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        In the quantum universe everything that can happen, does happen.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            IN THE BEGINNING

          

          (CIRCA 50,000 YEARS AGO)

        

      

    

    
      The air itself caught fire.

      Ramuell didn’t know how long he’d been lying on the cave floor. He felt hollow, his chest ached, and he was unable or unwilling to move. Slowly he became aware of quiet rustling in other parts of the cave. He was not the only survivor. He lapsed into a fitful sleep, haunted by the horrors the people of Domhan-Siol had visited on the planet Ghrain-3.
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      A blinding flash and deafening roar had shattered the early dawn. Everything lying loose on the canyon floor was sucked violently into the air. Choking clouds of dirt, stones and ash boiled skyward. The portal canopies in front of each inhabited cave were ripped from their anchors. Instantly the pilings were shattered as they swirled up toward the canyon rim. The flying debris spontaneously combusted as it crested the ridges.

      People and animals outside the caves were likewise drawn into the maelstrom. Every crow roosting in the nearby trees simply disappeared. Small children were vacuumed out of caves as if by a tornadic wind. People with enough strength anchored themselves inside by clinging to rocks, roots, or log structures wedged into wall cracks.

      After those first few seconds, Ramuell’s gasps couldn’t fill his lungs. He realized that oxygen was being burned so rapidly several hundred metres overhead that he was suffocating. This understanding intensified his terror, and that fear turned to dread as the last image he saw before losing consciousness was Dahl staggering about the cave—blood oozing from his ears.

      The next time Ramuell stirred, someone offered him water from a gut bota. His eyes were crusted with mucus and ash. He pried his eyelids open with his fingers and became aware of a yellowish light filtering in from the cave’s mouth. He crawled to the entrance and saw the thousands of trees on the canyon floor were nought but smoldering stumps. Falling ash shrouded everything with several centimetres of grey death. He dropped his head and retched.

      He could hear moans and voices from nearby caves. When a woman called out, Ramuell heard people scrambling to the front of their dwellings. He hollered, “Stay in your caves—until the sky stops falling.” He knew breathing much of the ash would almost certainly cause illness or worse, it could be radioactive.

      Standing just inside the cave’s mouth, Shiya began a roll call of the Crow Clan’s people: who was hurt, how severe were the injuries, and who was unhurt. Through the process of elimination she reckoned who among the Clan were missing, dead, or perhaps still unconscious. She also asked about food and water stores. By the time she completed the inventory, Ramuell had managed to prop himself into a sitting position with his back against a boulder.

      The toddler Busasta startled Ramuell by climbing onto his lap. He grabbed the little boy into his arms and began to weep. Busasta wasn’t Ramuell’s son or grandson, but he loved this child beyond all reason. Domhanian travelers had long since realized that their feelings for the planet’s indigenes were, in fact, a phenomenon outside of reason, that those feelings were the product of a mysterious kind of extrasensory experience.

      Shiya sat down beside Ramuell. “Dahl is dead,” she said as she played handclap with Busasta who had wriggled into a sitting position on Ramuell’s lap. Shiya began a meticulous recitation of the roll call information. Fourteen clanspeople had not responded to her calls. Three of the caves did not have any drinking water. It was impossible to know about adequate food stores, given that it wasn’t known how long their sequestration might last – how long the ash would fall.

      Having gathered his wits, Ramuell rose and went to his hollow in the back of the cave. He dug up a waterproof footlocker. The people of the Clan knew of the trunk buried beneath his sleeping furs. It was the subject of superstitious fear, which Ramuell did nothing to dispel. For the first time in over a decade, he removed the flight suit woven of metallic fibers. While not as safe as a hazardous materials suit, it would be better than only wearing the sapiens’ leather clothing in the falling ash. He also had goggles and a breather.

      Realizing this attire would frighten the already traumatized clanspeople, Ramuell wore the form-fitting flight suit under his leather clothes. He would remove the headgear immediately upon entering each cave.

      Each cavern provided shelter for three to nine people depending on size, accessibility, and features. Ramuell had been sharing a cave with the Clan elder Dahl, Sinepo, her man Maponus, and their son Busasta. Shiya, the orphan who had grown up to become the Clan’s alpha female, also lived in the shared cave.

      Fortunately, Shiya and Ramuell had restocked their group’s water supply the previous afternoon. They had three buffalo stomachs full as well as four botas that held about three litres each.

      Taking the bota bags, Ramuell dashed from cave to cave to provide water and to further assess the situation. He didn’t know what to expect and was unprepared for what he found.

      Three bodies lay in front of one cave. They must have panicked and run out into the intense heat seconds after the explosion. Their fingertips and toes had ignited with fire spreading up their arms and legs. A pinkish liquid oozed from the scorched extremities and pooled on the ground. Ramuell was horrified and could only hope they’d lost consciousness immediately; it was likely at least a half-hour passed before death laid its final claim.

      Inside Ramuell found six more people. Two were unconscious. Extreme heat had scorched their bodies. Blisters had burst and skin hung from their faces, chests, and legs like moss clinging to trees. These two had only hours to live. The other four people did not have physical injuries but were so traumatized they were unresponsive.

      In the last cave Ramuell found Anbron holding her daughter on her lap. Sheets of skin were peeling off the infant’s body. Anbron had been knocked unconscious and upon awakening realized the baby was missing. Panicked, she rushed barefooted from the cave and found her child’s broken and burned body at the foot of the rock ledge, some four metres below.

      Ramuell could see that the child had been dead for several hours. He cautiously took Anbron’s hand and touched it to her baby’s carotid artery. As tears rolled out of Anbron’s eyes she exhaled a moan of hopeless despair. She handed over the dead body. Ramuell took the mutilated infant to the crypt cavern. He returned and carried Anbron, whose feet were burned, to her sister’s cave.

      Upon returning to his own cave, he shed the loose-fitting clan clothing easily enough, but as he tried to peel off the flight suit his hands trembled so badly he could not grip the zipper pull. There were certain conventions about watching a person in their “private” quarters within a shared cave. Nevertheless, out of concern, Shiya was watching Ramuell’s efforts. Though she had never seen a zipper and could not have imagined such a device, she walked over and after only a brief moment’s inspection took hold of the pull tab and unzipped the suit from collar to crotch. When Ramuell looked at her with astonishment, he saw that she was not looking at the zipper. Shiya was staring directly into his eyes. She took his hand and gently pressed it against her gestating belly.

      She held it there as Ramuell described what he’d found within the caves. He believed most of the injured clanspeople would likely survive, for a while at least. Of course, he had no way to explain that if the falling ash was radioactive none of them would be alive in a month. Madam Curie was yet tens of thousands of years in Shiya’s future.
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      Ramuell had taken up residence with the sapiens of the Crow Clan following his expulsion from the Ghrain-3 Expeditionary Mission. The Clan inhabited a cluster of caves tucked into limestone cliffs near the bottom of a deep canyon. A dependable river ran almost due east through this section of the canyon. The clanspeople gathered fruit, nuts, roots and legumes that grew near the river’s edge. They hunted and scavenged most of the meat they consumed and supplemented their protein intake with fish, insects, grubs and worms.

      The Clan’s canyon home was breathtakingly beautiful. It had been a good home, though the clanspeople lacked many things. Thousands of years would pass before the people of this planet would even contemplate what those things might be. They lacked any knowledge of germ theory. They had yet to conceptualize the tools necessary for agriculture. Medicine was a marriage between superstition and herbal remedies. Early death was a fact of life that the people simply accepted. They knew no better. Life was difficult, but it was the only life the Clan knew or could comprehend.

      Ramuell had been the leader of a group of twelve Domhanian scientists assigned to study the sapien species. Anticipating their exile by Grandmaster Elyon, the group had “liberated” and divvied up a cache of equipment, weapons, and supplies from the orbiting station. Ramuell had buried his share of the materiel in waterproof boxes under enormous boulders in a side canyon a few kilometres downriver from the cliff dwellings.

      As he lay on his bed of furs, with images of his horribly burned friends playing back-and-forth in his mind’s eye, he contemplated the next move. If the fallout was from a thermonuclear device, retrieving his Radiation Particle Detector would be a death march. However, in his tour of the caves he had seen no symptoms of acute radiation syndrome. Perhaps a journey to the trove of supplies would be safe.

      If either the Serefim Presidium or the Beag-Liath had detonated a device with low yields of radioactivity, the sooner the clan departed the greater their chances of survival. Even if there was no radioactive debris in the fallout, the tremendous volume of ash was contaminating the river, killing the fish, and poisoning the soil. Given the amount of heat they had experienced on the canyon floor, there was no doubt that the forest had been decimated on the plateaus above the canyon rims. There would be no wood for cook fires, and flash floods would roar across the ash-covered ground and through the canyon when the early summer warmth melted the winter snow.

      As Ramuell drifted into a tormented sleep, his last thought was that either by death or by banishment, their paradise was lost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            THE CALL

          

          (2017 CE)

        

      

    

    
      The call came on a June evening just as one of northern New Mexico’s monsoonal thunderstorms ebbed. It had been a violent affair with claps of thunder that sent the orange tabby to the safety of Carla’s lap and the little black kitten to her hidey-hole beneath the covers of our bed. We had stepped outside to admire a spectacular double rainbow framing the Sangre de Cristo Mountains when Carla heard the phone ring. A few moments later I followed her into the house, and she handed me the phone. Eyes wide with astonishment she said, “The man said to hold for James Cortell.”

      Assuming it had to be some other James Cortell, I answered the phone with a casual “Hello.” It was not some other James Cortell. It was the James Cortell who had served two terms as his state’s Senator; Admiral James Cortell who despite his penchant for pacifism, had served his nation as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; the James Cortell who had spent his life, both in public service and in retirement, trying to embolden humanity’s embrace of our better angels.

