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To my Aunt Lilly,
who made the world a better place.
And her memory always will.




‘I believe no one currently under the age of fifty will ever have to die.’


Ralph Wheelan, Director,
Alcor Life Extension Foundation, 1993


‘I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work, I want to achieve immortality by not dying.’


Woody Allen, 1990


‘Anyone who thinks 100 is long enough doesn’t deserve to live longer.’


Professor Marvin Minsky,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1993


‘Man will not fly for 1000 years.’


Wilbur Wright, 1901


‘Death is no longer necessary.’


Professor Willi Messenger, Toronto 1979





AUTHOR’S FOREWORD



Although Host is mostly set in the present time, I have taken licence in making some of the computer technology and cryonics science more advanced than they currently are.


From my own research, and backed by the views of many (but by no means all!) of the medics and scientists who have so generously helped me, I believe it is only a question of time before the technological possibilities I have described become real. And probably within the lifetimes of some of us. By then, society will be no more able to understand or cope with what its scientists have achieved than we are now.


In order to give the story a feeling of authenticity and to make it accessible, I have decided, with one exception, not to set it in a future at which all of us can only guess, but in the present, which we know.



Peter James
1993:–)
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PROLOGUE



May 1974. Los Angeles.


Blips of light chased each other silently across the screen on the monitor above the young woman’s bed. The peaks and troughs of their spiky green wakes were becoming less frequent by the hour. There wasn’t cause for panic, yet; but equally there was nothing to give rise to optimism.


Nurse Dunwoody paused to stare out through the sealed windows at the gauze of light that veiled night-time Los Angeles. The ghost of her own face stared back from the dark glass, surrounded by eerie, disembodied reflections of the dials and monitors of the Intensive Care ward.


Her eyes were drawn again to the bracelet on the table beside the young woman in bed number 4. Temperature: 102.5, she wrote on the woman’s hourly log. The bracelet was stainless steel, cheap-looking and tinged green by the reflected glow of the ECG monitor. There was a small red staff and entwined serpent on it, the standard MedicAlert symbol. Blood oxygen: 80 mm Hg. The level had dropped a fraction. The woman’s pulse was also down, and her blood pressure, but the rate of drop was still unchanged.


The woman was twenty-four, pretty, with long darkish hair that had become matted and greasy from perspiration; strands lay like frayed wires across the marbled skin of her forehead. She was stable but slipping steadily. The red digits on the blood-oxygen monitor that shared the shelf with the ECG had started the night at 90.


Ten days ago she had come into Casualty complaining of a vaginal irritation. Now she was close to death. Gram-negative septicaemia. Her body had turned against itself, battering her system with its own toxins. Her blood had been changed three times and she had been bombarded with drugs until her system could take no more. Dr Whitman, the head of the ICU, told the staff at yesterday morning’s briefing that the woman had a seventy per cent chance of dying.


Statistics, thought Nurse Dunwoody as she moved to her other charge, in bed number 3, a man of sixty who was only hours out of theatre after a triple coronary-artery bypass. Statistics. The mortality rate in here was twenty per cent. One in five.


She checked the man’s saline drip and his ventilator, adjusted the tape of one of the sensor pads on his bare chest, and logged his pulse, blood oxygen, blood pressure and temperature. One in five. The thought lodged in her mind like an old tune. It was a statistic that was as uncannily accurate as it was remorseless. One in every five patients would go from here to the mortuary; there was never any variation, no change in the three years she had been here. One in five would be wheeled out, taken down seven floors in the wide service lift to the small mortuary with its damp floor and its smell of disinfectant, tagged with a label attached by string to the big toe of their left foot, a yellow label only if they were going straight to an undertaker, a buff one as well if they were to have an autopsy first; then they’d be wrapped in a plastic shroud and slid into the bank of refrigerators to await collection by an undertaker’s unmarked van.


After that the final journey to the crematorium or the grave. Or – she glanced again uneasily at the metal bracelet that lay on the table beside the young woman; the reflected green light made it glow as if it had a life of its own; as if it alone were detached from the grim reality of this place. Something from another planet, another world. A symbol of immortality. It spooked Nurse Dunwoody.


Somewhere outside, the wail of a siren disturbed the predawn air, shook it the way an angry mother shakes a child, and something shook inside her, too, like a flurry of snow in a gust. Something did not feel right and she did not know what.


She would have liked to talk to the patient about that bracelet, with its universal medical symbol, to have found out more about her. But the woman had been unconscious most of the time, and when she did wake she was delirious and repeatedly mumbled a name that was incomprehensible. She had no visitors, no one had rung to ask after her, and there was little information about her background. A scar on her abdomen indicated surgery some time in the past, possibly a Caesarean section, but she had marked only a name in England as next-of-kin on her admission form, and by the word ‘Children’ had written: None.


Probably one of the thousands of hopefuls who dumped their pasts and came to Hollywood in search of fame, too many of whom ended up in this place after overdoses. Nurse Dunwoody stared back at the bracelet again. It seemed even hotter in here than usual tonight; she listened to the steady hiss from the ducts, the sharp clunk-puff . . . clunk-puff of the ventilator by the next bed. The air moved sluggishly around the ward, like the blood through her own veins. 3.30 a.m.


She glanced round wearily, watching other nurses who were filling in logs, or moving around past slumbering patients, past vacant, disoriented eyes and forests of saline drips, their bodies temporarily blotting out from her view the blips and spikes of monitors, the winking lights, the wavering dials. She found this place unnerving sometimes, late at night, like now, a strange hi-tech no-man’s-land between life and death.


At regular intervals the young houseman appeared from his office and padded around the ward, glancing routinely at the patients, their charts, their drips and monitors, his white pyjamas rustling softly, his rubber-soled shoes silent on the carpeted floor.


Nurse Dunwoody’s mind was occupied by the bracelet, and the sharp beeps failed to penetrate her thoughts for a brief moment. She saw the agitated face of the houseman as he sprinted past her, before it registered that the spikes on the electrocardiograph above the woman’s head had dropped into a single unflickering line.


‘Heart massage!’ The houseman’s face was tight with panic, like his voice. He pulled open the front of the woman’s gown, interlocked his hands and compressed her chest, paused, then pressed them down again. As he did so he looked up at the monitor as if willing it to register. He grabbed the nurse’s hands, pressed them down in place of his. ‘Don’t stop,’ he said.


The woman’s pupils were dilating even as Nurse Dun-woody took over. She pressed down, eased off, pressed down, eased off.


The houseman grabbed the bracelet and raced into the tiny office beyond the blank computer display screen. This was the reception area of the ward, now dark and silent. He snatched the phone receiver, punched 9 for an outside line, then stabbed out the number on the bracelet, and held the receiver clenched to his ear.


Come on, Jesus, come on. Answer! Answer you mother-fuckers. Come on, come on, come on! You could tell when a place was empty; the phone always had a flat, echoey kind of ring. Maybe he’d misdialled? He disconnected and tried again, fingers trembling, his breaths sharp and hard. The same ring. Then someone answered:


‘Yurr?’ The voice was drowsy, uninterested.


‘This is St John’s Hospital,’ the houseman said. ‘You have a unit on standby for a patient here.’


The voice came alive slowly. ‘Right, who’s that?’


The houseman gave the young woman’s name.


‘OK, I have it.’ There was a rustling of paper. ‘We weren’t expecting anything until tomorrow.’


‘Nor were we,’ the houseman replied, tersely. ‘How fast can you be here?’


‘Give us about half an hour to an hour.’


‘Too long.’


‘What is the current state of the patient?’


‘Cardiac arrest.’


‘Are you doing CPR? Keep the circulation going until we get there. The voice was becoming increasingly helpful. ‘Can you get some anticoagulant in – heparin?’


‘Sure.’


‘Is there someone who can do the certification of death?’


‘Me.’


‘OK, I’ll get the transport team organized. Have you called the Doctor?’


‘I’ll do that now.’ The houseman hung up, then pulled from his wallet the crumpled sheet of paper and unfolded it. The number he’d inked in months earlier lay across the creases, but the digits were still legible. He dialled and, when the old man answered, he looked around furtively, then said simply and in a lowered voice: ‘It worked too quickly.’


The young woman was lying in a shallow, open-topped container packed with ice when Nurse Dunwoody helped them wheel her into Operating Theatre 5, which they had obtained permission to use. The nurse noted the apparatus with a mixture of disbelief and amazement. She saw the heart-lung machine on its wheeled cart which a beefy man in soiled dungarees and trainers was connecting to the mains electricity supply. Two other men in casual clothing were cutting open bags of ice which they were emptying into a huge high-sided plastic box.


She watched with morbid curiosity and a growing feeling of horror as she continued to massage the dead girl’s heart, even though there was no response: the pulse was feeble, coming only from the compressions, and there was no ECG reading. Vapour rose from the top of the huge box, like a deep-freeze chest that had been opened. She shivered.


An elderly bespectacled man came in wearing blue surgical scrubs. He looked as if he’d been very handsome when younger, and he carried a strangely powerful presence with him even now. He was followed by a younger man and a woman similarly attired. Then the young houseman came in, also changed into scrubs. ‘Call me if there are any problems,’ he said to Nurse Dunwoody, releasing her from her massaging duty.


She nodded, then hesitated. Two of the other night nurses were covering for her in the ward, and she was curious to see what was going to happen next in here.


She went outside and looked through the viewing window in the door. The team worked with intense urgency. She saw the dead woman’s hospital gown being removed, and watched her being coupled to a heart-lung ‘thumper’ resuscitator; at the same time an endotracheal tube was inserted down her throat. The houseman inserted a cannula into the back of her hand and one of the assistants hung several bags of fluid on the drip stand above, whilst another adjusted the flow valves. The thumper was started and began delivering chest compressions.


The elderly man located a vein in the dead woman’s arm, and injected several boluses of drugs in rapid succession. Then another man, whom Nurse Dunwoody recognized as a heart surgeon who worked in the hospital, made an incision with a scalpel in the woman’s groin. Femoral cutdown, she guessed; they were going to cannulate the femoral artery.


Almost an hour later, being careful not to disturb the elaborate plumbing connected to the dead woman, the team raised her and laid her carefully in the ice-packed box. One of the technicians changed the electrical supply of the heart-lung machine over to its portable battery pack. The others opened several more bags of ice which they packed either side of her, then they closed the lid of the container and hurriedly, in a macabre procession, wheeled the dead woman and their apparatus towards the lift.


You poor fools Susan Dunwoody thought, deeply disturbed. You poor deluded fools.





I


February 1982. Toronto, Canada.


The call Joe Messenger had been dreading came at a quarter past two in the morning. His father had believed passionately that one day human death could be defeated, and perhaps because of that, and because Joe had been brought up by his father since the age of seven, his reluctance to accept that one day his father really would the had been even stronger than most children’s.


He answered the phone groggily, thinking at first it was the alarm clock, then reality hit him as he lifted the receiver to his ear and heard the polite, anxious voice of a night nurse at Toronto General Hospital. He fumbled for the bedside light, spilling a glass of water in the process.


‘Dr Messenger, your father is calling out for you. He wants to speak to you very badly.’


‘How is he?’


‘He’s very weak, I’m afraid.’ She hesitated, and he could read clearly the thinly concealed message in the words she said next: ‘I think it might be a good idea if you could come over right away.’


