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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


This book can be read quite independently of that to which it’s a sequel. (But do read it! Half Past Human (1971) is also a Masterwork, and deservedly so.) In whatever order they’re read, the two books flesh out a world that challenges as much as it engages the reader: a world in which the multiplication and alteration of human flesh set the stage.


The challenge comes from two sources. One is the recognition that the repugnant future world we’re shown is a logical projection of certain trends in ours. The other is that our repugnance is given every opportunity to make itself felt. What carries us through – what makes us grimace, gulp, and read on – is the author’s skill at making us indentify with characters most of us would shudder to meet and rather die than be.


Thomas J. Bassler (1932–2011) was a medical doctor, who in the late 1960s and early 1970s wrote science fiction as T. J. Bass. He used his professional knowledge and vocabulary to remarkable effect in his novels, where physiological terms are used to describe hot feelings and sharp shocks in chill prose.


The central character of the opening chapter is Larry Dever, a vigorous young man out for a run in the park. He lives in a not-too-distant future of overcrowded cities in which this is a rare, rationed privilege. We have just come to empathise with him when, as a result of his own recklessness, he is cut in half at the waist. He has the option of suspended animation – frozen sleep – until such time as he can be repaired. He wakes after centuries to a world even more crowded, but sending out starship colonies under the direction of the artificial intelligence OLGA. Medicine has indeed advanced, but Larry finds the method offered to repair him ethically revolting – as do we. He returns to the cold sleep. Millennia later, he’s thawed again.


Then his troubles begin.


He’s soon dragging his mutilated body along for dear life through the sewers of Earth Society, the ultimate outcome of the world he was born into and the later world he glimpsed. OLGA and her star colonies are long forgotten. Humanity has been genetically modified and prenatally altered into a short-statured, short-lived species, the aptly named Nebish. Three trillion of them live in shaft cities. The entire land surface is farmed. The oceans are dead – or so everyone thinks.


Everyone is wrong. Species after species has mysteriously returned to the seas. Beyond the sky OLGA has been at work, and below it so has her remaining faithful servant, the robot whale Rorqual Maru. The remnants of the unmodified human species, which in Half Past Human haunted the Gardens as hunted scavengers, have taken to a Benthic life. When they are joined by Larry, his atavistic ally Har, and Rorqual, they become a threat to Earth Society – and an opportunity.


We follow both sides of the struggle that ensues. Without losing sight of the side we’re on, we come to identify with Hive Citizens as well as with Benthics – to say nothing of identifying with machines, some of which may well not be conscious in any human-like sense, but who charm nonetheless. In the end – but you must find that out yourself. I won’t give it away, but it leaves us with questions, one of which is whether the end of this book is indeed the end of the story the author had imagined. It seems likely that in Bass’ mind there were stories still to be told, and it’s certain that the issues so sharply raised are not in the end resolved. As Bass’ entry in the online Encyclopedia of Science Fiction concludes: ‘But he fell silent, his series incomplete.’


Why? We can only speculate, but one possibility is that the polarity Bass set up, between a humanity biologically adapted to an ever more crowded civilization and an unmodified humanity capable of surviving in the wild, can never be satisfactorily resolved. Not even interstellar colonization can offer an escape – ultimately, every successful human colony is a potential seed of another Hive.


We could, of course, decide to limit population growth, voluntarily or otherwise. Current projections suggest a levelling out of human numbers at about ten billion by mid-century, followed by a slow decline. But a declining, aging population presents its own difficulties, which in time might seem worse than the alternative. And who knows how our descendants would respond if new methods of agriculture and industrial production made room for renewed population growth without obvious inconvenience? Denying unborn generations a chance of life might – on an entirely secular ethic, leave alone religious strictures – come to be seen as wrong. And subtly adjusting people’s minds and bodies to make them happier in crowded conditions might not horrify those concerned. But then we’re on the way to becoming the Nebish, or something very like it.


The only alternative, it would seem, to this gruesome fate would be to let civilization crash and the survivors roam as savages until the next asteroid impact or ice age. This does raise ethical problems of its own, genocide being generally and (in my opinion) rightly frowned upon. The same result could happen without deliberate intent, as a by-product of nuclear war or environmental catastrophe, but again . . .


Given the parameters Bass set up, we find ourselves at an impasse. It may be that he did too, and that was why he fell silent. But that’s no reason for us to give up on the problem, or to not enjoy – with some discomfort – his blackly comic and imaginatively fertile work. As I’ve argued in the introduction to the Masterworks edition of Half Past Human, Bass’ books are very much a product of their time, but in confronting us with sharp questions about our most fundamental moral and economic assumptions they remain of pressing relevance today. They’re also, in their own grim way, great fun to read.


The doctor gave us the diagnosis, and the prognosis. He left it for us to write the prescription.


Ken MacLeod




1
Larry Dever, Hemihuman


Guillotining ruins your day
But if you can’t be repaired
It ruins your life.


– Sage of Todd Island


Larry Dever knelt in darkness at East Gate, knees in damp gravel and hands on cold granular bars. Pre-dawn mists flattened his shock of yellow hair. Cool droplets clung to his young angular face. Jerkin and fibrejeans moist.


‘Share and update,’ murmured Larry.


‘I share,’ said his Belt, blinking an amorphous chalcogenide telltale. ‘The Park will be warm this day – ninety-two degrees – clear. Pickables: numerous.’


The long night had chilled his bones. Where was that sun? Where was warmth?


‘Sex?’


‘Probability zero point two,’ said Belt.


Larry smiled. That was probably too high, considering his youth – when gonadal activity was over 98 percent anticipatory. He rested his bony face against the bars – a Dever face that carried the heavy malar and mandibular lines of his clan. The eastern sky lightened to blue, then pale ochre, as it slowly extruded a copper solar disc that rose and drove the fog from the lake.


‘Finally.’


Optics rotated on a sentry pole. The gates squeaked open.


