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			Chapter 1 

Truro, 2019 CE, 9:18 a.m.

			Saturday mornings were busy but a bit more relaxed than other days of the week at the Truro Coffeehouse. Business was good overall since the new owners bought and refurbished the place a year ago. Even on this cold mid-March morning, with the wind whipping across the Cape, regular customers happily braved the weather for their favorite coffee drinks and homemade pastries.

			An unfamiliar young man with short red hair and a freckled face caught the attention of the owner. She had found him cheerful and polite before he took his beverage to a large table in the sun at the back of the shop. In a town like Truro, with only a few thousand year-round residents, it was unusual not to recognize someone at a coffee shop in March. Summer was a different story, of course, when the area exploded with Cape Cod vacationers. But in March, on a cold winter morning, at an out-of-the-way coffee shop, a Truro visitor was unusual.

			The owner’s curiosity grew when within seven or eight minutes three other people in their young twenties joyfully joined the mystery man at his table. They were clearly longtime friends, judging by their warm greetings. Unable to avoid overhearing them, it was evident to the owner they’d picked the coffee shop for a reunion of sorts. They were originally from somewhere outside Truro, and several months had passed since they’d seen one another. They were apparently college students, spread out around the country.

			Beck, the redheaded stranger, was obviously excited to see his best friends again. Arriving a few minutes early, as usual, he’d carefully hung up his overcoat on the hook on the wall and wiped the fog off his glasses with a cleaning cloth. He picked up his coffee at the counter and parked his slim, long-limbed body thoughtfully at a table where he and his three friends could talk and visit without interruption. He situated himself strategically in a chair facing the front door, so he couldn’t miss them coming in.

			These twice-yearly reunions had become a cherished tradition for Beck. As the meeting times approached, he always felt himself fondly recalling his childhood years with these three classmates.

			As he waited for the others, his mind drifted back to middle and high school in Sudbury, Massachusetts, when they first became friends. There were several public elementary schools in Sudbury, but Beck’s parents sent him to St. Joseph’s Catholic School in a neighboring town through fifth grade. Although he was ready to switch to public school after elementary school to make friends in his own town, he was nervous about starting over and building new relationships. Beck remembered clearly how the tall, handsome African American kid they called Tahn befriended him on the first day of sixth grade, sitting with him at lunch in the big, foreign cafeteria. All the kids were new to the middle school, coming together from one of the three elementary schools in town, but Beck didn’t have a cohort of classmates from kindergarten through fifth grade like the others did. He never forgot Tahn’s simple act of kindness that meant so much to him as the new kid. They’d been very close friends from that day onward.

			The four friends in Beck’s close circle all came from loving, caring, stable families—an environment that had offered them all they needed to excel in high school and move on to preferred colleges. Beck couldn’t have been happier with the chance to study theology at Georgetown in Washington, DC. Religion was certainly at the center of his Irish-Catholic upbringing, and Georgetown offered him an invaluable opportunity to study all religions and grow in his own Christian faith.

			Only a few minutes had passed, but Beck glanced at his watch more often than necessary as he awaited the arrival of his longtime friends. His friends would call him anxious; he preferred eager. He certainly had never been referred to as chill. His philosophy was about being prepared for the worst and being pleasantly surprised when things went better than expected. He knew, though, that his obstinance, inflexibility, and sometimes negative attitude weren’t his best traits and that he should work on being more open-minded.

			Soon the second stranger to Truro came through the door and approached the table in the back of the coffee shop. A broad smile crossed Beck’s face, and he greeted his friend Samantha with a warm hug. Sam returned the hug and genuine smile. Beck ruffled Sam’s curly blond hair and teased her about her California-girl look, a result of her time on the West Coast in a psychobiology track of premed at UCLA.

			It was true—Sam’s tanned skin together with her blond, wispy hair really did make her look like a California surfer, even though she too had grown up in Massachusetts. She had been born in Waltham, just twelve miles from the heart of Boston. Her mother was a teacher, and her father was a pharmaceutical chemist. Her parents met while attending Boston College. They eventually settled in Sudbury with Sam and her two older sisters. She joined the public school system there in third grade, and her mother started teaching science at the high school.

