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        After the brutal murder of five families, Virtual Reality Officer Max Grainger races to stop the killer.

      

        

      
        Without evidence, Grainger’s virtual recreations of the murders are guesses at best and no help. When he stumbles across the dream recreations of Presidential aide Janine Sanders the similarities to the killings shock him.

      

        

      
        What’s the link between this woman’s nightmares and the murders? Will Grainger be able to find out before his own VR-inspired seizures drive him into madness?
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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday, June 4, 2250

      

      

      When the call came, he was dreaming of blood. The screech in his ear jolted him awake. His heart pounded so loud it almost drowned out the noise. Adrenaline hit a moment later, wrenching him to full alert. The emergency override of his phone bug buzzed insistently.

      “Time,” he called into the darkness.

      “Three thirty a.m.,” the clock responded in its bland, mechanical voice.

      He sat up, briefly regretting that he wore the phone bug constantly now. But there wasn’t any real choice. Not after four.

      Maybe five now.

      He triggered the receiver in his teeth. “Max Grainger.”

      Dubas’ voice, harsh and still sleep-filled, mumbled the dreaded words.

      “Max, we’ve got another one.”

      She hung up before Grainger could reply. As the lights responded to his call, he was already fumbling for his clothes. In five minutes he was running for the roof to meet the waiting aerohopper.

      Outside, he paused to put on his jacket and rub the last remnants of sleep from his eyes. The Toronto air still held a touch of chill, even in early June and especially at this hour.

      The driver acknowledged him with a nod and hit the accelerator. Flaps extending, the car lifted smoothly off the roof, banked around the building and headed northwest, toward the airport.

      “Where we headed?” Grainger asked.

      “Republic of Salvador,” the driver said. “We got the call half an hour ago.”

      Grainger nodded, already taping through the aerohopper’s antenna to the Central AI at the office. He flashed through the identification process, waiting impatiently for the Crime Investigation Unit logo to fade. Finally through, the Artificial Intelligence listed all current information.

      Another new country, he thought sourly. Inevitable when almost every city, state or province declared itself a nation. After the bio-plagues, the economic collapse and panic of the zero birth rate, total chaos had reined until the new countries gained a small measure of control. But still there were the unclean places, where the black market and criminal gangs held sway. Gene splicing and DNA mixing became the new way to reproduce, and the new way to produce monsters. Grainger knew in those filthy, decaying cities a powerchip became more valuable than a life, a sample of undiseased tissue became almost priceless. It was safer in the Alliance, supposed to be safer with the Genetic Standards Code and the testing.

      But already the fourth family in six months, if the M.O. matched. It would. Dubas wouldn’t have called him if it didn’t. Safer. Right.

      The aerohopper’s deceleration pressed him back in the seat. Below, the airport glistened like a tear drop, growing in size and brightness as the car descended. Morning sunlight reflected brightly off the steel-glass walls, making Grainger blink. With a bump, the car landed on the tarmac. The driver hit the door release. Air hissed out as the lock disengaged and the door slid back to reveal the sleek form of a waiting speed-shuttle.

      Irene Dubas beside the shuttle, clutching a stack of hard copy reports under her arm, her CIU jacket slung over her shoulders, a rare nod to formality for her. Jeans, too short for her long legs, ended just above her ankles and the grey shaper boots. Her elfin face was framed by a shock of black hair. Normally coiffed into submission, it stuck out in all directions, betraying her own hectic arrival.

      As Grainger jumped out of the aerohopper and walked up to her, she wagged her reports at him. “I had them put your equipment aboard the shuttle.”

      “That’s good,” he said. He appreciated her telling him. Like most Virtual Reality Officers, he was very protective of his equipment. His previous partners had never understood the merging of consciousness and technology when he hooked into the VR Unit and the damage that could result if the unit was even slightly off calibration. Dubas had always been very good about it.

      “The Alliance liaison has ordered another press blackout,” she said. “The AI is already producing smart worms to delete anything on the ComNet. Might even be able to extend it into the Non Aligned Zones if the ciphers are up to speed.”

      They boarded the shuttle.

      Two and a half hours later they stood outside the house. It was a newer model, piecemeal made in old China and then ordered direct from the factory through distributors. The latest in inexpensive housing. Practical down here, Grainger thought. Wholly impractical up north. They still hadn’t figured out how to beat the Canadian winters.

      They hadn’t painted it, Grainger noticed. Either they hadn’t wanted to or couldn’t afford to, the cost of the house probably taking up their savings for years to come.

      Behind them, the Salvadoran police mumbled and mulled around. They were a haphazard bunch, Grainger noticed, probably part-time help with a few soldiers sprinkled here and there. Wide brown eyes stared suspiciously at Dubas’ tousled hair and Grainger’s bristly face. Probably wondering who the hell these scruffy people are, Grainger thought. But the Alliance treaty gave the CIU jurisdiction in this case, despite the police’s misgivings. At least they weren’t overtly hostile like in the Atlanta Collective.

      Dubas stepped forward, pulling her ident badge from her pocket and triggering the holo. A tiny miniature of her from shoulders up sprang to life and slowly revolved above the badge.

      “My name is Inspector Irene Dubas, this is my partner, VR Officer Max Grainger,” she said crisply. “First we would like to thank you for extending your invitation to us to visit your crime scene.”

      Like they had a choice, Grainger thought wryly. But he appreciated her diplomacy. The way she identified this scene as the Salvadorans’ was designed to set them at ease. From the relaxing shoulders and smoothing brows, he could tell that Dubas’ words were having the desired effect. It wasn’t necessary to do have their cooperation but it sure made it easier.

      Despite Dubas’ soothing words, the police stayed well away from him, Grainger noticed. Noticing was his job in a nutshell. The police had noticed him as well, he could see it in the way they tilted their heads, how their eyes looked quickly away, how their hands twitched. His specialty was obvious to any who recognized the tiny implant sockets in his temples.

      Dubas returned. Grainger watched her smooth, strong stride, her grey boots crunching on the gravel.

      “The cops got as far as the kitchen before they realized what they had,” she said.

      Grainger nodded. “Did they mark it?”

      “I think so, but they may have missed things.”

      “Okay.”

      Grainger bent to run a quick check through his equipment. His hands slid over VR Recording Unit open. Intact it weighed about three pounds and looked like a tiny briefcase. Leads from the back slid out for connection to his temple implants. The bottom sensors measured carpet and floor density, calibrating the weight of the last people walking in any given room, through comparison of the fibre contraction to the list of fibres on link to the Central AI. Tiny filament sensors along the side took air samples for similar comparison with known air borne chemicals. The pinhole cameras mounted around the case photographed in normal, infrared and ultra violet. His own effect on the environment was masked out by the tiny leads attached to his right wrist. A reading of his movements, weight, skin, clothing and hair fibre were recorded and then deleted from the main track, but maintained on a secondary tract in case the evidence was ever challenged in a court room. Grainger had never heard of a VR recording being challenged in the last fifty years.

      Satisfied, he plugged the leads into the sockets at his temples and hit the power.

      “I’m ready,” he told Dubas. She nodded and stepped away. He turned quickly toward the house, before the unit started recording impressions of her. He had to save up his watching for the house.

      Patterned brick led toward the house. Evenly spaced, he noted, a very professional job. The colours were dulled by the intense sun and humid air. He looked at the house.

      Grey, flat and unassuming. The kind of colour that faded into the background. The original colour of the panels. Welding marks streaked like rain at the panel edges. The family had laboured hard to put it together. He wiped the thought from his mind. He was only watching, only seeing. Anything else was thinking. He was not paid to think.

      He keyed open the door with one gloved hand. Hallway empty, a colourful throw rug on the floor, skewed to the left. He swept the area, paying close attention to the joins at the walls and floor where telltale particles would settle.

      The first body lay in the living room. One of the three husbands in the group marriage of six adults. Face up, sitting on the worn, green couch. Hands folded inside his abdomen. A ragged slice splitting him open from sternum to throat like a ripe fruit.

      Grainger recorded all around the body, sensors on maximum. He noted the blood splatter patterns on the carpet, the smear beneath the couch. It wasn’t necessary to measure. After his sweep, the police would commence bagging the evidence.

