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This story is based in the year 5812 of the Hebrew Calendar (H.C.), or what is currently considered to be 2052 A.D. Christianity has not been established, and so the world is a very different place geographically, politically, and religiously from what we know today. Please refer to the end of the text for further context of the time period, for help in keeping track of the characters and calendar, and explanations of some terms and sources of information. Some of the place names are actual ancient names or slight variations on those, plus a few fictitious names derived from real ones.
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As Dr. Samuel Fine sat alone in his seat near the back of the bus, his mind wandered lazily from topic to topic, the same way he usually killed the forty-five-minute commute twice each day, from the outskirts of New Aviv to the centre of the city. He thought about the horde of patients that he saw that morning, flipping his contemplation from the soul-draining efforts he put into trying to save each one from their malignant affliction, to the worrying thought that he wasn't really doing anything but delaying the inevitable. Then he would switch his train of thought to the afternoon task of planning the experiments his staff would be doing for the next few days, and weeks, and hopefully months, to try and develop some method of extending the survival of cancer beyond the average of six months. Hopefully months, he thought, because these days, with the conflict raging in the Eastern Hemisphere, and the omnipresent possibility that it could escalate beyond that continent at any time, nobody could really be sure what they would be doing months from now. The most that he could do was to keep trying, keep testing, and hope that he would get that one break that would lead to a major improvement in his patients' lives, and perhaps thousands of lives. He could not have imagined how, over the next week, he could potentially alter the lives of billions.

The conflict had already cost him one graduate student, Hakim, who went home to the East to visit his family and never returned. Did he join in the fighting, or was he a victim of the barrage of crossfire, or is he in hiding somewhere waiting for an opportunity to return and finish his doctoral research? That left Samuel with only two graduate students and one technician, which was a large group by the standard of the day, since funding was nearly impossible to obtain. The projects had been on such a great roll, until all the trouble started, and the government pulled nearly all the research funding to focus on its war defence systems.

He had to stop the reeling in his mind. He forced himself, as he did at about this same point every day, to think about his relaxing ritual when he got home. He would walk up the six steps to his empty, brownstone, two-story condominium, hang up his coat, and head straight to the antique drink trolley that he inherited from his mother. Just like his name. Not that Sam is a bad name, but his mother called him Samuel, so that is what he preferred to go by. He would pick up his favourite crystal glass, pour it half full of rye whiskey, and add a slice of dried ginger. He would turn on the gas fireplace to take the chill off the damp November air, sit back, and sip his drink while he stared into the fire, trying to clear his head. Then he would heat up a frozen dinner in the microwave oven, eat, and go to bed exhausted, waking at 5:00 the next morning to start the whole ritual again.

As the bus squeaked to a stop about five doors down the street from Samuel's front door, Samuel rose to enter the dark, windy evening, made just that little bit more miserable by the autumn drizzle. He walked towards his steps, barely noticing the dark figure approaching him, and the large limousine pulling up to the curb as the bus drove away. About five meters from his step, the figure, a stout man a little bit shorter than Samuel, spoke. "Dr. Samuel Fine?"

"Who wants to know?" replied Samuel, just as two other figures emerged from the limousine and approached them.

"We would like you to come with us, please."

Samuel immediately considered making a dash, and just as quickly determined how futile that would be, considering that the two figures from the car are most likely trained in the art of catching people that try to flee. He would not even bother grabbing his keys and springing for his front door, as that would only delay the inevitable. He shrugged his shoulders and turned toward the car, just as a door opened to grant him access. He was joined in the back by the first man and one of the other two, as the second got into the passenger side of the front. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light in the back of the vehicle, he could see that another man was waiting inside.

"Dr. Fine, I want to assure you that we mean you no harm. We have been sent under the authority of your government for a special purpose. I am not at liberty to disclose any of this to you, and to tell you the truth, I do not know the purpose of this mission myself. I can tell you that this will all be revealed to you within the next few hours.

