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Dr. Embla Morwood-Owens’ happiness was wavering as she exited sleep mode at 5:30 a.m. a few seconds before her husband, Paul Morwood-Owens exited sleep mode and booted up. Embla removed the stabilizing headband that had been specifically developed for her, allowing her to keep her human form while in sleep mode. It had gotten really annoying to exit sleep mode each morning as a puddle of liquid metal and have to rise in a column before the color and texture of her skin, hair, eyes, and clothes faded into view, even if Paul thought it was “cool.” 

The year was now 2112 and there were some rumblings of Embla stepping down from her position as the CEO of Digitization by Design and running for President of the United States in the next election. If she won, she would be the first non-organic President. 

Paul finally finished booting up and said, “Good morning. Make any progress toward a decision yet?”

Embla was slightly annoyed with her husband as he knew that she entered sleep mode last night at exactly the same time as him, so she hadn’t had any extra time to think about the potential presidential run.

“Not yet.”

The two exited their bed on opposite sides, with Embla morphing her evening gown into formal business attire and morphing the liquid metal that comprised her auburn hair into a neat bun. Later in the morning, the couple got in their elite self-driving car, a replica of a Rolls Royce from almost 200 years ago. It was a vehicle Embla had initially enjoyed riding in and taking to work at the Digitization by Design corporate headquarters along with her husband Paul, but the negative press coverage had soured the entire experience for her. Purchasing and using this particular make and model of self-driving car was Paul’s idea too, something Embla tried not to hold against him.

The self-driving Rolls Royce took the couple from their mansion to the private parking garage beneath the corporate offices for Digitization by Design. The two mostly sat in silence on the way to their jobs. Embla’s personal assistant, a droid she had nicknamed “Nova” greeted her and Paul as they entered the first-floor lobby of Digitization by Design’s corporate offices. 

Nova was one of the droids leftover from the Fafnir Capital days, but the new dress-code for all of the droids sort of hid that fact. Looser business-formal attire, less makeup, and flats instead of heels. Embla thought it was more realistic this way, which actually made it a little more difficult to identify who was a completely manufactured droid, and who was originally an organic human being before their consciousness had been digitized and uploaded into a robotic body. This is why droids were required to wear nametags clearly stating they were droids, but it appeared Nova’s nametag had once again fallen off somewhere in the building, and Embla had once again forgotten to contact one of the technicians on staff, tell them to send out a mass update patch for all of the droids in the building, allowing the droids to recognize when their nametag had fallen off.

Between trying to run the company and trying to decide if she was going to run for president in the next election cycle, Embla had felt fairly stressed. She loved her husband Paul, but lately they had hit a bit of a rough patch as well. 

“You have a 10 a.m. meeting with the marketing team, Embla.” Nova spoke in a tone that was almost natural but still seemed slightly flat or odd to an organic or robotic person’s ears, something that was intentionally left unimproved from previous models, providing another way to identify who was a droid and who was a robotic person with a digitized consciousness. 

Embla shook her head a little. She had forgotten the marketing team meeting was today. Originally it was scheduled for early next week, but she had sent a few quick emails back-and-forth with the new head of marketing, Lewis Swain, a couple days ago and today was the date they had agreed upon. Embla could have remembered this, as well as literally every single tiny detail about every single day, as when she combined with the liquid metal substance, it gave her tons of more memory storage, but Embla had retained her digitized personality and preferred to operate as close to an organic human being as possible, so on occasion she would still forget details. It was annoying sometimes, but closer to the life experience of an organic person and if something ever super important came up, Embla could always go into her settings and choose to remember everything for a while.

The commute from their mansion into the corporate office wasn’t horribly far in terms of distance, but traffic made the trip two, sometimes three times as long as it would have been with no one else on the streets of New York. It was already going on 7 a.m. Embla had also wanted to continue to reach out to Dr. Shelby Johnston, the scientist on the American Martian colony who had accidentally been absorbed by the liquid metal substance and managed to become like Embla herself. Shelby had initially been hesitant to do any promotional materials for Embla’s Digitization by Design company, something that Embla, for whatever reason, felt a little hurt by. Recently however, after offering more money and reassuring Shelby that the difference between the old Fafnir Capital and Digitization by Design was like night and day, Shelby had agreed to talk via satellite to Embla. 

