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Nancy had made the drive home hundreds of times, but she always feared that it might kill her. She worked out in the country. It was a one-hour commute—just one solid hour of driving until she reached the hospital. After eight hours of work looking after the patients, she left at midnight to endure the one-hour drive back home. With few other drivers on the road and only the sound of the radio to keep her company, Nancy’s problem wasn’t traffic or accidents, but staying awake.

Sometimes, as the thin yellow lines of the road divide slid beneath her car, her eyes closed for just a moment—sometimes two moments. Her eyes would snap open and she’d gasp in shock. Still, no matter how hard she gripped the steering wheel or how hard she tried to keep her eyes open, the soothing ride and relaxing oldies always lulled her back to sleep. She had considered pulling over and taking a nap, but sleeping by the side of the road was even riskier. Another driver, drowsy from staying up all night and listening to relaxing oldies, could drift over to the shoulder and plow straight into her car.

So, every night Nancy loaded up on coffee, turned up the music, and kept sharp. She opened the window so that the cold air would make her miserable, and she sang along to the radio as loud as she could. This timeworn strategy always got her home on time, without a single dent in her fender, so far.

Still, one warm November evening, Nancy turned up the radio only to find that her radio stations wouldn’t come in at all. She turned the tuning knob, trying to find a station—any station with loud music, but all that came through were some snippets of song drowned in a wash of static. Nancy had drunk half a quart of coffee before leaving the hospital, but her eyelids grew heavy. Nancy slapped herself and pinched her legs, but she barely felt it. Then sound of the engine faded into the background, and as she wound her way through the mountain roads, a new radio station came through, playing some easy-listening rock fusion from the 70’s.

Nancy kept her eye on the dotted line. Her heavy eyelids grew heavier, but she could still see the line. Her head drooped—it darted up again. She forcing her eyes open and tried to turn off the music, but it wouldn’t turn off. Nancy closed her eyes once more and opened them again. The road was still there. The dotted yellow line rushed towards her. If she could concentrate on the road, she would make it home again. Her eyes closed for only a moment...

When they opened again, Nancy was sitting on a plush red chair. The car, the road, and the music were all gone, replaced with a round, metal room with red carpet and a rectangular metal door.

“Wha...what happened? Am I dreaming?”

“Yes, Earth female, you are dreaming,” said a small, thrumming voice. “Please do not attempt to wake up. Simply accept that you are dreaming and all will be well.”

“But...but I want to wake up! I’m driving a car home. I can’t go to sleep. I could be in an accident! I have kids. I have a husband! I need to get home!”

“You will arrive at your home at the end of the dream,” the little voice said. “There is no need for concern.”

“Stop, stop it!” said another voice. “This is not a dream. Everything that you see is real.”

“Pay no attention to that other voice.”

“No, you idiot! You’ll upset her. Human can tell the difference between dreams and real life. You’re being dishonest. You must be honest with you subject. You must build trust.”

“Unnecessary, this Earth female will not remember enough to build trust.”

“It doesn’t matter if she doesn’t remember. Just practice.”

Nancy climbed out of the chair and ran to the door. “Let me out! Let me out!”

“Silence.”

“Help!” Nancy cried. “Please!”

“Come on, now. Reassure her.”

The little voice cleared its throat. “Do not be alarmed, Earth female. We mean you no harm. We are here to bring you a gift.”

“Please, I don’t want any gifts. I want to go home.”

“We will return you to your home after we bring you your gift.”

“That’s right, ma’am. We’ve brought you dinner!”

“Dinner? What dinner?”

“Please, follow the lit walkway.”

The lights dimmed and several tiny pinpricks of light formed a path leading under the door.

“Please, follow the path on the floor to your new destination,” the small voice said. “Any door that you approach will open automatically.”

Eager to leave the room, Nancy followed the lights. The door opened, and Nancy stepped into a white hallway, lined with what appeared to be fluorescent tubes. The red carpet still ran along the floor, and the lights led her onwards. The door at the end of the hall slid open. Inside the middle of the next room was a round table.

“Please,” said the little grey man standing next to the door. “Have a seat, Earth woman.”

“What...what are you?”

He was less than half Nancy’s height, with smooth skin, like leather, and large black eyes—eyes so large that Nancy could see her face reflected in them.

“Well,” said the other alien. “Introduce yourself!” He was standing on the other side of the room—the same size and shape as the first one, same giant back eyes, but his skin was green.

