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    To my mother: 

who taught me how to eat with a spoon.

and everything else that followed that was important to know. I learned a few things in school, most of it I don't remember. 

She always had a smile for me.

and soup and a sandwich after school.

she let me keep the kitten I found.

      

    



  	
        
            
            wherever you find yourself, there you are!
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Oops!

By E.H. Lester
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The hum of the containment field was barely audible beneath the chatter of excited engineers. In the subterranean lab beneath MIT’s Infinite Corridor, the air was electric–not with ionized particles but with possibility. Years of theoretical physics, quantum modeling, and bureaucratic wrangling had led to this moment: the first human trial of Project Threshold.

O’Neill Albert Smyth – “Al” to everyone who mattered – stood inside Pod1, his lean frame wrapped in a graphite-threaded jumpsuit. He gave a thumbs-up through the glass, grinning like a man who had just won a bet with the universe.

“Telemetry Green,” said Dr. Radhika Sen, eyes flicking across the console, “Quantum lattice stable, initiating phase shift in three, two...”

The lab lights dimmed. A pulse of blue light surged through the chamber.  Pod 1 went silent, didn’t shut down just went dead silent as if someone unplugged it, still lit.

Pod 2, twenty meters away, remained empty, also silent, and had gone dark.

“Where the hell is Al?” whispered someone.

The silence that followed was not scientific. It was primal. Al supervisor slipped a nitroglycerin pill under his tongue and sat down.

O’Neill Albert Smyth (Al) was a Quantum systems engineer and theoretical Physicist. He had gotten his PhD at Caltech and did postdoctoral work at CERN. He was insatiably curious, dry witted and a bit reserved emotionally but deeply loyal to Project Threshold. He was slim (wiry) 35-year-old with a touch of premature grey at his temples. He always wore that vintage Casio watch, a gift from his late father. A single parent in rural Vermont, his machinist father who was a keen observer of Astronomy through his battered telescope. Al became fascinated with the stars, time, and space through that battered telescope left him by his father when he passed. Al was 17 and inherited a sense of unfinished conversations, a telescope, that vintage Casio watch, and a hunger to understand the universe–not just its mechanics, but also its meaning.

Al wasn’t chasing fame, he was chasing the edge of possibility. He believed that time wasn’t linear, and that consciousness might be the key to unlocking its folds.

Al was the lead engineer on the quantum lattice stabilization team. Al designed the synchronization algorithm that made human teleportation theoretically viable.

Outwardly confident, Al harbored quiet fears about the ethical implications of the experiment. He suspected that the lattice might not move just matter–it might fracture causality. The last thing he said before he entered, “If I don’t come out the other side, tell the universe I said hello.”

After the disappearance, MIT’s reaction was first, Panic, then Silence. The Project was buried and Al was listed as “missing under classified circumstances.”

Al awoke on a wide beach and as his eyes focused he saw a silhouette of people approaching, they were short stocky people, as they drew closer Al could see they were Neanderthals. They surrounded him with their spears ready, Al could see the charred tips and made no threatening move, one of the men approached and threw an animal skin over Al, he was shivering, the skin was instant warmth. They led him back to the cave and handed him a strip of meat, he ate declining hospitality might mean you get killed. By this time the men who looked like the Rams defensive line had decided that Al was not a threat. Al heard a moan from inside the cave and went to investigate, he found a boy with an injury that had gone bad, and a high fever, he cleaned the wound and dressed it. He and Toma, an African adoptee, went looking for European Beech which he found dozens further inland. They gathered bark, returned, and made tea. They gave the boy some bark to chew and tea to drink, within 15 minutes his fever broke and his pain lessened. Ka’ren was very happy, a hunter saved, lose enough hunters and the clan hungered.  Ka’ren brought Al a young female and smiled, Al smiled, Al thought “I hope they don’t expect what I think they expect.” They spread an animal skin on the ground not too far from the fire and let him know that was where he and his woman would sleep. Sign language was Al’s only means to communicate. Other women brought more wood for the fire and everyone laid down as the sun set except two huge men at the cave entrance, spears at the ready, and a woman to keep the fire going. Al went to sleep and his woman cuddled close. Al thought she might be the daughter of Ka’ren who led this family group and he had better accept the companion, comply or face disassociation. He still felt uneasy about sleeping beside her. She was not unattractive like modern archaeologist had envisioned them, but no 10 either, just plain, clearly human. The next day she followed him everywhere, talking to the other woman and they were smiling at him. Al was becoming a cave man? When in Rome, do as the Romans do. This life was simpler than chasing electrons down a 10 mile tube to impact an atom. 

