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In 1968, Swiss author Erich von Däniken published Chariots of the Gods in which he theorized that "ancient astronauts"—that is, extraterrestrial space travelers—influenced mankind's earliest development. In 2010, the History Channel began airing the program "Ancient Aliens" which further explores von Däniken's belief that some otherworldly race or races helped humans develop their civilization, perhaps even created the human race. At the beginning of each show, a narrator asks, "What if it were true?" 

Obviously, such conjecture is not accepted by mainstream science. However, many early religions, such as that of the Sumerians, talk of sky gods who came to earth and created mankind. As frequently happens with writers of fiction, I began to think about that narrator's question and wondered, "Well, if it were true, then why? Why would some alien race go through the time and trouble, not to mention the cost, of coming to this world and muck around with these filthy human creatures?" Being a curmudgeonly sort without a great trust in humankind, I answered, "Because they were a lot like us." 

That was the start of Eden. Originally conceived as a short story, it grew until I realized it needed a larger format. Hence the novella you now hold.

While elements of this book are based on historic fact, it remains a work of fiction. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidence.
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For Harvey, who didn't come home.

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,

Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

—William Shakespeare

Hamlet (1.5.167-8), Hamlet to Horatio
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"If this is Paradise, how bad could Hell be?"

To this day, Staff Sergeant Estrada's words still haunt me. Years later, everything about that night in Iraq still haunts me. How bad could Hell be? If I had known how bad it would be, I would never have volunteered to take that convoy out. Instead I would have resigned my commission and caught the first military hop back to the real world. Or let the army throw me into the stockade.

I can't explain why I'm writing about it now. I swore I would never tell anyone the truth. I even lied about it to the army, a court martial offense. Maybe I'm hoping to exorcise the memory. Or maybe I hope someday, far in the future, the human race may have matured enough to read this and accept the truth, and not let it destroy society. But, to be honest, I'm not sure it ever will. I'm not totally devoid of hope, but I'm not full of optimism either. I'll let whoever finds this decide.

Signed,

Adam Cadman

Captain, U.S. Army (ret.)
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"What a god forsaken place," Estrada said.

The staff sergeant looked through the windshield at the desolate, sun-scorched landscape before us. We were riding in the middle vehicle of a convoy of three Humvees, with Estrada driving and me riding shotgun as befitted my rank of captain. A recent sandstorm had added to the desert desolation, laying a blanket of loose sand across the landscape. The sand billowed around each Humvee, enveloping us in a nearly impenetrable cloud.

I looked at the map and shook my head.

"Not at all, sergeant," I said. "This is Paradise."

Under the brim of his K-pot, Estrada's dark, square face screwed up and he made a dismissive hiss.

"With all due respect, Captain Cadman," he said, "If this is Paradise, how bad could Hell be?"

"No, I mean it," I said, and made my routine scan of my side of the vehicle. As I did, I caught a glimpse of myself in the side view mirror. The face that looked back at me was almost alien. Topped by a Kevlar helmet, eyes wrapped in black, high-impact sunglasses, the normally light skin now sun-darkened and grimed, it was an older face than the three others in the Humvee—older than most army captains for that matter. With new, deep creases bordering the sides of my mouth and, I knew, more creases hidden beneath the sunglasses, it was a much older face than the one I had when I first came to Iraq eight months before.

I folded the map so it only showed a small sector and pointed to a grid that showed two rivers coming together.

"We're here between the Tigris and the Euphrates rivers," I explained, pointing to a spot northeast of Basra, near the Persian Gulf. "According to some Biblical scholars, the Garden of Eden was located between the Tigris, the Euphrates and two more rivers, the Pison and the Gihon. A couple years ago, satellite imagery revealed two dead river beds that had also flowed through this area." My finger traced imaginary lines crossing the delta of the Tigris and Euphrates.

Estrada leaned toward me to look at the map. Sergeant E. J. Oberg, in the rear seat, leaned forward, too. Even Specialist Thomas, the Bible-thumping turret machine gunner who normally ignored me, dipped his head into the Humvee to see what I was talking about.

I was no stranger to these soldiers, but I was a puzzle to them. I was an army historian, and their job as MPs—military police—was to escort me from one area of conflict to another so I could record details of the fighting—from the order of battle to the tactics used by us and by the enemy, and, of course, the casualties. But for this mission, they knew no battle had been fought nearby, not even a firefight.

