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Chapter 1

Trigger


We are often limited by our imaginations: but once in a great while, somebody sees beyond what is generally recognized as fact and is able to change everything forever: while on other occasions some person’s lack of imagination might be the catalyst for a totally unexpected kind of a change.


It was one of those days of transformation when Wilson Ellison unlocked his office in the western wing of the Space Sciences and Operations Building of the University of Wisconsin.  It housed the table sized version of the “Tachyon Organizational Wideband Excitation Radiator”, or TOWER, device and he hoped that this would be his last day of anonymity.  If the test came off well, his name would go down in history with such greats as Galileo and Einstein and he would thereafter be eligible to receive funding for the construction of a full scale version of his product.


He opened the lab's heavy door as Carlos Torres, the night janitor, finished his nightly duties in the outer office.  Carlos was one of the friendliest people that Will had ever met, and given different circumstances, he had no doubt that the two of them could become good friends.  As it was, because of the necessary secrecy of the project, Carlos could never be allowed into the inner offices and thus he would never be a part of Will’s inner life.  If he had, Will would come to see the world in a very different way, and the world might have been spared a lot of heartache. 


“Morning Carlos”, the lanky middle aged professor said absent-mindedly.


“Good morning Professor,” Carlos returned with a tip of his baseball cap.  This position was his second job and he had to get it done and get to his day work.  His wife was soon to have their third child, and he had to raise enough money so that she could have some time off to help raise the baby.  Pushing his mop bucket into the hall he disappears around the corner: little did either of them realize that circumstances would throw them together in a fight that would eventually determine the fate of the world.


Professor Will hoped that it would be a good day.


Little Billy Andrews of Edmonton, Alberta, had gotten a real bicycle for his birthday.  Up until now, his Big Wheel had been the greatest joy in his young life, and he had long looked forward to learning how to ride a real bike.  Last night his Dad put together his new bicycle and now he stood there like a benevolent giant, holding it out for son with all of the pride that can only be felt by a devoted parent.  Billy threw his leg over the bar and pulled himself up onto the seat.  Looking into his Dad’s face, he was a little surprised as he realized that his Dad seemed to be as excited about the experience as he was himself.


Dad felt the pride in his heart that can only be felt a few times in a parent’s life and he saw the excitement in his son’s face too.  How, he wondered, could there be a better time than this.  “Start peddling Billy, I’ll hold on to you.” He said as they started moving down the sidewalk together: Billy peddling and Dad holding him up.


Billy was awash with excitement and he didn’t see how he could ever feel any better than he did at that moment.  He kept looking back to make sure that his father was still holding him up, even though he was convinced that his Dad would never let go of him: he felt confident and safe: but when next he glanced up: his Dad had indeed let him go of him and was sporting a huge smile. At first he felt a brief flash of anger that Dad had not held onto him: but when he realized that he was now riding a bicycle all by himself he felt a joy that went way beyond the joy that he was feeling just a few moments earlier.  A whole new world of freedom had just awoken in him.  For Billy Andrews it was a very good day. 


The lab was more crowded than usual, but that was to be expected with an experiment that had the potential of changing the world.  Certainly the TOWER project had its share of detractors, but that just made it more exciting to the press.  The room babbled with a continuous murmur of speculations.  In the middle of the chaos quietly stood Max Williams: who was a respected reporter for the Science Monitor and Digest. 

 There were dozens of reporters in the room, but none with the credentials of Max.  In his thirty-seven years he had amassed more awards than anyone else living who was his age; although there were several who had equaled him in decades past.
  Women found him attractive and men envied his athletic frame and full head of sandy colored hair, but it was his insightful prose and quick wit that had won him his impressive reputation.

Professor Ellison stepped up to the podium and the room fell into a sudden silence.  “Today we will see a new age for mankind.  For many years, the scientific community has speculated about the existence of a particle that travels faster than the speed of light.  This particle has been generally called a tachyon.  Up till today, this particle has just been a matter of speculation.  The TOWER Project hopes to not only prove its existence, but to make it a usable resource for the benefit of mankind.”

“For many years forward thinking men and women have searched the heavens with radio telescopes, searching for signs of intelligent life.  The well publicized SETI Project has labored long and hard for this goal, with the aim of establishing friendly relations with beings that could help us solve our problems here on Earth.”

“The TOWER Project will allow us to soon have access to faster than light communications.  If there are beings that are more intelligent that we are, they probably are already using faster than light communications and that is what we should be scanning the heavens for.  That’s not even mentioning the benefits of using faster than light communications for our own Terrestrial usage.”

“Who knows what technologies may be spun off from the experiment that is being carried out here today?  We can probably expect computers with faster than light processors and who knows what day to day gadgets we will derive from that.  Some day we may even find ourselves with faster than light engines for our space crafts and colonizing the stars may become more than just science fiction…”

Max Williams listened intently, writing down a few notes so that he could be ready for the question and answer session that was sure to follow.  This might just be a very interesting day.

Kim Sung had already put in fourteen hours in the factory.  She was a brilliant girl of fourteen: in fact she was the most intelligent person on the planet but she was born in the wrong place and the wrong time, and it appeared that she was fated to never have the opportunity to receive the training that she deserved.  

Years ago her parents died in the factory, making plastic trinkets for a place that she had never seen, and probably never would.  Ever since then she had been the property of the factory.  They supplied her with food and shelter and she worked there all day long.  

It was very hot and very loud in the factory and Kim was unable to speak with her fellow workers.  Occasionally, one of them would get caught in the machinery and their bloody remains would be carried out.  They would never return.

Kim often wondered if there was more to the world than the factory.  If there was she doubted that she would ever get a chance to see it.  One day was the same as another.

Mathilde Pulver lived with her grandchildren, Fritz and Wilhelm and their wives.  She looked out at the Alps and thought wistfully about how Bern had changed since she was a little girl.  During the World War which long ago had raged all around them, they were by necessity, a close family.  The peoples of the outside world seem to have the strange idea that with war raging all around them, the Swiss were living lives that were unaffected by the war, but Tilde remembers the truth of the matter.

Her family was fortunate enough to have had a large enough plot of land so that they could have a large garden.  Very little food was imported during those years and if you didn’t have a good garden, you would go very hungry, and with everyone in the family working together in the garden, they became a very close family: but that wasn’t the case any more.  In the prosperity of the modern world, she might be living with family, but she is more lonely than she ever was in the times of desperation.

She sat in her chair looking out the window at the eternal mountains and wondered what had ever happened to the many families that she had known who had fled into Switzerland to escape the Nazi oppression.  Many of her best friends from that time were refugees.  She wondered where Anna was now.

Anna was her best friend.  Her family came to them from Italy looking for help and they did what they could for them.  Tilde’s family wasn’t rich, but they were raised to love their fellow man.  Therefore: Anna’s family was allowed to move into the shed out back and was given a section of the garden to raise their own food.   Anna quickly had became her best friend.

Now she had outlived all of her old friends, spending her remaining time in a deteriorating body that would soon fail her completely and she was forced to live with family members that had no time for her.  Her memories of one single perfect day, so long ago were vague, but she could still remember Anna.

Tilde wondered if her long lost friend was still alive and if so, was she was having a good day.

Max found the lecture, up to that point to be uninformative and self-serving with a hint of prideful patting of oneself on the back.  So far there was no real explanation of what the project actually was, nor did they explain how it was going to accomplish its goals; it just made a simplistic statement that they were attempting to achieve a form of faster than light communication.

Raising his hand Max waited to be recognized.  When he was: he stood and asked, “Professor, how will you know if your project has succeeded: or if it has failed for that matter?”

“I’m glad you asked that Mr. Williams.  Sometimes I can get carried away with excitement, and forget that not everyone in the world has been as informed about the problem as my team is.”  A chuckle ran throughout the room.  It was a well known fact that Professor Ellison was the very embodiment of the stereotypical absent minded professor.

“Decades ago, the astronauts who went to the Moon left behind a mirror which has been in use ever since then as a way to measure the distance between the Earth and the Moon.  The Moon is a little under 240,000 miles from the Earth, and when NASA fires a LASER at the mirror which is on the Moon: all that they have to do to get a very exact measurement of the distance of the Earth to the Moon, is measure the time that it takes for the LASER to return to Earth from the Moon.  Since the speed of light is a constant, they know how fast the LASER moves; by measuring the time that it takes for the beam to make the round trip, they can calculate how far away the Moon is with great accuracy.”

“Today we will do just the opposite.  We know what the distance is from the Earth to the Moon, so that will be our constant.  We will fire our TOWER beam at the moon, measure the time that it takes for the beam to return to the Earth: and if it’s less than the time for the LASER to return, we will have proved that faster than light communications is possible.”

“Max, I promise that this will be a momentous day.”

Simon Bolivar Jesus Alvajar lay in the jungle looking up at the fading light of the world around him.  His unit had been sent into the jungle to burn out an illegal crop of a drug that was destined to find its way to the streets of New York, but they had been sold out.

They approached the field from the north using the stealth training that they had been taught so well.  The foliage of the lands about them was supposed to have kept them from detection, but as soon as they got within a hundred meters of the target crop, gunfire opened up all around them.  The Captain was the first to fall, and then the Corporal and next dropped the Sergeant.  He remembered the rest of the squad scattering into the jungle before he felt the bullet pierce his back, whereby he tumbled end over end until he ended up as we found him: with his life blood draining from him he drifted toward what he assumed to be the tender mercies of death.

Simon had been raised with a strict Catholic upbringing and had strong beliefs that there was an afterlife.  As the world around him became more and more hazy he was sure that he would soon be standing in front of his God to receive his reward.   He had spent his life as a special agent in an attempt to make the world a better place and he was sure that he would have a reward in Heaven.  With the last of his consciousness, he realized that he really had no idea of what Heaven would be like.

Simon was sure that this would be his last day on Earth.

The less knowledgeable reporters got bored with the news conference and went downstairs to the lunchroom to wait for the actual test.  They figured that if anything important happened in the Q&A session while they were gone, someone would eventually fill them in on the highlights of the things that they missed; and they were, of course, right.  Even so it was lucky that there were, at least a few reporters who were more diligent that the rest of them.

