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DEDICATION











For my brother, Terry.

He was born exactly one year before me, but
until I was 12 years old, I didn’t know that he existed. I then
spent nearly fifty years wondering where he was, if he was okay,
and wishing I could meet him. What a blessing it was when he found
us in 2011! It was wonderful getting to know him, comparing notes
on schools we attended in Milwaukee, and realizing how unbelievable
it was that, at times, we grew up within a few miles of one
another.

Terry passed away on September 9, 2016.

Ironically unplanned, the underlying theme
of this book is even more significant to me now that he’s gone and,
after much introspection, I’ve finally come to realize why so many
of my novels deal with siblings. I’ve spent most of my life
mourning for a brother I did not know. And yet the real grieving
now begins. My heart is aching, and I’ll always wonder why…

Although 5 years was far too short, I’m so
very grateful for the time we had. I hope he knows how much he was
loved.

Rest in Peace, big Brother.
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Chapter 1






Diamonds and Ice
















Cold does not exist. This is a
well-known fact - a fundamental building block in physics and
thermodynamics. When you touch a piece of ice with your bare hand,
the sensation you feel is not the presence of cold, it is actually
the absence of heat. So say the physicists.

Well, I beg to differ.

I’ve felt a frigid, numbing cold. The
kind that’s icy, raw, and shuddering. It goes deep - all the way to
the marrow. This cold is silvery-white, piercingly painful, and can
stop your heart.

Call it what you will – this absence
of heat changed absolutely everything about my life.
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The day had started out normal enough.
Make the bed, brush my teeth, and hop in the shower. The water was
the perfect temperature, the soap silky, and the shampoo fragrant -
gardenia and vanilla. Lather, rinse, repeat. But hurry. I was
excited to get my day going; I’d come up with an awesome idea for
my next novel and couldn’t wait to start writing. Not being one of
those organized writers, more a seat of your pants type - and with
nothing but a vague idea, writing is the only way to find out where
the story might go.

There came a hollow silence when I
turned off the hissing water, reached through the slit in the
shiny-wet shower curtain, and grabbed my fluffy-soft towel.
Engulfed in the sweet scent of lavender while drying my face with
the giant blue terry cloth, I had to chuckle at myself. Yes, my
overly observant psyche was on hyper-drive. The very moment that
thought crossed my mind, a low-pitched sound rumbled, the curtain
whooshed inwards grabbing around my legs like wayward sticky
wallpaper, and a draft of cold air settled all around
me.

I shook my limbs free, finished drying
off, and wrapped myself in the towel. With all my attention still
focused on my newest story idea, I had barely acknowledged the odd
noise. So absorbed in fact, upon yanking the curtain open, all
brain function ceased and I couldn’t form one coherent thought for
several moments while surveying the illogical sight before
me.

My entire bathroom was
gone!

Not the type of gone where
the hot steam from the shower is thick with fog and you can’t see a
thing. And not the kind where your eyes have clouded over and
everything comes into focus after you blink away the haziness like
a blurry-eyed drunk. I mean like not
there at all - vanished into thin air - as
if it had never been there gone. Departed like the dead.
Disappeared. Harry Houdini gone.

No sink or toilet. No tile floor. No
mirror. No walls or ceiling! Everything in my view was white.
Stark, raving, Antarctica white.

A vast expanse of smooth, glassy ice
lay before me – polar-white mountains in the distance. Up above, a
winter sky – pale and threatening. No land vegetation, shrubs, or
trees. Only frozen water, ice, and snow. Like before time existed.
And I was instantly engulfed in the unequivocal absence of
heat.

It was so cold that my damp skin
frosted over and started looking like fragile porcelain. My eyes
stung, the tiny hairs in my nose hurt, and my teeth chattered. The
air exiting my lungs crystalized before my eyes and fell downward;
each tiny diamond-like droplet tinkling as it hit the tub. I now
knew what it felt like to be flash-frozen. Icy, pins and needles
numb.

A fleeting notion of closing the
curtain and turning on the warm water came to mind. But a
side-glance showed me that the faucet was already ice-clogged, the
last trickle a glittering stalactite. A quick glance down showed me
that the remaining bits of water in the tub had mingled with my
solidified exhalations, and my feet were now engulfed in sparkly
ice.

Several thoughts flashed through my
nearly frozen skull:

Everything
hurts…

It’s getting harder to
breathe…

I’m pretty sure I’m going
to die.