‘Enjoy. Enjoy. Run and spend your CBCs,’ shouted Belt. The words were accompanied by brisk music, a cavalry charge tune that warmed Larry’s blood and pulled him, running on stiff legs, into the long, dew-damp grass. Six small brown birds burst from cover and flew off. Larry raced on, disturbing leafhoppers and a squadron of yellow-grey moths. Reaching the limits of his myoglobin oxygen, he paused to catch his breath. The sun warmed the nape of his neck and dried his fibrejeans.


‘Pickables?’ asked Larry.


Belt showed him a variety of fruits and grains – huge steak-tomatoes, rich breadfruit, sticky grapes. He was dazed by the wild profusion of edible biologicals. Names? His vocabulary was limited to the city’s gelatin flavours: ambergris, calamus, kola nut, melilotus, rue, storax, and ilang-ilang.


‘Show me a flavour that is both stimulating and subtle.’


‘Genus Malus,’ suggested Belt. ‘Swim the lake and climb that far hill on your left. Look for a tree with thick gnarled branches and fruits of many colours.’


Larry ran down to the water’s edge and kicked off his woven sandals. A disturbed catfish cut a ‘V’ away from the grassy bank. Throwing his fibrejeans aside, he stepped into the cool water. Mud oozed between his toes. A chill line of gooseflesh crept up his legs and back. He tossed his jerkin back on to the grass and lowered himself into the sparkling wavelets – shuddering. Now the more purposeful cutaneous capillaries puckered to conserve heat. A stray drop choked him. His first strokes were clumsy until remotely learned cerebellar reflexes took over and he managed an eccentric rhythm – a cogwheel stroke that jerked him across the water. A spillway slide put him in the out-creek. He climbed a bridge aqueduct and rode the high stream, bodysurfing in the rushing water of the elevated waterway, high above the maze of canals and walkribbons.


The grass was soft at Malus hill. A hidden clutter of twigs bruised a sole made sensitive by the soak. Dripping, he pulled himself up into a tree and sat gingerly on the rough bark. Grafting had placed a variety of pome fruits within his reach: acid crabs, heavy reds, and light yellows. He picked a waxy red and bit into it with a juicy snap! Crisp pulp crunched noisily. Flavour! A warm checkerboard of sunlight splashed through the leaves, drying him. Fermenting windfalls attracted a noisy bee. Belt sang. Larry shifted his weight on the knobbly limb and dozed off. Dusk’s cool breeze awakened him.


‘How much have we spent?’ he asked.


Belt calculated: ‘1,207 footprints at 0.027 plus 6.11 water-minutes at 1.0 gives us 38.7 Crushing-Biota Credits.’


‘38.7 CBCs,’ mumbled Larry. ‘That much! I guess we’d better take the free way back.’ Exposing his bark-reddened hunkers, he climbed down and trotted along the inert polymer walkribbon to his heap of clothing, dressed in the sun-warmed fibres, tucking the jerkin under Belt. The cyber sputtered:


‘Did you enjoy Park’s sensory experiences?’


Larry nodded absently. Day was ending, and with it he lost Park stimuli. Returning to City-central meant monotonous, mind-dulling tedium. Pausing outside the station, he was repulsed by the sight of the crowded passenger levels with their fetid vapours. On lower levels the freight capsules waited on their rail sidings, offering a wilder but illegal ride – a temptation for new tactile thrills plus an opportunity to avoid the olfactory insults of the passenger tubeways. Climbing the protective grills, Larry ventured between dark, heavy machines reeking of aromatic lubricants.


‘Danger,’ admonished Belt.


‘Where’s your spirit of adventure? My credits will cover the trespass.’ He approached a capsule riding low on its springs – heavy. He stepped up into rungs and climbed to the catwalk. ‘Smell this tank. Must be labile calories.’ Lifting the dust cover, he set the controls on manual, wedging the cover against the toggle switch. A red light blinked. The controls slipped back to auto. He wedged the dust cover tighter.


‘Danger,’ repeated Belt.


Larry crawled along the catwalk and tugged on the hatch. It hissed open, wafting cool, spicy air into his face. The cargo was dark and refrigerated.


‘Fermenting.’ He smiled. ‘Raisins or grapes.’


‘Let’s not steal.’


‘Relax,’ coaxed Larry. His tongue was buoyed up by copious parotid secretions. ‘We won’t be caught.’ He glanced up and down the rails. The line of freight capsules stretched out of sight in both directions. He saw no guards or sentry towers so he leaned quickly inside and scooped up a handful of the moist pearls.


‘WARNING! WARNING!’


Larry’s purple, dripping hand was at his mouth when he stopped, irritated. ‘Now what?’ Belt’s amber lights changed to red. The train groaned and the capsule lurched. Larry’s wet hand slipped on the door frame. The hatch slid shut, softly but firmly, catching Larry by his waist. Belt sputtered through a bent lingual membrane.


‘Damn! Now I’ll get caught and fined for sure,’ said Larry.


The train lurched again. The dust cover fell away from the control switch. Larry felt the hatch tighten its grip. He struggled, tearing at the hatch with bloody fingernails. His stomach and liver were squeezed against his diaphragm. The air was forced out of his lungs and he found he couldn’t inhale. Belt squawked as its circuits were crushed. Larry’s tongue and eyes felt swollen. His senses clouded. The pressure on his abdomen increased as the hatch inched tighter. A narrow slit of sunlight showed his limp hands trailing in the shifting, wet mass of grapes. The click, click, click of wheels muffled as the slit narrowed further.


Darkness.


Consciousness returned. Pain had lessened. He still hung upside down, like a bat. Lips and eyelids were puffy and numb. The cargo slurped at his hands. Juices had surfaced with the vibrations – a wet flavoured quicksand that threatened to drown him. He searched for support, groping at the hatch. It was closed flush! An involuntary shudder rattled his teeth as he traced the hatch rim with moist fingers. No clearance. He wondered if the sun was still shining. There was no sensation of heat on his legs. There was no sensation at all! Not a sound penetrated the capsule’s thick walls. He listened for the wheel clicking. Nothing. Just cargo sloshing.


