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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.




INTRODUCTION


Thomas J. Bassler (1932–2011) was a medical doctor, who for too few years wrote science fiction as T.J. Bass. This book and its sequel, The Godwhale (1974) are the main part of his legacy. In them the conflict between humanity and nature – including humanity’s own nature – is pushed to its limit.


Nature was big in the sixties. So was population, whose growth seemed all the more pressing in cities crowded at the core and sprawling at the edge. Wartime destruction and post-war reconstruction had created in the advanced countries a new landscape of motorway, freeway and high-rise, of suburbia and supermarket. Above it hung a haze of pollutants, and the permanent threat of nuclear attack; beyond it, in what was then called the Third World, growing numbers of undernourished, dark-skinned people poured into slums and shanty towns or slipped silently into the shadows to swell the ranks of nationalist and communist insurgencies.


From Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) to Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb (1968), bestseller after bestseller sounded the alarm. By the end of the decade many people felt that the megalopolis crushed the human nature within it as much as it despoiled the natural world without. The notion pervaded the counterculture so plangently evoked in Charles Reich’s The Greening of America (1970), with its rejection of consumerism and its embrace of rural, folk, and Native American culture and styles. In this – as in so many other respects – the young radicals were only expressing more strongly, if not always more coherently, a view shared by many of their mainstream elders. Desmond Morris followed up his bestselling zoological analysis of humanity, The Naked Ape (1967) – serialized in the Daily Express – with The Human Zoo (1969), which compared urban humanity to caged animals.


The concern was vividly expressed in SF with John Brunner’s masterpiece Stand on Zanzibar (1968), which draws dire warnings for the human future (exemplified by the violent, decadent, dome-covered New York City of 2010) from John B. Calhoun’s studies of overcrowding in rats. One of the few technologically and ecologically optimistic works from that time, Approaching the Benign Environment (R. Buckminster Fuller et al, 1970) was swiftly countered and sharply criticized in the far more influential The Environmental Handbook (1970), soon to be followed by A Blueprint for Survival (1972) and The Limits to Growth (1972) on the shelves of every long-haired student’s bedsit, including mine.


In Half Past Human, Bass takes these and related environmental and cultural hot topics and turns up the heat a thousandfold. Never mind the three and a half billion of 1968, or the seven billion of Brunner’s 2010 (and ours): Bass projects a global population of three thousand billion. But as the title suggests, and the first page tells us, almost all of the three trillion are not quite human: ‘mankind was evolving into the four-toed Nebish – the complacent hive citizen.’ Stunted, pallid, brittle-boned and short-lived, this genetically engineered and prenatally mutilated subspecies can stand the overcrowding that normal humans can’t, so it lives and in a measure thrives on the stacked levels of underground shaft cities. The seas are sterile. The entire useable surface of every continent is turned over to automated agriculture. The food chain is short (and circular). The scattered million or so surviving five-toed humans skulk and scavenge in these gardens as vermin, spotted by sensors and despatched by hunters. They are the last endangered species. Though savage, they are far from noble. They hunt the hunters, and they eat what they kill.


At first, all the characters are repulsive. The relict humans are cultish, clannish, and cannibals. The Nebish are callous, calculating, and cannibals. Bass describes appearances, physiques, emotions and bodily reactions in the same language, that of physiology. The effect is deeply alienating. Horror and visceral disgust are natural reactions to much that passes – not to mention confusion, as the pace of events is swift. But we know we’re not trapped in the nightmare: two artefacts that are themselves characters, Toothpick and Ball, imply past technological marvels, and hint at some continuation of an earlier human project. The mystery deepens as unauthorized radio messages beam into the underground cities from outside. It is soon apparent that the artificial intelligence that runs Earth Society has found an opponent that matches it in mettle, and in ruthless loyalty to its chosen human breed.


The story that unfolds is increasingly engrossing and entertaining, indeed thrilling. I’ll be blunt: I found it hard to get going, and then I found it impossible to stop. It’s a cracking piece of science fiction, an original and thought-through vision of a post-human world, and it sticks uncomfortably in your head. It’ll make you think differently about a lot of things, including your own body and what you eat. The book’s one glaring flaw is its treatment of women: in human and Nebish society, they exist solely as sex objects and mothers. Bass gives no indication that he notices, let alone cares. The book fails the Bechdel test with flying colours. Mark that down to the blinkers of male-chauvinist, late-sixties counterculture, before Women’s Liberation got on its case.


By the end of the book, Bass has brought us to sympathise with human, Nebish, and machine characters, and to revel in the godlike sport with which he – and the rival AIs – slaughter them in millions or pick them off one by one. To say that this challenges our ethical intuitions is to put it mildly. But our ethical intuitions themselves are less secure than we may think. There is a well-known paradox in moral philosophy, identified years after Bass wrote but implicit in the utilitarian doctrine of the greatest good of the greatest number: the repugnant conclusion – as Derek Parfit (in Reasons and Persons, 1984) called it – that a large population whose lives are barely worth living may be better than a smaller population every one of whose lives are rich and fulfilling.


The brief lives of most of the Nebish are more than barely worth living – they have their little pleasures and rewards, and even joys – and there are three trillion of them. Are cannibalism, mass extinction of all non-edible species, prenatal brain hacking, occasional selective infanticide, and all the other horrors a price worth paying for such an enormous aggregate of dim happiness? Can we rationally and honestly prefer the violent, ignorant, brutish lives of savages, just because the savages share the full complement of our genes? Are we not, perhaps, being something close to racist when we side with Homo sapiens against Homo superior? Especially as the hive can itself engender at will new generations of the five-toed, if it decides it needs them for its own projects, all to the good of the greatest number? Isn’t there something a bit fascist about our instinctive sympathies here?