And then I passed out. Or dropped
dead. It’s hard to tell the difference when you’ve become a human
Popsicle.
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My next conscious thought came with
excruciating pain. Have you ever experienced a brain freeze? Yeah,
that. Except imagine it not only in your head, but your entire
body. Every – last – inch. Apparently, that’s what it feels like
when you thaw out.

I opened my eyes to an unfamiliar
room. And, I was shivering so badly that it felt like the entire
room was vibrating. But on the bright side, I was
breathing.

A glance around showed me I was lying
flat on some kind of hard table. From somewhere behind me came a
soft, beeping sound – which seemed to keep in time with my
breathing, or perhaps my heartbeat. Everything looked blue - the
ceiling, the walls, and whatever the strange plastic-like fabric
was that covered my body, and I detected the faint scent of
geranium. The spastic shuddering gradually eased up. Now and then a
jerky tremor would course through me, shaking me to the core, but
eventually that finally stopped too. I was still cold, but no
longer a frozen dessert. My fingertips and toes felt tingly, but my
nose and ears were hot. And when I fell back to sleep, I dreamed
that someone was soaking my hands and feet in warm, oily
water.

The next time I opened my eyes, the
room appeared yellow. Seriously. Attempting to turn my head to look
around was impossible due to the weird contraption that surrounded,
and appeared to be attached to my skull. It was then that I
realized I wasn’t able to move a muscle. Leather-like straps held
my legs and arms down, but I couldn’t actually see them since my
head was immobilized. The only thing I could move was my
eyeballs.

The ceiling radiated amber, as though
it was made entirely of glass with some sort of heat lamp glowing
behind it. Straining my eyes to see the room, I was able to make
out a pale yellow wall, but I couldn’t see how big or small the
area was. No amount of struggling enabled me to move, but the
longer I was trapped there, the more panic set in.

I was just about to start screaming,
when a deep, yet oddly calm voice boomed behind me. “It is highly
recommended that you make no attempt to move.”

“Where am I? Why am I tied
down like this?” I asked, nearly shouting.

“If you wish to live, you
must keep still,” the stoic voice advised.

Panic became an understatement. As my
heart rate increased, I hissed to myself, “Get a grip, Ripley. At
least they want you alive.”

But who the hell are
they?

I gritted my teeth to keep from
blurting out obscenities at the unseen entity behind me. The only
thing I could imagine was that I’d been abducted by aliens, and the
reason they were keeping me alive was to do ghoulish experiments.
My heart raced even faster and I began to
hyperventilate.

Apparently there was an IV in my left
arm, because at that very moment I felt the rush of something warm
and cozy streaming into my veins. And before I could open my mouth
to speak again, I was out.
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I can’t say for sure if what happened
next was real or a dream, but I watched the ceiling lights passing
above me, as though someone was pushing my table down a long,
narrow hallway. Turning into a small, warm room gave me a sense of
relief, as though I was home again and everything was back to
normal. The ceiling stopped moving and appeared to be alabaster,
the table under me was softer, and my restraints were gone. But
then it seemed like I was in and out of this dream for days,
sometimes waking in the yellow room, and sometimes in the blue
room, and sometimes with my hands and feet soaking in warm water.
Each time I began waking up, the warm cozy rushed into my veins
again. I have no idea how long this went on, but it seemed like
days, or maybe even weeks.

Finally, the day came when my eyes
stayed open for longer than a few moments. Although I was quite
sleepy, I forced myself to remain awake. Blinking and breathing
deeply, I slowly turned my head and gazed around, relieved that the
headgear was gone.

The space was like any ordinary
hospital room. To my left, a window with tan, vertical blinds –
shut tight, and a built in wardrobe. Just beyond the foot of the
bed, faint light shined out of a door that was slightly ajar. An
abstract painting hung on the wall, and I spotted a closed door to
my right.

My heart lurched in my chest when I
recalled my last conscious memory in the shower. And I remembered
being colder than I’d ever been in my life. Feeling my head for
obvious wounds, I found several tender indentations. Apparently the
headgear had been real. I glanced at my hands, noting that they
were slightly discolored and felt oily. Rubbing a thumb over each
sensitive fingertip told me they were probably healing from
frostbite.

I needed answers and searched for a
nurse call button, but found nothing. And oddly enough, there was
no television or phone either.

What kind of hospital is
this?