‘Belt!’ he wheezed. ‘Call for a White Team. I’m hurt bad. Belt? Belt?’ He palpated the crushed, funnel-shaped cyber at his waist. ‘The door killed you!’ He ran his trembling fingers over his face. ‘The door killed me too,’ he said flatly. ‘I’ve been cut in two. Damn! What a stupid thing to let happen!’


Fingers traced the edge of the hatch again and again. Unwilling to accept the loss of his pelvis and legs, he squeezed his eyes shut and tried to feel his toes. Cerebral efforts at knee bending, urination, and foot movement failed to produce any reassuring sensory feedback – only the phantom limbs of yesterday. His mind remembered the lost legs and gave him a hazy sensation of feet – cold and unreal – that refused to obey his orders.


‘Damn! Damn! Damn! I’m dead,’ he whispered.


The pop of a broken seal interrupted his premature eulogizing. Light flickered where a tank sensor squeaked out on its screw threads. The hole that appeared was located at the far end of capsule, about twenty feet away. It was large enough to admit a man’s forearm. Something fidgeted around outside of the hole and interrupted the light beams several times.


‘Help?’ said Larry, questioning whether he had found the magic word that would save him.


‘He’s alive,’ said a distant voice.


‘Let’s get him out of there,’ said another.


‘No! Wait. Please. If you open the door I’ll . . .’ His voice trailed off. His lungs seemed too small to permit both talking and breathing. He had visions of the hatch opening and releasing its grip on his severed abdomen – spilling guts and blood – and dropping him headfirst into the deep cargo of tangy, purple mush.


‘No!’


The hatch jerked open. He did not fall. In the glare of two meck light beams he saw the upraised arms of a white robot – the Medimeck – a mending octopus with clamps, haemostats, and sutures poised to stem any flood that might occur. None came. Larry hung from a tangle of circuitry – Belt had been crushed into a big clamp. The Medimeck proceeded to put in through-and-through ‘stay sutures’. Thick, white bandage-packing was pressed into the wound as the stays were tightened. Needles with wide bores were stabbed into Larry’s arms to guide flexitubes into his blood vessels. Soon he felt warm and comfortable as nutrient and sedative fluids washed through his vascular system, soothing frayed autonomics.


‘He’s stable. Let’s lift him to the stretcher.’


Larry’s detached grin faded as they buckled him into the web cradle on the Medimeck’s back. He found that he was not alone. The lower end of the cradle held a twitching bundle wrapped in a winding-sheet. The Mediteck checked the pulsing tubules attaching Larry to the life-support console. Similar tubes entered the bundle. As the teck lifted the sheet a foot kicked out, a foot clad in a woven sandal – Larry’s.


‘That’s it,’ said the teck. ‘We’ve got all of him. Let’s get back to the Clinic.’


The amphitheatre was crowded. Five colour-coded Transplant Teams were milling around the rows of seats chatting casually. Larry felt warm in his zone of the air laminar flow. Music and molecules soothed.


‘Debridgement completed. Bone Team in.’


A block of protein-sponge-matrix containing Larry’s bone dust was wired into the vertebral defect. The Vascular Team worked at a leisurely pace since the console oxygenated the detached hemitorso.


‘Is he awake?’


Larry grimaced around the large, crusted breathing tube. Mediteck glanced at the EEG patterns.


‘Encephalogram looks alert.’


‘Good. Watch for emboli. We’re going to hook up the vessels now. We’ve tried pulse irrigation, but there may still be some clots lurking in those big leg veins. Here we go.’


Flavours. A bad taste told Larry that the venous return from his legs wasn’t clear. Something had died down there and was leaking bad molecules – enzymes and myoglobin fractions. In a moment the new flavour vanished. A member of the Bone Team tested their graft for oxyhaemoglobin levels. Satisfied, he returned to his seat. Someone back in the last row began to pass food items round – snack sandwiches, sweet bars, and drinks.


‘Lost footage, ten feet. Malabsorption unlikely,’ said the captain of the Gut Team as he studied Larry’s loops of intestine through transparent sacks of wash fluid. ‘The caecum and terminal ileum are gone. So is most of the left colon. But I think we can close the gaps.’


As the repair work continued Larry dozed off several times. Most of the faces he saw were relaxed, optimistic, almost cavalier in their attitude towards their work. The only looks of concern were on the Renal and Neural Teams.


‘Only about forty grams of kidney tissue here.’


‘Same over here. He has to stay away from the Gram negative organisms. I guess we should make the Blood Scrubber unit available a couple days a week.’


‘The spinal cord looks OK, above Lumbar-two. He’ll lose a couple segments of his dermatome – somites L-three and L-four; but spreading should cover it eventually.’


Larry’s room was bright and cheerful. A wide window gave him a view of the city’s skyline through a trellis of flowers. One wall was coarse, unmatched stone with climbing vines and a noisy waterfall. The other wall was a mirror, one-way, he guessed, for anonymous observation. The wall behind his headboard was heavily telemetered. He puffed up his pillow and gazed between his numb feet towards the picture window. He smiled. Less than twenty hours after his accident, he was whole again. Skin, bones, muscles, kidneys, gut, and nerves – all sutured and beginning to knit.


‘I’m sorry to inform you that Belt didn’t make it,’ said Mahvin the Psychteck. ‘The crush was too much for the amorphous elements in his circuitry – the glasses – especially his delicate semiconductors and the chalcogenides. Belt’s personality is gone for ever.’


