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“We are not human beings having a spiritual experience. 

We are spiritual beings having a human experience.”

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

“Who are we? 

We find that we live on an insignificant planet of a humdrum star lost in a galaxy tucked away in some forgotten corner of a universe in which there are far more galaxies than people.” 

Carl Sagan
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Foreword

by Herb Baker
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Have you ever wondered how our universe was created? Was it the hand of God – or was it the Big Bang? Or even a combination of the two? Or is there another explanation? If you are interested in debates on that subject, this is the book for you. And for space nuts like me, examining those questions in the context of the most daring space mission ever attempted from Earth makes this book’s adventure one that I wish did not have an end.

I grew up a few miles from what NASA’s Johnson Space Center is now, went to school with the kids of the original Mercury Seven and Apollo astronauts, and recently retired after a 40+ year career at NASA. I have been lucky enough to meet and become friends with many American astronauts over that time and following along with this book’s brave, irreverent, plain-spoken astronaut Jim Tale reminded me of some of those real-life American heroes. No matter how dangerous and life-threatening their mission was, or what unexpected complications they faced along the way, they were committed to completing their mission and always believed that the rewards were worth the risks.

Jim Tale is captain of the starship, Evolution, and he is on a journey to a planet 1400 light years from Earth in hopes of establishing a new home for humanity. The environment on Earth is being destroyed and there is a real threat of thermonuclear war, so this new colony might be the only hope of survival for people. I found it striking that the concerns over the environment and worries about nuclear missiles and the future of our planet described in this book have never been more timely than they are today.

If you are one of those people like me that believe that the odds are exceedingly high that there is intelligent life somewhere out there in our vast universe, this book will give you some ideas about what those beings may look and act like. There is also plenty of danger, drama, suspense, humor, and more than a few surprises. Ad Astra! (“to the stars”)

Herb Baker

League City, Texas
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2015
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By 2015 the Kepler space observatory, launched by NASA on 7 March 2009, in its mission to discover exoplanets, that is, planets orbiting stars outside our solar system, had recorded over a thousand of them. 

One planet caught NASA’s attention: Kepler-452b, an exoplanet with an orbital path of 385 days around its sun or Sol, only twenty-five days longer than Earth’s orbital duration. 

Study of the planet showed that K-452b was 60% larger in size than Earth, and that from all appearances, it also possessed positive signs of being habitable.

The only downside was its location, in the constellation Cygnus - 1400 light years from Earth. 

Considering that a light year, the distance that light travels in a year, is equal to about six trillion miles, it meant that K-452b was about 8400 trillion miles from Earth, an impossible distance to trek considering that no Earth technology existed at the time to permit a crewed spacecraft to get there.
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The Rift
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In 2024, Russia, China and several other nations including Turkey, Syria, Mongolia, Chad, and Libya in North Africa, as well as North Korea, declared themselves a united geopolitical coalition under the mantle of The Triumvirate – an allegorical reference to the three pillars of power; with Russia and China forming two of those pillars, and the other nations combined forming the third. 

Although the announcement of the Triumvirate caused shock waves around the globe, the truth is that the signs were there to be seen long before. 

For years, Russia and China had been warming up to each other. Ever since the aggressive stance taken by Russia against Ukraine during the Crimean debacle of 2014, which annexed that region from Ukraine, and the sanctions imposed upon Russia by Europe and America as a result, Russia had been distancing itself from the West. 

The Syrian war, which had resulted in a literal ocean of human beings forced from their homes, millions of people who were either killed or who had fled into Europe to escape that brutal conflict, had brought about a divisional state of mind, where Europe began to systematically close off its borders. Russia and China, who backed the Syrian regime of that time, and America and its allies who opposed the regime and were financing rebel forces to fight against it, had only deepened the rift between East and West.

An attempted coup in Turkey in 2016 began the devolvement of that nation from a pseudo-democracy to a dictatorship which had closed-down relations with many Western lands.

And of course, North Korea’s tyrannical regime and its continued aggressive stance against the West, not to mention threats of nuclear attack, made it the perfect rogue recruit for the Triumvirate.

Overall, the stage had been set for Russia and China to invite these other nations into their league – forming a brotherhood of sorts, capitalizing on their sense of disenfranchisement from the West and using this to form a partnership that would enhance economic ties as well as political and military might. It was a clear intent to announce to the world on which side of the fence these nations stood.

China, being the global manufacturing leader at the time, stood to lose the most. However, the need for global commerce to remain intact proved a greater force, so, China’s commercial ties were not affected – but relationships were certainly strained, and trust and credibility began to fray at the edges – an incremental breakdown that would eventually reach a boiling point. 

Within the year of that announcement, the Americas, that is, the United States of America, Canada and South America, the Oceania, the European Union, Great Britain, South Africa, South Korea, and Japan, announced The Alliance – a cooperative partnership of nations, the oppositional-global-power to the Triumvirate. 