      He finished the lower floor which, besides the first body, was empty. The rest were upstairs, laid out in the bedrooms. He noted the familiarity in the pattern of mutilations, similar to the first two sets of murders. With the daughter he took extra time, just as the murderer had. The slice here was straighter, cutting through her body, almost splitting her right in two. The internal organs had been removed and laid out around her in a ritualistic pattern.

      And again the slogans, in a bloody splash across the wall of the master bedroom. “Free the human genotype.” More generic than last time, he noticed. Nothing specifically about the Alliance conception policies. This time.

      He was careful to record every letter precisely, to give the handwriting analysts something to work with, but odds were it would turn out like the others. Sprayed by a trigger-writer, set to random styling.

      As expected, the second child, another daughter, was not in the house. If the killer was true to form, they’d find her in a week or so. Grainger refused to think about that.

      The full recording took three hours. When he finally emerged, the police, barely contained by Dubas, rushed forward. He saw them coming, saw Dubas’s alarmed face as she reached out to stop them. He closed his eyes tightly and hit the disconnect switch.

      Pain lanced through his temples and down his back. His jaw clenched with the force of it. A headache erupted from the base of his neck and spread like clutching fingers across the top of his scalp. His stomach twisted with nausea at the sudden disconnection. He fought it down, swallowing the acrid taste of bile in his mouth. Slowly the pain receded to become a throbbing in his temples, an after-effect of the hurried disconnection. He would pay for this later, he knew, when he tried to reconnect.

      Finally as his senses cleared, he felt Dubas’s hand on his arm. He opened his eyes, squinting against the pain in his head.

      “You okay?” Dubas asked.

      “Yeah.”

      She nodded once then whirled away from him, toward the police.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she snarled. “Are you all first year cadets? You never rush a VR Officer after he’s come out of a recording. Not only could you do tremendous damage to him, you could overload the equipment and screw up the recording.”

      They all looked properly horrified but Dubas wasn’t finished with them yet.

      “You.” She pointed at a short, stocky officer with dark, curly hair. “Get a list of everyone here and register them for an introductory seminar on VR. I want a copy of that list and a report from each one of you attending about what you learn.”

      The officer hesitated and Grainger saw rebellion in his eyes. But Dubas’ expression was murderous. With a curt nod, the officer changed his mind and began to make a list.

      Turning, Dubas took Grainger’s arm and steered him toward the car. He slid in after her, sinking back into the seat, closing his eyes against the headache.

      Only when they reached the airport did he open them. The light poured in like molten steel, making his temples throb. He rubbed his forehead as they slipped through customs and onto the shuttle. Settling into their seats, Grainger carefully checked the VR Unit as Dubas tapped his shoulder.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” she asked.

      “Fine.”

      “Your eyes are red, I’ve got some painkillers.”

      He shook his head. “No thanks. It’s fine.”

      Dubas didn’t say anything, but the set of her mouth told him she was displeased. Satisfied with the VR Unit packed away, he leaned back in the chair. He was sorry she was unhappy but he didn’t like what painkillers did to him, how they dulled the nerves, distorted the connections to the VR Unit. Grainger was the best in the business and the only way to be the best was to be totally connected, totally seeing. Anything blocking that was not tolerated. He would live with the pain.

      By the time they landed back in Toronto in the country of Ontbec, the headache was no more than a tightening in the back of his neck. Not as bad as he’d expected. He retreated out of the shuttle to the terminal gate, where Dubas was instructing some CIU men on the unloading of the equipment. She finished up as he walked toward her.

      “They’ll take care of everything,” she said. “Let’s head out.”

      As usual he noticed the guards staring at him as they left. He didn’t allow it to bother him. It took a certain type of person to be able to plug yourself into the VR Unit, exposing yourself raw to its cool technology, to allow the computer to manipulate your eyes and hands, to submerge your identity into the image, to fool you into seeing what wasn’t there. Slipping out of the physical world, he plunged into a world of pure fabrication, built on the most minute measurements of reality. Most people couldn’t handle the total absorption into virtual reality the way he could. They couldn’t deal with the incredible bombardment, the constant stimulation directly into the cerebral cortex. Most people would go crazy. Grainger had learned to detach.

      “When doing an initial recording it is very important to allow impressions to enter into you, into the VR Unit, and to not impose your own ideas about what should be there.” He remembered Professor Gardner’s voice, gruff and throaty, as he lectured on the diminishment of ego for virtual reality tapings.

      “You are as the camera is, as the recorder is, as the VR Unit is, merely observing the data. See everything, think nothing. Everything has the same importance. To allow one object to become more important in your sight over another is to impose judgment. Once you impose judgement, you are not seeing but thinking and thinking can be wrong. Only seeing is right.”

      Out of the class of five hundred students in the VR Training Academy which Grainger had attended only three of them graduated. Most people dropped out after the first semester. Those who survived second year found the onslaught of third year almost unbearable. For many it had been deemed medically unsafe to proceed. The few who defied such warnings barely survived a cerebral overload or died.

      For VR training, it was a successful graduating class.

      “Why don’t you head home for a few hours.” Dubas’s voice broke into his thoughts. “It’ll take that long for the lab to come up with anything and at least that long for any info from the scene to be collected and transmitted here.”

      Grainger glanced over at her, seeing her sharp features, small pointed nose, wide green eyes, high cheekbones and narrow chin. Her expression was bland but he knew she was still worrying about the disconnection.

      “I’ll be all right,” he said.

      Dubas allowed a touch of annoyance to show in her face. “Bullshit, I know what that does to you, don’t think I don’t. Go home and get some sleep. I’ll call you when the data starts arriving. You’re just going to be in my way until then anyway.”

      “Irene...”

      “Home,” she snapped. Keying open the door, she leaned forward to speak to the driver.

      “Take VR Officer Grainger back to his apartment. Do not listen to anything he says. Got it?”

      “Yes ma’m,” the driver said crisply.

      Dubas got out and crossed her arms, one eyebrow cocked up in challenge. “Well?”

      Grainger knew better than to defy her. He pushed a few light brown strands of hair out of his eyes and nodded. Satisfied, she stepped away from the door.

      “Call me as soon as anything comes in,” he said.

      “I will.” She shut the door.

      The car rose, leaving Dubas standing alone on the pavement outside the airport. As Grainger watched, another aerohopper landed, flaps settling, and she climbed into it. Her aerohopper also lifted, heading in the direction of downtown, toward their offices.

      Grainger leaned back in the seat, fatigue seeping into his body like the crystallization of ice. He was more tired than he realized. Over three hours of work plus traveling time and it was only noon in Ontbec. He closed his eyes, his temples throbbing. The real test would be reconnection, then he would see exactly how bad the disconnection had been. A bud of anger flared inside him and just as quickly dispersed, leaving him feeling even more drained. He wanted to be angry at the Salvadorans, needed the strength such an anger could give him, but he was too adept at detaching. He knew they hadn’t acted maliciously, they just didn’t understand.

      The driver dropped him off on the roof of his apartment building. As the car lifted away, Grainger walked across the roof to the door. He contemplated waiting for the elevator, but knew if he stopped moving he was in danger of falling asleep on his feet. He walked the two floors to his apartment.

      The lock checked his fingerprints, retina and voice print before letting him in. As the door slid back, he dropped his briefcase and jacket on the floor. The bedroom was down the hall on the left. Not more than thirty steps but each step sapped his strength. He ignored his personal phone, forwarding it directly to messages.

      Finally the bedroom. He managed to kick off his shoes before falling into bed. For a moment the image of the torn up Salvadoran girl swam in front of his eyes. She’d had luscious black hair, thick and healthy looking. She’d probably been a real beauty with that hair and those dark eyes. The image of the hair wavered, becoming lighter, curlier, and as he sank deeper into sleep, her hair turned red.
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        * * *

      

      He had been seven years old when he saw his sister die.

      They had gone to the mall, a rare treat since Mom Janice hated the mall and did most of the shopping for the family through the ComNet. But Marg had been itching to get out all day, her young sixteen year old sensibilities yearning for freedom. The only price was taking Max with her. She peered down at him over the rims of her new ultra-hip infra-goggles and snapped her fingers.

      “Come on, twerp.”

      With the slap of her hand on the door lock and the spin of her heels, she was out the door. Max scrambled to keep up.

      The mall was only a half a mile away so they walked, bypassing the North York supertrain. Max was just as glad to walk. The trains, with their high speeds, always made him sea sick and he knew how mad Marg would get if he threw up on her shoes.