"I know that right now you are thinking to yourself, 'Who will tend to my patients? Who will tell my lab people where I am?' Do not worry, Dr. Fine. We have this all taken care of. By the way," he continued, reaching into a cupboard beside him, built into the back of the front seat, "I believe that you might enjoy this."

He handed Samuel a crystal glass containing a golden beverage and what appeared to be a slice of ginger. "Please. Be my guest. Enjoy. Yes, Dr. Fine, we know you very well."

Samuel took a sniff, and with a bit of trepidation, allowed himself a sip.

"As I said, Dr. Fine. We mean you no harm. It is just that, due to the nature of this mission, it is not like we could ask you to pack in advance. And by the way, I am sure that you will be very comfortable this evening after we drop you off."

Samuel resigned himself to his fate, and allowed himself to enjoy his drink, not knowing whether it would be his last. The limousine pulled off into dreary night, leaving the brownstone to soak up the evening rain.
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Realizing the futility of any attempt to relieve himself of his captors, Samuel resigned himself to the fate that awaited, and somehow felt a sense of trust in these people. If they wanted to harm him, surely they would have done it by now. So, he sipped on his whiskey (how in the hell could they have known that idiosyncrasy?), and finished it off just shy of the half hour it took to transport them to the exclusive hotel in the middle of his fair city. As Samuel and his three escorts disem-barked the elevator and proceeded down the corridor of the fifty-first floor, he quickly noticed that each of the rooms came supplied with its own security person, and rightfully concluded that he was a member of a fair-sized contingent of unwilling guests.

"May I reiterate, Dr. Fine, that we promise that you are in absolutely no danger," said the man that had originally greeted him at his front steps. "However, due to the delicate nature of your reason for being here, we must insist that you remain in your living quarters for now," and he gestured to the large person guarding his room. The host waved a card over the door handle and extended his arm to invite Samuel to precede him into the suite.

"There will be a very nice meal delivered to you shortly," the host offered, and then handed Samuel an envelope which obviously con-tained a sheet of paper. "On this you will find the rest of the information that you need to know for now. Please read it very carefully, and we will meet again in the morning. I trust that you will be comfortable," and pointed through the large anteroom to the massive bed on which were laid Samuel's own silk pyjamas and a housecoat that closely matched, even though it was not his own.

"As you will see on the sheet that I handed you, if you are in need of anything or are suffering any distress, please feel free to pick up the telephone, and it will connect you immediately with one of our people. Good evening, Dr. Fine."

As the door closed behind Samuel, he began to explore this lovely suite. One of his escorts had already removed his overcoat for him and hung it up, so Samuel sat himself in the large leather chair behind the oak desk, opened the envelope, and read the sheet that he had been handed.

"Good evening, Dr. Fine, and welcome to the Diamond Hotel. I trust that you are finding your accommodations most comfortable. As you read this, the time is approximately 1900 h. At 1930 h, a meal will be delivered to your room. The person delivering the meal will let himself in and leave the food on a cart. Please indulge, as we wish you to be as comfortable and well rested as possible by morning.

"You have probably already been told that the telephone will connect you with our office. There is a computer available in the top drawer of the large desk in the anteroom. You are kindly requested to start up this computer, and open two files in succession. Please open file number one first, to observe an address by the secretary general of the Alliance of Nations (AN). In that presentation, you will receive an explanation of why you have been brought here, and also instructions on the observation of presentation number two.

"The computer is not configured to permit you to browse pages on the global network nor to communicate with anyone. As you will come to appreciate, this is due to the very delicate nature of your mission. Have a good evening, Dr. Fine, and enjoy your meal."

Samuel rose and made his way to the large desk in the anteroom, pulled out the drawer beneath the desktop, and hit the "ON" button of the thin keyboard. The large screen on the desk lit up, and Samuel immediately observed the links to video presentations One and Two. With some trepidation but ultimate resignation to follow his instructions, Samuel  rolled the cursor over the link and clicked the green button on the roll-ball. A male face appeared on the screen and began to speak.

