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David Baks watched her walk. Trisha went from the receptionist's desk to the great window that held a breathtaking view of the award-winning courtyard ten stories below. The entire time, her mouth moved in soundless words he couldn't make out. He marveled at her smile as she looked down. Had she spotted him, or was that a general smile at the beauty below? Then she turned, her face first etched in surprise and then fear. Seconds later, she flew backwards through the window, and he watched as she plummeted to the ground. When the cops had asked him to ID her, he'd only recognized her corpse from the gore-soaked clothes. The shotgun blast mixed with the impact had rendered her unrecognizable. The love of his life unrecognizable.
Now, up in the office, empty both because of the late hour and the police tape, he watched her final moments again. She walked from the receptionist's desk, enjoyed the view out the window, turned, and was blasted out to the courtyard below. Less than a minute later, she reappeared at the desk and walked through everything again. David watched it every time, a perfect DVD playback from Hell. A scene only he could see.
One time through he'd wait at the window and marvel at her smile. The next time he'd agonize over the fact that he'd never see her again. Then he'd watch her mouth those words as she walked, no doubt small talk with the receptionist. Just seeing her talk was enough for David. Then he'd watch the blast. He'd stare hard, hoping Trisha would reveal her killer, just as she projected her final minute. He knew who was responsible, just not the exact individual. If she wouldn't show him, at least he knew where to start.
*****
"Six months is too long," Trisha said, hugging David tight.
He gave her nose a loving pinch. "I know it is, baby, but when I get back, we'll be set for life. This research is going to be our goldmine."
"Ooh, I like that. But why can't I come with you? You know I won't get in the way."
"And you know Dr. Keller already said no. Every time you asked. But we'll never have to be apart again. You can come on all the book and lecture tours. We'll be inseparable. You'll see." He tweaked her nose again, and she giggled.
"Okay. As long as you make that a promise."
David gave her a big hug. "I promise. Once I get back, you won't be able to get rid of me."
She smiled, and he leaned into her for a tender, then passionate kiss.
*****
"I'm so sorry, David. I got so lonely. I didn't plan on hooking up with anybody. I swear to you. But they trapped me. They forced me. It was marriage or death. And I didn't want to die."
*****
"Dr. Baks, did you see that?"
David nodded, not sure exactly what he'd seen. A flashing light streaking under the ice floor. A civilization existed down there--or had thousands of years ago--but there should be nothing but ruins now. Certainly nothing like a streaking light, that was for sure.
"Dr. Baks. Earth to Dr. Baks."
David shook his head and looked up at his assistant. "I'm sorry, Jerry. I guess my head can't get around the light down there. What did you say?"
"Oh, nothing important. Just that my sensors are picking up life."
David had to remind himself to breathe. "Much?" he managed to choke out.
"I'm not sure."
"What do you mean? What does the computer say?"
"It's fluctuating. I've never seen this before," Jerry said. "It's like a thriving metropolis one second and a speck of moss the next. And, no, before you ask, there's nothing wrong with the computer. I've already checked. Twice."
Light flashed under the ice sheet again. Then another. On and on. Then nothing.
*****
"Honey, I'm home. Trisha? You here?"
David could sense something wrong. As he walked through the house, something just seemed off. She knew he'd be coming home today, he'd sent her a number of messages. But had she sent him any in reply?
He stopped. He couldn't remember. He couldn't remember if Trisha, his one and only, had responded to any of his messages, couldn't remember anything before the flight home, couldn't remember . . . well, he couldn't remember any of the last five months in Antarctica. The first month was there, but . . . Come to think of it, he only assumed he sent her messages.
And then it hit him. Everything in the house that Trisha considered hers was gone.
*****
"Do you, David Baks, take this woman, Patricia Vega, to be your lawfully wedded wife?"
"I do."
"And do you, Patricia Vega, take this man, David Baks, to be your lawfully wedded husband?"
"I do."
"Then, by the power vested in me by . . ."
"Did I miss the part where you ask if anyone objects, or did you just skip it?"
The ceremony in the small Las Vegas chapel stopped. Everyone stared at the newcomer. All but David and Trisha had no idea who he was.
"Father," David said, "is there a modem on in the chapel right now?"
"Yes," he said. "We have a cable modem in the office."
"Shit," Trisha said, and then blushed. "Excuse my language, Father."
"You need to unplug that computer right now, Father," David said.