Meanwhile 165,000 years in the future, Dr. Radhika Sen, lead Physicist on Project Threshold, was raising more hell than MIT could cover up. The lead engineer had taken his bad heart and retired, the Board of Regents had lost their buffer Dr. Sen was hard to handle. She insisted that it not be business as usual, Al was missing and she was going to find him. They threatened her career, that was a huge mistake, she reminded them that she had two Nobels and they had none. Marcus (Mark) Delaney, Systems Analyst on the project refused to leave, he and Al spent many evenings at the jazz club near campus. They were fast friends, Mark had grounded Al when he flew too high into the theoretical realm. He was tearing through the software trying to find the crack Al had slipped through. MIT had realized that the missing Dr. Smyth story would age out just like the Philadelphia Experiment story did so no real investigation need be made, only the appearance of one to placate Dr. Radhika Sen. But she was no dummy, it would be hard.

Dr. Evelyn Cho, Ethics Officer, had been Al’s romantic partner and wanted him back. They broke up because Al was obsessed with the Project. Their last communication was a fight. She deeply regretted that night. Al was a lot more ‘interesting’ when they weren’t fighting. MIT knew Cho was pregnant and unmarried, easy to discredit if it came to that. The Board apparently forgot what years they were in, pregnant and unmarried would not get you a ride on the dunking stool.

Ka’ren, the matriarch of the group, had heard from Al’s woman and smiled at Al and patted his back. The men knew that Al represented genetic diversity and were happy he brought new ‘blood’ into the group, they approved and took him hunting. They had previously had to make long treks to meet with other groups to trade women, they knew inbreeding produced inferior offsprings, not exactly the workings of a mindless brute, but the treks offered the opportunity to trade other items like lithic technology that they might find useful, every so often they or another group came up with a new spear point or stone knife they might copy. Al noticed that their spears sometimes just bounced off their game so, he manufactured and introduced them to an atlatl and flint tips attached to their spears and taught them how to use it, bigger game was now possible, spears would now penetrate deep into deer and mammoth ensuring a quicker kill. Less game escaped which meant more food for the group. The women hunted too which was a surprise to Al and gathered plants while they hunted there was always a supply of plants to eat and the women knew which were edible and which were not. Al found that these people were intelligent and were pretty savvy about how to live in the time they occupied, their use of native flints to fashion knives, scrapers, and spear points was indeed a technology. Some of their waste material in making tools Al thought might be useful for points in projectile impact points (arrow heads), but Neanderthals did not use projectile weapons yet, Al would introduce them later as defensive weapons used against Hyenas. The Homo Sapiens that were coming out of Africa in increasing numbers were not all that different than the Neanderthals, less hair, darker skin, not as muscular and affected more by the cold, many went back south but some stayed and assimilated. The group that Al was adopted by would accept stragglers from the African migrations if they could hunt or were attractive to the women, mostly that involved children. Toma was one example of such an adoption. He seemed to be very little different from the others in the group even though the narrative of Al’s former time had imagined the African emigrees to be very different. Al perceived that Toma thought differently, you might say analytically. He painted on the cave walls more than the others. Some of his drawings piqued Al interest and Al gestured toward them and looked at Toma. Toma brought him to the mouth of the cave and pointed toward the east. Toma was the group lookout from the high place and Al believed he had seen something that he reproduced on the wall. Al thought the drawings looked like men wearing helmets gathered around discs (saucers). “Not very caveman like”, Al thought. Toma couldn’t have come up with that on his own or could he. Abstract thought was not the strong suit of Neanderthals or Homo Sapiens, maybe that would come along later. On the trek that Al had organized several hunters came along with spears and atlatls and felled a Musk Ox, they set about skinning it and took the meat and skin to the camp leaving Al with only 6 men and Toma. When they arrived at the site it was obvious that something had crashed there but not much evidence was left. Al gathered what he thought might be useful but left everything else that wasn’t. Al had begun to think like a Neanderthal, survival was the first order of every day. Not much else mattered. The clan took extra good care of him and his woman knowing that his inventiveness had amplified their hunting success, they ate well because of Al, they got well because of Al. They gave him the horns of the Musk Ox and Al made a rudimentary trumpet of them and blew a few notes. The clan was mystified. Al’s woman was pregnant and began to show and they brought him another one but he kept the original as well. The original was supposed to go away but Al wouldn’t let her. The original was a little jealous but otherwise took it in stride, Al realized the clan was gathering the extra genetic diversity from he and Toma, Toma had 4 women. All the men had only one woman but he and Toma had more. Dr. Ren had made a joke in Als previous present time that the reason the Neanderthal had died out was that they had no women. Up until modern times every skeleton they found was thought to be a Neanderthal man. The lady Paleo-Archaeologists demanded pelvic skeletal fossils be examined not just skulls and viola! Many women were found, muscular, smaller, but rugged as if they had been involved in more than just gathering plants, fruits, and herbs, they hunted, too, Al could witness but most likely wouldn’t have the opportunity. His and Toma’s women brought in Rabbit, Beaver, and Roe Deer and an occasional Auk (Alcid). The Auk were excellent swimmers but on land in their nesting areas they were easy prey, they looked like a Penguin and moved like one on land as well. They provided the clan with oil for their lamps, another Al derivative. All the offals of the game were left well distant for the bearded vultures that filled the sky of the Iberian peninsula searching for carrion. If you field dressed your kill in your cave, the bears would be attracted to your cave, and the smell was unpleasant, a bear encounter no one wanted, they were hard to kill. Modern bear hunters baited the bear with a gut pile where allowed, usually cattle or geese. The Neanderthal knew that a pile of guts attracted bears, and the smell was horrible, you would have no friends.