Sometimes Embla wasn’t sure why she cared as much as she did about Shelby, she hardly knew her, but something about how she and her were the only two people comprised of liquid metal, just made it seem as if they should at least be friends of some sort. Embla cared. Their talk via satellite was scheduled for early next week, where Embla planned to cautiously unveil her ideas for a marketing campaign featuring Shelby herself. 

Embla hadn’t run any of this by Lewis yet, but she thought they’d be OK with it, at least she hoped so. Embla could always overrule Lewis, but she didn’t want to do that. 
“We’ll see.” Embla thought.

Embla entered her private office followed by Nova after parting ways with Paul who went to his own office. For background noise Embla turned the TV on to CNN, which was apparently in the middle of covering breaking news regarding the infamous criminal who had come to be known as “The Dollmaker.” Embla paused for a moment and watched the panel of talking heads, gleamed that the federal government had made an arrest in connection to the case. 

“Thank god.” Embla murmured aloud.

Various authorities had contacted Embla over the course of the last several months, informing her this “Dollmaker” had made a few illegal droids that looked exactly like her, selling them to the highest bidder. Celebrities were free to monetize their resemblance and legally grant established companies the ability to build droids that looked like them, but few celebrities actually felt comfortable with the prospect. Embla hated the fact that an entire underground market had developed for droids that resembled celebrities, almost entirely organized by men. 

Embla shook her head and sat at her desk, checking her email through the computer. She had the option to check her company email through her digitized mind, but chose to externalize it, another preference toward a more realistic, organic human experience. 

Suddenly the words “Breaking News” reappeared on the screen before transitioning into a live-shot from what appeared to be the American Martian colony, except a huge spacecraft was seen hovering in the sky not too far away. “Large Spacecraft Of Unknown Origin Hovers Over Colony” was the headline that was now presented at the bottom of the screen. Something about the spacecraft caused Embla to pause once more and think deeply, something about the design of the spacecraft seemed familiar. Embla searched all the files within herself before coming across a ship of similar design that was one of the ancient Martian’s spacecraft. The files Embla had downloaded from the ancient Martian supercomputer confirmed it. They had returned.
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Embla hurried down the hallway, followed by her droid assistant Nova, toward Paul’s office, but stopped when she saw several employees looking out one of the windows. It was another spacecraft just like the one reported on Mars. Embla wondered if they wanted to speak to her and perhaps Dr. Shelby Johnston on Mars as well, since they were the only two humans who had merged with the liquid metal substance. The spacecraft suddenly lowered itself to eye-level with the window Embla and the other employees were looking out of, before a bright blue light bellowing from the spacecraft enveloped everything. Embla blacked out.

When Embla came to, she was in a puddle of liquid metal and had to morph back into her human form. Looking around, Embla was a little frightened as she realized she was on what appeared to be a Martian mountaintop. She didn’t need oxygen of course, but it was still a jolt to suddenly be on an entirely different planet. Embla then noticed another puddle of liquid metal and watched as it struggled to form itself into Dr. Shelby Johnston. 

Before Embla could say anything however, several of the ancient Martian aliens teleported in front of the two women. They appeared to be reptilian, almost dragon-human hybrids, but they had all long since merged with the liquid metal derived from the gray haze ore becoming machines. The tallest one, around seven feet, and the only one with wings, stood in the middle and carried an ornate staff with what appeared to be golden weight-scales attached. 

The seven-foot winged Martian began to speak in the language of the Martians, something Embla could understand after hurriedly changing her language settings, but she was unsure if Shelby had the same knowledge of the Martian language within her since she was absorbed by a fraction of Embla herself and not directly by the Martian supercomputer. 

