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Chapter One: Aliens, Gods, and Goddesses
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Fiery rocks rained all around him. He ducked and dodged until he found a clearing. Looking up, he watched the massive ship blot out the sun as it struggled to gain altitude. The darkness only accentuated the maelstrom of super-heated earth. His view was jumpy as he ran for better cover. People, dressed in animal skins, ran, screaming in all directions. Some were crushed; others were set on fire as the ground around them bucked and swayed. The spaceship Atlantis accelerated to the brink of the atmosphere. A small bat winged ship approached from the distant horizon and grew to an enormous size as it skimmed the atmosphere. The sun brightened the area as Atlantis became smaller. A bright flash of white light, followed by another, faded away in the darkening sky, leaving nothing but carnage. He looked up to see a flaming boulder impact his face.

Beep...beep...beep...

Jay sat up stiffly in the uncomfortable chair next to a hospital bed. He put his elbows on his knees and plopped his face into his hands. His sandy brown hair and bloodshot blue eyes tried to shake off the dream. The thunder startled him. One of the few storms in the desert city of Las Vegas, Nevada. It reminded him of his hospital visits with his dying Grandfather, John Rodgers. He could still recall all the colorful crystal skulls that had sat on a nearby portable table. The dimly lit room highlighted the LED lit buttons on the various medical monitors, which were occasionally drowned out by the lightning strikes. His Father laid there, quietly breathing unassisted.

The light flicked on and voices could be heard coming through the door. A balding Doctor sported a traditional white coat with pens in the pocket and holding a data pad. He cut his argument short with a nurse when he saw Jay. “Hello, I’m Doctor Livingston, no jokes please,” he said, releasing Jay’s hand and putting a palm up.

“Hello, Doctor, I’m John Jay Rodgers, Mr. Jonathan Rodger’s Son.”

“Finally, some family. He’s been here almost a week.”

“I know, I was...out of the country when my Aunt’s house blew up.”

“Oh, well, you’re here now.” He turned slightly to the nurse. “This is Nurse Rhea Wilkenson, she’s been assigned to help me with your Father. Although, we differ greatly on treatment, I have the final say,” he looked at her, “because I am the Doctor.”

Jay saw the look on her face and ran interference. “Nice to meet you again, Nurse Wilkenson.” He thought she was still beautiful, even with blonde hair, updated hospital green scrubs with flowers on the blouse, and white sneakers, still, making her taller than the Doctor. Jay addressed the confused look on the Doctor’s face. “She helped treat my Grandfather in his final months.”

“My sympathies,” the Doctor sarcastically said, glancing at Rhe-A, and then quickly moved to the other side of the bed.

Rhe-A started to go after him, but Jay put a hand on her arm, calming her.

“The subdural hematoma is healing nicely. We induced coma, but when we recently tried to revive him...he should be awake. We are continuing tests to determine damage in other areas of the brain. He may have an extra-axial hemorrhage we are unaware of.” He took out a pen light, pulled back an eyelid, and flashed it around. He leaned back, put the pen light away and made some notations on the tablet. “I wish I had better news, but at this point, we are hopeful.” The Doctor looked at his watch. “I have more rounds to make. Nurse, if you would stay and update Mr. Rodgers, I’ll return as soon as I can.” He left without so much as a glance. 

Rhe-A moved to shut the door, while trying to say quietly, “Ohh, that, that, Neanderthal.”

“Well, that’s a step up from primate,” Jay quipped.

She stopped and glared at him. “Don’t start.” She then took his face in her hands and stared intently into his eyes.

The moment was brief. He took her hands in his, smiling. “Could you get the door?” She gave a slight nod and the door slowly clicked shut. He stood by the bed, watching Rhe-A move to the other side. “Can we wake him?”

“The question is, should we? The damage was a little more extensive than our first scans showed. I’ve been trying to steer the Doctors in the right direction, but-”

“We are a stubborn, egocentric, prideful bunch.”

“I was thinking more like, jackasses.”

Jay snickered. “We should wake him, can we?”

“Of course, but it may seem a little suspicious.”

“I can’t stand to see him like this; it reminds me of Gramps when he was dying of cancer”

Rhe-A saw the pain in his eyes. She slipped off the unadorned thin gold bracelet and watched it hover in front of her showing a phantom computer screen. Slight movements with her hand caused flashes of light, which soon faded. She took the device from mid-air and slipped it back on her wrist. She gently reached over and lifted an eyelid. “This will only take a few moments for the nanites to react. Have you thought about what you will tell your Father? I only took the memory inhibitors back to just before he drove up”

“No, I’m not sure what to tell him about that night the Destroyers attacked us at Gramp’s old house. I’ll let him ask the questions and I’ll make it up as I go.”

“Sounds so very-you.”

“I don’t think I can tell him the truth about Atlanteans, evil Destroyers, intergalactic spaceships, ghosts, vampires, werewolves, gods, and a hundred other unbelievable things. He’s always been the practical one in the family. Hard facts you can see and measure. Maybe that’s why he went into construction and not the circus. I can’t tell him the truth; he’ll go insane.”

Rhe-A looked worried for him. “I agree.”

Jonathan’s head moved slowly left, and then right. He moaned lightly. Jay put his hand on his. “Pops, can you hear me, it’s Jay.”

The middle-aged man with dark mused hair and graying temples, blinked away confusion, and in a scratchy voice, said, “Jay, where am I?” Looking around, he saw Rhe-A.

“You’re in the hospital. You’re going to be fine.”

“Nurse Wilkenson?”

“Yes, Mr. Rodgers. Your memory is intact. That’s a good sign.”

Life and energy began to flow through him as he began to reorient himself. In a matter of minutes, he moved into a sitting position. He touched his head as if making sure it was still there. “What happened?”

“You were in an accident. There was a gas leak at Gramp’s old house. You drove up as it blew up.”

“I... I remember the explosion, but not much else. Helen, what about my Sister?”

Jay swallowed hard. “Aunt Helen was in the house, she didn’t survive.”

“My God,” was all he said. A tear rolled down his cheek.

Jay fought back his own tears. “Reports say, she smelled the gas and got out, but went back after Captain Jack. She must’ve set off a spark getting the bird.”

Jonathan Rodgers sat up straighter and composed himself. He wiped away the tears with an intravenously fed hand. “That’s impossible I checked that house myself before I handed it over to her.”

“It was an accident, not your fault.”

“Yah, when, when can I get out of here?”

“Pops take it easy. You’ve been in a coma for more than a week. Give yourself time to heal.”

“A week! Who’s going to take care of Helen?” He tried to get out of bed.

Jay pushed him back down. “It’s all been taken care of. We had a private ceremony at the cemetery at the end of the runway. The one she liked so much. I’ll take you there when you’re better.”

“What about the property?”

“After it was released from the investigation, the insurance company had it cleaned up. They also covered the damage to the surrounding homes. I don’t think they’re going to renew our policy.” Jay tried but didn’t get a smile from his Father.

