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				“R. J. Eastwood’s science fiction novel The Autopsy of Planet Earth was the overall winner of Book Talk Radio’s Book of the Year! Eastwood has written a very compelling novel. It is thought-provoking, discussion-worthy, and hard to forget. The moral, ethical, and theological struggles that the characters in this novel face are at times overwhelming, many of them actual issues we are facing (or ignoring) today … Eastwood shines with his imagination and insight as to the human race and what it is capable of changing, learning, etc. So, much to think about and so much to discuss with others! This is a tremendous book for a book group to read!”
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				Chapter 1
			

			
				Despite Legna's assurances that the trip would be perfectly safe, a healthy dose of fear lingered with both Gabriel and Catherine. It was not a question of what might happen, but the inescapable feeling of what could happen. Their instructions were to rendezvous with Legna in the Oval Office no later than 7:30 PM. When they arrived, Ms. Mosby was not at her desk.
			

			
				Gabriel shrugged. “Well, that’s disappointing,”
			

			
				“What is?”
			

			
				“I was hoping to introduce you to a direct descendant of Vlad the Impaler.”
			

			
				They knocked and entered the Oval. Legna was perched high in his chair behind the presidential desk intently reading a document. Although President Conrad had paid tribute to her and pilot Skip Galinski in this very room, Catherine canvassed the space with a sense of awe. Shifting uneasily from one foot to the other she waited, but there was zero recognition from Legna.
			

			
				“The proper thing would be to ask how I’ve been,” Catherine said with an edgy tone.
			

			
				The alien did not reply.
			

			
				“Something wrong?” She asked.
			

			
				The alien’s head came up, he leaned back, folded his hands, and stared curiously at Catherine as if seeing her for the first time. From the adjoining office, a second alien entered. Down to the minutest detail, this new entity was an exact duplicate of the one sitting behind the desk.
			

			
				Baffled at the site of two identical aliens, both were lost for words.
			

			
				“Catherine, it is good to see you again. Are you well?”
			

			
				It was Legna who had entered—or so they assumed.
			

			
				Legna gestured to the alien sitting behind the desk. “May I present Citizen Roama.”
			

			
				With a slight bow of his head, Citizen Roama acknowledged them.
			

			
				Gabriel’s eyes flitted from one alien to the other. “I don’t understand.”
			

			
				“You are familiar with Ms. Mosby.”
			

			
				“Yes, of course.”
			

			
				“It was necessary that when humans approach this office, they be greeted by one of their own. Citizen Roama is also Ms. Mosby. Citizen Roama will now occupy this space in my absence, and none will be the wiser.”
			

			
				“How did Roama become—”
			

			
				“There will be time for further clarity, Gabriel.”
			

			
				Gabriel and Catherine were speechless at the sight of two aliens so identical, there was no way of telling them apart. Roama slipped from the chair, bowed his head to Legna, and exited to the adjoining office without uttering a single word.
			

			
				“How will Ms. Mosby’s absence be explained?” Gabriel asked.
			

			
				“Ms. Mosby shall report an illness. She will be absent until our return. Catherine, it pleases me that you are at my side again and will travel with us. Are you excited?”
			

			
				“Curious, if nothing else.”
			

			
				“Gabriel has shared your concerns.”
			

			
				“Gabriel is correct.”
			

			
				“Please be free to articulate.”
			

			
				“We placed our lives on the line for you and—”
			

			
				“Willingly as I recall.”
			

			
				“That doesn’t change what has occurred since.”
			

			
				“It is for the welfare of survival of your race, Catherine.”
			

			
				“And for that, we are eternally grateful. My concerns are how you are carrying it out.”
			

			
				“And how might that be, Catherine?”
			

			
				“With an iron fist. Your removal of the Eiffel Tower, for example.”
			

			
				“Did I not articulate that protest gatherings would not be tolerated?”
			

			
				“But a handshake gets more results than a slap in the face.”
			

			
				“You speak in metaphors, Catherine.”
			

			
				“I think you know exactly what I mean.”
			

			
				“The protests were not peaceful. Violence, looting, and destruction of property cannot be tolerated.”
			

			
				“But your removal of the tower was a form of destruction.”
			

			
				“We shall discuss this further. Let us depart, our journey awaits.”
			

			
				Catherine looked to Gabriel with a here we go look and whispered, “We must be drunk out of our minds to have agreed to this.”
			

			
				“Ditto for me.”
			

			
				It was a cold and windy thirty-one degrees as Gabriel and Catherine approached the south lawn where Marine One, the Sikorsky VH-4A helicopter, normally landed. Three inches of loose-packed snow blanketed the ground. All exterior lights had been extinguished, and anyone required to be in the complex had been instructed to stay clear of the area. No one would witness their departure.
			

			
				Apprehensive about what was about to happen, Gabriel and Catherine looked to the cloudless night sky. A slice of the moon hung like a bright night lantern. In the distance, dim stars flickered. Both were wondering why they had agreed to a voyage through space that could very well prove foolish, if not dangerous, undertaking.
			

			
				“Looks inviting up there,” Gabriel whispered.
			

			
				“So does a summer sky just before a storm arrives,” Catherine whispered back. “I’m not sure we’ve made the right decision.”
			

			
				“If you have reservations, you can still back out.”
			

			
				Catherine took a deep breath and looked up to the sky. “Huh, and go to my grave wondering what I missed out there? Not on your life.”
			

			
				Legna, standing several feet ahead, turned to them. “Are you galvanized?”
			

