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BIRTHDAY
Zach looked at the Send button and watched as his aging fingers moved to press it. They seemed like alien spiders doing his bidding; part of him, but somehow not. On the screen in front of him, he looked at his daughter Danielle. She was on a slight time delay, high above on the International Space Station, or ISS as people tended to abbreviate it. He watched as the picture file was sent and grimaced at his own face on the screen. He thought he was looking really old. The phone booth suddenly seemed too small for him, claustrophobic. It smelled of rotten autumn leaves, old urine and dust. His chest felt tight. A gust of wind mixed with rain crept through the half-door, and he shivered.
Zach’s hair - what was left of it - was sparse and white, standing out in sharp contrast to his dark skin. In the picture he looked much older than he was; a trick of the lens and photographic technique, or lack of. Blame it on the lighting and the cheap camera, he thought. In real life, he looked not bad at all for eighty years of age, but that was strictly body time. No more than a man in his sixties who took good care of himself would look. His wrinkles were there, but slight. But, Zach was much older than his body; older than his eighties. He was a brainjob. His brain was a hundred years old and had been put into a cloned body when Zach was much younger (he wished it had been a clone of his own body, but he'd never had that kind of money). He’d seen many changes in the world in that hundred years, too many to try and remember. The picture was from his birthday last night, May 2, 2051.
Danielle had been up on the ISS for a year. It had been her dream to work in space and since the colony on the moon had been established, space workers were in high demand. She was his pride and joy, born the old fashioned way with no genetic selection beyond the standard screening for defects that virtually everyone did. She was thirty-three, born long after Zach and his only wife Madeline had separated. They’d never been formally divorced and that had come back to bite Zach in the behind – and not just in a monetary sense, though that did hurt, also.
Madeline had invoked an obscure legal directive, part of the New Genetic Law, which gave a wife unheard of power over her husband’s sperm. Very much like the way the divorce laws were tilted in the women’s favour, so too did the genetic laws follow. Madeline had wanted a baby and was still able to carry one due to medical advances that made her aging body strong and fertile. Zach’s deposit of sperm, on file since he fulfilled the marriage license requirement of putting a sperm sample in cryogenic preservation, had been retrieved by her. The woman had to give an egg sample also. So, she followed her legal right, used his sperm to fertilize her egg, had the embryo implanted in her womb and carried Danielle until she was naturally born.
Zach had access to Danielle through the same provisions of law, but he hardly thought it was fair. So, he didn’t have much contact with his daughter as she was growing up, but he sure got the bills. He had regretted paying the child support at first, but now that he saw how Danielle had grown up beautiful and had made him proud, he was bursting with love for her. He may have hated Madeline for what she had done, initially, but in the end he was glad she had done it. He knew there was a reason he had married her.
Danielle had never known a world without a moon base and space travel. She wished she could have seen the live Mars landing in 2015, but she wasn’t born yet. She’d watched the archives the exploration teams had compiled hundreds of times and seen the ruins of an ancient civilization there, but it wasn’t the same as experiencing it live would have been. Biding her time on the ISS and hoping to get chosen for the Jupiter mission, she still had dreams of long-range space travel. The political tension and threat of war might scupper her plans, so she preferred not to mention it to her father. She didn’t want to worry him, especially not on his birthday.
Zach smiled and saw his daughter smile at his picture on the screen. Her smile was radiant, youthful and full of joy. Her long blonde was hair pulled tight into a ponytail to keep it from floating in her face. Zach strained to speak loudly in order to overcome the noise of the rain which fell hard on the street outside and against the thin plastic roof of the phone booth. The aircar traffic whooshed and woomed overhead, as ground traffic splashed by. The weather mods must be off today, he mused. Rain was usually announced, and often moved away from the cities. He took a glance at the sky with a hard eye, then looked back at the volume display. The tracker registered his eye movements, but did nothing to raise the volume. He banged the side of the videophone with his hand.
“Kee-rist! That hurts!” Zach yelled at no one in particular, but people passing by seemed to notice.
He decided to do it the old fashioned way and turned the volume on the greasy keypad up to full by hand. A group of noisy teenagers walked by the booth, munching on the latest synthetic food: a pastel coloured, plastic-looking bar that turned your hair green, or whichever colour of bar you ate. Several of them had bands of rainbow colours through their hair at various intervals. He’d heard that they also took some sort of drug that made them want to stay up all night and dance while listening to really fast, loud electronic music. Zach wondered why they all insisted on shouting so much, even though they all had miniphones in their ears, allowing them to stay in constant communication with each other. He wished he had enough money for a miniphone, but that was simply not the case on his disability pension. So, he had to slum it in the old-style phone booth.
“Keep it down out there!” he growled, then turned back inside.
He bent over the videophone again. “That picture was taken last night at a party some of my old friends had for me at a real swanky restaurant. Must have cost a bundle, but they wouldn’t let me pay any of it! Aunt Sophie was there too. How do I look? Not too drunk, I hope?” Zach winked and grinned in front of the camera.
The videophone went silent for a couple of moments as the transmission reached geosynchronous orbit, clicked through thousands of kilometers of relays, fiber optics and satellite feeds, was translated into microwaves, surged through the Earth’s atmosphere, was shot into space, and finally received at the station for Danielle to watch. Then, Danielle spoke her response and the signal traveled all the way back to Zach again.
The videophone in front of Zach played her signal: “It’s a very good picture of you, dad. I hope I age as well!” She laughed, trying to sound brave, but not really wanting to find out what age would do to her.
Things were better with nanomedicine, but people still got old and died unless they had themselves cloned and brainjobbed. But, cloning still had its risks, and was very expensive. Also, there was space illnesses to worry about, as zero gravity was not kind to the human body, causing muscle and bone deterioration over time; maybe it was a sign that humanity was not meant to inhabit space.
“Happy Birthday! I’m sorry I can’t be there, I really am. It’s not everyday you turn a century old! I just wish you had someone to care for you, to be with!” Danielle frowned as she swayed in zero gee, holding onto a console handle for support, her ponytail bobbing in weightlessness.
“That’s ok. You have more important things to do than to come down here for a silly old man, and his slice of cake and some candles. I’ve gotten good at being a loner. I’ve always hated birthday parties, anyway.” He looked slightly sad and rubbed the white whiskers on his chin.
That hit her right in the gut, even so far away. She wanted to hug him, to kiss him on his big fuzzy forehead.
“Still, we’re going to sing you Happy Birthday! It’s the least I can do. You got my gifts, right?” She said, trying to brighten the mood.
“Yes. And, I don’t mind telling you that I didn’t need a new suit or a trip to the moon base, but thanks!” Zach smoothed out the very thin, yet warm, material of his new suit. His measurements had been taken years ago in a tailor’s shop, and Danielle had contacted them and had a new suit made from his measurements in the tailor’s database. The material was new, of a breakthrough fiber. It was remarkably light and adjusted to any temperature to still be comfortable to wear, pulling its fibers closer for warmth, or moving them farther apart to make heat exchange more efficient. The tailor said it was going to last over a hundred years. That had made her smile, but she didn’t tell Zach about that part. She hoped they would both be around for another hundred years and with modern medicine, they just might be.
