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Chapter One 

 
 

N THE SURFACE, THIS PLACE SEEMED LIKE ANY TAVERN YOU 
might find on the seedier side of any large city. I heard 

clinking glasses and the low drone of whispered conversations. I 
smelled the tang of alcohol and sweat. The dim lights, resulting 
from neglect rather than any pursuit of ambiance, helped obscure 
the dirty floor, tattered furniture and scurrying, well-fed insects. 
A specter of heavy smoke wafted through the compartment, 
pungent and pervasive. It wasn’t the result of tobacco—if only—
but rather the usual discharge from the ammonia breathers at the 
next table. 

Since my arrival at this port a few days ago, I had sampled 
some of the exotic beverages served at this rather questionable 
establishment. After a few nasty turns, however, I now limited my 
indulgence to some approximation of coffee. That may be overly 
generous; it was a dark-colored vegetable extract, bitter and 
passed through my digestive tract at half the speed of light, but it 
was not coffee.  

My companion was drinking something a bit stronger. I don’t 
know what it was, and I was certainly not about to explore the 
possibilities. It smelled like paint thinner, and judging by the 
melted condition of the glass, it might have similar properties. 

“So, Jason,” the young woman began between swigs, “how 
were you picked up?” 

She and I met only a few hours ago. We had agreed to meet 
here to compare notes after my duties. Although, I answered 
many of my own questions over the course of the day, I remained 

O 
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anxious for this meeting. She was interesting company and the 
first human female I had seen in a very long time.  

The question she asked, however, was problematic. Sure, the 
actual details of how my journey began were innocuous and 
probably very similar to her story, which I expected to hear 
following my own account. However, there was more to my 
story than to hers. I knew this because I was personally responsi-
ble for things that were sure to predate her recollections. Indeed, 
had it not been for me, she and so many others would be without 
recollection at all. Sometimes, I still have trouble believing every-
thing I have seen and done, and I was unsure how much of this 
information to share. 

 Her smile was kind, like an experienced and forgiving 
grandmother, which was closer to the truth than her appearance 
revealed. A grandmother who drank paint thinner in trashy alien 
bars when she wasn’t busy commanding a galactic pirate ship. 
Obviously, we both had secrets, and that might have been the 
reason I decided to open up and spill my entire story. 

“I was driving home in late November.” I could see those 
distant events as if they were on film, playing behind my eyes in a 
constant loop. Even if I were capable of forgetting, I could never 
erase that particular day, a day that began so ordinary, it would 
not have deserved a single descriptive breath. Like so many things 
in life, the day itself, less significant than the ink printed on any 
calendar, changed not only my life, but also that of so many 
others, including the woman who stared now with rapt interest.  

I watched the film and described the scene. It was early 
evening, around seven, but the short autumn days made it seem 
much later. The night was warmer than usual for this time of 
year, the darkness bringing with it a heavy fog. At least, I could 
follow the faded lines on the road. This highway saw little traffic, 
which is why I often chose this route instead of using the 
interstate only a few miles further east. I liked being the only car 
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on the road, even on bleak, lonely nights like this. 
Of course, I wasn’t completely alone. Leo was sleeping on the 

passenger seat, curled up in a little yellow ball. We had just come 
from his annual visit to the veterinarian, too soon for him to 
forgive me for the all the poking and prodding, and battery of 
needles. I don’t know why he was so upset. The trip had cost me a 
pile of money. Not that it was ultimately going to matter, but at 
the time, I still worried about silly things like affording food and 
paying the rent. How could I have known what was about to 
happen or how drastically my life was about to change, just from 
lighting a cigarette? 

“Damn,” Captain Betty interrupted from across the table, “I 
would kill for a cigarette! Sorry, please go on. You had just lit a 
smoke. . . .” 

I shook my head. “Actually, no, I never got that far. I was 
opening a fresh pack; steering the car with my elbows and one 
knee,” I mimed the action, prompting a sly smile from Betty. I 
could tell by her expression that she knew the routine. “By the 
time I saw the taillights ahead, it was already too late.” 

