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You know how it is: you're walking home late at night, staying in the yellow of the streetlights and the silver of the moonlight as much as possible, avoiding the dark shadows, trying to convince yourself you live in a safe neighborhood, listening for subtle noises that don't belong. 

Abruptly a cat appears on a fencepost or the low-hanging branch of a tree. It could be any color in daylight, but in the vague hues of night it's black. Its eyes shine as it stares at you, motionless except for the slight turning of its head as it follows your movements.

Why is it so intently watching you? What gives it such focused concentration?

*     *     *
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It all comes back to me now: the squeezing, the twisting, the terrifying moment when I think I might suffocate before I can draw a breath, the robust wail when the function of my lungs kicks in.

I feel exposed, vulnerable, and want to nestle in the comfort of the person who is purportedly my mother. Instead, I am bustled off to a cleaning station nearby, where I am wiped off and wrapped up.

In the distance I vaguely hear a conversation between the woman who bore me and a member of the hospital staff. I cannot catch the words, but I presume the woman is asking to hold me and the other is explaining why that's not possible at the moment.

Then another woman grabs me. I try to spot some identifying characteristics but all I can see is the underside of her chin. She's a slightly overweight white woman. Not much to go on.

It all becomes an overwhelming blur: ceilings, walls, furniture, instruments, people. I expected to be able to handle it but this is extreme sensory overload. Additionally, I am tired and hungry and miss my mother, even though she isn't really my mother. To stabilize myself and remain on top of the situation, I attempt to retrace the steps that brought me here.

*     *     *
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It was a summons to an interview just a few weeks before my forced retirement for medical reasons. I remember positing that if I did well on this assignment, they might put off the dismissal for a few more months. The prospect of having nothing to do to distract me as the disease within continued to ravage my body and I slid closer and closer to oblivion terrified me. When I found myself alone, I'd drink tequila and dwell on the things I used to do to remain effective on the job and with the women I used to know. There were some good women too, some of whom I'd stayed with for years, but I'd never taken the ultimate step of committing myself and going the distance. I'd look back at the good times, at the crux moments, the points of decision, and wonder what would have happened if I had done differently...

There would be no end to it. That path led to madness.

So I shaved, showered, and put on clothes that were less frayed than I usually wore. I even postponed taking the first painkiller of the day, thinking that the abstinence might increase my lucidity. That resolve lasted all the way to the subway, where I was forced to down one dry before the agony erupting from my stomach threatened to incapacitate me.

By the time I reached the chief's office, the opiate had reached full effect. The first time I had taken the drugs, I had soared high and fully understood how people became addicts; now, they just barely kept me on the edge of normalcy.

The chief sat behind her desk: pensive, concerned. Dark hair had broken free from the knot behind her neck and formed corkscrews on her forehead and cheeks. Her brows formed worry-furrows. She'd obviously either risen early or been up all night.

Another woman dressed in a dark blue pant-suit sat in a chair against the wall. She appeared to be in her early to mid thirties, of Eastern European origins, perhaps; she had long chestnut-colored hair, large light brown eyes, a small nose, thin lips; she was of medium height, lithe, and tanned. She sat calmly and dispassionately, one leg crossed over the other.

She was obviously an agency professional, though of which department I was uncertain.

The lights of the security cameras in the corners of the ceiling were off. So was the overhead fixture. Two lamps, one on the chief's desk and another standing near a bookshelf, created harsh contrasts of light and shadow.

I looked from one woman to the other.

The chief nodded towards a chair facing her desk.

I sat.

"How are you?" she said.

I appreciated the gesture, but what does one say? I have a disease eating me up from the inside out. I have to rely on a constant input of drugs to take away the pain. I can't sleep at night. I see my death on the horizon and I fear it.

Instead, I merely grunted noncommittally.

"Something's come up," she said. "Something dangerous and unorthodox. I think you'd be perfect for it. But I understand if you don't want to take on anything right now."

The alternative was the prospect of waiting in my apartment for the Grim Reaper to arrive.

"Tell me."

"It concerns the recent rash of kidnappings of newborns from certain hospital maternity wards in California."

"So?"

"We think it's them." 

Whenever someone said they or them like she did, the implication was the aliens that had landed in the southwestern United States, northern and southern Africa, the Middle East, central Asia, and Australia. For some reason they preferred the deserts. Go figure. We knew very little about them.

"What the hell would they do with human babies?"

"Who knows? Maybe they study them. Maybe they eat them. The prevailing view is that they plan to indoctrinate them and use them as spies or weapons."

"That would take decades."

"They show no signs of going anywhere." 

They had arrived; they had set up encampments; they had made no effort at advancement or communication. They had staked out a few thousand square miles of arid sand on several continents and had resisted all attempts at dislodgement. 

"But we think they may be speeding up the growth process of their captives using advanced cloning techniques," the chief continued.

