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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Part One



Geneva
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‘Jean Sandwich?’


Frank Caldero struck a casual pose in front of the surveillance camera. Mounted over the elevator door, this was the only camera in the whole lobby. Nor was this the only shortcoming about the security system of Paradise Apartments. A big black mark must equally be awarded to the tangle of Swiss Cheese plants choking one wall. Doubtless, these plants helped to maintain the pretence of Paradise; but any human snake could lurk in ambush there.


These minor observations merely served to confirm what Frank already knew in some detail about the economic status of the woman he was visiting. She was on the borderline, between Eden and the jungle.


‘Jean Sandwich? Jean Sandra Norwich?’


‘Yes, who is that?’


The intercom box made the woman’s voice blurred and crackly: defect number three.


‘My name’s Frank Caldero, Miz Sandwich.’ He produced the bundle of money from his inside pocket and flourished the banknotes at the camera, fanning them. ‘As you can see, I don’t intend to burgle you. Far from it! I have a proposition of a rather private nature for you.’


Realizing the lewd possibilities of what he had just said, Frank burst out laughing.


‘Oh hell, that sounds completely wrong! What I want, Miz Sandwich, is to pay you—and handsomely, too: five thousand, to be exact—just to listen to me for half an hour, then neither to say nor write nor otherwise publicize nor even confide to a friend what I shall propose during the course of that half hour. The money’s yours, whether you say yes or no to my subsequent proposals.’


‘You sound like a walking legal contract, Mr Caldero … Hey, do my ears deceive me? Five thousand, just for listening?’


‘That’s the general idea. I’m approaching you on behalf of someone whom we shall refer to between us as the Sponsor. Though I’d better point out right away that he doesn’t sponsor chat shows or anything like that.’


‘Why didn’t you phone and tell me you were coming?’


‘Random phone-taps. Key word sampling by our friendly Government computers. This is a very private affair.’


‘Aren’t you just a little bit scared, standing there in a public place waving all that money about?’ She was playing him along now, studying him.


‘It is rather public, isn’t it? There are much more private places than this. Agree to my proposal, and you’ll have the run of the best of them. But I already checked those Swiss Cheeses for any worms hiding in the holes—and I left a couple of friends sitting outside in an armoured limo.’


Maccoby and McKinnon were … friends?


Actually, the security chief and his bodyguard buddy were very civil fellows, usually. It was just that Frank never felt particularly comfortable in their presence. Who knew what the Terrible Two had got up to before Bruno King hired them?


Frank corrected himself: before the Sponsor hired them …


‘Are you a plant lover, Mr Caldero?’


‘Oh, I’m quite versatile. I can recognize a Monstera Deliciosa when I see one.’


‘Speaking of private places, I hear the grave’s fine and private. You might want to murder me.’


‘A fine and private place, but none I think do there embrace.’


‘Hey, you’re a poetry freak, too! I think I like you.’


‘If I wanted to kill you, I’d just hide behind those leaves and wait.’


‘You might want to torture me a while, first. You can’t do that so easily in a lobby.’


‘And thus avenge the ungodly words you write? To redeem, by pain, from Hell’s pains? Per agony ad astra? That might be typical of some rabid God Nut. But frankly—and I’m always Frank—what I shall be proposing on the Sponsor’s behalf is distinctly blasphemous in the eyes of the God Nuts. Still, if you’re worried, I’ll lay a bet you have a gun tucked away up there. We all have to protect our Paradise, don’t we? So why don’t you just fetch your gun and keep it pointed at me all the time I’m up there talking to you? If my silver eloquence won’t sway you, I deserve no better than lead.’ Frank pulled what he hoped was a tragicomic face, recollecting too late that if the camera was equipped with a fish-eye lens this might well distort his expression into a horrid leer.


‘I’m offering you five G, just to listen. And if you go through with what I’ll propose, whether it’s successful or not, there’s one million for you, to be banked in Zürich in your own name or whichever name you like. I can’t say any more down here.’


‘Did I just hear you—?’


‘One million.’


This Sponsor of yours …’


‘Must be rich. He is.’


‘It sounds crazy.’


‘No, he just happens to want something very special from you.’