Danielle drifted away from the camera to reveal the other astronauts behind her. The flags on their suits were the red and grey slashes of Furion, the last great free state. Furion had taken control of the ISS and the other foreign astronauts had either left, or joined their ranks, assimilating into what was thought to be the last, best hope for freedom in the world. It was freedom by force, so not ideal, but it was the top political system running at the moment. The neighboring provinces were far more retrograde and repressive when it came to personal liberties and opportunities for its citizenry then was Furion, and its capital of Furion City.
From out of nowhere (as far as Zach could see), she produced a cake impaled with non-lit candles. Zach smiled, watching, enraptured, still not quite believing she was a part of him; his blood, his child. Danielle’s face shone with happiness, her blue eyes deep and alive.
“They won’t let us light the candles up here, for safety regulations. But, we can still sing!” Danielle turned to the others and nodded. They began to sing in unison.
“Happy birthday to you! Happy Birthday to you! Happy birthday, Mr. Hemmings! Happy Birthday to you!” the five astronauts warbled, not so badly out of tune as could be expected. Danielle sang “Daddy” while the others sang “Mr. Hemmings.” They all clapped, taking their hands off what they were holding and floated.
Zach watched them and marveled at the modern world that allowed this communication, and the fact that the people he was talking to were hundreds of kilometers up in space. It was mind-blowing to an old man like himself. Inside the little booth on this rainy street, Zach sighed. He never thought he’d see so many birthdays. He smiled into the camera. “Thank you all! Danielle, especially thanks to you! Oh…!” Zach winced in pain and shifted his legs. He grabbed his right hip and massaged it.
“Daddy, are you ok?” She floated back to a close position in front of the videophone, peering into the screen, striving for more resolution, more information.
“Yeah, it’s just this damn hip of mine. Won’t leave me alone. I wish they had seats in these damn things!” He looked around the booth for a place to sit, but there was none.
The transmission flickered and brapped - the slight time delay fragmenting Danielle’s words, and chewing them up into distorted digital noise.
“What was that, honey?” Zach peered into the monitor at the flickering picture streaming into pixels and static.
“I said to go see about your hip, Dad. And, you are welcome! I just wish mom were still here to celebrate with us.”
“Yeah,” Zach said and fell silent, gripped in a melancholy memory.
She saw the expression on his face and frowned, not wanting to dredge up the past, especially not on that day. “Well, Dad, I have to go. We have a tight schedule to follow.”
He waved at the screen. “Thank you, honey! And, thank your co-workers. I really appreciate it.”
“Happy Birthday, dad!” Danielle blew a kiss, waved, then the transmission stopped.
“Goodbye, love,” Zach clicked off the videophone which displayed “Transmission terminated.” He pulled out the credit card, another gift from Danielle, from the slot and put it in his pocket. She could have just transferred the credits to Zach’s account, but he was stubborn and refused to get a credit chip implanted in his hand. That would change immediately if the warring provinces finally got control of Furion City. Micro-chipping was mandatory in every other nation on Earth from birth.
As he turned to exit the booth, Zach felt a sharp shot of pain and grabbed his hip again; as if it would do any good, or ease the pain. He fumbled for a bottle of pills from his pocket and opened it, knocking the lid flying. The lid tumbled down to the wet ground, just out of his reach.
“Dammit!” Zach muttered. He turned the bottle over in his hand, and wondered how many to take, or if he should just take the whole bottle and get it over with? That would stop his pain forever. Passers-by took quick glances at Zach, at his unkempt clothes and unshaven, grimaced face, but kept moving in the cool rain and the rush. Nothing special here, keep moving along, he thought. Zach looked like just another mad man on the street: trouble to be avoided. He shook the bottle. Empty. He flung it at a trashcan. There was not going to be any relief from the pain for a while yet, existential or bodily.
Zach didn’t think he’d ever use the ticket to the moon base, but it would be nice to get off-planet for a while. He’d never been, but thought there was enough trouble down on Earth with humans and their fighting, stupidity and waste. He could only imagine what went on up in space, and hoped it was not just as bad.
The robot taxicab slowed as it passed by, the cameras recognizing that Zach was alone and maybe in need of a ride.
“Good evening! May I offer you a ride?” chimed the too-happy simulated human voice of the robot taxi-driver.
The door automatically opened and the robot faced him, simulated eyes flashing. The screen where its mouth should have been displayed an animated smile. Zach grumbled and kept walking. He didn’t have money for that sort of thing, besides the robot-drivers freaked him out.
“Nope,” he said and spat on the ground, his saliva mixing with the rain.
The robot, recognizing his reply as a negative response, tipped its hat in a farewell gesture.
“Then, I wish you a pleasant tomorrow, sir,” the robot chirped.
The door closed and the taxi pulled away, nearly splashing him with mud from a puddle.
Zach continued on his way, hobbling along slowly, in great pain. The rain continued to pelt down and the wind made it worse. The sky was grey and it was getting dark early due to the heavy clouds. The city menaced around him like a black shadow. He made his way towards the hospital, using his cane to steady his steps. The bright white letters of the hospital sign in the distance lured him like a beacon, or a moth to a flame through the storm. They said: UNITO HOSPITAL – EMERGENCY ENTRANCE.
UNITO HOSPITAL
His cane came down on the wet pavement, again and again, its scarred tip beating out a slow rhythm. The lights outside the hospital were unnecessarily bright and hurt his eyes. Zach held one hand between the glare and his eyes, the other hand on his cane. “Why do they make them so bright?” he asked the air. The clouds threw the rain to Earth with what seemed like a vicious fury; a harsh Fall to be followed by a harsh Winter. Zach imagined God, or whoever was “up there” having a bad day and taking out their temper tantrum on the poor human ants below.
The automatic doors hissed open and the security devices scanned Zach for weapons, contagious diseases and health insurance. It was a comfort to get inside, despite the invasions of his privacy. The security guard saw Zach limping and soaking wet. He gave Zach a small nod.
“Weather systems down again, huh?” the guard asked, watching the pool of water forming around Zach’s ratty boots.
Zach grunted and entered the white-tiled ward. The guard was already on the phone calling for a clean up of the mess Zach had tracked in.
It was late on the ward, after midnight and almost quiet. The cleaning robots scurried around like mice, dousing the floor with a fine mist of disinfectant solution, waited a few seconds, then sucked up the solution, dirt, and errant drops of water, picked up pieces of lint and litter.
A small crowd had gathered in the emergency room that night: a street guy dressed in tatters mumbled about something or other while shaking through some D.T.’s, a frat boy who’d cracked his head open, an old woman who didn’t look sick, but held the nurse’s arm with a fierce passion.
“But, you’ve got to let me see a doctor! It’s my heart, I can feel it!” cried the old woman, alternatively clutching her chest and looking around with bird-like nervous eyes.
“Ms. Parker, you’ve been in here three times this week complaining about your heart. The doctors have tested you, and you are in excellent health.” The nurse tried to sit the old woman down in her seat, but she kept rising like a helium balloon.
“No, not my heart…It’s my spleen, yes. It feels bloated. Or, maybe it’s my appendix! Could they just take a quick look? Do a quick scan?!”
“Come now, Ms. Parker, I’ll call you a cab.” The nurse shooed the old woman out the exit doors. “Why don’t you go home and rest. You were here early this morning and everything checked out fine, remember?” The old woman shook her head and wandered out the doors, to the street. The nurse breathed out a great sigh of relief and adjusted her hat. “Well, that should do it for a few hours for old Ms. Parker!”