Larry had expected as much. ‘I don’t think I’ll be able to afford to pay—’


‘Now we mustn’t worry about that.’ Mahvin smiled, interlacing his long, soft fingers. ‘You are now classified as handicapped – temporarily, we hope – and your debts become Society’s debts. Your loan on Belt has been wiped clean. You will be given First Class Living and Rec allowances. I’ll take care of everything.’


Mahvin punctuated each sentence with an overly solicitous pat on Larry’s forearm. The words rolled around on his tongue as if they had a flavour of their own.


‘How long will I be – er – handicapped?’


‘Not long. Not long at all.’ Mahvin smiled.


‘Days? Months?’ begged Larry.


‘I’m not in Bio,’ said Mahvin sweetly. ‘Your healers have all the facts right at their fingertips. Why not ask them? I’ll be in to check on you every day. If you need anything, just fill out one of these request slips.’


‘My feet. I still can’t feel my feet,’ said Larry. The Neuro Team had been at his bedside most of the morning. Eight weeks had passed since the surgical repair, and there had been little change since the first day. A teck had placed a web of sensor wires over his numb legs and pelvis. Muscles jumped under faradic and galvanic stimulations, but he felt nothing. A lengthy printout confirmed their suspicions: spinal cord regeneration – negative.


‘Tinel’s sign is still absent,’ said the teck.


The team made more notes on their printouts.


‘My feet?’


‘I’m afraid we can’t expect much more improvement than we have right now. Ordinarily we can expect one or two millimetres a day regeneration in peripheral nerves, but your injury involved the central nervous system – and CNS tissue just doesn’t seem to heal satisfactorily. Your regenerating fibres are all caught up in the CNS scar tissue. Our tests show a ball of hyperplasic glial fibres at L-two. Nothing is getting past it.’


Larry stared at his flaccid feet – limp, white and already swollen with the fluids of inactivity.


‘But look at my dermatograms,’ pleaded Larry. ‘The skin sensation is spreading down past the scars. Why, I have four or five inches of skin with new feeling.’


‘I’m sorry, but those are peripheral nerves spreading from skin above the suture line. They usually do nicely in cases like yours. It is the cord that gives us a problem.’


‘But the surgery was a success. I’m all healed up fine. I need my nerves to walk and for bladder and bowel control. I can’t just lie here in pools of urine and faeces with all this dead meat attached to me. I’m getting bed sores already.’


‘The answer to that is a hemicorporectomy.’


‘I’m to be a paperweight?’


‘Yes. The dead meat, as you call it, can be removed.’


Larry remained depressed, silent.


‘It won’t be so bad,’ continued the Neuroteck. ‘You’ll be issued a mannequin – a cosmetic body with a companion meck personality and powerful android muscles. Ferrite converters, I think. You’ll be freed from this bed and there will be accessories for blood scrubbing. Bowel and bladder care will be automatic too. I think it will be a real improvement.’


Larry nodded. Anything would be an improvement.


The teams milled around the operating table.


‘What do we do with this part that is – left over?’


‘Why?’


‘Is he asleep?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well there’s a collector from Embryonics. They need live organs for tissue culture and budding experiments.’


‘Let them have the lower torso; just be sure it is correctly labelled in case someone orders more tests on it.’


Sixty pounds of meat and bones left the operating room, with the label ‘Larry Dever’.


Stump revision continued.


‘Cut the cord below the knob of scar tissue. Graft this bar of ilium crosswise at the base of the spine.’


The colostomy and ureterostomy openings were routed through the rectus muscles at a sharp angle so the belly muscle could act as a sphincter. Skin suture-lines were placed away from the weight-bearing points under the spine and rib cage.


Larry awoke seated in an easy chair near his picture window, a warm shawl on his lap. Only the lap was not his – nor the powerful thighs. His own head and shoulders projected from the top of a slightly oversized android – his mannequin. Larry groaned and tried to scratch his suture-line. It was cradled deep in the meck torso, behind thick chest plates.


‘Uncomfortable?’ asked the mannequin. ‘I think I have something for that.’ Soothing synthetic molecules were added to the fluids of the Blood Scrubber. Larry felt better almost immediately.


‘Thanks.’


The mannequin got to its feet slowly, gently. ‘Time to put us to bed, don’t you think?’ The sturdy legs carried him past the window. A tray of clear fluids tempted him with a variety of herbaceous distillates – floral, seedy, and fruity aromas. He sipped enough to wet his mouth, and napped.


Adapting to a mannequin was easy, physically. Larry felt clean, dry, and comfortable as the artificial kidneys worked on a blood shunt attached to his internal arteries and veins.


Psychologically, it was difficult. The tireless legs took him wherever he wished – walks, climbs, even the Long Tour. This hundred-mile foot-race toured a park strip around one of the Lesser Lakes. Contestants usually covered the course in three consecutive days of running, but Larry found it easy to do in one day. His powerful legs averaged five miles per hour, completing the tour in twenty hours. His frame was taller and bulkier now, earning respect from strangers’ eyes. Cloying females and furtive males of parasitic occupations studied him carefully now. This façade of masculine power was to make his ego even more vulnerable when the illusion had to be broken.


Rusty Stafford rubbed citrus on her skin and slept on thin bales of fresh alfalfa. Her wide-mesh body stocking accentuated her body paint as she strutted through the park strip, hunting. She saw a familiar set of cheekbones.


‘Larry! Larry Dever, you old scabbard hound.’


He broke his pace and smiled sheepishly. She ran up to him, tossing her hair from side to side. ‘I heard about your accident,’ she said. ‘I’m glad to see you on your feet again. You look great!’ Her scented hand was on his arm, guiding him towards a cluster of Dispenser benches. ‘Do you have time for a snack? Why, you’re hardly sweating at all. How many miles today?’


He shrugged off her question and offered her a seat, dialling effervescent drinks. They munched and sipped talking of their days of study at the stacks. She leaned on him, her hand on his thigh.


‘Remember what you used to call me?’ she teased.


‘I was drunk.’


‘A succulent concubine,’ she giggled.