‘How can a lady refuse? I’ll send the elevator down.’


Within the elevator there was no surveillance camera: defect number four. Had there been a camera, it would have spied a chunky man of middle height with short crinkly black hair, like lamb’s wool. He wore horn-rimmed glasses to correct a mild myopia.


Frank sometimes liked to imagine himself as Superman in Clark Kent guise—admittedly a reduced version. For though he lacked the necessary height and physique, even of Clark Kent, he did dispense some of the power of Superman, courtesy of the Sponsor. (Whilst Bruno King looked even less like either Superman or Clark Kent; but he meant to do something about this. Soon, too.)


However, Frank knew perfectly well that he would never launch himself into the sky, and fly. At heart he was too earth-bound. As solidly rooted as a tree.


Frank’s nose twitched in a rabbity fashion as he reseated his glasses. As the elevator rose laboriously up the shaft, he dismissed his own fantasies and concentrated on Jean instead.
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Jean Sandwich wasn’t her real name. Before she married Mike Hoffman—now firmly divorced—her name had been Jean Sandra Norwich. In bitter humour at her situation, she had run her last two names together.


She might have made the point even plainer by altering the spelling of her first name to ‘Gene’: Gene Sandwich. But that would have introduced a note of sexual ambiguity. Whereas Jean wasn’t in the least ambiguous about her sex—or about the fact that Sex, in the broadest definition of the term, had done her in. Sex had hogtied her. Sex had condemned her to a ludicrous fate.


No ordinary annoyance at sexual role-typing inspired her change of name, however. It was something far more biologically basic than that. A scientist once declared: ‘A human being is merely a means used by a gene, to manufacture another gene.’ And like a comic-book heroine whirling around to strip off her everyday disguise and reveal her secret powers—or, in this case, secret curse—Jean Sandra Norwich became a gene sandwich. She was the slice of meat imprisoned between the genes of her mother Josie and the genes of her daughter Alison.


It was a life sentence.


Jean went where she pleased, and did what she chose, and showed all the signs of leading a uniquely special, precious existence, full of free will. But she knew in her heart that this was all an illusion.


For she was sandwiched. Those devil genes had laid down the law in daughter Alison, exactly as they had in mother Josie.


Jean had been fiercely sure that she was a huge improvement upon mother Josie—until Alison began to grow up. Jean had been certain that she had pulled herself up successfully by her own bootstraps—until her own stupid mother was recreated, out of Jean’s own womb.


The genes cared not a sparrow’s fart for the person of beauty and wit whom Jean had made of herself. They spat on her sensitivity and creativity. They pissed on the pottery she crafted to prove her talents: delicate fantasy landscapes full of castles and dragons and giant fungi. The genes preferred the sow’s ear to the silk purse any day.


Jean had dreamed that Alison would outshine her by as much again as Jean outshone Josie.


‘Foolish machine,’ said the genes. And out of Jean there squirmed another animal as lacking in finer feelings as Josie had been. Clearly Alison was destined to run through her whole life as obliviously as her grandmother, like a chicken with its head chopped off.


Maybe the genes sensed how overcrowded the world was getting. Maybe they had decided that sensitivity was out of place. Or perhaps they had foreseen a new ice age or a nuclear war, whereby life would be a matter of grubbing around in the dirt for the next few thousand years. Whatever the truth of this, Jean might be best lean meat, but from now on, plain bread seemed to be the staple.


While Alison was still an infant, and hope abounding filled Jean’s breast, Jean threw her energies into inscribing love and humour, excellence and artistry upon the slate of her daughter.


Alas, Alison wasn’t a slate at all. She was a palimpsest: a twice-used parchment, an economy model. As she grew up, the old writing showed through ever more clearly: the dumb, vandalistic scrawl which denied that there was any special merit to Jean’s existence.


In her chagrin, Jean Sandra Hoffman—née Norwich—divorced her husband and became Jean Sandwich.


Yet Jean was far from silent in her disappointment. In a series of virulent magazine articles, which both caught the public’s fancy and provoked a counterblast of wrath, she explained in detail why she had walked out on her husband and child, and why uniquely she had sued for non-custody and non-visiting rights.