      “Whatcha getting Dad Paul for his birthday?” Max asked. He brushed his straight brown hair away from his brow. It was Dad Ray’s hair, the same bland brown tone and straight, stubborn style. Marg got her hair from Mom Debra with its rich red lustre and big, bouncy curls. She kept it chopped razor short on the sides with the back reaching almost to her waist.

      “I don’t know,” Marg said. She flicked her wrist in a dismissive gesture.

      Max fell silent for the rest of the walk. He knew not to push his luck with her. She would just as soon dump him at some playroom somewhere as cart him around the mall. He didn’t want to go to some playroom. It was so rare that he got a chance to hang around Marg. She was so much older, almost grown up. She went out with boys and had her own phone, unlike his which was only hooked up to one of their six parents’, whoever had watch that day.

      Overhead on the raised tracks, a supertrain sped by, flashing the date and time: August 28, 2227, 2:17 pm. Max watched it go by. Although he didn’t like riding on them, he did like watching them.

      “Come on, Max, let’s go!”

      Max glanced over to see his sister standing several yards away, gesturing impatiently. He hurried to catch up.
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        * * *

      

      Before they went into the mall, Marg snapped a homer button into the waist of his jeans. Max protested this vigorously; he was a big kid, he didn’t need such baby devices. But Marg’s harsh look shut up his protests faster than any of his mothers’ quiet explanations or his fathers’ sharp retorts. Her look told him that if he didn’t like it he could go home.

      Max left the homer on.

      They wandered through the stores, spending a disproportionate amount of time in the woman’s clothing stores. Max began to suspect that Dad Paul’s birthday was only a ruse for Marg to hunt for clothing for herself. Mom Janice must have suspected this, sending Max along to act as watchdog.

      Max grinned silently to himself. He couldn’t very well disappoint one of his mothers.

      “So what are we getting for Dad Paul?” he asked as Marg looked at her umpteenth skirt.

      “Shut up,” she said.

      Max tilted his head, eyeing the skirt critically. His hair fell into his eyes. “I don’t think that’ll fit Dad Paul.”

      Marg’s look tried to burn a hole through him, but Max had a secret weapon. He put on an innocent face.

      “Mom Janice said we should get him a present.”

      At the mention of one of their mothers Marg set the skirt back on the rack. “Come on, you little shit,” she said, grabbing his arm and dragging him out of the store. Max grinned secretly to himself.

      They ended up in a sporting goods store, one of Dad Paul’s favourite hobbies. Marg pondered the prices of the holo-balls, complete with padded arm and wrist supports. Max watched from a safe distance. He and sports had never got along, his slender bones tending to break and muscles to strain. Dad Paul had expressed some disappointment in this, the family’s only son was not going to be a champion athlete. However, Dad Ray and Dad Steve, as well as the mothers, expressed great relief in Max’s more intellectual gifts. After getting fashion plate Marg, Max supposed that having one child with a brain was better than nothing.

      “I can’t afford this,” Marg said. Max squinted at the price. Two hundred creds. A lot.

      “How much you got?” he said.

      She pulled out her card and looked at it. “Only a hundred and fifty. It’ll be even more with tax.”

      She looked genuinely glum, not the overdone act she usually put on. It surprised Max. He hadn’t really thought she paid that much attention to the family, what with her boys and her friends. Mostly she was a blur running out the door.

      Max dug into his jeans pocket and pulled out his own cred card. He had a summer job of rerouting faxnews through his computer at home and been saving up for a new bike. Actually a used bike, the one in the shop over on Triple Gate Street with the old fashion balloon tires and sleek handlebars. Only fifty more and it would be his.

      “I got eighty,” he said. He showed her his card.

      Her eyes widened. “Where’d you get that?”

      “Fax work.”

      She blinked and looked at him, her expression surprised. A dawning respect sounded in her voice. “You saved that much?”

      He shrugged, trying for nonchalance, feeling a flush of embarrassment and pleasure rise in his cheeks. He had impressed her, and she was so much older. His parents had been impressed but that didn’t count, parents were supposed to be impressed. It was their job.

      But sisters were supposed to hassle you, no matter what. They weren’t supposed to look at you like you knew what you were doing. For Max this was a huge step away from the usual family dynamics, but he found he didn’t mind. He liked the look of pride on her face.

      “You can use it for Dad Paul’s present,” he said. He pressed the card into her hand. For some reason, the bike which had been his every waking moment’s obsession, suddenly seemed less colourful and exciting.

      Marg shook her head. “No, I can’t take it. I wanted to get this for Dad Paul myself.” She pushed the card back at him.

      “No, you give it to him. Say it’s from you. You can pay me back.”

      She looked down at the card and then back at him. For the first time in a long while her smile was not a superior, snarling one, but a gentle, honest one.

      “Thanks, Max.”

      As she went to pay for the holo-ball, Max waited, feeling a jumble of emotions that made him edgy. He wanted to bounce up and down the isle until Marg returned, hauling a large box under her arm.

      “Come on, twerp, let’s go,” she said. The words were her usual condescending ones, but her tone was lighter.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said. When they left the store, she took his hand, on the pretence of steering him out of the mall but both of them knew better. Etiquette didn’t allow them to discuss it, but Max felt happy. There was going to be a change in their relationship from now on, he felt certain. She could see now that he wasn’t a little kid anymore. He had more uses than just being an embarrassment in front of her friends.

      He heard the first crack as if from a distance, like the snap of a large twig. He didn’t bother to turn around, it was disconnected from him, he didn’t care.

      “What was that?” Marg asked. She turned her head a little. Her red hair spilled over her shoulder and brushed against his arm.

      Another crack, louder, more ominous. Coming from the left.

      Marg never completed her turn. The right side of her face dissolved. Her body shuddered with the impact of the bullet. As she dropped the box and crumpled to the ground, Max stared, hanging onto her hand.

      Another crack and the tiling in front of him exploded, sending up tiny shards in a cloud of dust. Max stared at Marg, holding onto her hand. A stain spread through her hair, matting the curls. He stared at the spreading stain.

      His mouth opened, and he began to shriek.

      Cascading shrieks surrounded him, echoing through his soul. Blurs of movement flashed through his range of vision, but he didn’t notice it. All he saw was Marg’s hair, her long luscious red hair. She spent so much time on her hair, curling it, brushing it, washing it. She’s not going to be happy about this, he thought wildly. He knew she was dead, but he couldn’t accept it, couldn’t allow it to be real.

      From a distance he felt a hand touch his shoulder. A face swam into view, a harsh angular man’s face. His expression was serious.

      “What’s your name, boy?”

      Max blinked. His throat felt raw, his face wet.

      “Max,” he whispered.

      “Max,” the man said. “Can you let go of this woman’s hand? We’ll take care of her now.”

      “She’s my sister,” Max said.

      “We’ll take care of her now,” the man repeated.

      Max felt the blood rushing to his face, making it warm. He trembled, clutching Marg’s hand tighter. Her hand gave no resistance. He noticed how limp it felt.

      “No,” he said. His voice rose in panic. “No, you can’t. She’s my sister, you can’t take her.”

      In a rush of energy, he shoved the man away and stumbled to his knees. His right hand buried itself in Marg’s hair. He felt the warm stickiness of her blood ooze between her fingers. The reality of it slammed into him, and he knew then that she was really dead.

      “No!” he screamed and burst into tears.
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        * * *

      

      The buzz in his ear jolted him awake, stopping the scream in his throat. He gasped in air, staring into the darkness, disoriented. The buzzing slowly brought him back. He was in his apartment. The darkness coalesced into the familiar shapes of his bedroom. With a trembling hand, he wiped the perspiration from his forehead.

      “Grainger.”

      “The lab’s started sending up some of the findings and the Salvadorans are faxing in copies of the evidence sheets. The originals along with the bagged evidence should begin arriving in a few hours.” Dubas’ voice was dull and thin over the line.

      “I’m coming in,” Grainger said. He disconnected.

      He walked into the bathroom, ignoring the trembling in his legs. His face looked worn and tired in the mirror, worse than before he’d returned to bed. Dark circles hung below his light brown eyes. His lips, thin at the best of times, almost disappeared into the paleness of his skin. Dad Ray’s lips. Thanks a lot.