‘Sure, I’ll be right there.’


There was another pause, then she said: ‘There is something he wants to tell you very desperately. It seems like he wants to warn you of something.’


Joe pulled on a thick denim shirt, a rollneck pullover and corduroy trousers, splashed some water on his face and hunted frantically around his cluttered studio room for his boots. He found his socks, but couldn’t think where the hell his boots were. Didn’t matter. Shoes would be fine, any shoes, he wasn’t having to walk far. He pushed his feet into his slip-on moccasins in which he normally loafed around indoors, grabbed his quilted overjacket, a pair of woollen gloves and his car keys, and shuffled out into the corridor, treading awkwardly on the flattened backs of his shoes. One of his socks was uncomfortably balled beneath the sole of his feet.


The stale smell in the elevator of cigarette smoke and sweet perfume, combined with the plunging motion, made him feel faintly bilious. Nerves. His stomach was knotted. He sorted his shoes out, then squinted into the elevator mirror and straightened his short fair hair out with two sweeps of his hands.


He was twenty-six years old, five feet eleven inches tall, with a strong, athletic frame and an equally strong personality he had inherited from his father; his appearance was enhanced by the deep blue eyes and assertively handsome features he had inherited mostly from his late mother. Much of Joe’s charm came from the fact that he was unaware of his looks, in the same way that he had no interest in where he lived or the cars he drove. Work was his excitement, his passion in life. He had already done an MD Ph.D. with a thesis in neuroscience at Harvard and was currently doing postdoc work in Artificial Intelligence. He demanded no more of life than that he be free to carry on towards the same goal, but down different paths, to which his father had dedicated his life.


The face that stared back out at him from the mirror looked pallid and drawn, with deep black rings beneath the eyes; he had been overworking lately; not eating, not doing his usual regular exercising. Stressed. Trying to forget that his father was dying, and sleeping lousily for worrying about him.


His eyes stung. They were raw from tiredness and from the crying he had done earlier; he had cried himself to sleep some time around midnight. Tonight he was still a boy who had a dad, but he knew the day would come very soon now when he would have only the memory of one. The world’s greatest, most wonderful daddy.


Joe wondered what it was his father wanted to tell him. To warn him about. Willi Messenger was like that; capricious. He’d come up with some brilliant new idea, then a few days later he’d be on to the next thing. Willi got deeply concerned sometimes by the power of science. But he was as hooked on it as any other scientist, and saw it as a force for good.


The elevator jerked to a halt and the door slid open on to the dingy lobby. He ran across it, unlatched the heavy glass door and pulled it open, then felt the sudden wetness on his feet as he stepped out.


Shit.


A snowflake the size of a golf ball tickled his nose; another landed in his hair and immediately began to melt down his forehead. A good eighteen inches had fallen and it was still coming down hard. He lifted his foot up and the snow was caked around his sock. He debated for a moment whether to go back and put some boots on, but somehow he did not think he had much time.


He stumbled through a drift over two feet deep near the parking lot, to the silhouette that he hoped was his car. He wiped some snow off the windshield, blinking as another flake melted into his eye, brushed the door handle, inserted his key and pulled. The door opened with a crackle of splintering ice, some of which tumbled down inside the cuff of his glove.


He clambered in, kicking snow from the door sill, floored the gas pedal to choke the engine and twisted the key in the ignition. The battery like the rest of the car was on its last legs and turned the engine over agonizingly slowly; then it fired and rumbled into life and oily exhaust fumes raftered past him. A snowplough ground along the road, its warning flashers scattering shards of blue light across the downy whiteness.


In spite of the road conditions, Joe drove the three miles to downtown Toronto recklessly, his neck craned forwards, his face pressed close to the misted screen, rubbing a small, smeary space in front of him every few moments with his sopping wet glove. An endless loop of snowflakes hurtled out of the darkness at him, nearly blinding him at times, and the car headlamps passing in the opposite direction seemed as weak as candles, but he barely noticed anything through the shroud of sadness that smothered him.


The Plymouth slithered up the hospital ramp into the almost deserted lot; signs on poles were covered with snow and unreadable. ‘. . . LL ONLY’ said one. ‘. . . VED DIREC . . . TO . . . ES’ said another in front of which he parked at an angle.


As he climbed out, a taxi crawled down the road, its tyres crunching. The heater had almost dried his feet, and they became sodden and cold again as he stumbled towards the hospital’s doors. He was grateful for the blast of heat in the hospital lobby and stamped his shoes on the floor to shake off the snow. The night security guard looked up from his television monitor and gave him a wry smile. ‘Chucking down,’ he said.


Joe nodded, swallowing as his nerves engulfed him. Everything felt strangely unreal suddenly, and he wondered for a moment if he was in the middle of a dream. The black and white picture on the monitor showed an outside door with snow falling. There was another monitor beside it showing another door; snow was also falling in that movie too. It was a moment before his brain registered that it wasn’t a movie that the guard was watching.


He walked on autopilot to the bank of elevators and pressed the button on the panel. A lift arrived with a ping and as the doors opened he was surprised to see someone he knew step out. Blake Hewlett, his father’s protege. Blake, who was dauntingly tall, had a background, like himself, in neuroscience. But he had then gone on to work in cryobiology under Willi Messenger, at first in the States, then had followed him back to Toronto to work with him here, in the laboratory adjoining the hospital, on the preservation of human organs for transplants.


Blake didn’t seem surprised to see him; there was nothing in his face to indicate that it was unusual to meet someone in a hospital elevator at a quarter to three in the morning.


‘Hi,’ Joe said. He had a strange, uneasy relationship with Blake, who was sometimes quite distant, almost a total stranger, and at other times was like an elder brother.


Blake’s look now changed to reveal concern. ‘Joe, hi. What’s up?’


‘Father,’ he said. ‘I’ve just had a call. Sounds like this could be –’


Blake put a supportive arm on Joe’s shoulder. The rich, spoiled product of a society plastic surgeon who had married a cereals heiress, Blake had an unshakable confidence in himself that bordered both on smugness and arrogance. He was six feet six inches tall, with a lean build and black hair swept back from the fine, faintly Slavic features of his face into a small ponytail. He was wearing a herringbone greatcoat with the collar turned up and rubber overboots. ‘I popped in to see him about ten – he seemed fine – a little tired maybe.’


‘You been working late?’ Joe said.


Blake nodded. ‘Road-traffic accident – an organ donor. They thought he was going to the-’ Blake hesitated, then gave him a rather strange smile. ‘But he didn’t.’ Blake patted his shoulder again. ‘Keep fingers crossed for your pa.’


‘You’ll come, won’t you . . . when it –’ Joe’s voice seized up and he fought back a tear, moved by Blake’s sudden gentleness.


‘I’ll be there. But it’s a while off, Joe. He’s a tough man, be up on his feet again in a few days – you’ll see.’


‘Sure,’ Joe said, mustering a smile as heavy as a suitcase. He walked leadenly into the elevator and pressed the button for the fourth floor.


An oppressive silence embraced him as he stepped out into the corridor. The doors shut behind him but there was no sound of the elevator moving either up or down. A fluorescent light flickered on-off-on-off, throwing a flat buzzing sound out into the silence. He trudged in his cold wet foot-gear down linoleum that smelled freshly polished, past trolleys of laundry and instruments, past some doors that opened on to dark offices, some doors that were closed, then past a noticeboard and a dark canteen and beneath a sign that read ST MARY’S WARD.


As he turned the familiar corner, light spilled from an open door and a shadow stirring in the light told him there was someone in the sister’s office. Melted snow dribbled down the back of his neck. He caught sight of his reflection in a pane of dark glass and saw a crust of snow on his hair; he brushed it away with his hand and shook his head. The nurse came out to meet him. Her name tag said Anna Vogel. He thought he had met her before but wasn’t sure.


Joe’s eyes focused on the tag. It was white plastic with black printing, fastened by a safety pin. A small piece of the plastic was chipped off, as if at some time the tag had been dropped and trodden on. Anna Vogel. He kept looking at the tag and knew that as long as he did, as long as he avoided the night nurse’s eyes, he could keep believing that everything was all right.


Her face remained an indistinct blur in the background; he had a faint impression of brown, wavy hair and pock-marked skin.


‘I’m sorry, Dr Messenger,’ was all she said. Or maybe that was all Joe heard.


He broke into a run, opened the door and went into the small room, his eyes swimming with tears, his mind brimming with emotion and the urgent knowledge of what he had to do.


‘Pa,’ he said. ‘Dad. Daddy.’


The old man lay there with his eyes and mouth closed, and Joe’s first reaction was that he was glad about that, because if they weren’t closed within minutes of death it would become impossible to do so. His father’s face was shapeless and leathery like a deflated football. The colour of the skin was almost grey, and black lines looked as if they’d been charcoaled down the cheeks. The dome of his head seemed almost crudely pink in comparison, rising through the sparse tangle of white and grey hairs. It was odd seeing his father’s striped pyjamas buttoned to the neck. Joe knew he always left the top button undone.


Motionless. So damn motionless. And helpless. He seemed very small, suddenly, and he used to be a giant.


A half-drunk glass of water lay beside him, and a book called Modularity of Mind with a marker sticking out three-quarters of the way through. Joe’s involuntary thought was that his father would have been annoyed not to have been able to finish his book.


Then he wept. Knelt beside the bed and took his father’s hand that had once seemed, to a small boy, so huge and strong, and now felt like plasticine. He held it tight, feeling the meagre warmth that remained in it, and pressed it to his cheek. And he remembered how the last time he had held that hand, only yesterday evening, a mere eight or so hours ago, his father had squeezed with all the faint energy he could muster and said: ‘Make sure, won’t you, son?’


Joe remembered the promise now as he lifted the phone beside the bed and began to dial, and at the same time slipped his hand inside his father’s pyjama top and began to massage his heart, hard. He wedged the phone between his shoulder and ear, and massaged with both hands.


The team made good time in arriving, in spite of the snow. Less than twenty minutes after he’d been certified dead, Willi Messenger was already being wheeled into the operating theatre. Joe at least had the comfort of knowing that one day his father would be grateful.
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September 1987. Los Angeles.


IIIN La Cienega Boulevard was a three-storey building on the southern edge of Beverly Hills, just catching the chic of the postal address but not much else. Flanked by a gas station on one side and a row of grimy shops and office buildings on the other, with its bland, featureless architecture, IIIN looked outwardly like an office block itself, maybe a government taxation or licensing department.


Although there were windows along the front facade visible to the street, it was impossible to see in, and both the sides and the rear were kept private by an electric sliding gate and high walls.


Some people who knew what the building was quickened their pace as they walked by; others slowed in morbid curiosity, glancing at the electronic security system on the front door and wondering at the absence of any company name displayed there. As with any place that cloaked itself in secrecy, dark rumours abounded. A few of the neighbourhood’s more religious residents actually crossed the street to avoid passing too close.


At a quarter past midnight few people were around to see the Ford truck pull up outside the rear gates. The driver pressed the buzzer and gave his name: ‘Warren Otak,’ he said. The gates slid open to allow the truck entry, then closed behind it again. The truck was a three-ton closed van painted bright orange; bold lettering on the side proclaimed ‘Budget Self-Drive Truck Rentals’.