The man strolled towards the altar. "Too late, Baks. He's already jumped. Her husband will be here any second." The man pointed at Trisha, then turned to he employees and the other couples waiting their turn at matrimony. "Yeah, you all heard me. I said her husband, her real husband, is coming. See, Padre, that's why you ask for any objections. She can't marry this guy because she's already married."
"Run," David yelled to Trisha. He lunged at the modem-jumper and knocked him down. Trisha hesitated for a split second, so David grabbed her hand, and they dashed out the door into the hot summer afternoon.
*****
"Is it still picking up life signs?" David asked Jerry.
"Yes, sir, Dr. Baks. And it's still fluctuating like crazy."
"Well, then where's the life?" David said, more to himself than to his colleagues.
"Patience, David," Dr. Keller said. "Did you take time to notice that these aren't ordinary stones we're walking on?"
"I figured we'd have at least found some evidence of the society by now," David said.
Dr. Keller chuckled and picked up one of the rocks. "You need to be a bit more observant, Dr. Baks. We could go home right now and be the most famous archeologists of the past hundred years."
"What do you mean?" Jerry asked while David bent down to examine the stones. Before he could get a good look, though, Dr. Keller gasped and dropped the one he was holding.
"What? What is it?" David asked, grabbing Dr. Keller by the wrist.
"The liver spots. On my hand. They're gone."
*****
The police investigation lasted through the weekend. David watched Trisha as often as he could, whenever the cops didn't see him. But they couldn't see her. More than once she passed right through someone, and they didn't even flinch. One detective knelt by the window and had Trisha fly backwards right through his body. This proved to David that he was the only one that could see her moving through her endless death dance.
It had to mean something.
But what? It was the same every time. She was nothing but a recording. Her facial expressions never varied between takes. He listened for phantom voices, for body language, for any sort of message, but he couldn't pick any up. He couldn't even make out the words she was mouthing, no matter how hard he studied. It was just her final moments, over and over again.
*****
"David, if we get this done, we'll be free. They won't be able to find us."
"But it's everything. Our facial features, fingerprints, teeth, our voices, everything. We'll be different people. And the Modem Jumpers Mafia will still be able to hack the databases and find us. Think about it."
"No, this company has security measures that protect their files from jumpers. It'll work. It has to."
David sighed. "Okay. Go up there. I'll stay down here and make sure no one follows."
Trisha kissed him on the cheek. "It'll be okay. You'll see. I'll be back in fifteen minutes. Half an hour, tops."
David watched her go. No one followed. That was good, right? They had to know where she was going before they could modem jump. Right? He took a deep breath and looked at where he figured the office was, ten floors up. It was a crazy idea, but if she believed, who was he to say no? They were doomed if they didn't do anything, so why not at least try?
After 15 minutes, he started to get antsy. They were probably just putting her through the sales pitch, and he told himself he'd wait at least 45 minutes before worrying. He looked around the courtyard, winner of "The City's Best" award three years in a row, according to a nearby plaque. It really was lovely. The three buildings of the office complex formed a triangle, and the glass exterior of the buildings made for picturesque reflections of the various trees, flowers, and grass. Given the proper mindset, David would have loved to explore every nook and cranny.
But the crash of glass shot his attention skyward. Someone flew backwards out of one of the offices, right about where Trisha should have been. He couldn't make out any details of the person except for the dress. White with red flower prints. It was Trisha's favorite, the one she'd chosen to wear for their errand today.
*****
"We thought you'd be here, Baks."
David didn't need to look up to know who it was. Trisha's husband, leader of the Modem Jumpers Mafia.
"Did you kill her yourself or have one of your cronies do it?"
"Now, now, David, I didn't want to see her dead. If she had chosen to cooperate, none of this would have happened."
"Liar!" David spun to face Max Stark. "I've seen it. Over and over again. She had no idea you or your henchmen were here. Watch." David pointed at Trisha's ghost, which had just started the cycle. "See? She looks so calm as she walks to the window. She looks out, and see that? A smile. But wait, what's this? He must've said something. She turns to face him, and that's fear on her face. Two seconds later, she's blasted back through the window. Now, if she was given a choice, a deal, or whatever, I think it would have taken longer than two seconds, don't you?"
The look of incomprehension on Max's face was enough to prove he couldn't see her. "There were no cameras in this office, David, and you were ten stories below. You have no idea what her last moments were like."
"Answer my question, Max. Did you kill her yourself or pass it on to one of your cronies?"
Max didn't answer. He walked over to the window in perfect synchronization with Trisha. Neither noticed. "Here's the deal, David. I'm going to ask you a few questions, and you're going to answer me." Trisha flew out the window in a storm of phantom glass. Max didn't flinch.