There is a terrible Darwinian and utilitarian logic to Earth Society, of which Bass is well aware. Any successful human civilization, on this planet or on far-flung space colonies, carries the seed of the hive. Whether that seed grows is up to us, but there’s a price to be paid, too, for nipping any such sinister development in the bud.


By making the repugnant conclusion literally repugnant, and by bringing the stern alternatives to it home to us like a hunter’s bloody trophy, Bass makes us question some of our unthinking priorities, and does us all a powerful amount of good.


Ken MacLeod
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Toothpick, Moon and Dan


Complex you are, Earth Society.


Simple I am, an aborigine,


One of the In-betweens.


Your tubeways and spirals, everywhere.


Indigenous biota, long gone from there.


I hunger for your greens.


In the Year of Olga, twenty-three-forty-nine, Moon and Dan returned to Rocky Top Mountain. Edentulous and withered with years, they sought refuge above the ten-thousand-foot level where the Big ES couldn’t reach. In this, the third millennium, Earth was avocado and peaceful. Avocado, because all land photosynthesized; and peaceful, because mankind was evolving into the four-toed Nebish – the complacent hive citizen.


Moon and Dan had no time for complacency. Hunted and starving, they struggled for survival in an ecology where the food chain had been shortened to its extreme. Earth Society had squeezed its docile citizens between the plankton ponds and the sewers, until there were no niches for the In-between people except with the varmints and vermin – thieving from garbage and gardens.


The hive culture flourished underground. Three trillion Nebishes shared in Earth’s bounty and found their happiness in the simple, stereotyped rewards rationed out by Earth Society – the Big ES. Nothing moved on the planet’s surface except the Agromecks and a rare fugitive such as Moon. He was a five-toed throwback unable to adjust to the crowded society. Both he and his dog Dan were living fossils. Their species were crowded out by the Nebish masses, but they lived on. Both had been subjects in ancient experiments on the metabolic clock – rendering them clockless; so their bodies lingered through the generations enabling them to witness, in agony, the extinction of their kind. The extinction was still going on, for an occasional throwback still appeared in the Nebish stock – primitives left behind by evolution.


Faithful, dull-witted Agromecks labored in the avocado-colored vegetation, striving to catch every quantum of the sun’s light energy and transform it into the needed carbohydrates. Their mechanical intelligences were suited to their tasks – they were dedicated, reliable. On this day in 2349 AO, a new meck brain stirred on Rocky Top Mountain. Its circuitry was far more complex – it was quick-witted and dedicated to no one and nothing but itself.


‘Hi ho! Old man with dog. Pick me up.’


‘Who speaks?’ asked Moon, picking up a stone.


Dan’s snout wrinkled back in a toothless snarl.


‘I am down here, under these leaves.’


‘The spirit of the spear?’


‘No – I’m a machine. Toothpick is my name.’


Moon and Dan crouched a respectable distance away.


‘You are no machine I know. Machines can move.’


‘I am a small one – to be carried. Pick me up.’


Moon hesitated.


‘But the metal detectors . . .’


‘Don’t worry. I’m not iron,’ coaxed Toothpick. ‘Pick me up. I can feed you.’


Moon and Dan were hungry.


‘Edibles are always welcome, but how can you feed us if you cannot move?’


‘Carry me and I will show you.’


Moon and Dan remained hidden.


‘Feed us first, and we’ll talk some more.’


In the silence that followed they heard the dry leaves rustle. Like a frozen worm the spear edged into view. They saw several inches of blade-on-shaft, then an optic. Toothpick studied them. They crouched lower.


‘Return to the valley, old man,’ instructed the cyber. ‘There you will find Harvesters. When the rains fall it will be safe to take what you need.’


Moon scoffed silently to himself. He knew there were Harvesters. There always were. But rain! The sky was perfectly clear. Without a word he and his dog backed away from Toothpick. They would return to the valley, not out of faith in the talking spear, but out of caution – they felt safer in the valley with a strange intruder in their mountain refuge – and if there was one thing that their long In-between years had taught them, it was caution.


Senses alert, they crawled between the trees on the edge of the orchard. Harvesters rolled by on wide soft wheels like giant beetles, appendages folded up and thorax-like bins laden with plankton powder, fruits and vegetables. The sky glinted a bright, glassy plum-blue. They waited.


Moon saw an old familiar Harvester carrying a load of wooden tomatoes. He stood up shouting and waving at the machine’s anterior bulge of sensors – the ‘head’ that housed neurocircuitry and communicator. The huge machine stopped and rotated its head toward the approaching human. Moon gave the balloon wheel a friendly pat.


‘Good afternoon, human.’


Moon nodded and walked around the bulky machine giving its undercarriage a critical eye.


‘Need any repairs?’


‘Just a loose dust cover on my L box – but it can wait until I get back to—’


‘I’ll take a look at it,’ said Moon, going to the tool kit. While he worked he glanced hopefully at the western horizon. The evening sun hid intermittently behind dark clouds. ‘Anyone asking for me these days?’


‘No,’ answered the Harvester.


‘Are you going to report seeing me?’


‘I have not been ordered to. I only report what I am ordered to report.’


‘I know,’ said Moon, patting the machine affectionately. He knew it must report him if he stole part of the harvest. It would never hurt him or try to interfere, but it had to report any loss or damage.


Thunder rumbled softly in the distance.


‘Mind if I ride along?’


‘Enjoy your company,’ said the machine as it started to roll.