"This, lady and gentlemen, is the Garden of Eden."

"You mean like Adam and Eve, sir?" Thomas asked, his voiced muffled by the drive-on rag wrapped around his lower face as protection from the dust.

"Like Adam and Eve," I agreed. "And like Adam and Lilith."

"Lilith, sir?" Thomas again. I had baited him again, and he took the hook. It really wasn't fair.

"Adam's first wife," I said.

"Adam was divorced?" Oberg asked. With her ballistic vest and helmet, and her dirty, sun reddened face, it was hard to remember Sergeant Oberg was a woman. Only her voice betrayed her gender.

I nodded and said, "They had a disagreement over women's equality and she ran off."

"Never heard of such a thing, captain," Thomas said, his voice suspicious, "and I know the Good Book."

I smiled to myself as I scanned the landscape around us. Haji was probably out there. Somewhere.

"Check your Old Testament, Thomas," I said. "Genesis 1:27, where God creates man and woman in his own image. Then Genesis 2:18, when God makes Adam another mate from his rib. According to Jewish tradition, the first wife was Lilith, the second was Eve."

What could be seen of the gunner's face darkened. He stood up in the gun tub, pulled a small Bible from beneath his Kevlar vest, and began thumbing through the pages.

Estrada and Oberg each smiled at Thomas's discomfort.

"So, if this is Eden, does that mean if E.J. and I commit the original sin we could get kicked out of this place and go home?" Estrada asked, adding belatedly, "sir?"

"I'm not committing any form of sin with you, Estrada," said Oberg. "Original or otherwise. Not even to go home."

Estrada and I laughed, but Thomas, as usual, protested from his turret.

"You shouldn't take the teachings of the Bible in vain like that," he said.

Estrada and Oberg both leaned back in their seats and rolled their eyes. 

"The Bible says the Garden of Eden was—is—a paradise," protested Thomas. "This is a desert with nothing but some salt marshes. How could this be Paradise?"

I smiled again. I'd been on several missions with this group of soldiers. I'd learned that Thomas was a born-again Christian who had no idea—or refused to believe—that much of what was in the Bible stemmed from this desolate countryside.

Officially, I was an army historian. In the real world, however, I was an archaeologist, a college professor in Middle Eastern civilizations. But after earning a doctorate, I joined my state's National Guard. There were no billets for archaeologists, but there were positions for army historians. After months of doing interviews, I was now happy to be on a mission that better suited my training in archaeology, so I was willing to give Thomas a little room.

"Thousands of years ago, this area was probably lush," I explained. "In fact, this is where the ancient Sumerians established the first human civilization."

"Who?" Estrada gave me a dubious look.

"The Sumerians. They created the first written language." I waved a gloved hand toward the landscape beyond the armored glass windshield. "They built the first cities right here sometime around the 4th millennium. That's around 4000 BC."

I caught Oberg and Estrada exchanging looks, and I knew the common thought in their heads. Professor Cadman again.

"Captain, you're confusing me," Estrada said. "Is this Eden or is this Sumeri-whatever?"

"One and the same, sergeant. The Sumerian creation myth also took place here. That probably inspired the Judeo-Christian creation myth in Genesis."

Thomas's voice came down gruffly from the turret. "It's not a myth. It's God word."

"Stand down, Thomas," warned Estrada.

"Did you find those sections of Genesis, specialist?" I asked.

"Yes, sir," Thomas answered quietly. I smiled to myself.

"Keep your mind on your job, Thomas," Estrada ordered. "Eden or not, this is still Injun country.

"Yes, sergeant."

A few minutes later, the squad radio squealed and a voice said, "There's like a . . . small village up ahead, sir. On the left." It was Winchester, one of the men in the first Humvee.

Estrada and I stared through the dust, barely able to make out the line of a settlement ahead. I checked the map again.

"That must be it," I said. "There's no village of any size marked on the map."

A few days before, a massive sandstorm blew across this part of Iraq, darkening the sky for two full days. After it blew over, a chopper crew flying by spotted what they thought was an abandoned village in an area where no village stood before. Hearing the aircrew's report, I
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