"If you answer the questions to my satisfaction, you can live. We'll keep a close eye on you, of course, but you'll be alive. Or, you can choose not to answer me, and this will be a murder scene for a second time this week. What do you say? Is it a deal, David?"
*****
How could she not leave a note? He scoured every inch of the apartment, but there wasn't one. Damn. Had she tried to contact him? He couldn't remember. He sat down on the couch and closed his eyes, willing the memories to come.
He remembered leaving, remembered Trisha wasn't happy about it, remembered boarding the plane, remembered meeting Dr. Keller and Jerry at the research base in Antarctica, remembered the strange readings of life from the computers, remembered their trip down under the ice to investigate. But that was it. He couldn't remember anything else until he found himself on the plane home. Five months of memories, of his life, gone.
The phone rang. Trisha? He couldn't force himself off the couch. The machine would get it.
After the beep, Trisha's voice came on. There was a frantic tinge to it. David stayed glued to the couch.
"David, I'm so sorry. I swear I wanted to be there when you got home. But something's happened. I can't talk right now. Don't try to find me, I'll get a hold of you. Believe me when I say I love you with all my heart."
And then she hung up. David wasn't sure what to think, what to feel. She said she loved him, but something was wrong. Dangerously wrong. He just stayed on the couch, staring at the red blinking light on the answering machine.
*****
"Sir? Sir? Are you okay?"
David opened his eyes. A stewardess stood above him. He looked around and everything came into focus, almost as if he stepped out of a fog bank. "I'm sorry?" he said.
"I asked if you'd like a beverage, but you don't look so good. You're awfully pale."
"No, no, I'm fine. It's just been a tough six months." Research trips usually were, anyway. He couldn't remember much of it off the top of his head. "I'll just have some ice water, if I could."
She gave him a queer look, then smiled and poured bottled water into a plastic cup, half-full of ice. Seconds later, she was off to the next aisle, and his thoughts drifted to Trisha.
*****
David watched Max disappear through the modem on the receptionist's desk. He'd be back. No matter where David went, he'd find him. Take a day or two collect your thoughts, Max had said. If you know what's good for you, you'll try to remember.
Try to remember. Try to remember. Oh, god, try to remember.
He looked at Trisha. She was just starting her short jaunt to the window. He focused on her lips to see what she was saying. For some reason, her words were clear now, specific for him. "Try to remember." She said it twice before she reached the window. All this time watching her and he thought it had just been idle chit-chat with the receptionist. But no, she was talking to him. At him. "Try to remember." He just hadn't been allowed to see it until now.
The blast through the window, the short wait, then back at the desk. Her eyes focused on him as she walked. She'd never looked at him before, had she? His mind went over every single cycle. No, this was different. First the words, now the stare. "Try to remember. Try to remember."
She stopped at the window, and he walked up behind her. "I can't remember, Trisha. I've tried, but it's like it doesn't exist." She turned, no surprise on her face. No fear. She didn't fly backwards through phantom glass, down to her death again. This time she looked up into his eyes, and his breath caught in his throat.
"Remember Atlantis," she said aloud.
*****
David's eyes flew open. Someone had just opened the front door. He crawled out of bed, careful not to make a sound. He retrieved the baseball bat he kept under his bed just for situations like this. Once it was in his hands, he wondered if he should go out into the hall or just wait here. He hesitated too long, though, and heard footsteps outside his door. He tightened his grip on the bat and prepared to leap when Trisha's voice sounded out.
"David? Are you home?"
He opened the door and saw her. His Trisha. More beautiful than he remembered.
"Get packed, David. They'll follow me. And unplug your modem. I don't want to take any chances."
*****
Remember Atlantis. Remember Atlantis. Remember Atlantis. Remember Atlantis.
*****
"Is it in the stones, or is it centered right here?" Jerry asked.
"I feel better than I have in years," Dr. Keller said. "If it is the stones, we'll be able to bottle immortality. Do you realize how important that'll make us? How rich and famous?"
"Don't you think you're jumping ahead of yourself, Doc?" David said. "We need to study this, the area, the rocks, everything. You've always taught me not to be so impulsive."
"Balderdash," Dr. Keller said. "This is it. Everything humanity has ever looked for. This is the Fountain of Youth."
David bent down, picked up a stone, and rolled it around his hand. "So why is it in ruins? Why don't we see a society here? Why has it been gone for so long that everyone just views it as a myth?"
