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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.







Sight of Proteus


In the 22nd century a combination of computer-augmented bio-feedback and chemo-therapy techniques has given man the ability not only to heal himself, but to change himself – to alter his very shape at will. But Form Change has its darker aspects, ranging from unauthorised experimentation on human subjects to a threat to the very essence of humanity …


Summertide


Four thousand years hence, in the future, Summertide introduces a galaxy widely populated by humans and a variety of intelligent aliens, all of whom live in the shadow of the vanished race known only as the Builders. Nothing is known about the Builders, but the gigantic artifacts they have left behind – many of them still hardly understood – dominate the areas of space in which they are found. Areas such as the double-planet system of Opal and Quake – the annual tidal wave which sweeps across Opal: the Summertide.


Cold As Ice


A generation ago there was a great interplanetary war in the Solar System – a suicidal spasm in which terrible weapons were created and used, and in which nine billion people were killed. The rivalries that led to the war are not gone. And a few of those deadly weapons remain – some still orbiting the sun in the debris of destroyed ships, some deliberately placed in storage. And some … some don’t even know they’re supposed to be weapons at all …




INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Charles Sheffield (1935–2002) was a UK-born physicist and writer, in America permanently from 1971, married to the author Nancy Kress from 1998 until his death; he published the first of more than 100 technical papers and science articles in 1962, and the first of 100 or more sf stories, ‘What Song the Sirens Sang’, in April 1977. Much of his short fiction was assembled in Vectors (coll 1979), Hidden Variables (coll 1981), Dancing With Myself (coll 1993) and Georgia on my Mind, and Other Places (coll 1995), the title story of which won the 1993 Nebula and the 1994 Hugo awards for Best Novelette, and The Lady Vanishes and Other Oddities of Nature (coll 2002). His first novel was Sight of Proteus (1978) (see below), eventually followed by Proteus Unbound (1989). Both tales were assembled as Proteus Manifest (1989); a further sequel is Proteus in the Underworld (1995). Sheffield’s second novel, The Web Between the Worlds (1979), famously posited a sky-hook Space Elevator (which he called a ‘beanstalk’) at almost exactly the same time that Arthur C. Clarke presented an astonishingly similar space elevator in The Fountains of Paradise (1979); the concepts had clearly been arrived at independently, as Clarke emphasized in a letter published in the 2001 revision of Web, and though their premises derived from 1960s scientific speculation, the similarity of the two presentations only underscored the clarity of each man’s scientific imagination.


In the 1980s, with an exuberance that seemed almost irresponsible (but was in fact wholly welcome) in a writer of his scientific bent, Sheffield ranged very widely in his choice of metier. Two short series, differing sharply from one another, were begun then: the Erasmus Darwin sequence comprising Erasmus Magister (1982) and The Amazing Dr Darwin (2002), which featured the historical Erasmus Darwin in a series of lightly told scientific adventures; and the Chan Dalton sequence comprising The Nimrod Hunt (1986) and The Spheres of Heaven (2001), an exceedingly exuberant Space Opera whose large and multifarious cast, including some Cyborgs and several Larry Niven-esque Aliens, must initially track down an AI designed to deal with First Contact scenarios but now on the cusp of becoming a Berserker, and in the second volume must attempt to break the quarantine that has been imposed upon humans, restricting them to the home solar system.


During the same period he published several standalone titles, beginning with The Selkie (1982) with David F. Bischoff, a Science-Fantasy novel tinged with elements of horror, which describes a Mutant race of male ‘wereseals’ who must mate with human women to perpetuate their kind. My Brother’s Keeper (1982) is an sf thriller whose McGuffin, astonishingly, concerns an attempt to track down the half of the protagonist’s brother’s brain housed in the spare half of the protagonist’s own head, through a process of Identity Exchange. The McAndrew Chronicles (1983) follows the exploits of the eponymous creator of Inventions. Between the Strokes of Night (1985) is a ‘cosmogony opera’ sometimes compared to novels by Greg Bear about exploring, understanding and transforming the Universe; in this case, exiled from Earth and living in various Space Habitats, humanity finds infinite resources in ‘S-space’ and travels down the aisles of Time to visit the Galaxy until the End of Time is encountered; the 2002 edition was revised to take into account advances in the Physics that underpinned Sheffield’s speculations in Cosmology. Trader’s World (1988) moves from a Post-Holocaust venue to higher things, including the threat of alien Invasion. Later novels include the Young Adult Godspeed (1993), homaging both Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island (1883) and Robert A. Heinlein’s Have Space Suit – Will Travel (1958), which focuses on the recovery of a Forerunner-manufactured Faster Than Light drive; The Judas Cross (1994) with David Bischoff, a World War Two horror/fantasy; and Tomorrow and Tomorrow (in Far Futures, coll 1995), which again deals with issues of Cosmology.


Later series include the Cold As Ice sequence, comprising Cold As Ice (1992) (see below), The Ganymede Club (1995) and Dark As Day (2002), an intricate and polished Space Opera epic depicting with glad clarity a solar system full of highly active and scientifically curious human beings who have regrouped themselves after the destruction of Earth. The Heritage Universe Young Adult sequence – Summertide (1990) (see below), Divergence (1991), Transcendence (1992) and Transvergence (1999) – fills much of the Universe with Macrostructures and sets in train a complex of plots hinging upon their decipherment and use, within a Planetary Romance frame; by the end of the sequence, a vast time abyss has opened up with the discovery that the striving races of the galaxy are the offspring of an exceedingly impressive Forerunner species. The Jupiter sequence beginning with Higher Education: A Jupiter Book (1996) with Jerry Pournelle, another Young Adult sequence, tended to the educational.


Some of his tales were dark enough, and ironies were frequently evident, even in work written for younger readers; but Sheffield continued to the end of his life to conceive of the Universe as not only fate but also playground. He gave the impression that he thought sf was worth writing both because of his joy in doing so, but through his faith that the future might be worth the trouble. He never abandoned that faith.


The first tale presented here is in fact Sheffield’s Sight of Proteus (1978). It describes in ultimately optimistic terms the wide-ranging effects of machine-driven shapechanging technologies, including intense Genetic Engineering, which might open the way for modified representatives of Homo sapiens to reach the nearby stars, but only if some ‘Form Control’ was able to keep our species from breaking apart; the book almost instantly established his reputation for briskly argued, cleverly plotted, sanguine Hard SF. At the end of the novel we agree with Sheffield that the way may be knotty, but the rewards could be unimaginably lavish.


Summertide (1990), the second novel in this omnibus, is a hugely expansive Space Opera whose plot encompasses the actions of several races occupying a vastly populous galaxy, one of them being Homo sapiens. The action is carefully constructed to open vista after vista, first in space, then in Time. By the end of the tale, the hugeness in space and time of the universe seems almost literally to gape in our mind’s eye. Summertide is one of the finest Sense-of-Wonder tales in a genre whose authors constantly strive to thrill readers with the sensation that the world is bigger than we can imagine.


The final tale here reprinted, Cold As Ice (1992), begins in a state of aftermath. A terrible interplanetary war has savaged the home planets; but the hunt for a lost weapon, which might resolve the terrible conflict, leads to the discovery that the weapon is itself a new species, one created by Homo sapiens. But this is just the beginning. Just like so many of Sheffield’s novels, the book begins to gape with new vistas just as it seems to be ready to slow down. And once again we finish a Sheffield tale staring at the future. It is where he wanted us to look.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Charles Sheffield’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/sheffield_charles


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




SIGHT OF PROTEUS




BOOK I




‘Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea,


Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn.’







CHAPTER 1


The new Fall Catalog had arrived that morning. Behrooz Wolf, like millions of others, had settled in for an evening of browsing and price comparison. As usual, there were many variations on most of the old forms, plus an intriguing set of new ones that BEC was releasing for the first time. Bey keyed out the catalog displays, studying the images and the prices, and occasionally marking a form for future reference.


After about an hour, his interest began to fade and his attention wandered. He yawned, put down the catalog, and went to his desk in the corner of the room. He picked up and looked through a couple of texts on form-change theory, then, restless as ever, leafed through his case-book. Finally, he went and picked up the BEC catalog again. When the phone buzzed he gave an instinctive mutter of annoyance, but the interruption was a welcome one. He pressed the wrist remote.


‘Bey? Put me up on visual, would you,’ said a voice from the wall screen.


Wolf touched his wrist again and the cheerful, ruddy face of John Larsen appeared on the wall holo. Larsen looked at the catalog that Bey was holding and smiled.


‘I didn’t know that was out yet, Bey. Tomorrow’s the official release date. I haven’t had the chance to see if mine has arrived. Sorry to call you at this hour, but I’m still over here at the office.’


‘No problem. I couldn’t get too interested in this, anyway. It’s the same old irritation. The forms that appeal the most need a thousand hours of work with the machines, or else they have a lousy life-ratio.’


‘– or they require a whole mass of computer storage, if they’re anything like last spring’s releases. How are the prices?’


‘Up again, and you’re quite right, they need more storage, too. Look at this one, John.’ He held up the open catalog. ‘I already have a billion words of primary storage, and I still couldn’t begin to handle it. Four billion words, or you shouldn’t think of ordering it.’


Larsen whistled softly. ‘That’s certainly a new one, though. It’s the closest thing I’ve ever seen to an avian form. What’s the life-ratio on it? Bad, I’ll bet.’


Wolf consulted the tables in the catalog and nodded agreement.


‘Less than 0.2. You’d be lucky to last ten years with it. You might be all right in low-g, but not otherwise. In fact, there’s a footnote that says it can achieve flight in a lunar gravity or less. I suppose they’re hoping for USF sales.’


He closed the catalog.


‘So, what’s happening, John? I thought you had a date – why the midnight oil?’


Larsen shrugged. ‘We’ve got a mystery on our hands. I’m baffled and it’s the sort of problem you thrive on. Do you feel up to a trip back to the office, tonight? You’re the boss, but I’d really like to get your opinion.’


Wolf hesitated. ‘I wasn’t planning to go out again. Can’t we handle it over the holo?’


‘I don’t think so. But maybe I can show you enough to persuade you to come over here.’ Larsen held out a sheet so that it could be seen on the holoscreen. ‘Bey, what do you make of this ID code?’


Wolf studied it carefully, then looked back at Larsen questioningly. ‘It seems normal enough. Is it somebody I’m supposed to know? Let me just check it through my percomp.’


Larsen watched in silence as Wolf entered the digits of the chromosome ID code that had replaced fingerprint, voiceprint and retinal patterns as the absolute identification method. The link from his personal computer to the central data banks was automatic and almost instantaneous. When the response came, Wolf frowned at it for a moment, then looked in annoyance at John Larsen.


‘What’s the game, John? There’s no such ID in the central files. Is it one that you made up?’


‘I wish it were, but it’s nothing so simple.’


Larsen reached behind him and picked up a printed report.


‘I told you, Bey, this is a strange one. I had a call about three hours ago from a medical student. This afternoon, he was over in the transplant ward of Central Hospital when a liver transplant case came in. He’s been taking a course in chromosome analysis, and he’d missed one of the lab sessions where they were supposed to try the technique out on a real case. So he had the idea of doing an ID check on a sample from the donor liver – just to see if he had the technique correct.’


‘That’s illegal, John. He can’t have the licenses to use that equipment.’


‘He doesn’t. He did it anyway. When he got home, he fed the ID code into central files and asked for donor identification and matching. The files couldn’t produce a match.’


Bey Wolf looked skeptical – but intrigued. ‘He must have made a measurement error, John.’


‘That was my first reaction. But he’s an unusual young man. For one thing, he was willing to call us, even though he knew he might get in trouble for doing the ID analysis without proper permission. I told him he must have done something wrong, but he said he’d done it three times, twice the usual way and once with a short-cut method that he wanted to try out. It came out the same each time. He’s sure that he handled the technique correctly and didn’t make any mistakes.’


‘But there’s no way to fake a chromosome ID, and every human being is listed in the central files. Your student is telling us that he tested a liver that came from a person who never existed.’


John Larsen looked pleased. ‘That’s what I wanted to hear you say. It was my conclusion exactly. Well, Bey? See you over here in an hour or so?’


The evening shower was over and the streets were once again a wild, colorful chaos. Bey left his apartment and worked his way over to the fastest slideway, threading through the mass of people with practiced ease. With the population over fourteen billion, crowding was normal, night or day, even in the most affluent parts of the city. Wolf, preoccupied with Larsen’s problem, scarcely noticed the throng that surrounded him.


How could anyone have escaped the chromosome typing? It was performed at three months, right after the humanity tests – and it had been that way for a century. Could the donor be old, a dying ancient? That was ridiculous. Even if the donor wanted it that way, no one would use a century-old liver for a transplant operation. Bey’s thin face was puzzled. Could it be that the donor was an off-worlder? No, that wouldn’t explain it either. The IDs for people from the United Space Federation were all separately filed, but they were still in the records at the central data banks. The computer response would have been delayed a little, but that was all.


He was beginning to feel the old mixture, a tingle of excitement modulated by a fear of disappointment. His job in the Office of Form Control was a good one – he didn’t know of a better. But although he had been highly successful in it, somehow it was not completely satisfying. Always, he felt that he was waiting for the big challenge, the problem that would stretch his abilities to their limits. Maybe this could be the one. At thirty-four, he should know what he wanted to do with the rest of his life – it was ridiculous to still be full of the heart-searching of adolescence.


In an attempt to suppress his illogical sense of anticipation and to prepare his mind for the problem ahead, Bey keyed his communication implant and tuned to the newscast. The familiar beaked nose and sloping brow of Laszlo Dolmetsch appeared, directly stimulated on his optic nerves. The people and the slideways were still faintly visible as a ghostly superimposed image – the laws forbade total exclusion of the direct sensory feeds. The early slideway deaths had taught that lesson.


Dolmetsch, as always, was holding forth on the latest social indicators, and making his usual pessimistic prophecies. If the concentration of industry around the Link access points were not lessened, there would be trouble … Bey had heard it all before, and custom had staled the message. Sure, there were instabilities in the social indicators – but that had been the case ever since the indicators were first developed. Bey looked again at Dolmetsch’s profile and wondered about the popular rumor. Instead of using form-change to diminish that great beak, the story went, Dolmetsch had increased it – to become an unmistakable figure, anywhere on Earth. That he certainly was. Bey could not remember a time when Dolmetsch was not a prominent prophet of doom. How old was the man now? Eighty, or ninety?