‘You were Earl’s succulent – er – how is Earl?’


‘Gone.’ She pouted. ‘He opted for the Near Space Engineers. We untied our knot and he went out with the October convoy.’ She glanced up. ‘I guess he’s nicely settled with one of those satellite girls by now.’


Larry followed her gaze upward. ‘OLGA’s monitors . . . They do make nice wives.’


‘Mothers!’ she spat. ‘They’re so busy playing nursemaid to the entire human race that they don’t know the difference between a son and a lover. Those satellite girls are just big – big-breasted Nordics who try to mother everyone and everything. They don’t know how to treat a man after they wash him, feed him, and care for his clothes.’


Larry cleared his throat noisily and toyed with this food. She relaxed her flare and lowered her eyes.


‘Now I know how to treat a man . . .’ she said slowly. Reflections sparkled off the paint below her clavicles as she breathed.


Dry crumbs stuck to his tongue and soft palate.


‘How have you been, Larry? Chasing any of the girls through the Park these days? I’ll bet you can’t catch me.’ She pushed on his android thigh. ‘Maybe I shouldn’t be so hasty,’ she giggled. ‘These legs feel pretty good in spite of the accident. Working out a lot?’


The long silence of Larry’s embarrassment alerted her. Her eyes were too white – screaming sclera. ‘What?!’


‘These aren’t my legs,’ he said sadly.


She withdrew her hand. The powerful muscle bulges that had warmed her fingertips now filled her with revulsion. ‘A mannequin!’ she exclaimed.


Her expression made him ill. The emptiness of his sexual promise had been exposed, making him more than a cripple. By encouraging her with this android machine he had become some sort of deviant!


‘You didn’t make it after all,’ she gasped.


‘Part did. Part didn’t.’ His voice had that matter-of-fact tone characteristic of a Mediteck. It was hard for her to believe he was talking about his own lower torso. ‘They tried real hard at the Clinic, but the nerves couldn’t come through for me. I’m fine now. My mannequin has a great personality.’


‘That’s wonderful – I’m sure.’ Her voice was cold, the words empty. ‘You two will have treat times together.’ Her eyes darted around. She searched for an empty excuse to leave, but Larry wasn’t listening. As far as he was concerned she had left when her manner cooled. Her huntress mood slipped into a sympathy mask behind which he detected her annoyance.


Lew was captaining the White Team when Larry rushed into the Clinic asking for Suspension papers.


‘Suspension?’ asked Lew.


Larry turned to see the gentle-featured Captain. He was a Marfan forme fruste, loose-jointed and lanky in his white tunic. Larry wrinkled up the papers. His voice cracked: ‘The mannequin is just not . . . enough!’


Lanky Lew took him into the team office and plugged a pickup line into the mannequin’s umbilical socket. ‘Now let’s see what is bothering you.’


The optic playbacks explained a lot.


‘The nubile fem? I know it is hard for a male your age, but we’ve been all over that before. The loss of your pelvic autonomics makes it impossible to give you a semblance of a sex life.’


Larry was almost incoherent. Rusty’s blunt reaction had come as such a shock that it occupied most of his consciousness. Lew spoke slowly: ‘Sex will be impossible. You’ll find friends, companions who will be interested in your mind, wit, and intelligence . . .’


‘Not enough,’ Larry blurted.


‘What you ask is beyond our present level of transplant science. Until we can graft central nervous system tissue, cases such as yours will have to be satisfied with mannequins and—’


‘When will you be able to graft CNS tissue?’


Lew shrugged. ‘Probably not in our lifetime. The boys down in Bio put out a few papers on the subject every year. CNS fibres just can’t find their way into scar tissue. Peripheral nerves have nice, pipe-like sheaths to grow through when they’ve been damaged. They can’t get lost. But the brain and spinal cord are different – no sheaths in the CNS.


‘I must caution you that Suspension is not always the easy answer it appears to be. There are often serious complications of the Suspension process itself. You could be allowing your physical sexual awareness to cloud your reason – trading today’s life for a questionable future of brain damage or death.’


Larry nodded. ‘I understand. But I can’t hold on to my sanity if all the girls look at me like – you know—’


Lew’s face remained blank, detached. ‘Don’t let emotions sway you. This can be a purely logical decision. Time may not bring a cure at all, and even if it does, there is no guarantee that a future society will apply it in your case.’


‘A cure is possible?’


‘Probable. The need is there. However, you’ll be awakening in a different social culture with advances in science and language evolution to adjust to. You might well feel more out of place repaired than right now.’


Larry smiled. ‘I’m not concerned about that. I have my companion cyber, Mannequin, who can share and update to keep me oriented. I think I could adjust to anything if I had a complete body again. If there is any hope at all, I have to try it.’


Lew shrugged and accepted the completed forms.


The induction room was empty, clean, and white. Metal instruments clattered in trays with hollow echoes. Larry’s ears popped as the heavy double doors were closed and the oxygen squeeze begun. He had second thoughts.


‘Fear not,’ said his mannequin. ‘While you sleep my circuits will watch through the years. Ions will not stray outside their norms.


Hypertonics dehydrated his tissues and he slipped into a cryotherapy torpor.


Larry awoke in a spacious mausoleum – bright fittings, coiled tubules, pulsing heavy machinery. Through a thick-glassed port he saw a young, bright-eyed female. She smiled and greeted him over the speaker.


‘How do you feel?’


He nodded and choked on a ball of squamous epithelial cells. Rebirth suffers some of the same problems as birth.


‘My name is Jen-W5-Dever. Fifth-generation descendant of your first cousin. We’re rewarming you to give you a new body and an exciting work assignment.’


Larry vomited. His head ached in spite of a sedative level that numbed his fingertips. There were tender areas under his spine and elbows. He felt a chill melt away. He lay still while the mannequin tried to rehydrate him. He studied her face – Dever cheekbones.