Zach watched the commotion for a few moments, leaning against the wall and trying to catch his breath. A couple of ambulance attendants pushed a gurney with a patient all bandaged up and bloody. Worse off than me, Zach thought. Zach held onto his cane with a white knuckle grip and lurched over to the nurse’s station. He sat down at the first vacant seat, across from a counter with a thick plastic security window.
He’d never much liked hospitals and had spent more than his fair share of time in them. Hospitals made him nervous, with their population of sick and dying. He saw the hospital as a loaded spring waiting to uncoil death far more often than smiling faces on the other end. He thought he’d be used to it, but he wasn’t; age brought no relief from that particular kind of worry.
“Name?” the nurse asked in a monotone without looking up, impatient already with this patient.
“Zach Hemmings,” he answered, trying to settle in more comfortably in the small plastic seat.
“Date of birth?”
“Mine, or the body’s?” He smelled the disinfectant in the air and tried not to breathe it in too deeply. His palms were wet.
“Your body’s will be fine, sir.” She looked at him closely, thinking she had a real live one on her hands.
“May 2, 1951.”
“It’s your birthday.”
“Yes, after eighty years or so, you tend to stop counting.” He swallowed hard; his throat was parched with the dry air.
“1951, sir? That would make you a hundred years old.”
“I am a hundred years old! At least my brain is a hundred years old. I got this clone body in 1971. My original body came in 1951, when I was naturally born. I was brainjobbed after an accident - brain transferred into this clone, you know? That makes this flesh eighty. The brain is indeed a hundred!” He grinned, showing his nice teeth: it was amazing what modern dentistry could do.
“I see. And, what brings you to the emergency ward tonight, sir?” asked the nurse, resigning herself that maybe this patient wasn’t nuts after all – a little strange, but probably not an all-out nut bag.
“It’s my hip again. Hurts like heck. Maybe you can give me something? My old prescription isn’t working and I can’t sleep.”
“Medical Plan number?” She poised her fingers over the keyboard, not looking at him.
“Well, I’m an old employee of Unito, and….”
“Then, you’ll be covered under the employee plan. It does cover all eligible workers for life.”
“Yes, that’s what I understand.” Zach nodded, pulled out his old employee ID. The picture was of a younger him, when he had a full head of black hair, not the patchy white he was sporting.
He slid the ID to the nurse behind the plastic shield.
“Sure this is you, sir? The person in this picture is Caucasian, and you are not. If you’re trying to scam the system, I don’t think this is going to do it.” She held the card up to the light as if a forgery would be more transparent. She noted on his file entry that he may be mentally unstable. Or, a clone. Or, maybe both.
“It’s me, alright. Much younger. My original body. What I wouldn’t give to look like that again, I’ll tell you. Sorry, I never got the picture changed.”
The nurse fell silent and handed back the ID. “Let me take a retinal scan.”
Zach put his eyes up to the reader at the side of the plastic shield. The nurse pressed a button and a beam of light searched over Zach’s eyes, testing, verifying, processing. The screen displayed Zach’s medical file, including a picture of his original body and next to it a picture of his cloned body, both young and aged to its current state. The software always aged the pictures to the current date, so the pictures would be an approximation of the current patient’s age even if no recent picture had been taken. The nurse saw that he was telling the truth and relaxed.
“Well, Mr. Hemmings. I have your file here, everything seems fine. If you would get a new picture taken for your medical card, it would save much confusion, I am sure.” She smiled, relieved that he wasn’t a problem case.
“Isn’t there all sorts of paperwork to go through?”
“Yes, in your case, I am sure there is. But, the retinal scan proves your identity. Your coverage is in effect.” The nurse studied his face closely, trying to tell if he was really a clone.
“Glad to hear that.”
“Unito Bio takes good care of its employees. Now, please follow me.”
The nurse walked out from the booth and met Zach at the side of the desk. He tried to stand, but faltered, and fell back into the chair.
“Dammit!” he cried out.
She helped him get to his feet and they made their way into the examination room in a slow shuffle, every step pure fire through Zach’s hip.
“Slow and easy, Mr. Hemmings. No need to rush. Slow and easy now.”
RECALLED
The young doctor ran the scanning device over Zach, who was on his back looking at the ceiling. Zach’s hospital gown was pulled way up, leaving him exposed and chilly. Scars on Zach’s thighs and hips, the remains of other attempts to heal him, were clearly resolved in the bright lights of the examination room. The scanner produced an animation in 3D of Zach’s hip joint on the large plasma screen. The doctor zoomed into it and could see the degeneration clearly. Zach closed his eyes and almost drifted off to sleep. At least the pain was gone: he had been given good drugs.
“Well, I can see what’s giving you the trouble,” the doctor pointed at the screen.
“How is it?” Zach said, his eyes unfocused on the tiles above and the speaker set into the ceiling. He was hopeful the doctor would have good news, but was not really expecting anything to change. But, he had never been one to give up.
“What’s happening is that your hip joint is disintegrating. There’s not much we can do, except replace it, I’m afraid. And, if we don’t, it will only get worse. Your other bones are weakening too. The early clones suffered from this. I see they’ve tried the polymer injections on you, but they didn’t hold. When’s the last time you had a physical, anyway?” He scrolled through Zach’s medical history on the screen.
“Been a long time. I hate hospitals. Years, I guess.”
The doctor shrugged off this disparaging comment on what was his second home. “I suggest you make it a habit, Mr. Hemmings. Especially at your age.”
“Still, I guess the body’s in pretty good shape after eighty years?”
“That’s low mileage from a Unito clone. I don’t get it. They have their weak points, but still, it shouldn’t be wearing out so soon.” The doctor lifted Zach’s arm and checked his pulse the old fashioned way - with his fingers and a watch.
“Is there any thing else you can do for me except an operation? I don’t think I can stand any more pain.” Zach looked into the doctor’s eyes. “Can I get out of this thing now? I want to get dressed.” He pulled at the flimsy hospital gown.
“Hold on. I think you should stay in the hospital for a while.”
Zach sat up on the bed. “If it’s all the same, doc, I’d rather not. I don’t think I can stand it.”
“I’m sorry?”
“I’ve had so many operations already and they didn’t do a bit of good.”
“If that’s what we need to do to fix your hip, then we should do it. But, for now, I just want to check you in and run some tests. I’m curious why your body is breaking down so early.”
“I’d rather not. And, I don’t want to be checked in.”
“You might not have a choice. Just stay put for a second. There are laws about the treatment of clones.”
The doctor picked up the phone and spoke to someone in the administrative section, lawyers, no doubt. Zach overhead parts of the conversation about keeping him, but kept getting dressed anyway. He wasn’t going to stay unless they forced him to, and he hurried to get out of there before the doctor finished on the phone.
The doctor hung up and drew the curtain back.
“Don’t go anywhere, Mr. Hemmings.” He turned and left Zach standing there alone.
Zach’s eyes widened in alarm. “What? Why?” He kept pulling on his clothes, quickly.
A few seconds later the doctor appeared at the door, accompanied with a security guard.
The doctor cleared his throat, awkwardly. “I’m afraid you are going to have to be checked in. Under the Cloning Law of 2013, all clones showing signs of premature aging must be tested by the manufacturer. It could be a design flaw, or a sign of something more serious - some kind of disease we haven’t seen yet that might spread to other clones, or to humans. I’ll get someone down here to help you to your room.” The doctor walked out, leaving Zach under the watchful eyes of the guard.
