of worry. “And what if Nefir tries to stop them?”

“Quoni is an excellent pilot,” Aeson replies with a confident look and a smile of his own. “Don’t worry. Nefir has no say in this. Even if he reports to my Father and receives a contrary command, Quoni can claim Star Pilot Corps jurisdiction which, under specific circumstances, takes precedence over the highest authority of the Imperial Fleet. And Captain Hirat Sumbui of AS-1999 will follow the proper command hierarchy.”

“So you, as the SPC Commander, can override the Captain, the IF Commander, and the Imperator?” Gordie says, apparently aware of Aeson’s high position in the Star Pilot Corps. “Cool!”

Aeson gives him an amused glance and nods.

It occurs to me that there’s so much that I’ve missed in the lives of my family members—little things such as this. When did Gordie learn about the SPC? Again my mind starts to dissolve. . . .

Meanwhile I stand up on my own, with Gracie attempting to help by grasping my elbow. “I’m okay, really,” I say. “Please . . . tell everyone out there in the living room that—that I’m okay. That I’ll see them later, a little later—”

“Of course. They know.” Aeson grows serious again. He makes no move to leave and watches me, making sure I can walk on my own. He must be reading my mind, so in tune is he with my emotional state.

“Aeson . . .” I pause, appreciating his hesitation. I realize it must be his subtle way of giving me some much-needed personal space. “Do you mind not coming with us to my room just now? I’m very sorry, im amrevu, but I need to be alone with my sister and brother—for a little while.”

“Yes, of course.” He inclines his head, watching me gently. His gaze fills me with sweet ease, because, again, he understands completely.

And so, feeling relief for the first time in a long while, I sigh and follow my siblings passively out the door and through the corridors and levels of the estate to my now familiar bedroom.

––––––––
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I have no idea how we get there, but at last Gracie opens the door to my spacious bedroom, decorated in warm pearl tones. Two maidservants are inside, with the bed made and my bath ready, and I smell the delicate, pleasant scent of my favorite immersion minerals wafting from the bath suite.

“Thank you, I can manage myself—we, my sister here,” I mumble softly, in response to their offer to assist me.

Gracie gives them a meaningful nod, and the two maids make their formal bows and leave at once.

I move toward the bed, but stop short of plopping down on the pristine covers. I am painfully aware that my Games uniform (still glowing to indicate Champion status) is filthy and encrusted in ocean salt and human blood, and my own personal dirt. . . . Yes, I reek.

Unsure how to proceed, I sigh with exhaustion and look at the bed longingly.

“Okay, first we’ll get you out of these gross clothes, and a very quick bath,” Gracie says in a businesslike tone. “Don’t worry, I’ll help you! I totally get it, Gee Two, I know how dead-tired you are, but that clean bed is just too nice, right?”

Powerlessly I nod.

Gordie clears his throat awkwardly. “I’ll go outside while you guys get naked, et cetera,” he says to Gracie and me. “Let me know when you’re decent, and I’ll come back.”

“Yes, we’ll call you—thanks, Gee Three!” Gracie says.

And so Gordie leaves.

Gracie helps me remove the nasty clothing, including the viatoios body armor underneath, and then walks me over to the deep, sunken bathtub around the corner.

Ah, the pleasure of perfectly warm but not too hot water! I sink gently, battle bruises and all, and then submerge with my head all the way under, holding my breath for a few moments, feeling surrounded by silent warmth, in a mother’s womb. . . .

When I come back up, my dirty dark hair is now floating loose in the perfumed liquid, fanning around me like a mermaid’s seaweed locks, surrounded by gently rising vapor.

Gracie keeps her hands carefully on my shoulders and watches me to make sure I don’t slip under and drown—not that I would, I suppose, but then I really am on my last reserves of strength. . . . She takes a soapy sponge and works on my back, saying absolutely nothing (for which I’m grateful), then lets me take care of the rest of me.

When I’m done soaking and washing my hair, I climb out, again with Gracie’s tactful help, then step under a quick shower in the roomy enclosure nearby to rinse off completely.

The last of the blood and salt and tears and filth of the Games of the Atlantis Grail, all gone . . . running down the drain in clean rivulets, gone, gone. . . .

I am clean and free of it. . . .

Gracie greets me with towels, and I dry myself and return to my bedroom where I put on the first clean gown I can find, and lower myself on top of the bed with a weak sigh.

“She’s decent, Gee Three. Come in!” Gracie calls out, as I lie there on my back, arms folded on my abdomen, head wrapped in a big towel so as not to wet the pillow.

My eyelids immediately start getting heavy, and I can barely keep them open. . . .

Gordie returns sheepishly, and then he and Gracie start talking about something very mundane, like my dirty shoes on the floor and where to put the used towels. But in that moment it’s like a power switch goes off in my head, and everything recedes, including their perfectly normal, soothing, familiar voices . . . and I am out, like a burned-out candle.

––––––––
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When I wake up, it’s once more to the lilting, comfortable sound of familiar voices. This time, Aeson’s deep voice is present here also. And the quality of the light in the room is teal, indicating early sunset.

“ . . . luckily there’s mostly a bunch of scratches, but she doesn’t have that many bruises,” I can hear Gracie saying quietly.

“Compared to the other Games Stages,” Aeson says in a similar low volume, “she fared much better this time.”

“Better than most, according to the feeds,” Gordie mumbles in a half-whisper. “Somewhere in all the crazy panic coverage Buhaat Hippeis managed to land some facts. He said more than half the Champions were significantly injured, and even Tiago said—”

I blink, clear my parched throat, and croak, “Hey . . . you guys are talking . . . about me?”

At the sound of my voice everyone in the room approaches the bed. Apparently, they’ve been sitting in chairs nearby for who knows how long. I see Gracie, Gordie, and Aeson, who must’ve come in at some point. No one else is here, which is a bit of a relief right now.

“Yes, we are!” Gracie says smartly, no longer whispering. She gives me a smile and plops down to sit next to me on the bed.

Gordie stands right behind her, with a little smile of his own, waving at me in a silly way, one hand lowered at waist level. “Yeah, we’re talking about you, Gee Two. It’s how it goes.”

“Uh-huh. . . . What time is it?” I croak again, while Aeson comes around to sit on the other side, leaning over me to check my forehead. At once I feel a pleasant, light sensation from his warm fingertips at the point of contact.

I notice he picks up a glass of water and wordlessly offers it to me.

“Oh . . . yes, thanks . . .” I mumble, rising up slightly and taking the glass from him. I drink the plain cool water, and it goes down like a soothing balm. . . .

I am so parched! Only now do I realize how dehydrated I’ve been (and all that crying only added to the problem). I start gulping the water down, while Aeson says, “Slowly, slowly. . . .”

“That’s so good!” I hand the empty glass back, and he pours me another one from a nearby pitcher.

“It’s after fifth hour,” he says, watching me drink.

“You’ve been asleep all this time,” Gracie adds. “Which is good. You really needed the rest!”

“Ah . . . yes,” I say, finishing the second glass. I hand it back to Aeson and then lie back down again as a wave of lassitude washes over me.

The towel that was holding my wet hair has unwrapped, and my now-dry hair has fallen out. So I pull the fabric off all the way with unusual effort and realize that my hands are shaking with weakness. And then I make a little amused chuckle. “I—I feel like I can’t move my limbs, my body. . . . Ever.”

“Not surprising,” Aeson tells me gently. “You don’t have to move.”

“What about all those people downstairs waiting to see me? My friends. . . .”

“They’re just fine. Everyone’s busy eating the dea meal, watching the media feeds, gossiping, arguing, talking. They know you’ll come down when you’re ready,” he says in a firm tone, watching me with his familiar intensity. “Which reminds me—you need to eat something. I’ll call for your dea meal to be brought up. What would you like?”

I look up at Aeson, stare into his dreamy, lapis lazuli blue eyes, then lift one hand to brush his upper arm and take hold of a few locks of his golden hair. “Aeson . . .” I whisper. “A little later. . . . What—what’s happening on the media feeds?”

Gordie makes an awkward sound and clears his throat again.

Gracie throws Gordie a look.

“He’s right, you really should eat!” she says, patting me on my other arm.

“Not hungry,” I say with a tired sigh.

And then the memory strikes me, amid the serene calm of these warm surroundings.

Mom is dead.

Just for a short time, while I’ve been slowly waking up, I had blissfully forgotten.

And now, as I remember, my heart jolts hard. I wince and make a painful sound; everything rushes back in a flood. . . . I’m sure that Aeson and my siblings recognize the dark, drowning expression on my face, and they can tell that I’ve remembered.

Aeson suddenly reaches down and takes me in his arms, raising me up, enveloping me with his strength from all sides. At the same time I wrap my own limp, powerless arms around him, press my face against his chest, and start to weep with deep, rending sobs that rip my insides apart. . . .
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Not sure how long I cry, but all I can remember is, there’s Aeson holding me, rocking me . . . then Gracie . . . and Gordie is here too, reaching for me on the crowded bed.

They are here, and they are my family.

At some point, I am all cried out, my lungs wrung inside out, and I’m so abysmally tired.

The room is now nearly dark, and someone turns on a soft light sconce.

“I can’t! I can’t!” I keep muttering. “I should go . . . down to see my friends. But I can’t!”

“Gwen, you don’t have to do anything,” Aeson says. “Nobody expects you to. You survived multiple ordeals in a very short period of time, and you must regain your strength. To do that you need to rest. I strongly recommend sleep until morning. But not until you’ve eaten.”

“Oh, Aeson . . .” I whisper, absentmindedly running my hand over his muscular bicep. “It’s early evening. I still think I should—”

And then I freeze as another thought hits me. “Oh no! Your armband! Where’s my dirty uniform? Is it gone? Did they take it away? Oh no, no! It still has your armband! I forgot to remove it from the inside pocket!”

I sit up again, my heart starting to pound violently, this time from distress and shock at my own dreadful negligence. How could I forget Aeson’s black armband, the greatest honor bestowed upon a hero of Atlantis? He had given me that precious black silk, a temporary love gift, on loan, to keep close to my heart in the Games, as a reminder of his love, so that I would come back to him safely and return the armband unharmed!

But Aeson interrupts me gently. “Don’t worry about it, Gwen. . . . It’s just a piece of black fabric, and I have several identical replacements in my closets.”

My lips part in a different kind of outrage. “What? You have others? But I thought—you told me—”

He chuckles. “Everything I told you about it is true. It’s a rare honor, and the one personal possession that I value above all others and find meaningful—though of course now I have another item that’s just as precious to me—the love gift you gave me, the tiny Pegasus figurine. But I never said the piece of fabric was unique. The meaning behind it is . . . and the right to wear it is. As I promised you, I didn’t wear a black armband while you had one in your possession in the Games.”

“You jerk!” I say, starting to lighten up. “You made me think it was one of a kind—”

“I might’ve given you that impression—or better to say, I didn’t clear up your mistaken assumption—in order to give you a very strong incentive to stay alive.” And then he adds. “But now that it’s all over, and you’re back safely . . . because you’re so concerned about it, I’ll make sure that the laundry service finds it, cleans and delivers that fateful black silk back to you. You may keep it forever, if you like, as a reminder of all that happened. Or you may hand it back to me. Or you might even decide to toss it in the trash and never think about it again.”

“Are you kidding? I’m keeping it!” I exclaim. “I could never throw it away, for so many powerful reasons. It’s a gift from you, and it did save my life. I want to think about it and to remember. . . .”

He leans in and kisses my cheek, and then his lips graze the side of my mouth lightly. “As you wish.”

Gordie clears his throat awkwardly yet again at our kiss and looks away.

But Gracie says with a smile, “I kind of suspected he might have a whole drawer full of those black armbands. . . . I mean, it makes sense. You and I have as many red or yellow or whatever armbands as we need, and we can always get a replacement. Right?”

“Like neckties, yeah,” Gordie says.

I glance at my siblings. “You could’ve mentioned it to me!” But then I bite my lip and smile also. “Never mind. You wouldn’t have told me, I know. . . . To protect me.”

Gracie snorts. “You got that right.”

At that point there’s a soft knock on the door.

“Come in, she’s awake!” Gracie says in her normal voice.

In that moment, for the first time in hours, I feel stable enough to face whomever else might be here.

The door opens, revealing Devora Kassiopei, the Archaeona Imperatris of Atlantida, Aeson’s mother.
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She stands at the entrance, silhouetted against the brighter light of the other room—which is Aeson’s adjacent bedroom—and the edges of her elegant form shimmer violet, for the translucent and sheer fabric layers of her dress, threaded with metallic filaments, catch the light, creating a nimbus around her.

In that moment, Aeson’s mother appears to me divine, a mysterious, exotic goddess from these alien stars. . . .

And then, with one breath, she becomes deeply human, as she enters the room and heads directly for me.

For one split second I see the moist glitter in her beautiful, kohl-rimmed eyes of a color that’s a fathomless cobalt-blue, the profound sympathy contained there, and, catch the faint scent of her complex floral perfume . . . just before Devora sits down on the bed near Aeson and me and pulls me into her embrace—while Gracie and Gordie immediately stand up to make way for her.

There are no words spoken as I feel Devora’s softness and strength around me, my forehead allowed to rest against her elegant Nefertiti neck, and a glimpse of her lovely features up-close, framed in dark bronze hair. Her outfit, with its many gossamer veils shimmers around me, and I hear the soft clanking of her delicate bracelets.

But all these fleeting detail impressions fade away. . . . Because what comes next is an overwhelming sense of warm proximity, as she presses me close to her heart and then kisses me soundly on my cheeks and forehead.

And then, a few moments later, she looks up, still holding me tight, and I see her glance at my brother and sister. They’d gotten up with such awe-fueled hurry from my bed earlier . . . and now they stand awkwardly nearby, staring. “Come!” She nods kindly, lifts one hand, and motions to them both.

With wonder I see Gracie and Gordie hesitate only for an instant, and then they both approach in some uncertainty. It occurs to me to wonder when exactly did my brother and sister first meet the Imperatris? Had they been introduced to her before, maybe at some point during that busy month of my Games training? Or is this their first formal time? What’s wrong with me? I can’t remember!

But none of it matters. . . . Aeson rises from his place on the bed to make room and stands back. He watches with rapt attention as Devora reaches out to Gracie with one hand and pulls her close.

Gracie makes a startled little sound and exhales with a shudder of held-back nervous tension that’s finally allowed relief.

And then Devora lets go of me completely and does the same thing to Gordie—which takes him completely by surprise, and he nearly falls into the embrace.

The two of them end up on both sides of me, pressed into one great generous embrace, and Devora holds us all, her arms open wide, encircling us . . . and she speaks softly in her lilting and beautiful, slightly accented English, “You are mine now. All of you, my children.”
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Chapter 5
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The feeling of security, the harmonious serenity that washes over me in those surreal, wondrous moments is indescribable. It’s as if, after months of solitary wandering, I’ve come home to family at long last. . . .

And my siblings can feel it too. I can tell by how Gracie has surrendered and gone limp in Devora’s arms, and even Gordie has relaxed his normally standoffish body posture. Now they both cling to this amazing woman, having found an anchor . . . and for this one thing alone, I am more grateful to her than she can imagine.

