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 Preface

This is a single short story excerpted from my
collection of short stories and essays called Time, emiT, and Time
Again. This story follows the actions of a couple who have been
together what seems like forever, who long to be able to produce
children of their own - through any means necessary. If you enjoy
this story, I encourage you to purchase the full collection,
available as a single eBook - along with all my other books and
short stories. Thanks for giving my work a try.

-Teel McClanahan III

 




Family Forward

 


1

“Travel used to be so difficult,” his deep voice
resonated with the roar of the plane’s engine, but was never close
to being lost to it, “even with great wealth, everything had to be
scheduled around the sun.” His long, supple fingers teased gently
through her golden tresses. She lounged softly against him, head in
his lap, more lulled by his comforting voice than attendant to his
words. She liked the feeling of his hands in her hair, and
remembered the ferocity with which he pulled it in lust with a
longing fondness. “These recent decades have finally allowed me to
ignore that blight in the sky and truly conduct myself globally
with ease.”

They had boarded the plane inside a private hangar,
closed to the sun as soon as their limousine had entered, from
luxury to luxury without risk. When the plane landed in Beijing, it
would be dusk. It was an exaggeration to say the harmful effects of
the sun could be entirely ignored, but when desired and when enough
expense could be ignored, even incidental sunlight did not need to
be tolerated. The fact that incidental sunlight was little more
than an annoyance, and the irrefutable evidence that he could spend
an overcast day strolling in Central Park with his wife
notwithstanding, Prince still felt triumphant conducting business
day and night, anywhere in the world, the same as any other
powerful CEO.

Without speech, the engine noise became like silence
or emptiness, and their minds wandered. Her voice came softly into
it, and with sadness. If he had not been gazing down at Penny’s
face, able to read her lips, he might not have understood. “...do
you really think they’ll be able to help us?”

“Dr. Daley could have helped us, or Lanza, or Melton
and Eggan before them. Any of them ...” his voice was growing angry
at the memory of their refusals, and he paused and tried to
maintain his composure. He looked at her sad eyes, almost fearful
to the point of tears, and took a deep breath. “All of them are
capable of doing the research, and all of them need the money we’re
offering to reach their own goals. Nuclear transfer to create new
embryonic cells is cutting edge research, and with the government
ban there’s not a lot of money being put into it in the US. The
problem is that we aren’t merely asking to fund research for
treating disease, and those ... those... cowards,” his voice was
sure, stern, but without his earlier anger, “are afraid of the
ethical problems of our situation.”

“Will these other doctors be any different? Will
they help us?” Her soft voice was just a breath forced out between
her trembling, soft lips, barely loud enough for his excellent
hearing to make out. It was what she’d been asking every step of
the way. She’d asked after Daley had refused them at Harvard. She’d
asked after Lanza had thrown them out in Worcester, as they flew
across the country. She asked again now, as they turned from the
experts at UC San Francisco to those at Beijing University, and he
still didn’t have a better answer. He had to leave it up to Li and
Dong; they had to choose for themselves. Genius was not genius
under their mind control, and they needed true and inspired genius
to achieve their dreams.

“I don’t know.”

“Sometimes I wish you’d lie to me.” Penny’s eyes
closed, glistening on the edge of wetness.

“If they turn us down at Beijing University, we can
go to Xinhua Hospital, and if they turn us out there, we can appeal
to Dr. Zheng at Rui-Jin Hospital, or to the Ministry of Public
Health directly. China wants to lead the world in biotech. Our
success would mean so much more success for them, it doesn’t make
sense to turn us away.” Prince was trying to sound as confident and
assured as his words were meant to be, and while this was no
challenge to him in a board room or business meeting, Prince only
knew how to be emotionally honest with his wife. “And if China
doesn’t want to help us, I’m sure Dr. Hwang would leap at the
opportunity to clear his own name with the sort of work we’re
asking for.”

“You know I don’t want to have anything to do with
Hwang.”

“He’s our last resort before I hole myself up and
try to do it alone.” Penny smiled, imagining him in a white lab
coat, bent over a microscope, playing the scientist instead of the
businessman for a change. “And you know how silly that would be.”
He smiled, too.