“Wonderful!” Zach exclaimed. “Just great!” He sat down and thumped his hands on the bed, deflated. “Once they own you, they really own you!” Zach said to the guard, who only shrugged and put his hands on his belt.
FAMILAR GROUND
The echoes in the hollow corridors sounded like muffled voices in a fever-dream. The orderly, a big black man with strong arms poking out from the starched white uniform, pushed Zach along in a wheel chair. The tag on his white uniform read “Stanley” and his white sneakers squeaked as he walked with his heavy gait. Stanley extended his arms out fully, to be as far away from Zach as possible, as Stanley didn’t like clones. He stared at the back of Zach’s head, hate rising in his heart. He gripped the grey handles on the wheel chair even tighter and pushed it with deliberate speed. The sooner I’m done with this brainjob, the better, Stanley thought. The more modern hospitals had the newer wheelchairs, which actually had no wheels, but floated on magnetic waves. Unito Hospital was, apparently, not one of those.
Zach sighed as he was bumped along. “Old, chairs, huh?” he asked Stanley.
“Yep.” Stanley grunted. “This place is pretty much old school, man.”
They entered an empty elevator. The doors clanged shut and the elevator moved upwards smoothly, with the weight of massive, well-engineered machinery. Stanley kept silent and held a look of contempt on his face; lips pursed and eyes firm. Some people didn’t like clones, Zach knew this. They were a new race, the newest Earth had seen, and Earth had a history of race-relation problems, so this was no surprise. Good thing we haven’t met any real aliens, yet, Zach thought: we’d likely kill them on sight.
The elevator doors jangled open and Stanley pushed Zach into another empty hallway. Zach looked around as they entered the very quiet ward.
“No other patients around here? That’s kinda strange,” Zach said. He shifted in his seat, trying to find a good angle to sit that wouldn’t hurt his hip so much.
Stanley remained silent as the tiles clicked under the hard wheels of the chair. Zach watched the rows of lights on the ceiling and had a feeling like someone was boring a hole in the back of his skull.
Stanley finally cleared his throat and got ready to speak. He feared that Zach might make a complaint against him if he showed any overt signs of discrimination.
“Well, you’re a special case, I guess. They don’t like to mix the clones with the regular folk too much. That’s why they are hiding you up here.” Then, Stanley fell silent again and kept pushing.
They entered a newer wing of the hospital, through a heavy door that was opened by a couple of security guards. Stanley nodded at the guards and wheeled Zach past. Stanley’s shoes squeaked even louder on the newer, even more polished tile floor. The noises were ghastly in the stark hallway under the florescent lights, which reflected from the floor like white ice chunks in a deep, dark lake, whose depth was unfathomable.
Stanley slowed down his steps and they came to a secure door in front of a hospital room.
“Here’s your room.” Stanley tapped the security code and opened the door to a small, but private room, number 2323 and wheeled Zach inside.
The room was simple with a white hospital bed, a table with a fake wood veneer that swung over the bed, a lamp on the wall, a call button, a side table with another lamp, a couple of chairs, a bathroom, and a TV on a support attached to the far wall. Most everything else was white, or the dull fake wood veneer, except for the curtains which were an ancient pattern of flat toned orangey-yellow. Old-school, indeed, thought Zach.
“Well, thanks for the ride. I don’t think I could have walked much further with my hip acting like it is.” Zach smiled.
“No problemo, uh…man. They’ll fix you up here good, yes indeed.”
“I haven’t been in a hospital in years and I come back to the same kind of room as all those years ago. Hospital décor seems to be stuck in a time-warp. Amazing!” Zach chuckled and shook his head.
“Yep,” Stanley said, as he smiled through gritted teeth and daggered eyes,
Stanley took Zach’s arm and helped him over to the bed. It was a slow hobble, even though Stanley pushed Zach as fast as possible.
“Ouuuch! Careful!” Zach snapped.
“Sure, chief, sure.”
They made it over to the bed in slow-motion. Zach sighed and tried not to cry out as he got into bed. The drugs were strong, but sometimes the pain was stronger. Stanley secured Zach in the bed, then put his bag on one of the chairs.
“Home sweet home.” Zach said and looked around. He took the controller from the table and clicked on the TV. The orderly parked the wheelchair at the side of the bed.
“Well, that’s it. I’m gonna go now.” Stanley was nervous that he might pick up some kind of germs from Zach. He held his hands away from his face and body, wanting to sterilize them in some industrial-strength hospital soap.
“Thanks, my brother.” Zach held out his hand to shake Stanley’s.
“What?” Stanley looked at Zach’s hand, moving away as if he would be contaminated by this gesture of friendship.
“I said thank you.”
“Oh, I see. Well, don’t mention it. M-my hands are kinda dirty. I’ll just see you later, ok? Buzz the nurse if you need anything. See ya.”
The orderly stalked out of the room, a flat look on his face. Zach was used to it; not many were comfortable around clones, even after many, many years of having them around.
“Damn brainjobs,” Stanley said under his breath, but Zach didn’t hear it.
The door to Zach’s room closed and locked from the outside.
“Hey, why are you locking me in?”
But, there was no answer, just the sound of Stanley’s shoes as they squeaked down the hall and the sound of laughter from Stanley and the security guards.
“Great,” Zach said to himself. “I’m a prisoner. They’re probably gonna poison my food around here, next. But, it’s just like Unito. Ain’t nothin’ new there!”
He flipped to a station showing the history of the development of the nuclear bomb and the above ground tests in the desert. The mushroom clouds rose from the sand like columns of beautiful fungi, growing in fast-forward. Feeling much like his own freedom was being blasted away, Zach fell into an uneasy, druggy sleep, populated by slithering nightmares.
FURION CITY
Furion City was the last remaining remnant of the free world and its leaders were fiercely committed to protecting their citizen’s rights to privacy, even if every other nation was spying on its people with satellites, Internet monitoring, street and workplace cameras, and mind-reading technologies – at least that’s what the politicians said in public. In private, the politicians were looking into every conceivable way to have the citizens under their absolute control, of course. Furion City was the capital of Furion, the last of the proud and free states, and its citizens were not going to give up their rights while they still had blood pumping through their veins, they believed. It was a beautiful city, set by the water and containing many tall, shimmering silver buildings which caught the sun. The people of Furion City were of every race and age imaginable, and they walked the streets free and without fear, at least until the last few years when the hostilities caused much consternation and paranoia. Life was becoming more difficult, with many economic problems and the possibility of war ever-present.
Furion held off the invaders from the neighboring Braku provinces with threats of tailored plagues that would wipe out anyone not inoculated with the cure. Furion still held the upper hand in technology and that was the only thing saving them. But, this advantage would not last long and the leaders of Furion knew it. They needed something that the whole world would want from them, and that they could set their own terms with. They wanted to develop respect and power and have the rest of the world eating out of their hand. Furion’s scientists were hard at work developing a secret bargaining chip at the state’s leading laboratory, Unito Labs.
RESINGATION
The setting sun moved down the sickly-orange coloured sky like an opaque cataract eye sliding into a glass filled with amber phlegm. Zach watched the hidden disk of the sun move through the pollution haze, and remembered a time when the world was not so bad, when skies were not deliberately filled with poison: he wished it were so again. He cocked his head on the stack of white pillows and listened to the reverberations through the hollow hospital corridors. Nothing he could make out clearly. Perhaps the odd word here or there: “patient,” “recovery,” or “admittance.” The rhythms of the voices rose and fell, the footsteps grew louder, then dimmer, finally echoing into new sounds.