In my mind, I watched as I slammed my foot on the pedal and 
heard the squealing breaks—they always squealed. The pads had 
worn away so long ago that they were now less than a footnote 
in the unopened car manual. The grinding metal was enough to 
slow us down, but too little, and much too late. At least, by the 
time we smacked the car ahead, our speed was not sufficient to 
hurt anyone. The sound of the crash, however, seemed devastat-
ing and was hard enough to knock poor Leo to the floor. 

My heart must have stopped for at least a second, though it 
seemed longer. The other driver had already pulled off the road, 
but I sat there like an idiot, half dazed. The sound of an old-
fashioned cash register tallied the mounting debt in my head.  

I checked on Leo, unharmed but looking at me with the kind 
of indignant stare that only a feline can manage. He gave me the 
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same look when I served food not on par with his delicate palate, 
or when I took the vacuum cleaner out for its weekly (okay, 
monthly) excursion. Being a single, working man meant that 
household chores were not a priority. At that moment, however, 
my only priority was surviving this evening with minimal pain. 

My engine had died in the crash. The service engine soon light 
would have been shining now—if it still worked. Most of the 
dashboard lights had gone the same way as the radio years ago, 
along with the heater, half the mirrors, both visors, and that little 
latch thingy that keeps the glove box closed. Duct tape made a 
fine substitute.  

I restarted the car with a wheeze—from car and driver alike—
and parked behind my victim. Although, I now needed one more 
than ever, I returned the cigarettes to my pocket. 

The other driver disembarked his car, or his unit, as I suspect 
he might have called it. My luck had apparently gone from 
generally poor to positively grim and led me to the unhappy 
circumstance of striking an unmarked police car. At least a cop 
was driving the car. Other than his uniform, everything else 
looked quite unofficial.  

The purpose of the car itself wasn’t really an issue. The fact 
that I had nailed the thing from behind, however, was critical. 
The pilot being a police officer was just a generous helping of 
gravy to amuse whichever gods enjoy screwing poor people—the 
same gods who had my name on speed dial. Reliable friends, these 
gods; they never missed a birthday, anniversary or payday. 

As he approached, the police officer did not look very happy. I 
was not happy either, but knew better than to expect sympathy. 
My only hope, though thin, was mercy through admission and I 
did not hold back on my apologies. 

He studied me for a minute, a flashlight scanning the interior 
of my car and its shaking driver. Perhaps he was afraid of the 
small yellow cat returning his stare, or maybe the carpet of empty 
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cigarette packs on the floor made me seem like a deranged killer. 
On the other hand, it could have been the smell. Years of air 
fresheners had not managed to eliminate the odor of tobacco and 
burnt carpet. Instead, it added a hint of cinnamon, making it 
worse. For whatever reason, he stayed back several feet from my 
window.  

“May I please see your driver’s license and proof of insurance?”  
I said nothing. I just obeyed, relieved that I actually had 

insurance. Maybe not good insurance since the payments were 
surely behind, but I kept that fact to myself as I passed the 
requested documents through the window. 

The cop examined each card in the flashlight beam. For the 
first time, I was able to get a look at him. He was in his late 
twenties or early thirties with a military haircut, neat beard, and a 
deep tan—obviously fake since this was Illinois in November.  

After he returned the documents, his free hand went to rest on 
his hip, right next to the holstered weapon. The gesture was 
overly dramatic, as to make certain I paid attention. I wasn’t 
impressed. He was a cop, so of course he was armed. However, as 
he caressed the holster unconsciously with his little finger, I 
suddenly had a suspicion that his relationship with the gun was 
more than just professional. He probably spent a lot of time in 
front of a mirror, admiring himself wearing nothing but the 
weapon and his fake tan. I suppressed that thought quickly, 
swallowing what almost came out as a hearty guffaw.  

“Sir, have you been drinking?”  
I felt this was not so much a question as an accusation. Scratch 

mercy. “No, I have not been drinking. I was trying to light a 
cigarette.” I doubted whether that response would move him. He 
looked as though he lived on a diet of whole wheat, raw eggs and 
creatine powder—whatever-the-hell that is. 

“Please step out of the vehicle,” he ordered, inadvertently 
offering what I found to be a generous assessment of my car. 
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Road hazard would have been more accurate, or death trap, 
twenty-five-year-old rolling shit-box . . .   

I unfastened my seatbelt. That alone would save me a few 
bucks by the time this was over, I thought. As a matter of habit, I 
removed my keys and slipped them into my coat pocket. Then I 
scooped up Leo in my right arm and opened the door. Before I 
had fully emerged, the cop stopped me. 