Otak drove into the yard at the rear, turned the truck around and backed it up against the loading-bay platform. The metal security door in the building began to rise with a clatter that seemed to shatter the quiet of the muggy night. Four men stood inside, three in suits, one in the uniform of a security guard. A cigar-shaped aluminium tube, nine feet long and four in diameter, lay on its side, cradled in a dense nest of padding, and strapped securely to a wheeled trolley. A grey gas bottle, carrying a warning symbol and the words LIQUID NITROGEN, was clipped to the cylinder and hooked up to a valve on the side via a short pipe. Streaks of red from the truck’s rear lights reflected in the metallic shine of the aluminium. It reminded Warren Otak of a section of a space craft.


One of the men in suits showed Otak and his assistant, Arnie Becks, two temperature gauges on the tube; both were calibrated in Celsius and the dials were reading – 140. ‘There’s a variation tolerance of plus or minus five degrees maximum,’ he said. He showed them how to lower the temperature by adding more gas, and how to decrease by venting gas. Then he gave each man an oxygen mask and showed them how to use it. ‘In case of emergency,’ he said. He also handed them two packs containing protective body suits, boots and gloves.


It took an hour and a half to load the tube. First, the floor of the truck had to be packed with layers of foam, then the tube had to be lowered on to a cradle and anchored in place with straps. Otak and Becks were warned repeatedly of the fragility of their cargo. A sharp jolt of any kind could be a disaster. Otak was given a maximum speed limit of ten m.p.h. – it was enough, the man said, to get him to his destination before the morning traffic began.


‘No problem,’ Otak replied, more breezily than he felt. He switched on his hazard flashers, pulled out of the yard, crawled a few blocks south down La Cienega, then turned east.


They drove in silence for some minutes. Becks peered over his shoulder periodically to check their cargo.


‘Gives me the creeps, that thing,’ Otak said.


‘You’re full of shit. Everything gives you the creeps.’


‘Eat my shorts!’ Otak looked nervously in his wing mirror. Darkness seemed to be closing in, swallowing up the lights of the city and the other vehicles behind them. Cold, icy darkness that drained all the heat from the night.


The patrol car pulled them up just over an hour later. Otak was surprised they had not been stopped sooner.


‘You have a problem?’ one of the cops said.


Otak stared into the beam of the torch and blinked at the shadowy figure beyond it. Twin red lights flashed on the patrol car’s roof. ‘Nope,’ he said, failing to stem his natural sullenness towards all police. ‘No problem.’


‘You were doing fourteen miles an hour.’


‘Yup – well, I’m real nervous of breaking the limit – don’t want no points on my clean licence.’ Otak knew as soon as he had said it that it was the wrong thing; if the cop had a sense of humour, he hadn’t brought it with him.


The cop shone his torch at Arnie Becks’ face. Becks kept silent. He shone it back at Otak. ‘Can I see your driver’s licence?’


Otak fished in his jacket and pulled out his wallet. The cop studied the licence, glancing at Otak’s face a couple of times in the process, then handed it back. ‘What do you have in the back?’ he said.


Otak caught Becks’ smirk out of the corner of his eye, and it infected him; he broke into a broad grin, and saw the cop’s suspicion and hostility increasing.


‘Have you been drinking liquor tonight, Mr Otak?’ came the next question, the cop moving his face closer to smell Otak’s breath.


‘I don’t drink liquor.’


‘Have you been taking narcotics?’


‘I don’t take narcotics,’ Otak replied, unable to stop himself grinning again. Only this time some of his humour evaporated from the grin. Narcotics. The significance of the word sank in a bit more strongly.


Narcotics!


Panic rose inside him. He stifled it. No way. They couldn’t have done that to him. Otak saw the cop had noticed the change in his expression. He’d accepted the job on trust; on faith. What it involved had seemed so bizarre that it had to be true. Now he began to have doubts. Maybe this business about fragility was bull; maybe he was the victim of some set-up, some tuck-up. His brain raced, trying to make sense; trying to think how he could cover his tracks, prove his innocence; he felt his hands go clammy.


‘Would you like to open the rear of the truck for me, gentlemen?’


Otak saw that a second cop was sitting in the car, watching them and talking on the radio. He climbed down, trembling a little, trying to convince himself that he didn’t need to be nervous, everything was fine. No one was dumb enough to hire him to drive a truck loaded with narcotics through LA in the dead of night at ten miles per hour.


He unlatched the back doors and swung them open. The cop shone his flashlight in. The aluminium tube glinted. The cop studied it for some moments, running his beam carefully over it, down at the foam, then back over the tube. ‘What do you have in there?’ he said.


Otak looked back at him and felt a lump of anxiety in his throat; at the same time, the grin broke out again on his face. He felt both a little foolish and a little hopeful: ‘A dead body,’ he said.
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Saturday 9 January, 1993. Sussex.


The video camera silently recorded Joe Messenger as he sat at the breakfast table, mechanically spooning whole-grain cereal into his mouth and scanning through the pages of The Times.


His mind was elsewhere, as it frequently was, at this moment running through his teaching curriculum for the forthcoming spring term at the Isaac Newton University, where he was Professor of Computer Science. He nearly missed the short column towards the bottom of the Overseas News page: FROZEN CORPSES COMPANY ON ICE.


Joe liked to read The Times at breakfast every morning; it was still a treat, even after four years, something quintessentially British, like Dundee marmalade, and having milk delivered in glass bottles. The Times had been around for over two hundred years. Joe admired that. He admired anything that was capable of outstripping the human lifespan of three score years and ten. Like the small Koi carp that swam around the glass bowl on the Welsh dresser beside him. Koi lived for over two hundred years as well.


England had been good to Joe. Sure there were things here that frustrated him, particularly the lack of respect and support given to scientific research. In America research was sacrosanct; here in England, scientists scratched around for funding and lived on meagre pay. And yet some of the greatest inventive minds on earth were here. But he was lucky; he had been lured over with the promise of unlimited funding and no hassle, and so far it was working out fine. The only hassle was his wife, Karen. It wasn’t her fault, but he didn’t know the solution.


She was unhappy and frustrated, and the support she had once given him so ardently seemed to have waned. Their biggest bone of contention was over the video cameras that were in every room of the house, and on every outside wall. Joe didn’t notice them at all any more. They’d been there so long, he paid them no more attention than if they had been burglar-alarm sensors, although at first he, too, had been self-conscious in their presence. After the first fortnight Karen had put her foot down and insisted he remove the ones in the bedroom and the bathroom. He had done so, then a few days later, when she was out, he had put them back again, concealed.


As if reading Joe’s mind, Karen looked up from the breakfast table at the silent electronic eye that was recording her husband chewing his cereal, their three-year-old son, Jack, reading his comic, and herself peeling the foil from an apple-and-walnut yoghurt.


‘Don’t let your egg get cold, Jack,’ she said.


Obediently he pushed his comic to one side, picked up his spoon and scooped the white out of the cap of his boiled egg. Then as he ate it he removed one of the four soldiers into which she had cut his toast, and rearranged the remaining three into a triangle. She watched him fondly, his hair the colour of winter wheat flopped down over his forehead.


‘Daddy?’ he said gently, as if afraid of disturbing his father.


Joe glanced at him. ‘Uh?’


Jack pointed at the three strips of bread. ‘Is that a triangle, Daddy?’


Karen felt a warm glow as Joe smiled back at him. ‘Yup, pretty good,’ he said. ‘Now you want to make a square?’


Jack opened up the triangle and put the fourth soldier down.


‘That’s heat,’ Joe said. ‘OK, now how about a –’


‘Hon,’ Karen interrupted. ‘I think he should eat his break-fast.’ She caught the flash of irritation in her husband’s face and felt a twinge of guilt. She knew how keen Joe was to foster Jack’s interest in science and she was happy about that, but sometimes it bordered on the obsessional. Joe was obsessive about everything he did. All the way or not at all.


Like the cameras.


He’d told her she would get used to the cameras in time, but she hadn’t. She found herself sometimes deliberately trying to skirt along the walls to get out of their line of vision, but a faint whirr of motors would tell her they were panning down, tilting, focusing. That she had not escaped. Gotchya! They were picking up every detail of her life; of their lives. Every movement they made, every sound they uttered was filed on-line to ARCHIVE – the computer that was a would-be human – encoded into hexadecimal digits and stored.


The computer was the bane of her life and sometimes she wished it was dead. It was bizarre, she knew, to wish death on a computer; for it meant that a part of her was acknowledging what she was not willing to admit: that ARCHIVE could in any way be alive. It could not! Except in Joe’s mind. She instructed herself that no computer could ever be aware of its own existence, have emotions, fall in love, watch two adult human beings living their lives and begin to make any sense of what that was all about. Could it?


Karen had met Joe at the University of Toronto. She’d been a freshman English Lit undergraduate, and had got involved with the university’s magazine. She’d been assigned to interview this crazy postdoc boffin who reckoned he knew how to make computers have orgasms, and was working on ways to download a human brain. To her surprise, she had found not some bespectacled scatterbrained nerd, but a startlingly articulate and handsome fair-haired man, who looked more like a rugged adventurer than a scientist.


Within a few minutes of talking to Joe, she had realized that his ideas were more than just wild fancy. He was a man who was going to make them happen. He was only twenty-seven but he had utter conviction and a hint of ruthlessness that she found both frightening and exciting.


Two months later they were engaged. Even though Joe had Jewish lineage through his grandparents, it had caused outrage in her strictly Orthodox family that she was not marrying a Jew, outrage which had been mitigated only very slightly by the fact that he was a doctor of science. And mitigated further, eventually, by the fact that although a firm non-believer, Joe had shown respect and understanding for their customs and regularly joined their celebrations of the Sabbath.


The first few years of marriage had been an undeniably happy time. Joe’s career had taken off meteorically when in his early thirties he had won a MacArthur Prize for his work on neural networks. And Karen had been carried along by his enthusiasm.


Joe believed that death could be defeated by the process of humans downloading their own brains into computers. And for a time she not only had believed he could make it happen but had also really wanted him to, and had defended him vigorously at college dinners if he came under attack.


But not any more.


Barty had changed her. Barty had been born in their second year of marriage and Joe had doted on him. Then when Barty was three, he had been killed in a car crash. Joe had managed to cope with it, somehow, but she hadn’t. Joe had been kind to her, had shown a side to him that she had never realized existed, a depth of emotion and caring that had helped her somehow to get through the three years of hell that had followed. Their grief, more than anything else, had bonded them together. But her job had helped, too.


Before she met Joe, Karen had been ambitious to work in documentary television: she’d nurtured dreams of being both a television presenter and a magazine columnist. In a compartment of her mind there still lay a fantasy that she would one day write regularly for the New Yorker. After university, she’d stepped on to the first rung of her career ladder by getting a job as a television researcher in Toronto. But maternity leave for Barty’s birth had curtailed her immediate prospects of promotion. And although she had returned to work three months later, she found Barty had become the new focus of her life and her ambitions seemed less important. After Barty’s death, she’d worked hard to cling on to her job, and the supportive friendship of her colleagues helped pull her through those years.


Then, when she was two months pregnant with Jack, Joe had been offered the research project of his dreams in England, together with a professorship at a leading university. She’d jumped at the idea of moving to England; a break with the past; a new beginning. But now she felt that in moving from their memories they had moved from their roots. And she missed work a lot. Joe was getting more handsome with age and she was scared that her own looks would go. There was always a magnetism about him when he walked into a room, and she could see the interest in other women’s faces, watched them flirt with him. She had never been concerned in the past, but it was beginning to worry her now.


