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Another failure. 

Dr. Ayanna Gracern rubbed her eyes as she closed out the death certificate in the medical database. It was ridiculous. They were on the verge of the twenty second century, with advanced nanotechnology to heal the human body, and people still succumbed to death too soon.

It shouldn’t be this way. 

But it was. Despite their technology, people died. 

Ayanna sighed as she peered into the empty office across the hallway. That was the worst loss. He would have found a way. He was on the verge of solving the riddle to degenerative diseases and accidents, but that wasn’t to be. A lab fire took him during an experimental trial six months ago. 

Has it already been six months? 

She had been promoted to continue the task and still, she failed. 

“Dr. Gracern,” a voice shocked her out of her revere. She looked up to see her new lab assistant standing in the doorway. 

“Yes?”

“It’s seven thirty. Why are you still here?”

“I’m completing the autopsy report and death certificate in the National Medical Database.”

“You hired me to do that, remember?”

“Of course,” Ayanna rubbed her eyes again. “It’s been a long day. Is it really seven thirty?”

The woman nodded her blonde ponytail bobbing. “You haven’t eaten dinner yet, have you?”

“No.”

“Go home. I’ll finish the reports in the morning.”

Ayanna tapped her computer into shutdown mode. “You’re right. This isn’t going anywhere.”

“I’ll see you later.” The woman disappeared down the hallway. 

Ayanna pulled her purse from the bottom drawer of her desk and walked downstairs. She couldn’t remember her assistant’s name. Was she that tired, or had grief muddled her memory?

Did I hire her?

She didn’t recall hiring an assistant, but it had chaotic in the lab since Dr. Tyner died. She had been pulled into so many meetings and consultations with the University to keep these nanotech experiments running that they melted together into long days and twisted details. 

Ayanna entered the code to lock the building, set the alarm, and stepped into the drizzling rain. Great, she forgot her umbrella. Heck, she forgot to check the forecast. One more detail melting into oblivion. 

A click behind her caused her to pause. 

The door doesn’t click when it locks. 

She peered over her shoulder and was shocked to see a figure standing in the shadow of the entryway to the building. 

“I’m sorry, Ayanna,” a soft voice said. 

The mist erupted into white fire.  
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“She’s waking up.”

Soft light pressed against Ayanna’s eyelids. She slowly opened her eyes, taking in golden sunshine filtering through tall trees. The fragrance of earth and woods filled her nose. 

“What happened?”

“Easy there,” two faces appeared over her. One was a man with dark hair and blue eyes; the other was a woman with blonde hair and green eyes. 

Ayanna pushed herself up from the leaves crackling under her body. “Where am I?”

“You’re home, Ayanna,” the man helped her sit up. “Don’t be alarmed. We’ve found that allowing people to wake up surrounded by nature helps them adapt to their environment better than waking in a laboratory.”

“Why would I be in a laboratory? The last thing I remember –“Ayanna paused. “It was a misty winter night.” She looked around. “This is strange. Is it spring? Was there an accident? Have I been in a coma?”

The woman looked at her sympathetically. “I was confused when I woke up, too. It’s shocking, but you’ll get used to it.”

“What’s going on? Where am I?”

“You like the woods, right?” the man said. “You often went on hiking trails in your spare time.”

“How do you know that?”

“You don’t remember me?”

Ayanna stared at the man. He seemed familiar, but she couldn’t place his name. It was the same with the woman. She shook her head. 

“You’ll remember us,” the woman said. 

“You never told me what’s going on,” Ayanna said. “Who are you? Where am I? What happened?”

The man smiled at her. “I’m Virgil Tyner. I was your mentor at the University of South Carolina. We were doing research on nanotechnology.”

“I’m Cherilyn Foisy. I was your lab assistant,” the woman said. 

Ayanna stared at them for a moment. “Dr. Tyner. You were my academic advisor while I worked on my doctoral thesis on nanotechnology. You hired me once I got my doctorate to continue nanotech experiments on late stage cancer and dementia patients.”

“That’s right.”

She looked at the woman, her stomach churning with anxiety. “You look familiar, but I don’t remember you.”

“We only knew each other for a couple of months.”