      “Can you put the phone on speaker, we’d like to talk with you both. I have a proposal that I believe will interest you… No let’s not go into details over the phone… If you’re interested in meeting with us I’ll have my assistant get your information in order to make travel arrangements for a trip to the farm in Puerto Rico, but we must insist that for now neither of you discuss this with anyone… Yes, I’m looking forward to meeting both of you too… Your first visit will only be for a week or so. After that we may be spending a good deal more time together. Hold on a sec, Mr. Williams is grabbing his tablet.”

      “Hello, Frank Williams here. So, how soon will you be able to get away? … Rather than having neighbors watch the animals, perhaps you’d like to hire a house sitter… Now if you want to do that, I’ll arrange to have some funds transferred to you to cover those costs… Late next week will be fine… We’ll book you to Miami. Captain Roibal will meet you at the luggage claim. He’ll fly you to Ponce in our plane. Following up on the admiral’s comment, I cannot stress strongly enough the need for absolute confidentiality. We’re placing a great deal of trust in your discretion.” …He chuckled, “Yeah, telling people you won a Caribbean vacation will be fine. Clearly you’ve mastered keeping secrets without telling lies… I’m looking forward to meeting you both next week as well.”
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      Carla and I sat in the living room looking at each other in stunned disbelief. This kind of thing just did not happen. On that afternoon we as yet had little understanding of the true power of knowledge – nor the existential challenge of doubt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            TREES, GOLD, AND LSD

          

        

      

    

    
      Two days later FedEx delivered an envelope with two $1500 First Citizens Bank prepaid Visa debit cards. The return address was the International Foundation for Sustainable Agriculture, 128 S. Tryon Street, Charlotte, North Carolina. The enclosed note was brief:

      This should help with incidental costs you may have related to your trip to Puerto Rico. See you soon. – Frank Williams

      The same day we received an email from Mr. Williams with our itinerary and flight confirmation. We would leave the following Thursday at 8:30 am from Albuquerque International Sunport, making connections in Atlanta and arriving in Miami at 5:00 pm. The return flight date was left “open.”
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      We deplaned and got to the luggage carousel at about 5:20 pm. A strikingly handsome man with grey-green eyes, olive skin and lightly salted dark hair walked directly up to us and extended his hand. “I’m assuming you are the Beenes.”

      “Yes we are, but how did you know that?”

      Grinning, “No other couples among the escalator stampede seemed to fit the bill. I’m Chris Roibal. If you’ll follow me we’ll fast forward to the next leg of your adventure.”

      Confused by how it was we looked like the couple that ‘fit the bill’, I asked, “But what about our luggage?”

      “Oh, I took the liberty of having the Delta people transfer your bags directly to our shuttle—saves a lot of time. If we hurry we can still get to Havana in time for dinner with the boss.”

      In sync, if not harmony, Carla and I exclaimed, “Havana!?”

      “Yeah, the admiral had a meeting with the Minister of Antiquities and some oceanographers from the University. He wants to mount another deep-water survey of ruins found some six hundred meters below the surface a few miles west of the Guanahacabibes Peninsula. He’s convinced that site is much more mysterious than anyone imagines. Over the years his insights have proven uncanny time and again.”

      Carla looked at Chris for a long moment, then shifted her gaze to me, “Fortunately I remembered to grab our passports.”

      “Ye-ah!” Chris drawled. “When you come to see Admiral Cortell always, and I do mean always, bring your passport. You never know from one morning to the next where on this planet you might find yourself."

      After the twenty-minute shuttle to the Airport General Aviation Center, the terminal used by business jets and small aircraft, Captain Roibal led us out onto the tarmac and directly to a Hawker Beechcraft King Air 250 with an off-white fuselage and a bright green tree painted on the tail. This was a good deal smaller plane than fit neatly into Carla’s comfort zone, but the captain’s businesslike demeanor during the preflight check bolstered her confidence – somewhat. I, on the other hand, was thrilled with the prospect of flight in this sleek twin-engine workhorse.

      Once aboard we were feeling quite heady with the prospect of being the only passengers in the luxurious eight-seat cabin – and we were going to Cuba! We’re old enough to have ambiguous childhood memories of Castro’s revolution, the Bay of Pigs fiasco, and the Cuban missile crisis. Never had we dreamed that we might someday visit our closest island-nation neighbor.

      Captain Roibal explained that we’d arrive at the Playa Baracoa Airport in under an hour. Only fourteen miles from Havana, the facility was a former airbase for the Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces. Now it is used primarily as a VIP easy egress airport.

      Chris, Carla, and I were met at the airport by a six-door “taxi” that had been fabricated by cutting two old 1960s era Russian Lada cars and welding the two pieces together into what came to be known as “embargo limousines.” The ride, sans modern suspension, was a good deal rougher than our flight over the Straits of Florida.

      After a few minutes bumping westward on the Carr Panamericana Highway, the Lada “limo” deposited us at the estate of Ricardo Gomez y Davila. We arrived just as dinner was being served. Señor Gomez y Davila jumped to his feet and waved us into the room. Arrayed down the length of a cherry wood banquet table was a buffet of seafood, green salad, red beans and rice.

      Before we had taken even three steps into the room the spry eighty-eight-year-old Admiral Cortell had reached us. Captain Roibal stepped into our midst and adroitly made the introductions. “Sheesh, I wish I could do that.” I joked. “I get up in the morning and check my driver’s license to remember my own name!”

      A quirk tugged the corners of the admiral’s mouth. He turned to Carla and said, “Then it’s good he has you around to keep him headed in the right direction.”

      The ice was broken and over the course of that dinner relationships were germinated that would lead all of us on a journey of exploration; a transformative adventure into the prehistoric past.
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      The following morning we were woken early and served a light breakfast and dark coffee in our room. Within an hour we were loaded in a Lincoln Town Car L and on our way to the airport. The admiral apologized for the early hour, explaining that he was a morning person and didn’t like returning late in the day to the farm near Ponce, Puerto Rico.

      Soon we were once again aboard the King Air 250, seated in plush leather seats on either side of a small fold-out table. Within minutes of takeoff, the admiral struck up the conversation. Carla said, “Hold on a second, Admiral. Would it be okay for me to move over and sit beside you? With this much engine noise, Gary’s hearing aid is pretty much useless. I can use Sign Language to interpret for you when he doesn’t understand.”

      “Of course, I’d be a fool to turn down an offer like that,” the admiral replied, chuckling.

      When Carla was buckled in her new seat, Cortell began again, “So, Mr. Beene, I understand you believe in angels.”

      My expression must have looked something like a video freeze-frame.

      Mirth etched the admiral’s crinkled face. “Okay, but you did write this article didn’t you?” From his valise he pulled a copy of a 2009 “My View” article I had written for the Santa Fe New Mexican. One paragraph screamed from the page with neon HI-LITER. Pinning the sheet to the table with an index finger, Admiral Cortell spun it around and slid it toward me.

      The paragraph read:

      “The manifestation of the decision to embrace kindness as an attitude toward the world can be expressed only by our actions. The decision to be kind is the most powerful decision a person can ever make. Because of the butterfly effect, every individual act of kindness is passed and enhanced across generations. There are those who simply come to this life understanding this reality. They embody kindness intuitively. They are remarkable people. They are the angels who walk among us.”

      I looked up and said, “Yeah—I guess I was speaking metaphorically though.”

      “Suppose I told you a story that proves angels are quite real—that they do indeed walk among us and have been among us for many thousands of years. I’ve brought you here to determine if we might be able to do some work together. I’m contemplating writing about the history of those angels—more specifically a history of some fallen angels.”

      I glanced at Carla. Her expression was unreadable. Turning back to our host, I stammered, “I, uhm, I don’t even know what to say.”

      “Hey, I’m an old man and you need to know I’m not a senile old man. I, on the other hand, need to know if you have the personality to take on a project like this. I’ve read your books. You have the capability, but there’s a lot of distance between ‘can do’, ‘want to’, and ‘will do.’ That’s not meant to be pejorative. It’s a statement of fact.”

      “Well, the sales of my books wouldn’t support the notion that I’ve nocked the ‘can do’ arrow,” I replied.

      “Nah, sales were not a factor in our deliberations. Anyway, there’s a whole lot of crap that sells quite well and a lot of good writing that never gets discovered among Amazon’s many millions of titles.” The admiral grinned sheepishly and added, “But let’s not sully our relationship this early with talk of money.”

      “Okay but let me ask a question. How did you find us, and why would you even consider us for this project?”

      Sitting across the table from him I noted how the sandy blond locks of his youth had given way to the wispy white hair that now covered his head except for a bald spot on the crown. The admiral was not a large man. He may have been one of those men who had shrunk a bit with age. One thing that was striking was the size of his hands. They were much larger than one would expect on a man his size.

      He leaned back in his seat and looked out the window, drew in a deep breath and said, “It would be true, but not the whole truth, if I said your style is what we’ve been looking for. It’s more than just that. We’ve followed you on Facebook and read articles you’ve written for newspapers and journals. We’ve interviewed people you have worked for and people who have worked for you. I apologize for that breach of privacy, but we had to feel comfortable that we could trust you in terms of the confidential nature of what we have in mind.

      “We’ve invited you to spend a week or so with us at the tree farm in order to gauge your interest and to determine whether you have the temperament necessary for this utterly implausible project.”

      The admiral stood and stepped aft to the refreshment center. “What would you like? We have tea, a few sodas, and some fresh hot coffee.” With a proud grin he said, “I love this plane!”
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      The next morning we found ourselves in a spacious, modestly furnished hacienda. The front door opened onto a wide veranda appointed with swivel porch chairs. Carla and I found Admiral Cortell and another gentleman sitting quietly sipping coffee and watching the sunrise. When they heard the screen door close they spun their chairs toward us and rose to their feet.

      With long arms that matched his 6’4” frame, the tall black man’s proffered handshake extended several inches beyond the admiral’s. “Hello Gary, Carla, I’m Frank Williams. We spoke on the phone a few days ago. How was your trip?”