“Put the animal down,” he insisted, stepping back a pace.  
I protested. This was not just a pet but also my best friend. I 

couldn’t risk having him get lost out here in the dark, so far from 
home. 

“I’m not concerned about the animal. This is a serious 
situation, sir. I suggest you do as I say.” 

Twice now, he had referred to Leo as the animal. Was it 
impossible for him to identify the species? Was there some kind 
of little-known police protocol that prevented him from calling a 
cat a cat? Perhaps, he was a dog-person. 

“I have a carrier in the back seat. May I please put him in 
there?” I tried to be respectful, but it probably just sounded 
petulant. However, he submitted, with an audible breath to 
denote his reluctance. 

As I turned back to my car, I sensed him grasping his weapon 
while I rolled my eyes. Who would think a forty-two year old 
grocery clerk and his ten-pound cat, who in feline terms, was a 
week and a half older than dirt, were worthy of so much precau-
tion?  

I climbed in behind my driver’s seat and fumbled with the 
carrier’s latch. From here, I noticed someone’s Christmas lights 
twinkling in the distance. The fog must be lifting.  

Leo struggled once he realized what I was planning. I usually 
let him ride shotgun because he hated his carrier so much. By the 
time I got the grilled door open, Leo was determined and nearly 
wriggled out of my grasp, clawing at the upholstery and my coat 
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sleeve. I backed away from the effort and pulled him to my chest, 
whispering soothing words. The accident must have really shaken 
the poor guy, because he usually didn’t fight me this hard over 
anything, not even the carrier. 

While I tried to comfort Leo, out of the corner of my eye, I 
saw the cop move closer. Slowly, I turned my head. This was 
starting to feel strange, and I wondered briefly if this person was 
really a cop at all. 

He was now standing so close to the car and me that all I 
could see of him was his crotch pressed to the open doorway. 
Maybe he was intent on displaying all of his weapons, occupying 
the same general region of the body. Then I realized his holster 
was empty and just behind him, the flashlight rocked back and 
forth on the asphalt.  

I drew Leo closer when I realized the cop had drawn his gun. 
He seemed to be clinging to the roof of the car, so he could not 
be pointing the weapon at us. I could not see his face or tell what 
he was looking at to have brought about this defensive stance. 
Nor could I see where he was pointing the gun. 

The night was mild, but a sharp chill had descended. Every 
hair on my body stood tall as I leaned towards the back window, 
clutching Leo tightly. All I could see through the dense, moist 
atmosphere was the twinkling red and green Christmas lights. 
They were much brighter now, and before I could even evaluate 
the implications, the glare seemed to swallow me, blotting out 
everything except for a throbbing, low-pitch hum and finally a 
cold, deathly sleep. . . .   

 
BETTY WAS NODDING AS I finished. “Yeah, I remember that 
sound. It was the last thing I remember before the Data Bomb.” 

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair as a furry blue waiter 
refreshed our drinks. I had known most of this would sound 
familiar to the young woman. Was I willing to tell her the rest? 
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How would she feel if she knew the depths of how far I had 
gone? Would her gaze turn into that of an angry grandmother 
pulling out a hickory switch? 

Part of me feared witnessing her horror, but as I watched her 
down another glass of toxic-smelling goo, I reconsidered. This 
was not an unhappy woman, but rather a woman in control of 
her own life. That control was due largely to my actions, though 
she didn’t know that yet. In the end, I figured she would 
recognize my contribution to her new life, and appreciate my 
efforts. 

“There’s more,” I said slowly, “you see, I didn’t wake up after 
the Data Bomb.” 

“No?” Betty was obviously surprised, but not so much as to 
prevent her waving an empty glass at the bartender. “Then 
when?” 

I paused, and considered slamming a glass of thinner for 
myself. Instead, I took a hearty gulp of my substitute coffee. “I 
awoke a few months before the bomb. . . .” 



 
 
 

Chapter Two  
 
 

 WAS GROGGY AND CONFUSED WHEN THE FOG BEGAN TO LIFT.  
  I felt weak, a crippling numbness all over my body. I could 

not open my eyes. I had no idea where I was or what had been 
going on, and for several minutes, I was just too sleepy to care. As 
if under the influence of some administered compulsion, I began 
to relax what little awareness I had gained, and reached for the 
warm comfort of sleep. 

