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Gene Apart

	By Larence Dagstine

	 

	“Everything in your cloud is not necessarily true,” insisted Protocol, who was like the grandmother I never had but deserved. “Especially the history about this universe and the expansion of the human race.” Changing the subject, she said, “Now show Danjarr your easy programs, then both of you get your things ready so I can pilot you to your friend’s birthday party.”

	Seti charged the machine, then scanned my skull with a limelight gun, quickly running through his long list of “easy” programs. These included DNA Mapping, Mutated Gene-Splicing, Interspecies Procreation, Skin and Cell Transplantation and Synthesis, Resolutions from the Prefrontal Cortex, Adaptation and Homo sapien rule, the Hawkins series, the Stevenson series, the Dow series, and Around the World in Eighty Days. Oh, how I envied Seti’s collection. I would have given my life to know all of them. My favorite recreational program to this day is opera. What I wouldn’t give to travel back a thousand years to meet Verdi.

	Seti’s casual remarks about clone busters having smaller brains than authentics wounded my ego so deeply that I vowed, at any cost, not to rest until I could eat, sleep, and think like any authentic, if not better. Finally, I had something to aspire to.

	Authentics were once called real humans. Initially, clone busters were remakes. To put it simply, I am a clone of a clone, Danjarr 2.0. The difference lies in assimilation: DNA may be suppressed, chromosomes tampered with, genetic building blocks reconfigured; life’s minerals restructured so we can be born with defects, age with abnormal pathologies, undergo chemical imbalances, exhibit external imperfections, develop life-threatening diseases, and host contagions like any authentic. The same ingredients found in humans are in my cells, down to the last tainted detail. Like sheep in shearing, we are reared to serve society and adapt to a specific way of life. Scientists believe it is better to suffer—or benefit—from the extremes authentics know to function more efficiently. My mutation, as some call it, is located in Chromosome 13.

	Learning to express my thoughts and feelings like authentics wasn’t easy; it didn’t have to be robotic, though it sometimes felt that way. I saw command and control of their body language as the key to unlocking the universe’s wonders. After uploading Jules Verne’s tale of global tourism and dissecting the honor and integrity in traveling abroad, I longed to explore or circumnavigate myself.

	I often wondered why the sparse library at my education hub didn’t carry programs like “Around the World in Eighty Days,” why most specs we uploaded had such ancient views. I knew it was fiction, but still. When I asked my teachers, they said that under the Buster education law, clones were to acquire a solid foundation in ancient life, preparing them for a productive future in their galaxies. This was the dream of Dr. Silius Vand, once prime minister of the UMRF (Universal Medical Research Federation), and an architect of Buster education. He insisted secondary clones be taught subjects enabling them to work among their own people; there was no use misleading us, he said, by showing us the green pastures and mega-cities of authentic-laid society, where many of us wouldn’t be allowed to graze. Buster education shouldn’t create imitation clones, he joked.

	How I cursed this law for prescribing what I could and couldn’t do, or how I should feel and think. I started looking toward Protocol—and yes, Seti—to provide me with programs about a different reality. “We’re going to make you better,” he whispered one day.

	“You always say that,” I said suspiciously, “then you pull the rug out from under me. You’ve done it so many times I don’t know whether to believe your intentions are honorable.”

	“Aren’t you satisfied with the information Protocol provides you? Tapping into the main portal isn’t cheap.”

	“I suppose.”

	“How far do you want to go in life?” I didn’t answer him. “Then shut up and stick with me.”

	I wanted a career and understanding of things better than any registered authentic. But my trips to Protocol’s residence were few and far between. I worked in a factory, like most busters do in their first twenty years; assembly lines were composed of lifters and sorters, and I sorted light star freighter parts. I couldn’t afford school, so it was necessary. I always clung to my dream.

	Unable to regularly upload new information and operating on borrowed specs—we weren’t given a permanent spec card until we graduated into authentic society—I renewed the ones I had until the knowledge became dog-eared. Each study session revealed new angles to a program or story, so I was never bored.

	My low status among the status quo didn’t diminish my enthusiasm for learning. On my days off, I accessed Protocol’s cloud terminal to further my knowledge of authentic culture—from the clothes they wore to the foods they ate to the latest trends—which I could memorize and store on my cloudspec or save in a wrist tablet; a convenient reference tool should I ever decide to intermingle. I was amazed by the number of authentic-only worlds in the nineteen inhabited systems and the fact that something as simple as singularity and immortality could have different meanings to a clone, or that certain programs looked and worked alike yet differed greatly in authentic society. Seti taught me about imitations and how to tell them apart from the real thing. “Here and there,” he said, “you’ll get a spec that throws you a real curveball. I sometimes think the libraries do it on purpose, so our brains don’t get too big.” With that information, I set my standards high. I aimed to learn at least two new programs each day. Still, I often wondered whether I would ever adjust to the authentics’ difficult reality.