"Good evening. My apologies if your experience this evening has been unnerving, but I assure you that you need not fear anything. My name is David Ohene-Fianko, Secretary General of the Alliance of Nations, the main office of which is based in this very city. I am fine with being referred to as David Oh."

The man speaking was indeed well known to Samuel. Originally from the African continent, his ability to moderate and facilitate peace among numerous factions of unfriendly groups had gained him notoriety among world leaders, and he had been a unanimous choice to lead the AN following the resignation of its previous leader. However, after five years in office, his diplomatic skills seemed to be little match for the hatred that was seeding the conflicts in the Eastern Hemisphere, especially between Muslims and Jews, let alone between the factions within each of these religious groups. The fact that some of these groups had developed the ability to use nuclear weapons made these conflicts even more volatile, to the point that the AN was willing to undertake measures that the outside world could not even imagine were possible, let alone that their governments would be willing to consider.

"You have been brought here under the authority of the International Security Network (ISN), a branch of the Alliance of Nations. As you may have surmised, you are not alone in your situation. You are a member of a select group of fifteen individuals who have been chosen to represent a variety of ethnic, religious, and academic backgrounds. Each of your colleagues has been asked to view this and the subsequent video presentations. We are seeking your input on the use of a top-secret development that has the potential to alter the world in ways previously unimaginable.

"As you are well aware, the conflict in the Eastern Hemisphere has escalated to extremely dangerous levels in the past six months. In the opinion of the AN, based on predictions by numerous computer algorithms and agreed upon, unfortunately, by experts on international relations, this conflict will continue to escalate to involve most of the planet's nations, and result in atomic warfare. Of course, in that event, the planet would quickly become uninhabitable, and that would mean the demise of civilization as we know it.

"As difficult as this may be to comprehend, you are being asked to contribute to the use of a technology that is even more incomprehensible. I ask you to open the file on the desktop of this computer  and observe the presentation. Please keep an open mind as you watch the video. The technology is based on theoretical physics that dates back over three hundred years, but has been made applicable by some major advances in technology in the past ten years, and dare I say, in years to come. This technology is a machine that allows us to travel back through time, up to approximately five thousand years with the current capability. The exact mechanism by which it functions will be presented to you in greater detail tomorrow, but hopefully the video presentation will be at least somewhat convincing. However, its existence and abilities will be demonstrated to you tomorrow."

As carefully as Samuel was listening to the speaker on the screen, he forced himself to reverse the video several seconds and listen to the last passage again, thinking that he must have slipped into a half-sleep and heard this incorrectly. He then hit the "pause" button and collected his thoughts. Somebody has gone through all this trouble, bringing him and fourteen other people, from occupations that should be at least as high of value as his own, to ask for their opinion on how to use a time machine to prevent a planet-wide nuclear war? He didn't need to look around the room to find cameras, thinking that he must be on some weird television show, since they were obvious as soon as he entered the suite. However, he still couldn't help but entertain the thought that he must be the victim of a major practical joke.

Samuel resumed the presentation.

"With the time available to you between now and oh-nine hundred hours tomorrow, please relax, enjoy the comfort and amenities of your room, and think about this question: how could time-travel be used to prevent the catastrophe that is developing in the Eastern Hemisphere? "You will receive a wake-up call at oh-seven fifteen hours. A full, hot breakfast will be delivered to your room at oh-eight hundred, and you will be summoned at oh-nine hundred to convene for deliberations with your colleagues. At that time people with expertisein the technology that I have described to you will be available to answer questions, and I am sure will make this entire phenomenon much more plausible to you.

"Between now and then, after you have watched the second video presentation and enjoyed your meal, I would like you to prepare a short presentation on how, given the technology that is being made available to you, you might make an historical change, somewhere back in time, that could alter the chain of events that has led us to such an unimaginable undertaking. Please prepare a ten to fifteen-minute presentation of your idea or ideas, using the Presentations program for which there is a link on the computer screen. Please note that this evening you do not have access to the globe-net. However, as our meeting progresses, and our discussion becomes more detailed, you will be able to avail yourself of any information that is available on the net. You will notice that there is a removable memory chip on the side of the keyboard. Please save your presentation on that chip and bring it with you to the meeting tomorrow morning.

