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I was very close to both of my parents who were my best friends, and I have lost count of the number of happy times we shared, and all of the creativity and laughter. Like my beloved father Joe, my mother Margaret was so special, and my total inspiration. I would therefore like to dedicate this book to their memory.
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Pandora’s Box - Contains all the evils of the world….
Introduction

A small ring of smoke drifted gently in the warm late summer air, floating away as if it had not a care in the world. Lazily, a man with a bushy beard and collar length hair laid back on a beanbag, propped up against the side of a recreational vehicle.

He looked out aimlessly towards a small lake, where a woman with long flowing blonde hair was bathing, as his mind drifted just like the ring of smoke.

Everything that had happened to him seemed unreal, and yet it had been quite a remarkable turn of events. That was all in the past now, and taking another puff on a Havana cigar, he could not help but wonder if he had imagined the whole thing.

Ripped jeans, and a tie-dyed T-shirt replaced the smartly pressed military uniform, which seemed a lifetime away. If that was not remarkable enough, nothing replaced the designer outfit that the woman he adored used to wear.

He smiled to himself at the thought of such a pillar of society skinny-dipping!
Turn on, tune in, and drop out indeed!

She had amazed him by jumping into his arms when he had suggested that they should abandon everything and take to the open road. For over thirty years she had supported him, loyally and faithfully, making sacrifices and never once complaining. She was one in a million, and now they were both free of all responsibility.

Yoga had replaced bridge, cheap summer dresses designer labels, and all the trappings of wealth had been abandoned. Now they were just a pair of travellers, and despite their appearance, they did have a considerable sum of money sitting gathering dust in the bank.

He smiled to himself again, as their change in lifestyle had resulted in his wife looking more than ten years younger, and the yoga had firmed her figure, and for her age, she looked amazing. However, he on the other hand, had put on a little weight, but she said that it suited him.

In fact, everything suited him!

Lethargy seemed to have taken him over, as a lack of energy and enthusiasm had spread through his veins. It was as though he was now someone else, changed almost beyond recognition.

Through the smoke, he noticed something kicking up dust in the distance, and hoped that whatever it was would simply go away. He sighed as a black four-wheel drive vehicle sped along the dirt track towards where he was sitting, and sighed again as it looked as though someone was about to shatter this veritable paradise…
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The sunlight glinted off the highly polished black paintwork, as the four-wheel drive vehicle drew near. Another vehicle could be seen in the distance, although fortunately it appeared to have stopped. The ring of smoke began to fragment just like the tranquillity as it slowly stopped, sending up a plume of dust into the still afternoon air.

Then, a man in a sharp suit exited the passenger seat, moving to the rear and opening the door. Another similar dressed man appeared from the other side as they scanned the area before a large man in an expensive suit slipped out of the rear seat.

The man on the beanbag took another puff from his cigar, as the man wearing the expensive suit walked towards him.

“General Swartz!”

He held out his hand.

“Retired!”

He smiled.

“Reinstated!”

General Swartz frowned.

“We have a situation!”

They certainly did, as the woman who was in the lake had seen the four-wheel drive vehicle, and fearing the worst, had begun to make her way towards the shoreline…

Another woman over 30 million miles away also feared the worst, as the situation she faced did not seem as though it would ever be resolved.

There was no lake or four-wheel drive vehicle to be seen, only her body which still contained the consciousness of Edward Rogers, the man she loved. In an ironic twist of fate, her consciousness had been transferred into the body of a female Replicant by the Aesir, a not so alien race.

It was an incredible story, and one she would never have believed, if she had not lived through it herself.

Life was so much simpler when she had been Agent Harris, a single career woman, with no love interest.

She sighed, caught between the desire for things to revert to the way they were, and the deep feelings she had developed towards Edward Rogers.

It was all so frustrating…

Things had been so much simpler for her former boss too, as General Swartz had now retired, or so he thought!

Being in overall charge at Edwards Air Force Base had been challenging, particularly when faced with an alien armada. The pressure of command had proved too much, and he was glad to be out of the proverbial pressure cooker.