	My love for learning removed me from the streets and curtailed my involvement in gangs—busters usually start out in the slums, and since the factories barely pay anything, many of us are forced into a life of crime at first to succeed—and on more than one occasion, this infuriated the leaders of the gang that lived in my blockade, the Thorn Mavericks—the name maverick because of their refusal to conform to an authentic way of life—who decided to teach me a lesson for not showing up at gang fights. These brawls—or mini-wars, as I would call them—were fought just about every week, against this or that gang, for reasons ranging from territorial disputes to harassment of each other’s girlfriends to seeing just how worthy a remake we were. But never equality.

	One afternoon, while I was sorting sheets of metal behind our building, I was approached by the leader of the Thorn Mavericks, a nineteen-year-old buster named Jenner—his maladjustments could be traced to Chromosome 11—who was with several of his henchmen. “Are you still one of us?” he demanded.

	At seventeen going on eighteen, my heart was no longer in gangs, but I replied, “Yes.”

	“Then why haven’t you been in any of our recent fights?”

	“Because you don’t fight for what I believe in,” I muttered inaudibly. “Such as being an advocate on the discrepancies of our current education law. Or standing up against the racially charged barriers of clone segregation that’s blinded so many of us.”

	Jenner clenched his fists and tilted an ear. “What did you say?”

	“I’m sorry,” I said, clearing my throat and starting over. “I’m tired and confused. What I meant to say is I’ve been busy with cloud study. Too much schoolwork.”

	“Oh, too much schoolwork, eh,” he said, doffing his worn-out beret in mock salute. “Excuse us for bothering you, professor wannabe.”

	I didn’t take up the challenge or any other bait that came my way, sensing that Jenner was trying to provoke me into saying something that might give him or one of his henchmen an excuse to attack me. Instead, I said, “I’ll be in the next fight. Promise.”

	“Better be there if you know what’s good for you.”

	The group left, and I sank into despair. Just when things were starting to improve in my life, this had to happen. The next fight was less than a month away. It was a hot day. The Thorn Mavericks were locked in fierce combat against the Copycats. The competition’s name, if nothing else, was original and amusing. The two gangs clashed with every type of weapon imaginable: laser swords, flame daggers, wrist rockets, receptor rays, gamma guns, propulsion blasters, and paralysis-inducing pistols.

	How they obtained these lethal devices was another story. Seti once said that before the Age of Remakes and the Intervention of Immortality—a disastrous time for humanity that forced many to reconsider chromosome modification—the first clones had their own unique gangs, but they were not as organized. They used what free science provided: everything from chemical agents to DNA sequences to quell their rivalries or force a rogue cell of facsimiles into submission. Something as simple as a gene, transferred from one organism to another—at least that was the intention—was replicated by substandard genetic engineering, then integrated into a neuromuscular weapon for causing serious harm or physical imperfection. My kind sometimes worried me.

	Now I was in the middle row of the Thorn Maverick formation, paralyzer gun in hand. Sometimes there was a rotation; other times, the leaders gave orders and watched while the younger members fought. I had been grazed several times by metal and sparks—I was even cut across my forearm—but I fought on. When you’re a clone, scars can be healed, flesh replaced. Cellular regeneration comes naturally—and sometimes at a cost—but when you’re a second-class buster, some wounds even medical science cannot cover. Amid the yelling and cursing, something whizzed past me, barely missing my head. It struck a gang member to my left. He clutched his face and shrieked, “My eye! They’ve hurt my eye!”

	“Oh, stop being a baby,” one of the older henchmen said. “Eyeballs can be replaced.”

	“No! I feel it inside my skull!”

	A couple of us rushed to the fifteen-year-old’s side. Someone said, “Maybe we should take him to the nearest medical center.”

	Another neighbor in my blockade said, “No, it’s the clinic for us. They’ll never treat our kind in one of those upscale hospitals. Not until we’ve come of citizenry standard. The authentics wouldn’t have it.”

	“How bad is the wound?” I asked. “Take your hand away.” He removed his bloodied hand. His right eye had been completely gouged out, and the surrounding facial tissue was charred by one of the Copycat’s weapons. The wound was so large, a portion of the skull and brain lay exposed; one youngster said he could almost see out the other side of his head. The situation was terrifying.

	“Yo! You get back to fighting,” Jenner ordered. “He can take care of himself.”