Bey mentally shrugged, and switched channels. He had to return to the real world for a moment, to move quickly out of the way of two red-coated medical emergency staff, hurtling at top speed along the fastest slideway, then he skipped through the other news channels. Not much there. A mining accident on Horus, so far from most Solar System activities that it would take months for relief to reach it; a promising discovery of kernels out in the Halo, which meant fortune for some lucky prospector, and more free energy for the USF; and the perennial rumor of a form-change that would give immortality to the wearer. That one cropped up every couple of years, regular as the seasons. It was a tribute to the continued power of wishful thinking. No one ever had any details – just the vaguest of hearsay. Bey listened scornfully, and wondered again how people could pay attention to such a flimsy prospect. He switched back to Dolmetsch – at least the old man’s worries were comprehensible, and had a solid basis of fact. There was no doubt that the shortages and the violence were barely under control, and the population, despite all efforts, was still creeping upward. Could it ever hit fifteen billion? Bey remembered when fourteen had seemed intolerable.


The crowds surging along the slideways didn’t seem to share Wolf’s worries. They looked happy, handsome, young and healthy. To people living two hundred years earlier they would have seemed models of perfection. Of course, this was the west side, closer to the Link entry point, and that helped. There was plenty of poverty and ugliness elsewhere. But forget for the moment the high prices and the mass of computer storage that was needed. BEC – the Biological Equipment Corporation – could fairly claim to have transformed the world; that part of the world, at least, that could afford to pay. Here on the west side, affluence was the norm and use of the BEC systems a sine qua non.


Only the General Coordinators shared Laszlo Dolmetsch’s view of the problems in keeping the economic balance of the world. Earth was poised on a knife edge of diminishing resources. Constant subtle adjustments, calculated by application of Dolmetsch’s theories, were needed to hold it there. Every week, there were corrections for the effects of drought, crop failures, forest fires, epidemics, energy shortages, and mineral supplies. Every week, the General Coordinators watched the indices for violence, disease and famine, and waited grimly for the time when the corrections would fail and the system would run amok into world-wide slump and economic collapse. In a united world, failure of one system means failure of all. Only the off-Earthers, the three million citizens of the United Space Federation, could cling to their shaky independence – and the USF watched the economic indicators at least as closely and nervously as any Earth-based Coordinator.


As he neared his goal, Bey Wolf kept an automatic eye open for illegal forms. Make-up and plastflesh could hide a great deal, but with the Office of Form Control he had been specially trained to see past the outward form, through to the shape of the underlying body structure.


Here, on the public slideways, the chances of running into an outlawed form were small – but Bey still had occasional nightmares about the feline form he had spotted, less than a mile from here, two years earlier. That had cost him two months out of action, in the accelerated change and recovery room of the Form Control Hospital unit.


As he made the transitions back to the slowest slideway, he noticed again the large number of rounded Elizabethan foreheads on the people he was passing. That had been a minor special of the Spring Catalog, but had turned out to be a big hit. He wondered what the fall attraction would be – dimples? saber scars? an Egyptian nose? – as he printed into Form Control and went up to Larsen’s office on the third floor.


As Bey Wolf was climbing the stairs, a few miles east of him a solitary, white-coated figure dialed a vault combination and stepped through into the underground experiment room, four floors below City level. The face and figure would be familiar to any scientist. It was Albert Einstein – Einstein at forty, at the very height of his powers.


The man made his way slowly down the long room, checking the station monitors at each of the great tanks. Most received only a few seconds of attention and the occasional adjustment of a control setting, but at the eleventh station he halted. He examined the outputs closely, grunted, and shook his head. Several minutes passed while he stood motionless, deep in thought. At last he continued his patrol and went on into the general control area at the far end of the room.


Seated at the console, he called out the detailed records for the eleventh station and displayed them on the screen. Then he was again silent for many minutes, twisting around his forefinger a lock of his long, graying hair, as he bent over the displays of feed rates, nutrient mixes and other vital indicators. The program-swapping records occupied him for more long minutes, but finally he was finished. He emerged from his concentration, cleared the screen, and switched to voice recording mode.


‘November 2nd. Continued deterioration in tank eleven. Response intensity is down by a further two percent and there is a renewed instability in the bio-feedback loops. Change parameters were recalibrated tonight.’


He paused, reluctant to take the next step. At last he went on.


‘Prognosis: poor. Unless there is improvement in the next two days, it will be necessary to terminate the experiment.’


He sat for a moment longer, visibly shaken. At last he stood up. Moving quickly now through the dimly lit room he reset the monitors at each station and switched on the tell-tales. He took a final look around the room, locked the vault, and entered the elevator that would take him back to ground level. More than ever now, the face was that of Einstein. Over the warmth, intellect and humanity was etched the pain and torment of a man who worried and suffered for the whole world.




CHAPTER 2


John Larsen, still fresh-faced and cheerful despite the late hour, looked at Bey closely when he came in.


‘Late nights don’t seem to agree with you,’ he said. ‘You look tired. Been neglecting your conditioning program again?’


Wolf shrugged and involuntarily blinked his eyes several times.


‘It shows, does it? I was born a bit myopic, you know. If I don’t work out regularly, I get eyestrain. I’ll have a full session on the bios – first thing tomorrow.’


Larsen raised a skeptical eyebrow. Bey was famous for his ‘tomorrow’ statements. He claimed he had inherited subtlety and shrewdness from his Persian mother, along with tenacity and attention to detail from his German father. But from his Persian side had also apparently come a gift for extreme procrastination. Bey swore that there was no word just like mañana in the Persian language – there were a dozen related words, but none of them had that degree of urgency. His tendency to delay didn’t seem to extend to his work. He was highly effective there. Dark-haired, dark-complexioned, of medium height and build, he had an uncanny ability to efface himself totally and disappear into any crowd – a useful talent for an investigating agent in the Office of Form Control.


Larsen picked up a typed sheet from his desk and offered it to Wolf.


‘There it is. The signed, sworn statement of Luis Rad-Kato – that’s the medical student. It has the whole story. Gives the time, tells just what he did, quotes the liver ID, and shows where he filed his results in the data banks.’


Wolf took the paper and glanced over it. ‘I suppose you already pulled the records on this out of Central Data, to make sure he filed it the way he said he did?’


‘Sure. I did that as soon as I received his report. It was still held in the scratch file. I’ll read it out again for you.’


He dialed the entry code and the two men waited as the data search was performed. The wait lengthened. After a minute or so Larsen frowned in perplexity.


‘There shouldn’t be this much delay. The response last time I checked was almost instantaneous. Maybe I goofed on the access code.’


He hit the priority interrupt key and reentered the code. This time the message light blinked on, and the display screen filled. ‘Entry code does not correspond to any record in files. Check reference and reenter.’


‘Damnation. That can’t be right, Bey. I used that same code less than an hour ago.’


‘Let me have a go. I know the supervisor entry codes for that area of central storage.’


Wolf, much more at home with computers than Larsen, took over the console. He entered the control language statements that allowed him access to the operating system and began to screen the storage files. After a few minutes’ work he froze the display.


‘This is the area, John. Look at it – talk about bad luck! The data dump shows a hardware malfunction in the medical records section, less than an hour ago. A whole group of records has been lost – including the area where the file we want was stored. They were all erased when the system went down.’


Larsen looked miserable. He shook his head in disgust.


‘It was a lousy time for it to happen, Bey. Now the whole thing will be a pain to follow up. We’ll have to call Central Hospital and ask for a new check on the liver transplant ID. They won’t like that, but if we reach Doctor Morris in the Transplant Department he’ll probably arrange to do it for us.’


‘Tonight?’


‘No.’ Larsen looked apologetic. ‘It can’t be done. It’s almost eleven now, and Morris works the day shift. We won’t get any action until tomorrow. The best I can do is call and leave a stored request for the morning.’


He sat down at the video link and prepared to call the hospital, then paused. ‘Unless you want to go over in the morning and check it in person? We’d actually get faster action that way.’


Wolf shrugged. ‘Might as well. Tonight’s shot anyway. Let’s leave it all until tomorrow.’


Larsen was still apologetic. ‘It must have been a million to one chance, losing the record we wanted like that.’


‘More than that, John. The scratch record is copied into a master file, soon after entry, so that there’s always a back-up copy. The accident must have happened before they could get the copy for permanent storage. I’ve never even heard of such a thing before – it must be a one in a billion rarity, maybe one in a trillion.’


He wore a thoughtful and dissatisfied expression as they went together into the still-crowded streets.


‘I’ve had no dinner, and I broke a date to follow through on this thing,’ said Larsen. ‘Do you know, I haven’t been outside the office for a minute since I arrived this morning. What’s new on the slideways?’


Wolf looked amused. ‘If you mean women, as you usually do, I wasn’t looking too much on the way over. I saw a couple of new ones this afternoon, though – styles straight from old Persia. Fantastic eyes. It would be nice if they caught on and came into fashion.’


They merged into the slidewalkers. Like most members of Form Control, Wolf and Larsen were wearing simple forms, close to those given by Nature. Years of form-change training, reinforced by the chilling exposure to the outlawed forms, made form-change for pleasure or entertainment a doubtful attraction to them. It took an intriguing form indeed to tempt them to experiment. The biofeedback machines in the Office of Form Control were used for work and for health, almost never for cosmetics. Before Bey went to bed he took a short program on his own equipment for his myopia, and resolved to take a more complete physical overhaul – tomorrow.




CHAPTER 3


The meeting was running well over its scheduled one hour. That happened often. Every year the list of petitioners grew longer, and every year the committee had to weigh more factors in deciding the new legal forms.


Robert Capman, committee chairman, looked at his watch and called the meeting again to order.


‘We’re late, ladies and gentlemen. This must be our final decision for today. Turn, if you please, to the description of the twentieth petition. Perhaps I can summarize it for you in the interests of speed.


‘The basic form is mammalian aquatic. You will see that fourteen variations are also being applied for in simultaneous petition. The developer of the forms points out that one of these variations has a life-ratio a little better than one – about 1.02, to be more precise. This could translate to an extension of a couple of years on a user’s life span. BEC has already stated that they would be willing to handle this form and all its variations as Type I Programs, fully certified and supported by BEC warranties. Could I now have your comments, please.’


Capman paused. He had the gift – part instinct, part experience – that allowed him to control the pace of the meeting completely. There was a stir at the far end of the long table.


‘Yes, Professor Richter. You have a comment?’


Richter cleared his throat. He was a lean, fastidious man with a neat black beard. ‘A question, really. I notice that the basic form can supposedly be reached with less than two hundred hours of machine interaction. I know that the main external change, apart from the skin and eyes, is just the addition of gills to the human form, but that interaction time seems to me to be too little. I question its accuracy.’


Capman smiled and nodded. ‘An excellent point, Jacob. I had the same thought myself when I reread this petition.’


Richter warmed to the praise in Capman’s voice.


‘However,’ continued Capman, ‘I now believe that the statement is accurate. This petitioner seems to have achieved a real break-through. As you know, a form is usually reached with less effort when it corresponds to one somewhere in our own genetic history.’


Richter nodded vigorously. ‘Indeed, yes. I have always thought that to be the reason why the avian forms have proved so difficult to realize. Are you suggesting that the petitioner has developed a form that relates to our own descent?’


‘I believe so. He has contributed to the present science of metamorphosis and also given us a new insight into our own evolutionary background.’


There was a stir of excitement around the table. Capman rarely offered personal comment on a petition. He left it to the committee to make their own evaluation and recommendation. His praise carried weight. The approval for the use of the new form was swiftly given and the ecstatic petitioner received the formal congratulations of the committee.


He left in a blissful daze – with good reason. Adoption of his forms by BEC as Type I Programs made him an instant millionaire, in either Earth riyals or in USF new dollars.


As soon as he had gone, Capman called the meeting once more to order.


‘That concludes the consideration of petitions for today. There is, however, still one extraordinary item of business that I want to bring to your attention before we leave. We cannot resolve it now, but I urge you to think about it in the weeks until our next meeting.’


He motioned to one of the Minutes Secretaries, who handed him a pile of thin folders, which he distributed to the committee members.


‘These contain some details of an unusual petition request that we received last week. It has not been through the conventional screening process, because after a quick look at it I judged that we should consider it directly in this committee. It has a life-ratio close to 1.3.’


There was a sudden hush. Committee members who had been straightening their papers before leaving stopped, and gave Capman their full attention.


‘The petitioner does not emphasize this,’ went on Capman, ‘but the extensive use of this form could increase the average life expectancy to almost one and a half centuries. The appearance of the form is outwardly normal. The changes are mainly in the medulla oblongata and the endocrine glands.’


At the far end of the table, Richter had again raised his hand.


‘Mister Chairman, I urge great caution in discussing this form anywhere outside this committee. We all can guess the public reaction if people see a chance to increase their life spans by thirty percent. It would be chaos.’


Capman nodded. ‘That was going to be my next point. There is still another reason why this form must be handled with special care. As many of you may know, I also serve as consultant and technical advisor to the General Coordinators. It is in that role that I am most worried by this petition. The widespread use of any form with a life-ratio this high could eventually push the population of Earth up above twenty billion. We could not support such a level. If Dolmetsch is correct, we are already crowding close to the absolute limit of population stability.’


He closed his notebook.


‘On the other hand, I’m not sure that we have the right to suppress any petition for such arguments. The petitioner presumably knows his legal rights. I would like to get your opinion on this next month, after you have all had time to think about it.


‘The meeting is now adjourned.’


He smiled his thanks at the participants, gathered his papers, and hurried from the room. After the other committee members had also left, the Minutes Secretaries remained to clear up and compare notes. The junior of the two skipped through his recording, then compared it with the written transcript.


‘I show one clean acceptance,’ he said, ‘two conditional acceptances subject to further tests, two more to be continued with sponsored research grants. If my count is right, that leaves us fifteen outright rejections.’


‘Check. Funny, isn’t it, how the percentages seem to run about the same each time, no matter what the petitions are?’ The blonde girl tried an experimental flutter of her eyelashes and a pout of the lips. Getting the form of the Marilyn variations was fairly easy, as far as the outward shape was concerned, but the mannerisms took lots of practice. ‘There, how was that?’


‘Not too bad. You’re improving, but you’re not there yet. I’ll let you know when you have it perfect. Look, do you think we should make any special notes on the rejected forms? There’s at least one that might be worth a comment.’


‘I know. The petitioner who tried to develop the wheeled form? I don’t know what we could put in the transcripts. “Widespread and ill-concealed laughter from the Committee Members”? They had a hard time controlling themselves, the way he was hopping and rolling all over the room. It’s probably better to say nothing. I wonder why somebody would go to all that trouble to make a complete fool of himself.’


‘Come on, Gina, we both know why.’


‘Oh, I guess you’re right. Money will always do it.’


Of course.


… would you like to be rich, really rich? Then why not develop a new form to catch the public fancy? You will get a royalty from every single user …


Sounds easy? Not really – all the simple forms were explored long ago. The change specialists are driven all the time to more exotic and difficult variations. Whatever you come up with will have to pass the stringent requirements of the petition board. One in a million hits the jackpot.