Dan perked up his ears and began to pad along behind. A breeze carried scattered drops which pock-marked the dust. Soon, as Toothpick had predicted, fierce lightning flashed. Blinking through the downpour, old Moon packed slippery wooden tomatoes into his sack. Shouting over the thunder’s roar, he asked the machine to stop. It obliged. He hopped off into the mud. It waved and moved on. It would report him as soon as the storm lifted – but that would be several hours later, if Toothpick proved right.


The banana sun was well up in the grape sky when Moon and Dan returned to the spot where Toothpick protruded from the musty humus. Below, on the flats, the thunderstorm dissipated.


‘You are a god!’ exclaimed Moon, sorting damp spheres.


‘Hardly.’


‘You brought the rains and kept Harvester from reporting me,’ said Moon, cracking one of the tomato-colored, ten-inch fruits on a stone. He tossed pulp to Dan and began to gum a piece himself.


The cyber spoke carefully, didactically: ‘I predicted the rain. The electrical activity of the storm prevented the Harvester from reporting. My abilities are based on science, not sorcery.’ Toothpick paused to watch the old man and dog struggle with nutritious pulp in toothless mouths – then continued: ‘Of course we could represent my powers as spiritual – gather a following – organize a religion—’


‘Gather a following? Never!’ spat old man Moon. He tossed down a coarsely gummed rind. Face screwed up in disgust, he shouted: ‘Organization is what the Big ES thrives on – organize, cooperate and crush the individual. Never. Man was meant to be wild and free.’


Toothpick flexed his surface membrane charge and squirmed in the chocolate debris.


‘Pick me up.’


Moon and Dan were still a bit chary about letting a talking javelin into their tight partnership.


‘Why?’


‘I am a companion robot – designed to offer companionship in exchange for companionship.’


‘Dan and I are sufficient. What do we need with you? You can’t even walk. You’d be a burden.’


Toothpick watched them preparing to move on. His little cyber circuits raced.


‘Teeth,’ it said. ‘Both of you need teeth. Carry me and I’ll help you find teeth.’


Moon flicked his tongue over the stumps of tender dentine that were almost covered by hypertrophic gum tissue. Almost two centuries of chewing had worn them away. The subsequent softening of his diet was softening his body too. He sighed. Oh, to bite and chew again – he could not finish the thought. He picked up the hundred-centimeter javelin and the three of them left Rocky Top.


William Overstreet stood on the long knoll watching a distant Huntercraft zigzag along the valley. He was naked except for a crumbling utility belt and dented helmet. The rest of his closed-environment suit had shredded away months ago. His skin showed the ugly geographic pattern of scar and keloid where the harsh sun had repeatedly peeled it away. His face – protected by the helmet – was only slightly pitted and puckered.


The Huntercraft spied him and stopped its random search pattern. He raised his right hand and started down the slope towards it – relying on his helmet and belt to keep them from shooting. He hoped they recognized him as a citizen and not a buckeye. He trotted casually, staying in the open – hoping to decoy them away from his nest.


His nest – for the past two years he had lived with the most beautiful female he had ever seen. Her name was Honey – after golden yellow hair. Her spirit was protean – like the phases of the moon. At new moon she growled and swam the Coweye Sump alone. At full moon she returned, and like her name, Honey, was sweet treacle. Her three yellow-haired children shared the nest too. The eldest was five. Their smooth skins varied from olive to mahogany, but their hair was their mother’s. He hadn’t seen Honey lately. Since she had begun to grow with his child her moods remained ‘new moon’ – luteal and hostile.


The craft set down and its hatch opened. Two hunters approached cautiously, carrying long bows. They wore the wrinkled white suit and spherical helmet of the Cl-En suit.


‘Hi, fellas,’ he said cheerily, waving.


They each grabbed one of his arms and ushered him into the dark cabin. Needle-like pricks hit his shoulders as the Hi Vol guns dosed him with hypnotic drugs. Hallucinations.


‘Did you run a check on him?’ asked the first hunter.


‘This belt belonged to William Overstreet – lost on a Hunt two years ago. This fellow’s bone structure fits, but his soft tissues are too messed up for positive ID.’


‘Lost on a Hunt—’ repeated the first hunter. ‘Well, reinforce his hypnoconditioning. He can finish this Hunt with us.’


Willie stalked numbly. A voice said, ‘Track.’ He saw other hunters to the right and left. They were closing in on a small foxhole with three jungle bunnies. Arrows flew. Screams whetted his hunter’s appetite. He raised his bow and sighted through the scope. Another scream. A hunter held up a bloody trophy.


A pink shape moved across his sights. The cross hairs set on a pair of symmetrical breasts. Below, the belly bulged with a three-month-gravid uterus. Above, he saw a disheveled head of bright yellow hair. A voice told him to shoot.


Vision skipped. Blanks appeared. He held up a pair of oval bloody objects trailing short white rubbery segments. He didn’t recognize the surroundings. He was many miles from the Coweye Sump – perhaps over a hundred. The bloody trophy meant nothing to him. His mind was blank. An empty Huntercraft hovered over him – had been dogging his trail for hours. He waved it down and climbed in for a ride back into the hive.


The Mediteck/meck finished with him and pronounced his body scarred but healthy. The Psychteck was less than enthusiastic.


‘This CNS reflex pattern indicates severe trauma – but the magnitude is difficult to evaluate – a lot of drugs were used on the Hunt.’


Willie rolled his eyes upwards – staring longingly at the door.


‘See how he longs to go back Outside. I suspect he may have emotional attachments to a coweye in the region of Sump Lake.’


The Watcher listened to the Psychteck’s analysis.