She looked at her husband across the table, dressed in one of the soft, button-down shirts he almost invariably wore, with a tie during weekdays, and open-necked beneath a sleeveless jumper at weekends. The years had flattered him. Given him just a few wrinkles that had etched additional wisdom and authority into his features. His blue eyes nestled comfortably between the crow’s feet, sparkling with light and with life, and often filled with an expression of wonder, as if he was seeing everything in the world for the first time. Except where once she had seen wisdom she now saw naivety.


And she wondered what he saw when he looked at her. She was still attractive, she knew that. And she wanted to keep it that way. She’d put on weight after being pregnant with Jack and had not managed to get rid of it all, but fortunately at five feet seven inches she was tall enough to carry a few extra pounds. And by maintaining her luxurious black wavy hair at shoulder length it seemed to keep her face looking reasonably slim, and to give her an air of elegance. Her complexion was the thing that bothered her most. Ever since that second pregnancy, she thought it had become too sallow.


She was always trying natural tonics, bought organic soaps and skin shampoos from the Body Shop, and even made potions up from cranky recipes she read in magazines. One, which seemed to work better than the rest, contained a mineral extracted from goat’s faeces – much to Joe’s amusement. But what her doctor had said was probably right, she realized. England was stressful for her; Jack was starting at playschool in a couple of weeks and that would at least give her some time to herself. Maybe that would improve things dramatically. Life owed her a break.


When Joe had originally mentioned the offer from the Isaac Newton University, part of the reason why the idea of moving to England had appealed so highly was because she had visited London fleetingly as a student fourteen years before and had fallen in love with it. The reality, as is often the case, was different.


Karen’s first shock was to discover that the university wasn’t in London at all, but fifty miles south, only a few miles inland from the English Channel. Her second shock was to discover quite how much she missed her family, particularly her sister Arlene, and friends in Toronto, a city she had never previously left for longer than a month. And how much she also missed the camaraderie of working life. Their new social circle consisted almost entirely of Joe’s colleagues from the university. Computing-science lecturers, researchers and professors, mostly, with whom she had little in common, and a motley collection of partners.


She also felt isolated and adrift in their house. In Toronto she’d had a mental image of moving to the faded grandeur of an old London terrace, to a huge old apartment with oak floors, and high ceilings with cornices and mouldings. Instead they’d moved to a four-bedroom detached 1920s mock-Tudor house in a smart, dinky suburb of a provincial seaside resort, where every property was a mock-something-or-other.


Number 8 Cranford Road belonged to another professor at the university who’d taken a five-year posting abroad; they’d rented it for six months while they had a chance to look around, and three and a half years on they were still looking around. That was as much her fault as Joe’s, she knew, probably more so. She hadn’t felt settled enough over here to commit to buying a property. Yet at the same time she resented living in someone else’s house, because she was unable to redecorate it or furnish it in the way she would have liked.


Joe had his work to absorb him and the social contact that went with it, and was so engrossed with Jack in the few hours that he was at home and not thinking about work that he failed to notice her growing unhappiness. She had even agreed to the installation of the cameras because she felt that might give Joe more of an interest in their home.


She felt the warmth of the sun on her face through the window and cheered up a little. It was Saturday. Joe usually only did a few hours at the university on Saturday mornings, then came home. This afternoon he was taking Jack fishing down on the end of the pier and she would join them later, bringing them a picnic tea. Tomorrow they were going to somewhere near Chichester to see a working water-mill grinding flour. It was yet another chance for Joe to develop the boy’s interest in science, the way his own father’s encouragement had helped develop his.


The front doorbell rang and she went to answer it. The postman stood there with a registered envelope for her from Canada. Across the street, Muriel Arkwright cleaned her car. Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. It was 8.30 in the morning and Muriel was out with her buckets and sponges, her ozone-friendly spray cans of polish and her hose and chamois leather, cleaning the bronze Nissan that she’d already cleaned to concours condition yesterday; and the day before. And the day before that. When she’d finished she would start on her husband’s silver Audi, then the windows of her mock-Georgian house; then the brass door fittings; then she would probably go shopping and when she returned clean the Nissan all over again because it would have got dirty.


Maybe Joe was not altogether crazy, Karen thought. The advantage with machines was that when they went wonky you could fix them. It was harder with human beings.


‘My new Ontario driving licence; Mother mailed it,’ she said to Joe as she sat down at the table again, but he didn’t lift his eyes from the paper. He seemed to have stiffened; there was a strange expression on his face and the colour had almost drained from his skin. For a moment she was afraid he was having a heart attack.


FROZEN CORPSES COMPANY ON ICE. Joe stopped chewing and read the article again.


THE American company which helped pioneer a technique for freezing dead bodies took the first steps towards liquidation yesterday. The Crycon Corporation, which used liquid nitrogen for the controversial cryonic suspension option filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy.


As the case was being heard, relatives of some of the frozen bodies staged an angry demonstration at the company’s Beverly Hills headquarters. ‘We were told that our loved ones would be safe for ever and we were fool enough to believe them,’ said teamster Joseph Czechbo, 46. ‘I’ll use every cent I have to bring these frauds to justice.’


American police and IRS officers are still seeking two of the Crycon directors, Curtis Danfoss and Walter T. Liedermeir, who disappeared earlier this month.


A wave of queasiness swept through Joe; he looked up at Jack then at Karen as if to reassure himself, then down at the page again. The print blurred and he leaned forward, forcing his eyes to focus.


‘Jesus,’ he said, standing up from the table and backing away; his legs felt wobbly.


‘What’s the matter, Joe? You OK?’


He stared back at Karen without responding.


She stood up. ‘Joe? You swallow something? Get something stuck in your throat?’


He shook his head, walked over to the phone on the wall and pulled the receiver off with shaking hands. The flat hum seemed to resound around the room.


Jack looked up from his comic. ‘Daddy, what does Vakum mean?’


‘Vakum?’ Joe echoed back like an imbecile. He flipped open the telephone directory and began leafing through it.


‘Who are you phoning, Joe? The doctor? You want the doc?’


Joe shook his head.


‘Vakoome,’ Jack said, more loudly and less patiently. He was already a precocious reader and normally his father was the first to encourage him.


Joe scanned the directory’s tiny print, then held a spot with his forefinger.


‘Vacuum,’ Karen said, glancing at the comic for a second, not wanting to take her eyes off Joe. ‘Vacuum. It sort of means no air.’


‘So you can’t breathe?’


She turned to Joe. ‘What is it, honey? What are you doing?’


‘It’s OK.’ Joe dialled a number.


‘Why can’t you breathe, Mummy?’


Joe listened as the phone rang. Then a breezy woman’s voice answered: ‘Good morning, British Airways sales.’


Joe spoke into the receiver. ‘Do you have any flights to Los Angeles today?’


‘Joe!’ Karen said. ‘What’s going on?’


Joe thrust the paper at her, grim-faced, and tapped the article with his finger.


‘Oh, my God!’ she said.
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As Joe hurried out of the chaos of the Arrivals lobby he cut a confident figure in his checked jacket, jeans, Timberland boots, a raincoat slung over one arm, briefcase and laptop gripped in the other. But inside he didn’t feel confident at all.


It was eleven years since he’d last been here. Every year for the past decade he’d intended coming just to check up on everything, make sure all was OK, but nothing had brought him out this way and time had slipped past. Now he was scared he’d left it too long.


The sky was a flat grey against the grey concrete; the air smelled stale and felt heavy, laden with a damp chill. He shivered, realized he’d forgotten how cool Los Angeles could sometimes be in January. Taxis rolled by almost silently on their fat rubber treads; doors slammed; courtesy buses hauled along. He looked anxiously for one that said ‘Dollar’.


A strong headwind had added an hour to what had seemed an interminable flight; he’d been unable to concentrate on anything and had mostly just sat in his cramped seat, flicking through Scientific American, glancing up at the movie which was incomprehensible without headphones, and trying to work out how he was going to deal with the problem. There would be a solution; there was always a solution.


Twenty minutes later he walked out into the Dollar lot, checked the registration number on the front of the wallet containing the rental documents, and found the shiny maroon Chrysler in a covered bay at the rear.


The interior of the car smelled pungently new, as if he’d stuck his head into a vinyl holdall, and he was grateful for the blast of conditioned air as he turned the ignition key. Deep in thought and not really concentrating, he drove out down towards Century, then he turned north on to the San Diego freeway, and accelerated hard, the rumble of the tyres on the ribbed concrete suddenly as familiar to him as if he’d last driven along here only yesterday.


A muddy yellow sun glowed weakly through the canopy of cloud, but failed to shine up the dull pinks, ochres and whites of the Spanish-style buildings speckled around the barren landscape. A green sign ‘TRUCKS OK’ flashed past him. A dreary song played from the speakers behind his head. Another sign flashed past: ‘TRAFFIC INFO AM RADIO 1610.’ He could just make out the hazy silhouette of the Hollywood hills in the distance as he passed a cluster of high-rises. All the vegetation looked familiar; the green-brown scrub; palms rising from stubby bark. Advertising hoardings.


The buildings seemed grimier than when he’d been here last; there was an air of decay about the city that added further to his depression. Made him feel angry. People had to take care of the world, had to be responsible. The future was no longer going to be someone else’s problem. People needed to realize that.


He set the cruise control at sixty miles per hour and turned down the radio. His thoughts returned to his father. Professor Willi Messenger had been a rebel all his life, the sort of person who wasn’t afraid of what anyone thought of him, who never bothered to wear a suit to official functions. Joe’s mother, an actress, had died of cancer when he was seven and Willi had never remarried. He’d brought Joe up himself, first in Washington, then Boston, then Los Angeles, then Toronto. Joe had worshipped him. It was his father who’d taught him about science and about Nature. Taught him how to hunt, fish, how to disassemble an engine and put it back together, how to take a television apart, a computer apart. Taught him how to make sense of the world. And taught him to despise death.


Willi Messenger had been a pioneer of cryobiology, and Joe had loved nothing more than to hang around his father’s laboratory, watching the researchers and assistants at work, helping with their experiments into freezing and thawing insects, animal and human cells and tissues, and whole organs.


Willi’s conviction was that unless humans achieved a way to live much longer, the human race would become extinct. He had declared that life was too short for humans to develop the wisdom they needed to survive as a species: that by the time most people achieved a state of anything approaching an understanding of life and humanity, they were too old to make any use of the knowledge. If only humans could live actively and youthfully another fifty or a hundred years, they would then truly become mature and wise. But more than that, he had believed deep in his heart that death was an obscenity that should not be accepted as inevitable. He’d held no truck with God or any afterlife. Once you’re gone, you’re gone, he would say. So it’s better not to go in the first place. And his favourite expression was: Death is not necessary.


Joe could remember his father now, lying in the hospital bed, shrivelled and ravaged by cancer, a man whose opinions had been sought – sometimes attacked – by some of the greatest scientists of the age, men like Robert Oppenheimer, Gerald Edelman, Richard Feynman, Marvin Minsky, Alan Newell. Willi Messenger had stared closely into his son’s face and whispered with all that was left of his voice: Death is not necessary, Joe. No one should have to the any more. It can be defeated, but that’s over to you now, boy. Make sure, won’t you, son? Promise me that?


