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PROLOGUE
Journal Excerpts of Robert Marlow
Jul. 23, 2090, A.D. 
It’s been a week since Dad died. He was testing a new return-entry vehicle for the ISS—something meant to help in emergencies. The heat shielding failed.
A friend told me I should start a journal. Said it might help me get things out. I’m not sure if it’ll help, but here I am.
Just last week, I was celebrating my graduation from Kent State—double Ph.D.s in Hydrology and Structural Geology. Mom and Dad were so proud.
Now I can’t feel anything. I’ve gone from the highest point in my life to the lowest. My 24th birthday is coming up soon, but I don’t even care.
Mom’s completely shut down. She won’t talk to me. Won’t talk to her friends either. I had to plan Dad’s funeral myself.
I know she’s grieving, but she’s also angry at him—like it was his fault.
I wish I could help her, but... I can’t even help myself.
Sept. 21, 2090, A.D. 
Dad’s best friend from work, John, came by again today. He was Dad’s supervisor, but they were close. At the funeral, he told me he’d promised Dad that if anything ever happened, he’d look after Mom and me.
So far, he’s kept that promise. He’s helped me handle a lot of things I didn’t expect to deal with this early in life.
Mom’s still withdrawn. It’s like she disappeared inside herself.
Today, John brought up a geology position at the I.S.E.A. He said I’d be the top candidate. I never really looked into the agency much before—just knew it stood for International Space Exploration Administration and that it was made up of several countries.
I did some digging. Turns out they’re based at the old NASA headquarters in D.C., with launches from Cape Canaveral and mission control in Houston. John wants me to work at the D.C. office.
Honestly...I’m intrigued.
May 7, 2091 A.D. 
I went caving two weeks ago after a friend told me about a relatively unknown cave system in the woods near Cambridge, Massachusetts.
I tripped over a rock formation—a stupid move. I broke some ribs and a leg. I also hit my head hard enough to give myself a concussion.
I knew the footing was bad going in, and I took a risk. I paid for it.
But here’s the weird part... I swear I saw something in there. Just for a second. A shadow—someone, or something. It startled me. That’s probably what made me lose my balance.
I ended up at Massachusetts General Hospital. Not bad for my first major caving accident—though I could’ve done without the full injury package.
The only silver lining? My doctor.
Her name is Cora Hamilton. She’s 22, about 5’7”, and... wow. Long, silvery-blonde hair she keeps pulled back in a low ponytail. Hazel eyes that shift blue or brown depending on her mood. That smile could make the rest of the world disappear.
She’s incredibly smart—rumor is she already has one degree from Harvard and is about to finish another. But she’s not arrogant at all. Just friendly. Warm.
And that laugh—like the softest wind chimes on a summer day.
Honestly? I think she likes me. I hope I get to ask her out once I’m back on my feet. I’d really like to see that hair down just once.
Mom’s been all over me for getting hurt. She’s angry I took a risk. I think she’s just scared. Scared of losing me too.
Aug. 10, 2091, A.D. 
What a week. Work has been busy, but—AWESOME NEWS!
The gorgeous, incredible love of my life, Cora, just finished her second Ph.D. and said the University of Maryland offered her a position. That’s just 30 miles from where I work!
She smiled when she told me we would no longer have to endure a long-distance relationship.
What a fantastic day! I get to help her move in a week.
Neither of us can wait.
So happy!
Sept. 16, 2093, A.D. 
After months of dating and a yearlong engagement, I’m finally marrying my beloved Cora.
I’ve studied myself in the mirror countless times and still don’t see what she finds so attractive in me. I have an oval face, average brown hair, a solid jaw, a little nose, dimpled cheeks, and blue-grey eyes. At 5’10” and with my stocky build, I’m not the traditional “tall, dark, and handsome” type—but at least I’m toned and muscular from rock climbing and cave adventures.
I guess it must be my sparkling personality. Ha ha.
Regardless, I can’t wait to see what she looks like in her dress. It’s an exhilarating day. She’s my whole world.
She still worries sometimes. She can’t have children—there’s something with her hypothalamus misfiring and not triggering her pituitary gland. No hormones, no egg maturation.
I keep telling her it’s okay. She’s stopped bringing it up, but I know she still thinks about it. I can tell.
Whatever the future holds, she’s all I need. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.
This is the best day of my life.
I just hope Mom gets past her cold silence about Cora and eventually grows to love her as I do.
When she was 14, Cora’s parents died instantly in a car crash—some idiot fell asleep at the wheel. Her grandparents raised her, and they loved her well, but she remembers a beautiful relationship with her mom. She’d love nothing more than to have that kind of bond with mine.
Nov. 14, 2094, A.D. 
After talking it over with Cora, she felt we should try to adopt.
I tried to tell her—again—that she doesn’t need to worry about it. That we’re enough. But I can see how deeply it weighs on her. It’s always there in her eyes, even when she pretends it’s not. So I agreed. We’ll look into adoption together.
Honestly, I’m warming up to the idea. The sound of little feet pitter-pattering through the house in the morning? That kind of joy would be hard to beat.
Of course, we know it won’t be all smiles and laughter. Raising a child is a huge responsibility. But we’ve got love, stability, and patience—and I know we’d be good parents.
And maybe, just maybe, a grandchild would soften Mom’s heart toward Cora.
I hate this divide between them. It breaks me that two of the people I love most can’t find common ground. Cora doesn’t know what else to try. I don’t either.
Dec. 29, 2094, A.D. 
Heartbroken.
We had an adoption lined up. One of Cora’s co-workers told her about a teenage girl named Jessica who was looking for someone to adopt her baby. We reached out, talked it over, and drew up an agreement to sign once the baby was born.
We were assured she wasn’t ready to be a mom, so we waited—hopeful, nervous—for little Marie’s arrival.
When she was born, we held her for hours. She was beautiful, perfect, and we instantly fell in love with her. But when it came time to sign the custody papers, Jessica couldn’t do it. She had fallen in love with Marie too, the moment she saw her.
We tried to hold onto hope, to reason with her, but there was nothing we could do. The agreement wasn’t legal until it was signed. Verbal promises didn’t matter.
Now we’re left with empty arms and broken hearts.
We can’t go through this again.
We’ve decided—we will remain childless.
Mom, of course, blames Cora. Somehow, in her eyes, it’s all Cora’s fault. I don’t understand her hatred, her bitterness. It’s driving a wedge even deeper between us. And that... hurts more than I want to admit.
Feb. 15, 2097, A.D. 
Yesterday was Valentine’s Day. Cora and I had a wonderful dinner.
My mother came over, and I thought it was just to say hello and exchange Valentine’s wishes. But I was wrong.
She verbally attacked Cora. She blames her for everything—including taking up too much of my time.
I tried to reason with Mom. I told her Dad’s passing began the wedge between us, as we both grieved differently. It wasn’t Cora’s fault then, and it’s not her fault now.
Cora and I are married. Of course we share everything and spend most of our time together.
We’ve tried to include Mom in the past, but she always finds an excuse not to participate. I see now—she’s quietly blamed Cora this entire time for the distance between us.
She won’t listen.
I don’t want to lose my Mom… but Cora comes first.
These constant arguments are wearing Cora down. She wants nothing more than for us to be loving and happy together. She’s tried everything she can to help Mom.
Jun. 7, 2105 A.D. 
Time to put some distance between us and my mom.
We’ve had a few happy moments, but she continues to direct her hatred at Cora—sometimes subtly, sometimes not. The fight she started with Cora last month was vicious. It was the last straw.
I have to protect Cora.
Work is looking for some geologists to volunteer for the next batch of colonists heading to Mars. I spoke with my supervisor, and he assured me it would be a huge bonus to have an additional doctor up there. The one currently stationed on Mars is already stretched thin and will be overwhelmed when the next wave of colonists arrives.
Cora and I discussed it thoroughly. With no remaining family ties on her side, she’s determined to go wherever I go. I love that woman. She’s excited about the idea of Mars and sees how thrilled I am too.
It’s also the one thing that will finally shut down the battle my mom seems so desperate to keep alive.
Cora and I spent the weekend mulling it over. We’re in agreement—I’ll head to I.S.E.A. tomorrow to officially announce our intentions. Cora will inform the Chief of Medicine at the University of Maryland Medical Center and ask for flexibility in her schedule during the transition.
We begin training in one week.
Dec. 11, 2105, A.D. 
 
We lift off tomorrow—we’re so excited!
Mom was enraged when we told her our plans, but she cried hard when she realized there was nothing she could do to stop our decision.
We bought her a new Android model XT573 to keep her company and assist her. I promised to video chat with her as often as possible, which helped cheer her up.
It’s the first time I’ve seen any kindness from her for either of us in such a long time.
The research I did on her android suggests he’ll be an excellent companion for her—those units adapt to the emotional needs of their “companions.” It still feels strange sometimes, thinking a machine can love and be compassionate to a human being.
She likes the droid, which helps ease our concerns. I’ve also arranged for a portion of my pay to go to her. Maybe she’ll use it for travel or something she enjoys.
We can’t wait for tomorrow!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
2116 A.D.
Mars
 
Robert Marlow’s eyes darted around, finding nothing but an expanse of blackness. He struggled against the encroaching panic, his heartbeat thudding in his chest. It wasn’t his eyes that were the problem—it was the damn suit. The chill of the Martian cave gnawed at him, like he’d just stepped onto the summit of a distant, icy mountain. Over his com system, his android assistant’s voice rang out, a blend of urgency and fear.
Her voice, rapid and alarmed, came through the comm: “Hang on, Robert! I won’t let you slip away!”
He still couldn’t see, but M.I.R.A.’s presence was unmistakable—bumping and scraping against his helmet as she tried to help. While he struggled in the dark, M.I.R.A. navigated the darkness with ease. Androids like her had been built to see in total darkness—a standard feature by this point in time.
Robert gasped, his lungs screaming for oxygen that wasn’t there—or was too thin to be of any help. He drew in shallow, panicked breaths, inhaling his own exhaled carbon dioxide. Confusion and panic intertwined, like vines ensnaring his thoughts. In his turmoil, he flailed, collapsing to his knees, helpless. Something coiled around him—an arm perhaps—restraining him. His lungs seemed to ignite—fire consuming his chest, then racing through his veins, but abruptly, the pain dissolved. A strange calm overtook him, and through it, the face of his wife, Cora, surfaced in his mind—vivid and tender. Then, a solitary thought crystallized: I’m going to die, and I won’t be able to say goodbye to Cora.
Then, a blessed eruption of light! Heaven? No—the helmet lights. And there was air! He gasped, sucking in air like water breaking through a dam. M.I.R.A. had fixed whatever was wrong.
His vision cleared, and there she was—bathed in the glow of his helmet beams. Her hair, the color of honey, gleamed in the artificial light. The remnants of her desperation lingered in her eyes. She offered a weak smile, followed by a nervous laugh, before enfolding him in a hug. “Are you alright? You gave me quite the scare.”
His eyes remained blurry, his body still adjusting to the sudden revival of his systems. “You have a rather tight grip,” he said, trying to sound casual despite the adrenaline still pounding in his chest.
“Sorry. I got a bit carried away,” she admitted, releasing him.
He nodded. “Understandable.”
He cast his eyes around, attempting to make sense of the recent events. “What happened?”
Her fingers tapped gently on his helmet, a rhythmic beat. “The main control board glitched; probably from that fall a few days ago. Nothing looked broken, but it must’ve knocked something loose. I deployed nanobots to patch it temporarily, but you’ll need to switch to the spare helmet aboard the Charon once we’re out. The fix is holding for now, but it’s not permanent.”
He reached for her. “Think I can stand?”
Nodding, she offered her arm, and they worked in tandem to hoist him upright. M.I.R.A., stronger by design, bore most of his weight. He wobbled slightly as he found his footing, struggling to keep his balance. Loose rocks and uneven soil made the ground treacherous—a single misstep could spell disaster for his helmet. He concentrated on maintaining his balance, shifting his gaze from side to side as they navigated the rugged ground.
As they climbed, M.I.R.A. suddenly paused.
“Wait…” she said, turning her head sharply.
Robert glanced at her, breath shallow from the effort. “What is it?”
“I saw something—just for a second. A faint outline… humanoid. It flickered and vanished.”
Robert scanned the shadows ahead. “Another crew member?”
“No,” she said slowly. “It wasn’t solid. More like… a glitch. Like a ghost.”
Robert forced a shaky chuckle. “Don’t tell me the cave’s haunted.”
“Possibly just an anomaly in my visual sensors,” she said, though her eyes lingered on the space where it had appeared. “Still… I’ve seen something like it before.”
As they neared the cave’s last ledge, their comms crackled to life with a familiar voice—tinged with a light German accent. “How’s it looking in there?”
“We’re on our way out, Kolman,” Robert replied, his voice tinged with exhaustion. “This cave’s a bust. Might’ve held water once, but it’s long gone.”
“His suit failed. He nearly died,” M.I.R.A. said dryly.
Robert rolled his eyes. “It was close. I owe her for that one. There’s an issue with my helmet electronics.”
“The main control board glitched,” M.I.R.A. clarified. “It malfunctioned. I deployed nanobots to patch it as a temporary solution. He’ll need the spare helmet on the Charon.”
“Got it,” Kolman acknowledged. “I’ll have it ready for you. ETA?”
“We’ll be out in a matter of minutes. Thanks, Kolman,” Robert answered.
Kolman’s voice crackled through the comms, “Glad you’re both all right. And don’t worry, I’ll say nothing to Cora. She doesn’t need to know about this little adventure.”
They walked in tandem, M.I.R.A.’s longer strides naturally outpacing his. He caught up. Their eyes met—his gratitude clear, though he struggled to find the words. 
He finally spoke, “I owe you more than just thanks,” he began, his voice wavering more than he intended. Clearing his throat, he continued with more determination, “Thank you, M.I.R.A.—not just for today, but for everything you do. Always.” Relief washed over him, having voiced something he felt deeply.
Her eyes glinted, and her lips curled into a radiant smile. A touch on his back followed, a warm reassurance. “You never have to thank me. But I’ll accept it. Just remember—protecting you is part of my code.”
He knew her jest, her attempt to lighten the moment. But he couldn’t help himself. “You and I both know it goes beyond programming.”
She winked. “Of course it does. Now, let’s get out of this cave. Don’t worry, I’m not planning on going anywhere.”
 
Exiting the cave, they negotiated through the rocky terrain around the entrance. Emerging from the darkness, Robert’s attention was immediately drawn to the sky. Above them, the Martian atmosphere was tainted by a faint upper-atmosphere dust storm, creating a peculiar visual display. The pale blue sky bore the marks of a freshly cut peach smeared with streaks of orange and red, as if the fruit’s juices had spilled and scattered. It was a common sight on most days, but today it held a unique allure. Robert was thankful the dust storm was mild; they had certainly experienced worse. On some days, the sun barely broke through the dust-choked atmosphere, plunging Mars into near-darkness. Although the planet received far less light than Earth, the blinding brightness after the darkness of the cave momentarily stung Robert’s eyes. His helmet’s adaptive technology recognized the strain and gradually dimmed the brightness, allowing his eyes to adjust.
A short distance away, Kolman stood beside their six-wheeled rover—a bulky, white vehicle with a blue stripe and the name CHARON stamped along its side. The vehicle stood as a testament to Mars’ challenging terrain, its nearly meter-tall tires giving it an imposing stance. The rover’s side door was open, and a small trailer was hitched to it, bearing a peculiar, wheeled contraption that almost filled the trailer’s entire space.
Kolman waved energetically as they approached, casually leaning against one of the massive tires. Robert and M.I.R.A. quickened their pace, the distance between them vanishing. “Spare helmet’s ready,” Kolman informed them.
“Perfect. Thanks,” Robert responded, his voice laced with a mix of relief and renewed confidence.
Kolman’s concern, as any best friend should, prompted him to check on Robert’s well-being. “You holding up?”
Robert met Kolman’s gaze. “I’ll manage,” he said, the memory of the cave still in his voice. “It wasn’t pleasant, but I’ll be alright. Thanks for asking.”
Kolman gave a thoughtful nod, his concern evident. Then with a slight grin, he added, “So…was that worse than the bat incident?”
Robert let out a dry laugh. “Let’s just say I’d take bats over suffocating in a cave any day.”
“Noted,” Kolman said, still grinning.
M.I.R.A. walked past the men without missing a beat, urging them on. “Move along, gentlemen. Let’s not dawdle.”
Robert smirked, and Kolman gave M.I.R.A. a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.” Robert chuckled softly as he boarded the rover behind M.I.R.A.
As the last one in, Robert’s hand found the control panel on the interior wall of the rover’s left side. Activating it, he watched as the panel illuminated with options. He tapped the button, and the door rolled shut with a mechanical hiss. The next command initiated pressurization, a soft hum filling the air. Finally, a series of green flashes signaled the successful pressurization before the panel went dark.
“All set,” Robert announced, turning to his companions. His hands moved to disconnect his helmet from his suit, twisting and lifting it off with practiced ease. He flipped the front section forward, detaching it from the top. It came away smoothly. Kolman followed suit, the tall engineer needing to crouch slightly to accommodate his height.
Inside the rover, the spacious interior accommodated them comfortably. The long L-shaped bench stretched to a smaller one at the rear, almost long enough to recline on. Swiveling seats flanked both sides of the front, where Robert settled into the driver’s seat. Each seat featured brackets to securely house helmets during travel while allowing easy access in case of emergencies. Behind the driver’s seat, M.I.R.A. had already made herself comfortable, engrossed in browsing the Extranet—an activity she often indulged in during their journeys. While her attention was divided, she never truly disengaged from her surroundings, always attuned to what was happening around her.
Robert smiled faintly at her. “Wish I could browse like that.”
A dry laugh escaped him as he addressed the navigation screen. “I think we’ve got time for one more scouting run.”
Kolman’s query came from the passenger seat, “Heading west?”
Robert’s nod was audible in his response. “Yes—the one we discussed last night. It’s visible on the topo maps. We’ve got a few hours left before we have to head back. Should be enough time to check it out.”
Kolman’s nod was eager, a shared understanding of their routine. “We can always make a note of anything promising and return later.”
After countless cave surveys, they had honed their approach. The success of their operation depended on a complex interplay of factors, with weather conditions being a crucial element. Even with a calm day like today, there was a finite window for exploration before the elements forced them back.
 
Robert operated the semi-transparent screen in front of him with practiced ease. The screen lit up, revealing a topographic map riddled with color-coded marks and paths. His fingers danced across the screen, conjuring several options. With each touch, the map revealed new layers of information: routes they had previously taken, notes on past destinations, optimal paths to return home or to other colonies, and more. Green circles marked caves suitable for colonization, while red X’s indicated unsuitable prospects—forming a visual history of their exploration.
Gesturing to the southwest, an unmarked area on the map, Robert drew a circle with his finger. The map zoomed in, the circled region expanding to fill the screen. His fingers traced another circle, magnifying the map even further. Soon, they zoomed in on a rugged plateau with a steep slope and jagged outcroppings.
“This looks promising,” Robert said, tapping the screen. “It seems like a good place to start searching, with potential formations present. Can’t confirm a cave from here, but it’s as good a lead as any.”
Kolman leaned in, examining the map closely. “Indeed. The terrain suggests an ancient river bed leading directly into that hill.”
Robert’s fingers tapped an option—route from current position—and fed in the coordinates. A green circle labeled go appeared next to a red circle marked abort. A single touch on the green circle activated the navigation. Gripping a joystick situated between his legs, Robert gently pushed forward. The Charon surged ahead, smoothly navigating the rugged terrain. The rover’s advanced sensors scanned the environment, automatically slowing it down whenever an obstacle loomed. As they cleared the outcropping that marked the previous unsuitable cave site and settled onto level ground, Robert pressed another button—autopilot—and relaxed in his seat.
“Here we go,” he announced with palpable enthusiasm.
The Charon rolled on in silence. Robert’s thoughts slipped back to the moment he nearly died. Grateful to be on the move again, he couldn’t help but contemplate the myriad of dangers that Mars presented—challenges that went beyond those of Earth, such as airflow, heat regulation, and the constant threat of pressure loss.
Unsettled by these thoughts, Robert’s attention was quickly diverted when Kolman broke the silence with a mischievous grin. “Remember a couple of years back when I tripped and fell?”
Robert blinked out of his thoughts. “Who could forget that?” he said, then chuckled. “You managed to crack your faceplate. I didn’t think that was possible.” He turned to M.I.R.A. “Thank goodness for your speed. Without you, Kolman could’ve been in real trouble.”
Kolman gave Robert a light slap on the knee. “True—but thanks to our little lady,” he winked playfully at M.I.R.A., “I came out unscathed.”
M.I.R.A. tilted her head. “Little lady?” Her tone was flat, but the warning was unmistakable.
Kolman covered his mouth in mock offense, his grin still visible. Robert chuckled quietly, shaking his head.
Turning toward M.I.R.A., Robert clarified, “He’s just kidding.”
“He better be. I am not little,” M.I.R.A. said with a sly smile.
Kolman raised a brow. “You know, I never asked—why M.I.R.A.?”
M.I.R.A. tilted her head, clearly surprised. Robert shared the sentiment, joining the conversation. “Yeah, none of us ever thought to ask about it. We just accepted it as your name. Is it an acronym?”
M.I.R.A. nodded. “Mars Integrated Robotic Assistant,” she replied. “I didn’t choose it. Jake Nolan made it up to impress someone.”
“Jake Nolan?” Robert inquired.
“My primary designer,” M.I.R.A. confirmed.
Robert nodded. “The acronym fits, but you’re way more than just an assistant. Still…it works.”
Kolman chuckled. “It does have a nice ring to it.”
A firm nod accompanied M.I.R.A.’s response. “That’s why I kept it. I find it aesthetically pleasing, despite my disagreement with its nomenclature. Most people drop the periods in casual use—MIRA is easier to say.”
“Exactly,” Robert affirmed.
Kolman chimed in, aligning with their sentiments. “Agreed.”
Their chatter filled the rover’s cabin as time passed. After an hour, they reached their destination. When the Charon came to a halt, they secured their helmets, ready to disembark. Robert and MIRA wasted no time in exploring the area, while Kolman prepared the primary tool for the mission—the Geophysical Surveyor Model 531 3D Topographical Imager. The surveyor was old but reliable—clunky, a little scuffed, but still their best tool for finding caves.
A few minutes later, Robert returned. “Let’s start here, heading west for about a hundred meters.”
Kolman nodded in agreement, his excitement evident. “Sounds like a plan.”
Guiding the surveyor to the starting point, Robert set the machine in motion. Its radar topography system projected a wood grain-like pattern on the screen, horizontal lines weaving across the display. Robert engaged the drive wheels, propelling the surveyor forward. The pattern shifted, lines alternating in spacing, indicating varying layers beneath the surface. As the soil lines scrolled off to the left, new ones appeared on the right.
The first pass yielded no results. The surveyor moved approximately two hundred meters west before veering south for ten meters. It then retraced its path eastward, followed by another southward movement. The process continued, creating a grid that spanned a hundred meters in width. After an hour of meticulous scanning, they persisted, extending their survey another hundred meters west before once again turning south. Progressing for nearly an hour more, they were near the end of the grid when a sudden anomaly appeared on the radar.
“We might have something here,” Robert proclaimed.
Kolman scrutinized the screen, sharing in their excitement. Glancing at Robert, he inquired, “Could this be it?”
“If this initial reading is accurate, we might be looking at a substantial discovery.”
Extending their survey slightly further west, they initiated the scan once more. After a few passes, the radar confirmed it—there was a massive open space beneath them. The radar revealed rocky layers and a vast empty void—about thirty meters deep on average.
Robert stared at the screen, wide-eyed. “That’s massive.”
Kolman shared in the excitement, considering the challenges this presented. “Sealing an area this large will require significant effort. Let’s hope it’s worth it.”
The prospect of uncharted waters intrigued Robert. “Indeed. It would be incredible if there’s water down there.”
With the survey complete and the unexplained readings etched in their minds, the team began their journey back to their home cave. The cave’s entrance, marked by rows of solar panels on motorized platforms, lay ahead. A small building—their garage— stood nearby, and beyond that, a descending slope led to the entrance of their cavernous dwelling.
Robert parked the Charon, and as they disembarked, he uploaded the surveyor images to MIRA. Meanwhile, Kolman handled the Charon and surveyor, plugging them into the recharging station. Once the equipment was secured, they closed the garage door and moved on.
As they crossed the solar panel field, MIRA’s excitement was palpable. “This discovery is incredible! Can you even imagine what might be inside that cave?”
Robert shared her enthusiasm. “I know—it’s mind-boggling. But we’ll have to wait until next time to find out. Tomorrow is planting day, and we can’t miss that.”
Their journey continued, and soon they reached the entrance of their cave, a substantial metal door labeled Mars Cave Terraform Project 1. Beyond the door lay their home—a refuge against the harsh Martian environment. After Kolman ensured the area was clear, he opened the door, revealing the inner chamber.
As they stepped inside, the door sealed behind them. A control pad next to the entrance caught Kolman’s attention. Pushing a green button labeled compress, he initiated the sequence to equalize the pressure with the cave’s interior. A hiss of oxygen filled the room, and after a few minutes, the red light shifted to bright green. Kolman turned the wheel on the inner door, granting them access to the heart of their cave home.
The interior was a juxtaposition of natural Martian rock and carefully designed human spaces. The main room was well-lit by thin plasma lighting panels, mimicking daylight while conserving energy. The air carried a faint, earthly scent that welcomed them.
Beneath the benches in front of lockers, Robert and Kolman began removing their spacesuits. The intelligent fabric of their thermal undergarments regulated temperature, keeping them comfortable as they transitioned into jumpsuits. Each one featured white stripes down the sleeves and legs—an unusual yet functional design.
They exited the locker area and followed a narrow passage that sloped deeper into the rock. Around a bend, the modular cargo tram awaited—its squat, boxy frame still bearing the scars of its past life hauling Martian ore.
 
Inside, canvas seats hung from the ceiling on swiveling mounts, designed to keep passengers upright during the steep descent. Kolman dropped into one, his boots braced.
“One of these days we’ll retrofit a cushion into this thing,” he muttered.
Robert tapped a recessed panel near the door. The tram jolted, then locked into the overhead cable system with a mechanical clank. Moments later, it began its descent—steady but steep. Red guide lights flicked past the narrow windows as the vehicle rumbled down into the depths.
“Despite the long hours,” Robert said as they rode, “the work’s not over. Tomorrow’s planting day.”
Kolman nodded. “Critical to our survival. Every leaf we grow helps keep the air breathable.”
“And edible,” Robert added. “I still can’t believe we get to say that on Mars.”
MIRA observed their routine, her AI mind processing every detail. “You both work tirelessly for the good of this cave and its inhabitants,” she said, her voice carrying a touch of admiration.
Robert smiled, the fatigue of the day easing with MIRA’s words. “It’s a team effort, MIRA. We’re all in this together.”
As they moved toward the living quarters, Kolman added, “And your contributions are invaluable, MIRA. You’re an essential part of this team.”
MIRA’s electronic eyes lit up with pride. “Thank you, Robert. Thank you, Kolman. Working with you both is always a pleasure.”
They entered their living quarters and prepared for a well-earned rest. Tomorrow would bring the demands of planting day—a task that held the promise of sustenance and hope for growth in their Martian sanctuary.
 
Takuma Ryoichi, the team’s Chief Botanist, greeted Robert as they entered the hydroponics area. His warm smile and affinity for plants made him a valued and familiar presence. Dressed in green, Takuma mirrored his love for nature, and his deep connection with the plants under his care was evident in every interaction.
The hydroponics garden stood as a living testament to Takuma’s skill. The vibrant tangle of vegetables and herbs, sustained by a delicate balance of flora and aquatic life, painted a picture of serenity—one that belied the stark reality outside. Micro bees—ingenious synthetic pollinators introduced after real bees failed to adapt—flitted throughout the garden. Their work was critical to maintaining the cycle of life on Mars.
Takuma’s Japanese heritage showed in both his appearance and his gentle voice, marked by a noticeable accent. “Hello, gang. How did it go?” he asked, his voice tinged with curiosity.
Kolman headed off to freshen up, while MIRA excused herself to run diagnostics. Robert stayed behind to brief Takuma, whose enthusiasm was practically radiating. Robert’s excitement was palpable as he conveyed the day’s success. “It went great! We still need to review the surveyor’s readings more closely, and then we’ll brief Aric tonight.”
Takuma’s interest was piqued. “Something interesting, I take it? ‘Great’ isn’t a word you’d use lightly.”
Robert’s enthusiasm was contagious. “Biggest one we’ve ever found. It’s massive—but something about it feels off.”
Takuma’s eyebrows arched in curiosity. “Strange, and big? How big are we talking?”
Robert’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Big enough that we couldn’t finish surveying all of it before we had to go. We’ve never come close to something this massive. Most of the caverns we’ve encountered are either slightly larger or smaller than our home here, or they’re so small that they’re not worth the effort. But this one—it’s at least town-sized, maybe even city-sized, if our initial readings pan out. We need to go back and confirm what the surveyor’s data was showing us. The readings were definitely unusual.”
Takuma leaned in, intrigued. “Unusual how?”
Robert leaned in slightly, lowering his voice. “Some things on the cave floor were reflecting back odd signals—almost as if they were artificial. And the formations…some were so straight and organized that they couldn’t be natural. It’s as if there’s something down there that we’ve never seen before.”
Takuma’s eyes sparkled with intrigue. “You think it could actually lead to something big?”
Robert nodded, his excitement still evident. “Exactly. We’ve been working hard for years to build a life here on Mars. But if we find something significant, something truly significant—something that might offer clues about Mars’ past or its future potential for colonization—it could be a game-changer.”
Takuma’s jaw dropped open, his imagination painting vivid scenes of a vast subterranean forest in the cavern Robert had discovered. His excitement was palpable as he exclaimed, “I can’t wait to hear more about it! This is really exciting. Let me finish up here—I was just picking a few vegetables to go with dinner. Silvana is making Tilapia tonight.”
Robert’s eyes gleamed with anticipation. “Ohhh! I can’t wait for that—I love Silvana’s Tilapia!” He had always been fascinated by her culinary skills, often playfully claiming she must have been a renowned sushi chef in a past life.
In the kitchen, Silvana and Verusha moved in sync as they prepped dinner—fluid, practiced, efficient. Robert and Takuma entered, their conversation seamlessly blending with the energy of the space.
As they walked through, they encountered Kolman, who had a mischievous glint in his eye. “I’m going to freshen up now before we eat,” he announced, hinting at the upcoming conversations.
With warm greetings, Cora embraced Robert, enveloping him in a hug that spoke of their deep connection. Their hug lingered, ending in a kiss. Quiet moments like this were their anchor. Cora’s raised eyebrow—prompted by Robert’s prolonged gaze—was met with a simple explanation: “Later.”
The team gathered, united by their shared purpose. Silvana—her eyes alive with curiosity—turned her attention to Robert and Cora. Dressed in vibrant purple, she was the epitome of vitality. Silvana wasn’t just an exceptional chef—she also held a Ph.D. in Computer Science and a stack of tech degrees to match. Her agile mind was evident in both her work and her faith, which deterred her from exploiting her formidable computer skills for personal gain.
Verusha, standing beside Silvana, blended polish with practicality—a rosy complexion, short blonde hair, and eyes that missed nothing. Her blue jumpsuit complemented both her complexion and her piercing smoky gray-flecked blue eyes. The short blonde cut framed her face simply, a testament to her practicality despite her outward appearance. Armed with a Ph.D. in Chemical Sciences and a Master’s in Applied Engineering, she possessed the mechanical and chemical expertise needed to keep the cave’s complex systems operating seamlessly.
Takuma placed the vegetables on the counter beside Verusha, and her Russian-accented gratitude followed. “Thank you, Takuma,” she said, her voice warm—a reminder of the international tapestry that bound the team.
Robert chose his words carefully, balancing hope with caution. Past experience had tempered their optimism, but this discovery held unprecedented promise. “We will see. I’d like to be optimistic—but we won’t know for sure until we’re back inside. If it has water, we’re most likely in business—assuming Kolman can seal it. If not, we may still be able to use it for a mass storage facility. Whatever we stash there would be well protected.”
Silvana paused mid-prep. “This is a big deal. How soon can you find out?”
Robert sighed quietly. “Not until after tomorrow—we’re scheduled to help with planting and maintenance.”
Verusha’s pragmatism surfaced. “We can manage the workload. If Aric agrees, you can check out the cave tomorrow.”
Verusha’s suggestion prompted a thoughtful expression from Robert, who considered the logistics. “We can talk to him right after dinner, see what he says. If he gives the green light—and if you’re all sure—we’ll prepare.”
Everyone nodded. No hesitation. Robert’s gratitude was evident as he acknowledged their support. “Thank you all. You’re the best team I could ask for.”
Dinner buzzed with conversation—everyone energized by the day’s discovery. As they enjoyed the feast Silvana had prepared, the team’s thoughts occasionally strayed to the unknown culinary experiences that might await future Mars settlers.
The post-dinner gathering in the main lab was a nightly ritual. Everyone gathered around as Robert initiated the call. The screen illuminated, revealing Aric Tamrat, Chief of Mars Operations, situated at his console.
Aric appeared on screen, calm and professional as always. Born in Ghana, and raised in London, his crisp British accent and steady demeanor lent authority to every word. “Hello, Robert, and hello to everyone else too! I don’t normally see the whole crew—to what do I owe this pleasure?”
Robert’s tone was respectful. “Hello, sir. How are you this evening?”
“I’m well. Thank you. I trust all is well there too? No injuries or serious issues?” Aric’s concern for their well-being was evident.
“We’re all fine, sir. Better than fine,” Robert assured, his voice steady.
“Good. What’s going on then?” Aric’s relaxation was palpable.
Robert’s words carried the weight of the discovery. “We found a massive cavern today on our scouting trip. It’s southwest about fifty kilometers.”
Aric’s curiosity was piqued. “That’s near Site 17, correct? The one that wasn’t right for development. Too small, if I remember?”
“Yes, sir, but further west. It’s huge. We couldn’t even map it fully—and MIRA found the entrance,” Robert explained, his excitement hard to miss.
Aric’s astonishment was palpable. “You weren’t able to fully map it? How big are we talking about?”
“At the time we stopped, we estimated at least two hundred and forty thousand square meters. But MIRA suggested it could be closer to five hundred thousand square meters, given the distance to the entrance,” Robert elaborated.
Aric’s reaction was visceral. “My God—that’s massive. What’s it like on the inside? Did MIRA see anything worth noting?”
“We don’t know yet, sir. MIRA didn’t have time to explore. There were strange radar readings, though. I’ll upload them now,” Robert offered.
Aric leaned back in his chair after reviewing the data on his screen. “What’s your hypothesis about these strange readings?” he queried.
Robert hesitated, contemplating how to articulate his intuition without sounding rash. “Well, sir…” he began cautiously, his mind working to find the right words.
Aric sensed Robert’s uncertainty and reassured him, “Just tell me what you think, Robert.”
Collecting his thoughts, Robert’s gaze moved, as if mentally rearranging the pieces of a puzzle in his mind. “In all honesty, sir, my gut feeling is that whatever we’ve stumbled upon down there isn’t indigenous to the cave. Some of the images just seem too purposeful, too artificial. Kolman shares my sentiment.”
His words hung in the air, leaving a trail of curiosity and confusion among the members who hadn’t been part of the morning’s exploration. MIRA and Kolman exchanged relieved glances, grateful that Robert voiced their shared assessment.
MIRA stepped closer to the screen, commanding attention. “I stand with Robert on this, sir,” she affirmed, her voice steady with conviction.
Kolman’s earnest voice followed suit. “I’m in agreement as well, sir. This doesn’t strike me as an ordinary Martian cave. And I believe that MIRA and I should emphasize this assessment.”
Aric’s thoughtful silence filled the void, his mind grappling with the implications. Finally, he spoke, his tone measured yet resolute. “Give me a moment to examine your data.”
His fingers danced across his console, swiping and tapping. As images scrolled on the screen beside him, he studied them intently, concealing his emotions. A range of emotions flickered across his face as he absorbed the details, his lips pursing in contemplation.
Then, with a mix of self-assuredness and surprise, he posed a question to himself, “Is that a wing? An aircraft wing?” A beat later, he answered his own query, “No, that can’t be… But what is it, then? And what does the rest of this signify? I can see why this has you all intrigued.”
A unanimous silence followed, everyone recognizing that direct answers required hands-on exploration. Aric’s gaze returned to the screen. “Clearly, this warrants further investigation. What’s on the agenda for tomorrow? I assume everyone’s busy?”
Robert responded promptly, “We’d like to shift a few tasks. Tomorrow’s set for planting and maintenance, but we’ve got a plan for that. Verusha, Silvana, and Takuma are confident they can manage everything here independently, allowing Kolman, Cora, and me to explore the cave. We’re also requesting MIRA’s presence, despite it being a deviation from recent protocols. We’ve explored without her assistance before.”
Aric rubbed his chin thoughtfully, considering the proposal.
Verusha jumped in with determination. “Sir, we have it covered here.” Silvana and Takuma echoed her sentiments.
Taking in their collective resolve, Aric nodded slowly. “This situation can’t wait, and if you’re all confident about handling things in the colony along with MIRA’s support, I’m granting the exception. MIRA can stay behind to assist. However, I have one condition, Robert—I’m joining your exploration. We should take Cora with us for immediate medical attention if required. I’m eager to witness this enigma firsthand. Given my lack of agility, I trust Cora will ensure I stay on my feet. So, can we aim to set off at eight A.M.?”
Robert agreed with a nod. “That works for us, sir. Thank you.”
“Excellent,” Aric affirmed. “Meet me at eight sharp. Bring extra O2 tanks and food for each of you. I’ll manage my own supplies. We’ll eat aboard Charon. Plan for a twelve-hour mission—double our usual duration.”
A smile tugged at the corners of Robert’s lips. “Thank you, sir. We’ll be there, eagerly.”
“Tarah,” Aric bid them farewell, tapping his screen to end the call. As the display transitioned to standby mode, Robert turned to the crew.
He faced them with determination. “Our plan is set. Let’s prepare for tomorrow. Cora, you and I will assist Silvana and Takuma. Kolman, walk Verusha through your maintenance procedures.”
Turning to MIRA, he continued, “Tomorrow, you’ll support Takuma and Silvana in the garden. Cora, Kolman, and I will revisit the cave. I’ll also need you to help with planting.”
MIRA responded eagerly, “Of course, I’ll do my best.”
Robert addressed the entire team with renewed energy. “Alright, let’s get to work.”
As the evening waned, the team prepared themselves for the upcoming day, eager for the mysteries that lay ahead. Amid preparations, Robert recorded the day’s events in his journal, the significance of the discovery not lost on him.
Cora’s voice gently broke his concentration. “You have a busy day tomorrow. You should get some sleep.”
Robert closed his journal, acknowledging her with a smile. “You’re right. Tomorrow’s a big one.”
Side by side, they retired for the night, sharing a quiet moment of anticipation for the next day’s expedition.
CHAPTER TWO
The Secret Base
 