      He wet a cloth and rubbed his face until it tingled then stepped into the shower. He dialled in a brief five second spray of soapy water which he rubbed vigorously into his skin. He finished with a longer spray of cool water, a full thirty seconds. He felt the need to be self indulgent for once.

      He left his hair wet, shaking out the excess drops. When he finally stepped out of the shower, he felt almost human.

      As he dressed he noticed it was close to five o’clock. The lab would be finishing the day shift soon and he would get what he could out of them. When the Salvadoran evidence began to arrive, he’d start collating it with the scan he’d taken this morning.

      He picked up his jacket from the floor by the door and slipped it on. The wrinkles weren’t too bad. After setting the lock, he closed the door behind him. As he waited for the elevator, he glanced again at his watch.

      It was going to be a long night.
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        Monday, June 4

      

      

      The elevator was late.

      Janine Sanders tapped the autopad impatiently against her thigh, staring at the elevator’s digital readout. It hovered between one hundred and nineteen and one hundred and twenty before slowly beginning to descend. She stole another glance at the lobby clock. Eight forty-three. God, she was almost fifteen minutes late!

      Come on. She stabbed the up button again, as if that would hurry it up. As if it would make up for the fact that it really wasn’t the elevator that was late. She was late.

      God, late. Late for the Monday briefing.

      Her heart thudded hollowly in her chest.

      Finally the elevator arrived. She hit the button for ninety eight. Doors hissed closed. A brief hum triggered the elevator’s acceleration. Janine swallowed to relieve the air pressure change in her ears. She swore she could feel the elevator shooting upward, the pressure in her head, the way her knees buckled slightly. The compensation field indicator glowed green for operating but she wasn’t fooled.

      When the doors opened at the ninety-eighth floor, she was already stepping through, tearing off her jacket with one hand. Bronson’s secretary rose from behind his desk, catching her jacket as she flung it.

      “Conference room seven,” he called after her.

      Janine ran down the hall, skidding to a stop in front of the closed door of conference room seven. She took a gulp of air, brushed her brown hair out of her face and pressed her palm to the ident reader. As the soft blue light flashed over her skin, Janine straightened her shoulders, lifted her head. Her heart beat slowed. She had to enter with dignity, after all, she was the President’s top aide.

      The door slid open and she stepped through.

      “And I believe the potential is great...,” Harper was saying. He cleared his throat as she calmly took her seat beside Shelby. The policy director smiled slightly.

      “How is the schedule laid out?” someone farther down the table asked.

      “Did I miss anything?” Janine whispered to Shelby. She bowed her head toward her autopad to cover her words.

      The policy director shook her head slightly. “Just the normal chest puffing,” she said.

      Janine smiled. She pulled up the schedule on her autopad, a pale reflection of the hologram that popped up from the displayer in the center of the table.

      “As you can see,” Harper said. He picked up an electronic pointer to highlight his chosen items. “We are coming to a delicate phase of the negotiations with the Non Aligned Zone. Despite protests from several Alliance countries we are moving forward. In the next few weeks, we believe we can...”

      Louis Serrault leaned forward at the far end of the table. The holo gave his greying hair a bluish tinge.

      “Exactly which countries are protesting?”

      Harper swallowed. “We have reports of activities in British Nevada, Jerusagypt, Ari-Mexus, and the Detroit-Kentucky Corridor. But UF has been holding firm in its support of the negotiations.”

      Serrault nodded, satisfied. He waved a heavily veined hand for Harper to continue.

      Janine stifled a grin. Harper, forever trying to impress, inevitably looked like an idiot whenever he talked to Louis. President Louis, she reminded herself. Informality did not belong in the briefings.

      Good thing about United Africa’s support. Without them, negotiations would barely have gotten started, never mind progressed so far. But their support was double edged, the concessions they insisted upon could undermine all their efforts. Janine pushed the thought from her mind.

      As Harper droned on about the schedule, outlining the series of meetings throughout the summer, culminating, hopefully, in the settlement of a treaty in late August, Janine watched Louis. He thrived on these kinds of deals. The late nights, the stress, the constant pressure rolled off his back. She could see no sign of fatigue in those clear blue eyes. Of course, she was halfway down the table from him.

      Good thing, she thought, he’d probably make some comment about the way she looked. And she knew how bad she looked, she didn’t need any confirmation. The bathroom mirror this morning had told her as much. Her brown eyes, normally bright and alert, now were sunken and dull. Her round face looked puffy. She done her best with makeup, but how long would that last?

      Shelby leaned forward as the holo changed to show a list of agenda items.

      “Of course, the most pressing issue, the one that divides us the most is the Genetic Standards Code. Genetic purity, as defined by the Council charter, excludes most of the Zone members. The effects of the bio-plagues has proven to be longer lasting in the Zone than in any of the Alliance countries.”

      “Because of the Code,” Hundari broke in. “It was adoption of the Code that has allowed us to thrive, to defeat the diseases and destruction of the plagues. Adoption of the Code in the Zone is paramount.”

      “We can’t expect the Zone to just roll over on all their policies and adopt ours without question. We would never do such a thing, we have to look at it from that perspective.”

      Bronson, the Community Minister leaned forward, large, thick fingered hands resting in front of him on the table.

      “But exempting the Zone from complying with the Code will undermine it’s implementation with the Alliance countries. How can we expect them to comply if the Zone doesn’t have to?”

      Shelby opened her mouth to reply but Serrault beat her to it.

      “A blanket all or nothing attitude towards Code compliance will get us nowhere. That’s why we’re looking at ways to make the Code more acceptable.” He barely nodded in her direction but Janine knew she was on. She took a deep breath.

      “The Joint Council of the Alliance has set up a task force to review a step by step approach to implementing the Code in the Zone. We are looking at a multi-tiered system that includes standardization of medical services and personnel, testing, cataloguing and carding of people living in the Zone, first on a volunteer basis and then on an increasingly legislative basis. Finally treatment of the genetic disorders we can handle, and implemental of the Code standards through a phased in process of marriage control, DNA cataloguing and conception procedures.”

      A thoughtful silence greeted her words. Both Bronson and Hundari looked unhappy. They don’t like being usurped, she thought. An unpleasant reminder that this wasn’t just country policy but Alliance Council policy. Most of the task force team weren’t even from Ontbec and Serrault had not bothered to consult with his ministers. Just another reminder of Serrault’s priorities; as president of the Joint Council, he was nothing if not an Alliance supporter.

      “Doesn’t that seem a little presumptuous when negotiations are still going on?” Bronson said.

      Janine pursed her lips. “Of course, success in the negotiations is paramount, however, we believe that a standardization task force will be beneficial to Alliance countries as well as to the Zone.” She leaned back in her chair. She could see how Bronson’s neck muscles tensed as he resisted the urge to look over at Serrault. Surprising restraint on his part. Hundari on the other hand, couldn’t resist stealing a glance over at the President. Serrault’s composed expression gave him the answer; Janine’s words were the President’s.

      They moved onto the next item. Janine absently rubbed her temples. Fatigue made her scalp feel like an overinflated balloon. When was the last time she’d gotten a full night’s sleep? She couldn’t remember, maybe never, maybe these nightmares stretched all the way back into her childhood, all the way back into babyhood, until she was merely a collection of cells ready for incubation at the conception center. But surely if they’d been around for that length of time she’d have gone insane long ago. Maybe it really only had been six months.

      The briefing ended at eleven, which was just as well for Janine. The last half had blurred into a haze of pain as her headache increased to a pounding throb in her brain. Much more of this and her brain would leak out of her ears. Not a pleasant idea, she thought, brushing at her shirt. It would clash with her outfit.

      Serrault caught up with her as she was collecting her jacket from Bronson’s secretary. The young man had been thoughtful enough to hang it up and she thanked him softly, wincing as he acknowledged her far too loudly. As she turned toward the elevator, Serrault was there, one short fingered hand wrapping around her upper arm in a persuasive grip.

      “Janine, my dear, you look like you could use a drink. Come along and let me get it for you.”

      One look at that elfish face, a slight smile playing across his thick lips, blue eyes bright and wide, and she knew it would be useless to protest. Louis preferred to use charm and humour to get his way, but would resort to orders if necessary.

      “Sure,” she said.

