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The Briefing

 


 


“I’m going to make this brief,” announced Dr.
Suzanne Sawyer as she strode into the conference room. The heels of
her shoes, which had clicked like a metronome on the tile floor of
the hallway, were silenced by the conference room’s carpet. “We
have plenty of work to do before the next test at noon
tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?!” was the initial collective
exclamation of the people—the five members of her project
team—seated around a long table in the room. What followed was a
cacophony of protests and excuses.

They had all dreaded this moment, though
they had been clearly anticipating it before Suzanne had even
entered the room. Soon they’d receive a formal reprimand for the
failure of the project’s most recent test. Up until that last test,
they each had their individual doubts that the project’s objective
was even remotely possible. The test, though deemed a failure by
the powers that be, was the closest they had come to success. One
small step for mankind, but a giant step for them.

“Will you please let me explain?” Suzanne
groaned and brushed a few strands of blonde hair away from her eyes
before trying to continue diplomatically, “Look, this is Dr.
Hargrove’s decision. Not mine. It’s his—”

“This is bullshit!” interrupted the youngest
member of the team. Darren Wells, only a few years removed from
graduate school, looked like the stereotypical ex-computer hacker
turned software engineer. Overweight with stringy dark hair, he
wore a faded pair of blue jeans and an old, untucked superhero
T-shirt. “You just don’t want to be shown up by any of Hargrove’s
other research teams. You’re the one who’s pushing us, giving us
these impossible deadlines.”

“We are not in competition with any other
team. They have their own projects, and we have his most
important.”

“His most ridiculous.”

“Mr. Wells, you might be Dr. Hargrove’s
wonder-child, but I’m still in charge here. Maybe you should spend
less time complaining and more time debugging your inadequate
control program. When we couldn’t shut down last time, could it
have been because of some glitch on your part?”

Immediately shutting his mouth, Darren
slouched in his seat.

“With all due respect, Suzanne, I don’t
think we’re prepared for another test so soon. Our last one was
Monday—three days ago.” The comment came from Dr. Jessica Nesbitt,
a respected physician who, after twenty years of practicing
medicine, entered a post-doctorate program in cellular biology only
to be scooped up by Hargrove prior to the first test two months
earlier.

“Oh, and what do you need to be ready for?”
snapped Suzanne, knowing all too well what Jessica’s role was, it
having been her own before she had been promoted to project
manager. “Your job is to examine the specimen after the test and
see how its cells function. You have nothing to prep for. It’s not
like you’ve had to do anything else yet.”

How dare Suzanne talk to her like that,
thought Jessica as she scratched her gray-streaked dark hair. She
was twenty years Suzanne’s elder, and none of the previous
unsuccessful attempts were directly or even indirectly her fault.
Before she could say anything in her own defense, the other woman
in the room spoke.

“Suzanne?” The woman with short, curly red
hair cleared her throat and spoke in a raspy voice. “I’m assuming
we will still be using a plant as our specimen.”

“Yes, Michelle.” Suzanne released a quiet
sigh of frustration.

Michelle Payne had been Dr. Hargrove’s
ethics officer for a few years. Back then, some projects had drawn
criticism from animal rights groups, so Hargrove impulsively
created the position and hired Michelle straight from the most
vocal of those organizations. This probably wasn’t one of his
smartest moves, but everyone knew firing her could potentially make
already strained relationships worse.

“You are aware, Michelle, that Dr. Hargrove
will eventually be testing on animals.” Suzanne then reminded
everyone that their superior claimed one potential benefit of the
project was famine relief—making the transport of livestock to
affected regions much easier.

“Not until there is more than sufficient
evidence that the animal will not be harmed. Based on your most
recent tests, you’re a long way from that moment. Do I have to
remind you what has happened to the plants in those tests? I will
not allow the same thing to happen to an animal.”

It was two months earlier that the chamber
and the control room were first deemed fully operational. After six
weeks of tests where nothing at all happened to the specimen
plants, the team’s previous three tests actually yielded results,
albeit not the desired ones. Their first test, which had occurred a
week and a half prior, resulted in the plant immediately bursting
into flames upon exposure to the chamber’s radiation and electric
field. In the following test, they had initiated the process but
were unable to stop it; they watched it progress for an hour on the
monitors in the control room until the plant was gone, never to be
seen again. Earlier that week, however, there was some sort of
surge, and the plant vanished almost instantly, leaving them with
only a pot full of soil. Their current goal was to reproduce that
middle test as closely as possible without losing the plant.

“The failures are no fault of mine,” spoke a
man with a thick German accent and white frizzy hair. “The
radioactivity from the selected isotopes behaved as expected in the
electric field. Ultimately, the experiment accomplished what it was
intended to do.”

Suzanne rolled her eyes. Another country
heard from, she thought. Why did the Einstein-wannabe always have
to be so damned paranoid and defensive about everything? “Then
there shouldn’t be a problem with tomorrow’s test,” she snapped.
“Right, Niels?”