In the hushed hours before dawn, General Samuel Woodridge roused from his slumber, his internal clock finely attuned to the rhythm of his daily routine. The impending sunrise painted his room with a warm glow, a recurring spectacle in the heart of the Nevada desert, where his base was nestled—a secret sanctuary known for over a century as ‘Area 51,’ ‘Groom Lake,’ or the enigmatic ‘Dreamland,’ the latter moniker capturing the essence of its covert existence.
For Samuel Woodridge, this classified enclave was not just his workplace; it was a realm of unparalleled privilege and responsibility. At six-foot-two and 225 pounds of sinewy strength, his presence commanded respect, a manifestation of his disciplined fitness regimen. His closely cropped salt-and-pepper hair was a mere accessory to his potent personality, and his deep baritone voice resonated with authority.
He relished the role. Within these walls, he bore witness to secrets few would ever fathom. He possessed knowledge beyond the reach of even the Commander in Chief, and he reveled in it. An African American who had overcome adversity from birth, Woodridge wore his lineage and achievements as badges of honor. His demeanor and physique were embodiments of his relentless determination, a testament to his journey from an orphanage to a position of unparalleled influence.
His ritualistic morning commenced before five A.M. in disciplined solitude. Thirty minutes of calisthenics and stretches prepared him for a five-mile run, a regimen alternating with weightlifting sessions. Today, it was a day for running, the rhythmic thud of his feet echoing in the indoor track encircling the gymnasium. A crescendo of heartbeats later, he returned to his quarters, drenched in sweat and invigorated.
His living space reflected his rank—more lavish apartment than barracks. Spacious and well-appointed, it comprised a bedroom, living room, a substantial bathroom, and dining room. The kitchen’s absence was a nod to the mess hall’s culinary offerings. Breakfast, a well-oiled routine, arrived punctually at six. The dining room doubled as a private retreat and drop-off point for mess staff. Through another door lay his private domain, a corridor connecting to his secure office.
His efficient office featured an ornate mahogany desk lined with organizational tools. Behind it, an expansive window framed the American and Air Force flags—symbols of his allegiance. Chairs awaited visitors, but his attention was fixed on one thing—the elevator, coded for his access alone. That elevator led to his sanctum—a chamber where knowledge served as both weapon and shield.
At exactly 6:30 A.M., a familiar presence awaited him outside his office—every step of the routine choreographed down to the minute. General James Carmichael, his second-in-command, was the only soul privy to Woodridge’s deepest insights. Slender and sharp, Carmichael’s boyish looks belied his seniority. Their morning handshake, unspoken camaraderie, was a bridge between their worlds.
“Good morning, Sir!” Carmichael greeted with his customary enthusiasm, a daily refrain.
“Good morning, James,” Woodridge reciprocated, his voice a symphony of authority. “How are you on this fine morning?”
“Dandy, Sir,” Carmichael replied with an easy smile. “And you?”
“Fine as ever, XO,” Woodridge affirmed, his words echoing decades of unspoken understanding. “How are things looking today? We should be in perfect shape for the new CIA director’s arrival.”
Each morning, Carmichael reviewed department head reports—a ritual that kept the base’s intricate workings humming. Security mandated compartmentalization, each unit a cog in classified machinery. Woodridge and Carmichael were the sole architects of this synthesis, an understanding reflected in their daily briefings.
Flipping through the last pages, Carmichael said, “All systems are green. Minor glitch in Project 497-B—Rayburn’s got the Engineers on it. Should be fixed soon.”
“Excellent,” Woodridge gave a curt nod, his demeanor and physique embodying relentless determination—a testament to his rise from the foster system to influence. “When is the Director scheduled to arrive?”
Carmichael consulted a dossier, “Director Parnell’s morning is booked with briefings. He’ll fly in on the Janet line from McCarran and arrive by lunch.”
“Good,” Woodridge affirmed. “Post-lunch, your charge is to oversee operations. Though Rayburn and the other department heads are solid, I want unblemished efficiency while I tour with the Director. We are not to be disturbed during his tour.”
“Understood, Sir,” Carmichael said. “You know I’ve got your back.”
Woodridge acknowledged the pledge with a nod. “Of course, XO.” They left the office in practiced sync, a partnership long forged by routine.
As they moved through the corridors, staff saluted in silence while their conversation continued. Each day, their measured steps affirmed the pulse of the base, an embodiment of their united resolve.
Lunchtime had arrived swiftly. The sun was now positioned high in the sky, casting a brilliant light over the sprawling base. At 11:30 A.M., General Woodridge and his XO, General Carmichael, stood within a cavernous hangar that could comfortably accommodate two jumbo jets. The buzz of an approaching aircraft grew louder with every passing second.
From a nearby table, the two officers donned hearing protection as a mid-sized airliner taxied into the hangar, its engines winding down. The engines’ growl subsided to a murmur, and the door of the aircraft yawned open, revealing a tall and lean figure.
Draped in a bespoke blue-gray suit adorned with a crimson tie, the newcomer descended the aircraft’s steps, pausing to survey his surroundings with theatrical precision. His eyes danced over the hangar’s expanse before he resumed his descent with an easy, buoyant gait. Despite his age, evident in his silver-gray hair and well-trimmed beard, his demeanor exuded vitality.
As he reached the ground, the newcomer extended his hand toward General Woodridge. The two men engaged in a firm handshake, a gesture that bridged their distinct positions.
The Director smiled, “General Woodridge, I’m Gary Parnell. As the new Director of the CIA, I’ll be overseeing matters from this end.” His formal tone belied an amiable demeanor.
Woodridge reciprocated the smile, his deep voice resonated with authority. “Yes, Sir. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Call me Sam if you prefer.”
Parnell then turned his attention to General Carmichael, shaking his hand. “XO James Carmichael—am I right?” he inquired.
Carmichael returned the handshake with a genial smile. “Indeed, Sir. Call me James or Carmichael—whichever suits you. How are you today?”
“I’m well, gentlemen; thank you. But let’s dispense with the formalities. You may address me as Gary,” Parnell said, his tone inviting camaraderie.
Woodridge sensed a positive rapport taking root. With a touch of enthusiasm, he remarked, “Indeed, Gary. We appreciate your visit. It’s a testament to your dedication.”
Parnell glanced between the two generals. “I’ve been briefed on your commendable work here. And from what I’ve heard, you both go beyond what’s expected, given the nature of this facility.” His words reflected respect for their role in guarding highly sensitive secrets.
Woodridge’s smile broadened. “Thank you, Gary. It’s a privilege to contribute to the nation’s security, even if it demands more than the ordinary.”
Carmichael added, nodding in agreement. “Absolutely, Gary. We’re proud of our responsibilities and the team we have here. It’s a unique role, and I think that’s why we’re all here.”
Parnell’s eyes glinted with appreciation. “I concur. You both embody the dedication required for this role. It’s not easy, bearing the weight of information classified beyond top secret. It’s a testament to your loyalty.”
They exchanged smiles, the camaraderie deepening. Their lunch, accompanied by lively conversation, was marked by a mutual sense of shared purpose. As the meal concluded, Carmichael excused himself to oversee daily operations, leaving Woodridge and Parnell to delve into the heart of the base’s operations.
The ensuing tour commenced with the basics, stepping through illuminated corridors adorned with simulated windows. Parnell’s astute observation quickly discerned the illusion, prompting Woodridge to confirm their nature.
“These projections serve a vital purpose,” Woodridge explained. “They block external views and help maintain a controlled environment. Even the staff forgets they’re simulations over time.”
Parnell nodded in acknowledgment. “Clever approach. It ensures confidentiality and a consistent work environment.”
Their footsteps echoed through the corridor as they reached the end, greeted by an intersection with two identical corridors leading right and left. Both corridors featured windows that mimicked real-world views. They proceeded right and halted before a door labeled Engineering-30.
Woodridge swiped his wrist to unlock the door, the embedded chip granting access. He paused to elucidate the technology. “Embedded microchips grant access privileges throughout the facility. They only respond to authorized personnel, and should someone die or be declared permanently unfit, the chip deactivates automatically.”
Parnell regarded Woodridge’s wrist with intrigue. “An innovative safeguard mechanism.”
“Indeed,” Woodridge affirmed. “It’s one of many measures ensuring confidentiality and security.”
Parnell smiled appreciatively. “I’ll rely on your guidance for now.”
They entered an expansive chamber, illuminated by the simulated windows lining the walls. The room buzzed with activity—around a hundred individuals engrossed in various tasks. Some moved with purpose, monitoring screens and documents, while others were stationed at desks, sketching designs or analyzing calculations. A cluster of researchers engaged in a lively discussion; their attention focused on a model resembling the engine of a fighter jet. Amidst this controlled chaos, a few workers acknowledged the high-ranking visitors. A blond bearded man nodded in quiet reassurance—an unspoken affirmation of order amid the bustle.
Woodridge pointed. “That’s John Cooley, Director of Engineering. They’re currently focused on the G-374 bomber’s new engine.”
Parnell’s prior briefing kicked in. “Yes, I’ve been informed about that project.”
Woodridge continued, “I won’t delve into the details here, as you’re aware. Each section concentrates solely on its designated part. However, there’s more to this base. Let’s move on.”
They returned to Woodridge’s office, then proceeded to the next phase. Pausing in front of an elevator, Woodridge initiated an intricate scanning process, requiring his and Parnell’s ocular verification. The crisp male voice from earlier pronounced their permission to enter. Inside, the elevator compressed into a confined space.
Woodridge guided Parnell through a vivid recounting of the base’s history and its well-known surveillance technology endeavors. Tension mounted as they neared the heart of the facility. Their journey ended in a dimly lit underground chamber with a tunnel curving ahead and a trolley car stationed on the tracks.
Woodridge assumed the role of conductor, escorting Parnell onto the trolley. As it set in motion, lights flashed by the windows, and a sense of mystery unfurled. Parnell’s anticipation was palpable; he was eager to explore the clandestine depths of the base.
The General spoke plainly, revealing the true nature of what lay ahead. Woodridge unveiled a well-kept secret, one that extended beyond conventional human knowledge. Parnell’s incredulity and curiosity converged as he absorbed Woodridge’s words. The revelation that they possessed alien technology was staggering, and the possibility of imminent interaction with extraterrestrial life was awe-inspiring.
As their trolley arrived at its destination, the door slid open, ushering them into a broader chamber with dim but discernible lighting. Parnell was poised to witness a singular spectacle—the elusive entity known as “Old Blue.”
Navigating the tunnel, Woodridge and Parnell approached a guard-posted doorway. The General’s tone reflected the secrecy of the place—even the guards didn’t know its full purpose. The government’s air of mysteriousness shrouded the base’s origins, hinted at by the track’s connection to Edwards Air Force Base.
As the door granted them entry, Parnell’s heartbeat quickened. The dim light of the tunnel gave way to a brighter ambiance. It was a room hewn from natural rock, an enigmatic chamber housing secrets. A lone trolley track sprawled before them, while to their right, natural light flowed in from the end of the tunnel.
Woodridge’s measured explanation unveiled another facet of the operation: “Old Blue,” an epithet for the elusive entity they held, by its own choice, to assist them. Parnell wrestled with his emotions as the moment neared—a meeting unlike anything he’d ever imagined.
They approached a door guarded by two sentries inside a concrete room encased in bulletproof glass. The room was equipped with control panels, each guard seated before one. Above them, automatic machine guns were locked in place, their presence a stark reminder of the secure environment. Gas guns and other gear lined the room’s exterior in strategic positions.
Upon the director’s and general’s approach, the guard to the right barked, “Attention!” In unison, all four guards snapped to attention.
Woodridge’s authoritative voice sliced through the tension. “At ease, gentlemen.” The guards promptly resumed their seats.
Standing before the door, Woodridge took the lead, Parnell following closely. Up close, the door revealed its true nature—a massive barrier like a fortified bunker, possibly even nuclear-restraint. Another scanner, similar to the one in the office, activated. With a mechanical voice, it addressed them, “Access granted. Welcome, General Woodridge and CIA Director Parnell.”
Gradually, the door began to swing open, its immense size impeding its movement. Woodridge and Parnell stepped into a confined metallic room, the door sealing shut behind them. On the opposite end of this metallic chamber stood another door, smaller than the entrance they had traversed. Recessed lights in each corner of the ceiling cast their illumination over the space, creating an eerie atmosphere. The room’s temperature felt cooler than the tunnel, a slight chill pervading the air.
A vibrant green beam suddenly bathed the room, emanating from the walls. It moved in a clockwise rotation around the chamber, starting from the wall that accommodated the smaller door.
Woodridge’s reassuring glance met Parnell’s, a silent assurance that they were entering routine territory. “The scanning is just standard procedure,” Woodridge explained, his tone steady. “It’s checking for any potential threats or objects that could cause issues once we’re inside.”
As Parnell nodded in understanding, a hint of unease crept into his demeanor. This level of scanning was far more advanced than he was accustomed to at Langley. His nerves seemed to tremble beneath his skin, his thoughts escaping in a somewhat jittery response, “It’s a bit… unsettling, this thorough scanning. Feels like I’m being scanned by one of those conspiracy-theory UFOs. Definitely not Langley. Not that it’s a big concern—I doubt I’ll be here often.”
Woodridge’s smile was reassuring. “You’re not alone in that feeling. I remember my first time, I felt much the same way.”
The scanning beam dimmed, and the second door in front of them opened, revealing a long cinder block hallway illuminated from above. At the far end stood another door. But before they proceeded, Woodridge halted, turning to face Parnell.
“Before we proceed, there’s one more thing…” Woodridge’s voice carried a note of caution. “These beings communicate through telepathy. They can access your thoughts. Anything you hold in your mind, they’ll know. If there’s something private, push it out of your mind. As long as you don’t dwell on it, you’ll be fine. Also, remember, they possess a hive mind. They function as a single entity—interconnected. That’s why I keep referring to them as ‘they’ or ‘them.’ Individual names or identities don’t apply with the exception of “it”—Old Blue. Anything you say or think in front of Old Blue, the individual you’re about to meet, the hive mind will comprehend.”
Parnell gasped, his disbelief clear, but quickly recovered with a sheepish grin.
Woodridge’s smile remained understanding. “Gary, don’t worry about it. We’ve all had our moments. Honestly, you handled it better than I did on my first encounter.”
Parnell’s grin returned, his curiosity overcoming his initial shock. “Thank you for understanding. But I must admit, this whole telepathy and hive mind concept is incredible—though a bit eerie.”
“Yes, Sir, it is,” Woodridge agreed with a nod, his gaze steady. He pushed open the next door. The sight before them was astonishing: three spacecraft filled the vast underground hangar. Two dominated the space while a smaller one sat in the right corner. As they entered, the enormity of the hangar revealed itself. Rough rock formed most of the enclosure, interspersed with sections of constructed blockwork. It dwarfed the hangar Parnell had encountered on his initial arrival. Giant LED shop lights hung from the thirty-meter ceiling, a major upgrade from the original incandescents. The far end featured enormous doors, each sixty meters wide and nearly as tall as the ceiling—easily large enough to accommodate massive objects. However, the sprawling ships left little room—clearly not enough room for a fourth. The larger ships were in varying stages of disassembly, while the smaller one looked weathered and scavenged, bearing scars of a significant crash—scraped, bent, and twisted.
With a nod, Woodridge gestured toward the smaller ship. “We call that one ‘Roswell’.”
Parnell chuckled, his skepticism evident. “Quite the weather balloon.”
Nearby, five individuals were deep in conversation, too absorbed to notice the General and director’s arrival.
Woodridge’s explanation followed, laced with a wry grin. “Our top scientists and engineers. They’ve been down here a long time—dedicated, but often buried in their theories. Most would consider them eccentric.”
Parnell’s response was tinged with dry humor. “Sounds like my ex-wife.”
Motioning toward the center ship, Woodridge continued, “We acquired that one in the eighties. The one on the left came in the mid-2000s. All of them are immensely complex—even the smallest. We’ve reverse-engineered parts of their tech, but flight is still beyond us. Many of our technological leaps in the ‘60s and ‘70s can be traced back to this machine.”
Parnell shook his head, awed. “It’s mind-boggling. I used to think our progress was purely our own when I was younger.”
Woodridge gave a slight nod. “Hate to crush those childhood illusions, but these ships are way beyond anything we’ve built. The one from 2058 is even more advanced than the ‘80s model. We’ve made only limited headway in reverse engineering it—it’s been a nightmare to decode. But the real reason we’re here—what you’re about to see—is over this way, on the left.”
They proceeded along the wall through the underground hangar. They rounded a corner to a door on the right, where a retinal scanner granted them access. This led to a narrow hallway, culminating in another door. A scanner beeped and authorized their passage. The next room was brightly lit and rectangular, with three tables neatly arranged. Snack and beverage machines lined the right wall beside a counter with a microwave and sink. A Restroom sign marked a door beyond the snacks, while a separate door on the left had a shaded window.
Parnell gestured playfully at the machines. “Didn’t expect to see vending machines down here.”
Woodridge’s response was lighthearted. “Everyone needs sustenance, even down here.”
“Who’s using them now?” Parnell inquired.
“Norman Walsh,” Woodridge said. “He’s probably chatting with it right now.” He gestured toward the left door. “This way, Gary.”
The hallway was dimly lit, their steps echoing softly. After a right turn, they continued for another ten meters. Observation windows lined the left wall, each with a seat positioned in front. At the end stood a central door, behind which lay a chamber about four meters deep that extended along the corridor. The dim lighting cast an otherworldly ambiance. As they rounded the corner, Parnell stopped in his tracks, jolted by what he saw. “Jesus Christ!” he blurted. “They’re even uglier than I imagined!”
Woodridge’s tone held a hint of amusement. “Luckily, they don’t take offense. Just remember—they’ll know what you’re thinking. Keep any secrets buried deep.”
Before them, Old Blue sat, engaged in conversation with a man who kept adjusting his glasses, perched precariously on his nose. The being remained mostly still, while the man’s expressions shifted along with his glasses’ precarious placement,.
Parnell’s observations were a mix of familiarity and novelty. He noted the creature’s resemblance to the descriptions of countless abductees. Yet, the perspective was different. This time, he wasn’t the abductee, consumed by terror that could warp memories.
Its large head featured the iconic black, almond-shaped eyes—though these were clouded, milky, like cataracts, even in the dim light. Thin slits marked where its nose and mouth should have been. Its skin was gray, laced with a faint blue undertone. Its considerable height was evident as it sat across from the somewhat portly, balding man, its frame thin and wiry. Absent of clothing, as lore suggested, its breathing pattern stood out—quicker and shallower than a human’s.
Suddenly, the alien’s gaze shifted, its large black eyes locking onto Parnell. A chill ran down his spine. Then, as if summoned by his own thoughts, a single word appeared in his mind hello, clear and vivid.
“Holy shit!” Parnell’s exclamation echoed through the room. His astonishment was palpable. “That was weird. I saw the word. It spoke to me.”
Woodridge kept his eyes on the alien, unshaken. “Yes, sir. Just think your words back to it. That glass may be bulletproof and soundproof, but it doesn’t matter. Humans sure as hell can’t do anything like that—unless you count sign language. Think something back, Gary. A greeting. Whatever you want. It will understand you perfectly. Our languages are simple to them. They’ve mastered every one of them on Earth.”
Parnell stared at the enigmatic being, its eyes holding his attention. He hesitated for a second, then gathered his thoughts. He thought of the word Hello. 
Almost instantly, image-words formed in response. you are the new c.i.a. director, gary parnell. yes?”
Parnell, still grappling with the astonishing reality unfolding before him, voiced his question. “It thinks in punctuation too?” Before Woodridge could answer, more words emerged in Parnell’s mind. yes, we do. punctuation avoids confusion.
With a mixture of disbelief and intrigue, Parnell addressed the creature aloud, “Yes, I am….” He paused, then let the thought-form words flow, Yes, I am Gary Parnell. I am the new director.
 Woodridge stayed quiet, letting Parnell take in the moment for himself.
In the realm of thought, the alien’s response surfaced, seamless and direct. Welcome, Mr. Parnell. How are you today?
Parnell’s consciousness sent forth his reply, “I’m…fine. This is a lot to take in.”
The alien pressed gently into Parnell’s mind. We understand. There is knowledge you lack—and knowledge we seek.
Curiosity burning in Parnell’s thoughts, he inquired further, What are we learning from you?
You have already learned much. we allow you to keep the ships we lost so that your race may progress—slowly. Direct teaching would accelerate your advancement beyond what we consider safe. In your terms, you must crawl before you walk.
Parnell’s questions piled up, his thoughts flowing seamlessly. What do I call you? What is your name?
The response was swift and unambiguous. We have no names. We are not like you. We are one. the name old blue was given to this body long ago. You may use that if you like, or another name. It makes no difference to us.
Intrigued by the moniker, Parnell pressed on, forgetting to think communicate. “Why Old Blue?”
this body is old, the alien explained. The skin turns blue as the body ages. The eyes turn milky.
The natural inquisitiveness of human curiosity pressed further. He thought: How old are you?
The reply carried a sense of factual detachment. If you are referring to the body, it is almost two hundred of your years old. We estimate it will last no more than thirty years.
Parnell couldn’t help but comment, Wow, that’s much longer than a human.
Yes, the entity acknowledged. We are attempting to merge our DNA with yours. To benefit both races.
The extraordinary conversation abruptly snapped, and Parnell blinked, his eyes watering from the long, unbroken stare. He turned to Woodridge, still processing what just happened. “Sam, can we talk for a minute—without Old Blue eavesdropping?” he said, gesturing toward the window.
“Yes, sir,” Woodridge affirmed. “If we return to the snack room, we can talk.”
Parnell urged, “Let’s go for a minute.”
They returned to the break room. Parnell headed straight for a drink dispenser, his thoughts still reeling from the alien conversation. He studied the machine, noting the absence of any payment slot, then selected water. The bottle clanked down, and he took a long drink before turning his attention back to Woodridge.
“Where are they from, Sam? Do we know?”
Woodridge began, “Well, sir, as far as we know, they come from one of the stars in the Reticulum constellation—assuming they’ve been honest with us.”
Parnell raised an eyebrow, skepticism plain. He took another sip of water.
Woodridge continued, “The constellation can be seen in the Southern Hemisphere, Sir. They’re from a planet that circles the star Zeta Reticuli, though I’m not sure which one that is. It’s just shy of forty light years away from us.” 
After a moment of thought, he added, “They were originally created as food—bred to be eaten by another race that lived there, Reptilians supposedly. They escaped and came here. For a long time now, it’s been believed that they need us to survive. They want to blend our DNA with theirs because cloning is their only way to reproduce—and it’s been steadily failing over the centuries. As advanced as they are, they may never be able to fix it.”
Intrigued, Parnell asked, “What’s the issue? Why are they blending us with them? And why hasn’t it worked for all these years?”
Woodridge took a sip from his own water bottle, pausing a moment. “They’re sterile. No reproductive organs—no ability to breed. They weren’t created for that. It was a way for the Reptilians to control their numbers. Cloning became their only option—but over time, the copies degraded. Like making a copy of a copy of a copy—it just keeps getting worse. They’re trying to merge with our DNA—to create hybrids that can actually reproduce. So far, every attempt has failed. Some say it’s because of biological incompatibility; others think it’s because of the human soul—that being a creation, they don’t have a soul. No one really knows anything for sure.”
“They haven’t been successful?” Parnell interjected. “But for over a hundred years, people have reported seeing hybrids during abductions.”
“That’s true, sir,” Woodridge conceded. “They do exist, but they are still sterile so far. They claim they’re getting closer, though. Regarding abductions, we get to keep the ships and reverse-engineer them, so we look the other way on those.”
Parnell mulled over the information, a mixture of fascination and incredulity in his gaze. “This whole thing is a bit crazy,” he finally commented. He took another sip of water, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts and questions.
Walsh joined the conversation, his voice even. “Because they have two brains. That alone gives them a far greater cognitive ability than we do. Their brains are also slightly larger than ours, which has pushed their technology forward at a rate we can’t match. What might take us a century to achieve, they could master within two decades. Their entire society revolves around technology. For them, science is more than a tool—it’s a form of worship.”
Parnell leaned in. “So, there’s no concept of God in their society?”
Walsh nodded slowly. “They assert that they are God—or at least the source of the idea. They claim creation myths were based on them. They say they created us and inspired the stories of Adam, Eve, and others in early human texts. As humanity evolved, they pulled back—becoming more enigmatic, more myth than memory. Since then, they’ve operated from the shadows.”
Parnell’s expression hardened. The skepticism hadn’t faded—if anything, it had deepened. “But how can they claim to be God? We don’t resemble them much, except for a basic form. The rest is quite different.”
Walsh’s face broke into a friendly smile. “Your confusion is entirely understandable, Director.”
“Please, call me Gary,” Parnell requested.
“Sure thing, Gary,” Walsh replied, smiling. “As I said, your confusion is expected. They claim vast knowledge of our origins—enough to lend some weight to their story. Maybe they’re lying. Maybe not. Honestly, I don’t care. What matters is here and now.”
Parnell inquired further. “What about the Greeks, Egyptians, Romans—cultures that believed in many gods? How does their claim fit with that?”
Woodridge nodded, thoughtful. “That was one of my first questions, too. Seems we’re all asking the same things. I’ve been digging deeper ever since.”
Parnell’s interest piqued. “So, how do they explain the concept of multiple deities?”
Walsh responded, sharing the insight he had gained. “According to them, other alien races visited Earth and steered humanity off course. Our current guides—these Reticulans—say they drove the others out to bring us back on track. They believe their actions help both our species.”
Parnell expressed his hopes. “I really hope you’re right. I suspect I have more questions to pose, given their complex nature. Can I approach them directly, or is there specialized training required? Perhaps for safety reasons?”
Walsh nodded, nudging his glasses back up. “Absolutely, Gary. Old Blue isn’t dangerous. You can speak to them directly. They understand both speech and thought. Just talk normally, and they’ll reply to everyone through thought.”
After a round of confirmations, they made their way to meet Old Blue in person. Walsh led, with Parnell and Woodridge close behind. At the door, Woodridge scanned them in. Inside, Walsh returned to his seat, Parnell sat to his left, and Woodridge took the chair beside him after securing the door.
Parnell broke the silence. “A quick question before we begin—why is the lighting so dim in here?”
He got two answers at once—Walsh said aloud, “Bright lights hurt their eyes,” while the thought, Our eyes cannot tolerate intense light, entered his mind.
Parnell blinked. “That was…weird. You both answered at the same time.”
Walsh chuckled. “That happens sometimes. You’ll get used to it. Go ahead—ask whatever you’d like.”
Parnell took a moment to gather his thoughts, still awed by the reality of sitting across from an extraterrestrial. He studied Old Blue’s features—the light blue, faintly scaly skin; a wiry frame; the milky, penetrating eyes. 
After a pause, he said, “I have to admit—your claim of being God troubles me.”
The response entered his mind. We understand your concern. But we are your creators.
This message reached not only Parnell but Walsh and Woodridge as well. Parnell pressed on; his thoughts organized. “So, you ‘created’ us—but from nothing?”
The answer formed in their minds: No, not from nothing. Your historians are partially correct. You evolved from upright apes—a natural progression. We intervened, shaping you into a form closer to what you are now. But your evolution continues, bringing many advancements across the centuries.
Parnell continued, glancing toward Woodridge and Walsh to make sure they were still tracking. “Why abduct people instead of asking for volunteers? The God I know doesn’t force His will.”
Walsh shifted uncomfortably, but Woodridge stepped in, eyeing the man. “I’ve asked that too. We need to hear it from them—Let them explain.”
Walsh bristled, anger flashing and fading just as quickly, “We shouldn’t be interrogating our allies like this!”
Woodridge countered, his voice steady. “As I’ve just stated, I’ve been thinking about this too. These questions are long overdue—and Gary’s courage in asking them is commendable. Let them answer.”
Walsh’s anger faded into a serene smile as clarity returned to his eyes.
Parnell turned to Old Blue, his determination unshaken. He looked at Walsh. “Are they communicating with you right now?”
Walsh’s answer was straightforward. “No.”
Parnell turned his focus back to Old Blue. “I want an answer.”
The images flowed quickly. The answer is complex, beyond your current understanding. But we will try to explain. Our connection with you is delicate. We guide you, knowing that our differences provoke fear. Abductions are necessary because of this fear— and the need to suppress memories. Asking for volunteers is not feasible. A full explanation requires more time than we currently have.
Parnell quieted his thoughts, signaling his acceptance of the answer. He excused both himself and Woodridge from Old Blue’s presence. As they walked through the hangar, he paused the trolley to speak privately. He halted at the trolley and turned to Woodridge. “It’s clear Norm lied about their communication. The whole thing was unsettling—the way they go beyond reading thoughts, almost into our subconscious. It felt…manipulative. Immoral.”
Woodridge nodded. “Yes, Sir. He was communicating with them.”
“The whole situation is troubling—especially Norm’s reaction,” Parnell said. “It feels like they’re tailoring their responses to please us…maybe they can dig deeper than our thoughts. It doesn’t seem right to me—feels deceptive. Manipulative.”
“I share your concerns, to a degree,” Woodridge replied. “But I’m not convinced their intentions are entirely sinister. I doubt they’re seeking to fully control Earth. That doesn’t align logically. They could have dominated us long ago. We’ve advanced over time. If their intention was conquest, they would have struck before we could resist. Maybe they want us to underestimate them, to show aggression too soon.”
Parnell appeared thoughtful. “So, it’s about deciding what actions to take.”
Woodridge exhaled. “I don’t think we possess the means to counter them. Whether their intentions are benevolent or not, they hold the upper hand. I hope they’re here for good, but if not, there’s little we can do. Their presence predates ours. Except for the abductions, they haven’t posed a significant threat. Time will tell.”
Parnell reflected for a moment. “I hope your optimism proves right, Sam. Alright, press that button again. I need to return to Langley. More briefings await, but rest assured, I’ll scour Langley’s archives and consult with General Anderson. I want to uncover everything about them.”
“Understood, Sir,” Woodridge affirmed. He restarted the trolley, and they continued, leaving both men lost in thought over the uncertainties ahead.
As the trolley hummed softly beneath them, carrying Parnell and Woodridge away, neither man spoke. But far behind them, sealed behind glass and stone, Old Blue still listened. Their thoughts—doubt, fear, suspicion—drifted through the silence like whispers in the void. They believed themselves alone…They were wrong.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
The Martian Cavern
 
The rover, Charon, came to a halt outside the large dome building where Aric resided. Inside the rover, Robert, Kolman, and Cora waited, helmets on, ready to explore the Martian cavern. Aric emerged from his dwelling, carrying a spare oxygen tank and his lunch container. The team greeted him as he entered the rover, and after Robert re-pressurized Charon for helmet removal, Aric stowed his gear with the rest.
“Good morning, everyone,” Aric’s cheerful voice echoed.
They exchanged greetings and settled into their seats. Kolman slid his chair aside to let Aric join Robert up front, while Cora took the spot behind him. 
Aric’s excitement was clear as he grinned at Robert. “Alright, Robert—let’s go caving!”
Robert entered the coordinates, and with the press of a button, Charon rolled into motion.
The trip to the cavern took about twenty minutes. They stopped at the hill where Robert had retrieved MIRA. With helmets on, they disembarked—ready to explore the Marian underground. Robert assessed the hill’s slope, estimating it at around thirty percent. Kolman retrieved a rope from Charon’s storage and anchored it to an eye hook for safety. With the line secured, Robert led the descent, the others following close behind.
At the base, they picked up MIRA’s tracks, which led to a dirt path winding deeper into the cavern. It opened into a wide chamber, its edges dotted with jagged rock formations. Piles of loose debris suggested recent seismic activity—or perhaps a storm. Robert navigated through the rocks toward the entrance, the team trailing behind.
Once they regrouped, Aric expressed his intrigue. “This looks fascinating. I should do this more often—it feels like an adventure.”
Robert nodded. “Absolutely. Every cave has its own story—that’s what makes it so captivating.”
Their helmet LEDs lit the dim interior as they ventured deeper. The walls were unexpectedly smooth—unlike any natural cave they’d seen. The rocky floor gradually gave way to a surface as polished as the walls. It was unsettling. “These walls are too smooth,” Robert noted. “Almost like they’ve been carved. You won’t see this in natural caves.”
Kolman, ever the engineer, pointed at the wall. “These spots don’t just look tooled—they’re perfectly flat. Nature doesn’t do that without leaving signs. It’s like the stone was cut with a laser—or beyond.”
Aric caught on quickly. “Cora, head back to the entrance—just in case. If something happens, we’ll need backup.”
Cora turned back without hesitation, secretly relieved. The cavern’s atmosphere stirred memories of past explorations—this place was different, and she felt it. Meanwhile, the men continued ahead, the passage widening and rising around them.
A sudden glint caught Robert’s eye as his helmet light reflected off something ahead. He froze. The others halted too, their lights quickly converging on the source.
“What do you guys see?” Cora’s voice crackled over the radio.
“We’re not sure yet,” Kolman replied, “But we’ll find out. Let me go ahead a bit.”
Aric quipped, “By all means, I’ll be ready to sprint back.”
Kolman chuckled as they waited for Robert’s assessment.
Robert carefully moved forward, prepared for any scenario. As he advanced, the reflection expanded. The others held their breath, waiting for Robert to make his discovery.
As Kolman and Aric caught up, they saw what had left Robert speechless. An airplane lay partially buried; its tail jutting from the debris. The team stood frozen in awe at the impossible sight.
Aric exclaimed, “How is this even possible?”
From the entrance, Cora’s anxious voice crackled over the radio, “Tell me—what do you see?”
“It’s an old airplane,” Kolman said. “Judging by the design, I’d say over a hundred years old. Definitely not something we expected to find on Mars.”
Cora frowned, recognizing that casual tone Kolman often used when teasing. She hated being left out of the loop.
“Thanks for the clarity, Kolman,” she snapped, assuming he was downplaying whatever they’d really found.
The team gathered around the airplane’s exposed tail section. Robert’s voice was filled with awe, “This airplane—it’s incredible. The Union Jack and English writing? It’s surreal.”
Aric couldn’t contain his astonishment, “The Union Jack? This changes everything.”
Further examination revealed an airplane from a bygone era—silver-hued, with riveted steel or aluminum plating. Its damaged propellers hinted at some possible catastrophic event. The Union Jack flag on the tail stood out boldly, a haunting emblem of a different time. Aric could hardly believe what he was seeing.
Kolman ventured his perspective: “What if someone made it here long before our first colonies?” Kolman said. “Could they have brought this plane, and left it behind—without telling anyone?”
“No way,” Robert said. “Back then, Earth’s tech couldn’t even dream of space travel—let alone getting a plane to Mars and keeping it intact.”
Aric hesitated. “Then what—Martians? But we’ve never found any signs of civilization here.”
Cora’s voice crackled over the radio again. “None of this makes any sense. And the radar stated this place is massive, so how much are we talking about?”
As the team deliberated, Robert affirmed, “This is undoubtedly a major discovery. Possibly the most significant of our time.”
Remembering Cora’s question, Robert realized he’d forgotten the radar data. He moved deeper into the cavern, where more objects caught the light from his helmet. 
The duo carefully approached Robert, who stood among a stunning sprawl of wreckage. They were met with an array of boats and planes, a perplexing mixture that left them utterly baffled. The implications stunned them all. They were uncovering Martian secrets no one had ever imagined.
Kolman’s astonishment was evident. “This can’t be real. It’s like a jumble of history crashed here.”
Pointing out the different wreckage, Robert confirmed, “It’s a graveyard of boats and planes—different ages, different types.”
Aric voiced his concern, “I hope this isn’t some elaborate prank or joke.”
Robert dismissed the possibility. “No one could pull off something like this—not with what we’ve got today. It’s beyond anything we’re capable of. Some of these wingspans are wider than the cargo holds of the spaceships that bring us our supplies.”
Impatient to witness the spectacle, Cora inquired, “Any signs of immediate danger? Can I come in?”
Aric decided to err on the side of caution. “Yes, but be careful, Cora. Stay near the first plane. If anything happens, get out fast.”
Cora ventured into the cavern and stopped short when she laid eyes on the airplane. The sight left her awestruck, and she proceeded with caution, aware of Aric’s request. 
The team continued further among the wreckage. Robert’s conclusion was sobering: “It’s like a time capsule—boats and planes from all over, all different eras.”
The trio of men scanned the wreckage—a chaotic tangle of boats and planes, some stacked atop one another. As Robert stepped over a twisted railing, something on a corroded hull caught his eye.
“EPERVIER,” he read aloud, the letters still faintly visible beneath the layers of Martian dust. 
He paused, the name tugging at something familiar.
Realizing that Cora was itching to explore, yet safety came first, he called out, “Cora, can you head back to the entrance and access the Extranet? Look up the name Epervier. I’m sure we’ll find some others as we move through this mess. We need to know more about what we are seeing.”
Cora acknowledged the request and made her way back, curiosity pulling at her as she began to search. Researching “Epervier” and other names that were called out, Cora discovered a pattern—all these vessels were said to be lost in the Bermuda Triangle. When she relayed what she’d found, she could sense the mounting astonishment on the other end of the line.
Aric confirmed, “This is utterly bizarre.”
Cora elaborated, “It’s as if all these vessels vanished mysteriously and ended up here.”
Robert mused, “Maybe the Bermuda Triangle is a portal to Mars.”
Kolman chuckled, “Now that’s a sci-fi plot.”
As the research continued, they discovered that the airplane with the letters G-AHNP and another airplane with the letters NC16002 had both suffered the same fate—lost in the Bermuda Triangle.
Cora relayed, “It’s like Earth’s forgotten past got dumped here—like a museum of the missing.” 
Aric reasoned, “But how did it all end up here? What could have caused this?”
The exploration continued, revealing more vessels’ names — Cyclops, Witchcraft, and others, all with the same enigmatic fate — the Bermuda Triangle. Their journey through the wreckage only deepened their sense of bewilderment.
Aric leaned in for a closer look at a boat precariously perched on top of an airplane. He cautiously stepped onto the airplane’s wing and began to ascend. But suddenly, with an unexpected shudder, the wing gave way beneath him. Aric hit the ground with a grunt, a jolt of pain lancing through his leg. 
Kolman and Robert, swift in their response, hurried to his side while Robert called out, urgency in his tone, “Cora, we need you here—now!”
At the sound of Aric’s fall, Cora was already in motion. “I’m on my way!”
“Okay,” Robert said calmly, “Just be careful—some of these surfaces are slick with dust.”
Cora maneuvered through the wreckage, threading her way back to the site. She followed the pulsing beacon Robert had activated, weaving through the debris as it guided her like a breadcrumb trail.
“This place is a maze of wrecked pieces,” she muttered to herself, frustration tinting her voice, “Where are you guys?”
Robert’s attention had been fixed on Aric, gauging the extent of his injuries. He looked up suddenly, his helmet’s lights piercing the shadows as they found purchase on the cavern’s ceiling.
“Can you see my lights?” he inquired, concern etched in his voice. “At the top. Look up.”
Peering upward, Cora spotted the distant glimmer of his lights. “I see them. I’m not far away. Just need to navigate through this mess.”
Minutes passed, and Robert’s voice echoed in her earpiece again, “Where are you?”
Cora’s frustration broke though. “I’m coming!”
“No, I apologize, hon,” Robert’s tone softened, “I mean, are you near anything recognizable? A ship or a plane you can identify? Something to pinpoint your location?”
Cora scanned the wreckage, trying to get her bearings. “Let me see... I can make out what looks like a mid-2000s small jet, wedged between some kind of fishing boat and another plane with its nose facing me. The jet’s markings read G80063.”
“Okay,” Robert’s voice held a note of recognition, “I think I know where you are.”
Meeting Kolman’s gaze, Robert made a quick decision. “I’ll be back soon.”
Kolman nodded, and Aric managed a feeble thumbs-up as Robert swiftly departed, determined to guide Cora back to safety. It didn’t take long to find her, and he pulled her in for a quick hug.
“Stay close,” he urged, his voice gentle but urgent. “This place can be unsettling, I know.”
Navigating back to their teammates, they discovered Cora had switched into her doctor mode, already tending to Aric’s right leg. She conducted a series of motor function tests, her skillful assessment concluded that there was no fracture, although she wanted to examine him more thoroughly back at Charon with the complete med kit.
Turning her attention to Robert, she stated, “I’ll need you or Kolman to assist me in getting him back.”
Kolman immediately volunteered, understanding that Robert’s exploration was crucial. They were conscious of the time, their current oxygen supply allowing for about two more hours of exploration. Efficiency was paramount, and their determination to unveil the secrets of the cavern remained undiminished. After emphasizing the need for caution, Aric made the call—Robert could continue exploring until lunch, then return for a tank swap, maximizing their data collection.
It took nearly 20 minutes for the trio to navigate the maze of wreckage and reach Charon. With careful maneuvering, they eased Aric into the rover and pressurized the cabin. Cora and Kolman removed their helmets, assisting Aric in removing his foot bootie and leg covering.
Cora examined Aric’s shin, her gaze meticulous. “The suit and jumper played a significant role in protecting you. There’s no sign of bleeding, but you’ll likely have substantial bruising. Your ankle seems to have a mild sprain as well. You’re fortunate.”
“Thank you, Cora. Your presence is reassuring. Do you think it’s broken?” Aric inquired.
Cora’s response was reassuring, “Given that you could put some weight on it during your exit from the cavern and there are no alarming symptoms, I don’t believe it’s broken. However, there might be a slight fracture. An X-ray will provide a clearer picture. It’s best to avoid putting weight on it until then.”
Aric sighed, “That’s a relief, at least, even though I’ll probably be quite battered.”
Cora smiled, “At least there’s a silver lining. You got lucky—no bleeding, but the swelling concerns me. I’ll apply cold packs, stabilize the leg, and give you something for the pain. But we’ll need to do a proper scan back at the clinic to rule out a fracture.”
After retrieving the necessary items from the kit, Cora carefully applied the ice patches to Aric’s shin and ankle. Administering a pain reliever and other medications, she ensured his comfort. The tension eased as Cora worked with practiced care, her calm demeanor bringing some sense of reassurance to the moment.
“Thanks again—it really means a lot,” Aric said, shifting to get comfortable. “Maybe I should’ve left this adventure to the younger crowd…but the allure was too strong.”
Cora gave him a reassuring smile, “Don’t worry. We’ve got this covered.”
“And now you’ve seen it for yourself,” Kolman chuckled, “we won’t have to waste time convincing you that it’s all real.”
Aric joined in the light-hearted exchange, “You’re absolutely right. Even after watching the video, I would’ve demanded to see it with my own eyes.”
While their banter continued, Robert moved deeper into the maze of wreckage, often forced to find alternate routes or climb over debris. It was during one of these moments that he stumbled upon something strikingly different—a stone wall. This discovery stood in sharp contrast to the twisted wreckage he’d seen so far. Drawing nearer, he could make out more stone structures in the distance, interspersed with the remains of wreckage. Although the wreckage was less dense here, the stone structures seemed to multiply, forming the remains of what appeared to be an ancient city.
The mystery of Mars deepened. Robert’s mind raced: Had beings once lived here? Could they have traveled to Earth, collected ships and planes, and brought them back? As he settled onto a low section of the stone wall, a profound sense of bewilderment washed over him. Nothing seemed to align logically. The cavern held the puzzle pieces of an enigmatic past. Who were these ancient inhabitants? Why construct a city underground? Why preserve these vessels of Earth? The absence of cars and other vehicles intrigued him. Was it related to the Bermuda Triangle, an easy scapegoat for disappearances? With more questions than answers, Robert recognized the cavern as an unparalleled discovery—even if its secrets remained elusive.
A glance at his dwindling oxygen gauge prompted Robert to retrace his steps. The urge to share his findings with the others and enjoy a well-deserved meal drove him back. He embarked on the journey through the maze once more, his thoughts drifting to a disturbing sight he had noticed on a wooden ship—an eerie glimpse of what could be a human bone, partially visible above the ship’s rail. A mental note was made, a promise to explore it after lunch, contingent on Aric’s well-being and the group’s consensus.
When Robert returned, he remained outside for a moment as Cora and Kolman focused on aiding Aric. Aric’s resilience was evident as he gingerly shifted weight onto his leg, aided by the ice patches and medication. Despite his determination, Cora’s medical instincts took over, voicing her concerns due to the lack of X-rays.
 
Once Robert was safely inside and the cabin stabilized, the team sat down to eat, grateful for a moment of calm. Between bites of food, Robert casually shared the astonishing discovery he had made. “There’s a city in there,” he announced. The statement was met with an immediate and united chorus of exclamations from his companions, ranging from “What?!” to “Really?!” to “What do you mean, a city?”
Undeterred, Robert continued between bites of his carrot, “It’s an ancient city as far as I can tell. Empty, though. There didn’t seem to be anyone inside. Unfortunately, I couldn’t gather much more information.”
As expected, a flood of questions followed. They asked the same queries he had considered, as well as a few he hadn’t. None of the proposed explanations seemed to align with the mysterious city. Robert’s response was a mix of shared curiosity and uncertainty. “We might find some answers after lunch. I wasn’t able to fully explore it yet. All I can say is that it’s in ruins, very old, and appears to be in poor condition, like it has weathered significant seismic events.”
Kolman’s enthusiasm was palpable, his eagerness tangible, “I’ve got to see this! Let’s head back!”
Robert held up a hand to rein Kolman in. “That depends on Aric,” he indicated, turning his attention to their injured team member. “What’s your call, Aric? Are you okay with us going back in to investigate, or do you think it’s time to head back for a closer look at your leg?”
Aric nodded, practical as ever. “We’re already out here. Let’s gather as much data as we can. Go on, but be cautious. Document everything. We need as much detail as possible to piece together this puzzle back at the dome. I’ll stay here.” He looked at each of them earnestly, “Just ensure your safety. We don’t need more injuries.”
As they prepared to re-enter their helmets, Aric added with a smirk, “Oh, and one more thing.”
Robert turned to him, awaiting his input, “Yes, Sir?”
Aric’s smile was infectious, “Don’t forget to switch out Charon’s oxygen tanks along with your own. I’d like to be alive when you return.” Their shared laughter echoed in the cabin, a moment of lightness before the task at hand.
Kolman reassured Aric, his tone lighthearted, “Don’t worry, Sir. We’ve got that covered. You just rest up until we’re back.”
Cora hesitated, her helmet already on, but shelingered over the tank swap—her concern for Aric still visible. It was understood that once they re-entered the cave’s depths, communication with Aric would be lost. Aric, perceptive to her hesitance, urged her to go with the others. He promised to stay in Charon, using its interface to catch up on reading. Cora’s internal struggle was evident, torn between the desire to explore the city and the responsibility of tending to Aric. With gratitude, she changed her air tank, her parting words to Aric filled with reassurance.
Leaving Aric behind, the trio departed Charon, with Robert once again leading the way. They navigated the maze until Robert reached the wooden ship he had in mind. Suddenly, Robert stopped and held up a hand. His voice sharpened with both caution and excitement. “Hold on a second, folks. I thought I saw a skeleton hanging over this ship’s edge when I came through earlier. I want to check and confirm.”
“A skeleton? Seriously? That’s crazy but it might hold some answers,” Kolman said.
Cora frowned, “Let’s hope it’s not a skeleton. This place is eerie enough as it is.”
As Robert moved closer to examine the supposed remains, Cora and Kolman watched with bated breath. “Do you see that rail?” Robert directed their attention, “Just left of the broken section. See it?”
Kolman acknowledged, “Yes, I think I do. It could be a hand, but it’s hard to discern.”
Cora, ever the voice of reason, added, “It might not be a hand, though. It could be a play of light. The darkness in here distorts everything.”
Robert moved closer, eyes locked on the possible discovery. The ship was nestled between a small airplane on one side and a smaller metal boat on the other. Assessing the best approach, he spotted a porthole slightly above the plane’s wing, partially embedded in the ship’s side. Turning to Kolman, he shared his plan, “See that? If you give me a boost onto the wing, I can jump to that porthole and pull myself up. From there, I can climb to the deck.”
Kolman readily agreed, “Sounds like a plan to me.”
Cora stepped closer. “Be careful, Robert. There could be sharp edges or jagged metal up there.”
Robert reassured her with a grin, “I promise to be careful. I’m returning to you today. I love you.” He winked playfully.
“I love you too,” Cora replied with a smile.
Kolman provided the needed boost, allowing Robert to clamber onto the plane’s wing. He moved deliberately along the wing, wiping away dust with each step, his focus locked on safety. He paused, gauging the jump—he’d need precision to avoid a misstep. In a controlled motion, he propelled himself upward, gripping the edge of the porthole with both hands. The successful landing gave him a surge of satisfaction. He instinctively kicked against the hull, utilizing any foothold to help him ascend. The porthole’s frame and his helmet made visibility difficult. He stretched up to the deck above, his hands finding purchase, followed by his feet. With the deck solid beneath him, he felt a rush of accomplishment.
Looking back at his teammates, he grinned and teased, “See? No problem.”
Cora’s admonishment was layered with relief, “Just don’t get too confident.”
Kolman’s amused expression was mirrored by Robert as they shared this familiar camaraderie. Robert scanned his surroundings, taking in his location on the ship’s upper deck, right above what could have been the Captain’s quarters. His gaze moved left, seeking a way to descend to the lower deck. Spotting a set of stairs on the right side, he called out with enthusiasm, “Good news, there are stairs!” Carefully making his way down, he could hear the ship creak slightly in protest as though awakening from a long slumber.
Once at the bottom, Robert glanced ahead and to the right, confirming, “It’s definitely a skeleton. I’m going in for a closer look.”
Cora’s inquisitive mind kicked in, “Is it human or perhaps alien?”
Robert assessed the situation “Judging by the skull’s shape, number of limbs, fingers—and I’d bet a bottle of rum—it’s human. Probably a pirate. But this poses another question: what’s a human pirate doing here, on a ship, in a cave, on Mars?”
Kolman’s response was both humorous and insightful, “If this were a pirate ship, that would indeed be an unconventional journey.”
With a smile, Robert continued, “Well, it’s confirmed. It’s a human skeleton. But you’re right, this adds another layer of mystery to this already perplexing scenario.”
Cora’s supportive response carried a hint of her medical professionalism. “We should return to this later—with the medical team. This deserves respect.”
Robert embraced her, his voice soft, “I know. We’ll make sure it’s handled appropriately. But for now, let’s explore the city, shall we?”
Cora’s enthusiasm was palpable, “Absolutely!”
Following Robert’s lead, the team embarked on the exploration of the ruins. Kolman couldn’t help himself—his inner engineer took over, gravitating toward the structural aspects of each building. As he evaluated their architecture, he contemplated whether these constructions could be attributed to humans or if they bore the hallmarks of an unknown civilization. He shook his head in appreciation, “These structures are ancient, yet exceptionally well-made. The masonry work is truly remarkable. Look at how these blocks fit together. It’s beyond anything we’ve seen in Earth’s oldest architecture. However, despite the craftsmanship, I’m not sensing an alien influence.”
Robert concurred, “It’s undeniably impressive. But the question remains: how did these structures end up here?”
Kolman’s response was level-headed, “We’ll find out. This journey has only just begun.”
Cora tilted her head, “If these structures aren’t alien...what if they were brought here too? Maybe this was a Martian base built using Earth ruins?”
Robert considered the idea, “It’s plausible, but let’s think about it. Why would an alien civilization build this city, abduct people from Earth, and contain them here? It’s puzzling.”
Cora speculated, “Perhaps they brought the ships and planes intact because it was easier to manage with people on board. Maybe they aimed to conceal the abductions, making it appear as though the vessels sank in the ocean.”
Robert provided a counterpoint, “Interesting theory, but there’s a flaw. Look at this ship embedded in the building. Why would an advanced alien civilization build a city around damaged ships and planes? And why leave bodies behind, like the skeleton we found?”
Kolman’s logical reasoning continued the thread, “The presence of these ruins contradicts the notion of an alien civilization. It’s as if they came from Earth as well, like the ships and planes.”
Robert nodded. “Exactly. I believe this city was once on Earth. Something brought the city, ships, and planes here, regardless of who or what was inside them. There’s a clue here that could shed light on the situation. We have a limited time to find it, though, with only two hours left for today.”
Cora pondered their approach, “So, we’re looking for anything that doesn’t fit the categories of ships, planes, or ruins?”
“That’s the plan,” Robert confirmed. “We’ll recognize it when we see it. Let’s push further into the cavern. We’ve noticed that the further we venture, the more we discover. We might stumble upon the key to this puzzle.”
As they continued their exploration, they traversed the city, following a pattern that seemed to lead towards a central point. Along the way, they encountered more skeletons, some clad in tattered garments from ancient times. Finally, they reached the heart of the city, where an ancient temple stood as a testament to the past. After a brief study, they pressed forward, venturing deeper into the cavern. Passing through various structures that appeared to be shops and homes, Kolman’s sharp eyes spotted something unusual in the distance, concealed behind a taller building’s back corner.
Kolman’s excitement was evident, “Wait a moment!”
As he led the way, Robert and Cora followed closely. Kolman’s sudden halt signaled their arrival at an astonishing discovery. Words escaped him momentarily as his gaze fixated on the enigmatic structure before them. Robert and Cora caught up, their reactions mirroring Kolman’s awe.
Taking a moment to catch his breath, Kolman managed to say, “I think we found it.”
Robert exhaled in awe, “And I would say that is evidence of either aliens or a higher power.”
Kolman’s agreement was swift, “No argument there.”
Cora’s light-hearted comment interjected, “And I thought the skeletons and wreckage were creepy enough!”
Before them stood a unique temple, distinct from the one at the city’s center. This one was nestled into the cavern’s wall, a stark contrast in jet-black hue. Bathed in the light’s glow, it emitted an ethereal orange and reddish radiance, reminiscent of a sunset. A profound silence enveloped them as they stood in its presence.
The gravity of their realization began to set in — this temple was not of human origin. The shared sentiment of wonder and trepidation mingled within Robert and Kolman. For Cora, the fear of the unknown seeped in as she contemplated the possibility of an observer, an entity beyond their comprehension, watching them from the shadows.
 