The stark florescent lights above Zach’s head in the tiny concrete-block-painted washroom showed every pore and flaw in his skin. The lights buzzed with a high-pitched whine, like insects. Zach shivered a bit in his gown with the open ass and shuffled his feet as he peed into the toilet. He felt nervous and there was an underlying discomfort in being there. He’d always hated hospitals and put up with them with a certain distain. This was no different, and more so; he was there against his will. He thought about calling a lawyer, but he didn’t have that kind of money. Shit, I hardly have any money, he mused. It was a good thing his health insurance was taken care of. He watched the water swirl out of the bowl and wished he could go with it. He was nervous and scared. He felt like a failure to once again be at the company’s mercy, and didn't know how long they would keep him there.
The stink of hospital lingered in the air and permeated into every nook and tile: on the walls and floors, in the sheet and the pillows, like any hospital anywhere. But, this was a different kind of hospital - it was the medical wing of Unito Labs, a genetic engineering/biotechnology corporation. The company logo was on the towels hanging from the racks, and on the upper corner of the mirror. Zach took the wrapping with the company logo off of a glass and filed it with water from the tap. “Just like a being in a hotel,” he said to the mirror. “Except this one you can’t leave when you want to. Room service sucks, too.” He raised the glass and drained it, looking at his reflection with unblinking eyes. He winced at his image in the glass; sometimes he still forgot he was in a clone.
Zach got into the wheelchair, slowly, painfully, then maneuvered himself back to bed. Soon, he drifted off to sleep as the TV played on. He must have been more tired than he realized, because when he next opened his eyes, it was dark and the middle of the night. It was quiet.
Zach lay there looking at the glow of the streetlamps through the curtains. He didn’t want to move, didn’t feel like moving. In fact, he didn’t feel like doing anything at all. He reached for the TV remote and clicked through, watching the ongoing coverage on the skirmishes with the Braku province and shook his head at the insanity. Gonna be a war sometime, he thought to himself. “Hope Dani is ok up there when it hits. But, then, what will she have to come back to?” He asked the TV set. The door unlocked and a nurse entered the room, startling him.
“Hello, Mr. Hemmings. How are you settling in?”
“Fine. When am I going to see my doctor?”
“In the morning. We’re getting you a specialist. One who deals with…clones.” She let the word “clones” ooze out of her mouth slowly, as if it was a worm and she was afraid to make any sudden moves, lest it break in her mouth, and just wanted it gone.
“Ok,” he said, slowly, lost for words, as he noticed her disdain, prejudice and hate. He had no more energy to fight that day and would not protest against her. He wanted to get back to sleep. It was quiet there and he didn’t have to deal with many people. The nurse adjusted his covers and took away the extra pillow so he could lie down more comfortably.
“I need to use the washroom,” Zach sat up and began to swing his legs out from under the covers and maneuver his feet into his slippers.
“Hold on, I’ll get the bedpan.” She reached for the shiny metal pan under the bed.
“I’m not using that thing! Now, are you going to help me into the chair, or am I going to have to do it myself?”
He raised his white, busy eyebrows and met her squinted eyes. It was like a showdown and somehow the nurse knew not to push Zach any farther. She helped him out of bed, into his chair and then wheeled him to the washroom. Zach grasped the handles on the wall and stood watching as she closed the door. Only when he was alone, did he get down to business.
After he was done, the nurse helped Zach move the painful few feet back from wheelchair to bed, and then covered him with a blanket. She handed him a paper cup of pills. “For the pain. To help you sleep.”
“Thank you. When am I getting out of here?” His shaking hands crushed the paper cup after he had taken the pills.
“I can’t tell you that, Mr. Hemmings. You’ll have to discuss that with your doctor. Good night.” The nurse forced a tired little smile and then left quickly, locking the door behind her.
He watched her leave, seeing a rip on one of her white stockings, the seams working their way down the back of her legs into her white shoes. Her footfalls disappeared down the hallway and Zach was left alone again.
He looked over to the window, at the curtain parted a little in the middle. He shut off the TV and waited for the pills to hit. From this height, the lights from the street below looked very distant and alien. “I should stop taking those pills. Just pretend to take them and spit them out after she leaves. Gotta stay alert for my escape!” he joked to himself. Maybe it’s not a joke, a deeper part of his mind told him as he laid his head down and slipped off to sleep.
HERE TO HELP
Zach opened his eyes. He was still in the hospital, alright. It was a good day - not too much pain. He managed to sit up and get into the wheelchair, and then to the bathroom without summoning the nurse. His first piss of the day felt glorious and he was ravenously hungry. I must have slept well with those pills, he thought to himself. No bad dreams, even. Things were looking up in his world, until he remembered he was a virtual prisoner.
He wheeled himself to the window and drew the curtain aside. The trees were turning Fall colours in earnest, running in a spectrum from greens to golds to reds. The morning sun glinted off the Unito Bio tower in the city center. It was actually visible today; the pollution was not as bad as usual and most of the sunlight got through. The pollution was gradually getting better, it seemed. A weather modification program pushed the smog away to less densely populated areas where atmosphere scrubbers – huge air filtration machines - cleaned the air. Weather control was achieved through the use of high-frequency sound waves and cloud seeding micro particles, which could be pushed and repelled as needed, and manipulated to produce rain, fog, wind, or storms. The sun’s rays filled the room, making the tiles sparkle as the room warmed. He smiled: the sun was cheering him up, despite the fact that when he awoke the hospital room was still there, and the door was still locked. He was hoping it wouldn’t be so and that he would wake up in his own bed. But, no.
Zach turned various scenarios over in his mind of what his treatment would consist of, and if it was actually legal for them to be keeping him. He sighed, and supposed it was, seeing as how the contract his boss had signed all those years ago on his behalf, to get the medical treatment he needed – a cloned body – meant that Unito owned his body and could do with it as they liked, if circumstance warranted it. Unito actually owned all the clones it made and their use by patients was not legal ownership, merely use of Unito property: a lease. A defective hip was all the cause Unito needed to keep Zach “quarantined” and to experiment on him. Their justification was that the defect could be not just an isolated event, and that the root cause and cure had to be determined, lest a whole line of Unito clones fall victim to the same aliment. It was all for best, they said, but it was probably just bullshit, he guessed. PR control. Anyway, there was nothing he could do about it. He got back into bed and tried to sleep, but his mind was stewing, filled with half-hearted plans for escape, and feelings of self-pity. He dozed off for a bit, but he didn’t manage to rest for long.
A work crew had begun hammering outside Zach’s hospital room door. When he got up to see what all the noise was about, they told him they were installing an airlock and decontamination system. Zach shrugged and went back to bed and tried to sleep through all the vibrations and noise, a pillow over his head. “Goddam hip,” he muttered. He lay in the bed with white sheets and wondered if they were tying to keep something out, or something in.
Hours passed where Zach stared at the ceiling and contemplated his fate. The nurse had brought a foul breakfast, along with a few books, and he’d been flipping through them until he fell asleep again. Zach did a lot of sleeping. He was quite old, but this was something more: he felt wiped out a lot, like his body was working extra hard. Must be the hip zapping my strength, he told himself. He stirred, shouting in his sleep and woke up, sending the David Icke book to the floor. “Darn nightmares of reptiles. See if I read this stuff again before bed!” He fished the book from the floor and threw it on the table next to the remains of the gritty, gross-looking scrambled egg blob and bland toast.