… BEC will sell you a low-cost experimental package. Includes everything that you need to create your very own form-change program …


True. But now read the fine print.


… BEC takes no responsibility for reduced life expectancy or unstable physical-mental feedback resulting from form-change experiments made with BEC equipment …


Of course, if you are that one in a million, lucky and clever enough to hit on a really successful form, it will have to be sold through BEC. Your royalty is factored into their prices. Lucky BEC.


It is interesting to look at a few statistics. Licensed form-change experimenters: one-and-a-half million. Living millionaires from new form inventions: one hundred and forty-six. Deaths per year directly attributed to form-change experiments: seventy-eight thousand.


Form-change experiment is a risky business.


The Minutes Secretaries didn’t realize it, but in the final petition board they saw only the cream of the crop – the ones that could still walk and talk. Less than one in fifty made it to the board. Many of the failures finished in the organ banks.


‘We should include a summary on the humanity-test proposal, Gina.’


‘I guess so. I sketched out a short statement while they were still debating it. How about this? “The proposal that the humanity test could be conducted at two months instead of three months was tabled pending further test results.” ’


‘I think it needs a bit more detail than that. Doctor Capman pointed out what an argument the present humanity test caused among the religious groups when it was first introduced. BEC had to show success in a hundred thousand test cases, before the Council would approve it.’


He skimmed rapidly through the record. ‘Here, why don’t we simply use this quote, verbatim, from Capman’s remarks? “The humanity tests remain controversial. Unless an equally large sample is analyzed now, showing that the two and three month test results are identical, the proposal cannot be forwarded for consideration.” ’


They were both much too young to remember the great humanity debates. What is a human? The answer had evolved slowly and taken many years to articulate clearly, but it was simple enough: an entity is human if and only if it can accomplish purposive form-change using the bio-feedback systems. The definition had prevailed over the anguished weeping of millions – billions – of protesting parents.


The age of testing had been slowly pushed back, to one year, to six months, to three months. If BEC could prove its case, the age would soon be two months. Failure in the test carried a high penalty – euthanasia – but resistance had slowly faded before remorseless population pressure. Resources to feed babies who could never live a normal human life were simply not available. The banks never lacked for infant organs.


Gina had locked her recorder. She pushed back her blonde hair with a rounded forearm and threw a smoldering look at her companion.


‘Still not quite right,’ he said critically. ‘You should droop your eyelids a bit more, and get a better pout on that lower lip.’


‘Damn. It’s hard. How will I know when I’m getting it right?’


He picked up his recorder. ‘Don’t worry. I told you before, you’ll know from my reaction.’


‘You know, I ought to try it on Doctor Capman – he’d be the ultimate test, don’t you think?’


‘Impossible, I would have said. You know he only lives for his work. I don’t think he has more than two minutes a day left over from that. But look’ – only half joking – ‘if the hormones are running too high in that form, I might be able to help you out.’


Gina’s response was not included in the conventional Marilyn data base.


The tell-tales on the experiment stations glowed softly. The only sounds were the steady hum of air and nutrient circulators and the click of the pressure valves inside the tanks. Seated at the control console, the lonely figure looked again at the records of experiment status.


It had been necessary to abort the failure on the eleventh station – again the pain, the loss of an old friend. How many more? Fortunately, the replacement was doing very well. Perhaps he was getting closer, perhaps the dream of half a century could be achieved.


He had not chosen his outward form lightly. It was fitting that the greatest scientist of the twenty-second century should pay homage to the giant of the twentieth. But how had his idol borne the guilt of Hiroshima, of Nagasaki? For that secret, he would have given a great deal.




CHAPTER 4


The unexpected loss of the data set containing the unknown liver ID had nagged all night like a subliminad. By the time Bey Wolf reached the Form Control offices his perplexity was showing visibly on his face. As they set off together for Central Hospital, Larsen mistook Wolf’s facial expression for irritation at being called out on a wasted mission the previous night.


‘Just another hour or two. Bey,’ he said, ‘then we’ll have direct evidence.’


Wolf was thoughtful for a moment, chewing at his lip.


‘Maybe, John,’ he said at last. ‘But don’t count on it. I don’t know why it is, but it seems that whenever I get involved in a really interesting case, something comes along and knocks it away. You remember how it was on the Pleasure Dome case.’


Larsen nodded without comment. That had been a tough one, and both men had come close to resigning over it. Illegal form-changes were being carried out in Antarctica, as titillation for the jaded sexual appetites of top political figures. Starting from a segment of ophidian skin picked up in Madrid, Wolf and Larsen had followed the trail little by little and had been close to the final revelation when they had suddenly been called off the case by the central office. The whole thing had been hushed up and left to cool. There must have been some very important players in that particular game.


While the slideways transported them toward the hospital, both men gradually became more subdued. It was a natural response to their surroundings. As the blue glaze of the newer city’s shielded walls became less common, the buildings seemed drab and shabby. The inhabitants moved more furtively, the dirt and the refuse became noticeable. Central Hospital stood at the very edge of Old City, where wealth and success handed over to poverty and failure. Much of the world could not afford the BEC programs and equipment. In the depths of Old City, the old forms of humanity lived side-by-side with the worst surviving failures of the form-change experiments.


The bulk of the hospital loomed at last before them. Very old, built of gray stone, it stood like a massive fortress protecting the new city from Old City. Inside it, the first BEC developments had been given their practical tests – long ago, before the Fall of India, but the importance of the hospital’s work lived on, deep in human memory. All moves to tear it down and replace it with a modern structure had failed. Now it seemed almost a monument to the progress of form-change.


Inside the main lobby, the two men paused and looked about them. The hospital ran with the frantic pace and total organization of an ants’ nest. The status displays in front of the receptionist flickered all the colors of the rainbow, constantly, like the consoles of a spaceport control center.


The young man seated at the controls seemed able to ignore it completely. He was deep in a thick, blue-bound book, his consoles set for audio interrupt should attention be needed. He looked up only when Wolf and Larsen were standing directly in front of him.


‘You need assistance?’ he asked.


Wolf nodded, then looked at him closely. The face, now that it was no longer turned down to the pages of the book, looked suddenly familiar – oddly familiar, but in an impersonal way. Bey felt as though he had seen him on a holograph, without ever seeing the man in person.


‘We should have an appointment with Doctor Morris of the Transplant Department,’ said Larsen. ‘I called him first thing this morning to arrange some ID tests. He told us to come at ten, but we are a little early.’


While Larsen was speaking, Wolf had managed to get a closer look at the book sitting on the desk in front of them. It had been a while since he had seen anyone working from an actual, bound volume. He looked at the open pages; very old, from the overall appearance, and probably made of processed wood pulp. Bey read the title word by word, with some difficulty since the page was upside down; ‘The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus’, by Christopher Marlowe. Suddenly, he was able to complete the connection. He looked again at the man behind the desk, who had picked up a location director, keyed it on, and handed it to Larsen.


‘Follow the directions on this as they come up. It will take you to Doctor Morris’ office. Return it to me when you leave, please. To get back here, all you have to do is press “Return” and it will guide you to the main lobby.’


As Larsen took the director, Wolf leaned over the desk and asked, ‘William Shakespeare?’


The receptionist stared at him in astonishment. ‘Why, that’s quite right. Not one visitor in ten thousand recognizes me, though. How did you know? Are you a poet or a playwright yourself?’


Wolf shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. Just a student of history, and very interested in faces and shapes. I assume that you get a positive feedback from that form, or you wouldn’t be using it. Has it helped a lot?’


The receptionist wrinkled his high forehead in thought, then shrugged. ‘It’s too soon to tell. I’d like to think it’s working. I thought it was worth a try, even though I know that the form-change theorists are skeptical. After all, athletes use the body forms of earlier stars for their models, so why shouldn’t the same method work just as well for an artist? It was a hassle changing to it, but I’ve decided to give it at least a year. If I don’t see real progress in my work by then, I expect I’ll change back to my old form.’


Larsen looked puzzled. ‘Why not stay as you are? The form you have now is a good one. It’s—’


He stopped abruptly in response to a quick kick from Bey, below desk-level. He stared at Wolf for a second, then looked back at the receptionist.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I seem to be a bit dense this morning.’


The receptionist looked back at him with a mixture of amusement and embarrassment. ‘Don’t apologize,’ he said. ‘I’m just surprised that either of you could tell. Is it all that obvious?’ He looked down ruefully at his body.


Bey waved his hand. ‘Not at all obvious,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Don’t forget we’re from the Office of Form Control. It’s our job, we’re supposed to notice forms more than other people do. The only thing that tipped me off was your manner. You still haven’t adjusted that totally, and you were behaving toward us more like a woman than a man.’


‘I guess I’m still not completely used to the male form. It’s more difficult than you might think. You can get used to the extra bits and the missing bits in a few weeks, but it’s the human relationships that really foul you up. Some day when you have a few hours to spare, I could tell you things about the adjustment in my sex life that other people find hilarious. Even I laugh at it now – mind you, I never saw the humor at the time.’


Wolf’s own interests extended to anything and everything and quite overshadowed his tact. He found that he couldn’t resist a question. ‘People who’ve tried both usually say they prefer the female form. Do you agree?’


‘So far, I do. I’m still learning to handle the male form properly, but if it doesn’t pay off in my writing, I’ll be very pleased to change back.’


He paused and looked at the panel in front of him, where a cluster of yellow and violet lights had suddenly started a mad blinking.


‘I’d like to talk to you about your job, sometime, but right now I have to get back to the board. There’s a stuck conveyor on the eighth level, and no mechanics there. I’ll have to try and borrow a couple of machines from Parthenogenetics two floors down.’ He began to key in to his controller. ‘Just go where the location director tells you,’ he said vaguely, already preoccupied completely with his problem.


‘We’re on our way. Good luck with the writing,’ said Wolf.


They went over to the elevators. As they continued up to the fifth floor, Larsen could see a trace of a smile on Wolf’s thin face.


‘All right, Bey, what is it? You only get that expression when there’s a secret joke.’


‘Oh, it’s nothing much,’ said Wolf, though he continued to look very pleased with himself. ‘At least, for the sake of our friend back there I hope that it’s nothing much. I wonder if he knows that for quite a while there have been theories – strong ones – that although the face he is wearing may have belonged to Shakespeare, all the plays were written by somebody else. Maybe he’d be better off trying to form-change to look like Bacon.’


Bey Wolf was a pleasant enough fellow, but to appeal to him a joke had to have a definite twist to it. He was still looking pleased with himself when they reached the office of the Director of Transplants. One thing he hadn’t mentioned to John Larsen was the fact that a number of the theories he had referred to claimed that Shakespeare’s works had been written by a woman.


‘The liver came from a twenty-year-old female hydroponics worker, who had her skull crushed in an industrial accident.’


Doctor Morris, lean, intense and disheveled, removed the reply slip that he had just read from the machine and handed it to John Larsen, who stared at it in disbelief.


‘But that’s impossible! Only yesterday, the ID tests gave a completely different result for that liver. You must have made a mistake, Doctor.’


Morris shook his head firmly. ‘You saw the whole process yourself. You were there when we did the micro-biopsy on the transplanted liver. You saw me prepare the specimen and enter the sample for chromosome analysis. You saw the computer matching I just gave you. Mr Larsen, there are no other steps or possible sources of error. I think you are right, there has been a mistake all right – but it was made by the medical student who gave you the report.’


‘But he told me that he did it three separate times.’


‘Then he probably did it wrong three times. It is no new thing to repeat a mistake. I trust that you are not about to do that yourself.’


Larsen was flushed with anger and embarrassment, and Morris, pale and overworked, was clearly resentful at what he thought was a careless waste of his precious time. Wolf stepped in to try and create a less heated atmosphere.


‘One thing puzzles me a bit,’ he said. ‘Why did you use a transplant, Doctor Morris? Wouldn’t it have been easier to redevelop a healthy liver, using the bio-feedback machines and a suitable program?’


Morris cooled a little. He did not appear to find it strange that a specialist in form-change work should ask such a naive question.


‘Normally you would be quite right, Mr Wolf. We use transplants for two reasons. Sometimes the original organ has been so suddenly and severely damaged that we do not have time to use the regrowth programs. More often, it is a question of speed and convenience.’


‘You mean in convalescence time?’


‘Certainly. If I were to give you a new liver from a transplant, you would spend maybe a hundred hours, maximum, working with the bio-feedback machines. You would need to adjust immune responses and body chemistry balance, and that would be all. With luck, you might be able to get away with as little as fifty hours in interaction. If you wanted to regrow a whole liver, though, and you weren’t willing to wait for natural regeneration – which would happen eventually, in the case of the liver – well, you’d probably be faced with at least a thousand hours of work with the machines.’


Wolf nodded. ‘That all makes sense. But didn’t you check the ID of this particular liver, before you even began the operation?’


‘That’s not the way the system works.’ Morris went over to a wall screen, and called out a display of the hospital operational flow. ‘You can see it easiest if you follow it here. When the organs are first taken from their donors, they are logged in at this point by a human. Then, as you can see, the computer takes over. It sets up the tests to determine the ID, checks the main physical features of the donor and the organ, fixes the place where it will be stored, and so on. All that information goes to the permanent data banks. Then, when we need a donor organ, such as a liver, the computer matches the information about the physical type and condition of the patient with the data on all the available livers in the organ bank. It picks out the most suitable one for the operation. Everything after the original logging-in is automatic, so the question of checking the ID never arises.’


He came back from the wall display and looked questioningly at Wolf, whose face was still thoughtful.


‘So what you’re telling us, Doctor,’ said Bey, ‘is that you never have any organs in the banks which didn’t have an ID check made when they first entered it?’


‘Not for adults. Of course, there are many infant organs that don’t have their IDs filed. Anything that fails the humanity tests is never given an ID – the computer creates a separate file in the data bank for the information about those organs.’


‘So it is possible for a liver to be in the organ, banks, and yet have no ID.’


‘An infant’s liver, from a humanity test failure. Look, Mr Wolf, I see where you’re heading, and I can assure you that it won’t work.’ Morris came to the long table and sat down facing Wolf and Larsen. He ran his hand over his long jaw, then looked at his watch. ‘I have things that I must do, very soon, but let me point out the realities of this case. The patient who received the liver, as you saw for yourself, was a young adult. The liver we used on her was fully grown, or close to it. I saw it myself at the time of the operation. It certainly didn’t come from any infant, and we would never use infant organs except for children’s operations.’


Wolf shrugged his shoulders resignedly. ‘That’s it, then. We won’t take up any more of your time. I’m sorry that we’ve been a nuisance on this, but we have to do our job.’


They rose from the table and turned to leave. Before they reached the doorway, a gray-haired man entered and waved casually to Morris.