      Fifteen seamless minutes later he had swept her into his office and sat her on a couch facing the window-wall, a transparent floor-to-ceiling sheath. Guaranteed bullet proof, and useful for projecting old style two dimensional films on. Serrault had a stash locked away in his safe. Classic wild comedies of Monty Python, the Air Farce, and Nolton Nash. Janine had never been able to see what Louis thought was so funny in them.

      Serrault’s thick hand swam into her vision, holding a mug of steaming synth coffee. With a slight smile, she took the mug, cradling it in both hands. The steam filled her nostrils with rich flavour and she inhaled it deeply. With a little effort, she could drown in that smell, feel the rich aroma surround her and dissolve her, and everything else with her, the nightmares, the negotiations, the task force, Jeremy...

      Bad idea to think of Jeremy.

      “I am thinking, Janine, that you do not look very good to me here,” Serrault said. He lounged in an armchair opposite her. Behind him the backdrop of the city, bustled silently under the bright sun.

      “Can you dim the window, Louis?” she said.

      His surprise manifested as a slight raising of his eyebrows but he did as she asked. The burning sunlight faded to a more comfortable level and Janine nodded her approval.

      “It’s just a headache,” she explained.

      “There seem to be many headaches lately, ma chere,” Serrault said. “And heavy bags under your eyes. I am wondering if the task force for you would be a good idea.”

      Janine stiffened in alarm, fatigue forgotten in a rush of panic. He wouldn’t take her off the task force, not like that, would he? It had been her idea, her baby, her first major project alone. To be removed from it now that it had been announced at the briefing would undermine her authority in the future.

      “I think the task force will be good for me,” she said carefully. It was hard to keep the tremble out of her voice. Her knuckles around the mug turned white. “I know I have the expertise to follow this through and come up with recommendations that will benefit not only the potential alliance with the Zone but the Alliance countries regardless of Zone participation.”

      Serrault held up his hands. “Whoa, stop, you don’t need to sell this to me. I know truthfully that you will do an excellent job. That is not in dispute. But I am concerned. You look so tired.”

      Crisis averted, for now. Her shoulders drooped. She took a sip of the synth coffee. “I haven’t been sleeping too well lately,” she said into the mug.

      “I see,” Serrault said. “Is it Jeremy?”

      She closed her eyes, feeling hot tears burn inside her lid. Seven months and still just his name made her heart ache. It wasn’t supposed to be this way, she was supposed to be stronger that this.

      She felt Serrault sit down beside her, his arm stealing around her shoulders. “Ah merde, look what I have done. I have upset you. I am such a stupid shit.”

      She couldn’t help but chuckle at that. She opened her eyes to see his face creased with concern. The smile slipped on her face.

      “You’re not the one who’s stupid, Louis.”

      His thick eyebrows lifted. “And you are? Oh, Janine, remember what I told you when you were ten and crying over that lost hockey game?”

      She nodded. “You can’t win if you don’t try.”

      “Exactly, and not every time you try will you win.” He touched his forehead to hers. “There will be others who will be better to win your hand.”

      She didn’t say anything, better to let him think that her grief over Jeremy was to blame. And probably it was. Hadn’t these nightmares started just after he left her? And he hadn’t even done it in person, the coward, just left a time delay message on her personal line, designed to trigger when he’d disappeared out of the city, out of her life. Where was he now? In another Alliance country seeking grant money for his art or maybe fled to the Zone where holo imagery flourished as people tried to gloss over the wreckage of their lives.

      Aren’t we cheerful? she thought.

      “Why don’t you come out to the cottage this weekend?” Louis said. “You need to get out of this city. Some peace and quiet would still those headaches.”

      Janine smiled wanly and patted his knee. “I’ll think about it, Louis.”

      “Good. I will make the arrangements. We will have a special dinner, stuff our faces. You like duck, right?” He was already rising.

      “I said I’ll think about it, Louis.”

      “Yes, of course, and you will think yes.”

      She opened her mouth to protest but he held up a hand, then reach toward his ear. His ear phone, getting a message, she knew. Maybe that would save her from Louis’ kind insistence.

      Serrault sighed and straightened his tie. “A crisis, the world is ending, the city is burning, people are screaming for heads and only I can solve it. We will discuss this later, n’est pa?”

      “Yes, Louis.”

      “Finish your drink. Take your time. I’ll call you later.” He swept out of the room, leaving stillness behind.

      Janine leaned back in the couch. As always, Louis’ departures left her exhausted. He was so full of energy it was hard to believe he was almost seventy. Of course, his position demanded he not look over fifty and allowed him the money to accomplish it. Maybe he knew someone who could make her look less tired.

      But that would only address the symptom, not the cause. And what is the cause? She stared in to the last dregs of her synth coffee.

      Nightmares. Unremembered when she woke up at four am, struggling against her blanket, a scream gurgling in her throat. Tiberus, her cat, always there, purring his support, but even that comfort elluded her as she ran her clammy palms over her slick forehead, unable to shake an impending sense of horror.

      You have to learn to deal with this, she told herself. He wasn’t coming back. She knew it. His message had made it perfectly clear that he, although he was sorry, just couldn’t deal with her need for commitment, with the group marriage or the responsibility of a child. And so in one fell swoop he had not only dropped his end but ruined her chances as well. The members of the Hanson-McGregor marriage had been quite explicit: they were only looking for couples.

      Her eyes flew open. That reminded her... oh god. A glance at her watch told her that, yes, she was indeed late again.
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        * * *

      

      The Orlo Bistro was the only place in the neighbourhood that didn’t reek of memories of Jeremy. Janine had taken to bringing her lunch, but for this lunch meeting she wanted neutral territory. She remembered how her friend Raynelle had once regaled her with stories about her cousin who was a professional waiter, and how so many relationships were broken off in restaurants. The theory was that the breakee would not cause a scene in public, but more often than not the theory proved false.

      What kind of scene would happen today, Janine wondered as she waited for the maitre de. Would their waiter be able to discern the dissolution of this relationship in the way she held her fork? Maybe she should have picked a place with auto-waiters instead.

      Before she could escape, the maitre de arrived and showed her to her table. Hikaru Hanson had already arrived, her slim fingers wrapped around a tumbler of blue liquid. As Janine reached the table, Hikaru rose, her face brightened with a gentle smile. She was a good five inches taller than Janine, and elegant with a swatch of purple wrapped around her body, exposing her right arm and left leg. Streaks of gold shot up her leg, echoed by the rippling effect on her arm. A soft displacement field, Janine realized as took hold of Hikaru’s outstretched hand and felt the slight tingle.

      “It’s nice to see you, Janine.” Her voice was musical, lovely. “Please sit.”

      The waiter handed them menu disks. Silently, Janine inserted hers into the table slot and browsed the items. After a moment she ordered a seaweed salad with plain dressing. Hikaru chose tofu with almonds and cactus weed. The waiter glided away silently. Janine watched him go. He probably already know what scene to expect.

      Across from her, Hikaru fingered her tumbler, the gold and purple highlights in her hair catching the light and flashing beautifully. Out of the four members of the Hanson-McGregor marriage, Janine liked Hikaru the most, with her quiet smile and devious wit. Her shy manner put you off guard and it was only after thinking about whatever she said did you realize she’d zapped you one. Janine admired her elegance, but now it only served to pierce her deeper.

      She knew what was to come.

      “How are you, Janine?” Hikaru said.

      “I’m fine.” Janine kept her voice and expression carefully neutral. She didn’t want to make this easier for Hikaru. It shouldn’t be easy for them, it should be as hard for them as for me, she thought. Maybe it was selfish and unfair, but she wanted to, needed to, think they hurt as well.

      “We’ve all been thinking about you,” Hikaru said.

      “What can I do for you?” Janine said flatly.

      Hikaru hesitated, took a sip of her drink. “We’ve had several applications, most of them not very good.”

      “Yes.” Janine was surprised at the steadiness of her own voice. She felt calm now. She had known what to expect and now that it was finally happening, the complete end was finally here, she found herself strangely comforted. No more waiting and wondering. No more hope.

      “There was one application...” Hikaru’s voice whispered. She broke off, letting her gaze drop quickly to the tabletop, but not fast enough to stop Janine from seeing the tears in her eyes.

      “It’s okay, Hikaru,” Janine said gently. She reached across and touched her hand, feeling the tingle of the displacement field.

      Hikaru looked up. “I wish it could have turned out differently. I wish we could have done something.”