Joe had promised that he would. It was the last time they had spoken.


In addition to his work on cryobiology for organ transplants and tissue grafts, Willi Messenger had been a pioneer of cryonic freezing of human beings. But that aspect of his work had cost him much of his respect in the scientific community. There were times in the last years of his life when he told Joe, with bitterness in his voice, that if they could have taken away his status the Establishment would have done so. Joe thought that was typical of the in-fighting and jealousy that went on among certain academics just because someone else had got there first.


But Willi hadn’t cared. He’d been convinced that cryonics would work, so convinced that he’d foreseen the outcome of his cancer not as death but merely as temporary deanimation.


He had written books and numerous papers on the subject, but the more he argued for cryonics the more the medical and scientific powers-that-be criticized his work and even his motives. Cryonics is a con, they said; it gives false hope; it takes a large amount of money from the deceased’s estate which could instead benefit conventional medical research or charities. Joe was proud of what he saw as his father’s achievements and said his detractors were just bitching because they wanted any money that was going spare for then-own pet research subjects, and for charities that began with the letters of their own names.


Willi had spent twenty-five years proving to himself that cryonics would work: proving that so long as people were frozen correctly, and the process was started within minutes of cessation of the heartbeat, and that they were kept at a low enough temperature for all biological activity to be suspended, it would be possible one day to bring them back to life.


He believed that eventually the technology would exist to thaw them out and to repair any damage caused by the freezing. By that same time medicine would have advanced to the point of being able to cure them of the disease that had killed them, to repair the damage caused by the disease on a cell-by-cell basis, and to rejuvenate the elderly. He had explained countless times to Joe how it would work, and Joe believed him. Joe was convinced there was nothing that science could not achieve, given time, whether it took decades or centuries. And he was determined to show the world his father had been right.


But Joe also believed there was yet another method of defeating death. It was what he worked on day and night; it was what drove him, what made him wake each morning with a sense of exhilaration and purpose. He had an absolute blind faith that he could achieve it within his lifetime. And it would free him from having to worry about whether in two hundred years’ time anyone would want to defrost him and bring him back to life.


Because he would still be alive!


A sports Mercedes went past him, driven by a smart, beautiful girl in dark glasses. She reminded him of the kind of women his father used to date. There was always some glamorous female around in the background who was nuts about him. But his father never got deeply involved. Women were a diversion, that was all. Immortality had been his true abiding passion.


It was almost four, and there was a slack, holiday feel about the pace on the freeway. An ancient Chewy blattered past full of teenagers who looked as high as kites. Joe tried to orient his mind to the eight-hour time difference, to work out what time it was in England now and what Karen and Jack would be doing. Sleeping, probably, he realized. It was nearly midnight in England. He rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand and felt the patina of traveller’s grease. His body felt lifeless but his mind was alert, racing, fuelled by anxiety.


He braked hard and swerved across several lanes as he nearly missed the turn-off on to the Santa Monica freeway. A wildly painted van blasted its horn and a fist shook out of a window at him, but Joe barely noticed. He was thinking hard about the next exit he needed to take, casting his mind back to the time – it must have been twenty years ago – when his father had brought him here, so proudly, to see the building that he had helped to finance and set up.


He remembered the financial difficulties his father had talked about in keeping Crycon Corporation going, and how relieved he had been when two businessmen, Curtis Danfoss and Walter T. Liedermeir, had taken over from the controlling charitable trust and set things on a sound commercial footing, with sufficient funding from advance payments from wealthy donors to secure its viability for centuries to come.


LA CIENEGA. He saw the sign and pulled over in good time, came off the ramp and headed north. The surroundings became more familiar. He recognized a gas station, although it looked more modern than he remembered, then a row of office buildings and the same old uninspiring shops.


There was considerable activity going on outside a nondescript office block on three storeys and he wasn’t absolutely certain it was the right building. Two police cars were parked haphazardly and there was a gaggle of onlookers held back behind a taped cordon. Several people who looked like press reporters and photographers were hanging around.


Joe parked in a space a short distance beyond and climbed out of his car. An acidic prickle rose up his gullet as he watched the scene. There was a vile stench in the air. The sudden wail of a siren startled him, and a police car appeared down an alley on the far side of the building, followed by a white van with a Department of Coroner, County of Los Angeles, seal on the side. The police pulled on to La Cienega and drove off past him, roof lights flashing, the van following on their tail. An electric gate slid shut behind them.


As he walked towards the building, the stench made Joe feel ill. It was meat that had gone off, some rotting animal. Then it faded and he wondered for a moment if he’d imagined it.


A cop guarded the front door, standing at ease and looking hot and tired. He tilted his cap back and scratched his head; Joe noticed the butt of a revolver sticking from the man’s holster as he squeezed through the crowd towards him. The cop eyed him through aviator sunglasses with an expression that was unreadable.


‘This is the Crycon Corporation?’ Joe asked.


The cop nodded impassively.


Joe was aware of a number of people looking at him. ‘I’ve just arrived from England. My father’s in there – OK if I go in?’


‘Havetogomortuary.’ The cop strung the words together so that they sounded like one.


‘Sorry?’ Joe said.


The cop pulled his cap back on and adjusted it. ‘Mortuary. You have to go to the mortuary.’ Then he stared past him as if he’d ceased to exist.


Joe felt deepening unease. ‘My father’s in there – he’s one of the –’ The words dried in his throat. ‘He’s frozen – he’s in one of the cylinders – I need to check he’s OK.’


‘They’re all going down to the mortuary.


Joe shook his head. ‘No, they’re frozen – they’re in liquid nitrogen; they mustn’t be moved, they’re really fragile – brittle – like crystal glass, you know? One jolt and they can crack –’ He faltered under the gaze of the dark glasses.


‘I don’t think any of them’s going to crack,’ the cop said.


Joe was aware of a camera pointing at him and the clunk-whirr-clunk-whirr of its motor drive. His face flushed. ‘Look, that’s my father’s body in there! No one can move him without my permission.’


‘Have to go to the mortuary,’ the cop repeated.


‘Professor Messenger. Doesn’t that name mean anything to you? Professor Willi Messenger? He founded this place, he started it, I’ve just flown over from London and I’d like to go in.’


‘Whole place been sealed. Order of the health officer.’


The cop was riling Joe, but he was struggling to keep calm. ‘I don’t think you appreciate that I have a right to enter. My father’s in there and I have legal custody of him.’


The cop stared back at him, his face a portrait of venom. ‘Oh yeah? Know what I think? I think you cryonics people are fucking freaks. Look at the way you try to mess about with this world . . . bunch of goddam ghouls! Think just ‘cause you’re rich you can get yourselves frozen and come back in two hundred years? You’re out of your fucking trees.’


‘You’re entitled to your opinion,’ Joe said, struggling hard to resist drilling his fist into the cop’s nose. ‘My father was entitled to his.’


‘I suggest you get your ass down the mortuary. Go have a chat with your daddy. See if he still feels the same way.’
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‘Name? You have his name?’ The clerk behind the wooden counter was a large black man with massive shoulders and a gentle face; his hair was greying.


‘Messenger,’ Joe said. ‘Dr Willi Messenger.’


The man scanned two sheets of typed names then frowned and looked at another list. Then he pushed a form at Joe and tapped it with his thumb. On it was printed ‘Sign Name and Name of Party’.


Joe filled it in and handed it back to him.


‘OK, you have a seat. Someone’ll call out for you.’


Joe thanked him and moved away. His place was taken by a black woman with her arm around a sobbing girl. ‘Youton?’ he heard the woman say. ‘You have a Carl Youton in here?’


There was bedlam in the entrance lobby of the morgue. A police officer and an Hispanic woman were having a shouting match; a young man tried to calm the woman. People stood or sat in tiny groups, some bewildered, some numb with grief. The air was sour with the stench of sweat.


Joe walked past a sign on the marbled wall that said ‘Positively No Smoking’, clenching his hands together in anxiety. The defeat of death was all around him: in the crumpled clothes the people wore; in the blocked pores of their skin; in their blank stares. Some of them looked as dead as those they’d come to claim. Victims. Victims who’d kissed their loved ones goodbye and then stepped out into a fresh morning full of plans, maybe to go see a movie that evening, drop by some neighbours, or cook something special. And instead got trashed, and ended up in here. They got trashed in car wrecks, trashed by heart attacks, by muggers, trashed by their own lovers.


‘Death is not necessary, Joe.’


Joe looked round with a start. The words sounded so clear, as if his father had just whispered into his ear. He shivered, sensing Willi with him, suddenly. It was a strange sensation, but one that he’d felt several times in the eleven years since his death and it was as vivid as ever. He could sense his father watching him, waiting to see what he was going to do, how he was going to handle this.


Shakily, he sat down on a vinyl seat beneath a glass showcase displaying framed certificates. Two white youths with straggly hair and tight trousers sat next to him; they looked like they might have been part of a rock band. Joe yawned. Tired, he realized suddenly. It was past midnight English time. A door opened and shut; someone came out, a name was called and another person went in. More people came through from the street; he saw a police car outside; two cops greeted each other in the doorway; someone walked past holding a styrofoam cup of coffee; a curl of steam rose from it. Liquid nitrogen boiled into steam. The vacuum-insulated aluminium dewars that Crycon used each held four bodies. They had a boil-off rate of twelve litres of nitrogen a day. There was a safety margin in them of forty litres. That meant they could survive just over three days before they needed topping up. Before the bodies would become exposed and would start to thaw.


The sound of his name drifted through Joe’s thoughts and he didn’t notice at first that he was being called. Then he climbed to his feet. A woman clerk held open a hatch in the counter and he went through into a small recess where three chairs were lined up in front of a metal grille. A notice said ‘PERSONAL PROPERTY PICK-UP’ and there was a stack of autopsy-request forms.


A tanned man faced him on the other side of the grille in a mint-coloured polo shirt. He was in his late thirties, balding, with a sleek goatee beard that was trimmed short, and his intense stare through the thick lenses of frameless glasses conveyed a purposeful air unrelieved by any hint of humour.


He spoke slowly and precisely, as if wanting to ensure that everything he said was clearly understood. No come-backs. ‘Professor Joseph Messenger?’


Joe nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘Pleased to meet you, professor. My name is Howard Barr, I’m the investigating officer for the county coroner in charge of the Crycon disaster. How can I help you?’


‘I’ve come to find out what’s happened to my father and to make new arrangements for him.’


Howard Barr looked down at a form. ‘Professor Wilhelm Rudolf Messenger? That your father?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re aware of what’s happened at the Crycon Corporation, professor?’


‘Not entirely. I haven’t been able to get much information. I’m living in England – I saw a story about Crycon going bust in the newspaper this morning. I tried telephoning before I came over, but all I got was a number unobtainable tone. I arrived just a couple of hours ago, and went straight to Crycon. A police officer told me I had to come here. He said this is where they’re bringing the patients.’


‘Patients?’


There was a hint of contempt in the man’s voice, which irritated Joe, but he kept calm. ‘We consider people in cryonic suspension to be patients.’


Barr replied almost tonelessly. ‘Professor Messenger, all Crycon Corporation’s patients have been transferred here on the order of the State Department for Health to await instructions from their relatives regarding disposal.’


‘How long has my father been here?’