Dr. Niels Ulrich was originally a professor
of particle physics at Stanford University and had been so for over
thirty years. Almost immediately after announcing his retirement,
he received a telephone call from Dr. Hargrove explaining the
project and offering a position with a handsome salary. Being a
former student of Ulrich’s, Hargrove could not think of a more
eminent mind in the field. It was Ulrich’s modifications of
Hargrove’s initial theories that pushed the team closer and closer
to their goal. Suzanne Sawyer might have been the project manager,
but Niels Ulrich was definitely the genius of the organization. If
anyone truly deserved the credit for the project’s success, it
would be Niels, and thus it would become the biggest contribution
to science of his long and distinguished career.

“We think we know what happened last time,”
said Keith Driscoll, the team’s electrical engineer. He was a tall,
handsome man in his mid-thirties, somewhat well-built with brown
hair and dark, brooding eyes. “There was a power surge at the
moment of initiation. Fried a slew of capacitors in the
system.”

Suzanne folded her arms in front of her and
asked, “And have they all been replaced?”

“Working on it.”

“You have until noon tomorrow. Actually, you
have until ten-thirty tomorrow. I want you out before the specimen
is set.”

After politely raising a hand, Jessica said,
“Since I am the one who will be taking a sample before and studying
it after, I feel I should place the specimen instead of merely
sitting around and waiting in my lab. Suzanne, aren’t your
interests better served in the control room supervising? Aren’t we
in agreement that the problems we have stem from the apparatus and
not from the placement of the specimen?”

Suzanne glared at the elder doctor. “But
Jessica, you should not be sitting around waiting. You need to make
complete measurements of the plant before it can be taken. You will
be busy all morning, and when I take it, you’ll be starting your
cellular analysis of a cutting from the plant.”

“It’s not an inconvenient walk from the
bio-lab to the chamber.”

Suzanne snapped back, “I don’t want to waste
any time, and I want to be sure everything is done properly.
Tomorrow is Friday, and I’m sure none of us wants to stay into the
night analyzing another botched experiment.”

“I insist that I be there,” said Michelle.
“How do I know that you won’t secretly place a lab mouse or any
other animal inside with the plant? You wouldn’t want me to have to
file a report, would you?”

“Is that an ultimatum?” Suzanne again
brushed some hair out of her face as she glowered at Michelle. “If
you must be that procedurally obsessive, then you can put it in
there yourself like you usually do.” She watched Michelle squint
her eyes and put her hand on her temple as if she had a headache.
Suzanne quickly interpreted the gesture as an indication that
Michelle didn’t want to touch the plant. “I plan to have the
specimen in the chamber one hour before the initiation sequence.
The countdown procedures are all fixed, right Darren?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Darren flitted his fingers at
her. “Door controls, radiation shields, everything in the final ten
minutes programmed fine.”

“And it won’t start five minutes late like
last time? Has the computer’s internal clock been fixed?”

He nodded and then turned away.

“Maybe we should lower the exposure rate
this time,” suggested Keith.

“There is nothing wrong with the radiation
rate,” growled Niels. “Full exposure is necessary.”

“That’s great, Niels,” said Suzanne
patronizingly as she glanced at her gold wristwatch. “I expect
tomorrow’s test to run smoothly. Dr. Hargrove will be making a
personal appearance, so everyone should be here by eight
o’clock.”

“Eight o’clock!” Darren threw his arms back.
“As in eight a.m.? Jeez!”

“No further discussion. Be here by eight,
and that’s final.” With that, she left the room, the sound of her
clicking heels trailing off into the distance.

“Why do I waste my time with this?” Jessica
removed her eyeglasses and placed them on the conference table.
“I’ve been considering tendering my resignation. I was promised a
position in cutting-edge biotechnological research, but all I’ve
done is take cell sample after cell sample from those darn ferns.
Any graduate student could do that.”

“What made you change your mind?” asked
Keith. “About resigning?”

“The latest breakthroughs. I only wish there
had been cells left to analyze after the previous two tests.”

“We should have been celebrating. Instead,
Suzanne reprimands us for failure.” Niels ceased his tirade and
sighed. “Oh, it was a sight to behold.”

“I will say that I was skeptical about this
whole project since the beginning,” commented Michelle. “Completely
absurd, or so I thought.”

“You’re fortunate, though,” Jessica pointed
at her. “You at least get to check on Hargrove’s other research
teams instead of staying here all the time measuring ferns.”

“You think my job is better? Sometimes I
think I’m in a comic book or a bad sci-fi movie. You should see
some of the other harebrained schemes Hargrove is up to. What a
great waste of money around this building, if you ask me. At least
your team made some progress. You actually managed to shrink
something.”

“Yeah,” scoffed Darren. “Shrunk so small we
can’t find it anymore. Maybe it’s still shrinking. If I hadn’t seen
it with my own eyes, I’d think this project was a great big pile of
crap.”

Finding a way to reduce the size of organic
material sure sounded ridiculous when they were first assigned to
the project, as if Dr. Hargrove, the president, founder, and CEO of
HarTech were off his rocker. His motives seemed honorable when he
explained them, however. Worldwide famine could be relieved as
surplus foods could be reduced for easier transport and then
restored to original size at their destination. If they could focus
the effect and pinpoint particular cells, there was the medical
possibility of eradicating cancer and other tumors. Sure, there
were flights of fancy like a miniaturized team of surgeons
operating from inside the human body, but Dr. Hargrove and Niels
theorized effective reduction to so small a size was completely
impossible and best left for the storytellers.