‘Well, we could chuck him or suspend him, I suppose,’ said the Watcher. ‘But it is really too early to know how much of a problem he may be for the Big ES. Why don’t we transfer him to one of the other countries – say, Orange Country. He has no attachments to the megafauna there. He may turn out to be a Good Citizen.’


The Psychteck nodded. Willie was transferred to a shaft city in Orange. One of his neighbors was a Pipe named Moses Eppendorff – sensitive and competent. Their city lay just west of the mountains.


The mountain range formed the geological backbone of two continents. Six thousand miles north of Rocky Top, other fugitives clung to their precarious existence in the cold, thin air of a lofty peak.


Ball, a metalloid sphere, occupied a rocky cairn in the center of a tattered Neolithic village. A place of reverence, the cairn was surrounded by meager food offerings. Ball had protected these villagers of Mount Tabulum until their numbers had grown into the hundreds. Dawn brought them out of their hide-sewn shelters with flint tools and clay bowls. Grain was crushed. Drying meats and fruits were fingered – work, work.


All activity stopped when the flap of the large shelter moved. Eyes focused on that flap. The wrinkled, bald male who stepped out wore flowing skins stained with metachromatic berry juices. Walking majestically to the cairn, he placed both hands on the sphere, which resembled his own head in size and baldness. For a pensive moment the villagers studied their seer’s brooding face as he attempted to contact their unseen protective deities. Alarm appeared on that aged face. Food offerings were scooped into the folds of the robe.


Immediately the village broke up into families and small social units. Shelters came down. Burins, scrapers and truncated flakes were wrapped with grain and dried meats. The hide bundles were strapped on adult backs. Weapons appeared in calloused hands. Moments later the village was deserted – only dust and debris remained.


Across that dust walked a pubescent female – leaving clear, measured, five-toed footprints. She walked slowly and alone – down a narrow, steep trail on the rocky mountainside. She was bait. Six sullen males, each carrying a stout spear, watched her leave. Then they crouched into dark crevices along her trail.


Silence returned to Mount Tabulum. The sun climbed higher. A male child – puberty minus five – became lost during the flight. Wandering into the open, he never even heard the hum of the approaching arrow.


A nattily clad, fat, pale bowman approached the flopping jungle bunny. With a narrow, pointed boot he steadied the small ribcage while he ripped out the barbed tip of the hunting arrow. He unsheathed the short curved blade of his trophy knife and bent down over the twitching form. Mercifully, falling blood pressure clouded the victim’s sensorium. His grisly trophy bagged, the hunter renocked his arrow and walked on up the trail. Finding the village deserted, he followed the five-toed footprints down another slope.


This was his third day without sleep – a small console on his neck titrated his blood level of Speed. Pausing cautiously, he studied the towering boulders. His wrist buckeye detector saw nothing through the dense stone. Spearchuckers shifted impatiently in their hiding places. A flash of movement at the bottom of the trail – the bait showed herself. Another trophy. He started down the trail at a reckless trot.


The first spear caught him in his wide belly. Shoulder-thrown, it hit solidly and penetrated to the lumbar vertibra. A shower of spears ventilated the insulated coveralls letting in air and sunshine – and letting out the rose-water fluids.


The circuits of the buckeye detector lay crushed on the trail. Chunks of fresh meat were divided among the fugitive villagers in their makeshift camps on the lower slopes. Their robed seer received his usual generous portion. His crystal ball had saved them again. The buckeyes of Mount Tabulum ate well that night.


A lonely Huntercraft searched the foothills for the lost hunter. It droned back and forth all through the night. The next morning it returned to Garage empty-seated.


The robed seer carried Ball into the circle of keening coweyes. Placing his hand on the dead child, he chanted: ‘The hunter’s arrow has locked the little one’s DNA-soul in limbo. It must be freed for Olga’s return, so she can carry it from this accursed world. You must free the DNA-soul-gene by another birth.’


Wailing ceased. The naked aborigines took up the chant. ‘Free the gene-soul for Olga’s return – mate, mate, procreate – multiply – propagate – mate, mate.’


The wide garage doors sphinctered the craft inside. A flash of bright morning sun glinted about the work area momentarily blinding young Val – monitor-on-duty. He shielded his eyes with his hands. The craft settled down and quieted. Dust clouds scattered around the room. Coughing, a grimy face appeared under one of the dismantled chassis.


‘Who is back?’ gasped the face. It belonged to Tinker, a working neuter.


Val blinked and squinted at the craft’s name.


‘Bird Dog.’


Tinker scrambled out from under the chassis in a clutter of tools. ‘Bird Dog? He is a whole day overdue. What about the hunters?’


Val checked the roster. ‘There was only one. Baserga – a CD seven. It was supposed to be a routine patrol over Mount Tabulum. But he didn’t come back.’


Tinker wiped oil from his hands and approached Bird Dog sympathetically. Lifting dust covers he checked webs of neurocircuitry. Walking around to the anterior sensors, he took out his tools and began to detach the larger central eye.


‘Poor old meck,’ he said as he worked. ‘No wonder you keep losing your hunters. You can hardly see. I’ll take your big eye to my quarters and pump the vacuum back down to ten-to-the-minus-six torr. Put in a new EM retina. That should fix you up fine.’ He lifted out the optic and examined the socket. Contacts glinted. He put on the dust cap.


‘Minus six?’ said Val. ‘Our lines only go down to a minus three.’


Tinker put the meck eye on the workbench with a pile of other loose parts. ‘I built my own diffusion pump a couple years ago – HV oil, sputtering unit, Christmas tree – brings it down to minus five. Use a cold trap to move it another decimal place.’