	“We can’t leave him like this,” I said realistically.

	“I’m the leader, and you will do what I tell you.”

	“And what does he tell his blockade mother tonight when he goes home? ‘Oh, I forgot to tell you, ma, I was blinded this afternoon, and you have to stare at this big hole in my head.’ Even the Copycats were more merciful than Jenner. They knew when to get their own members first aid. They knew when to put their weapons down and call it a day. But not that insistent ape of a leader we had. To him, fighting was the ultimate sport, and if we didn’t play it a certain way, we were replaceable.

	“Okay,” he finally said after some thought. “Only because I don’t want the authorities getting involved. You three, go with him. The rest of you stay here.”

	There were no transports nearby, no way to communicate outside the blockades after sundown, and no teleportation mods operable to certain locations. After all, it was the slums. The authentics didn’t want non-conformed busters accessing their neighborhoods. Crime was rampant, and wandering remakes were frowned upon. There was no way to get this boy to the clinic. He might bleed to death, then have to be replicated all over again. Memories might have to be wiped, DNA altered differently, chromosomes banded—or blended—with an artificial characteristic in mind, genes spliced and fused with horrific results. If he lived, he would be one-eyed for the rest of his life and less of a clone. Being less of a buster might as well be suicide. Those thoughts numbed me. We applied a little first aid, but it wouldn’t be enough; he was dead no matter which way you looked at it.

	Somehow we got the boy home and left him with his family. Then and there, I decided to quit the gang permanently. Better to leave it now, I told myself, while you still have both eyes and your life; leave it now and be called a coward for the rest of your days, Protocol said to me, but do not abandon your education or recklessly jeopardize your future.

	I never again fought for any gang. At the hub, I continued to be above average, and my teachers began forecasting great things for me—that I would make an excellent instructor, that I had the brains to become a doctor in one of the bigger hospitals among the nineteen systems—and soon I received a grant for additional educational fees, harder programs, trendier uniforms, and interplanetary travel expenses. I tried not to dwell on the possibility of dropping out, which was common among busters my age. You had your leaders and you had your followers. I wanted to be a leader. My motto, which had once been Protocol’s, became: Learn as much as you can, while the opportunity is still there. After a dozen or so trips to the authentic world Terra Sigma, I began to feel somewhat comfortable amid real human faces. People who, rather than being engineered from a single strand of DNA or a controlled series of chromosomal deletions, were manufactured by consensual love between two adults. Protocol, my chosen sponsor, was with me on most of my travels, as we searched for affordable living arrangements. Her kind though paternalistic treatment of me did much to alleviate my dread of authentics. But one day, when I had not yet turned nineteen, something happened to cause me to think twice before declaring the authentic “terror” was more a myth than the reality of day-to-day living.

	It was an autumn-like day on Terra Sigma, the oceans were at high tide, the streets and marketplaces bustling with activity, and Protocol needed help. She took me along to meet other sponsors like herself at a flower convention in Prusden, the capital of Terra Sigma’s lowly buster districts—and of something ancient called apartheid. We spent the day analyzing leaves, planting honeyroot bushes, watering prime marigolds and Celurian foxgloves, and taking a holographic course on weeding. It was just one of many stops on my educational preparation tour. At midday, dead tired, we made our way to the transport center, about two miles away. There, Protocol said, “Wait here, Danjarr. I’m going to the kiosk across the street to get checkpoint passes for the aerotrain. If it comes while I’m still away, show your galaxy pass and ask the conductor to wait.”

	Protocol went across the road. I, meanwhile, sat on a metal crate, took the card out of my cloudspec, and cleaned the grime from overuse off with a dry rag. I had been fiddling with the spec card for some time when I heard a vehicle hovering above hydromagnetic rails. The air fans screeched to a halt not too far from where I was sitting. Reinstalling my card, I rushed to the transport to ask the conductor to wait for Protocol. Naturally, I presented my galaxy pass, the universal ID for clones traveling from planet to planet. Lifting my head as I came up the thin boarding ramp, I saw that I was in an entirely authentic aerotrain. I froze. More in astonishment than anything else, really. My presence so startled several women who were about to disembark that they fled to the back.

	At first, the conductor looked at my pass with confusion. “What chromosomal endpoint are you?”

	“Me? Oh, I’m Chromosome 13,” I replied.

	“Oh no. No, no,” the conductor said, waving his hand. “We almost never allow busters on our transports, especially those with mutation numbers 10 through 15.”

	“But I’m here on a pass. With a sponsor, with a grant.”

	“Get off this train, imitation!” thundered the conductor. “Don’t you see this is an authentic transport?”
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