But what they had built—a shrinking chamber,
for lack of a more concise way to state it—was straight out of
science fiction and perhaps into science fact. The original project
manager resigned when Hargrove insisted they had results by a
specific date, and Suzanne Sawyer somehow slithered into the
position. At the time, her initial role on the team was somewhat
superfluous—no need studying test specimens before the apparatus
was anywhere near built. She had been transferred in from another
project and actually had seniority over the rest of the group. A
few of the team members contemplated quitting along with their
former manager, especially when they had learned Suzanne would be
his replacement, but they were all getting paid very well—at least
well enough to deal with Suzanne as their supervisor.

“It is not crap, as you so crassly say.”
Niels raised his bushy white eyebrows. “Cellular miniaturization is
possible.”

“Yeah, we know, Einstein.” Darren paused for
a brief moment and then burst into laughter. “Wouldn’t it be sweet
if we could shrink Suzanne instead?”

“I’m afraid that would be quite unethical,”
said Michelle. Then she cast a wry grin. “But a fun notion to
entertain.”

“Shrink her down to insect size.” Holding
his thumb and forefinger close together, Darren displayed how small
he meant. “Then I could debug her!” He quickly slammed his palm
down on the table, squashing an imaginary pest.

“Too small.” Michelle removed a small paper
packet from her pocket and tore it open while she spoke. “More like
mouse- or rabbit-sized. Then we can lock her in a little cage like
a lab animal. That would teach her.” She popped the two tablets of
pain reliever in her mouth and sipped from a glass of water in
front of her.

“What about you?” Darren turned to Jessica.
“How small would you like to see Suzanne?”

“I couldn’t.” Jessica shook her head. “It
isn’t right to talk like this. It’s disrespectful.”

“When was the last time she showed much
respect for you?” asked Michelle.

Jessica tried to maintain her composure by
putting her glasses back on her face, but she knew Michelle’s
comment rang true. Suzanne never showed any respect for her. Each
generation shows less and less respect for their elders, she
thought. Weren’t those values being taught anymore? “Child size,”
she said sternly. “About the size of a toddler, so I can teach her
a thing or two.”

“All right!” Darren clapped his hands.
“That’s three of us in agreement. Niels?”

Clutching the lapels of his lab coat, Niels
leaned forward. “The size of a proton. I am positive she would get
a charge out of that.”

“A proton?” groaned Darren. “What good is
that? We wouldn’t be able to see her squirm.”

“It was a pun, Junior. Positive. Charge. Or
do they not teach that at university?”

“This is all a joke, right?” Keith stood. “I
pray to God that’s all it is.”

“Chill out, dude.” Curling his mouth, Darren
looked around. “We’re just kidding. Jeez, I don’t think any of us
has the balls to actually go through with it.”

Jessica cleared her throat. “Darren, your
language is unprofessional.”

“The people in this room are
unprofessional.” Keith walked towards the door. “You can have
whatever opinions you want about Suzanne, but discussing them in
the open and joking about shrinking her is not the way to express
those opinions or avenge how she may have treated you.”

After Keith had slammed the door behind him,
the room fell silent until Darren spoke up. “Yeah, we’re wasting
our time. She’d still be a bitch no matter what size she was.”

“Maybe she’d become a bigger one,” added
Michelle. “To overcompensate for a smaller stature.”

By this time, Suzanne had returned to her
office. Sitting at a desk outside the door was the research team’s
secretary Audrey, a dark-haired, slim, twenty-something who looked
only a few years out of either secretarial school or, by her
measurements, possibly modeling school. She didn’t notice Suzanne’s
presence, or if she had, she ignored Suzanne and continued about
her business, which was filing her fingernails and chewing bubble
gum.

“Any of these messages important?” Without
looking at Audrey, Suzanne picked up a short stack of pink
while-you-were-out papers and flipped through them.

Audrey snapped her gum. “Dr. Hargrove
called. He, like, wanted to confirm the time of tomorrow’s
test.”

“It’s at noon.” Suzanne rolled her eyes.
“You should have known that. I dictated the memo to you.”

“Like, I forgot. Sorry, Dr. Sawyer.”

“You’re supposed to be on top of these
things, Audrey.” Suzanne opened the door to her office but turned
back. “And do some work around here for a change.”

Inside her office, Suzanne felt a slight
twinge of guilt for snapping at Audrey and treating her like an
infant. The girl was doing a fairly good job since Suzanne had
become manager. When Suzanne’s predecessor left HarTech, his
secretary resigned with him, so Dr. Hargrove specifically
transferred Audrey from somewhere else in the compound. Audrey’s
presence was somewhat threatening to Suzanne because, until her
arrival, Suzanne was clearly the most attractive female on the
team. How could she compete with Audrey’s youth?