			
				The alien’s use of euphemisms amused Gabriel. “More like anticipation.”
			

			
				“Do not fear what is beyond your knowledge. Embrace the unexplored, and you shall act with surety.” Raising his right arm, he pointed to the night sky. “There you will find legions of uncharted dimensions. One day mankind will travel freely within their boundaries and revel in their majesty. Our transport arrives.”
			

			
				A mass of swirling air in the shape of a mini-tornado whipped up the powdery top layer of snow some twenty feet in front of therm.
			

			
				“What is that!” Catherine gasped and took a step back.
			

			
				Gabriel took her hand and squeezed it. “Nothing to worry about. I’ve seen this before.”
			

			
				“But what is it?”
			

			
				“You’ll see.”
			

			
				The whirling wind stopped. It became eerily quiet. Like a flickering firefly, a dime-sized fissure of intense white light appeared high above the ground. Like a flowing river of hot lava, the light splayed out shaping itself into what looked like a doorway and a ramp that led to nowhere—there was nothing visible beyond it.
			

			
				Catherine swallowed hard. “Holy…!”
			

			
				Her reaction amused Legna. He bowed his head to her. “After you, Catherine.”
			

			
				Her eyes narrowed to narrow slits. “Ah, you first.”
			

			
				“As you wish.” Legna approached the shimmering ramp and disappeared through the doorway.
			

			
				With childlike excitement, Catherine whispered, “Where did he go, Gabriel?”
			

			
				“I have no idea. Like Astronomer Carl Sagan was fond of saying… Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence. I think we’re about to get it.”
			

			
				Taking Catherine’s hand in his, Gabriel led her to the lighted ramp. Guardedly, he set his right foot on what appeared to be nothing more than a flat wave of shimmering light. To his relief, it proved to be solid. Cautiously, carefully, they continued up the ramp and stepped through the lighted doorway. Just as mysteriously as it had appeared, the doorway dissolved behind them leaving no visible sign it had been there. They were now in actual interior space and wondering how they got there. It was perfectly round and far smaller than either of them expected—maybe twenty-five in diameter at most. The interior was white from top to bottom. There were no windows, flight controls, or seats, just an empty white space devoid of any characteristics except for a flying white dove emblem embedded in the center of the floor.
			

			
				Gabriel looked mystified. “Who is going to fly this thing, and how?”
			

			
				“A sensory implement shall guide us.”
			

			
				Wide-eyed, Catherine scanned the empty space. “A what? To where?”
			

			
				Legna offered no further explanation. “Please step back to the wall.”
			

			
				As they did, the floor beneath the dove logo dissolved into a rectangle. Two rows of seats mounted on a platform silently rose. The seat at the far end of the first row was upholstered in red. On the right arm-rest, a star-shaped light, about the size of a half-dollar coin, pulsed blue. The rest of the seats were covered in a gray microfiber-like fabric.
			

			
				“Radiation,” Catherine asked, “… how is it deflected? What about weightlessness? Will we be able to breathe normally on your planet?”
			

			
				“You have many questions.”
			

			
				“I have many concerns.”
			

			
				“You need not fear for your safety,” Legna assured them. “I admit to not knowing how it all works. That as you humans say, is above my pay grade. As for Ecaep’s atmosphere, it is the same as Earth’s… only cleaner. Please be seated wherever you wish.”
			

			
				Legna settled in the red chair.
			

			
				With uneasiness. Catherine took a seat in the second row, Gabriel sat next to her. The seats were small, obviously designed to accommodate diminutive aliens. Their knees jutted up toward their mid-section, their elbows rubbed against one another. Gabriel mumbled something under his breath and moved one seat over. Instinctively, both searched for safety belts but found none.
			

			
				“How does this thing defy gravity?” Catherine asked.
			

			
				“Silent rotating mechanisms reverse magnetism allowing spin-stabilized magnetic levitation. It is the propulsion required to cause centripetal acceleration. Further definition is beyond my knowledge.”
			

			
				The blue light on Legna’s chair pulsed amber. “We shall take our leave now.”
			

			
				Gabriel and Catherine stiffened in anticipation. But to their befuddlement, there was no movement or sound, just unnerving quiet and stillness.
			

			
				They waited. A minute passed, then a second.
			

			
				“When do we leave?” Gabriel asked.
			

			
				“Forgive me, I am a deficient host.” Legna rose and strolled to the white metallic wall to his right, swiping his right hand across a small area. An oval window appeared. “Come… witness your planet.”
			

			
				Gabriel and Catherine exchanged nervous glances.
			

			
				“Come, come, it is quite safe.”
			

			
				Catherine reached the window first. Whatever trepidation she had was replaced by sheer exhilaration. They had risen to the edge of Earth’s atmosphere within a couple of minutes.
			

			
				“Holy mother of God,” she murmured.
			

			
				Gabriel peered over her shoulder. “Jeez, it’s magnificent!”
			

			
				Down below Mother Earth sat like a sparkling jewel cradled in the vast blackness of space. In the area where the planet was in daylight, large swatches of green, brown, and blue dotting the surface. Intricate artistic swirls of scattered clouds covered portions of the sky. Where the sun had already set, it was equally mesmerizing with its dazzling display of lights. The heart-stopping sight, that only a brave group of human astronauts had been privileged to witness, left them mesmerized and speechless as their craft moved further away.
			

			
				“I’ve never seen anything so magnificently beautiful,” Catherine said.
			