He looked back at his notes. ‘He was signed in at 12.24 p.m. yesterday.’


‘I just saw one of your vans leaving Crycon, driving at forty or fifty miles an hour. Do your staff have any idea how to handle cryonics dewars?’


Barr looked at him oddly.


‘They need to be moved very carefully,’ Joe said. ‘People in suspension are extremely fragile. And they need regular topping up.’


‘Topping up?’


‘With liquid nitrogen.’


‘I’m afraid we don’t have much use for liquid nitrogen here, Professor Messenger. Our electrical refrigeration system is good enough for our purposes.’


‘Not if you’re storing cryonics patients, it isn’t.’ Joe was getting the impression that Barr was hiding something from him. He remembered the fleeting stench of rotting flesh outside Crycon, recalled his nausea, and a debilitating feeling of unreality swept through him; the room seemed to be cramping him, closing in around him. ‘Is there a phone I could use – I’ll have to make some calls – get my father transferred to another cryonics unit. There’s a good one right here in LA. Alcor, I –’ the expression on Barr’s face halted him.


‘Professor, I’m not an expert on cryonics and I don’t want to disillusion you . . .’ His look had become a little more mellow, bordering on reproachful. ‘But I don’t think that cryonic suspension is a serious option any longer for your father.’


The room closed in further on Joe. He felt terribly afraid that something was more wrong than he realized. That maybe they had autopsied his father.


‘Why do you say that?’


Barr shrugged. ‘I’m not sure the Health Department would allow it.’


Joe felt anger rising in his voice. ‘I think you’ll find the Health Department has no legal right to interfere.’ He tapped himself on the chest. ‘It’s my decision! My father signed the legal papers. Crycon’s gone bust, and I accept I’ll have to pay another cryonics organization – but the Health Department is not dictating to me what I do! And I hope to hell none of your people has damaged his body in any way. I’d like to go see him right now: can you have someone show me where he is?’


Barr shook his head. ‘We don’t allow people to see bodies in here these days. Any viewing has to be done in the funeral parlour.’


‘I have legal custody of his body and I have a right to see him,’ Joe said.


Barr checked his beard by pinching fronds of hair between his forefinger and thumb for some moments. ‘When was the last time you saw your father, professor?’


‘Just after he deanimated in 1982. I helped with the perfusion.’


‘Pardon me?’


‘The preparations for freezing – the removal of his blood and replacing it with cryoprotectant agents.’


‘Your father died in bed?’


‘Yes, in hospital.’


‘I think you might be happier to remember him that way.’


Joe’s anger flared again. ‘I don’t think you understand. I like to remember my dad when he was alive and well – and some day in the future he’s going to be alive and well again.’


Barr sat motionless. ‘Professor Messenger, I can’t comment on the technology of cryogenics.’


‘Everyone likes to comment on it,’ Joe said. ‘Everyone who doesn’t know a goddam thing about it. Would you take me to my father’s body now, please?’


Barr raised a placatory hand. ‘I do have a little knowledge . . . As I understand, it’s important to freeze people as quickly as possible after certification of death – you gotta start the processes within minutes, to prevent arteries from closing up, and to prevent decay, right?’


Joe looked at him as if he were watching an image on television that was being blurred by interference. ‘More or less. You do that if possible. But you can still suspend people who’ve been dead for a while.’


Again, the man’s expression softened a little. ‘I’m afraid that the bodies in Crycon had been out of suspension for quite a while, professor. The guys in charge of it must have sold off all the equipment before they – disappeared.’


Joe was horrified. ‘Sold off the equipment? You mean the dewars?’


‘Everything.’


‘When?’


He shrugged. ‘We don’t have that information.’ He hesitated. ‘What I’m trying to tell you, professor, is that I don’t think your father’s body is as well preserved as you might be expecting. In my view he would not now be recoverable from suspension even if such a thing ever became possible.’


Joe looked back at his face in silence. Looked at the notice again. PERSONAL PROPERTY PICK-UP. Ordinary words made threatening because of their connection with death. Staring at the polished wood surface beneath the grille, he felt that he could be in a de luxe version of the condemned cell, except that it was his father who was in it, not him. ‘I take the view that at some point in the future doctors will be able to reconstruct our entire bodies from the DNA coding in just one intact cell. I don’t care how bad my father’s condition is, I intend having him re-suspended immediately.’ Joe blinked slowly, entwining his fingers. ‘I made a promise to my father and I intend keeping that promise. I’d be grateful if you’d let me see him now.’


The hardness returned to Barr’s features. ‘Professor, I’m just going to emphasize one more time that I think you’ll find it very distressing.’


‘That’s my decision.’ Joe remembered his father as the big tough guy who had been scared of nothing all his life, and he remembered the husk he’d seen in the hospital bed. And now he had braced himself for something else.


Howard Barr stood up. ‘If you go to the doorway by the elevators on the far side of the lobby, I’ll meet you there.’


Joe walked back across the lobby, and found the recess through to the elevators. Barr opened the door from the far side, then led the way down a corridor past a hive of offices, the soles of his immaculate white trainers silent on the floor.


They went through into an icily cold room with a white tiled floor and walls lined with tiers of stainless steel lockers. There was a pungent reek of disinfectant.


Barr stopped, checked the sheet of paper he was holding, and ran his eyes up the bank of lockers in front of him. Each one had a number and a slot for a tag. In the slot of the third one up, 37C, was a typed card that read: ‘Dr W. Messenger.’


The man looked flintily at Joe. ‘Sure?’


Joe swallowed back a lump in his throat. Eleven years. A lot had happened in eleven years; memories had faded, and grief had eased also, but his father’s image was still alive in his mind. He could sense again, now, that strong feeling of his father watching him, waiting for his reaction, waiting to see how he would keep his promise. He felt bolstered by it, as if the old man was winking at him, and saying, ‘That’s the way! Don’t put up with any shit from this smartass jerk.’


Barr removed a pair of surgical gloves from his pocket, tore them free of their sterile pack and rolled them on. Then he leaned forward and pulled the handle. The door opened easily and in the darkness beyond Joe could make out a lumpy blue plastic sheet; he could feel the blast of freezing air that escaped.


Then Barr pulled out a long, narrow tray on well-oiled castors on which lay a human form encased in the sheeting. He raised a fold in the sheeting, revealing a zipper. He looked at Joe once more, then pulled the zipper open in one long motion.


Joe was wholly unprepared for the stench and it hit him like a fist in his stomach. It was the smell of forgotten meat left in the trunk of a car for a month; of a drain being unblocked; of sour milk; of diarrhoea. Then he saw his father’s face and a cry tore itself free from his throat.


He had to turn away, momentarily blinded by the horror, stumbling, gulping in disbelief. He reached the far wall and was halted by the cold steel lockers, but he did not turn round; he could not endure even one more fragmentary glimpse.


He stood, shaking, his face pressed against the lockers. ‘No,’ he sobbed. ‘Oh, God, please no!’


The steel was sliding, as if he was in an elevator that was sinking; he tried to hold on to it, but his hands slid downwards. He saw the name ‘Mrs R. Waliewska’ typed on a tag, and ‘Mr D. Perlmutter’ as if they were floors at which he might get off, then he sagged down on to his knees and buried his head in his hands. He was squeezing his eyelids shut against the inhuman horror of his father’s face, with its rictus grin that had not been there when Willi Messenger had died.


The facial flesh had withdrawn, leaving just bare bone poking through the patches of rotten, leathery skin still attached in parts. The remains of Willi’s hair, straggly and coarse, protruded from the desiccated remains of his scalp like stuffing from a busted sofa. The eye sockets were empty, scooped out by the blowflies weeks ago, maybe months ago.


Joe wept, silently. Wept the way he had done in the morgue after his infant son Barty had died, when the police officer had given him one trainer and a blackened wristwatch and asked him to identify them. Wept as the shock rocked through him.
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Monday 18 January, 1993. Sussex.


Normally Joe liked the drive from his home to the university. It was five miles, mostly along a highway that rose and sank in undulating sweeps traversing the edge of the Downs, and on a fine morning like today the views across the hills and fields were spectacular. They gave a sense of open space that was one of the few things he really missed about Canada.


But his journey this morning was marred by jet-lag, which had lingered even though he’d flown back from Los Angeles last Tuesday. And the booming resonance of the blown exhaust on his Saab was aggravating the sinus headache he’d woken up with. And annoying him. He liked machines to work properly and always got irritated when they didn’t. The car was only two years old, but he had driven over something in the dark and hadn’t yet had time to get it fixed. His father would have fixed it himself, he thought, with a twinge of guilt; but it was years since Joe had touched the mechanics of a car; he could never justify the time.


The Isaac Newton University had been conceived as Britain’s equivalent to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. It had been designed as one architect’s vision of the perfect university, and built from scratch in 1963. The campus, entirely of red brick and concrete, was a weird hybrid of rounded contours and sharp angles, of bridges, arches, colonnades and linear crisscrossing walkways. It had been carefully landscaped to blend into the Downland setting, and was dotted with dinky ornamental lakes and streams, as well as with trees and shrubs that looked so neat they might have been plastic. There was a stilted air of Legoland about the place that was always heightened out of term-time when there were fewer people around. Joe thought it looked like the kind of instant, vaguely utopian city man might build in outer space. Except in only thirty years it had weathered badly and had already gone horribly to seed.


He parked his grey Saab in the lot behind the COGS – Cognitive Sciences – building, and switched off the ignition, greeting the silence that followed with considerable relief. Then he climbed out, locking the door.


A strong wind was blowing as he lugged his briefcase across the lot and down the steps between the COGS and the Biology buildings. Both were four-storey blocks connected by an enclosed aerial walkway on the third floors that owed something, but not much, to the Bridge of Sighs.


There was a boxed-in tank behind the Biology block marked ‘Danger – Liquid Nitrogen’ and the words brought back a sudden image of his father when Joe was about six, taking jars of bees out of the fridge, and getting yelled at by Joe’s mother. Willi Messenger had thought nothing of using his home as a laboratory.


The Christmas vacation was normally a time Joe enjoyed, when he was able to recharge a little; but right now, tired, and guilt-ridden because he had not kept a closer eye on Crycon, he didn’t feel he’d had any break at all. Signing the cremation consent had been hardest, harder even than sitting with the funeral director in the small chapel, staring at his father’s coffin on the catafalque as the chaplain recited the short committal service. Watching the curtains close. Gone.


Dr Messenger, your father is calling out for you. He wants to speak to you very badly . . . There’s something he wants to tell you very desperately. It seems like he wants to warn you about something.


He was never going to know what it was now. Sure, he had brought back a tiny amount of his father’s skin and a little hair in an icebox, and that was now in cryonic suspension; but the brain had gone completely, eaten away by blowflies, and even if it became possible to reconstruct the body from his DNA some time in the future, would any of Willi’s knowledge remain intact? Joe doubted it.


The wind cut through his clothes. He was wearing a Burberry mackintosh over a tweed jacket, blue cord trousers and suede lace-up brogues, the kind of clothes he figured gave just a dash of English gentry to his appearance, although the effect was marginalized by his tie. It was covered in flying pigs. He liked to wear wild ties, they made people smile. And he needed a few smiles right now.