Suzanne opened the double doors of a tall
wooden cabinet and hung her pristine white lab coat on a hook on
the inside of one of the doors. On the inside of the other door was
a full-sized mirror. Placing her hands on her already flat stomach
to hold it in and push her breasts forward, she eyed her
reflection. Even at thirty-four years old, she still had it. The
tight red business suit served to show her slender figure and ample
bosom. The hem of the skirt, which had been hidden by the long lab
coat, hung just above her knees, putting her long sleek legs on
display. Her body had to be perfect; any impurity would be
perceived as old age and obsolescence. As long as she had both her
brains and her looks, she was a force to be reckoned with in the
corporate world.

Staying in shape was no easy task, but it
was a necessity. With a Ph.D. in biochemistry, too many men she had
dated had been intimidated by her intelligence. She needed her
stunning looks to offset that and to keep them coming around. A
strict regimen of exercise and good eating kept her body firm, and
whenever she even glimpsed a stray gray, she’d remove it and re-dye
her long straight hair to keep it platinum blonde. She was sexy,
she told herself, far sexier than ditzy little Audrey.

Suzanne flipped through the messages from
Audrey and stopped on the final note. She stepped to her desk and
hit the speaker and speed-dial buttons on her phone, which beeped
several times and rang, until a scratchy voice said, “Hello?”

“Hello, Dad,” said Suzanne, talking towards
the phone.

“How’s my little girl?” chuckled her
father.

Irritated, Suzanne reached for the receiver
to keep the conversation less audible. “Dad, I’ve asked you not to
call me that. I’m in my thirties now.”

“But you’ll always be my little girl. Now
tell your father what’s bothering you.”

Suzanne dropped the stack of messages into
the trash. “Nothing’s bothering me.”

“Of course something’s bothering you. You
only return my calls when you’re stressed.”

“Same old stuff, Dad. Work.” Suzanne sat
back and reclined in her chair. “It’s not like I can tell you the
details, proprietary information, non-disclosure agreements, and
everything, but sometimes I get the feeling everyone is conspiring
against me. No one seems willing to put in that extra effort to
really make our project the success it could be.”

“Have you tried being nicer to them?”

“I’m their supervisor, not their friend.
I—”

“Even when giving orders, a little respect
goes a long way, little girl.”

“Now tell me again why I called you?”
Suzanne let out a little laugh.

“Because I’m the one person in the world who
knows what you really are on the inside. And that’s a sweet little
girl.”

“Whatever you say, Dad.” She rolled her
eyes.

“So when are you coming to visit with a
special man in your life—”

“There isn’t a special man in my life. No
time for one.” Suzanne interrupted before he could make a plea for
grandchildren. She had been raised an only child, growing up on
military bases while her father was an officer in the Army. After
her mother had died while Suzanne was in college, she taught
herself that all she needed was herself.

“You work too hard, you know that? Take some
time and slow down. You’ll visit soon, right?”

“Yes, Dad.” Suzanne groaned, and then
muttered, “I love you.”

As soon as she hung up, Suzanne rested her
elbows on her desk and buried her face in her hands. Maybe her
father was right, she told herself. Her predecessor was a complete
pushover, and he let the members of the team—herself included back
then—have too much control. Niels was too theoretical, Darren was
too lackadaisical, Jessica was too much of a know-it-all, and
Michelle was too self-righteous, so nothing was getting done. Once
she took over, there was actually some progress. Granted, there
were many failed tests, but recently they had managed to shrink
something. If it wasn’t for her, where would the team be now, she
asked herself. It wasn’t her job to befriend and coddle them; it
was her job to supervise and keep tabs on them. Whatever she was
doing, it had clearly inspired their intrinsic motivations to take
over, and the result was that the project was clearly on the verge
of success.

Despite how much she craved the recognition,
she knew she couldn’t take the full credit for it. It was their
work: Keith’s electrical engineering, Darren’s computer software,
Jessica’s biological analysis, and Niels’s theories come to
fruition. Only then would she try to become more like a friend,
hoping they would allow her to share the accolades.

She kicked off her shoes, for her feet were
aching. She firmly rubbed one foot and then the other, hoping the
little massage would soothe her enough. The shoes—three-inch
heels—provided her five-foot-nine frame with enough added height to
match Keith and Dr. Hargrove, the tallest men with whom she
interacted at work. She had to be on equal footing with them. Such
was the plight of the powerful female trying to stay ahead.

The door to her office abruptly opened,
followed by a voice saying, “Sorry to barge in like this.”

She looked up to see Keith standing by the
door. “You damned well better be.” Returning to the demeanor she
had during the meeting, Suzanne jumped to attention, grabbed a
stack of folders from her desk and placed them in a file cabinet
behind her. “What do you want?”

“I’ve got to finish a complete overhaul of
the circuitry tonight. When am I supposed to do that?” He closed
the door. “We had dinner plans.”

“Our plans are off.”

“Can I take a rain check?”

“There’ll be no rain check if you don’t fix
things. My ass is on the line, which means your ass is on the
line.”

He swaggered over to her. “I need a little
bit of motivation.” Sliding one hand under her arm, Keith pulled
Suzanne close to him, looked down into her eyes, and planted a hard
kiss on her lips.