They didn’t bring the subject up again for the
duration of the flight, instead recounting their favorite memories
of their previous visits to the Far East and trying to keep their
minds on pleasant thoughts. Effectively distracted, the long flight
vanished as though put in proper scale with their long lives, and
they soon disembarked, hand in hand under darkening skies.
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“What you’re asking for is exactly what the public
is worried we’re doing.” Their conversation was comfortably in
mandarin, and while Professor Li had been put somewhat at ease by
the couple’s provincial accent - not at all like foreigners, they
sounded almost more like natives than half his colleagues after all
their studies abroad - it did not overcome the ethical dilemma they
were asking him to overlook. “Our government wants us to break new
ground, to develop new therapies and technologies and to get out of
reach while the giant lays sleeping. But you go too far. China is
not ready to pursue human cloning.”

“We aren’t actually discussing human cloning, as
such. What we propose is simply a radical response to extreme
reproductive failure.”

“I can see that,” Li did not set down the extensive
documentation they had provided about their situation and their
goals, his eyes never even left the pages to give them an accusing
look. He was totally absorbed by the advanced work they had already
gathered, the background that so closely overlapped his own
as-yet-unpublished work. “Have you considered trying to clone only
the reproductive organs, using something like Tepha’s biodegradable
polymers, and then using the resultant organs to proceed to normal
IVF?”

“Flip to the blue tab, on the bottom,” Li turned to
the indicated section and his brow furrowed as he read,
“Unfortunately, as you were probably already aware, ovaries and
testes are somewhat more complex than the heart valves they’ve been
growing at John Mayer’s laboratory.”

“So I see...” his eyes were scanning through the
extensive details on their mounting failures, “... and this
research is ongoing?”



“At great expense, yes. This is despite the lack of
functioning cells to do the cloning from in our personal situation.
We’re still interested in the possibility of helping others.”

“Ah, yes, I see that even if the technique proved
successful,” he turned back to where his bulbous finger was holding
the page he’d left off at, and began reading again as he spoke, “it
would be of no use due to the nature of the challenge at the
cellular level.”

“Yes, and we’ve found that although the cells do not
behave normally and do not reproduce on their own, their nuclei
contain intact and apparently normal DNA. Even the mitochondrial
DNA is normal. There has been some success with nuclear transfer
already, but none of the people we have available have the
experience and background with stem cells and creating viable stem
cell lines that you and your team do.”

“You’ve already tried nuclear transfer?”

“Strictly with somatic cells. The data is in the
last section, the striped red flag at the back.”

Pages turned quickly, Li’s fat fingers not even
bothering to mark his progress. His head scanned back and forth,
back and forth, as though shaking a defiant ‘no’ to the wealth of
information before him. When he had signed the non-disclosure
agreement just to get a look at their documents, the thick binder
stamped with “Eyes Only” and “Secret”, Li had never guessed that
one couple could have done so much, put so many experimental
techniques into practice, and explored so many avenues of
bleeding-edge research for their own private problem. Each
scientist had reacted the same way when presented this overview,
engrossed and excited and eager to see more. As Li looked at the
exhaustive reports and data, pages crackling in his excited hands
as he flipped through a bit too quickly, he nearly became excited
enough about the prospect of working for such a dedicated and
apparently endlessly wealthy investor that he forgot about his
ethical concerns. “This is... This is astounding. You’re so
close.”

“We believe that your team, with my resources, and
with the ten times more background research than that which we’ve
already done, could have the two viable embryos we’re looking for
within a year.”

“If the team that worked on this joined us,” Li held
up the data in his hands a little higher, finally looking up for a
moment in excitement, “we could do it in six months.”

“That would be wonderful,” Prince felt Penny’s hand
tightening on his own as the conversation seemed to be turning
their way, “and I can have the rest of the data released to your
team by morning if you--” Li spoke up, cutting him off.

“We can’t do it. There would be a huge public
outcry. We could go to prison.”

“Nothing we’re doing is based on publication. This
is all private, although of course your lab would keep any
equipment, upgrades and certainly all experience for future
research.”