“Why?” She looked at Dr. Tyner. “Why do you talk about this in past tense?” She closed her eyes as fragments of memory swirled in her head. 

The bodies in research chambers. 

The cellular scans.

The aliens.

The machines. 

The fire. 

Ayanna’s eyes popped open. “There was an accident in August. You died, and then the whole world went crazy. Strange things happened with the nanotech.”

Virgil nodded slowly. “Yes, I died.”

“Then how are you here?”

Cherilyn took her hand. “There was an explosion when we left the lab.” 

“What do you mean?”

Virgil put his arm around her. “We’re dead, Ayanna. Welcome to Heaven.”
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Ayanna stared at her reflection in the mirror later that evening. It looked like her: the same long, dark brown hair, the same brown eyes, the same ivory skin and curvy frame. She even had the same freckles and moles on her body that she had before. 

She sat on the bed in the lush condominium they brought her to after waking in the woods. At least, it looked like a condominium. They called it The Haven, and it was where people lived. 

This is impossible, she thought. I can’t be dead. 

It’s true.

Ayanna jolted. What was that voice? 

Do not be afraid. You can never be hurt again. The pains of life no longer exist. 

“Who’s there?” she asked. 

We simply exist, and speak directly to the mind. 

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Understanding will come. You just crossed over and are settling into the new life. Relax. In time, all will become clear. 

“That’s easy for you to say,” Ayanna said. “I’m a neuro-scientist. I was working with nanotechnology. We were trying to stop death.”

A noble endeavor, but useless. Death comes to all living beings in the mortal sphere.

“I mean to stop premature death: people with early onset diseases, or accident victims. We were trying to ensure that everybody got to live a full, complete life.”

You will do that here. 

“We wanted it on Earth.”

It is not possible on Earth. Creation exists, and then it perishes. The veil exist there, and cannot be pierced. Here, there is no veil. It is simply life and abundance. 

“It seems that Paradise would have all the answers, but you talk around my questions. Maybe this isn’t Heaven. Maybe it’s hell, and I’m trapped here for eternity to be tortured by my questions because of my failures in life.”

It is not about questions and answers. You will realize there are no questions. There is only new life. You will release the questions, and accept your new reality. 

“I can’t be dead,” Ayanna said. “This is impossible. Something happened.”

“Something did happen. Things changed, and you died.” 

Ayanna turned to see Cherilyn standing in her doorway. “Don’t you knock?”

Cherilyn smiled as she studied the empty doorway. “There’s no door.  The only door is the front door, and it doesn’t have a lock.”

“Of course.”

“I’m sorry. I heard you conversing with the others, and thought you were ready for me to return.”

“The others?” Ayanna asked. “Who are they?”

“They simply are. They exist on a higher plane, and speak directly to our mind.”

“That’s –“Ayanna stopped as a memory returned. At first it seemed impossible, but there was something familiar about it. “Do they see everything we do here?”

“No,” Cherilyn said, “They only speak periodically, when you are open to conversing with them.”

“So they aren’t omnipotent?”

“It doesn’t seem that way.”

“But you don’t know who they are?”

Cherilyn shrugged. “Others like us, who have passed on to higher planes.” 

Ayanna sighed. “Everything here is a riddle, and it’s already giving me a headache.”

Cherilyn’s face fell. “You see it, don’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

Cherilyn motioned to the main living area, where they sat on matching white, plush chairs. “What’s the last thing you remember before waking up here?”

Ayanna thought. “I was working in the lab. I was upset because another patient had died that afternoon. It was a woman in her fifties who died of pancreatic cancer. She was diagnosed too late for the nanotech to break it down. We thought the nanotech would be able to cure her, and it seemed to be working, but something went wrong.”

“What went wrong?”

Ayanna searched her fragmented memories. “We had an energy surge. We were having a problem with them ever since the fire that killed Virgil. In fact, we believe a surge is what started that fire. He was trying to boost the power to the nanotech to help with these advanced cases when the accident that killed him occurred. The safety officials determined it could have been the result of a solar flare, or some kind of surge through the power grid or the satellite systems.”

“Go on.”