			
				“There are thousands of stars in your galactic area and hundreds of earth-like planets circling those stars that are the home to many civilizations,” Legna said.” You have never been alone. Why many of your fellow citizens continue to believe otherwise remains a riddle.” The light on the arm of the red chair pulsed red. Legna swiped a hand across the window. It dissolved back to a seamless white wall. “Please return to your seats.”
			

			
				Five minutes later, they experienced a slight jolt followed by a low hissing that sounded like air being released under great pressure.
			

			
				“Gabriel, Catherine, we have arrived.”
			

			
				The entire trip had taken less than ten minutes.
			

			
				The glowing door and ramp reappeared.
			

			
				“We shall disembark now.”
			

			
				Catherine whispered to Gabriel. “From this point on, it’s hocus-pocus time.”
			

			
				Following Legna, Gabriel and Catherine stepped gingerly through what was now a real door and ramp and the outside of the shuttlecraft was also visible—an undistinctive matte gray with no visible markings. Nearby in the all-white space was a second identical craft.
			

			
				Gabriel was brimming with questions, but before he could fire off the first, a faint sucking sound drew their attention. To their right, a door opened in a section of the wall and two entities entered. To their astonishment, they mirrored Legna down to their clothing.
			

			
				“What in the?” Catherine murmured.
			

			
				Avoiding direct eye contact with either Gabriel or Catherine, the two bowed to Legna. Legna acknowledged them with a slight nod.
			

			
				“My fellow citizens welcome you as honored guests.”
			

			
				Gabriel’s voice pitched up. “You’re all identical!”
			

			
				“Ecaepians are all self-same.”
			

			
				“You’re what?
			

			
				“An explanation shall be rendered in due course. Come now.”
			

			
				Perplexed, Gabriel and Catherine followed a few steps behind Legna while the two aliens marched behind them. They moved along a corridor that continually veered left, an indication they were following the outer curve of the ship. Catherine peered over her shoulder at the two aliens following. Eyes straight ahead, neither displayed interest in the two humans in front of them.
			

			
				“How big is this ship?” Gabriel asked.
			

			
				“Our transport is comprised of three cylindrical elevations,” Legna explained. “Each serves a specific function. We are on promenade one. Beneath lies the force components that provide thrust and power support for all functions.”
			

			
				He stopped in front of what looked like a pencil-thin gray outline of an arched door—it snapped inward and to the left without making a sound.
			

			
				“Our journey begins with the validation of your well-being. Please enter.”
			

			
				Gabriel peered into the dimly lit room. “What happens in there?”
			

			
				“An analysis of your anatomy.”
			

			
				“A physical examination?”
			

			
				“Yes, Citizen Catherine. It will ensure your comfortable journey to Ecaep—please enter.”
			

			
				With apprehension, Gabriel looked to Catherine. “This is your purview, doctor. After you.”
			

			
				As Catherine set foot inside, the illumination increased. The light source appeared to be coming from the white, metallic walls. The circular space was approximately twelve feet in diameter. Dead center of the room was a clear, round, Plexiglas-looking tube that extended from floor to ceiling.
			

			
				“Please remove your clothing and position yourselves one in front of the other.”
			

			
				Gabriel’s brow creased. “Uh… wait a minute.”
			

			
				“The procedure will cause no discomfort, Citizen Gabriel. You are familiar with cytology, Citizen Catherine?”
			

			
				“The diagnosis of abnormalities and malignancies.”
			

			
				“If any are found corrective measures will resolve imperfections.”
			

			
				“Just like that?” Gabriel glanced at Catherine.
			

			
				She raised an eyebrow and shrugged.
			

			
				Folded neatly on a small stand to the left of the cylinder were two jumpsuits the same color, design, and material as the aliens.
			

			
				“Upon completion of the process please change into this apparel.”
			

			
				Legna stepped into the hall and the door silently closed.
			

			
				“What’s with his calling us Citizen Gabriel and Citizen Catherine,” Gabriel whispered.
			

			
				“Beats me. Come on, lose the duds.” Catherine began unbuttoning her blouse. “Let’s get this over with.”
			

			
				“If you’re sure this is safe.”
			

			
				“It’s just a body scan, more advanced than what we have, but a body scan just the same.”
			

			
				Turning his back to Catherine, Gabriel kicked off his shoes. Freeing his belt buckle, his trousers fell to the floor. Next went his underwear and socks. Last to go was his shirt. He turned to face a nude Catherine. His eyes never left hers.
			

			
				“It’s not like we haven’t seen each other in our birthday suits before, Gabriel.”
			

			
				“Front or back?” he groused.
			

			
				“Back.”
			

			
				As they approached the cylinder, a small light flashed blue and a door slid open. Catherine positioned herself in the back, Gabriel in front. 
			

			
				A spot-on Gabriel’s lower right shoulder blade caught her attention. “What’s this? A mole?”
			

			
				“A birthmark.”
			

			
				“I haven’t noticed it before. You should have it looked at.”
			

			
				“Can we just get on with this, Doctor?”
			

			
				Legna’s voice boomed over an unseen speaker. “Please be silent and stand perfectly still.”
			

			
				A second later, two laser-like orange beams shot over their heads and proceeded to cascade down through their naked bodies. Catherine’s beam stopped briefly at her hip before continuing to her feet, paused there for a moment, then returned to the top.
			