“How’s my company?”

“Your construction company, believe it or not, is doing fine without you. You trained your people well. Your Forman said for you to take your time, he could manage it.” Jay saw a slight sigh of relief. “Most of your employees have been here visiting. “Stop worrying about things and recover.”

Jonathan relaxed. “Nurse Wilkenson, how long do I have to be here?”

“If you are as stubborn and unyielding as your Father and Son, I would say-two weeks.” His face drained. “But, if you rest and follow the Doctor’s instructions, it could be just a couple of days,” she flatly informed.

Life came back to him. “Tough and honest, I see now why Pops liked you so much. Alright, alright, point made.”

She twirled the bracelet around her wrist behind her back.

Jonathan’s eyes began to droop. “Jay are you going to be in town for a while?”

“I am, now.”

He slid down further into the bed. “Good, come by and see me. Stay at my house and keep an eye on it.” He yawned. “I really need a nap.” Soon, his eyes were closed, and his breathing was steady.

“Is he going to be alright?” Jay worriedly asked Rhe-A.

“Yes, he will recover. I merely sedated him for another day. The Neanderthal should be pleased with himself. We have an appointment.”

“I know, I know.” Jay looked back at his Father as Rhe-A and he stepped out. 

They strolled to an elevator and proceeded to the lobby.

“I hope General Masters won’t be too upset at our tardiness,” Rhe-A said, watching the elevator doors open.

“After what she and Shelly have been through, kidnapped, almost dying from being shot by an alien weapon. The shock of learning there are aliens and mythical creatures. And, of course, the betrayal of people your supposed to trust, I don’t know how they’ll react.”

“I have said I was sorry. The lingering effects of the Destroyers during the Titan Wars still influences me.”

“Regardless, I doubt either wants to hear from any of us, again.”

“Perhaps today’s meeting with the President will fare better.”

“Now, who’s the optimist? We just have to convince the most paranoid countries in the world to come together to fight against aliens hell bent on enslaving, possessing, or just annihilating all races.”

“I don’t think you should start your dissertation with that information.”

“What? No, I’m just coming along as an observer.”

The elevator dinged, and the doors parted. They left in silence, listening to the instructions given to them through their nanite comm links, to go out through the rear entrance. They acknowledged the transmission and started weaving their way through the endless hallways. Jay pulled Rhe-A along, to prevent her from treating every person she saw along the walls. She did what she could in the short time she had, until finally, they were at the rear exit. Jay opened the door to a lightning strike. The rain poured down heavily. The dull dreary sky lit up to reveal a black limousine near the curb. Rhe-A, without hesitation, calmly walked out into the rain. Jay started to sprint, but noticed he was dry. The rain flowed around them as if they were in a glass bubble. Jay looked at her as she tried to suppress her amusement. He shook his head and marveled at her mind-built umbrella.

The limo door opened, and they stepped in, sitting with their backs to the driver. General Abigail Masters sat to their left in full Air Force uniform. Her pale face was partially hidden by her blue garrison hat with gray streaked blonde hair tied back tightly. Athene-A in the middle, with John-Anee-Athain to the right dressed in his uniform, a blue jumpsuit with the Chief Councilor black stripe down the sleeves. His black hair and graying temples on a rugged olive tanned face showed concern.

Athene-A’s bright tan face with dark hair flowed over the shoulders of a similar jumpsuit outfitted with a silver stripe from the shoulder down the sleeve. “How’s Jonathan?” she asked quickly.

“He’ll be fine,” Jay started, “But, he took Aunt Helen’s death pretty hard. He blames himself, even though it was my fault.”

“No, JJ,” Athene-A said, her deep blue alien eyes misted over, while leaning forward and taking his hand. “It is our burden to bear. We led the Hagha’Kyum Priest to her doorstep. It’s our fault.” Jay wasn’t consoled. “Please don’t blame yourself,” she pleaded uncharacteristically in a Grandmothers tone.

“It’ll be alright, Grandma.”

“Grandma?” General Masters said.

John said. “When we enter the Temporal Storage Device, we are suspended in time. But our essence, or souls, due to the lack of proper materials, leak into the originating world. Our souls inhabit a compatible host at birth. We live the life as if it were our own. When that body dies, we return to the TSD. Athene-A and I were Jay’s Grandparents. It is all in the reports.” Abigail sat there with her mouth open. “I’m glad he’ll be alright,” John continued. “We’ve been monitoring the area. No known Destroyer activity. We believe they don’t consider him significant enough of a target. We’ll continue to monitor him closely.”

That made Jay feel a little better. He leaned back and only noticed movement by the passing of buildings.

“Drof, my friend, would you take us to Washington D.C.?” John asked.

“On our way,” Drof-Avion said, nodding his dark bald head. He wiggled a few fingers, and the vehicle took over.

The limo pulled into a parking structure and made its way to the open-air roof top. The newly built S.A.M.M. (superconductive autonomous memory metal) vehicle morphed into a small sleek tear drop shaped spaceship and disappeared as it went over the building’s edge.

Jay sucked in a slight breath before the craft took flight. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that.”

General Masters, being a flight officer, showed no concern. “How’s Shelly? I haven’t spoken to her today.”

“Same as always, and safe,” Jay said.

“When can I take her home?”

“Soon,” John said, “when things calm down.”

“Good.”

“Be careful what you wish for,” Jay commented.

The secret garage near the White House opened and let them in. The invisible car/ship slipped in quietly. They traveled a short distance before the General pushed a button opening a vault type door. Once inside, it slid shut. The car came to a stop, allowing General Masters to lead the way. She ushered them into an elevator, swiped her badge, put her hand on a panel while looking into a retinal scanner. A green light flashed, and the elevator started upward. Soon, the doors opened to a White House room. It was plush and decorated in early 19th century furniture. They marched through the large room, picking up black suited Secret Service members as they went. By the time they reached the oval office, there were twenty in all. One opened the door as three went in ahead of the group. Three more followed them in, leaving the others outside, ready at a moment’s notice.

The President sat in his chair with his back to them staring out of a big window. The group formed a semi-circle around the eagle crest of the United States on the carpeted floor. The Secret Service personnel formed their own semi-circle behind them. The President got up and walked around the desk to greet them. His suit was dark blue and perfect. His gray hair accentuated his brown eyes, a bit shorter than Jay thought he remembered, but television did that to people. He looked suspiciously from left to right.

General Masters stepped forward. “Mr. President, may I introduce you to-”

“-Johnny Athain, Athena, Rhea,” the President started, looking at each one, “Drof Avion, and our very own Mr. Jay Rodgers. Well, it’s not every day you get to meet aliens, Gods, and Goddesses,” he finished sarcastically. “Really General, you expect me to believe these plane looking folks are who your reports say they are.”

“Mr. President, they are who I claim them to be.”

“Proof, General, and if I’m not satisfied, you will be looking for another job.”

She smiled a somewhat devious smile. “As you wish, Mr. President.”