The construction noise had finally stopped outside his room. The door suddenly hissed open and in came two doctors, not saying a word at first, they just looked at Zach. Zach jumped a bit and took his head off the pillow to look: the inner door was still open, but leading to the hallway was a short transparent passageway connected to an airlock. The inner door closed automatically and made the hissing sound again as the airtight seal was closed.
“Good morning, Zach,” said the first doctor, a tall man with wiry black hair and a scar on his left cheek. The second doctor, a short man with silver hair and very strange looking glasses that held themselves to the sides of his head, smiled and pushed a cart filled with monitoring equipment into the room. “I am Doctor Malkis,” said the man with the scar, “And, this is my colleague Doctor Lubrieve. We are here to help you.”
Malkis held out his meaty, ugly hand. “Hello,” he said.
“Ah, good,” Zach said and pulled himself to a sitting position to shake the doctor’s hand. “What’s that on the door?”
Malkis smiled, but his smile was anything but reassuring to Zach. “That’s an airlock. It’s going to keep out containments from your room, and it will also protect others from you, if what you have is in fact a virus. But, that’s what we are going to find out, and we’re going to make sure you get well!”
Zach supposed the explanation was plausible, and he guessed most of it was true, though what Malkis was leaving out, Zach could not intuit at that moment.
“No need to get up. We are only going to give you a couple of injections today,” said Lubrieve as patted a small case labeled with bio-hazard warning stickers. He smiled, and his smile seemed devious, calculated. Malkis smiled in response, the scar on his cheek, long and pink, scrunching up into his wrinkles. Zach knew they were hiding something, but what?
Lubrieve placed the briefcase down on the table next to Zach’s bed, shoving aside the books and the dishes from breakfast. Malkis hooked Zach up to the monitoring machines on the cart, putting wireless electrodes on Zach’s chest, arms, and head, then he started the machines. Zach was a good sport, and he hardly flinched as Malkis roughly slapped on the cold electrodes. In a few seconds, the machines came online and Zach’s bodily functions were displayed in real-time on the screens: pulse, brain activity, temperature, and blood pressure.
Malkis pulled out a vial and a needle. “What I am going to do is inject you with a serum that should reverse your painful hip effects. Ever hear of nanobots?”
“Those are like tiny robots?” Zach guessed.
“Yes, precisely! Very tiny robots. Microscopic, infact. The nanobots in this serum will find the places in your body that need repairing and fix them!”
”I hope so; I’ve suffered with this hip long enough.” Zach ran a hand over his upper thigh, and softly, almost fearfully, touched his hip.
Malkis lay his finger in the identity reader on the case and the lock disengaged. He took out a syringe and a bottle marked “UB nanobots rev. #2829.”
“It shouldn’t have even happened. Unito is renowned for the reliability of its clones.” Lubrieve swabbed Zach’s arm with alcohol and a sterile pad. Zach looked at the needle and gripped the sheets tight.
“Accidents can happen in medicine, even to Unito products - but you didn’t hear me say that!” Malkis let out a gruff laugh, then grabbed Zach’s arm and plunged the needle in. It only hurt for a second, but the real action was not even to be seen with the human eye. Malkis depressed the stopper and drained the syringe.
Zach didn’t feel much; the chemicals from the pain pills were still flowing through his body, numbing him. But, he did feel the powerful liquid pushing through his veins as it hit his brain, and he gasped. His grip on the sheets weakened. He felt sick.
Thousands of microscopic robots were tumbling though his bloodstream, latching onto parts of his insides that were in need of repair. The robots scanned the internal organ, or cell, or part of a vein they came across, and then cross-checked the findings with an internal database (that was updated in real-time with a WiFi computer link to a central database), made a decision as to whether the subject of the scan was in need of repair, or not. If it was, then the nanobot would carry out the needed repair. If the nanobot didn’t have the requited tool or drug, or protein onboard, it was simple for it to enlist other nanobots and set up a microscopic manufacturing plant. The microscopic factory would be staffed by new nanobots that the original nanobots had built. In a very short amount of time, the drug or tool that was needed would be manufactured, and then used to treat that part of the patient’s body that needed to be healed.
The nanobots formed a sort of hive mentality, controlled by the central computer outside, and their internal programming. Their numbers were strictly regulated in the body. New nanobots were built as old ones wore out and were recycled in little factories for their base materials, or flushed from the patient’s body, depending on the model of nanobot and how advanced that particular piece of technology was. In this way it was possible to have a team of hundreds of thousands, even millions, or billions, of microscopic robots constantly, ever-diligently traveling around in the body, scouting and evaluating their findings, until they found something to work on. They stayed embedded at the work site until the job was done, and then traveled onward through the patient’s system in search of more healing to do.
Zach could feel them crawling though his body like tiny spiders. He tingled all over, and thought his skin might erupt from the inside. Something strange was happening to him and he was powerless to stop it. Thoughts of getting up and running to the bathroom crossed his mind, but what would he do there? Throw up? Would it do any good? He felt like he wanted to pull his head off, and ran his fingers through his hair, grasping the dwindling roots tightly.
“What’s happening to me? Help me!” he pleaded to the doctors, who seemed to have forgotten their Hippocratic oaths.
Malkis watched Zach’s elevated pulse on the monitor; it was high, but still within safe limits. If Zach got too excited, Malkis had a tranquilizer he could inject him with, but he didn’t want to be hasty with that, as it might interfere with the nanobots’ entry into their new environment.
“You may feel something at first, a kind of tingling sensation. This is simply the first wave of the nanobots entering your system, and your body reacting to it, as it rightly should to microorganisms that are foreign, and that it ought to control. But, that soon subsides as the nanobots manufacture an anti-rejection drug. Next, comes the initial stage of nanobot breeding, which is usually quite aggressive, as a body has many things to be repaired if it has not had nanobot treatment before.” Malkis smiled large, proud of the nanobots he had help engineer and program. He rolled the bottle of nanobot serum around in his palm, looking at it with moist eyes. “Well, that’s that! We will keep you closely monitored, Zach. Sometimes there is a fever, but usually nothing to worry about.” Malkis capped the syringe, and put it with the serum into his case. He locked it up tight. “How do you feel?”
“Sick. A bit weak. Like my skin is crawling with bugs, like there are bugs inside of me! Please make it stop,” Zach croaked out, his consciousness spinning away down a tunnel. He fell back on the pillow, fading out, and coming back in.
Lubrieve checked the machines and nodded. “Some discomfort is normal. In our previous animal trials that was routine. But, since you’re the first human clone to have this treatment, we’ll be monitoring you closely. Not to worry.”
“You’ll be fine!” Malkis clapped his hand on Zach’s shoulder and turned to go.
Zach tried to relax with the sound of his own heart pounding in his ears, and the beeping from the heart-monitor.
“The nurses will be in to check on you soon. I’ll be back later on myself, as well.” Malkis smiled. “Rest now.”
Zach spoke to them with his eyes closed. “What’s that thing on the door really all about? Is there some disease going around? Or, is it because of what you just gave me?”
The doctors looked at each other, then at Zach.
“Yes,” Malkis said. “It’s for your own protection. It disinfects anyone who comes in. Just stay in here and you will be safe.”
Zach knew they were lying.
