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Many will tell you, quite seriously, that there is something beyond the material world we inhabit.  Whether they believe in some greater, benevolent power or perhaps some largely benign First Mover, none of them ever present the kind of proof that a man of science would accept.  Faith is not wholly a bad thing; it can provide direction and guidance to people that need it.  However, at the same time, fanciful descriptions of supposed metaphysical truths have been a stout tool of trade for charlatans and scoundrels of all sorts since the beginning of history.

I wish I could come to you purely as a man of science.  Until these events, I had always considered myself as such.  I want to be upfront with my biases, as best I can.  For what I am about to tell you, I can offer you very little scientific proof, and I dare not offer you the knowledge that might allow you to repeat what I have seen, else you might subject yourself or others to a danger I will not allow to achieve a greater foothold in this world.  I have already lost my best friend to it.

Perhaps this disqualifies my experiences from the realm of science.  After all, my experiences are difficult to attribute to my purely scientific understanding of the physical world.  However, I can point you to three living persons who could perhaps tell you more, if only they could speak.  My dear friend, Dr. Luca Pellegrino, and two others now occupy a room on the top floor of Italy's National Institute of Infectious Diseases.  Awake and alive, but not conscious, and I fear that they never will be again.

If only one of them would speak, I would be able to rest easy that my conclusions are false and there is nothing to fear in what we explored together.  As long as they remain silent, I cannot justify any chance of unleashing what happened to them onto the rest of the world.

At this point, I have collected all of the most concrete data that I can access, and despite my best efforts to organize it persuasively, my story has been turned down by every scientific journal I have tried.  Not that I blame them; my story is strange enough that any reasonable person would be expected to turn up his nose and call it the product of a deranged mind.  So, in desperation I am collecting what I know here, in the hopes that someone with foresight will read it and come to the same conclusions that I have, while still deterred from the same mistakes Luca and I made.

You may find it surprising that the earliest part of the story is still incredibly vivid in my mind, after all this time, but the reason for that is simple:  my story begins with a gulp of scalding hot coffee down the wrong pipe.

I was having a late lunch with Luca at a café in Rome.  We had finished our meal and were having a cup of coffee before returning to our respective places of work.  I was on sabbatical, working with a colleague at Sapienza on some behavioral studies of layered incentives in rats.  Luca was at the Italian Air Force Headquarters, running a tiny lab in the building's sub-basement.  And it was that day, just as I took a too-large gulp of that too-hot coffee, that he said it.  In the middle of a long diatribe on the work he was doing, he said, “I may have found a link to some kind of spirit realm.”

Spirit realm.  The notion was ridiculous.  But I was too busy pounding on my chest with one fist and groping for a glass of ice water with my other hand that I couldn't respond.  After a minute I stopped coughing, and a minute later my breathing was back to normal.  I asked him what he meant.

He reassured me with a chuckle that caused the black ringlets of his hair to sway lazily.  He said that what he had found was far less bombastic than I had taken it, yet there was something strange happening in his lab that he was hard-pressed to find a concrete way to describe.  I tried to question him further, but he had barely begun to describe some strange results with a laser before he glanced at his watch and said he had to head back.  He would tell me more later, he assured me, then he downed his coffee, paid his bill, and was gone.  I stayed at the table a few more minutes, waiting for what was left of my coffee to cool a little before I finished it and headed back to the university.

Back at the university, I resumed my work with the eminent Professor Samuel Rossi, a transplant from my native Indiana and another old friend, though older than me by several years.  We had met in university, when I was a fresh undergraduate and he was one of the graduate students assigned as teacher's assistants.  Luca and I were little hellions in that early physics lab, resulting in several pieces of burned out equipment and one cracked (and fairly expensive) test weight, among other examples of the damage we did.  Still, our results had been good enough that Rossi, then (and now) just Sam to us, had taken notice and given us some extra projects to play with.  We had solved the problems he threw at us with joyful enthusiasm.

Physics had been just a requirement for me, the mathematical side of things not being my strong suit, and I felt that I had a better chance of making a difference elsewhere.  I went on to medical school and became a doctor of psychiatry as well as a noted scholar of neurology.  Luca went on to impress the rest of the faculty in the Physics Department, and was called back to Italy shortly after receiving his doctorate, due to family issues.  Sam had ended up going a middle route, receiving his doctorate in biophysics after running an award-winning experiment (for which his professor at the time had gotten most of the accolades).  He had then gone on to study biophysics specifically of the nervous system, and had received his professorship at Sapienza a few years later, after another great success that made quite an impression in his field, from what I understood.