There was no surprise that Max was one of the few who took the job seriously.  As the herd of reporters slowly thinned, each of Max's questions became more insightful and he garnered a much deeper understandings of the concepts behind the project  than any of those straying cattle in the lunchroom would ever be able to write about.

With the right questioning, he had come to comprehend how the machine truly worked.  Professor Ellison had an insight one night as he pondered Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, which said that it takes more and more energy to speed up an object as you approach the speed of light, and that it would take all of the energy in the universe to reach the speed of light.

In a flash he realized that there was a similar occurrence in nature that we somewhat understand.  As matter changes state, going from liquid to solid, or liquid to gas, for example, you can never reach the boiling point or the freezing point.  

If you are talking about water freezing, some of the water molecules steal heat from some of the other water molecules, and warms up and stays as water.  The water that lost its heat; jumps instantly over the freezing point temperature and turns into ice.  

The TOWER Project does the same thing.  It uses radiations to jump other radiations over the speed of light, while slowing down others.  By this method they hoped to bypass the speed of light limit to communications.

After another seventy-five minutes, the press conference was ended and the stragglers were called back into the room for the test.  The measuring computer flicked the switch on and the TOWER beam flashed to the Moon and back in considerably less time than it would have taken a LASER beam, and a new era for science had been opened.  

The TOWER team of scientists were filled with elation and the reporters had their stories.  Unfortunately, none of them realized that on the trip back from the Moon the beam had spread out and hit the entire Earth, not just the lab.

In the hallway, Carlos Torres dropped his mop and felt as if he were being dragged upward faster than he could understand.

At the same instant, Billy Andrews fell from his bike and his mind was whirled off into the abyss.

Kim’s body froze as her mind was separated from the unending torment that was her life.

Tilde Pulver could no longer see the hills of home: being thrown skyward she wondered if she would ever again be with those that she loved. 

Simon Alvajar felt his spirit separating from his body and rising into the heavens, convinced that death had finally taken him.

Across the Earth three hundred and forty-two other individuals were experiencing similar rending of their minds from their physical forms; each and every one felt the confused elations that can only be understood by those who have suffered through the event.

 Chapter 2

Carlos

After the momentous demonstration of the TOWER project, Max Williams was attracted to the commotion in the hallway which was just outside of the lab proper.  It seemed that one of the janitors had succumbed to the excitement of the moment and passed out, even though his vital signs were reported to be strong.  One of the other reporters who had had training as a paramedic was attempting to wake him with little or no success, so finally they had to call for an ambulance.

Max had well developed instincts for things that might be newsworthy and something tickled at the back of his brain saying that perhaps this event was more important than it seemed to be on the surface.  He jotted down the name of the janitor and the number of the ambulance that came to pick him up.  He also wrote himself a memo to remember to check up on the progress of the janitor in a day or so.

Carlos plummeted upward through a wild white sky, while black streaks shot around him occasionally drawing his attention.  He tried to look at his hands but somehow he was unable to find them: nor for that matter could he see any part of his body.

The ebon streaks began to spin around him and he was overcome with a nausea that would have caused his stomach to empty itself if he could only find his stomach.  A wrenching electrical shock burned through him and the sky inverted itself with white sky becoming black and the black streaks dissolved into bright and numerous stars.  He fell three feet onto what looked like an endless field of grain.  The three moons overhead should have signaled him that something momentous had occurred, but somehow everything seemed natural to him.

He had arrived at wherever this place was, but he still couldn’t see his hands.  He seemed to be attached to the head of one of the stalks of grain.  He could feel the moisture as it was being sucked into his roots, and he felt a longing for the sun that he somehow knew would rise in the morning.

Looking down at his beautiful and spreading leaves he felt the gentle wind upon them.  It was very pleasurable to be waving in the breeze in unison with his brothers about him.  “What a funny idea,” he thought.  “I don’t know how I know, but I am sure that these stalks of grain about me are indeed my brothers.”

As time went on, without the energizing nourishments of the sun, he soon found himself dozing.  After an indeterminate time, he could hear a pleasant murmur all about and through him and he awoke to a bright new day.  He could feel the energy from the sunlight coursing through his leaves and the nourishment drawing up through his roots and he longed to see the pollination insects approach.

“Welcome brother,” spoke a gentle voice from all about him that he still knew was directed towards him.

“Hello,” Carlos answered, “Where am I?”

“Dear brother, you are a part of the field,” he heard.

“I can see that, but I wasn’t always part of the field.”

“No, that is true.”

“So, if I am now part of the field… what is the field?”

“We are the field.”

Feeling a little exacerbated, Carlos realized that he would have to be more specific in his questioning.  “How did I come to be a part of the field?”

“We sensed your signal flashing by us and we couldn’t let you keep traveling endlessly: that would be cruel: so we reached out and brought you here rather than letting you suffer eternally.”

Now he was starting to get somewhere: but what was this signal that they were talking about.  Then it hit.  The professor was working on a faster than light experiment today: maybe that had something to do with it.  “Was this a faster than light signal?”

“Most certainly.  You seem confused.  Is it possible that you were beamed without your knowledge?”

“It was a surprise to me I’ll tell you.  Is there some way to return me to my home?”

“Perhaps.  In the field, every part of the field keeps in touch using this form of faster than light communication, and we make up an enormous group mind of great wisdom and intelligence, of which you are now a part.  Surely you can sense it and your connection to us.”

“Now that you mention it I can.”  Reaching out with his mind, Carlos realized that his mind now had trillions of connections.  Energies like gossamer threads extending endlessly in all directions, making him a part of a vast web: and he as an individual was no more nor less important than than the whole.

“Then you must know that our field doesn’t know how to return you to your home, but there are other fields.  They are not always willing to communicate with us without receiving something in return, but you are now one of us and we will make the effort.”

Max approached the hospital room.  It was one of those older rooms in an older wing that was set aside for the long term and the hopeless patients.  That in itself told Max a lot about the janitor's situation.

Walking up to the nurse’s station he saw a single nurse on duty.  Her name tag told him that her name was Leslie: she was a pleasant looking blond in her middle thirties, just a little over the supposedly optimal weight, (although Max had always preferred a woman with a curvy figure like hers) and the lack of ring on her ring finger told him the she was single.

He flashed her one of his most endearing smiles, for which he is most famous and introduced himself.  Although she probably wasn’t supposed to tell him as much as she did, he quickly learned that Mr. Torres had strong vital signs, but no brain activity beyond the basic functions of keeping his body operating.

Some of the medical staff wanted to cut up the brain-dead man and use his healthy organs for numerous transplants, but the man's pregnant wife wasn’t willing to allow that.  Therefore he was relegated to this wing for long range care in the hopes that the wife would eventually come to her senses.

After taking to time to obtain a date with Nurse Leslie, Max headed off for Carlos’ room.

Carlos was assigned to room number 308b and shared a room with three other people with similar conditions as he had.  Mrs. Maria Torres was sitting at the side of her husband’s bed praying.  Max’s instincts had told him that there was a story here, and he began to wonder if maybe the story might be hers, not her husband’s.

As he waited for her to finish praying he glanced at the charts of the other patients in the room.  It was odd because two of the other patients had exactly the same condition as Carlos. That tingle in the back of his head became a roar.  There was something important here.  He looked at the charts again: then he saw it.  These three patients had all collapsed at exactly the same moment, and two of them were scheduled to have their organs removed in three days.

A conclave of the group-minds of the various fields was called.  This was a rare event that happened in a place that appeared to be a prismatic arboretum.  Multi-hued lights flared and waned in a hypnotic pattern, which could lull many species to sleep.  As it was, the inverted amphitheater and its magnificent rainbow colored light-show, was the perfectly neutral setting, with lighting that was pleasing to all species.

One by one the place became filled with varying species of vegetative intelligences.  Carlos could only assume that they must be using projections, since he sensed no actual physical movements.  The grains had two representatives: one of them was to speak for the field and Carlos.  They were placed at the top of the circular pyramid, so that all could see them.

On the next tier down were placed agents from the fields of corn, barley rye, and every near cousin to the grains.  The farther away the plant was from the plants that had called the convocation, the farther down the pyramid they were, until the assorted weeds and undesirable brambles were placed on the lowest rung.  If the weeds had called the convocation, the grains would most likely occupy that lowest of spots.  Carlos couldn’t help noticing that there were also some animals represented.  It was a fair and equitable system that had worked for millions of years.

The projection of Grain grew to enormous proportions just as it was about to speak.  “Gentle friends, we have called this meeting with an unusual and intriguing situation.  This plant,” pointing to Carlos’ plant form, “has come to us from another world.  He was passing this, the most tranquil and lovely, of the known worlds, and we rescued him, but he now wishes to return to his home but the grains are not sure how this can be accomplished.”

The projection of a giant red Rose appeared, and Grain yielded the floor to the Red Rose, who said. “For the Roses, returning the creature to its home is a simple matter, but we have to ask if this is the best course of action.  Let the convocation question the creature, and if it be the will of this august group, the Roses will grant his wish.”

Professor Will sat in the waiting room to Senator Mann’s office.  The success of his tests had created a stir in the scientific circles, with many people speculating about the next step in his work.  He needed twenty-seven million dollars to build a full scale version of the TOWER beam.  With that, he hoped to do two things.  First, he wanted to see if the beam would made the round trip to the moon in even faster times if he upped the power, and second, he hoped to make a sweep of the sky and make a rudimentary search for intelligences that might be using faster than light communications.

Many large corporations offered him complete funding, but each offer came with big strings attached.  Each offer, if he had accepted it, would have eventually led to him having to hand over the right to the TOWER project to that large company.  Therefore he had no other choice than to turn to the government for funding.

Senator Mann had been in Congress for nearly twenty-five years and was known to be a supporter of the sciences.  His full head of steel gray hair suited his profession, and he was short of stature: but he somehow always was able to seat himself in such a manner that he seemed to be the tallest man in the room.