‘Hi, Ernst,’ he said. ‘Don’t let me interrupt you. I noticed from the visitors log that you have people in from Form Control, so I thought I’d stop by and see what’s happening.’


‘They were just about to leave,’ said Morris. ‘Mr Wolf and Mr Larsen, I’d like to introduce you to Robert Capman, the Director of Central Hospital. This is an unexpected visit. According to the hospital daily scheduler, you have a meeting this morning with the Building and Construction Committee.’


‘I do. I’m on my way there now.’ Capman gave Wolf and Larsen a rapid and penetrating look. ‘I hope that you gentlemen were able to get the information that you wanted.’


Wolf smiled and shrugged. ‘Not quite what we hoped we’d get. I’m afraid that we ran into a dead end.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Capman smiled also. ‘If it’s any consolation to you, that happens to us all the time on our work here.’


Again, he gave Wolf and Larsen that cool and curiously purposeful look. Bey felt a sudden heightening of his own level of attention. He returned Capman’s measured scrutiny for several seconds, until the latter abruptly nodded at the wall display and waved his hand in farewell.


‘I’ll have to go. I’m supposed to be making a statement to the Committee in four minutes time.’


‘Problems?’ asked Morris.


‘Same old issue. A new proposal to raze Central Hospital and put us all out in the green belt, away from the tough part of the city. They’ll be broadcasting the hearings on closed circuit, if you’re interested, Channel twenty-three.’


He turned and hurried out. Wolf raised his eyebrows. ‘Is he always in that much of a hurry?’


Morris nodded. ‘Always. He’s amazing, the work-load he tackles. The best combination of theorist and experimenter that I’ve ever met.’ He seemed to have calmed down completely from his earlier irritation. ‘Not only that, but you should see him handle a difficult committee.’


‘I’d like to.’ Wolf chose to take him literally. ‘Provided that you don’t mind us staying here to watch the display. One more thing about that liver.’ His tone was carefully casual. ‘What about the children who pass the humanity tests but have some sort of physical deformity? You did mention that you use infant organs in children’s operations. Are they taken from the ones who fail the tests?’


‘Usually. But what of it?’


‘Well, don’t you sometimes grow the organs you need, in an artificial environment, until they’re the size you want for the child?’


‘We try to complete any repair work before the children can walk or speak; in fact we begin work right after the humanity tests are over. But you are quite correct, we do sometimes grow an organ that we need from infant to older size, and we do that from humanity-test reject stock. However, it’s all done over in Children’s Hospital, out on the west side. They have special, child-size feedback machines there. We also prefer to do it there for control reasons. As you very well know, there are heavy penalties for allowing anyone to use a biofeedback machine if they are between two and eighteen years old – except for medical repair work, of course, and that is done under very close scrutiny. We like to get the children away from here completely, to prevent any accidental access here to form-change equipment.’


Morris turned to the display screen and lifted the channel selector. ‘I suppose that I should admire your persistence, Mr Wolf, but I assure you that it doesn’t lead anywhere. Why, may I ask, do you lay all this emphasis on children?’


‘There was one other thing in the report from Luis Rad-Kato – the medical student. He says that he not only did an ID check on the liver, he did an age test, too. The age he determined was twelve years.’


‘Then that proves he doesn’t know what he’s doing. There are no organs used here from child donors. That work would be done over at Children’s Hospital. Your comment to Capman was a good one – you are trying to pursue this whole thing through a dead end. Spend your time on something else, that’s my advice.’


While he was speaking, the display screen from Channel Twenty-three came alive. The three men turned to it and fell silent.


‘From choice, I wear the form of early middle age.’


Capman, in the few minutes since he had left the Transplant Department, had found the time to remove his hospital uniform and don a business suit. The committee who listened to him were wearing the same colorful apparel, and appeared to be composed largely of businessmen.


‘However,’ went on Capman, ‘I am in fact quite old – older than any of you here. Fortunately, I am of long-lived stock, and I hope that I have at least twenty more productive years ahead of me. I am also fortunate enough to be blessed with a retentive memory, which has made my experiences still vivid. It is the benefit of that experience that I wish to offer to you today.’


‘On his high horse,’ said Morris quietly. ‘He never goes in for that sort of pomposity when he’s working in the Hospital. He knows his audience.’


‘My exact age is perhaps irrelevant,’ continued Capman. ‘but I can remember the days before “Lucy’s in the Water” was one of the children’s nursery songs.’


He paused for the predictable stir of surprise from the committee. Larsen turned to Wolf.


‘How long ago was that, Bey?’


Wolf’s expression mirrored his surprise. ‘If my memory is correct, it is very close to a century. I know it was well over ninety years ago.’


Wolf looked with increased interest at the man on the screen. Capman was old. ‘Lucy’s in the Water’, like ‘Ring-a-Ring-a-Roses’ long before it, told of a real event. Not the Black Death, as in the older children’s song, but the Lucy massacre, when the Hallucinogenic Freedom League – the Lucies – had dumped drugs into the water supply lines of major cities. Nearly a billion people had died in the chaos that followed, as starvation, exposure, epidemic and mindless combat walked the cities and exacted their tribute. It was the only occasion in four hundred years when the population had, however briefly, ceased its upward surge.


‘I remember the time,’ went on Capman, ‘when cosmetic form-change was unknown and medical form-change was still difficult, dangerous and expensive; when it would take months of hard work to achieve a change that we can manage now in weeks or days; when fingerprint and voiceprint patterns were still in use as a legal form of identification, because the law had yet to accept the elementary fact that a man who can grow a new arm can easily change his larynx or his fingertips.’


Wolf frowned. The audience that Capman was addressing seemed to be lapping it up, but he was almost certain that the speaker was indulging in a little artistic license. The first developments Capman was referring to had begun even further in the past than the Lucies. In a sense, they had begun way back in the nineteenth century, with the first experiments on limb regeneration of amphibians. Many lower animals could regrow a lost limb. A man could not. Why?


No one could answer that question, until two fields, both mature and well-explored in themselves, had come together in a surprising way in the 1990s: biological feedback, and real-time computer control.


It was already known in the 1960s that a human could use display feedback devices to influence his own involuntary nervous system, even to the point where the basic electrical wave rhythms of the brain could be modified. At the same time, computer-controlled instrumentation had been developing, permitting electronic feedback of computed signals continuously and in real time. Ergan Melford had taken those two basic tools and put them to work together.


Success in minor things came first, with the replacement of lost hair and teeth. From those primitive beginnings, advances had come slowly but steadily. Replacement of lost fingertips was soon followed by programs for the correction of congenital malfunctions, for the treatment of disease, and for the control of the degenerative aspects of aging. That might have been enough for most people, but Ergan Melford had seen far beyond that. At the time that he had founded the Biological Equipment Corporation, he already had his long-term goal defined.


The dam broke on the day that Melford released his first general catalog. Programs were listed for sale that would allow a user to apply the biological feedback equipment to modify his appearance – and all the world, as Melford well knew, wanted to be taller, shorter, more beautiful, better proportioned. Suddenly, form-change programs could be purchased to allow men and women to be what they chose to be – and BEC, seventy-five percent owned by Ergan Melford, had a monopoly on the main equipment and programs, and held all the patents.


On the screen, Capman continued to build his case. ‘I remember, even though most of you do not, the strange results of the early days of form-change experiments. That was before the illegal forms had been defined, still less understood. We saw sexual monsters, physical freaks, all the repressions of a generation, released in one great flood.


‘You do not remember what it was like before we had an Office of Form Control. I remember it well. It was chaos.’


Larsen noticed that Morris was looking across at him. ‘It’s not far from chaos now, in the office we’re in. We still see the wildest forms you can imagine. I suppose the policy now is to get the chaos off the streets, and into the Office of Form Control.’


Wolf waved him to silence before he could go into details with office anecdotes. Capman, still on screen, was again building his edifice of logic and persuasion. He had tremendous presence and conviction. Bey was beginning to understand the basis for the respect and reverence that showed through when Morris and others at the Hospital spoke about their Director.


‘All these things I remember, personally – not by second-hand reporting. Perhaps you, as members of this committee, wonder what all this has to do with the proposal to tear down Central Hospital and build a new facility outside the city. It has a great deal to do with it. In every one of the events that I have referred to, this hospital – Central Hospital, this unique structure – has played a key and crucial role. To most people, this building is a tangible monument to the past of form-change development. Much of that past has been disturbing and frightening, but we must remember it. If we forget history, we may be obliged to repeat it. What better reminder of our difficult past could there be than the continued presence of this building, as an active, working center? What better assurance can we have that form-change is under control, and is being handled with real care?’


Capman paused for a long moment, and looked around the committee, meeting each man or woman eye to eye as though willing their support.


‘I should finish by saying one more thing to you,’ he said. ‘To me, the idea of removing such a monument to human progress is unthinkable. I do not relish the idea of working, myself, in any other facility. Thank you.’


Capman had swept up his papers, nodded to the committee, and was already on his way out of the room before the applause could begin.


‘That was the clincher,’ said Morris. He looked ready to applaud, himself. ‘I wondered if he’d say that last point. The committee is terrified of the idea that he might resign if they go too far. They’d get so much grief from everybody else, they won’t press the point.’


He had clearly lost all signs of his earlier irritation with Wolf and Larsen. As they prepared to leave the hospital, he even assured Wolf of his continued cooperation, should anything new be discovered. They said polite farewells inside the hospital, but once outside they felt free to let their own feelings show.


‘Tokhmir! Where do we go from here, John? That got us absolutely nowhere.’


‘I know. I guess we’ll have to give it up. Rad-Kato made a mistake, and we’ve chased it into the ground. Isn’t that the way it seems to you?’


‘Almost. The one thing I still can’t swallow is the loss of those data records last night. The timing on that was just too bad to be true. I’ll admit that coincidences are inevitable, but I want to look at each one good and hard before I’ll accept that there’s only chance at work. Let’s give it one more try. Let’s call Rad-Kato again when we get back to the office.’




CHAPTER 5


‘I am quite sure, Mr Larsen.’ The medical student was young, and obviously a little uncomfortable, but his holo-image showed a firm jaw and a positive look in his eyes. ‘Despite what you heard from Doctor Morris, and I think I can guess his views, I assure you that I did not make a mistake. The ID that I gave to you yesterday was correctly determined. More than that, I can prove it.’


Larsen pursed his lips and looked across at Wolf, standing beside him. ‘I’m sorry, Luis, but we went through all that already, in detail. The liver for the patient who received the transplant was given a micro-biopsy for us today. We were there, and we watched every stage of the process. We found a different ID, one that’s in the central data bank files.’


Rad-Kato was clearly surprised, but he looked stubborn.


‘Then perhaps they got the wrong patient, or perhaps they made a mistake in their testing.’


‘Impossible, Luis.’ Larsen shook his head. ‘I tell you, we watched the whole thing.’


‘Even so, I can prove my point. You see, I didn’t mention this last night, because I didn’t think it was relevant, but I wanted to run a full enzyme analysis on the sample that I took, as well as doing the chromosome ID. I didn’t have time to do all the work last night. So I stored a part of the sample in the deep freeze over at the hospital. I was going to do the rest of the work tonight.’


Wolf clapped his hands together exultantly. ‘That’s it, John! It’s time we had a break. We’ve had nothing but bad luck so far on this. Look’ – to Rad Kato – ‘can you stay right where you are until we get over there? We need part of that sample.’


‘Sure. I’m in Fertility. I’ll ask the receptionist to send you to this Department when you arrive.’


‘No – that’s just what you don’t do. Don’t tell anybody, not even your own mother, that you have that sample. Don’t even do anything to suggest that Form Control are interested in it. We’ll have someone over in twenty minutes.’


Wolf cut the connection and turned to Larsen. ‘John, can you get over there at once and pick up the tissue sample? Bring Rad-Kato with you, and do the test with him in our own ID matching facilities. I would go with you, but I’m beginning to get ideas on what may be going on in this business. I need to get to a terminal and work with the computers. If I’m right, we’ve seen some very fast footwork in the past twenty-four hours. I want to find out who’s doing it.’


Before Larsen had even left the room, Wolf had turned to the terminal and begun to call out data files. It was going to be a long, tedious business, even if he were right – especially if he were right. He was still feeling his way through the intricacies of the software that protected files from outside interference when Larsen returned with the results of their own test of the liver sample. Rad-Kato had been right. He had made no mistake on his previous analysis; the liver ID corresponded to nothing in the central data bank files. Wolf nodded his satisfaction at the results, waved Larsen away, and carried on with his slow, painstaking search.


In the eighteen hours that followed Wolf moved only once from his chair, to find the bathroom drug cabinet and swallow enough cortamine to keep him awake and alert through the long night. It wasn’t going to be too bad. The old tingle of excitement and anticipation was back. That would help more than drugs.


In the hidden underground lab three miles from Wolf’s office, two red tell-tales in the central control section began to blink and a soft, intermittent buzzer was sounding. When the solitary man at the console called out the monitor messages, the inference was easy. Certain strings of interrogators were being used to question the central medical data files. His software that looked for such queries was more than five years old, and had never before been called upon. He thanked his foresight.


One more tactic was available, but it would probably be only a delayer, and not much of that. The white-coated figure sighed and canceled the monitor messages. It was the time he had planned for, the point where the phase-out had to begin and the next phase be initiated. He needed to place a call to Tycho City and accelerate the transition. Fortunately, the man he wanted was back on the Moon.


‘Sit down, John. When you hear this you’ll need some support.’


Wolf was unshaven, fidgety, and black under the eyes. His shoes were off and he was surrounded by untidy heaps of output listings. Larsen squeezed himself into one of the few clear spots next to the terminal.


‘You look as though you need some support yourself. My God, Bey, what have you been doing here? You look as though you haven’t had any sleep for a week. Did you work right through?’


‘Not quite that bad. A day.’ Wolf leaned back, exhausted but satisfied. ‘John, what did you think when you found out that Rad-Kato was right?’


‘I was off on another case all yesterday and this morning, so I haven’t been worrying too much about it. I thought for a while that Morris must have done something like palming the sample and substituting another one for it. The more I thought about that, the more ridiculous it seemed.’


Wolf nodded. ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself. That was the sort of thing that was going through my head, too. We were both watching him, so it was difficult to see how he could have done it – or why he would want to. That’s when I began trying to think of some other way that it could have happened. I began worrying again about the computer failure and the loss of the records that we wanted, the first night on the case. Two days ago, was it?’


Wolf leaned back again in his chair. ‘It feels more like two weeks. Anyway, I used the terminal here to ask for the statistics on the loss of medical records due to hardware failure, similar to the one that happened to us. That was my first surprise. There were eighty examples. It meant that the loss of medical data was averaging ten times higher than other data types.’


