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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.






 

1
Benito

 

Fried squirrel.

Sounds like something the grubbers might serve up for Saturday dinner, doesn't it?

Ha—maybe they did. Maybe Albert had feigned the disgust that twisted his face as he held the crispy critter up by its singed tail. Maybe, the moment I turned my back, the old gardener’s gave way to a flood of pent-up salivation as he packed the little rodent off to his shanty at the edge of the grounds. There, I imagined, with a flurry of his ragged smock, he would present his Ma with the furry morsel. Her eyes would bulge with delight, and...

That’s enough.

If I go on with that kind of reverie you might think me a Separatist of the worst kind. Perhaps I was, later on, but I like to think a like better of my past self, before... well, before that fried squirrel did a Cuisinart job on my life.

All of this began the morning Elvis, my Cyber wife, downloaded the twice-weekly medical diagnostics. It was just before breakfast up in the study dome. I was pressing one of those round BandAids over the punctured vein in the crook of my arm and staring through the rounded glass. Thirty stories below, the willows were barely visible through the rain clouds moving in. I remember the lingering thought exactly: I can build an amusement park on the Moon, but still there's no better way to sample blood than to gouge a hole in my skin with a needle.

There were many indignities that, at the time, I thought I should be exempt from.

So Elvis was sucking in the diagnostics with her usual frown of consternation. She tapped her finger in perfect seconds on the rim of the computer key pad—one of the earliest of the human mannerisms I had taught her. As the download progressed, the terminal screen flashed white and then black again in the same one-second intervals. I decided then to factor in syncopation the next time I popped the lid on her CyberGo.

To save a few minutes' reading time on the terminal, Elvis had hooked the computer's feed cable into the 103-prong port just above her left temple. When the download was done, she jerked the cable free and patted her short black locks into place again.

"The cancer's spreading pretty fast," she said to my back. "You gotta go to the Moon."

I turned away from the window. "Maybe I can fit it in late next week—after I finish up with the .union geeks from Disney Division."

Then she gave me the pouty-lips expression, the heart-melting gesture I purloined from the genetics of a twentieth century entertainer.

"Bay-buh," she murmured, "Your blood readouts say you takin' 3.86 times the recommended dosage of Libricotum and 2.4 times the legal level of Zenithialate B. Honey chile, you die this time, what makes you think I'll pour you into the TeleComp again? Maybe I'll juss dump you into the composter with the potato peelin's."

She had a point. For the last few weeks I had been sloshing through a wash of sedation. I felt no pain. The puncture in my arm for the blood test had brought no discomfort—it was just that the sight of the stuff soured my belly.

I paused, with a touch of drama—just the way I would have it done in one of my company's holovids. Hmm. How is it that I, the owner of the largest entertainment conglomerate under the sun, could keep the same Cyber wife for forty-three years, save for a few component updates? I asked her, "Elvis? You love me?"

She pretended to think it over, swinging her head so that her silky hair flew back. "Yeah," she said, "guess I love ya."

 

The next day I called the home office in Philadelphia to leave word for one of the VP's, Del Wortham, to handle the union matters. I had out-of-town business, I explained. I didn't mention how out of town the business was. Habitually, I avoided mention of the Langelaan Tele-Compositors—a point of jealousy. I'm the only one in the company approved by the Interplanetary Commerce Commission for TeleComp travel. One of only a few dozen people on the planet with regular access to one. All others in the company—VP's on down—have to cool their heels on the shuttle when they have business on the Moon.

The chief secretary in the Philadelphia offices hesitated on the line. "Mr. Funcitti, Del Wortham is fishing in Maine. You want to have Brian Dietz handle the union meeting?"

"Wortham took his satphone along on the trip?"

"I assume so," she replied.

"Then get him in. If he's not on the case by tomorrow afternoon, have building services clean his office out. Move Brian Dietz into it. Then have Dietz handle the union meeting."

There were a few seconds of silence on the phone as the secretary stared stonily out of the holo screen. Then came a curt, "Yes sir."

I flicked the phone off and walked to the TeleComp at the back of the study. I punched the Start-Up button. The booth door popped open, the interior light blinked on and the lighted console buttons inside flashed to life.