			
				Gabriel’s beam stopped just above his waistline. It lingered there for several seconds before continuing to his feet. Reversing direction, the beam stopped at the small of his back. There was a rapid clicking sound like a dead car battery trying to start. Gabriel felt a low charge of electricity at the L-4, L-5 lumbar position. There was no discomfort or pain, just a creepy sensation that his lower spine was being manipulated. Finally, the beam proceeded up and disappeared.
			

			
				Legna’s voice came over the speaker again. “You may dress now.”
			

			
				Exiting the tube, Catherine took one of the jumpsuits and pulled it up to her waist just as Legna entered. She turned her back to him. “Just a minute, please.”
			

			
				“I have little interest in your anatomy, Citizen Catherine.”
			

			
				After adjusting his jumpsuit, Gabriel placed a hand on his lower spine. “I felt something moving inside me.”
			

			
				“A posterolateral disc bulge in combination with facet arthropathic was discovered.”
			

			
				“Yeah, from an injury I received some years back.”
			

			
				“It would have led to bilateral neural foramen stenosis. It has been repaired.”
			

			
				“Just like that, I’m cured?”
			

			
				Ignoring Gabriel, Legna addressed Catherine. “You are a perfect human specimen devoid of defects.”
			

			
				“Thank you.” She glanced back at the tube. “We desperately need that technology back home.”
			

			
				“And so, you shall. Let us continue.”
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter 2
			

			
				They continued following the curve of the corridor. Other than the two aliens following close behind, there were no others in sight. A short distance ahead, Legna stopped at a gray door. It was the first color they had encountered other than white. Legna nodded to the two aliens. They nodded back, turned, and marched off down the corridor in lockstep looking like the Munchkins from the Wizard of Oz. The gray door silently slid back and to the left revealing a white box approximately three feet square and six feet tall.
			

			
				“The lift will take us to level two,” Legna said.
			

			
				The lift was just large enough to squeeze into elbow-to-elbow. Once they were in, the door snapped shut. Seconds later, the door opened to another long corridor perpendicular to them. Legna turned left. They had not traveled more than twenty feet when a series of faint outlines began to appear on the left wall.
			

			
				“What’s behind the doors?”
			

			
				“Citizen quarters,” Legna answered.
			

			
				Legna stopped by two additional outlines that were just over six feet tall. The first door snapped back and to the left. As they entered, the walls illuminated. The room was molded in the same white material as everything else they had seen. In the center stood two upright clear tubes, each large enough to accommodate a human-size body. Standing vertical in each tube was what looked like thickly padded surgical beds each with two straps, one at chest level, and the other just above shin level. The only other fixtures in the room were two chairs separated by a small end table.
			

			
				“Your travel sanctuary,” Legna said. He tapped a section of the wall to his left. A door snapped open. To their utter surprise, it was a small restroom equipped with a standard commode and a sink. On a shelf to the right of the sink was a bar of soap, toothpaste, and hand towels.
			

			
				“I trust these accommodations are sufficient to your needs.”
			

			
				“Impressive.” Gabriel pointed to the two clear tubes. “What are those for?”
			

			
				Without explaining, Legna said, “I will return in thirty of your minutes, at which time you shall take nourishment.”
			

			
				And with that Legna left.
			

			
				“We’ve entered the twilight zone.” Catherine groaned.
			

			
				“I counted only thirteen low doors before we came to this taller one,” Gabriel said.
			

			
				“So?”
			

			
				“There have to be more crew quarters even if they bunk two to a room.”
			

			
				“Maybe there’s more quarters in another section of the ship.”
			

			
				“Maybe,” he muttered. “Hey that reminds me, my journal, I need to keep notes.”
			

			
				Sheepishly, Catherine looked away.
			

			
				“You did bring it?”
			

			
				“I’m sorry, Gabriel. I forgot.”
			

			
				“It was on the dresser in the bedroom.”
			

			
				“With all the excitement, I forgot it.”
			

			
				He grunted and shook his head.
			

			
				Catherine grunted back. Curious to explore further, she entered the compact bathroom and ran her fingers over the wall. “Everything’s monotone white-on-white except for that lone, gray elevator door.” She tapped a finger against the wall. “What is this material anyway? I don’t think it’s plastic.”
			

			
				There was no response from Gabriel.
			

			
				“Gabriel?” She popped her head out to find him slumped in one of the chairs, elbows on his knees, head planted in his hands.
			

			
				“Hey, what’s wrong?”
			

			
				Slowly, he lifted his head. “I’m beating myself up for getting you into this.”
			

			
				“Well, stop, already. Although hesitant at first, I came on my own volition bursting with scientific curiosity and you should be, too.”
			

			
				“I am, Catherine.”
			

			
				“You have a funny way of showing it, Mister.”
			

			
				“I’m searching for the why.”
			

			
				“The what?”
			

			
				“It’s always been the why with me—why this, why that. This crazy adventure has me wondering about the why’s more than ever.”
			

			
				“Alien spaceships tend to do that.”
			

			
				He feigned a smile. “Your lame joke aside, following my trip to the Kebun, seeing it, touching it, knowing what could have been, leaves me wondering why they allowed our evolution to travel down the destructive path we’ve been on. Why now, why have they come back now?”
			

			
				“On the other hand, maybe we humans are another hologram-like Roama and Ms. Mosby created for their amusement.”
			

			
				“That’s a possibility too.” Gabriel wiped a hand across his mouth and down over his chin. “Look around, what’s the message here, Catherine, what’s the why?”
			

			
				“That in the big picture we’re a pimple on a gnat’s ass?”
			