As I pondered my
inexplicable memories and current events, I began to wonder if my
legs were in working order after being immobile for so long.
How long? I
wondered.

Sitting up slowly, I flipped the cover
back and swung my legs over the edge of the mattress. Dizziness
gripped my head, along with a quick bout of nausea. I closed my
eyes for a few moments and clutched the bed beneath me until the
sensation passed. I flexed my calf muscles, but when I wiggled my
toes, they felt strangely disjointed from my feet. Everything else
seemed to be working. In slow motion, I slid off the bed and stood
erect. The floor was surprisingly warm on my bare feet, and there
was very little pain. So far, so good.

Moving was another story. The
continued vertigo caught me off guard, causing me to grab the side
rail of the bed and hang on until my vision refocused. My legs were
weak and unsteady, and I probably resembled a drunk reeling around
the room, but I was determined. Holding my arms out for balance, I
slowly staggered over to the window and pushed aside one of the
panels of heavy, stiff, tan fabric.

It was déjà vu all over again. Stark,
raving, Antarctica white. Nothing for miles but frozen water,
translucent ice and gleaming snow. Although this time, thank God,
there was a thick windowpane separating me from the indescribable
absence of heat. With a quick shiver, I let go of the panel and it
fell back into place with several soft, dull plunks.

Inching my way over to the doorway, I
stuck my head in and looked around. Other than the warm amber glow
coming from the clear ceiling, it was like any ordinary bathroom.
Shower, toilet, and sink with an abundance of towels and other
essentials.

When I caught a glimpse of myself in
the mirror, I actually jumped back. The horrific paleness of my
skin nearly matched the whites of my eyes, my normally bronze-red
hair looked like a muddy-brown; all tangled and knotted up, and my
once clear hazel eyes appeared faded and dull. My super-pale skin
made the tip of my nose stand out like a clown - bright red and
ridiculous looking. I resembled some kind of raving psychopath who
hadn’t had a decent grooming in ages. The only thing missing was
the wild, maniacal cackling, which I now felt welling up
uncontrollably the longer I stood there staring at my crazed
reflection. This situation was insane and just maybe, so was
I?

Turning away too fast, I stubbed my
toe on the heavy wooden chair beneath the framed artwork, and
loudly proclaimed my anguish.

“Shit! Shit!
Shit!”

Forced to pause for a moment while
waiting for the pain to ease, I stared at the painting. It was
ablaze with vivid colors, but I was positive that even if my eyes
weren’t watering, it would still be weird and appeared to have been
done by a child. With their feet.

While crossing over to the closed
door, it suddenly occurred to me that I probably shouldn’t open it
no matter how curious I was. A sudden flash of goosebumps reminded
me that I was wearing nothing but my birthday suit. I might be
certifiable, but not quite crazy enough to wander out into the
hallway bare-ass-naked.

I searched through the wardrobe and
found a light green linen hospital gown. It was huge, but would
have to do. Slipping into it was easy enough, but with tender
fingers, it was difficult to tie.

I didn’t normally appear in
public without at least fixing my hair, but this situation was far
from normal. Even though I looked hideous beyond belief, I really
wanted some answers. No, I needed
some answers. Someone must know
something.

I took a deep breath, squared my
shoulders, and headed back towards the door. Just as I reached for
the doorknob, it began to creak open.


Chapter 2



Bell Bottoms, Peeping Toms, and Robots




With a strangled gasp, I stumbled back
a few steps. A strange little woman stepped into the room and said,
“Good afternoon, Ripley. My name is Agatha. We are pleased to see
you awake.”

She was short, probably under five
foot tall, had an old fashioned, white nurse uniform on, right down
to the pixie cap they used to wear ages ago. Under the hat, her
glossy, black hair was pulled tight into a bun. No makeup, no
jewelry, no nametag, and no personality. Her movements were very
robot-like.

“We? Who is
we?” I asked, backing up
to the bed.

“We must check your vitals
now. Please take a seat.”

I sat on the edge of the
mattress, wondering if she always spoke that way, using the
term we when
referring to herself, or if there was someone else actually pleased
at my current wakeful condition. She rested a cold finger on my
wrist, and I couldn’t figure out how she was able to check my pulse
without a watch. She then put two fingers over my heart, and I
thought, where’s the stethoscope?
She put a cold palm on my forehead and stared at
my face with her never blinking, steely eyes. Not once did she
write anything down. Perhaps she really was a robot!