The air lock cycled. She entered, squishing through nondescript amorphous mucoid debris, the by-products of his perfusion membranes. His cot frame rotated to the stand-up position. He groped weakly for support.


‘My transplant?’ he rasped, choking on a sticky laminated plug of tracheal cells. ‘I’m to be repaired? A new body? . . . Complete?’


‘Yes.’ She smiled, glancing at his Med-Ident-Plate. ‘You’ll benefit from the Todd-Sage breakthrough. Work has already begun in your case. Transplant date is only six months away.’


Larry was ecstatic. His gamble had paid off. Slapping his mannequin, he exclaimed: ‘Wonderful! Let’s get up and take a look around.’


Meck motors sputtered and whirred sluggishly. ‘Sorry, Larry,’ hummed the vocal membrane, ‘but carbon whiskers have grown in my ferrite cores. We must go out on the road and burn them out.’


‘Not so fast.’ Jen smiled, pushing him back with a soft hand. ‘There’s someone waiting to see you.’


The lettering on the door read: IRA-M17-DEVER, CLAN LEADER, PROJECT IMPLANT, SYSTEM PROCYON. Inside, Larry was introduced to a greying executive surrounded by wall star-maps, mock-ups of space-ships and a cluster of terminals. Printouts were slowly exuding from silent meck lips.


‘So this is our Larry,’ greeted Ira, reaching for a handshake. ‘You’re our oldest specimen. OLGA is mighty proud of you.’


Larry blinked around the room, puzzled.


‘He’s only been warm a few minutes,’ explained Jen. ‘I haven’t taken him to the stacks for updating yet.’


‘That won’t be necessary,’ said Ira. ‘Let him relax, and encourage reminiscing. Where we’re going he may be able to use his memories of a primitive Earth.’


‘Primitive?’ mumbled Larry. ‘But, I . . .’


Ira waved him to silence.


‘OLGA wants you whole again, before we Implant Out. You have some very old genes. We’ve all been moulded by a protective society – survival of the unfit, sort of. We’ll ship out to a planet in the Procyon System soon, carrying a good cross-section of Earth biota, rainbow human genes, and nuclear material from our zoo ecosystems: desert, aquatic, forest, marine, mountain, and jungle – Dever’s Ark!!!’


Larry’s confusion increased. Clothing, furniture, and language hadn’t changed much. These people seemed pleasant, normal.


‘Why are we leaving Earth? I like it here.’


‘OLGA has selected us for the Procyon Implant. It is an honour to be selected for your genes. We’re going to try and settle on a very hostile planet.’


‘Settle?’


‘Earth Society has been sending out Starship Implants for as long as I can remember – seeding mankind among the stars before someone or something else does.’


‘Why me?’ coughed Larry.


‘You’re an important set of genes, the oldest OLGA could find. We need primitive types to tame primitive planets. Your priority number is higher than mine.’


Ira’s gold insignia hinted of rank. Larry was beginning to enjoy this new age into which he had awakened. He had self-respect and the promise of a new body.


Larry trotted his mannequin to the alternate spaceport, looking for running room to burn out his carbon whiskers. Ferrite cores warmed up as he ran up and down the roof ramp of one of the hangers. The dish antenna was cold. He ran three hundred feet up to the rim – a convex track tilted at fifteen degrees. He circled a quarter mile and descended the ramp. Warming ferrite increased efficiency. Larry felt exhilaration. He clocked a 7:45 mile around the periphery of the landing pad. Legs ran smoothly. Arms tired.


‘This is great! It feels like I am really running. It’s that lactate you’re putting in my Blood Scrubber. Now if you can just give me back my sex life . . .’


Mannequin shared and updated with distant Library: ‘That too can be arranged; midbrain electrodes for you. Meck sex can be pleasant with a wired reticular system.’


Larry grinned, assuming that he was the object of a very funny robot joke. ‘Not for me! I have no erotic interest in a rusty scabbard. My imprinting was plain and primitive. I can wait for my pelvic transplant.’ He circled the pad again, noticing the wall around him – high, dull, featureless. The sky was a slate grey. No clouds. No skyline of buildings. He glanced around the port for signs of a city. No lights or smoke. The port itself had glass and plastic buildings. An occasional orange-suited worker wandered by. No other signs of life. ‘Is there a park? Trees? Grass?’


‘Not for running. Cities are underground. Gardens are everywhere. They are off limits.’


‘Off limits? But why?’


‘Crops. The Gardens need all available sunlight – growing calories for Earth Society is no simple task now – fifty billion mouths to feed. A pedestrian park would be an extravagant waste.’


‘Perhaps the time is right for me to Implant Out,’ mused Larry. He paused at a bubbler and sipped noisily while the mannequin’s umbilical probe sparked in an energy socket. ‘A drink for me and a cup of electrons for you.’ His power cell bulged. ‘I can hardly believe that I’m about to be whole again – a complete body! What exactly was this Todd-Sage thing?’


‘Breakthrough,’ explained the mannequin, sharing with the City’s memory banks. ‘Todd Island was the scene of a bloody uprising. Afterwards, the rebel leader, called The Sage by his followers, was sentenced to the guillotine. Continued unrest delayed the execution. The rebels wanted to salvage their leader’s brain by perfusion. The Todd officials agreed, reasoning that the publicity surrounding the project would remind the population that justice was swift and sure. However, about three years later The Sage was back – intact – and using political tools this time.’


‘Perfusion?’


‘The pump was hidden in his turban headdress. It carried enough liquid oxygen to protect the brain during the ceremonial execution. The Vascular Team had worked all night in his death cell. An airway tube was placed low on his chest, and diaphragmatic electrodes kept the detached body breathing on its own. I’ve reviewed the optic playbacks. A very smooth ceremony – only no blood.’


Larry tried to imagine how it felt to be surgically beheaded the night before your execution – and by your friends! Only the spinal cord remained intact until the blade fell.