			
				He laughed low. “Yeah.”
			

			
				Catherine tapped at Gabriel’s temple. “There’s more going on in there, what is it?”
			

			
				“We are experts at justifying our existence and our behavior. We pat ourselves on the back when we do something good, and make lame excuses when we screw up. Now comes the damnable aliens promising to right our sinking ship. Right, good luck with that. I’ve spent the last couple of years working in the West Wing—the cockfight arena, as President Conrad called it—witnessing up close how the movers and shakers outside of government influence what gets done and what doesn’t in government. It’s a game of manipulation. President Conrad once told me that he thought democracy was fast becoming a joke. Democracy, he said, is freedom alright, so much so that we take it for granted and abuse it all to hell. He was convinced that one day when we weren’t paying attention, it would be taken away as it had been in so many other countries. If we can get our act together, how the hell is the mixed bag we call humanity going to wrap their heads around this?”
			

			
				“Where are you going with this, Gabriel?”
			

			
				“Just this—our insatiable appetite for more and more has become life’s driving force. More this, more that, more profits—whatever—forcing our basic values to slip to the point of shame. We were sold a bill of goods that technology in the hands of the masses would set us free. Some of it has, but mostly it hasn’t. A hell of a lot of it has become an addictive pastime, a never-ending stream of digital misinformation, an evil replacement for our childhood security blankets.” His voice softened. “I feel contempt for Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, and others of that ilk. They were revolutionaries, you have to give them credit for that, but they and others unknowingly contributed more to the declining levels of civic engagement than all before them. What becomes of us when all these awe-inspiring advancements consume us and we no longer set our own course, but blindly accept the course set for us by the few who control it all, or worse, aliens who just might shut it all down?”
			

			
				“It’s called progress, you can’t fight progress.”
			

			
				“Yeah, yeah, right. Albert Einstein knew better when he said… I fear the day that technology will surpass our human interaction. The world will have a generation of idiots. He was right. We followed along like lemmings losing our basic moral compass along the way.”
			

			
				Gabriel swallowed hard. “And where has it driven us? To a very unhealthy place. To snap us out of our self-induced dementia would take a distraction of such magnitude, we couldn’t possibly ignore it.” He tossed his head back and chuckled. “And damned if it hasn’t arrived in the form of funny little creatures whose plans, I believe, is to force-feed us their way, their reality.”
			

			
				“You don’t know that for sure.”
			

			
				“Oh really?” He sneered. “Does the name Joseph Campbell mean anything to you, Catherine?”
			

			
				“As I recall, he was an author.”
			

			
				“Author, lecturer, mythologist. He died back in 1987. I studied Campbell’s writings in college, specifically a course on comparative mythology. He spoke words so profound they’ve stayed with me all these years, like a beautiful poem never to be forgotten. We’re so engaged in doing things to achieve purpose of outer value that we forget that the inner value, the rapture that is associated with being alive, is what it’s all about.’
			

			
				“That’s amazing.”
			

			
				“Yeah, the words are pure and—”
			

			
				“No, I mean that you still remember it.”
			

			
				“I can never forget it.”
			

			
				“Look, Gabriel, it’s not that I disagree with anything you’ve said. I probably distrust these aliens more than you do. But I’m a bit more pragmatic. I can’t remember a time in my life when there wasn’t squalor and disease on patches of earth that nobody cared about, but was willing to start wars over, ending the lives of millions of soldiers, innocent men, women, and children, and for what? But here is the difference between us. I recognize my limits. I know what I as an individual can and cannot do. Just like everyone in this world, you have to come to grips with the boundaries of your limitations.”
			

			
				“Why?”
			

			
				“There’s that why again.” She lowered herself to the chair beside him, cupped his hands in hers, and gently squeezed. “Your hands are too small to capture all the world’s pain.”
			

			
				“And yet I’ve been asked to, haven’t I? Again, it comes down to the why. Why me, why have these creatures chosen me to lead? Why are we traveling to another planet to mingle with a civilization that just might have plans to morph us into them?”
			

			
				Catherine stared deep into Gabriel’s eyes. This man, who had been the confidant to the most powerful leader in the world, and whose compassion and goodness went deeper than any other she had encountered, now looked lost and childlike. She cupped his face, pulled him close, and gently kissed him.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter 3
			

			
				Thirty minutes passed before Legna reappeared. “You shall consume nourishment now.”
			

			
				They traveled a short distance down the corridor to a door that opened to a white rectangular chamber. A white, table was positioned in the center surrounded by white chairs, six on either side, two at the far end, and one at the opposite end.
			

			
				Legna motioned to the two seats at the far end. “Please, be comfortable.”
			

			
				Gabriel and Catherine took their seats just as an alien, identical to the others, entered and placed white plastic trays in front of them, and removed the covers. The trays contained hamburgers and fries.
			

			
				Gabriel and Catherine glanced at one another.
			

			
				“Is this not a cherished human food?” Legna asked.
			

			
				“Yes, of course,” Catherine answered. “But where did you come by it?”
			

			
				Legna simply smiled. “May you enjoy your sustenance.”
			

			
				“Are others joining us?
			

			
				“We do not consume comestibles. Citizen Catherine.”
			

			
				“Well then, I would say you are missing one of life’s great gratifications.”
			

			
				Legna replied, “Which encourages gluttony, does it not?”
			

			
				Patting her stomach, she made a joke of it. “You have me there.”
			

			
				Legna’s screwed his face. “What is the meaning of, you have me there?”
			