Will suspected that keeping a visitor waiting in his outer office was just another trick that the Senator used to intimidate people into misjudging his shortcomings, and that was fine with him as long as he did eventually get in to see him.  After a forty minute wait, he was led into the Senator’s presence.

Senator Mann reached across his desk, his toothy smile beaming broadly, “Professor Ellison, it’s so nice to see you.  You’ve made quite a name for yourself in the past month and have become something of a celebrity.  I appreciate that you’ve made some time to visit your old friend.”  The two men had indeed spent some time together in their college days.  They weren’t in very many classes together, but being fraternity brothers they had spent many a late evening at the frat house together; and a few of the nights they even stayed sober.

“Hi Ted, how have things been with you?  It’s been a few years since we had enough time to get together for a little fun.  How are Susie and the kids?”

The chit chat went on for about twenty minutes before they got down to business.  “Why don’t you tell me what I can do for you Will?, asked the Senator.

“Well you know how well our tests went last week, so we’re looking for funding to take the testing to the next level.  You know how corporate America works Ted, so we’re hoping to hold on to the rights of our discovery.  Can you help us out?”

“I don’t think that that should be a problem: of course there will have to be a clause that will grant the military rights to the system, and except for the possible need in the case of the defense of our country, you will have complete control over the TOWER system.  Why don’t you write up a proposal: make sure that you ask for more than the minimum that you need, and I’ll make sure that you get all the money that you ask for.  “Can you live with that?’

Smiling brightly, the Professor reached out to shake the hand of his old friend and said, “We sure can Ted.  I look forward to working closely with you on this project.”

Carlos looked around at the Convocation.  It was a strange experience, for he could see and sense all of the plant forms around him in every direction with equal sight and sound.  Grain had explained to him that this place and these experiences were mental constructs that were created to make it easy for them to interact with him.  Each plant was simply a projection of an individual representative plant from the group mind of each field.  Their bodies might be rooted to the ground, but their mind enjoyed soared wherever they desired.

The Mighty Oak stood up and asked, “In your natural form, what kind of creature are you?”

Carlos said, “I am a human,” and instantly his grain form became a projection of his human form.

“Interesting,” said Oak, “then you are not a plant at all.  Tell us: does your world have plants like us?”

“Yes and no.  Our world teems with plants and they, quite often, actually seem to look very much like you do, but they do not have your intelligence.”

“How can you be sure of that?  Have you tried to communicate with them?”

Carlos began to feel a little uncomfortable with the question.  Indeed, he never had even considered the possibility.  After a long pause he answered.  “No.  I guess it never occurred to me to try.”

Thorny Bramble appeared.  “If you haven’t tried to talk to them, how does your type treat the plants of your world?”

If Carlos could have looked away in shame he would have, but since that wasn’t possible he had to answer.  Haltingly he stammered, “Plants are seen as inanimate and unintelligent.  Many plants are dug up and eaten.”  Looking about, Carlos saw many delegates to the Convocation shiver and lean away.  He continued, “Some trees are cut down and made into homes.” The trees shook. “Many are poisonous and shunned, and weeds are generally ignored, just like rocks or clouds.”

The shaking Thorny Bramble came forward, “How can your people countenance such atrocities?  Have you no heart?”

Carlos, with his head held low said quietly, “We didn’t know.  If we did something wrong, we did it out of ignorance, not malice.”

Lush Lawn arose.  “Why did you come here?”

Carlos answered, “It was not of my choice.  I was ripped away from my home and family, by an experiment that I had no part in.  How I came to be here, or for that matter where we are or how long it took me to get here, is beyond my comprehension.”

Lush Lawn turned greener and somehow more sympathetic, “Do you miss your family?  Are they dear to you, or is your species intermittently seeded?”

“There is nothing that I love greater than my family.  They give my life meaning and purpose.  My wife, my eternal mate and closest love, is soon to give birth to our child.  It grieves me that I am here and that she must go though the ordeal alone,” said Carlos.

“Then procreation is a difficult and unpleasant experience on your world?” Asked Lust Lawn.

Carlos thought about his answer for a few seconds before he replied.  “That’s a difficult question to answer.  On my world there are two types of humans, male and female, and you need both to procreate.  The whole process takes the better part of a year.  The starting of the process is a very pleasurable experience, and the finish of the process is called birthing.  Only our females can give birth to our little ones.  I’m told that the event is incredibly painful, but somehow, often very fulfilling.  If the male is a sensitive person, he will stand by her side and the two grow closer together in the birthing process.  My wife Maria and I have had two children together and our love has continued to grow.  It is one of the most meaningful things on Earth.

Red Rose arose and said, “That is a very different process than the manner that the individual parts of a field procreate.  We need insects to cross pollinate us: but please tell me: what is this… Earth, that you speak of?”

Surprised by the question Carlos answered, “That’s the name of my planet… it’s a world called Earth.”

The entire Convocation buzzed with mental activity, finally Red Rose said, “It speaks well for your planet, that you have chosen to name it after one of the three godforces that govern our world.  We rise in the morning to the Light of the Great Sun, are nourished by the Moisture of the Roots and given permanence and strength by the Eternal Soil, or Earth.  Perhaps our peoples are not so different in the matters of our philosophies after all.”

After that, the whole tone of the questioning changed entirely.  Where there was an undertone of fear and hostility in the beginning, Carlos now could feel the open and friendly curiosity throughout the rest of the session.  After the better part of a day, the Convocation ended at the close of the day so that the various fields could consider the implications and chart a course of action before the sun set and the sleep cycle came upon them.

Carlos reunited with the field of Grain and entered into one of the most tranquil sleeps that he could ever remember.

Maria held her vigil by her husband’s side until the day that she went into labor.  For the first time in her life it looked like she was going to have to go through the experience by herself.  She gave a short prayer and was wheeled out of Carlos’ room by Nurse Leslie.

Chapter 3

         Billy


The bicycle dissolved under Billy and he soared into the heavens.  The joy of riding his first bicycle was replaced by an even greater joy: the joy of flying.  The Earth fell away from him and he was capering among the black stars in the white sky.  As a child he was still able to quickly learn new and exciting things and where Carlos suffered an out of control flight, Billy soon learned how to soar as he wished.


He performed barrel rolls and s-curves, with the whole universe was his playground.  He skimmed over stars bright red and stars long grown dim, and discovered in a few hours thousands of planets inhabited by the most curious of creatures.  He flew past worlds with people like him and others as barren of life as the moon.  It was as if he had found the best video game ever made and he scampered around in the excitement of exploring something new.


He looked back over his shoulder and suddenly realized that he couldn’t see his Dad: for that matter he had no idea of how he got here or how to get home.  Then he realized that he couldn’t seem to stop his flight and he began to panic.  He turned around and tried to fly in the direction that he thought was home, but he couldn’t find anything familiar.  If he could create tears in this state he would cry, but that was definitely impossible.


Finally he decided to pick the most advanced planet that he could find and crash into it.  Maybe that would slow him down, and maybe the people there would be able to tell him how to get home.  He picked a planet that had many shiny space stations and hundreds of spaceships rising from the surface and descending into the atmosphere at any one time.  Billy took aim and crashed into the planet and everything went dark.


Senator Mann stood before congress and made a truly impassioned plea for the funding of the expanding of the TOWER project, but it was really a no-brainer.  Practically everyone could see the benefits of faster than light communications and no one could see much of a downside to the project.  Compared to other appropriations, the funding for this one was peanuts and in a single vote it was passed.  Professor Ellison would receive everything he had hoped for and much, much more.  It was a great day for America.


Over the last several weeks, Max had kept an eye on the situation of the Torres family, and as a pleasant consequence he was able to spend a lot more time with Nurse Leslie.  Carlos’ wife, Maria and the baby, Carlito, were doing well and were now back at home.  She made sure to bring the baby every day to visit his comatose father, Carlos.  One of the roommates of Carlos had died of old age, and one of the ones who collapsed at the same time that Carlos did was parted out.  The second one, Ole, was in waiting for tissue matches before he could be disassembled.  According to Leslie, that meant that they wouldn’t remove all of his organs and other useful body parts from him until there were transplant recipients that were a match for every part of his body.


Max had never had a shortage of female companionship when he wanted it, but something in this confident nurse had touched his heart.  Usually he had dated shallow model types, but this woman loved and cared, not only for those in her charge, but she seemed genuinely concerned for everyone.  She was really rather plain and a little chunky, but for weeks Max had not been able to get her out of his mind.


His visits to see Carlos and his fellow patients had become a convenient excuse to come see her.  He long ago gave up on anything coming of the story, (Although that itching in the back of his skull was still there.) but he desperately wanted a reason to get to know this intriguing woman better.  They had developed a routine where he would stop by to check up on Carlos every day: and he would then act surprised that he was there at the end of her shift.  Acting the part of the gallant gentleman, he would offer her a ride home, which usually included stopping at a restaurant on the way home.


On this particular day, he was leaning over the counter of the nurse’s station, with his playful flirting in full swing, when an unfamiliar alarm went off.  Leslie, with a surprised look on her face, said “You better come with me Max.”


The two of them rushed down the sterile white hallway to a very familiar room.  Max felt the chill of fear go down his back as he became sure that one of the two men that he had been watching must have passed away.


He turned through the doorway and was stopped short.  Ole Watson, Carlos Torres final remaining roommate, a man who was supposed to be brain-dead, was sitting up in his bed, cursing in Italian.


Billy woke up in a world of crystalline beauty, with walls of glassy clear ice and textured designs embedded in icy walls. With bright sunlight shining through the clear walls he found that he lay on a flat slab of clear ice, with a hard, though not uncomfortable surface.  He couldn’t help thinking that the bed of purest ice should be very cold, but when he looked at his hands, he realized for the first time, that they too were made of the same type of opaque material.  He had two hands that looked just as his hands would be on Earth, with four fingers and a thumb, except that he could see through them.