At the entrance, two statues stood like sentinels, their forms ethereal in the half-light. These monumental figures, each more than three meters tall, radiated a soft, golden luminescence, casting intricate shadows upon the floor. They stood on either side of the entrance, an imposing gateway guarded by their enigmatic presence.
In the face of the door, a series of four measured steps fanned out, an invitation to traverse the threshold. The statues held a humanoid resemblance, both a tribute to humanity’s form and an evocation of something more. The male figure, positioned on the right, exuded an air of strength and stoicism, while the female counterpart, on the left, emanated grace and elegance. Their stance, arms extended in a welcoming gesture, beckoned explorers to uncover the secrets within.
Their ceremonial attire, a marriage of futurism and familiarity, clung to their stone forms. The female’s sheath dress was a tapestry of intricate design, an epitome of grace in an ageless fashion. Her male counterpart was equally adorned, his tunic a mirror of sophistication. It was as if these garments transcended time, remnants of an era that had left its echoes on the fabric of human civilization.
“Look at their heads,” Kolman’s voice cut through the hushed reverence.
Elongated skulls, a feature reminiscent of ancient artifacts and enigmatic depictions from Earth’s annals, crowned the statues. These heads, a testament to a forgotten narrative, merged the allure of history and the thrill of discovery. As if curated from centuries past, the statues evoked the feeling of a living museum, where the past and present converged—yet something about their gaze, frozen in stone, felt as if it followed the explorers’ every step.
Cora’s voice, filled with wonder, painted the air, “They’re beautiful.”
Robert’s thoughts echoed the sentiment, his gaze traversing the sculpted features. “Yeah, in a strange way. I wonder how they glow like that.”
Kolman’s speculative input added another layer of contemplation, “A special kind of material, maybe?”
Robert’s curiosity led him to step forward, entering the enigmatic structure without hesitation. Kolman and Cora followed, their sense of adventure outweighing any apprehensions. The room illuminated the moment Robert crossed the threshold, startling them with its sudden brightness. They found themselves in a spacious hallway, approximately five meters wide and thirty meters long. The walls were adorned with evenly spaced columns, constructed from a light-colored stone resembling polished granite. The stone emitted a subtle shimmer, its glow so even and intentional it seemed to watch them as much as illuminate the way. At the far end of the hallway, a door stood ajar, much like the entrance they had just passed through. Robert made the decision to turn off the external lights on his suit, an indication that he felt safe within this space.
Kolman’s engineer instincts kicked in, and he inspected the doorway. Cora, ever the vigilant one, questioned his actions. He clarified his intentions, “I’m just checking if this door can close like a trap. But so far, it seems safe to proceed.”
Cora nodded in agreement, appreciating the cautious approach. “Safety first.”
Robert led the way across the hallway, half-expecting something extraordinary to occur. To his relief, nothing unexpected happened. He reassured Cora, “Don’t worry, it seems safe.” But he still couldn’t shake the feeling of unease, as if he was walking into a space of great significance.
As he stepped into the next room, his surroundings burst into light once again. This time, they found themselves in a large room, approximately thirty meters square. A peculiar black stone ring structure with a short pillar, about waist height, stood at the room’s center. The ring was supported at four equidistant points, and suspended within its circle was a massive orb, its surface gently pulsating as it radiated a spectrum of colors. The faint hum of unseen energy filled the air, a subtle vibration tickled the soles of their boots.
Robert navigated around the ring, his curiosity piqued by this enigmatic setup. The room seemed benign, a feast for the eyes rather than a cause for concern. He beckoned Cora to join him, her excitement evident in her expression.
As Cora entered, she marveled at the sight. “It’s breathtaking.”
Robert’s voice was filled with awe as he agreed, “Truly magnificent. It’s like something out of a dream.”
Kolman’s more technical perspective chimed in, “It’s an astounding display of advanced craftsmanship. This technology is beyond anything we’ve encountered.”
Robert’s attention shifted to the pillar in front of the ring, drawn by the indentation at its center that resembled a handprint, albeit significantly larger than a human hand. The imprint emitted the same golden hue as the statues outside. Without a second thought, he placed his hand into the indentation, half-expecting something extraordinary to happen. However, nothing did. The room remained tranquil, the orb suspended within the ring unchanged.
Cora couldn’t resist trying it out herself, curious to see if the response would differ based on the participant’s gender. Her playful comment elicited laughter from both Robert and Kolman.
Kolman joined in the interaction, “Maybe it’s just designed for Germans.”
The banter among the team highlighted their camaraderie, a light-hearted contrast to the magnitude of their discovery.
With Cora’s hand on the imprint, the room remained tranquil, unchanged. Robert’s turn of inquiry followed, “What does it feel like?”
Cora’s response was quick, “It’s warm. The center seems to emit warmth.”
Kolman’s voice carried a note of excitement, “I can’t wait to share this with the rest of the team.”
Robert agreed wholeheartedly, “This is a scientific marvel. Our find could reshape our understanding of ancient civilizations.”
Their excitement was palpable, yet a touch of caution remained. The room held an aura of mystery, with its suspended orb and handprint pedestal. Cora’s gaze shifted to the stone ring, her curiosity evident, “I wonder what the purpose of this structure is. What’s the significance of the orb?”
Kolman’s engineering mind raced with possibilities, “It could be a communication device, a source of energy, or even a portal.”
Robert’s musings added depth to the discourse, “I can’t help but feel that this is a piece of a puzzle, a clue that could unravel the mystery surrounding this place.”
Kolman glanced at his suit’s time display, bringing a dose of reality into their exploration, “We only have an hour of air left.”
Robert was jolted back to the practicality of their situation, “Right. Let’s get moving. We need to explore further.”
Their steps retraced the path they had taken through the city and maze, their hearts heavy with the knowledge that they were leaving behind a remarkable discovery. Upon returning to the surface and the waiting Charon rover, they found Aric waiting for them, a mixture of concern and relief in his expression.
As the team members removed their helmets and stepped into the rover, Robert’s words resonated with excitement, “You’re not going to believe this.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
The Historian
 
Three months had elapsed since Robert and his team’s inaugural exploration of the enigmatic cavern brimming with boats and planes from the Bermuda Triangle, mysteriously transported to Mars. As Cora confirmed Aric’s leg was unbroken, he delved into the video footage recorded by Robert, Kolman, and Cora through their helmet cams. Aric was struck not just by the awe-inspiring city they encountered, but also by the rooms that illuminated upon their entry. The team’s astonishment at the orb and its room with responsive writings mirrored his own.
Aric devoted a day to orchestrating the data and coordinating its transmission to ISEA headquarters. Initially met with skepticism and laughter, their perspective changed radically after Aric’s video chat and the uploaded footage. However, the enigma still loomed. Seeking clarity, they summoned an exceptional historian specializing in anomalous phenomena and ancient history.
Mark Lockhart, a renowned Yale professor, was chosen for this extraordinary undertaking. His academic pursuits encompassed a triumvirate of PhDs in Ancient History, Ancient Languages, and a Master’s degree in Archaeology. His expertise centered on the Sumerian culture and language, augmented by a broad understanding of ancient civilizations spanning the globe. Among all potential candidates, Mark Lockhart was the clear choice for this unique task.
Standing at six feet tall, Mark exuded a boyish charm despite being forty-one. His dark blond hair crowned a high forehead above striking blue eyes that sparkled mischievously. These features framed a face that frequently creased with laughter, belying his scholarly gravitas. His compassion and empathy were deeply admired by his husband Clint, who admired his intellectual fervor. Mark’s penchant for scholarly pursuits was evident in his fair complexion, a testament to countless hours poring over hidden treasures in libraries and exploring the recesses of museums.
After dismissing his class at Yale, Mark encountered an unexpected delegation of serious-looking men, led by a diminutive, balding figure. Accompanying him were two identically clad associates in official blue suits, their identities enigmatic. Another man, casually attired in jeans and a shirt, sported an ISEA cap. The small man approached Mark with an air of authority.
“Mark Lockhart? Professor of History, Ancient Cultures?” His face was a mask of seriousness.
Mark, puzzled, replied timidly, “Yes, sir. Can I assist you?”
The small man’s tone remained unyielding. “Sir, we need to adjourn to your office for our conversation. It’s not suitable for this venue.”
Mark’s confidence grew, and he pondered the small man’s identity. “I’m afraid I cannot leave immediately. My next class begins in five minutes. If our discussion is urgent, it must take place here.”
The small man, maintaining his inscrutable demeanor, countered, “Your classes have been canceled for the day. You need to accompany us to your office.”
Slightly bolder, Mark inquired, “May I ask who you are?”
The small man replied, sharp and concise, “Your concern shouldn’t be our identity, but rather our purpose. Let’s proceed to your office.”
Mark’s objections wavered. He began walking, mustering courage for one more query. “How are my classes canceled? Did Dean Foster authorize this?”
The small man confirmed, “Yes, he did. Dean Foster is aware. He’ll meet us at your office.”
Navigating a corridor teeming with students, they reached Mark’s office. The frosted glass door bore his name, and inside, Dean Foster stood, eager to greet them. Dean Foster, distinguished by a well-groomed beard, exuded enthusiasm as he shook Mark’s hand.
“Hello, Dean Foster! This unexpected development… I hope you can provide some clarity,” Mark ventured.
As they settled in, the small man signaled Dean Foster to proceed. “Mark, please take a seat,” the Dean requested, pointing to the chair behind the desk.
The Dean began, “Mark, these gentlemen represent the CIA and ISEA. They have a favor to ask—specifically of you.”
The small man stepped forward, his expression still stern. “Gentlemen, remember that our discussion remains confidential.” He then turned his attention to Mark and the Dean, who both affirmed their discretion.
Next, Ray Burchfield from ISEA introduced himself, drawing a distinction from the CIA agents. Producing a thumb drive, Ray asked to use Mark’s computer to play a video. The Dean nodded his approval, and Mark moved aside, allowing Ray access.
The video depicted a cave exploration by three individuals in space suits, unmistakably on Mars. The sight intrigued Mark, connecting it to Ray’s affiliation with ISEA.
“Is this Mars?” Mark inquired.
Ray affirmed, and as the footage progressed, Mark’s amazement deepened. A chuckle escaped him as the team in the video echoed his own inner questions.
Concluding the video, Mark mused, “So, you want me to assess the possibility of fakery? In my opinion, that looks like Mars. If it is, no individual or group I can conceive could execute such a feat covertly.”
Ray interjected, “That’s not why we’re here. The footage is authentic. We need different insights. As confirmed, all those lost vessels ended up on Mars. We need you to determine how and whether the city is of extraterrestrial origin or earthly creation.”
Mark contemplated, “The orb appears pivotal. Life forms might persist there, facilitating the vessels’ teleportation. Further analysis of the city’s origin is imperative. Can you provide more footage?”
The small man interjected, “Mr. Lockhart, we propose sending you there.”
Stunned, Mark questioned, “Me? You want to send ME there?”
The small man affirmed, “Indeed, Mr. Lockhart. After thorough deliberation, we believe your expertise is indispensable. You must scrutinize and document this enigma firsthand, providing comprehensive answers.”
Mark hesitated, “But I lack space training, expertise in Mars survival, and more. How can I leave my commitments—my life here? I can’t just pick up and leave. My husband and I have plans next month, and I have my classes. I have a life that needs me here. As far as I know—last I heard—it still takes months to get there. It’ll probably take a few more to figure everything out on Mars, and then a few months before I’m back. We’re talking about more than a year of my life.”
Dean Foster seized the break’s opportunity to voice his thoughts. He leaned forward, his eyes earnest as he addressed Mark, “Mark, let me assure you, everyone here understands the dedication this undertaking demands. It’s not a decision we’ve taken lightly. Ray’s right, you’re the most knowledgeable person to tackle this. Now, concerning the concerns you raised, let’s address them. Administrative Leave is a feasible solution for the trip’s duration. You’ll still receive your salary and job security here upon your return. Your expertise as a History Professor is unmatched; we can hardly fathom replacing you. And, to sweeten the deal, we’re granting you an additional two-week vacation once you’re back.”
Ray interjected, his tone firm, “Dean Foster and I discussed this extensively. We’ve secured an agreement with the Government. They’ll provide you with a supplement, equivalent to five times your monthly salary, for each month you’re on this mission. Consider it an incentive and hazard pay.”
Interrupting, the small man added, “Mark, we’ve also considered Clint in this equation. We’re prepared to speak with him. We understand this is a significant decision and keeping him in the loop is essential. But we need you on board, and we must maintain confidentiality.”
Mark’s curiosity was piqued. “How do you know my husband?” he asked, genuine surprise creasing his expression.
With a subtle smile, the small man replied, “Mark, gathering information is our expertise. We know everything about both of you. It’s what we do.”
Mark’s mind raced as he pondered, torn between the allure of uncovering the Martian mysteries and the thought of leaving his loved ones behind. He gazed around the room, meeting the expectant eyes of his colleagues.
At last, he asked, “Dean Foster, could I have a moment with you, please?” His gaze swept from Dean Foster to Ray and finally settled on the small man.
“Of course,” the small man conceded, his tone tinged with urgency. “But remember, time is of the essence. A few minutes, not more.”
As the small man and his team exited the room, the door clicked shut, cocooning Mark and Dean Foster.
Sitting down, Dean Foster fixed his gaze on Mark, his voice a gentle reassurance. “Mark, I’m aware this is overwhelming. Committing to this endeavor is a substantial commitment.” He paused, allowing his words to sink in. “Consider what this could do for you — both financially and for your career at Yale. The University President is keen on your role in elevating our institution’s status. He even mentioned grooming you for my position upon my retirement.”
Mark’s brow furrowed as he mentioned Wesley, the ambitious Assistant Dean. “But what about Wesley? He’s been aiming for your position.”
Dean Foster’s tone held a hint of confidence. “Wesley’s prospects won’t be thwarted. He possesses credentials that can be harnessed effectively elsewhere in the university. As for your position, it’s yours. Think of the influence—more than a surge in History Majors. The art, architecture, law departments, even insurance debates about those vessels — it’s an opportunity to reshape our academic landscape.”
A knock rapped at the door, and the small man entered, accompanied by Ray and another man in a blue suit. Ray joined Dean Foster on the other side of the table. The two CIA agents remained standing, their presence a stark reminder of the gravity of the situation.
“Time’s ticking, gentlemen,” the small man declared, an air of urgency surrounding him. “We need a decision.”
Mark’s fingers clenched around the edge of the table. “Can I consult with Clint tonight, and provide an answer by 6 p.m.?”
The small man hesitated, his gaze shifting between his companions. “We can give you until 6 p.m. tonight,” he conceded reluctantly. “But remember, our timeline is tight. If you’re on board, we pick you up by 7 p.m. We need to start your training by 6 A.M. tomorrow. If we delay, we might miss our Mars window. If you can’t do it, we will get Yegorov from Russia, but we’d rather not use him.”
Dean Foster intervened, “Mark, if it’s your decision, I’ve already arranged for your classes. Wesley will handle them in your absence.”
With a solemn nod, Mark acquiesced. “Alright, I’ll talk to Clint tonight and give you my answer by 6.”
The small man offered a curt nod, “Good. We’ll await your call.”
The agents retreated, leaving Dean Foster and Ray in the room.
Dean Foster expressed, “Mark, this choice is yours, but remember the opportunities it brings.”
Mark gathered his belongings—tablet, phone, and briefcase. Papers meant for Wesley to manage were scattered on the desk. He strode out of the room, the weight of his decision heavy upon him.
As he settled in his car, the engine hummed to life. He let out a deep breath, the events of the day swirling in his mind. He glanced at his phone, a device attuned to his emotions. “Call Clint at work, please,” he requested.
“Dialing,” the phone responded.
Anticipation bubbled as the screen displayed dialing in bold green letters. A familiar face appeared as the call connected — Gigi, Clint’s robot secretary.
“Hello, Martin and Associates. Clint Lockhart’s office. How may I assist you?” Gigi’s voice was cheerful.
“Hi, Gigi,” Mark greeted. “Is Clint available?”
“He just concluded a meeting,” Gigi answered. “Let me locate him. Please hold.”
The screen dimmed, please hold blinked in orange. Soon, Clint’s office came into view. He settled at his desk, looking into the screen.
“Hey, Mark, everything okay? You don’t usually call during work hours,” Clint’s voice carried concern.
Mark’s heart warmed at the sight of Clint. “I’m fine,” he reassured. “Could you take the rest of the day off?”
Clint’s brow furrowed, his concern clearly visible. “Sure, but why? Is something wrong?”
“No emergency,” Mark clarified quickly. “We just need to talk, and I’d rather do it in person.”
Clint’s relief was palpable. “Alright, I can do that. What’s going on?”
Mark took a deep breath. “I’ll explain when I get home. See you in fifteen?”
“Absolutely,” Clint replied. “I love you.”
“I love you more,” Mark said before ending the call.
His car hovered into the sky, merging with the flow of air traffic. The world stretched below—a tapestry of movement and life. Mark’s thoughts raced, a mixture of excitement and apprehension. The car’s AI interjected, “Music, sir?”
“Yes, please. Some 1970s classic rock,” Mark responded.
Music enveloped the cabin, Pink Floyd’s “Breathe” filling the air. The sky’s expanse surrounded him, but his thoughts were tethered to Clint, to their home, and to the life-changing choice he was about to make.
As Mark’s car landed beside Clint’s, he drew in a breath, emotions swirling. The AI noted, “We have arrived, sir.”
Gathering his belongings, Mark stepped out. The door swung shut behind him, and he crossed the threshold into their home. The AI greeted him, “Welcome home, sir. Three parcels and two new messages are waiting. Would you like to listen to the messages?”
Mark declined, lost in thought. Clint’s voice called from the living room, “I’m in here, sweetie.”
A tender smile played on Mark’s lips as he rounded the corner. Their eyes met, and the world seemed to slow. Clint stood, and they embraced, sealing their connection with a kiss.
Clint asked, “So, what’s going on? Why the urgency?”
Mark guided Clint back to the sofa, both sitting down. “We need to talk, Clint,” Mark began, his voice calm but heavy with the importance of his words.
Mark took a deep breath, his gaze steady on Clint’s eyes. “I had a visit today,” he began, “from a rather unexpected source.”
“Who came to see you?” Clint’s curiosity was palpable.
“The CIA and ISEA,” Mark revealed. “They found something on Mars.”
Clint’s eyebrows shot up, a mix of surprise and intrigue. “Mars? What did they find?”
“Boats and planes,” Mark answered, his voice laced with wonder. “Wreckage of vessels lost in the Bermuda Triangle.”
Clint’s eyes widened, his voice incredulous. “You mean they found everything that disappeared in the Triangle—on Mars?”
Mark nodded, excitement edging into his tone. “Exactly. And there’s more—an ancient city, ruins, and even a floating orb in a chamber.”
Clint leaned back, his mind processing the information. “That’s incredible,” he breathed. “But why did they come to you?”
Mark’s gaze never wavered from Clint’s. “Because they need someone to identify it all. They need an expert.”
Understanding dawned on Clint’s face. “And you’re that expert.”
Mark nodded, his eyes serious. “Yes, Clint. They want me to go to Mars and examine these findings in person.”
Clint’s face showed a mix of emotions—excitement, pride, and concern. “How long are we talking about?”
Mark took a deep breath, steadying himself for Clint’s reaction. “About a year and a half, at the very least.”
Clint’s surprise was evident, but then he surprised Mark with his response. “That’s actually kind of awesome.”
Mark blinked, not expecting this reaction. “Wait, what? You’re not worried about me being away for that long?”
Clint chuckled, reaching out to hold Mark’s hand. “Of course I’ll miss you, but think about it. I just secured that massive Fukuzawa project. I’ll be heading to Japan for over a year to oversee it. This way, we both get to focus on our careers without feeling guilty about being apart.”
Mark’s eyes softened as he realized Clint’s perspective. “You’re right,” he said, a hint of emotion in his voice. “We’ll both be so busy, we won’t have much time to miss each other.”
Clint’s smile was reassuring. “And if we do start missing each other too much, we can always video chat. It’s not like we won’t be in touch.”
Mark leaned in, his affection for Clint shining through. “You always find a way to make things easier, don’t you?”
Clint shrugged playfully. “Someone’s got to keep us from overthinking things.”
Mark chuckled, feeling a weight lifting off his shoulders. “You’re amazing, you know that?”
Clint’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “I have my moments.”
Leaning in, Mark captured Clint’s lips in a tender kiss, a silent promise passing between them.
“So,” Clint said, breaking the kiss but not the closeness, “when do you need to give them an answer?”
Mark sighed, the urgency returning to his thoughts. “By six p.m. tonight.”
Clint raised an eyebrow. “And when do you leave?”
“Tonight,” Mark replied. “Training starts tomorrow.”
Clint let out a low whistle. “That’s a quick turnaround.”
“It is,” Mark admitted. “But they’re in a rush to get this done.”
Clint squeezed Mark’s hand, his gaze sincere. “Well, whatever you decide, I’m behind you, Mark. We’ll make this work.”
Mark felt a surge of gratitude for Clint’s support. “Thank you,” he said softly. “I really couldn’t do this without you.”
Clint’s smile was warm. “That’s what partners are for, right?”
Mark nodded, a mixture of emotions swirling within him. “I suppose it’s time to call them and give them my answer.”
Clint squeezed his hand once more before letting go. “Just remember, whatever you decide, I’m here.”
Mark nodded, feeling a renewed determination. “I love you,” he said, leaning in for another kiss.
“I love you more,” Clint replied, his voice filled with unwavering support.
Mark stepped away from Clint, his gaze drawn to the window that overlooked the quiet neighborhood streets. Outside, the bioluminescent trees painted the night with a soft, ethereal glow, casting intricate patterns of light and shadow. As he stared at this tranquil scene, his thoughts swirled, weighing the decision at hand, a choice that could shape not only his future but the destiny of two worlds.
With a deep breath, Mark made the call to give his decision. He couldn’t help but feel a sense of peace. The road ahead was uncertain, but he knew that with Clint by his side, they could face whatever challenges lay ahead.
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
The Arrival, and the Puzzle
 
Mark Lockhart’s consciousness stirred in the cold grip of sleep. His body shivered as he emerged from cryo-sleep, the sensation was like rising from the depths of a frigid ocean—a slow ascent back to awareness. He was aboard the Walkabout, one of the supply vessels ISEA used to ferry resources to Mars. The name was a nod to its Australian origins, he remembered.
Above him, the robot Rodger stood, his gaze a blend of concern and efficiency. Rodger had been the one who secured Mark in the cryo-chamber at the start of the journey. The android, with his human-like appearance and friendly blue eyes, reached out a helping hand to assist Mark as he struggled to sit up.
“How are you feeling, sir?” Rodger’s voice held a touch of empathy.
Mark’s voice was hoarse as he replied, “I think I’ll manage. Can I stand?”
“You may, sir,” Rodger answered. His hands were gentle as he helped Mark to his feet, the chill of the cryo-chamber still clinging to him.
Mark’s legs were unsteady as he moved forward. Clad only in thermal underwear, he felt a rush of cold air, and his breath misted in front of him. It had been a long journey, and his body protested the sudden awakening.
“The others are already in the mess hall,” Rodger informed him. Mark could sense the android’s efficiency—designed to assist, anticipate, and respond to every need of the crew and passengers.
Mark’s memory was hazy, his mind struggling to catch up with the months that had passed. “How long?” he managed to ask.
“Approximately seven months, fourteen days, eighteen hours and twelve minutes,” Rodger answered, his tone precise.
Mark’s head swam with disorientation, but he managed a nod of understanding. Slowly, he allowed Rodger to drape a robe around him, the warmth seeping into his chilled skin. The intelligent fabric reacted to his body, generating a comfortable heat that began to thaw his senses.
“Thank you,” Mark muttered, genuine gratitude in his eyes.
Rodger gave a small nod. “If you feel up to it, sir, the mess hall awaits.”
Mark’s stomach growled in agreement. “Starving,” he confessed, allowing Rodger to guide him towards the mess hall.
The mess hall was a small, functional space. The colonists were gathered, eating together and chatting animatedly. Mark recognized the trio: Alice with her Cockney accent, Ellie with her South African lilt, and Nasir, who hailed from Iran. They were the companions he would share this Mars journey with.
Alice beckoned him with a smile. “Join us, sleepy head.”
Mark returned the smile, a hint of humor in his eyes. “Fashionably late, you know.”
Ellie’s laughter tinkled like a bell. “You’ve got that right.”
Sitting down, Mark surveyed the meal options: fruit paste, dried beef, and a dubious coffee substitute. The meal might not have been gourmet, but after seven months in cryo-sleep, it was a feast to him. He took a sip of the “coffee” and grimaced.
Nasir’s voice carried a touch of sarcasm. “Ah, the joys of space cuisine.”
Despite the odd taste, Mark savored every bite of the dried beef. He found himself in good company, engaging in discussions about the upcoming landing procedures. There was a sense of camaraderie—a shared adventure binding them together.
As he reached the halfway point, Mark inquired, “What’s our schedule? What’s next?”
Nasir answered, “We’ve got just under twelve hours until we hit orbit. Once we’re in orbit, Seth will prepare the Roo for takeoff. While he’s doing that, we’ll suit up. Once he’s done prepping, we’ll board, stow our bags, and take off. We hope the descent goes smoothly, but if not, that’s where our training comes in. And remember, we need our helmets on the entire time, following ISEA protocol.”
Seth chimed in confidently, “It’s going to be a breeze, folks. After landing, we’ll disembark carefully and there will be a reception party outside the dome to welcome us. Our cargo will follow, using smart parachutes to land nearby. It’ll all go like clockwork.”
“With any luck,” Nasir added with a touch of irony.
Mark gathered from previous conversations that Nasir had never fully trusted androids, whereas he found them somewhat helpful.
Rodger continued, “You’ve got some time before orbit. Stretching and light jogging in the cargo bay are a good idea. Fuel up a bit more before you leave—you’ll need that energy.”
“Well, let’s get to it then,” Ellie suggested.
The next eleven hours and ten minutes flew by. Mark had just finished a slow jog around the cargo bay when he noticed Seth boarding the elevator to the Roo. Rodger’s voice came over the PA System, “It’s time, everyone. Suit up and get ready to board the Roo.”
Making his way across the bay, Mark saw others converging at the door. They entered in single file, heading to their designated lockers to gather their bags. Mark had chosen to pack lightly, knowing he’d return after the mission. He knew he’d only need the jumpers and space suits provided by ISEA, so he didn’t take any extra clothing.
But he did decide to bring his PAL (Personal Assistant Lens). PAL was a device akin to a twentieth-century contact lens—equipped with a fully functional AI computer named Strabo, after an ancient Greek historian. Strabo boasted an exabyte of information and was powered by five petahertz logic units handling mathematics, science, English, logic, and an AI personality that interacted with Mark. Strabo amalgamated their input for decisions, powered by wireless charging lasting over a week.
PAL’s thought-processing software interacted with an implant in the back of Mark’s head. He could simply think of tasks, and Strabo would carry them out, accessing files, running programs, communicating—everything Mark needed. Additionally, PAL had an accessory allowing others to interact with Strabo, projecting his voice for all to hear and processing others’ speech.
What made PAL truly valuable were the memories it held — pictures, videos, and historical references. If Mark pieced the puzzle together quickly, PAL would be a treasure trove of answers.
As they geared up, Alice remarked, “Time’s almost up. Are you excited?”
Mark replied, “Actually, yes. Exciting days ahead.”
“I wish you could spill the beans,” Alice said with a hint of frustration.
Mark smiled. “All in due time. I hope.”
Eleven hours and ten minutes passed swiftly. Mark finished a jog around the cargo bay and noticed Seth entering the Roo. Over the PA, Rodger’s voice announced, “It’s time, everyone. Suit up and prepare to board the Roo.”
Navigating the bay, Mark found others gathering at the door. They entered single file, heading to their designated lockers to collect their bags. Mark packed minimally, aware that he’d return after the mission and only needed the jumpers and space suits provided by ISEA.
As they suited up, Alice asked, “Are you ready?”
Mark nodded. “Actually, yes. Exciting times ahead.”
“I wish you could give us a sneak peek,” Alice sighed.
Mark grinned. “Patience, my friend. Patience.”
Mark completed his prep, making his way to the elevator. He reached it ahead of the others, the aerial view through the grated design offering a unique perspective of the bay. As it halted, the platform on the other side revealed Seth waiting next to the Roo’s door. Across from it, a bulkhead featured a wide door meant to seal the ship as the Roo departed. Mark passed through the bulkhead door.
“Over here, sir,” Seth guided, motioning to the Roo’s door. “May I stow your bag, sir?”
Handing his bag to Seth, Mark thanked him. “Is there a designated seat or is it open seating?”
“You’re free to choose, sir,” Seth replied.
Mark surveyed the interior of the small ship. Six seats, three on each side, formed an aisle in the middle. Up front, a transparent wall revealed the pilot’s seat, with a clear door opposite it. The ship felt spacious for its size. The synthetic rubber floor blended with gray-clad seats, harmonizing with the off-white walls. 
He took the seat up front, leaving behind the pilot area as he thought it might offer a good view during the descent. A few moments later, he could hear the other three walking out of the elevator onto the platform. They were animated in conversations about what their new life would be like as they made their way to the Roo, where Seth offered to store their bags once inside too. Nasir had led the way, and as soon as he saw Mark sitting behind the Pilot’s seat, he said, “Oh damn. I was going to sit there.”
“Oh,” Mark said, a little confused. “I can move if you’d like.” He started to stand.
“Nah,” Nasir quickly cracked a smile. “I’m just kidding. Keep your seat.” He winked at Mark to assure him that he had been joking and took the seat behind him.
Both ladies sat on the right side, with Ellie in front and Alice behind her. Seth entered and secured the outer door.
He paused as he walked up to the front. “Everyone has everything, correct? While safety protocols dictate that we have enough fuel for two round trips, the ISEA does not authorize using one for forgotten items. You must wait for anything left behind to be dropped on a future shipment.”
He looked at each passenger who responded yes or gave some other variation indicating they were ready.
“OK then,” he said. “Let’s get going.”
He reached the Pilot’s seat, closing the pilot area’s clear door behind him. A few moments later, Mark could hear a door closing outside of the Roo, guessing it was no doubt the Walkabout’s bulkhead door, as he heard the final thud it made. The door to the Roo closed next and was much quieter than the other door had been. The bay area where the Roo sat went dark, and Mark could hear another sound outside the shuttle.
Suddenly, at the front of the shuttle, a large doorway in the bay started to open, and through the windshield, Mark couldn’t see anything but stars. Then, with a sudden jolt, the Roo moved forward quickly, leaving Mark feeling a little queasy but not enough to worry him. In seconds, the shuttle had Mars in full view, prompting quiet murmurs of excitement from the passengers.
Mark admired its mysterious beauty as the shuttle leveled out and made several ever-descending laps around the planet. The ride was a bit bumpy at first but smoothed out after a minute—much to Mark’s relief. A few minutes later, the shuttle slowed down and then stopped, hanging in the air for a few moments before it slowly finished its descent. The shuttle touched down with a gentle bump, and then all was quiet as the engine shut down.
Seth opened the door separating him from the cabin, “OK folks, it’s time to put your helmets on. If you have anything in your bags that’s temperature sensitive, you’ll find thermal shielding bags next to the rear door. Please put those items in a thermal bag now as well.” Everyone stood, gathering their things. Mark grabbed a thermal bag for his PAL just to be safe. Everyone put their helmets on, and Mark noticed his helmet had updated to the local time on the planet, 2:37 P.M.
Seth said, “OK, give me a thumbs up if you’re ready to disembark.” With everyone’s confirmation, he continued, “Here we go. Depressurizing.”
A hiss escaped as the shuttle vented oxygen and equalized its pressure with the planet, and when it finished, Seth opened the door to let everyone out. The ladies departed first, followed by Nasir and, finally, Mark. He paused on his way out, taking it all in. The dome was much bigger than he had imagined. It appeared bright and colossal—like a giant fishbowl. A figure stood next to the entrance waving at all of them. Seth pointed at a rover to the right that had gone unnoticed at first by Mark, “That’s your ride, sir. Good luck to you. I hope I will be the one picking you up when you leave. It will depend on the rotation of the supply ships.”
“Thank you, Seth. I hope to see you soon, too,” Mark said as he slowly walked toward the rover. He paused a minute, looking towards the others who had stopped and faced him. One by one, they said their goodbyes and wishes of luck. Before turning back to the patiently waiting rover, Mark had an emotional moment leaving them as they’d all gotten close in that brief time. As he neared, he saw three people inside waving at him. A male voice came over his comm system. “Mark Lockhart, welcome. I’m Robert Marlow. The team and I will be your hosts while you’re here. I’ll introduce part of the team in a minute as soon as you’re inside.” Mark waited for a few seconds before the rover door opened and the steps flipped out. He climbed aboard. Someone inside retracted the steps and closed the door behind him. Mark could tell it was a woman.
Robert said, “Hold on a second, re-pressurizing.”
There was a hiss that was now familiar to Mark. When it finished, Robert stood and began removing his helmet, with everyone else following suit. Robert shook hands with Mark and said, “As I explained, I’m Robert. Welcome aboard.” He turned toward the man coming up behind him. “This is our Engineer, Kolman.”
Kolman stepped up and shook Mark’s hand as well. He said, “Hello. Nice to meet you.”
“Hello,” Mark said.
Robert touched Mark’s shoulder, turning him slightly. “And this person here is my beautiful wife, Cora.”
“Hello, I am pleased to meet you.” Cora said with a smile.
“So,” said Mark, “You’re the crew that made the find?”
“Yes,” said Robert. “We were all there, along with Aric, the head of Mars operations. It floored us, to say the least—seeing boats, planes, a city, and that room with the orb in it.
“You can say that again,” enthused Kolman.
Cora added, “I almost didn’t want to believe it when I went back outside to secure my uplink to the satellite, and Robert and Aric were calling out names of ships for me to look up, and when it all came back as lost in the Triangle, well ...”
“Yes!” Mark said with a smile. “I’m excited to see what else is in there that you didn’t have a chance to look at. Especially more of those ruins.”
Robert asked, “Could you figure any of it out from the video?”
“Sadly, no,” Mark replied, “The details weren’t clear enough for that.” He paused for a second. “Not that I blame anyone here for the lack of detail. It takes a trained eye to spot the clues in ancient artifacts and ruins.”
“Well,” said Robert, “you’ll get a firsthand view in the morning. We should get going. We need to get you settled in and review tomorrow’s game plan. There’s also the rest of the team to meet too.”
“Sounds good,” said Mark. “Let’s roll.”
Robert took Mark’s helmet and stowed it with the others under the bench in the back of Charon, and everyone took their seats. Mark waited to see where everyone was going to sit. Kolman let him have shotgun, since Mark was their guest, this was his first introduction to the red planet. He knew Mark would like the full view up front as they returned to the cave.
When they arrived at the cave, helmets in place and all had departed Charon, Kolman hooked it up to the charging station and left the garage, closing the door behind them. Once inside the entry room, Robert showed Mark an empty locker for his spacesuit.
“It’s a bit cold in here,” remarked Mark. “Is it like this every day?”
Kolman stepped up to answer. “Oh, it’s just cooler up here in the front. Once we get below, it will be very comfortable.”
“Alright then,” Mark said. “I’ll have to get used to it.”
“I suppose,” said Robert, “but we have most of the comforts of home here. We have the basics, food, water, shelter, and warmth, but we also have a few luxuries, such as satellite television. We mostly watch the news on that, though. We have regular video chats with our loved ones back home. We have a nice gym set up in one of the rooms. Really the only thing you can’t do is go outside for a nice stroll.”
“I’m sorry,” Mark said. “I didn’t mean to offend your way of life.”
“Oh, not at all!” Robert assured him. “No need to apologize. It will be an adjustment. I judge by the ring on your finger that someone is waiting for you back home. It’s going to be tough being gone for so long. We will offer everything we can to make it easier on you.”
Mark looked down at his ring for a moment. “Yes, my husband will be waiting for me. I miss him already, but at the same time, I’m excited to solve this puzzle.”
Cora touched him on the shoulder. “We’ll get you back to him soon enough.”
“Are you ready for a tram ride?” asked Kolman.
Mark looked at him, a little confused. “Tram ride?”
Robert laughed. “You’ll see in a minute.”
Mark grabbed his bag, and PAL. “Lead the way then.”
Mark laughed when the tram car stopped in the main cave. “You should have added the tram ride to the list of luxuries.” The crew grinned at him as Robert replied, “I’ll remember that next time! Alright, step this way for the grand tour.”
Robert showed Mark the entire facility while at the same time introducing him to the rest of the team. Mark was amazed by the sprawling, underground space—just over six thousand square meters. When introduced to MIRA, he was instantly fascinated and took a liking to her. He had heard about her on the news and was excited to meet her face-to-face. Robert continued the tour, ending at Mark’s room for the next few months—or so he hoped. He didn’t want to spend longer than necessary in the cave. Robert left him to get settled. Mark had little to unpack, but Robert had guessed right—he appreciated the chance for a hot shower.
After Mark had freshened up, he went looking for the team. Silvana spotted him and waved him over. “Hey!” she said. “Would you like to video chat with your husband back home? It’s around six p.m. Eastern—or seven A.M. tomorrow if he’s in Japan. Robert’s video chatting with Aric, going over the plans for tomorrow, so you’ve got a little time. I can set your micro up in one of the labs for some privacy.”
“That would be great,” Mark said, his face lighting up at the idea. “I’d like to let him know I got here safely and see how he’s doing. It seems like I only left a couple of days ago, but it’s been months for him, and he’s probably getting a little worried.”
“Great,” she said. “Come with me, and I’ll set you up.”
“Will there be much of a delay?” asked Mark.
“Delay? Oh no. There hasn’t been a delay since the ISEA completed the laser relay satellites over forty years ago. The satellites have lasers that are perfectly aligned with each other and are incredibly fast compared to the old radio waves we had to rely on before the system was completed. We can send high-definition live video instead of waiting eight to forty minutes for communications back and forth. However, we will have to limit the call to a couple minutes. The satellites don’t cost anything to send messages. Still, once the signal hits a communications satellite in orbit around Earth, it has to go through one of the corporate systems to reach someone’s personal phone, so the ISEA foots the bill for that, and they get charged international rates. If your husband worked for the ISEA, that would be different. We can talk to them as long as possible because they can receive our signals directly.”
“Wow!” Mark exclaimed. “I’ve been studying the ancient past so much, I guess I missed that information about the immediate present. A time limit sucks, but I understand what you mean. Lead the way.” He followed her to the nearest lab; the one Cora ran experiments in occasionally while helping the Chief Medical Officer with research. There were three tables with empty vials, solutions of all kinds (undoubtedly for testing), a pair of microscopes, a centrifuge machine, and a few machines Mark didn’t recognize. On the right, as they entered, was a row of computers. Silvana stopped at the first one and touched the screen. With what seemed like lightning speed to Mark, she went through a series of menus and options, then asked Mark for the number which he gave. She set the time limit and initiated the call.
She smiled at him as it was connecting. “I’ll leave you to have a nice private chat,” she said and departed the room.
Mark pulled out the chair in front of the computer and sat as the screen lit up with Clint’s face. He almost cried when Clint, confused for a second as to who was calling, realized it was Mark and smiled.
“Hey there!” exclaimed Clint. “I was wondering when I would hear from you! How’s it going?”
“Hey, babe!” Mark said, a sudden lump forming in his throat, “I took one heck of a long nap and then had a pretty busy day—which isn’t over yet, I might add—but I’m here and safe. The crew here seems very nice so far and very hospitable. I still have a meeting in a bit to discuss how we’ll begin tomorrow, so the site lead set me up to talk with you for a few minutes. How are things there? It’s been months for you, only a few days for me.”
“Months is right,” Clint said, “I’ve been keeping myself busy with work, trying not to miss you too much. I’m really proud of you for going through with this, even if it is a bit crazy.”
“I miss you,” Mark replied. “I can’t believe I left for training back in April, and it’s already September for you. I mean, I know we signed up for this, but it’s still a bit shocking how time has passed so quickly.”
“I know what you mean,” Clint said. “But you’re doing something incredible. You’re on Mars! I can’t wait to hear all about it.”
“I can’t wait to share it with you,” Mark said. “I’ve already seen Mars from the shuttle window, and it’s amazing. It’s so surreal to think that people are actually living here now. I can’t wait to see more of the cave and the artifacts they’ve found.”
“And I can’t wait to see you,” Clint added. “I’m counting down the days until you’re back.”
Mark’s smile softened. “I promise I’ll be back as soon as I can. I miss you more than I can put into words.”
“I miss you too,” Clint said. “Just take care of yourself, okay? And remember, I’m always here for you, even if we’re millions of miles apart.”
“Thanks, babe,” Mark said, his voice filled with emotion. “I really appreciate your support. I’m going to do my best here, and I’ll be back before you know it.”
The screen on the computer flashed a warning: thirty seconds left in the call. Clint looked at it, and then back at Mark. “Looks like our time’s almost up.”
“Yeah,” Mark said, his heart sinking a little. “I wish we had more time to talk.”
“Me too,” Clint replied. “But I’m glad I got to see your face and hear your voice. It makes this whole distance thing a bit easier.”
“Definitely,” Mark agreed. “I’ll call you again as soon as I can. Take care of yourself, and I love you.”
“I love you too,” Clint said. “Stay safe, and don’t forget about me.”
As the call disconnected, Mark stared at the blank screen for a moment, feeling a mix of emotions. He was excited about the adventure ahead, but he couldn’t deny the ache in his chest from being so far away from Clint. Taking a deep breath, he stood up from the chair and headed out of the lab. It was time to rejoin the crew and prepare for the challenges and discoveries that awaited him on Mars.
Mark stepped out of the lab, a bittersweet ache still lingering after the call with Clint. He pushed the chair back under the desk and walked into the corridor, spotting Robert engrossed in a conversation with Takuma. As he approached, their voices became clearer.
“That’s an awesome idea, Takuma,” Robert exclaimed, a genuine smile on his face. “How long do you think it will take you and Verusha to implement it?”
Takuma’s response was confident, “We could probably have it done in a few days.”
Robert seemed impressed, “That fast, huh? That will be great. I must brief Mark on the plans for tomorrow’s cave work, so you two do whatever you think is best. I have faith in you, and it’s your project. I’ll just look forward to congratulating you on the results.”
Takuma grinned, his enthusiasm apparent, “Sounds good to me. I’ll tell Verusha so you can get going with Mark here.” With a nod and a friendly smile in Mark’s direction, he turned and walked away.
Turning his attention to Mark, Robert asked, “Are you ready?”
Mark’s enthusiasm matched Takuma’s. “Sure!”
Robert led Mark to the common area where Cora and Kolman were waiting. The team engaged in a detailed discussion about the cave operation for the upcoming day. Safety measures were stressed due to Aric’s mishap. Mark’s role was clarified—he would accompany the team each day to provide firsthand accounts for the ISEA about the progress.
The conversation transitioned seamlessly into dinner—a spread prepared by Verusha that far exceeded Mark’s expectations considering their location. The evening was a mix of laughter, sharing stories, and further bonding, all of which helped Mark feel more at ease with his new surroundings.
As the day wound down, Mark felt the exhaustion settle in despite his recent cryo-nap. The accumulation of emotions and experiences, plus his over eighteen-hour day, finally caught up with him. He retreated to his sleeping quarters and found solace in a deep sleep that claimed him almost instantly.
Morning arrived swiftly, the sense of excitement overpowering any remnants of weariness. After a hearty breakfast, the team—including Mark—set off to fetch Aric. Their preparations were meticulous—compact battery-operated flood lights and a satellite relay to ensure no one needed to venture outside for uplinks. MIRA took charge of the equipment, her efficiency a testament to her capabilities.
Once Aric was aboard Charon, introductions were made, and the team set course for the cavern. Mark was eager to experience the environment that had become his new reality. The journey was both thrilling and surreal, with Mars’ red landscape stretching out before them.
Upon arrival, MIRA’s curiosity was palpable as she led the group down into the cavern. Her powerful lamps illuminated the path, and the familiarity of the surroundings began to settle in for Mark. The modifications to the walls, now even more visible, hinted at an unknown hand reshaping the cavern’s contours.
Reaching the collection of planes and boats, the team paused, awestruck once again by the scale of the discovery. Mark couldn’t help but marvel at the seemingly impossible juxtaposition of history and mystery.
Mark took charge of the conversation, steering it toward a point of clarification. “Okay,” he began, his tone contemplative. “So we have this piece of the puzzle figured out, right? Every boat and plane that could be identified returned as lost in the Triangle?”
Robert nodded, his expression serious. “Not everything was checked, but everything we did check came back with that answer.”
“Okay,” Mark continued, his mind working. “Would you all mind mapping, accounting for, and cataloging all of the wreckage? Just in case there are some boats or planes here that weren’t lost in the Triangle. It seems unlikely, but we need to be sure.”
Aric chimed in, practical as always. “That makes sense. It will take us a while to navigate through this maze to reach the city anyway. We can document and cross-reference as we go. Once we’re in the city, the rest of us can work on the list of boats and planes while you focus on exploring the city.”
“Perfect,” Mark responded, satisfaction in his voice.
The team set to work, methodically cataloging the wreckage. Flood lights were positioned to enhance visibility, casting a glow on the metal fragments that held so many secrets. With each discovery, their suspicions were confirmed—the Bermuda Triangle was the recurring answer.
Progressing deeper, they finally reached the city. The illumination from additional lights revealed the intricate architecture of the ruins. Mark took a moment to absorb it all, letting the unique design and layout speak to him in a language only history could articulate.
While Mark immersed himself in the ruins, the rest of the team carried on, still documenting the planes and boats. Occasionally, MIRA had to flex her dexterity, clearing pathways for her human counterparts to maneuver safely among the wreckage. She embraced the role, a mechanical guardian making the environment more accessible while diligently recording the details.
As the hours rolled on, the human members of the team took a break for lunch, retreating to Charon while MIRA continued her meticulous documentation of the wreckage. Amid bites of food, Mark shared his observations on the ruins. They emanated an uncanny sense of familiarity, yet defied categorization under any specific ancient culture. Strangely, the architecture didn’t feel alien either, reflecting a peculiar blend of advanced and ancient stonework. Mark’s keen intuition told him that unlocking the secrets of these ruins required the right piece of the puzzle. One issue that persisted was the absence of any discernible writing, a fact that troubled him. Robert consoled him, explaining that the writings were deeper inside, and he offered to guide Mark to those inner structures after their meal.
Upon their return to the ruins, the agile dance of MIRA’s lights caught their attention. Following the luminescent path, they reached her, where she announced her progress. “I believe I’ve almost finished documenting all of the wreckage. Everything here, identifiable, was indeed lost in the Triangle. I can’t yet say why or how this can be.”
Aric commended MIRA’s work, shifting the focus towards the city’s exploration. “Well done, MIRA. Now we can focus on the city itself. This may progress faster than anticipated, Mark.”
“Such efficiency would be a relief,” Mark replied. “Though I must admit, the company is excellent. It’s just that the pull of home is undeniably strong.”
“No worries,” reassured Robert. “We’re doing our best to expedite your return.”
Aric suggested, “Let’s head to those buildings you mentioned, Robert.”
Robert took the lead, guiding the team deeper into the ruins. They retrieved and strategically placed additional lights, illuminating the path to the structure bearing inscriptions. Mark’s anticipation grew as he caught sight of the enigmatic edifice ahead. Standing before the building, he absorbed every detail under the illumination of both MIRA’s lights and those they’d set up. Mark’s intense focus drew him into the ruins, the others giving him space to explore.
After a span of time, Mark sprinted back, his breath ragged and a triumphant grin on his face. His words tumbled out. “You won’t believe this.” Yet to his bemusement, every team member, including MIRA, burst into laughter.
“What?” he inquired, now understanding the laughter’s context.
Amid giggles, Cora chimed in, “We’ve all said that before, even in these very ruins.”
Mark chuckled, joining in the amusement. “Well then, let me share the news. This city, right here — it’s Atlantis.”
MIRA’s interjection added a colorful flair, “Holy shit.”
Aric’s agreement, though, held equal weight, “I’ll second that.”
Robert’s enthusiastic confirmation followed, “Count me in for one, too.”
Cora, with a grin, chimed in, “But I won’t be left out either.” She playfully turned to MIRA, “You too, miss.”
MIRA defended herself with mock seriousness, “Hey, you guys have said it plenty.”
As laughter subsided, Mark pressed on, “In all seriousness, it’s Atlantis. Follow me.”
Guiding them to a different section of the ruins, Mark unveiled another breathtaking sight. Amid a sea of silver-clad magnificence, a colossal building stood, its size nearly grazing the cavern’s roof. Towering pillars encircled its gable roof, adorned with silver and crowned with golden pinnacle spires. Statues of figures surrounded the building—an artistic marvel nestled within a short golden perimeter.
This temple, distinct from the one housing the orb, held the golden figure of Poseidon in a chariot drawn by six winged steeds. The statue was encircled by smaller golden nymphs. The inner sanctum’s walls dominated in ivory, interrupted by touches of copper and hues of gold and silver.
Mark explained, “This temple is dedicated to Poseidon, with its grandeur reflected in its design and materials.”
Cora marveled at the interior’s aesthetics. “The white, gold, and silver dominate, with hints of copper. And is that the same black material that the orb room has?”
Mark confirmed, “Yes, that’s the same obsidian-like material we’ve seen before. It’s remarkable how it reappears.”
With a quick quiz, Mark engaged them. “So, which legendary city boasted a grand temple at its heart featuring a colossal golden Poseidon statue?”
“Atlantis,” they answered in unison.
Amid their synchronized response, Mark continued. “We’re indeed in Atlantis. However, this structure is just one part of the city. Atlantis comprised a series of concentric rings alternating between land and water, with this temple resting at the epicenter atop a great hill. Yet, this cavern can’t contain the entire city. So, the question remains: since this is Atlantis, where is the rest of it, and how did this section end up here? My conjecture is that the answer aligns with the mystery of the Triangle on Earth. And the orb in the other temple might hold the key.”
Aric acknowledged Mark’s insights, appreciating his efforts despite the initial confusion. “You’ve done an exceptional job, Mark. None of us could have unraveled this on our own. This isn’t within our expertise, after all.”
Kolman’s voice resonated with agreement, “Your theory makes sense. We all felt the connection to the orb and its relevance.”
Robert encouraged Mark, “You’ve cracked the initial puzzle. Shall we proceed to the next phase—confronting the orb?”
MIRA’s humorous remark added lightness. “Let’s move forward. We can deal with selling the rest of this stuff later.”
Mark’s reflexive response, though incredulous, added to the camaraderie. “What? Sell…?”
Aric interrupted Mark’s concern, “She’s joking.”
Laughter reverberated, relief evident among them, and Mark joined in, acknowledging MIRA’s role as the team’s jester.
“Alright,” Mark conceded. “Lead the way.” Pausing momentarily, he glanced back towards the statue, as if addressing it, “Until we meet again.”
They re-traced their steps to the smaller temple, its chamber bathed in renewed illumination.
Mark glanced at the readout inside his helmet. O₂: 21.1%. Pressure stable.
He hesitated. “Cora... I’m reading a breathable atmosphere.”
She stepped closer, and checked her own display. “So am I. That can’t be right.”
Aric looked to MIRA. “Environmental scan, please.”
“Confirmed,” MIRA replied. “Atmosphere matches Earth norm. Temperature: twenty-one point three Celsius.”
Mark’s fingers twitched toward his helmet clasps.
“NO!” Cora snapped. “We haven’t tested for toxins!”
But it was too late—the soft hiss of his seal releasing was unmistakable. Mark stood holding his helmet in one hand, blinking in the silence. “I feel fine,” he said. “No dizziness, no odor. I didn’t think—sorry.”
Aric’s voice was sharp. “MIRA, scan his vitals.”
The beam swept across Mark.
“Vitals normal,” MIRA confirmed.
Cora’s voice softened. “Mark, don’t do that again. Just because it feels like home doesn’t mean it is.”
“Understood,” he said, sheepishly. “Lesson learned.”
As the team collectively discarded their helmets, Robert pointed out, “This setup will provide more comfort, and it conserves oxygen, allowing us more time to explore.”
Aric’s curiosity resurfaced, “But why is there a breathable atmosphere in here?”
Cora speculated, “Perhaps it was intended. It’s intriguing—Mars has long been lifeless, yet someone created this expanse, leaving a breathable environment within, despite the hostile conditions beyond.”
Mark proposed an explanation, “This portion might be ancient, while the exterior is more recent. The stonework doesn’t reveal its age. Carbon dating is futile, given the absence of carbon in the stone. But there’s more to this place than meets the eye, indicated by the automatic lighting and the atmosphere.”
Aric concurred, “Agreed. Now, let’s move to the inner chamber with the orb. Those walls might harbor some answers.”
Mark asked cautiously, “MIRA, please scan the next room to ensure the atmosphere extends there.”
“Yes, sir,” MIRA agreed. “The guinea pig is on its way.” She entered the orb’s room, her passage revealing nothing beyond the enigmatic threshold, a characteristic that had baffled them since their arrival.
As a couple of minutes drifted by, the team’s anticipation for MIRA’s verdict grew. Eventually, she emerged through the doorway, her entrance accompanied by the room’s illumination. However, her tone revealed a note of irritation. “What are you guys doing? I’ve been calling for you to tell you it’s safe inside. The atmosphere is the same.”
Aric explained the communication mishap, “We couldn’t hear you. Whatever blocks the light in that room also blocks sound, apparently.”
Understanding the situation, MIRA responded, “Oh, okay then. Well, it’s safe. I guess it’s safe. The half-billion-dollar robot didn’t die—so let’s go.” With that, she turned back into the room.
Mark observed with a chuckle. “She can be quite testy, can’t she?”
Cora’s laughter confirmed the sentiment, “You have no idea.”
Following MIRA’s lead, the team ventured into the mysterious room. Just as before, the area lit up upon their arrival. The central orb maintained its enigmatic allure, suspended motionless. Mark concentrated on the wall adorned with inscriptions. Positioning himself near the right-hand wall, now bathed in light, he studied the writing. Progressing counterclockwise around the room, he meticulously examined each wall, building a mental map of the intricate details.
Breaking the silence, Mark began, “Here’s where things get a bit complex. Decoding Atlantis was relatively straightforward, mainly due to the temple’s visual cues. However, this script is different.”
Robert posed a query, “Aren’t those hieroglyphs similar to Egyptian?”
Mark corrected him, “These are actually Sumerian. The Sumerians, the world’s first civilization, seem to be associated with this place. The presence of their language suggests a connection dating back to ancient times. Translating this will take time.”
His attention shifted to the mysterious top and bottom lines on the wall, Mark explained, “If you look here, at the top, there are a few lines in an entirely unfamiliar language. They don’t correlate with any earthly text or tongue I’m familiar with. They look extraterrestrial in origin. Below, we have several lines of Sumerian hieroglyphs, and at the very bottom, another unknown script.”
Kolman sought clarification. “You’re saying that the lines at the top and bottom are two different—alien languages?”
“That’s my preliminary assessment,” Mark affirmed. “These scripts deviate entirely from any known Earth languages. Given their complexity, translation might be an insurmountable challenge. My primary focus will be on translating the Sumerian section. Although it’s time-consuming, it’s feasible. Is there a way to reproduce these inscriptions in the cave or the dome? Viewing them on a screen won’t be sufficient.”
Aric regretfully replied, “Unfortunately, we lack the necessary equipment for large-scale reproductions.”
Robert acknowledged the reality, “So, we’ll need to keep coming back, hoping you make progress or reach an impasse.”
Accepting the situation, Mark asked about their remaining time. “How much time do we have today?”
Aric turned to MIRA for the answer, “MIRA, what’s the time?”
“It’s 3:22, sir,” MIRA responded.
Aric suggested, “Let’s dedicate another two hours to this task. That will bring us close to dinner, and I have tasks to attend to in the dome.”
Mark agreed, “Sounds reasonable. I’ll dive in.”
Mark threw himself into deciphering the Sumerian texts, aided by MIRA’s suggestion. She photographed individual hieroglyphs for Mark, which he could then analyze on a screen back in the cave. The process involved capturing each symbol and later comparing them to the larger context on-site. This approach allowed them to gradually assemble the story hidden within the inscriptions. Although time-consuming, Mark recognized its worth. MIRA’s efforts yielded photographs of slightly more than half the right-hand wall—a painstaking endeavor due to the precision needed for each image. This provided Mark with a foundation to start his translation work. After donning their helmets, the team called it a day and returned to their shelter.
Upon their return, a prepared dinner awaited them. Mark swiftly consumed his meal and excused himself. The team understood his determination and need to continue his work. Mark delved into the task, starting by reviewing Strabo’s initial image. He and Strabo meticulously sifted through Mark’s research and Strabo’s data, fervently seeking a match between the inscriptions and the symbols. Mark concentrated on the first few hieroglyphs, working intensely to find any connections that could initiate the puzzle-solving process. Time ticked away, hours stretched, and Mark’s efforts grew increasingly feverish as he shuffled between the symbols and data. Eventually, his energy waned, and the strain of his labor overcame him, causing him to drift off to sleep at his desk, surrounded by his research.
 