The relatives of the patients who’d been suspended at Crycon had formed themselves into a group and were considering a class action against the two men who’d been running Crycon. Fourteen million dollars of patients’ fees, members’ subscriptions and charitable donations had disappeared at their hands. And all the equipment. Twenty-seven suspended patients had been abandoned on the floor behind locked doors to thaw out and decompose. Strangers in life, they’d formed one common miasma in death.


Joe wasn’t interested in suing anyone. He wanted his father back, wanted to show him how far he’d got with ARCHIVE, knew the old man would approve of how he had turned his own home into an experiment. But that was never going to happen. Not now. He could no longer bring him back to life; he could only keep the spirit of his work alive, his philosophy, his quest for immortality.


The carcass of a small bird lay beside a wastebin; feathers still clung to its wings. He looked away. The image of his father’s decomposing body filled his mind and he felt the cold wash of fear in his stomach. He recognized it as fear of his own mortality. And remembered how his father used to scare him as a kid by making him look into tombs, pointing out the rotting coffins and bones, and saying, ‘That’s what happens to you!’ Death was disgusting. Internal gases reacted, colons swelled, stomach contents fermented, faces got bloated, skin began rotting and leaking.


The wind rearranged his hair as he turned the corner round the front of the building, and he glanced briefly at the fine view of the rest of the toytown campus. It was spread out across a small valley in front of him, buildings networked by a grid of pavements along which futuristic streetlights stood every twenty metres. On almost every lawn was a modern sculpture, weird obelisks in steel, wood and bronze, some sharp and angular, others curved and arched. On the far side, on the higher ground, the imposing buildings of the library, theatre and admin block dominated everything, and beyond them, higher still, some of the residential buildings merged like ancient forts into the landscape.


Near the brow of the far hill two tractors were sowing winter crops. Spring would be coming in a couple of months, he thought. Then summer. Then fall. The eternal life cycle. You were born, you lived, you died. That was what we were taught, what we believed, what we knew. Hatch, match and despatch.


But it didn’t have to be that way.


He went in the front entrance, past the black and white sign that said ‘Department of Cognitive Sciences’, and the door swung shut behind him. The entrance lobby smelled of fresh paint. There were new notices pinned up on the boards, ads for lodgers seeking rooms, and for rooms seeking lodgers, ads for student discounts, for Student Union meetings, for Greenpeace T-shirts. There was a warning about increasing thefts from the car parks, and a calendar of events for the new term.


Joe cheered a little as he passed the enquiries office and climbed the two flights of bare concrete stairs, nodding and returning greetings from students and other lecturers. He should have been back a week ago, but the trip to LA had delayed him, and he’d only been in Thursday and Friday, trying to catch up on his correspondence; he was looking forward to getting stuck in again to his real work, to testing out the new ideas he’d been developing.


His pace quickened through the common room with its tiny cafeteria and down a long corridor with lecturers’ offices on both sides. Each office door had a number and a slot for a name tag, which reminded him suddenly of the mortuary in Los Angeles. Some of the staff had attempted to relieve the windowless gloom of the corridor by sticking esoteric cartoons about artificial intelligence on their doors.


The entrance to Joe’s department was at the end. The sign on his own door read: PROFESSOR J. MESSENGER. ARCHIVE PROJECT.


His secretary, Eileen Peacock, was perched in her cubby-hole of an office, the entrance to which was a narrow gap in a stockade of battered brown filing cabinets, in front of her word-processor screen. She was a waif-like creature somewhere close to retirement age, with dyed black hair combed forward into a page-boy fringe at the front, and shorn military-style at the back. She had very round eyes which peered out through overly large square spectacles that sometimes gave Joe the impression he was talking to her through a window. He was fond of her; she looked frail, but she was gutsy and rigorously efficient.


She raised her head up towards him, tilting it sideways at the same time in a curiously articulated movement, like an Anglepoise lamp, and greeted him with her unvarying ‘Good morning, Professor Messenger,’ almost as if she was reciting a line in an elocution lesson.


‘Hi. Good weekend?’


‘Oh, yes, thank you.’ She lifted her fingers from her keyboard. ‘Did you?’


‘Yup,’ he said, noncommittally. ‘Actually I guess Jack had the best weekend – he went to two birthday parties.’


‘He seems to have made lots of friends.’ She smiled fleetingly, then her face adopted the expression of impending doom with which she always prefaced any messages, regardless of their content. ‘Professor Colinson would like you to call him as soon as you come in – he wants to arrange a scheduling meeting. I think he’s sent you e-mail but he didn’t know if you’d read it.’


‘No, right.’ Meetings with the vice-chancellor didn’t register high on Joe’s pleasure scale. He loathed the man.


‘Your post is on your desk.’


‘Thanks. Who’s in?’


‘Just Harriet and Edwin.’


‘Where’s Dave?’ Dave Hoton was Joe’s right hand, the system manager for ARCHIVE.


‘I don’t know, professor. He may be in the machine room.’


Joe stuck his head round the door next to her office, into the cramped room which housed his two Ph.D. students, Harriet Tait and Ray Patel, and his postdoc researcher, Edwin Pilgrim.


There were four computers in the room: three were workstations that could be logged either into the college’s Unix systems or in to ARCHIVE; the fourth was an Apple Macintosh. Two of the workstations were unmanned. The Apple Mac’s screen saver was on, and fish swam lazily across the screen. The other screen was blank – Ray Patel was away on a year’s study leave in Austin, Texas. Joe was surprised there wasn’t someone in here using it instead.


Harriet Tait was editing something in a window. She was a quiet, studious girl, with an easy-going nature, in spite of a precarious-looking cluster of tight dark curls that looked more like a statement than a hairstyle. Edwin Pilgrim was sitting with his face clenched, typing furiously on his keyboard. Joe looked at his screen and saw, disapprovingly, that he was playing GO. There was a current vogue for computer students to play global games of GO.


‘Hi, you guys!’ Joe said. He made no comment about the game. Upsetting Edwin Pilgrim was not a smart thing to do.


Harriet Tait looked up, pleased to see him. ‘Hello, Joe – good weekend?’


Joe raised his right hand and gave it a couple of half-rotations to indicate so-so. ‘You?’


‘I wanted to get some stuff finished. I’ve been here most of the time.’


‘Good girl.’


Pilgrim did not acknowledge Joe at all, but that didn’t surprise him. Pilgrim was a strange loner with no apparent interests in life outside his work and electronic games. He was a delicate individual, frequently off sick with some ailment, real or imaginary, and riddled with neuroses and allergies. He’d been known to leave the office for several hours when someone peeled an orange in it, complaining that the smell disturbed the chemical balance of his brain.


Slightly built, with a faintly aggressive, angular face that was prone to breaking out in red blotches, Pilgrim had a lazy right eye which roamed wildly and distractingly when he was upset, which was often. Above his high, shiny forehead, strands of ginger hair were raked across his balding dome. He dressed invariably in a red anorak, metal-zipped cardigan with a white nylon shirt, grey flannel trousers and plimsolls, and he carried a Day-glo knapsack around with him. His demeanour was generally uncommunicative and hostile.


Joe found Edwin Pilgrim as entertaining as he found him irritating. He liked the quirky characters of the computer world. Among the many breeds it attracted, he found the Edwin Pilgrims to be among the most interesting: totally inadequate and unadapted for normal life, they could become major players in an electronic virtual world. They could become heroes, demigods, legends, even. Without ever moving from their keyboards, they could shed their lousy biological shackles and soar out into cyberspace.


Pilgrim had unquestionable genius in computer programming. He was capable of solving multiple problems simultaneously in his head, and Joe had never encountered anyone more able to translate his ideas into highly efficient programs. ARCHIVE was Joe’s baby, Joe’s invention, but it was Edwin Pilgrim who had performed the detailed calculations from which much of it had been built.


They were not only on the same wavelength scientifically, but also philosophically – even if they came at the philosophy of ARCHIVE from different directions. Joe believed ARCHIVE was the key to immortality. Pilgrim saw it as a potential way to escape the human form. Saddled with a body that had caused him to spend much of his childhood in bed, and with a distrust of humans born out of years of playground teasing, he had a deep-rooted desire to see them replaced with machines as soon as possible.


Joe opened the door to his own office, went in and hung his Burberry on the back of the door. Most of the offices in the university were tips, with mismatched furniture and worn carpets. The two hundred thousand dollars of the MacArthur ‘Genius’ Award had allowed him a few luxuries, and Joe had spent a little of the money on making his office a comfortable and pleasant place to spend the long hours he did. He had a large teak desk as well as the desk for his computer screen and Sun workstation, a swivel armchair and a reclining armchair, two decent sofas for his students and a thick twist-pile carpet.


One wall was floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, on the top shelf of which were his tennis and squash racquets. Among the rows of books were the six he’d written, plus his numerous published papers. Another wall was mostly taken up by a large whiteboard and a crowded cork noticeboard. His desk, beside a wide window overlooking the campus, was stacked with neat piles of letters and papers, and amongst them stood a photo of Karen, one of his favourites of her, taken halfway up Mount Vesuvius; and one of Jack on his third birthday, last September, standing proudly on the end of a jetty holding a fishing rod.


Above his desk were several large colour photographs grouped together in a single frame, with a caption beneath saying: ‘What do these have in common?’ The photos showed a yew tree, a redwood tree, a Koi carp, a parrot, an elephant and a clam.


Discreetly sited on the Artexed ceiling, in between the nozzles of the sprinkler system, were two miniature television cameras and four directional microphones which fed everything in the room to ARCHIVE, which sat in the basement three floors below.


ARCHIVE – which stood for Anthropo-Computer Host for Intelligent Virtual Existence – was the whole reason Joe was in England. It was to Joe’s certain knowledge the largest and most powerful neural network parallel processor connectionist machine in the world. One day it would be capable of storing, on an instant-retrieval basis, the entire contents of an adult human being’s brain. It would be aware of its own existence, able to make rational decisions of its own free will and to experience a range of emotions and sensations that would equate it to human life. It would, in effect, no longer be an inert machine but a conscious, living entity.


The funding for the ARCHIVE project had come from a trust set up by the late software billionaire Harry Hartman. The trust had offered almost unlimited funding to a university prepared to house the project – and prepared to share its information with the rest of the world. One condition of the funding was that the project be kept in England. Hartman wanted to stop British computing talent being drained abroad. Another condition was that Joe Messenger had to be in charge of it. Joe’s colleague, Blake Hewlett, who’d be-friended Hartman in the last years of his life, had convinced him that Joe was the only man with the vision and the ability to make it happen. From the reputation Joe had already established, Hartman had not needed much persuading.


ARCHIVE was the sum of Joe’s life’s work to date. It was something he cared about more, in truth, than anything else in the world; in some ways more, even, than his family. He’d spent twenty years designing it, and the past four years building and developing it. It had already cost over thirty-five million dollars, much of which had been spent on having its one-off components specially manufactured, and Joe could see no end in sight to when it would stop requiring funding. Fortunately his sponsors, who left him alone, were pleased with the scant papers he had published to date, even though they’d provoked more scepticism than praise in the scientific Establishment.


Sunlight streamed in through the window, and the heating system rattled faintly as warm air pumped in through the floor ducts. Joe stood for a moment, casting a rather dismal eye on the mountains of paperwork that had stacked up over the holidays, and which seemed to have grown even taller over the weekend. He hated pen-pushing and all the bureaucracy that the university demanded from him, and he sifted through the envelopes of the morning’s post with mounting gloom.