"Elvis!" Where was she? I glanced at my watch and saw that I was two minutes early. Elvis was not human enough that she would arrive early, or late for that matter, for an assigned duty.

But the preliminaries were easy enough that I could handle them myself. I sat back in the padded booth and strapped my legs and left arm in. The armrest whirred, and a moist brush whisked across my palm, scouring away just enough skin to get a genetic reading. (Now, why can’t we make a blood test that painless?)

A familiar message appeared on the interior terminal:

 

Identification: Benito O. Puncitti... 

confirmed. 

ICC clearance... 

confirmed.

Please enter Langelaan TeleComposltor receiver coordinates.

 

With my free hand I pecked in the twelve-digit number on the key pad. The screen responded:

 

Destination 3451-7721-1032 is...

the private TeleComp receiver registered to Fun City Corp.

Lunar station, Sector 32. 

Does this destination coincide with your travel plans?

 

I entered, "Yes." Elvis leaned her head into the booth and glanced at the progress on the terminal. The next question appeared on the screen:

Do you wish to employ medical or genetic code restructuring features? If so, please establish MediComp link.

I reached for the key pad, but Elvis clicked her tongue reprovingly. She pushed my wrist against the armrest and flipped the restraining strap over it so that my hand was immobilized.

"I'd better do this," she said, "or you'll turn yourself into a smoked ham or something." Then her fingers flew over the key pad, ordering up the restructuring that would strip away my cancer while I, or a digital version of me anyway, was being beamed through space.

This was the part that took several minutes—and numerous feeds from our mainframe. Once, Elvis rapped my knuckles, saying, "Quit squirming, chile. You'll blow the whole entry, and we'll have to start from scratch. Ya might even lose your travel window."

Finally, though, the photonic surgery was arranged. Elvis pecked me on the nose and whumped the door shut. In the darkness, the dull green of the terminal was flashing:

 

"T minus 198 seconds, T minus 197 seconds..."

 

Nitrous oxide was hissing into the booth, and I breathed deeply, counting along with the computer as my mind numbed. How nice it will be, I thought, to be done with the cancer—for a couple of years, anyway. How nice it will be to have enough lung capacity to smoke again. How nice it will be to not need the painkillers. How nice it will be: A short working vacation on the Moon.

"Elvis," I murmured with rubbery lips. I couldn't remember whether the intercom was on, but it was worth a try. "Call ahead for me, okay Hon? Tell 'em to have a martini ready. And a pack of Winstons."

 

I awoke in the dark, which was not right. There were no welcoming terminal messages. There was no martini. The air in the Lunar station receiver was warm and stale. That's what happens, I told myself, when you stay away for four months—the operation can get pretty ragged.

Movement was impossible—my limbs were leaden. I calculated the dose of nitrous oxide I must have been given, then crosschecked that, as best I could recall, with my current levels of Libricotum and Zenithialate B. No. Nothing that would cause paralysis, as far as I could remember.

And then the problem became clear. I could not move my limbs because they were still strapped down, which meant that I was still in the transmitter booth in my study in Longwood Gardens, not on the Moon. Restraining straps were not necessary on the receiving end of a TeleComp—recomposing an inert life form posed no problem for the biolaser compositors. It was in the transmitter booth that movement caused complications.

"Elvis!" I shouted, and the name fell dead against the padded walls of the booth. Instinctively I knew—from the soundless apparatus, from the putrefying air—that the transmitter was dead.

"Elvis!" I called up in my mind a blueprint of the house power systems. In a locker on the ground floor of the building was a bank of six massive transformers—a veritable substation that converted raw power from the electric company. They provided enough juice to light a small city of grubbers. Five of the transformers were just enough to meet the demand of the TeleComp.

If the transformers had blown, and apparently they had, perhaps the sixth was buggered as well. That would mean that the house was electronically dead too, or nearly so. Along with Elvis.

A droplet of sweat rolled down my nose.

I pushed wildly against the restraining straps, trying to use my forearms as levers to force them open. When I felt the crunch of cartilage, I stopped. I would break before the straps did, and the painkillers would let me.