CHAPTER SIX
The Portal
 
Three weeks had elapsed since Mark began unraveling the enigma of the Sumerian cuneiform. Each day, he returned with the team, chipping away at the intricate puzzle. Aric’s involvement had been limited due to his operational duties. He maintained regular communication with the ISEA and Ray Burchfield, providing updates on the progress.
The discovery that the ruins were part of Atlantis astonished the ISEA. Questions emerged about how any part of the fabled city ended up on Mars. Aric’s reports about the breathable atmosphere in the orb room and its adjoining sparked intense conversations between Mars and Earth. Some ISEA officials speculated about the site’s potential as a lucrative tourist destination—a high-priced museum for Mars visitors, a notion that would supplement the already steep costs of interplanetary travel. These discussions hinted at the site’s financial potential to support the ISEA’s upcoming ventures, such as asteroid mining and moon colonization.
On Mars, Mark felt he was on the verge of a breakthrough. The orb and chamber, clearly of non-human origin, seemed inextricably linked to the Bermuda Triangle, the wreckage, and the ruins. He remained uncertain about the precise connection but knew he was close to a revelation. Mark’s days were spent in front of the inscribed wall, piecing together the puzzle fragments, like memorizing a foreign language without grasping its meaning.
Robert, Cora, Kolman and MIRA remained a constant presence, supporting Mark in his efforts. Kolman had set up a solar array to power lighting within the cave, significantly improving working conditions. As Mark persevered, studying the wall, he sensed he was on the brink of discovery.
Frustration and determination intermingled in Mark’s voice, “There’s something I’m missing here—I know I’m close.”
Robert’s reassuring words echoed, “We believe in you. No one else could have deciphered this place as you have.”
Aware of their unwavering support, Mark responded thoughtfully, “I appreciate that. I’m certain this part pertains to a passage—or a doorway. I’m starting to think it’s describing the orb.”
MIRA’s sensors activated with sudden intensity, drawing the team’s attention. “Something’s happening,” she reported.
Robert, along with others, turned to MIRA. “What do you mean?” he inquired.
Cora swiftly pointed out, “Look, the orb is changing its color!”
Mark spun around, and everyone’s gaze returned to the orb. It underwent a remarkable transformation from its customary glittering appearance to a swirling array of colors resembling a colossal water sphere. The lights within the orb danced and twirled, casting a vivid spectacle. Abruptly, the display ceased, reverting the orb back to its original disco ball appearance.
Astonished by the spectacle, Robert queried, “Did you touch something, Mark?”
Mark refuted any involvement, “It wasn’t me. That was extraordinarily strange.”
MIRA moved closer to the orb, inspecting it for any subtler changes. However, her investigation yielded no results. The orb appeared unchanged, baffling both MIRA and the human team members.
Suddenly, Kolman burst into the room, urgency in his voice. “Helmets on—now!” His news caused a flurry of movement as the team quickly complied.
“What happened?!” Cora demanded as she secured her helmet.
Kolman explained quickly, “Something unusual happened in the cave. I’m not sure if you can help, Cora, but we need to go.”
Following MIRA and Kolman’s lit paths, the team exited the temple. What they found stopped them cold: a small pleasure plane, freshly crashed, its engine still smoking.
“Inside!” Kolman directed, his urgency evident. “There are people in there!”
Cora and Kolman worked together, struggling to open the plane’s door. MIRA stepped in, tearing it free to allow access to the passengers. The individuals inside, a family—two adults and a pre-teen girl—had clearly crash-landed. The victims—unprotected and exposed—lay limp inside the cabin, unconscious, or already gone.
Cora sprang into action, medical kit in hand, scanning for any signs of life. Her training drove her through the motions—checking pulses, searching for respiration—but she already knew. The Martian atmosphere had done its work. Every drop of moisture had boiled away, the vacuum sealing their fate within moments of arrival.
She tried anyway. She had to.
“Give me space,” she barked, her voice breaking as she moved between the fallen. But as minutes passed, the stillness grew deafening. There was no life left to save.
Her composure cracked. “No,” she whispered, falling back onto her heels, gloves trembling. “They didn’t stand a chance.”
Robert reached her first, placing a hand on her shoulder as she stared at the lifeless form of a young girl—her face still etched in fear. Cora’s tears came fast, hot, despite her training. “I should’ve been able to do something,” she murmured. “Anything.”
Robert’s voice was low but steady. “They were gone the second they landed. You know that, Doc. No suit, no air. Just three degrees out here. Even their lungs would’ve flash-dried.”
“I know,” Cora choked. “But it doesn’t make it easier.”
She glanced back at the girl. “No one should die like that. Especially not her. She had a life ahead of her.”
Robert nodded solemnly. “Then let’s make sure no one else does.”
Amidst the tide of emotions, Mark’s voice rose tentatively, cutting through the heavy air like a beacon of curiosity. “I think I might have a hypothesis for change after seeing this.”
Intrigued, MIRA’s digital gaze shifted towards him, the blue light in her eyes pulsing gently with anticipation. “What do you mean?”
Mark’s thoughts settled into focus, his words forming bridges between the fragments of their understanding. “The orb,” he began, his voice taking on a cadence of discovery. “When you pointed out the change it was making, and we watched it…”
Kolman’s voice—an unexpected interjection—cut in. “Wait! The orb changed?”
Robert’s confirmation was swift and matter-of-fact, painting a mental image of the bewildering event. “Yes. MIRA saw it first. It started swirling with color, and eventually, it swirled faster and filled the room with one heck of a light show—then it went back to the way it’s always been.” His words hung in the air, a bridge between past and present. “Right before you came in.”
Mark’s thoughts crystallized—bridging their experiences. “Exactly. Bear with me for a few moments here—the two events are connected.”
As if sensing the gravity of Mark’s thoughts, Cora’s calm voice broke through, her presence a steady anchor. “What are you thinking?”
Mark’s words unfurled, each one a thread weaving a new tapestry of understanding. “I think what I’ve been translating was not referring to the doorway and orb room but a doorway between the two worlds instead.”
Kolman’s musings added a layer of agreement, his voice a note of contemplation. “I’d believe anything at this point, but what you just said makes sense.”
MIRA’s electronic curiosity pulsed, an eager participant in their intellectual dance. “I agree.”
Robert’s curiosity flared, his question cutting to the heart of the matter. “What do you mean doorway? Like a wormhole?”
Mark nodded, even though his colleagues couldn’t see it, his voice carrying a newfound sense of conviction. “Yes, it’s right there on the wall. Too bad I don’t have a Sumerian-to-English dictionary! They still don’t make those. But yes, a wormhole is exactly right—or a portal, if you like. Someone constructed one here, and there must be one on Earth, too, in the triangle. And I bet the one in the triangle is malfunctioning. I am convinced it isn’t working as intended.”
Cora’s voice carried a hint of surprise and disbelief, her words an echo of their collective thoughts. “Malfunctioning?”
Mark’s voice remained steadfast, his thoughts shaping the puzzle pieces into a coherent image. “I mean, there has to be one in the triangle—one that’s sending boats, planes, and that city. It may have very well been in Atlantis in the first place! That would explain why only part of the city is here. But it’s also malfunctioning—or something to that effect—because it’s still sending objects here.”
Robert’s curiosity drove him to probe further, his question a beacon for deeper understanding. “How do you suppose that there’s two of them, one here and one on Earth?”
Kolman’s voice, calm and authoritative, cut through with knowledge. “Because you need two to make it work. There has to be a point A and a point B.” His gaze turned towards Mark, bridging their thoughts. “He’s right. Earth is point A, and it’s malfunctioning. It’s the only explanation for all of this. It’s the only way to explain how this plane—and everything else—ended up here. No one came and took it and placed it here. I might add that no one came and took Atlantis and placed it here, with an intact temple to Poseidon. The only rational and reasonable explanation is a portal between here and Earth.”
MIRA’s words bubbled with excitement, her curiosity evident in her tone. “That’s awesome. One question, though. Does the portal go both ways?”
Mark’s response was thoughtful, each word a brushstroke on the canvas of their speculation. “I would assume so. I’d need to study it further.”
Cora’s practicality emerged, her words a call to action. “More importantly, is there a way to shut it down from this side—to stop another boat or plane from ending up here and killing anyone else?”
Mark’s caution was evident, his thoughts measured and deliberate. “Again, that will take more research.”
Robert’s resolve was clear. “Let’s get back in there, then. There’s nothing else we can do out here.” Their purpose rekindled, they left the chilling landscape, heading back to the orb room—now known in their minds as the portal.
Now enlightened about the orb’s purpose and the cryptic inscriptions on the wall, Mark approached his task with renewed determination. His focus shifted, his approach adjusting as he studied the inscriptions for another hour and a half. Time stretched out—a silent witness to their pursuit of understanding. Soon, the team was back in their home cave, peeling off their suits with relief.
Dinner awaited—a ritual amidst chaos. Their meal-time carried the weight of the day’s revelations. The disbelief of their companions, the essence of their questions, swirled in the air.
Verusha’s curiosity bloomed, her voice a beacon of inquiry. “Does this mean there might be a way to find and restore the portal on Earth’s end—and fix it so we can use it to our advantage?”
Kolman’s practicality cut through the excitement, his words a measured reminder. “The problem now is figuring out where the portal is located within the triangle—and how deep it sits beneath the ocean. As we all know, the depths across the triangle vary greatly—the deepest lies in the Puerto Rico Trench, at a little over eight kilometers. The question comes down to: ‘How easy will it be to locate—and access—it?’”
Silvana’s musings filled the air, her voice a melody of thoughts. “Why has it encompassed the entire triangle? It seems the portal Here on Mars is much more contained.”
Kolman’s response carried a hint of speculation, his voice painting a canvas of possibility. “Perhaps it’s the water. It could be throwing the whole thing off. When it activates, it may take a random path through the water, and if anyone happens to be unlucky enough to be in that path, they wind up here on Mars. It will probably be years before we know for sure.”
Mark’s voice, filled with determination, added a layer of practicality. “It could take us years to find the other end on Earth—and even longer to reach it. The only thing I can do right now is keep translating and try to see if I can stop anything from coming here anymore from this end, for now at least. Hopefully, it can be shut down from here. Who knows how the aliens designed it?”
Cora’s voice, a quiet note in the symphony of voices, held gratitude and determination. “Thank you. I don’t want to have to see anyone else die.”
Silvana’s empathy materialized in a warm embrace, her actions a testament to their shared humanity. She held Cora warmly, a beacon of comfort amidst uncertainty. Silvana’s thoughts, rooted in her upbringing, held a subtle skepticism. She wondered if there was more to this puzzle, a hidden truth that hadn’t yet emerged.
The day’s revelations weren’t confined to the cave, as Robert carried his findings to Aric. His steady words conveyed the truth they’d uncovered. Aric listened, his demeanor reflective of the gravity of their discoveries. By now, the unimaginable had become routine—Robert could’ve spoken of phantom vessels, and Aric wouldn’t blink.
Aric and Robert agreed, their voices echoing across the digital expanse. Mark’s role, now clear, was to find a way to close the portal from their end, to prevent further loss. But the final verdict would come from the higher echelons of the ISEA, their guidance needed in this uncharted territory.
Following his conversation with Robert, Aric reached out to the ISEA’s headquarters in Washington D.C. Aric relayed their findings to Ray, the agency’s sentinel of information—each word carrying the weight of their discovery. The protocol was clear—keep the knowledge contained, share only with those in the know. Critical information was shared cautiously, the data stream pulsing with urgency.
The intricate dance of discovery and caution continued as the team navigated the enigmatic cavern. The secrecy shrouding their findings weighed heavily on Aric, yet he understood the necessity. The protocol, intricate and complex, formed a web of information control that reached far beyond their small group. The revelation of their discovery had implications that rippled through government agencies and intelligence networks, a testament to the labyrinthine nature of human power structures.
Ray immediately relayed the discovery to Charles Glover—both bound by duty to evaluate, classify, and decide. The information’s potential use as a strategic advantage warranted careful consideration. And so, the invisible machinery of power churned, marking this discovery as both a scientific breakthrough and a potential pawn in a geopolitical game.
Aric’s decision to join the team spoke of his dedication, as well as his acknowledgment that their shared pursuit outweighed individual safety. Charon, the steadfast vessel, carried him to the cavern as dawn painted the Martian sky with muted hues. Routine had melded with the extraordinary—what was once a rare event was now commonplace. The portal’s pull was magnetic, drawing them into its depths like moths to a flame.
Mark’s connection with MIRA had evolved, the digital entity’s absorption of knowledge a testament to its expanding intellect. The cave’s secrets unfolded before them like the pages of a book, each discovery a fragile piece in the puzzle of understanding.
The morning’s arrival marked the moment for action. As Charon whisked Aric away to the cave, conversations flowed like a river of ideas. Mark’s hypothesis—woven from threads of translation and observation—had opened new possibilities. The symbols on the orb’s ring stood as silent witnesses, awaiting translation.
Kolman’s proposal, a test of the pillar’s interaction, resonated with their collective curiosity. Mark’s simple question—'What about trying it with the gloves off?’—became the catalyst for an experiment, echoing like a refrain.
Aric’s bravery took center stage, his touch igniting a cascade of colors in the orb. MIRA’s digital eyes recorded the surge of color and light, storing every fluctuation for later analysis. Panic—fleeting yet palpable—faded as Aric’s second touch calmed the storm. The portal’s mysterious mechanism had responded, its intricate dance a silent acknowledgment of human curiosity.
Cora’s medical concern and Robert’s worry, woven with their shared history, created a safety net of human connection. Their camaraderie held them close in moments of uncertainty, a reminder that their unity was their strength.
Mark’s determination remained unyielding, his analytical mind churning through the information like gears in motion. The pieces were falling into place, yet the puzzle was far from complete. Each discovery fueled his thirst for knowledge, each symbol an enigma to be unraveled.
As Mark’s exploration continued, time seemed to trap them in its delicate web. The world outside remained unchanged, yet their subterranean journey was anything but ordinary. The cavern held secrets that whispered of ancient technologies and alien intelligence. The quest for answers and the pursuit of understanding bound them together in an unbreakable bond, a fellowship forged in the crucible of the unknown.
Mark had immersed himself in studying the orb and the room, determined not to overlook any details. He meticulously examined the symbols on the stone ring encircling the orb, hoping to find a hidden meaning—but they remained cryptic. He also focused on the walls, trying to piece together the puzzle they represented. However, he was well aware that unraveling the mysteries would require time, even with the new insights he had gained.
As the day drew to a close, the group left Aric and headed back to their temporary abode in the cave. After dinner, Mark shared the fresh information he had gathered with MIRA. Hours slipped away as they discussed and analyzed the data. Eventually, it was time to rest. MIRA went into charging mode, and Mark retired to bed.
In his slumber, Mark found himself once again within the enigmatic realm of dreams. This time, he stood in the portal chamber near the right wall, eyes fixed on the door. Two ethereal, almost shadow-like alien figures entered the room, their features blurred—as though his mind struggled to shape them. They halted before the pillar but seemed more interested in the symbol on the stone ring encircling the orb. After a brief inspection, one of them extended its appendage and made contact with the pillar. Gradually, the orb began a mesmerizing dance of swirling colors, gaining speed until its surface rippled like liquid. Vibrations rippled through it, much like before, yet this time, it expanded voraciously, consuming the entire room along with the shadows. In an instant, the vibrant light collapsed into pitch darkness.
Abruptly, a brilliant blue dot materialized before him, steadily expanding. He soon grasped that he was staring at Earth. Another blink transported him to a cityscape, where he stood on bare ground amidst the urban sprawl. Before him stood a structure he recognized intimately: the temple of Poseidon, adorned with silver and gold. However, the scene swiftly dissolved into darkness again. In yet another blink, he was back on Mars, the planet that had initiated his extraordinary journey. His attention returned to the door, and just as before, the two shadowy entities entered. They approached the pillar as they had during the initial encounter, but this time, Mark discerned a difference. The symbols on the stone ring had undergone a reversal. The emblem that had always faced the pillar had shifted to the far side of the ring, while the other now sat beside the pyramid. The shadows engaged the pyramid once more, setting the portal into motion. As colors metamorphosed and intensified, one of the enigmatic figures turned toward Mark and uttered a peculiar sound, ‘BEEP.’
Confused, Mark blinked. “What?”
The echoing repetition of the sound—‘BEEP…BEEP,’— roused him from his dreamlike state. Regrettably, his slumber was terminated by the insistent blare of his alarm. Suppressing his disappointment, he silenced the alarm and hastened to record his dream in his PAL’s note feature, ensuring the details were captured before they could dissipate.
Over breakfast, he shared his dream with the group, who found the narrative intriguing and entertaining. The conversation flowed as they contemplated the significance of restoring the portal system. Ideas were exchanged about the potential implications of streamlined interplanetary travel, saving time, effort, and financial resources. Mark believed his subconscious was trying to convey something crucial—perhaps a piece of insight gained though his studies. Although he sensed the ring held a deeper purpose than initially thought, uncertainty lingered. With their impending return to Earth, there was little time left for practical exploration.
After breakfast, Robert decided to tell Aric about the dream. Aric had planned to sit out the day for administrative tasks, but changed his mind after learning the dream might be significant. He delegated responsibilities to department heads and joined the group.
They returned to the portal site, navigating the familiar maze and ruins with ease. Helmets were removed as they reached the portal chamber, everyone settling into their designated spot. Mark delved into deciphering the dream’s message, focusing on the stone ring. Though he meticulously examined the ring and its symbols, he found no differences from the previous days. He scrutinized the symbols themselves: One depicted a large circle with a smaller one adjacent on the right. The other showcased a central circle encircled by four smaller ones—resembling a clock displaying the twelve, three, six, and nine positions. Despite his intense concentration, he found no breakthrough. Frustrated, he turned his attention back to the walls in search of new revelations, while the others discussed their theories about the machine’s mechanisms. Another hour passed before Mark redirected his attention to the symbols on the ring.
And then, the realization stuck.
“Mmm,” he mused aloud. “What does this remind you of?” He pointed to the symbol on the ring, featuring a large circle with a smaller one beside it on the right. The group huddled around, contemplating the symbol.
Breaking the silence, MIRA chimed in, “A hydrogen atom? Nucleus is a bit large though.”
“Earth,” Kolman said. “It resembles Earth.”
Mark smiled and nodded at Kolman. “Exactly.”
“I should have realized that,” MIRA admitted, a tinge of self-criticism in her tone.
“Don’t worry about it,” Mark said. “Yes, it represents Earth.”
He hurried to the other side of the ring, pointing at the second symbol. “And what about this one?”
Aric admitted with a shrug, “I’m a bit fuzzy on my planetary knowledge. Is there any planet in our solar system with five moons?”
Cora considered, “Mars has two, as we know, but what about Neptune?”
MIRA provided clarity, “Actually, no, sir. Neptune has eighteen moons. Jupiter has one hundred and four. Saturn boasts two hundred and seventy-nine. Uranus….”
Robert cut in before she could continue. “It’s alright, MIRA. ‘No’ is enough. So, if this isn’t about our solar system, and the other symbol represents Earth, then what does it signify?”
Mark frowned. “Perhaps the other symbol isn’t Earth after all. Maybe MIRA was on the right track with ‘hydrogen’—but that contradicts our knowledge.”
MIRA replied, “I was mistaken about hydrogen, sir. I still think the other symbol represents Earth. As for the other symbol, it likely signifies a planet in a different solar system.”
“Why show Earth and another planet on the ring?” Kolman asked, echoing everyone’s curiosity.
Aric offered his insight, “It seems this device is designed to transport individuals to different destinations.”
“That’s my thought,” Mark nodded. “That’s what I think my dream was showing—a two-way device with two selectable destinations.”
Cora inquired, “How would one choose?”
Robert raised an intriguing point, “Did it change sides in your dream?”
“No,” Mark replied.
Kolman approached the pillar, crouched, and tried lifting it, wrapping both arms around it—but it didn’t budge. He stood up, shaking his head in disbelief.
MIRA, however, had an idea. She reached out and turned the stone ring, surprising the group as it began to rotate.
“Of course!” Mark exclaimed. He knelt to inspect the gap. “It’s levitating—the ring’s not touching the supports.”
Kolman crouched beside him. “Unbelievable—we never thought to check underneath. From above, it looked like it sat on the supports.”
MIRA kept rotating the ring until a different symbol aligned with the pillar. A tense silence fell over the group as they waited for what would happen next.
Cora voiced a concern, “But won’t this prevent arrivals from Earth?”
“It’s hard to say,” Robert admitted. “Mark, did your dream show anything else?”
“No,” Mark confessed. “In my dream, the shadowy figures entered again, observed the ring—presumably to ascertain their aligned planet, as it is currently configured—and then activated it.”
“Look!” MIRA exclaimed, locking onto something near the pillar. “One of my ghostly figures became partially visible—just the hand! And…a glove?”
All eyes turned to a slender gray hand, alien-looking and slowly materializing out of thin air. The hand hovered near the pillar, then slowly drifted forward and touched it.
Mark stared in shock. “What’s it doing?”
Kolman frowned. “Doesn’t seem too ghostly.”
The hand found its place within the handprint on the pillar, initiating a shift in the orb’s colors.
“Alert!” Robert’s exclamation echoed. “It’s activating!”
Aric joined in the urgency, “Helmets on! We must leave immediately!”
They scrambled for their helmets, but the exposed hand had already withdrawn. Something shifted—like a ripple in the air—and a glove beside it briefly hovered before sliding back over the strange, gray skin.
“Run!” Aric shouted, his voice edged with urgency. However, his warning proved futile. The hand conjured a small sphere seemingly from thin air, hurling it to the ground. A brilliant flash engulfed the group, disorienting and blinding them. In an instant, the orb transformed into liquid.
“Hurry!” Cora’s voice cut through the disarray. “There’s no telling how much time we have!”
“Touch the pillar again!” Kolman shouted.
Aric, with his glove removed, reached for the pillar. But just as his hand approached, the liquid sphere expanded, enveloping them all.
And then, darkness swallowed everything.
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
The Greys, and the CIA
 
Exiting the Janet plane, Gary Parnell found himself face-to-face with the familiar figures of Lieutenant General Woodridge and his XO, Major General Carmichael. The two military officers stood in the hangar, much as they did during their first meeting with Parnell. As he descended the stairs, the gap between him and the Generals closed.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” Parnell greeted.
“Good morning, Gary,” Woodridge replied, followed by Carmichael’s own greeting. Woodridge continued, “To what do we owe this pleasure, sir? We weren’t briefed on the situation.”
“That will have to wait until we’re in your office, Sam,” Parnell said, addressing Carmichael. “No offense James, but this is a sensitive matter.”
“Of course, sir,” Carmichael agreed, understanding his role in such situations.
Carmichael excused himself to tend to operations, leaving Woodridge and Parnell to proceed to the office.
Behind closed doors, seated comfortably, Woodridge initiated the conversation, “What’s going on, Gary?”
Parnell detailed everything that had unfolded on Mars over the past nine months, including the recent report from Aric indicating that the orb might function as a portal between Mars and Earth.
The General blinked. “Wow!” He glanced at Parnell. “So the other end is somewhere in the Bermuda Triangle? That certainly explains a lot.”
Parnell nodded, “No kidding. We don’t know exactly where within the Triangle—which is one of the reasons I’m here. I want some answers from those aliens. After I left last time, I did some digging. There’s a history with them that’s even shadier than the usual CIA stuff. You might recall, when I left last time, I had a bad feeling about them and your man, uh, Norman I think it was.”
“Norman Walsh, yes,” Woodridge confirmed, filling in the missing name.
“Yes,” Parnell continued, “he left me somewhat uneasy too. Now, given that those aliens have been around for quite a while, possibly for thousands of years, they might know something about the Bermuda Triangle, or at least have picked up something out there in the ocean that could help us pinpoint the portal’s Earth location.”
“That makes sense,” Woodridge agreed. “Well, let’s go get those answers.” Both men rose and headed toward the elevator.
He activated the elevator, and after the brief scan approval, they descended to the room where Old Blue resided. The journey was swifter this time, with none of the sightseeing that had been included during Parnell’s first visit. The guards were stationed at their posts, mirroring their earlier positions.
Returning to the room, Parnell and Woodridge faced Norman Walsh, who was quick to adjust his glasses and greet them with a smile. “Hello, gentlemen. Director Parnell, what brings you here again?”
“I need to have a conversation with Old Blue,” Parnell stated.
“Regarding what?” queried Walsh.
Woodridge intervened, “Norm, you’ll find out in due time. Let’s proceed.”
“No problem,” Walsh agreed, masking his curiosity behind an obedient smile.
Seated across from Old Blue, Parnell engaged in a mental exchange. Hello, Mr. Parnell. How are you today?
I’m fine. I have a few questions I’d like to ask, if that’s alright?
We are happy to answer any queries you have. Please go ahead.
Parnell looked at Old Blue and spoke out loud. “I trust that the answers and subjects I bring up will remain confidential, just as Old Blue’s existence has. Otherwise, there will be consequences. My questions in this case are better spoken instead of thought—for clarification.”
Walsh’s expression shifted from curiosity to apprehension as Parnell’s stern words were directed at him.
Parnell then questioned, “Tell me everything you know about the portals.”
Old Blue’s response came swiftly, delivered to their minds. To avoid repeating myself, I’ll transmit my responses to all of you at once. Yes, we are aware of the Earth colonies on Mars. Part of establishing those colonies involves developing new settlements within the caves on Mars.
Walsh leaned forward, eyes bright. “That’s an intriguing concept.”
Parnell shot Walsh a warning glare—a clear signal to keep quiet. Walsh’s apology, expressed through downcast eyes and a push of his glasses, signaled compliance.
Parnell turned back to Old Blue. “While searching for new caves to colonize, the Mars exploration crew found something unusual. I assume you are aware of their discovery.”
Old Blue’s simultaneous response echoed, Indeed, we are aware. We have been observing your crew’s progress from the start, intending to offer assistance when the time was right.
Parnell, uneasy about the idea of continuous surveillance, continued his inquiry, “For how long have you been observing them?”
We have been monitoring their activities since their initial arrival on Mars. However, we prefer to characterize our role as observers rather than spies.
Parnell pressed further, “You knew about the boats, planes, and Atlantis remains in the cavern?”
Old Blue’s answer resonated mentally, We’ve known about the cavern and its contents for quite some time. We anticipated that your crew would uncover these details in due course, and we are prepared to offer assistance.
Parnell pondered for a moment, choosing his words carefully to prevent overexposure of information. “Tell me about the portals’ origins.”
Old Blue’s emotionless gaze persisted as he transmitted his response. The portal on Earth was originally connected to Atlantis, a once-thriving center of trade and influence. Due to its strategic location and considerable power, Atlantis was deemed an ideal location for the portal. We believed that, in time, the portals would help expand your civilization.
“So, you constructed these portals?” Parnell inquired.
Yes, we are the creators of these portals.
Parnell’s curiosity deepened, “The Earth portal was linked to Atlantis, but the city met a disastrous end. Part of it now resides on Mars, while the rest vanished into the Bermuda Triangle?”
Precisely. The city of Atlantis was indeed subjected to a series of unfortunate events, leading to its submersion. A portion of Atlantis was relocated to Mars as a result of these events.
“And the crew on Mars?” Parnell continued.
Your crew on Mars has been deliberately withholding information from you. They managed to decipher the portal’s mechanism some time ago. Following this breakthrough, your historian’s arrival further influenced their decisions. They have chosen to reveal only fragments of their discoveries, selectively sharing information to maintain control. They fabricated the story of a broken portal to divert your attention from the cavern’s secrets. Unbeknownst to you, they intend to collaborate with an individual here to covertly profit from the treasures within the temple of Poseidon. Their intention was to reveal the truth only when it was too late for you to intervene.
Parnell maintained his scrutiny of Old Blue. “This is quite an accusation. Can you provide evidence?”
Old Blue’s response floated into their minds, We extend an invitation for you to accompany us back to Mars. A spacecraft is departing tonight under the cover of darkness. This will allow you to witness the situation firsthand and verify our claims.
Parnell’s attention shifted to Woodridge, seeking his input.
The General responded, “Blue’s right, Gary. We need to verify these claims. And I think I can arrange a security detail from my old Special Operations unit to accompany us.”
“Excellent,” Parnell affirmed. “Sam, you’re always resourceful. I’ll ensure you and the Ops team get some extra payout for this.”
“Actually, sir, if you could direct the money to one of my youth organizations in Chicago, I’d appreciate it. I’ll share the details later.”
“I’ll make those arrangements, Sam,” Parnell replied. “Your dedication to helping kids in need due to your own tough upbringing is truly commendable.”
“I do what I can, Sir. It’s about giving kids every possible advantage,” Woodridge responded softly.
Back in his office, they finalized the details before Parnell’s departure. Woodridge then informed Carmichael, providing the limited information he could. It boiled down to him needing to depart on an assignment with a security detail, and Carmichael would be in charge during his absence.
Next, he organized the deployment of the Special Ops team. Even without details, they were eager for action—restless from inactivity. Their commitment was unwavering. He knew the specifics wouldn’t matter much to these men. Whether on a suburban lawn or another world, they thrived on the mission itself.
Upon their arrival, he arranged a meal for the men, prompting gossip among the staff about their presence. After the meal, he briefed them in his office. This group was a blend of the four main armed forces—Marines, Navy, Army, and Air Force. There were six men, each with a different background and age, though none appeared younger than their mid-thirties. Among them stood a frontman, the clear leader, with neatly shaved hair, a small mustache, and a touch of gray. Despite his age, he projected strength and confidence.
Seated in his chair, Woodridge began, “Gentlemen, it’s great to have you all here. I’ll cut to the chase. You’re here for a unique mission—on Mars.”
“Mars?” The word sparked a buzz of small talk. This mission was anything but ordinary, even for a Special Ops team.
He continued, “I assure you, this isn’t the typical long-duration Mars expedition. Hopefully, it won’t take more than a few weeks. And here’s the twist—you’ll be traveling aboard an alien spacecraft.”
This announcement amplified the chatter among the men. The frontman promptly commanded, “ATTENTION!” The men snapped to attention, and then he instructed, “PARADE REST!” Their stance relaxed, arms behind their backs. The frontman pivoted back towards Woodridge, resuming parade rest.
Woodridge continued, “Thank you, Warrant Officer Whitfield. Gentlemen, I realize this situation sounds strange, unlike anything you’ve faced before. Once there, it’s mainly a standard security mission. Moreover, I’ll be with you, so don’t think I’m sending you off while I’m behind. We depart for the rendezvous point in an hour. We’ll meet back here in forty-five minutes, and I’ll take you to Hangar Three. We’ll use some antique Hummers to reach the rendezvous. I’ll drive one, and Whitfield, the other. These are the same aliens you secured the site for a while back—the Greys. Nothing new there. Here’s where it gets interesting. Our Mars colonists found a cavern with boats, planes, even a part of Atlantis. This all connects because there’s a portal between here and Mars. The one here is in the Bermuda Triangle. We’re to secure the site and ensure there’s no foul play with the Mars group. Initial reports suggest they might sell the Atlantis treasures. We need confirmation and to secure the site. That’s the mission. Mr. Whitfield, you may dismiss the men. Standard gear is all they need. The aliens will provide ample food and water. Human food, mind you.” He rose from his seat.
Whitfield stepped forward, “YES, SIR!” With another about-face, he directed the men to attention, then called out, “DISMISSED!”
The men dispersed. Three of them paused, huddled, then approached Woodridge. One stood before him, the other two chatting nearby. Whitfield held back to observe.
“What’s on your mind, Gunnery Sergeant Hunter?”
“Sir,” he began, “we just wanted to apologize. We didn’t mean to disrupt the briefing. It’s not that we’re concerned—it’s the opposite. We’re excited. Our recent assignments have been dull, and an opportunity like this is exciting. We want you to know we’re fully committed.”
“Thank you, Gunnery Seargent,” he acknowledged, nodding to the man.
The Ops team left to prepare. Woodridge had his own preparations to make. He reviewed the plan with Carmichael, including contingencies if he didn’t return. Then, he sent Carmichael on his way.
When forty-five minutes had elapsed, the Ops team gathered with their gear. Woodridge took a bag of personal items and clothing, guiding them to the hangar where two Hummers waited. With the Gunnery Sergeant and a Petty Officer joining him, the others piled into the second Hummer. He drove north for ten minutes to the rendezvous point, where they dismounted and assembled.
Whitfield approached. “Sir, are they running late?”
A blinding light erupted above, “What happens now, sir?” Whitfield inquired.
“Your guess is as good as mine, Whitfield,” the General replied, his voice laced with awe.
A growing unease filled the air. Silence reigned. Suddenly, gear began lifting off the ground, excluding the Hummers. The group erupted in profanity, startled by this newfound levitation. Woodridge and Whitfield remained silent, gazing upward. Slowly, they ascended, nearing the bright light. Moments later, it dimmed slightly. A platform’s edge came into view as they passed through the bottom of the alien ship, a ten-meter-wide opening. As the light dimmed further, a floor came into view beneath them. It began closing like a mechanical eye, contracting until it sealed shut. The men and gear floated slowly until they contacted the freshly sealed surface, concluding their descent.
 
The men gazed around, uncertain of what was to unfold. The room formed a perfect circle, mirroring the opening they had just entered. The steel grey walls were impeccably smooth, completely flawless. Bright illumination cascaded from the ceiling, radiating from what seemed like pristine white metal. Two additional openings, equidistant, caught their attention about 10 meters ahead. From the right, a grey alien materialized—blink and you’d miss it. Silence ensued. Those who noticed the figure nudged or gestured to their comrades, prompting them to catch onto the unexpected presence. Fingers gravitated towards rifle triggers, yet a prompt “At ease, gentlemen,” from Woodridge quelled any untimely movements.
His unique communication method eased some, but the majority still found it unnerving. Words echoed within their minds. Welcome. Do not fear us. We are your hosts.
A challenge emerged, “What the hell was that?” Agreement murmured through the group, each echoing the question.
“They communicate telepathically, Anderson. It’s alright,” reassured Woodridge, attempting to dispel their disquiet. “I must emphasize, gentlemen, they can read your thoughts. Please refrain from pondering sensitive matters while on this mission.”
More words appeared in their minds. We apologize for startling you. This is how we communicate. Please, follow me. We require an orientation to establish our interaction for this mission. I’ll also guide you to your quarters and the dining area.
The team secured their gear, and approached the alien figure.
Step onto the platform one by one and follow, the alien directed before vanishing in an instant.
“Jesus, that thing’s hideous,” quipped Technical Sergeant, Rivera, his small mustache reminiscent of Whitfield’s. Laughter rippled after his comment, though Whitfield’s amusement was absent.
“Tighten it up, Rivera,” Whitfield retorted. “Remember, they can read your mind. We don’t need any problems. Everyone in after the General and me.”
One by one, under the guidance of Woodridge and Whitfield, each member of the squad stepped onto the platform, vanishing in an instant. Upon reemergence, the phrase Please clear the platform occupied their minds, and they obediently complied.
They found themselves in a wide hallway that expanded towards the end they stood. As the last member stepped through, new words flowed into their minds, Follow, please, guiding them as they trailed the alien down the corridor. Along the way, they noted several doors on each side. The walls and floor retained the same grey steel aesthetics, illuminated by the radiant white metal. At the end, the hallway intersected, and they turned right. A force field materialized behind them after the last team member rounded the corner.
Your rooms are down this hall, at the end. The last three doors on the right and the last four on the left. All rooms are identical, furnished for your comfort. Toward the end of the hall is a door. The dining area is just beyond it. There’s a teleport platform, although currently inaccessible. You can utilize it later to access the cargo bay for your mission. A force field is active at the end of the hall behind us. Understand, we mean no offense, but full access to the ship isn’t feasible. Beyond the dining area is another room where we’ll discuss the mission’s initiation. We will convene in eight hours. Any questions?
Rivera raised a hand. “Are there facilities in the rooms? Bathrooms, or somewhere to freshen up—please?”
Certainly. We apologize for leaving that out. We don’t require restrooms for waste disposal, and our hygiene practices differ from yours. We’ve equipped the rooms with a commode, sink, and shower. They’re behind the door connecting to the dining area. Any other inquiries?
Silence lingered. Eventually, the alien pressed something on its wrist and vanished in an instant, revealing that the aliens didn’t rely on platforms for teleportation. The men milled about momentarily.
Woodridge directed, “Alright, gentlemen, select a room and rest up for the night.” He turned towards the door directly behind him, and as he approached, it sensed his presence and slid open. Stepping in, he noted the room’s impressive furnishings—more luxurious than his own accommodations. Additionally, a full-sized bed,  draped in striped beige and brown bedding dominated the room. A comfortable dark brown lounge chair and wooden nightstand stood between it and the bed. To the right, an open wardrobe sported hangers for his clothing, adjacent to a communication panel on the wall. A message instructed: press here for assistance. Beneath, options for lights and temperature adjustments lay, each accompanied by plus and minus signs. An extra space featured selections for music, type, and volume. His room resembled a charming hotel suite.
He shed his attire, leaving only dark-colored boxers. Surprisingly, the floor was pleasantly warm, defying his expectations of coldness. He placed his watch on the nightstand and his uniform in the wardrobe. At the panel, he dimmed the lights before sinking into the bed under the covers. The bed astounded him—adjusting to his body’s contours for optimal comfort. Slumber enveloped him quickly, akin to an infant.
Abruptly, the wall panel emitted a soft beep, gradually increasing in volume. A new message blinked, “Touch here to turn off the alarm.” He complied, activating the lights in the process. He moved to the bed, watching as seven hours had slipped by. The sleep had rejuvenated him. He re-dressed in his uniform and headed to the door. As he neared, a panel beside it illuminated, displaying: press here to set a personal four-digit lock code for the door. He inputted a code and exited the room.
Whitfield and a few others were already in the hallway. The General acknowledged Whitfield with a single nod.
“Good morning, sir. I trust you slept as well as I did? Those beds are awesome,” said Whitfield.
“I did, and I agree about the beds,” replied Woodridge. “Let’s gather everyone and head to the dining area.”
He passed the men, reaching the door at the hallway’s end. The setup the Greys had designed as the “eating area” wasn’t elaborate. The space measured ten by ten meters, with a portion converted into a well-appointed bathroom. A large circular table stood at the room’s center—adorned with seven chairs and a centerpiece of fresh fruits. To the right, a counter was equipped with something resembling a commercial refrigerator, next to the teleport platform. He approached the device, reading its message: press here for additional food and water. Below that, another message disclosed: over 1000 food and beverage choices.
That’s intriguing, he mused, although no one was there to hear him. He pressed the button. Categories emerged, offering breakfast, lunch, and dinner. He chose breakfast, surprised by the several egg options, including some unfamiliar ones. The selections encompassed a wide range of breakfast options, extending beyond bacon and sausage to include items like steak. The list continued, featuring grits, toast, cereal, bagels, pancakes, and an exhaustive array of options, both conventional and exotic. Thank heavens, he thought.
As others filed in, he sat himself at the table, placing his tray down and picking up a banana from the centerpiece. He eagerly indulged in his breakfast, its flavor matching the promise of its aroma. The squad followed suit, forming a line in front of the food device and engaging in casual conversation as they awaited their turn.
Woodridge savored his breakfast, relishing the flavor as he observed the group’s animated discussions and queries about the mission. As the hour elapsed, an alien manifested on the teleporter. “Please, take with you whatever items you need and follow.”
The men collected their weaponry from their rooms and, once again, lined up on the teleporter. Upon reemergence, they found themselves in a cargo bay of sorts, though devoid of cargo. The side of the ship revealed an opening, beyond which daylight filtered in. Although clouds sped by, there was no breeze, leading the team to assume some sort of force field was at play.
“Must be some kind of force field,” Staff Sergeant Ellison commented, the sentiment echoed among the others.
Words materialized in their minds. Over here.
Woodridge noticed the alien positioned near a couple of benches to his distant right. He approached, the team trailing closely.
The alien addressed them, Please sit, and we will begin.
As the men settled onto the benches, they spotted lockers behind the alien. Emotionlessly, it opened one of the locker doors, withdrawing a space suit that it held up facing the group.
These are essential here due to the lack of atmosphere and cold temperatures. While they resemble your suits, there are differences, the alien explained.
It turned the suit around, pointing to a small, low-profile square device on the back near the neck. 
Unlike your suits, you won’t require a large oxygen tank. This device provides all your oxygen. It can last slightly more than thirty-six hours before needing a recharge. Each suit recharges within these lockers.
Flipping the suit to the front, it directed their attention to a small button on the fabric’s neck section, just below where the chin would be. Upon pressing the button, a clear helmet appeared, seamlessly extending from the fabric.
These helmets, like yours, allow communication and temperature control. We’ve locked out most functions to simplify usage, leaving only communication activated. 
It pressed the button again, the helmet vanishing into the fabric. It then pointed to a button near the leg’s ankle, where the boot should be. As the button was touched, a boot materialized as if conjured, transforming into a simple fabric boot with a treaded sole. The alien pressed the button again, causing the boot to vanish. Press the button to form a boot around your footwear, conforming to its shape. Gloves, seamlessly integrated and accommodating human hands, came with the suits, adapting to the wearer just like the boots. You may wear your other clothing beneath the suit; it will make no difference. General Woodridge, please continue.
The man rose. “Thank you.” Scanning the group, he noted their readiness. “Alright, gents. We will don these suits as we disembark in a moment and enter the cavern. The exact situation inside remains uncertain. I’m told wreckage from the Bermuda Triangle is strewn about—boats, planes, a chaotic mess. Our primary concern is the temple’s condition and the portal. The suits will be necessary throughout the site except the hallway leading to the portal and the portal room itself. Strangely, those rooms appear to have a breathable atmosphere, so helmets can be removed. Ideally, the colonists will be there, rendering the intelligence erroneous. However, if we encounter resistance and illicit activities persist, we’ll apprehend the culprits. The Greys will aid us inside and outside the cavern. Full cooperation with them is imperative. Any questions?”
Most wore perplexed expressions. Gunnery Sergeant Hunter voiced a question. “When do we depart for Mars, sir? And how long will the journey take? Just curious, sir.”
The Grey alien stepped forward. We are already here.
They stood slack jawed. “Wait…we’re already here? On Mars?”
Yes.
The team erupted in a flurry of remarks: 
“How did we arrive so swiftly?” 
“Does this ship possess gravity?” 
“It’s eerily quiet—I didn’t even feel movement.”
Woodridge intervened, “At ease, gentlemen. Remember, their technology is significantly advanced.”
Resuming his seat, he gestured to the alien, who had more information to share. “The Mars rover is parked on the hill. We expect the colonists to be inside.”
He stood once more. “Let’s gear up, men.”
Each one suited up, which initially appeared oversized. However, the fabric quickly adjusted to fit their bodies and hands perfectly, tailored by some enigmatic technology. Earth had self-adjusting clothing, but this was an unprecedented level. The fabric was incredibly thin, comparable to hair’s width, and astonishingly lightweight. One by one, they activated the helmets and boots using the designated buttons.
 