			As comfortable as she was in Sudbury, Sam’s favorite place in the world was York, Maine, where her mother’s parents had retired. Just ninety minutes away, Sam could spend weekends and school vacations in Maine, diligently combing the beaches for sea life when she was young—her curiosity and inquisitiveness hallmarks of her engaging personality. Eventually learning to scuba dive off the rocky peninsula that featured an iconic lighthouse, she spent nearly every summer with her grandparents, often inviting her friends to join her and enjoy the beauty and fascination on the shore and beneath the sea. Despite her extensive knowledge, Sam was never arrogant but graciously shared her expertise with her friends, making every visit a fun and fascinating experience. She had worked many times as a camp counselor at both the Seacoast Science Center and the Mt. Agamenticus camp program, each a short drive from her grandparents’ home. She loved working with younger kids and exploring sea life and forest life with them. She’d often considered following in the footsteps of her mother and becoming a science teacher.

			It was Sam’s idea to meet on the Cape for this spring break reunion. Anything near the ocean was fine with her. She loved exploring the sea life on the West Coast, but she missed the rugged New England shoreline. The four friends agreed that visiting the Cape in the off-season was perfect, and they enthusiastically agreed to make the quaint New England town of Truro this year’s March destination.

			Moments after Sam joined Beck, two more twentysomethings entered the coffee shop together. Tahn and Gia waved and stopped to order at the counter before greeting Sam and Beck with hugs at the rectangular, heavy, oak table in the back.

			Nobody was surprised to see their friend Tahn on crutches; he’d been an X Games enthusiast from an early age. Of the four friends, Tahn was the most unconventional, always up on the latest technology and into the latest trends. Even his name sounded eccentric. He had never really used the one on his adoption certificate: Thomas Tanui Morrison. Instead, even his parents had elected to call him Tahn, short for Tanui, the last name of his birth mother in Ghana.

			Snowboarding was Tahn’s passion, a surprise to those who knew of his African descent. He was born in Ghana, adopted, and brought to Massachusetts as a baby. Tahn liked looking out of place on his snowboard, and he was never one to shun the spotlight. He felt that the contradiction between his apparent heritage and interest in a winter sport caused his competitors to underestimate his abilities. He may have been right. During his senior year at Sudbury High, he was ranked in the top one hundred snowboarders in the world. But Tahn was never boastful. He was keenly aware and grateful for the good fortune he had stumbled upon, being adopted by upper-middle-class Americans from a brutally poor single mother in a small village in Africa. He embraced all his life had to offer and encouraged those around him to do the same.

			This severely sprained ankle (in a bright orange cast beneath OD-green cargo shorts) was the result of an aggressive run at Killington, just a few hours north of Rensselaer Polytech in Upstate New York, where Tahn was studying artificial intelligence. He could have tried out for the 2019 Winter Olympics team, but instead, he’d decided to attend college after graduation, a decision he hadn’t regretted. With the field of artificial intelligence moving so fast, Tahn didn’t want to miss a beat or get left behind.

			Tahn and Gia had run into each other in the parking lot of the coffee shop, and Gia helped Tahn carry his backpack inside. As Tahn maneuvered his crutches out of the way, Gia draped her friend’s backpack over the back of a chair and walked back to the counter to retrieve their drinks. In honor of the occasion, Gia (short for “Gianna”) wore her Sudbury High School Debate Team hoodie under her fleece vest. Judging by its condition, it was still her favorite garment. She was a beautiful young woman of mixed ethnicity. Her high, prominent cheekbones and full lips revealed the North American Iroquois heritage of her mother, her light brown skin and dark brown eyes courtesy of her Kenyan father.

			Pretty as she was, her somewhat unkempt brown hair and unmatched socks beneath her jeans clearly showed that she was never one to be overly concerned with outward appearance. She was always more interested in issues around sociology and studying the great philosophers: Plato, Aristotle, Confucius, Buddha. In high school, Gia was most often found in the library with her nose in a book or reading from her laptop.