“I would never presume to replace your mother, nor would you want me to, of course,” Devora remarks, brushing her slim, delicately manicured fingers through Gracie’s hair with unexpected confidence and squeezing Gordie’s shoulder fondly. “But I will be your second mother, in every way that counts, to the best of my abilities. This, I promise you, im saai.”

The Atlanteo word saai means “children.”

Again, my heart is full to overflowing with grand emotion, and I hold my breath so as not to break down weeping yet again, but my eyes are brimming.

“Aeson—a napkin, please?” his mother says, momentarily examining my face. Aeson obliges her and offers a small box of tissue-like fabric squares from the nearby side table.

Devora takes one and lightly wipes my eyes, then, with an amused smile, tactfully dabs my forehead and cheeks. I watch her smooth and rub my skin with practiced ease, then unexpectedly dab her own mouth. She then smacks her lips and dabs them again. It’s such a simple, casual act that I stare.

“Not only tears, but the noohd—the cosmetic on my lips,” she says with a laugh. “I fear I’ve marked you, Gwen—it will not do. . . . First, I clean it off. And now I may kiss im saai without leaving a mark.”

And then with absolute matter-of-factness, Devora pulls Gracie and Gordie closer and gives them ringing kisses on their cheeks and forehead. At which point I think my brother and sister blush so fiercely that all nervousness is forgotten.

Devora releases us at last, and everyone is both completely relaxed and visibly affected. She continues to smile at each of us, then glances at Aeson. “What a merciful conclusion to a terrible, long day. But—not another word about any of it, not today. I cannot stay for long, and your Father doesn’t know I’m here—though he may suspect—but for once I’m not too concerned. It is over, and Gwen—the wonderful, shining, fierce, unbeatable Champion Gwen—is safe with you at last. Not much can be done to ruin tonight, at least. Tomorrow is a different matter. . . .”

Devora pauses and takes a deep breath, glancing from Aeson to me. “Oh, my dears, the Wedding cannot come soon enough. That’s when your union, your life together, will be bound by law, with all the permanent protections and inviolate status for Gwen and all of her blood relatives.”

Aeson nods, his expression serious. “I’m very aware of the days.”

“Thirty-five days!” I say, recalling his words earlier.

“We will talk about the Wedding details, now that the burden has been lifted,” Devora says, getting up. “But not tonight—tonight, Gwen, you must rest. I will return as soon as I may, likely tomorrow.” She squeezes my hand and smiles at Gracie and Gordie. “And now, im saai, continue enjoying your own young company. Nefero niktos!”

“Oh—Manala!” I exclaim, as it occurs to me to ask about Aeson’s sister, before Devora leaves. “How is Manala? Is she—”

“Manala is downstairs with the others. She is fine and much relieved that you’re okay,” Aeson says, with a glance at his mother, who merely nods comfortably.

“I want to see her!” I say, feeling a surge of confidence. “I think—I think I’d like to come downstairs now.”

“What? Are you sure, Gee Two?” Gordie says, somehow managing to speak up—with a quick sheepish glance at Devora. “Want me to bring her up here instead?”

I shake my head and start getting up carefully, feeling only a mild surge of vertigo as I stand. “Yeah, I’m sure. Time for me to get a grip. I’m okay. I want to see everyone.”

With a soft, curious smile, Devora moves to the exit and quietly closes the door behind her, gifting us all with her loving energy—it’s as if her work here is done.
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A few minutes later, I’ve changed into a casual shirt and jeans-like bottoms, without Gracie or anyone’s assistance, and follow Aeson and my siblings downstairs into the familiar living room, the one we prefer to use for our gatherings. It has a glorious panoramic view of the city through a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows on several sides. Outside the windows is a dark evening tapestry of sparkling city lights below and stars above.

The room is full of people, and the smart TV panel hovers in the middle, blaring with noise and varied programming.

I take a deep breath, smiling almost shyly as I see so many of my favorite people all at once. Laronda Aimes and Hasmik Tigranian stand with their arms resting against the back of the long sofa, leaning forward to stare at the screen over the heads of the seated Oalla Keigeri, Erita Qwas, and Blayne Dubois.

A few steps away is a long side table with the remains of the dea meal, and Keruvat Ruo is pouring himself a glass of fizzy stuff, while the Imperial Princess Manala Kassiopei picks at something colorful on a big plate and offers it to Chiyoko Sato, who holds a small dessert plate with sweet fruit dumplings.

Further back, near the wall, Dawn Williams is talking quietly with one of the serving staff, who is preparing something hot in a deep metallic pan from which vapor rises.

Finally, with his back to the window nightscape outside, Xelio Vekahat sits in a chair, leaning forward in concentration, and watches a second, smaller, hovering screen. He is flanked on both sides by Aeson’s two Imperial aides, Anu Vei and Gennio Rukkat, who peer over his shoulder, point, and argue with agitation.

In addition, there are several estate servants inconspicuously going about their meal-serving tasks in the background.

As soon as everyone sees me, they grow silent and stare at me, the only sound coming from the media feeds. And then a loud and energetic hubbub erupts.

“Gwen!” Laronda exclaims. She rushes toward me and then stops, pausing tactfully before trying to hug me, and clasps her hands together with anxiety. “Are you okay?” Laronda is dressed casually in an earth-style top and slacks, and her short, relaxed, bobbed hair has a single metallic gold streak in addition to the usual highlights. The streak wasn’t there before—for some reason I’m fascinated by it, and it contrasts beautifully with her dark brown skin.

“I’m fine. . . .” I smile at her, then say softly, “I love your hair.”

“Awww, girl!” Next thing I know, Laronda has me in a bear hug and is squeezing the life out of me with her surprisingly strong, well-toned Cadet arms. “You crazy, crazy awesome Shoelace Girl!” Laronda cries in my ear, then releases me to stare seriously into my eyes. “You survived. You did it! You more than did it! I’m so proud of you! And—and I am so sorry about your Mom. . . .”

Before I can answer, Hasmik steps forward and pulls me into a warm hug that radiates generous strength despite her petite frame. “Gwen-janik! So terrible, but it’s over! What a relief! And your dear Mom, so very sorry—”

I look into her kind brown eyes and sweet, comfortable face framed by shoulder-length dark hair, and a jolt of emotion rushes through me. . . . It occurs to me, seeing Hasmik’s familiar, welcoming smile beaming at me that I didn’t believe I would see her again, or any of my other friends. Only now is it sinking in. . . .

“Gwen, come here,” Dawn, the taller girl next to her, says. Dawn has light brown skin, long hair, and very dark eyes that are usually serious and thoughtful, and in this moment particularly intense. She gathers me to her with a comfortable hug. “It sucked, what you had to go through. And losing your Mom on top of all that. . . . Damn.”

I run my hand across her back and nod, maintaining a smile that’s now fixed on my lips more for everyone else’s sake than my own. “It’s okay, thanks. . . . I know I’m not alone in this. Other people have lost their parents. It happens all the time. . . . It’s a part of living. I know you don’t have your dad, Dawn. And Laronda—”

Laronda nods. “My Mom passed away when I was twelve. That’s why Jamil and I ended up living with Auntie Janice.”

“Yes, exactly,” I say in a measured voice. “So I need to put things in perspective.”

Laronda snorts and squeezes my arm. “Not today you don’t. You just went through hell and learned about your Mom—today. You have every right to grieve.”

“Thanks. . . .”

I hear the sound of a tone sequence being sung, and seconds later Blayne approaches on his hoverboard. He hovers skillfully upright while maintaining an effortless Limited Mobility Form with his thighs and legs wrapped around the board, so it’s easy to forget that he used to be confined to a wheelchair back on Earth.

“Congratulations and condolences in one, Lark,” he tells me with a sad little smile, patting me on the shoulder awkwardly. “You did us proud out there—all of us Earthies. Too bad you had to learn about your mother this way. That’s harsh. Really sorry. . . .”

I nod silently and then reach out and take Blayne into a hug of my own. The boy doesn’t resist, merely flips the longish hair out of his blue eyes, and then after a moment reaches around me with both hands and lightly pats my back. His upright hoverboard jabs my midriff slightly as it presses uncomfortably between us. Like my brother Gordie, Blayne’s not a hugger, but these are special circumstances.

“Thanks, Dubois, good to be here, though strange somehow,” I say as we separate.

Next up is Chiyoko, large and tall, always slightly hunching in posture, with her familiar, permanently nervous expression—which is now even more anxious, a warring mixture of sympathy and joy. The poor girl stands nearby looking at me with visible stress. I’m used to the fact that Chiyoko, who’s both a friend and my Pilot Partner, worries too much and doesn’t want to say the wrong thing. In fact, right now she appears to be in agony. . . .

“Oh, Chiyoko . . .” I say, turning to her. “Come here. . . .” And we embrace gently.

“I’m so sorry,” she mumbles, speaking quickly. “My condolences on the loss of your Mom! And—and congratulations, yes, for making it through the Games and winning! What you did in the end, with the Grail, was so weird and impossible—”

“Should you be up, Gwen? Go back upstairs and get in bed!”

I turn around, and it’s Oalla, sounding playful and bossy at the same time—except her beautiful kohl-rimmed eyes are wide and serious. Oalla puts her hands on both my shoulders and rubs them gently but surely. “You need rest.”

“Thanks, but first I need to see all of you.”

“No, you don’t.” Oalla bites her lip and cranes her neck sideways at me, flipping her golden hair.

“Agreed,” Erita echoes her, stepping up and tweaking my cheek with a stern look and just a tiny twitch at the corner of her generous lips. “You’re a stubborn and tough Earthie, and now all of Atlantida knows and respects it, but you’ve proved yourself enough for today. Seriously!”

“Aww, Erita. . . .”

“Yes, you definitely shouldn’t be here, Gwen,” Keruvat says, leaning down at me from his great height and contradicting his hard tone with the warmth brimming in his very dark eyes.

“Hi, Ker. . . .” I smile back at him, and Ker immediately softens and shakes his head in amusement.

Next to him, Xelio moves forward and stares down at me with his gorgeous dark eyes and a handsome face filled with intensity. “Gwen, they’re right. All of this can wait. We’d much prefer you to be rested and sensible, and we’ll see you tomorrow. Really, nothing here to see, go back upstairs!” And then he glances at Aeson, who stands quietly, watching me and everyone, with his arms folded across his chest. “Tell her, Kass!”

But Aeson makes a sound of bitter amusement and shakes his head.

Xel shakes his own head back at him and snorts, then folds his arms also, tapping the long elegant fingers of one strong hand against his upper arm.

Finally, I am faced with Gennio and Anu, who both keep back a little, allowing the others to crowd around me, but I can tell they’re as eager to greet me as anyone.

I wave at them. “Hi, Anu, hi, Gennio. . . . So, looks like I’m alive after all. Hope you made some money betting on me.” And I wink tiredly, keeping my fixed smile in place.

“Imperial Lady Gwen,” Gennio says properly, while Anu makes a sudden barking sound and says, “Hell, yeah! I did!”

At that everyone suddenly laughs, and the remaining minor awkwardness in the room is broken.

“What?” Anu exclaims, looking around at everyone. “So what if I did?”

“Anu—not appropriate!” Gennio reproaches him with a poke of his elbow.

“Whatever, fat-brain!” Anu retorts and then grins at me.

I shake my head with weary amusement. I can’t believe I’ve actually missed Anu. . . .

And then, there’s Manala—the person I came down to see in the first place.

The Imperial Princess stands shyly waiting, keeping back even more than the two Imperial aides. I notice she is wringing her hands with nervous movements and biting her lip, and her smile is both eager and tentative at the same time.

As soon as we make eye contact, she raises her hands to her mouth, and then rushes into my arms. “Gwen! Oh, Gwen! You are alive and well! I couldn’t bear it if you weren’t, but you are!”

“I am!” I say warmly, pressing Manala close to me, smelling the light flowery scent of her golden hair, so much like her brother’s. “See, it all worked out, and I’m okay!”

She nods at once, pulling back and looking at me closely. “No. . . . Your Mother died, Gwen, I know you are not okay. But I love you very much and beg you . . . promise me, please be strong and live as long as possible, and don’t ever, ever die!”

I open my mouth to gently say I cannot make such an impossible promise, but Manala’s great eyes are brimming-full of liquid.

And so I nod and again smile, smile, smile at her. . . .

Manala appears to take my response as agreement and exhales loudly in relief. She innocently hugs me again and says, “And now you must eat!”

––––––––
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I can’t argue with that, and to be honest, my atrophied sense of hunger is starting to resurface. So I sit down on the sofa while Gracie brings me a large plate piled with food, and Manala follows with a carafe of my favorite nikkari juice.

I take a few careful small bites, which initially seem to go down like rocks, but I force myself to continue, because my rational mind tells me that I need to rebuild my strength.

While I eat, I begin to pay attention to what’s playing on the smart screen in front of me. Meanwhile, Aeson sits down quietly beside me and puts his arm across the back of the sofa without holding me directly, only now and then running his fingers lightly through my loose hair from behind. . . . His touch sends pleasant currents racing down my spine and distracts me just a little from eating and from watching.

Nevertheless, I make myself focus and stare at the screen.

The main feed playing in the center window shows the Atlantis Grail stadium in the bright light of noon, in complete disarray, moments after I’ve sung and lifted the Atlantis Grail “monument.” Of course, it turned out to be just the tip of an iceberg. As the Grail rose at my voice command, it became obvious that the cup shape did not have an ordinary foundation—it was a continuous part of something much larger, the top of some kind of immense subterranean object—an ancient ark-ship.

Apparently, this clip is being replayed, set on a continuous loop, and an Atlantean woman commentator’s voice is providing narration. The footage shows the Grail slowly rising, cracks forming in the arena floor around it, then in the rest of the stadium structure, the ground breaking up, people screaming and starting to run. However, it cuts out just before the voice of the Imperator sounds and everything comes to a halt. So effectively all the audience sees is the moment of broken ground and general panic.

“. . . the Vocalist tiebreaker event was interrupted by a seismic event that resulted in significant structural damage to the Stadion building downtown,” the female newscaster says off-camera. “There is much speculation as to the causes, especially since there has not been any ground-motion activity in this region, and Poseidon is located on a very geologically stable portion of our local tectonic plate. . . .”

Laronda comes up behind me, leans over the back of the sofa, and whispers loudly in my ear. “This is the kind of vague crap they’ve been spinning all day,” she says with an angry sigh.

I turn around to glance at her and frown thoughtfully.

“That’s the Hel-Ra Network,” Oalla says, sitting down next to me on the other side, so that now I’m pressed comfortably between her and Aeson. “They have to be politically correct and Imperially conscious in how they relay the news. Let’s flip to a different feed.”

Oalla calls the smart screen TV closer, then touches one of the six smaller windows, which now becomes the main display. We see similar footage, except the feed loop shows a much longer section before and after, including me singing, the Grail rising, and the Imperator’s compelling voice interrupting everything. Then the camera pans to a studio, where a panel of eight news commentators sits around a table, with an anchor in the middle, arguing. The network logo shows a wave symbol with the label Free Poseidon News.