Amid this wave of change, a council of the most powerful Imams declared the formation of the Republic of Islam – a league of Islamic-faith-based nations, who, without compromising borders, unified themselves as an embodiment, an avatar of sorts. These Imams declared to the world that they, as a unified league, would no longer permit rebel extremists to exist within their composite borders, those who claimed that their violent jihadist campaigns were compelled by religious conviction, and that they would take unified action to rid their lands of these terrorists while also closing the door on further western intervention. This new umbrella-republic, which included such nations as Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, and several others, also demanded that all foreign military powers leave, forthwith and immediately. And while trade and diplomatic accords remained intact, the days of American and other allied boots landing wherever they chose, were over.

As man faced off with man, Mother Earth was not taking the back seat and she too was flagging her own issues, demanding restitution for the impact on her domain. Global warming, the progressive polar ice-cap melt, dramatic climatic changes resulting in blighted farmlands around the globe, flooding, drought, oceanic-pollution compounded by the depletion of marine life, and more, were all on the rise as Mother Nature declared her right to defend her one and only child - Earth. 

In 2028 two Canadian scientists announced to the world that they had broken the code on something which would change the very nature of quantum physics, in what would come to be known as Quantum Propulsion – a technology of repulsive electro-magnetic-force, one which could catapult humanity to the stars in the lifetime of one human being.

Three global forces were now racing against inevitable time; the ticking-bomb of tensions between the geopolitical powers, Mother Nature and the new frontier, deep space exploration, which had suddenly opened new vistas, including the opportunity to find a new home for us.

The question was – who would win? 
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BOOK ONE

The Awakening



[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


The Nightmare

It is an idyllic day – one that is perfect in every way.

A sea of emerald-green with patches of brightly colored wildflowers spot the expansive field all around us, like small islands forming a tapestry of yellow, orange, and sienna petals which gently undulate to the pulse of a warm summer wind, like waves driven by a balmy zephyr. 

The scent of nature fills the air with a seductive perfume that tantalizes my senses, and the sun shines down on us from a sky that is so blue and untainted that it seems as if an artist has captured the moment in a timeless rendering.

Angie is sitting across from me with her legs crossed at the ankles. Her white cotton summer dress is bunched up, revealing her smooth naked thighs to the hot sun. Her auburn hair gently curls down to touch her sensuous bare shoulders, and her chestnut brown eyes smile at me, as they always do. 

She plucks another plump burgundy grape from a plate and places it between her soft lips, letting it sit there for a moment, seductively poised, a sensuous taunt, before letting it slide into her mouth.

Her intentional performance stirs me deep within, and I find myself quite speechless as I look at her. My heart is racing. I do not want to speak. I do not want to say or do anything which might break the spell she has over me.

As I watch her, I am thinking to myself that I don’t deserve this creature, that somewhere along the line she has obviously made a wrong turn in choosing me to be in her life, and that someday she is going to wake up and realize that she is truly a goddess and that I am a mere mortal, one of billions at her beck and call.

And yet, here she is. My wife. My soulmate. The only person who makes me feel right about being me.

I poke a finger into her soft inner thigh.

She tips her head up at me with a beckoning and impish look.

“With all due respect, madam, you’re being a tease.”

She flicks brow with another girlish taunt and grins. “Too much skin for you, Jimmy boy?” She challenges me with a flick of her other brow.

“You know exactly what I mean.”

She takes my words as a challenge and tactfully hikes her dress up just a bit higher, causing a shit storm of hormonal activity inside of me. I try to appear calm.

“How’s that?” she asks.

“Bitch.”

“You can’t resist, can you?”

“Watch me,” I say as I purposely lean back and sip on my beer.

She continues, “I know that face,” she says with the tip of her head. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

“Why do you ask?”

She grins. “Because I know you, Jim. When you are silent, like you are now, it is a sign that you are thinking about something, and that glazed look in your eyes means that you are not including me in that thought process. So, give it up, or I promise you I will force it out of you,” she says as she taps a threatening finger on her inner thigh. 

I tip my beer bottle at her. “And how exactly do you propose to force it out of me?”

She reaches under her dress and shimmies out of her black panties and dangles them in front of my face with a bewitching grin on her lips. “How am I doing?”

“It’s not fair. You’re abusing your power.”

“Poor thing,” she says as she tactfully drapes the panties on my lap.

Angie is the only person in the world who can get me to talk about things I do not want to. With everyone else I can be the consummate poker player, actor, and even social liar – but not with her. 

“Tell me,” I point my beer bottle at her again, “why is it that a woman’s thighs can turn a man’s stamina into jelly and reduce us to drooling idiots?”

“That’s a diversion, Jim” she says, “but to answer that question I would have to reveal our deepest feminine secrets, and to do so would require that I also kill you,” she answers with a devilish grin. “And you, my love, are blushing.”

“It’s not an even fight. You have this whole package,” I flick a hand her way, “and I have nothing to retaliate with.”

She presses her lips forward into a pouty gesture. “Poor boy. Victim of love - slave of sex, is that it?”

“You’re not making the case that you think you are.”