‘You mean that the medical data bank hardware is less reliable than average, Bey? That doesn’t sound plausible.’


‘I agree, but that’s what the statistics seemed to be telling me. I couldn’t believe it, either. So I asked for the medical statistics, year by year, working backwards. There was high data loss every year in the medical records, until I got back to a time twenty-seven years ago. Then, suddenly, the rate of data loss for medical information dropped to about the same level as everything else.’


Wolf had risen from his chair and begun to pace the cluttered office.


‘So where did that leave me? It looked as though some medical records were being destroyed intentionally. I went back to the terminal, to ask for a listing of the specific data areas that had been lost in the medical records, year by year. The problem was, by definition, the information about the missing areas had to be incomplete. Anyway, I got all I could, then I tried to deduce what it was that the lost data files must have contained.’


Larsen was shaking his head doubtfully. ‘Bey it doesn’t sound like a method that we can place much reliance on. There’s no way that you could check what you deduce. That would need a copy of the missing files, and they are gone for ever.’


‘I know. Take my advice, John, and don’t ever try it. It’s like trying to tell what a man is thinking from the shape of his hat. It’s damned near hopeless and I could only get generalities. I squeezed out four key references with twenty-two hours of effort.’


He stopped and took a deep breath. ‘Well, here’s something for you to chew on, John. Did you ever hear – or can you suggest any possible meaning – of research projects with these names: Proteus, Lungfish, Janus and Timeset?’


Larsen grimaced and shook his head. ‘I don’t know about the possible meanings, but I can tell you right now that I’ve never heard of any of them.’


‘Well, that’s no surprise, I’m in the same position. I got those names by going to the index files that define the contents of data areas, then querying for the missing files. Apart from the names I came up with, I found out only one other thing. All the four have one common feature – the same key medical investigator.’


‘Morris?’


‘I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had been that, John. But it goes higher: Capman. I think that Robert Capman has been purging the data files of certain records, and faking it to make it look as though the loss is the result of a hardware failure. I told you you’d need a seat.’


Larsen was shaking his head firmly. ‘No way, Bey. No way. You’re out of your mind. Look, Capman’s the director of the hospital – you’d expect his name to show up all over the medical references.’


‘Sure I would. But he isn’t just the overall administrator of those projects, John, he’s the single, key investigator.’


‘Even so, Bey, I can’t buy it. Capman’s supposed to be one of the best minds of the century – of any century. Right? He’s a consultant to the General Coordinators. He’s a technical advisor to the USF. You’ll have to offer a motive. Why would he want to destroy data, even if he could? Can you give me one reason?’


Wolf sighed. ‘That’s the real hell of it. I can’t give you a single, unarguable reason. All I can do is give you a whole series of things that seem to tie in to Capman. If you believe in the idea of convergence of evidence, it makes a pretty persuasive picture.


‘One.’ He began to check off the points on his fingers. ‘Capman is a computer expert – most medical people are not. He knows the hardware and the software that’s used in Central Hospital better than anyone else. I asked you how we could get the wrong liver ID when Morris did the test. I can think of only one way. Morris put the sample in correctly – we saw him do it – but the data search procedures that handle the ID matching had been tampered with. Somebody put in a software patch that reported back to us with the wrong ID. Morris had nothing to do with it. Now, I’ll admit that doesn’t really do one thing to link us to Capman – it’s wild conjecture.


‘Two. Capman has been at the hospital, in a high position, for a long time. Whatever is going on there began at least twenty-seven years ago.’


‘Bey,’ broke in Larsen impatiently, ‘you can’t accuse a man just because he’s been in a job for a long time. I’m telling you, if you tried to present this to anyone else, they’d laugh you out of their offices. You don’t have one scrap of evidence.’


‘Not that I could offer in a court of law, John. But let me keep going for a while. It builds up.’


Wolf had on his face a look that John Larsen had learned to respect, an inward conviction that only followed a long period of hard, analytical thought.


‘Three. Capman has full access to the transplant organ banks. He would have no trouble in placing organs into them, or in getting them out if he wanted to. He could have disposed of unwanted organs there, and the chance that he would be found out would be very small. It would need a freakish accident – such as the test that Luis Rad-Kato did the other night, by sheer chance.


‘A couple more points, then I’ll let you have your say. According to the records, Robert Capman personally does the final review of the humanity-test results that are carried out at Central Hospital. If those results were being tampered with, Capman is the one person who could get away with it safely – anybody else would run the risk of discovery by Capman himself. Last point: look at the hospital organization chart. All the activities I’ve mentioned lead to Capman.’


Wolf flashed a chart onto the display screen, with added red lines to show the links to Capman. Larsen looked at it with stony skepticism.


‘So what, Bey? Of course they all lead to him. Damn it, he’s the director, they have to lead to him. He’s ultimately responsible for everything that’s done there.’


Wolf shook his head wearily. ‘We’re going round in circles. Those lines I added end with Capman, sure – but not in his capacity as Director. They end far below that, at a project level. It looks as though he chose to take a direct and personal interest in those selected activities. Why just those?


‘There are a couple more things that, I haven’t had the time to explore yet. One of them would need a trip back to the hospital. Capman apparently has a private lab on the first floor of the place, next to his living quarters. No one knows what he does there, and the lab is unattended except for the robo-cleaners. Capman’s an insomniac who gets by on two or three hours sleep a night, so he usually works in the lab, alone, to three or four in the morning. What does he do there?’


Wolf looked at his notes. ‘That’s about it, except for a couple of points that are less tangible.’


‘Less tangible!’ Larsen snorted in disgust, but Wolf was not about to stop.


‘Didn’t you find it peculiar, John, the way that Capman “dropped in” on our meeting with Morris? He had no reason to – unless he wanted to get his own feel for what we were doing on the investigation. I don’t know how aware of it you were, but he looked at the two of us as though he had us under a microscope. I’ve never had such a feeling before of being weighed and measured by someone.


‘One final point, then I’m done. Capman has had absolute control of that hospital for forty years. Everybody there knows he’s a genius and they do whatever he wants without questioning it much. If I know anything at all about human psychology, he probably thinks by this time that he’s above the ordinary laws.’


Larsen was looking at him quizzically. ‘That’s all very nice, Bey. Now give me some real evidence. You have a lot of circumstantial points. With one piece of solid fact about the case, I’d even be convinced. But everything you’ve said is still guesswork and intuition. I’ll be the first to admit that you’re rarely wrong on this sort of hunch, but—’


He was interrupted by the soft buzz of the intercom. Wolf keyed his wrist remote and fell silent for a few seconds, listening to the private line accessing his phone implant. Then he cut the connection and turned to Larsen.


‘Real evidence, John? Here’s your solid fact, as hard a one as you could ask for. That was Steuben himself on the phone, and he was relaying a message from two levels higher up yet. There is a request for our services – the two of us, specifically, by name – to help investigate a form-change problem for the USF on Tycho Base.’


‘When?’


‘At once. We have orders to drop any other cases that we’re working on – Steuben didn’t say what they were, and I doubt if he even knows – and leave tomorrow for the Moon. Apparently the request came direct from the office of the General Coordinators. When does coincidence get to be past believing?’


‘I don’t know anybody at all in the General Coordinators’ office, Bey, and I’m pretty sure they don’t know me. Do you know people there?’


‘Not a soul. But somebody there – or one of their special consultants, such as you-know-who – seems to want us off the case we’re on now. So somebody knows us and what we’re doing. Like to take a bet?’


Larsen’s face had begun to flush red. He looked again at the display of the Central Hospital organization, with its glowing lines leading to Capman, and swore softly.


‘Bey, I won’t take that twice. The business with Pleasure Dome was the last time I’ll let them call me off. But they’ve got us trapped on this. We can’t refuse a valid assignment – and for all we know the Tycho Base job is a real one. If only we had more time here. What can we do in one day?’


Wolf looked pale, but he was ready for a fight. He rose to his feet. ‘We can do at least one thing, John, before they can stop us. We can take a look at Capman’s private lab.’


‘But we’d need a search warrant from head office before we can do that.’


‘Leave that to me. It reveals exactly what we’re doing, but that can’t be helped. We have to get over there this afternoon, while Morris is still on duty. I don’t know how far we’ll get, but we may need some assistance.’


‘What are you expecting to find, Bey?’


‘If I could tell you that, we wouldn’t need to go. I feel the same as you do – I’m not willing to be pulled off a case so easily this time, no matter where the order comes from. I want to know how those projects in the missing files – Proteus and the rest of them – tie in to that unidentifiable liver in the Transplant Department. We don’t have much time. Let’s plan to get out of here half an hour from now.’




CHAPTER 6


On the way to the hospital, Larsen became silent and uncommunicative. Wolf noticed that he was listening intently to his phone implant, and guessed at the reason.


‘Any change on the situation at home, John?’ he asked, when Larsen finally cut the connection.


Larsen looked somber. He shook his head. ‘Nothing new, I’m afraid. She’s still going down fast. She knows it, too. She’s using the machines all the time but it’s not doing any good.’


He drew a deep breath, then added, ‘How do you tell someone you love that the best solution now is to go gracefully?’


Wolf could not give him an answer. It was a problem that every family dreaded. Just as BEC’s work had provided an answer to the old question of defining humanity, it also provided a definition of old age. Life expectancy was still about a century for most people; fertile, healthy years spent in peak physical condition. Then one day the brain lost its power to follow the profile of the bio-feed-back regimes. Rapid physical and mental decline followed, each reinforcing the other. Most people chose to visit the Euth Club as soon as they realized what was happening. An unfortunate few, afraid of the unknowns of death, rode the roller-coaster all the way down.


Larsen finally broke the silence. ‘You know, Bey, I’ve never seen old age before. Can you imagine what it must have been like when half the world was old? Losing hair and teeth and eyesight and hearing.’ He shuddered. ‘A couple of hundred years ago, I suppose it was all like that. How could they stand it? Why didn’t they become insane?’


Wolf looked at him closely. With a difficult time coming at Central Hospital, he had to be sure that Larsen was up to it.


‘They had a different attitude in those days, John,’ he said. ‘Aging used to be considered as normal, not as a degenerative disease. In fact, some of the signs used to be thought of as assets – proof of experience. Imagine living a couple of hundred years before that, if you really want to scare yourself. Life expectancy in the thirties – and no anesthetics, no decent pain-killers, and no decent surgery.’


‘Sure, but somehow you can’t really think of it. You only really know it when you see it for yourself. It’s like being told that in the old days people lived their whole lives blind, or with a congenital heart defect, or missing a limb. You don’t question it, but you can’t imagine what it must have been like.’


They moved on, and finally Wolf spoke again.


‘Not just physical problems, either. If your body and appearance were fixed at birth, think how many emotional and sexual problems you might have.’


The outline of Central Hospital was looming again before them. They left the slideways and stood together in front of the massive granite columns bordering the main entrance. Each time they entered, it seemed that old fears were stirred. Both men had taken the humanity-tests here, although of course they had been too young to have any memory of it. This time it was Larsen who finally took Wolf by the arm and moved them forward.


‘Come on, Bey,’ he said, ‘They won’t test us again. But I’m not sure you’d pass if they did. A lot of people in Form Control say part of you isn’t human. Where did you get the knack of sniffing out the forbidden forms the way you do? They all ask me, and I never have a good answer.’


Wolf looked hard at Larsen, before he at last relaxed and laughed. ‘They could do it as well as I can if they used the same methods and worked at it as hard. I look for peculiarities – in the way people look, or the way they sound and dress and move and smell – anything that doesn’t fit. After a few years it gets to be subconscious evaluation. I sometimes couldn’t tell you what the giveaway was on a forbidden form. I’d have to give it a lot of thought, after the fact.’


They were through the great studded doors. The same receptionist was on duty. He greeted them cheerfully.


‘You two seem to have caught Doctor Capman’s fancy. He gave me this code for you. You can use it anywhere in the hospital – he said you would need it when you got here.’


He smiled and handed an eight-digit dial-code to Wolf, who looked at Larsen in surprise.


‘John, did you call and say we were coming?’


‘No. Did you?’


‘Of course not. So how the devil did he—?’


Wolf broke off and walked quickly to a wall query-point. He entered the code and a brief message at once flashed onto the viewing screen. ‘Mr Wolf and Mr Larsen are to be given access to all units of the hospital. All staff are requested to cooperate fully with Office of Form Control investigations. By order of the Director, Robert Capman.’


Larsen frowned in bewilderment. ‘He can’t have known we’d be here. We only decided it half an hour ago.’


Wolf was already walking toward the elevator. ‘Believe it or not, John, he knew. We’ll find out how some other time. Come on.’


As they were about to enter the elevator, they were met by Doctor Morris, who burst at once into excited speech. ‘What’s going on here? Capman canceled all his appointments for today, just half an hour ago. He told me to wait here for you. It’s completely unprecedented.’


Wolf’s eyes were restless and troubled. ‘We don’t have time to explain now, but we need help. Where is Capman’s private lab? It’s somewhere on this floor, right?’


‘It is, along this corridor. But Mr Wolf, you can’t go in there. The Director has strict orders that he is not to be disturbed. It is a standard—’


He broke off when Wolf slid open the door, to reveal an empty study. The other two followed him as he went in and looked around. Wolf turned again to Morris.


‘Where’s the private lab?’


‘Through here.’ He led the way into an adjoining room that was equipped as a small but sophisticated laboratory. It too was empty. They quickly examined both rooms, until Larsen discovered an elevator in a corner closet of the lab.


‘Doctor, where does this lead?’ asked Wolf.


‘Why – I don’t know. I didn’t even know it was there. It must have been left over from the time before the new lift tubes were installed. But that’s over thirty years ago.’


The elevator had only one working button. Larsen pressed it and the three men descended in silence. Morris was counting to himself. When they stopped, he thought for a moment and nodded.


‘We’re four floors underground now, if I counted them correctly. I don’t know of any hospital facilities this deep under the building. It has to be very old – before my time here.’


The room they stepped out into, however, showed no signs of age. It was dust-free and newly painted. At its far end stood a large vault door, with a combination lock built into the face. Wolf looked at it for a few seconds, then turned to Larsen.


‘We don’t have too many options. Good thing it’s not a new model. Think you can handle it, John?’


Larsen walked up to the vault door and studied it quietly for a few minutes, then nodded. He began to move the jeweled key-settings delicately, pausing at each one. After twenty minutes of intense work, with frequent checks on his percomp, he drew a deep breath and carefully keyed in a full combination. He pulled, and following a moment’s hesitation the great door swung open. They walked forward into a long, dimly lit room.


Morris pointed at once to the line of great sealed tanks that ran along both walls of the room.


‘Those shouldn’t be here! They’re special form-change tanks. They are like the ones we use for infants with birth-defects, but these are ten times the size. There shouldn’t be units like this anywhere in this hospital.’