      “It’s not your fault. I knew your restrictions. I believe in the standards you want for your marriage, really I do. That’s why I wanted to join. I realize it’s not possible any more.”

      “We have an appointment with the doctor in ten months for conception. Getting another chance would take years. We can’t wait for you, Janine.”

      Janine swallowed. Her mouth was dry. Where was the waiter? Didn’t her realize he was missing the scene?

      “This application, it’s almost as good as yours was,” Hikaru said. “We would be stupid to pass it up. We’re all ready for a child now. In a few years, Martin could be posted to the Lunar Station and Leigh is aiming for a grant to go to China. Waiting just isn’t an option for us.”

      “I understand.” Janine held her hands on the table, pressing her palms firmly against the tabletop to stop them from trembling.

      Hikaru reached over and took one of her hands. The displacement field tickled up and down the nerve endings of Janine’s fingers.

      “I am so sorry,” Hikaru said.

      “So am I,” Janine replied. Her voice broke. She felt the calmness within her start to crack. Desperately she took a breath and let it out slowly. She wasn’t going to break down in the middle of the restaurant. That scene the waiter wouldn’t see.

      Much to her relief, the food arrived. Gratefully, Janine picked up her fork.

      “I’m rather hungry,” she lied and began to eat.
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        * * *

      

      Standing on the supertrain, shoulder to shoulder with three men, Janine stared out the window at the speeding scenery. It was all a blur to her, exactly how her afternoon had been. Everything melded into incoherency. Her efficient coping had failed her after lunch with Hikaru.

      They were accepting the new application for marriage. She had known it would happen, but the pain of it still cut her deeply. She felt hollow inside, as if her soul had leaked out of her feet when she wasn’t looking.

      Maybe she would be lucky and never feel anything again. The numbness that was creeping over her was a blessed relief. I can’t deal with any more, she thought. It’s all just too much.

      “Janine!”

      She turned at the sound of her name, and almost wished she hadn’t.

      Raynelle stood about six feet away, towering over the men around her, waving one arm. As usual, she looked totally outrageous, quite a feat considering the current fashion trends. With little ceremony, she began to push her way over to Janine.

      “Darling, it’s been so long,” Raynelle said as she came up to Janine. Suddenly her arms enveloped Janine, crushing her against Raynelle’s chest. Janine pulled her head away.

      “Have you had a new boob job done, Raynelle?”

      Raynelle released her. “Yeah, didn’t like the last one. The nipples were too large and the skin color wasn’t the right shade of blue. Just didn’t match my dick.”

      Despite herself, Janine smiled, feeling the tightness in her neck unwind a little. Raynelle’s flashing brown eyes swept her up and down.

      “Janine, you look like shit,” she announced.

      “Thank you for noticing. I’d hate to look better than I feel.”

      Raynelle frowned. “Seriously. I’ve never seen you look like this.”

      Janine’s neck began to tightened again. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Of course not,” Raynelle said. “At least not here, but you’re coming to my place.”

      Janine opened her mouth to protest but Raynelle held up a well manicured hand. “Don’t argue with me, woman.”

      Janine’s mouth clicked shut. Raynelle held a black belt in karate and being a hermaphrodite, had no compunctions against hitting another woman. She knew that Raynelle would just as soon knock her out and carry her off the train if she didn’t comply.

      Janine sighed again and turned to stare out the window.
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        * * *

      

      Raynelle’s apartment was two stops from Janine’s in the loft of an old gutted warehouse. An artist’s school occupied the lower floor, music and obscenities wafting up through the heating ducts at all hours. Raynelle found it quaint. Janine knew it would drive her crazy.

      Raynelle insisted on cooking, whipping up enough food for seven people and spreading it, Japanese style on a low coffee table surrounded by cushions. She turned on a holo program of a Japanese landscape, complete with Go trees and gently swaying lanterns. The smell of salt water nipped at Janine’s nostrils.

      “It smells real,” she said, helping herself to the rice.

      Raynelle smiled. “We’re using a new technique for the recording. Captures more of the levels and reproduces with a sharper scent. This is one of our experimental tapes.”

      They ate in silence, enjoying the soothing music and rustling breezes. Calmness crept over Janine, travelling down her legs to her toes, making them tingle. This was what she needed, some comfort, after the pressures of work, the rawness of her disappointments.

      When they finished, Raynelle cleared the dishes and returned with a warm bottle of saki. They sipped it from tiny cups of blue porcelain. Janine leaned against several overstuffed pillows, letting her head sink back. Some of her hair flopped forward into her face and she pushed it lazily away.

      “That was a wonderful meal, Raynelle.”

      Raynelle poured herself another cup of sake. “You looked like you could use it.” She gestured with the bottle at Janine. Janine reached forward for a refill.

      Raynelle replaced the bottle and cupped the saki in her hands. One of her eyebrows cocked curiously, the only indication that she was now ready to listen to Janine.

      Time to pay for the meal, Janine thought. She took a sip of saki to strengthen herself. “Jeremy left,” she said. “Seven months ago.”

      It came out in a downpour then, drowning out the gentle music and the feeling of peace. Raynelle listened without saying a word, tissues materializing in her hands when Janine started to get teary. She ended with the lunch with Hikaru.

      “So they’ve found someone else,” Raynelle said.

      Janine blew her nose and sniffed. “Yes.”

      “So will you, when you’re ready.”

      “Raynelle, I’m already thirty-two. I’ve only got eight more years to qualify for child production, after that I can only donate my DNA if they deem my characteristics exceptional and you know how often that happens.”

      “Eight years is a long time, you’ll find another man, another marriage group. If you really want children it will happen.”

      “It’s not just the children.” The tissue twisted in her hands. “I wanted to be part of a marriage, part of their marriage. To belong somewhere.”

      Raynelle smoothed out a wrinkle in her skirt. “Honey, I know exactly what you mean. But you are in no shape right now to worry about another marriage. You have to move on past this one.”

      Janine felt the tears pressing against her lids. She didn’t trust her voice so she only nodded.

      Raynelle moved to sit beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “I know this is hard to do, but you don’t have to do it alone.”

      “Oh god,” Janine said. “I am not talking to some machine.”

      “You don’t have to. Look, I can give you the name of a guy who does the treatments all by himself. No computer analysis, no stupid watch this film and dream with your head wired up like a Christmas tree. He just talks. And he’s good, really. And he’s discreet.” Raynelle scrambled to her feet and went to hunt through a drawer in the desk beside the large bay window opposite. Finally she pulled out a standard paper card. “Here it is.” She handed it to Janine.

      “Dr. Charles Allen. He is very respected in the psychoanalytical field.”

      Janine glanced up from the card. “How do you know so much about him?”

      “Went to him for six months just before my first operation when I was getting a hassle from two of my mothers. He helped me realize that they were feeling guilty over my decision to be both male and female, as if they were the cause of some sexual confusion. I realized that my moms didn’t believe I’d made a choice, they thought they had failed me somehow. After that it was easier to deal with them because I knew they were only trying to do what they thought was best, however misguided.”

      Janine bit her lip and looked back at the card. She’d had one disastrous run-in with a computer analyst during university. She didn’t want to repeat the mistake.

      “Why not talk to him just once?” Raynelle said. “I can set up the appointment.”

      Why not, Janine thought. Her own efforts to combat her depression had been overwhelmingly futile and with the negotiations she knew she needed her full concentration. She shrugged.

      “Okay, go ahead.”

      Raynelle smiled. “You won’t regret it.” She turned away and headed for the phone.
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        Thursday, June 7

      

      

      Cloning was best done using cells from the stomach mucosa because of the rapid turnover and growth potential.

      Helen remembered this from her first year in conception genetics. Hard to believe people actually used to have children naturally, before the sterilizing effects of the bio-plagues and the genetic damage. So sloppy, no control, no precision. Helen insisted on precision. Carefully she lifted the sheet off the torso of the woman lying prone before her.

      “Will this hurt, doctor?” the woman asked. They always asked that, Helen thought, even on the second time around.

      “You’ll just feel some pressure,” she told the woman. “I’ve already anaesthetized the area, you won’t feel any pain.” Just once she wanted to tell them it would hurt like hell and then jam the needle in up to her wrist.