      “Hello, Mr. Williams.”

      “Nope, Mr. Williams was my father. You must call me Frank.”

      Grinning I replied, “Well okay then, Frank. I suspect due to your efforts, our trip was seamless.”

      “We were shocked, in a good kinda way, about our Cuban detour,” Carla added.

      Casting a sideways glance at Cortell, Frank responded, “Uhm, that was not on the itinerary I had arranged.”

      “Hey, I’m a child of a twentieth-century military-industrial complex—you can’t have a good adventure without throwing in a few communists,” Cortell quipped.

      “It seemed Señor Gomez’s villa was a bit too bourgeois for a communist,” I commented.

      Turning to Frank, Carla said, “The Communist aristocracy notwithstanding, we do appreciate your efforts to get us here. Though we’re not exactly sure where ‘here’ is.”

      Cortell said, “Just relax and let the experience wash over you. Soon enough you’ll understand our purposes—or not. If you do come to understand what we have in mind, you can decide if you want to join our little project—or not. Either way, be our guests and enjoy your stay.”

      Just then a lady rolled a cart onto the porch with a platter of steaming scrambled eggs, a bowl of papas fritas, a platter of tropical fruits, and a pot of coffee. Cheerfully the admiral commented, “Ahh, nothing like the arrival of food and coffee to punctuate a ‘make yourselves at home’ moment. Lupita, your timing is impeccable.” Taking Carla by the elbow he guided her toward the veranda’s oval table.

      We were unfolding napkins when Captain Roibal walked onto the porch sniffing like a hunting hound and following his nose to the food cart. I couldn’t help but think how unfair life is. A man should not be that good looking at any time, much less early morning. His charm and likeability were irresistible. I said, “Buenos días, Capitán. Quisieras café?” He held out a mug, which I filled from the thermos carafe.
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      Later that morning the admiral found me nosing around the farm’s equipment sheds. He said, “Just exactly where I’d expect to find an old farm boy.”

      I looked up and replied, “Yeah, and I know enough to see that this is an impressive, well-funded operation.”

      Nodding, Cortell agreed, “Yes it is, and we’re doing important work here.”

      “I have a question. What led a Navy salt to tree farming on the side of a mountain in Puerto Rico?”

      “Now that is a question, isn’t it? The short answer is, I know a great deal more than the average guy about genetic engineering. If you decide to join our project, you’ll learn how that came to pass. In the meantime, let’s take a walk and I’ll explain what the Foundation is trying to do here. Our goal is to make long-term cultivation of hardwood trees a viable enterprise for family farmers in the tropical third world.

      “You see, humans like wood. We do now and will continue to want beautiful woods for furniture and decorative building materials. Tree plantations have their place, but mono-species acreage has a minuscule environmental impact when compared to tropical rainforests. The current practice of razing and burning tropical hardwoods is unsustainable and just plain wrong. Tropical forests play an oversized role in our planet’s biosphere, and biodiversity is a critical factor. Various species grow better during early life in the shade of other trees. Over a period of time they grow taller than the benefactor canopy species. That process may require a couple of centuries.

      “Here on the farm we’re trying to speed that dynamic by selectively planting and thinning several different species of hardwoods. The main problem with replacing deforestation with cultivation is lifespan. Most hardwoods grow slowly and live much longer than human farmers.”

      We were walking along a well-worn footpath lined with trees, vines, and flowering shrubs. It was hard to imagine that this forest was actually man-made. We stopped for a moment to take in the beauty. “We’re addressing the lifespan challenge on two fronts,” Cortell continued. “We’re doing some of our work the old-fashioned way by selective breeding and grafting. We also annoy many of our environmentalist friends by aggressively pursuing the genetic modification of selected species.” With a little smirk he added, “Of course we only engage smart environmentalists—the ones who understand that our efforts may be the only real hope we have for saving tropical forests.”

      We had taken several more paces when he turned to me and said, “Tell me what you know about junk DNA?”

      “Only that the expression is a terrible misnomer.”

      “Right you are,” the admiral replied. “In fact the phrase refers to a big bunch of material within DNA that doesn’t encode protein sequences. The pejorative term, ‘junk DNA,’ was coined back in the 1960s—decades before we’d mapped the genome.

      “A lot of really interesting stuff happens in non-coding DNA, but humanity has yet to even scratch the surface of what’s going on in that so-called junk. I’m sure you’ve heard that humans and chimpanzees share 97% of their DNA. In an effort to bolster their world-according-to-Genesis nonsense, creationists claim that only about 75% of human/chimp DNA is similar. Actually, when we include junk DNA in the calculation, that figure is closer to correct than the 97% estimate.”

      “Really!? Next you’re going to tell me that intelligent design theory is the truth and Darwin was smoking weed in the Galapagos!”

      Cortell stopped in his tracks, fixed me with a penetrating gaze and said, “Yes I am. Now I don’t know if Darwin smoked dope, but I am going to tell you that humans are the product of intelligent design.”

      My mouth must have gaped. The admiral chortled. “Don’t worry, Gary, you’re not in the company of a madman—though for many years I wondered about my sanity. When I say we’re the product of intelligent design I’m speaking literally, but much to the chagrin of our creationist friends that design occurred over thousands of years and without all the theological abracadabra.

      “Now you’re wondering what in the heck I’m talking about. If you decide to come work with us, you’re going to be astounded. You will never see life in the same way again.”

      That afternoon I told Carla of this conversation. She observed that the admiral’s last comment was both intriguing and disconcerting. When I told her of his wish to continue the discussion on our next morning’s walk, she insisted on joining us. She said hearing a summary of the conversation was “like smelling a neighbor’s barbeque.”
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      The three of us had walked in silence for a few minutes when the admiral said, “Carla, yesterday I was explaining to Gary that our Foundation is trying to address the issues of hardwood tree farming on two fronts. We discussed increasing tree growth rates in order to expedite the production of harvest-ready wood. Our efforts focus on modifying the trees’ genomes as well as the development of feeding and fertilizing protocols. As you can see, we’re making progress.” He waved his huge hands in a wide arc at the giant plants towering above our heads.

      Carla said, “A society grows great when old men plant trees whose shade they know they’ll never sit in.”

      The admiral studied her for a moment then said, “Ah yes—some Greek wisdom.” He paused, looking up into the canopy. “The thing is, tree farmers have to eat, which brings us to our second and perhaps more vexing issue—financing. How do we convince nations and the World Bank to up-front fund multi-generational agriculture endeavors? Even if our genetic modification efforts are a screaming success, the reality is that many species of hardwood trees planted by farmers today will likely be harvested by their grandchildren. So what are the generations of that family going to live on during the interim between planting and milling into saleable lumber?

      “We must develop ways for farmers to earn a living during the years of work that goes into raising hardwoods. Our foundation has engaged some of the most innovative and brilliant economists in the world to pour their combined intellects into that beaker. Many of the ideas coming out of their think tank are elegantly simple—and simplicity may be the most important factor in selling the notion of raising rather than murdering forests.

      “But articulating the economics of our project is made complex by our notion of wealth, which goes to the heart of what we value. And what humans were taught to value got totally screwed up many thousands of years ago.”

      We walked a few paces before Carla rose to the bait, “What do you mean?”

      “Gold! I mean gold.” He waited several seconds, letting the abruptness of his response settle in. “Have you ever wondered why we value gold?”

      I scoffed, “Because the jewelry industry has convinced us that coupled with diamonds it is the forever expression of true love.”

      The admiral cackled. “Indeed they have, haven’t they? Bully for them! But why? Why gold? Sure it’s beautiful and makes lovely jewelry. It is a most wonderful and fascinating metal. It doesn’t rust, tarnish or corrode. King Tut’s gold mask was as lustrous when rediscovered in 1922 as it was the day the pharaoh was entombed some three thousand years earlier.

      “Gold is remarkably conductive, able to transmit even tiny electrical currents in temperatures ranging from minus seventy to positive four hundred degrees. It’s so ductile that a single ounce can be drawn into a wire almost fifty miles long. It’s so malleable one ounce can be rolled into a three hundred square foot sheet. High purity gold can reflect ninety-nine percent of infrared radiation. The combination of malleability and reflectivity is why gold is used for our astronauts’ space suits.

      “Yet all of those remarkable properties cannot even begin to explain why humans have valued gold all the way back into prehistory. That litany of gold’s qualities was not known and could not have been understood by our ancient ancestors. Hell, they didn’t know about malleability, reflectivity, and infrared radiation. So, why have humans valued gold since time immemorial?”

      “I suppose because it’s beautiful and rare,” I answered.

      “I knew one of you would say that because that’s the nonsense we’ve heard all our lives. We still see that explanation bandied about today. Take a look at this.”

      The admiral pulled a smartphone out of his cargo pants pocket and began tapping the screen. Within a minute he’d opened the ‘History of Metals Timeline’ webpage. The top of the graphic began with ‘Metals of Antiquities.’ It listed metals in an ascending order of “discovery.” Gold was the first metal smelted about eight thousand years ago. Some eighteen-hundred years later came copper and two hundred years after that we began working with silver.

      Pointing to the screen, Cortell said, “Look what it says right here—‘Stone Age man learned to fashion gold into jewelry. The popularity of gold is largely due to its scarcity, value, and mankind’s fascination with the metal.’”

      Pulling his glasses off, he looked first at Carla then at me and said, “So there you have it, proof that humans have valued gold for eight thousand years because it’s scarce and fascinating. What nonsense!

      “How would ancient peoples have known gold was scarce? Though it has wonderful conductivity, ductility, malleability, etcetera, etcetera, what did any of those things have to do with the needs of hunter-gatherers? In addition to all its wonderful qualities, gold is too soft for tools, pottery, or any imaginable practical device our prehistoric ancestors needed.