			
				“What I meant was…”
			

			
				Gabriel jumped in. “It must take many crew members to run a ship this size.”
			

			
				“We have no crew, only citizens.”
			

			
				“Yes, forgive me, citizens. How many?”
			

			
				“There are twelve others.”
			

			
				Perplexed, Gabriel’s brow furrowed. “Only twelve plus you are on this ship? How many ships are here?”
			

			
				“Two.”
			

			
				“How many citizens on the other one?
			

			
				“The same.”
			

			
				Gabriel sputtered in disbelief. “There’s a total of twenty-six citizens on two ships!” Rising to his feet quickly, he almost lost his balance. “Twenty-six citizens invaded our planet?”
			

			
				Legna’s face slackened, his eyes narrowed. “We have not invaded.” For the first time, Legna has expressed anger. His voice spiked up. “We did not come to harm. How many times must I clarify?”
			

			
				In defiance, Gabriel snapped, “Right, tell that to 2,800 dead Russians!”
			

			
				“I remind you, Citizen Gabriel, we were not the aggressor, humans were. When a purposeful act of violence is committed, there must be commensurate consequences. We will speak of this no further. When you have consumed your sustenance, we shall move on.”
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				They took the lift to level three. When the door slipped open, they were met with a dazzling display of multicolored lights in a round room about twenty feet in diameter. Two Ecaepians were perched in front of blinking control panels and flat-screen displays. Unrecognizable graphs, charts, and symbols covered the entire left wall. The right wall displayed visuals of major cities on Earth—Paris, New York City, London, Moscow, Madrid, Berlin, D.C., Sydney, Tehran, Mexico City, Cairo, Toronto, and Beijing.
			

			
				Legna scanned the images of the cities and shook his head disapprovingly. “Unauthorized assemblies continue on your planet.”
			

			
				Gabriel whispered to Catherine. “And I suspect they will grow.”
			

			
				If Legna heard the comment he chose to ignore it.
			

			
				“Do you have knowledge of the birth of your universe?”
			

			
				“Many of our scientists subscribe to the Big Bang Theory, others question it,” Catherine answered.
			

			
				“Those who believe are mistaken. Space is rigid and does not exist independently of the object. How objects interact is what defines space. Nor was the macrocosm a conscious act, but an act over which no entity exerted control.”
			

			
				Neither Gabriel nor Catherine challenged him, for no matter what their personal beliefs, they would prove hollow against the intelligence of the advanced Ecaepian civilization.
			

			
				In a grand gesture, Legna's arms went out and up. “Behold the majesty of the supreme power.”
			

			
				The room plummeted into darkness. The walls surrounding them erupted into a heart-stopping panorama of the immense vastness of space.
			

			
				“You are witness to the ever-expanding universe.”
			

			
				Magnificent vistas of boundless space swept across the walls like strokes of a master painter's brush. Polychrome nebulae of swirling white and blue formed cloud-like formations, and giant discs of intricate, multi-colored gas and dust circled planets and stars. Churning mosaics of deep reds, grays, yellows, and blues swatches intertwined with the coal-black backdrop of endless space.
			

			
				At a loss for words, Gabriel and Catherine watched in awe.
			

			
				Catherine’s face beamed with recognition and excitement. “Oh, my God, a black hole?”
			

			
				“If you were to enter,” Legna said, “you would emerge into yet another space-time created by the singularity of the black hole.”
			

			
				“Unbelievable!” Gabriel whispered.
			

			
				Legna beamed. “Earth is but one small planet in a wondrous series of Universes where a myriad of life forms thrives.”
			

			
				What they were witnessing was so incredibly beautiful, so awe-inspiring, Gabriel and Catherine stood in still silence. The spectacle went on for several minutes before abruptly ending.
			

			
				“Come now,” Legna said. “More will be revealed following your rest period.”
			

			
				As Legna and Gabriel strolled to the door Catherine held back.
			

			
				“Just a minute, please.”
			

			
				“Yes, Citizen Catherine?”
			

			
				“Gabriel shared with me your ill-advised plan to reduce Earth’s population.”
			

			
				Legna flashed Gabriel a look of betrayal.
			

			
				“She has a stake in this too,” Gabriel said firmly. “There can be no secrets, otherwise she’s just along for the ride. I assure you this lady will not settle for that.”
			

			
				Catherine took two steps toward Legna. “Humans will never accept such an oppressive mandate, not now, not ever.”
			

			
				One of the Ecaepian citizens sitting at the control panel glanced over his shoulder. It marked the first time any of these creatures had noticeably reacted to Gabriel and Catherine’s presence.
			

			
				Legna admonished the alien with a cutting look. “We shall leave now.”
			

			
				It was not a request, but an order clearly given.
			

			
				Gabriel’s face compressed—he flashed Catherine a look. Her eyebrows raised and she flashed him one back. Not a word passed between them until they had returned to their temporary quarters.
			

			
				“Citizen Legna,” Catherine said tersely. “You failed to answer me back there.”
			

			
				Legna turned to her, his thin lips tight, his eyelids constricted. “We shall not converse on such matters in front of citizens.”
			

			
				“That citizen,” Catherine retorted, “understood every word I said. A breakthrough considering not one of your citizens has spoken to us or made eye contact.”
			

			
				“That is no concern of yours.”
			

			
				“Everything on this cockeyed junket is of my concern.”
			

			
				Gabriel placed a hand on her arm. “Catherine, wait.”
			