As I mentioned before, we were studying layered incentives in rats.  To put it simply, we were providing two different stimulants for the subjects of our little experiment: one positive and one negative.  Then, by carefully modulating the magnitude of both stimuli and measuring their reactions, we were hoping to better understand the operation of certain neural pathways that shared a more than passing similarity to some pathways in humans.

That afternoon, I tried to focus on my work with Sam, yet Luca's words stayed with me.  Spirit realm.  Clearly he was using it as a metaphor, but he was the last person I would have expected to use such words.  When we were young, he had been even more hard-nosed about anything supernatural than me.  Nothing in his behavior suggested to me that he had changed his stance.  So there must have been something very strange happening in his lab, for him to choose such a bizarre phrase to describe it.

It was nearly a week later that I heard from Luca again.  I had just finished dinner one night and was sitting back with a good book before bed.  My phone rang, and when I picked it up, Luca's voice came through with more urgency than seemed reasonable for that time of night.

There was a strange tone to his voice, as if he was trying to mimic an accent.  It made what he said all the more memorable.  “Arthur, I'm glad I caught you.  I have a...” he said breathlessly.  He paused for a moment, as if gathering his wits and stamping down his excitement, and started over after taking a few breaths.  He suddenly tried to sound casual.  “How are you?”

I told him I was fine, and, suspecting that he was trying to set up lunch, asked if he'd like to meet for lunch in the next few days.

His answer surprised me.  “That's good, of course,” he said, but then his voice got softer and a little more unsure.  “Actually, I wanted to ask you if you wanted to see my experiment for yourself.”

Curiosity being one of my strengths as well as one of my weaknesses, I of course accepted, but it seemed impossible that I, a foreign visitor, could get permission to go to his lab.  He told me that he had spent the last few days talking with his higher-ups and had sold them on the idea that they might need someone with my credentials to become familiar with his experiment.  He had recommended me as both accomplished and trustworthy, and they had agreed to interview me to determine whether I could be allowed in.

He asked me if I could be at the Air Force Headquarters the next day at eleven in the morning.  I would have to cancel some of my work with Sam, but I accepted and he gave me the details on where to go and who to ask for.  I was to bring my passport and any other identifying documents I had with me, as well as a copy of my curriculum vitae.  He repeated his instructions, making sure I understood the gravity of the situation, but then he abruptly ended the call and left me alone with my thoughts.  Also, I would need to rummage through my apartment for documents.

The next morning, I stepped out of a taxi by the not-ostentatious Air Force Headquarters, walked past the guards and into the lobby.  There was a pretty, dark-haired girl at the reception desk, and I told her the name of the man I was supposed to meet, a Colonel Di Maio.  She responded to my mediocre Italian with a diplomatic smile and perfect English, and told me to wait one moment, gesturing toward a row of chairs against the wall.

No more than three minutes later, a thin man in uniform came out of a doorway leading deeper into the building and introduced himself to me as Colonel Nevio Di Maio with as much snap in his voice as was in his step and his uniform.  He had short, light brown hair and skeptical dark eyes.  He led me back through the door to a small interview room, with a small table, three rather uncomfortable plastic chairs, and gray pyramids of foam on the walls.  Soundproofing, I supposed.  He closed the door firmly and gestured with an open palm at one of the seats, and took another for himself as I sat down.

You might expect that the questions he asked me were interesting or had some bearing on what Luca was working on.  You would be wrong.  The interview, which lasted nearly ninety minutes, was quite dull and was focused on determining whether I was likely to be working with the American government—or any other.  He read my CV carefully and asked me a variety of questions about the different posts and papers I had listed there.  I answered as best I could, not knowing whether he was familiar with the jargon of my field, but my answers seemed to satisfy him.  

He spent some time asking me about my childhood and early adulthood, about who my parents worked for, and things like that.  Finally, he asked me a series of rather absurd yet specific questions, to which my reply was largely a string of noes.  Have you ever had someone ask you, to your face, if you are a member of any terrorist groups?  It's a rather silly experience.  I suppose the idea is that they can
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