      Instead she slid the needle in easily, gently, with a well practised hand. The woman drew in her breath sharply, then let it out. Small wisps of green hair clung to her brow. She was smiling a little, trying to be brave, but her watery eyes betrayed her.

      “Is this your first conception?” Helen asked.

      “Yes. We just got approval last month. We’re all very excited.”

      “I see you’re having the incubation done at the Forest Memorial Conception Station, that’s a very good place.”

      The woman’s smile was a little easier. “We wanted the best we could afford.”

      Helen smiled back. Gently she aspirated the needle, ensuring enough cells were gathered before she withdrew it. This was the most delicate phase of the extraction, almost as delicate as the actual DNA mixing. She nodded once to the assisting nurse as she pulled the needle free from the woman’s stomach.

      “All done, see that didn’t hurt too much.”

      The woman’s face showed great relief. “No, you were right. I was afraid it would hurt like hell.”

      It should, you bitch, Helen thought. She carefully injected the needle’s contents into a holding jar and set the controls to stabilize the cellular activity and encourage growth. When she turned back to the woman, slowly wiping off the sprayed-on gloves, she was smiling.

      “You did very well. We’ll be doing the mix with the other parents in your marriage group this afternoon and by tomorrow your baby will be on its way for incubation at Forest Memorial. Nine months from now you’ll be parents.”

      The woman’s face beamed. “Thank you so much, Dr. Nusome.”

      Helen nodded. “My pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      The mix went well, the cells becoming viable after only the second try. Helen adjusted the micro goggles on her face to watch for the appropriate instant. There now. With a flick of her micro laser, she split the cell into two. Two babies now, except one wouldn’t really be a baby.

      One of the policies set down by the Conception Council was the checking of viable embryos for genetic defects. It was too expensive to wait until the cells grew into fetuses, far cheaper and more time efficient to do the checking at a cellular level. So everyone got a twin, Helen thought grimly. She stared at the set of cells now both starting the inevitable process of life. Except one of the twins always died. Proper disposal they called it. Call it what you will, they still died.

      “Is the mix viable, doctor?” one of the assisting nurses asked.

      “Yes.” Helen stepped away from the table, allowing the nurses in closer to deal with the job of securing the cell environment. “You can begin the testing.”

      A quick nod from the nurse on her left. His thick veined hands, pasty grey through the sprayed-on gloves, reached for the incubation units. Helen stripped off her micro goggles as she headed out of the lab.

      Respectful nods and smiles from the other doctors and nurses followed her down the hall. She returned them by rout, only feeling safe when the door to her office closed behind her. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      It had been a hell of a week.

      A ringing started, muffled. She looked at the phone on her desk. It was silent. Her personal phone then. She had to dig around in her jacket, flung haphazardly on the corner chair, before she pulled out the small handset. Touching the answer button, she scowled when she saw the number.

      “I told you not to call me during these hours,” she hissed quietly.

      “You are late with your delivery. We need the next shipment by Saturday.” The voice was tinny sounding. Probably using some kind of jammer to prevent tracing, as if I would have reason to trace the call, she thought.

      “Saturday is too soon, I’ll have something by Tuesday.”

      “Out of the question. We will take delivery by Sunday at the latest, usual time and location.”

      She opened her mouth to protest more, but a click and the buzz of a dial tone interrupted her. Prick. She jammed the phone shut and threw it against the wall.

      Sunday. How the fuck could she get a shipment ready by Sunday? They would have to pick this time to pressure her, as if she didn’t have enough to deal with.

      A headache started in her temples, the familiar throb. If she didn’t take something now it would spread across her head like a band until her brain was on fire, pulsing in the twisting grip of an ever-tightening vise.

      She fumbled around on her desk until she found the pill bottle and dry swallowed two. At least she’d progressed to take only when needed instead of everyday like she had for almost thirty years. She flopped down in her chair.

      The Patterson extraction had been her last appointment of the day. The disks piled high on her desk cried out to be processed but she didn’t have time right now. She couldn’t do overtime today, maybe tomorrow, but as things were going, she doubted it. I’ll come in on Saturday, she promised herself. Get everything straightened out.

      She stripped off her white lab coat, exchanging it for the aqua one which matched her skirt. Maybe tomorrow she’d dial in stripes to this suit and then she could get away with wearing it for another day. It was ridiculous, but she didn’t even have time to toss things into the closet for cleaning.

      By the time she reached the roof of the clinic, she was humming. Going home always cheered her up. Maybe she’d have a chance to unwind a little, but probably not. Everything has to happened at once, she thought. So inconvenient.

      Her usual aerocab waited as she crossed the roof. Yes, it was George this time, he smiled his lopsided smile at her.

      “Evening, doc,” he said, even though it was only four o’clock in the afternoon.

      “Good evening, George. I’m ready to go home.”

      He nodded curtly, chubby hands flying over the delicate controls. It was fascinating how such a large man who you would think would be clumsy really had such a delicate, precise touch. Helen admired that. She admired neatness. Life was so seldom neat.

      The ride lasted fifteen minutes and as she stepped out of the aerocab onto the roof of the apartment building, Helen tipped George an extra few credits. He smiled his gratitude and closed the door. The whine of the aerocab heightened and it lifted off, sweeping gracefully away.

      She liked George the best, no unnecessary chitchat, no dawdling. She didn’t mind giving him a little extra.

      As usual, she waited for the elevator, and took it down to the main floor. Outside, she turned left and walked the three blocks to the garage. As she showed her passcard to the security cam and pressed her hand to the scanner she reflected again on how expressive it was renting space in this garage. The door clicked open and she entered.

      There was really no option, though, she knew that. Her shoes tap-tapped on the hard floor, echoing slighting off the silver steel walls. She didn’t want to park at work and leaving it out on the street was out of the question. The cost of doing business, she thought.

      Her aerohopper was right where she’d left it. Of course, she told herself. That’s why you pay so much.

      The seat was cool against her legs as she settled in. The board’s controls contoured nicely into her hands. Listen to that purr, just perfect.

      She left the garage and started driving. Better to not go to the farm right away. You never know. So she cruised around, stopping here and there, doing a little window shopping. It was relaxing to just drive, feel the machine under her feet, at her control. She avoided the busier stores, preferring to stop at the ones which looked empty. Less chance someone would notice her. However, in one of the posh clothing shops, a slim, tall clerk, elegant in silver suit and hair glided over to her. Helen fingered a pair of red silk pants. The silver of the woman’s suit caught her eye but she didn’t turn. Couldn’t the woman see she didn’t want to be bothered?

      “It’s imported,” the clerk said.

      Helen clenched her teeth. Such a snide accent. Probably grew up on the west coast, in one of the luxury communes. Plenty of fresh food, real medicine, yes, she looked very healthy, positively glowed. Helen could spot a defect, no matter how small. I bet her genes were one hundred percent clean, no genetic drift, probably had people begging for her DNA. Never had to hide, never had to doctor her records, never had to worry about false papers, indebted to the black market for life.

      She turned to look at the clerk’s smiling face. How easy it would be to just kill her, slice that superior grin off her face. Instead, Helen dropped the fabric.

      “I only buy domestic,” she sneered and stomped out, leaving the bewildered woman behind.

      Helen’s mood was almost ruined but the next few stores were deserted, the staff watching her wander through the aisles with bored expressions. This was better. She felt her heart begin to slow and the vise grip around her head begin to ease. By the time she left she felt better, more relaxed. Now she could face the farm.

      She headed north, out of Halifax, away from the clinic, from the patients, from intruding phone calls, from everything. The breeze blowing in from the vents was sweet with the smell of the sea. She breathed in deeply. She always felt free when she smelled the sea. She could imagine the waves rolling into the beach, neverending. The only place she could really escape to hiding among the rocks when Dad Bill called for her. Of course it was always worse when she went home, but for a time she could pretend a ship would come, empty but with a presence in its wooden hull. She’d clamour aboard and the wind would fill the sails. As her hair flew around her face, the boat would turn to the sea and carry her away and then she would be safe.

      It was her favorite dream, better than that crowded city, teeming with people, all of them making such noise and such fuss, so messy and imprecise, bothering her until she felt like screaming.

      Calm, she told herself. She forced her breathing to become deeper. There was no sense in getting all worked up over nothing.