A voice that somehow sounded like a tinkling bell spoke from behind him, “I see that you have arisen at last.  We recognized your flight as it entered our system and prepared an empty body for you to occupy during the duration of your stay.  My name is,” and he pronounced something that sounded to Billy something like Trinkle, (although once you got used to the sing song language of the people you realized that the name was really quite different, but the people were much too polite to make an issue of it) and therefore Trinkle is what Billy called him from then on.  “What is your name my friend?”


“My name is Billy, and I am lost.  Can you help me to find my way home?”


“Welcome Blee! (misunderstood languages can go both ways after all)  On this world, you are among friends, and we will see what can be done to help you.”


Trinkle helped Billy to rise and go to a window so that he could look out upon the world which he now inhabited.  They were hundreds of feet high, looking out of a window that was placed in the wall of an enormous glacier.  The valley below them was the brilliant white of a new fallen snow: to the right stood the furthest reaches of the glacier.  Spaceships and airships glided gracefully in and out through the circular portals in the right wall of the ice floe.  


Billy had played enough video games to not be shocked by the scene that was played out before him, for he hadn’t yet reached that age where he could completely discern the difference between reality and fantasy.  That lack would, in the future lead to his salvation.


The ice man that Billie had dubbed Trinkle, stood proudly at the window and swung his crystalline arm in an extravagant gesture across the width of the window and said, “Welcome Blee!  Welcome to the glory of Blingkaa!  The most beautiful world in the three systems!”

The boy couldn’t help but agree that it was a very beautiful place, but he really didn’t think that it was the prettiest place that he had ever seen.  Last year his mom and dad took the family to Lake Louise.  Billy was sure that that was a nicer looking place, but he had been raised to have manners, so he didn’t say anything to Trinkle’s comment.  Instead he said, “Look at all of the spaceships!  Can I go on a ride on one?”

Glancing at the cruisers, Trinkle said, “Eventually.  For now we have to find out where you came from, and figure out how to get you home.  Now, can you tell me where your home is?”

Proud that he had learned his address, he answered, “316 Booker Street.” 

“OK.  Where is Booker Street?

“It’s by the big grocery store, you know the one.”

Unfortunately, he did not know the one: in fact the icy man was only just beginning to realize that this might not be a person that knows very much.  “Blee?  Have you been sick?  Are you a child?”

“My daddy says that some day I’ll be a grown-up…”

“Do you know the name of your planet?”  He heard Blee say something that sounded like Urt.  He consulted his portable star catalog, but was unable to find a world called Urt.

Ole Watson was speaking volumes: unfortunately he was speaking Italian and Max’s Italian was extremely limited.  The patient’s sister assured the doctors that Ole had never known any Italian before.  Fortunately, Nurse Leslie did know Italian and was able to translate for them.  Ole’s body sat up and told a strange story about being on a world with intelligent winds, who helped him return home.  He said that he had been born and raised on the island of Sicily claiming to be a woman named Isabella.

The winds returned Isabella to Earth, but her body had been cremated.  The winds found this body that was missing its spirit and put her there.  When she realized that she was now an American man, whose body had atrophied and was now in rough shape, she began cursing in Italian, for she didn’t speak any English.  The doctors concluded that Ole had suffered brain damage and quickly medicated him into a stupor.

Max wrote down the entire story and took Leslie home.

Trinkle took Billy to the home of the local Facet. (A Facet is the name that they gave to an elected official, who governed a section of floe, for a period of eight and a half Blingkaa cycles)  The mode of travel was very exciting.  

The glacier was crisscrossed with circular tunnels.  A traveler jumped into a tube and slid through the ice like a ride at a water park: only much faster.  At an intersection, you would grab a protrusion in the wall that would slingshot you into a new tunnel.  Your body exuded a liquid that made you as slippery as the ice and there was almost no friction between the two.  You could travel upwards as well as downwards at incredible speeds by entering a spiral up tube: and when you reached the top, you would again navigate the down tubes until you reached your location.  It was no surprise that most inhabitants usually took the long route to get to wherever they were going.

So it was that Trinkle was taking Billy on a scenic tour of the Floe.  He told him that the tubes are designed by them and the tunneling is done by ball shaped herd animals that were long ago domesticated for that purpose.  Before that they had to do all of the tunneling themselves, and that made things much more tedious.  Billy was enjoying the freedom of sliding frenetically, when Trinkle abruptly grabbed his arm and stopped him.

The ice man pointed at a black tube that Billy was about to enter and said, in an almost panic, “Never! Never go down that tunnel!  It leads into the outside.”  This only made Billy more determined to see what was in the forbidden hole.  He knew that one day soon, he would have to try it.

Max went home and got on line to check out the Italian Ole’s story.  The medical staff was convinced that he had simply gone insane, but the newsman felt that itch in the back of his skull again.  He checked out Sicilian news stories for the date when all of Carlos’ roommates had collapsed and there it was.

When translated to English, it read, “Isabella Casini, 28 of this city died last night when her car suddenly went out of control, bursting into flames as it fell off of the hillside road.  It is not clear why she lost control of her car, but she died in the fire.  She will be interned …”  

Max studied the article, “Even the time of her accident was a match with the moment of Carlos Torres collapse,” he thought.  He thought about it a little longer and began to wonder haw many more people collapsed at that same moment.  He called his office and got his assistants to begin an in depth web search, to see if this was a wider phenomenon than he had thought: then he leaned back in his chair chewing on a pencil.

Billy and Trinkle stood in front of the glassy clear office of the area Facet.  His name, as far as Billy could tell, was Chingching.  It was a strange thing: Billy could understand most of the words that they spoke, but not the names, nor the words that had no ready translations into English.  He was tall and slender and sparkled in the sunlight like the clearest of faceted glass, and he wore a stylized chain made of the clearest of ice.

He walked toward Billy and raised his left hand to the sky.  “Hello visitor.  I understand that you’ve traveled to us from a distant star, but that you don’t know how you came to be with us.  Don’t worry young one: we have means to find out where you came from, and hopefully we’ll be able to then send you home.”

“Thank you sir.  I’d really like that: I really miss my mom and dad.  Will it take a long time?  I’m really getting kinda scared” said Billy.

The Facet held up the chain around his neck and said, “Memories never are really lost, and this device will analyze your memories and tell us where you came from, so don’t worry.  We’ll find a way to get you home and hopefully it won’t take too long: in the mean time, why don’t you and Trinkle go back out into the ice and do a little sliding.”

The Facet held the amulet up to Billy’s head and lines of force began to glow within the device.  The noiseless ornament flared brighter and brighter until, if you were still in an earthly body, you would have been forced to turn away from it.  Fortunately, the eyes of an icy man (or woman, Billy never really could tell if there was a difference, so he just assumed that they were all boys, like he knew that he was.) seemed to be immune to bright lights.  

Finally the official put down the brightly glowing amulet, and said, “There you go Blee.  It will take us some time to analyze the data, so why don’t you two go and have some fun.  I’ll call you when we know where to send you to get you home.”

Feeling a great weight lifted from him, the fear swiftly left Billy and he couldn’t wait to go have some fun.  He enjoyed the slides earlier, so he couldn’t wait to enjoy them and have some fun, rather than just using them to get to the Factor’s office.

Max spent the night at his office, making his staff work late.  There was more data than he ever imagined: they found hundreds of people that had collapsed at exactly the same time: it was frightening.  It didn’t take him long to realize that it was also the same time that the TOWER beam had been turned on, but he couldn’t really see any possible connection.  

His assistant Marty was sure that if you picked any date and time at random and did a worldwide search: you probably could find hundreds of people in the world who dropped over at the same time.  Max guessed that he was right, but he still couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something here that was very important.  He decided to interview Ole/Isabella and then fly to Sicily and try to see if his/her story could be verified by the people there.


Billy was again lost in the excitement of the moment, as all little children generally are.  The tunnels were even more fun and intoxicating than they were the first time, now that his worries had been allayed.  He found the spiral down tunnels and sped faster and faster as gravity and a nearly total lack of friction gave him speeds and centrifugal forces that, although he may not have understood them, he quickly learned to enjoy them. 


Trinkle led him through the maze of tunnels that flew up and down and in every imaginable direction.  He noticed hundreds of other ice-people who were also out for a day of enjoyment, and it became a game to see how close he could come to another merrymaker without colliding.  Trinkle told him that he didn’t think that that was a very smart thing to do, but like all children, his attention span was rather short, and he was soon back to what he came to think of as his chicken-slides: for he noticed that the others always got out of his way if a collision became imminent. 


After one particularly close call, Trinkle stopped him and scolded him.  “Listen Blee: if you would have hit that citizen, both your bodies would have shattered, and trust me, that would be very painful until they could create new bodies for you both.  Now stop it, or we won’t be able to play here much longer!”


Well Billy had heard that lecture from his dad before and he knew that he had better find another way to amuse himself.  They went back to sliding, and that was fun, but somehow he felt that it was less fun than it was when he could do the chicken-slides.


They slid around for a while, then Billy saw the tunnel that Trinkle had warned him away from, before they went to see the Facet.  Without thinking, he entered the tunnel and was sliding by himself down a tunnel that was so steep and had no turnings to it that he was gaining speeds that he couldn’t have imagined.  Like a kid on a roller coaster he screamed in exhilaration and enjoyed the moment: until he was spat out of the glacier entirely.  He rolled end over end onto a rocky scree, cracking his icy body with an agonizing pain.


Sitting on the rock pile he looked around himself.  The tunnel that he had come from was a hundred feet in the air, and he couldn’t see a way back into the glacial city.  “Maybe”, he thought, “he should have listened to Trinkle a little more.”

Chapter 4

Simon´

Bright lights and dark stars swirled all around him as Simon drifted back into what he assumed to be consciousness.  His hands were manacled behind him with a long chain attaching him to a vile looking man with a wicked grin.  The man was leaning against a boulder, with body language that told him that he was at the stranger’s mercy: but that the stranger was not a man of tolerance.  The evil looking man was at least a foot taller than Simon wearing a dark business suit with a black shirt and even blacker tie.  His black hair was slicked back and his short beard pulled down, coming to a point just below his chin.