“What the hell is going on?” Shelby’s voice spoke out over the hissing and growling-based language of the leader of the Martians who was trying to explain everything.

Seemingly annoyed, the ancient Martian leader scanned Shelby by emitting a bright blue light from its eyes, which apparently allowed it to switch to English. Embla quickly switched back to English as well.

“We’re what the humans have been calling Martians. We’ve come to understand that you two are the only humans to have combined with the liquid metal substance we derived from the gray haze ore. The choices are simple, either join us as we invade Earth, or suffer the consequences.”

While this all felt surreal and like a bad dream, Embla was also starting to get angry with this leader of the Martians, after all, she had stopped their home planet of Mars from exploding, isn’t that enough?

“I stopped Mars from self-destructing, can’t we work out some kind of deal and you leave Earth alone?”

“And we appreciate that. If you join us, you’ll get to rule entire continents on Earth.”

Embla wasn’t interested in the Martian’s offer to rule an entire continent, so she bravely said, “Not interested.”

“Then suffer the consequences.”

The ancient Martian leader’s staff with the weight scales began to glow a vibrant green color before a green beam of light shot out of it and enveloped Embla. It wasn’t painful but Embla could feel herself morphing and changing, her point of view sank to almost ground level. Embla wanted to yell but found herself unable to, and unable to morph herself either. She really panicked when she saw her hands now looked like lizard claws. 

“What did you do to her?” Shelby’s voice cried out.

“I turned her into a creature that used to roam the Martian wilderness thousands of years ago, similar to what you call a Komodo dragon on Earth. Join us or suffer the same fate.”

Embla was terrified but also hurt and disappointed when she heard Shelby agree to join them. Perhaps Shelby only agreed to join the Martians out of fear. Embla tried to remain as calm as possible, but she found that a majority of her features as a robotic person were disabled, as well as her ability to morph the liquid metal substance she assumed or at least hoped she was still made out of it. She could attempt to flee, but they were on a Martian mountaintop, where would she go?

The ancient Martian leader then spoke to Shelby, “Your first order of business will be to decide who survives out of all the Digitization by Design employees we abducted along with Embla.”

Suddenly in a bright blue flash of light a dozen Digitization by Design employees were standing before them on the mountaintop, including Paul Morwood-Owens and Embla’s personal assistant droid Nova. 

“You can only save five from this group, the others will be vaporized.”

Embla watched as she desperately tried to yell to Shelby, instructing her to save Paul but it was no use. The only hope that Embla clung to was maybe Shelby had seen news stories about her and Paul, their wedding had gotten at least a little press coverage, maybe Shelby already knew Paul was her husband.

A wave of relief also washed over Embla as she realized by studying the group of “employees” that seven out of the twelve were completely manufactured droids like Nova. Robots without a consciousness, so if Shelby chose correctly no actual beings with a human consciousness would die. Paul and the other four robotic, digitized human beings were standing completely still with their arms by their sides, as if they had been put into sleep mode just like the droids without a consciousness, so Shelby would have to guess and go by physical appearance alone.

Embla continued to watch with more and more anxiety as Shelby had nervously picked four of her five already, Paul still not among them and only two out of the four she selected having a human consciousness. Thankfully, Paul was chosen by Shelby as the fifth and final person to save out of the group of twelve, but the small wave of relief Embla felt was quickly replaced with another shocking blast of horror as the other seven were engulfed in a bright blue light and vaporized.

The five Shelby had saved, which included Paul and the Nova-droid were then engulfed by a red light, before the Martian leader explained to Shelby that these five had been reprogrammed to assist her in her new duties as a ruler of one of the continents on Earth. Embla felt even more anger and sadness as she realized it didn’t matter if Paul had been one of the five, his personality had just been deleted and replaced with servitude to the Martian agenda through Shelby.

Embla didn’t know what she would do, she almost wished she believed in a god, so she could pray. Suddenly Embla felt herself begin to float upward and levitate in mid-air, as a white light began to envelope her. 