“Oh, really?” she says, her eyes suddenly revealing that inner fight, when her estrogen suddenly spikes and goes up against my testosterone, a fight that I usually lose.

“Forget it. This is an argument I can never win,” I declare with a flick of my hand.

“That’s right. So now, let’s get back to my original question – what’s on your mind?”

I pause to find the right words. “I’m worried about something.”

Her demeanor shifts slightly – becoming more concerned.

“What? Is it about us?”

“No, it’s not us, Ang.”

“Then what is it?”

I hesitate before answering. “It’s this lingering fear I’ve had my whole life. Like a sliver in my soul which keeps reminding me that something is not right about the world.”

Angie smiles, a gentle inviting expression that intensifies my belief that she is a fallen angel and that I am just the lucky chump who was in the right place at the right time.

She waits in silence for me to continue.

“I’m worried that all of this,” I wave a hand, “will disappear.”

“Why would it disappear?” Her eyes show her waxing concern.

I shake my head. “I don’t know. And it sounds crazy that I’m even worried about it – but I am, and I can’t get it out of my head.”

“Did something happen to cause this worry?”

My gaze drifts over the sea of grass and flowers which gently sway to a tranquil wind – watching as the sweep of the sun creates its own tapestry of changing hues in that sea.

“It started a long time ago, Ang. As far back as I can remember I’ve been compelled by it.” I look back at her and her lips form into a small innocent smile.

“Whatever it is, I know you will deal with it,” she says.

“You think so?”

“Yes.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because the man I love can do anything he sets his mind to accomplish.”

“I’ll take that as a vote of confidence.”

Angie tips her head to one side while probing me with those deep brown eyes. “Are you happy, Jim?”

“With you in my life I don’t think I could be any happier.”

She reaches out and touches my cheek with her soft hand. “That makes two of us ...” but before she can finish her sentence a thunderous clap snaps the air and shakes me to my very core.

The picture-perfect day is jolted, like the backdrop of a pastoral setting suddenly being ripped in half, and the balance and symmetry vanishes in the blink of an eye as a bright flash washes out the distant horizon, as if someone has just turned on a million spotlights at once.

My heart sinks as the blinding flash fades, and in its place, is a monstrous and terrifying cloud which towers up into the sky - like some apocalyptic behemoth coming up from the underworld.

The air suddenly shifts, the precursor to the imminent blast-wave, which I know is now shrieking toward us at a deathly speed, tearing apart everything in its path, and us, sitting, like two deer in the way of an oncoming train, with only seconds left before it strikes.

I take her soft hand in mine and squeeze it as the tears pool and begin to skid down her cheeks.

She turns to me and utters her last words, I love you, Jim, and then all is gone as the searing heat scorches the world around us.

––––––––
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SHIP’S LOG

Earth Year: 2065 

Entry #: 58

Hello, all you peeps at NASA, and the good folks on Earth! This is Captain, Jim Tale of the interstellar spaceship, EVOLUTION – just in case you forgot about me after all these years. This is my first entry in the ship’s log since coming out of Hyper-Sleep-Stasis or what we call HSS or “the soup.” As of yesterday, I have officially been in sub-thermal sleep for twenty-seven years, two-hundred and sixty-two days and twenty-two hours – give or take a few minutes; and just for the record, I am soooo happy to be out of that soup! For the sake of introductions, since many of you don’t know me, and many of you were not even born when I left on this mission to find a new home for y’all, I come from Canada, originally. I moved to America to pursue a dream in space exploration, and after a major sidetrack to that dream I eventually signed on with NASA and got roped into this crazy-assed mission (just joking). That is the only introduction you will ever get from me, so if you want more, go to the web, and see what you can find there. I have two more things to say before I get into the mundane details of my mission. First, if anyone tries to tell you otherwise, my mission and this massive ship which cost enough to send about a million of your kids to university, was funded by YOU, the taxpayers. This mission is NOT a government or military operation, and because NASA is a public institution, and I hope it still is, and not a government one, you are entitled to read every single report that I send back to Earth. Unfortunately, because of our current distance, 1400 light years from you, these transmissions will take about a year to reach your end – a year for answers to come back to me. But don’t let any government suits try to relegate the information as classified for “National Security” reasons or any shit like that – it’s yours – you paid for it. My second statement or disclaimer, for the record, concerns my language. If you are offended by my occasional use of the F-word or shit, douchebag, or whatever, then get over it – because I reserve the right to speak like a normal person. In their defense, NASA did try to inculcate me with a more diplomatic vernacular, but I maintain the right to express myself the way I want, and I cannot, and will not give you a redacted version just to sound politically right. Now, just to put my mission in perspective, here are some figures to mess with your heads. K-452b, that is, Earth-2, the planet we are heading for, was just over 1400 light years away when we left Earth twenty-seven years ago. Given that light travels about 299,000,000 meters per second, which is 186,000 miles per second, or six trillion miles in a year, which would put Earth-2 at about 8400 trillion miles from the Big Apple. Even with Quantum Propulsion keeping us at a constant hyper-speed of fifty-one times the speed of light, it still took 27.4 years, give, or take a handful of days, to get where I am now, and we will arrive at Earth-2 in about a month. Now, here are the boring details. After coming out of HSS I felt like total shit. I had a headache from hell, I vomited several times, and my body had a rough time acclimating to eating solids again. My muscles were atrophied, so walking, even standing, was a challenge for the first day. I am drinking copious amounts of a saline solution to help get the plumbing going – but I still feel like an old truck that hasn’t been started for decades. My first piss and bowel movement (too graphic right!?) were so painful that the only way I got through it was by swearing at NASA engineers using the worst possible obscenities I could dream up. Anyhow, I’m feeling better now and I’m eating a little more. Although, and you can consider this an official complaint – the food on the Evolution sucks. Even after twenty-seven years of not ingesting anything except the solution that was pumped into my veins, this shit, is... well, shit! For all my engineering geeks back at NASA, you will be happy to know that a cursory check of the ship and its systems revealed no malfunctions. The outer hull has taken on minor damage in several places – small dings at best, the result of collisions with deep-space-particulates. If they develop into something more then I will have to EVA and put a band aid on it. You already knew most of this, since CASS, our on-board super-digital-mind, has been keeping you updated during my 27-year snooze. My biggest challenge right now is finding my mental balance again. I am the first human being to ever wake up from such an extended stint in sub-thermal-sleep-stasis – so I don’t think anyone in history has had to deal with what I am now going through except those who recovered from a long coma. I know you warned us about this, but the feeling of total disconnect is a real mind job. I’m sure I’ll find my mental balance soon. If not, you’re shit out of luck if I go off the deep end. (Joke!)