The man spoke in a soft and menacing tone, “You are finally here, I see?  I think that it is time for you to arise, for we have a long and treacherous journey ahead of us.”

The jungle was gone, and they appeared to be in a dark void.  “Where are we?  Am I dead?”

“Dead?  No not yet, but you soon could be.  You are here for the test.” Said the evil looking man.

“Test?  What test?  Are you God?’

The man laughed a throaty chuckle, “No.  I am definitely not God.  I am your examiner and your test has already begun.  We will travel a course that is fraught with danger and if you make the wrong step anywhere along the way, you will be eternally lost.”

He yanked Simon to his feet and pulled him into the dark, forcing him to stumble along behind the tall man.  After a seemingly endless trek they came to a poster, at which time the man pointed at the sign and said, “What do you see?”

Upon the cardboard sheet were a set of instructions:

Travel the course and find the clues that will lead you to safety.  

Find your way to the hidden clue, and interpret the riddle properly.

If you do you shall live, but if you fail in this quest your soul shall be forever sacrificed.

He looked at his surroundings and the darkness had given way to illumination.  He was standing at the same crossroads that, on Earth, had led him into the trap in the woods.  One road led to the north and the familiar looking jungle, while the other road led west into an unknown wood.

The dark man said, “It is time to choose.  Will you again do your duty and take the north route or will you flee cowardly into the unknown?”

Simon looked back and forth and looked at the man who wore body language that shouted caution.  He had been trained to follow orders blindly and was ready to once more take the north route until he looked again to the sign.  At that point he turned quickly west and entered the overgrown wood.

The man in black asked him, “Why did you take this unknown path?  I would have thought that you would have taken the known route and tried to change the outcome.”

“The sign told me to take the safe course and I knew that the north route was a trap: therefore it would never be a safe route.”

They walked the west road and the wild wood tumbled all about them in an enormous chaotic mass.  The shadowed road became harder to see with every step, and quickly began to have many branching paths leading in many directions.  

He soon began to hear a quietly martial music, similar to Sousa’s Under the Double Eagle, yet somehow gentler and more serene, rising from the woods about him: he marched ahead in confidence to the step of the music.  The willows seemed to sway in unison with the hypnotic tune and the leaves of the oaks blowing in harmony with the rest of the woods.

The man in black tried to lead Simon down the first side path on the left while a harsh heavy metal tune rose above the beautiful march as he neared the path. The clashing chords made his heart begin to pound with excitement and the thorny brambles grew thick on the edges of the side path.  Simon yanked the chain, and with it the man, back onto the road with the marshal music.

Another side path quickly came up on his right bordered by beautiful flowers attached to the thorniest of bushes. As they closed the distance the march music began to fade into a seductive song of swaying rhythms that called to the baser parts of his instincts.  Once again his dark companion attempted to entice him to follow the siren song, but Simon turned away at the last minute.

The marshal road continued.  Again to the left was another path.  This one carried a lullaby tune with a landscape that grew successively grayer as you traveled further along its length until the grasses could be seen dry and sere.  Simon paused in front of the path: its alluring chords spoke to his soul and as exhausted as the past days activities had made him, he longed to walk its byways and find rest.  His guide stood quietly offering him no encouragement or resistance.

Simon took one step onto the path and felt his weariness intensified tenfold.  Standing there for an interminable time he staggered back onto the marshal road and fell back into the step of the eternal march.  Holding tightly to the chain his dark companion scowled as if he had suffered a great setback.

The marshal road veered to the right and another path branched off it which continued forward.  The sweet strains of the Surprise Symphony, which had so comforted him at many difficult times in his life, interspersed with an unknown choral work, floated from the brilliantly colored flowers lining the small path and Simon made his choice, striding decisively onto the floral path.  Each step brought him greater strength and joy.  The chain joining him to the dark man dissolved, weakening, but not severing completely the hold that he held on Simon.

Followed ploddingly by the quiet man: Simon traversed the path through a woods that was so densely overgrown with flowering shrubs that you couldn’t see more than three feet into it: the beautiful strains of music and intoxicating scents of the floral symphony around him moving him to skip lightly along the chosen path despite the unknown destination ahead.

The journeyer and his shadow lost all track of time in this exuberant state until the path ended abruptly as it spilled out into a large circular glen.  The walls consisted of giant trees standing tall and impenetrable, with a dozen breaks, opening onto a dozen new paths leading off into as many new directions.  The floor was made of a single trunk of an enormous redwood tree, a hundred feet across, which had been cut perfectly flat and polished to a mirror-like finish. 

Brightly dressed dancing girls pranced out from the openings, each one beckoning him to dance with her.  The nearest one was an Argentine girl who was seductively dressed, who walked boldly up to Simon and whispered suggestively into his ear.  She placed her body into full contact with Simon in the manner of the tango and the dance began.  The music sang through the air and the couple danced through spinning and hypnotic movements, the dark man standing quietly next to the pathway that spawned the music of the tango.

With a herculean effort, Simon pulled himself away from the siren woman and immediately ran into an American girl dressed in a poodle skirt along with a group of her friends.  They were all dancing to the rhythms of late fifties rock music, swaying with a wild abandon and chaotic swirl that would be easy to lose oneself in.  The little blond dancer tried to dance him further and further into the mindless mass of people which led to another doorway.

Just before he entered the door, he yanked himself into an even worse crowd of people situated near another doorway.  With each change of dance, he noticed that the man in the black suit had moved himself to stand next to the door where the dancers had spewed out.  The head-bangers who were all around him began hurting him and blood was beginning to flow from many of the wounds that all of the dancers had obtained.

Getting away from one group of dancers after another Simon placed himself directly in the middle of the dance floor where he was able to obtain a minutes respite, so that he could study the situation.  Each group of dancers tried to entice him to come to them except one.

  Directly ahead of where he had entered the dance hall were a group of children playfully dancing to the unheard music in their own heads.  Each child was dancing in a different way.  Simon remembered when he was a child and had danced like these children.  They danced as an expression of their joy, whereas the adult dancers danced seeking joy through their festivities.  Simon walked to the doorway by the children: the adult dancers pawed and clawed at him attempting to hold him back, but once more in his life, he was moved by the joy within him as he danced as freely as a child, letting his heart move him, as he skated through the inviting doorway. 

Max spent the following day with Ole/Isabella trying to get as much information from him/her as he could: unfortunately the hospital staff had assumed that Ole was just hallucinating that he was a Sicilian woman known as Isabella, so they medicated him/her.  This had the effect of inducing real hallucinations and it was difficult to get any useful information.  Still, he recorded the interviews and hoped for the best.

Over the next few days, he studied the recordings and made a few notes.  He gleaned the names and a few facts about each of Isabella’s family members.  He learned the name of some friends and neighbors and a few local locations.

He had also talked with Ole’s ex-wife, who hadn’t been brokenhearted about his apparent demise.  He had been an abusive man to live with and she was a little scared about his apparent return.  She had always loved him and feared him at the same time.  She had never had the chance to be loved as she deserved to be and she had hoped that with Ole’s demise, her life would be better.  Now she just didn’t know.

Max booked passage to Italy, so that he could check out Isabella's story. He called Nurse Leslie and invited her to join him on his trip to Sicily.  He hoped that their trip might answer a few questions about Ole/Isabella, and he also hoped for a little romance with the lovely nurse.  He couldn’t imagine that somewhere else, Simon (so far just a name on his Internet search list) and a dark companion where at that very moment in the middle of a very different journey.

The strange pair of men passed through a series of rooms.  Each room had several pathways leading out of it, and in front of each path there was displayed a clue: but only one of the clues would lead him to the correct path: the others led to destruction.

The painting room displayed five paintings: one showed a lion chasing a gazelle, one showed a stop sign on a lonely country road, one displayed a mother holding her baby, another displayed a scene of the Battle of Gettysburg and the last a scene depicting an old man at a table eating a loaf of bread.

Simon chose the mother and her child.  The man in the black suit asked him why he had chosen that particular painting and Simon said that all of the paintings depicted scenes that would lead to an ending, except the mother’s, which depicts a family, which is a thing that can go on forever.  He had chosen correctly and the journey continued.

The room of mathematics posed several different kinds of questions.  The first one posed x+x=0.  The next stated, y=3.  Another 3x=2y, and lastly, (4y/0)+3=2z.  Simon was never one who was particularly math oriented so he took longer to study this puzzle than maybe he should have.  Finally he chose the third equation as the one that he needed now.

His companion again asked him why he made that particular choice and he answered cautiously, half expecting the man to be setting a trap for him, “The first two equations have single answers, while the fourth one is an impossibility and has no answer.  If the puzzle wanted a single answer there would have been only one option that had a single answer. The third one is the only one with an infinite number of possibilities, so it must be that one.

He had become so used to the continuing series of rooms that he was startled when the next hallway suddenly dumped the two men into a well lit glen with no exits.  Directly in front of them was a large board with a cryptic poem.

“Now comes the final exam,” Said the man in black as he made a sweeping gesture in front of the poem.

Many things it can be, 

Though one’s above them all.

To forever leave this place, 

Don’t be distracted by the small,

For things can be bright and things can be smelly,

With our senses deadened by radio, net and tele.

For we live in a world that screams all around,

But a gentle word can rarely be found.

Though if you’ve found the right clue,

The help will abound.

So make you your choice,

The answer’s in front of you.

This was more confusing than any of the choices that had stood previously before him.  He never was much for poetry, because it always seemed to have hidden meanings: and this, it seemed to him wasn’t even particularly good poetry.  Sitting down on a nearby log, he stared at the poster board for what seemed like an eternity.

Finally, he looked up at his traveling companion and said, “Can’t you give me any clues?”

The man smiled in a way that made Simon uncomfortable, “Of course I can.  You just never asked.”  Then he stopped and Simon realized that he had been ignoring the man in the black suit.  “Maybe,” he thought, “that had been his mistake.”

Irritated by the abrupt answer of his shadow follower, he continued, “Well, why don’t you help me?”

“Because you haven’t asked the right questions yet.” 