She then waved a hand over my head,
apparently inspecting the holes in my skull, checked my fingers and
toes, and said, “You are healing well, Ripley. All of your wounds
are repaired, your skin looks much better, and your functions have
normalized.”

“When can I see the
doctor?” I asked. “I have a million questions.”

“My information processing
system is programmed to interpret and execute every aspect of the
Asclepius Platform,” she announced. “You may interface with it
now.” At that point, she stood motionless, staring straight ahead,
apparently waiting for my questions. Luckily, I understood the term
Asclepius, but only because I’d used the word in one of my novels.
My research had shown me that Asclepius was a god of medicine in
ancient Greek religion and mythology, one of Apollo’s sons, and
also known as the ‘the Healer’. Chalk one up for Google.

Watching how completely still she
remained, I suddenly felt chilled, pulled the robe tighter, and
folded my arms across my chest. It didn’t help. Goosebumps raised
all the hair on my arms and the back of my neck, and in an uneasy
tone, I whispered, “What is this place?”

“You may direct questions
that pertain to your personal health and well-being to me; any
other inquiries must be addressed to the Warden.”

“The Warden?” I asked,
thinking I misheard her.

“Yes, the
Warden.”

“What are you talking
about; is this is a prison?” I stammered. “But I didn’t do anything
wrong! Why would I be in jail?”

“These are questions I
cannot answer,” the machinelike voice droned.

“Well who can answer them
then?” I screeched.

“All other inquiries must
be addressed to the Warden.”

“The Warden?” I repeated
again, still in shock.

“Yes, the
Warden.”

Her undeterred answers and fixed gaze
told me that this thing really was a robot!

“Well, I need to speak to
someone in charge!” I shouted, beginning to panic again. “How the
hell can I gain an audience with His Majesty?”

“I will relay the message
for you, Ripley. Thank you for your cooperation.” And with that she
turned and headed for the doorway. I reached out to grab her arm,
to stop her. Huge mistake. Really huge. Note to self: never touch a
robot.

I’d never seen or felt a Taser in my
life, but something told me that whatever electrical shock I’d just
encountered was probably a close cousin. The jolt flung me back
towards the bed and by the time I realized what had happened, she
was gone. I dragged myself back to the door, hoping to get some
more answers, but of course, it was locked.

With my hand still gripping the
doorknob, I shouted, “Locked? Locked?” And then I screamed at the
top of my lungs. “Whiskey – Tango – Foxtrot!”

Actually, if I’m being completely
honest, I did not use those hidden descriptors. I’ll admit it; I
yelled out the actual words. And the moment I did, a deep, male
voice came from somewhere near the ceiling, saying, “Please calm
down and get dressed. We will meet in fifteen minutes.”

I recognized the voice. It was the
same one who told me not to move when I was still locked in that
weird head stabilizer. Searching around, I finally spotted the
little speaker on the ceiling above the bed, stepped closer, and
roared, “Who the hell are you? And why am I locked in this frickin
room?”

“My name is Dorian. Trust
me; the lock is for your own protection, Ripley.”

“Protection? Protection
from who, the inmates?” Huffing in anger, I crossed my arms and
added, “I suppose you’re going to tell me that you’re the
Warden?”

“Please do enjoy a nice,
hot shower and get some clothes on. I will answer all of your
questions shortly.”

His calmness was irritating and I
grumbled, “For my own protection, my ass. And how do you know I’m
not dressed?”

Just before the speaker
switched off, I swear I heard a chuckle. Stomping into the
bathroom, I slammed the door behind me, still grumbling, “Who the
hell does he think he is, listening in on me anyway?” I looked up;
scouring the ceiling, thinking, there’s
probably a hidden camera in here too! And
I shouted, “You’re probably watching me right now, you perv!
What kind of place is this? George Orwell’s
version of Shawshank?”

After using the toilet, I
turned the faucet on and waited a moment for the water to warm up.
While waiting, it occurred to me that even though I hadn’t spoken
to anyone, they somehow knew my real name. I only used my real name
for my writing and only because my agent had talked me into it. I
despised my real name, but Babs had been positive it would be great
for publication purposes. I hated to admit it, but she was right.
However, that didn’t take away the childhood trauma I’d already
endured. “Thanks for nothin, mom and pop,” I hissed under my
breath. I realize that many kids grow up hating their name, but
seriously? Who names their kids after movie characters?
My misguided parents, that’s who!
So infatuated with the Alien movies; they named
me after the female lead, and my poor brother after the self-aware
android-robot, Bishop. Needless to say, the teasing was
endless.