John flicked a handgun out of a Secret Service man’s shoulder holster and left it suspended in the air in front of himself with the barrel pointing at the President. The Secret Service people drew their weapons. Jay was the only one that looked nervous as they began pointing their weapons back and forth undecided on who was the biggest threat. John floated the weapon and disassembled it until it looked like a 3-Dimensional schematic. Without touching it, he reassembled it and let it float back to the man he took it from butt first. It stopped at chest level, he cautiously reached out and took it out of the air. The service people were so engrossed with the gun spectacle, they didn’t notice John disappear. The President looked around to see him in his chair.

“Parlor tricks,” the President said skeptically, “Albeit, exceptionally good ones.”

John leaned forward and put his elbows on the desk. “Just an example. We need proof, also, of who you say you are.” He gave Jay a nod.

Jay nervously moved out in front of the crowd, looking intently at each stranger in the room, even the President. He strolled over to John and whispered, “Third man from your left.” Jay whispered trying not to let the man know he could identify Destroyers disguised in human bodies. The blurry double image of a gray lanky, big headed, hairless alien with big black eyes, was the one thing he could see, that the Atlanteans could not.

John made a flick of his hand. A force-field went up around the startled man, as it had against the Destroyer possessed Atlanteans in the castle dungeon ruins of Romania. The security guard trembled. The force-field whirled its gray haze around him. Now, the group could see the overlapping life-force. The guards moved in front of the President with their weapons drawn toward the screeching and flailing occupant. The gray creature shed its host, letting the husk fall out of the force-field. It quieted and stood there calmly staring at its captors. The gray figure still had a phantom appearance that became lighter, until it vanished completely. John flicked the device back into his hand, where it disappeared into his belt.

The President, and his men, just stood there staring at the body on the floor. “My reports have been greatly under informative. But this could be a cleverly designed trick.”

Jay saw John do the Cousin thing of rolling his eyes. He vanished, appeared behind the President, putting his hand on his shoulder and they both disappeared. The Secret Service people pulled their weapons and waived them about, again, looking for someone to blame.

“Where did they go?” the one in charge asked in a panic.

“The roof,” Athene-A said, matter-of-factly. “Put your weapons away, we’ll take you to him.”

The man hesitated but didn’t know what else to do. He nodded to his comrades, who relaxed and put their guns away. “I knew I should’ve used my people,” General Masters said.

“These are your people, now,” Athene-A said, as she stepped forward with enchanting eyes, held out her hands for the leader and another to take, they slowly did so. “Now, for the first time this will be somewhat disorienting.” They looked at each other, and all three disappeared.

The others were startled all over again. “I hate breaking in new recruits,” Abigail remarked.

Rhe-A held out her hands to Jay and General Masters.

“Oh, hell no,” she said, “I’m sick for two days after teleporting. I’ll take the elevator.” She waved while walking to the door, she stopped. “Are you coming?” she said to the rest of the Secret Service people. Some cleared their throats, while others straightened their suits as they followed.

Jay still had not taken her hand. “I’m with them.” He took off after them.

The President staggered a little. John held him up, while he willed a chair over and sat him down. “The nausea will pass quickly. It seems to have this effect on human Cousins.” John waived a hand, and a glass of clear liquid stuck out of the consol. “Here, drink this.”

“What is it? Some kind of space wine?”

“We do have that, but no. It’s only water.”

“Oh,” He drank it all. “Thank you, I’m feeling better.” He stood up and steadied himself, while looking around at the rows of computers that lined the walls. He glanced at the large round Battle Table that had a pale beautiful woman sitting there with purple hair and her feet propped on the table. He shook that off and then wondered why there was a car parked at the end of the room. “Is this Chrysalis?”

“No, this is one of our shuttles.”

“A space shuttle?”

“Yes, we are currently holding a position directly over the White House.”

Rhe-A, Athene-A, and Drof, stepped out of an adjacent room, followed by the security detail, who looked a little frazzled from the experience.

They joined the President, checking to see if he was okay. He waved them off as his composure returned. “So, how are we not being detected?”

“Did you not read any of the reports General Masters presented to you?” John sounded a little perturbed.

“I, ah, a little. It started out so fantastic, and in conjunction with our own reports...it didn’t make sense. Frankly, I was about to have Abigail thrown in a looney bin. But, from what I’ve seen,” he paused and shook his head. “I may have to commit myself. Please, tell me what you want.”

“We need your help,” John said, while moving around the Battle Table.

“What can we offer an advanced race such as yourself?”

“Numbers, and your tenacity for violence. The Destroyers, we call them, have shown an interest in Earth, and its inhabitants. We are still learning their intentions. Over the millennia, they have abducted people for various reasons: experimentation, possession, control. We are certain they are using human Cousins; you’d know what we call you if you had read the reports, about how we shared our DNA with you before you could measure time. Regardless, Destroyers use Atlantean hybrids, and Atlanteans to stabilize themselves in this dimension.”

“What? I think I need to read those reports,” the President said, sitting down roughly.

The ones that preferred to walk to the White House roof, arrived by elevator and stairs. The dusky sky from the roof was calm and beautiful. The group stood around an area not well traveled, looking at-nothing. Jay moved around with his hands, looking like a blind mime trying to find a door. He put a hand up and a heat wave shimmered. “Ah, there you are.”

“John, the rest of the crew want on board,” Aidan said, as he stepped out of the Flight Deck and into the bay. He stopped like a deer in headlights. “Oh, did I do it again?”

The President almost fainted when the bull man stepped into the room. “That’s a, that’s a Minotaur.” The group of newcomers froze.

“Yes,” John said, “it was in the reports.”

“Please to meet you, Honored Mr. President of the United States,” Aidan said, and stuck out his monstrous hand. 

The security detail all pulled their weapons at once. Aidan looked confused at the hostility. The President motioned for them to put their guns away. He cautiously shook his massive hand and stared.

“Shall I open the hatch?” Aidan asked, releasing the President’s hand. John nodded, and Aiden waved at a console allowing the hatch to open.

In strolled the rest of the President’s entourage, and then they froze when they saw Aidan.

“Here we go again,” Maya remarked from her relaxed position.

The usual shock and denial spread fast, fainting, awing, and finally, acceptance. John was surprised that no immediate insanity issues surfaced. Maybe, these people had seen, or been briefed, on unusual things, or the decades of science fiction flooding the media may have desensitized the populace. This might not be as hard as he thought. Aidan towered over the newcomers as he introduced himself. Some were reluctant, but curiosity always got the better of them. John continued his explanation, “The Destroyers have wiped out most of our kind. They plan on enslaving this planet and possibly using it as a base of operations until moving on to the next. Earth is special, the position it sits in the galaxy’s galactic ley lines to the planetary ley lines. This solar system is able to focus energy of enormous proportions. They have a reason for needing it. We have to stop them for the good of the universe.”

“I understand the gravity of the situation, but I fail to see how we can actually help against such an enemy.”