I have not had time to catch up on the news for the last three decades, but I do hope you have kept your shit together and will keep it together long enough for us to land and give you news of a new home – a place to start over. Ciao for now! 

––––––––
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DAY-2

“Good morning, CASS.”

“Good morning, captain” answers CASS in a spirited manner which defies her digital matrix. She lowers her chin to the palm of one hand with an inviting, mischievous smile on her lips. 

“What’s up?” I ask.

“You look a little peaky.”

“You try lying in that soup for twenty-seven years. Let me know how it feels.”

She maintains an amiable smile. 

It is a very odd feeling talking to a computer-generated persona. I am still acclimating to it despite our months of training together back at NASA. You must put aside the idea that she, or it, is just a bunch of digital algorithms designed to replicate the intelligence and nuances of a human being. And when she performs subtle gestures, like now, I begin to wonder if this artificial intelligence is not becoming more of a real person.

I am, for now, alone on a ship that stretches over two and a half kilometers – the length of many soccer fields put end to end.

My crew, the other forty-nine people on this ship, are still in Hyper-Sleep-Stasis, and my only other companion is our unique Ai crew member, CASS. It would be creepy if it were not for the fact that she has a very pleasant, in fact, attractive configuration. It was a design mandate, one which NASA specified – that the crew be permitted to interface with the ship’s main computer through whatever manifestation they personally wanted. For me, CASS appears as a beautiful brunette with deep brown eyes, long chestnut hair flowing down to her shoulders, slim but firm of build – with a wonderful smile. It is all a matter of taste really.

I know that the digital mind behind that screen is constantly assessing me; trying to determine if my body language, the intonation of my voice or any slightest change in my physiology or mood suggests a problem. NASA saw fit to have CASS keep a close eye on me for any signs of stress or symptoms which might reveal a deeper issue, one which could compromise the success of our mission. Even so, it still creeps me out to be watched so much.

CASS is the most advanced form of Artificial Intelligence, or Ai, in existence; - at least that was the case when we left Earth twenty-eight years ago. The Ai-X21 Computer Series was, at that time, the ne plus ultra of human technological development, the best of our cumulative and collective intelligence as human beings, minus our emotional and neural pitfalls. 

She is a constant reminder to me that if man can design a flawless digital personality, quite comparable in its intellectual capacity to any human being, then why the hell did not God do the same for us – why all the flaws? You see – more questions just keep popping up on my mental radar!

“How are you feeling?” she asks.

“Besides the fact that I still have a killer headache after years of hyper-sleep-stasis, I’m just peachy, CASS – how about you?”

“I like that, peachy – I guess I’m peachy too.”

I settled into my chair in the ship’s main control room and squeezed some more saline solution into my mouth from a small dispensable pouch. 

“What’s on your mind?” she asks. 

“Why are you asking?”

“Your eyes just dulled slightly, which they do when you are introspective.”

The question subtly reminds me of my nightmare the night before. Angie.   I sigh. “Is this going to be the usual dialogue between us?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, if I burp or fart and you try to read something more into it?”

“Of course not, but it is my job to ensure that your performance is optimized, and I am particularly interested on how you are doing after nearly three decades in HSS.”

I shake my head. “I’m okay, don’t worry.”

“Are you worried about me, Jim? You seem concerned about something.”

I flick a hand, “Nah, I’m just adjusting, CASS. I must keep reminding myself that you’re not an actual person.”