Unfortunately, her ex-husband Mike tended to agree with her. So there ensued the newsworthy spectacle of the two divorcees fighting in public to off-load responsibility for the product of their love on to the other party. Perhaps because Jean made more commotion, she had won the day. She was more conspicuously unsuited to be a mother, than Mike to be a father.


Yet she had never blamed Mike personally for her horrid spawn and the ruin of her illusions. How could she, when it was her own genes that proved dominant? It was against Nature’s deceits that she railed—and how she did rail! She would do anything at all to pay Nature back for the dirty trick played on her.


Consequently one of her articles dealt with the controversial topic of human DNA research. In the very same week that a laboratory believed to be meddling in this field was fire-bombed by a God Nut mob, Jean wrote approving whole-heartedly of anybody who monkeyed around with ‘God’s blueprints’. (A few days later the magazine office had its windows stoned by a crowd wearing tee-shirts emblazoned with the motto: ’I’m nuts on God’)


Yet, as Jean pointed out angrily in her article, even if an egg—which she would be glad to donate—were taken from her ovaries to be retailored in a test tube to produce something closer to her heart’s desire, all the remaining horde of eggs in her sex organs would still carry the same treacherous message written in them. Not to mention every damn cell in her whole body. Whatever miracles the DNA sculptors worked in their admirable laboratories in China and Japan, she would still remain Jean Sandwich.


The magazine thrived on the wrath. And so did Jean, for a while. Yet the sad truth was that she was already becoming last season’s sensation. She was rumoured to be writing a book, but perhaps this was a counsel of desperation.


It was Jean’s DNA article which had first caught the Sponsor’s eye. Whereupon Frank Caldero had begun checking out Jean’s affairs in detail.


It would be an exaggeration to say that the Sponsor had fallen in love with Jean. He was really in love with an idea, with a vision. Jean had simply interposed herself between his eye and that vision.


And now her public profile was fading fast. Which was fine, just fine.


Needless to say, Jean’s actual profile—as illustrating her articles—was ample reason for anyone to fall in love with her, thought Frank …
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The elevator decanted Frank into another lobby unwatched by any camera eye. Stout apartment doors led off this lobby, with peepholes plugged through them at eye level. Bolted to the door frames were intercom boxes.


Frank pressed the buzzer of apartment 804.


Nothing happened. After waiting for a whole two minutes he banged on the door with his fist.


A chain rattled, and the door swung open.


‘Sorry. I forgot. The squawk box up here’s bust.’ Jean backed away, holding a small pistol, though it was not pointing directly at him. She smiled in apology for the gun and the broken intercom; and her smile devastated him.


Jean had glossy brown eyes, short auburn hair cut in a pageboy trim, and a perfect creamy skin. Her nose was Grecian, her chin firm, and her figure as lovely as ever it had been before her terrible child had swollen it. Her body had never despaired, as other women’s bodies might have done. The tragedy was, that lurking in this wonderful body was the genetic government—temporarily in exile—which had swept back to power in her offspring. This splendid Jean was only a sport of Nature: a once-only Romeo and Juliet tossed off by the genetic monkey typing pool, which tapped out dumb pulp books all the rest of the time.


Her small lounge was sparsely furnished, though a table in front of the window was buried in house plants. Their foliage completely hid the city outside, silent this Sunday morning. (Nobody was being shot or robbed in the street. No one was rioting. Nothing was burning.) The plants were prisms of Paradise, breaking the white and grey of concrete into green light.


Here were Wandering Jews and ferns and ivies. And fleshy succulents, and bromeliads with pools of water cupped in them. There was a Japanese fan palm. And, lest Jean forget, here were the twisted, yellow-bladed swords of a Mother-in-Law’s Tongue. Presumably, whenever Jean thought of this hideous plant, she omitted the ‘in-Law’. It was, he noticed, Sansevieria trifasciata ‘De fer’—the new, super-rigid variety whose touch and texture almost lived up to its appearance.


Frank placed the money on the table beneath the striped blades of the Sansevieria: an offering on the altar of chagrin. Then he carried a plastic chair some way off and swung astride it so that she would be sure he couldn’t easily make any sudden movements.