Al’s first woman gave birth just as his second woman was beginning to show. The women of the clan thought he was a magic man, his woman had no trouble getting a baby because he was kind to them and they were not usually anxious. The other men not so much, thy were harsh and often unkind and their women were frequently stressed and unable to conceive. Still there were children, after a few years many of them Al’s and Toma’s. None had red hair, another myth exploded. No one in the clan had red hair and everyone was healthy overall, remarkably resistant to influenza and upper respiratory illnesses. Neanderthal males were less fertile than Toma and Al. Even after Al had taught them to be kind to their women they were still not as fertile as Al and Toma but better overall than before.

Al had decided that he was not going to be rescued, for several reasons: 

1) no one knew where he had gotten to and 

2) no one knew if he was alive to be rescued and 

3) since it was a fluke the entering argument might be impossible to reconstruct and 

4) no one had connected space and time together that he knew of. 

He was alright, plenty to eat, plenty of mates, needed badly by these ancient people, and lived a very relaxed life. Fresh water supply was always a major problem, his clan caught rainwater but there was a dry season when little of it fell. Al and Toma applied to Ka’ren that they must find a place where fresh water was available in abundance and caves to shelter their clan from the cooling weather. They marched a small contingent the  

northward and found a perfect spot near the confluence of several rivers and a cave large enough for all the clan and much expansion in the foothills of some mountains, really only foothills. just yards above and away from a river. It was a long trek but offered shelter, fresh water, and apparently plentiful game. Some game signs, Musk Ox and deer, were observed near the cave. Al and some of the men, and a few women, with thrust spears and atlatls stayed to protect the cave, Al’s original woman refused to stay behind and brought the baby with them, his other woman just cried when he left. Toma and the others went back to get the rest of the clan. Once they were all moved into their new home and had ejected the Cantabrian Brown Bears from the cave, life continued pretty much as it had always been. They did kill a few cave lions that agreed with them that the cave was a good place to live. Al’s contingent ate them, Al stuck with the smoked rabbit. The bears weren’t aggressive and seemed to prefer being left alone and stayed away from the cave and man.
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