      “It was not until the late twentieth century that any significant industrial use for gold emerged. Did you know that we mine twenty-five hundred metric tons of gold annually, yet only about ten percent is sold for industrial applications? Fifty percent is sold for jewelry and about forty percent for investment; mostly purchased by people hedging against economic disaster. Does anyone really think we would eat gold if civilization collapsed?” he scoffed. “If you want to invest for a dystopian future, buy and preserve spices in vacuum-sealed bags. They would be a helluva lot more valuable commodity than gold!”

      Waving a hand in front of his face as though swatting away the apocalyptic thoughts, he continued, “The point is, the value of gold has always been contrived, and it still is today. Which brings us back to the question, why gold? Actually, I suppose the question is both why and how.”

      “What do you mean by ‘how’?” Carla asked.

      Pointing again at his cell phone, “Look here, archeology tells us stone-age man began fashioning gold into jewelry some eight thousand years ago. We determined this from unearthed graves near Lake Varna in Bulgaria where people were buried wearing gold jewelry.

      “As you know gold nuggets and flakes occur naturally and sometimes appear shining in streambeds.”

      “Sutter’s Mill,” I said.

      “Correct! Now the alluvial gold theory proposes that prehistoric hunters and gatherers noticed the shiny objects in streambeds. At some point someone placed some nuggets on firepit stones, and voila, the gold melted. Seeing that it cooled and rehardened into the shape of the stone, these ancient peoples reasoned they could make casts of stone and shape the gold into aesthetically pleasing forms.

      “While on its surface this theory makes some sense, the problem is gold melts at over 1900 degrees Fahrenheit, which is three times as hot as an open-pit wood fire. So, did our prehistoric ancestors build a forge? Or were they using coal rather than wood for campfires? Archaeologists have simply not been able to offer conclusive answers about how the Lake Verna gold jewelry was made.

      “Even if you accept the idea that early civilizations were producing gold artifacts using alluvial gold, at what point did they begin mining ore? While there likely was enough gold lying around for small pieces of jewelry and sculpture, there certainly wasn’t enough alluvial gold to mold the enormous pieces found in Egypt. Over four thousand years ago Egyptians were already producing about one ton of gold per year.”

      Turning to Carla, “Is this boring you to tears?”

      “No, I’m fascinated.”

      Winking at her, he continued enthusiastically, “Thank you for humoring an old sailor. So, to produce one ton per year ancient Egyptians had to be smelting gold from ore. This fact raises all kinds of confounding questions. In its alluvial state gold nuggets or flakes are pretty obvious, but gold in ore sediments doesn’t really resemble those eye-catching baubles.

      “Did some hunter stub his toe on a rock, pick it up and say to himself, ‘Hmmm, this rock has gold in it.’ He coupled this remarkable observation with an epiphany that he could crumble the rock by setting it in a fire. He could then pound the crumbled rock in a stone mortar until it was reduced to pea-size gravel. Next, using millstones he could crush the gravel to the consistency of flour, then rub the powder on an inclined board, pouring water over it all the while. The crushed stone matter would wash away leaving gold powder adhering to the wood. Finally, he’d build a 1900 degree fire, melt the powder and pour the liquefied gold into molds made of God only knows what. That would be quite a remarkable set of insights, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Perhaps a bit too remarkable,” I replied.

      “Exactly! Downright preposterous! And that’s why the question is not just why gold, but also how.”

      “And I suppose you’re going to answer these questions,” Carla suggested.

      “I can, but it’s going to take a good deal of your time. It would be better to think of this conversation, as well as that stuff about intelligent design, as a tease.”

      I chuckled, “So intelligent design was yesterday’s tease, and you saved the really believable stuff for today.”

      By now we’d made a complete circuit and had returned to the hacienda. With a warm smile, the admiral waggled his index finger at us, turned, strode across the veranda and entered the front door. Class was over and we’d been dismissed.
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      We spent the next few days wandering around the farm, engaging in stimulating conversations, and savoring the delicious cuisine. On our sixth night I asked Carla, “So, what do you think?”

      She replied, “I think the admiral probably has the most arresting eyes I’ve ever seen—I’m not sure if it’s the bright green or the rings of gold flecks.”

      “Aww, come on…”

      She laughed, “Okay, I think if the admiral and Frank are trying to sell us on the idea of coming to work for them, it’s an exceedingly soft sale. Perhaps they’ve decided we’re not a good fit and they’re just too polite to tell us to go home.”
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      During the previous evenings’ dinners we had been joined by various combinations of neighbors and dignitaries, scientists and economists. On this night, the dinner table was set for only four. We arrived just as Frank walked in with the one martini he allowed the admiral each evening.

      “Ah, just in time,” Admiral Cortell declared as we entered. “Perhaps this will be a two martini night.”

      “Probably not,” Frank responded drolly as he pulled out a chair for Carla.

      “Well, you can’t blame a guy for trying—or so they say.”

      The conversation was affable and stimulating, but it seemed something of great consequence was not being said. Quite abruptly Frank turned to the admiral and said, “I think it’s time we talk turkey.”

      Without missing a beat Cortell pivoted to face us, “Here’s the thing—I’m an old man. I have carried an extraordinary cache of knowledge in my head most of my life. I couldn’t share this knowledge with anyone other than Frank here—and many years later my daughter. For over six decades I’ve made extensive notes and recorded hundreds of hours of what we might call recollections. I’ve come to believe it would be unforgivable for me to take these memories with me to the grave, but I have neither the skills nor enough years left to marshal a coherent narrative of this incredible tale.”

      Raising a hand and waving it slightly, he added, “Now I use the word memories loosely. Let me explain.

      “When I was a young man, just a few months after returning from service in the Korean War, I became quite ill. It began with a fever, muscle pain, and then an excruciating headache. Rayleen and I were living near the Naval Base in Charleston, South Carolina. I’d been too ill to go to work for a couple days. I was walking back to our bed after using the bathroom when I collapsed in a heap at the bedroom door. Rayleen called the base clinic, and they sent an ambulance.” Chuckling softly, “I was a bit more muscled-up back in the day and Rayleen was just a slip of a girl. There’s no way she could’ve dragged me to our car by herself.

      “By the time we arrived at the local hospital, I’d slipped into a coma. Within hours the medical director had called my father in Annapolis with a grim diagnosis. I had contracted eastern equine encephalitis. The medical staff were extremely worried because back then almost one in four people who were infected died from complications of the virus. To make the prognosis even worse, an encephalitis coma almost always resulted in severe brain damage.

      “As you know, it takes resources to access high quality medical care. That was true in 1954 and no less so today. Fortunately for me, my family had resources, namely friends in high places.

      “Dad had been the commander of a battleship escort group in the North Atlantic during World War II. On one of his voyages across the Atlantic, a man named Leonard Scheele was aboard his ship. Colonel Scheele was a medical doctor en route to take command of the Medical Department of the Army in the African theater. Dad and Dr. Scheele became friends on that voyage. As fate would have it, in 1948 Dr. Scheele was appointed Surgeon General of the United States. I’ve never known what strings were pulled, but within twelve hours I was loaded on a military med-evac aircraft and flown to Rochester, Minnesota. Have you folks ever been to the Mayo Clinic?”

      “Yes, in fact we were there just a few years ago in their GI Clinic,” Carla replied.

      “What did you think?” the admiral asked.

      “The place is astounding. I was having some serious complications related to my rheumatoid arthritis. After months of daily nausea they nailed the diagnosis and got me back on my feet.”

      “So you know,” Cortell continued, “if you’re seriously ill, Mayo is the place to go. And that was the case back in 1954 too. I have no recollection of any of this and can only tell you what Rayleen told me. She, a doctor, and a nurse flew with me from Charleston. The medical staff were expecting us and immediately began trying to reduce the brain swelling that they assumed was serious, reduce my fever which they knew was dangerously high, hydrate, and nourish me. I don’t know exactly what treatments were prescribed. What I do know is that I didn’t awaken from the coma as quickly as they’d have liked.

      “Now the electroencephalogram was not an altogether new technology, but it was not as ubiquitous or advanced as it is today. The Mayo neurology clinic probably had the most sophisticated equipment and qualified personnel on earth at that time. Yet from the moment they hooked me up to the electrodes the neurologists were stumped by my brain activity.

      “As I understand it, they expected to see a particular pattern of theta and delta waves, perhaps even some alpha and mu waves depending on the depth of my coma. They would have been relieved with that EEG pattern as it would have indicated I was perhaps minimally conscious.

      “Instead, what they found was a brain running four-minute miles. Hours of beta and gamma waves were interspersed with periods of alpha. Occasionally it would appear that my brain had gone to sleep for a couple of hours with the EEG recording only delta and theta waves. This caused quite a stir all the way from Mayo Clinic to the Surgeon General’s office.”

      “You weren’t really in a coma at all,” I observed.

      “I don’t think there is a medical term that describes my state of consciousness during those eleven weeks,” the admiral replied.

      “Eleven weeks!” Carla exclaimed.

      “Yes. My brain was running in overdrive, but I didn’t wake-up and do not recall hearing any conversations around me for eleven weeks. Then one day, and I remember this as if it happened an hour ago, I opened my eyes and saw a nurse marking the paper on the clipboard at the foot of my bed. I said, ‘Good morning. What’s your name?’ She shrieked, threw the clipboard up in the air and bolted out the door. She ran down the hall squealing.” With a falsetto voice Admiral Cortell mimicked the nurse, “He’s awake, he’s awake, he’s awake! Get the doctor! Call Mrs. Cortell! He’s awake!”

      The admiral’s affectations were so amusing Carla and I burst out laughing. Even Frank, who no doubt had heard the story numerous times, let loose a throaty chuckle.

      “Now I’d say that moment of mirth calls for a second martini, wouldn’t you?” The admiral held the empty glass by its stem and shook it in Frank’s direction. Frank rolled his eyes, snatched the glass from Cortell’s hand, and strode into the kitchen. “Yes, just so. I thought we might be able to prevail upon the always vigilant and ever so conservative Mr. Williams tonight.”