Without bothering to check the money, Jean perched on the edge of a small settee. And smiled again, smiting him more deeply than any of those sword blades could have done. Nearby stood a smaller table with some of her pottery craft gathering dust; she had given up on art.


‘May I call you Jean? And please call me Frank.’


‘Though that isn’t your real name.’


‘Oh, but it is. Frank by name, frank by—well, let’s not mention Nature. I’ll come straight to the point: we’d like to invite you to participate in an illegal DNA experiment—a highly illegal one, though it’s one of which I’m sure you’ll approve.’


She laughed.


‘Illegal, by whose law? The genes are the only law, Frank. Look what their law has done to me.’


With her free hand she fumbled a cigarette from a packet; then hesitated.


‘Go ahead, light it,’ he reassured her. ‘We aren’t worried about you breaking any chromosomes by evil habits. We’re way beyond all that sort of small change. I was, of course, referring to illegal in the public sense the prohibition on playing roulette with the sacred image of God. Not that God doesn’t play roulette with the universe, but apparently that’s His business.’


‘So you want an egg from me? Why, permission granted!’ Jean exhaled smoke. ‘No, that’s crazy. I’ve heard of the goose that laid the golden egg—but worth a million? You must have some women on your team already. I hope you do!’


‘Rest assured.’


‘In that case, you must want me to play host mother … No, that’s mad, too. You could easily hire some poor cow for a tenth of that money—unless you’re wanting her to give birth to a chimpanzee or a baby gorilla …’


That’s quite close, Jean. But you’re looking in the wrong direction.’


‘Let me guess.’


‘You could guess till you’re blue in the face. Besides, it’s me who’s paying for the guessing time. So listen: the Sponsor is a financial superman. But he wants to become an actual superman. He wants to become Homo Superior in his own life-time. He wants to sire supermen. Superwomen, too. He wants to give rise to the next race. And he’ll be the first of them: the founder, Adam.


‘Now, don’t you grin! We aren’t just playing a fool along for his money. Technically, it’s all possible. Now it is. Though for obvious reasons we’ve kept quiet about it. Hence,’ and Frank nodded in the direction of the plants, ‘your generous retainer.’


‘You’re still taking a risk, telling me.’


‘I think not. You’re highly motivated, on our side of the fence. Besides which …’


‘It’s exactly the sort of thing I’d invent myself? To boost Jean Sandwich back into orbit? The mysterious visitor, the vast bribe, the anonymous super-rich Sponsor … Alas, you’re so right! So: your Sponsor wants to be the new Adam, and I’m to be—?’


‘This time round, Eve will be created first. You see, we aren’t absolutely positive we can pull it off with a human being. Though that’s simply because we haven’t tried yet. The method definitely works with rats and chimps—which is why I said that you were quite close. The chimps are, well, super-chimps now.’


‘And what happened to the super-rats?’


‘We couldn’t risk the super-rats escaping into the wild. We had to destroy them. Not,’ Frank hastened to add, ‘that we have any intention of destroying the superchimps. That would be like killing your own cousin. And the Sponsor is a very scrupulous man.’


‘Has he set up a trust fund for them, or something?’


‘They enjoy delightful conditions. We did sterilize them, though, just as a precaution.’


‘Yech.’ Yet Jean accepted this. No doubt she was reflecting on the benefits which sterilization would have bestowed on her, had she been able to foresee the future.


‘Merely vasectomies and ligatures, mind you. We didn’t want to spoil their sex lives.’


Jean brightened. She set the gun aside, though it remained within easy reach.


‘And how is this miracle of change accomplished?’


Frank mustered himself.


‘I’m no expert, you understand, but briefly it depends on the fact that a great many gene sites are already “pre-adapted” for a sort of quantum leap to a new evolutionary level. Do you follow me? The old notion that evolution has to take hundreds of thousands of years has really gone out of the window. As we see it now, when change happens, it happens really quickly. It’s like, well, a seed crystal suddenly altering the whole physical status of a saturated solution. Of course, it might take aeons before this does happen—before something triggers it. But the next evolutionary stage is sitting waiting in us all along. Like a butterfly in a chrysalis.’