“Believe me, Mr. President, all of you are much stronger than you know.” 

“Mr. President,” a female voice came over the comm, “the Secretary of State is on line three.”

The President looked around for a phone to answer. John said, “Just speak.”

“Ah, yes, tell her I will call her back.”

“She says it’s urgent.”

He looked at his host with a questioning gaze. John held out a, be my guest, hand gesture. He looked up unintentionally. “Go ahead and put her through.”

There was a slight clicking noise. “Mr. President?” another, deeper feminine voice asked.

“Yes, Secretary, what’s the emergency?”

“A Chinese nuclear reactor has been sabotaged and is going to be another Chernobyl in a matter of hours. Thousands will die, and we have Americans in the fallout radius.”

John and Athene-A were already manipulating holographic computers, creating topographical maps. They zeroed in on the hot spot.

“What is the Chinese government doing?” the President asked a little louder than he intended.

“They are keeping quiet, like usual, until it’s too late. They suspect American tech was use for the sabotage. We will surely be blamed. Should I send out a warning?”

The President looked at John, and said, “Stand by, er, ah, hold,” not knowing if that would pause the connection.

“Very good,” Athene-A said, as she gave the President an approving nod. “Come closer.”

He did so, trying to recapture his confidence. “If America is blamed this could very well start a world war.”

“Doesn’t the eminent destruction of this world happen every week,” Maya sarcastically remarked from behind the President, giving him a start. Jay snickered.

“Aidan,” Athene-A said, “initiate the closest drone.”

Aidan moved symbols around. “Drone 343 is on its way. Shall I put it on visual?”

“Affirmative,” John answered.

A large screen appeared in the middle of the shuttle bay. It was so clear the President thought it was a window, or a portal to another place on the planet. The view was that of a video camera smoothly moving around the reactor building, complete with peripheral vision. Evacuation was still taking place. People ran by the drone without notice. The newcomers watched with morbid fascination as the drone traveled corpse filled corridors down into the heart of the facility.

“Can you fix it?” the President apprehensively asked.

“Yes,” Athene-A responded, “Given enough time.”

The invisible drone zipped to the reactor room. She stopped it just before entering. A man stood at a set of double doors. The drone zoomed in on his face only to see black eyes. “He should be melting,” Athene-A said to John, staring at the screen. The man stood their gazing back, and then walked away. She set the drone back on its path. She quickly found the blown coolant pipe, and with raw stock lying about, quickly manufactured a repair. She then reset the computers, opening the valves, which in turn, started cooling down the reactor.

“Did it work?” the President asked. 

“Yes, a simple repair,” John confirmed.

“Who was that man? You two seemed to recognize him.”

“That-is the enemy. It would appear the Destroyers are experimenting with us, again,” John explained.

“That is the enemy?”

“Some of them. They come in many shapes and sizes.”

“Secretary,” the President said, unconsciously looking up. “are you still there?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Stand down, no evacuation order, and continue communication blackout on the subject.”

“But Sir.”

“You have your orders.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He cut the connection by waving his hand, getting an affirmative nod from Athene-A. “I need more information,” the President said, while pushing his short hair back with an open hand.

“General Masters can supply you with all you need.”

The President looked at her in whole new light. “Very well, Abigail, you’ll be my right hand on this subject, whatever you need.”

“Yes, Mr. President.” She turned to the still shock riddled Secret Service members. “Ladies and Gentlemen, you are now part of the Watcher Group. I realize you didn’t volunteer for this, but it’s too late now. Come to me for any questions and speak to no one outside this group until otherwise notified. Understood.” She got a lot of low toned, ‘Yes Ma’am’s.’

“You should not be gone much longer.” John moved toward the President and held out his hand. “It will be hard to explain.”

“Humph, I have so many questions, and no offense, but I’ll walk.”

“As you wish.”

“John,” Abigail Masters, asked, “why the sudden exposure?”

“The unilateral cooperation between countries on your space programs could have humanity reaching beyond your solar system, soon. The Destroyers may decide to sterilize this system should that happen. Although, through the eons, they have shown an unusual interest in this planet, and the people. Either way, the Destroyers are coming. We want you to at least have a chance of defending yourselves. We still need to find the Key to the Defense Grid and to do that, we need to find the last crystal tracker skull. We’ll continue our search, while you covertly try to mobilize the planet.”

“I understand, we’ll be in touch.”

“Thank you.”

The hatch opened, and the newcomers filed out muttering to themselves.

“That went better than expected,” Aidan said, sounding a little disappointed.

“Perhaps,” Athene-A said, “we have reached a time in their development that the existence of extraterrestrial beings and advanced technology may not drive most of them insane.”

“Plus,” Aidan chimed in, “we weren’t attacked by the Destroyers, or their minions. I think we caught them off guard for once.”

“More likely the White House is too high of a profile target for them at the moment,” John commented. “Aidan, take us back to Chrysalis, please.”

With a nod, the ship slipped away as quietly as it had come.
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The shuttle skimmed past the Mediterranean Sea, and then quickly past Athens, Greece. The camouflaged entrance opened and let the invisible ship enter. From the casual observer’s point of view, it was a calm, quiet evening. The shuttle parked and shut down. Its occupants disembarked, making their way to Rhe-A’s laboratory. Jay noticed the walls were smooth, unlike the past memory trips. They were building a fortress over time. Maybe he would have time for a better tour, later.

Jay strolled through Chrysalis, easily identifying with its design of ancient Greek architecture. He passed by the large opening that led to the Temporal Storage Unit. He marveled at it every time he saw it. It was large, with multi-circular rings that spun slowly in a pre-determined manner inside a triangular opening. The greenish glow made it seem even larger in the massive room. The oversized entrance had a semi-circular set of steps leading to the opening. Once the oscillating rings spun up the entrance appeared. The space black background of the opening didn’t even ripple as people and people-like creatures entered and exited.

He moved on to the common room, where he got sideways looks from the inhabitants. Minotaurs grunted, Centaurs, of many colors, remained aloof. Every time he saw this crowd, he had to remind himself he wasn’t dreaming. Medusans chatted with Giants and Dwarves alike. The kaleidoscope of myth could be overwhelming. Humanoids of all shapes and colors discussed current events, along with hopes and dreams of the future. After as many greetings, he ordered a sandwich and a drink, unconsciously thanking the computer before he started walking back to the lab. Jay only got a short distance before someone grabbed him from behind, almost making him spill his drink.

“Jay,” he heard Shelly’s voice say, “I haven’t seen you all week.”

“Shell,” he said, breaking the embrace and turning around. “I was about to come see you.”

“Yah, right. Why am I a prisoner here?” She pouted her red lips against blonde hair, giving her pale face a mischievous look.

“You know it’s only to make sure you’re safe.”

She took Jay’s arm as they made their way to the lab. “How’s your Father?”

“With a little Atlantean intervention, he’s going to be fine. The Destroyers shouldn’t even suspect he knows anything.”

“That’s good news. Where’re you going?”