      “So what happened then?” Carla asked.

      “Ah, everyone was either laughing or crying or both. The room was crowded with staff who were soon joined by Rayleen and a couple of friends. I was poked and prodded; my temperature and blood pressure were taken dozens of times. They looked at my toenails and massaged my feet. They made me demonstrate my grip strength and looked down my throat. They looked in my ears and up my bum. Looking back I suppose I was more amused than confused at the time.

      “Soon it ceased to be funny. It’s hard work getting your strength back after lying prone for so long. Extensive physical therapy was required in order to regain the youthful vigor that had, to some extent, defined me prior to the illness. But the physical challenges turned out to be trifling compared to the emotional issues.

      “Incrementally I had a growing awareness of thoughts that didn’t make sense and recollections I couldn’t place. I mentioned this to Rayleen and my doctor one morning. The doctor explained it was not unusual for people emerging from a coma to have thought disorders.

      “At that time, our understanding of coma was still quite rudimentary. My doctor suggested perhaps I was just remembering dreams. Given how alert and articulate I was, he assured us I’d likely have a complete recovery. In other words, ‘don’t worry about these odd thoughts, they’ll pass.’

      “Rayleen and I were naturally relieved by his assurances. From that moment Rayleen became a rock of strength and the voice of reason. Perhaps that’s why I was never able to tell her the whole unreasonable truth. The story I’m going to tell you was a secret that haunted our fifty-two year marriage. It nagged at me and vexed me in ways I cannot even now come to terms with. I tell myself if she is watching down on me, she understands and has forgiven my deception. I tell myself that, but I can only hope it is so. I suppose my feelings of guilt and ambivalence are because the deception implied I didn’t trust her with the truth.” The admiral’s voice cracked, “…and for that, I haven’t been able to forgive myself.”

      Frank had just returned with the martinis. He reached over and gripped Cortell’s forearm, squeezing it reassuringly. We sat quietly for a couple of minutes waiting for the admiral to continue. “Perhaps because of that guilt I decided to tell our daughter, Kelsey, after Rayleen was gone.” With a snort he added, “And she’s been kind enough to be a skeptic without being a denier.

      “During those days at Mayo, each morning I awoke with more and more recollections; more and more notions of things about which I could not possibly know. And it was not only after sleep that these images emerged. I would be reading something or watching something outside the window and suddenly an unbidden idea or memory would pop into my head.

      “It seemed my only relief from the crazy thoughts came while I was doing physical therapy. So I tried to exercise all the time. At first the medical staff applauded my tenacity, but it became clear my regimen was too compulsive to be laudable. In actuality, escaping into physical activity didn’t really work anyway. After I’d showered and relaxed a few minutes, the brain’s floodgate would open to torrents of new ideas and memories.

      “As is often the case with people in the middle of a crisis, I believed somehow geography would mitigate the fix I was in. Because I was making such good progress physically, and because I kept my mouth shut about the emotional turmoil, I was released to return to Charleston within a few weeks.” The admiral chuckled, “As you might guess, American Airlines therapy wasn’t successful. In fact the change of scenery only seemed to provide more fodder for new and increasingly disturbing thoughts. At some level I knew these ideas were not the product of dreams. But because I had no way to understand what was happening to me, I slipped further and further down the rabbit hole.

      “While I could deceive Rayleen about the source, there was no way to hide the fact that I was in trouble. She talked to our doctor. I was too confused, proud, stupid—take your pick—to do so myself. He again assured her my progress was remarkable, particularly given that the medical professionals had believed I’d probably never recover.

      “This time she was not so reassured. She had to go home and deal with a man who’d come out of a coma but didn’t want to come out from under the bed covers. I was on extended medical leave. My commanding officers assumed that was because I was still overcoming the effects of the encephalitis, not because I was too depressed to work.

      “I told Rayleen she needed to just put me in a psychiatric hospital.” Cortell looked away and sniffed. “But she had an aunt who suffered with depression and was in and out of a facility over in Georgia. Back in those days a routine treatment for people with severe depression was electroshock. The protocol was to strap a person to a table and fire massive jolts of electricity through the brain, usually without the benefit of anesthesia or muscle relaxants. During one session her Aunt Tabitha had such a severe seizure she broke the ulna in her right arm. There was almost always significant memory loss subsequent to the treatments. I knew about the memory loss side-effect and was hoping electroshock might wipeout my unwanted memories. Thankfully, Rayleen was adamant that no one, under any circumstances, was going to hook me up to an electroconvulsive therapy machine.

      “I was too confused and depressed to even have the energy to argue with her. I began to believe that brain damage was causing me to hallucinate. We talked about going to see a psychiatrist but remember this was 1954. Rayleen said she would support whatever decision I made. Then she asked, ‘If it ever leaks that you’ve seen a shrink, are you willing to retire in twenty years as an Ensign?’ Her question stunned me. I hadn’t really considered the impact of mental illness on my career. I’d always envisioned someday being a ship’s captain.

      “So it was, I made the decision to get better—as if it would be that easy! The fact that I was able to make myself get out of bed, put on the uniform, and go to work did not make my “hallucinations” go away. I thought I was losing my mind. As the collection of memories kept growing I found myself having subvocalized conversations with people I could remember but did not know—people who didn’t even look like us.

      “I was able to do my job well enough I suppose. I smiled and spoke confidently. I laughed at the right kind of jokes and chastised sailors for the wrong kinds of jokes. People on the base went out of their way to welcome me back. I was liked and respected. I should have been awarded an Oscar. But by the time I got home each evening I would collapse in bed from the exhaustion of pretense. I lost a lot of weight because I often skipped dinner.

      “Finally, I became so desperate I spoke to my father about what was going on. I didn’t tell him about the exact nature of my hallucinatory thoughts, but I shared enough for him to understand that I was in trouble. I told him Rayleen was shaken but standing firm.

      “Again my dad put in a call to Surgeon General Scheele, and again strings were pulled. I was assigned temporary duty at the U. S. Embassy in Great Britain. That was our cover story anyway. The real reason we went to Britain was to see a doctor named Ronald Sandison at the Powick Hospital near Worcester.

      “It was about a two-hour drive from London to Worcester. Each time I had a couple of days off, Rayleen would get a car and we’d drive over and stay the night at an inn. I met with Dr. Sandison several times for what he called diagnostic assessment. His staff performed a thorough physical exam and he interviewed me and Rayleen extensively.

      “It was not until our fourth or fifth visit to the hospital that he proposed a radical treatment. At the time we didn’t appreciate just how radical. We’d never heard of psychedelic therapy. The only thing we really understood was that he wasn’t going to pound my brain with electricity. Even if I had known what lysergic acid diethylamide was, I’d have agreed to the treatment. Partly because Dr. Sandison was an impressive guy, but mainly because I was just so desperate to make the bizarre thoughts go away.

      “Sandison was an unapologetic proponent of using psychedelic drugs as a tool in the psychiatric regimen. Now he wasn’t a Timothy Leary kind of nut case. He didn’t believe LSD was the source of spiritual enlightenment. In fact, Sandison was a rather religious man, and a sailor too by the way.

      “Some years later, just out of curiosity, I did some research on his use of the drug. He treated several hundred patients with LSD during the 1950s and 60s, but it was not his treatment of choice for most patients. He used it as a fallback therapy for the treatment of neuroses and depressions that were resistant to more traditional approaches.

      “He believed it likely that I’d sustained some subtle but profound brain damage from the encephalitis. For that reason, he didn’t consider me a great candidate for what was in that era the standard psychoanalytic approach. He seemed to understand from our interviews that I was on a slippery slope and sliding fast.

      “Sandison invited us to his home. We arrived at mid-morning on a Saturday. He offered us tea and biscuits. Actually, he offered Rayleen biscuits and told me it would be better not to eat anything prior to ingesting the drug. His wife, Evelyn, joined us and we all sat in the parlor talking and relaxing for almost an hour. Evelyn asked Rayleen to ride into town with her to do some shopping. Dr. Sandison led me to a bedroom they had converted to a combination library-office. He put on a record of soft melodic music and asked me to take a seat on a Victorian style couch. He began regaling me with stories of his sailboat adventures. Soon he went to his desk and produced a tiny vial of liquid.

      “I drank the sip from the vial and sat back while Sandison continued his stories of sailing and fishing. As I listened I became aware of perception distortions and an altered sense of time. In fact, the complete buckling of time is what I remember most. I wouldn’t say I enjoyed the experience nor was it a ‘bad trip.’ Psychologically speaking, I’d say the drug had no real therapeutic effect.” Cortell stopped and held up his index finger and shook it dramatically. “Except for one thing—one very, very important thing. After taking LSD I knew what a hallucination was and how it felt. I knew for a fact my strange thoughts, the incessant internal dialogue with people whom I’d never met, my impossible recollections were absolutely not hallucinations.

      “We spent the night at the Sandison’s home and Rayleen drove us back to London the next morning. I can remember exactly where we were when the realization that I had not been hallucinating struck me. I remember the very moment my recovery began. That awareness occurred over a period of about thirty seconds. I spent the next thirty years coming to terms with what it all meant.”

      Cortell leaned across the table, his clasped hands extended in front of him. The barely touched second martini rested behind his interwoven fingers. He stared in our direction with a somewhat unnerving expression and said, “You see those bizarre thoughts—those mental images are memories. I remember a life that was lived thousands of years ago. I have vivid recollections of that life. I remembered more and more details of that life as time passed. Even to this day I continue to remember more specifics of events that transpired many millennia ago.”

      Carla and I could not take our eyes off the admiral. After a moment he continued, “With that I’m sure you think I’m a crazy old kook. Let me assure you I may be old, but I’m not crazy. I’m not saying that I lived before—that I am some kind of reincarnation. You see, I know enough of that long-ago life to understand how it is I have these memories. I remember the life of one of the fallen angels. That’s the story I want to tell you. It’s a story recorded in my junk DNA. It’s the story I want you to write!”