The Martian leader looked shocked and exclaimed, “What is happening?”

Embla took one last look at Paul before the white light enveloped her completely, and she found herself falling a great distance.
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Embla felt herself land in water before realizing it was gently pushing her downstream. Looking around as best she could, Embla could deduce she was back on Earth, in some slowly moving creek. It was an overcast, drizzling sky and she appeared to be in some sort of rural area. After managing to swim to the edge of the creek and climb out onto land, Embla remembered the Martian leader had said “What is happening?” so she wondered if being teleported here wasn’t the Martian leader’s doing, then who or what was responsible? Embla then remembered she had almost wished there was a god so she could pray to him, to her, to it, to the universe, anybody. 

Embla wondered if this was an answered prayer. As strange as it seemed to her, Embla tried a traditional Christian prayer as she was trying her best to move under the cover of a tree to get out of the rain. “Dear God, uh, I know it’s been years since we’ve talked. If you’re the one who sent me here, thank you. I’d like to be able to regain my human form, see Paul again, the real Paul, before he was reprogrammed. Umm, Amen.”

As soon as Embla had finished her awkward prayer, she heard splashing from the creek, turning around she saw a person wading through the creek attempting to cross it and approach her. As they got closer Embla could see it was a man with long hair, he was wearing a business suit and holding a pair of dress shoes above the water in one hand while using the other hand to balance himself. The suit looked out of style, even for 100 years ago in 2012, the suit’s style was perhaps from even earlier, like the 1970s. The man finally made it to the other side of the creek and Embla heard him exclaim, “Nani?” when he noticed her under the tree. Embla happened to know “nani” was a Japanese word indicating surprise, or like an English speaker saying, “what?” Embla was glad when she realized she could at least still change her language settings, and while she still couldn’t speak any words, now she would be able to understand what the man was saying. 

Embla watched as the man cautiously approached, knelt down, and slowly extended his arm, as if he was attempting to pet her. Not sure what to do in this situation, Embla eventually decided to allow the man to touch her head. The man then reached in his suit-jacket pocket and retrieved some candy, laying it on the damp ground in front of Embla. It was a nice gesture, but Embla had no need for food, still being comprised of liquid metal, but Embla thought she should at least appear interested in the food so her forked lizard-like tongue flickered out a few times while she pretended to examine the candy.

The man laughed a little to himself, “I think I shall call you Tetsuo. You look like a Tetsuo.”

Because she had switched to the Japanese language in her settings, Embla knew “Tetsuo” was a masculine name, but whatever, she supposed it was difficult to tell her gender in this lizard-like, Komodo dragonesque form. The man looked up and a worried expression flashed across his face when some shouting in the distance could be heard.

“Got to go Tetsuo.”

The man got up and began running in the drizzling rain, and a few seconds later, two men also in 1970s-era suits ran by the tree Embla was still under without noticing her there. For a moment Embla paused and thought about what she should do. She didn’t know the man who had called her “Tetsuo,” but he seemed friendly enough. Embla wasn’t sure what help she could be currently stuck in this Komodo dragon form, but she decided there wasn’t much point just staying under the tree, either. 

As Embla moved as fast as her Komodo dragon-like limbs would allow, she considered if perhaps she had even traveled through time itself. She seemed to be in Japan from the language spoken by the man who called her Tetsuo, and the fact the men who ran by were also Japanese. Embla wondered if God was real, why had he, or why had the universe or whoever decided to dump her out here in seemingly 1970-something Japan? Struggling to move very fast, Embla eventually came to a line of trees at the edge of a wooded area. With no way of knowing which direction the men all went, Embla was forced to give up her pursuit. 