Thinking again about robots
gave me a quick shiver, and I turned the shower on hoping to warm
the entire room. A glance into the mirror reminded me of my
hideousness, and I groaned, “Perfect. No wonder they think I’m a
criminal. Not only do I resemble a psychopath, I look like a
homeless one!” Continuing on in my righteous indignation, I yanked
the brush through my tangled hair. I had to at least
try to appear more
normal than I felt. Not an easy task for either
endeavor.

After a quick shower, I rummaged
through the wardrobe and found the only clothes that might fit;
although I use that term loosely. The pants and top reminded me of
the kind of crap my mother had worn back in the day. “You’ve got to
be kidding me!” I muttered, holding up the tie-dyed t-shirt and
bell-bottom jeans. “Now I’ll look like a homeless hippy!” After
donning the ridiculous 1960’s outfit, I slipped into a pair of
flip-flops. Thankfully, at least the shoes wouldn’t bother my sore
toes.

I leaned against the edge
of the bed to wait for my jailer
to show up, clasped my hands together, and
nervously tapped my foot. A faint buzz sounded outside of the door;
a moment later, a narrow window on the door slid open, and a plate
of food glided in as though on an invisible tray. Although it
smelled good, there were mounds of colorful, yet unfamiliar globs.
Uninterested in eating the unknown, I set it on the side table. By
the time I’d turned back toward the window, it was closed
again.

“That figures. No peeking
allowed,” I mumbled.

A voice boomed above my head, but
behind the gruffness, I detected suppressed amusement. “Perhaps if
you eat something, you won’t be so grumpy,” he
suggested.

I looked up at the speaker. “Where’s
the hidden camera, you jerk? I’m not eating a thing until I get
some answers. If you want to see me in a better mood, I suggest you
get your ass down here now!”

He laughed, and something in his tone
made me think he probably wasn’t a jerk. Determined to stay angry,
I folded my arms across my chest and plastered a frown on my face,
attempting to look pissed.

“Give me two more minutes,”
the voice said, sounding far too cheery.

“What are you so happy
about?” I snapped, wishing I could give him a swift punch in the
nose. “Get a good eyeful when I was showering?”

He cleared his throat and said, “No,
actually. There aren’t any cameras in the bathrooms.” He was quiet
for a second and then added, “However, when you first woke up and
stumbled around the room…”

My cheeks flushed instantly. At first
I wasn’t sure if I was more embarrassed or furious. I turned my
face down and gazed at the floor, coming to the conclusion that I
felt more self-conscious than angry. A moment later, I regained my
composure and barked, “So you admit to being a peeping
Tom?”

He chuckled and said, “It’s just part
of the job, Ripley. I’ll explain everything in a
moment.”

The door opened just as he finished
speaking, and he stepped in while tucking something into his
pocket. He was quite tall, probably close to 6’5”. And huge. Not in
a chubby way, but brawny. He reminded me of one of those guys who
lift weights and exercises constantly. Broad across the chest,
muscular arms, small waist. He had thick, blond hair that came to
his shoulders, trimmed nicely, a finely chiseled nose, a
square-jawed face, and deep blue eyes. Kind, eyes. He wasn’t what
I’d call cute, yet attractive and very masculine. He looked like he
hadn’t shaved in a few days, but the stubble looked good on him. He
was wearing jeans and a tight, black t-shirt which accentuated his
immense, tattooed arms. This man was not at all what I expected and
did not look like my preconceived idea of a warden.

He closed the door, stepped over to
the chair, picked it up, and swung it around as if it was light as
cardboard, setting it between the bed and the door. Before sitting,
he stretched out his hand toward me and said, “It’s nice to meet
you, Ripley Tremont. My name is Dorian Carpathian.”

His hand was warm and his grip
firm.

“You’re the all-knowing
warden?” I asked, wide-eyed and skeptical. “I would have thought
you were one of the inmates.” I found myself staring at his inked
up arms for several moments before blinking back to his
face.

His eyes lit up and he smiled,
revealing perfect, white teeth. He had a deep dimple on each cheek,
giving him a sort of happy little boy look. But the longer he held
the grin, the more I was reminded of the wolfish smile of Jeffrey
Dean Morgan. Quite unexpectedly I had to remind myself not to
swoon.