			Gia’s friendship with Sam and the boys began during freshman year of high school in Sudbury. Her middle school years had been extremely difficult. She was not accepted by her peers; she wasn’t like the other girls. She built and lived her own identity. She paid no attention to the latest fashion crazes and wasn’t chasing designer clothes and accessories. In many ways, she was more mature and grounded than her classmates, but for that, she paid a price. She was bullied—mocked, teased, and sometimes physically shoved around. Her pain was real. While she never lashed out at her tormentors (and the school staff were apparently oblivious to her struggles), she was relieved to start high school, where several middle schools came together and where she could build new relationships and escape those whose behaviors had left deep, long-lasting scars.

			In high school, Gia found other kind, sensitive kids, like Sam, Tahn, and Beck. Despite her love of learning, they didn’t think of her as a nerd; she was easy to talk to, never boastful, and very respectful of everyone. Probably because of how she had been treated, she was careful not to judge others. Contemplative and spiritual, she seemed wise beyond her years. She had a healthy lifestyle, perhaps a result of living with Type 1 diabetes since elementary school. She was intensely curious about human culture, spirituality, religion, and philosophy. She was perfectly at home now at Brown University in Providence, amid a whole school of deep thinkers. Currently a sociology major, she was considering a switch to philosophy.

			After helping Tahn with his backpack and coffee, Gia greeted Sam and Beck with hugs and warm smiles before settling into the empty seat at the table.

			Naturally, Tahn’s injury dominated the early conversation, with jabs about lack of coordination and old age aimed at the twenty-year-old. Tahn was accustomed to their teasing. He grew up listening to them question the practicality of each new gadget he acquired, downplaying the necessity of every software and hardware upgrade, and reminding him of his mortality when he became obsessed with the latest hazardous sport. He laughed and took the roasting the way it was intended—as friendly, harmless joking. Tahn, while intense in his interests, seemed to take just about everything in stride. Unlike Beck, chill was an appropriate way to describe him. The girls often joked that the two best friends balanced each other.

			As the conversation evolved, each friend, in turn, talked about school and their families. The guys, Beck and Tahn, still had immediate family in their suburban hometown of Sudbury and, therefore, a reason to return on breaks from college. It was Tahn’s left foot in a cast, so, fortunately, he had been able to make the three-hour drive from Rensselaer to Sudbury the weekend before to spend time at home.

			Beck had taken the high-speed train up from Washington to visit with his parents and younger sister for most of the week. Beck loved the train; it gave him time for quiet contemplation and opportunities for meaningful conversations with travelers. Once he arrived home, he cherished the time spent with his mother, father, and sister. He was close to his immediate family and to his church family as well, and he made a point of visiting his pastor and other church members whenever he could. He had been involved with the children and youth of the church for many years, teaching Christian doctrine classes and helping organize summer church camp for the children. Recently, when he was available, he accompanied the teens on field trips and service projects. He recognized the children and youth as the future of the church and was dedicated to offering them guidance and direction as best he could.

			Samantha and Gia didn’t have family remaining in Sudbury, so their spring break plans didn’t take them back there. Samantha’s father had sold the family home in Sudbury once Sam headed to California after high school graduation. Sam’s mother died from cancer during Sam’s junior year, and her father decided to downsize and move into a condo in Cambridge, near Boston. Sam wasn’t happy with her father’s decision to sell her childhood home and leave Sudbury, but she understood the practicality of it. She also understood that being alone in the house would be difficult for him.

			Sam had flown into Boston’s Logan Airport from LAX the previous Friday evening and stayed with her dad in Cambridge for a few days, although she never felt very comfortable in the city. She borrowed her dad’s car, first to visit her grandparents in Maine and then to drive to the Cape to meet her friends in Truro.

			Sadly, Gia shared Sam’s experience of losing a parent during high school. Gia’s father died tragically in a car accident during their senior year. Tahn, Beck, and Sam had provided tremendous support to Gia through many difficult months. With Gia’s older brother and sister already living away from Sudbury, her mother decided to close her psychotherapy practice and relocate to Florida after Gia’s graduation, moving in with a sister who had lost her own husband a few years back. Gia flew from Brown in Providence to Naples, Florida, earlier in the week to spend time with her mom. Once back in Providence, she drove to Truro Friday afternoon to meet up with her friends on this sunny Saturday morning. She had enjoyed a quiet evening at a local bed-and-breakfast the night before.