“We kept having these surges, but never as big as the one that started the fire that killed Virgil until that day six months later. There was another surge in around four o’clock that afternoon. It wasn’t major, but bigger than normal and it stabilized quickly. Maureen, the patient, was still showing critical surges in her nanotech after the original energy surge leveled out. It’s like the nanotech in Maureen’s body held on to that extra energy and sent it through her body.”  She looked at Cherilyn. “You were there.”

Cherilyn nodded. “We tried to stabilize her, but the power from the machinery sent a shock wave through her spinal cord and shut down her brain. We couldn’t revive her.”

“The family was furious. They threatened to sue us, but Maureen signed waivers of liability because we were a late stage integration experiment. Her sister was reasonable. She said that if I’d expedite the autopsy and the death certificate paperwork, then she’d convince the family to let this go and honor those waivers without challenging them in court.”

“You stayed late because you promised to fast track the paperwork?”

Ayanna nodded. “I wanted to get it over with, anyway. I guess that’s when you walked in and asked why I was still there. I didn’t want to talk about it, so I tried to brush it off. I decided that you were right, and at that late point, it wouldn’t hurt to complete the rest of the computer work the next morning. I left.” She stared at Cherilyn. “I thought you left, too, but I saw you behind me after I locked up.”

“I left my phone in my lab and came back to get it. I heard you setting the alarm and rushed out so I wouldn’t have to reset the system.”

“It was raining. I heard a voice. I guess that was you?”

“It was.”

Ayanna furrowed her brow, thinking. “I heard something click, and saw a bright light.”

Cherilyn unfolded her legs and leaned forward. “That click you heard was an explosive device in the door lock. The light was the explosion that killed us.”

Ayanna leaned back, her eyes glazed. “Then it’s true. We’re dead.” She paused, thinking. “How do you know this?”

“I remember.”

“Who did this to us?”

Cherilyn shrugged. 

“Are you ok with that?” Ayanna asked. 

“No. That’s why I’m talking to you now. There are a little over a thousand people here, and they all believe we’re in Heaven, or Paradise, whichever you prefer to call it.”

Ayanna raised an eyebrow. “You don’t believe that?”

Cherilyn sighed. “There are too many discrepancies for me to believe it. Virgil can tell you more. For now, I want you to act natural. Act like you believe we’re in Paradise.”

“Ok.”

Cherilyn put a hand over Ayanna’s. “I know you’re confused. We all are, but don’t worry. We’ll find the truth and reveal it to the rest of the settlement.”

“They don’t know?”

Cherilyn took back her hand. “Nobody knows, and nobody cares. I think that’s the most alarming thing. There are a thousand people here who question nothing, and believe everything these voices in our head say.”

Ayanna’s eyes widened. “I didn’t like that. What are they?”

“You asked me that already, so I suppose you don’t believe that it’s people like us who passed on to a higher plane of Paradise?” 

“I don’t know what to believe. Do you believe it?”

“I don’t see any evidence of it.” Cherilyn shrugged. “But then again, would there be any evidence? I don’t know. It’s something else we’re trying to figure out.”

Ayanna stared at the setting sun outside. The light didn’t look right. It didn’t seem as bright as a day like this should be. She felt lighter here too, as if gravity didn’t affect her as much as it did before. “Did we really die? Strange things were happening on Earth.” She lowered her brow. “There was a Congressional Hearing regarding a study the United States Government commissioned. We sent data for it. What did they say?” Ayanna rubbed her head. “I see the point about needing our memories back. That seems like a critical one, and yet it’s just beyond me.” She sighed. “What’s your working theory?”

“We have no working theory; just questions.” Cherilyn followed Ayanna’s gaze out of the window. “I’ll leave you to settle in and get some rest. We’ll talk with Virgil over breakfast in the morning. For now, act like you believe what everybody else does: we’ve died and gone to Heaven.” She stood. “Can you do that?”

“I can; even if this Heaven’s a lie.” Ayanna stood. “But now I wonder what it really is, and questions are dangerous for a scientist.”

Cherilyn smiled. “That’s what I hoped you would say.” 
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Click.

“I’m sorry, Ayanna.”