“It’s obvious this was not a natural phenomenon, but the direct result of the Vocalist’s performance!” a man says. “The Imperial Bride Gwen Lark had demonstrated a remarkable Voice ability earlier—we already knew from the Second Stage of the Games she was a power Vocalist, if you recall the Plural Voice Chorus—”

The panel members respond with enthusiasm and agitation.

“Yes, yes, that was an unforgettable moment! I felt chills of awe when she overrode the Plural Voice and took command of the field,” another man says. “But what does it imply? That our Earth Bride had a natural power voice worthy of the Kassiopei?”

Nervous laughter sounds. “You don’t mean a Logos Voice?” a woman says with incredulity, and more laughter follows.

“No, of course not,” the anchor in the middle seat says. “But something very powerful, if we consider the mass and weight of the Atlantis Grail monument—”

“Indeed, now we begin to see why the Imperial Crown Prince Aeson chose her, in addition to any—how shall I put it—sentimental reasons!” another male commentator says.

“Now, now,” the anchor interrupts. “Let’s not be cynical. There is definitely a romantic bond between the young couple.”

“Oh, yes,” an older woman panelist says in a shaking voice. “True affection! I have no doubt of it now—”

“Hah! I do!” a much younger woman interrupts in turn. “The Gebi female is playing a very clever game! Oh, but she’s sharp and ruthless and so very powerful! Look how well she did in the Games. Nobody ever expected her to survive, much less win—but it’s obvious now, this whole thing was premeditated on her part. Gwen Lark insinuated herself in the Prince’s good graces, and now she is a Champion, and she commands so much potential political power through her union that the Imperator himself needs to be careful of her possible future influence—”

“What nonsense!” a male panelist says. “You are attributing so much negative ambition and intent to this admirable young woman. Look how well she brought together and led the members of Team Lark during each of the four Stages! She showed personal grace and leadership. When the time comes, she will be a wonderful Imperatris!”

“Getting back to the incident,” the anchor guides the conversation, “how do we explain what happened? Official channels insist it was a quake, but to anyone watching, the answer is much less clear. . . .”

“Timing is critical,” a man says. “If we can measure causality, the exact moments when the voice command sounded and the monument began to rise, and the destruction that followed. Yes, it is possible these events were perfectly timed to happen together only by pure coincidence.”

“Or maybe one thing led to the other!” another panelist says. “What if the monument’s dislodging sped up and initiated the imminent quake?”

“Enough! Let’s address the most important detail here,” the older woman interrupts. “The fact that the Earth Bride controlled the giant monument with only the strength and focus of her voice! It’s unprecedented! What does it matter if the quake came naturally or the monument caused it? I want to know how she managed the feat! What if her voice is indeed—”

“What bothers me, suddenly,” the anchor interrupts, “is what the monument’s immense foundation started to reveal. What was it? Remember, we never saw the lower end of it as the foundation continued to rise out of the ground before the Imperial Sovereign put an end to it! Any ideas? Was there some kind of underground structure underneath the Grail? I’m sure the viewers in our audience would like to know!”

The panelists erupt in noisy argument.

Keruvat sits down next to Oalla and points at another feed happening in a smaller window, “Let’s switch there for a while—if that’s all right with you, Gwen?”

“Sure,” I say, still frowning with concentration.

But as soon as the new feed window is maximized, I regret it.

It shows real-time footage of the multi-stadium complex downtown, flooded with artificial night illumination. Whatever it is, it’s happening live, right now. . . . Crowds of people are filling all the open areas surrounding the various buildings—the Stadion itself, the clearings between it and the Imperial Kemet Forum known as the Kemetareon, the Nebetareon where I participated in that fateful interview on Tiago’s show, and other lesser Forums. People everywhere are shouting incomprehensible things, waving signs and fists, and holding up small, artificially lit hand-torches resembling vigil candles used on Earth, while guards and Corrector officers attempt to control them, keeping them away from the various building entrances.

The camera pans around, and a tense-looking reporter on the scene talks hurriedly in close-up. “We have a very unusual situation developing,” he says breathlessly, starting to walk quickly in an aisle between blocked-off rows of the gathered public and city guards. “These people are here to express their extreme unhappiness with the unresolved end of today’s final portion of the Games—”

“Unhappiness? You can kill yourself, you stupid chazuf! I’ve lost a year’s savings—”

He is interrupted and shouted down by nearby protesters.

“Oh, crap,” Oalla says.

“This is not good,” Ker adds. “Change the feed again?”

“No, wait,” I say. I freeze suddenly, because I see several people in the crowd holding up signs depicting images of me. The pictures are not that awful school photo that I hate, but are complimentary graphic renderings of me in an idealized pose, holding up a winning grail—the way I did when I won the Triathlon Race and the Yellow Grail in Stage Four. The only reason I recognize myself in those pictures is because they are labeled, “Gwen Lark.”

Underneath my name, however, is another label. . . . The three lines, read together, evoke in me a sudden rush of chilling ice-cold.

Gwen Lark.

Our Imperatris.

Our True Goddess.

Stunned, I put my hands over my mouth.

But in that moment, Aeson’s wrist comm device starts to buzz softly. I glance at Aeson as he checks it, then looks up at me with a suddenly grave expression, saying, “It’s my Father, I need to take this call.”

I nod, while Aeson gets up and moves back from our grouping on the sofa. I stop watching the screen, even as the rest of my friends crowd in to stare at it, because I am suddenly much more concerned with what’s happening with Aeson.

I watch nervously as he stands near the wall with his back turned, speaking so quietly I cannot hear.

Meanwhile Xelio starts to walk toward him, but Aeson shakes his head negatively and puts his hand up, halting Xelio from approaching.

Dawn, Hasmik, and Manala stand nearby, also staring nervously, glancing from Aeson to the TV screen and then to me. Manala is back to wringing her hands nervously and clutching the edges of her shirt—a nervous habit of hers.

“Wait, what’s that?” Anu says, moving in right behind me and entirely too far into my personal space, nearly breathing down my neck. “Huh? Look!” And he points at another small window with a different feed. “Bring that one up!”

Oalla furrows her brow at him, but quickly calls up the window, so that for a moment the disturbing footage of the crowds downtown is replaced with a strange scene showing a grand intricate building that I’ve never seen before. I assume it’s an earlier recording because it’s showing a daytime scene. A male commentator is speaking, but for some reason I don’t recognize the words at all.

“Hey! That’s the Pharikon Palace in New Deshret!” Anu exclaims.

“What?” I say. “Where is that?”

“Not in Imperial Atlantida,” Oalla responds, biting her lip. “New Deshret is another country, on the other side of the planet.”

“What are they saying?” Anu grimaces.

It occurs to me, the feed audio is not in Atlanteo but some other unfamiliar language.

Great. . . . I think. Something else I don’t know that has some possible bearing on me.

Anu taps Oalla’s shoulder. “Hey! You speak Deshi, right? What are they saying?”

Oalla rolls her eyes at Anu, then returns her attention to the feed.

“Something about the Ra Disk,” she replies, but looks at me.

“The what?” Laronda says, squeezing in to stand behind the sofa, between me and Anu, elbowing him slightly in the process.

Anu snorts and turns to her with another, more pronounced grimace. “The Ra Disk, stupid Earth girl. It’s New Deshret’s equivalent of our Atlantis Grail.”

Laronda turns to face Anu, so that they are inches away, and glares at him like a boiling furnace. “Whatever that mouth-flapping thing you just did was, it made no sense. What the hell is the Ra Disk? Explain in English. We are aliens, remember?”

“It’s a big-ass monument in their capital city,” Anu whines, leaning even closer in her face.

But Oalla calmly elaborates, directing her answer to Laronda and me. “You two and the rest of you Earthies—” she nods at Hasmik, Dawn, and the others—“I don’t believe you’ve been instructed about the Ra Disk of Atlantis.”

“No,” I say tiredly. “We have not. . . .”

Oalla nods thoughtfully. “It’s in their capital city, a huge golden disk carved from a hillside and plated in gold. As big as our Atlantis Grail. It’s the ancient symbol of New Deshret.”

“Okay, weird and interesting,” Laronda says. “Or at least it really should be for you—right, Gwen? You’re the smarty-pants who likes all that ancient historical stuff.”

“Definitely,” I say, nodding. But my mind wanders back to the previous feed with the scene of the crowds and the signs with the pictures of me. . . . Our True Goddess.

In that moment Aeson finishes his call and returns.

“Gwen,” he says. “Tomorrow . . . my Father wants to see both of us.”

I look up at my beloved, and my forehead and brows move with emotion.

“Well, I don’t want to see him,” I say suddenly in a hard voice.

There’s a pause.

Everyone looks at us.

Aeson takes a deep breath and releases it, looking at me with intensity. “I know,” he says. “I don’t want to see him either.”

My lips part.

“But we have to,” Aeson adds firmly. “Not because of him. But because of this.” And he points at the smart screen where the footage of the strange foreign palace is replaced by a fascinating sight. A golden circular object of pure gold, set in deep hemispheric relief against a ruddy-orange stone hillside, is shown, flaming with the blinding light of Hel. It’s several stories tall in diameter, an immense sculptural achievement, rivaling indeed the grandeur of the Grail, and in some strange way seeming to complement it. . . .

“I’m not sure I understand,” I say, glancing from the screen to Aeson. “But I do know I have no intention of humoring your Father any more, not after what he—”

But Aeson interrupts me gently. “My Imperial Father told me that he has just been contacted by New Deshret directly. The Pharikon, who is their equivalent of the Imperator, called to inform us that the Ra Disk has come alive and has been humming since noon our time. . . . Since the moment you raised the Atlantis Grail.”

“What?” I say, and now my blood runs with pure cold.

“Gwen,” im amrevu says, “with what I know now and had never previously suspected for all these years of my life, I can make a safe guess. The Ra Disk of New Deshret, stored for thousands of years on a different continent on the opposite side of the planet, disguised as a relief carving on a mountain, fits like a perfect lid over the Atlantis Grail. Put the two together and you get a sphere. It is the missing top half of the ancient ark-ship’s resonance chamber.”

Xelio makes a sharp sound of surprise. Oalla sucks in her breath.

“So you’re saying that when I keyed the Grail it somehow affected this Disk . . . at a distance?” I ask with amazement.

“Yes.” Aeson watches me with a grave look of wonder. “At the Pharikon’s request, my Father attempted just now to re-key it remotely via the comm device and deactivate it with his Logos voice . . . but something went wrong. In short—he was unsuccessful. That’s why we must comply with his summons tomorrow. Because whatever you did to key the Grail—and the Disk—to you, and to somehow activate the whole thing, has caused an anomaly and some kind of cascading reaction. At this point you might be the only person who can turn it off.”
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Chapter 6
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I stare in stunned silence, forgetting to breathe for a moment, unable to form words, while my mind clamors with the implications—all possible implications—of what this could mean.

“Kass! What’s going on? What did you just say? The Grail, the Ra Disk . . . are parts of an ancient ark-ship?” Xelio asks meanwhile. “You mean—”

But Aeson again raises his hand, silencing him the same way he did a few minutes ago, while continuing to look at me with his focused gaze. “Gwen . . . I’m so intensely sorry this is happening.”

“Wait, what? What’s happening? What ark-ship?” Erita steps up and whispers to Oalla, who only shakes her head and continues to stare at us with very wide eyes and her full attention. Keruvat is right next to her, listening seriously.

“Truth is, my Father wanted you to come immediately. Right now, not tomorrow—now,” Aeson continues. “But I refused him with a hard no. I told him you were too tired and drained from the Games and would be useless tonight, unable to summon the energy needed to focus your Voice on such a major task. It’s logical, and it’s the truth, so it convinced him. . . . But you need to know that my Father is in a severe state of upset—he is panicking, Gwen. The only reason he didn’t send his enforcers here to bring you to him regardless is because I made sure he understands your condition.”

“Oh my God . . .” I whisper, finding my voice at last. I’m trembling in a combination of fury and terror. “He would do that? No, what am I saying, of course he would! So—he wants to force me to do this—whatever it is?”

“When he’s in a rage, my Father becomes even more unpredictable and rarely thinks clearly. Instead he lashes out. But this is such a uniquely terrible circumstance, and he needs you to be well recovered—” Aeson stops, taking in a shuddering breath and releasing it. “As of now, you have time to rest until morning, but not longer. It’s a reprieve. We’re expected in the Palace at seventh hour, after which I believe we will likely head back to the Stadion so that you can be in closest proximity to the Grail—”

“This is unbelievable . . .” I mutter, as my anger battles with exhaustion. “What am I supposed to do? I don’t know anything! I don’t—”

“Whatever things you will be asked to try tomorrow, you need to rest right now,” Aeson replies softly, then looks around at the people in the room. “This gathering is over. The things you heard—I will explain them to you in good time . . . very soon, I promise. But I ask you to keep this among ourselves for now. Tell nothing to anyone else. Understood?”

Oalla speaks up at once. “Of course, Kass. Understood perfectly, even if we don’t actually understand or have the details.”

“Discretion and silence,” Keruvat adds, putting his hand lightly on Aeson’s shoulder. “You have my promise.”

“Honor of the daimon.” Xelio nods. “No questions for now. We’ll speak—later.”

“I’m confused and scared enough to crap my pants,” Erita says loudly. “But—honor of the daimon.”

Aeson nods to his fellow astra daimon, then turns to the Earthies in the room, my siblings and friends. “And all of you, I understand you’re probably even more confused, but please be discreet with what little you’ve heard here. And now—Gwen urgently needs her rest.”

“Okay . . .” Laronda replies in an unusually meek voice. She glances back and forth from Aeson to me. “We should go.”

“Yes, of course.” Gracie echoes her nervously from a few feet away, standing near Gordie and the seated Blayne, whose chair is next to a serving table. Looks like Gracie’s filling another plate with food, possibly intended for me, and has only paused her task because of the intense nature of our discussion.

Gordie just nods at Aeson in reply and furrows his brows.

“Understood,” Blayne says with utter simplicity from his spot in the chair. “Time to go.” And then he starts to rise, propping himself against his hoverboard.

“Yes, definitely time for us to head out for the night,” Dawn concludes calmly. “Keeping my mouth shut, no problem. Like the rest of you, I’ve no idea what is happening, but it’s not my place to speak, so—”

“Good luck on whatever it is you must do tomorrow, Gwen!” Chiyoko nods at me with her usual anxious face.

“Thanks,” I whisper.

“Thank you,” Aeson says to the room in general, as everyone begins to leave. “Apologies for cutting our evening short.”

The mood is quiet and sober, and people come up to me one more time to wish me rest and a good night. A few hugs, a few pats on the shoulder and back, many intense glances, and they are gone. Hasmik pushes a visibly confused Manala gently out the door with a final caring look and nod in my direction.

Only my sister and brother remain, Gracie still holding my plate of food, and Gordie frozen with indecision, like a tree that’s taken root.

“Gee Two, here’s some more for you to eat, all right? I’ll just put it here. . . .” Gracie hurries toward me and sets the plate on the sofa next to me.

“Right. . . . We’ll see you tomorrow,” Gordie mumbles, as Gracie nudges him.

I ignore the plate and stand up. Silently I put my arms around my sister and pat my brother on his shoulder. I am once again numb, this time because my body and mind are shutting off, unable to deal with any of this.