“Back to Rhea’s lab.” Shelly made a sour face at the mention of Rhe-A’s name. “We’re going to try the Memory Data Transfer Device, again. Maybe Gramps left more clues on where the last, and thirteenth crystal tracker skull might be.”

“Oh, I don’t envy you. May I come along?”

“Of course, but I’m sure it’ll be boring.”

“Will Apollo be there?” she asked shyly.

“Oh, probably. The God of light and healing seems to have taken an interest in our plight.”

“Let’s go,” she said, letting go and taking off ahead of him.

A small portion of the lab’s door opened quietly to let them in. John-Anee-Athain was talking to Athene-A and Rhe-A. Maya and Apollo were manipulating computers, while Aidan was talking to Subrianna, a Centaur granddaughter of Subriasa, on a visual comm channel. None of them broke their concentration as the two approached. All, who could manipulate their physique, maintained their human Cousin height and size, while managing machinery designed for larger beings.

A woman with almost all gray hair turned from a console and froze Jay in his tracks. "Aunt Helen!" He put down his food and drink and raced over to her, and without invite, gave her a hug.

Her surprised look was a giveaway as Jay pulled away to face her. "I'm so glad to see you."

"Um, you're Jay Rodgers?"

"You remember me?"

"Ah, no, I read the reports."

Jay's heart sank.

"But I do feel as if I know you. I'm sorry about your Aunt."

John came to the rescue. "Jay, this is my mother, Helena. There wasn't much bleed through with the dissociated matrix. Please don't be hurt."

"It's okay, I'm just happy to see you again."

“Jay,” Athene-A said, giving him her full attention. “My Son.” She shook her head. “Your Father will be going home soon? We’ve made sure Jonathan will have a special home nurse to check on him, one that can protect him.”

“Thanks, Grandma. How’s the updates and recalibrations going on the mind sifter?”

“I take offense to my invention being belittled to a common mind probe,” Rhe-A said, from a distance.

Jay could finally tell when she was using sarcasm.

“Almost done. How are you doing?” Athene-A asked with a Grandmother’s concern.

“Well, this is all a bit...overwhelming.”

“It’ll be alright,” she said, giving him a hug, and then, realizing this was not something she would normally do, and let go.

“Thanks, I needed that.”

She looked relieved that she had not crossed some taboo line.

“I think we’re ready,” John said. “Let’s take our positions.” He walked Jay over to his station and helped him get set up. “I believe these new modifications will make for a smoother transition.”

“I hope so,” Jay replied, and sat on the cushy table and laid back.

“We are getting closer, Jay. Believe in us.”

Jay smiled as John moved away to allow Rhe-A to put the headset on. “Are you going with us?” he quietly asked.

“No, not this time. I have research to do. But I will be here when you get back, figuratively speaking, of course.” Rhe-A was pushed gently out of the way.

“I’ll be right here, waiting for you, Jay,” Shelly said. “I’ll be keeping an eye on them, so they don’t fry your brain.” Shelly gave him a hug, while giving Rhe-A an evil eye.

“You’ll be fine,” Rhe-A said, and walked away.

Jay was still a little nervous about having the headband on again. The last few times had left him confused and weary. The collective memory trips back in time seemed so real he could feel temperature, motion, pain, and literally feel emotions of any given person. He convinced himself that the answers were buried here, in their shared subconsciousness. They had to find the last of the thirteen crystal skulls so it would show them where to find the Key to the massive Defense Grid that was secretly placed all around the solar system. It would save them all from absolute destruction and being a faded footnote in the annuals of the history of the universe. He gazed around the large sterile laboratory at the distant family he had come to love. Taking a deep breath, he relaxed and waited for the machine to take all their memories back in time, way back in time to reveal its secrets.

Jay thought he had gone blind. Sounds were muffled but becoming more coherent. His vision brightened, and then focused on a furless Terrahnian rat that laid on its back. Its mechanical insides exposed to the well-lit laboratory. Upon looking at it closer, the whole thing was artificial. Intricate circuit boards and complex wiring so thin you needed a microscope to see it. A leg twitched, as the long dark-haired experimenter worked his delicate computer. “Yes,” his voice told no one.

The rat’s belly incision sealed itself shut and it rolled over, opening its ocular beady eyes. The nose twitched, and it looked around. It took several slow quiet steps, convulsed, bounced around squealing, and then, suddenly froze in place. “Damn,” the Terrahnian man blurted, while hitting the desk. His tan skin pigmentation was lighter than most from being in a lab for way too long. His handheld chimed for attention. He smiled and picked it up. 

“Late again, I see,” the feminine voice had a hint of humor in it.

“Yes, Darling. I’m sorry.”

“You promised me, Isidore, that you wouldn’t work this hard. I’m fine as long as I have you near me.”

“I know, Atlantia, but I feel I’m getting close to a breakthrough.”

“You must not kill yourself to save me, or your efforts will be for nothing, fore I cannot live without you.”

“Understood. I will be home, soon. Get some rest.”

“I will,” she weakly said. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” He waved off the comm and his smile faded. His determination solidified. He took out a test tube, filled an injector, and slipped it into the mechanical rats head. He rubbed his eyes and leaned his head down on his arm on the table.

Isidore wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep, but he was still tired. He rubbed his eyes, again, and then, focused on the table, where was the experiment? He leaned over and looked on the floor, nothing. He looked around, frantically, who could’ve taken it? Something made a skittering noise. He quickly stood and pushed chairs aside. The rat machine had curled itself up in the corner. Isidore moved in closer, was this a real rat from the labs? He thought. He moved closer and the thing began looking for an exit. Is that fear? It must be a real rat. He got up and hurried to a cage and quickly returned. He put some of his partially eaten sandwich in the cage and place it near the animal. The fear seemed to diminish as it bound into the cage. Isidore slapped the door shut and put the cage on the table. He got down to eye level and watched the rat pace the cage, cautiously. When it got to him, it stopped and stared. Its eyes changed from black to red, and then to green. Isidore stumbled backward.

“I did it! I did it!” He looked around to see if anyone was watching, even though he was alone. To the Old Enlightenment Group hierarchy, he was just a contractor in a minimum-security lab, someone to do the grunt work on designated projects. He was going to show them. He threw a cloth over the cage and left the lab.

Isidore got home relatively unmolested and set the cage down on the table. He locked his apartment door and closed the drapes.

“Isidore, is that you?” a weak feminine voice came from the bedroom.

“Yes, my Love, it’s me,” he said, while closing another window drape.

“You’re home on time. Is there something wrong?”

“No, no,” he said loud enough for her to hear. “I thought I would bring some work home, so I could be with you.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” her voice faded as if going to sleep.

Isidore listened for her stirring, but it was quiet. He took the rat to a small room he had made into a makeshift lab. He observed the rat sitting there like a statue. He reached in and took it out and set it on the computer desk. The thing sat there on its haunches with its forefeet held close to its face. Its nose up in the air as if sniffing a sample of air. Isidore checked to see if the computer had booted up. He grabbed a probe and reached for the rat, but it quickly moved out of his grasp. It stared back at him as if alive. Reaching for it again, it again moved away.