After letting him have his way for a second
or two, Suzanne backed away and slapped him square across the
cheek. “Don’t you ever do that to me again!”

Keith tried to rub the stinging sensation
out of his face but was interrupted when Suzanne grabbed him by the
shoulders and pushed him onto her desk. This was her little game
with him. Like a cat, she pounced on top of him, unbuttoning his
shirt and dragging her sharp fingernails along his rugged
chest.

Suzanne loved the rush of being in control
of Keith’s ultimate workplace fantasy—having sex with the boss on
her desk. What he didn’t know is that she secretly loved it when he
took control. Just the fact that he had initiated their encounter
was enough to cause her heartbeat to start racing. She had to have
him, then and there. She held up her skirt and reached inside,
removing a pair of black lace panties. Pens, papers, and other
office supplies were knocked to the floor in the process.

Then she unbuckled his belt and pulled his
pants and briefs down to his knees, revealing that he was already
ready for her. She was already aroused from the power she held over
him—that they held over each other—so she straddled him and purred
as her body slowly engulfed him.

Undoing the buttons of her blouse, Keith
reached up and inside for her breasts; he loved the feel of them,
even when covered by the black, lacy fabric of her bra. He slid two
fingers underneath until he found a nipple, and when he squeezed it
gently, it stiffened. Just the sensation of this part of Suzanne’s
body was enough to send Keith over the edge, and he squealed in
pleasure.

Suzanne felt his body clench, so she stopped
her gyrations. As he went flaccid, she hopped off of him and
ordered, “Get out!”

“I…I’m…I’m sorry.” Keith sat up, knowing
there was no way he could muster up an adequate apology. He hung
his head low in embarrassment.

The buttons on her blouse already
refastened, Suzanne scooped up her panties and briskly stepped back
into them. “You were supposed to relieve my stress level, not add
to it.” Her mind recalled other sexual encounters with him over the
past month or so, many of them ending similarly premature. During
their clandestine relationship, he had rarely brought her anywhere
near a climax. “Where’d you learn to…? Never mind.”

Keith slid his pants back up to his waist.
“Suzanne, you’re so sexy, and we were on your desk, and you know
how doing it in here gets me so excited, and—”

“Well, you didn’t get me excited.”
She stood with her back to him, looking at a small mirror hanging
on the wall so she could straighten any hair that had fallen out of
place during their tussle. “Maybe if you were a little bigger, I’d
actually feel it inside me.” She stomped to the door, opened it,
and gestured for him to leave.

As soon as Keith stepped out of the office,
the door slammed behind him. She’d never change, he thought as he
saw Audrey watching him tuck his shirt back in his pants. “If I
were a little bigger,” he mumbled to himself as he walked away.
“Maybe if you were a little smaller instead.”

He froze in his tracks, grimaced, and then
shook his head in shame. Only minutes earlier he was condemning his
colleagues for imagining the same thing, and now he was thinking
it. He trudged down the hallway, cursing himself for being such a
hypocrite.
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The Test

 


 


The siren of an alarm pierced through Suzanne’s
head. Her eyes popped open, instantly reading the time:
six-fifteen. “Shit!” she shouted, jumping out of bed and dashing
into the bathroom.

Eight o’clock, she reminded herself, she
told her team to be at the compound by eight o’clock. Usually, her
alarm going off at six-fifteen would allow her enough time to take
a daily jog of a few miles, return home for a quick shower, and
still make it to work by nine. That was her error today, she
realized, as she forgot to adjust her alarm to make up for the
earlier starting hour at work. And God forbid she show up at the
compound even one second late after demanding her team be there
punctually. Any chance they had to criticize her they’d jump upon,
so she’d have to sacrifice her running. Hopefully, the break in her
exercise routine wouldn’t have that drastic an effect on her
physique.

In the shower, she quickly shaved her legs,
cursing each time she nicked herself with her razor. Finding
something to wear was a hassle. Most of her clothes were in the
dirty laundry hamper, which had filled up and overflowed during the
previous two weeks due to the countless hours spent at work on the
project. She settled for an ankle-length floral skirt—yellow with
light purple flowers—and a lavender sweater. Though she wasn’t
thrilled with the ensemble, at least it was color coordinated.

A glance at her gold wristwatch told her
that it was now seven o’clock. On a good day, her commute, though
usually an hour later, was about thirty-five minutes, but she had a
terrible feeling that this was not going to be a good day.

Sure enough, traffic was heavier than usual
due to an accident, so she turned off the highway and wove her way
through surface roads like a white lab mouse navigating a maze.
Driving into HarTech’s underground parking garage with only five
minutes to spare, she sprinted for the stairwell instead of the
elevator so as not to receive any further delays. Rather than run
up the stairs in heels, she took them off and dashed up the two
flights in her nylons. As soon as she was inside the foyer, she
paused to put the shoes back on—she had to present herself
professionally—and continued down the hallways until reaching her
sector of the compound and the finish line of her race. Maybe this
little run would make up for her forsaken morning exercise, she
rationalized.