"I wish you a pleasant evening."

Samuel stood up from the large desk and walked over to the window. His head seemed to be spinning, trying to digest what he had just heard, some of which he wondered whether he had imagined. He looked out over the expanse of office buildings and condominium apartment towers, and between the obelisks that lined the dimly lit streets to the bridges connecting Manhattan with the surrounding boroughs, where the people lived that made the money that the city-dwelling financiers played with every day.

Samuel's laboratory and clinic were both located in a hospital facility that was associated with Manhattan University. Not being a lawyer or financier meant that the best accommodations he could afford were forty-five minutes from work by bus (or thirty minutes by the combination of bus and subway train, which he chose to avoid). The trip in the limousine had taken him in a similar direction from his house, but more toward the financial district. The Diamond Hotel was one of the finer establishments in the city, used mostly by the business crowd to host and impress out-of-town guests from all over the planet. This also meant that it was outfitted with the most up-to-date security system available, and was perfect for accommodating the elite collection of citizens of which Samuel was a part.

As Samuel had suspected, elsewhere among that expanse over which he gazed, the same story had played out fourteen other times that day. From how far away were some of these other people brought? How representative of other citizens would they actually be?

His thoughts jumped back and forth between the possible reality of what was playing out and the minuscule likelihood of it having any basis in reality. If this was bullshit, he would be extremely angry. However, with his propensity to examine the cards that he has been dealt and accept how they would likely play out, he decided that in this instance, he had nothing to lose but perhaps some pride. Samuel decided that he would go along with this story, however far-fetched it seemed (and it could not have seemed any more far-fetched) and have some fun with it.

His train of thought was interrupted by a knock on the door, followed without hesitation by the door being opened. A darkly dressed person wheeled in a bright silver cart, upon which sat several semi-spherical silver domes with handles. From each handle hung a thin chain and a small silver sign, indicating the contents of the bowls and plates inside. A long-stemmed crystal glass stood accompanied by a 250-ml bottle of a very high-quality red wine - just enough to enhance the meal without interfering with his ability to compose his presentation, or conferring a headache the next morning.

The delivery person opened a large, white cloth and covered the oak desk, and proceeded to transfer the contents of the cart, including an ice-bucket containing a bottle of sparkling water, onto the top of the cloth. The person then departed without saying a word, except a quick "yessir" in response to Samuel's "thank you."

Samuel took his place in the large leather chair and placed his napkin on his lap. Even when he ate alone, especially when the meal was apparently of high quality, he always maintained decorum. And Samuel ate alone most of the time. Not that he didn't enjoy company with a meal, especially that of a lovely woman, with hopefully a long evening of company to follow. However, he had devoted himself so entirely to his calling that he left himself very little time for relationships. The longest he had ever had steady companionship was for six months during medical school, not a good time to be developing a relationship. That ended so disastrously that he was not inspired to pursue that undertaking any time soon, which ended up being twenty-five years. Now, he sometimes wished that he had a companion in which to confide and share relaxing times, if he ever had time to relax.

Samuel had dedicated himself to finding a cure for cancer ever since he was twelve years old, when his sister three years his senior died of a brain tumour. Having witnessed the savage beating that the tumour and the treatment inflicted on the one person that he trusted then, he was engulfed with the need to make sure that nobody else would ever have to endure that. It would be his legacy to his sister. When his parents both passed away from heart disease, within two years of each other, he was left without any family since the age of forty-one. This, he thought, was probably one contributing factor to his selection, or "abduction" if you will, to be a member of the panel that was to decide the fate of the world. Right, as if the AN had not already decided what they were going to do with their time machine, and just wanted some reassurance that they had made a good decision. He shook his head at the notion that he was even entertaining these ideas, but then kept drifting back to the possibility that it was not all a hoax. If they could build bombs that could wipe out entire cities and send a space station to Mars, what other technology might there be to enable travel back through time?
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In the two rooms adjacent to Samuel's, and in twelve other rooms up and down that hall, similar thoughts were being entertained by some of the greatest intellectuals that resided within a convenient distance from downtown Manhattan. Convenient, that is, for being whisked away in a black limousine without being missed for a few days, and delivered within an hour's drive to the most secure accommodations in the city's centre for hosting such an elite group and a host group from the AN, and providing a comfortable room in which to confer.