      Incredulously, I said only, “What!?”

      The admiral and Frank were sitting directly across the table from Carla and me. They turned toward each other, then exploded in uproarious laughter. Frank crowed, “I told you that’s all he’d say.”

      Carla and I were yet too stunned to join in the levity. With a toothy grin Frank added, “If you think that disclosure was bad, wait until he drops the next bomb on you.”

      Regaining his composure, the admiral continued, “What you must understand is the fallen angels were anything but angels. They were travelers. They were industrialists. They were scientists. They were scholars. They were many things. They were egotistical and fallible—oh God how fallible they were! As it turns out though, they were not just passing through. They came and they stayed. They’re still living in every cell of our bodies.”

      “What does that mean?” I implored.

      “Now you’ve heard the claim by the so-called pro-life crowd that life begins at conception.”

      “Of course,” Carla replied.

      “I absolutely assure you that is patent nonsense. Was the ovum not alive before fertilization? What about the sperm? Could a dead sperm swim upstream to find and enter an egg? Of course it was alive too. Life began long before the fertilization of any egg in a womb. You see, life has been surging forward in fits and starts for billions of years. What the not so angelic angels did was tinker with this planet’s DNA. We, sitting around this table, are the product of their intelligent design.”

      We sat, each with our own thoughts, for several moments when Carla asked, “What did you mean when you said you continue to have new memories of that past life?”

      The admiral looked into her ocean blue eyes, “I’ve spent a good deal of time over the years thinking about that. I’ve come to believe it has to do with the way human memory works. Let me give you an example. Tell me what you remember about second grade.”

      With no hesitation Carla responded, “I remember sitting for my school photo with cat scratches on my face.”

      “There you go,” Cortell said. “For whatever reason, that was a profound experience for you and it created a powerful memory. Without even thinking about it, that image surfaced almost immediately in your consciousness. Now tell me everything else about your second grade year.”

      “Pfft, I don’t think so! My kids have long accused me of having ‘Carla’s-heimers’.”

      Cortell laughed. “You make my point. We can remember some things almost instantly, but most of our memories come to us as the result of external stimuli. Sometimes memories pop into our heads because of something someone said or something we saw or read.

      “But most memories are ephemeral and fleeting. The old bedrock of jurisprudence, eyewitness testimony, has proven to be horrendously unreliable. That’s because over time our memories are altered by interceding events. They fade with age. We repress some memories. We change some memories to make them worse than the events really were. We also sanitize memories through a kind of mental alchemy.

      “We cannot remember everything that happened to us in the second grade,” gesturing toward Carla, “because we either lack the catalyzing stimuli or the memory has been altered. But perhaps more important than all of that, most of the events we’ve experienced during our lives are simply not recited to memory. Given all that, just imagine the problems with a human brain trying to recall a life lived thousands of years ago—the life of an extraterrestrial.”
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      When we retired that evening I had little doubt what our decision would be. Nevertheless, the next morning at breakfast I had to ask again, “Why would you want us to compile your story into a book?”

      “For the last several years Frank and I have been searching for a writer with the time and, more importantly, the temperament to take on this job.”

      Mischievously Carla asked, “And just what makes you think Gary’s crazy enough for you?”

      Laughing, the admiral asked, “Well he is, isn’t he?”

      “No doubt! But that hardly answers the question!” Carla teased.

      Feigning insult I asked, “Crazy or not, what do you mean by ‘the right temperament’?”

      Frank shared one of his finely honed observations. “It seems to me that in order to do this story justice the writer must be open-minded enough to embrace the unbelievable, yet agnostic enough to ask the right questions.”

      The admiral pursed his lips and nodded. “That’s quite good, Frank.”

      Turning to us he said, “Now if you decide to join us, you need to understand it will be a full-time commitment. Oh, we’ll find some time to go to the beach and do a few scuba dives, but as I said earlier, I’m no youngster. While we never know when departure from this life might come, at my age one can be certain the end draws nigh.”
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      We returned to Santa Fe, engaged the services of a house-sitter, and arranged auto-drafts for our recurring bills. Three weeks later we were back in Puerto Rico.

      On our first morning back at the hacienda, when the admiral finished his second cup of coffee, he stood and said, “It’s time for us to get started.”

      Following him into the library, we did not fully appreciate the enormous leap we were taking into the abyss of humanity’s dark prehistory.

      
        
        The narrative set down from the story told by James Cortell.
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            RIDING NEUTRINOS

          

        

      

    

    
      Domhan-Siol is the fourth planet of eighteen orbiting a yellow K-class star. It has an abundance of gaseous, liquid, and some frozen water. Life began its remarkable evolutionary journey on the planet some seven billion annum ago.

      The sentient beings that evolved on Domhan-Siol wanted to believe the cosmos was teeming with life. Domhanian scholars proposed theoretical models that estimated the number of technologically advanced civilizations in the galaxy. The variables included: the rate of star formation, the number of planets per solar system environmentally suitable for life, the fraction of life-bearing planets that evolved sentient life, the fraction of civilizations that developed technologies emitting detectable signals, and the length of time such civilizations produced those energy signatures.

      Initially this formula was merely a brain teaser, but over time Domhanians became obsessed with finding extraterrestrial life. The more focused they became on this quest, the more they refined the formula, and the more discouraged they became. Technologically advanced civilizations were simply not as abundant as they had hypothesized.

      During the early centuries of Domhanian space exploration they invested heavily in extraterrestrial mining. They became increasingly dependent upon imports of minerals from planets, moons, and asteroids throughout their solar system. Enormous industries producing almost incalculable wealth grew out of these enterprises.

      Though the search for extraterrestrial intelligence had been fruitless and their enthusiasm flagged, Domhanians did not abandon the effort. They were astounded and ecstatic when a spacefaring species visited the solar system of Domhan-Siol. They called the extraterrestrial visitors Natharians. However, Domhanians were crestfallen when they realized the Natharians would neither respond to nor initiate any form of communication.

      They came to believe the Natharians were probably a life-form so different that interspecies communication would be a difficult proposition, if even possible. They also theorized that Natharian space travel technology was based on a branch of physics unimagined by the scientists of Domhan-Siol.

      Domhanians had for centuries understood that antimatter particles could coalesce to form antiatoms the same way protons and electrons form atoms. However, virtually everything they observed in the universe was made of matter rather than antimatter. So where was all that antimatter?

      They were also aware of the existence of an electrically neutral subatomic particle that did not behave like any other type of matter. (Tens of thousands of years after this discovery by Domhanians, humans on Earth would identify these particles and call them neutrinos.) Even though neutrinos are infinitesimally small, they are so numerous they have approximately the same mass as all the stars in the galaxy combined. Every second, billions of neutrinos pass through every cubic centimetre of matter virtually everywhere in the cosmos.

      Because they are neutrally charged, Domhanian scientists were unable to confirm the existence of a neutrino’s antimatter correlate. Their search for the antineutrino went on for decades. During this time they continued to observe many dozens of Natharian spacecraft visiting Domhan-Siol’s solar system. Applying known principles of physics, Domhanians were baffled by the frequency of Natharian visits.

      Then a team of theoretical physicists was struck with an inspired epiphany. They proposed and soon proved that most antimatter does not exist in this physical universe. Rather it is deposited in another dimension of a multiverse. This discovery led to the realization that the matter-antimatter model simply did not apply to neutrinos.

      The new science predicted that not only could neutrinos pass through other matter unimpeded, they also passed through the barriers between dimensions of the multiverse and through folds in the fabric of space-time. A neutrino could exist in dimension Alpha, cross over into dimension Beta for just a few days, then reenter dimension Alpha many trillions of kilometres away; the effect being that the neutrino had traveled an unfathomable distance relative to dimension Alpha.

      Domhanians realized that neutrinos are the threads that knit the fabric of the multiverse together. Over the course of many decades they learned how to weave clusters of neutrino threads into interdimensional energy conduits. They came to see these neutrino streams as the neural pathways of the cosmos; an interdimensional corpus callosum.

      Domhanian scientists theorized that Natharians were not only moving energy along the neutrino threads between dimensions, but they had learned how to fold additional mass into neutrino streams. If Domhanians could develop a technology to accomplish that feat, the pathways could become neutrino tunnels between dimensions and across the galaxy. This theoretical possibility underpinned whole new areas of study.

      All the while there were dozens of pious sects zealously claiming that in the entire galaxy only Domhanians had been created in the image of an all-powerful deity. Among these cultists it seemed comforting, and even became vogue, to mock intellectuals and their scientific “mumbo jumbo.”
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      Thousands of annum before they embarked on space exploration, a cultural homogenization had occurred on Domhan-Siol. Though there remained some regional eccentricities, for the most part linguistic and cultural differences were inconsequential.

      This integration process naturally resulted in a blending of the genepool. Racial differences all but disappeared. Adults ranged in height from about 1.6 to 2.1 metres. There was no significant difference in gender sizes, though on average males tended to be slightly larger than females.

      They were a symmetrical, bipedal species: two eyes and ears, one mouth, and one nose. They had two arms with hands reaching about mid-thigh. Their hands had six digits; five fingers with an opposing thumb. Likewise, their feet had six toes.

      Domhanians had a fully developed forehead above thick eyebrows. The parietal area in the back of the skull sloped back in the shape of an elongated egg. Their skin color varied from darkish cream to light olive. They had scant facial hair though their heads were covered with thick curly locks, ranging in color from shiny sorrel to almost flat black. They also had fine, light-colored hair sparsely covering the rest of their bodies.

      All in all, they considered themselves quite a handsome species.
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        August 2017

        Santa Fe, New Mexico

      

      

      Since the beginning of our project we had worked primarily in the hacienda library at the farm in Puerto Rico. We’d also spent a few days at Admiral Cortell’s home on Lake Norman just outside of Charlotte, North Carolina.