I was smothering now. Breathing this air was like sucking in frothy cotton. Where once my vision was black, now there glimmered a hundred whirling stars. They would grow, I knew, and fill my head until I passed out.

A high-pitched whine needled at my ears—the final hallucination of a dying man, I supposed. Then a weak shaft of light slashed across the darkness. It grew bolder and brighter as the excruciating sound scraped my eardrums. I was dead now, being tortured in a surreal Hell. I was dead now, and sweating rivers into a sopping shirt. I was dead now, and screaming.

The light was pouring from a hole in the wall of the TeleComp housing. In that jagged hole I recognized a set of fingers and then understood the noise—the shriek of titanium being slowly ripped aside. By Elvis, somehow. Goddamn,

I was blubbering. "Elvis, the straps. Just get one strap, one hand loose. ..."

When the hole was large enough, the metallic ripping stopped and Elvis' hand came through slowly, centimeters at a time. Her power reserves were almost nil now, squandered on ripping the TeleComp open. She would be bleeding every trace of residual energy out of the entire dead building now, sucking every VDT, every transistor for the merest spark just to keep moving.

It took three minutes, but finally her thumb and forefinger closed on the tab of the restraint. She pulled back, and the moist chemibond gave way.

I was free. Elvis was dead.

 

The trouble with space needle architecture is that during total power failure, of course, the lift does not work. Thirty stories of spiral staircase weigh heavily on a heart accustomed to leisure and lungs at one-quarter capacity.

As I said, the gardener Albert found the fried squirrel amid the tangle of damaged transformer wires. He tossed the offending animal into his pickup truck and found a flashlight for me. My trackers (and their emergency equipment) were entombed behind dead hangar doors.

Against his protests, I sent Albert home to telephone Philadelphia Electric and have a repair crew sent out. I rooted around the first-floor storerooms until I found one of the power packs that Elvis uses when she leaves the house. Then it was back up the thirty floors of spiral staircase. After forty-three years of marriage, a man's gotta have his wife.

By the time Elvis and I were back to ground floor, Albert had returned. He looked grim.

"Power company says it could be several hours," the gardener said. "Maybe midnight."

Albert now wore a hooded slicker against the drizzle. He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. "You'd best come out to tha house an' wait."

For a couple of decades I had not seen the inside of the little house that I rent to Albert, and a vague feeling of dread washed over me.

"Why thank you, Albert," Elvis replied sweetly. "We'll ride down with you." Already I was regretting that Elvis did not have the benefit of access to the now-defunct mainframe computer. Usually she had much better sense than this.

 

Among grubbers, it was a common enough shanty, I suppose. All of the living spaces were contained within two stories of structure—stone outside, wood and plaster within. It was an early twentieth century relic that had been a caretaker's home even back then, when Longwood Gardens had been owned by a family of industrialists—du Bois, du Peau, du Pont, something like that.

Rugs lay all about the ramshack, woven out of sheep's wool or some such fiber. The furniture had been fashioned from dark, polished lumber. Light was supplied by free-standing lamps—an eerie, uneven illumination. The heating was equally spotty, emanating as it did from low wall vents.

Albert introduced his Ma, Mrs. Grace-Lee—a chunky gray-head, maybe ninety years old, a no-nonsense woman. We passed an hour in polite conversation in the living room. Before I could fashion a suitable protest, we were at the dinner table having salad and stew and warm bread.

"Your time being so precious,'' Albert said over his wine glass, "I hope the outage did not interrupt business much."

I coughed politely and glanced at Grace-Lee, knowing her to be a devout Catholic and probably not approving of TeleComp travel. "Well, I was about to beam to the Moon, actually," I said, "that being the most expedient thing—yeah, busy as I am."

Down at her end of the table Grace-Lee snorted. Elvis nibbled quietly at a spoonful of stew, her eyes rolling left and right. Her chemical innards could actually make some use of the nutrients. The rest she would expel in private, as we all do.

"Butcher machine," Grace-Lee said. " 'Scuse me, Mr. Funcitti, but you know I have to say it—butcher machine.''