‘I know what was waiting in me.’


‘That was just repetition.’


‘It was a particularly unjust form of repetition!’


‘It was just the same old record, with the stylus stuck in the groove. This is more like flipping the disc over to play what’s on the other side. This isn’t any of your ordinary tinkering with genes then recombining them. It’s a question of nudging the whole works.’


‘But how?’


‘We’ve developed a self-replicating virus. It attaches to the DNA and spreads through all the cells in the body. That’s the seed crystal. What is latent becomes actual, throughout the whole body. The flesh itself changes, not just the seed. The nerve networks form new connexions. The brain reorganizes itself. But the Sponsor wishes to behold the new being, Eve, before he commits himself to becoming Adam.’


‘Do his scruples only extend to males and chimps? Can’t he find a man to volunteer?’


‘You don’t follow me. He has to be the first superman. So only a woman can precede him. Only Eve.’


‘I wonder whether that makes this a new, female cycle of creation? Or does it just make me a different sort of chimp?’


‘Well, neither … though I take your point.’


Yet Jean’s voice seemed full of zany anticipation. The feminist angle did not appear to bother her especially. As predicted. Her chagrin was aimed at something far deeper than simply sexist oppression.


‘Actually,’ Frank said coaxingly, ‘we believe that the human potential for change is huge, compared with the rats and chimps. And they certainly did well enough.’


Jean grinned.


‘Maybe I’ll be able to fly through the air by will power? Maybe I’ll become Wonder Woman?’


‘Who knows?’


‘I’ll hardly need a million in the bank, then! Though,’ she qualified quickly, ‘it’ll be handy to have it.’


‘And have it you shall: But look, Jean: the money’s more by way of reassurance—just in case the attempt doesn’t succeed. If it does succeed, obviously you’ll be the Sponsor’s only peer on Earth. That implies a lot more than a million.’


‘How do you mean, “in case”? Were there any mishaps with the chimps?’


‘None whatever. What I meant was: in case nothing exciting happens. In case we have to go back to the drawing board.’


‘I’d like to see these superchimps of yours before I make my mind up.’


‘No problem. Be our guest. Come and spend a few days down on the Farm. That’s what we call the Sponsor’s spread in the country. Though it isn’t a lot like an ordinary farm … It’s more like Paradise—a real one. We can drive you down there right away, if you haven’t anything else arranged. Not that I want to rush you.’


‘I haven’t. And you aren’t.’


‘It’s about four hours’ drive.’


‘Good. I’d enjoy a drive in the country. I haven’t seen any real landscape for ages.’


‘Ah, I’ll have to disappoint you there. We have curtains in the back of the Merc. I trust you won’t mind if they’re closed? You’ll appreciate the need for discretion.’


‘So I’ll bring my Travel Scrabble. Do you play Scrabble?’


‘Yes. But I cheat. I make very long words by adding extra syllables. My own house rule is that if you can think up a single plausible sentence using a word, then it’s kosher. For example: we’re going to unsandwich you, Jean. We’re going to regenerate you, unsandwichingly.’


Jean’s laughter was a shower of silver.


‘If I say yes, to the unsandwiching.’


‘I’m fairly sure you will. You might even say we’re banking on it.’


Before they left apartment 804, Jean took care to water all the house plants. With one exception. She left the Mother-in-Law’s Tongue bone dry. Yet such neglect would have little effect. A Sansevieria was a plant without sensibility. Like mother Josie, like daughter Alison.
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To Frank’s eyes, the Farm was indeed a Garden of Eden. The Sponsor was generally an absent God, who only paid flying visits there by helicopter. He spent the bulk of his time up in his penthouse heaven on top of King Enterprises Building.


But obviously Bruno King would shift the centre of his power from the skyscraper to the Farm, when he altered his role from that of God to Adam. Frank regarded this prospect with a certain mild jealousy, for up until now the Farm had been his own to roam as he pleased. Child of the city, it had delighted him in his free time to wander its wilder domains all alone.


Sealed up as tightly as an air base, though with far less public visibility, the Farm (once you left the complex of buildings in the northernmost sector) was a wild garden of woods and lakes and hills.