“Experiment 0038, hold still to be observed.”

The rat facsimile did so. He took it slowly and turned it over. The seam for examination was gone. He hissed and set it down as he searched for a scalpel in one of the desk drawers. Pleased with himself that he found one, he turned to see the rat next to the computer. He moved in close to the computer screen. His eyes widened at what he saw. The screen read: No harm. He stared intently at the screen, and then back at the rat. “Can you understand voice commands?”

The rat typed: Yes.

He jumped up and whispered a quiet, “Yes.”

Isidore interrogated the creation most of the night. The painfully slow communication was frustrating. The morning brought enlightenment, but also, responsibility. His Supervisor called and wanted to know where he was. To alleviate suspicion, he told him he was not feeling well and would be there in a few hours.

The rat wandered the apartment after Isidore had gone. It figured out how to turn on the view screen and listened intently on a news channel about the progress of the on-again-off-again war with the newly declared independent New Enlightenment Order faction. Soon, several entertainment programs rolled by. A moan came from the other room. The rat cautiously moved to the room’s partially opened door. It creeped in and followed the sound. Two human feet touched the floor. The rat ran under the bed as the bathroom light turned on. In a few minutes, the light turned off and the rat observed a human woman unsteadily make her way back to the bed. Water could be heard pouring from a nightstand, and then the feet lifted off the floor. The rat eased its way out from under the bed and slowly climbed up the blanket at the foot of the bed. It sat and observed a woman slowly breathing. It moved closer, sat beside her hand, and analyzed.

“I know you’re a contractor, Honored Isidore, but punctuality is important,” a perturbed, plump, tanned, dark-haired man said.

“I’m sorry, Director Antares. My Wife is getting worse.”

“I’m aware of your Wife’s illness. That’s the reason your contract has not been cancelled.”

“Thank you, Director.”

“Now, I want an update on your programming of the liquid nanites. Have you determined what link will allow them to communicate as one?”

Isidore hesitated, and then lied. “No Sir, but I am close. Perhaps a few more days.”

“I need results, and soon. The Appropriations Council is threatening cancelation. You have two days.”

“Yes, Sir. I’ll double my efforts.”

“Good day.”

The disgruntled man walked out of the laboratory. Isidore looked around to see fellow scientist pretending to be busy. He slyly looked around as he made himself comfortable at his station. Bringing up his most recent research, he spent most of the day going over the data to find out where he had gone right.

Isidore was exhausted by the end of the workday and could barely open the door when he got home. His messages to and from his Wife, let him know she was alright, so, he took the cover off the cage to see the hairless rat sitting on its haunches, frozen in time. He briefly stared through blurry eyes, put the cover back on, and then went to bed.

The glow of the computer screen behind Isidore’s eyelids woke him up. He slowly opened his eyes to a set of beady black eyes staring down at him from his chest. “Aaagh!” He blurted and sat up. The rat jumped over to the nightstand.

“Are you alright, Isidore?” his Wife asked, placing a hand on his back.

“Uh, yes, sorry. A bad dream. Go back to sleep.”

She nodded her head in the shadows and rolled over.

He threw back the thermal blanket and made his way to the computer in the adjacent room. To his surprise, the rat was already there. He bent down to read what the rat had typed.

‘Who am I? Why am I here?’

Isidore was amazed at the questions that sentient life forms ask. “You are an experiment,” he typed, and said, at the same time.

‘No need to type, I have an auditory mechanism, no vocal mechanism,’ it quickly pecked on the thin plastic keyboard.

“Oh, yah, right, well, in that case; you are a machine, that is the simplest explanation. EX0038 is your designation, designed in a lab, and programmed by me. You were built for medical research and experimentation.” Isidore reached into a drawer, pulled out a large handheld, and started scanning. 

The rat moved to the open drawer and took out a flat thin cable, and then, plugged it into its ear, and the other end into the computer. “This means of communication will make transfer of information faster,” the rat’s computer voice came from the computer’s speakers.

Isidore jumped. “Remarkable-problem solving skills at such a preliminary state.”

“Why am I here?” the mechanical voice asked.

He thought for a few seconds. “Why, too solve problems and then to initiate the solution.” Isidore tapped on the computer and brought to the screen a series of computer language codes. He pulled out another cord from the desk. “Here, download these programs and all will become clear. The direct link will prevent prying eyes and ears.”

The mechanism took the end of the cord and stuck it in its mouth. The screen flickered, and the download commenced. It took only a few seconds, and then, it removed the cord. Isidore watched closely and could’ve sworn he saw the rat make a facial expression.

“Does that make things clearer?”

“Yes, although, I have corrected several programming errors. Understandable, considering such an inferior species of carbon life.”

“That was rude. Apparently, manners were not included, besides, you’re just a glorified handheld.”

The rat computed for a few seconds. “Correct, more downloads are required.”

“I’ll have to get those from the lab. It may take a few days.”

“I can wait. I need to gather more data if I am to solve problems.” The rat took control of the computer and ignored Isidore.

“Be careful in the public domain. If you are traced back to me...there could be dire consequences for me, and you.”

“Understood,” the electronic voice said.

Isidore walked away glancing back at the blinding speed of the computer terminal. He went back to his dark room and sat on the edge of the bed.

“Who was that?” Atlantia asked, in a weak voice.

“Just work, Dear, don’t concern yourself.”

“Come to bed, Isidore.”

He gladly did so, wrapping his arms around her frail body.

The bubble tram made the stop in front of the research facility. Isidore stepped out in a hurry, because like usual, he was late. He quickly moved through security, and was putting on a sterile, static free coat, when he heard his name yelled. He turned to see the Director close on him. “Hello, Honored Director Antares.”

“I need something to present to the Council, Isidore.” He softened. “How’s your Wife?”

“Dying.”

He looked away. “I’m sorry, but I’ve kept you on this project because you are a brilliant programmer, and I was hoping it would motivate you to come up with something we could use.”

Isidore softened as well. “Thank you, Director. I’ll have the sequencers and basic formats for you before the end of the day.”

The Director brightened. “Excellent, I’ll be looking forward to it.” He left, leaving Isidore alone with his thoughts.

Isidore opened the apartment door to see Atlantia struggling to get up off the floor. He dropped his handbag, keycard, and flowers, and raced to her side. Helping her to the couch, he examined her for injuries. “Atlantia, are you alright?” he asked, pushing some sweat soaked black hair out of her face.

“I’m fine. I just need some water.”

“Why didn’t you get the home drone to get it?”

“I’m tired of lying down. I need to move, feel alive again.”

He was getting water as she spoke. He knelt, took her trembling hand and put the cup in it. “I’m getting close, my Love. Just give me a little more time.”

“I will give you all the time I have.”