The relief he had felt had given him a new lease of life, and for the first time he could remember, he could actually relax. The General was use to giving out orders, and receiving them, but it was the responsibility that had proved to be the final straw.

He was old school, and the former Marine could command men, but when it came to his wife, she knew his sensibilities.

His stress levels began to rise, just like the woman from the lake!

“Miriam please stay in the water.”

A look of dismay filled the General’s face.

“You can’t meet the President without any clothes on!”

For the first time in months, he became agitated as she glared at the man wearing the expensive suit.

“If you go back to work, then I will never wear clothes again!”

General Swartz’s face went an ashen shade of grey.

This was not the first time that he had encountered a determined naked woman, as his mind went back to when the young alien woman had emerged from stasis. She had been there for thousands of years, and just casually slipped off hospital bed and walked unashamedly towards the main viewing screen. That had been in the midst of the alien armada, when the temple shaped craft had emerged from Venus threatening all life on Earth!

On that occasion, a technician had come to the rescue with a lab coat, and in desperation, he grabbed a nearby towel.

“Miriam please!”

She had that look on her face, which told him nothing was going to dissuade her!

“It’s the President for God’s sake!”

His head started to pound, as he felt one of his migraines coming on!

“This is the first time we have been able to spend quality time together, and I’m damned if I will give you up again!”

Miriam’s shoulders were already above the waterline as she continued to walk forwards.

“I mean it Joe!”

For a big man he was amazingly quick on his feet, as he rushed towards the water’s edge, spreading out the towel between his long arms.

“Well, what is it going to be?”

The President and his security detail also looked stunned at the unfolding drama.

“But it’s the President!”

She knew very well who it was, which meant that she had him over the proverbial barrel!
“At least hear what the man has to say!”

He was getting desperate, mortified at the prospect of anyone seeing his wife like that, particularly the man in charge of the entire country.

There was an uneasy standoff, as the General gave Miriam a pleading look.

She could see the horror in his eyes, and knew just how far she could push him. He was her husband and she loved him so much, that the last thing she wished for was for him to have a heart attack!

“Very well.”

Fortunately, she finally relented, and General Swartz breathed out a huge sigh of relief as she walked out of the water and into the awaiting towel.

“But if I don’t like what I hear, then it’s coming off!”

He grimaced at her passing shot!

Miriam had always been strong willed, and although very understanding, supportive and loyal, it had come at a price, and this time she had raised the stakes to literally all or nothing!
They stood facing one another, and Miriam’s poker face, was resolute, as he held out his hand to guide her up the sandy beach. She glowered at him, and eventually stomped past it with her head held high, and her hands gripping the towel as if they were about to rip it off.

The President could do nothing but watch and wait, realising that he had to use all his diplomatic skills if he stood any chance of winning her over.

“Mrs. Swartz.”

He bowed his head as she approached.

“Mr. President!”

Miriam fixed her steely gaze, whilst clutching the towel to her dripping body.

“I am so sorry to disturb you.”

She looked at her husband, pouting.

“I can see that my presence is unwelcome.”

That was an understatement!

“Under normal circumstances, I would never have dreamed of disturbing you.”

Miriam’s poker face remained in place.

“I would like too…”

He paused, as he knew he would have to tread very carefully, and felt as though this was far more difficult than it had been negotiating with the Russians, or the Chinese for that matter.

“Offer you something.”

The President could feel his charm offensive faltering, even before it had got underway. In his experience, if you could not sweet talk your way out of a crisis, then you had to resort to bribery.

Miriam fixed her steely gaze upon him.

“I would like to make you an offer.”

General Swartz’s could see the reaction on her face, and his face flushed as her grip on the towel loosened.

“A million dollars.”

They already had a substantial amount invested, and what she wanted money could not buy.

She gripped the top of the towel ready to fling it aside, as the General felt his heart pounding, and his stress levels rise even further.

“Each, and a trip off world…”
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The still expanse of water barely rippled as a hushed silence fell over the lakeside. Even the birds in the trees fell silent, sensing the tension that lay in the air.