			
				“Wait, hell. Zero births? If that’s your plan expect a violent backlash.”
			

			
				“It does not have to be so, Citizen Catherine.”
			

			
				“It will be so, Citizen Legna. You cannot take away—”
			

			
				Gabriel interrupted. “Hold on.” And then to Legna. “I didn’t sign on to support authoritarianism, and that’s where this enterprise appears to be headed.”
			

			
				“I fail to grasp your meaning, Citizen Gabriel.”
			

			
				“For the most part, human society functions within the rule of law. That means our citizens have rights and—”
			

			
				“Citizen Gabriel does not your Statue of Liberty proclaim… Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free?”
			

			
				“Why do you keep asking me questions you already know the answers to?”
			

			
				“Because the key component of your diatribe is for the most part— you did not say all. Is that not a contradiction, an injustice to those who are deprived of equal status?”
			

			
				“Do not play semantics with me. You know very well what I meant. You’re talking about zero births, a radical, unworkable plan at best. If you go through with this, the resulting rebellion will be beyond anything you could have anticipated.”
			

			
				“We do this to save your race, not to destroy it. Alternatively, mankind could wage yet another one of their savage wars. That would effectively reduce an expanding population, would it not?”
			

			
				“Damn it, you twist my words.”
			

			
				“It is not possible to have it both ways, Citizen Gabriel. Survival or extinction, which is it to be?”
			

			
				It was a rhetorical question one Gabriel was not about to fall prey to. He crossed his arms, stood resolutely, and stared.
			

			
				“Listen well for I will not speak of this again. Your planet is a self-regulating organism suffering from a crippling illness brought on by unabated abuse that has and, will continue to have, a devastating effect on your planet. If corrective steps are not forthcoming, total desolation is imminent. Human life will cease to exist because of mankind’s bewilderment over how to abate it. Business as usual—to quote yet another overused human phrase—is no longer an option. Without that first courageous step, there is no future… except for the animals and insects who will joyfully reclaim the planet. Might there be questions?”
			

			
				Catherine, resolute, fired back, “You failed the test.”
			

			
				“Test?”
			

			
				“You fail to grasp that our society, imperfect as it may be, is built upon the concept of family. It is within the arms of our families that we first experience unconditional love, the most fundamental of human emotions. We do not live our lives isolated here,” She tapped a finger hard to her temple, “but through and with our families here.” She placed a flat hand over her heart. “It remains the one dynamic that must never be stripped from humankind. I agree our population must be brought under control, but you better find a method that is supported by all for the good of all. Zero births are not the answer.”
			

			
				“She speaks the truth,” Gabriel added.
			

			
				“Perhaps you failed to comprehend my words, Citizen Catherine. Propagating yourselves on an already overpopulated planet is purely a selfish act. Abeyance shall be the first step to your survival.”
			

			
				Catherine’s brow shot up. “Perhaps the best solution is for you to remain on your planet and leave us to solve our problems. Might that be an option?”
			

			
				Legna laced his hands behind his back and sighed. “Let us approach this from a purely practical perspective, one I believe you can readily comprehend. Gabriel, is there not an endeavor to store seeds?”
			

			
				“Seeds?”
			

			
				“Seeds are being stored in the Svalbard Global Seed Bank on the Norwegian Island of Spitsbergen in the Svalbard archipelago.”
			

			
				“Ah, yes, you’re right, they are.”
			

			
				“Citizen Catherine?”
			

			
				“I’m fully aware.”
			

			
				“Then you know these vital seeds are stored for no other purpose than to prepare for a catastrophic event on such a grand scale, it would cause all life-sustaining plants to be extinguished.”
			

			
				“It’s a precaution,” Gabriel said, “not a foregone conclusion.”
			

			
				“Come, come, such an undertaking on such a grand scale is never a mere precaution. Our assistance will ensure that such a disastrous day does not fall upon you. For that alone, mankind should be eternally grateful.” Then abruptly he turned his back to them. “We must continue on now.”
			

			
				Gabriel and Catherine were prepared to argue further, but before they could, the invisible door glided opened. An Ecaepian citizen stood just outside. His eyes were laser-focused on Legna.
			

			
				“May I introduce Citizen Masma. He shall prepare you for our journey.”
			

			
				Masma did not acknowledge the humans nor make eye contact.
			

			
				Catherine, still in anger mode, blurted, “So that’s the end of the discussion as decreed by you?”
			

			
				“I shall seek your counsel when I deem it appropriate, Citizen Catherine.”
			

			
				“Might that be during my lifetime?”
			

			
				Attempting to avert further confrontation, Gabriel jumped in. “Ah, Citizen Legna, perhaps you could enlighten us as to where your planet is and how we get there?”
			

			
				Catherine, fuming, shot a glance to Gabriel. “I’m not finished.”
			

			
				Legna responded to Gabriel’s question. “You asked two questions, Citizen Gabriel.”
			

			
				Gabriel rolled his eyes. “All right then, two questions.”
			

			
				“Which would you prefer I address first?”
			

			
				“Ecaep—where is it?”
			

			
				Legna tapped the wall next to the door twice. A schematic diagram appeared containing thousands upon thousands of dots of varying sizes. The larger dots were labeled with algebraic-looking symbols.
			

			
				“Contrary to what benighted humans believed before our arrival, Earth is not the center of the universe.” Legna placed a long, bony finger on a remote section of the schematic. “Ecaep is here in the Nantopia galaxy.” Tapping the wall again, the graph was enlarged. Now they could see a sphere clearly labeled Ecaep.
			