Then I experienced a flash of memory, and with it, a slight 
jolt that was enough to pull me towards full consciousness. I was 
still too tired to move or look around, but at least the haze, 
somewhere behind my eyes, was starting to clear. I could not 
recall everything, but I remembered there had been a police 
officer, some loud noises and bright lights. Yes, there had been 
some kind of accident while driving home with my cat. 

Oh no, where was Leo? The thought of him lying in the road 
came to mind. Or if he had not been hurt, he might be wan-
dering around somewhere in the county where I would never be 
able to find him again. However, I was sure he had not been hurt; 
no one had been. So what had transpired that led me to this state, 
and where exactly was I? 

My body ignored my will. I had not been injured and that 
was certain. In fact, I felt not only comfortable, despite the chilly 
environment, but I could not remember ever feeling better than I 
did at this moment. It was like being snuggled on the couch with 
a freshly laundered blanket. Whatever I was lying on was soft and 
seemed contoured around my body, cradling me in such a way 

I 
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that I felt virtually no pressure between my skin and the surface. It 
was almost like floating. As I concentrated on what little I could 
divine about my surroundings, it dawned on me that I was 
completely naked. 

Now I was determined to get up from this strange position. I 
still could not open my eyes, could not even force a flutter from 
the lids. I could feel my eyes, which let me know that they were 
intact, but they refused to respond, as if some mechanism was 
interceding.  

For a moment, I had a disturbing idea that this was all a joke. 
Perhaps a group of my co-workers had gotten me drunk, stripped 
me, tied me to a table and put tape over my eyes. Maybe they 
were all standing around; laughing silently—or worse, maybe 
strangers were the ones snickering at my expense.  

I dismissed this paranoid image quickly. I did not feel as if I 
had been drinking and no one would go to that much trouble for 
a joke. Besides, the accident had been real. 

There did not seem to be any kind of restraint. By focusing all 
of my concentration, I started to feel the fingers on my right 
hand, and with tremendous mental strain, I was able to make 
them move. Slowly at first, up and down, and finally rolling them 
into a weak fist. This did not hurt in any way but the gesture was 
difficult, like trying to stir cold honey. Just like stirring honey 
gets easier with each stroke, so too did moving my fingers. As 
they loosened, my arm also started coming to life, rising from a 
cushioned surface, bending stiffly at the elbow. It felt heavy, and 
now tingled slightly as if it had been resting there for a long time.  

I let my arm drop back down, exhausted, but I rested only for 
a moment, afraid of the lingering desire to give up and go back to 
sleep. Once again, I focused on my arm. It moved more easily this 
time, off the cushion and towards my face. I needed several 
attempts before reaching my goal, but something was in the way. 

Even as a dull ache started to develop in the muscles of my 
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upper arm, I blindly examined the barricade with my fingers. The 
object was a collection of hard cylinders, like many pieces of small 
pipe aimed in random directions a few inches above my face. 
Unlike pipes, they did not seem to have any openings. One side 
seemed joined to a flexible mounting, and the other ends, the 
parts nearest my face, tapered to blunt points, all of which felt 
slightly warm and vibrating with a faint, drill-like hum.  

For the first time, real fear was beginning to settle over me, 
giving me the push needed to overcome the stiffness in my limbs. 
Frantic, but still working with excruciating slowness, I fought 
against each mysterious cylinder and my own lethargy. In 
another circumstance, this would have been an easy task. The 
armatures were rigid, but moved freely in what seemed like wide 
motions. I pictured those long-armed lamps usually found over 
drafting tables. 

By the time I pushed away the last device, I thought my arms 
were about to fall off. With it gone, I began to feel better almost 
immediately. The incredible, desperate tiredness started to fade, as 
well as the numbness. It was like swallowing a big cup of coffee 
in one gulp. 