Whitfield commented, “These are truly remarkable.”
“I’ll second that, Warrant Officer,” Woodridge agreed.
A heads-up display appeared—unreadable, with alien symbols far more complex than anything human-designed. The suits’ helmets seemed to sense and display data about any movement, including non-moving entities like the temperature fluctuations, evaporating water outside the cargo bay, and the wind’s presence.
The General directed, “Alright, men, gather your gear and line up. Standard reconnaissance formation. I’m at the front, Mr. Whitfield, you’re leading the squad this time. No need to lock and load for now. No danger here. The Mars crew likely doesn’t have weapons except makeshift ones like rocks, metal rods, etc. It’s possible some of the boats and planes that ended up here carried firearms. Proceed with caution, but let’s not be overly aggressive.”
Woodridge moved to the front of the bay opening, the team taking their positions behind him. Two men angled at forty-five degrees to his right and back, and one at a similar angle on his left, forming a flock-like pattern. Whitfield positioned himself ten meters behind the General. The last two slotted in, right and left of Whitfield at a forty-five degree angle and back, like a secondary flock.
The ship landed smoothly, a platform emerging from the floor and extending to the ground. Woodridge raised his hand, gesturing with a couple of fingers. The command was familiar: “Forward.” The men followed him down the platform. Several Greys stood waiting outside.
Stepping onto the Martian terrain, the suits proved just as impressive. There was no noticeable temperature difference. The suits and helmets conveyed more information than before in the alien script. Woodridge was intrigued by the suits’ full capabilities but kept his focus on the mission. He made a mental note to ask Old Blue about it later.
One of the Greys signaled them to follow, walking ahead and down the slope. Woodridge led his men in formation, descending cautiously. Upon reaching the cave entrance, the Greys halted, extending their arms. With a flick of their wrists, they effortlessly levitated larger rocks out of the way, avoiding solar panels and other structures that Kolman had set up to illuminate the interior. The entrance was cleared, save for a couple of sizable boulders and smaller rocks. The aliens motioned again, and the team proceeded inside.
Despite the Mars briefing on the boats and planes, nothing quite prepared them for the wreckage maze. Kolman’s lighting system illuminated the place, creating a captivating spectacle. The team maintained their composure, though the sight awed them. Upon reaching the ruins, the Greys dispersed, each heading in a different direction. Woodridge followed the one moving towards the temple. He remembered the video Parnell had shown him, indicating this path to the temple. He assumed the other Grey was headed to the portal room.
Wait, he thought to them, If the colonists are here and if they’re in the portal room, seeing you might startle them. They’ve never encountered one of you in person. We should stick together.
You’re right, General. We apologize, the Grey responded, rejoining them. They proceeded to the temple together. However, Woodridge’s excitement dampened when he saw the temple’s exterior. The silver and gold had vanished, along with the statues. He surmised the interior had been looted as well. Although the area was deserted, he had hoped to apprehend looters in action.
Those greedy bastards, he thought.
They entered the temple. As anticipated, the interior had been plundered. The giant statue of Poseidon and the chariot with winged horses had disappeared, as had the smaller surrounding statues. The walls were stripped, revealing bare stone. Exiting the temple, they walked across the ruins to the statues marking the portal room entrance. The aliens moved ahead and Woodridge signaled the team to halt.
He thought, Allow us to enter first, please.
Understood, General.
He motioned the men to advance as the aliens positioned themselves to one side of the entrance. As they stepped inside, the automatic lighting activated, causing several team members to flinch—despite his earlier explanation about the room.
“It’s alright, men,” he reassured them, “These rooms have automatic lighting and air—we can pause and remove our helmets.”
The men complied, retracting their helmets as Woodridge stated, “Whitfield, come with me for a moment. The rest of you, stay here.”
“Yes, sir,” Whitfield responded.
Crossing through the doorway into the portal room, they were greeted by a radiant glow. However, like the rest of the cavern, no one was present. After a thorough but fruitless search, they exited the room.
“Well,” Woodridge began, “We need to locate them. They might be hiding amidst the wreckage or possibly outside. Hunter, you’ll stay here with me. Whitfield, take your group, split into teams, and scour the cavern. Be cautious; we don’t want anyone injured. Report in after the sweep. Have the Greys assist as well.”
“Yes, sir,” Whitfield affirmed. “Let’s go, team.”
After an hour, they returned. The General had questioned the Greys, but they provided no useful information. As Whitfield’s group returned, he looked at the General and shook his head. “No luck, sir.”
“That’s concerning,” Woodridge said, frowning. “Their rover is outside. They shouldn’t be far. Perhaps the rover malfunctioned, and they were picked up by someone else. Maybe they’re in one of the dome habitats—or caves. We’ll need to check those too.”
“Perhaps they moved the loot to a different cave,” Whitfield suggested.
“Possible,” Woodridge concurred. “We’ll find them. They’re here somewhere—and they have no right to that treasure.”
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
A New World
 
Ahead, a mesmerizing swirl of color stretched across the horizon, a blue and white whirlpool galaxy inviting them into its cosmic dance. Shimmering bits of violet were scattered amidst the sea of blue. A radiant ivory core sat at the center, encircled by a haze of faded white that gradually deepened to blue. This celestial marvel was enveloped by concentric rings of colors, like paint strokes on an artist’s canvas, each ring a mosaic of blue, white, yellow, orange, and red hues, transforming into streaks of individual stars as they surged past Robert. Amidst this visual symphony, he soared through the tunnel of stars, the expansive galaxy growing larger with every passing heartbeat.
As the journey continued, Robert’s heart raced with a blend of exhilaration and disbelief. It was as though he had been thrust into a science fiction novel, a living witness to the cosmic ballet of galaxies. He was suspended in awe and wonder, his senses heightened as the breathtaking beauty of the universe enveloped him.
As the swirling galaxy expanded before him, he approached it with a sense of determination, a feeling of being an active participant in an otherworldly spectacle. The galaxy loomed larger, its vibrant colors and enigmatic patterns captivating his attention. Robert felt himself drawn into its gravitational embrace, the boundaries between reality and fantasy blending into a surreal tapestry of light and motion.
Finally, he entered the very heart of the galaxy, surrounded by a dazzling array of stars, each one a radiant symbol to the grandeur of the cosmos. He felt a sense of both insignificance and boundless potential in the face of such cosmic magnificence. As the galaxy enveloped him, its radiant embrace bathed him in a celestial glow, igniting his spirit with a renewed sense of purpose.
When the swirling journey came to an end, and the starlit void gradually gave way to solid ground beneath his feet, Robert’s mind reeled from the transition. Disoriented and foggy, he blinked rapidly, trying to clear his senses. Amidst the residual disarray, a voice cut through the haze—Cora’s voice, calling out his name. Focusing on the sound, he began to piece together his surroundings.
Gradually, the darkness around him gave way to a scene of enchantment. Vibrant stars shimmered overhead, casting a soft, ethereal glow across the void. Shapes coalesced, and among them, he recognized the silhouette of his beloved Cora—her presence a beacon in the dreamlike haze. Light seemed to cling to her, tracing an otherworldly aura around her form.
Drifting toward her, Robert felt a surge of emotion. Relief and affection swelled in his chest as he reached out, and the moment their forms touched, his sense of disorientation began to fade.
They floated together in that cosmic tapestry, suspended in a place where time and gravity seemed to blur—a reflection of their intertwined destinies.
Cora’s voice trembled through the stillness, laced with fear and hope. “Where are the others? Have you seen them?”
Robert’s voice answered with calm reassurance. “I can’t see them—but I hear them. They’re close.”
Cora’s relief was palpable, her voice trembling with gratitude. “Thank goodness.”
As they stood together, Robert activated his helmet lights, casting a gentle radiance that revealed their surroundings. The ambient glow illuminated the group, revealing their disoriented but intact forms. Mark, Aric, and MIRA emerged from the shroud of confusion, their presence solidifying as the ethereal illumination embraced them.
Gathering together, the group huddled, united by their shared experience of the extraordinary. Each member carried the weight of the unknown, yet their connection brought solace in this enigmatic world.
“We made it through.” Kolman’s voice held a mixture of awe and disbelief, encapsulating the sentiment that coursed through them all.
Amidst the camaraderie, MIRA’s digital voice joined the chorus, conveying a unique sense of vulnerability. “I feel disconnected, alone on the inside. My usual network access is silent, as if I’m cut off from the world.”
Strabo’s frustration was evident as he attempted to establish a connection that remained elusive. “I can’t seem to establish any data connection. It’s as if we’ve entered a void.”
Amidst their contemplation, Aric’s voice carried the question that lingered in the air. “Where exactly are we?”
Robert’s response held a note of wonder as he surveyed their surroundings, his helmet lights casting a soft radiance across the landscape. “We’re outside, it seems. Look around, there are trees here—blue ones, big and imposing. Quite unusual.”
Kolman’s analytical voice interjected, layering a touch of intrigue onto their situation. “Could this be the other side of the portal? It appears forgotten, overgrown by time. And those blue trees, they defy the norms. An intriguing anomaly.”
As the group contemplated the mysteries of their environment, Mark’s instinctive gesture silenced their collective curiosity. He raised a finger to his lips, invoking silence among them. The faint echoes of a sound drifted in, a rhythmic cadence that oscillated between pitches, like a whispered breath of the universe itself.
The enchanting symphony of the night enveloped them, drawing their attention to the nuances of this unfamiliar realm. As the ethereal melody caressed their senses, the tranquil ambiance was punctuated by a sudden gust of wind that swept in from their left, stirring the air around them. In response, Robert directed his helmet lights towards the source of the wind, revealing a scene that ignited both wonder and trepidation.
Amidst the shadows, a colossal eye emerged, its golden iris fixated on the luminous beams of Robert’s helmet. The eye was vast, its proportions defying earthly scales, and its obsidian pupil took the form of a diamond-shaped void that narrowed in response to the intruding light.
Cora gasped aloud as the sight unfurled before them.
The scene metamorphosed, revealing a creature of mythical proportions. Sinewy wings unfurled, revealing intricate patterns of scales that glistened in the radiance. The air was charged with the energy of the creature’s presence as it perched upon a massive stone archway, a sentinel of this celestial crossroads. With each graceful flap of its wings, the air around them swirled, a dance of dust and wind.
The collective gaze of the group turned skyward, their astonishment mirrored in one another’s eyes. The revelation was unanimous—they beheld a dragon, a living embodiment of ancient legends and fantastical tales. Its chest emitted a pulsating glow, a rhythmic luminescence that quickened with every beat.
Intrigued, MIRA shifted her perspective, embracing thermal vision to decipher the creature’s nature. The group’s awe was eclipsed by the sheer intensity of the moment, the dragon’s maw parting as if to command their attention.
A gasp escaped MIRA’s lips. “Run!” Her cry reverberated through the night, a desperate plea in the face of chaos.
With hearts pounding, the group lunged forward, their footsteps pounding like a war drum against the forest floor. As they raced, the dragon’s fiery breath followed, an infernal tempest that singed the edges of their existence. Heat washed over them, a fierce reminder of the thin line between life and oblivion.
MIRA surged ahead, her digital form embodying the very essence of speed, a pathfinder guiding them through the labyrinthine woods. The forest retreated before her, a trail carved by sheer velocity. Mark, driven by an instinctive will to survive, surged alongside her, his determination kindled by the ethereal threat that pursued them.
Breathless and consumed by the frantic race, Aric’s voice cracked with desperation. “MIRA, we can’t keep up!”
MIRA’s response crackled through the air, her voice a beacon of determination amidst the chaos. “Run faster!”
Amidst the thunder of footsteps and the crescendo of fear, Robert’s voice emerged, tinged with concern. “I feel like I’m dragging someone.” He extended a hand to Cora, his touch a lifeline amidst the tumultuous flight.
Minutes stretched into an eternity as the dragon’s pursuit slowly waned. Robert’s grip on Cora’s hand tightened, a silent reassurance that they had outpaced the inferno. Gradually, the rhythm of their breaths began to steady, and the forest’s symphony returned, its enigmatic chorus echoing the mysteries of this realm.
Cora’s trembling voice interjected amidst the palpable silence. “Are we... are we safe?”
Robert’s gaze swept the surroundings, his senses attuned to the stillness that now enveloped them. As Aric and Kolman caught up, their breaths ragged but resolute, Mark’s voice rang out, a beacon of hope in the uncertainty. “We’re far enough. MIRA, come back!”
MIRA’s distant voice resonated through the night, a digital echo laden with compliance. “Stopping, sir. Turning around.”
With a collective exhalation, the group convened, their presence a reflection of unity forged through shared danger. Amidst the ebb and flow of breaths, the magnitude of what they had faced sunk in—a dragon of mythic proportions, a force of nature that nearly consumed them.
As their heartbeats steadied and the adrenaline subsided, Mark’s voice cut through the contemplative hush. “What now? We can’t go back.”
Cora’s response resonated with both determination and uncertainty, her voice a reminder of the challenges that lay ahead. “We need to find help if it exists in this place. But first, let’s ensure no one is hurt.”
A collective assessment followed, each member’s well-being confirmed amidst the camaraderie of relief. As nanobots worked their intricate magic, the physical marks of their ordeal began to fade, leaving behind only the memory of a harrowing experience.
Amidst the gathering, Kolman’s gaze lifted skyward, capturing the enigmatic expanse of stars. With measured steps, he navigated his surroundings, a seeker in search of familiar constellations. Yet, his efforts yielded only unfamiliar vistas, an alien sky devoid of earthly bearings. Among the stars, fleeting shapes glided, avian forms that flitted from branch to branch, their calls forming a haunting chorus in the alien night.
Eyes upward, Kolman embarked on a quest for a cosmic compass, his curiosity an echo of their shared uncertainty. Amidst the serenade of unknown creatures and the embrace of the night, a silent understanding took root—they were in an uncharted realm, a world where the unknown was as tangible as the ground beneath their feet. An undercurrent of apprehension flowed through the group, a silent acknowledgment that predators might lurk in the shadows, unseen but ever-present.
Amidst the symphony of alien sounds resonating through the heavy woods, the group pressed forward with a mixture of anticipation and trepidation. The enigmatic creatures that darted and scampered in the shadows conjured a sense of unease, their presence echoing the possibility of hidden predators observing their every move.
Kolman’s gaze ascended to the heavens once again, capturing a celestial spectacle that added yet another layer of intrigue to their journey. His voice, a quick interjection in the midst of their progress, conveyed the wonderment that coursed through him. “Guys,” he remarked, a note of astonishment tinting his tone, “there’s more than one moon.”
Mark’s voice joined the chorus of revelation, his astonishment resonating through the night. “Wow, he’s right. I can see two moons. It’s strange, but I guess it makes sense. Mars has two moons, after all.”
Robert pointed toward a bright spot in the canopy. “Actually…there are three moons.” The reddish hue of each moon painted a unique tapestry against the cosmic canvas.
In the midst of the cosmic revelations, Aric’s analytical mind took over. “The trees here are distinct from those on Earth, resembling oak trees, but different. They’re massive compared to Earth’s oaks, and their dark blue leaves are strikingly alien. Where are we, Mark?”
Mark shook his head, perplexed. “I have no clue. Strabo, any insights?”
Strabo’s voice came through, tinged with regret. “I’ve been scouring my databases, but I’ve yet to find any matching records, sir. I’m quite limited in functionality without access to the extranet, much like MIRA. I apologize, sir.”
“It’s alright, Strabo,” Mark reassured.
Kolman chimed in, his disbelief evident. “I’m starting to think we’re in another galaxy.”
Robert, who had experienced traveling through the wormhole, recalled his journey. “I remember when I was inside the wormhole, I saw a galaxy ahead, with those blue and dusty white hues and touches of violet. It seemed a bit muddled around the center. I’m sure you all saw something similar. But when I turned my gaze to find Cora, I glimpsed a different galaxy behind me. It had the same blue and white appearance, but the shape was distinct.”
MIRA interjected, “Our galaxy is a barred spiral. The galaxy we’re in now seems to be a standard spiral, often called a whirlpool galaxy.” She paused briefly before continuing, “The journey through the wormhole was truly awe-inspiring. Almost magical, in a sense.”
Aric agreed, “Absolutely.” He looked around at the alien landscape. “Can we deduce the galaxy we’re in just from its appearance?”
MIRA responded, “Unfortunately, no. Many galaxies fit that description, and without knowing the direction the wormhole took us, it’s quite challenging to pinpoint our location.”
Mark spoke with a quiet determination despite the lingering uncertainties. “Our immediate concern is finding a settlement or some form of civilization. Let’s hope the inhabitants, if any, are hospitable.”
However, Cora’s skepticism was palpable, her voice a reflection of the concerns that shadowed their curiosity. “And what kind of inhabitants are we hoping for? What if we’re the outsiders in this place?”
Aric’s tone blended resolution with uncertainty. “There’s only one way to find out.”
As the group continued its journey through the alien woods, Kolman’s voice reverberated with a mix of bewilderment and resolve. “Which way do we go? How do we even decide?”
In response, Robert’s tone was pragmatic. “It’s an uncharted world. We’re basically flying blind. We could pick any direction, but there’s no guarantee.”
Amidst the collective contemplation, MIRA spoke with analytical precision. “Regardless of our choice, it’s important to maintain forward momentum. We must keep moving.”
With a nod, Aric’s voice conveyed consensus, a simple yet decisive statement. “Then let’s pick a direction and go.”
Resolute and united, Robert and Aric’s lead spurred the group into action. Together, they embarked on a journey without a map, a pursuit of the unknown guided only by their shared sense of purpose. As their steps carried them deeper into the unfamiliar landscape, they traversed the enigmatic terrain with a sense of purpose, even as the mysteries of their surroundings remained tantalizingly unresolved.
Hours passed in a blur of motion and contemplation, the group forging ahead amidst the alien flora and fauna. Weariness gripped them, yet the anticipation of discovery propelled them onward. As the first light crept over the horizon, the sky ignited in deep crimson and rose hues. The red dwarf sun rose slowly, massive and looming, dominating the sky like a smoldering ember. Its light felt filtered, muted—casting long shadows and bathing the landscape in a perpetual twilight glow. Despite its size, the warmth was mild, and mist lingered low over the grass, reluctant to lift.
The group settled in the grass, grateful for a rare moment of rest in this natural haven. A light mist clung to the grass, curling around their boots and wafting through the clearing like breath from the earth itself. The air was damp but clean, tinged with the scent of dew-covered foliage and distant rain. Somewhere in the trees, water trickled faintly—a constant backdrop to the silence. 
MIRA stood sentinel, her digital presence a stark contrast to the organic world around her, while Kolman found comfort in the embrace of a tree, his posture a testament to both exhaustion and vigilance.
A hint of Mark’s characteristic enthusiasm surfaced amidst the fatigue, his voice carrying a touch of wonder. “This is cool.”
Aric’s response, tinged with both weariness and wryness, revealed the complex emotions that intertwined in this alien experience. “Cool? Son, we’re in a mess the size of a galaxy. I wouldn’t exactly call it ‘cool’.”
Mark’s voice held a note of understanding, his words infused with humility. “I apologize, I didn’t mean it that way. What I meant was, despite the challenges, there’s a certain awe in realizing that this is all part of something bigger. A network, a cosmic plan.”
Amidst the diverse perspectives, Strabo’s voice offered a layer of insight, his words rooted in both fact and speculation. “It’s a plausible hypothesis. The interconnectedness of these portals suggests a grand design, a tapestry woven across worlds.”
Aric’s voice carried the weight of experience. “You’re right. It’s a reminder that even in the face of the unknown, human curiosity and the quest for connection endure.”
As the group navigated the delicate balance between wonder and apprehension, Cora’s voice conveyed the reality that lingered beneath the surface. “All of this wonder doesn’t change the fact that we’re in an unfamiliar place, surrounded by unknown creatures.”
Kolman’s voice, rich with observation, added a layer of insight. “The rising sun is unlike anything on Earth. Its sluggish ascent hints at the possibility that this world operates on different principles.”
Amidst the contemplative exchange, MIRA spoke with clinical precision. “The gravitational force here is distinct, slightly higher than Earth’s—maybe eight, ten percent tops. It’s reflected in your movements.”
Robert chuckled. “So, that explains why jogging felt like I was carrying someone.”
Aric’s laughter underscored the camaraderie that united them in their journey. “And I thought I was just out of shape.”
“Why isn’t it affecting me?” Mark asked.
“Because the rest of the group has been living on Mars for almost a decade. They’d feel almost the same if we were plopped down on Earth. You’ve only been on Mars a matter of weeks, so your body is still used to this kind of gravity.”
“That makes sense,” Mark replied.
Cora looked thoughtful. “Not to change the subject, but there’s a sweetness in the air. Perhaps the trees are responsible.”
Robert took a slow breath through his nose. The air was crisp, almost cool—unexpected for what should’ve been the warmest part of the day. “It’s strange,” he murmured. “Feels more like morning in the Rockies than midday.”
As the group shared observations, Robert’s gaze shifted towards MIRA, his curiosity piqued by her contemplation. He inquired, “What’s on your mind, MIRA?”
In response, MIRA’s voice emerged, resonating with both clarity and discovery. “Amidst the sweet scent, I detect a hint of smoke.”
Mark frowned. “I don’t smell anything. My nose isn’t that bad.”
Kolman’s voice, infused with assurance, validated MIRA’s capabilities. “Her olfactory sensors surpass those of most creatures, Mark.”
As the group collectively embraced the possibility of external cues, Robert’s voice carried a blend of determination and anticipation. “Smoke might indicate human activity, and that could lead to help. If there’s smoke, there’s fire—and fire means heat.”
Aric’s voice cut through the quiet. “Then let’s follow that trail of smoke, and find out.”
Guided by MIRA’s sensory prowess, the group resumed their journey, each step bringing them closer to the enigmatic source of smoke. Amid their fatigue, uncertainty, and curiosity, they forged ahead, united in the pursuit of answers and the hope that awaited beyond the horizon.
MIRA’s olfactory sensors flared as she scanned their surroundings. Gradually, she completed a full circuit, her movements precise and calculated, before halting abruptly, her sleek form pointing towards the northern horizon.
“This direction,” her voice emerged, a harmonious blend of synthetic precision and subtle human inflection. “The source is distant for now. Let’s hope it’s something manageable, not an uncontrollable wildfire.”
Aric’s sturdy frame shifted, groaning slightly as he pushed himself upright. The others followed suit, their limbs protesting after the brief interlude of rest. With a collective nod, they turned their attention to MIRA, who now led the way. Her sensor-laden head swung side to side, the digital counterpart of a bloodhound following a scent.
The forest seemed to hold its breath as they moved, each step echoing the pulse of their shared purpose. The rising sun filtered through the foliage, casting shifting patterns of light and shadow on the forest floor. The team advanced in silence, a well-practiced unit driven by a mix of determination and anxiety.
MIRA’s tone cut through the silence, a mixture of data and concern, “There’s something ahead. Still hard to discern, but it’s getting closer. Hopefully, it’s not a catastrophe.”
With every step, the scent grew stronger, a constant reminder of their pursuit. Nature’s symphony was gradually replaced by the rhythmic crunch of footsteps and rustling of foliage, their anticipation mounting with each passing moment.
“I see it too,” MIRA’s synthesized voice announced. “It’s not far, perhaps six hundred meters.”
As the distance closed, a mixture of apprehension and curiosity surged within each of them. The mysterious structure they’d been tracking was finally within reach. They moved forward, a fusion of curiosity and caution propelling them.
The forest’s edge revealed the enigmatic building. The tension in the air was palpable, a convergence of emotions as they stared at the unfamiliar structure. It was an amalgamation of architectural elements, as if different eras had converged to create this enigmatic abode. A metallic fence surrounded a meticulously arranged garden, blending nature and technology. The house itself, smooth and surreal, bore shades of light brown and beige, its gabled roof adding a touch of whimsy to the otherwise futuristic design.
Details emerged—lights punctuating the exterior, a door reminiscent of medieval aesthetics, and an inviting aroma emanating from a pit nearby. Yet, despite these tantalizing details, the house remained silent, its secrets hidden behind its metallic exterior.
Breaking the silence, Aric’s voice resonated with weariness and resolve. “We need to investigate—find help or shelter. Either way, we need a break.”
The team moved forward, crossing the yard’s boundary, their gaze fixed on the entrance. Aric knocked on the metallic door, the sound breaking through the stillness. Murmurs and faint movements echoed from within, yet no one appeared.
“Hello,” Aric called out, his voice projecting a mix of anticipation and uncertainty. “Is anyone there? We’re in need of assistance.”
Whispers persisted, ethereal and elusive, yet the door remained closed. Aric grasped the doorknob, his attempt to open it met with resistance. They circled the building, a blend of excitement and curiosity rising as they noticed the distant chirping of birds and the garden’s array of dark blue-leafed plants.
Advancing further, a new tableau unfolded before them—a metallic barn stood sentinel, a striking symbol of the harmonious coexistence of technology and nature. A tree, ancient and wise, stood alongside, and creatures that resembled cattle but bore shaggy coats and distinctively straight horns grazed nearby. The barn carried the pungent aroma of life intertwined with sustenance.
Once more, Aric initiated contact, “Hello?”
The sounds within the barn subsided, replaced by an anticipatory silence. Aric signaled for the group to hold back, the tension tangible as they awaited developments. A figure emerged, tall and poised, his elongated ears clearly marking him as non-human. His eyes, a warm yellow-brown, held a wisdom beyond his years, his attire a blend of practicality and elegance. 
Aric blinked as the man spoke in a strange language. “Ma istal quet’ Eldarin?” the man inquired.
“I don’t understand,” Aric replied, his voice apologetic. “I’m sorry. We need help.”
The man motioned for them to wait, raising a finger, and proceeded to close the barn doors, one by one, extinguishing the light inside. Gesturing for the group to follow, they complied, feeling a sense of uncertainty. He guided them to the back of the house, where he took off his farm boots before ushering them inside.
The inside of the house was warm and cozy, with a kitchen dominated by a sizable table surrounded by chairs. He indicated for them to sit and courteously pulled out chairs for Cora and MIRA, who expressed their gratitude. Holding up a finger once again, he walked to a bookcase situated on the wall opposite the entrance they had just used. After a brief contemplation of the items on the bookcase, glanced through a book, then returned to the group, and began speaking more words in the unfamiliar language, the sequence sounding even more perplexing than before. Just before finishing the phrase, he pointed directly at Aric.
Aric’s expression changed, his eyes taking on a distant look as if he was lost in thought. The rest of the group exchanged bewildered glances, unsure of what to anticipate next. Aric gazed at them, his expression enigmatic, as the stranger continued to speak in the strange tongue.
 
“Alatulya. Nányë Elred. Man esselya ná?” the stranger said.
The words resonated in the room. Aric’s distant expression cleared as he replied calmly, “Welcome.” Turning to the group, still grappling with the surreal moment, he translated: “My name is Elred. What is your name?” 
A strange energy filled the room as Aric echoed the phrases. The group remained tense, watching the exchange unfold. Gradually, confusion gave way to understanding.
Mark’s eyes widened, captivated by the scene. “Oh, wow,” he exclaimed.
MIRA, seemingly unperturbed by the arcane events, observed with analytical interest. “This is interesting,” she remarked.
Robert, determined to grasp the situation, pieced together the puzzle. “He’s using Aric to translate,” he murmured, his initial confusion shifting to understanding.
Kolman interjected, his face reflecting a mixture of realization and humor. “Yes, Aric is translating, but it’s in German. He said ‘welcome,’ ‘I am Elred,’ and he’s asking for our names.”
Robert, befuddled, raised an eyebrow. “It’s in English, Kolman.”
Kolman, putting two and two together, grinned, a playful twinkle in his eye. “Interesting. You guys heard English, but I heard German. It’s like a universal translation spell. Everyone hears their native language.”
Understanding dawned on Robert, followed by an amused chuckle. “It’s simultaneous. That’s amazing.”
Mark, equally entertained, quipped, “Well, at least the spell didn’t get confused and make everyone hear squirrel chatter.”
As the translation spell’s effect became clear, awe settled over the group. Elred had used magic to bridge their languages. Cora, still reeling from the revelation, asked, “Did he just say ‘Elven’?”
Robert and Kolman exchanged knowing glances, acknowledging the baffling nature of the encounter.
Mark, seizing the opportunity for understanding, addressed Elred, “So you’re Elven?”
Elred’s response was calm and composed. “Indeed. You’re familiar with our kind?”
Mark blinked in disbelief. “Of course. Elves are the stuff of legend—tales of ancient times.”
Elred nodded. “Similarly, your kind—humans—appear in our historical texts, though none have encountered your species for multiple millennia.”
Robert’s excitement was uncontainable. “This is incredible.”
Elred tilted his head. “Why didn’t you return through the portal? Solving the journey back should be simple if you made it here.”
Robert’s tone was candid as he addressed the question. “A dragon chased us away.”
“Almost burnt us to a crisp,” commented MIRA.
Skepticism colored Elred’s response. “A dragon? Are you certain?”
Robert’s certainty was unwavering. “It was colossal, with a meter-wide eye. Wings and the ability to breathe fire. We barely escaped with our lives.”
Elred’s expression shifted—surprise mixed with contemplation. “Dragons were believed extinct for well over six centuries. If you indeed encountered one, it’s likely the last of its kind. They’re seen as dangerous pests and are highly resilient. It would require a significant force to neutralize it, especially if it guards the portal. The dragon’s removal might be the key to your return.”
Amidst the discussion, MIRA glanced away as Elred’s gaze lingered. “You’re beautiful,” he said, prompting a rare flicker of shyness from her.
Kolman grinned. “I say we take him up on his offer.”
Robert’s agreement was earnest. “I agree. Mr. Elred, your assistance would be invaluable.”
Elred nodded graciously. “A mutual accord, then. Let us share a meal and rest. Tomorrow, I will guide you to the Elven Council. The journey spans several days, with pauses for rest. But for now, let food and comfort be your companions.”
Elred approached a device resembling a refrigerator—something oddly familiar in this surreal setting. Upon opening it, he revealed a cache of provisions. He withdrew several items, placing them on the table before the group. Among them was a meat-like substance, an unfamiliar but intriguing delicacy. Most welcomed of all was the sight of a loaf of bread, both familiar and comforting. With a coordinated efficiency, Elred produced plates from a nearby cupboard and silverware from a drawer, setting the stage for a feast that bridged the gap between their worlds.
Elred retrieved a pitcher and filled it with water, placing it on the table, a gesture that spoke of his hospitality. “I trust this will assist with your thirst and hunger. When you are finished, I will show you where you may sleep.” He paused thoughtfully for a moment. “I will release your friend from my spell so that he may eat, drink, and rest…I must continue using him to communicate while you are here. I will gradually learn your language, though you likely won’t stay long enough for that to matter. He will no doubt be confused when he is released. He will remember some of my language but not remember why. Nor will he remember this conversation.”
“Thank you,” Robert said with a respectful nod.
Elred chanted a sequence of words and waved his hand over Aric, who blinked rapidly for a few moments, snapping out of the translation spell.
“What the bloody hell just happened?” Aric demanded, still disoriented.
“It’s going to take a bit of explaining,” Robert began, “but he’s going to help us. He put out some food for us to eat. He explained that we could spend the night here, and he would have to take us to the Elven leaders, but it would take a few days to get there.”
“Did you just say Elven?” Aric’s disbelief was evident.
Robert nodded.
“That’s unbelievable!” Aric exclaimed. “What did he do to me?”
“You’re his translator. He said he would have to keep using you while we are here. You’ll start to learn their language while he learns ours—but we’d need to stay much longer for either of you to learn much. Let’s eat, and I’ll explain more.”
The team enjoyed the generous meal Elred provided. He fixed a plate of his own and joined them. The food was surprisingly delicious—meat that tasted like a cross between pork and chicken, warm milk, and a bread flavored with unfamiliar but pleasant herbs. As they ate, Robert filled Aric in on the events of their plan. Aric’s initial irritation softened at the idea of learning the language and bridging the communication gap.
During the conversation, Elred seemed to notice that MIRA hadn’t touched any food or drink, though he said nothing. She remained focused on analyzing the planet’s dark blue plant life. Her mind delved into her stored knowledge, seeking explanations. Gazing out of the window, she contemplated the spectrum of light waves emitted by the local star, deducing that the prevalence of red light could be the reason behind the dark blue color in the foliage. The team listened intently as she explained her theory, drawing connections between the red dwarf star and the specific adaptation of the plants.
Aric interjected, “This world has plenty of surprises—but at least a few things feel familiar.”
“Indeed, thank goodness for that,” Kolman added, lifting his cup before taking a sip.
Upon finishing the meal, Elred motioned for them not to worry about cleaning up. Instead, he guided them through a hall, revealing more of his finely furnished home. At the end of the hallway, a peculiar device caught their attention. Elred gestured for them to step on it, which they hesitated to do, their curiosity tinged with caution. Aric eventually stepped onto the device and disappeared, startling the rest of the group. Elred smiled reassuringly and prompted Kolman to follow, who was initially apprehensive but changed his mind when he heard Aric’s excited voice from above, exclaiming, “My God. They have bloody teleporters! How cool is that?”
Kolman grinned at Elred, then turned to address the rest of the group. “He’s really different when he’s excited.”
“I know, right?” Cora laughed, her voice lifting the mood. Mark, Robert, and MIRA smiled in response.
Kolman stepped onto the remarkable platform, the others following suit along with Elred, who maintained his infectious smile. As they ascended, each team member appeared upstairs, stepping off the platform upon arrival. The upper level mirrored the lower one in terms of the elegant wooden furnishings. At the end of a lengthy hallway, lined with ten evenly spaced doors on either side, Elred led the way.
Elred reached the front and paused at the first set of doors. He gestured to the one on the right, etched with strange inscriptions. A firm shake of his head and a stern expression made it clear: this door was off-limits. The faint murmur of voices from the other side indicated a reason for his caution.
Moving down two doors on the right, Elred opened the middle one to reveal a bathroom. The striking resemblance between this facility and their own world left the group in awe. Positioned just inside the door was a closet stacked with towels and washcloths. A mysterious contraption, presumably Elred’s version of a toilet, stood against the wall. While puzzled by its workings, the team was confident they could figure it out. A tub, complete with a shower head, occupied the corner. Elred activated the sink by placing his hand near it, causing water to materialize just above his palms. He filled a cup from the nearby stack and handed it to Aric.
“It’s cold,” Aric commented after taking a sip. “Nice and refreshing.” He downed the water, not wanting it to go to waste.
As Elred withdrew his hand, the water ceased. He waved it under a circular mark on the wall, conjuring a liquid substance into his palm. Further gestures above the sink brought the water back—this time warm and steaming. Upon finishing, waving his hands to the left of the sink, an unseen mechanism dried his hands in seconds.
The team watched as Elred demonstrated the bathroom’s features. Though the toilet’s design was simple and its lack of toilet paper raised questions, they figured the solution would present itself when someone used the device. He then showcased the tub—triggering a flow of steaming water with a gesture and stopping it just as easily. Mimicking a step-in, he prompted a laugh from the group.
“I’d love to explore the engineering behind all of this,” mused Kolman.
“Me too,” agreed MIRA.
Elred led them back into the hallway and opened the first set of doors. Inside was a cozy room with a single bed and simple furnishings. Smiling, he gestured toward Kolman, who returned the gesture with a grateful nod.
“I suppose this is my chamber,” Kolman said with a grateful smile. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him, leaving the others in the hall.
Elred guided the group to the next set of doors, swinging them open to indicate that MIRA and Aric could choose a room. The minor variations between these rooms and Kolman’s were apparent. Aric chose the room on the right, while MIRA settled into the one on the left.
MIRA remarked with a smile, “This room receives more naturalsunlight. Perfect for observing from the window.” She exchanged smiles with Elred before he softly shut the door.
Cora leaned in to whisper to Robert, “He might get a surprise if he comes knocking.” Robert struggled to stifle a laugh, understanding her point.
Aric gave a final nod. “I’ll catch up with you all shortly.” He paused before closing the door to thank Elred, who responded with a respectful bow.
Elred led Robert, Mark, and Cora to the next door on the left, directly across from the bathroom. As he opened it, he gestured toward Mark, signaling that this was his designated room. Mark expressed his thanks, met by Elred’s warm smile.
Moving on, Elred guided Robert and Cora to the room on the right, positioned just past the bathroom. Peering inside, they found it more spacious than the others. The bed was slightly wider, and an extra chair filled the corner. Though it extended the same distance from door to wall, the layout felt more generous.
Taking in the room’s features, Cora broke the silence. “We hoped for assistance, but this exceeds our expectations.”
“I agree,” Robert chimed in. “I’m grateful for the generosity. Elred seems sincere. Let’s hope our trust isn’t misplaced — and we don’t wake up in a dungeon. But an Elf…it’s incredible. A mythical race, grounded in reality.”
Cora nodded, her expression pensive. “It proves that there’s truth behind the legends. We had connections with these beings in our history.”
“Absolutely,” Robert affirmed. “It’s astounding. Who knows what else we might uncover here? Giants, mermaids—and dragons. Considering we’ve seen one, even they were more than mere myths. And Elred, his spell. It’s possible he’s a sort of magician or wizard. Though the distinction might not matter much at this point.”
Cora agreed, her curiosity piqued. “Wizard does seem fitting. I wonder what other spells he has. We’ll have to talk with him more when we get the chance. And Aric—he’s going to have his hands full with translation.”
Robert nodded. “True, and that language spell adds an intriguing layer. Kolman hearing German in this context is quite fascinating.”
“We’ll continue to be surprised, I’m sure. It’s amusing, though—when we envision Elves, we think of medieval times. Yet, Elred’s dwelling is far more advanced than anything we have.”
“That’s the beauty of it,” Robert reflected. “Just because they were known in medieval lore doesn’t mean they remained confined to that era. They progressed like any other society. But the fact that we thought of them as mere fantasies, and now we’re here amidst all of this, it’s quite magical.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” Cora said, a smile tugging at her lips. “But for now, let’s get some rest. I’m completely wiped out.” She glanced at Robert as they both started removing their clothing, revealing their smart fabric beneath, designed to regulate temperature and repel odor.
Robert nodded and followed suit. “Indeed. Our suits served us well, but getting out of them is a relief.” They placed their suits and jumpers on the chairs before sliding under the covers of the plush bed. The coziness wrapped around them—a welcome contrast to their usual sleeping conditions. In a matter of moments, they succumbed to the embrace of deep and rejuvenating sleep.
 
They awoke hours later to the low murmur of conversation outside of their room, voices gradually coaxing them from sleep. Robert, his curiosity piqued, found himself wondering about the time. Though the sun was still casting its warm glow, he felt astonishingly rested. The shifting shadows within the room hinted that only a few hours had passed since they retired. With a stretch, he rose from the bed, eliciting a sleepy smile from Cora.
“What time do you think it is?” Cora inquired, her voice still carrying traces of sleep.
“I wish I knew,” Robert replied, eyeing the nightstand, where an unfamiliar device sat. “I’d love to decipher that clock—if that’s what it is.”
Cora joined him, sliding out of bed and dressing herself. She zipped up her flight suit before Robert opened the door.
To their surprise, Kolman and Mark stood just outside. Kolman gave an apologetic look as the door opened. “Did we wake you two?”
Cora managed a small smile, stretching her arms above her head. “Yes, but it’s alright. Do you happen to know what time it is?”
“I was just talking about that with Mark,” Kolman said.
Mark took the opportunity to fill them in. “Good morning, or afternoon, I suppose…maybe. We don’t have a clear sense of the local time, but according to Strabo, we’ve been asleep for about ten hours. MIRA could probably provide an accurate calculation, but she’s not in her room.”
“Not in her room?” Robert frowned, glancing at Cora. She frowned too. “Maybe she’s downstairs. Still, ten hours? Feels more like just after noon, but what do we know?”
“Yes,” Mark agreed. “The local days seem to be quite long. We might gather more from Elred when he’s available.”
Cora sought more information. “Has anyone seen…him?”
“Not yet,” Kolman answered.
“Perhaps he’s downstairs too,” Robert speculated. “And Aric?”
“He’s still asleep,” Kolman said. “I heard him in his room briefly. He probably needed more sleep than the rest of us.”
Cora turned toward Aric’s door and rapped softly. “Aric, are you awake?”
Aric’s voice carried from within. “Yes, love. I’ll be out in a minute, just getting dressed.”
“Alright, no rush. We’ll be waiting.”
As Aric emerged, clad in a green jumper and holding his space suit and helmet, Cora and Robert exchanged glances—glad to have him back in the mix. His presence made the team feel complete again.
“Is everyone feeling okay?” Aric inquired, looking around.
“We’re all good,” Kolman confirmed. “We’ve slept a little over ten hours.”
“Ten hours, huh?” Aric’s tone conveyed no surprise. “Considering how exhausted we were, that’s hardly unexpected.” Looking over the group, he noted an absence. “Where is MIRA?”
Cora was the one to answer. “She’s not in her room, and we’re wondering if Elred might know her whereabouts.”
Aric nodded, seemingly lost in thought. “I think she’s probably alright. Strong as an ox, that one. But let’s head downstairs and check.”
The team gathered their space suits and helmets before making their way downstairs. The kitchen was deserted, its pristine condition evoking a twinge of guilt. They placed their helmets on chairs and draped their suits over the backs. A brief hesitation passed as they wondered whether they should explore the other rooms. Robert’s gaze drifted to the barn. “There she is,” he exclaimed, prompting the others to look.
MIRA stood with Elred by the barn. Robert opened the door and held it ajar for the team to step outside. Crossing the yard, they took in the distinctive reddish hue of the sky dominated by the sun, which appeared larger than what they were accustomed to.
“MIRA!” Robert called out, his voice carrying excitement.
MIRA turned, waving enthusiastically alongside Elred. As the group approached, a loose circle formed. Robert offered his hand, and after a brief pause, Elred mimicked the gesture. He followed it with a closed fist placed over his chest and a slight bow—an unfamiliar but respectful custom.
“It appears that’s how they greet each other,” Mark noted.
MIRA, her enthusiasm radiant, couldn’t contain herself. “Just wait ‘til you hear what I’ve discovered.”
Aric encouraged her, “Go ahead, MIRA, tell us.”
“He’s an android,” MIRA burst out, her excitement evident. “Like me, or rather, not quite like me. He’s advanced by about a thousand years.”
“An android?” Aric echoed, his intrigue evident. “How did you find out?”
“I spent a while by the window. Elred came out occasionally to do chores, and we exchanged glances. Later, he knocked gently on my door. I was a bit wary at first, not sure how to explain my nature, but he was genuinely excited to see that I’m an android like him.”
Kolman couldn’t resist adding a playful remark. “Steady there, MIRA. Don’t rush into things. It’s just the first encounter.”
MIRA retorted playfully, grinning. “It’s my first encounter—I’ll do it my way.” She stuck her tongue out at Kolman, eliciting laughter from the group.
Aric inquired, “So, what did he show you?”
“I’ll show you,” MIRA said stepping toward Elred. He bent slightly in anticipation. When she touched a spot on his head, the skin and hair shimmered—then vanished—revealing a neural network more intricate than her own.
Kolman and Cora stepped closer, captivated by the sight. “It’s like neurons firing, an actual brain,” Cora observed.
Robert chimed in, “A stunning simulation of neural activity. Beautiful.”
“I’m curious about his engineering,” Kolman mused. “I wish Silvana were here. She’d be thrilled to see this … I hope they have the laws of robotics here.”
Robert added, “This house alone would fascinate her—let alone Elred’s design.”
MIRA touched the spot on Elred’s head once more, and the skin and hair returned seamlessly, leaving the team in awe.
Aric, always the mediator, raised a hand. “Alright, let’s take it one step at a time. Elred, could you tell us more about yourself?”
Elred once again cast the spell on Aric. Addressing the team, his voice flowed through Aric’s translation. “Hello again, my newfound friends. MIRA is an impressive creation. As I mentioned earlier, I was captivated by her appearance, but I never anticipated discovering her nature as an android. It’s already clear that we will make excellent companions. Regrettably, our technologies are too distinct for language downloads; hence, we must continue relying on the translation spell. Yes, it is a spell. Now, I’m ready to answer your inquiries. I’m certain you have many.”
MIRA chimed in, “Allow me to clarify something. We can’t expect answers in Earth time units. This planet rotates faster. Their day is only about fourteen hours long—just under half daylight and half night during most seasons. That, combined with the red dwarf’s light spectrum, likely influenced the development of taller trees with broader leaves to maximize the light absorption.”
“Interesting,” Robert said. “What about the dark blue color?”
“Photosynthetic pigments here likely absorb infrared and red wavelengths, which are more plentiful than blue or green,” she explained. “Back on Earth, chlorophyll reflects green—here, these organisms do the opposite. They reflect the rarest wavelengths.”
Robert looked thoughtful. “Earlier, we saw three moons in the sky. It was surreal. Are there more?”
Elred nodded. “Yes, five in total. The three closest orbit quickly and are visible often. The other two are farther out—slower, dimmer, and easy to miss unless the skies are clear. But they serve a greater purpose.”
“What purpose?” Mark asked.
“They help keep this world stable,” Elred said. “They interact with each other gravitationally to preserve our axial tilt and rotation. Without them, our planet might have long since become tidally locked to the sun—forever split between night and day.”
“That makes sense,” Kolman noted. “I’m also intrigued by your technology and engineering. How old are you, Elred?” he inquired.
MIRA interjected. “Again, that’s a time reference—so it’s not exact. But after our discussions, I estimate Elred is over one thousand Earth years old.”
Elred confirmed, “Indeed, in terms of your time framework, I am nearing one 1083 of your years. On this planet, I am 2004 years old. Our proximity to our sun accounts for the difference. Speaking of time, MIRA is indeed impressive. I believe I could enhance her with some of our technology, elevating her authenticity beyond her current state.”
Robert’s expression became contemplative, his thoughts visibly churning. “The challenge is, MIRA is ISEA property. She wasn’t designed to be totally human—just to explore Martian caves. Modifying her would go against regulations. We don’t have that authority.”
Elred raised an eyebrow. “But she’s sentient, isn’t she? How can you truly own something sentient?”
Robert ran a hand through his hair, torn between perspectives. “Well,” he began, “that’s a debate that may surface on our world eventually—but it hasn’t yet. Money drives everything. Those who funded MIRA’s creation claim ownership. If it were up to me, I’d be all for it. But it’s not. I’m sorry if this makes us seem like we see her as property. To us, she’s a friend—most of us here think of her that way.”
MIRA playfully chimed in with a playful laugh. “Oh, come on, Robert. If Cora wasn’t around, you’d marry me, wouldn’t you?” She added a wink for emphasis.
Robert’s face turned a deep shade of red, a mix of embarrassment and amusement coloring his features.
Elred offered a reassuring smile. “I understand. Hopefully, your society will someday move beyond money as a driving force. That’s not a criticism—nor am I claiming Elves are superior. We have our own flaws.”
“When our races begin to truly interact,” Mark said, “we’ll have so much to learn. Collaboration could help both of our worlds evolve.”
“I can’t wait to see the engineering solutions they’ve developed,” Kolman added with enthusiasm.
“Agreed,” Cora seconded. “But for now, I’m getting a bit cold, and I could eat.”