Ayanna jerked up in her bed, covered in sweat. She swiped it from her brow, studying the beads of perspiration in the soft shaft of sunrise glowing through her window. 

Should this be happening? 

Ayanna inhaled deeply, trying to calm her shallow breath and pounding heart. 

There shouldn’t be anxiety attacks in Heaven. 

You are still attached to your previous life. These symptoms will cease once you release your attachment to your former physical body. 

Ayanna sat up. She knew better than to ask questions. In fact, she wondered if there were any answers.

There shouldn’t be confusion or frustration in Heaven. Isn’t it supposed to be perfection? Why am I not at peace with this place, like everybody else is?

Give yourself time. You will adapt and forget the former things. 

This isn’t what I expected. 

Human intellect cannot comprehend this place. 

Then everything I learned in church is wrong?

No, but remember that the words and teaching came through humans with a limited ability to describe the indescribable. 

These voices speaking directly to her brain were another thing she wasn’t fond of. 

You will get used to it. 

I don’t want to talk to you anymore. 

Then get up and prepare for breakfast. Perhaps resuming meaningful work will set your mind at ease. 

Ayanna grunted as she got out of bed. If this was a Heavenly body, then she needed greater understanding. It still felt awfully human, but at least the place was more pleasant than Earth. The temperature was always mild, and no clouds marred the sky. Mild weather like this was rare in central South Carolina, where summer like conditions could persist for seven months of the year, winter was more like fall, and spring lasted a few weeks before turning back to scorching heat.

Wonderful, but everything is still white, she thought as she studied her closet. The fabric was soft and comforting to the touch, but there was little variation to it. Her choices were white jumpsuits, a few white pants and shirt sets, and several dresses. Ayanna hadn’t worn a dress since she was the maid of honor at her cousin’s wedding two years ago. As a scientist, it was usually trousers, a shirt, and a lab coat. She pulled a flowing, ankle length dress with wide shoulder straps from the closet and studied it in the sunlight. 

This is perfect!

Oh Ayanna, you look so beautiful.  

Toby is going to melt when he sees you—

Ayanna dropped the dress. What was that? It wasn’t a memory of her cousin’s wedding. Those bridesmaids’ dresses were pink. 

Who was Toby?

She gasped for breath again, wondering if her asthma had followed her here along with her memories. Perhaps Cherilyn was right, and talking to Victor would comfort her. Ayanna hung up the dress and selected a pair of pants, a silky shirt, and a pair of slip on ballerina style shoes. She reached for a jewelry box and stopped when her hand hit the unadorned dresser surface. What was she doing? She scratched at the ring finger on her left hand before walking out of the condominium. 

Everything was organized to be within walking distance; after all, there are no vehicles in Paradise. The city was arranged in a large circle, with the housing complexes on the north and east, the dining hall stretching around the south, the work facilities on the west, and an open area with a sparkling blue lake in the center. A wall made of golden brickwork surrounded the whole city. It was a beautiful day, of course, and the walk calmed her nerves and relaxed her as she strolled through the smooth, gold streets. Ayanna walked into the cool dining complex to see Victor waving to her from a table in the back of the room, next to a full length window overlooking a pristine lake. 

“Good morning!” he rose to hug her. She returned the hug stiffly, still uncomfortable. He had been her boss, so she was used to a more professional relationship. The social dynamics of this place would be another adjustment for her. 

“Good morning, Victor.”

He sat, motioning to her plate filled with French toast, bacon, and a cheese omelet with a cup of steaming coffee and a glass of milk. “I hope this is ok?”

She smiled as she sat. “All of my favorites, and I don’t have to worry about it making me fat now.”

He laughed. “You do remember some things. That’s good!”

She started on her French toast. “I’m not sure about that. I swore I had a mild asthma attack just before walking here.” She looked down. “Why do I have a body?”

“The official answer is that you have a Heavenly body now, and need to let go of your former physical constructs.” He ate a piece of bacon and washed it down with his own coffee. “But why do we get uncomfortable if we don’t eat? Why do the symptoms persist if the answer is to simply stop believing in it? I still get hungry every few hours, and have to perform ‘elimination functions,’ if you know what I mean.”

“I noticed that,” Ayanna swirled some French toast in syrup. “What’s your answer?”