“Will you be okay to make it to bed? Do you need me to help you upstairs?” Gracie tries again, as we come apart. But this time Aeson just shakes his head at her, and Gracie nods hurriedly. “Get some sleep! We’ll be here if you need us any time, in the middle of the night—”

And Gracie and Gordie slink out of the room, leaving me alone with Aeson.

––––––––
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Aeson watches me with a raw expression as I stand there. For one brief moment he allows his guard down, and his eyes reflect the strain of feverish exhaustion. As for me—frankly, I’m not sure how I still remain upright . . . and even as I think about it, I sway slightly.

At once he steps in and takes hold of me. Suddenly I’m swept up in his arms, lifted easily, and he is carrying me. I lie against his chest, head lolling forward, nestled against his throat. . . . Soft, pale strands of his golden hair lightly brush against my face; his warm breath flows against my cheeks, and my head starts to spin with infinite weariness.

Screw the Grail . . . and the Ra Disk . . .

I slide my hands around Aeson’s strong neck as we exit the room, and I am carried up the stairs and into my own bedchamber.

I’m not entirely sure what happens in the next few minutes—and yes, I’ve ceased caring completely, and my well of self has run dry. . . . The world has narrowed. . . . All I know is, my beloved, im amrevu Aeson, is lying in my bed beside me, cradling me and whispering, “Sleep, Gwen, sleep. . . . Nothing matters . . . I’m here . . . I’m with you. . . .”

His overwhelming warmth, his sweetly mesmerizing, low voice, and his words are the last thing I remember before the darkness takes me.

I am with you.

––––––––
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When I come awake with a start, out of the deepest sleep in quite some time, it is early dawn, the first day of Green Ghost Moon.

Yesterday was the longest day of my life.

Don’t think. . . . Just don’t think . . . .

The general awareness of it immediately bludgeons me, but I don’t allow any of the terrible details into the foreground of my conscious mind—at least, not yet.

Don’t look back. . . .

Instead I intentionally focus on the moment—my body (it’s sore and aching all over) and my surroundings—forcing the elements of the here and now to predominate.

Do not attempt to remember. . . .

The room is mostly dark, with only a faint glimmering of daybreak seeping in somehow from beyond the drawn curtains. I stir underneath the soft coverlet, feeling a comfortable weight settled against my midriff from above the bedding. I glance to my side, only to see with a pleasant jolt of surprise that Aeson is sleeping next to me.

He’s lying on top of the covers, on his side, facing me. . . . His head rests inches away from mine on the same pillow, tousled strands of long golden hair scattered around us. And although our bodies are not otherwise touching, separated by the thickness of the coverlet, one of his arms is extended, lying over my abdomen just above the waist in a possessive but relaxed hold. I hear his deep breathing—not quite snoring, but softly audible—and feel the wash of air against my nose and cheeks. Instantly it sends sweet currents of arousal and pleasure throughout me, and my lips curve into a smile.

Aeson! He stayed in bed with me all night!

I realize it with a kind of wonder and turn my head to better observe him in the faint light. That’s when I notice that he’s still wearing the same clothes from the night before.

My poor Aeson. . . .

So he managed to get my shoes off and covered me, but never made it to his own bed. How exhausted he must’ve been—probably fell asleep right after tucking me in.

It occurs to me, this is the first time he didn’t leave in the middle of the night to return to his own room. Furthermore, he’s not even up yet and is still blissfully asleep. Another first!

Just as I think it, in that moment, Aeson stirs, inhaling a deep breath that turns into a light snore. He grunts in relaxation and then barely opens his eyes.

“Nefero eos,” I whisper, smiling at him, with my face so close to his that it’s within kissing distance.

“Gwen. . . .” he mumbles in a thick, sleepy voice, blinking. And then his eyes snap wide open in alarm. “Ah, bashtooh! What time is it?” He cusses softly and starts to rise. His arm tightens around my waist, hand sliding forward and unconsciously caressing me. Then he blinks, pausing momentarily in confusion.

“I don’t know,” I say. “But I think it’s still very early.”

He checks his wrist comm device. “Just after fifth hour of Ra,” he says in a voice that’s now fully awake. “We have time, but we can’t be late for this.”

“So what if we’re late?” I say with a yawn. “Let your Father wait!”

“Remember, it’s not about him,” Aeson says seriously. “It’s the accursed Grail and Ra Disk, and everything that goes with it—the entire ark-ship, its connection to the ancient alien threat. The components of the resonance chamber—and whatever else—must be deactivated as soon as possible. We need to hurry.”

“Okay.” I run my fingers against his jaw line and feel his prickly morning stubble. “But only because you say so, not because of your Father.”

In reply he leans closer, and his face hovers above mine as he watches me. “How do you feel?” he asks with concern, resting his palm against my forehead, fingers smoothing back filaments of my hair, thumb caressing my skin.

“Better,” I say with a faint smile, looking up at him. “I’ve slept like the dead. I think we both did. And—I’m so glad you are here. . . .”

The next instant his face disappears from view, and suddenly I feel his mouth pressing hard against my throat, directly at the fluttering pulse point at the base of my neck.

A lava-hot tidal wave of sensual awareness overcomes me, coming out of nowhere. My eyelids flutter, and I lie back, dissolving into the unexpected wild sensation of the pulse kiss—the sensation of him—while his lips continue to move against my skin even as his sharp stubble grazes me, causing a strange, searing mixture of sweet pain.

Somehow he must realize it, because he pulls back, saying, “Oh, im amrevu, sorry . . . I know I need a shave . . . and a shower.”

I tremble lightly, as the flood of feeling continues to course through me. “Yes, you do,” I whisper. “But I don’t care, because when you kiss me, it makes me a little crazy and kind of happy-drunk—and—and—”

He chuckles, watching me trail off into silly mumbling, then silence.

I take a deep breath. “All right. Enough of the good stuff. Time to get up and face the music.”

And with a groan both of us do.

––––––––

[image: ]


Half an hour later we’ve both showered in our respective bathrooms, dressed in the slightly less casual clothing better suited for the Imperial Palace, and he’s clean-shaven. Aeson calls the kitchen for eos bread service for two—I’m assuming my siblings and some of my friends are staying here in the estate, but no one else is up yet, so it’s just us.

“Yes, we’re in a hurry, but we’re not going anywhere until you eat,” he tells me, as we sit down for a quick meal in a small room downstairs which has another beautiful view of the hillside and city skyline.

The sky outside is barely the color of slate, as the dawn slowly brightens. The dense tapestry of stars is still visible, and the artificial city lights still on, brilliant twinkling dots in a morass of dusk, above and below. . . . Some of them are moving rapidly above the city in air traffic lanes, which tells me they’re the lights of hover cars and other urban transport. It’s the first day of the new month and a new work week, and Poseidon is coming awake. After all, the Games are over, even though they were halted inconclusively—

Stop. . . . No, don’t think. . . .

At once I forcibly distract myself with a barrage of random factual junk.

Today is Green Ghost Moon 1. . . . It’s Redday. . . . The first day of the week, the Atlantean equivalent of Monday. How does it go? Redday, Blueday, Greenday, Yellowday . . . and then comes Ghostday, the day off that only comes twice a month, or every two weeks. . . .

Okay, now I’m rambling.

Good. Just don’t think of yesterday. . . .

In the warm interior illumination from the wall sconces that fills our cozy nook, I observe my handsome Bridegroom. He is dressed in a crisp, dark blue shirt and black trousers beneath a light jacket, his shining mane of hair gathered into an ordered, segmented tail. The hollows and lean angles of his face still show chronic exhaustion, but he looks more refreshed and alert after a restful sleep—for once.

He in turn stares at me and seems to find my perfectly fitting tailored top and flowing dress-pants, both in shades of lavender and violet, very interesting.

Eventually he tears himself away from the sight of me and points to the appetizing spread before us.

“Yes, my Imperial Lord, I promise to consume food,” I reply mockingly, picking up a cup of steaming-hot lvikao, the delightful drink with the aroma of a pastry shop, and mimicking an Earth-style toast gesture in his direction. “And you need to eat too, because I know you’ve not eaten properly for a month. No excuses, mister! Don’t make me force-feed you this—this big, juicy, swirly, fruity thing, whatever it is!”

“It’s a medoi fruit-filled eos pie.” He laughs at me, then takes a deep swallow of his own drink, picks up an eating utensil, and digs in.

A few minutes later, after our plates are mostly cleared and we’re waiting for refills of fresh lvikao that’s brewing in a carafe nearby, we finally permit ourselves the uncomfortable talk.

“Gwen . . . amrevu. I know you’re making a brave effort right now, despite being terribly exhausted and very vulnerable after all that happened,” he says, “but . . . before we go to see my Father, I must tell you some hard truths I learned from Nefir about the Earth mission, to prepare you for the unpleasant meeting.”

I nod. “Another few minutes will not make us late.”

“All right.” Aeson takes a deep breath. “You know about the single ark-ship in orbit around Earth. Let me tell you the real reason it’s there.”

Ugh. . . . At once, I pay very close attention.

“When we originally departed for Earth, this was the mission plan given to Fleet High Command—consisting of the IF Commander and the three Command Pilots, including myself—and also shared with the general IEC Assembly membership and the foreign heads of state who contributed mission resources. The semi-clandestine version: select and rescue ten million healthy, strong, endurance-capable, and variously talented young humans of the optimum age to survive the Jump, plus specific Earth resources, and bring them to Atlantis. Meanwhile, leave one secret ship behind for special contingencies and as a communication link with Earth, to observe and record what happens during the asteroid strike, without interfering.”

“Okay. . . .”

“The whole effort was promoted as a humanitarian rescue of our species from the same ancient alien threat and their extinction-level asteroid. The virtuous reason given was to preserve and reinvigorate humanity’s gene pool by combining two long-separated human branches—and the practical reason was to add human resources to our military and enrich our static global population.”

“Hmmm. . . .”

“Turns out, this rescue was only half of our mission. The other half was the ark-ship itself. It was left in orbit not to observe but to actively guide the asteroid to Earth and make sure it struck as my Father intended. The asteroid was equipped with a hollow interior and retrofitted with a small resonance chamber and remote guidance system, for my Father’s personal use—all of it so well disguised and so far below the asteroid surface that none of the Earth probes would ever find it. Even our own Fleet sensors would easily miss it unless we knew where to look—”

“Oh!” I make a small sound. Gears turn in my mind, and I interrupt wildly: “If it has a guidance system, then it can be diverted away from Earth! Your Father can simply change its course!”

“Yes!” Aeson says. “But he needs to be convinced to do so. And right now I’m not sure how to convince my Father about anything or what leverage to use without making things worse. In the course of my hard questioning, Nefir only told me what he knows about the Imperator’s secret ‘plan within a plan’—which is quite a lot, but not everything that lurks inside my Father’s dark mind. And now I’m beginning to suspect there’s even more to it. . . .”

“So this whole mission must have some other hidden reasoning behind it,” I say, “some intricate Imperial or even personal agenda?”

“I believe so. . . . And that’s the missing part we still don’t have. We don’t know why my Father wants the asteroid to strike Earth—especially now that the public mission objective has been achieved, and the Earth refugees are safely here on Atlantis. At this point it seems to serve no purpose, not even as a bargaining tool. Why destroy Earth? The only thing that comes to mind is that it’s somehow related to the alien threat to us all.”

“Well, we can ask him right now when we see him,” I say, feeling my pulse quicken again, its rhythm echoing hard in my temples. “In fact, I have all kinds of things to ask!”

Aeson nods, watching me seriously. “Gwen, promise me you’ll be very careful when you talk to him. Please think things through before saying anything—volatile.”

“Oh, believe me, I will. Too much is at stake!”

“Exactly.” He pauses, takes a deep breath. “To continue—Nefir Mekei was in charge of this half of the mission, as known only to my Father and a handful of IEC members, all Imperial loyalists. At the same time Nefir was also serving as the ACA liaison with the Earth governments, and he was supposed to make excessive material promises to them in secret, on behalf of Imperial Atlantida—promises that my Father never intended to honor. Now those of us in Fleet High Command knew about that part—about exaggerated promises—because it was relevant to the entire mission. These promises would keep the Earth United Nations docile and cooperative while we carried out our plan, since they expected to be rescued by us at the last minute before the asteroid hit.

“In fact, the ACA promised them there would be at least one ark-ship at their disposal, so yes, the top Earth officials and leaders such as your American President Donahue, King William of England and British Prime Minister Corwell, Chinese President Liu Kao Wong, United Industan President Ghatak, and Russian President Zabrodov knew about the cloaked ship remaining in orbit, even while the rest of Earth and our own Atlantean Fleet did not.”

“Oh my God. . . .”

Aeson pauses to drink from his cup of lvikao. “As you already know, I was in charge of creating the hologram ark-ship illusion to fill the empty slot in the Fleet formation within the Quantum Stream, for our return trip.”

“Yes, I remember our talk after the second QS Race,” I say. “That’s when you first mentioned them, though indirectly—the ancient aliens.”

He nods. “Back then I assumed this secrecy was for everyone’s safety—both for the crew staying behind on board AS-1999 and the rest of our Fleet personnel, and the poor, doomed residents of Earth who really didn’t need to be given false hopes of last-minute rescue. Instead, my actions were directly contributing to the mission that would have Earth destroyed. . . . I’m so damn sorry, Gwen.”

I sigh, watching his tortured expression. He barely meets my eyes in that moment.

But before he can continue, Aeson’s wrist comm emits a tone. He checks it and says, “It’s my Father. He wants to know if we’re coming now.”

I sigh again, this time exhaling a furious breath, as I watch Aeson key something back, his fingers tapping lightly on the micro device. When he looks up, he says, “Let’s head out. We can continue talking on the way.”

Minutes later, flanked by the usual retinue of guards, we exit the estate house past a few curious but respectful servants. Outside, the dawn has brightened, and we get into the hover cars and lift off into the sky.

I usually have no problem flying in large, reasonably safe vehicles such as this one, but this morning for some reason my gut feels like it’s falling out from under me. . . . And then my head reels with vertigo, which dissipates quickly enough, but instead a new terror grips my intestines.

My mother is dead. . . .

When the Imperator brings up this fact, as he cruelly might, I must keep from bawling.

I must not cry, not blink, or respond in any way that might show weakness.

I must be a rock before him.
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I focus on my breath to keep it regular, trying not to hyperventilate. Meanwhile I silently observe Aeson as he keeps us in the major air traffic lane, with the guard vehicles on both sides and behind us. The golden roofs of the Imperial Palace complex soon come into view, contrasting with metallic fire against the mauve and ebony grandeur of massive structures and splotches of manicured greenery in the park and gardens below.

We come down on the private airfield—indeed, my first memory of being on Atlantis is in this very same spot where I first landed directly from orbit in that fateful shuttle, more than two months ago—a distant memory now, with all the things that have happened in the interim.

It feels like a lifetime. . . .

“Gwen.” Aeson glances at me. “Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not,” I say in a numb voice. “But I will be, once we’re in your Imperial Father’s presence.”

He takes one hand off the steering panel surface momentarily and places it over mine, squeezing. His touch is strong and warm, and it gives me a jolt of reassurance.

“I love you . . .” I whisper in reply.

His solemn expression melts.