The first place to make her presence known
was the control room where the main computer terminal running the
project was located. Darren was the one who most vehemently opposed
their eight o’clock starting time; naturally, he had to be the
first person upon which she checked.

He wasn’t there, nor was anyone else. She
scrutinized her watch, and sure enough, it was two minutes past
eight. “Wait until I find him,” she grumbled under her breath as
she marched out of the room.

She listed the other members of the team in
her head. Keith was most likely still finishing the circuitry
overhaul. Jessica was probably in the bio-lab with the plants.
Prone to wandering the halls, Niels could be anywhere ranting to
himself about quantum theory. If Michelle were even in that sector
of the compound, she’d be in the break room pouring herself a cup
of black coffee.

When Suzanne entered the room, she was
surprised to find not only Michelle there, but also the majority of
the project team with her. Jessica was seated at the table, sipping
her coffee and reading the newspaper; Niels was pacing the room,
mumbling to himself while holding a cup of tea; Keith was lying on
the sofa, fast asleep and snoring softly; Darren was the only one
missing.

“What the hell is this?” Suzanne’s hands
were on her hips, and her foot was tapping on the linoleum floor.
“It’s past eight o’clock? Why aren’t any of you working?”

They all froze and stared at her in
confusion. Even Keith, who was instantly awakened by her shrill
voice, appeared somewhat flustered.

Before anyone could answer, Darren entered
the room with a box of doughnuts. “Breakfast is here,” he said,
stopping in his tracks as soon as he caught a glimpse of Suzanne.
“Want one?” he asked meekly, his words garbled by globs of pastry
inside his mouth.

“Will someone please explain to me why we’re
all here instead of doing what we’re supposed to be doing?”

The five of them looked at each other with
some unspoken method to determine who’d answer. Jessica won—or
perhaps lost—the contest. “You don’t know?” she asked. “Suzanne, we
all arrived on time and received your memo.”

“My memo? What do you mean my
memo?”

Flipping through her clipboard, Michelle
opted to continue the explanation. “This one.” She handed Suzanne a
formal document: the alleged memo.

Snatching it out of Michelle’s hand, Suzanne
skimmed it. Sure enough, it was a memo from her explaining how Dr.
Hargrove had to reschedule his visit from noon until one o’clock,
so the test wouldn’t occur until that time. Then, at the bottom of
the paper was a reasonable facsimile of Suzanne’s signature.

She knew she didn’t write the memo. She had
no idea Hargrove was going to reschedule; this was the first she
had heard of it. She wanted to have the test at noon as planned so
they would finish debriefing early enough for her to leave on time.
Even if the test results were favorable, she was not planning on
staying late into the night. But now she had no choice in the
matter because, after all, Dr. Hargrove was the boss, so they all
had to respond to his every whim. Usually he wasn’t this flighty
though, often giving the common courtesy of at least a telephone
call.

“I work better on a full stomach.” Darren
removed his jacket to reveal a different superhero T-shirt. “I
figured you wouldn’t mind if we took a quick breakfast.”

“I gave the boy permission to go.” Niels
hobbled over to the table and took a jelly doughnut from the
box.

Yawning, Keith stood and stretched his arms.
“No big deal, Suzanne. We’ll get everything done long before the
test.”

Suzanne was too incensed with Hargrove to
lash out at Keith or any of the others, so she sternly gave her
final words: “Ten more minutes, and then back to work. I want the
specimen set by noon.”

She marched through the hallways towards her
office, brandishing the memo she had taken from Michelle. “Audrey!”
she called. “What’s the meaning of this?”

Anticipating this reaction, Audrey jumped up
and met Suzanne halfway down the hall. “I found this on my desk,
like, when I got here at seven-thirty.” She handed Suzanne a manila
envelope emblazoned with the words “Interdepartmental Mail” and a
single pre-printed label with Suzanne’s name on it. Inside was a
typed memo with Dr. Hargrove’s initials notifying her of the
schedule change. “I tried to give you a call on your cell,
but—”

“I did not get a call on my cell.”

“Yes you did, but you left it in your office
last night. I heard it ringing in there when I called you. I had to
take matters into my own hands.”

“So you wrote a memo from me and forged my
signature?”

“Yeah.” Audrey eagerly nodded her head and
smiled. “Pretty good job, don’t you think? I even got how you,
like, run the two n’s in Suzanne together—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, whatever.” Suzanne handed
the envelope back to her secretary but kept both memos. “Get Dr.
Hargrove on the line. I want to know why he’s postponing me.”

Audrey ran back to the desk and picked up
her telephone receiver as Suzanne went into the office. Moments
later, Suzanne’s office phone rang. It was Audrey informing her
that Dr. Hargrove’s secretary said that he wouldn’t be in the
office all morning, but he would be back in time for the test. The
day was off to a terrible start, thought Suzanne, hoping it
wouldn’t continue to get worse.

By eleven-thirty, Suzanne was in the bio-lab
asking, “Has Michelle already taken the plant to the chamber?”

“No,” replied Jessica, sitting at a counter
where there were a microscope and other related supplies. “Haven’t
seen her.”