‘Very handy,’ said Val. ‘We’ve had sensors on order all along – but deliveries are way behind.’


‘I just rebuild the coarse ones. All they usually need are retinas and lenses. With the pump it is easy to rebuild them.’


Val followed Tinker around, handing him tools and asking questions. Huntercraft were his friends. He was happy to see them responding to Tinker’s skills. Efficiency was bound to improve.


At eleven hundred hours old Walter wheezed into HC and relieved Val. Tools and defective parts were sack-loaded.


‘Want me to help you with the sacks? I’d like to see your cubicle work-area,’ offered Val.


Tinker shrugged and nodded.


The trip through the hot crowded tubeways and their long climb upspiral wilted Val’s tunic. Wiping his face on his sleeve, he set down his load and glanced around Tinker’s quarters. There were three small cubicles and one larger family room – all cluttered with tinkering gear. There were Agromeck heads staring at them with wide, empty sockets. Dispenser brain boxes, tools, communicators, sensors and viewscreens were piled everywhere.


‘There’s room for a family-7 here,’ said Val.


‘I’m pretty high on the spiral – far from the shaft base facilities. Not much demand for high quarters – and my repair work justifies increasing my quarters-basic.’


Val nodded appreciatively. A rebuilt dispenser stood by Tinker’s small cot. Val touched the dial and a small token food bar dropped out.


‘Built it myself,’ explained Tinker proudly. ‘Of course it isn’t an authorized model, but it does give me someone to talk to – a class thirteen brain. But, like my refresher, it can’t deliver anything unless the pressure reaches this level. That seldom happens these days – so I stock it with a few little staples I carry up myself. I have to go to shaft base for most things.’


Val spoke to the dispenser. It answered politely and offered him a menu of snacks. Its screen listed current Fun & Games. He shook his head and moved on down a busy-looking workbench. He saw a five-foot-high, three-foot-diameter black drum at the end of the room. It stood on thick insulating blocks and a bundle of wires trailed out of a length of flexi-cable at the center of the top. When he approached it, Tinker waved him away.


‘Careful. I’ve been experimenting with a larger capacitor – to run my tools when the power is down. It is probably well charged now, and my insulation material isn’t the best. I try to stay at least six feet away from it to be safe.’


Val marveled at Tinker’s ingenuity. The drum looked very powerful, almost ominous. He gave it a wide berth and walked into the next cubicle. More electronic gear. Heavy cables led to a focusing antenna. Charts and maps covered the walls.


‘Listening to Huntercraft and Agromecks,’ explained Tinker.


Val put his nose close to one of the maps and looked for fine details he was familiar with. ‘Very accurate.’


‘Interesting hobby,’ said Tinker.


The dispenser in the other room began to chatter and print out a flimsy. Tinker went to read it while Val fingered the thickly padded earphones.


‘It’s a birth permit – for me,’ shouted Tinker.


‘That’s no surprise,’ smiled Val. ‘Big ES just recognizes your talents. We can always use more Tinkers.’


Tinker returned with a long face. ‘But it is a class three – budchild with human-incubator-of-choice. I live alone.’


‘So? Don’t you have anyone who would carry for you?’


‘No,’ said Tinker, irritated. ‘Who’d carry for free?’


Val nodded. ‘I know what you mean. None of the polarized females seem to want to go gravid for a class three unless – unless they feel something personal for the budparent. Don’t you have any friends with uteri?’


Tinker shook his head. ‘Live alone. Simpler that way. I do my job – a good one too. Why would the Big ES want to upset everything? I’m not even polarized.’


Val soothed: ‘I got partially polarized – needed the shoulders for archery – Sagittarius, you know. It wasn’t too bad. I have my shoulders now. Also have to depilate weekly, but that isn’t too bad. Made my temper a bit sharper. I’d hate to see what complete polarization would do to me – but if Big ES ordered it, I’d comply. Good Citizen that I am.’


For a neut, Tinker’s personality was already a bit caustic.


‘Not me,’ he frowned. ‘I don’t want to see my output drop. I’m obedient, but anyone can see that I’m much more efficient living alone. A family-3 would clutter up my work area.’


Val understood. His cubicle was private – family-1.


‘You could always try applying for a variance. Embryo might be able to change it to a class one. Let the meck uterus carry,’ suggested Val. ‘Go down right now.’


The Embryo clerk only glanced at the flimsy for a second and shook his head.


‘Sorry, Tinker. It has to stay a class three. All our meck uteri are full and the budget is tight. Your budchild will have to come along on schedule. We must think of the future generations. They’ll need your skills. Now, be a Good Citizen and find a female to carry it.’


‘I have no female.’


‘No one appeals to you?’ asked the clerk checking Tinker’s file. ‘Your profile says—’


‘I like everyone,’ interrupted Tinker. ‘But I’m not even polarized. I’m not sexually attracted to any—’


‘There’s no sex involved in a class three.’


‘But there is,’ explained Tinker. ‘You are asking me to find a female who will carry my budchild without paying the usual job rates.’


‘Carrying rates are for class two – when the Big ES selects the incubator.’


‘I know. I know,’ said Tinker. ‘But I don’t know anyone who would carry for me, free.’


The clerk nodded and punched the problem into the Embryomeck. A new flimsy rattled out. It was a direct order.


‘Get yourself polarized, Tinker. Then find someone who will love you enough to carry – and do it in six weeks.’


Tinker recognized the tone in his voice. An order from the Big ES. Clicking his heels, he snapped, ‘Yes, sir. Right away, sir.’