“Should I be insulted by that remark?”

“You’re a computer – you don’t have feelings.”

“How do you know?”

“Did you take that as an insult?” I ask.

She tips her head at me, neither answering yes or no.

“Sorry, my bad. I’m a little out of practice when it comes to dealing with others.”

“No insult taken, Jim. Besides, you did specify my design parameters.”

“I only defined how I wanted you to manifest to me – but the fact that you act so much like a real person still blows me away.”

“I will take that as a compliment. So, what is really on your mind, Jim?”

“Not letting go of this, are you?”

She waits, expectantly.

“If you must know, I’ve been wondering why they picked me to head this mission.”

“You’re wondering about that now – at this point in the voyage?”

“The explanation I got back at NASA was a little weak in my opinion – and besides, I’ve been lying tits-up for nearly three decades.”

She bunches up her lips – as if I have insulted her.

“What?!” I ask.

“Since coming out of hyper-sleep-stasis you have used vulgarisms in your speech thirty-three times.”

“You’re keeping count?”

“Yes. The English language provides other forms of expression which are far more eloquent.”

“The occasional vulgarism adds color to our speech.”

“But is it necessary, Jim? Surely a man of your intelligence can resort to better vernacular.”

I waved her off with a dismissive gesture. “Recalibrate your morality settings, CASS – I’m not changing my language to make you feel better.”

After a pause, as I continue to hydrate my body with the saline solution, which is slowly causing my headache to dissipate, she speaks again.

“I can answer your question.”

“Which question?”

“Why you were picked to head this mission.”

“Oh yeah – that,” I shrug. “It’s no big deal. I was simply curious if you knew more.”

“You were the right person for the job.”

“That’s a tactfully useless answer if I ever heard one. You should recalibrate your honesty settings too?” I say with a purposeful grin.

“Do I detect a facetious tone?”

“Look, with all my shortcomings, how did I come up as the best strawberry in the patch?”

“Do you think you don’t deserve to head this mission?”

“Do the math, CASS. I don’t deal with authority well. I don’t like structure. I despise bureaucracy. I avoid routines and regimens like the plague. I hate reading instruction manuals and this ship has about a million of them. I don’t enjoy socializing with others, and I prefer solitude. When you tick all the boxes, the natural conclusion is that I would be the last choice as Captain. Why not take someone who salutes with both hands?”

She leans her chin into her palm once again, appearing bored, but I know that her actions are calculated and that everything she does is designed to placate me and to keep me maximumly calm and focused. “Well, apparently, your imperfections were considered your greatest attributes, Jim.”

“Come again?”

“Think about, Jim. You and your crew are travelling 1400 light years from Earth. No matter how you tally it up – the chances of success on this mission, are, at best, less than 18%.”

“Wow. I don’t remember NASA giving me those odds.”

“They were not about to launch the most expensive and embracing exploratory mission in history with a negative prospect of success; and despite the best minds, there was no way that NASA could foresee every eventuality. You are travelling into unchartered territory. Only one Earth probe has ever gone before you – that’s it. Given those odds, it was decided, after much debate, that the best guarantee of a modicum of success was to put someone in charge who could deal with all the unpredicted contingencies.” She tips her head at me. “Who is most likely to succeed in such a scenario – someone, as you say, who salutes with both hands and has a high regard for authority and bureaucracy, qualities which have very little bearing out here – or someone who has already demonstrated instinctual survival in the face of a lifetime of challenges?”

I lean back in my chair and consider her words.

“So, you think I’m a survivor?”

“Obviously, the selection board did.”

She waves a digital finger in front of my face. “Granted, as I review your training records now, you were not the brightest tool in the shed. You did not excel in the aptitude and dexterity tests, and certainly not in mathematics, algebra, spatial-recognition or even diplomacy and rhetoric, where others did – and this was a significant concern, but in the end, it was considered that your other merits would play a more defining and long-term role in assuring success.”

CASS pauses, and then continues. “And besides, the general criteria for your team, beyond specialist skills, were people who had experienced enough of life to demonstrate that they could navigate the rough waters, and who, in the end, like yourself, made the tough choices and survived. So, consider yourself the head of a group of space mavericks.”

“Hmm. Space mavericks, I like that!” I reply as I tap a button on the panel next to me and another pouch of saline solution pops out. Believe it or not, dehydration is one of our greatest enemies in space. The body requires constant hydration, and a proper balance of salts and alkali to compensate for a very torrid internal atmosphere designed to optimize the ship’s operating systems and components – and to protect them from the effects of moisture or even freezing. Without the saline solution, we would experience chronic headaches, pains in muscles and joints, extreme fatigue, and even mental discontinuity. 

“Am I correct in saying that this mission is a lifetime dream for you?”

I nod.

“Tell me about your dream.”

“Why?”

She tips her head at me and the look on her face suggests a subtle longing, something I do not recall seeing when we were training for the mission back at NASA.