Simon thought about it for a moment, “Maybe I’m supposed to play a game of twenty questions with him,” he thought.  He reasoned out what the right question might be: then he asked, “What do I have to do to leave this place and return home?”

“Ah!” said the man, “Now you begin to see.  You but need to find the magic word and to ask, and you will be granted passage home.”

“It couldn’t be that easy, could it,” thought Simon.  Then he looked at the poem before him.  Was the poem only a distraction to keep him from the simple answer?  Was the man setting some sort of trap for him?  He decided to go for the obvious, “Is the magic word please?”

“Although that is never a bad word, it isn’t as simple as that.  This is your test.  This has been a long journey with many difficult lessons along the way.  What have you learned?”

Simon began to review his entire journey looking for a pattern.  He recalled each and every trial that he had overcome and even recognized a few that he had passed that, at the time, he didn’t even realize were trials.  He reread the poem and recalled his journey and he made his choice.

He awoke in the mobile military hospital: he had made the right choice.  The bullet had been removed from his back and he was bandaged up.  He later found that several of the members of his unit who had fled into the safety of the jungle had dragged him with them.  He had nearly died many times over the past few weeks, but he had miraculously survived.

The local priest had visited him many times during the period of his convalescence.  The priest was a tall man dressed in black that somehow now seemed less menacing than he had been in his vision.  He had listened intently as Simon recited the story of his long journey and his final exam.  After listening several times to the tale, the man in black asked, “Simon, you said that you made a choice that brought you back to us.  Can you please tell me: what was the choice that you made?”

“Ah, that is the sweetest thing of all.  I realized that everything that I had experienced was a form of communication: music communicates emotions better than any words ever written and dance frees the soul to express its joy.  Likewise artwork, mathematics, poetry and even my companion’s body language communicated things, in their own ways, that could never be expressed in any other.  Realizing that communications was the magic word led me home.”

The priest in black looked confused, “I don’t see your point.”

“It was then that I remembered what the poem at the end of my journey, and the instructions at the beginning said.  They said that there was one that was not shown me, but was above them all: one that I had to discover for myself.”

“Go ahead Simon… what was it?  What did you discover?”

“For a man in your line of work I would have thought that it was obvious.  The answer was communication between a man and his Creator.  The form of communication that stands above all other forms of communication is prayer.  As soon as I realized this I sank to my knees and offered up the desires of my heart: after which I immediately awoke here.  Nothing else would have returned me home.”

The priest bid him good night and returned home to ponder the things that he been privileged to hear that evening: for in his dreams of the past week, he had been there with Simon.  He had truly been the man in black and his companion: but unlike Simon, he had been unable to solve the puzzle.  Left alone, he would have been lost.

Chapter 5

Isabella


Hundreds of souls flashed away from the Earth at super-luminal velocities on that dreadful day.  Some few of them were able to find their way home, but the vast majority of them traveled on and on, eternally lost among the stars; and the longer that their spirits were separated from their bodies, they less that they desired to return.  Intoxicated with the wonders surrounding them, they increasingly felt distanced from the world of matter and physicality: a world that slowly seemed to be a distant world of the past.  

These people became a race of solitary disembodied phantoms: never able to feel the warmth of companionship nor able to affect the world around them.  Numbed by the constantly changing experiences around them they felt the eternal empty pleasure that had replaced their ability to experience joy: and to make matters worst, they couldn’t even perceive their loss.

In their travels, they found many others, just like themselves, who had long ago been lost, as they had been, by failed experiments on worlds so inconceivably distant that it would be impossible to describe.  Although they were able to acknowledge these creatures in passing, none of them knew how to slow themselves down to be able to take a few minutes for a simple conversation.  

The vast emptiness of space was filled with the lost and lonely souls of the universes failed experiments.  There are always lines that were never meant to be crossed.  Perhaps the speed of light was one those.


Ole/Isabella, lay in bed on the edge of consciousness.  Since awakening to this bizarre new life, the person with the displaced spirit was constantly medicated with strong anti-psychotic medications, which for a person with real psychotic episodes would have been a godsend.  Unfortunately, the same drugs, administered to a healthy person, will cause hallucinations and periods of overpowering disjointedness, which often convinces the medical staff that their original diagnosis was correct.


It is impossible to know what ever happened to the spirit of the man called Ole: and we will never know what trials and adventures his soul was witness to because he never returned to his body: but Isabella did.  We know that, before the event, Ole Watson was a cruel and often abusive man who left behind no one to mourn him.


Isabella on the other hand had returned and there was a chance that her soul may yet be saved.  The reporter called Max, and the nurse called Leslie were determined to find out the truth, and whatever they found, they hoped to use to save the mind of the person in Ole’s body who claimed to be named Isabella.  They would try to find out if the Ole/Isabella person was, as the doctors thought, the mind of Ole who had suffered some kind of breakdown: or if it was, as he/she had claimed, to be the disposed spirit of a Sicilian woman named Isabella.


Leslie and Max had flown to Rome, taken a bus to the coast and chartered a small boat to take them to Sicily.  The small sailing craft offered them a chance for a little relaxation, before they threw themselves wholeheartedly into the details of their investigation.  Captain Vesparo proved an able sea captain in the choppy waters of the Mediterranean.  The deeply tanned man scratched his stubbly beard as he watched the coast looking for traffic as they made their way to the fishing village of Barat.  Looking at the young couple sleeping in the deck chairs he debated whether he should wake them to enjoy the view or let them continue dozing.


The captain loved his job and couldn’t imagine anything better than the cool Mediterranean breeze and the adventure of the sea, and he couldn’t understand why anyone, like these two American lovers, would travel all of the way from that land, to just sleep through this wonderful voyage.  

He knew that the man was a reporter, and that he was investigating the death of one of the village inhabitants: a young woman who had burned to death in an automobile accident: but he couldn’t see why this was worth investigation.  There was no crime involved in her death, and as far as he knew, she was a person of no importance.  Still, she had had family on the island, and the captain knew that the reporter was not likely to be well received by that family.  If he didn’t have a very good reason for dredging up their painful memories, the American couple might find themselves in an unpleasant situation.  He discarded his cigarette butt over the edge of rail and went into the wheelhouse to radio the harbor and let them know that they were coming.  Maybe it would be better if the authorities knew in advance that there might be trouble coming their way.


At the same moment, Professor Ellison was receiving an important visitor.  Several days earlier, Senator Mann had informed him that his funding bill for the next phase of the TOWER project had gone through, and that he would be contacted soon with greater details.  It turned out to be sooner than he had expected.


He heard a knock at his door and looked out of his window.  At his door stood an Air Force Colonel with graying hair and dark sunglasses, which made him look like a typical military dark ops stereotype.  Under his arm he carried a sheaf of papers and several envelopes.  Standing tall he appeared more like a movie actor playing the perfect soldier than any real soldier that Will had ever seen before.


When the door was opened to him, he introduced himself as Col. Thomas Edwards.  “Prof. Ellison,” he said, “I’ve got the perfect place for you to build your new project.” 


“Please come in,” said the professor. “Why don’t we sit down at the kitchen table.  It’s got plenty of room to spread out all of those papers that you’ve got there.”  The men sat at table, and the professor brought in a couple of sodas and left over pie from the week-end’s last celebration.  “Now why don’t you show me what you’ve got there?”


“Thank you sir, the Air Force has been very excited by the successes of your experiments, and your plans to work with us.  I’m happy to inform you that you will be given, for all intents and purposes, unlimited funds and personnel for the next phase of your project: and if that is as much of a success as that which you have had so far, you will have limitless resources to develop useful applications from your discoveries.”  

The officer opened up a map and laid it out on the table.  Pointing at a location in the bluffs about forty miles north of Madison, he said, “We have an unused facility, here,” he pointed to a spot on the map, “where we have an unused facility, which is even now being prepared for your use.  I have with me the necessary papers giving you and your staff full control of the facility and you may move in to it as soon as you are able.  You and your people have already been cleared for security and awarded the proper clearances.”

Looking confused, the professor said, “Clearances?  Why do we need clearances?”

“Because sir, this project is going to cost the government a lot of money, and if it is a complete success, it may drastically change the world as we know it.  We cannot allow these secrets to fall into the hands of terrorists and unfriendly nations; you understand?”

The professor nodded his head and the Colonel continued, “You will be given a detachment of military security personnel that will placed at your disposal and as long as the facility is secure, you may use them as you see fit.”

“Who’s to say if the facility’s secure, Colonel?”

“That would be me.  I am in command of those men.  Hopefully you and I will become close friends, because we will be working together I’m afraid.

Max and Leslie were awakened by two officers of the Barat police force coughing loudly, in the manner of one who was purposely trying to be noticed, without looking like they wanted to be noticed.  Behind the officers stood Captain Vesparo, looking as guilty as Max’s childhood pet dog Pepper did when they caught him ripping apart Mom’s favorite church dress.  Shaking the sleep out of his eyes he said, “Hello officers… may I help you with something?”

The older officer said in a broken English, “I am sorry sir to … awaken,,, you.  You are the American news writer?  Yes?”

“I am Max Williams.”

“Ah yes, you are looking to make trouble, I understand?”

“Well, I hope not, but I might upset a few people I suppose.  That’s not my intent though.  I am not trying to make trouble.  I have been told some good things about a young woman who died recently, and I only want to see if the person who told me these things was telling me the truth, or if he was a liar.”

“If you talk bad about this girl, her family could be angry.  That would not be good.”

“Believe me sir, I will not cause trouble.  Maybe it would be better if I hired someone to translate for me.  That way, the translator can stop me if I am going to say the wrong thing.”

“This is a good idea, I think.  I will get Father Demachi to help you.  He is a good man who can speak the English better than me.  This OK?  Yes?”

“It will be good, yes.  Thank you.”

Father Demachi was an elderly man who fortunately spoke nearly flawless English.  His raspy voice denoted a life of heavy smoking and the stains on his thin fingers said that he had never stopped smoking.  He didn’t stand tall, but his stance was straight and he had a bearing that made him look all of seven feet.