“Tell her your name. Don’t just order her around,” said the green one. “Be polite.”

“Not all humans are polite.”

“That’s no excuse. Trust me,” the green one said. “A little courtesy can go a long way.”

“Very well, Glorbo, I shall use the ‘courtesy’ you speak of.” The tiny grey man bowed before Nancy. “Pardon me, Earth female, but would you be so kind as to sit at the table in the center of the room?”

“Say please,” Glorbo whispered.

The grey man paused. “Please.”

Nancy shook her head. “I’m sorry, what’s going on here?”

The grey man seemed annoyed. “Glorbo...”

“Nothing to worry about, ma’am,” Glorbo soothed. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Glorbo, and this is my associate, Xax.”

“Will you sit down at the table, now?”

“Hold on,” Glorbo cautioned. He asked Nancy. “What’s your name?”

“N-Nancy.”

“That’s a lovely Earth name,” Glorbo said. “I knew a Nancy once in your Eastern hemisphere—very nice lady. Would you mind sitting down at the table? We’d like to talk.”

“Why? What are you doing here?” Nancy demanded. “Where’s my car? Where are we?”

Xax declared, “The Earth female is becoming anxious. Shall I pacify her now?”

“Yes, now.”

“Pacify? What do you want—“

CALM.

The word stopped Nancy mid-sentence. It was as if someone had stepped inside her head and spoke the word into the public address system of her brain. CALM was all she could think about. She didn’t move or speak for an entire minute, allowing Xax to lead her to the table. His hand was warm and moist. His three long fingers had suction-cup like depressions on his fingertips. Xax sat her down at the table, giving her a little stool to sit on.

When Nancy shook off the suggestion, she asked, “What did you do to me?”

“I calmed your emotions with a psychic suggestion. Do not worry,” Xax muttered.

“It’s harmless,” said Glorbo. “We mean you no harm. We just want to serve you dinner.”

“Dinner? Why?”

“It is a healthy dinner, Earth woman,” Xax explained. “It has a complete serving of the chemicals and compounds that you humans need to survive for one Earth rotation. Also, the taste is pleasant.”

“That is,” Glorbo said, “We think it tastes pleasant. While we’re sure that it’s healthy to eat, we’re not sure if the taste is “Earth-approved”, so we were hoping you’d try it.”

“But...why? Why me?” Nancy asked.

“It would be a big help, Nancy. Would you mind trying it, please?”

“Yes,” said Xax. “I would...please...ask you to sample this new form of nourishment.”

Glorbo nodded.

“Please,” Xax added.

“If I try it, will you let me go home?”

“Yes.”

“Absolutely!”

A beam of light shot down from the ceiling and an aluminum plate materialized on the table. In the center was a red cube, only a centimeter tall.

“That’s it?” Nancy frowned.

“Yes,” said Xax. “That is the food.”

“Is there something wrong?”

“It’s smaller than I expected.” Nancy picked it up. It had a hard, waxy texture. “But...if that’s all there is, I’ll give it a try.”

“Excellent, eat it now,” said Xax.

“Whenever you’re ready, ma’am.”

Nancy lifted the cube to her lips, but stopped. She looked at Glorbo and asked, “This won’t turn me into a monster, will it?”

“Monster? Of course not.”

“Would you prefer if it turned you into a monster, Earth woman?” Xax asked, tablet at hand.

“No, thank you.” She popped the cube into her mouth and bit down. The cube broke in half like it was made of hard candy, but as soon as it made contact with her saliva, it began to dissolve, turning into a powder that coated Nancy’s tongue and made her taste buds tingle.

“Mmm, this is good! What’s in this? I’ve never tasted anything like it before. It’s so good...mmm!”

Xax ventured to answer. “The food is a synthetic material compiled by nanomachines—“

“It’s a secret recipe,” Glorbo interrupted.

“Could I get the recipe before I go?” Nancy asked. “This stuff is so good. I can feel it running down my throat—oh!”

She swallowed and patted her stomach. “That was delicious.”

“Feedback is excellent,” Xax noted. “Please,” he said. “Allow me to scan your body.”

“Go ahead,” Nancy sighed. “That was delicious. I can’t wait to have another!”

Xax and Glorbo shared a look.

“I’m sorry,” Nancy blushed. “Now I’m the one being impolite. Would it be alright if I had another one of those little cubes, please?”

“You want another one?” Glorbo asked.

“Sure, if it’s no trouble.”




















































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
PRAEDATORIUS