He moved swiftly along the room, inspecting each tank and examining its monitors. Then he came back to Wolf and Larsen, eyes wide.


‘Twenty units, and fourteen of them occupied.’ His voice was shaking. ‘I don’t know who is inside them, but I am quite certain that this whole unit is not part of the hospital facilities. It’s a completely unauthorized form-change lab.’


Wolf looked at Larsen with grim satisfaction. He turned again to Morris.


‘Can you tell us just what change work is going on in here?’


Morris thought for a moment, then replied, ‘If this is the usual lay-out, there has to be a control room somewhere. All the work records on the changes should be there – computer software, experimental designs, everything. It’s not at this end.’


They hurried together along the length of the room. Morris muttered to himself in satisfaction when he saw the control room there. He went to the console and at once began to call out records for each of the experiment stations in turn. As he worked, his face grew paler and his brow was beaded with sweat. At last he spoke, slowly and in hushed tones.


‘There are missing records, but I can already tell you something terrible – and highly illegal – has been going on here. There are humans in fourteen of those tanks. They are being programmed to adapt to pre-specified forms, built into the control software. And I can tell you one other thing. The subjects in the tanks are definitely of an illegal age for form-change work – my rough estimate puts them between two years old and sixteen years old, all of them.’


It took a few seconds for that to sink in. Then Larsen said quietly. ‘You are telling us that there are human children in those tanks. That’s monstrous. How can a child assess the risks that go with form-change?’


‘They can’t. In this case, the question of knowing the risk does not arise. The arrangement is a very special one, never used legally. We’ve known how to apply it, in principle, for many years. The stimulus to achieve a programmed form-change is being applied directly to the pleasure centers of their brains. In effect, they have no choice at all. These children are being forced to strive for the programmed changes by the strongest possible stimulus.’


He leaned back in the control console chair and put both hands to his perspiring forehead. When he finally spoke again, his voice was slurred and weary.


‘I can’t believe it. I simply can’t believe it, even though I see it. In Central Hospital, and with Capman involved. He’s been my idol ever since I left medical school. He seemed more concerned for individuals, and for humanity as a whole, than anyone I ever met. Never cared for money, or possessions. Now he’s mixed up in this. It makes no sense …’


His voice cracked and he sat hunched and motionless in his chair. After a few seconds, Wolf intruded on his troubled reverie.


‘Doctor, is there any way that you can tell us what form-changes were being used here?’


Morris roused himself a little and shook his head. ‘Not without the missing records. Capman must have kept those separately somewhere. I can get the computer listings through the display here, but it would be a terrible job to deduce the program purpose from the object listings. Even short subroutines can take hours to understand. There’s a piece of code here, for example, that occurs over and over in two of the experiments. But its use is obscure.’


‘What do you think it is, Doctor?’ asked Bey. ‘I know you can’t tell us exactly, but can you get even a rough idea?’


Morris looked dubious. ‘I’ll be reading it out of context, of course. It looks like a straightforward delay loop. The effect is to make each program instruction execute for a pre-set number of times before moving on to the next one. So everything would be slowed down by that same factor, set by the user.’


‘But what would it do?’


‘Heaven knows. These programs are all real-time and interactive, so it would be nonsensical to slow them all down.’ He paused for a second, then added, ‘But remember, these programs were presumably designed by Robert Capman. He’s a genius of the first rank, and I’m not. The fact that I can’t understand what is being done here means nothing. We need Capman’s own notes and experimental design before we can really tell what he was doing.’


Wolf was pacing the control room, eyes unfocussed and manner intent.


‘That’s not going to be easy. Capman has left the hospital, I’ll bet my brains on it. Why else would he have given us free run of the place? I don’t understand why he did that, even if he knew we were onto him. Somehow he must have tracked what we were doing, and decided he couldn’t stop us. But unless we do trace him, we may never know what he was doing here.’


He turned to Larsen in sudden decision. ‘John, go and get a trace sensor. It’s my bet that Capman has been here, in this room, in the past hour. We have to try and go after him, even if it’s only for his own protection. Can you imagine the public reaction if people found out he had been stealing human babies for form-change experiments? They’d tear him apart. He must have got the children by faking the results of the humanity-tests. That’s why their IDs aren’t on file.’


Larsen hurried out of the vault. As he left, Morris suddenly looked hopeful.


‘Wait a minute,’ he said. ‘Suppose that Capman were working with subjects that had failed the humanity-tests. That wouldn’t be as bad as using human babies.’


Wolf shook his head. ‘I had that thought, too. But it can’t work. Remember, the whole point of the humanity-test is that non-humans can’t perform purposive form-change. So they must be humans he’s using, by definition. Not only that, remember that the liver we found came from a twelve year old. Capman didn’t just have experiments, he had failed experiments, too. The organ banks were a convenient way of disposing of those, with small risk of discovery.’


He continued to pace the room impatiently, while Morris sat slumped in silent shock and despair.


‘God, I wish John would hurry up,’ said Wolf at last. ‘We need that tracer. Unless we can get a quick idea where Capman went, we’re stuck.’


He continued his pacing, looking at the fittings of the control room. The communicator set next to the control console looked like a special purpose unit, one of the old models. All the response codes for setting up messages had changed since they were used – which meant any dial-code might key different responses. Bey thought for a moment, then entered the eight-digit dial-code that had been left for him by Capman at the main lobby. This time, instead of the earlier message requesting cooperation with Form Control, a much longer message scrolled steadily into the viewer. Bey read it with steadily increasing amazement.


‘Dear Mr Wolf. Since you are reading this, you are in the private vault and have, as I feared after our first meeting, deduced the nature of my work here. I have known for many years that this day must come eventually, and I have resigned myself to the fact that this work will probably not be completed under my direction. Mr Wolf, you may not know it yet, but you and I are two specimens of a very rare breed. It was apparent to me very quickly that this work would probably end with your investigation. I regret it, but accept it.


‘Long ago, I decided that I would prefer to live out my life in quiet anonymity, should this work be discovered, rather than endure the extensive and well-meaning rehabilitation program that would be inflicted on me as punishment for my criminal acts. To most, these deeds must appear unspeakable. To you, let me say that my work has always had as its objective the benefit of humanity. To that end, a small number of human lives have unfortunately been sacrificed. I fully believe that in this case the end justifies the means.


‘In order to achieve the anonymity I desire, it will be necessary for Robert Capman to vanish from the Earth. It is unlikely that we will meet again. The risk for me would be too great, since I suspect that you and I would always recognize each other. As Homer remarks, such know each other always. Mr Wolf, learn more form-change theory. Your gift for the practical is astonishing, but its true potential will be wasted until you master the theoretical also. Do that, and nothing will be beyond you.


‘This morning I completed all the necessary plans for my departure, and now I must leave. Believe me, there is a point where fame is a burden, and a quiet life among my recordings and holo-tapes is devoutly to be wished. I have reached that point. Sincerely, Robert Capman.’


That was the end. Wolf and Morris watched the screen intently, but nothing further appeared.


‘I’m beginning to understand why you people in the hospital regard him as omniscient,’ said Wolf at last. ‘But I’m sure you realize that I can’t let him get away. If I can track him down, I have to do it. As soon as John Larsen gets here, we’ll try and follow him – no matter where he’s gone.’


Morris did not reply. He seemed to have had more shocks than he could take in one day. He remained at the seat of the control console, slack-jawed and limp, until Larsen appeared at last through the great vault door.


‘Sorry that took so long, Bey,’ he said. ‘I thought I’d better go by Capman’s apartment and train the sensor on a couple of his clothing samples. It should be pretty well tuned now to his body chemistry. We can go any time, as soon as we get a faint scent. The sensor kept pointing this way, so somehow he must have been able to exit from here. See any signs of a concealed way out?’


The two men began to search the wall areas carefully, while Morris looked on listlessly and uncomprehendingly. Finally, John Larsen found the loose wall panel behind an air-conditioning unit. Working together, they lifted it aside and found that beyond it lay a long, narrow corridor, faintly lit with green fluorescence. Larsen held the trace sensor in the opening and the monitor light glowed a bright red. The trace arrow swung slowly to point along the corridor.


‘That’s the way he went, Bey,’ said Larsen. He turned to Morris. ‘Where will this lead?’


Morris pulled himself together and looked around him. ‘I’ll have to think. The elevator was in the west corner of the study. So that would mean you are facing just about due east.’


Bey Wolf pinched thoughtfully at his lower lip. ‘Just about what I expected,’ he said. ‘Where else?’ He turned to Larsen. ‘That’s the way we’ll have to go, John, if we want to catch Capman. See where we’ll be heading? – straight into the heart of Old City.’




CHAPTER 7


Take the toughest and seediest of the twentieth century urban ghettos. Age it for two hundred years, and season it with a random hodge-podge of over-and under-ground structures. Populate it with the poorest of the poor, and throw in for good measure the worst failures of the form-change experiments. You have Old City, where the law walked cautiously by day, and seldom by night. Bey Wolf and John Larsen, armed with cold lights, stun-guns and trade sensor, emerged from the long underground corridor just as first dusk was falling. They looked around them cautiously, then began to follow the steady arrow of the tracer, deeper into Old City.


The evidence of poverty was all around, in the cracked, garbage-strewn pavements, the neglected buildings, and the complete absence of slideways. Travel was on foot, or in ancient wheeled vehicles, without automatic controls or safety mechanisms.


‘Let’s agree on one thing, John,’ said Wolf, peering about him with great interest. ‘While we’re hunting Capman, we’ll not be worrying too much about the usual forbidden forms. For one thing, I expect we’ll see more of them here than we’ve ever seen before. Look there, for example.’


He pointed down the side alley they were passing. Larsen saw a hulking ursine form, standing next to a tiny, rounded man, not more than two feet tall. They had a reel of monofilament thread, which they were carefully unwinding and attaching to a frame of metal bars. Wolf kept walking.


‘Run into that’, he said, ‘and it would shear you in two, before you knew you’d been cut. They’re obviously setting a trap. It’s not for us, but we’d better watch how we go in here.’


Larsen needed no reminding of that fact. His eyes tried to move in all directions at once, and he kept his hand close to his stun-gun.


‘They don’t look much like failed attempts at the usual commercial forms, Bey,’ he said. ‘I suppose that’s what happens when some poor devil who’s really twisted in the head gets hold of a form-change machine.’


Wolf nodded. ‘They probably try and fight against taking those forms with their conscious minds, but something underneath dictates their shapes. Maybe in another hundred years we’ll understand what makes them do it.’


As he spoke, Wolf was coolly assessing all that he saw, and storing it away for future reference. Old City was off-limits for all but real emergencies, and he was making the most of a rare opportunity. They hurried on through the darkening streets, becoming aware for the first time of the absence of streetlights. Soon, it was necessary to use the cold lights to show their path. The tracer arrow held its steady direction. As night fell, the inhabitants of Old City who shunned the day began to appear. Larsen held tighter to the handle of his gun as the sights and sounds around them became more alien.


They finally reached a long, inclined ramp, leading them again below ground level. Larsen checked the tracer, and they continued slowly downward. Their lights lit up the tunnel for ten yards or so, and beyond that was total blackness. A gray reptilian form with a musty odor slid away from them down a side passage, and ahead of them they heard a chitinous scratching and scuttling as something hurried away into the deeper shadows. Wolf stopped, startled.


‘That’s one to tell them about back at the office. Unless I’m going mad, we’ve just seen someone who has developed an exoskeleton. I wonder if he has kept a vertebrate structure with it?’


Larsen did not reply. He lacked Wolf’s clinical attitude, and he was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with their quest. They moved on, and the surroundings became damp and glistening as the ramp narrowed to an earth-walled tunnel with a dirt floor. Ahead of them, a slender figure mewled faintly and slithered away with a serpentine motion down another side passage.


Wolf suddenly stopped, and fingered the metal shaft of the tracer he was holding. ‘Damn it, John, is it my imagination, or is this thing getting hot?’


‘Could be. I think the same thing is happening to the gun and the flashlight. I noticed it a few yards back.’


‘We must have run into an induction field. If it gets any stronger, we won’t be able to carry metal with us. Let’s keep going for a few more meters.’


They moved on slowly, but it was soon apparent that the field was strengthening. They backed up again for a counsel of war.


‘The tracer signal is really strong now, John,’ said Wolf. ‘Capman can’t be far ahead of us. Let’s leave all the metal objects here and scout ahead for another fifty meters. If we don’t spot him after that, we’ll have to give up.’


Both men were feeling the strain. In good light, Wolf would have seen the reaction that his suggestion had produced in Larsen. As it was, he heard a very faint assent, and leaving guns, lights and trace sensor behind they went on into the darkness, yard by cautious yard.


Suddenly, Larsen stopped. ‘Bey.’ His voice was a faint whisper. ‘Can you hear something up ahead?’


Wolf strained his ears. He could hear nothing.


‘It sounded like a groan, Bey. There, again. Now do you hear it?’


‘I think so. Quietly now, and carefully. It’s only a few yards in front of us.’


They crept on through the musty darkness. They heard another low groan, then heavy and painful breathing. Suddenly, a weak voice reached them through the gloom.


‘Who’s there? Stay where you are and for God’s sake don’t come any closer.’


‘Capman? This is Wolf and Larsen. Where are you?’


‘Down here, in the pit. Be careful where you tread. Wait a second. I’ll show you where it’s safe to go.’


A thin beam of light appeared, coming from the floor in front of them. They moved hesitantly forward and found themselves standing at the edge of a twelve-foot drop. At the base of it they could see Capman lying helpless, limbs contorted. He was holding a small flashlight and shining it toward them.


‘This pit wasn’t here a couple of days ago,’ he said faintly. ‘It must have been dug by one of the modified forms that live in these tunnels. A big one, I think. It came this way a few minutes ago, then went away again. That way.’


He shone the flashlight along the bottom of the pit. They could see a large tunnel running away from the base of it. Capman seemed weak and obviously in pain, but he was still perfectly rational and composed.


‘If it survives down here it’s probably carnivorous,’ he said. ‘I wonder what the basic form is?’


Wolf was astonished to hear a note of genuine intellectual curiosity in Capman’s tone. He advanced closer to the edge and tried to see further along the tunnel in the pit.


‘I don’t know what you can do to help me,’ went on Capman calmly. ‘If you can’t get me out, it’s vital that I give my records to you. I should have left them at the hospital. They are a crucial part of the description of the work I’ve been doing. Make sure they get into the right hands.’


He broke off suddenly and swung the light back, along the wall of the pit. ‘I think it’s coming back. Here, I’m going to try and throw this spool up to you. Step nearer to the edge. I’m not sure how well I can throw from this position.’