Then I opened my eyes. . . . 
Had I been able, I would have jumped. The sight above me 

looked like something from one of those disaster movies. Besides 
the cylinders I had already moved, there was an entire array of . . . 
things . . . suspended overhead. Many more cylinders of various 
sizes were included in this upside down, miniature mechanical 
forest. Some of them had glowing tips, others ended in big, 
smooth balls, and all of them were made from some orange-
yellow metal. There were also clear plates mixed in among the 
cylinders, all with tiny spider-veins of nearly microscopic wires. 
There was one long pole, ending in a cube bristled with metal 
fins, aimed directly at my pelvic region. This did not make me 
feel at all secure, nor did the much larger matching brick 
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suspended only microns above my chest. Everything seemed to 
hang from movable arms, ironically not at all unlike those lamp 
arms that I pictured earlier. None of it came into direct contact 
with my flesh and all of it was mounted to a featureless block, 
same size as the table. I could see only darkness beyond the array. 

The cushion I had been sleeping on was indeed contoured. 
Now I could see where some of it rose up beside my face. It was 
dingy white and had no visible texture of any kind, and wrapped 
so closely that I could not turn my head in any direction except to 
point my chin towards my feet. As expected, I was naked, but 
otherwise, I appeared unhurt with no bandages, no scars and no 
restraints. There was also a blissful absence of any further appara-
tus beyond my immediate area. I almost expected to see tables 
covered with medieval torture devices, or dental equipment. 

My muscles were growing stronger, but I hesitated before 
rising. Obviously, things were amiss, and I assumed quite sinister. 
Someone might be close by, someone who had put me in this 
ghastly position and wished me harm. I certainly was in no hurry 
to meet that person or draw attention to myself by climbing out 
of what I now felt certain was some kind of mad-scientist’s work 
table. 

The phrase “mad-scientist” seemed too bizarre to take seri-
ously and I almost laughed. After all, I hadn’t wrecked my car on 
Gilligan’s Island. I seriously doubted that central Illinois had many 
scientists at all, mad or otherwise.  

Wherever I was, I reasoned, must not be too threatening or 
else I would be secured to this table. That thought gave me the 
courage to try rising. Doing so was not easy. My legs were in the 
same comfy depressions as was my head, and there were too 
many things hanging closely above to sit up. Twisting in the 
formed bed, I rolled onto my side. I reached with my right arm 
and felt the edge of the table, and pulled myself to the side. 

I carefully gazed over the edge. There was little to see. I faced 
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a plain wall of the same yellow-orange metal that flowed seam-
lessly to the matching floor and ceiling. If it had not been for the 
subtle change in the deep shadows, I would not have been able to 
tell where one ended and another began. At least there was no 
sign of anyone else around. 

Stronger now, and more confident, I heaved myself forward 
and rolled off the table. 

As I had suspected, the floor was indeed metal. It was also 
harder and farther away than estimated. I yelped upon landing, 
but quickly swallowed the sound. Lights had come on as soon as I 
touched down. Lying motionless, I dared not breathe for several 
moments. The opposite end of the room was visible from under 
the table, but the sudden illumination, stinging my dilated pupils, 
made study difficult. 

After a time, my eyes adjusted and there still did not seem to 
be anyone around. Perhaps the lights were sensitive to movement 
or activated in response to pressure on the floor. This was only a 
guess, but by now, I was convinced that it had been automatic 
and not the result of another person. I decided it was time to 
figure out exactly what was going on. 

I stood, feeling increasingly embarrassed by my nakedness. I 
put that out of my head and looked around. Most of the room, 
which was not at all large, was empty except for the table I had 
been on and two more. 

I felt a lump in my throat when I realized a second table also 
held an occupant. From this position, I could not see the person, 
only a man-shaped depression and the dim reflection of human 
skin in various suspended surfaces. The last table appeared empty. 

Once again, I was afraid to move. I stood there, watching the 
table for any sign of activity. There was no movement and not 
even breathing could be heard. Whoever it is, I reasoned, would 
probably be in the same situation as I had been and therefore, not 
likely a threat. However, the whole situation was too strange to 
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rely on reason. 
Eventually, my feet on the cold metal floor began to ache. 

That, combined with the discomfort of my own nakedness, 
compelled me to action. Of course, I was curious as to who might 
be on the other table, but I was also terrified. Already, a new 
scenario was forming in my head, a simple answer that would 
explain everything, but it was so fantastic that I scarcely dared to 
give that idea the credibility it deserved.  