Of course, not all of these guests would be as open to the concept of time travel, nor even to offer a reasonable "what-if ", but they would be expected to provide a view that was representative of the group from which they were chosen, and perhaps even to provide a reasonable counter-point to any suggestions that might be based more on opinion than on fact.

Hakim Vareki was the Imam of the largest mosque in the country. He was known as a "moderate" Muslim compared to his colleagues in the Eastern Hemisphere, but was still a strict practitioner of Islamic tenets, and expected the same from his followers. In his heart he wished that all people were followers of the great prophet, and prayed every day for this. However, he realized that the extremist views and interpretations of some sects of Muslims had cast a bad light on the rest of the religion, and he spent most of his time trying to convince the masses in this country that not only was his religion the most encompassing of the world's religious needs, but it could be the unifying power to bring peace to the world.

Having dedicated himself to the leadership of his large contingent of Western Hemisphere Muslims from a young age, Imam Vareki had denied himself the worldly pleasure of taking a spouse and raising a family. Born in Persia, he moved to the Western Hemisphere with his parents at the age of twelve, when his father, also an Imam, was asked to lead a small group of about one thousand Muslims who had settled in the Manhattan area. Having been educated both in the West and for a while in the East, Imam Vareki was well aware of the tension that existed between various sects of Islamic followers. Continuing his dedication to studying and meeting with Islamic leaders throughout the world, the Imam became recognized not only for his expertise in Islam as well as other religions, but also for his ability to act as conciliator when tensions began to rise among sects within his own religion as well as between religious groups throughout the world. It always seemed that the worse-off an area was economically, the greater the tension. He could see that after nearly forty years as leader of thousands of devout Muslims, his leadership was now in higher demand than ever. Even senior members of his mosque began to question their own religion as they witnessed the atrocities unfolding back in the birthplace of their religion. It was his prime task now, as conferred upon him by God himself and the great prophet, to keep his followers dedicated to their religion, and pray harder than ever for peace. Add to this the constant stream of requests from news media for explanations of the behaviour of other followers of the Koran, from which he vehemently dissociated his own followers, and he had very little time for what he really wanted to do the most, and that was to work with young people, especially the underprivileged, to keep them from straying toward extremism.

As the Imam mulled over the page he had been given by the Secretary- General of the AN, with whom he had met both formally and informally on several occasions, he could not help but think how a time machine could help to create time for the good word of Mohammed the prophet to be spread across the world at a time when the world was most receptive to new religions. Given that it was based mostly on the same writings as those of Judaism, the additional teachings of Mohammed could only have made a better solidifying and unifying religion for all peoples. He also believed that greater economic stability in the conflict regions could prevent the escalation of hatred that led to these troubles. He knew that no matter how insane the concept of a time machine sounded, he would use this opportunity to plead his case, that he could create a catalyst to remediate the world's conflicts, if only he had the backing of a powerful institution such as the AN.