Dr. Keller turned his back to David. He could hear Dr. Keller mutter under his breath, and he caught a few words having to do with freezing temperatures and isolation. David could also hear the anguish and disappointment in Dr. Keller's voice.
"Hey, hey, hey, Jack," David said. "I'm not saying you're wrong. I'm just saying we need to study a bit more before we say anything definite."
"Dr. Keller! Dr. Baks! Check this out!" David hadn't even realized Jerry had wandered off, but he was about 50 yards away, looking down at something. David and Dr. Keller hurried over to see what Jerry had found.
*****
Trisha sobbed into his shoulder. David stood there, holding her, letting her cry. He wasn't going to like it, but he needed to hear her story, needed to hear her tell it on her own terms. So he waited and let her tears soak through the fabric of his shirt.
After a few minutes, she wound her sobs down to sniffles and stepped away. He handed her a tissue and earned a smile for it. He gave her chin a playful nudge. After wiping her eyes, she took a deep breath, fought back some more tears, and began talking.
"I missed you. Desperately. You had your work, but all I had was my want for you. I hate being alone, you know that. After about a month, my friends got tired of me clinging to them, so they told me to get a hobby, something to take my mind off of you. I knew they were right, so I chose to surf the Internet. Can't get bored there, right? Too much to do."
David smiled but didn't interrupt.
"Anyway, don't ask me how it happened, but I ended up at a singles chat room. There were a ton of other interesting chat rooms and message boards out there, but I ended up at that one. I wasn't going after anyone or anything like that, David, I swear. I guess I just wanted to talk to some guys. I don't know. Anyway, I chatted for a while, nothing serious, just some minor flirting, and before I knew it, a guy was standing next to me in my room. I was so shocked, I couldn't even scream. He said his name was Max Stark and he was the leader of the Modem Jumpers Mafia. I've heard of modem jumping, but I thought it was just science fiction. Anyway, he took my flirting as an actual come-on, but when I told him it was just harmless talk, he pulled out a gun. Then more of them appeared."
She broke down into tears again. "I'm so sorry, David. I got so lonely. I didn't plan on hooking up with anybody. I swear to you. But they trapped me. They forced me. It was marriage or death. And I didn't want to die."
*****
Remember Atlantis. Remember Atlantis. Remember Atlantis. Remember Atlantis.
*****
"Dr. Keller! No!" David sprinted through the field of rubble with no thoughts for his personal safety. Hell, if he fell, it'd patch up any cuts, bruises, or sprains in a snap. His entire attention was focused on Jack Keller.
"It's the only way to test our theories, David." Dr. Keller stood on top of the smooth granite carving of the sun, a gun in his hand, pointing at Jerry's head. Ever since they'd discovered the healing powers of this enormous artifact, Dr. Keller hadn't been himself. Maybe prolonged exposure had scrambled his brain. Jerry didn't seem different, though, and David felt the same.
"All this power, David. It'll bring us back from the dead. All three of us at once. Think of the benefits for mankind. We just need to test it once on ourselves."
Before David could protest again, Dr. Keller pulled the trigger, and the back of Jerry's head exploded out, spewing brains and blood all over the granite sun.
"No!" David charged Dr. Keller, intend on disarming him. This ancient Atlantian symbol had taken all ravishes of age out of the old doctor, though, and as David reached the sun symbol, it was too late. He stared down the barrel of the gun, heard the blast, and felt the searing pain end him.
*****
David had a tight grip on Trisha's hand. They must've looked quite the sight, him in his rented tuxedo, and her in her bridal gown, but no one gave them a second glance as they sprinted down Las Vegas Blvd. Just another excited Vegas newlywed couple.
David risked a quick glance over his shoulder but couldn't see any of the Modem Jumpers. They were back there, though, he knew that. It was only a matter of time before they caught up with him and Trisha.
When he turned his full attention forward, he saw a middle-aged man waving them to a door. He sure wasn't a Modem Jumper, plus there was an aura around the guy that David took to mean he could be trusted. He couldn't explain it, not even to himself. David tore the door open and practically flung Trisha inside. She gave him a confused look but went without questioning. He slammed the door shut and found they were in a casino filled with what looked to be a wedding party. Seconds later, two Modem Jumpers ran past. A third stopped and opened the door, and David's heart went up into his throat. He turned Trisha around and led her deeper into the casino. After a few seconds, the jumper slammed the door shut and continued up the strip.
"God, that was close," Trisha said. "How'd you know to come in here? It's a perfect cover." Partygoers smiled and congratulated them as they passed.
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