He loaded the American couple in the church’s van and started down the long and winding seaside road that led to the home that Isabella had once shared with her family.  The little farmstead, though obviously a structure of some age, was well maintained and neatly appointed.

Father Demachi told them that he knew the family well.  He had baptized all of the children, including Isabella, and presided over the marriage of Isabella’s three older brothers; and it was he who had performed Isabella’s funeral.  He reminisced about the departed girl and spoke very highly of her.  Max couldn’t help but notice that everything he said about her agreed with the stories told by Ole/Isabella. 

Isabella’s parents invited them into their home.  The elderly couple was fortunate to have had a large family, so that when their youngest daughter was taken from them by an untimely auto accident: the family always had someone there to console each other through their times of grief.

Using the go-between of Father Demachi, the two Americans explained to the family their purported reason for being there.  They told the family that Max was a writer, and had been told some things about Isabella, and he wanted to write about her in an upcoming television special about people who suffer unexpected deaths in car crashes.  He promised that he would treat her with respect and would let them read what he wrote about her before filming began.

Once the family members had received these assurances, they anxiously began to talk about Isabella.  Max and Leslie sat and listened to the family members reminisce about what was obviously a compassionate and accomplished woman, and the more that they heard, the more convinced he became that Ole was indeed Isabella.

They stayed a few days longer and became close to the warm-hearted family.  Max knew that he had to have one of these people meet Ole/Isabella, but he wasn’t going to upset them by telling them why.  

It was Leslie who hatched a workable plan.  Isabella’s brother, Antonio, worked as an intern at the local hospital.  She invited him to come to America to see the hospital that she worked at.  Max, claiming to be a wealthy American, offered to buy him a plane ticket: since he could not have afforded one on his own.  

A party ensued and Max gave Antonio his address.  As soon as he knew when he could get away from the hospital for a few days, Max would send him a ticket.  Ole/Isabella would get a chance to meet a member of Isabella’s family and either prove him/herself, or be proved a liar.

Chapter 6

Tilde

One minute Mathilde Pulver was staring out the window of the home that she expected to live in until she either died or was incapacitated; and the next minute found her soaring gracefully through the heavens.  All of the aches and pains and infirmities of old age were left behind her and she assumed that she had quickly succumbed to the joyful release of death.  After all of her recent sufferings, she found the experience most pleasant and she luxuriated in the sensations.

Sailing contentedly, she felt much like she was laying sleepily in a soothing bubble bath.  Opening her eyes lazily, she glanced to her left and was surprised to see a smiling figure soaring closely beside her.  

The beautiful creature wasn’t human, but was more glorious than anyone she had ever seen before.  Dressed in a white flowing gown, her large eyes accentuated her body length mane which seemed to flow in and out of the dress as if the two were one; making her look like a hauntingly luminous comet.  Her arms were longer than a humans and her pointed ears made her look like a Tolkien-like elf.

“Welcome little sister,” the glowing creature thought at her.  “Are you lost?”

“I thought that I was dead,” Tilde thought back.

The creature thought an inviting laugh, as you might chuckle at something humorous that a child might say.  “Oh no, dear child, you are not dead, but you have traveled a great distance, I am sure.”

Tilde was amused to be called a child.  She couldn’t help but like this lovely lady.  She never even questioned the fact that they were communicating by thought and not words.  “If I am not dead, where am I?”

“This is the space of the Whirtheen Tribes, little sister.  We are the eternal people who inhabit the currents of the universe, and we are pleased to welcome you into our tribe if that is your desire.”

“Maybe: but I think that I have to give that a little thought before I make any decisions on anything as important as that.”

The bright lady shrugged her shoulders and said, “As you wish.  From where have you come child?”

“I come from a place called Switzerland.”

“Ah, and is the planet Switzerland inhabited by many creatures like yourself?”

Tilde started to answer, but then she tried to take a look at herself.  She really couldn't tell if she had any sort of body any more at all.  She seemed to have a center, and there was a glowing sensation, (although how she knew what it felt like to glow was an odd thought.) but there wasn't anything else for her to perceive.  

“I... I don't know.  I used to have a different form and looked very different that I do now.  At that Time, there were billions of us.  I'm not even sure how I came to be like this...”

“Why don't you show me this form Little One.”

“I'm sorry, but I don't know how...”

The Lady of energy smiled with the understanding look of someone who realized that a young child needed to be taught how to tie her own shoes.  “Let me show you.”  She touched her forehead to Tilde's glow and the traveler from Earth was suddenly filled with understanding.

With her new knowledge, Tilde rearranged her energies and quickly recreated her body of of the stuff of her thoughts.  She examined her now twenty-five year old luminescent body and at first felt no shame at her nakedness: but her Earthly inhibitions quickly kicked in and she added a flowing gown, of the type that a princess might wear in her childhood story books.

During his convalescence, Simon Bolivar Alvajar struggled to understand the experience that would become the defining event of his life.  His catholic upbringing had served him well throughout his life, up till now: but it left him totally unprepared to deal with the consequences of his test and rebirth.  Father Mendez had never talked about the deeply spiritual types of things that he had experienced while Simon was growing up.  Perhaps that was just an oversight, but now Simon found himself driven to find that information.

As soon as he was able to get up from his bed, Simon sought out whatever books that discussed spiritual matters that he could find in the hospital's library: which admittedly were few.  He read the Bible from cover to cover, then followed it with the Koran and the Bhagavad Gītā.  He scanned the writings of Thomas Aquinas and Charles Darwin and many others, but he could find no concensus among them.  
What he learned from his experience was that a higher power indeed existed, and that he could communicate with it.  The commentaters of these books tried to teach spiritual things by logic and sometimes sophistries, when what he had learned was that 
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understanding of these things came by direct communication with this higher being.  He didn't yet understand what the higher being might be, but he was determined to find out.

Pleased with the look of her new body, Tilde told the woman with her of her life on Earth and what she knew of how she came to be in  the space of the Whirtheen Tribes.  The bright lady listened with wrapt attention, trying to understand places and concepts that were obviously out of her realm of experience.

Likewise, the lady told her of the  Whirtheen Tribes, and their peoples and customs.  She was a little confused by the fact that they had no names.  When questioned about it, the lay simply said, “We know who we are, we need no lables.  Our spirits know and commune directly with each other, and each is unique, as is yours.  Any other labeling is unnecessary.”

They met up with, at first dozens, then hundreds and thousands, and finally billions of members of the Whirtheen Tribes, and indeed, Tilde recognized and intimately knew each and every one of them as soon as she met them.

As she grew accustomed to her new existance, the need for holding together human looking, or indeed, any forms grew less and less necessary.  They experienced each other using the sense of the spirit, rather than the senses of sight or hearing and her perceptions were therefore more accute than anything that she had experienced during her life on Earth.

Her new Tribe led her in the exploration of the wonders of their section of space, and promised her, that as she matured, she would be able to join with the expedition teams as they journeyed through the unchaerted sections of the universe.  She found that her new Tribe had set an uneding goal of discovering everything to be know in the entire universe.  Afer each journey they would spread their new knowledge with each other.  They hoped that some day they would amass and record everything.  They would become the witnesses to everything: but they were still a long way off.  Their's was, as they saw it, a glorious and nobel mission, and Tilde found herself caught up in the fervor.

Still, there was a small part of her that yearned for something else.

Chapter 7

Kim


Kim Sung had traveled the universe and communed with several interesting species, who had explained her situation to her, and taught her things that no human had ever before considered.  The insantaneous learning machines finally gave her the schooling that her great mind should have had if the Earth had dispensed training by abilities rather than social circumstances, and now it was time for her disembodied soul to return home.

She found that her own body had been caught in the machinery of the factory and been destroyed, so she flew on in search of another body that had been deserted.  Her recent training had enabled her to choose which body it was that would become the new shell for her spirit.  Some bodies still had slender connections to their spirits, and there were minute chances that those spirits might some day find their way home.  Those bodies she passed over, but she knew that the bodies whose ghostly connections had been completely severed held no chance of reunification.  It would be one of these that she must choose.

In a flash, she raced back and forth over the entire surface area of the globe, looking at one body first, then another.  She had hundreds to choose from.  Finally, she selected the body of an eleven year old Canadian girl, laying in a Montreal hospital, motionless, and given up for lost.

Crashing into the comatose body, she once again felt the sensations of a living human form.  She felt the blood coursing through her vains, and heard the steady rhythm of a healthy pulse.  She smelled the usual smells of a medical facility, but growing up in a rural asian captivity, they were not known to her.  Her eyes flicked open, and she saw the sterile room about her.

She listened to the sounds of the strange machinery that she was connected to and heard the babble of voices in the next room: all of them speaking a language that she had never heard.  She began to wonder if she really did make her way home.  

She tried to sit up, but discovered her muscles atrophied and weak.  She tried to cry out in the horse voice that she quickly realized was now hers, but she found it weak and insufficient.  Presently, a woman dressed in white walked in with a clipboard, whistling a cheery tune.

The woman stopped short with an astounded look on her face, and then she became quite aggitated.  She called to others and soon the room was filled with peole leaning over Kim and asking her all sorts of questions: unfortunately, none of the questions were in Chinese and she had no way of knowing what it was that they were asking her.

An older white man gave orders to the other people in the room and it was quite obvious that he was the man in charge.  The sedated body that she occupied gave her a melencholy and rather detached feeling as she watched the bustle around her.  Although there was a lot of aggitated activity going on, there didn't seem to be any fear in the eyes of the people around her.

Kim had grown up in an environment where your superiors gave strict orders, and if you disobeyed, or were too slow, or had even just looked at the overseer in a way that he didn't like, you could expect a severe beating, or worse.  Where she grew up she had been exposed to two looks in the eyes of the people about her: fear and cruelty.  She didn't see either of those looks on the faces of the people around her now.  Some day soon she would recognize the look of concern, but this was not that day.

Isabella's brother, Antonio, was shown into his/her room.  In preperation for this meeting, Nurse Leslie had convinced the doctors to wean Ole/Isabella off of the drugs that had kept his/her mind drifting in a world of hallucinations.  They refused to completely eliminate all of the medications and they kept their patient in a slightly sedated state.