Oaks and pines and maples grew there; and apple and cherry orchards. Wild strawberries spread on heathy upland, near unraided beehives. Irises and bullrushes choked a marsh. Slabby rocks were jungled over with azaleas and rhododendrons. Streams ran through stands of old forest into an unfished river stocked with trout and perch and chub. Muntjac deer scampered for cover at dawn and dusk. Pheasant whirred aloft, safe from any hunter’s bullet, while mallard, coot and water-hens nested round the reedy lakes. And funeral cypresses marched in rows, reminding Frank of a certain cemetery which had been his closest contact with Nature when he was a city boy.


Stone and marble buildings were scattered about the estate, too, in the unlikeliest places: pavilions, temples, arches, a turreted folly, a rotondo, and a monumental column resembling an inland lighthouse. The wanderer generally came upon these by surprise. Pebbled grottoes were cut into rock-sides, mouths adrip with ferns and mosses; while rivulets spilling down the hillsides were cunningly routed through the bubbling lips of stone grotesques.


Closer to the Farm complex proper, were formal lawns and a complicated yew-hedge maze.


The estate spread over twelve square miles, and a belt of dense forest shrouded the whole perimeter, with an electrified double fence striding through it.


As soon as Craig McKinnon reported from the front of the limousine by intercom that they had passed through the main gate, Frank opened all the curtains.


Jean and he had played four games of Scrabble, and Jean had won three of them. They had also shared a picnic lunch, washing pâté and smoked-salmon sandwiches down with chilled Hock from the small refrigerator.


Now bars of sunlight flashed epileptically as Reuben Maccoby piloted the Mercedes along a forest road. Rounding a final bend, they emerged into the open.


Guernsey cows grazed a meadow beyond a horse paddock. To their right, the Farm buildings followed the inner edge of the forest barrier for a thousand yards. To their left extended the inner fence which enclosed Eden. Its own gate still stood wide open in the distance, though really Frank was the only dedicated wanderer. The other employees generally stuck close to the amusements and sports facilities.


Several slim windmills spun their sails, and an artesian well tapped the water table. A flagpole rose outside the ranch house, though no flag was run up the tack line; as usual the Sponsor was not in residence. Frank pointed out the staff village, the games centre, the helipad, the milking sheds, the security tower, the solar panels on the roof of the ranch house … and the science area, adjacent to the walled superchimp compound.


‘Superchimps first.’ Frank rapped on the glass and gestured. Maccoby had to detour on to the lawn to avoid a family of geese out for a walk.


An armed guard sat ensconced on top of the high stone wall, in a glass cabin. At his command a steel door rolled back to admit the Mercedes into a long, stout cage, then he locked them in for scrutiny. Satisfied, the guard operated the inner mesh-gate and lowered a drawbridge beyond.


A broad moat lapped the inside circuit of the wall. Alligators were basking on the bank. A barbed wire fence, decorated with red lightning flash signs, kept those snappy creatures by the water.


‘But it’s like a prison camp!’


In vain did Jean search the barren compound for any sign of gambolling chimps. A blank concrete building, in the shape of a horseshoe, hunched around the north lip of a deep crater or pit; that was all.


The shock you’d get from the fence isn’t lethal,’ Frank explained genially. ‘And the alligators are strictly a fun thing. It’s water that pongo loathes.’


Jean withdrew into her seat.


‘You said they had delightful quarters!’ she accused.


‘Oh, they do. pongo never sees up here. We sincerely hope pongo never will.’


The Mercedes halted outside the windowless building. Frank hopped out and ran round to open Jean’s door, to escort her to the steel-clad entrance. He spoke into an intercom.


‘Frank Caldero, accompanying our special guest. Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers.


‘pongo can’t imitate the human voice,’ he commented. ‘Their air pipes are too short. They haven’t got vocal cords in their necks.’


‘But this is ridiculous! I don’t care how super they are—Harry Houdini himself couldn’t get out of here. Is this the fine and private place?’


‘No, no, and no. You’ll be perfectly free to roam.’


Did Jean detect a note of envy in his voice?


‘Look: ordinary chimps are damn clever. Leave them a length of bamboo, and they’ll invent the vaulting pole. Superchimps are an unknown quantity. They’re aliens, essentially. Alien intelligences.’