“Obviously, I’m not what
you imagined.” He sat down, and with a raised eyebrow, added, “But
what you see is what you get.”

I perched on the edge of the mattress,
pulling down my ridiculous t-shirt which was a tad too short. I
didn’t like my midriff showing, but then, this fellow had already
seen me in the buff. Thinking about it again, my anger flared and
my cheeks followed suit.

“I’m sorry if this is
making you uncomfortable,” he said, crossing his legs at the
ankles.

I glanced down at his brown, leather
boots for a moment, and then looked him in the eye. “I’m fine. So
tell me where the hell I am, and what the fuck is going on, Dorian
Carpathian!”

He tossed his head back and started
laughing. In between guffaws, he said, “You are possibly the most
outspoken, forthright female I’ve ever met, Ripley Tremont. And
you’re so funny. I don’t think I’ve laughed this much in
years!”

I was pissed off, and he was being
nice. I liked him immediately, but I certainly wasn’t about to
admit it. I crossed my arms over my chest again. “Whatever,” I
snarled. “I need some answers, and your robot-nurse wouldn’t give
me any. She said I needed to speak to you, Mr. Warden. Or whatever
the frick I’m supposed to call you.”

He chuckled again. “Well, first of
all, just Dorian is fine. And second of all, she’s not a nurse.
Agatha is our android physician. There is nothing she cannot handle
when it comes to medical issues.”

“Wonderful. I’m happy for
her. But where am I, how did I get here, and when can I go
home?”

Mirroring my pose, he crossed his arms
over his brawny chest and smiled. “Let’s start at the beginning,
shall we?

“Please!” I said, opening
my eyes wide.

He smiled again and said,
“You are currently a visitor
at the Argus-Panoptes, which is a penal colony
located on the planet Sandalia. Your presence here is due to a
mistake; a huge error by my calculations…and I’m sorry to say, my
brother’s fault. Darius and his team are the ones who transfer the
inmates here, and he insists that the Time-Vortex-Dome, although
locked on the correct Earth coordinates, apparently zeroed in on
the wrong year. We believe that the TVD then malfunctioned when it
came in contact with your wet bathtub, causing it to transport both
you and the tub
outside, instead of just teleporting you inside the
Panopticon.”

Rolling my eyes, and with much
contempt, I scoffed and said, “I suppose the Flux-Capacitor must
have malfunctioned as well.”

His frown lasted only a second, but
then his whole face lit up. “Oh, you refer to an ancient film that
was once popular on the home planet.”

“Ancient? The home planet?
You’re seriously trying to tell me that this is the freaking
future?”

“Precisely.” He raised a
speculative brow. “This is 2416.”

“Come on,” I said, shaking
my head in disbelief. “There’s no such thing as time travel, much
less interplanetary travel. Tell me what really happened, Just
Dorian.”

He smiled at me but ignored my
skepticism. “I must admit, I rather enjoyed it when you referred to
me as His Majesty.” He laughed again, unfolded his arms, and stood.
“But in all seriousness, Ripley, to answer your previous question.
It is unclear when you can go home. Until the malfunction on the
TVD is fixed, we cannot chance using it. As a matter of fact, we’ve
never sent anyone back. Argus-Panoptes is a maximum-security prison
for convicts who have life sentences. The Dome is used exclusively
to transport the offenders here. And here is where they
stay.”

“Even if all of this is
true, obviously there has to be a way for you and the rest of the
guards to get back home.” I stood up and put my hands on my hips.
“Right?”

“All of the guards are
Androids. My brother and I are the only non-Andys who work here.
But we live here too; this is our home.”

My head was swimming. Surely, this guy
was insane. “Why would you choose to live at a prison? That’s
crazy!” I said, scrunching up my face.

He sighed, but then explained, “I own
Argos. Darius and I built it, we run it, and we’re responsible for
it.”

“Even so. Don’t you want to
have a life outside of work?” I shook my head. “I don’t
understand.”

“Perhaps once you are
ready, I can give you a proper tour. I believe you’ll understand
when you see for yourself.”

“See what? The prison? I
don’t think I’m interested in seeing the inside of a correctional
institute. It sounds cold, depressing, and
claustrophobic.”

“Actually, I was referring
to the area where I live, but I suppose I could show you the guard
tower too.”