It was a bribe, a very big bribe, and one which was not very well received.

Miriam Swartz looked furious, and was about to throw the towel in the President’s face, when he spoke again.

“The whole fate of mankind hangs in the balance!”

General Swartz grimaced, as the towel hung in a similar fashion!

“Your country needs you!”

He was trying everything to persuade her.

“Well, I need my husband!”

The security men edged nearer, for even if it were just a towel, any attack on the President would result in instant arrest. The General had a vision of his wife being restrained, her hands bound behind her back and being led away naked towards the four-wheel drive!

“Miriam!”

He had never raised his voice to his wife in all the years that they had been together, and that seemed to shock her.

Whether that was a good or bad thing, the next few moments would tell.

“I’m sorry Sir, but I have already given the country the best years of my life.”

That statement seemed to ease her a little.

“Maybe when you hear what I have to say you might change your mind?”

The President was used to getting his own way, and so as it appeared was Miriam Swartz…

Jennifer Harris was also a woman who you might categorise as being headstrong, although for once in her life, it was her heart that was firmly in charge. She wanted this whole mess sorted out, to be back inside her own body, and for Edward Rogers to be a man!

The whole scenario felt most uncomfortable, and just as unreal as where she was now.

Unlike the General and his wife, it was unbelievable to think that she was already off world!
An orange triangular symbol filled the screen in front of her, and within it lay a picture of a red planet. Within that lay the letters MDF, and the whole thing was bisected by a black sword.

It had taken her some time too get used to being here, and the fact that the letters stood for the Mars Defence Force.

She had finally received word that the Base Commander wished to speak to her, and she was hoping that finally there would be some good news…

From the way the President sighed, the General got the distinct impression that he was the bearer of bad news!

His usual air of confidence had already begun to slip, as he made his case.

“You are a decent, honourable man, and one who has never sought power or influence.”

That was true, as the General did what he did through a sense of duty.

“Unlike me, I might add!”

Miriam looked shocked.

“You don’t get to become President by playing fair!”

The man was being honest for once!

“I am what you would call a bruiser, always up for a fight and open to wheeling and dealing to get my own way. I crave power and have sold out my principles on many occasions to hold onto the presidency.”

General Swartz rolled his eyes.

“I have been brutish and unfair to you in the way I have spoken to you, and treated you like a doormat!”

Was this really the President speaking?

“I am now facing the gravest crisis that any president has ever faced, and there is no one else that I can trust.”

His eyes shifted slightly towards one of his bodyguards.

“I know that you have retired and embraced an alternative lifestyle, turning your backs on all the trappings of wealth and power, when you could both be living in luxury, instead of that van.”

He pointed to the recreational vehicle.

“You have a wealth of experience at the highest levels, and have always led from the front by example, and I cannot think of anyone who was more respected by the people under them.”

The General was feeling embarrassed, probably just as much as if his wife had indeed removed her towel!

“Something very disturbing has been occurring, and people have started to act out of character.”

Well, if his actions were anything to go by, then it would not be such a bad thing!

“We face a global crisis of epic proportions, even worse than the alien armada!”

The President looked a bit desperate, which got him thinking.

“I feel flattered by all that you have said, but I am now retired, and surely there must be someone else?”

The President shook his head.

“Not that I can trust…”

Trust was also in short supply, as Jennifer Harris was losing faith in the whole system.

Why was it taking so long?

She had been trying for months to get this whole mess sorted out, and now that she had been informed that the Base Commander wished to speak to her, she had been placed on hold for what seemed like an eternity.

It might have been a different planet but it was still the same old story!

Mars actually had a similar climate to Earth, apart from its gravity and distance from the Sun. It resembled a desert with blue sky and wispy bits of white cloud. The oceans had long since dried up, although there was still water, which had been mostly locked up as ice at the poles. There were still however, some trees and bushes, moss and lichen, and an assortment of other life clinging to this purportedly barren world.

It had all been quite a shock when they had landed after the battle in space, and subsequent time spent within the Moon’s crust. That too, was not as lifeless as she had been led to believe, but that was another story…

The main colony on Mars was called Aries Prime and was located inside a crater that served as the headquarters for the Mars Colony Corporation.