He leaned forward and kissed the almost dry forehead. “Now, let’s get you back to bed.” Isidore carried her withering body in his arms to their bedroom. He glanced to the right, to see the rat sitting on a small dining area table, staring at them, or was it studying them. He set her down pulled the thermal blankets back, helped her lay down and covered her. She was asleep before he could say anymore.

He made his way to the rat and found it by the computer. “I instructed you to stay off sight. Your programming is to follow instructions,” Isidore chastised.

“I cannot solve problems if I am hiding. Your instructions are...contradictory.”

“Fine, I’ll be more specific next time. Have you found a solution to the Deep Space Sickness disease?”

“An interesting viral agent. It has adaptation and mutation abilities that are quite remarkable. It is no wonder you haven’t discovered an anti-contagion.”

“Isidore looked frustrated. “Have you or have you not found a cure for DSS disease?”

“I have not. I need more computing power, and memory storage. This insignificant, make-shift body is obsolete.”

“It was the best I could do under the circumstances. I had to hide my intentions in a place no one would suspect. No one looks twice at a lab rat.” Isidore looked at the machine-animal. “Perhaps, I can move you into a small mainframe. It may take me a few days, but it can be done.”

“Agreed.”

Isidore glanced back at the bedroom door. “Have you done an analysis of the human in the next room?”

“Yes, the results are the same diagnosis as the ones on record from the Institute.”

“I meant; how much longer does she have to live?”

“By recent calculations, nerve damage, and brain stem erosion, I conclude she only has twenty-two days, fourteen hours, and seventeen minutes.”

Isidore leaned back heavily, letting his eyes tear up. “I thought I had more time.” The rat sat, unmoving, and emotionless. “Can you save her?”

“Not under the present conditions.”

Isidore sadly got up and organized himself as he approached his bedroom door. Before he opened it, he heard a mechanical voice say.

“Do you love her?”

He turned back with a quizzical look on his face. “Yes, more than anything else.”

The machine simply sat there. Isidore shook it off and entered his bedroom. He laid awake for hours trying to come up with a plan to expand his computing power. It would take a few days, but it should work. He kissed Atlantia’s sleeping face, and then dozed off.

“You seem especially somber this morning Honored Isidore,” the Director remarked as they made their way to the briefing room.

“I’m ready to present my programming to the Council.”

“For our sakes, I hope it’s solar shattering.”

“It should advance the project.”

“Good, I’ll set up a meeting for this evening.”

Isidore just grumbled as he left for his workstation.

The Bouleuterion was large, but only a small detachment of councilors and scientists were present. Director Antares introduced Isidore to several prominent academics. One, he recognized from a secret meeting months ago for induction into a new underground movement, called the New Enlightenment Order. He hadn’t given them an answer yet mostly because he was busy and didn’t care. They looked at each other briefly, said their pleasantries and moved away. The Director came up behind a very tall woman with blonde hair with several black vertical streaks in it. She turned at their arrival.

“Honored Chief Councilor Lori-A-Ann, I would like to introduce Honored Programming Specialist Isidore-Seville.”

Isidore steepled his fingers together and gave a slight bow. “Honored Chief Councilor, I am pleased to finally meet you.”

She, in turn, steepled her hands and bowed. “It is great to finally meet the person who’s work I’ve read so much about.” Her bright face and deep blue eyes sparkled with excitement. “Shall we be seated, I’m eager to hear what you have to say. “How is your Wife, Atlantia?” she asked, while they moved to prearranged seating.

Isidore hesitated. “She is-stable.”

“Wonderful, I pray to the Great Creator for a speedy recovery. Alright, Honored personnel,” she raised her voice, “If you’ll be seated, we’ll start.”

Jay looked through scanning eyes. The Bouleuterion was grand, but only a small portion was being used for this event. The architecture was definitely ancient Greek, but with much finer material. A 3-D map hovered nearby, with a description of Lemuria. This was Terrah, before the exodus by the Settlers or Atlantis. He looked closer, possibly, before or during the Enlightenment Wars. What was the connection? He thought as he refocused on the Chief Councilor.

“Honored Councilors of the Old Enlightenment Group. I bring you a science program that has been working tirelessly to increase the health of all Terrahnians. This new technology could save millions. The rigors of space travel, gravity fluctuations, isolation, diet, all manner of radiation have come at a price. Deep Space Sickness has limited us to short range space travel. Now, I know many of you have concerns on the accelerated implementation of this new technology. But I assure you, we are close to a breakthrough. We need to discuss, and possibly vote on new legislation covering this information. We will start with what we know.” She turned to Isidore. “Please, Honored Isidore-Seville, enlighten us.”

Isidore took a small remote-control device from his handheld and waved it at the center computer. Numbers, DNA sequences, along with programming symbols, spun luminescently in front of the half circle of people. “Thank you, Honored Councilors for letting me explain my data. I hope this will make room for more financial and facility support.”

Jay heard, and saw what was going on, but understood very little. The programming data blazed across the air, Isidore stopped at certain points to reiterate its particular importance, and then, continued to speed along. It took almost twenty minutes for him to go through his presentation. Jay knew he was holding something back. He left the information suspended in front of everyone, and then, personally addressed the Council. “Honored Councilors, I beseech all of you to pass information transfer laws, so I can complete my work and find a cure for this scourge and allow us to explore our galaxy. Thank you.” He turned to leave.

“A few questions,” the Chief Councilor said. 

He stopped and turned. “Of course.”

“This programming is quite sophisticated, even for the larger nanites. How will it transfer data under space conditions?”

“The source nanites are engineered to transfer data, due to their proximity, almost instantaneously. To learn recall data, and to act according to their programming. Should they need more information, they can replicate themselves, like adding memory drives to your handhelds. The source nanites will always be in control of the duplicates.”

“I think this technology is remarkable,” Lori-A-Ann excitedly said. She took a deep breath and leaned back in her high back chair. Her attitude changed to solemn when she spoke again, “But its artificial intelligence programming is highly suspect. I think further study and simulation tests are in order before practical trials begin.”

“What? People can’t wait for more-simulations. They are dying, our progress in space is crippled. We need to run human trials, now!” Isidore’s panicked eyes, looked back and forth from the Chief Councilor to the Director.

“Honored Isidore,” the Chief started, “I know this is personal for you, but the potential for even more harm is evident here. I’m putting to a vote for more funding and research. Those in favor...” She looked down at her console. “The addendum passes. Congratulations Director. This briefing is adjourned.”

“Isidore ran to the Director. “We need to start human trials, immediately,” he pleaded. “My Wife, she won’t last much longer.”

“I’m sorry, but today was a good day. We are moving forward, maybe not as fast as we could, but you’ve done the department a great service today. With the new funding...I want you on the staff, full time.”

“That’s not enough!” He turned to plead his case again to the Chief Councilor, but she had already left. He turned back around to see the Director almost out of the room. He slammed an angry fist down on the podium.
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Isidore was calculating a new plan before he left the building. He was trying to figure out how he was going to hide the power drain from an unauthorized requisitioned main frame, when he bumped into the secret NEO Academic Councilor, he had just given his briefing to. He made a motion for Isidore to follow. Isidore looked down the empty dark street, and then followed him into an alley.