“We can’t do it.” He closed the report and began
straightening it up after his wild ride through it, before
returning it to its originating binder. “I’m sorry I’ve wasted your
time, and I wish you luck, but I can’t become involved in this
research. Beijing University can’t become involved in this
research.”

“We could build you a new, private lab.”

“That’s not the point. I’ve already told you, it
goes beyond modern medical ethics into untested waters, and we
aren’t prepared to find out whether human cloning is grounds for
capital punishment, or a celebrated breakthrough. We aren’t going
to be the first.” Professor Li stood up and handed over the
re-sealed binder as he ushered Prince and Penny out of his office.
His mind was made up.

“We appreciate your taking the time for this
consultation, Professor. As discussed, our Foundation will be
making a donation to your research as our way of saying
thanks.”

“That will not be necessary,” he was practically
pushing them down the hall toward the exit, now. “If you never
return, that will be thanks enough.”

“Pardon me, but we have a meeting with Dr. Dong in
just a few minutes. I believe he is waiting for--”

“Dr. Dong is unable to meet with you at this time.
He sends his apologies.” Li all but literally kicked them out
through the secure doors and into the night, without another
brusque word.
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In the end, he had been right about Dr. Hwang’s
acidic interest in completing his research, though neither of them
really believed his name could be cleared within the scientific
community. Luckily for Hwang, his new investors only cared about
results, not reputation, and they had the money to set him up in
complete isolation from public science and scrutiny. No peer
review, only the watchful eyes of the man who probably could have
done the research for himself, and the woman with whom he shared a
love that motivated their work.

Penny had been resigned about working with Hwang,
for his lack of scruples, but it was not long before that lack
became an effective lubricant toward their progress. The man had
pressured his own lab assistants to donate their ovum when he
couldn’t obtain enough through the appropriate channels. He had
duplicated and massaged data in order to make his successes appear
more successful and to minimize the appearance of failure. He had
published these unethically generated, heavily manipulated papers
in prestigious peer-reviewed journals, perpetrating fraud against
dozens of peers and thousands of readers. He was not an ethicist,
and Penny did not want to be defrauded herself.

Still, when he needed human ovum to work with and
below board sources were suggested, Hwang did not balk. When his
investors personally escorted dazed young women into the lab in the
middle of the night and told him not to worry about the paperwork,
Hwang did not bat an eye. When things became even more abbreviated
and he was allowed to harvest whole organs without bothering to
anesthetize before or close them after, Hwang saw it as a sign that
his investors were serious about getting results. The women never
cried out in pain, and Hwang never saw what became of them when he
was through - he took what was needed and everything else was out
of his hands, off his mind. At long last, he had found an
environment where he could move science forward without concern for
such trivial matters.

Within three months, Hwang had over a dozen new,
viable embryonic stem cell lines from human cells, all created via
nuclear transfer. In another month, with help from research from
another lab - whose technicians Hwang was never allowed to
communicate with directly, only receiving their data and
conclusions - and with a few secrets he had considered unfortunate
accidents in his own research, he was able to create any number of
apparently normal blastocysts from each of the new lines without
destroying them. More dazed and compliant young women were brought
in, implanted with these blastocysts, and kept in dormitories on
site to monitor their development in detail. A growing staff Hwang
did not know and barely communicated with did most of the hands-on
work, and Hwang was only ever needed to handle the most difficult
and complex parts of the operations.

By the time Hwang finally got his hands on the cells
with which he was supposed to be the most concerned, he was beyond
being surprised and too short-sighted to see anything more than
challenges to overcome. There was no bigger picture to piece
together, no supernatural stories to recall, only samples of cells
unlike anything he had ever seen, and he buried himself in his
work. He dedicated weeks to becoming an expert in everything that
had already been done with the unusual cells. He stopped working on
new lines, forgot about the tiny harem of women growing miraculous,
unbelievable new lives, and nearly forgot basics like eating and
sleeping as he dove headlong into the challenge.