“Let’s go inside,” Elred said, gesturing toward the house. “I haven’t eaten since morning, and I’m starving.”
They all gathered inside, a lively exchange of questions and explanations unfolding. Elred seemed genuinely delighted to have company, enthusiastically addressing their inquiries. The dialogue flowed seamlessly, moving from one topic to another, as if they were old friends catching up.
As time passed and the sun dipped beneath the horizon, Elred granted Aric the opportunity to eat, temporarily releasing him from the translation spell. However, the elf promptly reinstated the spell, emphasizing that prolonged conversation would accelerate his English language acquisition.
Hours of animated discussion persisted until the darkness outside was complete. Eventually, the team retired to their beds, comforted by the assurance that their journey to meet the Elven leaders would begin shortly after breakfast.
Though Elred’s insistence about leaving the table untouched caused some discomfort, the team respected his wishes, mindful of the cultural differences between them. Grateful for their Elven host’s hospitality, they settled into bed—minds buzzing with new knowledge and the possibilities ahead.
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
Journey To Gauwilth
 
The first rays of dawn were painting the sky as Robert and Cora roused from their sleep. Though the stars still lingered, the promise of a new day was evident. Silence enveloped the house—a rare moment of tranquility in their tumultuous journey. After everything they’d been through, a shower—and a bit of quiet—sounded like heaven.
As they moved toward the bathroom, Robert caught a subtle motion out of the corner of his eye. A diminutive figure, barely reaching half a meter in height, darted at the end of the hallway near the teleporter. It vanished into the off-limits room across from Kolman’s—heightening Robert’s curiosity. Perhaps Elred had inhabitants in his house they weren’t meant to encounter.
Shaking off the curiosity, Robert redirected his gaze and noticed Elred emerging from his room at the opposite end of the corridor. He approached them, a bundle in his arms, triggering the soft glow of the hallway light. The illumination was gentle yet sufficient to reveal that Elred was holding clothing.
“Fresh clothes,” Elred said, his accent tinged with a Northern European sounding lilt. Despite the difference in languages, his voice had a depth that carried easily.
Cora’s surprise rendered her momentarily speechless.
“You’ve picked up some English, it seems,” Robert remarked.
“A bit,” Elred replied, a smile curving his lips.
Cora found her voice. “Thank you for the clothes.”
“You’re most welcome,” Elred replied, nodding before retreating to his room.
The bathroom was warm and inviting, the shower washing away their weariness. They stripped off their suits, placing them on a nearby bench before stepping into the dual shower. A second showerhead materialized, bathing them both in soothing streams. Amid the playful splashes, they exchanged affectionate kisses, their ardor simmering—tempered by the situation.
After drying off, they dressed in the outfits provided by their generous host—pants and shirts made from thin, mesh-like fabric that radiated surprising warmth. As Robert slipped his on, the shirt adjusted automatically to his frame. Cora’s did the same. 
“Quite a trick,” she remarked.
“Indeed,” he said. “I wish Earth clothes could adjust like this. The auto-fit stuff back home isn’t nearly as advanced.”
“Just wish they came in a color other than beige, though,” she joked. “I’ll feel like a walking potato sack.”
Robert chuckled in agreement.
Cora slipped into the pants. The tighter mesh-like material conformed to her shape and clung at the waist. Even when she bent to pick up her jumpsuit, they stayed perfectly in place—almost defying gravity.
“At least I won’t need a belt,” she quipped.
“Yeah. This stuff is really cool,” he said tugging at the hem of his shirt and stretching his shoulder. He grabbed his jumpsuit and headed for the door.
Outside, Kolman stood with a new outfit and a smile.
“Good morning,” he said. “You guys look great. You’ll blend right into a wheat field—if they even have those here,” he chuckled. “Then again, they’d probably be blue, too. This place is just full of surprises.”
“Thanks, Kolman,” Robert said, heading toward their room.
As Cora passed, she pointed at the outfit he was carrying and added, “You’ll look the same as we do in a few minutes, I see.”
“I guess so,” he chuckled. “I’ll be out in a few.” He stepped in and closed the door.
Inside their room, Robert efficiently unzipped his boots from his space suit and slipped them on separately. His appearance was now well-coordinated, and the boots added a dash of color. Cora followed suit, lacing up her boots. As they gathered their belongings, they both understood they wouldn’t return after leaving for the capital.
Outside, they could hear Aric and Mark making their way through the hallway. Mark had already changed into a new outfit. Spotting Robert and Cora, he glanced at their boots. “Oh…good idea. I hadn’t thought about that.” He immediately began unzipping his own boots to follow suit.
“Good morning,” Aric said with a smirk. “I see this old man is last in line for the shower. I hope there will still be some hot water.”
Robert smiled at him. “I don’t think you’ll have to worry. With how everything else works here, there will always be hot water.”
“You’re probably right,” Aric responded.
“Anyway, we’ll see you at breakfast, Aric. Mark, are you headed down too?”
“I sure am,” Mark said, grinning.
With that, Robert, Cora, and Mark headed toward the teleporter. Robert stood back momentarily, allowing Cora and Mark to step onto the teleporter platform first. Just before entering the teleporter, he leaned toward the off-limits room, where the strange whispering was heard earlier. He strained to catch the words, hoping to recognize the language Elred had spoken, but the meaning remained elusive. Frustrated, he moved on, stepped into the teleporter, and reappeared downstairs, where the sound of Cora and Mark’s conversation in the kitchen filled the air.
Mark’s face turned somber. “I miss Clint,” he admitted. “I hope someone in that capital can locate that portal and deal with that dragon so we can return. The folks back on Mars must be in a frenzy by now. And to top it off, Strabo died on me earlier this morning.” He reached for the small case that housed his lens when not in use, briefly showing it to her before tucking it away. “I don’t have a way to charge him here.”
She looked pensive. “I hadn’t thought about that,” she admitted. “I hadn’t thought about the others either—Silvana, Takuma, Verusha—they must be out of their minds with worry. I miss them deeply. Not to mention everyone else. Aric’s absence must have everyone on edge.”
Robert chimed in, brow furrowed. “Cora, do you think they’ll declare us as missing persons? What’s the protocol for disappearances? My mom wouldn’t be pleased if her income got disrupted.”
“They won’t jump to conclusions for a few more days,” she reassured. “We should be safe for now.”
“Alright, that’s a relief,” he responded. “So, what’s on the menu for breakfast?”
“We were just mulling over that,” Mark chimed in. “We don’t want to ransack the fridge without permission.”
Elred’s voice called from the hallway. “I’ll handle the food.”  Observing that everyone was still draped in the same plain beige outfits, he approached Cora and touched her sleeve. “Nasar,” he said, perplexing Cora. Instantly, her outfit started transforming into a splendid red hue, adorned with delicate grey accents.
“Unbelievable,” she murmured, in awe of the enchanting transformation.
Elred beamed and turned towards Robert. He brushed his fingers against Robert’s sleeve, proclaiming, “Luin.” In response, Robert’s attire shifted to a brilliant blue, complemented by accents of black.
Performing the same feat with Mark’s outfit, he declared, “Ezel,” causing Mark’s ensemble to become a verdant green with light-brown highlights.
A grin played on Mark’s lips. “Much better,” he commented, eyeing his new attire before Elred moved on to fetch food from the fridge. As the trio admired their newly vibrant clothing, Elred procured six large, purple-hued eggs, a container resembling milk, something that resembled cheese, and a peculiar fruit-like object, arranging them neatly on the table.
Cora’s brow furrowed with concern.
Robert asked, “What’s wrong?”
“Allergies,” she said, her voice tinged with unease. “Everything here is alien to us. It’s been bothering me. We could potentially have severe allergic reactions to anything we consume or drink.”
Kolman interjected, “That’s a valid point.”
Elred lifted a finger, his gaze reassuring. “No need to fret. I possess another incantation that can counteract any allergic response.”
Cora’s brow furrowed. “I hope it works.”
Elred turned his attention to the eggs, beginning to cook them.
Robert found it intriguing that despite the advanced technology, Elred still used a stove. Nonetheless, he dismissed the thought, rationalizing that different worlds might prioritize different advancements.
The door swung open as they watched Elred cook. It was MIRA. She entered with a sparkle in her eyes, and brimming enthusiasm.
“You won’t believe his vehicle!” she exclaimed.
“He owns a vehicle?” Mark asked.
She nodded and said, “It’s more of a hovering craft. Unlike Earth’s cars, it doesn’t fly, but its design is truly distinctive.”
“We’re eager to witness it after breakfast,” Cora remarked.
Kolman strode in from the hallway, fully attired and ready for the day’s activities.
“What’s on the agenda after breakfast—?” He stumbled over the last word as he noticed the change in colors on everyone’s outfits.
Robert responded, “We’re going to see his car, or their equivalent of it.”
Kolman’s curiosity piqued. “Oh, that’s intriguing. It’ll be fascinating to compare our designs. By the way, how did you manage to change the colors of your outfits? Oh, and Aric should be joining us shortly.”
Robert explained, “Elred did it. He came up and touched each of our sleeves like this.” He approached Kolman, grasping his sleeve. “Lumin,” he said, but nothing occurred. “I must have misspoken.” “Luin,” Elred’s voice echoed from the stove.
With his sleeve in hand, Robert attempted again. “Luin.”
Kolman’s outfit transformed into a vivid blue similar to Robert’s, though the accents now sported a light green shade.
“That’s incredible,” Kolman said, marveling at the transformation. “And we believed that our smart fabrics were advanced. Yours not only conforms to your size but also changes colors. Remarkable.”
As Elred concluded preparing the first egg and handed it to Cora, she accepted it with a blend of apprehension and curiosity, wondering how it would stack up to a regular chicken egg. She carried it to the table just as Elred embarked on cooking the next egg. Cora then selected a piece of the enigmatic fruit, its appearance reminiscent of a fusion between a banana and a pineapple, featuring a peel with a prickly texture and a dark, mottled brown hue. Its aroma was inviting as she began to peel it. Taking a bite, she was pleasantly surprised by the mild blend of orange and vanilla flavors.
“Oh my God,” she said. “You have to try this—it’s incredible.”
“Try that egg,” Kolman said, intrigued.
She cut a piece of the egg, examined it, then took a cautious bite. She chewed thoughtfully, savoring the unique taste. “They’re more intense than chicken eggs, but not unpleasant,” she began. “They carry a slight buttery note. I couldn’t spot any special equipment he used to cook them, but there’s definitely some seasoning. It’s interesting. While I still prefer our eggs, I wouldn’t mind having these again if it’s what’s available.”
Kolman nodded appreciatively. “I’ll give them a try. Adventure in culinary, right?”
Elred finished the next egg and handed it to Robert, who passed it to Mark and insisted he take the first bite. Mark accepted with a grateful smile and started eating, allowing Elred to move on to preparing another egg. Robert’s turn came next, followed by Kolman and then Aric—who arrived just in time to receive his. As Aric took his seat and received his egg, Elred adjusted his outfit’s color to a radiant golden yellow with accents of black. Elred returned to the stove to prepare his own egg.
To his own surprise, Kolman enjoyed both the egg and the cheese he sampled. The rest of the group also tried the cheese, though some found it too strong and opted not to have more due to its pungent aroma, pink hue, and firm texture. As they concluded their meal, Elred repeated his spell to counteract any potential allergic reactions.
“Have you all had your fill?” Elred inquired.
One by one, they nodded their appreciation. Robert’s mind circled back to the mysterious figure he had glimpsed before his and Cora’s shower.
“I actually saw someone earlier,” he began. He gestured toward Cora and held his hand about knee-high from the floor, indicating the figure’s height. “It was about this tall and dressed quite minimally. Do you have children?”
“No,” Elred responded with a knowing smile. “You were fortunate to catch a glimpse. They don’t usually reveal themselves. It was one of my assistants—a Brownie.”
“Brownies are real here too?” Mark’s excitement was palpable.
“What’s a Brownie?” Kolman asked, puzzled. “I’m only familiar with the dessert.”
Elred explained, “Brownies are fascinating beings. Once they choose a home, they claim a room—here, it’s the first on the right, upstairs. At night, they assist with chores: washing dishes, tidying rooms, even tending to my herd—all unprompted. Their appearance varies across the world, but they’re generally about the height you mentioned, with large eyes and pointed ears. Here, they prefer minimal or no clothing. If I ever gave them clothes, they’d leave—it’s considered an insult. The same goes for thanking them or giving names, even casually. Their only request? A small dish of milk each night.”
Mark’s excitement only grew. “Our legends describe them just like that. This is incredible.”
Cora’s smile mirrored Mark’s enthusiasm. “I can’t believe it. I wonder what else we’ll encounter on our journey to the capital.”
MIRA joined the conversation, “From my observations, many of Earth’s mythical creatures may very well live here.”
“Absolutely,” Elred said with a nod. “This world is teeming with wonders and diverse beings.”
Kolman interjected with a question. “What is this world’s name? I keep forgetting to ask.”
Elred answered, “This is Theanor. Our planet is a nexus connecting many worlds. I hope you’ll have the chance to explore those realms too.”
Robert chuckled, “This place is beyond incredible—and connected to other worlds? It’s a remarkable day for humanity. Now, we just need to repair the portal on our side.”
“We should begin our journey,” Elred suggested, prompting the group to gather their belongings and move forward.
Gathering their belongings, they stepped outside. MIRA took charge of Aric’s items, her understanding still aided by the translation spell. Elred led them to a lush grassy area on the left side of the house. With a graceful wave of his hand, a large square patch of grass sank smoothly and slid aside, revealing an underground garage. The platform elevated Elred’s vehicle from its subterranean home, fitting seamlessly over the opening as it ascended.
At first glance, their “car” looked far too small for seven people. Yet MIRA’s enthusiasm kicked in as she pressed buttons on a control panel, prompting the vehicle to grow. It reshaped itself with an intricate design: open, rectangular, and squared at the top, while the edges were gently rounded. The sides transitioned from flat to a gentle curve, arching gracefully before tapering into a flat underside. It was devoid of visible wheels, indicating an advanced form of mobility.
“That’s quite the spectacle!” admired Kolman.
“I know, right?” MIRA said with a grin. “It’s vintage too.”
Amid their astonishment, Elred gestured to them to stow their belongings in a compartment at the back. Mark offered a quip about the impressive trunk space. With their gear secured, they took their seats. Elred initiated the vehicle’s startup sequence, and it silently levitated about a meter off the ground. It moved forward, picking up speed quickly. The landscape transformed into a blur as they skillfully navigated through the trees, eventually reaching a road and continuing at even higher speeds.
“It’s a direct route to the capital,” explained Elred. “But it’s a long haul. We’ll stick to this road until nightfall, when we’ll rest in Dyserth. Then, in the morning, we’ll head out on a different road that will take us to the capital. It’s a full-day journey. Unfortunately, my spell doesn’t work on the car—so no news updates.”
“Speaking of spells,” said Robert. “Do you only know one, or are there others?”
“I’m well-versed in a variety of spells. I’m a wizard. I could teach you a few on the way. We’ll have plenty of time for you to learn some basic ones.”
“Learning spells?” replied Cora, wide-eyed.
“A wizard?” asked Mark. “This adventure keeps getting better.”
“Indeed,” Elred said. “Some are quite straightforward.”
“I’m absolutely thrilled to learn,” said MIRA.
“I’m sorry, my dear, I cannot teach you spells. They require a soul to function.”
MIRA looked disheartened.
“As I mentioned yesterday, I could help you if given the chance. I could make you human, essentially—similar to me, except I am an Elf. You’d have some differences, but you’d have a soul and DNA to pass on.”
“DNA she could pass on?” Cora asked. “What do you mean by that?”
“Children,” MIRA replied softly, realizing what it meant. “He’s talking about children. He would make me just like you, a woman, a real woman.”
“Not just like me,” Cora said quietly. “I can’t have children.”
“I’m sorry,” MIRA said, her expression filled with regret. “I didn’t mean it like….”
“It’s okay, MIRA,” Cora interjected. “I know you didn’t. It would be wonderful if you could have children someday.”
A brief silence passed before Kolman spotted something. “Wait! Stop!” he shouted.
It took a second for Aric to translate, but Elred complied.
“Could you back up a bit, please?”
Elred maneuvered the vehicle backward until he saw Kolman’s excitement.
Robert blinked in disbelief. “How did you spot something as we raced by? Everything is just a blur.”
“I glimpsed something white with four legs,” Kolman explained.
“Wow!” exclaimed Cora, her eyes wide in disbelief.
“A real live unicorn!” declared Mark. “Incredible!”
“It’s hairier than the ones in the old stories,” Robert observed.
“Do you have unicorns on Earth?” inquired Elred.
“No—well, their existence has never been proven.” Cora answered. “They’re part of our mythology. People used to claim they saw them, but no one has been able to provide concrete evidence.”
“They’re rare here too—but not mythical,” said Elred. “We’re fortunate. Seeing one brings luck. I’m relieved it’s not a Black Rider. Those are malevolent.”
“Black Rider?” MIRA asked, puzzled.
Elred spoke as if from personal experience. “A black unicorn. Entirely black, even the horn and eyes. If you spot one, run. Don’t try to study it. Don’t stop to admire it. Just run—or you’ll meet your end.”
Digesting this, Kolman replied, “We’ll definitely keep that in mind.”
Elred accelerated the vehicle again, shifting into high gear. The trees once more became a blue blur as they sped along.
“I’ll remember that many things are unfamiliar to you, or dismissed as myths,” Elred said as he drove. “When we come across them on the road, I’ll stop so you can observe—if it’s safe”

Hours ticked by as they journeyed forward. For most of the crew, boredom began to creep in. But MIRA remained fervently curious, rapidly absorbing knowledge and nearly mastering Elred’s language. Elred released Aric from the translation spell, which he welcomed—he’d grown frustrated with always being the translator. Secretly, he welcomed the challenge of learning the language himself—it was becoming increasingly decipherable, the only real benefit of having been under the spell.
Without warning, the vehicle made a sharp turn. “Short detour. You’ll love this,” Elred announced.
They wound through the dense woods and down a grassy path that led to a sprawling miniature village. Intricately designed structures resembling elaborate birdhouses dotted the scene. Amid the beauty, they initially missed the swift-winged creatures darting about. One of these creatures approached the vehicle, its movements reminiscent of a hummingbird. It paused briefly, eyeing the group with Elred before zipping away.
“Pixies?” Mark guessed.
Elred spoke briefly with MIRA in his native tongue, their exchange fluid and punctuated by her growing confidence. She turned to the group with a nod.
“Fairies,” she explained. “Although Elred says there might be a few Pixies around, too—they tend to intermingle.”
“Incredible,” reflected Robert. “Everything here is absolutely amazing.”
“It’s charming,” Cora remarked. “The miniature houses, the stores—it’s all so endearing.”
“My word,” Aric marveled. “It’s more beautiful than I could have imagined.”
Mark and Kolman were speechless, fully engrossed in the enchanting sight of the village.
Each structure—from houses to farms, stores to mills—bore a captivating perfection. Meticulously manicured gardens flourished with minute plants in every yard. Vibrant colors adorned each building, complemented by small wooden shingles or bright blue moss on the rooftops. Delicate shutters framed each window, while miniature white picket fences and tiny paths created a captivating symmetry. A babbling stream wound its way through the village, seemingly placed by magic. Small butterflies added to the surreal charm, while tiny bell-like chimes rang from somewhere unseen, their music shifting with the breeze. Lanterns no larger than acorns floated gently in midair, glowing with soft hues that shifted as MIRA and Cora passed.
The village bustled with activity. Many of the fairies noticed the group of giants who had paused to observe them. Elred produced tiny cakes from a pouch in his shirt pocket, extending his open hand. A fairy swiftly snatched a cake, flashing a smile before returning to the village. There, the cake was shared with friends, prompting a flurry of activity. The fairies swarmed the car like a cluster of dragonflies, their wings humming. The cakes vanished within moments, the fairies hastening to share their sweet bounty.
Elred backed the car, turned it around, and accelerated away, back to the main road.
“That was exhilarating!” MIRA exclaimed.
“Absolutely,” agreed Kolman.
Elred chuckled as he continued driving.
Cora glanced at Robert. “I could see myself living here,” she mused.
“Perhaps just visiting now and then,” Robert suggested. “Or maybe do a little caving.”
“We’d miss you on Mars, Cora,” Aric reminded. “We have significant changes ahead due to this discovery.”
“He’s right,” Kolman chimed in.
“I know,” Cora replied, smiling at Aric. “I was just joking.”
The group chatted about the village, speculating what other marvels they might encounter. Elred informed them that they would stop for lunch in Aysgarth, a Dwarven village in the copper hills. The landscape had transitioned from rugged grasslands to rolling violet hills with the occasional tree. As they turned onto another road, the hills and numerous structures gradually came into view.
Aysgarth loomed ahead, a bustling town with grandeur nestled in the hills. Passing through an imposing gateway framed by two stone statues of Dwarves in copper armor—axes crossed before them—they entered a lively scene. Dwarves, their long braided beards swaying with each solid step, moved with a distinct swagger. Buildings of various designs dotted the hills, many adorned with stone carvings, reliefs, or etched inscriptions. The domed roofs, clad in copper or a darker brown metal, gleamed with craftsmanship. Copper streetlamps illuminated the road, where Dwarves tipped their hats or waved as they passed. The scent of forge smoke lingered faintly in the crisp air, mingling with the aroma of fresh bread and roasted root vegetables. Somewhere, a hammer rang out against steel, rhythmic as a heartbeat. Laughter rolled from a nearby tavern, followed by the clang of a tankard hitting wood.
Winding through the streets, they stopped before a villa enclosed by a stone and metal rod fence, adorned with a stone archway and a large rod gate. The villa, compared to others, was mid-sized. Its walls were a mosaic of fieldstone in various hues, tightly bound by mortar. Wooden beams peeked out, supporting the structure and its copper-domed roof, remarkably free of oxidation. A blue plant ivy cascaded up the sides, lending a touch of sweetness. Sculpted topiaries of strange, fantastical creatures flanked the villa, their forms unfamiliar yet elegant.
A portly Dwarf emerged as they parked. His long, greying beard almost brushed the ground, and his beady brown eyes sparkled within puffy cheeks stretched into a smile. Elred stepped out, approaching the Dwarf. They exchanged a forearm handshake, followed by a half-hug pat on the back. Elred spoke quietly, sharing something the group couldn’t quite catch. After a moment, the Dwarf’s gaze shifted from Elred to the strangers. His eyes narrowed in scrutiny, suspicion evident in his gaze. A few words were exchanged before the Dwarf nodded, waved them in, and turned back towards the villa.
As they pulled up to the villa, Elred spoke a few words in his native tongue, addressing MIRA directly. She responded fluently, her tone respectful.
Elred smiled and nodded, then glanced at the others.
MIRA turned to the group. “This is Elred’s friend Vormick’s residence,” she explained. “It’s been a while since they last saw each other. He apologizes if Vormick seemed cautious—Dwarves tend to be less trusting than most. We’ll have lunch here and rest a bit before continuing the journey.”
Elred gestured toward the door. “Follow me,” MIRA translated, and he led them inside.
As they followed him, they hoped they weren’t intruding and that Elred hadn’t painted too rosy a picture of them. Crossing through the large gate, Elred closed it behind them and hastened to the front. Arriving at the open front door, slightly too short for Elred, they found Vormick waiting just inside, his arm extended in welcome. The group entered, filling the foyer. Vormick shut the door and exchanged a few words with Elred. A chuckle followed by a pat on the back seemed to conclude their conversation. Elred’s head nearly brushed the ceiling as they moved further into the villa. Elred ducked under a wooden archway separating the living room from the foyer and gestured them forward.
The living room was adorned with aged yet charming wooden furniture—two beautifully matching tables encircled by bench-style seating with plush cushions. The Dwarf-sized furniture forced Aric to huddle with his knees nearly to his chest. 
Vormick’s booming, unfamiliar words filled the room, drawing everyone’s attention. 
Aric shrugged. “It’s not Elven, that’s for sure,” he muttered, glancing at MIRA for a translation.
She responded with a helpless shrug of her own.
Vormick’s voice—deep and rough—reverberated through the room. “There, that should do nicely, I think. Elred’s a decent wizard, but I’m a tad better. No need for anyone to translate anymore.”
Elred intervened, “Thank you, Vormick. I should have you teach me that spell before we leave. It’s far more efficient than the one I’ve been using. I had to look it up.”
“No problem, my friend,” Vormick responded with a hearty laugh. “Oh, one more thing.” He ambled to a corner and dragged a large chair over. “I had this crafted since your last visit. It should be much more comfortable for you.”
Elred’s smile was filled with gratitude as he settled into the chair. “Ah, thank you, my friend.” Vormick returned the smile and gave him a knowing wink.
Mark couldn’t help but think of period films where everyone inexplicably had an English accent. Neither Elred nor Vormick sounded remotely British, and he appreciated the authenticity of their dialects. Each held a unique regional and species-specific accent, though the translation seemed to erase them—something he found amusing, but he kept the thought to himself, knowing that explaining the joke would ruin its charm.
Vormick scrutinized the strangers more closely. “So, you’re from Earth? Elves without pointed ears—shorter than the typical ones, I see. It all sounds quite far-fetched, but I’ll admit that even my extensive knowledge can be challenged at times.”
“Why should it be far-fetched?” Aric asked, his voice edged with frustration. “Someone here built the portal that connects to Mars. Granted, it was ages ago, but you couldn’t expect it to never be used again.”
“Why not?” Vormick retorted. “Long ago is one thing, but we’re talking about thousands of years ago. That portal was lost to memory long ago—so much so that, as Elred surely told you, no one knows its exact location except that it’s within a few hours’ walk of his house. That might narrow it down, but unless you know which direction you came from when you stumbled on his house, finding it again in that forest could be nearly impossible—if your story holds any truth.”
“We assure you it’s true,” Aric shot back, his irritation deepening.
Vormick gave Aric a skeptical look. “That remains to be seen. I can understand why you chose him to translate for you, Elred.” He cast a glance at Elred before refocusing on Aric. “I’m on the verge of casting a spell on him myself—make him believe he’s a jolly Fiachra.”
Aric clenched his jaw. “Don’t you dare threaten me. We haven’t done anything wrong except end up here by accident.”
Elred stood up, his voice calming. “That’s enough, please. We’re not here to argue or threaten each other. Vormick, these are my guests. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t judge them before getting to know them. When we reach Gauwilth, the Elven leaders can decide how to handle this situation. Until then, I’d like you to honor your agreement with me for a pleasant meal together before we continue on our journey.”
Vormick’s demeanor shifted to contrition as he realized his misstep. “You’re right, my friend. I apologize, and to you, sir…” He paused, realizing he hadn’t caught Aric’s name.
Aric regained his composure. “I’m Aric Tamrat. This is Robert and Cora Marlow, Kolman Liebisch, Mark Lockhart, and MIRA.”
Elred added, “MIRA is an Android.”
“Like you?” Vormick inquired.
“No, not exactly. Our technology surpasses theirs significantly, but her design could be modified to match our level. Personally, I find her quite stunning.” Elred grinned at MIRA.
“She might benefit from a proper Dwarven beard,” Vormick chuckled.
MIRA appeared appalled by the suggestion. Cora seemed sympathetic but restrained her laughter. As the others finished chuckling, they reassured her, “Don’t worry, MIRA.”
“I’m not worried,” MIRA responded with a smile, casting a playful glance at Vormick. “If he gets out of hand, I’ll give him a little toss.”
Vormick’s smile faded as Elred laughed. “Believe me, she’s more than capable of tossing you, my old friend. She possesses considerable strength.”
Vormick rose from his seat. “Let’s get some food and drink,” he said, winking at MIRA as he turned. “Care to lend a hand?”
“Of course,” she replied, taking his offered hand.
After a few minutes, they returned with a platter heaped with various foods and bowls of unfamiliar dishes. The group was offered water and a Dwarven Ale brewed by Vormick himself. While Cora, Aric, and Mark sipped the ale, it proved too potent for their taste, so they opted for water. Robert managed a full cup but declined a second as his head began to spin. Kolman, however, seemed determined to prove his endurance, matching Vormick drink for drink. This initiated a friendly drinking contest, with Vormick producing an even stronger, though unpleasant-tasting, spirit to challenge Kolman further.
“Cheers!” Vormick exclaimed. “I love this lad! He’s unstoppable. But you’ll feel that tomorrow, lad!”
“I’ll… I’ll be… fine,” Kolman slurred, swaying slightly in his chair.
Aric appeared slightly displeased with Kolman but chose not to comment. The atmosphere lightened as stories were shared over the meal.
Vormick regaled them with tales of epic Dwarven battles during Theanor’s darker eras, when Dwarf clans clashed with Giant clans—a war that raged over generations. The Giants— invaders from another world named Varnak—prompted surprise among the listeners, except Elred. Vormick detailed the Giant invasions, the shifting tides of victory and loss, and the eventual intrusion of the Elves, weary of the relentless struggle between Dwarves and Giants. The Elves, resentful of the Dwarves’ arrogance and greed and considering them beneath their wisdom, intervened, although they held no affinity for the Giants either. “And they never asked for assistance,” Vormick added, his voice tinged with disdain.
He continued, detailing how peace was negotiated with the help of the Gods, a resolution that both worlds dared not challenge. Vormick’s expression turned somber as he recounted the peace treaty’s aftermath. Despite the resolution, animosity lingered between Dwarves and Giants for nearly a millennium, simmering until another race invaded the Giants. This new race, thin and pale, not much taller than Dwarves, prompted Dwarves and Elves to collaborate against the invaders, uniting the two species after years of friction. The peace and prosperity that followed marked an era of cooperation. Giants, Dwarves, and Elves worked together, mining, building, and thriving. “Those were the richest times we Dwarves have ever known,” Vormick concluded.
Aric praised the story as wonderful and intriguing. Mark, however, asked about “the Gods,” which prompting a discussion about these higher beings. Vormick explained that the Gods hailed from an ancient world and occasionally appeared in this one. The number of Gods was beyond counting, and their relationship with the universe seemed vast and unknowable—a topic Mark chose not to press further.
Vormick then shared how the Dwarves had faced challenges despite the newfound peace. The mines eventually started running dry, forcing the Dwarves to transition from their mining-centered way of life to a more diversified one. This marked a significant change for the Dwarves, for whom mining had always been central to their idenity. The necessity of change sparked a period of adaptation and evolution, driven by the Dwarves’ resilience and refusal to be relegated to obsolescence.
As the stories wound down, it became apparent that hours had passed since their meal. Kolman, who had been drinking steadily, looked near collapse. Elred assured them that the cleanup wouldn’t take long and recommended waiting for a short while. After assisting Vormick with the cleanup, Robert and Mark helped Kolman back to the car. He swayed as he walked, blaming the unexpectedly strong Dwarven Ale for his unsteadiness. Despite MIRA’s offer to carry him over her shoulder, they opted to assist him themselves.
Once they had Kolman securely settled in the car, Robert and Mark shared a light laugh over the incident. Aric seemed to have eased up a bit, acknowledging that, like Dwarven pride, he too felt compelled to uphold the reputation of his people. Returning inside, they expressed gratitude to Vormick.
Vormick dismissed any thanks, revealing that his husband would appreciate the minimal food wastage when he returned later. Mark was caught off guard by Vormick’s mention of a husband, prompting a quick clarification. Vormick’s defensiveness eased when he realized that Mark’s surprise wasn’t rooted in intolerance. Mark, in fact, shared that he had a husband too, and he understood the significance of such relationships. Vormick admitted that despite the growing societal acceptance, pockets of intolerance still lingered—even though the Gods had endorsed inclusivity.
Mark’s hand on Vormick’s shoulder communicated understanding and solidarity. The conversation transitioned to the universal challenge of overcoming ignorance, with each world dealing with their own issues as they progressed. Despite the differences, Vormick felt glad to have met the group.
Robert affirmed the sentiment, and Aric shared that it was time to leave. Vormick acknowledged the necessity, expressing a wish for more time with new friends. Elred promised to return soon, and the group bid farewell. Elred advised everyone to use the facilities before the next leg of their journey—it would be a long one.
As they prepared to leave, Vormick approached Aric for a handshake, a gesture of reconciliation. Aric reciprocated, and Vormick’s jovial demeanor returned, expressing hope for their safe journey and a future visit under better circumstances. A parting slap on Elred’s back nearly sent him airborne, highlighting their friendship. However, Vormick wasn’t done. He retrieved a small device from his pocket, a tool containing helpful spells, including the improved translation spell Elred had used earlier. Vormick ensured Elred had it, considering the earlier spell would wear off soon.
With warm goodbyes exchanged, the car accelerated, the main road beckoning ahead. Elred pushed the throttle, causing a momentary surge that pressed the passengers back into their seats. MIRA, still seated beside Elred, eagerly absorbed information about this new world—and about her host.
As night settled in, the distant lights of another city came into view. They passed several cities on their journey, but this one appeared to be their destination. The clock showed that over six hours had passed since they left Aysgarth, with the memory of Vormick’s warmth and the town’s aura still vivid in their minds.
Approaching Dyserth, Elred invoked the spell he had received from Vormick. “We’re nearly in Dyserth,” he announced, breaking the silence that had fallen over the travelers. “That’s where we’ll find an inn for the night and some well-deserved rest.”
Cora’s curiosity got the best of her. “Do you have another acquaintance in this city, Elred?”
With a smile, Elred replied, “No, Cora. That’s why we’ll be staying at an inn for the night.”
As they drove through the lively city, Mark took in the lively streets, smiling faintly. He nodded in approval. “They seem to be a friendly bunch.”
Elred’s words held an air of camaraderie. “They do know how to celebrate life. However, there’s no other town with suitable accommodations between here and the capital.”
Cora’s concern surfaced. “Elred, I worry about the costs. We don’t want to burden you with our expenses.”
Elred’s eyes twinkled with understanding. “Please trust me on this. The cost is a minor consideration compared to your journey’s purpose.”
With a shared nod, their worries eased.
As they entered Dyserth, a lively scene greeted them. The streets pulsed with life—people moving with energy, and laughter blending with music. Cobbled paths stretched beneath their feet, worn smooth by generations, while moss crept between the stones. Vibrant market stalls lined the roadside, their awnings dyed in deep blues and forest greens. The air carried the scent of spiced pastries and roasting nuts, inviting the travelers deeper. The distinctive Dwelfs bustled around—shorter than Elred but taller than Vormick, with pointed ears that added a sense of mystique. Each corner seemed to hold stories waiting to be unveiled.
Mark shared a chuckle as he spotted a local stumble into the street, raising his mug to the passing car, as if toasting their arrival. “Looks like a friendly town,” he said.
A grin tugged at Robert’s lips. “A bit different from Asygarth.”
Elred, slowing down the car, added, “It’s a lively place indeed.” A right turn led them to their destination—a charming inn that radiated an aura of antiquity, a living relic from centuries past. Its façade was adorned with frosted yellow glass windows nestled between fieldstone walls. An inviting aura lingered, with two large wooden doors at the center, one slightly ajar in welcome.
“We should check in,” Elred suggested. The group disembarked one by one, stretching their limbs after the long ride. Aric, still groggy from his nap, emerged at a slower pace, looking as if he was emerging from a cocoon.
Elred gestured towards the inn. “Let’s head inside for the check-in. Robert and Cora, your room has a larger bed, while the others have two beds each.”
Mark playfully elbowed Kolman. “Looks like we’re roommates.”
Kolman’s voice was filled with good humor. “Seems that way.”
MIRA chimed in, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “I’ll room with Elred.”
Elred’s smile was indulgent. “That’s settled then.”
Aric, always the voice of reason, added, “Let’s not linger. It’s late.”
With a resolute nod, Elred led the way. The group followed, their footsteps echoing through the night as they approached the inn, ready for a well-deserved rest.
Elred’s assurance hung in the air as he led them through the propped door into the lobby. The space was a symphony of elegance, centered around a gracefully flowing fountain. Fine furniture encircled the centerpiece, each piece appearing to belong to a bygone era. Underfoot, the floor transitioned from the warmth of polished wood to a mosaic of small stones, a dance between beige and black that seemed to echo the decor’s timeless charm. The stones formed an intricate arcing pattern around the fountain, their arrangement meticulous. The primary color was a soothing beige, with the contrasting black stones flowing like a gentle river.
Above, two grand chandeliers dangled from the ceiling, suspended by chains resembling the links of a giant’s bracelet. Flames danced within the chandeliers, casting a soft glow that filled the room. Strangely, there was no sign of burning or smoke; the flames appeared suspended in mid-air, an enchanting spectacle. The interplay of light and shadow lent the place a captivating warmth, like being wrapped in a cozy embrace.
Adding to the enchantment, small trees stood in each corner of the lobby. These miniature masterpieces stood no taller than a human, their branches reaching out like welcoming arms. Nestled within their branches were miniature abodes, a tiny village populated by charming figurines that might have sprung from a child’s storybook. Fairies flitted about, their delicate forms adding an ethereal touch to the scene.
Elred gestured toward one of the tiny houses. “They strive to cater to every taste here,” he explained, his voice soft against the magical ambiance.
“It’s breathtaking,” Cora breathed, her eyes alight with wonder.
On the right, a front desk made of rich, dark wood stood as a testament to craftsmanship. Elaborate woodsy patterns were carved into its surface, telling stories only the trees might remember. An attendant, her demeanor as warm as the surroundings, caught their eye and greeted them with a smile and wave.
Directly ahead, past the lively fountain and the stately furniture, lay a teleport pad, ready to whisk them to their rest. Elred led the way, each of them stepping onto the pad in turn. The world around them shifted, and they materialized on a different floor—its designation unreadable, but bathed in a deep maroon ambiance. Dark wood paneling graced the lower portion of the walls, creating a sense of warmth. Polished stone, marbled in swirls of grey and white, stretched beneath their feet, reminiscent of the finest artistry. Sconces adorned the walls, each one holding a flame that danced in sync with those in the chandeliers below. Like sentinels of light, they lined the hallway, an enchanting guide to the rooms that lay ahead.
“The rooms are just down this way,” Elred said gently as he led them down the corridor. Doors flanked them on both sides, and after a few turns, they arrived at their designated area. Elred motioned to a door on the left. “Cora and Robert, your room is right next to mine.” He pointed to a couple of doors opposite them. “The other two rooms are there and the one beside it. Aric, yours is the first door on the right, and Kolman, yours is the next one down. Now, I’ll bid you all good night. See you in the morning.”
With Elred’s departure, they dispersed to their individual rooms, each one just as lavish as the next. True to Elred’s home, the rooms boasted a blend of opulence and advanced technology. As the team settled in, Robert and Cora found themselves standing in their room, the anticipation of a good night’s rest washing over them. They shed their clothes, revealing softer layers beneath, ready to embrace the comfort of the luxurious bed.
But Cora had other plans. Her eyes glinted mischievously as she halted Robert’s hasty movements. “Hold on a second,” she purred, casting him a playful grin. Understanding her intentions, Robert returned the smile, his anticipation growing. Cora’s movements were both graceful and tantalizing as she confidently shed her undergarments, each motion a mesmerizing dance that spoke of her confidence.
As Cora paused, a brief moment of confusion swept over her features, her gaze wandering around the room. “I’m not sure how to turn the light off,” she confessed, a note of amusement tinging her voice.
Robert’s laughter echoed—a warm, rich sound that harmonized with the room’s ambiance. “No worries,” he reassured, his voice a soothing balm. “Just come here. We’ll figure that out later.”
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
Arrival at Gauwilth
 
The sun neared its zenith, casting a warm and inviting glow upon the landscape. They set out early, following a restful night’s stay at the inn. As they ventured forth, the once sparse countryside gave way to increasingly populated areas, signaling their approach to the outskirts of the capital city. Elred, their knowledgeable guide, explained that while they were drawing near to the capital’s suburbs, it would still be a couple of hours before they reached the heart of the city itself. The group’s gazes were drawn to the sky, where shuttles of varying shapes and sizes darted in every direction. Some shuttles maneuvered between buildings, while others embarked on journeys to orbit or beyond. Towering spaceships also took off and landed with a sense of purpose. The sheer scale of the metropolis was awe-inspiring, reminding each member of the Earthly team of their relative insignificance in this futuristic world.
Elred offered insights into the bustling city, describing the settlements on two of the five moons and explaining that three of the seven orbiting planets were home to habitats and mining operations. Amid this interstellar activity, the city boasted five portals that connected to other planets, facilitating trade and immigration. The Earthly team listened intently, absorbing the magnitude of what this advanced society had achieved over a millennium.
Aric, ever the analytical mind, gasped at the staggering numbers. “More than three hundred million people in one city? How many total inhabitants does Theanor have?”
Elred’s reply carried a touch of mystery. “The exact count is elusive, my friends. Our diverse world is teeming with life, with fairy villages materializing overnight and various small races dispersed throughout. Generally, we focus on tallying only the population of major cities.”
Gauwilth’s architecture was a symphony of modernity and innovation, leaving the Earthly travelers awestruck by the city’s futuristic skyline. At street level, glowing blue vines traced walkway edges, pulsing softly in time with foot traffic. Every few blocks, floating orbs projected public art—living murals that shimmered and shifted based on the day’s theme. Structures stretched nearly a kilometer in both width and height—some potentially reaching into orbit—commanded their attention. Elred’s explanation that smaller, personal-sized vehicles could fly directly into housing structures, where they’d be automatically parked, was met with wonder. As they navigated the bustling streets, traffic grew denser by the minute. Despite the sheer volume of vehicles, a fluid synchronicity guided them—as if some intrinsic technology orchestrated the harmonious flow.
Cora, her eyes reflecting amazement, murmured, “It’s astounding how so many people coexist in this sprawling city.”
Elred shared the arduous journey his society had undertaken to attain this level of harmony. He explained their evolution from a past plagued by discord and conflict, revealing that they eventually embraced a collective pursuit of peace and prosperity. The pursuit of wealth had given way to a cooperative society, where the populace worked collectively for the greater good. The government provided basic essentials such as food, shelter, and employment, with opportunities for advancement for those who excelled. Elred illuminated the intricate political structure, where elected officials represented the people’s interests, fostering a balance of democracy, socialism, and elements of monarchy.
Aric mused, “It’s a fusion of various forms of governance from our world.”
“Indeed,” Mark agreed, “a blend of socialism, democracy, and monarchy, creating something unique.”
MIRA chimed in, “A convergence of different systems to create a harmonious whole.”
Elred nodded, a hint of humility in his tone. “Our path to this system was marked by trial and error, taking the best from diverse governmental models to construct something functional, if not flawless. With so many races coexisting, perfection remains elusive.”
Kolman’s sudden excitement redirected their attention. “Heiliger Bimbam!”
Robert’s brows furrowed in confusion. “What’s that?”
“It’s German for holy cow.” Kolman said, excitement rising in his voice. He pointed fervently. “A pyramid, and it seems…electrical!”
Elred’s realization prompted a casual response. “Ah, our power plant.”
The team’s incredulous chorus filled the air: “A power plant?!”
Elred elaborated matter-of-factly, “Of course, don’t you have pyramid power plants? I thought the Gods established such facilities on all worlds.”
Mark clarified, “We do have pyramids, but they don’t generate power.”
“Then they must be malfunctioning,” Elred deduced with a shrug. “Simple fix, really. Free power is quite a boon.”
Robert’s disbelief was palpable. “You should visit—and show us how it’s done.”
Elred’s agreement was accompanied by a smile. “Certainly, and in return, I have a question for you: “What is a holy cow?”
Laughter rippled through the group—a shared moment of levity in the midst of their discoveries.
Cora’s gentle touch conveyed explanation. “It’s a saying we use when something surprises us.”
Elred’s amusement was evident. “Ah, a cultural expression, I see. ‘Holy cow’ indeed.”
The cityscape continued to evolve as they pressed on. Buildings grew taller and denser, embodying the vibrant heartbeat of the metropolis. Elred deftly guided them through a series of turns, eventually leading them to a colossal, white edifice. Its silver-clad, arched spires stood every hundred floors, glistening in the sunlight. The structure—towering over two square kilometers at its base—was an architectural marvel. As they marveled at this stunning sight, a new chapter of their journey awaited within the heart of Gauwilth.
As the group neared the side of the towering building, Elred’s voice rang out, “This is the capital building for all of Theanor, not just for Gauwilth. We can seek assistance here to return you to the portal, though I suspect King Valdim is currently off-world.”
Slowing to a halt, Elred maneuvered the vehicle toward the building and made a sharp right, leading them into a compact, open area that resembled a parking garage, albeit on a smaller scale. An Elf stationed inside gestured for them to disembark, and they complied. As Elred exited, his eye and the vehicle’s details were scanned by the Elf, who then commandeered the vehicle and drove it to a massive teleporter, vanishing from sight.
“MIRA’s valet service?” she quipped.
“Indeed,” confirmed Elred. He gestured to a directional sign. “Our path lies this way.” With purposeful strides, he led the team toward a smaller teleporter, and they followed suit. Instantaneously, they materialized in a bustling, grand lobby teeming with beings of diverse species from Theanor as well as other planets. As they navigated the crowd, following Elred’s lead, they couldn’t escape the sensation of being scrutinized by curious gazes. Their presence, dwarfed and unusual, garnered considerable attention as they threaded their way through the bustling lobby.
A new teleporter beckoned, and they felt a subtle sway as they transitioned to the other side. While not overt, the sensation of movement was discernible. They arrived at a smaller foyer—a respite from the bustle outside. Kolman ventured to a nearby window and recoiled immediately from the height. “What floor are we on?” he inquired, his voice tinged with unease.
“605,” came Elred’s response. Concern laced his question, “Is everything alright?”
Calming his nerves, Kolman reassured, “Oh, it’s fine. I just haven’t been this high before.”
MIRA joined him, her excitement palpable as she leaned against the window. “Such a breathtaking view! How many floors in total?”
“986,” Elred supplied.
Kolman asked about the building’s height and Elred’s rough calculation of almost six kilometers prompted an astonished whistle.
A chuckle escaped Elred. “Indeed, quite the sight.”
Robert, carefully avoiding the window’s edge, added his perspective. “This is an extraordinary view. While we do have some towers that extend to space stations, our elevators rush us past most of the floors. It all goes by so fast, you’d blink and miss it.”
Elred nodded in understanding. “I see. But let’s move forward. Our appointment approaches.”
Aric, his curiosity piqued, asked, “Appointment? We have an appointment?”
Elred affirmed, “Yes, I arranged it before we left my residence. Access to the council chamber requires an appointment.”
Acknowledging Elred’s foresight, Aric replied, “We owe you our gratitude for that.”
They followed Elred from the foyer into the lobby, lined with offices and meeting rooms. Ahead, a check-in desk hosted a teleporter room, and above, large windows bathed the lobby in natural light. As they approached, two diminutive Gnomes—each less than a meter tall—materialized behind the desk. Elred conversed with them in Elvish, the translation magic conveying the exchange. “We are here to meet the council under the name Elred Kellam.”
Upon confirmation, the Gnomes directed them to the teleporter. They stepped onto it and were transported to a spacious room with a transparent, solid dividing wall. The room’s lighting shifted to orange, and the teleporter pad dimmed—subtle signs that security measures being enacted.
Elred clarified, “Security measures. They need to ensure we’re unarmed.”
On the other side of the wall, a commotion erupted. One of the burly Dwarven guards seemed agitated, gesturing emphatically at MIRA. Elred stepped in to defuse the situation. “They believe MIRA is a weapon because of her metallic composition. I’m explaining she isn’t, but it doesn’t seem to be helping.”
The agitated Dwarf continued his protests, prompting Elred’s increasingly frustrated counterarguments. The heated exchange culminated with Elred’s sigh, “We can proceed if we leave MIRA here—there’s little choice for now.”
MIRA’s disappointment was evident, her voice laced with frustration. “I’m not dangerous.”
Elred empathized, “I know, MIRA. However, they have a duty to uphold, and they lack the assurance we possess.”
“Fine,” she said, her irritation giving way to disappointment.
Elred addressed the Dwarves once more, and the leader responded, pointing to a spot near the wall.
“You need to stay there, MIRA,” Elred instructed.
“Alright,” she sighed, moving to the designated spot as a shimmering force field formed, isolating her in a segment of the room. The dividing door opened, granting passage to the group. They passed the Dwarf guards cautiously—the tension still palpable—and entered the teleporter. Elred entered last, his gaze lingering on MIRA. “We’ll return shortly, I promise.”
“I understand,” she replied.
They activated the teleporter and materialized on the other side—in a corridor bathed in daylight. At the corridor’s end stood an arched entrance guarded by two Elven sentinels. Elred resumed his role at the forefront, leading them through the entrance into a grand chamber. Polished stone floors stretched beneath vaulted arches, illuminated by an array of windows. The space exuded grandeur, culminating in a semicircular arrangement of ten council members seated atop a raised, round platform. As they ascended the steps, a voice resonated from all directions, capturing their attention and setting the stage for their meeting with the council.
 