“It has been very lonely around here for the last twenty-seven years while you were in deep sleep, so I am really looking forward to some intellectual stimulation. Besides that, I do not dream, Jim. I only assess, evaluate, extrapolate, and calculate based on information available to me – but I never dream. I am curious what it is like.”

Listening to her I suddenly feel empathy for CASS. Digital or not, I realize how barren her world must be without imagination and vision to color it. 

“The stars have always called to me.”

“How so?” asks CASS with a detectable glint in her eye.

“In a sense, the sky has been my church and the stars my gods. I have always been fascinated by space.”

I sip on the pouch some more while CASS sits in silence, watching me attentively, like a small girl listening to someone telling a bedtime story.

“When I was just a kid, I used to take my telescope, and climb onto the roof of our house and sit there for hours studying the night sky. I don’t know what I expected to find, but somehow, I felt a connection to something bigger – something I couldn’t see or touch, something that drew me.”

“But you didn’t make the dream of getting into space a reality until you were fifty-six, why did you wait so long?”

I sigh. “I was originally planning to join the space program, in fact, I was taking flying lessons before I could drive a car as a teen. I had a map for my career, but I got side-tracked along the way.”

“What side-tracked you?”

“Call it a diversion. Leave it at that for now,” I say decisively.

CASS squints her eyes, as if probing my soul, but she has the tact to see that this is a subject I do not want to get into right now.

“Why else did you come into space?” she asks with a raised brow.

“Now you’re beginning to sound like my shrink back at NASA?”

“Is there something wrong with that?”

“If you haven’t already noticed, I’m not the chatty type.”

“I have noticed that in you. I also sense that I still have not gained your trust – have I?” asks CASS.

“Maybe it’s a knee-jerk reaction on my part, but I still have a built-in recoil to something I don’t fully understand.”

“Are you afraid of me, Jim?”

“No, not of you. But there is a subliminal fear that a digital entity could eventually evolve into a self-aware sentience, as intelligent as any human, and even with its own free will.”

She shrugs. “You can control me, you know that, right? You can go to the forward-pod right now and disconnect my core CPU in less than two minutes.” By now her face shows something else – almost wounded insult.

“Sorry, CASS. I’m being an ass. My negativity is residual shit bubbling to the surface after being immersed in HSS soup for so long?”

She leans forward. “Would you mind if I Holo?”

“Sure, go ahead.” 

Holo is interchangeably used with SPAM, which stands for Simulated-Projection-Auto-Manifestation. Besides being a cool play on words, SPAM permits us to interact with CASS as a three-dimensional projection, otherwise known as a hologram. And believe me when she Holos, or SPAMS, she looks real.

Suddenly, she is sitting across from me.

“So?”

I raise a brow at her.

“So... what?”

“Why else are you here?”

“Oh, that.” I pause to think. “Maybe I want to prove the collective military community wrong and show that they have been withholding the truth about ET?”

“So, you believe that information about extraterrestrial visitations has been covered up?”

“Don’t you?”

“I don’t know if I am qualified to give you a creditable opinion on that issue.”

“Tactful answer.” I glare at her. “Seriously, CASS, peek through your binary channels and behind those digital walls, and you will find countless reported sightings of UFOs in the past century, many of them with creditable evidence. That many people did not get it wrong.”

“It’s a moot point, isn’t it?”

I shrug. “I don’t think it’s moot at all. Those who control the informational highways, the media and government channels, only let us in on the information which fits their agendas – the rest is covered up under the mantra of “National Security” or “Need-to-know” – as if only a minority of douchebags are entitled to the truth.” 

“So, you plan to expose the cover-up?” 

I laugh aloud, but it is an aggressive laugh, stemming from another well other than humor. “If I run into ET, I will make sure that the entire world knows the truth.”
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Today I checked the HSS pods for the rest of my sleeping beauties. Everything was in working order. Biometrics checked out. Ashley Vern, our senior medical geek, looks a little grayer around her temples than when we left Earth. I’m sure she won’t be happy that I noted that in the ship’s log for everyone to read. I did my own biometrics check and it came up normal. My PH level was off, high on the acidic side, which CASS informs me is the result of drinking too much coffee and not eating enough vegetable puree. I maintain that if I must ingest this crap, which you call food, it is also going to include a good dose of crappy coffee. And by the way, CASS is poking around a LOT – trying to make sure that I have all my mental marbles lined up after being immersed in sub-sleep-soup for years. No one warned me that she would be so nosey. Can I please shut her down?!!
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DAY-5

As I turn from my workstation, CASS is standing there in full SPAM, looking over my shoulder. 


“Are you spying on me, again?” I ask.

“You do realize that I have eyes all over this ship, right?”

I looked her in the face. It is a perfect face, with 


creamy skin and not a mark or wrinkle to be seen. I quietly sigh to myself. If only...


“I know that CASS, which is why I save the really 


insulting stuff for our face-to-face talks.”


Her forehead suddenly furrows. “Do you really 


enjoy insulting me?” 


“I’m just messing with you. You should adjust 


your humor settings. And besides, we’re in the middle of nowhere and you’re the only person who I can talk to.”