‘But his cord was cut, just like mine . . .’


‘Yes, but his followers purchased a new blade for the occasion, one free from HAA so there would be no danger of picking up a liver-damaging virus from one of the previously executed. The cut was very clean.’


‘Executed by a blade purchased by his own men?’


‘Yes.’


‘But how did they avoid the CNS scarring in his spinal cord? My lower torso was viable and the surgical site did not get infected. But the regenerating nerve fibres could not get past the scar.’


‘His team used CNS Sealer, fast-setting emulsification of embryonic brain cells that heals the wound three times faster than normal scarring. The Sealer is from embryonic carbon copies grown from human ova after your nuclear material is added. The ova have their own nuclei removed so that the only genes present are yours. The only antigens present are yours – no transplant rejection.’


Larry shuddered. ‘Embryos?’


‘The CNS Sealer has extracts of pituitary and thyroid so it matures – sets – before the usual wound scar forms. Embryonic maturation rather than gliosis.’


‘Well . . .’ muttered Larry. ‘I suppose it is the only way. Sounds simple enough. Let’s get back to the mausoleum and check on my lower torso. I want to make certain it survived Suspension OK. My vital organs, you know.’


Jen-W5-Dever shook her head. ‘No. Your lower torso was not suspended. It wouldn’t have been suitable, anyway. Too much tissue was lost in the crush and surgical attempts. The skin and muscle were already degenerating from neural loss. Inflammation and fibrosis were too extensive.’


‘But where will we find a . . . ?’


‘Now you mustn’t be concerned about that. Clinics supply us with the transplant organs we need. Your torso has already been ordered, years ago, with tissue antigens that match perfectly.’


‘Like the glial glue – the CNS Sealer?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Amazing.’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘The graft will be done high in your thoracic cord. You’ll keep your diaphragm and its phrenic nerves, but all your abdominal viscera will come from the CC donor – strong, young organs from a ten-year-old.’


Larry felt weak. ‘A ten-year-old what?’


‘Donor. Grown from your nuclear material. A Carbon Copy.’


‘A live human?’


Jen noticed his agitation. ‘I’m sorry, Larry. But I keep forgetting you’re from an era before budding. Your bud child is not considered a human being – just a donor. Business ethics require that a donor live only long enough to donate. Of course, if the donor is viable after the organs are taken, that is a different problem. But there is no question of viability in your donor’s case. The anastomosis will be too high.’


Larry slumped into his mannequin.


‘My bud child is to die?’


Jen didn’t answer. She was hoping that the mannequin would administer a tranquillizer. Larry’s vasomotors were too strong so soon after his rewarming; his blood pressure fluctuated wildly.


‘I don’t think I can go through with it,’ moaned Larry. ‘Isn’t there some other way?’


She patted his slumped shoulder. ‘We’ll see. Let’s have a talk with Ira-M17. OLGA wants you to be happy.’


The greying Project Director listened patiently and then took them to the wing of the Clinics near the playground.


‘I understand your concern, Larry, but there is no need. The donor is just that – a donor. It has had no real contact with humans, so it probably doesn’t even know what it is. The attendants do not speak when they service the grounds, so it has no vocal skills.’


They watched through the one-way. A half-acre enclosure contained a dozen fruit trees, a fodder-feeder, and four fat goats – bucks. A teardrop-shaped wicker nest hung from a pin in the high wall surrounding the little garden. A few dried strips of partially eaten fibre protein dangled above the nest.


‘We use the area for fattening meat animals,’ explained Ira. ‘It gives the donor a little company. Let me turn up the audio.’


Bleats and clucks filled the observation room. Larry glanced around the feed-lot playground – puzzled.


Ira grinned. ‘We have no fowl right now. There usually are a few. That’s where the donor picked up the “chicken talk”. He competes with the birds for his food.’


Goats gambolled, butted playfully, and nibbled on grass, leaves, and bark. Occasionally one would nudge the bottom of the nest.


‘Where is he?’


‘Napping in the wicker basket. Like the animals, he likes his midday rest. Here comes his feeder. He’ll come out.’


The attendant carried a heavy bushel to the nest and placed items on a nearby shelf: coarse dark breadloaf, wet raw vegetables, and wrinkled dry fruit. The goats crowded their knobbly heads into the feeder as he dumped in the variegated, damp, brown grain. ‘Buck, buck, buck,’ he called. Larry watched the naked figure emerge from the nest – same shock of yellow hair, same angular cheekbones – a Carbon Copy of himself.


‘That’s me!’


‘Just your donor,’ Jen reminded him. ‘Same genes and antigens, but no human traits – no culture, no speech. Listen to those sounds it makes – buckbuckbuck – hardly intelligent.’


‘I just can’t think that way.’


‘Times have changed, Larry,’ said Ira. ‘You will have to adjust. OLGA has ordered you repaired. We have our mission to Procyon. Your genes are scheduled in the Implant.’


Jen took Larry’s hand and led him down the hall. ‘We all were counting on you. We’ve been working with your CC donor for over ten years. It would be a shame to waste all that effort.’


Larry blinked back a tear. ‘I tried. I really tried to think of him as a project for a few moments back there. I know you have grown up with the idea, so you accept it. But I can’t accept that.’


‘But the Implant Starship?’


‘Let OLGA take the donor. He has all my precious genes.’


‘And you?’


‘I’ll return to Suspension. Time will bring a new solution – one that doesn’t require the loss of a life . . .’


OLGA’s voice was more feminine than Larry had expected. She explained again her logic in repairing Larry for the Implant. He just shook his head slowly as she spoke. ‘I do not want to force you,’ said the cybervoice over the screen. ‘I see by your Bioelectricals that you are truly concerned for your donor. If at some future date you adjust to the repair techniques, we can give you a complete body then.’


Jen-W5 grinned and tugged his elbow. ‘Come with us in your mannequin. An Implant Starship can be fun. A new planet – starting a human colony . . .’