Capman shone the flashlight on the wall of the pit, to give a diffuse light above, and threw a small spool awkwardly upward. Reaching far out, almost to the point of over-balancing, Larsen managed to make a snatching, one-handed catch. Capman sighed with relief and pain, and sank back to the dirt floor. They could hear a deep grunting, and a scrambling noise was approaching along the pit tunnel. While they watched in horror, Capman remained astonishingly cool.


‘Whatever happens here,’ he said. ‘Remember that your first duty is to get those records back to the hospital. Don’t waste any time.’


He turned the flashlight again into the pit. In the uncertain light, Wolf and Larsen had an impression of an enormous simian shape, moving toward Capman. Before they could gain a clear view of it, the light fell to the floor and was suddenly extinguished. There was a grinding noise and a bubbling cough from the pit, then silence.


Wolf and Larsen were seized suddenly with an understanding of their own defenseless position. Without another word or a wasted moment, both men turned and sped back through the tunnel. They picked up guns, lights and tracer and continued at full speed through the dark ways of Old City. Not until they were once more in the elevator, rising through Central Hospital to Capman’s laboratory, did Larsen finally break the silence.


‘I don’t know what Capman did in that vault, but whatever it was he paid for it tonight.’


Wolf, unusually subdued, could do no more than nod agreement and add, ‘Requiescat in Pace.’


They went at once to the Transplant Department, where Morris received the precious spool of microfilm. At Wolf’s urging, he agreed to have a team assigned to an immediate analysis of it, while they told him of the strange circumstance of its passage to them.




CHAPTER 8


An hour before sunrise, Wolf and Larsen were breakfasting in the visitors’ section on the highest floor of Central Hospital. At Morris’ insistence they had taken three hours of deep-sleep and spent another hour in programmed stress release. Both men were feeling rested and fit and had accepted a substantial meal from the robo-servers. Before they had finished, Morris came bustling in again. It was clear from his appearance that he had not slept, but his eyes were bright with excitement. He waved a handful of listings, and sat down opposite them.


‘Fantastic,’ he said. ‘There’s no other word for it. It will take us years to get all the details on this. Capman has gone further in form-change than we dreamed. Every form in that underground lab explores new ground in form-change experiment.’


He began to leaf through the listings. ‘Here’s an anaerobic form,’ he said. ‘It can breathe air, as usual, but if necessary it can also break down a variety of other chemicals for life support. It could operate under the sea, or in a vacuum, or almost anywhere. Here’s another one, with a thick and insensitive epidermis – it should be very tolerant of extreme conditions of heat and radiation.


‘Then there’s this one.’ Morris waved the listing excitedly. He was unable to remain seated, and began to pace up and down in front of the window, where a pale gleam of false dawn was appearing. ‘Look, he has a complete photosynthetic system, with chlorophyll pouches on his chest, arms and back. He could survive quite happily in a semi-dormant state on traces of minerals, water and carbon-dioxide. Or he can live quite well as a normal human form, eating normal food.


‘Here we have miniaturized forms, only ten inches high when fully adult. They have a normal life expectancy and a normal chromosome and gene structure. They can breed back to full-sized children in a couple of generations.’


Wolf was struck by a sudden memory. ‘Do these forms have any special project names with them?’ he asked.


‘They do. They are all shown in Capman’s general work notes under the heading of Project Proteus, except for one form – and that one has us baffled at the moment. It’s the one we were talking about in the lab last night.’


He riffled through the listings and came up with one that seemed much more voluminous than the others. ‘It’s the one with the delay loop that occurs all over the program. We have made several efforts to revive the subject, but we can’t do it. He seems to be in some kind of catatonic trance, and when we try and calculate the life-ratio on the computer, we get over-flow.’


Wolf looked at Morris, and thought of Capman’s note to him in the underground vault. Perhaps Capman was right, and Wolf did think in the same way. There was no doubt that he found the intention of the new form obvious, while it had Morris and Larsen baffled.


‘Doctor,’ he said. ‘Did Capman ever talk to you about the future of the human race – where we will be in a hundred years, for instance?’


‘Not to me personally. But his views were well-known. He leaned very much toward Laszlo Dolmetsch’s views – society is unstable, and without new frontiers we will stagnate and revert to a lower civilization. The United Space Federation can’t prevent that; they are too thinly spread and have too fragile a hold on the environment.’


Wolf leaned back and looked at the ceiling. ‘So doesn’t it seem clear what Capman’s plan was? We need new frontiers. The U.S.F. can’t provide them unless it has assistance. Capman has been working toward a single, well-defined objective – to provide forms that are adapted to space exploration. The forms you’ve been describing are ideal for working out in space, or on the Moon or Mars – or for terraforming work on Venus.’


Morris looked blank. ‘You’re right. But what about the small ones, or this catatonic one?’


‘He’s not catatonic. He’s asleep. All his vital processes have been slowed down, by some pre-set amount. I don’t know how much, but you should be able to find out if you look at the delay factor in the bio-feedback program. Capman set up that delay loop so the software could interact with the form-change experiment in its own “real-time.” ’


Morris looked again at the listings in his hand. ‘Twelve hundred,’ he said at last. ‘My God, it’s set now for twelve hundred. That means that …’


His voice trailed off.


‘It means that he will sleep for one of his “nights”,’ said Wolf. ‘That will be equal to twelve hundred of ours. I expect his life expectancy will be in proportion – twelve hundred times as long. That makes it about a hundred and twenty thousand years. Of course, that’s not his subjective life expectancy – that will probably be about the same as ours.’


‘But how do we communicate with him?’


‘The same way as Capman did in his form-change programs. You’ll have to slow all the stimuli down by a factor of twelve hundred. Feed him information at the same rate as he’s programmed to receive it.’


‘But what’s the point of it?’ asked Morris. ‘He can’t work in space if he’s incapable of communicating with the rest of us.’


‘New frontiers,’ said Wolf. ‘We want new frontiers, right? Don’t you see, you’ve got an ideal form there for interstellar exploration? A trip of a century would only seem about a month to him. He’ll live for more than a hundred thousand Earth-years. If you put a form-change machine on the ship with him, he could be brought back to a normal pace when he got there, for the observation work. Combine him with the miniaturized forms you found, and you’ve got people who can explore the stars, with the present ships and technology.’


‘The delay factor is set in the program,’ said Morris. ‘There’s no reason to think twelve hundred is a limit. I’ll have to check, and see how high it could go. Do you think it’s possible that the programs would allow him to run faster than normal?’


‘That’s much harder. I don’t see how you could speed up nerve signals. But I’m no expert on that, you need to look at it yourself. You can see now why your computer hit an over-flow situation when you tried to compute a life-ratio. In subjective terms it’s still unity, but in terms of an outside observer it’s twelve hundred. We need a new definition of life-ratio.’


Morris was still pacing the room excitedly, listings crumpled in his hands. ‘There’s so much that’s new. We’ll be years evaluating it without Capman. You have no idea, what we lost with his death. I’ll have to get back and help the others in the analysis, but none of us has his grasp of fundamentals. It’s a gap that can’t be filled.’


He seemed to have recovered from his earlier shock at discovering that Capman was using human subjects. The potential of the new forms drove all else from his mind. As he turned to leave, Wolf asked him a final question.


‘Did the catatonic experiment have any special project name?’


Morris nodded. ‘Project Timeset – of course, that makes perfect sense now. I must check out how big the delay factor can become. I see no reason why it couldn’t be ten thousand or more. Can you imagine a man who could live for a million years?’


He hurried out, and his departure took the energy and excitement from the room. After a few seconds, Wolf stood up and went over to the window. It faced out across Old City, toward the coming dawn. He looked at the dark, sprawling bulk of the city beneath him in silence.


‘Cheer up, Bey,’ said Larsen after a couple of minutes. ‘Capman’s death is still eating you up, isn’t it? We couldn’t have done a thing to help him. And I don’t think we should judge him. That’s for the future. He did a terrible thing, but now he’s paid for it with his life. It’s no good you brooding on it, too.’


Bey turned slowly from the window, his eyes reflective and introspective. ‘That’s not what’s worrying me, John,’ he replied. ‘I’m troubled by something a lot less abstract. It’s hard for me to believe that a man could be as smart as Capman, and yet die so stupidly.’


Larsen shrugged. ‘Everybody has their blind spots, Bey. Nobody’s all smart.’


‘But Capman told us that he knew he might be discovered, all along. He didn’t know when it might be, but he had to allow for it. He set up elaborate checks, to see if anyone was about to discover what he was doing, and when he found we were onto him, he got ready to disappear.’


‘That’s just what he did,’ agreed Larsen. ‘He was all set to disappear, but he didn’t allow for that monster’s trap, over in Old City.’


Wolf was shaking his head. ‘John, Robert Capman allowed for everything. I don’t believe he’d fall into a trap like that. We are the ones who fell into the trap. Don’t you see, everything that happened was designed to draw us to pursue him? He knew we would try and follow him – we had to. All that talk about disappearance and a quiet life was nonsense. He expected to be followed.’


‘Maybe he did, Bey. But he didn’t expect that illegal form in the tunnel.’


‘Didn’t he, John? He wanted the trail followed while it was hot – just the two of us, without a lot of special equipment, and with no preparation. So like a pair of dumb heroes, we rushed in.’


Wolf looked down at the streets of Old City, where a phosphorescent green trail of light was slowly spreading; the street scavengers were off on their last pre-dawn search for pickings.


‘We should have been suspicious,’ he continued, ‘as soon as we ran into that induction field. Who would have set up such a thing – and why? Somebody wanted us to get to Capman without lights or guns. So, sure enough, Larsen and Wolf arrive on the scene without lights and guns.’


‘But we saw the monster form, Bey, and we saw Capman killed. Are you saying that was all part of the plan?’


Wolf looked at Larsen skeptically. ‘Did we see it? Did we really? What did we actually see? A big, vague form, then Capman dropped the flashlight and the place went dark. We ran. We didn’t really see one thing that proved that Capman died down there. When was the last time that you ran away from something, in a blind panic?’


Larsen nodded. ‘I’m not proud of that, Bey. I haven’t run from anything for a long time. I don’t know what got hold of us.’


‘I think I do. We ran away, but we had a little assistance. I’ll bet there was a subsonic projector and a few other items near that pit – all set up to scare the hell out of us as soon as we had the spool of microfilm. Capman even told us, twice, that we had to get the film back to the hospital – so we could justify it to ourselves that we were right to run away. Capman says he “forgot” to leave it at the hospital, but it would have needed a separate conscious act for him to have taken it from the hospital in the first place – and all the people here say that he never forgot anything, no matter how small a detail.’


Wolf sighed and peered out through the window. ‘John, it was a set-up. We were moved around down there like a couple of puppets. Capman is no more dead than we are.’


Larsen was silent for a couple of minutes, digesting what Wolf had told him. Finally he too came to the window and looked out.


‘So you think he is alive somewhere down there. How can we prove it?’


Wolf looked at his own reflection in the smooth glass. He saw a man with a worried frown and a thin, unsmiling mouth. Morris’ satisfaction and enthusiasm at Capman’s discoveries had not proved infectious.


‘That’s the hellish part of it, John,’ he said. ‘We can’t prove it. No one would believe the bits and pieces that I’ve told you. If we report the facts, and we have to, then Capman will be declared dead. There will be no more pursuit. He will be free in a way that he could never have been, if we hadn’t followed him.’


Larsen too was frowning. ‘Part of what you say is still hard to accept, Bey. Capman lived for his work, we’ve heard that from many people here. Now that’s gone from him. What would he do with his life?’


Bey Wolf looked back at him questioningly. ‘Has it gone from him, John? Remember, there are twenty tanks in that vault, and only fourteen of them were occupied. What happened to the experiments that were in the other six? We know now what the code words in the index file, Proteus and Timeset, were referring to. But I found two others there, too. What about Project Janus, and Project Lungfish? We don’t know what they were, and we don’t know what happened to them.


‘I think that Robert Capman has another laboratory somewhere. He has those other six experiments with him, and he’s still working on them. You can bet that those are the six most interesting forms, too.’


‘You mean he has a lab out there in Old City, Bey?’


‘Maybe, but I think not. If we wanted to, we could follow him to Old City. He told the Building Committee that he hoped to have twenty more working years. I think that he would look for a place where he can work quietly, without danger of interruption. Would you like to speculate on the forms that he might create in twenty years? I don’t think Old City could hold them.’


‘Even if he’s not there, Bey, we ought to check it out and make sure.’ Larsen turned away from the window. ‘Let me go and file a report on this – I assume that we won’t be going to the Moon today, the way Steuben is expecting us to. I’ll request that we send a search party back along the way that we went last night. Maybe we can pick up some clues there.’


He left, leaving Wolf alone in the long room. On impulse, Bey went and switched off all the lights, then returned to the window overlooking the eastern side of the city.


Search if you want, John, he thought. I’m pretty sure you won’t find any signs of Robert Capman. What was it his message to me said? ‘It will be necessary for Robert Capman to vanish from the Earth.’ I’m inclined to take that quite literally.


So where does that leave me? Let down again, with the same old sense of disappointment? I don’t think so. I have to take it one step further. This isn’t the end, it’s the beginning.


If Robert Capman is what I think he is – and if I am what he thinks I am – then I must also assume that Capman fully expected me to see through his ‘death’. So what does he expect me to do now? Pursue him? Then he must also assume that he has a hiding-place where I will not be able to follow him. What else? ‘Learn more form-change theory’, his message said. He must have had a reason for suggesting that, and I think it was more than just general advice.


Capman was experimenting with human children, monstrously; or Capman was a great humanitarian, who cared for individuals more than most people. The two statements are not consistent. So what was Capman really doing in his experiments? I still don’t know, and he doesn’t want to tell. But I’m sure we don’t have anything like the whole story – and it may be a long time before we do. When the time for that explanation arrives, I want to be prepared to understand it.


I feel like a man who’s been given a brief glimpse of the Promised Land. What I’d really like to be doing is working with Capman, wherever he is; exploring the new forms – a whole, unknown world of changes.


Wolf’s thoughts ran on, drifting, speculating on when he would next meet with Robert Capman. The first rays of the coming dawn were striking through the window, high in the hospital. Below, still hidden in darkness, lay the forbidding mass of Old City. Behrooz Wolf watched in silence until the new day had advanced into the streets below, then he turned and left the room. Capman had disappeared, but the data banks still had some questions to answer. Wolf was ready to ask them.




CHAPTER 9


Sunshine Setting,


Mail Code 127/128/009


Free Colony.


Dear Mr Wolf,


First off, let me say how sorry I am that I took so long to reply to you. I had your inquiry, then I mislaid it among some of my other things, and I only found it again two days ago. I was going to send you back a spoken answer, but these days they tell me that I tend to ramble on and repeat myself, so I thought that this way would be better. Say what you like about the feedback programs, when you get older they don’t let you keep the memory you once had. Just last week, I couldn’t find my implant plug for a long time, and then finally one of my friends here reminded me that I had sent it off for service. So I thought it would be better if I sent you a written answer.