			Having each spent time with their families, the four friends were now eager to see one another. They all loved Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and FaceTime to keep in touch, but they were old enough to remember and appreciate the value of real human contact.

			Laughter and recollection of warm memories were the foundation of their discussion over coffees, cappuccinos, and muffins. They had years and years of stories to remember and tease one another about. They shared information and gossip about other school friends, many also spread across the country at various colleges. They talked about how fun it would be to see everyone again at their five-year high school reunion.

			At a natural stopping point in the conversation, the four decided to order refills and snacks. As her friends evaluated the choices on the blackboard behind the counter, Gia’s face reflected a pensive mood. She was holding something back. But she wasn’t sure she knew how to share it with her friends—or if she even wanted to.

			“I don’t know how to say this,” Gia started, her voice lowered to avoid being overheard, “but I had this weird experience a few weeks ago that involved all you guys.” She had mustered up the strength to speak up once everyone had their food and drinks securely in front of them. “I got this text with a link to a video that all of us were in, only it wasn’t any time or any place we’ve been together before.”

			The group was uncharacteristically quiet for fifteen or twenty seconds. “Go on,” said Tahn.

			Gia looked pale as she continued, her dark eyes not flashing their usual sparkle. “I didn’t recognize the number when the text came in, but I clicked the link anyway. It took me to a short YouTube video that showed all of us in some prehistoric era. We didn’t look exactly like we do now, but somehow I knew it was the four of us. There was no sound, and it only ran for about thirty seconds. When I tried to replay the video, the screen was just black for the thirty seconds.” She looked as though she might cry. “I’ll admit, it was very late, and I’d been studying for hours. Maybe I was just hallucinating. But the weird thing is that I still have the that text on my phone.”

			Tahn looked from Gia to Sam to Beck. “I don’t think you were hallucinating,” he said. “I got the same text, and it was probably the same link. When I tried to call the number back, I got this strange recorded message.”

			Sam’s head was down, her blond curls hiding her face. When she looked up again, her expression was completely serious. “I thought I was losing my mind,” she confessed, “from stress and studying too hard. I got the text too.”

			“Wow!” exclaimed Gia in a hoarse whisper, afraid she might be heard by someone at a neighboring table. “Who do you think is behind this?”

			The three looked to Beck, who hadn’t spoken yet. His freckles seemed more pronounced than earlier, and his red hair was now in higher contrast to his pale white skin. He took off his glasses, almost as though doing so would help express something difficult. “I wasn’t going to say anything when I saw you guys. I figured this was some kind of religious experience that had only to do with me. I was still trying to work it out on my own. But now I know it’s about all of us.

			“I think I got the same text, the same link, and the same recorded message. And I got another text too,” Beck said, “this time showing us all in some kind of ancient farming settlement. But the same thing happened: I saw it once and couldn’t view it again.”

			“Someone’s messing with us,” said Tahn. “But who? And why?”

			“That’s the logical explanation,” said Gia, “but how did they get a video of us together in a scene we’ve never been in? Actually—scenes, apparently. I had a second text with a second link too, but mine wasn’t an ancient farming settlement.”

			“I got a different one too,” said Sam.

			“And so did I,” admitted Tahn. “But it’s got to be some sophisticated video editing by someone close to us who is playing some type of prank.” The group sat silent for nearly a minute, stunned and confused. No one knew what to say next. How were they going to figure this out? What should they do about it, if anything?

			Finally, Gia spoke up again. “This is pretty creepy—someone doing this to us. I feel like my privacy has been violated. What can we do?”

			Sam agreed. “Yeah, we can’t just let this go. Let’s approach this rationally though. First, let’s compare the texts we got.”

			The four friends took out their smartphones to compare messages. After glancing at the links, they determined that they had all been directed to the same video.

			“Okay,” continued Sam. “Let’s see what happens when we try to view it again. How about we all tap the link at the same time?”

			“Sounds good,” said Tahn. “On three. Ready?” He paused and looked around, confirming that everyone was in position to tap their phones. “One … two … three!”