I stepped forward slowly, soundlessly, examining the entire 
room as I went. There was little to see besides the three beds. 
There was no evidence of any doors or windows. The walls, floor 
and ceiling all looked as though stamped from a single sheet of 
the strange material. Even the two poles that supported the foot of 
each bed, or table, or whatever, seemed to bleed from one surface 
to another as if joined since the moment of creation.  

As I neared the middle bed, I saw a man . . . sleeping. Even 
unconscious, he looked capable of impersonating any Greek god 
one could name. He was maybe twenty years old, broad shoul-
ders, muscular arms, tight chest and stomach, impossibly thin 
waist and legs like tree trunks. I had half expected to find the cop 
whose car I had hit, but this was clearly someone else. The cop 
had been in his late twenties with a military haircut, beard and a 
dark tan. This guy had a smooth face, as if he had shaved only 
minutes ago, while his hair was shaggy and his skin as pale as my 
own. 

I wondered if I should try to wake him, but I decided to wait. 
Maybe I should look around first and spare him the same con-
fusion troubling me. However, I didn’t really expect the situation 
to improve with time. 

From this new vantage point, I could see a heap of fabric in 
the farthest corner of the room, a mound topped with blue denim 
and dingy white socks. I ran to the pile of clothing, nearly 
tripping over the third, empty bed. With considerable gratitude, I 
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riffled through the pile until I found my underwear. I slipped 
them on, followed by my socks and sweatshirt. I was so happy to 
have found my clothes that I failed to notice their poor fit until I 
buttoned-up my jeans. They were really loose and the belt pulled 
all the way to the last hole. Dumbfounded, I lifted my shirt and 
slapped at my own tummy.  

My spare tire was gone and the skin on my stomach and chest 
seemed tighter. I had not been this thin for more than twenty 
years. This was such a surprise that I could not stop thinking 
about it as I put on my shoes and coat. My wristwatch was the last 
of my things that I found. It wasn’t working, possibly a dead 
battery, but I put it on anyway. 

My cigarettes were still in the pocket and I considered that a 
small mercy. The growing sense of concern was welling in my 
chest, which did not hurt. I paused for a deep breath, held it, and 
exhaled slowly. There was no discomfort, no tightness, no 
wheezing. After more than twenty-five years of chain-smoking, 
all traces of the extensive damage I had inflicted on myself was 
gone. 

Now nearing panic, I tore open the package. Snapping a 
cigarette out of the pack with my lips, I felt my pockets for the 
lighter; coat pockets, pant pockets, nothing. Only car keys and 
some loose change. 

“Damn,” I swore aloud, jumping at the sound of my own 
voice. It had been like thunder in the small room, echoing off the 
smooth metal walls. No harm seemed to have come from the 
outburst, so I relaxed—as far as it was possible to relax under these 
circumstances. Looking down at the unlit cigarette in my lips, I 
decided to inspect the remaining clothes, which I assumed 
belonged to the mystery man. It was all ordinary, black socks, 
black briefs, black pants, and black shirt with a silver shield.  

I looked back at the man on the table and wondered how it 
could be possible. How had I lost thirty pounds in what felt like 
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only a few hours, and how had this other man aged ten years 
backwards? Despite the anxiety, I wondered about Leo. I hoped 
he had run away, spared from all of this. Even though he had 
been a housecat his entire life, ever since he was five weeks old, 
he would be better off on his own, scavenging through the 
stubble of the postharvest cornfields. What terrible things he’d 
suffer if he too were captured? 

Dropping to my knees, I dug through the rest of his clothes, 
not hoping to find anything in particular, but it was all I had to 
work with. When I found his sidearm, lying loose next to its 
holster, I was quite happily surprised. However, my heart sank a 
little when I inspected the gun—this was the first one I had ever 
held. Do I just point and shoot? Is there a cocking mechanism? Is 
it even loaded? Perhaps just holding it would give me some 
advantage. 

I went through all the cop’s pockets, hoping to find a light for 
the cigarette still dangling from my mouth. No luck. I found his 
wallet filled with a wad of cash, but nothing useful. Discouraged, 
I dumped everything on the floor except the weapon. 

“I guess I could at least cover him up,” I said to myself, 
prepared to spread his coat over the man’s bare pelvis. When I 
remembered the manner he had spoken to Leo and me back on 
the road, I tossed the coat back on the pile. 