There were aspects of the problem that were like
dealing with long-since-expired cells, though Hwang did not
question that these were the cells of his investors rather than the
exhumed samples of another couple. The thought did cross his mind
that it might have been easier to clone Einstein, Hitler, and Madam
Curie whose DNA must be badly damaged by radiation exposure than to
work with these abnormal cells. It was true that most of the cells
contained well-preserved DNA, but their other functions seemed to
be largely absent. Mitosis simply did not occur. Most of the
organelles, which in other people performed important tasks to
maintain cellular health and carry out normal cellular activity, in
these unusual cells seemed either to be dormant or to be missing
entirely. There was no decay, somehow, but many of the techniques
normally used in the lab to coax cells into desired behaviour
simply would not work.

There were other aspects of the problem that were
like dealing with an advanced malignancy, and these aspects took
the work well outside Hwang’s range of experience. When the cells
were damaged, or when exposed to certain elements in the
environment - and most of this information Hwang had from the
pre-existing research - they suddenly sprang into action. It was
almost as though all their normal dormancy was just saving up
energy for these bursts of activity and growth. Damaged cells would
trigger surrounding cells to multiply and multiply, though not
through any familiar process. The new cells grew rapidly and not
always as copies of those they seemed to originate from. Skin cells
could respond with muscle cells, white cells, even strange
chitinous cells forming barriers, and in a quick, choreographed
action any damaged cells were removed or reabsorbed, any foreign
material was forced out and away, and any of these new cells which
no longer had a purpose were likewise either sloughed off or
absorbed. The entire process occurred so quickly that high-speed
photography had been required to accurately describe it, and new
equipment and techniques for careful handling of all cells had been
developed to prevent such reactions from destroying any ongoing
work. Hwang became an expert in these techniques as quickly as he
could, and by the end of another month he was able to work with
their cells without his work being suddenly and unexpectedly
undone.

In order to attempt nuclear transfer, he needed to
completely isolate a single cell without damaging any nearby cells
in the process. It was grueling work. Then the cell’s nucleus had
to be extracted unspoiled as the cell disintegrated around it,
apparently trying to be re-absorbed upon destruction. His
proprietary process for stripping away the original enzymes and
coaxing helper RNA extracted from samples of the future host to
re-coil the nucleus while tagging it with its own enzymes and
markers worked just as well on their DNA as it had for the first
dozen successes. When the re-packaged DNA was then inserted into a
waiting ovum whose own nucleus had been extracted previously, it
accepted it as though it were its own.

The second process which allowed Hwang to be so
successful where others failed was a triumph born out of failure.
In his often publicly-harangued earlier work, many ovum had been
nudged into parthenogenesis without fertilization or nuclear
transfer, which was at the time a previously unseen feature of
human cells, and yet only served as another layer of embarrassment
for his team. As he had languished in the obscurity of infamy Hwang
had studied the process which had triggered parthenogenesis, and
now used his singular understanding to cause target cells to
undergo the same experience. Hwang directly implanted these new and
rapidly growing clusters of cells into two more of the women who
continued to be provided to him as easily and as often as he asked
for them.

These women, he monitored closely. He knew that all
the other women he’d implanted with clones were progressing
normally. Other labs typically experienced from 95% to 99.99%
failure rates when implanting blastocysts generated via nuclear
transfer from adult cells in animal tests from rats to cats to
sheep and cows. Well explored areas of research, experienced labs,
and carefully selected cell lines could get these failure rates
down into the 70%’s and 80%’s. Hwang’s close monitoring of these
two developing cell clusters were based on those standards and on
his own experiences in past trials - he hardly noticed that this
new, private lab, with his radical new procedures developed from
his investors’ extensive prior research, had somehow got the
failure rate down to 0% in its first human trials.

He watched them, and he waited, filling his spare
time with activities that seemed trivial and easy to him now.
Creating new stem cell lines, standardizing the processes and
documenting things explicitly, gathering data as though for
publication, it was all just to pass the time as he monitored these
two key mothers’ development rather than the inexcusable hassle it
had seemed in his previous work. By the end of the first trimester,
when it seemed clear that everything was going to go perfectly
through birth, Hwang had grown confident enough to petition his
investors for a proper setup to conduct publishable research, and
means to gather ova and hosts ethically. They were more than happy
to transfer him to one of the existing labs to reproduce these
private successes under the supervision and protection of their
corporate umbrella.