He cheered a little as he came across one that bore the frank of one of his publishers, and might contain reviews of his most recent book, The Computer That Loved Ben Hur. He slit open the envelope and was pleased to see a wodge of cuttings: an interview he’d done with the Guardian; a review in New Scientist; a more lengthy review in The Sunday Times which he scanned and was reasonably happy with, even though the reviewer appeared to have totally missed the fundamental point of the book. And there was what looked like a rave write-up in a small Californian magazine he much admired, called Extropy, which pleased him more than anything.


He put them into his briefcase to take home to show Karen, then sat down, swivelled his chair to face his workstation, and hit the carriage-return button on his grey keyboard to bring up his computer screen. He logged in as joem and then typed his password, minbag, which he’d created from the first letters of Julius Caesar’s ‘man is now become a god’. He hit the carriage return again, then he typed: rlogin archive interact, and hit the return key once more.


In crisp black letters on the brilliant white of his colour screen appeared the words: Good morning, Professor Messenger. Did you have a good weekend? The forecast is windy.


I had a pleasant weekend, thank you, ARCHIVE, Joe typed. He could have switched the computer to voice mode and spoken the words, but then ARCHIVE would have replied with speech and his headache wasn’t up to coping with its nasally deadpan voice.


You took Jack to two parties, I seem to remember, Professor?


You have a good memory, Joe typed.


You gave it to me.


I’m glad you are still aware who is boss, Joe typed back.


Boss. Who is boss? What is boss? Alternatives: noun. Superiority. Loftiness. Sublimity, transcendence, the tops, quality, ne plus ultra eminence, overlord, supremacy –


Joe cursed, halted the reply in mid-sentence and made a note on the back of an envelope on his desk. There were days when you could have an uncannily normal conversation with ARCHIVE, and others when it seemed to get thrown. It was almost human at times in the way it seemed to have its good and bad days, except they were due to faulty programming rather than a lousy night’s sleep.


He looked at the gibberish frozen on the screen. ARCHIVE would learn; just an adjustment and next time it would understand the remark and reply more intelligently. He glanced up at the ceiling above the metal cupboard and the camera stared back at him. His purpose in having the constant scrutiny of the cameras was that through inputting his home and work lives ARCHIVE would begin to understand the behavioural differences between the two environments. There were a lot of things that human beings understood very easily, but were hard to program into a computer. Particularly when he confused it by taking work home.


Joe exited from ARCHIVE to clear it, logged back in and re-entered his password.


On the screen again appeared the words: Good morning, Professor Messenger. Did you have a good weekend? The forecast is windy.


Joe typed back: You’ve already asked me that question. I thought you said you have a good memory?


I apologize for my memory lapse, Professor Messenger.


OK, I forgive you. Joe coaxed the computer like a child. Isn’t there something else you want to tell me, ARCHIVE?


You have mail.


Read it to me, please.


The screen went blank for an instant, then rows of electronic mail messages filled it:


archive % mail


“/usr/spool/mail/doc: 410messages. 331 new.


>N.398 ccol@cogs.Newton.ac.uk (DickGlebe) Sun Jan 17.


18.05. Re: Arrange meet Tue?


N.399 blake@cogs.Newton.ac.uk (Blake Hewlett) Mon Jan 18.


08.45. Re: Squash lunchtime?


N.400 kibo@world.std.com (James ‘Kibo’ Parry)


N.401 athun@vaxperth.ac.oz (Atilla the Upside-down Hun)


There were several hundred messages going back over the fortnight. The vice-chancellor was trying to set up a meeting as his secretary had mentioned. Blake Hewlett wanted to confirm their lunchtime squash game today. The COGS lecturers wanted to have a policy meeting. There was a zany message from someone who signed himself ‘Atilla the Upside-down Hun’ who hung out in Perth, Australia, and mailed him regularly with an off-the-wall theory, backed by several pages of mumbo-jumbo data, on experiments he’d done to prove a computer could be telepathic. It was one of the hazards of electronic mail that it made you instantly accessible to hi-tech nutters around the globe.


Joe closed his eyes and squeezed them tightly shut, trying to make his headache go away. It didn’t. He scrolled on through the messages, dealing with a few urgent ones. Then he took his Apple Mac Powerbook computer out of his briefcase, docked it into his workstation, switched it on and downloaded it into ARCHIVE. Finally, he typed the command for ‘today’s diary’ into ARCHIVE.


The date and time appeared on the screen, with three appointments listed beneath. A ten a.m. interview. The squash court booked for 12.45. And a dinner appointment, eight o’clock. Some friend Karen had made at a relaxation-therapy group she went to. Monday night was an odd night to be invited out to dinner, he thought, but Karen had been making a concerted effort to develop a social circle and he wanted to encourage her.


He looked at the first engagement. Ten o’clock. ‘Juliet Spring’ was the name beside it. He felt a brief flash of irritation at having his morning eaten into and checked his watch. 9.45. She’d be here in a quarter of an hour and he’d have to give her a decent amount of time. Damn. He looked at her name again. Juliet Spring.


She’d written before Christmas asking if she could do her doctorate in Artificial Intelligence under him. But he’d already decided against another postgrad. He’d taken on too many teaching and writing commitments, and wanted to spend more time this year on ARCHIVE. There were also some important developments going on in the neural network and cognition areas of AI and he needed to take time out to catch up on those, and to attend some conferences in Europe, the States and Japan. So why had he agreed to see her?


There was some reason, he knew, as he rummaged through a stack of correspondence on his desk, noticing with horror a couple of letters over two months old to which he had not replied. The brown envelope he was looking for was buried underneath the transcript of a lecture he’d given recently titled: ‘Why Einstein Was Wrong – Machines Can Taste the Chicken Soup.’


He held up the envelope with a small sense of triumph, shook out Juliet Spring’s letter and CV, and scanned through them to remind himself.


It was an impressive CV. A Cambridge double-first in neuroscience and computing science. Followed by another first in physiology at Carnegie-Mellon University. Then the past three years working in Artificial Intelligence in the prestigious medical research foundation of the international pharmaceuticals giant Cobbold-Tessering-Sanya.


Brilliant girl, but she would be demanding on time and her grounding seemed to be more medical than technological. He could think of professors in different departments both at his university and at others who would be more suitable. He tried again to think of the reason why he’d agreed to see her at all and felt annoyed with himself.


He began to read her details more carefully. The typescript was small and a twinge of pain jumped like an electrical spark across the inside of his forehead, along the back of his eyes. He’d been blighted with sinus headaches all his life. A classic example of the deficiency of the human body! With a computer you could repair faults cleanly and easily; with humans you either had erratic drugs or messy invasive surgery. Or you had to live with it.


There was a framed cartoon on Joe’s wall; his students had given it to him for his last birthday. It was a simple drawing of a rather old-fashioned computer with revolving tapes and winking lights. Beneath the computer were the words: Post-biological Man.


The cartoon made Joe smile. Sentiment did not. He believed implicitly that the human race could best survive by progressing from biological existence into mechanical existence. When consciousness could successfully be transferred into a machine, or engendered from scratch in a machine, then human biological existence would no longer be necessary. We would make way for post-biological man. But unlike our antecedents, who live on in us only by way of a few molecules, Joe believed that it would be possible for him and all other humans to live on through post-biological man for ever.


To become immortal.


Joe had met numerous scientists who found his idea completely crazy. He’d also met plenty who considered it interesting and stimulating, but he’d never met anyone else who believed as passionately as himself that it could actually happen.


He was about to.
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At five past ten there was a sharp knock on Joe’s door, then it opened before he had a chance to speak. Blake Hewlett stood there dressed in the all-black garb he had taken to wearing these days. His swarthy features creased into shadowy lines as he gave Joe a strange, knowing smile. ‘You have a visitor,’ he said.


Seven years older than himself, Blake was the university’s Professor of Cryobiology who had been largely responsible for Joe getting the position running the ARCHIVE project, and the Professorship of Artificial Intelligence.


They played tennis in summer and squash in winter twice a week; but in spite of the twenty years they went back together, to the days when Blake had first worked under Willi Messenger, Joe did not consider Blake to be a close friend. It was their shared belief in immortality that was their main bond, although they were coming at it from different directions. Unlike Joe who was a hardware scientist, with his faith in post-biological man, Blake Hewlett was a wetware scientist who believed the key to immortality lay in the preservation of the human biological body.


At the present time there was considerable crossover in their work; they were both attempting to understand more about the brain and consciousness in order to preserve and to replicate it. But outside that subject Joe at times found that Blake made him feel distinctly uncomfortable. Karen had never liked him. She tolerated him for Joe’s sake, but deep down she thought he was a creep.


Blake, who’d inherited a fortune from his father, had never married, preferring to have an endless succession of gorgeous live-in girlfriends. In spite of Joe’s love for Karen and Jack, he found himself sneakingly envying such a lifestyle.


He tried to read Blake’s expression as he continued to stand in the doorway, the strange smile conveying some secret signal which seemed to indicate Joe should know the code. A game; another of Blake’s irritating games. With his headache, Joe wasn’t in the mood for it.


‘I found her wandering lost and distressed on the wrong floor, Joe – thought I’d better rescue her and deliver her to your door.’ Blake’s voice was glib and authoritative; he tended to speak fast, in a strong Californian accent, and his delivery was forceful – as if he was inalienably right in all he said and you contradicted him at your peril. He stepped aside in a faintly theatrical motion and ushered into the room a shy and rather embarrassed-looking girl in her late twenties, who was accompanied by a powerful scent of perfume.


She thanked Blake and then gave Joe a rather uncertain smile. The door closed behind her as Blake slipped away. It was one of Blake’s quirks that he never said goodbye.


Joe half stood up and motioned her to the chair on the other side of his desk. ‘Juliet Spring, right?’


‘Yes – Professor Messenger?’ She had long red hair, some of which hung across part of her face, and she shook it back with a slightly nervy toss, like a pony, as she spoke. It was fine, straight hair that broke over the tops of her shoulders, and the morning sunlight through his window struck it, intensifying the rich burnished colour. Joe found himself momentarily tongue-tied; she was one of the loveliest girls he’d ever seen in his entire life.


Her skin was pastel fair with a few freckles, her nose small and straight, her eyes a brilliant emerald green with a hint both of fieriness and immense depth. And her lips had a finely sculpted look that made them intensely expressive, and, Joe thought, extremely sensual.


She was of medium height with a slender frame, and gave the appearance of having made a deliberate effort over her clothes. She was wearing a smart blue overcoat, with an elegant Cornelia James shawl draped around the shoulders, which Joe helped her remove. Beneath, she was dressed in a crisp white open-necked blouse with a broderie-anglaise front, a dark green suit, the skirt of which stopped just on her knees, and simple black shoes. Joe could see a plain silver necklace inside her blouse, and she was wearing a rather practical-looking wristwatch. She carried a black attaché case which looked new, as if she’d bought it for the interview, and a soft leather handbag.


As she sat down on the edge of the chair, she placed her case and bag down beside her, then wrestled with her hands as if unsure what to do with them. Joe found his eyes being drawn to the delicate skin of her neck, to her fine chin, then to her eyes. Hastily he looked down at her file. ‘OK, right.’ He parted his hands, then brought them together in a single clap. ‘Two double firsts – that’s pretty impressive.’
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