      Finally the farm came into view, a distant blot on the horizon. She watched it creep closer, the white walls gleaming in the late afternoon sun. It was an old style house with triangle roof, two windows peering out of the second floor and a large bay window in the front. A real wood door, weathered and newly painted a dark red glistened as she pulled into the doorway. Helen grabbed her purse and ran up the stairs to the door. It took an old fashioned key to get into this house. Somehow that felt more gentile than all these new scanners and such.

      When she closed the door behind her and dropped her purse to the real wood floor she felt the burdens of the day fall away from her shoulders. She kicked off her shoes, leaving them stranded in the foyer and padded across to the kitchen. After throwing open the curtains to let the last rays of the sun come streaming in, she set about making herself a cup of coffee. Purposely she didn’t have any of the new conveniences here. Nothing was newer than fifty years. The generator in the basement, a relic one of her great grandfathers had built, powered the meagre electrical needs of the house. There was no phone, no cable. Effectively, this house did not exist, expensive forged demolition papers now filed with the county proved it. This was her sanctuary, her salvation.

      From upstairs she heard a gentle thump.

      She frowned, the fragrant smell of coffee in her nostrils. She had wanted a cup of coffee before dealing with the upstairs. Her head tilted to the right as she listened. The only sound was the gurgle of the coffee maker. Good. She would have her coffee and then climb the stairs...

      Another thump.

      “Godamnit,” she said. She stomped out of the kitchen and headed for the stairs. One hand swept up the baseball bat at the bottom of the stairs, the other hand gripped the real wooden banister. Now down the hallway. The last door at the end.

      She unlocked the door and flung it open. The figure on the bed, tied securely by her ankles and wrists, jerked, head twisting, eyes open wide. Helen held the bat on her shoulder, staring down.

      “What the hell is going on, you’re interrupting my coffee,” she snapped.

      Behind the sprayed-on gag came a mewing sound.

      Quickly Helen inspected the bonds. Both hands were secure, but the right leg was loose, enough to allow the child to kick the wall. She could see where the foot was bruised.

      “Stupid,” she said. “You could tear some ligaments or something.” It didn’t matter that the child couldn’t understand what she said. She tightened the bonds again, testing it. That was better. She stood up, feeling the child’s large, dark eyes staring at her.

      “Stop misbehaving,” Helen scolded. She hefted the baseball bat again. “I don’t want to have to use this on you.”

      The gaze of the dark liquid-black eyes followed her as she left the room.

      Why were they always like that, Helen wondered as she returned to the kitchen. Always so unreasonable. Can’t they see I’m doing them a favour?

      The delicious smell of coffee greeted her as she entered the kitchen. Stupid people, they probably had no idea.
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        * * *

      

      After her coffee she spent some time tidying up the kitchen, wiping the counter, hand washing the dishes. With none of the modern conveniences she had to do everything herself, but that was all right, she didn’t mind. She liked having the control.

      She waiting an hour before returning upstairs. Almost four days had passed, it was time to really clean house. She chuckled to herself at the little joke. The cells she had extracted from the child were doing fine. There was no reason to keep her any more. Best to get rid of her.

      When she opened the door, the child jerked, head whipping up, eyes so wide the pupils were lost in a sea of white. Lovely eyes. Maybe she should keep one. No, stupid idea.

      She crossed to an ancient wooden dresser, six drawers high. Pulling open the top drawer, she extracted a vial and a syringe. Behind her, the child began to struggle against her bonds in vain.

      Helen ignored her, concentrating on her task. At one time, she had ungagged them just before she took care of them, to explain what was happening and listen to see if they had any wisdom to depart. But most of them just wailed like banshees, an awful sound. The sound she’d always imagined those poor dead twins would make if ever they were given voices. A howl against the unfairness of the universe, how arbitrarily they had been brought to life, only to be subjected to monstrous tests and then cast aside like cellular debris. She knew it was impossible to imagine that the cellular twins would have any kind of awareness, but still she could imagine their cries, feel the anguish of total abandonment. She heard them now, filling her ears, drowning out the desperate struggles and thumps from behind her. It rose like a wind, forcing itself into her brain, making her temples ache and suddenly it changed, whining into the voice of her mother saying, “You’re dead, you should be dead, you would be dead without me, you’re dead!”

      The voice rose in pitch until it hurt, her mother shrieking again and again until Helen jammed her fists against her ears to stop it, just stop it, MAKE IT STOP!

      Like a switch cut off, the wind was gone. Helen squeezed her eyes shut, pressing her fists against her ears, pausing in case the wind came back, carrying her mother’s voice. After a few moments, she knew it was gone for good. Or at least for now.

      Her hand trembled as she picked up the syringe and her eyes were watering. They were not tears, they were NOT. She took several deep breaths to steady herself. She had to get control, there was so much to do this evening, she couldn’t waste time on such nonsense.

      Finally she felt strong enough to turn around. The figure on the bed paused and then began to struggle more fiercely. Several quick steps brought Helen up to the side of the bed. She grabbed hold of the girl’s arm so tight her knuckles began to turn white.

      “Oh stop it,” she scolded. “It won’t hurt.”

      The child didn’t seem to understand. Saliva dribbled out of her mouth, pressing against the sprayed-on gag. Helen stared in fascination at the white foam. The girl’s eyes rolled up and her head whipped back and forth. The bed groaned with her exertions.

      “Oh brother,” Helen said in disgust. With little ceremony, she jabbed the needle into the girl’s arm, injecting the liquid with a quick, clean stroke.

      The child struggled for a few moments more, until the drug began to impede her system. Soon she was running down, like a toy with drained batteries, her movements becoming sluggish and floppy until her eyes finally closed.

      “There now,” Helen said. She patted the child’s shoulder. “You’ll feel better now.”

      She waited until the child was totally still and then waited a few minutes more to be sure. The first one had tried to fool her, she remembered, pretending to fall asleep under the drug then beginning to struggle once Helen removed the bonds. She wouldn’t make the same mistake again, oh no. It had been so messy, it had taken her days of scrubbing just to get the blood stains out of the carpet.

      But this child was definitely out. Her body flopped like a doll’s as Helen picked it up, carrying it fireman style down the stairs. Later she would remove the sheet from the bed, burn it and wipe down the rubber sheet beneath. As usual the child had soiled the bed. Helen shook her head. Disgusting.

      In the garage, she set the girl down on the floor beside the shiny white box. Such simple devices, Helen thought as she looked at the cryo-freeze unit. It was a new one but she’d made sure all the serial numbers and identification codes had been filed off. It had been tiring, monotonous work. She looked down at her nails; they still hadn’t recovered fully. Next week, she’d go into Giselle’s for a manicure.

      The lid of the cryo-freeze unit hissed and slowly opened. Vapour escaped in small wisps. Helen bent down and picked up the girl. She fit easily inside, the cryo-freeze unit was designed to hold a gorilla. Helen even had the proper papers saying it was a male gorilla being transported to one of the zoos in China.

      After checking the seals, she closed the unit, locking it securely. The girl wouldn’t wake up, in fact might be dead by the time they reached their destination, but it didn’t matter. One way or the other, she would be dead anyway.

      Helen returned to the house to change into her uniform. This time she was a special envoy for the zoo, taking a very rare gorilla to China on an exchange program. She’d read about the recent negotiations between the Metro Toronto Zoo, the Halifax Coastal Zoo and the Chinese zoo. A perfect ploy to cover her tracks.

      She slicked her black hair back and stuffed it under the green-blue wig. A few minor makeup touches filled out her nose and made her brown eyes look tiny. Heavy lipstick gave her thin lips a lush appearance and she was ready. She checked her credentials as she locked up the house and garage. Once she was on her way, driving down the road away from the house into the twilight, she called the rental office to ensure the van was ready.

      “Outfitted with a cargo lifter?” Helen said.

      “Just as you requested, ma’m,” the clerk said.

      “Good, I’ll be there shortly.”

      She parked several blocks away from the office and walked. Sure enough the van was ready and waiting, just as she’d ordered two weeks ago. She paid in cash, asking for a receipt which helped to belay the strangeness of her payment. The lights in the office were harsh and strong in her eyes, forcing her to blink often to prevent them from watering. The clerks were watching her, she could feel their eyes as she presented her credentials. Did they know the credentials were forgeries? It must have been obvious, god, she’d been such a fool. How could she have allowed herself to be taken like some mark? You’d think she hadn’t been working in the black market for ten years.
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