“Why didn’t you vote in favor of my proposal?”

“I did, Isidore. I was over-ridden,” Olmec-Alon said, as Isidore lagged behind.

Isidore became quiet. The man stopped deep into the alley. “What do you need to continue your research?”

Isidore’s stunned look washed away quickly. “I need an expandable mainframe, bio-mechanical help, and...and, I’ll make you a list.”

“Very well, put it on paper, nothing electronic. Leave it in this drop box.” He handed him a small card. “We’ll be in touch.” He walked away.

Before he could get out of earshot, Isidore called out, “I need it soon. My Wife is declining.”

“We are aware,” the mysterious man said, before disappearing around a corner.

All that day, the rat gathered information. Moving out repetitive unnecessary data, in order to store and retrieve more vital information. Jay watched intently, the rat became frustrated, an emotional response to its limitations. Then it looked like it had another plan. 

Isidore came home a little bit more hopeful. He found the rat on the window seal, frozen, again, as it stared out at the city. It didn’t react as Isidore explained how it will take longer than he thought to put his plan in motion. Jay watched the transaction with curiosity, noticing its facial expressions. It seemed to have come to a decision and jumped down. It ran across the floor, leaped up on the table and entered its cage, shutting the door behind it.

Isidore shrugged and went to attend his Wife. He bathed and fed her, who, in return, only expressed love and kindness. They conversed for as long as she could. He slowly put her to bed. He tossed and turned beside her, working out the final details of his plan, just in case his NEO friend didn’t come through for him. He did this, until he fell asleep.

The moment the rat detected REM sleep from the bedroom, it came alive. Jumping quietly from his cage, it scurried into the bedroom. The hairless machine slowly and methodically crawled up the blanket at the foot of the bed. It slipped slowly between the two humans until it came to their heads. It looked at one, and then the other. The artificial creature eased itself onto Atlantia’s chest, put out a set of paws opening her mouth. It stood over her face and unzipped its belly. Millions of black nanites oozed into her mouth. After a brief moment, her body stiffened, her blue eyes popped open only to be glazed over by a black film. She relaxed, and then raised up to let the rat shell drop to her lap. She stared down at it as if looking at a holo-movie. She took it with an awkward hand, got up without waking Isidore, and staggard out of the room. She strolled through the apartment, touching, smelling, and seeing it as if experiencing it for the first time.

Isidore rolled over and opened his eyes. Panic ensued, Atlantia was gone. Since she had gotten sick, he had always gotten up before her to prepare the morning meal. He looked quickly around the room, and then, over to the floor on her side of the bed, nothing. He raced out of the room, passing by the kitchen. He caught a glimpse of her as he went by, stopping, out of breath, he went into the kitchen. There she stood with her back to him preparing the morning meal. Isidore caught his breath. “Good morning.”

She looked up to see her reflection in an appliance, space black eyes stared back at her. In a moment they returned to the bright blue of Terrahnians. She faced him a little confused. First, looking around, and then at the utensils in her hand.

“Are you alright?” Isidore asked, while approaching her.

She stammered, “I, I, I feel fine. I feel better than I have in months. Maybe that new drug is working.”

He took her by the hand, felt its warmness, saw the brightness in her eyes. He hugged her so tightly, she coughed, and he laughed. “I’m going to call for a day off.”

“No, no Darling, you must not get into trouble because of me. I want you to make your presentation.”

“I already have, and those closed-minded inferiors are stalling, hiding behind religion, claiming we aren’t wise enough for this advanced technology. Humph, hypocrites. Now the nanite programming is a moot point since the drug works.”

“Maybe so, but I’m having awful side effects. What if the nanites work better, besides, why can’t there be two solutions to a problem.” She awkwardly smiled.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m going to rest. The drug makes me tire easily, nausea, and a little confused at times. I believe you have the time to make all this better.”

He relented. “Alright, but I’ll be home early. Maybe we can go somewhere.” He kissed her and sang his way to their room.

As soon as he turned, she stepped forward with a hand up to stop him. She froze in place, all expression leaving her face as the blackness filled her eyes once more. 

As soon as Isidore left, Atlantia moved to the computer terminal, and delicately placed her hands on it.

“You seem especially upbeat today, Honored Isidore,” the Director commented as he followed Isidore to his personal belongings area. “After yesterday, I wasn’t sure you would come back.” Isidore didn’t say anything, while he put on his decontamination lab coat. “I should’ve fought harder for progressing your proposal, but those damn Councilors can be so intimidating.”

“It’s alright, Director Antares. Atlantia started showing signs of improvement with the new drug. I don’t think it’s a cure, but I think it has slowed the degenerative process.”

“Marvelous, good news.”

“I believe it has bought us some time to get our proposal passed.”

“Let’s hope the Great Creator will enlighten them.”

Isidore smiled, and then went to his new science station.

Isidore was tired, but happy, when he got into the private transport. He started to put in the destination when he was interrupted by the door opening. Counselor Olmec-Alon got in and put in a new set of coordinates. The door shut and the transport floated away.

“What are you doing?” Isidore demanded.

“I’m taking you to your new lab.”

“I’ve decided to stay with the government.”

“Really,” Olmec looked at him suspiciously. “You didn’t give us away, did you?”

“No, of course not. But the drug is working. Atlantia is up and moving on her own. I have time now to do this right. Not by some clandestine secret organization.”

Olmec laughed. “I don’t know what they’ve done to Atlantia, but there are no other successful results from any other test cases. We know, we’ve been monitoring all of them. They are lying to you.”

“How do I know you’re not lying to me?”

The transport stopped. “This is why.” Olmec opened the door to reveal an underground parking lot. “Follow me.”

Isidore cautiously did, all the way to the elevator. The NEO passed his face over a reticle scanner, and the elevator door slid aside. He stepped in and turned. “Isidore, you will want to see this.”

Curiosity got the better of him, and he stepped in.

The elevator didn’t make a sound as they traveled in silence. The door opened revealing two guards, who immediately recognized the Counselor and let them pass. They went down a short hallway where another facial scan awaited them. The huge door opened to a massive room with computer terminals everywhere, and just as many people to work them.

“I wouldn’t have brought you here if I were lying to you. This way.”

Isidore did so, marveling at the complexity of the complex. Olmec motioned for him to get into the small transport, and they slowly moved away.

“This is our bio-hazard research area. Most viruses can be used the help instead of harm. That’s why I don’t believe the OEG has discovered a cure for DSS disease.”

“Why not?”

“Because, we have people everywhere, and they are backward and slow. So much so, that it has been our discoveries over the last twenty years that has advanced our civilization.”

Isidore’s eyes were wide, and his brain was working overtime to process the information.

“Over there is our astrophysics, and there is our bio-mechanical pavilion.” Olmec
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