‘So don’t they have any rights?’


‘Does anyone? Beyond the right to starve, and fall sick, and get mugged, and be miserable? Our superchimps enjoy the privilege of a happy life. But we must safeguard it. I don’t say that they have any secret plans up their furry sleeves. But they’re all curiosity with a capital C. And if one of them got out, we’d all be in very hot water.’


‘So this is all for their sake.’


‘Right.’


‘But you said all sorts of physical alterations happen: evolutionary changes. Why haven’t they grown vocal cords and longer windpipes?’


As Jean was asking the question, the steel door was opened by a red-headed woman wearing outsize jeans and an open lab coat. Underneath was a white zipped-up plastic windcheater. Her mountainous bust looked as though it was bound with a huge bandage. She beamed.


‘I’m Robina. Robina Weber. And you’re the volunteer! Welcome, welcome. Naturally, you’ve come to see how our metapongids are getting on—and the answer’s famously.’


Jean resisted an urge to glance back at the barbed wire, moat and alligators.


‘Oh, not as famously as that! Nobody outside knows a thing.’


Robina chuckled.


‘Caught you out there! Working with the metapongids, a person gets hyped up on all kinds of body language. You almost looked at the moat.’


‘Metapongids equals superchimps,’ explained Frank.


‘You don’t say.’


‘I can answer that question of yours about their speech equipment. But come on in first—we mustn’t leave doors standing open.’


Robina drew back with a rush which pulled Jean and Frank inside the building, virtually by suction. Linking arms with Jean, Robina hauled her along a corridor then down a long flight of steps, patting her comfortingly all the while. At the bottom, Robina finally released Jean.


‘Do excuse me! Just my grooming reflexes at work!’


The room they now entered harboured video screens and racks of tape spools. The far wall was glass from floor to ceiling. From this observation window, the spectator looked down into the ‘crater’. Roofed with clear perspex, the hole in the ground bellied out into a great, bright cave floored with soil and illuminated by mirrors bouncing sunlight from above. The cave was a planthouse of hibiscus, passion flower vines, bamboo groves, banana trees, palms, lianas. One section was devoted to gymnastic equipment. There were two huts elsewhere, roofed with plastic thatch, and a pair of open booths equipped with TV sets. In one of these booths sat a pair of superchimps at their ease, their fingers fluttering as they watched a film.


Another superchimp was working out on the parallel bars. The fourth, and closest, was ambling through the bamboo grove below, scratching itself. The superchimp walked erect, though in a bow-legged way. Its face was a buckled grey mask with squashed, flaring nostrils and a floppy-lipped muzzle, surrounded by a mane of black hair rather like some nineteenth-century Russian novelist’s. Cauliflower ears stuck out to the sides.


Unlike a Russian novelist, though, luxurious hair covered all the rest of its body, too, apart from the fingers and the feet. The superchimps forehead receded less than that of any chimp that Jean recalled seeing on trips to the zoo, when Alison was little. Its eyes were black and bright. It stood almost five feet tall.


Noticing the observers, it waved a long arm to them, then made signs. After waving back exuberantly with both arms, Robina signed in reply.


‘What’s he saying?’ asked Jean.


‘No, he doesn’t “say.” He signs. That isn’t the same thing as “saying.” To answer your earlier question: metapongids don’t sprout vocal cords, because they aren’t inclined that way. In the wild, a pongo doesn’t react to an alarm call by answering it—but with action.’


‘If somebody screams “Fire!” I’m going to get the hell out, not stand around asking questions.’


‘But this has deeper implications. Theirs is a semantics of action, you see, not abstraction. We may believe that we’re teaching them abstract thought—merely because we can evoke a response that seems appropriate. But they’re just playing a drama-game with us—and the name of the game in this case is Abstract Thought. They play it bloody well, incidentally. It’s like, well, trying to carry on a conversation about evolution with a dyed-in-the-wool God Nut. You’re both talking the same language, but. So just remember this: the metapongids aren’t ever thinking what you think they’re thinking. They grasp the world. They don’t hold it at arm’s length like we do.’
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