The TeleComp had gained almost worldwide acceptance, except among Catholics and some fundamentalist sects. The problem lay in the method of transport: In a transmitter booth, biolaser scanners create a replica of the traveler in digital code, molecule for molecule, which is beamed across space. In the receiver booth, the compositors rebuild that traveler using the molecular reserves held in stock—like a cosmic fax machine. When the transport is complete, the confirmation signal is flashed back to the transport booth, where the original is destroyed. The traveler remains intact in every way at his new destination—every memory, every worry, every wart, every scar. Unless these characteristics are altered in the photonic surgery options.

I did not mention to Grace-Lee the obvious irony: that my own TeleComp had nearly smothered me. Butcher machine, indeed. "A harmless, painless process, I assure you," I said, although there would be no convincing her. "We'd not be much among the planets today without it."

"An' that would be fine with me," she huffed. "To kill a living being for the convenience of commerce is not my idea of progress. There's too much against nature that people such as you are taking in stride." Her jaw nudged almost imperceptibly in the direction of my robotic companion. Being married to my gardener, Grace-Lee would know that Elvis was not human.

Several moments of embarrassed silence followed—three of us were embarrassed anyway. Elvis toyed with the stew and had no sense of such discomfort. It was not part of her makeup.

"Well," I managed finally. "It's a fine stew, ma'am. ... What sort of meat did you say this was?"

 

When Albert dropped us off at the darkened house, there were three white vans parked in front and a dozen men milling about with flashlights and yellow raincoats.

"They should have ya powered up again in no time," the gardener said. "But if not, come down again and we'll put ya up in the spare room." He drove off into the rain, toward his shanty and his disapproving Ma.

I put an arm around Elvis and we trotted for the protection of the door overhang. We were met there by a somber young man, thirty years old or so. His raincoat was unzipped, revealing a white business shirt, a conservative tie, and a shoulder holster.

"You power guys," I asked, "you always—um, pack fire like that?"

He tipped his flashlight into my eyes, a singularly rude gesture for which he did not apologize. "My name's Sachs, inspector for the ICC. Could I see some I.D., please?"

I opened my wallet and nodded toward Elvis. "My wife," I said.

"Mr. Funcitti, would you come with me, please?" The inspector strode back into the rain and opened the side door of one of the vans. He waved me into the rear compartment and closed the door, leaving me alone in the dark. I had assumed that he would walk around and take the driver's seat, but he did not. He returned to the door overhang and was saying something to Elvis.

As my eyes adjusted, I noticed the profile of a man in the front passenger's seat. He put a cigarette between his lips and lit it, then leaned forward so that I could see his face in the flame of his lighter. I wanted to move closer, but there was a wire mesh barrier between us.

His features were familiar—-the unruly white hair, the mole on his upper lip, the green eyes. It was me.

My chest began to tighten. "The transmission. ..."

"Botched terribly, I'm afraid. Oh, I came through fine. Never felt better—ha, can smoke again. But on this end, hmph. When the system engineers figured out what had happened, I beamed back right away through the Philly offices of the ICC. Wouldn't do to have you setting up house here as if you owned the place."

"Doesn't the law say...."

"I double-checked with the ICC, and you—we—remember correctly. They plan to dispose of you quickly and painlessly." He sighed sympathetically.

I fell back against the seat, and the words came slowly. "I don't suppose it surprises you to hear that I don't want this to happen."

"Legally, man, you don't exist. The only genetic code that the Government will recognize is mine—as restructured and registered this morning during TeleComp transmission." His voice carried that peculiar tone of someone quoting law.

I glanced about in a panic, and my fears were confirmed: There were no door handles on the inside of the van. The windows were reinforced with wire. "I don't. . . want... to die."

He tapped his head. "You're going to live a long time, up here. In my head, we are precisely the same man, the same blob of gray matter."

"Save for a few hours' memory."

He gave me a hard stare and pushed smoke out his nostrils. "Save for a few hours. Yeah." He paused then, and I knew that the words that were about to come would be well rehearsed. How odd to know another person this well, even better than I know Elvis, a being of my own creation.

"You know, the ICC fellows tell me this has never happened before, and it's quite uncomfortable for all of us. Not only because I build TeleComps, but because the ICC has been such a champion of the devices—"

"Because we bribed the right people," I noted.