The novelty of being here had now begun to wear off, and the same could be said for the Swartz’s…

Silence fell over the lakeside, as both the General and his wife exchanged glances, as the President continued.

“We have noticed that crowds have been slowly gathering outside civic buildings, and they are not the usual ones we have grown accustomed too.”

He then raised his eyebrows.

”It’s as though they’re waiting for something, maybe some sort of a signal.”

That did not sound good!

“We have also noticed strange slogans appearing on walls, and in a type of language that we have never seen before.”

General Swartz thought about the Linguist Professor Lindstrom, who was part of the Science Team at Edwards Air Force Base. He had been one of the few people to have understood the alien language, and his insights into the ancient world had proved astounding, if not controversial to say the least!

”Our best advisors are warning that it will only take a small spark of some kind, or some order given from an unknown source to quickly turn the gathering crowds to violence. We could even face major riots, and we need someone who can keep a level head.”

The General was a Marine, not a Police Man!

“FEMA camps have been prepared, and the Nation Guard placed on standby, although we are not confident that they will remain loyal.”

Was the President just being paranoid, or was there really something sinister going on?

“We don’t know what is getting into people’s heads, and we have had reports that we are not on our own, as it appears to be a global phenomenon, and I am a deeply worried man!”

Both of the Swartz’s looked towards their recreational vehicle with the same thought in mind. Get in, and drive as far away from civilisation as possible!

For a strong man, who had always portrayed himself as an archetypal Alpha Male, he now looked anything but.

”They think that being President is some sort of a glamour show, but in reality it is merely a pressure box!”
The man looked as though he was going to crumble.

”There is another word…”

His face began to lose its colour.

”Soldiers have to have a cause, and in some cases give their lives for what they believe in, and being in the military is not just a way of passing time. I am supposed to be a leader of the Free World, like a father standing here, who looks like a King, but it's another word, another word!”

General Swartz retired/reinstated could see and hear a man that had changed so much from the one who he had known before. Gone was all the bluster, and he remembered the telephone calls, almost shouting down the line demanding this and that. This was a much calmer version, that was far less assured of himself.

Something was definitely in the proverbial air, and looking back at his wife, he began to realise that she too had changed. Never in their married life had she ever acted this way. The thought of Miriam skinny-dipping was about as far as the conservative woman (with a small c) could have ever been. Now standing there in front of the President wearing just a towel, which she had threatened to remove, was confirmation that something was clearly amiss!

The General also felt different, and his feelings of duty and service had been replaced by those of wanting to chill out, tune in, turn on, and drop out!

Had something gotten into him too?

The President looked a bit shaky, as if he needed to sit down.

“It’s another word, another word!”

What was he going on about?

“Pandora’s Box…”
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A small glowing red ember on the end of the Havana cigar slowly began to fade, as the trail of smoke subsided. For once in his life, General Swartz had lost his desire to take in its soothing qualities.

What was wrong with the President?

He was just a Marine, and not a very well read man, although from what he understood, according to Greek Mythology, Pandora's Box was the creation of Hesiod in his Works and Days.
Quite how he knew that was just as big a mystery as the President’s actions.

The box was actually a large jar given to Pandora that contained all the evils of the world. Pandora opened the jar and all the evils flew out, leaving only hope inside once she had closed it again.

Whether it was a jar or a box, one thing was for certain, and that was that the phrase to open Pandora's Box meant trouble!

The action may have seemed small or innocent, but according to folk law, it would have far-reaching negative consequences...

That was something all too familiar to Jennifer Harris, who had to live with the fact that she now had a new body and her old one contained the consciousness of the man she loved.

Patience was running thin, just like the atmosphere outside!

The Mars Defence Force, recruited personnel from different military services for off world activity. They were there to study the extraordinary anomalies which could be found all over the Martian surface, and these ranged from stone monuments to what seemed to be entire towns full of block like buildings and symmetrical installations, buried under layers of sediment.