We get out of the hover car and start walking along the mauve cobblestone-like surface of the airfield toward the park entrance and the garden paths that lead to the main building of the Imperial Palace.

At this early time, except for the uniformed Palace staff and gardeners, few people are about. The ones who walk past us bow to pay their respects before the Imperial Crown Prince and his guards . . . and then they see me. Without hesitation they bow before me also—deeply, with the same level of reverence as they show Kassiopei.

Even knowing enough to expect it, I’m once again stunned.

But Aeson gently guides me onward, giving me no time to show confusion in front of these courtiers and servants.

We enter the grand marble interior that is the front hall, which branches off into myriad palatial chambers, corridors, and connecting passages. We take the swift elevators to the top floor and then emerge in a lobby of mauve and cream marble, which serves as the entry to the Imperial Quarters, past a number of other elevators along the walls. At the massive double-doorway entrance, a row of Imperial guards equipped with gold staffs salute the Imperial Crown Prince—and myself—and we are immediately admitted within.

Aeson’s personal guards must stay behind at this point, due to Imperial Security Protocol, so Aeson and I enter alone.

The antechamber of the Imperial Quarters is a grand hall with a vaulted ceiling and colonnades along the gilded walls, with an informal reception-room throne and other lesser chairs along the back wall next to which are more doors leading deeper into the private areas of the Quarters. All the seats are vacant.

The last time I was here in this very room was that fateful first morning when we had eos bread with the Imperator up on the rooftop pavilion, and I met the whole family, my future in-laws. And now the same high-ranking servant approaches us with a hurried bow and points to one of the doors. He has an alarmed expression, and before Aeson can ask anything, he says, “Please, this way, my Imperial Lord and Lady, you are expected immediately! Our Imperial Sovereign, the Archaeon Imperator, is in his Red Office, and he will receive you there.”

Aeson nods, and we enter a short, ornate corridor with a distant, arched ceiling. Aeson walks past several other interior doors toward a room in the back, and I follow him with quick steps in order to keep up.

The door is open, and a warm glow of sconce lights greets us, as we find ourselves inside a relatively small but opulent chamber decorated in deep, earthy shades of river-red clay, mauve, rust, carnelian, and fine gold trim.

It’s interesting that there are no windows here, only four walls draped with ancient tapestries, ornamental curtains with valances obscuring wall library nooks filled with scrolls, carved wooden plaques depicting ancient stylized reliefs, and occasional modern digital landscape photographs.

A large desk and a tall chair stand near one wall, while three more chairs are spread around the room. Three monitor screens of different sizes rise off to the side via intricate and somehow antique-looking spiral-jointed mech arms, suspended over the desk at eye level. They are reminiscent of exotic metal blossoms or maybe strange avian wings.

The Imperator himself stands behind the desk, leaning forward slightly, his two hands resting on the desktop, fingers drumming against the polished, high-gloss surface.

His long Kassiopei-blond hair hangs loosely down his shoulders in a rather unkempt fashion, and his lean, ageless face is fixed in a disturbing expression. He is wearing a deep-green jacket over a simple, pale shirt and black trousers, possibly the most casual I’ve seen him to date.

I catch a glimpse of the Imperator’s very dark blue eyes, and they appear wide and terrible as he looks at me in that initial moment of recognition.

“You! Both of you! At last!” the Imperator exclaims, striking one hand violently against the desk surface and straightening.

“My Imperial Father—” Aeson greets him coldly, but is immediately interrupted.

“How do you feel now, girl?” Romhutat Kassiopei turns directly to me, stepping past his son. “Sufficiently recovered from your many ordeals and that performance of yours, enough to get to work? Well?”

“Yes,” I say in a frigid voice, looking up unflinchingly at his glaring face. And I don’t add “My Imperial Sovereign.”

“Well then! Let’s begin!” And just as abruptly the Imperator pushes past us, back to the desk, and nearly rips one monitor screen from its elegant, curving mech arm, dragging it toward him, turning it so that it faces us. I see a live-streaming close-up view of the Atlantis Grail Stadium, bright with morning light, from the vantage point of someone standing right in the arena at the base of the Grail.

The stadium appears empty of people, with not even the clean-up staff around. Here is only silence, gusts of wind, and birdsong, punctuated by occasional distant swells of surrounding city traffic noise. Everything is untouched. The variously broken and displaced tiers and rows of seats, leaning statues, walkways, and uprooted flooring on the ground, show the same level of structural damage in the arena as had been there yesterday. It’s a strangely sad, abandoned, grand expanse.

The Grail itself is jutting out of the broken ground at a slight angle, just as I last recall it. Immediately, a sickening feeling comes over me when I start to remember and relive everything. . . .

No . . . stop. . . .

I struggle to focus on the present, clear my mind. That’s when, during a particular moment of lull in the living silence, I hear the deep, bone-rattling hum.

“There it is! Can you hear it?” the Imperator demands, lifting up one finger. And then he taps the display surface and addresses the screen, “Approach closer. Center on target. Enhance sound.”

Whoever or whatever is there causes the live camera device on that end to rotate smoothly and point at the gleaming golden object, so that now it’s looming in view, overshadowing all else. Then the camera view starts sailing forward, bringing itself closer yet, so that it’s only a few feet away, then a few inches from the “goblet stem” portion of the Grail.

It occurs to me, there is no person holding up a device. It’s some kind of hovering robotic drone. Could it be a nano-camera?

Meanwhile the deep, humming sound grows in volume, and now there’s an added buzz from vibration as the device makes physical contact with the Grail surface.

“Before my Bride does anything,” Aeson says coldly, “My Imperial Father must explain what is happening. Why is the Ra Disk in New Deshret affected by whatever is happening with the Grail in Imperial Atlantida?”

Romhutat glances up at his son.

“I’ve been harboring a theory, Father,” Aeson continues. “My theory is that the Atlantis Grail monument is not a monument at all, but the uppermost section of a very ancient, very deeply buried ark-ship that lies sprawling, far underneath the Stadion which marks the Landing Site of our first Colony, right here in downtown Poseidon. And the Ra Disk carved in the face of Dubutaat Mountain is also not a carving at all, but a portion of that same old ship. . . . And if you put the two together, the Ra Disk fits precisely over the top of the Grail, and it becomes a great golden sphere—a resonance chamber.”

For a moment the Imperator stares at his son like a basilisk. And then he nods. “Yes, clever boy. You figured it out.”

Aeson inhales deeply. “So then—”

The Imperator makes a harsh scoffing, sound. “So then nothing. This information is not yours to have—not yet. It’s a fragment of the vast set of hidden knowledge revealed to the new Imperator only after he ascends the Throne of Imperial Atlantida. Unfortunately, because of your Bride’s meddling, disastrous actions, you get to find out sooner than you should. Or maybe it’s fortune, not misfortune—feel free to call it either!” And the Imperator looks from Aeson to me, his near-black eyes appearing wild. “You must be so full of questions now. Just itching to know, are you? So eager—”

“How much of this whole structure is the ancient ark-ship? How deep does it go? I’ve been inside it, haven’t I?” Aeson continues, ignoring the barbs. “The first four underground stories at least, the ones that house the research facilities? Is that the original ship, or later additions built around it?”

“Ah! It’s all the ship, idiot boy! At least three hundred levels down! Some of them so far down that we’ve never been that deep! We cannot open them due to ground instability, for fear of implosion and collapse! We cannot risk damage to any of it, not ever!”

“Okay, why?” I ask in a hard voice, speaking up for the first time.

Romhutat’s gaze snaps to me. “Because the ancient ship is a glorious, dangerous, sacred treasure of our past! It houses all the technical and esoteric knowledge of our original civilization, so much of our history! There are so many answers there, but they are convoluted, partial, incomplete. . . . We keep looking and finding more things to question, more unsolved puzzles . . . mysteries instead of solutions, enough to make you mad . . . symbols and ciphers, imperfect fragments of arcane languages. . . . It’s an entire city down there!”

My mouth parts in wonder. Aeson frowns.

“And you, Gwen Lark,” the Imperator tells me. “See what you’ve done to this antique? It’s bad enough that you uprooted it physically, causing untold possible structural damage to the lower levels. . . . But the worst part? You keyed it to yourself and you broke the Master Lock—the Imperial Aural Block! It’s a safety lock to keep the ark-ship suspended in its quantum resting state, all parts of it inert. And now, because of your brute-force override, the ship is no longer inert—”

“But how? What exactly did I do?” I start to hyperventilate. “What does it mean—?”

“It means that all components are now active, regardless of their location on this planet, because they are all bound at the quantum level. And all of them are broadcasting—far outward, beyond our stars . . . for anyone who’s listening, to hear. . . .” The Imperator’s eyes widen, and there’s a flicker of new darkness that I suddenly recognize as fear.

At the thought of the Imperator himself being afraid, a cold wave washes over me. . . .

But just as swiftly he regains his hard control and continues, “The pieces of the ship were physically separated by our ancestors for a reason, to minimize the possibility of this kind of unfortunate tampering, and only one Logos Voice may set and maintain the Master Lock at a time. The Imperator of Atlantida holds that right, throughout generations, to control and maintain the ship in secret, for everyone’s protection.”

Romhutat turns to Aeson. “Your turn would’ve come. You would have properly keyed it, using the correct procedure learned from me at the initiation. No one would have suspected. . . . But now, because of what was done by your senseless Earth Bride—”

“Senseless?” I exclaim. “How was I to know any of this? I sang in order to win the Games! I thought it was going to be a harmless vocal demonstration!”

“Speaking of sense, Father—this, what you describe, doesn’t entirely make sense,” Aeson says with brutal sarcasm. “Why did the ancients bother to separate the components if it’s all bound together by one voice anyway? Why dump the top half of the resonance chamber in New Deshret?”

“Why, why. . . . Ah, the questions! Very likely to hide it in plain sight, disguise its true nature from nosy fools and hope for the best? We don’t know,” the Imperator replies after a slight pause. There is leashed fury in his voice. “This is one of those unanswered questions. I was told by your Grandfather that one Logos Voice was responsible for the whole ship—that is all he knew. As to why New Deshret has the Ra Disk—”

“Maybe,” Aeson says, “the components were isolated for political reasons as much as safety. Maybe the act of dismantling the great ark-ship was a means of equalizing ancient power structures among the heirs of Kassiopei, Heru, and other original great families.”

“You can ask Areviktet Heru himself in half an hour,” Romhutat says. “The Pharikon is waiting for my call, and I’m certain he would love to entertain your idiot questions.”

And then the Imperator returns his fierce attention to me. “But first, you, girl, will need to sing again—this time carefully and using the correct sequence I’m about to teach you—to key the ship—after which I will sing to re-key it again and set the Imperial Aural Block.”

I bite my lip. “Okay. Show me what to do.”

The Imperator nods, and now his dark eyes bore into me with an intensity that makes my skin crawl. “Listen carefully.”

And then he sings a strange keying command in a deep voice of power. He is using a major sequence of notes, starting with C, then E, then G—in this case, the C is a rather common choice of tonic starting note.

However, he is singing overtones.

In other words, the sound issuing out of his mouth and throat splinters into two different notes at the same time—one low fundamental note, and the other high as a whistle—the overtone.

Holy crap!

Overtone singing, a bizarre type of harmonic singing or throat singing was an uncommon skill back on Earth, from what little I can remember of it. Even now I’m only superficially aware of its existence among some cultures such as the people of Mongolia, Tibet, and a number of others.

Mom had mentioned it to us at some point, but I didn’t pay much attention, since it was really hard and way beyond my budding vocal skills. You basically use your lips to shape the sound of the low note, and move your tongue to change the resonance, and that’s what affects the high note—I think? We all tried it as kids and were unsuccessful.

And now . . . now I’m supposed to be able to sing this way, with no training and only a few minutes’ notice, when I’m not even sure if my own Mom, the opera singer, could do it? Maybe if I could ask her how—

Mom is dead.

I can never ask her anything again.

The strange realization punches me in the gut, and everything from yesterday that was just hovering in the background, at the outermost edges of my awareness, comes slamming back.

She is dead, and he is responsible.

He killed her.

I clench my hands into fists, clench my mouth in a hard line, and I don’t breathe. . . .

It’s the only way I can keep myself from breaking down in front of the Imperator—or throwing myself in fury at him.

Meanwhile, Romhutat stops singing the overtone keying command and watches me for any reaction. Apparently, my unusual stillness and lack of expression has captured his attention. Does he think he’s stunned me with his demonstration?

Slowly I release my breath. . . .

And then I say in a dead voice, “I can’t do that.”

A pause.

The Imperator’s eyes do not change, but his mouth starts to curl with disdain.

But in that moment Aeson says in a hard voice, “Even if she could, she is not going to.”

Romhutat Kassiopei turns to his son, and I feel the terrible weight of his gaze leaving me, as though it’s a physical burden lifting. “What did you say?”

But Aeson does not blink, does not avert his gaze, he merely watches his Father with his own equally imposing basilisk stare.

Several moments pass.

“What did you say to me, boy?” the Imperator repeats, starting to move closer toward his son.

“She will do nothing,” Aeson replies calmly. “Because the Imperial Crown Prince will not permit his Bride to give up her unique advantage for nothing in return.”

“What?”

“Compensation for her valuable services . . . in the form of truth from you—the entire truth—and a bargain that guarantees her permanent safety. Enough deception, my Father! You will begin by admitting your role in orchestrating the asteroid disaster about to befall Earth. Admit what you have done! And explain why.”

Wait. . . . Did Aeson plan this in advance? My thoughts race wildly.

There is a terrible pause.

“You dare take this tone with me?” The Imperator speaks in the low, soft voice of a serpent. He is a dragon awakening.

All at once, my heart starts to pound.

But Aeson’s face is a mask of stone. He looks at his father, unflinching. “Explain what is going on, everything—or she leaves with me, now.”

Romhutat Kassiopei takes another step toward his son, so that they are facing each other. “You dare bargain with me? Have you any idea what I can do to you—to her—and to everything and everyone that either of you hold dear?”

“I have a very good idea, my Father,” Aeson replies without blinking. “Except, in this case you’re out of time. You admitted last night that she is your only option. If you try to force her, if you harm her, or her family or friends, I guarantee you she will do nothing and the ship will continue to broadcast. Remember, she cannot be compelled. Every moment you waste trying to threaten or break her—or me—the signal will travel farther, and they are sure to pick it up—they, our ancient alien enemy. Indeed, they have likely received the transmission already and are on their way here. . . .”

“Hah! Then we’ve already lost!”

“Not necessarily. Cutting off the transmission now, quickly, might help to slow them down—”

“Or not! Might as well proceed with our original plans. . . . Have you gone mad, boy?”

“And what would those plans be? No, I’m not mad, Father, but I’m willing to take this ridiculous exchange all the way—”

The Imperator glares at Aeson with disbelief. “No—but you are blatantly mad to defy me! Maybe it’s insanity caused by your so-called ‘young love,’ or maybe it’s all those sleepless days and nights spent at the Games that have broken your mind—or were you on AG Runner? Tell me that’s the case, and I will disregard your stupid words, forgive your outburst, and have my own doctors examine you and cleanse your system. Otherwise, if you continue on this mad course—are you willing to risk your Bride?”