Dr. Ria Baker was one of the top financial minds in the world, and Manhattan was very fortunate that she had decided to leave her native Alexandria for a better opportunity to practise her skills. She too had been called upon by the AN's Secretary-General on occasion for her advice on resolving major financial issues. However, on none of these occasions was she treated like a criminal as she was today, and she was not pleased by the vague explanation. Having a great deal of respect for Secretary-General Ohene-Fianko, she was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt for all the secrecy, if in fact he was behind all of this drama. She had trouble imagining what her expertise could contribute to creating world peace by using a time machine, which made her even more skeptical of the entire affair, but she conceded that she might be able to offer advice as needed. She also reminded herself that her "single, no children" status probably made her a prime target for this impromptu conference, just as it had given her the freedom to pursue a myriad of opportunities to study under the greatest economic minds, to teach and work in exotic locales, and to devote herself to long hours in the CEO's chair for three of the top ten finance companies on the planet. As she retired for the night, she realized that this abduction of sorts had afforded her the earliest bedtime that she had enjoyed in about five years.

Other occupants of the hotel suites included: Dr. Takanori Uwe, a leading Japanese physicist as well as cabinet minister in the government of his home country, who happened to be in Manhattan as part of a delegation visiting the latest model of nuclear reactor, and happened to stay for a few extra days of what was to be sight-seeing; Rabbi David Goldberg, the leader of the largest Jewish parish in the state, who was on a sabbatical leave from his duties as rabbi to undertake a special study assignment at Manhattan University; Mr. Musa Bolaji, Associate Director of the Union of Founding Religions of Africa (an association of leaders of religions that have roots dating as far back as those of Judaism), who had just completed a series of meetings with directors of the AN; Dr. Aanshi Cherian, a scholar of Hinduism who had moved from her home in India to take a teaching assignment at Manhattan University, scheduled to begin in the new year; Dr. Laka Aymara, a scholar of archaeology of the Southwestern Hemisphere, and advocate of aboriginal rights for indigenous peoples of the Western Hemisphere; Dr. Sami Najajreh, a Muslim chemist from the Eastern Hemisphere, who lived and worked in an area that had a mixed population of Jews and Muslims, in which the tension was sometimes palpable, but conflict had so far been avoided - she had been on a scientific exchange with Jewish colleagues in Manhattan, and was coincidentally on a week of leave to visit some natural scenery in the area; Dr. Sara Silverman, a molecular biologist at a major university in Kanata, the neighbouring country to the north. The list of reluctant guests also included experts of other various backgrounds, including engineering, economics, medical science, and religion. The group had been chosen from a much larger list of nominees and were selected because of their ability to be seconded for several days without creating significant chaos, if even notice, at least for a day or two. Whether they considered themselves privileged or special, only time would tell.
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Samuel had been brought up as a practising Jew, and had for the majority of his years espoused the concepts of the "chosen people", a loving and forgiving "God", and adherence to the ten commandments. However, creationism was never an appealing tenet, nor was the possibility of eternal life, even though for a while it helped him cope with the loss of his sister. But you weren't supposed to pick and choose your religious beliefs. Being Jewish wasn't a part-time practice, according to his life-guides. Over time, as Samuel became more disenchanted with this concept, and the more he saw the divisiveness caused by different people's interpretations of holy scripture, the less religious he became. Still, he could understand the comfort that many people got in life by adhering to their religious practices, by their belief in a loving creator, and hope for an afterlife, just as it was for religious followers over millenia in every corner of the planet.

Now, with the world's various religious factions on the cusp of destroying each other, the concept of adhering to any religion seemed as futile to him as climbing out onto the ledge and trying to fly away. In fact, the latter seemed even more appealing.

Samuel returned to the computer to watch the second of the two presentations to which the typewritten greeting referred. The presentation opened to a blank, or black, screen the middle of which lit up with a bright dot that grew larger. Within a few seconds, the dot morphed to a graphic likeness of the solar system. The view zoomed in on the Sun, slowing as it passed planet Earth and coming to a stop as it approached Venus, the second planet from the Sun. The image then changed to what appeared to be an actual camera image of a large object floating in space, with Venus itself hovering in the background.1 Without any other object in the field of view, it was impossible to determine how large this object was, but then a graphic appeared on the screen explaining that it is thirty kilometers in diameter. Reminiscent of a very skinny bagel, the torus-shaped object was completely tubular, the tube structure being hundreds of meters in diameter, with a large rectangular extension attached to one side. As the camera moved toward the centre of the torus, it was trained on one wall of the structure. The camera turned as it entered the centre, and as it passed through, the structure disappeared. The camera remained trained on that spot as the vehicle carrying it continued forward in a linear path, but the structure did not reappear. The camera then panned one hundred and eighty degrees to reveal another large structure that had not been visible when it originally approached the torus. This structure was another large torus, but with eight arms, like spokes, extending into the middle, where they met at a large central hub. The video continued toward the central module and then faded to black.