Pacing the chamber, I contemplated the gun, a potentially 
lethal weapon, which was all but useless in my hands. If there was 
going to be a way out of this, I needed help. Since there was only 
one other person in the room, I had to find a way to revive the 
cop. His driver’s license had given me a name: Anthony Hubbard. 

The tables still looked as intimidating now as they had when I 
first awoke. As I approached the man’s bedside, I sat the gun next 
to his bare feet. I inspected the multitude of apparatus suspended 
from the ceiling. All of this seemed identical to those over the 
place where I had awoken. There was nothing at all under the 
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tables, which seemed odd. Since both of us were alive, certain 
biological functions must continue. There was no evidence of 
that in the table, nor any sign of catheterization. Nor was there 
any sign of life-support, no intravenous feeding or even a bottle 
of water. Nevertheless, I was neither thirsty nor hungry, nor 
feeling any need of a bathroom. After waking up, that is usually 
the first order of business, then a cigarette, and then coffee. 

From this small piece of deduction, I concluded that, either we 
had not been in this chamber long, or else this strange equipment 
must have done the unmentionable deeds, functioning in a way 
beyond my understanding. I was leaning towards the latter. 

Looking back to my table, I spied the thorn bush of cylinders 
that had been over my head, now pushed back and pointing in 
the air. That was when I actually started to recover, after moving 
those aside. Would moving those cylinders away from the cop do 
the same for him?  

Before touching anything, I took a close look at the things 
around his head and made a mental note of their positions in case 
something went wrong and I had to put them back. I didn’t 
know if I could have recognized a situation where that would be 
necessary. 

I bent the first rod so that it no longer pointed at Hubbard’s 
face, and watched. Nothing happened. I moved them all, but the 
result was the same. Only the slow rise and fall of his chest 
revealed he was not a corpse. 

The unlit cigarette was still in my mouth. I had failed to 
awaken the cop, but the effort had given me an idea—not an idea 
for rousing the man, but something much more urgent: fire. I 
returned to my table, to the place where my head had rested, and 
inspected the mysterious apparatus.  

The ends of each rod were warm, but none was anywhere 
near hot enough to soothe my craving. Just for the hell of it, I 
tried one. As expected, nothing happened. “Maybe if the ends 
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touch each other,” I hypothesized and forced two of the tips 
together. Still nothing. 

Bending in closer, I scrutinized the cylinders more closely. 
Like the array above, each device was unique, varying either in 
size or shape, or some other innocuous detail. Some of them 
glowed at the ends, while others had pulsing bands of light along 
the shaft. I yanked on the nearest rod, trying to break loose the 
orange-yellow skin, or even pull the entire thing from its moor-
ing. All I needed was a single spark. There was not so much as a 
hint of any kind of break in the metal; even the flexible joints 
seemed continuous like branches on a tree.  

“Freeze!” 
Even with my empty bladder, I nearly pissed when I heard the 

shout from behind. But my shock quickly coagulated into mere 
annoyance as my brain processed the event and formed a clear 
picture. 

I knew the next few minutes promised to be stressful. When 
this man and I had first met, even though that encounter lasted 
only a few minutes, I had immediately formed an intense dislike 
for him. I could only expect to build on that. 

“Okay,” I heard him say, struggling to sound commanding. 
“Okay, now turn around slowly . . . and keep your hands where I 
can see ‘em!” 

With a roll of my eyes, I took the unlit cigarette from my lips, 
which were beginning to cramp anyway, and turned with my 
hands raised.  

We stared at each other. Hubbard had obviously awoken and 
climbed from the table, still naked. He had found his gun where I 
left it and was now pointing it at me. I had to admire his presence 
of mind to do all this so quietly and his ability to be more 
concerned with apprehending a suspect rather than preoccupied 
by his obvious vulnerability. However, once again, I have to 
point out that for this guy, being naked was not necessarily a 
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disadvantage. In fact, the weapon was probably his least intimi-
dating piece of equipment—lucky bastard. 

 His mind was beginning to focus. Although his hands 
trembled only slightly, his eyes were continually diverting 
between me and scanning the surroundings. He struggled against 
revealing his confusion, though I could recognize it easily since I 
also shared it, possibly in a lesser degree. 