"Hmp. You know, I actually considered the benefits of having a second self around—twice the productivity, no?" He sucked on his Winston, and the tip glowed in the darkness. "But the ICC would hear nothing of it anyway—the outcry that all of this would stir up. No. The, uh, problem has to be dealt with quickly and quietly. To do anything else could cause quite a lot of trouble, you understand."

I managed a nervous laugh: "Yeah, don't I know it."

He rolled his window down a few inches and flicked the butt of his cigarette out. "Look," he said, "I know this doesn't help much, but you're a dying man anyway. The cancer's gone too far for you to go under the knife, and the ICC'd never let you ride a TeleComp"again."

The man on the other side of the barrier—my other, healthy self—coughed lightly. I smiled: He was already ruining a fresh set of lungs. At that moment I knew we were two distinct people. How could it be otherwise when you hated someone so much?

"Thanks," I said. "It's been nice knowing ya."

He turned away, opened his door and stepped out. As he did, the lights flickered on in the house.

 

 


 

2
Kodas

 

Doc comes back in the door sputtering and wiping her mouth like she does when she's been sucking gas—has an open jar of the tracker-piss in one hand and a plastic siphon in the other.

"Low-Diolomogen detergent fuel, from the taste of it," she tells me, shaking her head. "Bottom-of-the-line Exxon, I'd guess. Customers staying here sure go for the cheap stuff." She sets the jar on the nightstand by her bed and clicks her tongue. "Mmmmm, mmm. Somebody been smoking in bed again at the Motel 99, and it's sure to cause a fire."

I flick a thumb toward her tuber and keyboard on the desk and go back to my work. "That's a perfectly good potato-head you've left out. Gonna let that tuber bake, huh?"

She shoves both palms under her belt and gives me that hunch-shouldered, exasperated look. I guess the whole world's pretty stupid when you're nineteen. Or has Doc turned twenty yet?

"Kodas, I'm going to check your nose first, remember?" she says. "I'm going to change the bandage—'less you want your nostrils to go to rot. Then I'll enter the progress in the tuber, and then I'll packer 'er up."

"Okay," I tell her—the kind of "okay" that tells her to calm down. Sometimes I think she's my goddamned daughter or something—not a physician at all. "But we gotta go. Rule Number thirty-eight: When the motel manager starts asking what line of work you're in, you've stayed too long."

"That's rule Number forty-two, I think."

"Hmm. Make it seventeen."

"Eighteen."

"Okay."

We go on like that—I don't know why. If we really had any rules, there wouldn't be enough that you'd have to number them. But I've noticed that Doc seems to prefer her rules even-numbered. Again, I don't know why.

I have one more juice-pack to fill. Seven of the briefcase-sized batteries are by the door, charged and ready to load into the tracker. The electrical socket intended for the television is pulled out of the wall. The detached wires are getting pretty hot and putrid. They're standard, low-rent construction, not intended for anything remotely like this kind of abuse—portable batteries that can suck up a thousand francs' worth of juice. But I twist the wires onto the terminals of the last juice-pack anyway (at worst we'll have us a slightly premature fire) and then I strip off my rubber gloves.

Doc leads me into the tiny bathroom, and there we are in the cracked mirror: skinny little Doc with her adolescent chest barely lifting the front of her T-shirt; me hunching down to get a look in the glass as she peels away the strip of gauze from the center of my face.

"Still looks pretty worm-eaten," I tell her. "You'll get a fire-rod in the mudcup if my nose is infected."

Doc shrugs and shakes up a bottle of thick, clear liquid. She pulls out the applicator brush and runs the goop down the rows of minute stitches on each side of my nose.

"The healing's progressing just fine," she says. "In a week, the swelling'll be gone. In three weeks, the scars'll be near-invisible. You're going to lose a few freckles, but otherwise you won't notice a thing—I studied up this time."

The liquid congeals, and Doc cuts out a new strip of gauze, smaller this time.