‘Would there be research to find a new way of repairing me?’


OLGA was silent for a moment. The screen flitted from chart to chart. ‘My probes indicate that the Procyon System may be quite hospitable – perhaps under three point zero on the Determan scale. However, the Implant may well be on a level between Upper Stone Age and Early Rural for some generations. No, I don’t think there is any likelihood of a break-through in your lifetime.’


Larry shrugged. ‘Well, I might as well stay here and wait. Bio is still operating on a good budget, isn’t it?’


‘The highest, but my intuition tells me it will be a long wait.’ Larry set his chin. ‘It’s what I want.’


‘Fine. You are very important to me. You may use what time Ira has before shipping out to make tapes for your donor. Your genes will be making the trip. Let’s see if we can capture some of your personality, too.’


Larry nodded. OLGA signed off. He gazed blindly at the blank screen. The decision to remain on Earth was another gamble for a complete body. After all, the new planet would probably be no more interesting than Earth with a few bizarre molecules – new life forms, maybe – a stimulating challenge. Well, he had all the challenge he needed right here – trying for a new body. Earth was where the research was. He’d stay home.


Ira and OLGA monitored the donor’s progress with the teaching machines. Language skills were slow in coming.


‘I can see why Larry calls the donor “Dim Dever”. He certainly is slow,’ commented Ira.


‘Slow with attendants,’ said OLGA. ‘He is making pretty good progress with machines. My terminals have been eaves-dropping on him for so long that I think we already have a common language. All that needs to be done is to give him the human speech equivalents.’


Ira nodded. ‘Too bad we couldn’t have talked Larry into the transplant. Why didn’t we foresee his “father fixation” and avoid exposing the details to him until after the operation?’


OLGA flickered amber. ‘No. His autonomics told me how brittle he was. Deceit could have ruined his value as an Implant specimen. Unfortunately, if he had discovered that he had benefited from the death of his own bud child it might have wiped away his self-esteem. Without that he would be worthless for Implanting.’


Dim Dever climbed out of his teardrop nest and patted the goat on the head.


‘Nice goat,’ said the meck voice.


‘Nice goat,’ repeated Dim. It would be a long time before his vocabulary allowed for philosophizing, but he’d be ready to enter a sheltered society soon.


Ira shook his head. ‘I can see why Larry hesitated to kill this donor. He’s so bright-eyed and alert. Isn’t there some way to dull a donor’s mind so we won’t identify with them?’


‘No, not really,’ said OLGA. ‘A dull-witted donor would need more attendant time – more expense. Dim Dever was able to feed and care for himself pretty much as one of these goats. And you wouldn’t want a lot of drugs in your donor – foreign molecules that might damage or weaken the very organs you are after.’


‘I suppose not,’ mumbled Ira. Every method has its drawbacks.


Larry turned on his refresher and grasped a ceiling rung of his horizontal ladder. The mannequin walked away slowly, pulling flexible tubing out of his various surgical stoma. Sucking sounds. Drops of urine and faeces soiled the meck’s breast-plates with yellow and granular brown. Larry progressed across the monkey bars to the hot shower, where he emptied his visceral sacs down the drain. Hooking his arms through soft trapeze rings, he pulled on a pair of goggles and activated the strong ultra-violet lights. Scented lather softened his flaking trunk. Wearing a terrycloth body stocking, he climbed into his hammock. More UVs focused on him as he slept.


The mannequin stood beside his bed for a while, then strolled down the hall to make records of Dim Dever’s last few hours on Earth. The last shuttle would be leaving in the morning. OLGA had built the Implant Starship in one of her mile-wide bays among the planetoids. The last of the Earth biota was now being loaded – the Dever clan.


‘My goodness!’ exclaimed Ira. ‘You certainly gave me a start.


For a minute there I thought I was looking at a headless Larry.’


‘I apologize, sir. But I thought I should store a few optics of Dim for Larry’s nostalgia file.’


Ira studied the headless and armless robot for a moment. ‘Pardon me for asking, but where are your eyes – er – optics?’


The mannequin blinked a variety of chalcogenide glasses – reverse photon. ‘My eyes are everywhere, from my toes to my shoulder spangles. But I suppose you would consider these large belt-buckle optics my true eyes.’


Ira walked around in front of the robot. He nodded. ‘Yes. But why didn’t you look at me when you spoke?’


‘I was recording your presence with a variety of sensors, sufficient for our conversation. Your size, temperature, pulse, respiration and I suppose your emotional state. Why do you worry this night?’


Ira hesitated to answer, but remembering that this meck was Larry’s legs, he shrugged. ‘You might as well add this to your nostalgia file. I’m a little worried about the Implant. The information we have on Procyon is not too detailed. A planet exists near that sun, and it has some Earth features – size, temperature, atmosphere with oxygen, carbon dioxide, and water. But there are still many blanks in our knowledge about the place. Sure, we are taking a good cross-section of Earth life forms, from every conceivable area of our globe. If anything from here can survive there, we’ll have it with us. But there are so many things that could go wrong.’


‘It is a gamble,’ agreed the mannequin. ‘Any Implant is bound to be. But remaining on Earth is a gamble too – especially in Temporary Suspension. Larry has a future Earth Society to face, while Dim Dever has a distant unexplored ecosystem. OLGA will use knowledge from other Implants to design yours. There is a very good chance you will succeed.’


Ira grinned. ‘Mannequin, those are OLGA’s very words. You must be sharing again.’


‘Your servant,’ apologized the meck.


Ira and the headless robot strolled to the windows overlooking the feed-lot playground. Dim was standing out among his trees patting a goat on the head. Ira looked up at the stars. There, near Orion’s familiar outline, was Procyon, equal to Betelgeuse in brightness. ‘It looks so close.’


‘Send us a message torpedo when you get there,’ said the mannequin, leaving the human with his thoughts.
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