“What’s going on here?” he finally asked, his pretense of being 
in control wavering. His attention was beginning to focus more 
on the strangeness of the room than on me, and his aim lowered 
considerably.  

“I woke up here a few minutes ago, just like you did,” I said, 
trying to sound matter-of-fact. “That’s all I can tell you. I don’t 
know what’s going on.” 

Actually, I already had a pretty good idea what was going on. 
By this point, it was becoming increasingly obvious, but I was 
still unwilling to consciously accept it, even with all the 
indisputable clues. Things like this do not happen. Oh, sure, there 
are those stories you read while standing in a checkout line, and 
fallacious documentaries on late-night television. However, this 
was happening to me, perhaps the most ordinary person ever 
born. 

Hubbard studied me again, perhaps shaken by the sound of 
my voice. The gun was level with my heart once more. I could 
tell by the look in his eyes that his thoughts were on a path similar 
to mine.  

“Look,” I said, risking a more direct plea, “we can stand here 
for days, you can shoot me, or you can put the gun down, get 
dressed, and help me find a way out of here.” I pointed my 
cigarette at the heap of clothing. 

Something I said must have resonated in his sinewy head. 
Silently, he put the weapon down and began digging for his 
underwear: a tiny black number that barely accommodated his 
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masculinity. I rolled my eyes, remembering my first impression of 
the man. And if the truth be told, I was also more than a little 
jealous. Turning away to give him a sense of privacy, not that it 
mattered now, I heard him continuing to don his clothes, making 
little grunting noises as he went. He did not speak again until he 
finished dressing. 

“What is this?” I heard him ask. “Nothing fits right.” 
I offered no argument. His clothes certainly did not fit, much 

like my own experience, but in the complete opposite way. His 
shirt was drawn so tightly across his chest that exposed skin was 
visible through the gaps between buttons, and his sleeves looked 
like they had been painted on bare skin. His pants, though pulled 
up to the waist, clearly had no chance of being zipped, as the two 
halves of the top snap were each against an opposite hip, revealing 
a triangle of black cotton stretched to its breaking point. If it were 
not for the belt, now husbanding the weapon once more, he 
would probably not be able to keep the pants on at all. 

“Yeah, mine too,” I said, pulling my waist out with my thumb 
to display the excessive amount of available space. “I think I’ve 
lost about thirty pounds. How old do I look?” 

Taken aback by the question, his expression changed briefly 
from confusion to something closer to disgust as he considered. “I 
don’t know,” he mumbled, “twenty, twenty-one.” 

“I thought so,” at least there might yet be some benefit to this 
whole ordeal. “I’m actually forty two.” 

“What does it mean? Where the hell are we?” 
I shrugged. “Let’s look around. There has got to be a way out 

of here. Look for some kind of switch or control.” 
Hubbard nodded compliantly and started feeling the appar-

ently seamless walls. Every footstep echoed around the metal box 
of a room. Our breathing reverberated off the shiny surfaces like 
the whine of machinery. Even his fingers, sliding gently over the 
walls, were amplified to the sound of a power tool. Otherwise, 
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there were no sounds at all. Even the beds and the obvious bits of 
technology they housed were quiet.  

I inspected the tables, looking for something resembling 
controls. There was nothing to find; no buttons or switches; not 
even a variation of a USB port. At a glance, all three slabs ap-
peared identical, but there had been only two . . . occupants. I 
wondered briefly about the third. Perhaps, I could find some 
reason why it was vacant, giving me a clue as to what these were 
meant to do.  

As I approached the third bed, I realized my initial assessment 
had been incorrect; they were not all the same. This one lacked 
the series of pointy rods that had surrounded our heads. In their 
absence, the mechanics reached out from their mooring and 
plunged into a metal dome. 

“Hey,” I whispered, “come look at this.” 
The cop moved closer, slowly. He must have detected the 

unease in my voice, even shared it. He drew his weapon. 
“What do you think that is?” 
Of course, I had no way to be certain, but judging by the size 

and an evaluation of what seemed like recent events, I had a hope. 
My lungs stalled as I considered the possibility. My heart swelled 
to three times its normal size and a lump rose into my throat. Had 
I been prone to such behavior, I would have said a little prayer.  

“Let’s find out,” I said, and heaved up on the dome. 
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