The video then concluded with the graphic, "Thank you for your attention. What you have just seen will be explained in greater detail tomorrow. Good evening."

Samuel walked into the bathroom, brushed his teeth and washed his face, and then returned to the large bed to don his pyjamas. He had every intention of putting off creating his presentation until the early morning, and then struck back to the thought of religious followers holding out hope for an afterlife. He picked up the notepad beside his table-top lamp, and he jotted down two words, "FEAR" and "HOPE." Why did the word "fear" pop into his mind so suddenly? Had something in his younger years of religious practice taken the opportunity to arise from his subconscious? He began to think about it, and then realized that much of what drove his one-time enthusiasm for religion was actually based on fear. Not only fear of physical encouragement to attend synagogue on the seventh day, in the form of a potential welt on his head, but fear that if he did not offer up as much praise as possible to the creator, he would not be able to spend his non-earthly eternity anywhere except stoking the fires of Hades. Of course there was no guarantee that all of this praise was going to buy his ticket to a pleasant afterlife, but it was the hope in this concept that kept alive the optimism in this result.

As the wheels started rolling in Samuel's mind, it began to dawn on him that every religion he could think of was based on a similar premise. The one thing common to all of these was actually something that was missing: proof that the afterlife actually existed. Had somebody ever come back from being dead for more than five minutes, and demonstrated that there really was an afterlife to be enjoyed? As common as this issue was among religions, it certainly was not something that encouraged any of them to join and worship a common deity, let alone end the fighting that had existed as long as organized religion had. What if a person, a personified deity or prophet, were to come back from death, days or months after their passing, and unite people in a common belief in eternal life? And what better way to accomplish this feat than with a time-travel machine? As long as he was on that train of thought, and he wasn't going anywhere, he figured he might as well go along with the craziness of the scheme to which he had been introduced an hour ago, and at least entertain his hosts tomorrow with something to dwell on.

He went back to the computer and opened the Presentations program. The ideas started coming to him, and he typed down his thoughts as quickly as possible. His fingers flew and his mind raced for what ultimately became almost two hours. He copied the presentation onto the memory chip, and shut down the computer, still staring at the screen as it faded to black.

As Samuel looked at his watch before drawing back the cover of his bed, he realized that given his propensity for spending every evening reading and writing, it had been years, maybe decades, since he had finished writing this early and afforded himself a reasonable turn-in. Then he climbed into the bed and quickly drifted off to sleep.
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Samuel awoke at 0700 h without the benefit of the pending wake-up call, only because of the call of nature. He had slept fitfully, and felt as if he had dreamed the entire time he was asleep. His mind was still swirling as he quickly showered and then switched on the computer on the oak desk. Samuel then inserted the memory chip, opened up his presentation, and, as the phone rang with his wake-up call, added several more lines of text to five of his slides.

By the time his breakfast arrived, he had completed and proof-read his presentation and resaved it onto the memory chip. The silver cart again was a culinary display of finest dining. Samuel allowed himself the luxury of a full breakfast for the first time in as long as he could remember. Whether the whole arrangement had been a hoax or not, he was quite pleased at preparing a concept about which he had never previously given a single thought.

At 0900 h Samuel heard a knock at the door, and as usual did not need to invite his guest into the room. The door opened to reveal yet another darkly dressed individual who beckoned Samuel with a gesture. As Samuel took an instinctive look around the room, he wondered whether he would in fact be returning, but again resigned himself to his eventual fate. He was beginning to accept that he actually had nothing to fear, although the responsibility that he was about to be granted was far greater than anything he had accepted in his clinic or in his laboratory. Samuel slapped his pocket to check that he had his memory stick, and headed out the door.