“Oh, well in that case, I’m
ready now. The robot-doctor said I’m all healed, and to be honest
with you, I’ve had enough of these four walls.”

Dorian smiled and nodded. He pulled a
long chain out from beneath his t-shirt, pressed several buttons on
the gold triangular object that hung at the end, and took me by my
hand. “If you wish,

your guided tour begins
now.”

“Wait a min…” I started to
say. But a moment later we were standing in an area with a myriad
of computer monitors, each section being observed by male versions
of Agatha. They all wore dark uniforms, all had slicked back, short
black hair, and their movements were quite robotic. Strangely
enough, not one of them even looked at us, almost as though we were
invisible to them. I turned around in a circle, feeling a bit
discombobulated.

“You’ll get used to our
mode of transportation. It’s only the first few times that makes
you feel weird.”

Blinking several times, I shook my
head and said, “If you say so.”

And a moment later, Dorian turned into
a genuine sounding tour-guide when he gave me all the information
anyone would ever want regarding his personal
brainchild.

“Argus is a Panopticon; a
circular prison with cells distributed around the central
surveillance station. At any given moment in time, the guards are
able to see each individual cell, and what the inmate is doing, and
yet, with the one-way mirrors, the prisoners cannot see in
here.”

He went on to give me statistics about
the number of inmates, how long the place had been operating, and
even how long it took to build.

I looked up and all around. We were in
what appeared to be a glass

guard tower, right in the middle of a
humongous circle. Each android-guard had a perfect view of every
cell in the direction in which he faced. It was pure
genius!

“So where’s the hospital,
or…wherever I was recuperating?” I asked.

“Part of the first floor is
set aside for the sick or dying,” he said, pointing down. “We have
an operating room and pharmacy as well, but only Agatha has access
to those areas. That floor is also where the inner workings are for
this entire facility; air quality control, computer systems,
heating units, and the like.”

I counted three levels of actual
cells, and above those nothing but cement. Shaking my head, I had
to ask, “So do you sleep in one of the cells too?”

Rolling his eyes, he said an emphatic,
“Hell no!” And then added, “I live in apartment one, Darius, in
apartment two; we each have approximately half of the upper-most
floors.”

I craned my head up, spotting nothing
but blank walls above the cells, and asked, “How do you get
there?”

“The only way to get there is with our
PTS; the personal teleport system.” He pulled out the golden
triangle and held it up and away from his body, the full length of
the chain. “There are no doors into our private quarters. We each
have our own codes, known only to us, and the system works either
by voice recognition or retina scan.”

“So there’s absolutely no
chance that one of the inmates or guards can access your private
space?” I asked.

“That would be an
aye-firmative,” he said with a wry grin.

“And so it begins.” I put
both hands on my hips and gave him a scowl.

“What?” He attempted to
look innocent, but couldn’t pull it off.

“The Alien movie
references. I have them memorized from all the not-so-witty
comebacks throughout my entire childhood.” I didn’t mention it, but
the teasing continued all through high school as

well, stopping only once I got to
college.

“Well, I meant you no harm.
His eyes lit up when he added, “I like your name.”

“You’re serious,” I stated,
studying his expression.

“Dead serious. I think your
parents were creative and unique. Imagine being named Dorian. Talk
about a foul name. At least your name comes from something cool.
I’m pretty sure mine is derived from a girl’s name.”

Shrugging, I sighed and said, “I guess
you’re right. It could have been worse; they could have named me
after one of the other characters - like Spunkmeyer.”

Dorian roared with laughter, so hard
and loud that it echoed off the round walls. I couldn’t get over
how easily he grasped my quirky sense of humor. Most people just
stared at me or rolled their eyes, as though I was unamusing or
trying too hard. I found him surprisingly refreshing and easy to
talk to.

We chatted while watching the monitors
over the heads of the android guards. From this distance, only the
silhouettes of the prisoners were visible; none of their faces were
clear. Wearing light orange prison outfits, some were sitting or
lying on their cots; some were on hardback chairs, reading, and
some of the cells appeared to be empty. While studying one of the
cells that I thought was unoccupied, it was plain to see how stark
the units were. With cement block walls and hard, cold, tile
floors, each one had a cot, one chair, and a table with a small
monitor. But just then a man appeared from behind a door and sat on
the cot, surprising me.

“Where did he just come
from?”

“The bathroom. Why do you
ask?” he said.

“So you really don’t have
cameras in the bathrooms?” I asked, not feeling
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