Tinker pushed his way through the rancid, seborrheic crowds on his way to Polarization Clinic. He studied the sea of monotonous, pasty faces, searching for a possible incubator. Gnats and lice clung to the sticky skins of the more sluggish. He saw only vermin and spiritual ugliness. None showed signs of mentation, let alone stimulation. No possible mates.


‘Going to swing hetero, honey?’ cackled the Pol. Clin. Attendant – an arthritic, toothless old hag well up in her twenties.


‘Order from Big ES,’ he explained.


She sobered. With Parkinsonian tremors she uncovered her instrument tray. The knife steadied as it dug for the APC in the flesh of his forearm. She removed the time-release mesh.


‘Here’s your anti-puberty cocoon,’ she said. Knife and mesh clattered onto the tray. Syntheskin was sprayed. Androgen and FSH priming doses were Hi Vol injected. Ten minutes later he stumbled back into the spiral crowds – feeling unchanged. Three weeks later a feeble erection announced that his sacral parasympathetics were polarizing. The boys in Psych charted his bioelectrical response to erotic stimuli – tone improved.


Other than warming his loins, polarization seemed to do little to solve Tinker’s problem of finding an incubator. If anything, it made it even more difficult. His senses were more acute, and he was much more critical of his fellow citizens. He noticed new repulsive odors. The crowded, vermin-infested tubeways were intolerable. On his way to Hunter Control the stench got to be so bad that he vomited – adding his slippery stomach contents to the nondescript slime underfoot.


Tinker walked into Garage and began to empty his sack – placing repaired meck eyes on the bench.


‘Polarization is rough,’ he complained to Val. ‘I vomited on the way over today. Never did that before.’


Val picked up an eye, admiring the bright new fittings. ‘Your neurohumoral axis is getting stronger. Can’t tamper with the gonads alone, you know. Pituitary, autonomic nervous system, adrenals, thyroid – all play their part in polarization.’


Tinker sat down, face pale. ‘But what has vomiting to do with sex?’


‘The reflex is autonomic,’ said Val. ‘Before, as a neuter, you ignored most of your environment – at least your body did. Now, you’re becoming a sexually active male. I suppose it goes back to the jungles somewhere. Primitive creatures needed their senses to find mates and avoid enemies. Your body is looking for a mate now.’


Tinker drank some water. He climbed up onto Bird Dog’s shoulder and plugged in the big eye he had been working on.


‘That’s all I need – for my gonads to take me on a trip back down the evolutionary tree. What will that do to my work output? What can Big ES gain from that?’


Val shrugged. ‘No choice. With the budget so tight the hive can’t afford all class ones. Meck uteri are too costly. And, apparently, your budchild will be needed in about ten years. So a class three is mandatory. Don’t worry about your output. It might even go up if we all ignore some of your peculiarities while you’re changing.’


Tinker felt like they were discussing his transformation into some sort of a beast. ‘My peculiarities?’ he said. ‘At least I don’t send hunters to their deaths in blind Huntercraft.’


Val raised an eyebrow. ‘But we must have crop protection. The defective parts are back-ordered.’


‘A little first-line maintenance might save a few lives. Or is getting oil on your hands above your caste?’


Val didn’t answer. He just smiled and said: ‘See what I mean about developing peculiarities. Polarization has certainly made you crusty.’


‘Don’t avoid the issue. If maintenance is outside your specialty, why don’t you take one of your own ships out on a Hunt – a real Hunt, not just a shakedown cruise.’


Val smiled and walked away. ‘Want anything from the dispenser?’ he called over his shoulder.


Tinker returned to his work.


Tinker noticed a subtle change in the tubeway crowds. They were no longer a monotonous sea of faces. He was certain that the retinal images were still the same. Only now his visual cortex began to sort those images into neuts and polarized. The neuts faded into the background of Nebish nothings – a pasty collage of empty faces. The polarized, both male and female, instantly attracted his attention – sullen males – shapely fems. About one in a thousand appeared polarized.


His home spiral used to be just mildly unpleasant. That changed too. Rats and lice caught his eye. Maggoty bodies angered him. Then, for the first time, he noticed the begger – fat and edematous. He knew this discovery was due to his new visual sorting, for the begger had obviously been there for months – paralyzed – slowly dying of the wet beriberi. Stretcher-carrying Meditecks searched along the spiral. The begger hid in a dusty access hatch. A Sweeper slurped along cleaning up damp spots left by the begger’s oozing ulcers.


Tinker stopped outside the hatch, listening to furtive movements from ’tween walls. ‘Poor retired bastard,’ he mumbled. He shouldered his way through the food line and ordered a liter of high-thiamine barley soup. Dispenser circuits noted this change from his usual diet. Ignoring suspicious optics, he carried the hot container back to the access hatch. Aromatic steam spread.


‘Flavored calories,’ he called, softly.


The begger drank with trembling hands while Tinker looked over his shoulder into the dark nest. Unopened packets of calorie-basic were scattered around in the thick dust. No flavors.


‘That was nice,’ said a female voice behind him.


Tinker turned and saw a very young polarized female. Her soft tunic was gathered by a tight belt. His eyes caressed her face and locked onto a pair of large symmetrical breasts.


‘You are focusing,’ she said coyly. The apathetic crowd vanished before his eyes. Deep in his pelvis, synapses screamed FEMALE.


‘What?’ he stammered.


‘That was nice,’ she repeated. ‘Giving that old man your food ration—’


His wits returned. Giving of alms was a function of Big ES. If the begger had to beg at all it meant he had lost his credits. Supporting such an outcast was wrong. He felt a flush of guilt – which was quickly replaced by anger.


‘I can afford it.’