The doctors entered the passage way. The inner door closed and the hissing began again. Zach rubbed his arm where the needle had gone in. The spot was getting red and bumpy. He felt his forehead and noticed that he was hot, then drank some water from the tumbler on the table. He put his head down again, but it was some time before he could relax by any degree at all. It’s a mighty strange sensation to hear your own heart making sounds on the machines, Zach thought. Kind of like a game, where you can increase your respiration and make your heart go faster, or slow down your breaths, or even hold your breath and see the effects it has on the noises. He didn’t like it much and it wasn’t a game he really wanted to play, he just did it to amuse himself. In truth, it made him nervous and his palms sweaty. It made him think of the clone operation, way back when. Zach closed his eyes and listened to the machine beep as his body continued to live. He fell into a near-trance that was halfway between sleeping and being awake.
After some time, a nurse came to check on him, making the whooshing sound come from the airlock. Zach asked the nurse to turn off the beeping monitor so he could rest better. She did so, then went quickly back out the airlock, not wanting to spend a moment longer around Zach than was necessary: she was afraid. Word about the experiments being conducted on him had spread, and no one was sure just what the ramifications would be, or what the dangers were.
Zach closed his eyes and tried again to settle into sleep, but the only rest he found was in a nightmare. It was dark and he was in an underground sewer-like tunnel. He was still in his hospital gown and slippers, his ass jutting out the back. In the tunnel that loomed ahead he saw a light coming towards him, like a giant insect with one large eye. It was hot; steam rose from the dirt floor and floated around in the passageway like a group of agitated ghosts. The tunnels stretched out to what seemed like infinity at every junction. Zach stumbled forward, running his hands against the slimy stone walls for support as he crouched down to walk beneath the low ceiling.
After a long, stretched and distorted time without time, Zach came to a junction where another tunnel continued upwards. He took it and soon found stinking water forming on the ground, getting deeper the further he walked, first covering his feet, then ankles, then knees, and then thighs. The water made him feel queasy, and was slimy with unknown filth floating within and on top of its surface. It was like he had walked into a region of hell. He breathed through his mouth to avoid smelling the noxious fumes, but he still could taste them. He dry-heaved, choked, gasped, and spat. Water drops, mixed with some kind of glowing algae, fell from the damp ceiling above onto Zach’s face and started to burn. He furiously wiped it off with his bare hands. When he wiped his hands on the hospital gown; his hands left trails of slime across its dingy-white surface.
Zach trudged onwards in the dim glow, his bare feet touching the slick sewage-covered rocks which reflected the light from white bulbs, evenly spaced, hanging from wire cages on the ceiling. He choked and coughed, retching out his guts some more. The stench was terrible. He stopped and dry heaved, but there was nothing left in him. His chest, eyes, and throat were burning.
Then, from somewhere ahead, through the water and the stink, came the sound of metal clanking on metal. Something moved through the foul water. A monstrously large metal bug, like a cricket crossed with a beetle that had one colossal eye bulb which searched from side to side for its prey, came closer, the hulking eye getting bigger and bigger. It was coming straight at him and gave no hint of stopping, its spiny legs splashing through the water with great speed! Zach couldn’t move and had the sinking feeling that this bug meant to tear him apart and eat him, piece by bloody piece.
“No!” Zach screamed.
The bug knocked him over and he fell back into the sewage water, scrambling to get away, screaming, drowning, fighting for breath. The bug bit into his skin, slicing him open, letting all the germs in the water enter his body, as the microbes coursed through his blood, into his heart and brain, turning his whole body into a festering boil-ridden corpse, the flesh falling off in chunks, his hair falling out, and his eyes melting. Soon, all that was left was a grinning skeleton with shreds of the hospital gown slowly dissolving in the acidic poison-water.
Back in his hospital bed, Zach moaned in a sweaty sleep, unable to wake up.
RUNNING BACKWARDS
Things slowed down some in the hospital at night. It was a good time for the cleaning staff to do their jobs, and for the doctors and nurses to get caught up on paperwork, socialize, and maybe even get some sleep. The low hum of the air conditioning vents was broken only by the odd moan from far down hollow corridors.
Stanley, the orderly, positioned the mop over the tiles of the hallway, then let it go. The mop floated on its own power and had a small antenna on it. As it cleaned and disinfected the tiles with a wet solution, it also dried and waxed them to an extreme shine. Stanley whistled and the sound echoed. He sighed and looked out the window, past the reinforced glass inlaid with metal grids, to the streetlights below. He looked into the lights, getting lost in them in his tired state, and contemplated how long it was until quitting time.
As Stanley neared the nurse’s station, he smiled and winked at Lillianna, a hot looking nurse who always leaned over the counter, amused to see Stanley work the mop. He held a remote control and guided the mop over the floor, and made sure to work the controls to make the mop dance about, so it was as eager to see her as Stanley was. As they giggled over the mops antics, they almost didn’t hear Zach’s screams from down the hall.
A buzzer went off and a light flashed at the nurse’s station: the vital signs monitor in Zach’s room went to flat line.
“Shit,” Lillianna said and started to run. “Code blue in the isolation room,” she yelled into the microphone in the lapel of her nurse’s uniform.
Stanley shut down the mop and it quickly whirred to a stop. “That goddam brainjob!” he said and ran after her.
Zach thrashed in bed, sweating and feverish. He had pulled off the sensors from his head and body, causing anyone monitoring his vitals to think he was in cardiac arrest. The monitors screeched out their warnings as Lillianna wiggled through the airlock and ran to Zach’s side. Stanley entered the room and rushed to hold Zach down. Malkis popped in through the airlock next, looking like he’d just woken up.
“What happened?” Malkis asked the nurse. He looked at his prized specimen, Zach, all sweaty and flushed. He feared the worst; that the nanobots had caused an allergic reaction or something equally as toxic.
“I don’t know. The alarm suddenly went off at the station. I came in here and found him like this. I thought he was Code Blue. He pulled all the monitoring sensors off.” Lillianna struggled to get the wires back onto Zach, but he was slippery as an eel.
Stanley held Zach’s arms down. “He’s freaking out. Give him something! I can’t hold him forever!” Stanley looked at the monitors which were all very overactive and beeping furiously. He wished he’d quit this job last week, like he had been planning on. They aren’t paying me enough for this, he thought.
Malkis shone a light into Zach’s eyes, pulling his lids open. He felt like he was looking into the eyes of a fish, perhaps a dead one.
Lubrieve entered with a medical kit bag, shaking his head. “What now?” He definitely had been asleep just minutes before.
“He’s having a bad reaction to the nanobots, but I don’t think it’s anything toxic. It should pass.” Malkis answered Lubrieve.
“Hold him steady! I’m going to give him something,” ordered Lubrieve. He opened his bag and took out a needle with syringe and a vial. Expertly, he filled the syringe with liquid from the vial, shot some of the liquid out of the top to remove any air, and then injected it into a fleshy part of Zach’s arm. Instantly Zach stopped thrashing around and fell unconscious.
Malkis looked to Lubrieve. “Just like with the first primate tests. Allergic reaction? Do you think?”
Lubrieve shrugged. “I’ll have to run some tests.” Lubrieve went to dump the used needle in a biohazard bin, stopped, then carefully returned the used needle to his kitbag.
Malkis watched Lubrieve’s near-breaking of the security protocols closely: one slip and their intellectual property would be fair game for enemy agents.
Lubrieve then took a gauze pad and some disinfectant, bent down and removed any trace of the expelled liquid from the floor. He carefully placed the waste into a clear plastic bag, and it went back into his kit bag, which he clasped shut.