			
				“My God, it looks like our Milky Way.”
			

			
				In relationship to Ecaep’s sun, the number of planets and their positions within the Nantopia galaxy mirrored the Milky Way exactly.
			

			
				“All life-giving zones,” Legna continued, “as is all life within all universes, are created equal by the one true force, the Originator.”
			

			
				“The Originator?” Gabriel repeated. “If what you told us in Utah was truthful—”
			

			
				“I assure you it was.”
			

			
				“Then you contradict yourself,” Catherine said pointedly, “You have said we are the consequence of your experiment, not this Originator you refer to.”
			

			
				Legna tapped the wall once and the map vanished. “You shall rest now.”
			

			
				Gabriel arched an eyebrow. “Hold on, we have more questions.”
			

			
				“Following your rest period your queries shall be illuminated.”
			

			
				And with that, Legna took his leave.
			

			
				Masma stepped into the room. Without speaking directly to them, he motioned to the two upright cylinders. “Please enter.”
			

			
				Finally, Gabriel thought, another Ecaepian speaks. But it might just as well have been Legna, for the voice was identical in pitch and tone. “Sorry, what was your name again?”
			

			
				“Citizen Masma.”
			

			
				“What happens in those tubes?”
			

			
				“It is for your comfort and safety during our travels.”
			

			
				Catherine eyed the tubes warily. “I am not getting into one of those unless I know why.”
			

			
				For the first time, Masma made eye contact. “You will rest for a brief period. When you become aware again, we will have arrived on Ecaep. You will experience no discomfort.”
			

			
				“Well,” Gabriel said, “here goes nothing.”
			

			
				With a healthy dose of reservation, Catherine entered one of the tubes. Masma placed one strap across her chest and one just below her knees.
			

			
				“Why are we being strapped in?”
			

			
				“For your comfort, Citizen Catherine.”
			

			
				As Gabriel entered his tube, he glanced at his wristwatch—it was 10:44 PM. Masma strapped him in and stepped clear. The doors to both tubes closed. Slowly, the cylinders tilted back until they were horizontal. Like a magician’s illusion of levitation, they were floating three feet above the floor with no visual support structure beneath.
			

			
				Catherine looked to Gabriel. He mouthed the words, I love you, and she mouthed them back. The clear surface of the tubes began a slow transition to a deep shade of blue until they could no longer see out. Within seconds, they both had lost consciousness.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				Chapter 4
			

			
				He was tumbling violently end-over-end through a turbulent vortex. Over and over his body spiraled through the meandering twists and turns before he was violently ejected into a vast, blue void, free-falling down-and-down until suddenly his fall was broken. To his bewilderment, he had landed on a puffy white, gossamer cloud. Above him, the sky was a vibrant periwinkle. Cool fresh air assaulted his senses with the unmistakable scent of lilacs. A profound sense of tranquility washed over him. Peering over the cloud’s edge, he saw nothing but an effervescent, azure vacuum. Someone was calling his name.
			

			
				Gabriel, Gabriel.
			

			
				“What? Who is it?”
			

			
				Gabriel, Gabriel.
			

			
				It was his mother’s voice. Excitedly, he scanned the cloud. Like an aberration, her shimmering figure appeared hovering at the far edge of the cloud. She looked old and frail. She began singing a lullaby she had sung to him as a child.
			

			
				‘Golden slumber kiss your eyes; smiles await you when you rise. Sleep, pretty baby, do not cry, and I'll sing you a lullaby.’
			

			
				“Mom, I’m here!” Gabriel called to her. “Over here!”
			

			
				Isabella’s ghostly image floated up into the blue and evaporated.
			

			
				Laughing voices broke the silence. At the same spot he had seen his mother, he and Owen Jennings were walking and laughing with youthful bravado across the campus of the University of Missouri campus. Jennings turned, looked across the cloud at Gabriel, laughed, and waved. His face was beet red and disfigured. The image faded away.
			

			
				Now Gabriel saw himself standing before an altar next to a pretty young woman in a white flowing dress. It was his wedding day. He and his bride embraced and kissed, but the kiss was short-lived as they floated away in opposite directions until that image faded too.
			

			
				Gabriel pressed his hands against his eyes. “This isn’t real! I’m dreaming!”
			

			
				When opened his eyes again, there at the end of the cloud was his beloved benefactor, President Conrad, his shoulders slumped his hands clasped behind his back.
			

			
				“What the hell are you doing running around with aliens and laying there on that damn cloud, boy? Come on, we have work do.” Raising a clenched fist, Conrad lunged toward Gabriel, his image wavering like a hot, desert mirage before it too vanished.
			

			
				Rolling to his right, Gabriel let out a loud wail and rolled off the edge of the cloud. With arms flailing, his legs buckling and unbuckling at the knees, eyes shut tight, he tumbled over and over into the endless blue nothingness.
			

			
				“Citizen Gabriel?”
			

			
				Gabriel opened his eyes. He was staring into the face of an alien. He tried to move, but could not.
			

			
				“It is I, Masma,” the diminutive creature proceeded to free Gabriel from the restraining straps.
			

			
				Gabriel's head swiveled to Catherine who was still strapped inside her tube. Her eyes were open, but she looked dazed and confused. “Catherine?”
			

			
				Catherine did not respond.
			

			
				“She is well.”
			

			
				Gabriel’s bed rotated upright.
			

			
				Masma moved
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