The wooded area became thicker, denser with trees and shrubs as Embla pushed onward aimlessly. Just when Embla was about to breakdown from thinking too much about how the Martian aliens ruined her entire existence, she came across some kind of case with latches on it. It was soaked from being out in the persistent drizzling rain and had a variety of brightly colored stickers with Japanese writing on them. One of the stickers read “Sakkusu,” the Japanese word for “Saxophone.” Embla assumed this was a musical instrument case someone had left out in the middle of a heavily wooded area. She then wondered if the man who had called her Tetsuo, had left the case here. Maybe, but Embla hadn’t seen him carrying anything with him, but who knows, she thought.

Just as Embla was about to move on from the saxophone case, her eyes caught a strange symbol that wasn’t Japanese, and not on a sticker, but lightly etched into the case itself. While Embla still couldn’t scan anything, she suddenly realized the symbol looked similar to the writing of the Martians. 

“There’s no way,” Embla thought as she switched her language settings back to Martian.

The symbol could mean a couple of different phrases, either “universal origin” or “my beginning.” Shocked, Embla tried to wrap her mind around the implications of what the existence of this symbol could mean. Perhaps the Martians had visited Earth in the past? At least as far back as the 1970s? Why would a Martian carve this particular phrase into a saxophone case of all things? 

Embla decided to begin trying her best to open the case, nudging the locks with her head and trying to claw at them as well. It was no use. Embla and the saxophone case were both damp from the light misty rain, it was just too slick to make any progress with opening the locks.

After giving up and laying there in the forest under the barely raining overcast sky for a while, Embla was relieved to see the man who had called her Tetsuo approaching. Her relief switched back to concern however when she noticed the man was bloody and his clothes ripped up. 

“Oh, Tetsuo. At least I have a friend in you.”

The man nearly collapsed by the base of a tree before struggling to reach down and open the two locks on the saxophone case. Embla tried to peer into the case as the man laughed, “Curious, huh?”

Inside was a reflective silver-colored alto saxophone, but the man instead reached for and retrieved a silver lighter and a pack of cigarettes. He struggled to light his cigarette in the damp air, but eventually got it and began smoking. 

“Bad habit I picked up. Don’t let me catch you smoking, okay?”

The man laughed again before petting Embla on the head a few times which was awkward for Embla, but the possibility of the man having some connection to the Martians prevented Embla for either biting his hand or simply moving on deeper into the forest. Embla thought the man was unusually talkative, so she began to claw at the saxophone case where the Martian symbol had been etched into it, in the hope she could gleam some information from the man.

The man moved his saxophone case back a few times after Embla repeatedly clawed at the specific section of the case with the Martian symbol.

“What’s gotten into you Tetsuo? Don’t like that symbol?”

Embla tried to think what to do next in this moment to get the man to explain how the symbol got etched into the side of his saxophone case. She decided to flick her forked reptilian tongue at the symbol instead of clawing at it.

“Yeah, I got a girl who claims that symbol came to her in a dream. Actually, the jazz club owner’s daughter, that’s why those two guys were chasing me and roughed me up.”

Embla’s heart sank a little upon hearing the symbol was a figment of a dream, which could mean several different realities, including the symbol being a complete and total coincidence, but Embla chose to have faith in whatever deity or being had sent her back in time to what she could only assume was Japan at some point during the 1970s. Praying had worked before, and while Embla struggled to get the concept of the Judeo-Christian God out of her mind, she tried to embrace the fact at least someone out there had heard her prayer.

Embla took a moment and prayed silently in her mind, “Please, universe, god, whomever, let me meet the woman who etched the symbol and had the dream. Please protect me and bless me with friendly company, and please let me find a way to regain my human form too, thank you and amen.”

As soon as Embla finished her prayer, the man slowly got up from leaning against the tree, put out his cigarette, and picked up the saxophone case by the handle. 

“Well, I should probably get back home, Tetsuo.”

The man began to walk toward the edge of the wooded area, prompting Embla to follow him as fast as her Komodo dragon-like body would allow.

“Following me home? Alright suit yourself Tetsuo.” The man then laughed once more to himself before breaking out into a smoker’s cough.

After what seemed like a few miles, the man stopped at a simple shack further up the creek Embla had landed in earlier. 
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