Frustrated, Suzanne muttered to herself, “If
you want something done, gotta do it yourself.” Then she addressed
Jessica, “Which one is it today?”

Appearing too busy with her part of the
project, Jessica didn’t answer. She simply pointed at a fern on the
edge of the counter.

“Did you already take a cutting?”

“Yes. I’m preparing a slide now.” Jessica
continued about her business. “I’m sure it will look like plant
cells.”

“Would you expect anything else before the
test?” Suzanne cradled the plant under one arm, and some soil
spilled over the rim of the flowerpot and stained her lab coat.

“No,” sighed Jessica. In reality, the answer
was yes. She expected a heck of a lot more out of this job than
just looking at plant cells—she was doing that back in high school.
“Just bring this one back this time. Bigger, smaller, I don’t care,
just as long as I don’t have to spend the afternoon cleaning it off
the walls of the chamber.”

Suzanne was going to comment, but Jessica
had already pushed her glasses onto the top of her head so she
could examine the plant under the microscope. At least she was
doing her job, thought Suzanne as she left the room

Moments later, Suzanne, with plant in hand,
was standing outside the reduction chamber. Michelle was
approaching from the far end of the hallway. “Where were you?”
asked Suzanne. “You were supposed to get the fern from the—”

“Audrey had me held up signing some
paperwork.” Michelle removed a pen from atop her ear and then held
it to her clipboard, ready to start her interrogation. “Are you
bringing any live animals or animal tissue in there with you?”

Suzanne groaned, “No.”

“What’s in your pockets?”

“My pockets?” Suzanne was clearly growing
frustrated. “Why do you want to see what’s in my pockets?”

“Lab mice can fit in your pockets. I’m not
taking any chances, not after the last few tests.”

“Michelle, I assure you that the only
organic matter entering that chamber is this plant.” She held the
fern in front of Michelle’s face. “And of course, myself.”

“You’re going to empty your pockets, or I
will file a report to Dr. Hargrove. And several animal rights
organizations will get a copy too.”

“If you’re going to be like this, why didn’t
you get to the bio-lab on time to put the plant inside
yourself?”

Michelle glared at Suzanne and tapped her
pen on the clipboard. “It’s my job to observe and report, not to
participate. I think we’ve forgotten that in recent tests. Now
empty your pockets, please.”

Suzanne groaned and placed the fern down on
the floor. “Just take my frigging lab coat!” snapped Suzanne as she
removed the garment and flung it towards Michelle. “My skirt has no
pockets. Does that satisfy you, or do you need to frisk me?”

“That won’t be necessary.” Michelle cocked
an eyebrow while scribbling something on her paper. “Aren’t you
forgetting something?”

“What?” Suzanne was growing more
impatient.

“A radiation suit.” Michelle gestured to a
set of hooks on the wall where four yellow full-body suits with
head gear and small oxygen tanks hung.

Suzanne pressed a button on a control panel
by the door to the chamber. “I’m not putting one on for this. I’ll
be in and out.”

“Refusing a precautionary measure,” mumbled
Michelle, jotting more notes on the paper on her clipboard. Without
looking up, she added, “I hope the test is everything you want it
to be.”

A windowless door in the wall slowly slid
open, and Suzanne passed through into a small antechamber: the
radiation lock. Doors were located at opposite ends of the
rectangular room, one leading into the chamber and one leading back
to the hallway. Similar to an airlock, only one door could be open
at a time. The doors, especially the inner one, were made of lead
several inches thick and were strong enough to shield even the
supercharged radioactivity that Niels said was necessary for
organic miniaturization. Inside the radiation lock was a safety
shower and fire extinguisher for decontamination purposes, neither
of which had been used during Suzanne’s tenure there—an
accident-free record she could boast about.

The outer door closed silently, followed by
a fifteen second delay and finally, the opening of the inner door.
An influx of disinfected air wafted into Suzanne’s nostrils.
Cautiously, she stepped inside and then looked around the room. She
was both awestruck and intimidated by the capabilities of the
chamber, if it ever correctly did what it was intended to do. Here,
in this cylindrical room, twelve feet in diameter and fifteen feet
tall, the planet’s notions of matter were going to be forever
changed, and it filled her with pride just knowing that she was the
head of such a groundbreaking project. As she placed the fern on a
white pedestal in the center of the room, she looked up at the high
ceiling, feeling somewhat tiny in comparison to the chamber.

She turned to leave, but was annoyed to
discover the door had slid shut. If not for her acute sense of
direction, she wouldn’t even be able to find the location of the
door, since it matched with the faint silver reflective coating of
all the other walls. Approaching a control panel hidden beside the
door, she wondered why the doors had to be so quiet.

A red light told her that the outer door of
the radiation lock was ajar, thus preventing the inner door from
opening. A simple pressing of some buttons would alleviate the
situation. Suzanne waited a minute, but nothing happened. She knew
there was a delay between the opening of the doors, but not one
that long.

Another minute passed, and she grew
frustrated. “This isn’t funny,” she called over her shoulder. “Let
me out of here.”