They kept him updated with a continuous stream of
information about the absurdly normal pregnancies he’d created for
them, and he produced reputable, revolutionary research that would
be worth billions to them and would repair his reputation.
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“I wish I could nurse them myself,” she was rocking
the tiny copy of herself gently in her arms, “a mother should be
able to nourish her child with her own body.”

“That isn’t your child, love.” He had the little boy
who shared his genetic code in his own arms, and was marveling at
his smile and at the strength of his tiny hand, gripping a single
finger so tight. “She has a mother, and he has another, and they’re
both producing the perfect food for each. You haven’t lactated a
day in your long life, and if either of them managed to extract a
mouthful of fluid from your body we’d have to start over from
scratch.”

“You don’t have to remind me, we’ve been through
that before. I don’t ever want to have to destroy another eternal
infant.” A shiver coursed across her body, just thinking of it.
“There’s just something horrible about a child who can never grow
up.”

“And something worse about having to destroy a
child’s life, damned or not.”

“I didn’t know I was this beautiful as a child. It’s
hard to believe this is what I looked like.”

“We’re taking pictures, you know. Recording
everything. And I’ve had my own people double and triple-check
Hwang’s work; these are definitely our twins. At this point in
their lives, this is certainly what we would have looked like.” He
carried the newborn across to the waiting nurse who silently
disappeared as soon as the boy was returned to her care, then
crossed back to sit at his wife’s side. “Of course, with advances
in nutrition, medicine, and totally different environmental
pressures, it won’t be long before they seem more like our actual
children than our twins. That little boy will probably be three or
four inches taller than I am, just by avoiding the deprivation I
had to endure in my youth.”

“Life in this family is like the opposite of
deprivation. It’s a fine line between providing for and spoiling
children. We don’t want another Ariana on our hands, or ...ugh,
Bruce is still a thorn in my side.”

“These aren’t just any children, though. Not just
some orphans we’ve adopted or children whose parents we ate and you
felt sorry for.”

“That only happened once! You don’t have to keep
bringing it up!”

“You hated him. You ended up resenting him because
you were never able to look in his eyes without seeing his father’s
limp body. It was no wonder he ran away. But these two are special,
they’re different, and they mustn’t run away or be mistreated. We’
mustn’t resent them for being alive.”

“Why would I?!” She finally looked up from the
angelic face of the peaceful newborn in her arms, “They’re giving
us the chance we’ve never had, to have a life, a real life
together, the way we never could. Why would we resent them?”

“For living. For having what we can’t. They aren’t
giving us the chance to live, they’re living their own lives, and
unless you want to turn them into prisoners or mind-control slaves,
there’s even the chance they won’t want to follow through in the
end.”

“If we raise them well, they’ll love us, and love
each other, and they’ll want to do it. We know well enough how to
be a loving family, to bring up children who respect their parents
and share our values and our dreams and know how to keep even the
biggest of secrets.” She looked back down to the gurgling newborn,
warm in her cool arms, “and if they outright refuse, then yes,
we’ll use mind control. Yes we will,” her voice became the soft,
cooing voice of too many a new parent, coddling a baby she knew
didn’t understand her words, “won’t we? Yes we will, yes we will!”
The tiny, ignorant girl smiled and almost laughed, knowing only
that she was receiving attention and positive energy and light.

“Well, we’ll see how you feel about that in twenty
years. Right now, it’s time for supper, hers as well as ours. I
don’t want either of you getting ideas and trying to eat the other.
Now give her here.”

“You have the worst sense of humor,” she lost her
smile, handing the child over to be taken away, “why is it I stay
with you after all this time? Is it the money?”

He handed the still-smiling child off to a nurse who
had appeared as if by magic just as he was crossing the room. She
was part of his eager, dedicated, full time staff who -through
generous compensation and compassionate treatment- didn’t need to
be mind-controlled to devote themselves entirely to their service.
She disappeared without a word, without a sound, knowing what was
expected of her and glad to exceed expectations on a daily basis
for the only boss she’d ever had who seemed to genuinely care about
his employees.