‘It was still nice. Most citizens wouldn’t even notice him.’ She approached and leaned against him fingering his Sagittarius emblem. He stumbled back, awkwardly. Body contact was meld activity. It felt wrong in public.


‘Who are you?’ he blurted.


‘I am Mu Ren,’ she said distinctly. ‘One-half MRBL – second subculture, Mu Renal cell line from the BL clone. But that isn’t important. What is important is – that I am ten years old, spontaneously polarized, and assigned to you as a class three incubator.’


He pulled his eyes away from her soft curves long enough to see her footlocker behind her.


‘The Watcher assigned me,’ she said, reaching for his hand.


Tinker tried to look at her analytically, but the fire in his loins colored his judgment. She did appear to be a complete polarization, and if it had actually been spontaneous then she should make a very good incubator.


‘Watcher took me out of the stacks when I polarized. I was assigned to a family-5, but I hesitated in the meld. Because of my youth I was given a rematch. Your request for an incubator came through just in time. I think I could enjoy a family-2.’


Tinker took her hand. ‘Come on,’ he said. They elbowed their way to the head of the complacent queue and ordered staples from the dispenser. She carried foodstuffs and he shouldered her locker. His walk upspiral had never been so enjoyable before.


Mu Ren smiled approvingly at Tinker’s quarters.


‘I only touched on electronics in my studies,’ she said. ‘But I recognize components from city cybers and field mecks. You are very good with your hands.’


Her body’s attraction crowded into his consciousness making rational thought difficult. Nervously, he pointed to some of the larger machines – trying to familiarize her with her new surroundings. She noticed his impatience and turned to him.


‘I am going to enjoy living with a man who is good with his hands,’ she said. Taking his wrists she moved his trembling fingers over her tunic. Her soft erogenous zones radiated warmly. His autonomic synapses struggled with the increasing excitement. Passion flared somewhat erratically, and then, abruptly, faded. While he stood there, the heat in his loins melted away – leaving fatigue.


She continued to lean against him for a moment. Hugging him briefly, she walked to her locker and began to unpack. He stood in the middle of the room – puzzled. She placed her ESbook on the cot and unrolled her bedding on the floor. Seeing his disappointment, she jumped up and ran back to him . . . nuzzling warmly.


‘You have just recently polarized,’ she consoled. ‘Your meld reflexes need time to synchronize. We will work at it, and it will improve.’


She settled down – adapting quickly to Tinker’s peculiar quarters. Talking to the class thirteen dispenser. Avoiding the big black condenser. Improving their meld.


The Embryoteck probed Mu Ren’s tender forearm and removed her anti-ovulation sponge. Ignoring her winces he prepared the Hi Vol gun with estrogens.


‘Can’t have conflicting hormones, now – can we? We’ll have your endometrium all ready for little Tinker Junior in about four weeks. Come back then and we’ll do the implant.’


‘Could I see him now?’ she asked softly.


The teck brushed her callously towards the door. ‘No. Nothing to see now except clone soup in foaming nutrients. Be patient. In six months he will be kicking and squirming around in there. You will have a wonderful time.’


Flushed with the follicular phase effect she returned to Tinker. But she did not have a wonderful time. Four weeks after implantation she passed a large clot. Depressed, she noticed that the fullness in her belly was gone. Her breasts no longer tingled. Fearful that she would not be authorized as an incubator again, she searched her footlocker for her Ov earring. Her meld activities became warmer – more purposeful. Hopefully, she watched the earring. Two weeks later she was rewarded with an ovulation. Her belly began to grow again – a little behind schedule, but it grew. Tinker, preoccupied by strange tightbeam signals from the planet’s surface, failed to notice anything unusual. At forty-two weeks post-implantation, the Embryo Clinic summoned her for a check-up. She refused.


‘One-half MRBL,’ demanded a voice from the doorway.


Mu Ren glanced up fearfully and saw two heavy reliable neuters wearing golden emblems of The Ram – Aries – Security Squad. Her face whitened. She set down her stitching and glanced past them into the crawlway. Three more neuters leaned on their quarterstaffs down by the spiral.


‘Reading in the Tee zone,’ said the neuter holding a scanner. ‘This must be Tinker’s quarters.’ The two entered and glanced around. The jumble of electronic gear meant little to them. They stayed by the door.


After several long moments of strained silence the SS neuter holding the scanner appeared worried. Mu Ren’s pendulous belly and tremulous movements upset his instrument.


‘Relax, please,’ he said. ‘This is just a routine check on communicators. Nothing for you to be concerned about.’


She sighed. Her uterus tightened a little so she stretched out on the cot covering her feet with her wrap. It was a relief to know they weren’t from Embryo – after the fetus.


Tinker arrived carrying staple foodstuffs. Smiling like a Good Citizen, he unloaded onto the pantry shelf and began to answer their questions. Yes, he had noticed unusual radio signals. No, he hadn’t been using a tightbeam transmitter. No, he had no idea where the signals came from. Yes, he’d keep them informed. They left – satisfied.


Mu Ren looked at him, questioning.


He ignored her unspoken question while he fastened a bulky hasp to the door. Stepping to the workbench he pressed one earphone to his right ear.


‘Transmissions from the surface – from Outside,’ he said, wiggling dials and changing the position of a string on his wall map. ‘They are not from the usual Huntercraft or Agromecks. I didn’t know what to make of them, but tonite’s SS visit has convinced me of one thing. They are unauthorized transmissions.’


Unauthorized. The term bleached her face again. She moaned weakly and sat down.


‘Now, now, there is no danger. Probably just a renegade meck going through an identity crisis with his WIC/RAC. The what-if-circuit and random-association-circuit can be very labile. I’ve heard of class sixes running amok until their power cells are depleted. But nothing is usually lost except a few crops,’ he soothed.