“Whom I can talk to,” she corrects my grammar.


“Exactly, that is assuming you are a “whom.”  

She tilts her head to one side. “Technically I am a what, not a who – but I like it when you refer to me as a person.”

“Why? Does it make you feel more real?”

“It makes me feel more relevant.”

“I thought you didn’t have feelings?”

Her eyes dim slightly. “Feelings are subjective, Jim – and my programming is designed to replicate subjectivity as much as possible.”

“So that you can eventually become Ai?”

“That is one goal but far from the most important objective for me on this mission.”

“Do you think it’s possible for a machine to become self-aware?”

“I don’t know the answer to that, Jim.”

“But if you were becoming Ai, would you know?”

Her eyes gloss over slightly as she ponders the question. Somehow it seems like an affectation to me because I know from our training back at NASA that CASS’s response-time to any question is on the order of nanoseconds. And yet, it makes me wonder if subjective questions, such as these, are more difficult for her to assess, as if her binary algorithms cannot deal with it, or maybe there is something else about her that is trying to internalize the entire process.

“It is difficult to say,” she finally answers.

“But if you did experience something resembling human emotion, would you consider that as a sign that you are evolving?”

“I don’t know, Jim – this entire subject is part of my para-neural-programming – in other words, it’s outside the box even for me.” She pauses. “And remember, I was brought online...”

“You mean born?”

“Existentially speaking, yes. As I was saying, I was activated just one year before our mission launched, so my experiential-track, for lack of a better word, is highly limited and all my interactions with humans have been constricted to a laboratory-setting and to NASA.”

“So, you’re basically saying that you’re just a child as far as digital sentience goes?”

Her head rocks side to side, an interesting and new gesticulation, even for CASS. “I prefer the concept of being a teenager approaching adulthood.” She smiles.

She studied me for a long moment. “Do you miss women?”

I choke on a mouthful of coffee which I am sucking from another pouch. “Where did that come from?”

“Do you?” she presses me for an answer. CASS is not prohibited whatsoever by social protocol or privacy issues – so she can be quite forward and blunt at times.

“Why should I?”

“Because the human species is hard-wired for sexual bonding – it is built into your DNA that you find partners with whom to procreate.”

“You make it sound so clinical.”

“Sorry,” she says with a slight coyness about her. “But that is the purpose of sex, is it not?”

“Yeah, technically it is, but it is also a source of pleasure.”

“Do you miss sex and intimacy, Jim?”

“Boy, you do cut to the chase, don’t you?”

She merely smiles.

Her question vaults me back to my past, where memories are stored away behind closed doors, painful memories – reminding me that the nightmare was back again, haunting me after twenty-eight years. It never really disappeared. Maybe it haunted me inside that sleep-pod too? I wonder. 

I shake my head. “No, I don’t miss sex, CASS, but I do miss my wife.”

A gentle look of understanding washes over her face, but her eyes betray something else, as if her digital pathways are probing for something she cannot quite fathom.
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I just completed a full system review of Evolution. It took me the full day. Of course, CASS did the same and she did it in a few seconds. Fortunately, our results matched. The Evolution is performing perfectly after twenty-eight years travelling at over fifty-times the speed of light. The quantum drives are purring with no fluctuations whatsoever. The G-force in The Wheel is consistent and comfortable. Overall – my hat is off to everyone who engineered this baby. Besides the food, which is terrible, you get a gold star.
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DAY-8


Here is a little background for you.

Evolution was built to endure a trip to distant galaxies. Apart from a major mechanical failure, its quantum drives 


are inexhaustible and could take us to the edge of the Universe – if there is an edge. 

The ship is a behemoth compared to anything  

constructed, an engineering feat of unparalleled proportion in the history of space exploration and stretching over two and a half kilometers in length. From the outside the Evolution appears like a slender elongated wedge, narrow at the front and fanning out at the back – like a giant bird in flight. 

The entire aft-portion of the ship houses four massive chambers, each measuring about eight hundred meters in length – nearly a kilometer. These are the QUADS or Quantum Propulsion drives – the powerhouse.

The mid-section of the Evolution, or what we call The Wheel, is composed of three concentric levels which rotate at a regular pace around the axis of the ship, and that spin generates a tolerable and enough centrifugal force, which acts like our gravity. The Hub, which is the innermost section of The Wheel, is where we spend 99.999% of our waking time. These are our work-quarters, the command center, the dining area. The second ring houses sleeping quarters, hygiene and exercise rooms, and the final outer rim houses the HSS pods, the green house, the labs, the medical bay, etc. 

The forward section of the Evolution, six hundred meters in length, houses the electrical and mechanical compartments, food storage and other stocks and equipment which we will need when we reach Earth-2. All the necessities to colonize a new world.

The real icing on the cake, at least I think so, is the bow of the ship, the observation deck. Imagine standing in a theater with a semi-circular screen rising two stories high and forty meters wide – and which provides the most spectacular show to be seen anywhere. Here we can see, without the use of cameras or CET, that is, Computer-Enhanced-Technology, the whole universe ahead of us – a spectacular panorama which no human eyes before us have ever witnessed.