“You will do nothing to her—not now, not ever. And I’ve never taken AG Runner in my life. But let’s not go down this pointless sidetrack. It’s just another twisted distraction coming from you, my Father, as you wrap us in more deception and lies. The webs you choose to spin are intricate, and yet it’s all unraveling now. Enough!”

“Enough indeed! The world has turned upside down. My son dares defy me!”

“Your son is Kassiopei. And so is my Imperial Bride—she is under my protection. And now she is also a Games Champion, additionally protected by a very different, very public law.”

Romhutat Kassiopei pauses, thinking, while his forehead twitches. And then a thin sneer comes to one corner of his mouth.

“You think you’re so clever now. . . . Well then, consider your Imperial Bride’s health, her well-being, her very delicate state of sanity, if not her existence—which is indeed so inconveniently protected now by her new celebrity status and public opinion. You think she’s untouchable, unbreakable now? Why don’t we put this brave resolve of hers to the test, boy? Another hour of signal transmission will not make a difference—I’m willing to take the risk—and meanwhile your Bride’s little sister and brother can be brought here, together with my expert interrogators, for some very painful persuasion techniques—”

“No!” I exclaim, while a tidal wave of lava-hot fury rises inside me. “You touch my family and—and—”

“And what? What will you do, poor little Gwen? Lash out at me with your untrained Voice? Threaten to kill yourself, maybe? Self-harm is all you have left as a bargaining tool, and not even that. You will be restrained and muzzled as you watch them being cut alive.”

“Not before I fry that damn ship—right now!” I exclaim, stepping to the side and turning toward the monitor with the live feed of the Grail. “Don’t try to disconnect the computer link, I will sing before you can do it! Would you risk losing all that ancient, priceless orichalcum technology in one instant?”

“What?” The Imperator’s jaw drops, and he takes a step toward me.

Meanwhile Aeson gives me an amazed look and starts moving forward also to insert himself between us.

“I. Will. Fry. The. Ship. And everything around us that has orichalcum content,” I say, emphasizing every word. “Call your guards, and I will fry this room before you have the chance to muzzle me!”

“And I will stand between you and my Bride to give her all the time she needs,” Aeson adds, stepping forward and blocking the way toward me, as he faces his Father. “She can do so much irreparable damage to your favorite Red Office and the entire Imperial Suite floor, even if her Logos Voice doesn’t reach the Grail. What a shame it would be—Father.”

The Imperator stares at his son and then at me with a truly stunned expression. He throws one glance at the live monitor, as if calculating the seconds needed to thwart me. . . .

There is another terrible pause.

And then Romhutat Kassiopei slowly smiles. “Well, then. . . . No need to interrogate your siblings, Gwen Lark. Something else has come to my attention. Very unfortunate news—about your mother. Would you like to hear? Margot Lark is dead. Apparently, she died a few days ago, while still on Earth. You will never see her again. My condolences on your tragic loss. Such a shame our medical staff never had a chance to treat her highly manageable disease.”

He watches me, still smiling, waiting for my reaction, for my breakdown.

I gather myself, with every ounce of strength. . . .

“I know,” I say with perfect calm.

And then, as the Imperator’s smile fades, I add, “I know how you killed her.”
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The Imperator looks at me like a demon, and then he looks at Aeson.

But I continue, in a very calm, outwardly dead voice that is yet somehow charged with power. “I know everything. I know you’re responsible for keeping my mother and the rest of my family from being rescued, denying her the medical treatment, all those days when she could have been up on the ark-ship. I know you wanted to use her death against me. That’s not going to happen now.”

I pause, as the power inside me is rising, rising. . . . Vertigo and mind dissociation slam me, so that for a fraction of an instant I actually black out, and there’s a buildup of impossible pressure from the inside. At last it feels like there’s no more room, so it just sits there, right below the surface . . . balancing on the knife-edge of my lips. So much power. . . .

It’s prickling me, a sequence just at the tip of my tongue. All I need to unleash it is to speak another word.

It occurs to me, I could kill him with one breath. . . .

One Logos breath of power.

No . . . is that even possible? But regardless, for Mom’s sake, no, just no. . . .

And so instead I carefully exhale and inhale, keeping the balance of force churning inside me. I visualize it moving in strange repeating figure eights, the shape of the symbol of infinity.

And then I speak again, using all that impossible intensity to focus the meaning of my words. I charge my words with such sharp semantic clarity that it seems the imagery of what I say hangs in the air before us, fills the expanse of my mind and spreads outward. This is not a compelling voice, this is something else. . . . A voice of revelation, of awareness imbued with insight . . . a voice of genuine, eye-opening conviction . . . a voice of reawakened sentience.

A voice of reason.

“Your mission of destruction ends now. You will stop the asteroid. Or you will change its trajectory and guide it on a different path, away from Earth. Divert it anywhere, elsewhere, safely out of reach. Just a few degrees off—it is simple. Do it, and I will cooperate with you.”

I grow silent, and my resonant power-words hang in the air. . . . My hands are trembling, and the fine hairs on my skin stand up with goosebumps.

The Imperator’s expression goes from furious to thoughtful, to almost slack. It’s as if he’s forgotten all mention of my mother, all his threats, and is distracted by some urgent, incontrovertible set of facts and logic that must be addressed now, this instant. . . .

Aeson stares at me and glances at his father.

And then Romhutat Kassiopei tells me, still thoughtful and genuine, “No, unfortunately it cannot be done. Earth must suffer the asteroid impact.”

And then he adds, tiredly, almost sadly, and with resignation, “Yes, I designed the Earth mission, every detail and component, carefully guided all the pieces and all the players for these past several years. And not even your earnest attempt at persuasion can change the cruel reality of what must happen. An interesting use of Voice, by the way—I don’t believe I’ve heard this variety, not compelling, but persuasive nevertheless—”

“But—why? Why can’t you stop all this?” I say, ignoring his aside.

“Because the asteroid needs to strike . . . at certain coordinates in your Atlantic Ocean, in the location of the original Atlantis continent, where it will detonate a very specific high-level quantum energy charge.”

“What?” Aeson frowns at his father, his lips parting in confusion.

The Imperator sighs, still in the mellow and thoughtful mode. “This information must not leave the room. Only a handful of individuals know this.” He lifts one finger, pauses. “The precisely calculated detonation will close and repair the ancient dimensional rift which brought the alien enemy to us so many eons ago. It will end our struggle once and for all—at last. No more fear, no more constant vigilance or patrolling deep space, no more running away and colonizing. No more pursuit from them! Humanity will live and continue to evolve and progress in peace—on our own terms.”

I am stunned. “But—but no,” I whisper, feeling all the gathered power and righteous fury inside me disperse like smoke. “I understand your motivations now—some, at least—but, no! You cannot destroy Earth in the process!”

“There must be another way,” Aeson says. “Send localized explosives on a smaller scale to the coordinates, the kind that do not initiate an extinction-level event, planet-wide—”

“There is no other way!” the Imperator interrupts, his tone regaining the normal petulant edge that he uses in private with his son—as the effect of my strange unnamed voice must be dissipating. “We tried smaller-scale local explosives and various energy discharges, more than twelve thousand Earth years ago! They were insufficient! According to old records—admittedly incomplete—our ancestors tried closing the rift in more ways than you can imagine!”

“But we have better technology now,” Aeson says. “We can plan and contain the detonations with greater precision. Containing energy on a quantum level is what we do!”

“You think I don’t know that, boy?” Romhutat snarls. “What, you think that in all these years and centuries, no other smart scientific mind wrestled with this problem? This may be news to you, but part of the Earth mission was a series of discreet attempts to close the rift while we were back there during the Qualification process. While you and the ACA engaged in talks and diplomacy with the Earth leaders, some of our specialists were working in secret, on site, under the guise of retrofitting the ancient Atlantis subterranean chamber network. We used our modern, better technology to no avail! We generated countless smaller quantum containment fields and bombarded the rift with energy at every imaginable level. The only things we did not try were the super-megaton detonations on such a massive destruction scale that cannot be safely achieved at close planetary proximity to the target. In fact, the asteroid was going to be our last-resort measure to generate such a detonation. . . .”

“And you didn’t think to inform your son and Imperial Heir of any of this?” Aeson says in a bitter voice.

The Imperator glances at him. “Knowing your . . . scruples, boy, it would’ve created unnecessary complications.”

“My scruples?”

Romhutat Kassiopei makes a harsh sound. “Yes, your inability to keep your conscience out of the bigger picture! When it comes to putting yourself in harm’s way for others, you’re easily a hero. But when it comes to morally grey, hard decisions, you’re your Mother’s son. . . . You are weak. You want the truth? You’re not fit to be Imperator—the kind of leader necessary for dark times, times of true crisis such as these. Why do you think I’m doing all this, boy? I am doing this for you! When I’m done with all of this ugly, dirty work, when the Earth mission is complete as planned, I leave you without an enemy to fight! I leave you a free Atlantida, unencumbered by ancient threats of destruction, so that you can be a true divine Imperator—a saint, if you will—ruling in a golden age, a perfect time of peace and justice and harmony, as you’ve always wanted your reign to be—”

“Enough, Father. You don’t know me as well as you think.” Aeson’s features are composed, but his eyes are radiant with anger. “I remind you again, I am Kassiopei. I am perfectly capable of making all the hard decisions that are necessary. But I will not commit atrocities. There are always other alternatives, and I will always strive to find them. If you consider that weakness, so be it. . . . But if I survive long enough to become Imperator, I will not accept the burden of your Earth genocide on my conscience, so do not ever say you are doing this for me!”

“Ungrateful whelp!” the Imperator exclaims, stepping toward his son. I notice his fingers are twitching, hands starting to clench into fists.

Would he hit his own son?

I wonder in that terrible moment if the Imperator is guilty of actual physical abuse of his family in addition to the psychological kind.

“I am Kassiopei,” Aeson replies without flinching, and a cold smile comes to his lips.

There’s a long moment of silence as the two men face off, both so different yet so terribly similar in their dangerous expressions.

My thoughts are feverish as I watch and listen, afraid of what might come next. . . .

To be honest, I’m not sure if I’m more shocked by the awful new revelations or by the continued extent of the Imperator’s blatant cruelty toward his own son and toward me.

He is using his son as a moral excuse for all his horrifying actions and plans.

And he is responsible for my mother’s death. . . . He just tried to use it against me. . . . He threatened my siblings. . . .

But the new revelations are taking precedence over emotional shock. And so, as usual, my ideas start flying, and so does my big mouth.

“This rift—this dimensional rift,” I say in a numb voice, interrupting the horrible moment of confrontation between father and son. “How was it created in the first place?”

At the sound of my voice, the Imperator starts. The fierce tension is broken, and he abandons Aeson (almost in relief) and throws a hard look at me.

“You can thank our blessed fool ancestors for it. From what we know—or assume—some kind of massive energy tampering went on, and it created a quantum instability, which evolved into a potential energy hole.”

“You mean a black hole?” I say, putting one hand to my mouth. “On Earth?”

“Something like that, yes. Our ancestors shielded it, but still it leaked and fluctuated, and it allowed trans-dimensional movement, bringing all kinds of dangerous things here into our universe—things that don’t belong.”

At once, I think of the pegasei and Arion. . . .

“Such as our alien enemy,” Aeson concludes quietly, in a voice still razor-edged with ice.

“Yes, and more,” the Imperator retorts without looking at his son and instead directs his attention at me. “And all because the ancients had not done their due diligence before experimenting with early quantum technology. So they left you with an unstable, uncontainable, permanently evolving, real-time quantum anomaly—at the location of what you now call the Bermuda Triangle. Yes, even you modern Gebi are aware of it, although you really know nothing. Not only is it a conduit for alien entities into our dimension, but it will continue to expand, decay quantum boundaries, leak matter and energy, and potentially rip apart the multi-dimensional space around it, including your Earth—unless we repair it, once and for all.”

“I’m sorry, but this is just so much—too much—all of it, so hard to believe. . . .” I’m barely aware of shaking my head and frowning with tension. “Actually, it’s really starting to sound like popular conspiracy theory and fake news nonsense, the kind that’s perpetuated by gullible, malicious, or crazy people back on Earth. The Bermuda Triangle is a man-made black hole? What else? Are vampires and leprechauns involved too?”

The Imperator watches me with renewed derision. “Modern-day conspiracy theories are nothing less than future myths and legends, Gwen Lark,” he says. “I thought you Gebi understood this when the Fleet arrived on Earth and you learned our true common history stemming out of ancient myth. But—think what you like. I am not particularly familiar with your current conspiracy myths, but, rest assured, everything has a basis in reality, no matter how corrupted the final interpretation is.”

“Okay, but. . . . So your plan is to destroy Earth yourself to prevent Earth from being ripped apart in a black hole? What? That’s crazy!”

“No, but it is unfortunate. Earth is the past. And it is only one component of the grand equation—of which, again, you know nothing. The safety of Atlantis is my primary concern—”

“Earth is so not the past for the eight billion people who live there now!” I exclaim. “That’s eight times the population of Atlantis!”

“And those eight billion will die when the ancient enemy returns to finish what they started over twelve thousand of your Earth years ago. Only this time they will come for both our planets. In the end, all nine billion will die, and there will be no more humanity left.”

The Imperator grows silent, watching me with his draconian stare.

I stand, engulfed by the overwhelming ocean of information, much of it conflicting or somehow contradictory, jumbled, with significant pieces still missing. And my thoughts are suddenly disoriented, swimming hopelessly against the tidal forces of a whirlpool, pulling me down, down, down. . . .

No!

I find I’m shaking my head again, and I start to mutter, “No, I can’t—just, no! There must be some other way!”

“The only way is to save this world, Gwen Lark,” the Imperator replies. “You will begin by re-keying the ancient ship—now.”

“As soon as we reach an understanding, Father,” Aeson says, folding his arms. “An unbreakable bargain sealed with the Imperial Word. A guarantee of Gwen’s safety, and the safety of everyone she cares about, family and friends. Come now, it’s a simple solution to the most immediate problem. You want to silence the ship, and frankly, so do we. No one wants the alien enemy to find us. Let us put all personal feelings aside and work together on this.”

The Imperator makes a strange, short laugh. “Very well,” he says suddenly. “You make a fine attempt to bargain like a proper Kassiopei, boy. Yes, fine, I give my word that your pretty little Bride will remain safe, and so will her family and everyone else she wishes to keep safe, including animals, birds, and insects, if she so desires.”

I glance back and forth at son and father.

Aeson’s mouth remains a straight, impassive line. “In that case—You honor my Bride and me. But—we must have your Imperial Word—say it, Father.”

“I give my Imperial Word that your Bride and all her human baggage will be unharmed—there, you have it,” the Imperator says in the same tone of strange disdain.

Aeson nods. “My Bride and I are grateful and honored by your Imperial Word and promise of safety. But just to seal the deal, I am going to make a unique promise of my own. If somehow this formal bargain is broken—if anything happens to Gwen or her loved ones—I will let the public know what actually happened at Ae-Leiterra—what you did not do on the day that I died. . . .”