			A few seconds passed as the file simultaneously loaded on each of the phones. Then, to the amazement of the group, the video, with audio, began playing on all the phones in unison. They each moved quickly to decrease the media volume so that they wouldn’t draw attention to themselves in the quiet coffee shop. They peered at their screens in deep concentration as a scene around a campfire in a prehistoric time took shape.
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			Chapter 2 

Ghana, 20,000 BCE, Age 
of Hunter-Gatherers

			“It’s a paste made from the seeds of castor oil plants,” said Tahn, proudly displaying his newest advance in tools. The oily tip of the arrow reflected the light of the campfire. “The poison will slow down the animal but not necessarily kill it. We’ll still have to track it and kill it with our spears.”

			There they were, the four of them, in full color, dressed in animal skins and beads, gathered around the campfire talking, each with furs draped over their shoulders like blankets. It was quiet, except for night sounds—frogs croaking, the fire crackling, and the sound of other people talking at another campfire not far away. The friends seemed comfortable and at ease, like they were vacationing on a camping trip. The fire snapped. A million stars shone vast and bright above them. The air was cool but calm and smelled clean.

			There were structures surrounding the group, hut-like buildings made of grass and sticks. They looked like semipermanent homes. There was what appeared to be the opening of a cave in the distance. This was the hunter-gatherer era—before animals were raised for food and humans started farming.

			“How far will the arrow fly with this paste on its tip?” asked Gia.

			“About seventy-five paces, launched by a good archer.” Tahn said, grinning, knowing he was the best archer in the band. “By most of us, maybe fifty paces.”

			“It’s great,” added Samantha. “It should make bringing down antelope much easier for you. I think you guys should try it on tomorrow’s hunt.”

			“I’ll be staying behind,” said Beck. “I need to lead the welcoming ceremony for the baby just born and offer thanks. But I’ll give your message to the spirits and ask for a successful hunt.”

			“We’ll have plenty of men going on the hunt. The rest in the band are available,” said Gia. “Tahn, you should stay behind too and prepare more arrows for future hunts. The families will be separating for the winter soon. And we need more scraping tools to clean the skins for blankets. The nights are getting colder, and we’ll split up and move in a few weeks. We’ll all need the skins for carrying bags too.”

			Tahn leaned forward to reposition a log on the fire. “Yes, you mentioned earlier that you need more scraping tools and more digging tools. I’ll stay and make them.”

			“We’ve found some good roots to dig before we move on,” added Sam.

			She glanced over at another nearby campfire. Relaxed laughing and quiet talk drifted over from the group of families. The occasional cry of a hungry infant was heard, but most of the children were sleeping soundly in their huts. In the morning, they would rise early and begin their work of playing—imitating the tasks of their parents. Led by those showing tool-making talents like Tahn, the boys would craft imitations of bows, arrows, hatchets, and spears and carry out pretend hunts. The girls would imitate their mothers’ skills at digging roots and gathering plants for food and medicines. Occasionally, the girls would find a discarded ostrich egg, fill it with whatever water it would hold, and bury it as their mothers did to keep the water cold. Sam smiled, remembering how she had learned skills needed to be a productive member of the band, just as they were.

			“Is the baby a girl or a boy?” asked Sam, rejoining the conversation. The other three looked at her questioningly. “The welcoming ceremony tomorrow,” explained Sam. “Is the baby a girl or a boy?”

			“It’s a boy,” answered Beck. “The spirits have given the parents a strong, healthy boy. Our band is fortunate.”

			“The parents are strong,” said Sam. “I know them well. His father is big and strong, and his mother is healthy. He, too, will probably be strong and live long enough to provide strong children to the band.”

			“If the spirits wish it,” said Beck.

			“Beck,” said Gia, fascination in her voice, “do you ever wonder if the spirits really control our lives? Maybe our lives are just our lives, and what happens to us happens to us—spirits or no spirits.”

			“We would have no lives if the spirits of the sky, the rocks, the plants, the water, and the animals did not give them to us,” responded Beck. “If we don’t show them our thanks, they won’t give us what we need for life. Our lives are what they make them; we don’t control our own lives.”

			“But what if we actually did?” pushed Gia. “What makes our band worthier than others? Why do spirits give us strong babies and plenty of food, and they don’t give other bands the same? Maybe we are just lucky. Or maybe we work better together and help each other more.”

			“I’ve often had the same thoughts,” added Sam.
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