After another minute, her frustration became
anger. The red light stayed on. She pounded on the door, one bang
between each of her words. “Let…me…out…now!”

She backed away from the door and growled at
the ceiling. “All right, I don’t know which one of you is behind
this, but I want out of here.”

A microphone and video camera had been
placed near the top of the room so they could watch and listen on a
video monitor in the control room. Unfortunately for Suzanne, the
control room was empty because Darren, Keith, and Niels were all at
lunch.

While pacing, she glanced at her watch,
which read almost ten minutes to twelve. Though it seemed like
hours, she couldn’t have been trapped in the chamber for more than
five minutes. Someone was playing a little practical joke on her,
and on any other day, she may have found it remotely humorous, but
not an hour before her supervisor was coming to check their
progress.

“Will someone get me the hell out of here?”
Her voice reverberated throughout the room, but only she heard
it.

The sterile air of the room was making her
lightheaded, so she dragged her feet to the wall, leaned against
it, and slid down it until she sat on the floor. Her face between
her knees, she placed her hands on the back of her neck. “They’re
probably all up there laughing at me right now,” she said out loud
to herself.

Suddenly, a faint humming could be heard.
She slowly raised her head and looked around. Softly at first,
almost inaudible, the sound steadily gained intensity, but she
couldn’t identify it. What is that noise, she wondered, crinkling
her forehead to try to focus on the familiar sound.

She sprang to her feet the instant she
recognized it from the control room above. It was the system
powering up as it did ten minutes before a test. She thrust her
wrist in front of her face to read her watch that had been
synchronized with the control computer earlier that week. Though
the time was only seconds after ten to twelve, the power-up
sequence had been initiated.

Her anger turned into anxiety as she
imagined how far they were going to take this tasteless prank.
Flailing her arms in the air, she hollered at the camera. “This
isn’t funny anymore! Hey, you jerks up there, get me out of
here!”

No response. She jumped to the control panel
and frantically pounded on the button, her finger then nervously
pressing it again and again without pause. She brought her cheek
against the wall, so her eyes could keep vigilant watch of the
light—the red light—the stupid red light that wouldn’t go off—the
damned red light that prevented her from escaping the room.

The humming grew louder and louder.
Suzanne’s anxiety became outright fear. What if this wasn’t a
joke? Sweat beaded on her brow and dripped down her arms.
What if this really was the test? Her screams for help
started echoing into an unending and deafening screech.

At that moment, Niels, Keith, and Darren
entered the control room laughing. Their lunchtime conversation
concerned a wager the three of them placed on the impending fate of
the fern this time. Then Niels abruptly shushed them.

“Chill out,” said Darren.

“Do you hear that?” asked Niels, detecting
the faint hum from the chamber.

“Yeah,” replied Keith. “It sounds like the
system powering itself up.”

Darren jumped into his seat and focused on
the computer monitor. “It is powering up. It’s not supposed to be
doin’ this for another hour.”

“It does not matter,” said Niels. “We run
the test early. Suzanne must have the specimen in there by
now.”

Keith’s eyes bulged when he glanced at the
video monitor of the chamber. “That’s not all she’s got in there.”
He turned to the others. “She’s in there too.”

After a split-second pause, the three men
adopted battle stations for the crisis. Darren was speedily typing
away at his computer terminal, Keith kneeled by the video monitor
and plugged a microphone into an audio jack near the video console,
and Niels hunched over him watching the screen.

“Suzanne?” a male voice bellowed from the
top of the chamber.

Her cheeks were streaked with mascara as
tears dripped down her face. “Keith?” she muttered to herself.
“Keith!” She hopped up and looked straight at the camera, waving
her arms around wildly and then cupping her hands in front of her
face to yell. “You’ve got to get me out of here!”

Up in the control room, Keith could barely
hear her over the ever-increasing hum. He pressed the talk button
on the microphone and spoke: “What are you doing in there?”

“I was setting the plant! Now get me out!
The radiation lock won’t open!”

Niels noticed a light on the console. “The
outer door to the lock is ajar.” He pressed the button to close it,
but nothing seemed to happen. “It will not close.”

“This is the real thing,” said Darren, still
striking the keyboard. “The computer thinks we’re doin’ the test
now.”

“What?!” Keith brought the microphone with
him as he slid to Darren’s side. “With Suzanne in there?”

Darren pointed at his screen. “The computer
thinks it’s seven minutes to one.”

“What did you do?”

“I didn’t do nothing! The time’s been fine
all week!”

“Well, can you abort the initiation
sequence? Or at least open the radiation lock?”

Darren punched a series of keys, but the
computer responded rudely with a series of beeps. “Jeez, this thing
won’t let me in. I’m friggin’ locked out.”

“How can you be locked out? You programmed
this.”

“I know. I ain’t ever seen this before. Some
serious shit happened.”

“Keith?” Suzanne’s voice was strained and
crackling as she tried to speak through her tears and over the roar
of the rapidly turning electric generators. “What’s happening?”

“We’re working on it, Suzanne. Trust me.” He
released the button of the microphone. “All right, what are our
options?”

“I hope I didn’t miss
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