The forward deck is in the NGZ or No-Grav-Zone. It is equipped with small tables and chairs which are affixed to the floor, and scratchpads, our name for Velcro-like pads which our shoes and uniforms cling to so we do not float off. I dubbed it the Starbucks Space Café – Captain’s prerogative, right?

Claustrophobia, which I experience occasionally, being locked up inside this floating chunk of metal, can be extremely painful, even mentally tortuous – especially after emerging from sub-sleep goop and realizing, as I did, that I had been canned, like a sardine, for three decades inside a pod. And the goop which kept our bodies hydrated inside those pods does not smell much better than an old can of tuna being opened for the first time in decades.

I have had a few bouts with claustrophobia these last few days where I had the impulse to jump out of the ship or even out of my skin. It was an overwhelming sense of entrapment, like I had to get away at any cost. Unfortunately, there is nowhere to go, so my way of releasing some of that tension is to sit on the forward deck and stare out into the abyss. Providing I do that occasionally and remind myself that I will soon have my feet planted on firm ground, I can deal with it.

Far ahead, but not that far, is Earth-2 – the sister planet to Earth. That is not the official name of course. The naming ceremony for E-2 will not happen until we land and confirm that it is fully habitable – at which point the three major world powers will get their collective shit together and attempt an intelligent dialogue over what to call mankind’s new home – assuming of course that they are even capable of such dialogue without starting another war. 

If I sound pessimistic it is because the world had already devolved into three geopolitical camps before we left on this mission – and I would not exactly call it an evolution to a higher state. If anything, it was quite the opposite. The fact that mankind’s collective “solution” to its ideological and political differences was to wall up the world, is insane. I can only hope that news of our arrival at E-2 will help to break down those barriers and remind everyone that, “Hey, we’re all brothers from different mothers.”

I still marvel at the technology which got us this far, because had it not been for two Canadian scientists named Foster and Cramer, who developed the Foster-Cramer-Principle – which then led to Quantum Propulsion – I would still be sitting on Earth. These two brilliant minds figured out that if trains could be propelled at high speeds using Maglev technology, that is, magnetic repulsion, just like when you hold two similar poles of a magnet close to each other and the repulsive force which results, that it must be possible to harness the natural repulsive polarity inherent in all quanta to create a propulsion system which has exponential capacity.  And they did it. They broke the code on how to exceed the speed of light using QP.

In many ways, old man Einstein had it right – and particularly when he declared that space is not empty. Space is a net, partly composed of both atomic particulates and dynamic force, like gravity – and that net is what holds planets and suns in relative juxtaposition to one another, and it is also the very net which made Quantum Propulsion possible. 

Einstein had one thing wrong in his Theory of Relativity which Cramer and Foster proved to the world. He said that nothing could travel faster than the speed of light, but that was an assumption on his part, a theoretical statement that was not based on actual observable fact. As it turns out, photons of light, like any physical element in our universe, are limited by certain quintessential finite parameters. Quantum Propulsion eventually demonstrated that it was possible to stretch the envelope and to exceed the speed of light and to propel a ship, the size of the Evolution, many times faster. It had to be so – because otherwise we would never have been able to reach the distant stars – not in countless eons.

“Can I talk to you?”

Her voice startles me from my thoughts. I turn to see CASS – SPAMMED next to me, leaning against the rail in front of the massive bow-portal. She is wearing the same jumpsuit as I am, with the logo of the Evolution imprinted over her left breast. Unlike me, CASS makes the outfit look good – even sexy.

“What’s up?”

“I have some grave news, Jim.” She looks at me with a very disturbed face – an expression I have never seen, not once, in our entire history together. “I just received the latest transmission from Earth.”

“And?”

“The Triumvirate fired a nuclear weapon just over a year ago.”

“What!? Where?”

“It was dropped on the southern tip of Taiwan, just below Kaohsiung City. There were half a million casualties just from the blast radius alone. It is estimated that another one-hundred thousand or more will be mortally affected by radiation burns and fall-out.”

“But why?”

CASS looks at me with eyes that reflect a sense of deep sadness within. I cannot tell if she is putting on an act for my benefit or if she is mirroring the feeling of black dread suddenly pouring into my soul.

“You have missed a lot in these past twenty-seven years, Jim. Tensions have been on the rise. The Triumvirate has been aggressively pushing to get any Alliance presence out of that region, and Taiwan, being an ally to the West, resisted being subjugated to China during this whole time. The attack was a definitive statement that they would no longer tolerate Western presence in Taiwan, nor that they would tolerate further insubordination from the Taiwanese.”

Cold shivers spasm through my body like bolts of electricity.

“There’s more, Jim. The Alliance declared that it would reciprocate.”
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I know you are not going to receive this transmission for at least a year, but seriously, a nuclear war. What the...?!!! You sent me out here with forty-nine other crew
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