"What would make you think that?"

"Because we're experimenting with the same techniques ourselves."

I didn't respond; nobody had to remind anyone how illegal human cloning was.

"Have you considered that the kidnappings could be perpetrated by a human trafficking ring?"

"Yes. It's possible, but we don't think so."

I felt a stab of pain, and winced. "Can I have a glass of water?"

The woman sitting to the side brought it to me and returned to her seat.

"Thanks," I said, and washed down a couple of pills. And after a moment, "How can I help you?"

"We want you to find out who is taking the babies, and if it's the aliens, we want to know why."

I winced as a muffled twinge ripped through my stomach before the medication took over. "You do realize, don't you, that the doctor's given me six months maximum."

"Yes. That's one reason we chose you."

No one who had clandestinely tried to penetrate their defenses had ever succeeded. Most wandered aimlessly in the deserts until they stumbled upon civilization or died.

"So that's it, is it? Due to my oncoming demise, I'm expendable, right?"

"Not exactly. Charlotte, help me out here."

"All right. Mr. Bradley..."

"Call me Hugh."

She smiled. "Hugh, I'm soon to become pregnant."

"Congratulations."

"Hmm. This will be a very special baby. In fact, it will be a clone."

I raised my eyebrows but didn't reply.

"It's been approved. Extreme circumstances call for extreme measures."

"No doubt. So who's the lucky donor?"

"You, if you approve."

"Ah." I sat there like an idiot, my mouth doubtlessly hanging open, while a wild storm of thoughts raged within.

In the end, I could come to no conclusions. "I don't get it. So what? It won't really be me."

The chief took over the conversation again. "It will. We'll upload your personality, including all your conscious and subconscious memories, into a state of the art AI medical/psychiatric unit, and then download it all into the fetus. It will have a special organic computer implant capable of storing it all and adapting its functional capabilities to the new body."

"That sounds like a load of scientific bullshit. Assuming it's true, what good would it do? I wouldn't be able to talk or walk or even move. How would I report?"

The chief nodded. "You'd be helpless for a while, but you'd have a one-time trigger implant. Once you obtain the information we need, or at least are in a position to do so, you'll be able to initiate a rapid growth reflex. Within hours you'll go through your early childhood stages and become an adolescent in the beginning stages of puberty."

Again a long silence; again the internal storm. Then, "Wouldn't that be traumatic?"

She didn't answer.

"Have the folks in lab coats tested all this?"

"Yes."

"And it works?"

"Yes."

"Has anyone tried it in the field?"

"Not yet."

"This is crazy."

"Maybe. You can refuse. You'll have to sign a nondisclosure form before you leave the office."

Another silence, then, "What would happen to my old body?"

"It's a one-way trip. We'd discard it. If I understand your medical condition correctly, it's not even useful for organ transplants."

I nodded towards the woman she'd called Charlotte. "And she'd be my mother?"

For the first time the chief smiled. "In a manner of speaking, yes."

"Who is she?"

"She's a computer technician from the local office."

"And we trust her?"

"Yes."

"She's a third my age, for Christ sake. And she's not from Brooklyn."

"I'm older than I look," said Charlotte, "and I'm from Queens - isn't that close enough? But that's hardly the point."

I said, "Okay, so suppose we do this. What are the odds that the kidnappers will go for this baby rather than the hundreds of thousands of others that are born around the world every day?"

The chief said, "We've compiled statistics. We've studied algorithms and patterns. We think we've cut the odds considerably, but we can only hope."

I shook my head. "I still don't see why I should agree to this. It's insane."

"Because," said the chief, "when it's over, if you get out alive, you get to keep the body."

*     *     *
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This interrogator is new: of indeterminate age, clean-shaven, fit, dressed in slacks, white shirt, and dark blue tie. Let's hope he's a shade more intelligent than my previous questioner, who sits to the side: face full of stubble, sleeves on his light blue shirt rolled up almost to the elbow, sweat popping out in little dribbles on forehead and neck.

Just above eye level a window is open, letting in the smothering heat and providing a narrow view of the clear blue sky outside.

A solid square table separates me from my captors. My shackled hands rest on the Formica.

"Tell me your name," says the new man.

"Hugh Bradley."

"And how old are you, Hugh?"

"Fourteen, I think."

"You're not sure?"

"No."

"Where are you from?"

"Brooklyn, New York."

"Then what are you doing here in the wilderness of southeastern California?"

"Look, I explained this all already. What I have to say is confidential. I need to report to..."

"Now don't start that again. We've contacted her and she's on her way. In the meantime, you need to come clean with us. Now, where were you and what were you doing?"

I remain silent.

My previous interrogator says, "You see? I told you he's stubborn. He wouldn't tell us anything."

The new one says, "Where are your parents?"

"They're dead."

"Any living relatives?"

"No."

"This is a problem
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