Antonio had been given the grand tour of the hospital and had been very impressed with the modern facility.  He had been invited to interview several of the patients and staff, and he answered their questions about medicine in Sicily.  Finally he was about to be shown into the last room on his itineraty.  Leslie explained the importance of that particular room.

“This room is one that has presented us with a bit of a mystery.  The people in this room all fell into comas at exactly the same instant.  They were all in different places and had never been in contact with each other before.  Several of them have since died, and only two remain.  One of them remains in a coma and the other has recently reawkened, claiming to be someone else.  Supposedly, their spirit has traveled from one body and wound up in the body that we have here.”

Antonio had once considered entering the priesthood, and if he could have become a priest and gotten married he would have followed through on it: even so he had an interest in spiritual matters and was well read.  Thinking upon what he had heard, he said, “It is called Transmigration of Souls.  The possibility has been a subject of speculation for a very long time.  It would be a very interesting thing if you actually have someone who has experienced it.”

“Then you believe it to be possible?” asked Max.

“Well... let's say that I have an open mind on the subject.”

“Why don't we go meet this interesting person.”

Kim learned fast: she was the most intelligent person on the planet after all.  After the initial shock of having a patient speaking chinese, the doctors brought in an interpreter, who confirmed that the words that she was saying were not just gibberish.  In three days she had picked up the rudiments of english, and in a week she could speak well enough to carry on conversations.  Unlike Isabella, in another hospital, the medical staff here was intrigued by her situation and encouraged her recovery rather than medicaing her into oblivion.

Doctor Scott was her attending physician and he quickly realized that he had a frightenly intelligent patient on his hands.  He had had dreams and ambitions when he was a young man, but as he watched his life roll on, he came to accept that he would probably never do any definative research or write any papers that would bring him immortality.  As he approached retrement, he had come to expect that he would have traveled through his life in near obscurity.  He and his wife had never had children, even though they both knew that they would have made great parents, and without children or professional standing, he knew that when he left the Earth, he would have left behind no legacy and history would have no memory of his existance, and he found that idea rather distasteful: everyone's life should be remembered by someone.

And now this amazing child had appeared before him and for the first time in a long time his old dreams of publishing a meaninful paper had returned.  

Louis Ellison had settled in to his new facilities and was proceeding forward with his work.  Construction of the enormous TOWER cannon was proceeding on schedule and new power lines were being strung from forty miles away, to provide the masive machine with the energies necessary to activate it.

To fill in his time, Dr. Ellison conducted further experiments with the table top sized version of the TOWER projector.  Each time that he powered up the device, unknowing to him, across the globe, hundreds of souls were ripped from their bodies and sent flashing out into the universe at speeds beyond immagining.   

Oblivious to the suffering that he was unwittingly causing to so many others, he proceeded in blissful ignorance.  On this particular day he was sitting at his desk.  It should have amazed him that it could have become so cluttered in the short time that he had occupied the new office, but his mind was on other, deeper things.  

His was a mind that was nearly always lost in thought.  He had the rare gift of being able to correlate seemingly unrelated things and discern therefore the hidden relationships that few other people could even concieve: and he was driven to try to understand everything about the way the universe functioned.  He wasn't a man who cared about fame or money except as a means to pay for his experiments of discovery.

As insightful a man as he was, there was one thing that he had never learned: occasionally there is an order that is necessary to the discovery process, if it is to be a safe process: and because of his renewed experiments, over two thousand innocent people, so far, have had to pay for his short sightedness.

Kim was one of the first to suffer for the doctor's unwitting hubris and she was one of the few lucky ones to have found her way home.  She was smart enough to dole out to her doctors only enough information about her situation so that she could explain how she came to be speaking chinese, without being foolish enough to be seen as crazy by talking about her travels through space and her contacts with alien cultures.

Fortunately, the body that she occupied had no living relatives so the doctors, in their zeal for research didn't have to suffer with familial interferences, and that suited Kim just fine.

With all that she had learned from her travels, she knew the course of action that she must pursue in this new life that she had chosen for herself.  With her intellect, as she lay helpless in her bed, she concieved, in great detail, a plan that would lead her to becoming the most important being on the planet.

Chapter 8

Carlos' Room

Antonio was quietly ushered into the hospital room.  Most hospitals have at least one room like that particular room: a place that comatose people are left to wait for death.  This one was unusual in that it had been decorated in a warm and homey fashion: when most of the time, these places were sterile and empty, but this one had an anxious wife waiting for the love of her life, a woman who never doubted that her husband would one day wake up, despite everything that all of the medical professionals had said.

On this particular day, Maria Torres happened to be visiting her husband.  She was a woman of great faith and had never given up on Carlos.  The fact that her husband's roomate had awoken despite the assurances of all the doctors that that was not possible, only strengthened her resolve and determination to be there when her husband too would awake.

She looked up with indifference as the familiar reporter and the nurse brought in a stranger with a strong accent, which was an accent different than her own.  Holding Carlos' hand she bent her head and returned to her unceasing prayers.

Antonio looked down on the man in the bed and was surprised by the impish grin on his face.  He shook the man's hand and introduced himself in broken English.  “They tell me sir that you are a man with an interesting situation?”

Speaking in Italian the man replied, “I am.”

Switching to Italian Antonio immediately felt a little more at ease.  A translator stood by and interpreted the conversation for the non-Italian speaking people in the room, while a video camera recorded the peocedings.

“You speak Italian.  That will make things much easier.  They tell me that you have the soul of another within your body.”

“That is so.”

“If that is the case, who are you on the inside?  Do you have a name?”

“I do have a name and I will reveal it presently, but first let me tell you a little about my experience.  I had another life, far away from this place.  I had a different name and a different family, but that is all in the past.  From now on I will, by necessity, be who and what you see before you.”

“I spent my holidays at home with my family.  We were a very close family you see.”

Smiling, Antonio said, “I know how that is.  I also come from a close knit family, and holidays are always great fun.”

“Indeed they are sir.  I had an older brother with whom I was particularily close.   At Christmas time, I could always count on him for a laugh or two.  He would always call me my a special name that he had for me and bring me a some of Mamma's special Christmas cookies.  He always made sure that I would get one before any of the older brothers and sisters; I was the youngest, you see.”

Antonio smiled and said, “I know how that can be.  I always did the same thing for my baby sister.”  His smile faded and a hurt look came into his eyes, “We lost her recently... I guess that I'll never get to bring her Mamma's Christmas cookies again.”

“Maybe you can give them to the next youngest,” the man in the bed suggested.

“I don't think so.  That was something special... just between her and I...”

Maria Torres couldn't help but follow the conversation with interest.  She listened as the two men compared their lives; which were surprisingly similar.  The visitor had two brothers and three sisters, while the patient had three brothers and two sisters.  Both of their fathers were fishermen, and both claimed to be from Cicily.

Maria became more engrosed in the conversation and began to have suspicions about the truth.  She turned away from Carlos and was drawn entirly into the drama of the moment.

Ther conversation went on for a half hour.  The patient talked about how it felt to have your soul pulled from your body: about traveling through the endless tracts of space and the sudden reawakening in a body not your own.  Antonio listened with patience, trying to decide if the man before him had lived through an incredible experience, or was completely insane.  He tried to keep an open mind, but was having a difficult time with it.

The man in the bed must have decided that it was time to end the preliminaries and said, “Last Christmas was probably the last great family event that I am likely to be able to be a part of, in the same way that I was as a child.  I will never forget the moment when my older brother came to me, you see I was the youngest child: my brother brought some of Mamma's cookies, as he always did, and said, 'Little Sparrow... that was what he always called me... have these cookies.'”

As soon as Antonio heard the name, Little Sparrow he froze.  He stared at the man as if he had seen a ghost.  Finally he stammered, “He called you... Little Sparrow?”

“Yes Tonio, that is what you always called me.  And with your fuzzy hair, I always called you Wolfman.

“How... how can you know that?”

“Only you and I knew those names big brother.  My name was Isabella, and I need my big brother more now than ever.”

Stunned almost to silence Antonio struggled to understand how this could be possible.  The cameras continued to record the event and he finally asked,  “I want this to be true: but if it is, you've looked better Bella.  How can I ever know such a thing?”

“Question me Tonio.  Ask me questions that only you and I could possibly know.  Be as detailed and personal as you need to be.  Do whatever you have to to know for sure if it's me or not.”

The questioning began in earnest and continued for hours with the cameras recording everything.  When word of what was happening got spead around the hospital, the small group of people in the room grew to become a crowd.  Max and Leslie, Maria, the translator and a dozen hospital staff filled the room.  All mainained a reverential silence as the tableau was acted out before them.  All felt the import as they were seeing played out in front of them positive proof that life indeed continued beyond the veil of death.  Here was someone who had come back frome beyond death, with memories fully intact.  Could there be an event of more import to every man woman and child on the face of the planet?  

Onlookers were mesmerized by the play of words.  Some openly wept while others, though skeptical, held their silence: but all of the witnesses gained strength and hope from the situation.

Maria felt a hand take hers and a raspy voice from behind her say, “Hey Babe, what's goin' on?”

Turning slowly, she saw Carlos smiling up from his bed.  Trying to lean up on a weakened arm he said, “I have missed you so much.”

Maria bursty into tears and screamed with happiness.  She threw her arms around her husband and said “Carlos, is it really you?”  He simply nodded.

The crowd turned with surprise at the sudden burst of sound.  Max's blood ran cold when he saw Carlos Torres sitting up in his bed embracing his wife.  The previous silence in the room burst into a babble of noise.  Although many of the crowd members had heard rumors of the situation that they had gathered for, most of the people there knew nothing about this other occupant of the room.

They all started talking at once and the din became deafeneing.  Doctors rushed into the room to ascertain the cause of the commotion and most of the group was ushered into the hall.  Only the original group remained, along with two doctors who did a quick physical exam on the newly awakened Carlos.

The cameras recorded the entire procedings.