Jennifer Harris knew the feeling, as it felt like peeling an onion, with endless layers of bureaucracy to get through before something could be done about her predicament…

General Swartz also felt the weight of layers of sediment on his broad shoulders, as he looked at the President, whose eyes shifted periodically to his nearest security man. The dark suited figure was keeping a watchful eye on him, and it made the General feel uncomfortable.

That was not the only thing, as something appeared to be wrong with the sky. It suddenly changed from blue to violet and then orange and yellow, and then back to blue again in an instant.

At first, he thought that he was having a migraine attack, but somehow this felt wrong. He could sense some sort of external pressure, which seemed to be racing across the ground, and he was suddenly overcome by a wave of nausea. It was not just a physical reaction, but an emotional one too. Somehow, whatever it was had affected him, as a feeling of great foreboding entered his very soul.

General Swartz felt a slight tingling, quickly followed by an odd sensation of mounting pain. His abdomen began to spasm, and the pain was so great that he clenched his fists in agony.

Was he having a coronary?

It felt like his heart was about to burst out of his chest, and the sensation was overwhelming.

Then, just as suddenly as it had appeared, the sensation left!

General Swartz took a deep breath, and as he did so, he could see the security man. He did not like the way he looked down upon him, and so decided to stand up, and stretch his legs. The man flinched slightly as he got to his feet, and the General could see him slowly inching his hand towards the concealed gun in the holster under his left armpit.

The President and his wife Miriam seemed to be in a bit of a daze, as if they had just experienced something too.

Somehow, it felt as though time had begun to slow down, and the General’s instinct took over. Years of training and front line service kicked in, and he never took his eyes off the man for an instant.

Something was definitely amiss, and it was not just the way he was feeling, or how the President had been acting. He may have been retired, and carrying a few extra pounds, but once a Marine, always a Marine.

His instincts had been aroused, and a small alarm bell started ringing in his mind.

It was as though the years simply peeled away, and as the security man reached for his gun, the General leaped into action.

Everything was just a blur, as the gun came sliding out, pointing at the President’s head.

Then, before he had the chance to pull the trigger, General Swartz gave his arm a quick chop with his left hand which knocked it away.

He then followed that up with straight right to the chin, which sent the security man crashing to the ground…

Jennifer Harris was also stunned, and shot bolt upright as the picture on the screen suddenly changed from the Mars Defence Force symbol to that of a serious looking man wearing a grey uniform.

“Agent Harris!”

He looked stern, if not a little worried.

“Yes, Sir!”

He took a deep breath

“I do have some news for you…”

She then held her own, hoping that there had been a breakthrough.

“We have been in contact with the Aesir.”

The Aesir were partially her very distant ancestors, as well as Edwards. An incredibly long time ago, they had established a civilisation on Mars, which flourished until the space pirates invaded. Defeated and then ruled over by the ones also known as the Anunnaki, they travelled to Earth, where the native apes were genetically enhanced to produce the proto-humans. The combination of Anunnaki and Aesir genes mixed with the proto-humans eventually produced modern man.

Edward Rogers was the last Martian, and the Aesir held the key to not only transferring her consciousness back to her own body, but more importantly, transferring Edward’s consciousness back to a male one.

“And I have to tell you that…”

Then frustratingly, the transmission ended abruptly, as the screen suddenly switched back to display the Mars Defence Force symbol…

The scene on the ground also ended abruptly, as one minute the security man had been standing guard over the President, and the next he had tried to kill him!

General Swartz’s eyes followed the other security men, as they dashed towards the President, whilst the one he had struck lay sprawled out unconscious. In his youth, he had done some boxing, and received the nickname Iron Fist from the other Marines. Looking down at the man it was clear that age had not diminished his powerful straight right!

“You’ve done it now Joe!”

Miriam could not believe her husband could move so quickly, and was relieved that he was such a gentle soul at home.

“Stand down General!”

The President, whose face had gone white, held up his hand, as the other security men gathered around him.

“I had a feeling that there was something odd about him!”

There certainly was, as the man had just attempted an assassination…