      Both North Carolina and Puerto Rico are muggy in late summer, whereas Santa Fe’s seven thousand foot altitude makes for quite pleasant Augusts. Since Santa Fe’s Indian Arts Market had long been on the admiral’s bucket list, we decided to retreat to the high country of northern New Mexico for a spell.

      Carla had been listening to Cortell’s description of the Domhanian people. When she walked into our small office/library and set two freshly brewed lattes on the desk she asked, “So, Admiral, what did they really look like?”

      “Why, thank you my dear,” Cortell said as he leaned back in the chair and wove his fingers together behind his head. “Egyptians! We looked like Egyptians.”

      I scribbled a note and dated it. This was the very first time he had used a first-person pronoun when referring to the people of Domhan-Siol.

      Cortell chuckled and said, “Now that’s not very descriptive is it? You know those five-thousand-year-old paintings and sculptures of the Pharaohs and Queens of Egypt’s Old Kingdom?”

      Carla nodded.

      “Well, those weird head dresses they wore that sloped way to the back—that was the shape of Domhanian heads. And the skin color; most Domhanians’ skin color was very close to the color of those ancient Egyptians.”

      “Mesopotamians also wore similar head coverings,” I added.

      “Yeah, many cultures did. Some even bound the growing heads of infants with cords to elongate the parietal area. You ever wonder what that was all about?” Cortell paused, looking out the office window at the aspen trees Carla and I had planted in the back yard a decade earlier. “But they got it wrong. Sculptures of the Anunnaki have little pointed or big square hats and long square beards—that was all wrong. The Old Kingdom Egyptians—they nailed it.”

      “Wait a minute—you mean the Egyptians designed headwear to mimic the skull shape of Domhanians?” Carla asked.

      The admiral shrugged and again looked out the window at the leaves of the aspen trees quaking in the breeze. After a long moment he swiveled his chair around, inhaled deeply and said, “That’s a great latte.”

      When Carla smiled he winked at her, then turned back to me and said, “Enough lollygagging, let’s get back to work. And now I want to tell you a bit of the Domhanian backstory. You need to understand some things about their history.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          
            LIFE BELONGS TO LIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Admiral Cortell continues his story:

      

      

      Political subdivisions on Domhan-Siol were neither partisan nor geographic. In almost every respect governance was the outgrowth of corporate business structures. Though Domhanian culture valued and fostered personal liberty and responsibility, their government was a corporatocracy.

      Workers were required to invest a portion of their compensation in their employers’ businesses. Those investments were held in trust for employees and their families. Earnings from the investments were disbursed to provide for housing, retirement, medical, and educational needs. The principal amount invested by workers could never be withdrawn though it could be passed from parent to offspring. After a couple generations of corporate loyalty, the earnings from a family’s investments often became quite sizable. Many families became rather wealthy, but offspring who chose a different career path lost any claim to the investment earnings from the nest egg held by the family’s employer.

      This investment model had its detractors. The most outspoken critics claimed it was a “golden handcuffs” scam. Nevertheless, given Domhanians’ natural conservatism, this method of capitalizing corporate enterprises endured for centuries. As space exploration efforts became industrialized, frays began to rend the fabric of the multigenerational marriages between corporations and families. This, in large part, was due to extended off-world work assignments in environments that were quite challenging.

      When it became obvious that jobs in low gravity environments took decades off one’s life, volunteers for extraterrestrial postings shriveled. Corporations found it almost impossible to recruit for those positions. Massive investments in robotics and other labor-saving technologies had some impact, but did not eliminate the need for crews of live, on-site workers. Various systems of workforce coercion were attempted with limited success. What corporations needed was a dependable source of reliable conscripted laborers.

      Meanwhile the quest to replicate Natharian technologies marched relentlessly onward. Over the course of several decades physicists, mathematicians, and engineers teamed up to develop a prototype 4D-Initiator. The device was designed to produce then hitch a ride on an artificially generated neutrino stream through dimensions and across the galaxy.

      The first tentative steps into the interdimensional unknown involved the dispatch of various kinds of time and distance measuring devices. Microbial organisms traveled next, soon followed by more advanced lifeforms. Finally, the big day arrived. After millions of annum of evolution, sentient life on Domhan Síol stood on the threshold of leaving their solar system behind.

      Most Domhanians were intrigued and cheered these efforts with pride and awe. But in the background there was an undercurrent of doubt. The more moderate cultists found the specter of identifying other possibly far more advanced species existentially disconcerting. The most radical cultists claimed that space exploration was an affront to their god. They screeched that the 4D-Initiator would open an interdimensional portal through which all manner of evil might flow. They had no idea!
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      Early Domhanian explorers found life on planets orbiting stars within the narrow band where water exists in its liquid state. However after centuries of 4D galactic exploration they had discovered only fourteen worlds with sentient life-forms and none with technologically advanced civilizations.

      Domhanian theorists coined the phrase, “Life belongs to life” to articulate a belief that life’s prime directive is to reproduce itself. A philosophy emerged among many Domhanians that the enhancement of evolving sentient life-forms was a noble endeavor worthy of a great species.

      When scientists began genetically augmenting extraterrestrial species, Anotas-Deithe Command implemented rigid protocols for the classification and release of information about those activities. The existence of that classified information just served to intensify paranoia among the deity cults. Most cultists remained steadfastly opposed to space exploration.

      Social psychologists theorized this radicalism was the result of a fear response to the Natharians. Decades after their discovery, many cultists still refused to acknowledge Natharian existence. They refused to read, study, or even try to understand the evidence. To do so would negate one of the most basic tenets of their faith; that Domhanians sat at the apex of an all-knowing deity’s creation.

      While most Domhanians accepted the scientific evidence as irrefutable, among the more fanatical cults this acceptance actually exacerbated a xenophobia that had not been seen on Domhan-Siol for millennia. That fear behaved much like a recessive gene. It had lain dormant since the planet’s “unification,” but given the right stimuli, these anxieties manifested full-blown among a surprising number of people who carried the right combination of predispositions.

      At the other end of the ideological spectrum were Domhanians who believed every morsel of new scientific knowledge had the potential to produce profits. At some level, this attitude was reasonable and even beneficial in terms of advancing galactic exploration. Corporations lavishly funded the development of technologies necessary to harvest resources from extraterrestrial sites. Over the course of several centuries, the values undergirding Domhanian galactic exploration veered away from its focus on science. Commercial opportunism drove most exploration decisions. Almost without notice, scientists and engineers within the upper echelons of Anotas-Deithe were replaced by entrepreneurs and industrialists.

      As the people of Domhan-Siol became increasingly strident within their disparate clusters, hyperbole rather than reason came to typify public discourse. To wit, they labeled the philosophical conflicts swirling around their various points of view as “culture wars.” Anotas-Deithe had long since fostered a “Pax Planeta” on Domhan-Siol. Insurrection as a means of initiating social change was a discarded relic of the planet’s distant past. While suspicions and disagreements fractured unity among the people of Domhan-Siol, no actual “wars” were being fought.

      Discovery of the Beag-Liath would change all that. In retrospect, it was likely not the discovery of a third spacefaring species that catalyzed the ripping of Domhanian social fabric, but rather the nature of that first contact.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          
            ADVENTURE OF A LIFETIME

          

        

      

    

    
      Ramuell had grieved deeply when his parents failed to return from what was to have been a short-term survey expedition. For the next sixty-two annum he was raised by his adoring grandmother, but he remained haunted by Dr. Althea’s and Professor Egan’s mysterious disappearance. His fond memories were images of shared activities and events during the nine annum they had together. He could remember the way they looked but was unable to recall the sound of their voices. He had long since accepted the likelihood they were lost in another dimension or another time or perhaps dead.

      Even given this heartbreak, Ramuell fervently hoped to someday travel aboard a 4D-Initiator ship. Being so young, he’d resigned himself to waiting a few more decades. Youth under the age of ninety were almost never allowed on Anotas-Deithe interstellar missions.

      One evening Ramuell’s grandmother, Kadeya, announced that her assignment to the planet Ghrain-3 had been approved. She was thrilled. Ramuell was mortified. He loved studying at the Institute of Science, Math, and Literature, but the idea of living on-campus for the next twenty annum was not appealing.

      Toying with the beaded headband that kept her curly thick white hair almost in check, Kadeya looked at Ramuell and said, “Guess who’s coming with me.”

      The lanky, auburn-haired boy launched out of his chair as if a rocket had been sewn in his pants. They hugged, laughed, and did a do-si-do around the kitchen.

      The very next day Ramuell began reading everything he could find about Ghrain-3, the third planet orbiting a G class yellow star. He found quite a lot of information from the early surveys of the solar system and planet, but most information about recent work on Ghrain-3 was classified and available only to those with high-level security clearances.

      A brief note in one report completely baffled him:

      Genetic manipulation experiments to create vesicular monoamine transporters were suspended after certain enigmatic mutations were produced in the targeted species. Extensive interventions may be required to rectify the unanticipated results.

      Frustrated with his inability to access clarifying information, Ramuell badgered his grandmother incessantly. Exasperated, Kadeya closed off any further discussion of the matter. “Look, under no circumstances will I discuss classified information with an excited seventy-one-annum-old boy. Can you imagine how much trouble we’d be in if you let even a peep slip while bragging to your friends? And yes, I know you’ll be bragging—I was once a kid too you know!”

      A taller-than-average female, Kadeya towered over her seated grandson. Gesticulating with her long left hand she added, “Only after we’ve made the jump and are out of contact with the homeworld will I discuss this matter with you again!”
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      Kadeya and Ramuell embarked on their adventure from the Nexo de Mando 4D terminal. Some two hours after launch into orbit, the 4D Initiator device was activated and the ship hurtled across a barrier between dimensions in the multiverse.