“The nanotech is still adjusting you to this place.”

“I have nanotech?”

“You had it on Earth for your asthma, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but if this is Heaven then why do I need it?”

“Why do any of us need it? But we still have it. In fact, that’s one of the things I want you to work with me on in the science lab.”

“One thing?”

“I’m sure Cherilyn told you that our main goal is to access our memories of what happened before we came to this place.”

“She did. Why are our memories so important?”

“They’re the key to unlocking the truth. Let me demonstrate.” He waved at a middle aged, redhead passing by. 

“Victor, how are you this morning?” the woman pecked him on the cheek. 

“Lovely, Marianna, how are you?”

“Wonderful!” Marianna turned to Ayanna. “I wondered if I’d ever be able to thank you!”

Ayanna blinked. “Thank me?”

“You’re Dr. Gracern, right?”

“That’s right,” Victor said, “This is Ayanna Gracern.” 

Marianna grabbed Ayanna in a hug. “Thank you.”

Ayanna slowly wrapped her arms around the woman, who was now shuddering. Warm tears dripped on her arms. “For what?”

Marianna pulled back, staring at Ayanna with wet, green eyes. “For saving me. Thank you! The cancer is gone, and I have my life back.”

“You’re welcome.”

Marianna wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry to be a blubbering fool, but I can’t help it. A second chance at life isn’t something that most people get, and you gave that to me. Thank you. It’s a debt I can never repay, but I want you to know that you can come to me if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” Ayanna said. 

Marianna turned to another woman waving to her across the room. “Mom’s here! Would you like to see her?”

“This is a working breakfast,” Victor said. “Perhaps another time.”

“Ok!” Marianna rushed off to meet her mother. 

Ayanna stared at Victor. “The last thing I did before I died was sign her death certificate.”

Victor pointed to Marianna and her mother with his fork. “That was an example of the power of our memories to unlock the mystery of this place. You said that Marianna died from a power surge through the nanotechnology?”

“Yes.” 

He took a bite of his omelet. “She doesn’t know she died. Her mind has bridged the gap with a belief that she’s always been here, and the nanotechnology saved her. She doesn’t remember Earth at all; just this place.”

“How?”

“Variations in memory recall, and the mind’s tendency to fill memory gaps logically. Her mind reconciled this new life by replacing the old location with the new. All she can remember from before her death is that she had a painful disease and that you and Cherilyn saved her and let her return to the life she thought she always had here. Look at Marianna’s mother. Do you recognize her?”

Ayanna twisted in her chair to study Marianna’s mother. Sure enough, the older lady looked familiar. “She looks familiar, but you see the same people when you live in the same city your whole life.”

“You did more than see her around. Marianna’s mother is Dr. Nadine Hinkly.”

“Dr. Hinkly, as in the head of our department and the person who established the nanotechnology program at the University?”

Victor nodded. “One and the same. She brought in the program when she was diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s. The nanotech was keeping the disease at bay. She commissioned our experiment to research cures for late stage cases of dementia and cancer.”

Ayanna nodded. “Marianna’s mother died a few months before you did. Wasn’t it something with the nanotech that killed her? I recall a lot of people saying it’s ironic that the thing that was keeping her alive wound out killing her.”

“The nanotech malfunctioned due to a power surge through Earth’s satellite system. Do you remember that?” 

“How could I forget? I was in the University hospital for two days while they reinjected me with nanotech. Those were some of the worst asthma attacks I ever had,” Ayanna said. 

Victor nodded. “Your memory of that is strong because of two days of severe physical symptoms. It was a major nanotech malfunction. All of the nanotechnology shorted out, and had to be rebooted or reintroduced. There was a major medical study to figure out what happened. It was an interstellar event.”

Ayanna thought as she drank her coffee. “So there was a study. I was trying to remember the Congressional Hearing about it last night when I was talking to Cherilyn. There my memory is foggy. I remember that a lot of strange things happened while we were working on the nanotech, especially those last few months.” She furrowed her brow. “Was there a war?”

“The world made a mess of itself, and we were trying to clean it up. But that world isn’t our problem anymore. We’re here, and this
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