“What?” The Imperator’s face turns to stone and his jaw goes slack. “You—”

But Aeson continues, “As insurance, I’ve recorded and encrypted a very special data feed ready to be released to the media and all the social network feeds. It contains the truth of Ae-Leiterra. If she dies, or if I die or become incapacitated, it will automatically be activated and distributed virally, and the world will know everything—the Imperator will be dishonored. You, my Father, will bear the stigma of a coward who did not perform his primary duty to his people, while his young son had to do it in his stead—”

Romhutat Kassiopei breaks into a flood of curses. He is visibly agitated, and for a moment I almost feel sorry for him.

Oh my God, what happened at Ae-Leiterra?

As if reading my mind, Aeson turns to me and says, “Gwen, I will tell you this sad story later tonight, all of it. But now, my Father knows precisely the extent to which this condition of your safety is never to be broken. You are hereby properly insured.”

He pauses to smile at me, then turns to look directly into his father’s eyes. “Now I bargain like a proper Kassiopei.”

––––––––
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In the next several moments the Imperator calms down gradually and with difficulty, continuing to glare at both of us, but he no longer protests or makes sarcastic remarks. Periodically he curses soundly again in Atlanteo, and once even spits on the floor with fury, showing a decidedly undignified, non-Imperial side.

“We’re not done, you and I, oh no. . . . We’ll continue this talk,” he hisses at his son during one more outburst. “Don’t think for a moment that I’ve forgotten, Son of mine. . . .”

Aeson watches him impassively. After that one moment of triumph his smile is gone and the mask is back, a practiced illusion of patience and composure intended solely for his father. “Yes,” he says. “I have no doubt we’ll return to this ugly conversation . . . Father of mine.”

At last the Imperator regains control.

“Very well, accursed whelp . . . and you, girl, listen carefully. You will sing the proper keying sequence—as I was saying before being interrupted with all this idiocy.”

“But how?” I say. “I already said I can’t sing like that—not with that kind of throat singing technique.”

The Imperator snorts. “Bah! You don’t have to! Not like that, not in the way I demonstrated previously. I was simply testing you, and you failed. You’re not as skilled as I am, and it’s a good thing you don’t have to be, or we’d be completely screwed, as you say in your damned Gebi English—”

“What?” I frown. “What do you mean?”

Aeson shakes his head with renewed anger. “He means the keying is an ordinary command, and he was only intimidating you with an unnecessary Imperial show of advanced Voice.”

“Oh!” I exhale in relief, feeling absolute disgust at Aeson’s father—for so many reasons now, compounded.

One thing he’s right about—we’re not done with any of this ugliness.

“Listen!” the Imperator says and sings a basic C-E-G sequence in his normal low voice, this time without using overtones. “Repeat after me.”

I do as he says, singing for the first time since the fateful raising of the Grail. My voice starts out a little faint and hoarse, but I focus and clear my throat and, this time, sing accurately.

“Good, you are capable of the basics,” the Imperator says with sarcasm.

“What next?” I say coldly.

The Imperator nears the monitor with the live feed of the Stadion and the Grail. He beckons me with one hand. “Approach and sing, facing the screen. Perform the keying command three times as you focus your voice on the ship. Carefully!”

I take one tentative step toward him, and at once Aeson flanks me. We all crowd around the desk and the monitor. I feel Aeson’s hand slip into mine, and his warm fingers squeeze mine briefly before releasing me.

And then I face the screen with the feed and whatever embedded audio transmitter, seeing only the same metallic gold surface close up. The display is still zoomed in somewhere along the “goblet’s” neck. Once more I’m aware of the buzzing of metal against the camera on the other end, and the deep, constant hum, rattling my bones even through this remote transmission.

I take a deep breath and visualize the Grail Monument in its grandiose entirety, and then continue imagining the rest of it, extending deep into the ground—I don’t even know what the ship is supposed to look like, its true shape, I can only imagine something like the modern ark-ships—and then I sing the keying sequence, a perfect C-E-G.

My voice comes clean and steady, is transmitted remotely. . . . Even as I complete the three notes the first time, already the ancient ark-ship is responding. . . . Suddenly there’s silence, as the hum and buzzing cease, while the ancient program halts, recognizing new input. I continue singing as instructed, repeating the sequence two more times, and then I look up.

The Imperator looks at me, then glances at his son briefly and nods.

Next, he faces the monitor and sings the same C-E-G sequence that I just finished, also three times—while the ship remains silent, listening to the input. Then he pauses, raising one finger for quiet, as Aeson and I observe, hardly daring to breathe.

Finally, the Imperator follows up with a strange extended sequence of notes which I vaguely recognize as an Aural Block, but with enhancements. This Imperial Aural Block sequence has additional notes, repetitions, and complex embellishments. When the last note falls, there is initial silence. . . .

For at least three heartbeats.

And then the ship responds. It seems to sonic-lurch, as we feel a deep subterranean tremor—a sonic wave that resonates across the stadium arena in all directions like the ever-widening circles from an object cast in water. The vibration is so low that the only sound comes from the shifting of the ground itself.

Remarkably, the remote camera and its audio pick up this effect. It’s difficult to imagine the sound technology necessary for processing the input with such spatial precision, but somehow it is transmitted to us, many miles away, across the sprawling city, here in the Imperial Palace, so that we can feel and ride the ghost wave echo. . . .

And then all at once the deep hum returns. Except that it continues rising in pitch, turning swiftly into a horrible shriek and rising higher yet, going ultrasonic and disappearing beyond human perception.

All of this takes place in a split second, and surely it must be heard and felt out there in the city—a sonic boom in the neighborhood of the stadium, all around the urban downtown complex where yesterday the crowds of protesters gathered and today there’s only the usual workday traffic. What must all those people think? Indeed, over the monitor I hear distant flocks of birds rise, flapping all around the neighborhood, fleeing with alarm into the sky.

But none of it matters right now, because the Imperator moves back with a satisfied expression on his face. “Finally,” he says to us, ignoring our tense frowns. “The Master Lock is restored. Which means the quantum shield is back in place, and we are safe for the moment.”

Immediately he keys something on the desk to disconnect the live feed, and the monitor goes dark, to be replaced by the Imperial network logo.

“Time to call New Deshret,” Romhutat Kassiopei says with a grim smile.
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Chapter 9
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When it comes to heads of state on Atlantis, the Imperator’s closest counterpart is Areviktet Heru, the Pharikon of New Deshret. Aeson explained it to me earlier, and now I’m about to meet this high-ranking individual for myself.

The monitor screen is activated once more, and Aeson and I watch the Archaeon Imperator of Atlantida make a call to the opposite side of the planet.

There is no apparent temporal delay and the screen connection goes live, showing the face of a very old man with very dark river-red-clay skin, wrinkled and dried into parchment. In stark contrast, his long hair is white and pulled back in braids—or as I see later, segmented tails. His black eyes are narrow slits among the wrinkles, but his expression is alert and shrewd. And in its resting state, his face is as disdainful as that of the Imperator.

Unlike the Imperator, the Pharikon is formally attired. He wears a wide Egyptian-style collar of gold and dark gemstones over a robe or jacket made of an expensive-looking black fabric. And behind him, I can see some kind of dimly lit, opulent chamber, indicating evening.

“Romhutat Kassiopei, you are late,” says the Pharikon of New Deshret in a rasping old man’s voice, speaking Atlanteo.

As soon as he speaks, it makes sense why he might require vocal assistance. At his age and apparently frail condition, the Pharikon is probably barely able to sing, much less execute complex voice commands properly.

“Shiokuh nuuttos, Areviktet Heru,” Romhutat replies in an overbearing, arrogant voice, the type I’ve heard him use in public during Court Assemblies. And then he continues speaking several more words in the foreign language which I assume is the Deshi language.

I glance at Aeson, who watches their exchange and gives me a tiny nod of reassurance.

The formalities over with, the Imperator switches suddenly back to Atlanteo, then English, and casts a negligent look at me. “This is my son’s new Gebi Bride. She is responsible for yesterday’s disruption, but it has now been corrected.”

Immediately the Pharikon turns his attention to me. I feel the complex scrutiny of his curious black eyes upon me. “This girl is Gebi?” the old man says in Atlanteo, and then switches over into slow, accented English. “From Earth? You are from Earth? How are you the Imperial Bride?”

“Yes, yes!” the Imperator interrupts him. “That’s another matter entirely—later. For now, I require you to check the situation on your end and confirm that the Ra Disk has been stabilized.”

The Pharikon coughs harshly and takes a deep breath before replying. He does not sound healthy at all, it occurs to me. “Require all you like. You will wait now,” he says at last, regaining his voice. “I waited all this time, so now it is your turn, Kassiopei.”

The elderly Pharikon grunts, lifts a wrinkled, bony hand drowning in a wide sleeve and moves into view a second mech-arm monitor, similar to the one here. I can see him turn it around so that we all have some inkling of what’s on his second screen, and it’s another live feed, this one showing a dark evening scene outside. In it, an immense, bright, artificially illuminated gold disk—a convex hemisphere, embedded upright against a hillside—shines in high contrast against the barely visible panorama of indigo mountains and star-filled sky.

The Pharikon issues a spoken command to someone offscreen, and we observe someone else’s hands take over, and then a young voice sounds—girl or boy, it is hard to tell—singing, then speaking quietly in Deshi. Then the second screen display begins to zoom in on the Ra Disk, and soon the golden metal takes up all of the view. As it does, the golden surface is suddenly visible up close as the camera makes contact with it.

I strain to hear any kind of humming, any buzz of vibration, but there is none.

“Ah, so quiet . . .” the Pharikon says, visibly relaxing. “Good, it is silent again. The Ra Disk sleeps once more, as it should.”

“Perfect,” the Imperator replies. “Then our business is concluded. Nefero niktos, Heru. You need your rest.”

But the old man shakes his head, casually pushing the second monitor screen away so that he can dominate the view once more, pressing forward. In that close-up of his deeply lined, clay-colored forehead, his nose with its prominent bridge and flattened nostrils, he is reminiscent of an ancient Mayan king from Earth’s Mesoamerica. “Not so fast. I want to know what other news you have for me. What of the rahuqua sightings in deep space? Do you have updates for me? Where is your son, the Commander of Star Pilot Corps? Or is he no longer the one in charge up there? Well? Speak up, Kassiopei!”

“He is here, as you can see quite well,” the Imperator replies, glancing at Aeson and beckoning with one hand. “Talk to the Pharikon. Tell him what you know.”

Aeson moves in closer and slightly inclines his head in a curt but polite acknowledgement of the other ruler. “Shiokuh nuuttos, Pharikon Heru,” he says in a composed voice. “You have the most recent report from the SPC; nothing new since.”

“Nothing? What about the activation of the Ra Disk and your own Grail transmitting who-knows-what kind of rogue signal for a whole day, Commander?” The Pharikon speaks to Aeson in a voice that now quakes with irritation. “Have you checked the skies since? Have you sent your scout ships into deep space today? I am told you’ve been busy with your new Bride—not enough to neglect your SPC duties, I trust?”

The Imperator draws closer to the screen once again. “We’ve been rather busy with the Games, or did you forget, Heru? This is Games season. All of Atlantida is consumed. Yesterday it was supposed to be over, but because of the unfortunate incident my son’s Bride caused, the conclusion of the Games has been postponed, the betting halted. . . . Now the final ceremony must take place as soon as possible, or they will riot—”

“I don’t understand,” the Pharikon says. “What exactly has the Gebi Bride to do with the incident? How did she cause this disruption? What happened?”

“My Bride was a Contender in the Games,” Aeson replies with a grim expression, without looking at his father.

“What? But how strange!” Areviktet Heru’s narrow slits of eyes widen momentarily, despite their surrounding border of wrinkles. “Why would she be in your Games? Who allowed it?”

“It was a Wedding Gift,” I say suddenly. “The chance to be a Contender in the Games was a generous Gift bestowed upon me by the Imperial Sovereign.”

The moment I speak, the Imperator turns to glare at me—presumably because I dared to open my mouth. Aeson, on the other hand, allows himself a faint smile only at the corners of his lips as he watches me.

Emboldened by Aeson’s encouraging expression, I continue. “During the final tiebreaker event I used my Voice to lift the thing which I thought to be the Grail Monument, unintentionally activating the ancient ship. I didn’t know what it was, naturally, or I would never—”

“You broke the Master Lock with your Voice?” The Pharikon addresses me in his carefully measured English, and now the intense gaze of his shrewd eyes is boring into mine. “You have a Logos voice? What are you? How is that possible? Only a Logos voice can break the Imperial Aural Block!”

“I am Gwen Lark, a refugee from Earth,” I say. “I’m told that I have a Logos voice, yes. Not sure how or why, or what any of it means.”

The Pharikon shakes his head in incredulity. “So—you survived Atlantida’s annual feast of blood, slaughter of the talents, the best and brightest.”

“Yes. I won. And now I’m a Champion.”

“Hmm. . . .” The old man pauses, considering me in silence. He then turns away and focuses on the Imperator. “A stupid risk, Kassiopei. What kind of ridiculous logic permitted a young, talented Gebi woman with a precious Logos voice to risk herself so needlessly, especially when she is your son’s chosen Bride?”

“Ah, stop playing your favorite game of ignorance, Heru,” the Imperator replies. “As usual you already know—you always know more than you admit.”

The Pharikon makes a sound that is either a snort or a chuckle, but his expression does not lose its severity. “I’ve been hearing rumors naturally, about all of this—not the Logos voice, that part is new—but all the rest of it. As you can imagine, my sources are normally very well informed.”

“Naturally.”

“But in this case, I must admit, I’ve had some doubts as to their credibility—so I had to confirm with you directly. And now I am perplexed even more. Why would you arrange this dreadful situation? What possible motives?”

“You’re still playing,” the Imperator says with sarcasm. “I only gave my son’s Bride what she had wanted for a long time. Her aspirations to be in our Games are public knowledge. You should ask your sources for a library of old media feeds detailing the biographical circumstances, culminating with the Gift presented at the Assembly in her honor, a splendid event—”

“Such a generous Gift . . .” I interrupt, speaking in a hard voice, while continuing to look directly at the old Pharikon.

Everyone glances at me. Aeson’s gaze upon me is particularly intense.

“I see,” Areviktet Heru says after the slightest pause, no longer looking at me. “So, this is your way of punishing your son and Heir for his unusual choice of Bride. You are so transparent, Kassiopei, so transparent in your malice. How predictable you are, Archaeon Imperator. Short-tempered and short-sighted yet again, allowing your passions to rule you. . . . Ah. . . . This tendency of yours was your Father’s scourge. I remember so well how he tried to mold you, shape and temper your character, to little avail—”

The Imperator leans in closer to the screen with a dark expression, and his words slither like serpents. “Go to bed, old man. And don’t presume to evaluate my actions in your daft head.”

“I will do as I please, as always, Imperial snakeling. Don’t assume I am the only one who can see through your hot-headed grudge of a Gift. The Imperial Court of Atlantida might close their collective eyes, and your propaganda machine might make endless media feeds, but your people will see right through it—”

“Enough!” Romhutat Kassiopei cuts him off. “If you have any other state business to discuss, or questions for the SPC Commander, proceed. Otherwise, we’re done.”

In that moment, the same young voice sounds off-screen, whispering in Deshi.