“No, no, it’s mutual, unconditional love.”

She smiled, stood, and surrendered softly into his
secure embrace, comforted by the familiar stillness of his chest.
“Oh,” the way his ribcage didn’t rise and fall and rise again
against her as she pressed into him, “yeah,” and the way no
thumping beat broke the perfect, silent stillness of their intimate
embrace. Even with an uncanny strength that equalled his, she loved
the feeling of being wrapped up inside the gentle strength and
protection she felt in his arms. “I’m so happy.”

“So am I, love.”

“This is all really happening, isn’t it? This isn’t
a dream?”

“This isn’t a dream.” His arms squeezed her somewhat
tighter against him, pressing them together like two halves of the
same whole, “This is real. We’re really doing this.”

“It’s so hard to believe. After all this time...”
She shook her head slightly, subtly, against his hard chest, “not
in hundreds of years did I really believe we would be this close.
All those orphans we took in over the years, I thought that was the
best I could hope for, but now I see they were just preparing us
for this. I thought I was learning to be a mother only in
pantomime, but now...”

“Don’t let your other children hear you talking that
way, or they’ll get jealous and think they aren’t your
favorite.”

“They can’t all be my favorite, Prince. And after
this, they all really will be second best.” She tipped her head
back and he leaned down and kissed her smiling lips, “well, maybe
third best. Thank you, for making my dreams come true.”

“They’re my dreams, too.”
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“I just thought you ought to know, ma’am.” The woman
had worked in one capacity or another for the Pallas family for
over fifty years, currently as the private tutor a la
governess for the junior Prince and Penny. Mrs. Pallas’s reaction
was not, however, the shocked or disturbed one she had been
expecting.

“Oh, that’s such a relief! I knew they’d like each
other! I’m so glad,” she was practically beaming, “I bet they were
so cute! Were they just the cutest thing?”

“Ma’am?”

“Oh, I’ll have to review the video feed! Their first
kiss! They’ll probably want to remember it forever!”

“They’re barely seven years old, ma’am, and
siblings. Do you really think it’s appropriate--”

“Oh, Deirdre, I suppose we’ll have to tell you
everything, now. Prince thought you should have been told ages ago,
but ... well, I thought you might not understand.”

“Understand, what, ma’am?” Deirdre had been younger
than Penny had appeared to be when she’d started working for the
Pallas family, and she had been worn down by time and taken on
wrinkles and grey hairs raising three generations of adopted Pallas
children without Penny seeming to age even a day. She had been
through so many strange things, lived in so many strange, nocturnal
homes with blackout curtains in every room, seen the comings and
goings and sometimes comings without goings of countless unusual
strangers while working for the Pallas family that Deirdre doubted
there was much about their lives that would truly fall outside of
what she could understand. She simply sat steadfast, properly
prudent as she waited.

“Well, about little Prince and little Penny.”
Penny’s voice was uncertain, as though she were about to reveal
something she was ashamed of, or some state secret. “You see,
they’re very special children, not like any of the others we’ve
played parents to.”

“Yes, ma’am, I’ve been very aware of the extra
attention you give them, both you and Mr. Pallas. They’re very
special to you.”

“Yes, well, and... And you mustn’t repeat what I’m
about to tell you, not to anyone but Prince and myself.” She
considered briefly, one long canine tooth biting down outside her
lip in way that seemed simultaneously youthful, alluring, and
somewhat dangerous. “Well, and the children, but I don’t think
they’re old enough yet to really understand it all.”

“Of course not, ma’am.”

“I know I don’t have to remind you, but this all
falls under our blanket non-disclosure agreement.”

“That is to be understood of any word heard while in
your employ, ma’am.”

“Alright, well, here’s the truth: Little Prince and
little Penny aren’t exactly adopted. They’re...” She leaned in
slightly, her voice dropping despite the guaranteed privacy of the
residence, “they’re clones of Prince and I.”

“Clones, ma’am?”

“Copies. Like identical twins, but born much later,
they have the same DNA we do.”
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