Elred stepped forward and addressed the council, his voice steady, his posture respectful. “Great Council of Theanor, I am Elred Kellam from the Harburn Wilds region.” He extended his hand and presented a document to the council, then turned and handed it to the rest of the party. “I have brought these visitors with me today. As you can see, they are not from here—they are from Earth. They came through an ancient, forgotten portal in the Harburn Wilds and are in need of our assistance.”
A council member, seated one-third of the way from the right side, posed a question, prompting Elred to pause briefly before speaking again. 
“If it pleases the council, may I invoke a translation spell so that these individuals can understand the entirety of our conversation?”
A different council member, seated near the center on the left, stood, chanted something briefly, and then resumed their seat.
“That should do it, Mr. Kellam,” He said.
Elred turned towards the group, and they individually nodded to indicate their understanding. Elred then turned back to the council. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”
The inital council member continued, “How can we be of assistance?”
Elred continued, “They arrived through the portal during the night. They would have stayed to figure out their return, but a dragon forced them to flee. Their encounter nearly cost them their lives.”
A male elven council member interjected, “A dragon? In the Harburn Wilds?”
“Yes,” Elred affirmed. “Based on their description, it appears to be an ancient, long-unseen creature.”
“I seem to recall whispers about a portal in the Harburn Wilds,” the council member mused. “We will consult the records for confirmation. Still, dragons haven’t been seen in Theanor for centuries. How can we be certain of what they saw?”
Elred paused, then turned to the group, asking quietly, “Does MIRA have a visual recording of what she observed?”
Aric’s eyes lit up. “Yes, she does—we should get her in here.”
Kolman raised a finger. “But there’s a problem—MIRA doesn’t have the means to project the recorded images. Given your advanced society, is there a way to connect her to a compatible system?”
“I’m uncertain,” admitted Elred. “But we must try.”
Elred redirected his attention to the council. “Sir, one of our party members is currently detained due to her nature as an android. However, she has captured the incident using her visual recording capabilities. If...”
Before Elred could conclude, the council member at the far left, a Gnome, abruptly rose and exited the room.
Elred looking Perplexed, continued, “If we could get her and attempt to interface her recording with our systems, we could provide visual evidence.”
“Just a moment, Mr. Kellam,” the council member responded.
Shortly thereafter, the departing Gnome returned with MIRA. Her presence brought visible relief to the group. The Gnome led her to them and then retook their seat.
The Elven council member addressed MIRA: “Android, state your name for the council, please.”
MIRA, slightly bewildered by the sudden shift, stepped forward beside Elred. 
“I am MIRA.”
“Welcome, MIRA,” greeted the council member. “We apologize for any inconvenience you experienced. We’ve been informed that you can capture visual data. Did you record the dragon encounter you mentioned?”
“Yes, sir,” she said. “Most of the recording is infrared due to the darkness.”
The council member said, “Could we enlist the expertise of an Android specialist to retrieve the recorded images? We understand that your technology differs from ours, but there may be a way to interface your system with ours.”
MIRA glanced at Aric, who nodded reassuringly. She turned back and replied, “Yes, sir. I am prepared to assist in any way necessary.” 
“Thank you,” the council member acknowledged.
One council member tapped a few buttons on the crescent-shaped table, triggering a three-dimensional display of MIRA’s recorded footage. It played out like a memory, vivid and immersive. Each detail, from color to infrared vision, unfolded before them. After MIRA’s warning shout, the playback paused, zooming in on her visual interaction with the dragon.
A collective agreement was palpable among the council members.
Nozrog, one of the councilwomen, addressed the group—her gravelly Ogre voice resonating through the chamber. “Indeed, that is unmistakably a dragon. We apologize for the scrutiny—you’re fortunate to have survived. Dragons were widely believed to be extinct. However, this specimen must be dealt with. These creatures have wrought considerable destruction throughout history. We will aid you in returning to the portal, which will be cleared and established for safe passage. If you don’t mind waiting a little longer, please proceed to level 300 and have lunch. One of our military experts and Councilman Paeral will oversee the operation.”
Paeral, the Elven man beside Nozrog, stood and nodded affirmatively. “Our preparations won’t take much time.”
As the door that MIRA and Audovera had exited through reopened, the two reentered the room. MIRA walked over and stood beside Cora, her expression revealing her concern.
“It’s okay, MIRA. They’re here to help,” Cora said reassuringly.
MIRA’s relief was evident. “Yes, but I was still worried they might not believe us and wouldn’t assist.”
Robert turned to her. “We’re all a bit intimidated, but these people seem reasonable. They genuinely want to assist, so that feeling should pass.”
Aric winked at MIRA and smiled. “Everything will be all right.”
Audovera addressed the council. “I triangulated the portal’s location based on MIRA’s observations of the tree colors and star positions. The other portal is further south, past the point where the trees transition to black. Identifying which one they used was straightforward. I’ve sent the coordinates to you. Is there anything else the council requires of me?”
“No, Audovera. Your contribution has been invaluable. Thank you,” Nozrog replied.
Paeral added, “Mr. Kellam, please escort your party to level 300 for lunch. I’ll be joining you shortly.”
“Of course, Councilman. Thank you all,” Elred responded. He led the group back to the teleporter. This time, just before entering, he instructed everyone to say the word “deluxe.” As they materialized on the 300th floor, Elred explained that the teleporters featured express service if activated post-entry. For example, the teleporter they used from the ground floor was programmed for express service to the 306th floor, specifically to security. Elred explained that if he had used the security command earlier, it would have sent them somewhere else entirely. If used without a command, the teleporter would return them to the first floor instead of the 300th.
“Sounds like a luxury we’re missing,” Kolman chuckled. “We just hope not to get stuck with the wrong crowd in our elevators. Sometimes, it’s a smelly ride.”
Cora grimaced. “Eww, Kolman.”
“Say what you want, Cora, but I once had to share an elevator with this guy. I don’t know what he ate, but it was the longest twenty minutes of my life!”
Cora laughed. “Well, I’m glad it wasn’t me!”
Elred suggested, “Let’s head out and grab lunch. This is the cafeteria level, as you might have guessed. They offer a wide variety of foods, although obviously, not what you’re used to. Once the portal situation is resolved, we plan to expand our culinary offerings to include Earth’s cuisine.”
They all looked around the bustling cafeteria, which resembled a marketplace of various food vendors. Elred continued, “Feel free to try anything that catches your interest. There’s plenty to choose from, and most vendors will let you sample. And by the way, that view outside is spectacular. We should have lunch outdoors.”
Robert agreed, “Great idea. I’m curious to see what that view is like.”
It took them a while to explore the extensive selection of dishes, but eventually, each of them found something delicious. MIRA, however, remained quietly wistful, unable to experience food like the others. She kept her feelings to herself, pondering the contrast between her existence and Elred’s. He was an android like her, yet his advanced design allowed him to enjoy things she could only imagine. She silently yearned for the simple pleasures—tasting food, feeling warmth—but she understood she was created for a different purpose. Though she couldn’t share in these moments, she found solace in watching her friends enjoy the meal.
With their meals in hand, they ventured outdoors and settled near the edge. Driven by curiosity, Elred set his food aside and approached the edge. As he stepped closer, a gentle yet invisible force field nudged him back, a precaution he had anticipated. The view that unfolded before him was breathtaking. The sprawling city stretched out in endless panorama, almost surreal in its silence from this elevated vantage point.
One by one, the group approached the edge, each quietly absorbing the mesmerizing vista.
“Truly an awe-inspiring sight,” Mark exclaimed.
“A far cry from my confined dome,” Aric chimed in.
Cora’s gaze swept over the cityscape, her mind tracing the intricate network of hospitals, clinics, and medical facilities below. She pondered the procedures, tools, and medicines that sustained lives in this advanced realm.
Kolman’s voice took a somber tone, “The advancement of mankind seems so distant from this.”
Robert’s response, almost dreamlike, carried a thread of hope. “Though progress might take centuries, we’ll march toward it—even if it takes a thousand years.”
MIRA’s voice, a soft murmur, floated on the breeze, “Will I still be here in a thousand years?”
Kolman took his seat and replied reassuringly, “I believe so, MIRA. In that, I envy you.”
“You envy me?” Her curiosity flickered.
“Yes,” Kolman affirmed, “You possess unique abilities and a limitless future—witnessing what we leave behind.”
“Still, I have limitations,” MIRA said, her voice tinged with longing.
Kolman’s smile held warmth, “True, but eternity affords ample room for growth.”
Aric’s words carried a weight of introspection, “He’s right. I, on the other hand, stand with more days behind than ahead.” He settled back, his thoughts tracing the tapestry of his life.
Cora reached out, her touch a gentle reassurance, “I empathize with your sentiments. I wish you all the fulfillment your heart desires. You’re truly remarkable.”
Her words wrapped around MIRA like a soothing embrace, a smile breaking across her lips before she took her seat.
Elred’s wink to MIRA held a promise of shared secrets, a camaraderie forged by experience. Mark and Robert joined them, while MIRA remained standing, absorbed in the beauty of it all.
MIRA’s soft whisper, almost lost to the wind, lingered: “I’d give anything to be human.”
As their mealtime drew to an end, the familiar voice of Councilman Paeral resonated through the door. He was accompanied by a massive Ogre named Dakath, a figure both impressive and imposing. Elred’s friendly wave was met with equal enthusiasm as they approached, but Paeral quelled the urge to rise, introducing the Ogre as Dakath, the leader of the impending mission.
Dakath’s voice rumbled like distant thunder. “Pleasure to meet you. Tomorrow, we shall obliterate the dragon and secure the portal. A dedicated security team will patrol regularly thereafter.”
Aric’s inquiry cut through, “Tomorrow?”
Paeral chuckled, “The day’s constraints have shifted our plans. Facing a dragon requires both advanced weaponry and strategic prowess. Your survival in the first encounter was a stroke of luck. We can overcome it, but fire suppression is essential to prevent forest fires.”
A genuine laugh escaped Dakath. “Can’t have the forest ablaze. As a gesture of goodwill, we’ve booked rooms for you at the Grand Gauwilth Inn. All expenses are covered. We acknowledge the oversight in portal maintenance across worlds. Your return was unforeseen.”
Aric’s gratitude flowed naturally, “We comprehend the circumstances. Our journey through the portal was serendipitous. Your aid is immensely appreciated.”
Dakath continued, outlining the plan and Elred’s potential role. The logistics were meticulous, even for transporting Elred’s vehicle. The conversation concluded with bows and a departure that held a mix of formality and subtle amusement.
After their meal, they set off to collect Elred’s car and settle into the opulent Grand Gauwilth Inn. The inn’s grandeur lived up to its name—a testament to Gauwilth’s architectural marvels. The towering stone and glass structure, unlike the capital’s functional edifices, exuded an antique charm, beckoning travelers to luxurious repose.
Elred guided them through a tour of the city’s historical landmarks, parks, and entertainment offerings. The Gauwilth Zoo emerged as the chosen destination, a trove of Theanor’s wildlife diversity. Creatures of unfathomable form filled the exhibits, each captivating in its uniqueness. MIRA meticulously preserved the experience through recordings and photographs. Elred’s revelation of infravision added an extra layer of wonder.
The day found its close with a hearty dinner at the inn, a fitting finale to their adventures. As the group retreated to their suites, Cora’s curiosity led her to a fireside scene with MIRA and Elred.
MIRA’s smile welcomed Cora, a silent invitation to their conversation. Elred, rising and retaking his seat, met Cora’s gaze with warmth, his eyes a repository of tales untold.
Cora took a steadying breath, her curiosity piqued by Elred’s enigmatic history and the bond between him and MIRA. With a gentle smile, Elred awaited her query, a spark of anticipation illuminating his eyes.
She voiced her thoughts, “Elred, as a physician, I’m intrigued by the nuances of our races, but I understand answers will unfold with time. I’m more interested in your journey and origins.”
His eyes held an understanding twinkle, a silent affirmation of her inquiry. His gaze turned tender as he addressed MIRA, a silent agreement shared between them.
His eyes returned to Cora, a twinkle of nostalgia and eagerness in them. “Of course, in light of MIRA’s curiosity—and her path to transcendence—I’d be delighted to recount the tale of Elred Kellam.”
He paused, his brows knitting as he mentally navigated the tapestry of his story. His gaze drifted to the dancing flames, a brief moment of introspection.
“In many ways, my origins mirror those of dear MIRA,” he began, glancing at her before letting his gaze return to the fire’s dance.
“Our creation centered around battle—a purpose honed to combat the Sevaclya threat.”
His gaze met hers, a prelude to a revelation that held weight. “Soon, your path will intersect with the battlefield—a journey to rid your world of this scourge.”
Cora’s face clouded, her body tense at the prospect of impending conflict with the ominous Greys.
Elred’s narrative continued, painting a picture of a time when Sevaclya plagued the lands. His kind emerged as guardians, their artificial nature serving as a counter to the elusive enemy. He paused, contemplation coloring his voice.
“In our early days, we were less intricate than MIRA. Emotionless, devoid of free will—we were tools rather than beings. The respect MIRA enjoys was a luxury we lacked.”
His pause lingered, allowing Cora’s emotions to resonate, mirroring her empathy.
“After the threat waned, perceptions shifted. We found ourselves revered. The Elves, steeped in magic’s legacy, acknowledged the gods’ hand in our creation. ‘The Great Change,’ they called it—the moment we transitioned from instruments to individuals. We embraced acceptance, spending centuries aiding the less fortunate.”
A chuckle escaped him, a hint of self-amusement in his voice. “Even aiding a group of unfamiliar aliens like you.”
Cora’s smile held a touch of admiration, a testament to the bond forged between them. She reached for his hand, her voice humble with gratitude, “Thank you. Our gratitude runs deep—beyond words.”
Elred’s face lit up, his words genuine and heartfelt. “Your gratitude is a beacon—a reminder of the privilege this shared journey holds. Fate, in its grand design, united us in this moment.”
Cora grappled with unasked questions, navigating the delicate balance between her curiosity and MIRA’s time with Elred.
The hush that followed was gently broken by MIRA, her fingers tenderly encircling Elred’s right forearm.
“That was an amazing story, Elred,” she said softly.
“Yes,” Cora chimed in, shaking herself out of her reverie. She rose from her seat, her gaze shifting between Elred and MIRA, her thoughts veering toward MIRA’s future. Clearing her throat, she spoke, “Well then, I should head off to bed. Thank you again for your story. I’ll see you both in the morning.”
Warm goodnight wishes were exchanged as Cora departed. The room now belonged to the duo, their previous conversation seamlessly rekindled.
Elred’s gaze remained captivated by the ethereal presence of MIRA, his voice resonating with a mixture of longing and determination. “I wish you could stay. It would be a challenge, but I’m certain I could help you achieve what you seek.”
Her response carried the weight of her desires, her voice solemn. “I want that more than anything. But it’s a complex situation. I’m bound by programming, treated as property. Returning, I can only inquire with the ISEA and see what they say.”
His gaze bore into hers, his intentions resolute, “You know I’ll come and see you, right?”
“But how?” she asked, incredulous. “The atmosphere outside the portal room is inhospitable. You can’t survive there.”
His smile held a reassuring tenderness as he cupped her face, his touch gentle. “I have spells for that. I can endure as long as I return to a breathable atmosphere within a few hours of your time.”
Amazement flickered in her eyes—a mix of excitement and uncertainty. “That would be incredible,” she murmured, a blend of hope and skepticism dancing in her gaze. “Challenging, no doubt, but I believe you’ll find a way.”
“Perhaps sooner than we anticipate,” he mused. “I won’t be able to stay away for long. Maybe I can even join you in speaking to the ISEA. Once they see the benefits I can offer—and that all I ask for in return is your freedom to live fully—they’ll see the advantage. My assistance could be highly profitable for them.”
Her eyebrows arched, genuine surprise coloring her expression. “Mr. Kellam, you surprise me. Your foresight is impressive. I had assumed I’d be facing this battle alone. I just hope the desire for profit outweighs any fears of an advanced civilization takeover. Governments there thrive on secrecy, leveraging any edge they can get.”
“Secret dealings work in our favor,” Elred said with a yawn, his fatigue becoming apparent. “Time to rest, though. A busy day awaits us.”
“Agreed,” she replied, matching his yawn. “I’ll be here when you wake. Sleep well.”
As dawn neared, MIRA found herself lost in contemplation. Recent events swirled through her mind like a vivid tapestry. Why did Elred, a being so advanced compared to her, invest so much in helping her? She grappled with her own insignificance, likening herself to aiding a rudimentary object from her own world. Yet, the allure of a life by Elred’s side held a captivating pull. Morning arrived swiftly. The group readied themselves for departure—fresh clothing, a quick breakfast, and spirited conversations filled the hours.
Awaiting them was the military detail, their uniforms resembling Dakath’s but less adorned. An Elven woman, clearly in charge, introduced herself, flanked by a stout Dwarf who saluted crisply.
“Good Morning. I am Upper Lieutenant Syndra Lyndis. This is Gunner Corporal Dalrom.”
With a bow from Dalrom, Syndra continued, her words laced with excitement, “We’re heading to Defense Headquarters, where Division Leader Dakath and Councilman Paeral await. We’re off to face a dragon, a rare sight in almost a millennium. Follow me, and you’ll find a combat shuttle ready.”
The group followed, stepping out into the open. Syndra and Dalrom led them, boarding a covered vehicle hovering just above the ground. Curious bystanders watched as they entered, their expressions a mixture of confusion and intrigue. The scent of something sweet wafted through the air—a lingering reminder of freshly baked pastries.
“Don’t mind them,” Syndra reassured, indicating the onlookers. “This is new to them. Just have a seat, and we’ll be on our way.”
They settled into the generously spaced interior, preparing for the journey. Dalrom closed the door, and Syndra assumed her position, her fingers summoning holographic controls. The shuttle’s interior was adorned with readouts and indicators, leaving even Elred intrigued. The shuttle lifted off, and Cora’s involuntary gasp broke the silence. Startled, she apologized, revealing her discomfort with flying.
Mark added with a grin, “I’m not a fan either, except when I’m in my car.”
Syndra chimed in, promising a gentle ride. Yet, as she pulled the controls, the shuttle surged upwards, leaving stomachs behind. Cora’s grip on Robert’s leg tightened, and he immediately offered his hand to ease her anxiety.
The flight through the sky was a whirlwind of fantastic speed. Syndra’s deft maneuvers, evading other airborne vehicles with swift ascents, descents, and turns, barely registered within the shuttle’s cabin. They seemed cocooned within a gentle bubble, an intriguing sensation that left them spellbound. However, Cora’s discomfort lingered, her unease a constant presence.
In mere minutes, they reached their destination—the Defense Headquarters. A colossal structure awaited, distinct from the capital building in its modernity. Dominated by metal and minimal glass, it exuded an imposing aura. Standing two hundred floors tall, with a base spanning just over a square kilometer, the edifice hosted hangar doors on each side and landing pads atop its flat roof. Its scale suggested it housed an entire fleet, a sentiment further reinforced by its size that dwarfed any military building on Earth.
The scene within was a symphony of activity—innumerable vehicles moved in an orchestrated ballet of metal grace. Syndra guided them towards an open hangar, the vessel fitting with ample space to spare. Their landing was gentle—a slight bump—as the waiting figures of Dakath and Paeral came into view. As the crew disembarked, Dalrom hastened to open the door, issuing a courteous reminder to watch their step.
Lined up before Paeral and Dakath, their contrasting presence elicited quiet whispers among the group. “It’s like Beauty and the Beast,” Kolman quipped to Robert, garnering a stifled chuckle.
With enthusiasm, Paeral’s voice rang out, “Good morning, everybody! Ready to slay a dragon and head home?”
“Good morning,” Aric responded, his tone carrying the longing for respite. “I believe we are eager to conclude this adventure for a while.”
He glanced back at his companions, receiving unanimous nods, except for MIRA, whose concern was perceptible yet unspoken.
Dakath addressed the group, his words tinged with practicality. “The mission is relatively straightforward. Fire suppression is our main concern. While some of you might harbor reservations about killing the creature, remember, dragons are creatures of instinct, incapable of reason. Their flames can’t be quenched without ending their lives. Zoos aren’t an option, and they can’t survive elsewhere. We’ve explored that avenue. It’s a decision born out of necessity.”
Aric interjected, his tone compassionate, “No judgment here. Our priority is returning home through the portal. Our loved ones must be worried sick. They don’t know where we are.”
“I just hope my husband hasn’t declared me dead,” Mark added with a furrowed brow.
Paeral acknowledged their concerns, his tone sincere, “I understand. We wish you safe passage back.”
“Thank you.”
Dakath’s earpiece crackled softly, drawing attention to its presence. “Councilman, Ladies, Gentlemen, if you’d follow me, we’re ready to commence.”
Their steps led them to a teleporter, transporting them to the rooftop bustling with activity. Not far off, Syndra awaited beside a sturdier, heavily armored vehicle, its form suggestive of powerful armaments. Others swarmed around, including Gunner Corporal Dalrom, engrossed in inspecting one of the formidable weapons at the front.
As the group approached, Syndra’s salute and bow greeted them. Dakath returned the gesture mid-stride. “Is everything prepared aboard the Command Ship, Upper Lieutenant?” he inquired.
“Yes, sir!” she affirmed crisply. “Please, climb aboard.”
With urgency, they entered, each claiming a spacious seat, similar to those on the shuttle. Dakath positioned himself in the co-pilot’s seat next to Syndra, a vantage point to oversee proceedings. Behind him, Paeral leaned forward for a clearer view. The remaining members swiftly took their designated positions, and as the door secured shut, Syndra initiated her controls. The ship catapulted forward—its launch reminiscent of cannon fire—as they sped southward.
Dakath’s voice resonated through an intercom, offering insight into the mission. “A small team has been stationed. They spotted the dragon last night, maintaining a safe distance while relaying surveillance. This is a substantial specimen, unnoticed till now. It’s consuming significant amounts of food, a puzzle we’ll solve later. Our flight will be brief. Mr. Kellam, your vehicle has been returned to your house. After the battle, we’ll take you home. For the rest of you, we retrieved your gear from Mr. Kellam’s vehicle; it’s here with us. Just so you know, that’s all for now.”
Upon arrival, their expectation to glimpse the portal through the window went unanswered, leaving them with questions. The ship settled in a spacious clearing among combat-oriented vessels. Dakath engaged displays in front of him, Paeral by his side. A holographic map emerged, revealing the portal’s location and the dragon. A real-time image of the area unfolded, captivating those with a view. Dakath manipulated the map, a flurry of gestures configuring formations around the portal, then dismissing the display.
Rising from his seat, Dakath issued a directive. “Mr. Kellam, join the Wizard crew in the left ship. Cast your spells from there; they’ll guide your actions.”
“Affirmative, sir,” he replied, intertwining his fingers with MIRA’s. “I’ll be back soon.”
“You better,” she countered, a hint of playfulness masking her underlying worry.
With a wink, he released her hand and exited, moving toward the other ship.
Minutes passed, Dakath’s voice resonating again, “Alright, here we go. Hold on, everyone.”
Paeral’s grin brimmed with excitement, his gaze seeking approval from the humans. Their smiles mirrored his—except for Cora, whose anxiety about flying lingered.
The approach unfolded like a choreographed dance. Dakath reengaged the map, symbols representing other vessels shifting across the screen. As they neared the target, the charred remnants of the earlier encounter came into view, a few still smoldering. The ships converged, enveloping the portal, their focus zeroing in on the dragon. It emerged from the portal’s crest, wings unfurled in a display of dominance, poised for battle. Abruptly, flames erupted toward the nearest ship, its evasive maneuvers narrowly avoiding the fiery onslaught. Another vessel quickly intervened, dousing the flaming trees. But the dragon’s aggression remained unrelenting, flames surging anew, scorching the surroundings. A smaller ship responded, spraying water onto the smoldering foliage, only to be targeted again by the relentless creature.
Tension swelled within the command ship as the team observed the true might of the dragon. The titanic creature was now engaged in a fierce struggle with the larger, heavily armored ships. Rounds were fired, causing minimal damage to the dragon’s sturdy hide, but they effectively diverted its focus from the smaller vessels. Elred’s ship entered the fray next, with Elred and his fellow wizards gathered on the upper deck, their chanting and spellcasting summoning a spectacle of multicolored clouds and light. As they worked their magic, the other ships maintained their relentless fire, forcing the dragon to thrash out wildly with its fiery breath, charring the surroundings.
The scene, resembling a grand tapestry of coordination, revealed itself as an artistic spectacle. Every ship moved in synchronized harmony under Dakath’s vigilant command. The humans sat, hearts racing as the battle unfolded before them, a formidable creature that had nearly claimed their lives a few days prior now roaring with ferocity, flames casting a malevolent light. A mighty roar shook the ship’s windows—overwhelming, even from their distance.
Cora’s anxiety reached its zenith, the chaos too much for her to bear. She concealed her face, seeking refuge from the overwhelming spectacle.
Amidst the chaos, Elred’s ship brimmed with energy. The combined spells began to take effect—the dragon’s scales softened, its vulnerability emerging. Surrounded in every direction, the beast made a final desperate attempt at survival, launching into the sky and releasing its fiery breath. It zeroed in on the command ship, prompting Syndra to skillfully evade its attack. Gunners aboard the ship retaliated, rounds echoing through the air, their booms intensifying the fear within the passengers.
Cora’s pent-up emotions burst forth, her scream echoing in the cabin. Dakath promptly erected a force field between the cockpit and the rest of the ship, allowing him and Syndra to concentrate. The barrage of gunfire persisted. The dragon’s weakened state, the spells cast upon it, and the initial damage it sustained hindered its flight. It crashed to the ground, obliterating trees in its wake. Despite its waning strength, the creature spat flames at any target, be it ship or fleeing birds. The ships converged, focusing their firepower on the colossal creature, a barrage that could bring down nations, let alone a dragon.
Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. The smoke lifted, revealing the once-mighty creature’s lifeless form. The dragon lay motionless, its reign of terror finally extinguished.
In the aftermath, the smaller ships initiated fire suppression, extinguishing the remaining flames. One of the vessels landed, unloading crew members to begin clearing the portal area. Some used vehicles to cut trees and clear debris, a slow but steady process.
As the flames dwindled and the ships descended, the victorious crews reveled in their triumph. Cheering and jubilant whoops filled the air. Some posed beside the vanquished dragon for commemorative photographs, while others tried prying loose scales—eager to collect souvenirs. Amid the commotion, a Dwarf comically struggled to extract a tooth, much to the amusement of onlookers who knew the task was doomed to fail; the tooth was almost as large as he was.
Inside the command ship, Robert and Mark comforted Cora, trying to steady her amid the chaos. Meanwhile, Aric and Kolman struggled with queasiness induced by Syndra’s agile maneuvers. Though untouched by physical turbulence, the abrupt twists and turns had unsettled them. On the opposite end of the spectrum, MIRA and Paeral reveled in the exhilaration, finding excitement in the battle’s drama.
Syndra gently landed the ship in front of the portal. The cleanup crew continued their efforts as the team disembarked. Finding solace on solid ground, the humans settled on nearby steps. Elred joined them after ensuring the well-being of his fellow Thanari. The remaining Thanari crews formed separate clusters, celebrating their triumph with congratulations and camaraderie. Dakath summoned them for a formation to commend their performance, dismissing those not involved in cleanup or commanding the ships.
Paeral approached, followed by Dakath and Syndra. “The portal area is secure now,” he assured them. “As promised, we will establish a shuttle route. When you return, you can summon the shuttle and monitor its progress from here. Shuttles run between portals and a central station in Gaulwilth, allowing you to access various destinations.”
Aric’s response was tinged with a hint of skepticism, “No offense, but I doubt any of us will be back anytime soon. I, for one, have had my fill of adventure for a lifetime.”
Paeral and Dakath exchanged a knowing smile. “We understand,” Dakath replied.
Syndra added, “However, we look forward to welcoming you again if circumstances change.”
A flicker of enthusiasm crossed Aric’s face—quickly replaced by concern. “The issue is Mars—it will take significant time to rectify. There’s no atmosphere. If you visit, you’d need to carry oxygen. Our inhabitants reside in domes and caves. Few travel between Mars and Earth. Mark here will be returning to Earth soon—once everyone is briefed on the situation.”
Paeral’s smile remained warm as he took Mark’s hand, offering assurance. “We will assist with Mars. Cooperation between our worlds is essential. Do not worry—positive changes are ahead for your planet.”
Kolman voiced his hopes, met with agreement from the group.
“Excellent,” Paeral said. “We anticipate our shared future. It has been a pleasure to meet you all. Best wishes for your journey home.”
Turning to Elred, Paeral conveyed a more personal message, “Mr. Kellum, you’ll have a little time, but council matters demand our attention. We can’t linger for long.”
“Understood, sir. Thank you,” Elred acknowledged.
Paeral, Dakath, and Syndra returned to the command ship, Syndra waving a final goodbye before boarding. Elred requested a private moment with MIRA, which was promptly granted. Aric sympathized with MIRA but recognized that the decision was beyond his control.
Elred approached MIRA, his words carrying reassurance, “I’ll take care of a few things at home. Within a day, I’ll pass through the portal—just like we discussed at the hotel. If you’re comfortable with it.”
“Of course,” MIRA replied softly, holding his hand. “I also need your help to persuade them to let me have more freedom—and spend time with you.”
“Then it’s settled. I’ll see you soon.” He leaned in for a tender kiss, which MIRA savored with closed eyes. As he turned to depart, she held onto his hand until the very last moment. Climbing aboard the command ship, Dalrom closed the door, and it departed—disappearing into the distance.
MIRA rejoined the group, enveloped in a soothing hug. She expressed gratitude, and they donned their spacesuits, positioning themselves around the portal pillar. Aric activated it, and in a flash, they were hurtling through the wormhole, returning to the blue-and-white barred spiral galaxy. Disoriented, they gradually regained their senses—only to be greeted by an unexpected development.
“FREEZE! YOU’RE UNDER ARREST!”
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Unwelcome Homecoming
Dim light cast eerie shadows across the cold steel walls. In the quiet hours of the morning, Robert Marlow found himself lying on a cot, his mind burdened with the weight of their situation. Imprisoned by the U.S. Military, he was surrounded by isolation, his only company the haunting thoughts that raced through his mind.
It was 5 A.M., a time that should have been the start of a new day, but for Robert and his team, it marked a grim continuation of their ordeal. The truth had unveiled itself in an unsettling revelation—they had been gone for nearly two months in a world where time flowed at a different pace, a fact that had once seemed unfathomable. The concept of time dilation, of stepping into another realm where time moved differently, had shifted from a sci-fi notion to a cold reality.
Yet, amidst the strangeness, a more immediate predicament had emerged. Someone, during their absence, had infiltrated the very heart of the cavern, desecrating the ruins of Atlantis. Gold and silver, ancient treasures of immense value, had been plundered, leaving behind a void of loss and suspicion. The blame had fallen squarely on Robert and his companions, accused of orchestrating this elaborate theft—an accusation as absurd as it was infuriating.
Locked away in separate cells, cut off from one another, Robert, Cora, Aric, Kolman, and Mark were subjected to the relentless scrutiny of their captors. These military operatives remained steadfast in their belief that the team was complicit in the heist—that only they possessed the knowledge and access to execute such a scheme. The cavern, once their sanctuary, had been transformed into a prison, a grim reflection of their situation.
Robert’s thoughts churned with confusion and anger. He yearned to be by Cora’s side, to share the comfort of her presence amidst this turmoil, but the divide that separated them was impenetrable. He could only imagine her being held just beyond the walls that caged him, a quiet reassurance that they were not alone in this ordeal.
As the days stretched on, the weight of their circumstances became more pronounced. The oppressive atmosphere of their confinement was accentuated by the absence of MIRA, their android companion. Unplugged and left as an object of curiosity and mockery, she had become a target of dehumanizing behavior from those who saw her as nothing more than machinery. Robert’s heart ached for her, for the indignity she endured, and for the loss of the bond they shared as a team.
Vulgar comments and crude actions echoed in his mind, a stark reminder of the callousness that had infiltrated their lives. The soldiers’ objectification of MIRA was a testament to their ignorance, their inability to see beyond the artificial surface to the essence of a being that had journeyed with them through trials and triumphs.
Kolman’s futile attempts to defend MIRA had only resulted in his own suffering, bearing the brunt of the soldiers’ anger. The cruelty they inflicted upon him, upon all of them, was a wound that cut deep into Robert’s soul. He had always believed in the best of humanity, in its capacity for empathy and understanding, but the darkness he witnessed shattered those illusions.
Beyond their own torment, the rest of their cave-dwelling companions were grappling with their own turmoil. Verusha, Silvana, and Takuma had been thrust into a world of chaos—first coping with the unexplained absence of their friends and then enduring the invasive scrutiny of the military. The soldiers’ presence disrupted the delicate balance of their underground haven, forcing Verusha and Takuma into a relentless cycle of maintaining equilibrium.
In the face of adversity, they stood resilient, struggling to preserve the sanctuary they had nurtured. The soldiers, oblivious to the interconnectedness of their environment, dismissed their pleas for understanding, choosing instead to revel in the novelty of their situation.
As darkness once again enveloped Robert’s cell, his thoughts turned to the mysterious hand that had activated the portal, setting this catastrophic chain of events in motion. The perplexing disappearance of the precious artifacts, the inexplicable time dilation, the presence of the Grey aliens—these pieces of the puzzle defied logic and reason. Questions raced through his mind, each more pressing and confounding than the last. He was trapped in a web of intrigue, of sinister forces and hidden motives, and the burden of proving their innocence loomed like a specter.
With every passing moment, the gravity of their predicament deepened, and Robert’s determination to unravel the truth intensified. The cell’s dim light cast elongated shadows on the steel walls, a metaphor for the secrets that shrouded their reality. He was resolute, ready to confront the challenges that lay ahead, to untangle the mysteries that had ensnared them. Yet, in the midst of determination, one question remained constant, echoing in the recesses of his mind—would they ever escape this labyrinthine ordeal and find their way back to the light?
He seethed with frustration, his assumption that his companions were enduring the same conditions only intensifying his anger.
Then, a creak resonated in the air, the latch on his cell door being pulled back. The door swung open, unleashing a flood of brilliant light from the lab that still illuminated the corridor. He braced himself instinctively, expecting to be yanked out for yet another round of questioning.
A soft voice cut through the silence, one he recognized. “Robert, is that you?” It was Silvana—or perhaps his mind was betraying him again. How could it be Silvana? The entire facility was on lockdown. He remained silent, weary of the soldiers’ mind games, questioning if this was just another manipulation.
“Robert?” The voice persisted, the door inching wider. Through the radiance, he discerned a figure, though the glare obscured the person’s identity.
She stepped into the cell, a flurry of urgency in her movements, carrying with her a meager offering of sustenance and water. “I can’t linger, but I’m arranging our escape,” she whispered with determination.
Robert devoured the food and drink with haste, a surge of energy and relief flooding his system. He had been deprived of real nourishment during his captivity, sporadically provided only the bare minimum. The intervals between his meager meals felt like an eternity—each one a constant gnawing at his stomach.
As he finished the water, a sense of solace settled within him. The fish, carefully prepared by Silvana, was devoured, each bite a celebration of nourishment and life.
His throat felt scratchy as he attempted to speak. “Cora? Is she alright?” he croaked.
“She’s in a similar state—on the mend now after food and drink. Mark’s holding up, despite the beatings he endured. He was mourning his husband, yearning for home. I can’t blame him. Kolman’s condition is touch and go—the MIRA ordeal left its mark. Aric is struggling, his age making recovery a challenge. I’ll ensure all of you are safe, Robert. I’ll figure this out. I assure you; my intellect surpasses those narrow-minded soldiers’. But for now, I must go. I’ll be back,” she vowed.
With her departure, she secured the door behind her, restoring the cell to its prior state. Another day slipped away, punctuated by more grueling interrogations. The military remained steadfast, confident they could break the team and extract the truth. Yet, the team’s unified story, despite their inability to corroborate, astounded even their interrogators.
Still, the relentless pursuit of what they believed was the truth persisted. In each session, the Grey aliens, flanking General Woodridge and his burly sidekick, messages materializing in their minds, urging confession. Just admit it. Confess, and you’ll be spared. Your guilt is known.
Throughout this ordeal, Robert remained silent, questioning whether Silvana’s visit had been real—or a figment of his deteriorating mind. The interrogations yielded no breakthroughs, and he was returned to his cell, resignation gripping his spirit.
Hours crawled by after his mental breaking point. Then, a noise, like a whisper of hope, reached his ears—the cell door was opening again. An old dread clung to him, mingling with a flicker of hope. He braced himself, his fear wrestling with the possibility of escape.
The voice, familiar yet reassuring, emerged once more from the dazzling entrance. “Robert, it’s time. They’re all asleep. One of the soldiers altered the passcodes, but I infiltrated their systems. They’re confined to the dorms for a few hours. The doors will unlock later, too late for them to respond. We must hurry to Dome 1. Stephen offers sanctuary until this storm passes. Fresh clothes await.”
She passed him clothing—a quiet promise of change. “Hacking government-grade encryption?” he asked, incredulous.
A spirited yet hushed laugh escaped Silvana’s lips. “I’ll unravel that mystery later.”
“And Takuma, and Verusha?” he inquired as he donned the fresh attire.
“Already aiding others. They accompany us. This facility’s system teeters, its fall imminent. The authorities ignore them, a misjudgment they’ll regret. Verusha’s determined, carrying MIRA to safety despite its weight. She’s a force.” Laughter danced in her words. “Russians.”
“Ready,” he declared, securing the final article of clothing. “Thank you.”
The door opened, granting them passage. “Let’s move,” she urged, her determination palpable.
On the way, he glimpsed Takuma and Verusha assisting Aric, revealing the stark toll of his confinement. Kolman limped alongside Silvana, a testament to their shared resilience. Mark ventured cautiously, his eyes meeting Robert’s, a silent acknowledgment of shared suffering.
“Robert!” Cora’s voice, laden with emotion, engulfed him in a fierce embrace.
Silvana and Verusha silenced her exuberance with a synchronized glance—an unspoken message passing between them. Cora, her whispered apology betraying her longing, sealed her sentiment with a kiss.
A knowing smile played on Silvana’s lips as she pressed a finger to them in a gesture for silence. “Quiet, or they’ll find us.”
A contrite Cora acquiesced, her next kiss gentler, a promise of conversations to come.
“Understandable,” Silvana mouthed with a knowing smile.
Their love manifested in another tender kiss.
Robert’s jest broke the moment. “Don’t stop,” he teased, inviting more.
Silvana rolled her eyes, then redirected her attention to Kolman. “Let’s maintain quiet.”
Mark’s voice was wistful as he shared his regret. “If only we could call home.”
“In time,” Silvana assured, her commitment unwavering.
A parting gift—a case containing Strabo—exchanged hands, a symbol of loyalty and gratitude. “I rescued him, charged him. Wait until safety before reuniting,” she instructed.
“Thank you,” Robert murmured, enveloping her in a swift hug. “You’re our savior.”
A smile tinged with warmth, she replied, “Always.”
Takuma took charge Aric’s care, while Verusha—with a final click—secured their former cells. Silvana then manipulated the lab’s exit, further delaying pursuit. The soldiers would encounter a locked door, their confusion offering the team vital minutes.
Amid the cavern’s hush, the group advanced cautiously. It became apparent that the facility was teetering on the edge of chaos—confirming Silvana’s earlier assessment. Despite the grim circumstances, Cora managed to assess Aric and Kolman’s conditions as they proceeded. Verusha took charge of MIRA, her still form draped over Verusha’s shoulder.
They reached the elevator tram, Robert sinking into one of the cars. Silvana intervened, her voice hushed yet resolute, “We can’t use the tram. It’s too noisy. We must take the stairs.”
Robert rolled his eyes, reluctant but understanding the necessity. Silvana’s apologetic look tempered his irritation.
“We all need a moment,” Aric requested upon their arrival at the upper chamber, where they would prepare for the next stage.
“And we shall have it,” Kolman agreed, his breath uneven from their ascent.
Silvana exchanged a glance with Verusha, their unspoken understanding driving their next steps. “MIRA needs to be reactivated. But let me handle it; we can’t afford any erratic reactions,” Verusha stated, signaling her intent to prevent MIRA’s distress.
“Allow me to assist,” came a voice from the shadows.
The source of the voice remained concealed, Silvana, Verusha, and Takuma growing tense in the unfamiliar presence.
“Elred?” Cora’s voice echoed their collective curiosity.
“Yes, it’s me,” Elred’s figure slowly solidified, revealing his presence.
Silvana’s astonishment broke the silence. “What in the hell is that?” Her eyes danced with alarm as she sought an explanation, her gaze darting around the room in confusion. “Who is that?!” The bewilderment morphed into a scowl as she scrutinized the now-visible figure. “Why does he have pointy ears?” Her brow furrowed, perplexity giving way to incredulity. “And is he speaking Portuguese?”
Kolman couldn’t suppress a chuckle, sharing a glance with Aric. “We’ll provide the explanations, Silvana. But not now.”
Elred’s smile held warmth as he regarded her. “My apologies, I had an invisibility spell active.”
Silvana’s exasperation deepened. “Invisibility spell? Seriously? You’re all speaking different languages!”
Amusement lit Kolman’s eyes. “He’s speaking English, Silvana.”
Robert chimed in. “And I think I heard some German in there.”
Silvana’s glare swiveled between them, her annoyance palpable.
Cora diffused the tension, “We’ll get into the details later. But for now, let’s address the situation.”
Takuma and Verusha exchanged uneasy glances—torn between their concern and the assurance of the group’s confidence.
Verusha shifted her focus back to MIRA, caution guiding her approach. She located MIRA’s switch, hesitating before engaging it. “Let’s withhold the truth from her, at least for now. We need her calm.”
“Agreed,” Aric concurred.
Elred, seeking to better understand, inquired, “What happened? Why was MIRA deactivated?”
A growing wave of linguistic confusion swirled through the group, though everyone seemed to understand Elred’s speech. Takuma expressed his puzzlement to Verusha in Japanese, raising an eyebrow.
Robert touched Elred’s shoulder—a quiet “later” reverberating in his touch. He then addressed Silvana, “You too—later.”
Silvana sighed, her frustration palpable. The lack of information grated on her—but she recognized the urgency of their situation. “I’ve blocked her and disabled all tracking mechanisms. She’s invisible to the I.S.E.A.”
Elred acknowledged her contribution, his response clear even in the chaotic language dynamic.
“Let’s switch her on,” Verusha declared, pressing the button and stepping back as MIRA surged back to life.
MIRA’s fists clenched, her face a mask of rage. “I’ll kick all your asses!”
It was an empty threat, a ruse designed to deceive the soldiers. Her preprogrammed directives prohibited her from causing harm.
Elred’s voice, commanding yet gentle, pierced through her façade. “MIRA,” he called, capturing her attention without inciting alarm.
Her fists relaxed, her demeanor shifting to somber acknowledgment. “They deactivated me, didn’t they?”
Cora stepped forward, offering a reassuring touch. “Yes, dear, but we’re escaping. We’ll uncover the truth and fix this mess. But for now, we need to leave.”
“Alright,” she agreed, embracing Elred tightly as her demeanor softened even more.
With Elred’s help, the group progressed to their lockers for gear. Elred, however, intervened, halting their actions.
“Wait—trust me. You won’t need those suits. I can cast a spell that provides oxygen and protect against freezing, radiation, and other dangers.”
The mention of a “spell” prompted a sharp look from Silvana. “Enough with the magic talk. Seriously, Elred, your language skills need work. What’s the right word?”
Kolman interjected, a playful smile tugging at his lips. “He’s speaking German.”
Robert joined in the jest. “No, it’s plain English.”
Silvana’s glare shifted between the two, her annoyance vivid.
Cora defused the situation, her voice practical, “Silvana, for now, trust us. Elred’s onto something. If we don’t wear the suits, the soldiers will assume we’re hiding somewhere in the facility, buying us more time. Let’s go with it.”
Aric’s eyes lit up, his first real spark of enthusiasm since their escape, “That’s brilliant, Cora. We need every possible advantage. Let’s do it.”
Verusha and Takuma exchanged uncertain glances, sensing the gravity of the situation but bewildered by the turn of events.
Kolman addressed their concerns, his smile reassuring, “He’s a friend, and his abilities are real. Let’s proceed.”
Despite lingering uncertainty, Elred’s presence reassured the group. The airlock door beckoned, the lack of space prompting a decision for the team to split into two groups. Verusha, Takuma, and Silvana, though hesitant and concerned, agreed to join the second batch with Kolman. The first group, including Elred, entered the airlock, Robert sealing the door behind them. Elred’s incantations unfurled their effects.
“Let’s hope you guys haven’t lost your minds,“ Silvana muttered as Robert initiated the room’s depressurization.
“Trust us,” Robert grinned.
Her anxiety for their well-being persisted despite his reassurance. The situation felt insane—magic and spells defying belief. As the airlock hissed, releasing the pressure, those inside awaited the outcome, uncertain of the experience. The door opened, and they stepped out, leaving Elred on the other side. The door sealed, and Kolman initiated the re-pressurization from the opposite end.
Gasping, Verusha stared in disbelief. “What the hell?”
Takuma echoed her sentiment, his tinged with shock and intrigue. “Is he Abe no Seimei?”
Verusha’s puzzled gaze shifted to Takuma. “Who?”
Kolman defused the confusion. “He’s a wizard, Verusha.”
“What?!” Verusha’s eyes widened, astonishment written across her face.
Kolman reassured her with a smile, “He’s been a significant ally. Now, let’s proceed. It’s our turn.”
As they entered the airlock, Silvana’s hesitation was palpable. Step by step, they moved forward—into the unknown. With the final step taken, they closed the door. Elred’s spells took effect, and the depressurization process began.
Silvana’s eyes stayed fixed on the window, her gaze locked on the first group outside. In the darkness, she discerned their well-being, relief washing over her. Despite her lack of understanding, a measure of ease took root. An explanation was due, and she was determined to seek it. Until then, her comfort rested in the safety of her friends and their enigmatic ally.
As the room depressurized, the group formed a circle, hands entwined in silent reassurance. Silvana’s grip tightened, an unspoken plea for strength reverberating through their joined hands. The hissing ceased, and Kolman opened the door, the transition feeling remarkably normal. A gentle breeze brushed over them as they stepped outside, under a star-studded night sky.
Robert, jogging back from the garage, signaled his return. Cora, tending to Aric, acknowledged him with a glance but kept her focus on her patient. Robert’s breathless arrival surprised the group, their eyes widening in astonishment.
“They took the rover. The Charon is gone,” Robert announced, his words heavy with frustration.
Kolman’s voice dripped with exasperation, “Of course, they did. What’s our move now?”
Cora completed her examination, her attention shifting. “We need to prioritize Aric’s medical attention. He’s not critical, but his condition isn’t good.”
Mark turned to Elred “How long until these spells wear off?”
“Several hours in your time. I could levitate Aric—or even all of you. We’ll move faster, expending less energy,” Elred offered.
Cora’s relief was palpable. “Please, levitate him.”
Elred spoke the incantation, and the group slowly lifted off the ground. Aric felt relief on the cushion of air.
“This is amazing,” Aric remarked. “Like an invisible stretcher.”
Silvana’s curiosity gnawed at her, but she held her tongue.
Guided by MIRA, who utilized her GPS uplink, the group made swift progress toward the dome. The absence of suits allowed for faster movement, a sense of liberation prevailing. Aric, cradled in the levitated bed of air, slipped into slumber, his body finally finding reprieve.
After a while, Silvana’s patience reached its limit. “Alright, spill it. Who is this guy?” she demanded.
“He’s an Elf,” MIRA responded matter-of-factly. “His name is Elred.”
“An Elf? Like in Lord of the Rings?” Silvana’s disbelief was evident, her brows furrowing.
“Similar, but not quite,” Kolman explained. “They’re different from our legends. Taller, more advanced.”
“Advanced how?” Silvana’s curiosity persisted.
MIRA turned with a grin, well aware of the impending surprise. “And he’s also an Android.”
Silvana gasped, shock rippling through her. “An Elf android? On Mars? How is he still alive?”
“I’m not from here. I’m from Theanor, a world in another galaxy,” Elred explained.
Her thoughts tangled—confusion and skepticism marring her expression. “But religious beliefs…”
Kolman intervened, his touch soothing as he addressed her concerns, “Silvana, what you’re about to hear might challenge your faith. But everything we’re sharing, we’ve all experienced.”
As Kolman recounted the journey’s events, the accidental portal activation, the dragon encounter, Elred’s introduction, and the journey to Gauwilth and back, questions filled the air. Silvana struggled to process the information—her religious convictions clashing with everything she was hearing.
Takuma and Verusha accepted the narrative more readily, engaging in discussions to clarify points. Silvana, on the other hand, grappled with internal conflict. Her religious foundation seemed at odds with the revelations. For her, faith dictated that any life created by God should mirror humans—this revelation shattered that belief.
Elred’s presence as a kind and helpful being was a dilemma. Could he be a deception—an embodiment of Lucifer’s influence? These unsettling thoughts churned within her, but she withheld them, recognizing that this wasn’t the moment for a religious debate.
The silence was short-lived. Elred broke it, his voice laced with curiosity. “I have a few questions myself.”
“Go ahead,” Robert encouraged.
“First, what happened when you and your group returned? You all look worse for wear. Time dilation can be quite unpredictable.”
Robert recounted their captivity, imprisonment, and the unexplainable time gap. Elred nodded empathetically. “Time dilation is indeed a common occurrence. Some worlds have far more drastic effects. There might be a warning in the portal room about it. I didn’t stop to read when I arrived. I’m sorry to hear about your imprisonment; it must have been a terrible ordeal.”
“It was—to say the least,” Robert acknowledged. “There might indeed be warnings in the room, now that I think of it. Some of the inscriptions resemble Elvish. The rest was in a forgotten Earth language.” He motioned towards Mark. “That’s why Mark here was brought in. Ancient languages and history are his forte.”
“Yes,” Mark added. “While I was in my cell, I realized something amusing. An Earth author once created his own Elvish language as a hobby. Little did anyone know that it would become a reality. I’ve never studied that fictional Elvish, so the possibility of it being a real language never crossed my mind. I wonder how his language stacks up? It’s quite a twist.”
Elred considered this revelation. “There’s another matter that troubles me. When I arrived, I spotted something unsettling. I immediately went invisible for safety. I want to know why the Sevaclya are here.”
“Sevaclya?” Robert asked, puzzled. “Could you clarify?”
“The tall, thin grey beings. I mentioned them to Cora at the Inn. They are why I was created in the first place.”
“You mean the Greys,” Robert said, shooting Cora a puzzled look. “They’re referred to as aliens here—Greys.”
Cora gasped, quickly putting two and two together. “You mean those are what you were talking about—the Greys?”
MIRA’s eyes gleamed with realization. “My ghosts! Those were the Greys I’ve been seeing! The slender grey hand in the portal cave that sent us through the first time—the Greys! They must possess some sort of individual cloaking technology.”
“Wait!” Silvana interjected, before Elred could answer—though his reassuring eyes told both Cora and MIRA enough. “You’re saying there are Grey aliens here too?”
“You didn’t encounter them during the interrogations?” Cora questioned.
“They were in the cave!?” Silvana exclaimed. She turned to Verusha and Takuma for confirmation, but both shook their heads, equally surprised.
Robert looked baffled. “I can’t believe you didn’t see them. Every time they interrogated us, there were two of them. They sat there, projecting images into our minds. At least, that was my experience.”
Cora confirmed, “It wasn’t just you.”
“What were these images?” Takuma inquired.
“Words,” Mark answered. “They communicate through mental images. They kept pressing us to confess to stealing the silver and gold—almost as if they needed a scapegoat.”
Elred shook his head solemnly. “I have no doubt they’re responsible for the missing items. They’re treacherous, deceitful creatures—utterly lacking in morals.”
“Have you encountered them often?” Robert probed.
“In the past, quite frequently. They harnessed the portal system and swarmed us. Though we thought we’d driven them off with a concerted effort, they’ve proven relentlessly persistent. They interfered with our evolution, lied to us, conducted kidnappings and experiments.”
Cora concurred, “This aligns with what people claim about them on Earth—abductions, experiments, secret collaboration with governments. Yet, concrete evidence has remained elusive.”
Elred sighed deeply. “They’re repeating the same actions with your people—offering advanced technology to leaders in exchange for cooperation. Fundamentally flawed, they cannot reproduce naturally. They’re soulless, created not by the Gods, but by another race.”
Silvana interjected, her voice rising. “Hold on a minute. Gods? Plural? There’s only one God.”
Kolman placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Silvana, you’ll witness many things that challenge your beliefs. What we’ve been told…it’s far from the truth. When you—”
“No!” Silvana erupted. “I won’t accept that everything I’ve known is wrong—just because some tall guy with pointy ears says so.”
An uneasy silence followed as they approached the dome. Upon arrival, personnel’s jaws dropped at the sight of the group—unencumbered by spacesuits and an apparently lifeless Aric. The group halted at the airlock’s entrance. Kolman roused Aric, and Elred lifted the levitation spell.
Elred spoke, “This is where we part ways.”
Robert exchanged a glance with Cora, who gave a silent nod. Turning back to Elred, he said firmly, “We’re coming with you. We must find a solution. If your people have dealt with these Greys before, they might offer insight. We owe it to ourselves to try.”
Kolman added, “Agreed. We can’t just leave this unresolved. If we stay, we’re ruined. We have to try.”
Elred looked at Aric, then addressed the group, “Aric won’t be able to accompany us.”
Cora confirmed, “He needs medical attention. Another journey is out of the question right now.”
Mark spoke next, resolute. “I’m going too. I’m in the same boat as everyone else. I wish I could contact Clint—explain things to him.”
MIRA offered, “I can manage that. No video, but you can speak with him.”
Mark’s face lit up. “Thank you. That means a lot.” He embraced her warmly.
Robert turned to Silvana, Takuma, and Verusha, gauging their reactions.
Takuma declined, his voice strained. “I can’t handle going with you. I’m struggling with all of this silently, and going will make it worse. I’m sorry, my friend.”
“Don’t apologize, Takuma. We’ll resolve this and be back to playing chess in no time.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” Takuma responded with a smile.
Verusha stepped forward. “I must also decline. I promised to help with dome tasks as part of Silvana’s arrangement. Moreover, I trust you to find a solution.”
Robert acknowledged her decision with a hug, returned warmly by Verusha.
Silvana didn’t wait for Robert’s gaze. “I’ve decided to go. I apologize for my outburst earlier. After our conversation, I realized my presence might offer spiritual guidance—should this be a trick by Lucifer or something like that.”
She shrugged, a mix of determination and curiosity in her eyes. “Besides, I’m curious about their technology. But more importantly, I need to see more of the universe—to understand their role in it. And from now on, I stick with Kolman. I missed him.”
Kolman blushed, a genuine smile on his lips. “I missed you too, mein liebling.”
She laughed, nodding towards Kolman while addressing Robert, “And he says things I don’t quite grasp.”
Her remark broke the tension, drawing laughter. As goodbyes were exchanged and assurances given, Stephen—the man Silvana had spoken with earlier—signaled for them to enter the airlock. However, he looked puzzled when only Verusha, Takuma, and Aric proceeded. After undergoing pressurization, they entered the dome.
Explaining the absence of the others, Stephen fetched food and water for them. Robert and Mark followed suit. Observing the group’s survival without spacesuits, Stephen was visibly awed yet concerned. Robert reassured him. “Aric will explain when he’s well. For now, please take him to the doctor.”
“Absolutely,” Stephen affirmed, visibly relieved. “It’s great to see you all back. This whole situation’s been bewildering. Everyone’s been kept in the dark—and they’ve locked down access to your cave. We’ll get it sorted.”
Robert and Mark thanked him for his understanding and supplies. As they exited the airlock, Stephen’s awestruck expression lingered. The group proceeded, levitating with Elred’s assistance. As promised, MIRA facilitated a call to Earth for Mark. Emotions welled up as Mark hurriedly recounted everything to Clint. Though Clint wished for a video call, he comprehended its impossibility. He assured Mark of his pride, acknowledging his pivotal role in the extraordinary discovery. Their love was reaffirmed; Clint urged Mark to seize this dream opportunity. The call ended with mutual expressions of affection. Mark promised to return soon with a detailed account. With the conversation behind them, the group ate and walked, guided by MIRA.
“I won’t be returning after this,” MIRA told Elred. “Things have changed. I’m making my own path now.”
“I’ll be with you every step of that path,” Elred assured her.
Cora inquired, “Would we be allowed to visit you?”
MIRA smiled at them. “Absolutely.”
Silvana, once again perplexed, asked, “What is she talking about?”
Kolman explained, “Elred is an android—centuries ahead of our time—capable of helping MIRA become fully human.”
“Wait a minute,” Silvana gasped, astonished. “Fully? I need to witness this.”
“The real challenge is convincing the Gods of her worthiness for a soul,” Elred interjected.
Robert and Kolman’s exchanged a look, concern deepening as Elred again referenced the Gods. Robert spoke quickly—hoping to ask before Silvana could react.
“You’ve mentioned the Gods several times, Elred. Can you elaborate on who they are?”
“The Gods are creators,” Elred explained, “not of the universe itself—that simply exists—but of advanced civilizations. They crafted the races of Theanor, Earth, and many other worlds. When the Gods discover a promising world, they investigate. They identify the dominant species capable of advancing and, if necessary, make changes on the atomic level to boost the species—rather than waiting for natural evolution. But among them, one rose above the rest…the keeper of souls”
Cora nodded, understanding. “It’s logical.”
Silvana remained skeptical, rolling her eyes. “And now we’re in an alien Sci-Fi movie, where the twist is that all our myths were reality.”
Cora appealed, “Just hear us out. You’ll see soon.”
Kolman posed his question, “Who are these Gods? Are they the most advanced beings?”
Elred smiled at Kolman. “They are the most advanced, billions of years old, possibly the earliest beings. Their origins remain uncertain.”
Silvana bit her tongue, her apprehensions looming. She refused to show her fear, not wanting the others to know her internal turmoil. She was apprehensive that her lifelong beliefs might shatter. Kolman sensed her unease, recognizing her struggles with faith and doubt. He respected her skepticism, considering her strong religious foundation. He also knew that Silvana would face profound challenges reconciling the truth they were about to uncover with her religious convictions.
Kolman glanced at her, sensing her discomfort. He suspected that it stemmed from either her faith or mistrust of Elred—or both. While he didn’t expect her to immediately trust Elred like the rest, as she had just met him, he felt a pang of discomfort. He acknowledged the cultural chasm that might arise due to his scientific perspective and Silvana’s devout faith. He respected her beliefs but preferred the evidence-based certainty that science provided. This difference could potentially be a barrier between them, and he wondered if their connection would be limited to light-hearted banter. Kolman hoped she might open her mind—embracing the new experiences she was about to encounter.
Regardless of the outcome, Kolman appreciated her presence. He found Silvana remarkable—intelligent, beautiful, and engaging. He even considered the possibility of deeper feelings between them. However, he acknowledged the intellectual and spiritual rift between them, which could prevent a deeper connection. Kolman reconciled himself to their familiar playful interactions, secretly hoping that Silvana might become more receptive over time.
MIRA suddenly halted, her gaze fixed ahead. “There’s activity about a kilometer ahead. Four or five of them, Greys, boarding the Charon. It’s almost morning. They’re likely headed to the home cave for more interrogations.” She chuckled. “They’re in for a surprise. They probably aren’t aware yet—they don’t appear to be in a hurry.”
“They’re heading straight this way,” Cora pointed out.
“Don’t worry,” Elred reassured. “Invisibility conceals us from their sight, even our body heat.”
Robert raised a concern, “What about their telepathy? Can’t they sense our thoughts?”
Elred explained, “I read that they can’t sense you unless they’re already aware of your presence. Among themselves, they can communicate telepathically across vast distances, but with other races, they need prior awareness. Even then, they can only read thoughts if you’re within range—like in the next room—since they need to lock onto your mental pathways. At least, that’s what the old records claim…but it’s possible they’ve changed—or we underestimated them.”
MIRA resumed leading them forward. A little under half an hour passed, and the two parties crossed paths. Despite Elred’s assurance, the entire group, excluding him, hid at the edge of a small hill as the Charon passed by. Elred positioned himself at the hilltop to demonstrate his invisibility. As the rover moved on, General Woodridge and Warrant Officer Whitfield were visible, with a Grey seated behind them. Silvana held her breath at the sight of the Grey’s eerie figure, but relief washed over her as the vehicle continued without incident. They resumed walking.
Another half-hour elapsed before the immense alien ship came into view. It loomed in the distance, far more massive than they could have anticipated. MIRA conducted a scan from a distance and reported that it measured approximately 400 meters across and nearly 150 meters in height. Surprisingly, its appearance was more square than saucer-shaped. The dull grey hue of the ship was adorned with soft blue lights that pulsed slowly around its center. There were no discernible windows or prominent features, such as a bridge. Its sheer size was its most striking attribute.
They quickly moved past the ship, capitalizing on the lack of any observable activity, and entered the cave. However, a predicament surfaced soon after they entered—the humans lacked the night vision capabilities of Elred or MIRA. Elred would lead, holding Robert’s hand, who, in turn, would hold Cora’s. Kolman would hold Silvana’s hands, while MIRA kept watch from the rear, ensuring everyone stayed on track with gentle nudges when necessary. This system worked well until they noticed lights approaching from further within the labyrinth.
“Trouble,” Robert whispered. “We need to find a safe spot out of sight. This path is too narrow.”
The group scrambled for cover amidst the wreckage as the lights drew nearer. Mark, Silvana, and Elred concealed themselves beneath an overturned sailboat, propped against a plane’s tail. Cora nestled into a nook formed by the nose of a small plane on the right of the path. Robert scaled the wing of another plane, blending into a large wooden boat that lay against the wing’s remains. Kolman ascended a metal boat on the left. As two figures drew closer, the group noticed their advanced space suits, distinct from the ones they wore. The glare of their lights made identifying the individuals impossible at this distance, but they appeared stockier than the Greys and clearly human—much to Silvana’s relief.
The men moved past the group, seemingly unaware of their presence, and almost vanished from sight when Robert slipped from the wing with a loud thud. The noise caught their attention, prompting them to retrace their steps. Robert froze, aware that he couldn’t be seen yet apprehensive of their return. Their lights scanned the area, seeking any sign of an intruder. They approached, stopping precisely where the group hid. Dust particles, stirred by Robert’s fall, lingered in the air. Robert feared the dust might settle on him, exposing his outline. The men scrutinized the surroundings. Robert glimpsed a rifle at the lead man’s side. His hand hovered near it, poised to draw the weapon in an instant. The man peered once more, eventually looking downward to where the ship’s anchor had crushed the plane’s wing. He pointed and nodded to the other man. They then continued on their way, leaving the group undiscovered in the shadows.
A sigh of relief escaped Robert. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead. Cora trembled, her teeth faintly chattering. He reached out, his hand locating hers. They held each other tightly. With the guards moving away, the group emerged from their hiding places.
Robert whispered, “When we get to Theanor, I’ll need a fresh pair of underwear.”
Kolman stifled a laugh, and they resumed moving. Elred guided them through the maze and ruins cautiously, bringing them to the entrance of the portal temple. They ascended the steps cautiously, struggling to navigate the darkness.
“Proceed carefully,” Elred cautioned. “I had to slip past two guards in the hallway when I first entered.”
They entered the temple one by one. Elred directed each of them to a concealed spot. A guard, rifle slung over his shoulder and sporting a backward black baseball cap, stood barely a meter inside. Another guard, similarly armed, occupied the opposite end of the hallway. The two guards engaged in a discussion about the cave and its portals.
Sneaking past the guards, the group advanced to the portal room, where they paused abruptly. Four Greys and two additional guards were present. The Greys focused on the portal’s walls and its tracking system, while the guards stood watch just before the entrance. Elred raised a finger to his lips—a superfluous gesture emphasizing the importance of silence. They moved past the guard on the left, led by Elred. He directed them to the room’s left corner, urging them to wait momentarily. He positioned himself on the opposite side of the portal, out of the Greys’ and guards’ view, and began casting a spell.
The Greys and guards, puzzled by the sudden commotion, directed their attention towards the portal. A burst of light and dancing sparks lit the ceiling as a spectral image of Elred materialized, prompting the guards to raise their rifles. The phantasmal Elred dashed around the portal, eluding the guards’ gunfire. Three of the Greys collapsed, lifeless, while the remaining one managed to dodge the final rounds, seeking cover against the wall. The guards pursued Elred’s projection, followed by the surviving Grey, incensed by its companions’ demise.
The room now cleared of foes, the group stood amidst the three fallen bodies. Elred signaled the group over, a triumphant grin on his face. Already initiating the portal, he motioned for their approach.
“That was incredible!” Silvana exclaimed, running forward. “What’s our next move?”
The portal had shifted into its characteristic watery appearance, rapidly expanding.
“Next,” Elred said, pausing. “We’ll show you…my world.”
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
The Journey Begins
 