''Studied up," I reply. ''You always did do a perfect job of white skin—those milky little lickers you take up with in that theater crowd. Give 'em cut-rate boob jobs. Umm. But dark skin—have I shown you the job you did on my left butt cheek lately? Looks like a worm-eaten chess board."

"Hey, you always gotta have something new—the latest SentiaTerminal implanted, or some volume enhancer the Westies cooked up. Well, experimental is experimental—going to get buggered up once in a while, and that's just what happened to your tuba. All the years of medical school in the world wouldn't prevent that."

"Ya. You got no years of medical school."

Doc shrugs. "I read a lot," she says.

When she's got the bandage taped back in place, I give Doc a satisfied grunt so she won't take my kidding too hard. Then I pull off my T-shirt, jeans, and undies, and waggle my snake at her.

"Going to suit up tonight," I tell her. "Celebrate moving day."

Doc glares at me as I hop into the bedroom. "You celebrate every day," she says. "Besides, we got business tonight."

I glance at my watch. "Twenty minutes to midnight," I tell her. "You know what that means—time for Tanya! It's an hour up to the Pennsylvania line. I'll be mindful enough by then for business."

Doc smiles, giving up. Then she sings the familiar jingle: "Tanya! Tongue-ya! Deca-deca-deca... dent!"

I take the DecaSuit off its hanger and pull the flimsy cotton over my head. It leaves the access holes and terminal wires in all the right places—two just below the neck, two at the nipples, two in the crotch, two on the butt, and two on the thighs.

I slip a wire into the terminal embedded under the skin at my left nipple, twirl the fastener nut, and start on the right nipple.

"Hook up my tuba, would ya?" I ask Doc. She sighs and reluctantly goes to work wiring up my rear. I sympathize, but those are really hard to get to, as you may know.

When I'm dressed again, we pack the tracker: the juice-packs are carefully stacked in their storage rack in the boot, and our clothes are slung all around them for padding; Doc's tuber is bolted between the front seats, with the keyboard where she can get at it easily; a dozen cardboard cartons are stacked precariously on the newly carpeted flooring behind the seats—electronics, medical supplies, the portable weaponry.

Doc shuffles back to the motel room while I get on my knees in the parking lot to check the tracker treads. The plate-links that I can see are solid, but the right side has lost a lot of nubs. Probably in that chase last week, or from making illegal level changes on the trackway. Regardless, the tread will need replacing before summer. I extend the outriggers, their wheels look good, and I snap them back in place—won't get up enough speed to use them tonight.

I wander back inside one last time to see how Doc's going to do it. The room has been maximum-trashed, of course: The TV gutted for parts, the telephone, too; a hole cut in the carpet in the exact shape of our tracker's rear compartment; wires pulled out of the wall; a pile of bloodied sheets tossed into the corner; and Doc had scribbled a wall full of notes during last week's surgery.

Doc is sitting on the bed. Lights up a Camel. She has a foot of clear plastic IV tubing and she knots one end—jerks it tight with her teeth. She dips the other end in the jar of tracker piss and mashes the IV tubing until it's sucked up enough yellow liquid. Then she lets the knotted end of the tube drape out of the jar onto the night stand.

Doc drags on the Camel again and pushes the smoke out in parallel streams. "Ready, big boy?" she asks.

"Yeah."

She opens the book of Motel 99 matches she got from the ashtray, presses the sucking end of her cigarette against the match heads, and folds the book closed around the butt.

Then she slides the match book under the knot in the IV tube.

Outside, Doc takes the driver's seat, and we peel north on U.S. 13 with a four- or five-minute head start.

"Few more motel fires," Doc says, "and somebody's gonna wonder what's going on."

"Still, it beats leaving the evidence intact—so they'll know what's been going on."

The wipers are slapping aside a light drizzle and the tracks are hissing against the pavement.

At midnight, I punch the radio power button and tune to WMMR. There's the last part of the jingle already: "Deca-deca-deca... dent!'

The cord from my DecaSuit runs up out of my jeans and the ten-prong plug is there at my belt buckle. I pull out a couple yards of slack and plug into the dash. I pop open one of the storage panels on the dash and reach under the papers and candy bars until I find a canister of little plastic capsules. I crush one under my nose and snort a little harder than usual—to pull the vapor through all of the new hardware in there.