“What now?” the Pharikon says, turning to the young person in the room. He grabs and fumbles with the mech arm of the second monitor, returning the night view of the Ra Disk to us. And this time the old man makes an angry noise for which no explanation is necessary.

The previously silent golden disk is humming.

I recognize that deep sound—the same sound that has been issuing from the Grail.

The Imperator curses furiously and immediately pulls up his own second monitor here on our end. He sings the initial command, then hand-keys additional ones, and the live feed of the Stadion arena returns.

In the now familiar view, the camera device, still touching the Grail surface, again vibrates with the metallic buzz caused by the deep, profound humming coming from the Atlantis Grail.

The ancient ark-ship is active once more, despite all our earlier efforts.

––––––––
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“Oh, no,” I whisper, and my hand involuntarily rises to my mouth. I glance at Aeson, who looks at me, then stares at his father, who in turn glares at the screen close-up.

“What? What is going on, Kassiopei?” Frowning at us from the other screen, the Pharikon of New Deshret speaks in a much steadier voice than he’s been using for the last few minutes (which seems to indicate he is not as frail or ill as he puts on).

Aeson fixes on his father. “Why is it active again?”

The Imperator curses once more, a stream of Atlanteo words, many of which I’m not familiar with. “What—what is it doing?” he exclaims finally, pounding his desk with one fist and holding the monitor with the other. “I reset the Master Lock. It should be dead!”

“If you set it properly, why is it still active?” the Pharikon says with a tone of accusation. “Are you sure you did the sequence correctly?”

The Imperator roars in reply. “The Imperial Aural Block worked! I set it perfectly, and everything went quiet. This should not be happening!”

“Do it again,” Areviktet Heru says.

“Let Gwen do it,” Aeson says suddenly. “Let her do the whole keying sequence.”

The Imperator glances up at me momentarily, then again ignores me, his son, and even the Pharikon on the other monitor. His single-minded focus is now on the screen with the Grail, as he grasps that monitor on both sides with his fingers and leans in closer, staring fiercely.

And then the Imperator begins to sing. First, the simple C-E-G keying sequence, three times. And then he sings the intricate Imperial Aural Block.

Our nervous tension fills the room. We listen while the Imperator’s darkly powerful voice cuts and carves the air into tonal shreds, like a blade of punctuated intent.

And again, just as before, the ark-ship responds. First, the humming stops as the ship listens for input. Then the lurch of profound, low sound comes, followed by the gathering power-wave which transforms, rising into a supersonic shriek and disappearing with a boom.

In its place there is once again silence.

Romhutat Kassiopei looks up and glares at all of us with a dark, triumphant expression. Then he rests his gaze on Areviktet Heru. “Now you see how it’s done, Heru, and you can hear the actual result. Still don’t believe me? Well? Now check your own end again and tell me if it worked. The Ra Disk should be inactive.”

The Pharikon grunts, and his wrinkled face moves away as we see him fumble with his own second monitor and get a fleeting glimpse of the hands of his young assistant. Then he returns with a reluctant nod. “Yes, Kassiopei, it is again shut off.”

“Precisely,” the Imperator concludes with satisfaction.

“But for how long?” the Pharikon says, his voice again regaining its rasp, which is apparently his normal public demeanor. “I don’t trust this command of yours to provide permanent results. Let us wait and see.”

“Suit yourself,” the Imperator says, and a muscle twitches in his jaw.

And so, we wait. The Imperator drums his fingers on the surface of his desk, while Aeson looks at me reassuringly, then—after about thirty extremely uncomfortable seconds of silence—makes polite small talk with the Pharikon.

“How is the weather in Xois tonight, Pharikon Heru?” Aeson says casually. “Not too cold? I hear your techs have been having some trouble maintaining the coastal atmospheric pressure balance in the Gulf of Eos this season.”

But Areviktet Heru is in no mood for pleasantries. “If you want to know about our barometric stats, Commander, look it up. Don’t make light of this very grave situation and don’t evade the subject at hand, young Kassiopei. I want this Ra Disk and your Grail situation resolved. It is all I care about right now. Is that clear?”

“Very,” Aeson replies, still calm and composed. “We want this resolved as much as you do.”

“Heh.” The Pharikon responds with a creaky grunt of annoyance and shakes his head.

The Imperator merely glares at the ruler of New Deshret, continuing to tap his fingers fiercely on the desktop. Periodically he glances at his other monitor with the view of the Grail.

Whenever he does that, the Pharikon in turn glances at his own other monitor with the view of the Ra Disk, as if to make a point.

Moments tick by.

And then the dreaded sound comes. Maybe I’m the first to hear it, because I feel a sensation of something deep rising, a barely perceptible disturbance along my skin, prickling the nerves—and I catch my breath.

Now it’s undeniable. The profound hum issues from the live streaming feed of the Grail, while at the same time the Pharikon pulls the display of the Ra Disk closer, and we can hear the small gasp of the young assistant behind him. “It returns! This is obviously not working, Kassiopei!”

The expression on the Imperator’s face is terrifying. For one long moment he does not answer.

And then he very deliberately turns to the Pharikon, saying, “I will handle it, Heru. Will call you back.”

And with a hard movement he disconnects the call.

“Let Gwen do the Imperial Aural Block, Father,” Aeson says. “Teach her and teach me, for that matter.”

“No.” The Imperator looks at his son like a dragon. “We are going to the Stadion, now.”
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Chapter 10
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What happens next is a flurry of activity. While Aeson and I wait, the Imperator calls his staff and orders cars readied for a sudden trip downtown. He barks orders in a cutting tone at his wrist comm, then motions for us to follow him out of his Red Office.

Moments later we are surrounded by Imperial guards, and we rush after the Imperator through the hallways of the Imperial Quarters. In the central grand lobby at the elevators, Aeson’s own guards join our group, hanging back somewhat to give the Imperator’s personal guards precedence, and we continue moving through a doorway that leads in the opposite direction from the lobby and deeper yet into the same level of the Palace.

Many hallways, servants scattering out of the way, and confusing turns later, a corridor opens into another, smaller, marble-and-gold-trimmed lobby also equipped with elevators. We take the elevators there, but instead of descending we continue up to the Palace roof. I have not been to this specific portion of the roof—the Imperial Palace complex is sprawling and huge, not a single structure but a many-tiered grouping, with flat and angled roofs topping various buildings—and this particular roof area appears to serve as a landing hover-pad. I notice it’s located far away from the elegant open-air pavilion where I had my first eos bread and met my future in-laws on my first full day on Atlantis, because I can barely make out the colonnades of the pavilion in the distance, at least four rooftop tiers away, through the white haze of Hel’s light.

Crisp wind washes over us, and bright morning sunlight strikes us with a fierce white glare. Aeson pauses momentarily to take my hand, pulling me toward him, then hands me a pair of wraparound sunglasses. Squinting, I put them on, feeling immediate relief, and continue moving, holding him by the hand, as we are loaded into hover cars.

At least six gleaming metal vehicles await us, levitating two feet above the surface. The Imperator commands us to his own large private car with an opulent, dimly lit interior, and unexpectedly takes the seat in the very front next to his own staff driver, who handles the task of flying our vehicle. Meanwhile I end up next to Aeson in the second row of seats, and the guards pile in behind us in the third and fourth rows in the very back.

All through this, the Imperator doesn’t say a word to his son or to me. He only addresses the driver with a curt command, “To the Stadion, quickly.” And then he stares out the indigo-tinted, translucent anti-glare window, ignoring all of us, his gaze straining forward, his fierce, handsome profile stilled in darkness.

We lift off, and the Palace rooftops fall away in a gilded radiance of mauve, red, and black-trimmed marble, as we rise into the blindingly incandescent sky, flying toward Poseidon city center.

All this time, Aeson’s large, comforting hand continues to cover mine.

I find that I’m barely breathing, numb and frozen, while we fly over the now familiar city landmarks, with no one speaking. Soon I see the radiance of gold that is the Grail “monument,” rising up in the distance.

Now that I know what it actually is, for the first time my mind perceives the blazing vision and properly interprets it, filling in the gestalt of the continuation of the Grail underneath the ground, so that I can almost visualize it, the giant ark-ship buried deep beneath the city.

The Imperator directs his driver to land us right inside the empty Stadion arena, at the foot of the Grail. As soon as the vehicle doors open, I hear the deep, bone-jarring hum, feel its low vibration sweep over my body. We get out of the hover car in haste.

Aeson and I carefully step onto the arena floor and exchange glances, while the Imperator practically leaps out ahead of us and issues commands in a draconian voice. The Imperial guards are told to make sure no one else is in the area, and to clear from the premises any grounds restoration staff or other employees.

“No one is to be allowed here, do you understand?” the Imperator tells them. “Not even the building security. I want them all out. Inform them this is a mandatory safety inspection before we begin the reconstruction cleanup.”

All but two of the guards immediately spread out across the vacant expanse and disappear inside the corridors of the nearby buildings.

The two remaining guards step back discreetly to a polite distance that is well out of hearing range. I watch them conversing on their wrist comms with others who are elsewhere in the complex.

“Come!” the Imperator orders us meanwhile and begins walking toward the Grail, stepping over the cracks in the ground and the uprooted building material lining the floor of the arena.

We follow, stepping carefully over the crumbling sections underfoot, over what looks like concrete and rock and layers of twisted metal.

Oh my God . . . I did this.

My breath shudders as I test my footing before each step.

The grandiose golden stem portion of the Grail rises into the sky above us. Curving upward, it expands into the immense round bowl section that casts a circular shadow. Instead of looking up at it, I stare at what’s on the ground in front of me—the barely convex horizontal “stand” portion which is the outer surface of the main hull, the buried bulk of the ark-ship.

“Come, come!” Romhutat beckons angrily with his hand as he steps onto the golden, curving surface.

Aeson walks after him, and I follow.

My perception of the humming vibration increases exponentially the moment I make direct contact. It enters my body through my feet, and I feel my teeth rattle with the horrible buzzing. It occurs to me, I am standing on top of the ancient ship. At once I am overwhelmed by the strange wonder, the implications—not only does it affect all my physical senses, it stirs my mind with a cascading depth of emotion.

Ahead of me, the Imperator walks a few more steps along the golden curvature and stops at the base of the immense upright column—at least ten feet in diameter at the slimmest point—that constitutes the rising goblet stem. He puts both hands against the stem, fingers splayed and digging in with intensity like frustrated dragon claws. He lowers his head and closes his eyes, then begins to sing the keying sequence.

C-E-G.

His dark, deep voice does not require amplification as it echoes with power throughout the stadium, bringing immediate silence.

We listen with rapt attention, and the guards listen from afar. The Imperator follows the keying command with the intricate Imperial Aural Block sequence that resounds with eerie beauty.

The ship responds. Moments later, the resulting sonic blast we experience at this proximity feels like a small explosion. Aeson grabs my arm to keep me from falling, while I huddle against him and put my hands over my ears, as though that would help.

Surely this cannot be healthy. . . . At least not prolonged exposure to such sound. Ugh!

The Grail is now silent. Only the local birds continue to screech and flap their wings as they rise into the sky all around us. Poor birds.

The Imperator remains in the same position, head still down, eyes closed, hands splayed against the ark-ship surface. It almost looks as if he’s praying. . . .

And then he takes in a harsh breath and looks up, glancing at his son and at me. The light of Hel paints his face with washed out pallor. “Note the time,” he says to Aeson. “We wait and time it—the interval of silence until—if it begins again.”

Aeson glances at his wrist and marks the time on his multi-function comm gadget. I watch his movements, frowning with tension behind the illusion of privacy given by my wraparound glasses.

Unfortunately, it does not take long.

Only a few minutes later the hum returns, swelling from the ground, filling us with its excruciating rattle.

“Seven daydreams and eighteen heartbeats,” Aeson says in Atlanteo, which—if I recall correctly—is the approximate Atlantean equivalent of “seven minutes and eighteen seconds.”

In one of my weird mental asides I recall out of the blue that this oddball term referring to a minute, roughly translated as “daydream” or “reverie” was never officially used by anyone during the Games. It has archaic connotations and—according to my Atlantean instructors—is slowly being phased out (with much resistance, especially by the military and the science and tech sectors) in favor of actual Earth minutes, to both modernize and integrate the two populations. Meanwhile, “heartbeat,” the term for a “second,” is still persistently used by the general population.

In any case, apparently the Imperator likes using this older form, and Aeson accommodates him. Or maybe for some reason they need this level of old-school precision for whatever measurements are associated with the ancient ark-ship, and Earth-style minutes just won’t do.

While my stupid thoughts nervously ramble, the Imperator nods to his son, then redirects his dark stare at me. “Gwen Lark, it has come to this. I will now teach you the Imperial Aural Block. Let’s see how capable you really are.”

––––––––
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And that’s how, for the next twenty minutes—or daydreams, or better yet, nightmares—I am treated to the dubious honor of a private Voice lesson from the Archaeon Imperator of Atlantida himself.

Romhutat is a ruthless instructor. He makes me repeat notes and sequences over and over, correcting me harshly at the smallest imperfection of tone and pitch. The command sequence is not particularly long, but it is very complex, so it takes a while until I can echo the whole thing back correctly. Aeson listens and observes us, and I’m certain he is silently learning the sequence for himself.

At last I am more or less ready.

“Place your hands on the ship,” the Imperator tells me. “Feel it, know it, become one with it. I don’t care how you choose to focus your energy, just do it. What is it you Gebi do to focus? Meditation, you call it? Meditate, if you must—or pray to your Gebi gods.”

I nod silently and rest my numb fingers against the vibrating gold metal of the Grail.

I should probably stop thinking of it as “the Grail.” It’s a ship, a great ancient relic of metal alloy and other artificial material that has travelled across the universe. . . .

It’s an object from Earth.

My breath catches, and my heart starts to pound with the sudden basic realization.

But before I can begin the keying process, one of the guards approaches, and the Imperator steps aside to talk to him.

Aeson and I stare with worry because the Imperator has a deeper frown when he comes back, while the guard departs to his original security distance.

“What?” Aeson says.

His father shakes his head with annoyance. “Reports of protesters gathering outside the complex. Apparently, the public is concerned with the sonic activity here, and also the Games nonsense. They are chanting for the final Champions Ceremony, demanding we resume tonight or tomorrow. Also, the media is out there, snooping, trying to interview the evacuated staff. Just what we need. . . .”

“The timing cannot be worse,” Aeson says. “But something must be concluded, as far as the Games. You’ll have to give them something—unless you want to explain all this.”

The Imperator makes a disdainful hiss and curses in Atlanteo, then once again turns to me.

“All right, girl, are you ready? Proceed!”

Don’t think . . . just don’t think. Do it.

I take several big breaths and focus, clenching my hands into fists, while I sing the commands in a clean, perfect voice stripped of any emotion.

When I’m done, the result is silence. Then comes the same rising shriek culminating in the awful sonic boom, and more silence. More flapping, screeching birds.

“Good! Time it!” the Imperator tells Aeson, who nods.

Here we go again.

––––––––
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I stand, breathing, hearing the pulsebeat racing in my temples, while minutes pass. The Imperator slowly walks around the stem portion of the goblet, glancing periodically into the distance, at the guards, at the buildings of the complex. Aeson just stands next to me with his arms folded and waits.
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