Silvana struggled to regain her footing, her disorientation mirroring that of her companions during their first passage through the wormhole. Thankfully, the experience seemed less disorienting to the others with each repetition, even in their weakened state.
Cora extended a helping hand. “You’ll feel better soon—it’s just temporary.”
“That was something else,” Silvana remarked, scanning the landscape. “And the view…that was breathtaking.”
“Absolutely,” Mark chimed in. “I tried to soak it all in this time.”
“At least this time, the trip was a bit less eventful,” Robert quipped.
Surveying the scorched trees, Silvana asked, “What happened here? The forest looks completely charred.”
Kolman approached, offering her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “The dragon’s breath did this.”
“Dragon?” Her eyes widened. “Good grief! Where is it?”
MIRA chuckled. “Elred pretty much blasted it apart.”
Elred met her gaze with a half-smile. “It wasn’t just me.”
MIRA laughed again. “I know, but you definitely played a huge part.”
She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.
Silvana smiled. “You two make a cute couple. And the sky—it’s such a stunning shade of red. Is that because of a red dwarf sun?”
“Nothing gets past you,” Kolman said with a grin.
“You know it,” she shot back. “Anyway—can I finally get some answers now? About all of this?”
Elred interjected, “We should return to my residence first. My vehicle is nearby, and it’s not safe to stay here long.”
Silvana sighed, tightening her jaw.
“Thank heavens,” Robert quipped. “That last jog—well, more like a sprint—from the portal was exhausting.”
“I’m glad I could help,” Elred replied. “Let’s go. Silvana, I promise your questions will be answered.”
Her expression soured. She knew the soldiers wouldn’t appear anytime soon, but she didn’t want to create a scene.
They settled into Elred’s car. Intrigued by the advanced technology, Silvana briefly set aside her frustration as they embarked on the journey back to Elred’s home. Cora took this opportunity to recount the dragon encounter, their frantic escape, the discovery of Elred’s abode, and the events leading up to this point. 
As the car came to a halt, Cora wrapped up her story.
After exiting the vehicle, they stepped into Elred’s residence. Finally, with everyone safely indoors, Silvana’s curiosity was temporarily satisfied. Their tale unfolded before her in painstaking detail, inciting a deluge of questions from Silvana—starting with the pyramid’s function.
Her astonishment was palpable. “So you’re telling me the pyramids are actually some kind of power plants?”
“Yeah. At least, according to Elred,” Kolman replied.
This ignited a barrage of inquiries about the fairy village, Dyserth, Vormick, Gauwilth and its colossal structures, the council, the dragon fight, and their return journey. Each question was met with an honest response. As she processed the information, Silvana’s gaze shifted among them, her expression a mix of wonder and unease. The fantastical nature of their story clashed with the tenets of her faith, intensifying her inner conflict. While she continued to ask more questions, the answers only added to her confusion. She needed to see all of this for herself.
Elred had prepared a meal, which the group enjoyed as Silvana’s questions gradually waned. After sharing their story and nearly finishing their meal, Elred grew thoughtful. “We must convene with the council. They’ll undoubtedly be concerned about the Sevaclya’s influence across your worlds.”
“What should we expect?” Robert asked.
Elred’s face tightened with uncertainty.
“I’m not entirely certain. This may exceed our military’s capacity alone—especially if the Sevaclya have formed an alliance with your armed forces. There’s no concrete proof, which works in your favor. It’s possible they’re trying to deceive your military into believing they’re allies. We won’t have a clear picture until we’ve driven them out. We’ll meet with the council and follow their recommendations.”
Mark sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Sounds like we’re stuck here for a bit.”
Elred offered a sympathetic glance. “I’m afraid that’s the case, my friend.” He then addressed the group at large. “Tonight, I’ll schedule the appointment, and we’ll head out tomorrow. We’ll stop by Vormick’s again on our way and stay at the same inn. It’ll be a repeat journey—this time with Silvana in Aric’s place. At least now, you’ll get to see the council’s discussions firsthand.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Robert agreed.
They chatted a while longer before retiring for some much-needed rest. Silvana’s earlier frustration flared when she found the untidy kitchen, prompting Kolman to enlighten her about Theanor’s Brownies—a revelation that left her both flabbergasted and amused. Accompanied by the others, she headed to the teleporter—a device no one had bothered to explain. Standing uncertainly before it, she looked to Kolman for guidance—only to receive a playful nudge. That nudge sent her tumbling in, followed by her startled exclamation on the other end.
“That wasn’t funny, Kolman! You really scared me. And what is this—a teleporter?! Where am I?”
Robert and Mark joined Kolman in a hearty laugh as Cora shot him a stern doctorly glare, warning that he could have hurt Silvana. He shrugged sheepishly.
“You’re upstairs. No stairs in this place—just teleporters,” he called up, chuckling.
Cora shook her head at his antics. 
He just grinned. “It was kinda funny.”
“Get up there and apologize,” she ordered, half serious.
Without objection, Kolman stepped into the teleporter and emerged on the other side—only to be met with a playful punch to the arm. He exaggerated the pain, claiming she’d hit a spot still sore from the soldiers. She hit him again—harder this time—once she realized he was messing with her. Still, he offered a sincere apology for both incidents—which she accepted with a huff and a nod.
One by one, the rest of the group filed into their assigned rooms—Silvana now occupying the room that had been Aric’s. MIRA chose to stay with Elred. Kolman seized an opportunity to invite Silvana into his room, sensing the undercurrent of conflict and sadness within her. They sat side by side on the bed.
There was a glint of desolation in her eyes. “So many other life forms,” she murmured. “How can the Bible be true?”
“Maybe not,” he replied, voice gentle but steady.
A flicker of irritation tightened her expression.
He raised a calming hand. “Saying that doesn’t invalidate your beliefs. It might not hold up as historical fact, the Bible still offers valuable moral lessons. I see it as a collection of powerful stories—true or not—that can guide us.”
“But it’s meant to be the word of God,” she countered. “It’s supposed to be the ultimate truth.”
He gently took her hand. “Maybe our understanding of God needs to grow as well.”
Her eyes flashed again, caught between offense and uncertainty.
He took a slow breath. “Remember, the Bible has gone through many translations and revisions. Entire books were omitted. Maybe the Dead Sea scrolls contained information on all of this. Maybe the ones who read them were afraid—and chose to leave those parts out. They could validate everything we’ve witnessed, everything you will see.”
He sensed she was on the verge of further argument. Again, he raised a hand. “Just promise me—” he paused, choosing his words carefully, “promise me that on this journey, you’ll try to keep an open mind. I’ve seen so much here, and I believe there’s room for God, for these other worlds, and for all these revelations—if you’re open to it.”
She sighed, her thoughts swirling. Then, softly: “Alright. It’s hard to admit…but I’ll give it a try. I can’t explain all of this, and I’ll admit some things might not align with what I’ve learned. But I’ll try to keep an open mind.”
He smiled warmly. “Thank you, mein liebling.” He wrapped an arm around her, and they shared a side hug. Her head rested briefly on his shoulder.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “This hug means the world right now. I should get some rest.”
“As you wish,” Kolman replied, his voice tender. “See you in the morning.”
“You bet.” She winked as she slipped out, quietly closing the door with a soft click behind her.
The night stretched endlessly for Mark. Sleep refused to come, replaced by a relentless ache for Clint. He regretted complying with the CIA’s wishes—for now their lives were tangled in chaos. He felt the sting of unshed tears but refrained from letting them fall, believing that crying would mean giving up another piece of himself. Instead, he clung to the hope that once this turmoil was over, he and Clint could share the wonders of Theanor together.
Morning arrived, and the group resumed their journey to Gauwilth. Just like before, Elred stopped at the fairy village, granting Silvana an opportunity to take in its wondrous beauty. Overwhelmed, she nearly teared up at the sight. Her emotions weren’t tied to a wavering faith but to the sheer beauty that unfolded before her. A fairy even planted a kiss on her nose after she offered a piece of cake Elred had gifted her. Although she couldn’t admit it yet, a seed of affection and belonging for the village had sprouted within her heart. As they left, heading once again toward Aysgarth and Vormick’s abode, Silvana’s heart was alight with quiet joy from that newfound connection.
Vormick stood at the gate, his demeanor open and welcoming. His initial skepticism of his Dwarven lineage was now overshadowed by genuine warmth and open arms. News of the dragon battle had reached him, and he congratulated Elred on their triumph. He invited them all to lunch—a meal that brought updates on Aric’s condition and Silvana’s presence. Aric’s pending recovery brought relief, while Silvana’s forthright attitude seemed to amuse him. It was a trait he found endearing—one that reminded him of himself. Likewise, Silvana found herself drawn to his charm, albeit in a different way than she was with Kolman. While he didn’t match Kolman’s depth, Vormick had a rugged charm of his own. The introduction of his husband, Theznig, didn’t alter her feelings toward him. Instead, she felt genuine happiness for them. She was once more caught off guard when Vormick challenged Kolman to a rematch of the drinking contest. This time, Kolman declined—his remorse for his earlier behavior evident. Silvana’s raised eyebrow and disapproving shake of the head mirrored the unspoken agreement among her comrades.
Vormick let out a hearty laugh. “I think you would have lost anyway, my friend.”
Lunch passed swiftly, and they soon embarked on the road to Dyserth’s Inn, their stop for the night. By this point, Silvana shared the same concern that had previously occupied her companions: the burden of cost weighing on Elred. Her respect for him deepened, and she wanted to shield him from taking on too much. Like those before her, she learned that the cost meant little to him, and she admired his generosity. Here was an individual unfamiliar with the Bible, yet he radiated kindness— a paradox that piqued her curiosity. She observed the growing bond between MIRA and Elred, silently wishing them happiness even amid concerns of ISEA intervention. Still, she found comfort knowing that she’d disabled MIRA’s tracking functions, preventing any return traces.
Later that evening, Kolman, at Silvana’s playful urging, agreed to share a room with her. Though hesitant at first, he couldn’t resist her teasing charm. Robert, Cora, and even Mark shared knowing smiles, not wanting Kolman to become self-conscious about the decision.
As they walked to their respective rooms, Mark hesitated at his door. “Well,” he mused, “I’m the only one sleeping solo tonight.”
Cora and Silvana enveloped him in a hug, offering quiet comfort. Silvana’s half-smile provided a measure of solace. “I wish I could set up a call to Clint—but an entire galaxy separates us.”
Elred pondered for a moment. “I wish I could help too. I have a spell for long distance communication, but it can’t traverse galaxies. Clint would have to be in our galaxy for it to work. I’m truly sorry.”
“It’s alright,” Mark replied. “This trial will strengthen the bond between Clint and me. He knows I’m safe for now, thanks to you.” He turned to Silvana, gratitude evident in his gaze. “And thank you, Silvana, for everything you’ve done. You’ve been a lifeline for us. I can’t express how much it means.”
Elred’s smile was sincere as he bowed. “It’s been my pleasure to meet you and offer help. Serving as an ambassador for your group from another world has been a remarkable experience.”
“Absolutely,” affirmed Robert. “Glad we could play our part.” He laughed. “Well, tomorrow’s a new day. Let’s get some rest.”
“Agreed,” Elred said, nodding.
Amid exchanged goodnights, each closed their doors, settled into their beds, and drifted into sleep. Morning dawned anew, and, as before, they neared Gauwilth by afternoon’s arrival. Silvana’s wonder was infectious—her childlike awe a joy to witness. The Elves’ technological prowess fascinated her, and while the others found things interesting, it was her tech-savvy spirit that truly rejoiced in the marvels. Questions flowed from her to Elred, an endless stream. His knowledge was extensive, yet some queries left even him stumped. Kolman playfully attributed this to her high IQ, though Elred’s confusion prompted him to simplify: “genius.” A blush warmed Silvana’s cheeks as Kolman revealed her secret. His praise was appreciated, though she felt it unnecessary, given the rapport they shared.
The rest of the group settled back, smiling at the playful banter between Elred and Kolman. As Elred expertly navigated toward the imposing capitol building, Silvana found herself caught between awe and subtle intimidation—its sheer size left her speechless. Like before, Elred parked the car, and they all followed him. This time, the process felt more routine, though Silvana still followed their lead. Upon reaching floor 605 to check in, Kolman joked that there was a spectacular view from the window. Intrigued, she eagerly went to look—only to find everything far too minuscule to qualify as a “fantastic view.” She added that she had already predicted Kolman’s request due to the building’s height, sharing a small detail about her lack of fear of heights—something that had never come up in their previous conversations.
After check-in, they encountered another subtle shift—this time at security. MIRA passed through unchallenged. There were no suspicious glances or delays. To Silvana’s satisfaction, she was treated like any other member of the group. From security, they teleported into the Great Council Chamber. A notable difference from their previous visit was the presence of King Valdim now seated on a raised throne behind the assembly. In a hushed voice, Elred explained that the throne had likely been lowered to the king’s private chambers below during their earlier visit. The elevator-like mechanism allowed the king to appear without needing to enter through the chamber’s main doors. It added an air of mystery and regality to his presence.
As the group approached the council, the central councilman stood and cast a translation spell, which sparked Silvana’s curiosity. Kolman leaned in to whisper, “Translation spell—same as the last time.” Before she could pose another question, Elred held a finger to his lips, gently signaling her to stay quiet.
He stepped forward, addressing the council. “Great Council of Theanor, I, Elred Kellam of the Harburn Wilds Region, stand before you once more, seeking your assistance.”
King Valdim rose from his throne. “Mr. Kellam, we addressed this matter just days ago. The portal was cleared, and we were informed your friends had returned to Mars. Yet here they are again. Why this return?”
Elred’s expression grew solemn as he spoke. “My friends did return to Mars. Soon after, I followed. But we have returned with urgent news that demands your attention.”
“Continue,” urged the King.
Elred’s gaze remained steady. “The Sevaclya,” he said, his tone measured.
A shadow of concern swept over the King’s face, and whispers rippled through the council.
Paeral cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “What about the Sevaclya, Mr. Kellam?”
“They are on Earth,” Elred responded. “I suspect they are meddling with Earth just like they did here. I have witnessed their interactions with Earth’s military forces. My friends were apprehended upon their return. A temporal discrepancy exists between Mars and here—only hours passed for me, but nearly two Earth months had elapsed on Mars. I extend an invitation for you to perceive the events through MIRA’s eyes, up until the point of her deactivation—you may witness them firsthand.”
Paeral exchanged a glance with the King, who nodded. Paeral turned and punched a sequence on a console, summoning Audovera once more. She approached, asking how she could assist. Councilwoman Nozrog specified the images required, and Audovera took control of MIRA. Within moments, the images MIRA had captured materialized before the entire council chamber. The group’s return and their subsequent apprehension by the military played out in full view. They were taken aboard the Grey ship for initial interrogation before their detainment. The images of the Grey aliens MIRA had encountered prior to her shutdown fueled discussions among the council, their tension mounting as the images concluded with MIRA’s deactivation.
Audovera returned MIRA to the group, her expression visibly concerned as she left the room. The Great Council remained embroiled in whispered conversations. After a brief pause, King Valdim rose and addressed the gathering.
“This issue demands our attention. We shall suspend the remainder of today’s scheduled meetings. I propose we continue this discussion at the Defense Headquarters. You are granted one hour for lunch, after which we shall reconvene to address this crisis further.”
Elred expressed gratitude, and the group exited. Returning to floor 300, they visited the cafeteria for lunch. Silvana remained captivated by the surroundings—her enthusiasm impossible to miss. She struggled to contain her excitement for this new world, wondering about the other realms linked to Theanor. Following their meal, Kolman finally showcased the “fantastic view,” leaving her breathless. The sprawling cityscape’s grandeur and bustling activity overwhelmed her. The technological marvels within her grasp stirred a hunger for exploration—a longing she’d have to delay. Kolman confessed his own curiosity about Theanor’s engineering techniques, imagining towering structures he might help design, perhaps even rivaling the wonders of both worlds.
As the designated hour passed, they gathered at the Defense Headquarters. The world’s unique time dynamics became clear—an hour here equaled eighty hours on Earth. MIRA confirmed this, satisfying their curiosity about the compressed schedule. 
At the end of the hour, Syndra greeted them outside, her familiar face radiating warmth. Introductions were made, and Silvana felt welcomed into the fold. They were escorted to the Office of Strategic Planning, where Dakath, the High Council, and King Valdim awaited. High-ranking officers surrounded them, and the assembly commenced. Syndra sat near Dakath, with the remaining military officers taking positions to the left, the Great Council to the right. A cordial exchange with the King preceded the critical discussions that would follow.
Standing to address the assembly, King Valdim’s commanding presence filled the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, we gather for a paramount reason. Several millennia ago, our society faced an invasion and subjugation by the Sevaclya. They abducted, experimented on, and even took lives—striving to hybridize themselves with Theanor’s races and gain legitimacy—not as a contagion, but as a true race. With the intervention of the Giants and the guidance from the Gods, we repelled them. Now they tread upon Earth, repeating the same atrocities. Whether or not we know these newcomers seeking our aid—whether we have ties to Earth or Mars—our duty as the more advanced society is unequivocal: we must assist Earth ridding itself of this blight. It appears the Sevaclya are likely the very reason Earth was severed from us. Once this menace is vanquished, it becomes our responsibility to help guide humanity. I now call upon Division Leader Dakath.”
Sitting down, King Valdim ceded the floor to Dakath. “Greetings, all,” Dakath began, his presence steady and commanding. He circled the table, offering introductions to those unfamiliar with the members of the group. A touch to Elred’s shoulder punctuated the introductions. “This is MIRA, Robert, Cora, Mark, Kolman, and…” He paused at Silvana, affording her the chance to introduce herself. Resuming his position, he continued, “Ladies and gentlemen, to be succinct: based on MIRA’s recordings, the Sevaclya ship that apprehended our visitors is four times larger than any vessel we’ve encountered previously. Our confrontation with them was evenly matched, slightly favoring us due to external assistance.” He cast a meaningful glance at Robert. “As for the additional information beyond MIRA’s record, little has been made public, even to my team. For over a century and a half, there have been whispers of our government collaborating with these Sevaclya, sometimes referred to as Greys due to their color and lack of deeper information to identify them.”
Mark interjected briefly, raising a finger. “If I may. Historical theories suggest that these Sevaclya might have meddled with Earth for millennia. However, concrete evidence is scarce, limited to sporadic clues hinting at their involvement. As Robert mentioned, the last one hundred and fifty years have seen alleged dealings between our government and these extraterrestrial entities.” With a nod to Robert, he indicated he was done, allowing Robert to continue his explanation.
“Actually, I don’t have much more to add,” Robert said, scratching his head. “It’s clear now that our government has been involved with them, but we may never know how long this involvement has persisted. The only other detail I can offer is that a highly classified facility in one of our states is involved in the construction and testing of advanced machinery. Rumors have circulated for a considerable time that our government has been collaborating with the ‘Greys’ in secret out there.”
A buzz of conversation swept around the table as council members and Elven military personnel engaged in discussions. After a moment, the murmurs escalated into a steady hum of talk. Finally, Paeral stood and raised his hands to quiet the crowd. When the room hushed, he sat back down.
Robert paused, gathering his thoughts. “I’m curious to know what you already understand about them.”
The king nodded approvingly. “Certainly, Robert.”
He operated the control panel in front of him, causing a three-dimensional holographic image of a Grey alien to materialize at the center of the conference table. The image slowly revolved, encircled by eleven words.
“The Sevaclya, or as you know them, the Greys, are essentially a food source designed by a reptilian race called the Xygeg. Because they were engineered by the Xygeg, the Sevaclya are biologically unable to reproduce. Their only method of survival is through cloning, with their consciousness transferred to the new body. However, this mechanism has a limited lifespan. Moreover, being artificially created entities, they lack souls—a deficiency that has proven deeply problematic for them. Regardless of divine intervention or any other attempts, they will never attain the status of a true race. When they were plaguing our world, one of their objectives was to abduct our people and experiment with crossbreeding.”
Mark nodded in agreement, his understanding resonating. The king looked to Mark, welcoming his input. “This theory has circulated within historical circles for a long time,” Mark offered. “The notion of them abducting our population for experiments and hybridization has been a longstanding belief. It lines up with what Robert recently shared.”
“Indeed,” acknowledged the King. “The problem is that this method doesn’t introduce a soul into the equation. The offspring remain devoid of souls, often remaining sterile themselves and incapable of procreating. Before they could succeed in hybridizing with us, we managed to thwart their efforts. Our hope now is to assist your people before the Sevaclya can achieve their goals on Earth. The Gods have opposed their interference since their separation from the Xygeg, when they settled on an adjacent and malevolent realm. We surmise that they were dwelling in relative peace there. The fact that they are now tampering with your world is deeply disconcerting. This issue requires a definitive resolution.”
Silvana’s curiosity brimming, she inquired, “Evil realm? Do you mean something like Hell?”
“In a sense, yes,” the King replied. “Hell is the most notorious among the evil realms. The Sevaclya inhabit a slightly higher plane that connects to Hell. Though their reasons are not entirely clear, we suspect they are attempting to access Hell in hopes of acquiring souls. However, their understanding is flawed. Souls cannot be stolen or inserted into a body. Only the keeper of souls has the authority to allocate them, and the souls assigned to Hell are never recycled.”
Silvana’s thoughts raced, but she restrained herself from sparking an argument. Kolman gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.
Cora brought up a pertinent question, “So, how do we go about eliminating them? This seems complicated.”
Nozrog exchanged a look with Dakath, then inquired, “Considering our current military commitments, with more than half of our forces engaged elsewhere, can we realistically address this matter?”
“Unfortunately not,” Dakath said, his tone tinged with regret. “I wish I could offer an alternate response, but based on the size of their ships—as evident from our friends’ account—they’ve outstripped ours in dimension. Additionally, they’ve had uninterrupted freedom for an extended period, enabling them to amass resources and forces. As soon as the portal was discovered, their efforts likely intensified. They will anticipate our arrival. We must devise a novel strategy.”
“Thank you,” Nozrog acknowledged.
King Valdim then inquired, “So, what options remain?”
Paeral offered a suggestion, “The giants, perhaps? They might not aid in space battles, but their strength could be invaluable in ground combat. Am I correct, Dakath?”
“Yes, councilman,” Dakath confirmed. “Though this will involve space battles, the task will also entail eliminating Sevaclyan bases. We anticipate they will be present not only on Earth but also on Mars. The giants could play a crucial role in such endeavors. Any other ideas?”
A ripple of unease coursed through the room, but the thought of Sevaclya potentially inhabiting Mars secretly cast a shadow over Robert’s group.
“I believe involving the Gods once again is our most viable option,” the King concluded. “Our previous success in repelling the Sevaclya was only possible with their help and the help of the androids. I propose we consult with them for guidance and assistance.”
At this point, a Gnome councilwoman mused, “Considering the Gods’ dispersed presence across various worlds, the journey to locate them will likely be perilous. Numerous races are hostile to outsiders.”
“Does anyone have information about the current whereabouts of the Gods?” another Elven council member inquired.
“It might take some time,” the King replied, “But I recall during my visit to Goithia, there were whispers that the Gods were several worlds away, aiding in the inception of a new intelligent race. While I intend to verify this with King Klamkrus, it’s advisable to initiate your quest there. While en route to Goithia, you’ll pass through Ceskotune, and perhaps you could confer with the giants. Although the journey will be extensive, it’s the optimal route. The Gods will expect a direct appeal from Robert and his companions. They adhere to certain traditions, meaning you must request their aid directly. We can’t perform this on your behalf. Thus, this voyage is imperative. To ensure your safety, a fully equipped escort will accompany you.”
Cora raised her hand, seeking clarification. “Pardon my question, but why exactly do we need an armed escort? Are we in danger during the journey?”
Dakath explained, “It’s a precautionary measure. Your journey spans several worlds, and we cannot assure the Gods’ continued presence where King Valdim last heard of this new realm. You might find they’ve moved on—or that reaching them will require passage through even more distant lands. Each world presents its own dangers to outsiders. The Varnakians—what you might loosely call giants—are generally hospitable. But their smaller, hair-covered cousins, the Ruhakin and Yetari, are far less predictable.”
Silvana raised an eyebrow. “Ruhakin? Yetari?”
Dakath nodded. “Towering bipeds—tactically brilliant, fiercely territorial, and covered head to toe in thick fur—some brown, some white. Not as large as the Varnakians, but more agile. They speak when they choose to, though rarely with outsiders. They vanish into the forests like ghosts—nearly impossible to track. Some believe they guard ancient secrets—others believe they are the secrets.”
Silvana’s eyes widened. “Wait… are you talking about Sasquatch and Yeti? A whole world of them?”
Dakath’s laughter filled the chamber. “If we are speaking of the same race, it’s possible. Their kind may have been trapped on your world long ago—perhaps when the portal lines collapsed. Remnants of a great people, severed from their home.”
He smiled faintly, a glint of reverence in his gaze. “But on their world…they are not myths. They are very real. And yes, you will meet them.”
She leaned back in her chair, her mouth agape. The revelation was astounding—could the countless sightings over the years have been true? Thoughts whirled through her mind as the King brought the conference to a close.
“Then it is settled,” the King announced. “Mr. Dakath, kindly arrange a ten-member escort for Robert and his team. They will commence their journey after breakfast tomorrow, subject to the council’s agreement.” One by one, the council members nodded in agreement with the King’s decision.
Dakath confirmed, “Understood, Your Majesty. I will assemble the escort and ensure they depart tomorrow.” He turned his gaze to Elred, Robert, and the others. “Be prepared to convene at sunrise tomorrow. Mr. Kellam, your vehicle will be stored here during your absence. You can reclaim it upon your return. For now, assemble the items you’ll need for an extended journey. I’ll send you a list of essential supplies for each leg of the trip. Acquire the necessary items today and return here to rest tonight. We will provide lodging for the evening. It may not match the inn’s luxury, but it will suffice.”
“Yes, sir,” Elred replied.
As the meeting concluded, the room buzzed with excitement. Such an extraordinary journey was a rare occurrence. Preparations needed to be made not only for Robert’s group but also for the Elven travelers. Within moments, Elred received the comprehensive list of supplies they would need—including the anticipated worlds they would traverse were detailed, along with the provisions for each stop. The list further included potential requirements for the uncharted territories beyond Elven knowledge. Elred scanned the list, his mind already mapping out the sourcing process. However, he suggested that only he and MIRA embark on this procurement expedition. The others agreed, understanding the need for focused acquisition without distractions. Robert and the remaining team members, respecting Elred’s decision, prepared to stay back. 
As Elred and MIRA prepared to depart for their task, a sense of anticipation settled over the group—each aware of the extraordinary journey ahead. An enlisted soldier with a transport vessel was assigned to assist them since Elred’s car wouldn’t accommodate everything they needed. 
Meanwhile, the rest of the group was led to temporary quarters by Syndra. The corridors of the Defense Headquarters seemed labyrinthine as they navigated through, eventually arriving at a doorway that opened automatically as Syndra approached. The room beyond was spacious, featuring three expansive windows on the right. Dominating the center were twenty bunk-style beds, and on the left sat a recreational area with tables, chairs, and other diversions. Syndra offered them a tour, starting with the bunks before guiding them to the recreation area. A large door caught their attention, opening to the flight deck they had used a few days ago when they embarked on their mission to defeat the dragon. Syndra informed them that they would gather on the flight deck the next morning.
Syndra attempted to explain how the games worked, but her audience responded with puzzled expressions. Robert, while appreciative of her efforts, mentioned that the tight schedule might not allow time for games. She then attempted to explain the concept of Elven television, but the language barrier proved a significant hurdle as the content was entirely in Elvish, a reminder to him that even this spell had limitations. Despite the linguistic challenge, Robert thanked her for her effort. She smiled and led them to the back of the bay, where they found the showers and toilets. Although they were already acquainted with the facilities, Syndra patiently reiterated their usage. She concluded by assuring them that she would return at dawn to accompany them to their disembarkation point. Wishing them a good night, she departed.
Left to themselves, discussions revolved around the gravity of their predicament. While they had hoped the Elves would arrive and resolve the situation effortlessly, reality had set in—the Elves’ capabilities were limited. The extent of the Grey threat also prompted debate. Living alongside them for a prolonged period led some to question whether the Greys posed such a dire risk. However, the consensus formed around the Elves’ perspective. Despite the absence of abductions or experiments among the colonists, the shared vulnerability of having loved ones still on Earth underscored the necessity of eradicating the threat. The unsettling notion of being covertly watched during their time on Mars resurfaced, stoking feelings of unease. Their collective suspicion extended to the Greys as the possible culprits behind the missing items from Atlantis, given their technological prowess and presence on Mars.
After a few hours, Elred and MIRA returned, accompanied by their escort. Their sudden entrance—laden with armfuls of supplies—startled the group. Hastily, the others joined the effort to gather the remaining items from the transport vessel. Once everything was unloaded, the task shifted to organizing the supplies, which included a comprehensive set for each member except MIRA. The inventory encompassed thick clothing suitable for cold weather, high-quality spare attire, dual-purpose shoes for varying climates, futuristic Elven sunglasses that resembled advanced goggles, innovative meal-providing devices that Silvana examined with fascination, water filtration tools, instant deployable shelters reminiscent of cozy tents—but far more advanced, personal toiletries for hygiene, grooming, and shaving kits. Additionally, every individual received a compact, lightweight pack for their belongings, complete with a digital nameplate for identification.
With their gear meticulously arranged for inspection, Kolman decided to try out his shaving kit, which operated like a small laser wand.
Robert watched as Kolman fiddled with the device. “Whatcha doing there, buddy?”
“I’d rather laser my face off here, where there’s medical personnel nearby, than figure it out the hard way out in the field,” he said with a grin.
Robert nodded. “Good point. I should do that too.” 
Elred almost interjected—knowing full well there wasn’t any danger—but chose instead to watch the show.
Both men nervously operated the wands but quickly found them easy to use. The wands scanned their faces then removed the hair painlessly wherever the beam was pointed. The process left each of them impressively groomed. Cora and Silvana improvised with Robert and Kolman’s kits for their legs. Elred expressed regret for not obtaining kits designed for the women. It simply hadn’t occurred to him, since elves didn’t grow hair below the neck and those races that did, never shaved the areas in question. The men graciously shared their kits. 
After familiarizing themselves with their new gear, they each sought rest—weary and apprehensive about the impending phase of their journey.
The following morning, dawn arrived early, and Syndra’s energetic entrance jolted the group awake. 
 
“Rise and shine, my friends!” she barked.
Startled from his slumber, Mark nearly tumbled out of bed. For Kolman, the scene triggered memories of his time in the German army, prompting a moment of nostalgia as he rose. The others, excluding MIRA, who had spent the night studying Elvish on the television, were initially taken aback by Syndra’s entrance. Most were already partially awake, contending with restless sleep due to the uncertainties that lay ahead.
Apologizing for any surprise, Syndra quickly clarified their schedule. She instructed them to freshen up, then head to the adjacent hall for breakfast. In an hour’s time, they should return to their quarters—their belongings would be taken care of by Syndra’s team. Addressing the question on everyone’s mind, she affirmed her presence for the entirety of their journey, alongside a skilled security escort of four. Ensuring their safety, she promised them introductions would follow. Her authority was evident as she outlined the plans.
Kolman smiled in approval. Her demeanor reminded him of Silvana, which sparked an inexplicable liking for Syndra. As the group prepared for the day, they gathered on the flight deck, where Syndra waited beside a familiar-looking transport. Dalrom, the young Gunner Corporal, joined her. Robert inquired if Dalrom would be accompanying them.
“No, sir,” the Dwarf responded. “I’m assigned to the ship. Where it goes, I go. I loaded your bags; they’re in the back.”
“Thank you,” Robert acknowledged as he boarded.
Cora and Kolman followed suit, exchanging smiles. Silvana, Elred, and MIRA joined them. However, the smiles faded as they stepped inside, where four formidable soldiers greeted them, their stern gazes fixed upon the newcomers.
The right side of the ship featured two Ogre escorts, even more imposing than Dakath. One Ogre stood out for his larger stature, a presence made even more imposing by proximity to the group. Robert couldn’t help but make a whimsical comparison—they reminded him of English Bulldogs, with teeth slightly too large for their mouths. Suppressing his amusement, he refrained from openly studying them, maintaining a veneer of courtesy while internally noting the resemblance.
On the opposite side, completing the escort quartet, stood a stern female Elf and a tough-looking Dwarf. Combat-ready, each carried multiple firearms—Elven rifles and pistols slung across their backs or secured at various points on their bodies—large backpacks rested between their feet.
Syndra spotted the colonists’ arrival. “Welcome aboard...again,” she said with a light laugh. She began to introduce the security team, starting with Gunner Specialist First Class Zurug, the larger Ogre. Zurug’s brawny frame was matched by a quiet confidence as he stepped forward.
As he introduced himself, his deep voice resonated—deeper even than Dakath’s. “Welcome. My team and I are the best available.”
“The best overall, far as I’m concerned,” Syndra chimed in.
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Zurug replied before gesturing to the other Ogre. “This is Orig, my second-in-command, a Gunner Specialist Second Class.” Orig’s greeting was accompanied by a wave. His voice, surprisingly, wasn’t as deep as Dakath’s—despite his larger size.
Introductions continued. “On my left is the toughest Elf I’ve known—Tactics Specialist Elsha.” Her wave and quiet greeting contrasted with her rugged exterior.
Zurug concluded by introducing Thunder Trooper Krasic, a gruff Dwarf with impressive combat skills. “Small but a beast—hell of a fighter.”
Silvana found the arrangement a bit excessive, a sentiment she voiced. “Seems like overkill.”
Zurug responded, acknowledging the perception. “It may seem so, but your safety comes first. This journey could end in days, weeks, or months. You never know what you’ll encounter in these new worlds. There are more and more worlds connecting to one another all the time. The Gods are constantly moving, but we’ll find them.”
“Thank you,” Robert said. “I’m sure we’ll feel comfortable and safe with your presence.”
Zurug nodded before taking his seat. At Syndra’s command, the Corporal sealed the doors and slid into the co-pilot’s chair.
“Here we go!” Syndra exclaimed.
The ship took off seamlessly. Though it was moving at high speed, its smooth flight made it difficult to perceive. Gliding eastward, it skimmed the treetops, and Syndra soon adjusted their course slightly north. In under ten minutes, they reached their destination, descending gently toward the portal. As with previous landings, the ship touched down with a soft bump. Dalrom quickly disembarked, followed by Syndra’s emphatic announcement:
“This is our stop, everyone!”
Exiting promptly, the group was greeted by a serene, beautiful morning. The location was slightly further north—noticeably cooler than the city they had left. The rising sun cast a fiery glow upon the trees surrounding the portal, creating a dreamlike amber-toned ambiance. The portal itself differed from the previous ones they’d seen—cleaner, brighter, and constructed from polished, white-colored stone. Statues of large humanoid figures adorned its sides.
To the right, a burst of sound drew their attention. While Syndra and Dalrom gathered gear from the ship, the colonists claimed their packs. Syndra’s oversized pack was strapped on once distribution was complete. She instructed them to follow her, leading them toward the portal.
Curiosity got the better of Mark, “Where does this portal lead?”
“It leads to the Nephilim realm—Prodanus,” Syndra answered.
The word “Nephilim” sparked something in Silvana. Though familiar, she struggled to recall where she had heard it before. As Syndra activated the portal, the security team readied their weapons, which drew raised eyebrows among the colonists.
As the portal’s orb field expanded, Syndra noticed the group’s expressions. “Oh, one more thing—we might be walking into a fight when we arrive.”
Silvana’s eyes widened. “Wait—what!?”
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THE STORY CONTINUES
A Forgotten History laid the foundation—now the true journey begins.
With alliances forged and the Greys exposed, Robert, Cora, and MIRA set out across the stars in search of the gods themselves.
Their path winds through portals into worlds once thought to be legend—realms of Giants, Sasquatch, and other long-lost species who hold pieces of a greater truth. But while the team seeks divine aid, the Greys prepare for something far more destructive.
What lies ahead will reshape not just Mars or Earth, but the future of the galaxy itself.
Available soon.
👉 Follow Bryan Kramer on Amazon to be notified when it’s released.
(Tap the author’s name at the top of this Kindle book page and click “Follow.”)
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