And then comes the DJ, throaty and sensual: "Mmmmm-mmmmm, MMR. Fifty deca-deca-decades as the world-renowned home of rock V roll. Hi, my name's Tanya, and I'll be rockin' around your clock today..."

Once my terminals are properly warmed up, I feel Tanya massaging my shoulders lightly and something warm and wet against my left thigh. Or I'm supposed to think it's Tanya. Maybe it's really some studio lunk, ugly as a mutt's mudcup. But the illusion is more than acceptable.

I close my eyes and tilt the passenger seat back. "Doc, you gotta get hooked up—-even if it's just a couple of terminals. Gawd, I can't believe you're still a virgin—all the implants you do for other people."

Doc grunts and says something about how Tanya's not her type—besides, she's listening these days to ctzanne, that whole new line of music the teeners are into. But I'm sinking away, immersed now in Tanya (Tongue-ya!):

"... and I'm going to start us right off with a new recording by Donkey Disease, a wanger of a tune called 'Chicks in the Mail.' They cut this song a couple of hours ago in San Diego. On Sentia effects you've got Four-Two Da-Da, and I'll be dubbing in, too, after the first verse or-”

 

 


 

3
Laurence

 

Kennedy was getting in trouble again. He's the thirty-year-old brat in the next work pod, always grumping aloud. The kid with all the family union connections, got him where he was. His dad's even an agent, crissake. Got an express L ride right to a Tier 5 coder job. No stops. No waiting. No inconvenience will be tolerated.

Kennedy shot up out of his cushion mold so I could see him over the divider. Curly hair vibrating with rage.

"Dirty postulates again!" he shouted. "I can't believe the head-leaks at Tier 4 are giving us dirty postulates. Isn't someone supposed to be communicating around here?"

And then the Super appeared behind him—little bald man with lifts in his loafers, the guy who's supposed to be communicating around here.

"Sit down Kennedy," the Super ordered. "We reviewed the cleanup procedure for dirty postulates last week. Besides, if you file the proper notice at the end of your shift, the communication of the problem will be handled quite efficiently."

Postulates are hunks of fractured code, our basic building blocks. Instead of starting from scratch each time you build a new code, we start by combining a set of postulates handed up from Tier 4. Then the coding blocks that we create become the postulates for Tier 6.

Kennedy's fury is a sign of inexperience. Any of the old-timers, myself included, can take a dirty postulate and clean it up in ten or twenty minutes—like a sculptor smoothing out a lump of clay. But building whole code without cleaning up your postulates first—without even knowing they're dirty—can waste huge amounts of time. It's like building a clarke tower and finding out you have sand under the foundation when you thought you had bedrock. Maybe that's what blew Kennedy's circuit gel. Wasted a week's work again.

The Super caught me staring, and then he was on my back. "You, Laurenth, need to keep your nothe to your own code," he said. When he was angry, the Super had an odd lisp that tended to break up anyone else in earshot. "Have you theen your production graph for the month?"

All around me, I could hear the rhythm of ked pads clattering to a halt. A distant snicker.

"No, sir. Off again? Sorry."

That's the problem with sitting next to a shitbag like Kennedy. Trouble around here is contagious.

 

At ten minutes to four, I filed the block of whole code I had been amassing and typed in the security locks. Not that anyone would have any conceivable use for a hunk of Tier 5 whole code. It was just procedure—to prevent tampering, I suppose. Or practical jokes.

Next shift was arriving and the aging gent who would take my seat for the next four hours appeared behind me, nervously transferring his weight from one foot to the other. Every work day he appeared, eager and splashed with aftershave, pudgy yet shriveling—like a bulb of ginger root with a Main Line tailor.

Didn't know his name. I’d never ask such a thing of a stranger. Kennedy might, but not I. There was no one in the building, really, that I cared to be that familiar with.

Philadelphia is a Tier 5 programming city. With almost a million coders swamping the downtown office buildings, the shifts have to be staggered every thirty minutes to prevent chaos on the elevators, sidewalks, and L lines. Even so, shift changes are bothersome and uncomfortable.
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