      Kadeya led Ramuell to the ship’s lounge after the jump. They drank tea sweetened with fruit juice and laced with a mild phenothiazine antiemetic. Both of them had experienced what was known as “the stretch.” It’s the sensation one’s body is expanding then contracting during the interdimensional jump. Even wearing sensory deprivation suits, many people still felt a bit wrung out after jumping.

      Neither Ramuell nor his grandmother felt horrible, but they didn’t feel great either. They were lying back on reclining chairs and watching a comic movie as they sipped their medicine-laced tea. Several other passengers joined them in the lounge. Some watched the movie and others sat at a hexagonal table playing small-stakes games with gambling cards.

      Later they went to their shared cabin. Ramuell flopped down on his bunk and once again began pestering his grandmother about what they were likely to find on Ghrain-3. Kadeya grabbed a pillow from her bed and affectionately, albeit not too gently, stuffed it between her grandson’s back and the wall. Ramuell wriggled around to make himself comfortable. His long legs dangled off the side of the bed.

      Kadeya eased herself into the cabin’s only chair and pulled the tiny tea table up as a footrest. With an amused expression, she studied Ramuell. There was no known technology for transmitting communication signals from ships traveling within the interdimensional neutrino streams, so she now felt safe speaking freely with her grandson.

      “I believe one of the main reasons so much information about Ghrain-3 has been classified has more to do with what we’ve learned about ourselves than what we’ve learned about the planet. There was a time during the early days of our interventions with alien species that the secrecy was absolute; releasing classified information was punishable by a life-sentence of exile on Tine-4.

      “Over the centuries, tens of thousands of people have worked on other worlds. At some point when a very large number of people know a secret, it ceases to be a secret. That’s what happened with much of the classified information about our genetic manipulation experiments. Today almost everyone takes this information for granted.”

      “Not everyone,” Ramuell interrupted. “There are a lot of cultists.”

      Kadeya waved her hand dismissively and continued, “Never mind them—a bunch of ignorant reactionaries. The decision to genetically fast-forward the evolution of other species was made more than a thousand annum before I was born. Unlike the cultists, I’ve taken the time to actually read about that history. The people of my great-grandparent’s generation didn’t make the decision lightly.

      “It was hypothesized, using credible scientific models, that our own genetic makeup may have been manipulated by some unknown spacefaring species in the distant past. The evidence was convincing enough to persuade a significant majority of that era’s decision-makers that not only was genetic enhancement a justifiable undertaking, it might even be our obligation to sentient life throughout the cosmos.

      “You know, Ramuell, we are such an extraordinary species. We love life. We can produce extraordinary works of art, science, literature, and we appreciate the beauty of all those things.” She paused thinking of how to continue. “The fact is, at some point our society will collapse. Our species will inevitably become extinct. It would be an incalculable and unforgivable loss if we fail to figure out how to pass on our most important contribution to the cosmos—our love of art, music, physics, mathematics, literature—our self-awareness—our sentience.”

      “Do you believe our genetic makeup was enhanced?” Ramuell asked.

      “Yes I do. It’s likely some ancient species helped direct our evolutionary course. I just don’t believe the fabled missing link exists.” Kadeya rubbed her lips and chin thoughtfully. “Or rather the missing link did exist—it just happened to be from another world. Perhaps they were so good at splicing and dicing our ancestor’s genome that now we can neither prove nor disprove their intervention.”

      Ramuell asked, “So on Ghrain-3 are we just carrying on a galactic tradition?”

      With a slight shake of her head, Kadeya continued, “It’s a bit more complex than that. As I said, on Ghrain-3 we’ve learned a good deal about ourselves. Early on there was considerable dissension among our explorers. On several occasions, they protested directives and at least half a dozen times scientists flatly refused to comply with instructions received through Anotas Command. As I understand it, only twice were those refusals related to technical issues. The other incidents of insubordination were about ethical conflicts.

      “All of those cases were ultimately resolved through legally mediated processes. That’s not to say everyone agreed with the decisions, but the issues were resolved. Then several annum ago philosophical and ethical disagreements on Ghrain-3 escalated from insubordination to insurgency. This occurred so quickly the authorities on Domhan-Siol hadn’t even been alerted before a smattering of violent incidents occurred.”

      Ramuell exclaimed, “Violence!?”

      The knowledge that Domhanians had actually resorted to violence made Kadeya decidedly uncomfortable. “Yes, as hard as that is to believe. Unfortunately, the unrest among our own kind has hardly been the only problem we’ve encountered on Ghrain. You might even say our efforts there have been a cursed enterprise. That is if you were a cultist and believed in their divine interventions and angels and curses and other such nonsense.”

      Ramuell could not possibly have foreseen how poorly his grandmother’s spiritual skepticism would serve them in the decades ahead. Ghrain-3 would prove to be far more mystical and complex than either of them could imagine.
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            HOME AGAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Consciousness crept upon Althea much as an early morning’s light filters through window curtains. At first Ramuell’s mother was aware only of being cold. Of course I’m cold—I’m lying here bare-butt naked. But, where am I? When she heard a moan to her left, Althea slowly turned her head and opened her right eye ever so slightly. She was vaguely aware that it was either dawn or dusk as she could only make out her husband’s profile.

      A heavy film of postnasal mucus choked Egan as he roused. The sensation flooded his body with corticotrophin and epinephrine. He lurched toward awareness with a startled panic. Choking and coughing, he spastically rolled to his knees and retched. Though there was little in his stomach to purge, the heaving cleared the sensation of obstruction in his throat. He crumpled back to the ground facing his wife. Only after managing to see her body with his unfocused eyes did Egan realize he too was naked.

      Instinctively the couple dragged themselves across the few metres of cold ground separating them. They clung to each other for reassurance and warmth. Within minutes they drifted into an odd kind of shared slumber. As the sun rose and bathed their bare bodies, their core temperatures crept upward.

      By late morning they’d warmed enough to realize they needed help. Althea was able to drag herself through some bushes and small trees to the crest of a trough. Though unable to focus her eyes, she was certain she could hear the sound of water gurgling over rocks. Turning back to Egan, she was only able to croak the word, “Water.”

      Egan struggled to gain his hands and knees. This time his mission was to get fluid into his body rather than expel it as vomit. Althea managed to slide most of the way down the slope but lost momentum less than four metres from her life-sustaining destination.

      Unable to grip with his numb and tingling hands, Egan slid a leg under the small of Althea’s back. Clinching her between his legs in a scissors hold, Egan scooted on his side dragging his wife to the nearest trickling flow. After they managed to suck in a few gulps, Althea coughed then said, “Slowly.”

      Hydration helped, but they understood they needed food and clothing before nightfall. Once again they fell asleep in each other’s arms. The sun had just passed its apex when voices startled them awake. Their situation was so dire that any notion of danger simply was not a consideration. Both began trying to call out for help, but their vocalizations came only as coughs and groans.

      Egan picked up a fist-size rock and tossed it into the stream. The clatter and splash made enough noise to do the trick. Within minutes they were surrounded by several people rendering aid. As lightweight jackets were being wrapped around their naked bodies, Althea became vaguely aware of their rescuer’s beautiful elongated skulls. We’re home! But how?
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      The next time Egan and Althea roused they found themselves in a hospital room being treated for dehydration and hypothermia. They spoke for a few minutes, checking in with each other to set their minds at ease. Egan felt a huge flood of relief about his wife’s condition. When he had dragged Althea to the creek’s edge she seemed almost too weak to lean over and suck in the water her body desperately needed.

      While they lay contemplating their extraordinary situation a doctor and two men wearing Law and Order Directorate identification credentials entered the room. With a kind expression and a gentle voice the doctor began, “Hello Dr. Althea—Professor Egan. Do you know where you are?”

      Seeing the Law and Order officers confirmed Althea’s conviction that they’d been returned to Domhan-Siol, though she couldn’t logically navigate how that was possible. “It seems we’re home,” she said.

      Egan was not so convinced. Though he remembered being rescued by Domhanians, he couldn’t shake the notion that this might be an extremely vivid hallucination. Possibly these kinds of thoughts were the last a person experienced before dying. He believed that was as plausible as being in a hospital on the homeworld.

      The doctor confirmed Althea’s surmise. “Yes, you are home. We were able to identify you by your DNA signatures.”

      The taller Directorate officer pulled up a chair and sat at the foot of the two beds. He leaned forward and shifted his gaze from one to the other. “As I’m sure you can imagine, we’re anxious to piece together where exactly you’ve been and how you got home. Can you tell us the last things you remember before waking up in the park yesterday? We know where you were sent, but we don’t know if you ever arrived at that destination. And we don’t know where you’ve been for the last sixty annum.”

      “Sixty annum!” Althea exclaimed. “How could we possibly have been gone for sixty annum?” She felt her throat tightening and managed only a strangled croak, “Where is our son? Where is Ramuell?”

      The officer pinched his lips together tightly, glanced at his colleague, and then explained, “Ramuell is now seventy-one-annum-old. Kadeya just accepted an assignment with the Anotas-Deithe mission on a planet known as Ghrain-3. She made the jump just a few days ago and took your son with her.”
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      Over the next few days Althea and Egan were subjected to a battery of physical and psychological evaluations. Though the medical personnel with whom they interacted seemed compassionate, no one could truly understand the couple’s sense of loss: the lost decades, the lost opportunity to raise their son, the lost hugs and laughter and tears, and a lost sense of faith in the nobility of their species.

      Learning that mere days before they were found at the stream’s edge, Kadeya and Ramuell had made an interdimensional jump to a faraway world foisted an ominous sense of foreboding and a shared darkness on the couple.
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      During the four-day interdimensional journey from Domhan-Siol to Ghrain-3, Ramuell almost never set down his foliopad. He carried it with him to the ship’s galley, to the toilet-closet, and to bed where he read himself to sleep.
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