Well, one thing is certain. I certainly remember Robert Capman all right, maybe because I met him so long ago. Most of the things that you mentioned in your letter are true, and I was a little surprised that you couldn’t rely on what the public records said for the facts on his life. Maybe you are like me, though, and have trouble with the computer call-up sequences.


I’ll never forget Capman, and I even remember quite clearly the first time we ever met. We went to study at Hopkins the same year, and we arrived there on the same day – in the fall of ’05. It was before they had introduced all that chromosome ID nonsense, and we had to sign in the book together when we arrived. He signed before me, and I looked at his name as he was picking up his case, and I said, joking, ‘Well, we ought to get on well together, we cover the whole range between us.’ What I meant was, with his name being Capman and my name being Sole, we had the whole body, from head to toe, between us. Then I said, ‘Better let me help you with that case,’ because he was just a little shrimp compared to me. I mean, he was nearly ten years younger than I was. I was twenty-five and he hadn’t quite reached sixteen and was small for his age. I didn’t know it at first, but I should have guessed that he was something special – that was the year they put the year for college entrance up to twenty-six, and I was squeaking in myself under the legal limit. He had taken the entrance tests and left his age-mark blank, so they didn’t find out how old he was until after they had already read his exam papers. By then, they were ready to do something outside the rule book to let him into the college.


You know how it is when you are in a strange place, any friendship seems bigger than usual. After that first introduction, we hung around together for the first week or so, and when it came to the time to assign quarters we agreed that we would share, at least for the first few months. As it turned out, we eventually shared for over two years, until he went off for an advanced study program.


In a way, I suppose that we might have seen even more of each other than we did if we hadn’t shared quarters. As it was, one of us had to be on the night shift for using the bed (Hopkins was even tighter for accommodation in those days than they are now) and the other had to take a daytime sleep period. Robert took the day sleep period – not that he ever did much sleeping. He never seemed to need it. Many times I’ve seen him, when I’d be coming home from one of my classes. He’d be still sitting at the desk, after working all day on some problem that interested him, and he didn’t seem to be in the least bit worried that he’d had no sleep. ‘I’ll just nap for half an hour,’ he’d say, and he’d do that and then be ready to go off to his classes, perfectly awake again.


You ask what he studied. Well, he was doing biochemistry, same as I was, but he was the very devil for theory. Things that nobody else would worry about – that weren’t ever on any examination – he’d tear away at. I used to hear the teachers talking to each other, and they weren’t sure whether they were very pleased to have him as a student, or just plain nervous about it. You see, with him they could never get away with a glib answer, and they found that out pretty quickly. He’d be back the next day with chapter and verse on the most obscure points if they didn’t give him good answers.


I’m not sure how much more description you want. Certainly, the basic facts that you quoted are correct. He was at Hopkins from ’05 to ’09, to my personal knowledge, and then he went off to one of the European colleges – I think it was Cambridge – for two years, and then he came back again to serve as a research assistant to the Melford Foundation. That’s where he became famous, a few years later, when he published the taxonomy of permissible forms. It didn’t start then, of course. He was developing the theory long before, in his first years at Hopkins. He would come over to the rest of us with these long lists of symbols on big sheets, and try and explain them to me and the other bio students. I don’t know about the rest of them, but I didn’t have any idea what he was talking about.


As for close relationships, he didn’t have many at Hopkins, and I suppose of all the people he knew I must have been the closest to him. He didn’t show much sexual interest in men or women, and I don’t think he ever formed any sort of bond in the time that I knew him. The nearest he ever got to a contract bond was with Betha Melford, when he was working for the Melford Foundation. She was quite a few years older than he was, but they were very close. The two of them, along with a group of others who lived in different places around the world, formed a sort of society. They called it the Lunar Society, but I guess that was some sort of joke, because it had nothing at all to do with the Moon. There were some pretty important people in that group, either important then or important later, but I don’t think any of them had a close physical relationship that lasted more than a few weeks. We thought they were a bunch of cold characters.


I wouldn’t want that last comment to be misunderstood. Robert Capman was a fine man, a man that I would trust with my life. I say that, although we haven’t seen each other in the flesh for about forty years. I heard all that talk up from Earth, about his killing people in experiments, but I don’t believe it. It’s the usual sensation-mongering, the news services will say anything for an effect. As I always say, they are not just holo-people, they are hollow people. I don’t think that you can believe what they say now, any more than you could believe what they said about Yifter’s disappearance, back in ’90. I remember that well, too.


Of course, all these things are a long time ago, but I remember them all very clearly, the way you do remember things that happen when you are very young. Nowadays, I don’t find things so memorable, but I’ll be having my hundred and ninth birthday next week, and I’m enjoying good health, so I mustn’t grumble. I’m sorry to have taken so long to get this off to you, but I thought it would probably be better to give you a written answer. You said that you were asking a number of Robert’s friends about him, and I wanted to mention that if any of them want to get in touch with me I hope that you will give them my address. It would be nice to see some of them again, and talk about old times, with people who lived through them. Of course, I can’t go to any place that has a high-gravity environment, but maybe some of them could visit me up here.


I hope this letter will be useful to you, and I hope that the rumors about Robert Capman can be stopped.


Ludwig Plato Sole, D.P.S.


Bey read the letter through to the end, then placed it on top of the stack. It was the last reply to his enquiries, and he’d been lucky to get it. Attached to it was a brief note from the chief physician at Free Colony, pointing out that Ludwig Sole was rapidly losing the ability to use the biofeedback machines, and thus the information in the letter came from a man of failing faculties. No further information was likely to come from Sunshine Setting. Fortunately, thought Bey, no more was needed. Sole’s letter covered much the same ground as some of the others, though he had been closer than anyone during the Hopkins’ years.


In the eight months since the disappearance, Wolf had painstakingly located forty-seven surviving acquaintances and close contemporaries of Capman. The oldest was one hundred and ten, the youngest almost ninety.


The summary before him, culled from all the replies to his inquiries, was complete but baffling. Nowhere could Bey read any signs of cruelty or megalomania in their descriptions of Capman. Oddness, yes; but oddness that hinted at the solitary mental voyaging of a Newton or an Archimedes, at the lonely life of a genius. Had some chance event, twenty-seven years ago, tipped the balance? ‘Great wits are sure to madness near allied’, no denying it – but Robert Capman wouldn’t fit the pattern.


Bey turned to the yellowed sheet that was pinned to the back of Sole’s letter. It was faded and almost unreadable, a relic of an earlier age, and it would need special treatment before it could be fully deciphered. It seemed to be an old transcript of Capman’s academic records, and it was curious that Sole had made no reference to it in his letter. Bey increased the strength of the illumination on the sheet and varied the frequency composition of the light sources until he had the best conditions for reading the thin blue print.


Robert Samuel Capman. Born: 26 June 2090.


Date of entry: 5 September 2105. Category: BIO/CH/PHY/MAT.


Bey bent closer to the page. Below the general biographical data a long list of numbers was faintly visible. He hadn’t seen anything quite like it, but it looked like a psych profile output, one in a different format. He linked through to the Form Control central computer, and added an optical character reader as a peripheral. The scanner had trouble with the page that Bey placed beneath it, but after a few iterations, with help and corrections from Bey for doubtful characters, it flashed a confirming message and performed the final scan.


Bey called for character enhancement. He waited impatiently while the computer performed its whirl of silent introspection. The months since Capman’s discovery and flight had not lessened the eagerness to trace him, in fact if anything Bey’s determination had strengthened. He was resigned to the fact that it would probably take years. All the evidence suggested that Capman was nowhere on Earth, and it was not practical to pursue him across the Solar System – even if the USF were to cooperate, which they showed little wish to do. Meanwhile, there was form-change theory. It was more evident, every day, how appropriate Capman’s advice had been. New vistas were opening to Bey as he advanced, and there was evidence that he was still in the foothills. At least he had begun to learn how – and how well – Capman’s mind worked.


The computer was finally satisfied with its work on character recognition. While Bey looked on impatiently, the screen slowly filled with the final interpretation of the transcript. It was all there, in a slightly different format from the modern displays, but quite recognizable. Intelligence, aptitudes, mechanical skills, associative ability, subconconscious/conscious ratios, paralogic, nonlinear linkages – they were all listed, with numerical measures for each one.


Bey looked through them quickly at first, puzzled by the low scores in some areas. About half-way through, he began to see a familiar pattern. He stopped, suddenly dizzy with the implications. He knew the overall profile very well. It was different in detail, as any two people were different, but there were points of resemblance to a psych profile that Bey Wolf knew by heart, as well as he knew his own face in the mirror.


Wolf was still sitting motionless in front of the screen when Larsen returned from the central trouble-shooting area upstairs. He ignored Bey’s pensive attitude and broke out at once into excited speech.


‘It’s happened, we’ve had a break on the salamander form. The Victoria office uncovered a group of them, still coupled. If we leave at once we can get the Link entry that Transport is holding for us. Come on, don’t just sit there, let’s go.’


Bey roused himself and stood up. As always, work demanded first priority. He looked unhappily at the display that still filled the screen, and then followed John Larsen from the room.




BOOK II




‘Beware, beware, his flashing eyes, his floating hair.’







CHAPTER 10


The monsters first came to public attention off the coast of Guam. They stood quietly on the seabed, three of them abreast, facing West toward the Guam shore. Behind them, plunging away rapidly to the abyssal depths, lay the Mariana Trench. Faintest sunlight fled about their shadowy sides as they stirred slowly in the cold, steady upwelling.


To the startled eyes of Lin Maro as he cruised along in his new gilled form, they seemed to be moving forward, slowly and purposively breasting the lip of the coastal shelf and gliding steadily from the black deeps to the distant shore. Forgetting his long months of training and feedback control, Lin gasped and pulled a pint of warm sea-water into his surprised lungs. Coughing and spluttering, gills working overtime, he surged one hundred and fifty feet to the surface and struck out wildly for the shore and safety. A quick look back convinced him that they were pursuing him. His glance caught the large, luminous eyes and the ropy tendrils of thick floating hair that framed the broad faces. He was in too much of a hurry to notice the steel weights that held them firmly and remorselessly on the seabed.


The reaction on-shore was somewhere between amusement and apathy. It had been Lin’s first time out in a real environment with his new gilled form. Everybody knew there was a big difference between the simulations and the real thing. A little temporary hallucination, a minor trompe l’oeil from the central nervous system, that wasn’t hard to believe on the first time out with a new BEC form. After all, the guarantees were on physical malfunction, not on sensory oddities. It took long, hard arguing before Maro could get anyone to show even polite interest. The local newsman who finally agreed to go out and take a look did so as much from boredom as from belief. The next day they swam out, Maro in his gills, the reporter in a rented scuba outfit.


The monsters were still there all right. When the two men swam cautiously down to take a look at them, it became clear that Lin had been fleeing from three corpses. They swam around them in the clear water, marveling at the wrinkled gray skin, massive torsos and great dark eyes.


When the story went out over the comlink connections, it was still a long way down the news lists. For three hundred years, writers had imagined Monsters of the Deep emerging from the Mariana Trench and tackling human civilization in a variety of nasty ways. Silly season reports helped to provide some light relief from the social indicators, the famines and the real crises, but they received scant interest from the professionals. Nobody reported panic along the coast, or fled to the high ground.


The three monsters got the most interest from the Guam aquarium and vivarium. A party of marine biologists took a day off from plankton culture and went for a party off-shore. They inspected the bodies on the sea-bed, then lifted them – shackles and all – to the surface, quick-froze them and whipped them back to shore on the Institute’s hovercraft for a real inspection. The first lab examination showed immediate anomalies. They were land animals, not marine forms. Lung breathers, with tough outer skins and massive bone structure. As a matter of routine, the usual tissue microtome samples were taken and the chromosome ID run for matches with known species.


The ID patterns were transmitted to the central data banks, back at Madrid. At that point every attention light on the planet went on, the whistles blew and the buzzers buzzed. The computer response was prompt and unambiguous. The chromosome patterns were human.


The information that moves ceaselessly over the surface of the Earth, by cable, by ComSat link, by Mattin Link, by laser and by microwave, is focused and redistributed through a small number of nodes. Bey Wolf, after much effort, had finally arranged that the Office of Form Control should be one of them. His recent appointment as Head of Form Control entitled him to a complete interaction terminal in his office, and it was his peculiar pleasure to sit at this, delicately feeling the disturbances and vibrations in the normal pattern that flowed in the strands of the information web. John Larsen had suggested that Bey sat there like a fat spider, waiting for prey, and the analogy rather pleased him. His was, Bey would point out, only one of many webs, all interlocking, and not by any means the most important one. Population, food and energy all had much bigger staffs and bigger budgets. But he would argue that his problems called for the shortest response times, and needed a reaction time that some of the other systems could manage without.


Bey was sitting at the terminal, studying a type of omnivorous form that promised to be truly an omnivore – plants, animals, or minerals. He was oblivious to the unscheduled fierce snow-storm that was raging outside the building, and when the priority override interrupted his data link with news of the Mariana Monsters (the Press’ dubbing of the Guam discovery) his first reaction was one of annoyance. As the details came in, however, his interest grew. It looked very much as though some new group had been using the form-change equipment in unsuccessful experiments, and the results were nothing like any previous line of work.


Although he was fairly sure of the answers, Bey ran the routine checks. Were the experiments authorized as medical research? Were the forms already on the forbidden list? Negative answers, as he expected, came from the data banks. Was quick action needed to stop the appearance of a potentially dangerous form? The answer to that was much harder. The computer pleaded shortage of data – which meant that the decision would have to be made by human judgement, and the human in this case was Bey Wolf.


He sighed a sigh of hidden pleasure, and opened the circuits for more data. The physical parameters began to flow in. The cell tests were strange in both chemistry and structure, with a mixture of haploid and diploid forms. The lungs were modified, showing changes in alveolar patterns. A note added to the analysis pointed out the resemblance to animals that were adapted to life at high pressure. Strangest of all, the big eyes were most sensitive in the near infra-red – but another added note pointed out that this wavelength region is cut out almost completely under water.


Bey began to gather printed output. He liked to approach a job by asking very basic questions. What was the objective of a new form? Where was it designed to operate most effectively? Most important of all, what was the probable motive of the developer? With answers to those questions, the next step in the form-change sequence could usually be guessed.


The trouble was, it wasn’t working. Bey swore softly and leaned back in his chair. The Mariana Monsters were breaking the rules. After looking at the physical variables of the forms for a couple of hours, it seemed to Bey that they were not adapting to any environment that he could imagine.
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