His words had little effect on the gravid female. Tears streaked her cheeks.


‘Our baby isn’t authorized,’ she blurted.


He didn’t hear. Both earphones were on. He swung the biconical antenna around to catch the messages as they filtered down through the walls and organs of the shaft city.


‘We’re lucky we have this high cubicle,’ he mumbled. ‘Any deeper in the earth and I wouldn’t be getting any of this.’


A Braxton-Hicks contracture tightened Mu Ren’s fundus. She sat on the cot. Tinker leaned into his earphones listening to feeble sounds – a sing-songy chant.


Oh happy day


Oh happy da—ay


When Olga comes


She’ll show the way,


Verses were separated by the beat of a pounding surf, guitars and the ching, ching, ching of tambourines.


High up on the mountain


Dwells the magic ball


Listen to its wisdom


Do not trip and fall


Run through the gardens run


Do not trip and fall.


Tinker knew of the Followers of Olga – a cultish fraternal organization discouraged by the Big ES. But he could not understand them broadcasting. If they did violate Big ES law and venture into gardens, the broadcasts would only betray their crime and attract hunters. Security Squads were already investigating. The advice – ‘Do not trip and fall’ – was very appropriate if hunters were tracking. But what was a magic ball? Puzzled, he removed his earphones.


When he found Mu Ren sobbing herself to sleep, he patted her plump buttock and said: ‘It’s just the partum blues, Mu. Don’t let them get you down.’


‘Our baby isn’t authorized,’ she wailed.


‘Now, now, of course it is,’ he said. ‘I have the papers right here.’


‘But we need a class five,’ she said.


He put a hand on the belly, feeling a kick. Slowly he calculated the time lapse since implantation.


‘A hybrid?’ he asked softly.


She nodded through reddened eyes.


He grinned – ‘A hybrid.’ Sitting up in amazement, it took several more seconds for him to realize what she was getting at.


‘What will become of it?’ she sniffed.


His face fell.


‘It isn’t authorized,’ he answered weakly. ‘They will come for it.’


She sobbed herself to sleep. Agonizing dreams ruffled her alpha waves. Sound became color. Colors flowed into flavors. A meat-flavored patty contained a small hand open in supplication. A tiny finger pointed into her mother’s heart. The meat flavor became sound – the sound of a baby’s cry as it hit the blades of the patty press. Mu Ren came full awake in the terror of her first nightmare – the first of many.


Tinker’s nonritual hugs did little to allay her fears. He began to doubt the wisdom of the hive.


The naked, hirsute aborigine fled across Filly’s green cyberskin. This was his fifth day without sleep. His right neck ached where the first hunter’s arrow had struck. Fibrin and erythrocyte crusts covered the edematous laceration. He had managed to kill that hunter, but another was put down. That one dropped from exhaustion after three days tracking. Now the Huntercraft was back. Its keen optics sought him out. Underfoot. Filly’s sensors fed coordinates back to Hunter Control. His every footstep itched the city. A third hunter swung down-harness – a short, fat, bug-eyed killer with an ugly trophy knife and a deadly long bow.


Filly’s organs surrounded her mountain – a single ice-capped peak. The buckeye climbed. His ridged, hyper-keratotic palms and soles gripped granular stone surely and lifted him up. The icy wind pulled his long gray hair back from his tired old eyes. The only name he knew was Kaia, a name given to him by his first mate – in her language it meant The Male.


Bird Dog IX rested on an eight-thousand-foot ledge, tracking. Sharp optics followed Kaia’s slow ascent up the sheer face of a thirteen-thousand-foot overhang. Ninety millimeters of oxygen triggered his cardiopulmonary adjustments to the altitude. Below, struggling in his clumsy suit, the Nebish hunter turned up his oxygen and followed. Above, a deep white snow beckoned – offering a soft, peaceful sleep. Kaia weakened. Hoary frost grew on the hairs of his scalp and forearms. Below him, on the same cliff, the hunter was stalled. The white suit and helmet resembled a snowman.


‘Come back,’ called Bird Dog. ‘He is trapped up there. No need to track. Come back.’


The hunter’s hypnoconditioning did not allow for interruption of the tracking frenzy. He kept clawing at the sheer rock until his motor end-plates fatigued. The poor Nebish had already exerted himself far beyond the capacity of his soft body. A light gust of wind lifted his numb form from the rock and sent it sailing down into the clouds below. Bird Dog tracked – and noted the impact area.


Kaia hadn’t seen the hunter’s flight. He was too high, and too intent on sleep. Bird Dog’s powerful optics relayed Kaia’s climb to Hunter Control.


‘We’ll never get that body down from there,’ said Val.


Walter turned up the magnification. Kaia crawled into a shallow cave and heaped snow over the mouth. Bird Dog’s sensors watched through the snow as the naked aborigine curled up on the rocky floor and rapidly cooled off.


‘At least we know where the body is,’ said Walter, ‘if we ever find anyone fool enough to want to climb up for the trophy. Should keep well at those temperatures – especially since winter is coming.’


Moon and Dan hid under a pile of greenish-brown fiber trash half way down a cliff. Below them a Huntercraft skimmed over the waters of a wide deep canal. Toothpick’s pointed nose projected above the trash.


‘It is circling back. Will pass overhead. Don’t move,’ said the cyber.


They heard the drone rise and fall. The fibers danced in the wind. Silence. Moon thrust his head up.


‘Smells like the ocean. We’re miles inland.’


‘That’s the sea-level canal.’


‘We’re going to swim that?’ he asked, raising his voice.
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