Upon entering the hallway, Samuel was immediately greeted by the gentleman with whom he had shared his limousine ride the night before. The man addressed him. "Good morning, Dr. Fine. I trust that you have had a good rest, and I also understand that you have prepared a presentation. I am sure that my superiors will be anxious to hear what you have to discuss." He quickly turned and started down the hallway toward the elevator, and invited Samuel to join him, politely, but not warmly. "If you will, Dr. Fine."

When he exited at the third floor, Samuel was led down a short corridor to a small conference room, in which six of his new colleagues were already sitting. It appeared that the opposite wall probably had windows, but they were completely covered by thick drapes. The room had five rows of theatre-style seating, each row of ten seats slightly raised from the one in front of it, with an aisle up the middle. At the front was a dais raised about thirty centimetres above the floor, with a lectern on the far side. On the dais, at about two metres above the floor, was a plasma screen approximately three metres across and two metres high.

"Please take the seat that has been assigned to you, indicated by a name-card on the desk," came an announcement from behind him as he made his way into the lecture theatre. Samuel took a seat in the third row, on the far side of the room, two seats in from the aisle. He nodded and exchanged polite hellos and some raised eyebrows with the other occupants of the room.

Within the next five minutes the remainder of the selected guests had arrived and taken a seat. The anticipation was palpable, although nobody articulated their feelings to any of their neighbours. The silence was broken by footsteps across the dais and the click of the microphone on the lectern. Samuel recognized the person about to speak, and could sense his body responding to just the slightest hint of adrenaline.

"Good morning, my special guests. My name, as you will have observed last evening, is David Ohene-Fianko, or David Oh. I am the Secretary General of the Alliance of Nations."

"First, please accept my apologies if any of you has felt inconve-nienced, if not violated, by the method by which you were brought here last evening. I assure you that this convention of minds is of utmost importance to the future of humankind, and all of this was necessary to maintain the security of what is about to take place. I also assure you that you are completely safe, and we will continue to ensure your comfort to the best of our abilities.

"You have all had a chance to read my letter last night, and I am sure that many, if not all, of you are skeptical, to say the least. This, of course, is understandable. I took some convincing myself when this capability was explained to me. In a few moments we will be presenting some evidence of what we are talking about. Before that, however, I wish to undertake some housekeeping tasks.

"First, I assure you that the business of which you normally partake today has been taken care of in one way or another. If you have a job or appointments in which you would be missed today, the persons with whom you would be engaging have been notified of your absence, and a reason for your absence has been provided, albeit not exactly matching that for which you are actually here. It is expected that our conference will take no more than three days, if that, and you will be able to return to your regular lives, though probably with a much different perspective.

"Second, I wish to explain why you are a part of this committee. As my letter explained, you are a select group of fifteen individuals who have been chosen to represent a variety of ethnic, religious, and academic backgrounds. As you each know for yourselves, but so that you are aware as a group, none of you is an expert on astronomy, or space travel, or even history, although I am sure that some of you have dabbled in at least one of these as an extracurricular interest. In order to organize the group of which you are now a part, we started with a list of approximately one hundred names who are known to be thinkers, scholars if you will, and that may be able to lend skills and ideas that have not been available to this point in our planning. That list was narrowed down to the group that you see around you, based on your proximity to our meeting location and how unlikely it would be that you would be gravely missed by family or colleagues for a few days. I hope that you do not consider these qualifications to be negative, for in fact I feel very privileged to be in the presence of this elite assembly of scholars, and I look forward to our discussions.

"The third order of housekeeping business is to introduce each of you to the rest of the group. As I mentioned, you are a diverse group, and it is unlikely that any of you have been previously acquainted. Please raise your hand as I call your name and tell the group something about yourself."
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