The nurse and the orderly watched him; they knew something was strange, but also knew better than to question Lubrieve or Malkis. Lubrieve met their eyes and they turned away. Stanley excused himself and left via the airlock. Lillianna adjusted Zach’s bedding, which had gotten disarrayed.
Malkis reattached the sensors to Zach and the machines registered Zach’s bio rhythms again. His temperature on the display indicated a fever.
Lubrieve broke the uncomfortable silence. “I don’t think it was an allergy. He had a lot of age-related deterioration in his body and DNA. The nanobots need to clean him out before they can rebuild. Let’s come back in a few hours. Nurse, give him water when he wakes up.” Lubrieve packed up his bag and turned to go.
“He’s running a fever too, Lubrieve. Remember what happened the last time a subject ran a fever after an injection?” Malkis looked Lubrieve in the eye, deadly serious.
Lubrieve paused for a moment to remember what had happened with the animal tests that had gone badly, then shook his head. “I do, but that was a monkey, not a man. So, let’s cut the speculation, and wait it out, ok?” Lubrieve stomped off, throwing the airlock door open and letting it bang against the wall.
Lillianna jumped at the sound.
“It’s ok,” Malkis consoled her. “He’s always anxious when he’s testing a new serum. But, he’s the best. So who can argue?” Malkis followed Lubrieve out into the airlock and down the hallway, like a parent after an errand, but brilliant child.
Lillianna changed Zach into dry clothes, while Zach’s mind whirled around in another place entirely.
Stanley paused by the airlock window with his mop and watched with disgust, looking away when the nurse revealed Zach’s naked flesh. He might look human, but he sure isn’t human, Stanley brooded, then turned back to his work.
In the cafeteria, Lubrieve stood at the service counter, pouring himself some coffee. He sighed, glad to be alone and away from Malkis. He had been feeling that Malkis, being the senior geneticist at Unito Bio, was driving him too hard. Lubrieve had been having thoughts of quitting for a long time. It was only the promise of large financial rewards when the work they had started could be turned into profitable products that kept him on. He’d been hearing rumors about how Frankie was getting more tight-fisted and so even those lucrative rewards were in question. Sometimes he wondered why he even bothered. The nearly empty cafeteria with the steady hum of the TV on the wall soothed him. There, he didn’t have to think about anything too much, or talk to anyone, at least for a moment or two.
Malkis walked up behind Lubrieve and slapped his hand down on the counter. “It’s a waiting game at this point, Lubrieve. Only time will tell whether the new serum will have as striking results as in the trials. I want his DNA samples screened in the morning, Lubrieve. You hear me?”
Lubrieve stared at the TV, silent for a moment, and then he erupted, his face going red. “Yes, I hear you!” he barked at Malkis.
Malkis threw up his hands, then went over to the serving station and took a mug. They had been getting on each other’s nerves lately. It seemed the closer they came to success with their work, the more they snapped at each other. It was like they were some couple on the outs, getting moody, and prone to outbursts and fighting.
Malkis poured some coffee and put it down in front of the cash register. The dour faced woman who worked the cash register pressed some buttons, her face blank. Malkis waved his hand over the scanner, the chip implanted in his palm glowing briefly under his skin.
“Thank you,” the cashier woman said, suddenly animated for a moment, then falling back into her stupor, eyes down and expressionless, with the pose of a statue.
Malkis wondered for a moment what must be going on in her head for her to behave like she did, but he quickly put such thoughts out of his mind, as the answer was not likely to be anything good.
Malkis stopped by the table and looked at Lubrieve. “I want you to get a fresh sample first thing in the morning.”
Lubrieve looked into his coffee as the creamer swirled, lightening the colour of the coffee and didn’t look up. “Alright.”
Malkis sipped his coffee and smiled, pleased that he had put Lubrieve in his place again. “Good. Now, I am going to my office, and I don’t wish to be disturbed.” Malkis walked off.
Lubrieve sighed to himself and looked at the cashier. At least I’m better off than her, he reasoned. “It’s going to work. It’s going to work,” Lubrieve muttered to himself. The woman pressed some more buttons then silently waited for the next customer.
SLOW BURNING
The glow of sunlight through the drapes announced another dawn in Zach’s hospital room. He opened his eyes and then promptly closed them again. He felt like hell. His fever had subsided, but the sweat stains were still wet on his gown, the bed and the pillow. The blankets were thrown askew. The machines reading his vital bodily functions flashed silently, all reading in the safe zones.
Zach clicked on the video screen. More footage of the never ending struggle with the last holdout to world government - the Braku Province. The Braku’s had shot a couple of Unito border guards and had tried to release a new bioweapon plague named Siro. But, it was useless, as the population of Unito Province had been immune to that low-level infection for years through a secret government inoculation campaign that claimed to inoculate for one thing, and actually inoculated for several things at once, unknown to those taking the serum. He shrugged to himself, supposing it would somehow work out in the end; at least he hoped it would. Things had been getting so complicated, he found it hard to keep track of recent history.
Zach remembered having it all explained to him through a history lesson. It had been a hot summer day several years ago, very humid and strength-zapping. The asphalt was so hot and soft you could leave marks in it with your shoe. There was nothing to do but lie around and turn up the cooling system until the Weather Controller could try to get a handle on things. It was too hot to go outside and breathe comfortably. So, he had decided to plug in to the learning net and run a history program. He had found one called “The History of the Braku Province and The Modern World.” He put the bone phones on his head and turned it on; the silent phones conducted the sound waves physically through his cranial bones, to his auditory nerves where he heard the program. The sound was clear and perfect.
The program told him how a bioweapon flu launched by Furion Province had wiped out most of the population of Braku Province without firing a single bullet (this was before the days of mass inoculations). The corpses had pilled up in the streets by the millions. The remaining population were no contest for an army over a billion strong (including clones), and that was not even counting the millions of robots fighters and drone ships.
Charles Furion, the founder of Furion Province and Furion City, was one of the causalities of the flu. He had never believed in taking inoculations, as he knew many were laced with dangerous additives, even though Furion’s citizens had to take the inoculation by order of law. He thought the sterile conditions in his underground bunker would protect him with its filtered air, but a kiss from his infected mistress ended it rather quickly for him. He died within hours after his mistress had convulsed on the floor, bleeding profusely from her orifices.
Neighboring Braku survived the flu attack, as they had advanced intelligence of their enemy's weaponry, and had also developed a serum of sorts which provided some immunity. The problem was that their serum was unpredictable and killed many who took it. But, when the plague was devastating Braku, the citizens took the chance of death. Nearly half the population of Braku survived in the end.
Braku was a large province on the western coast, of many millions who followed an ancient constitution of independence and were proud people. Braku was lead by a military dictator named General Pinku Vitas, who had ruled a small state for several decades, before being ousted from power. General Vitas was fêted by the newly emerging Braku Province and shifted his remaining military forces there to take over. Most welcomed General Vitas’ avowed desire to see all opponents dead, and he was much beloved by the people he ruled over. The world had been so consumed by war that winning was the only goal.
At one time Braku had held supremacy in military and financial spheres, but the unification of most of the governments in the world had left the fiercely independent Braku on the outside circle of foreign trade and favour. They had resisted all attempts to bring them into the federation of nation states with the rest of the world, and the Braku felt it was their duty to cause as much chaos and distress to the unity as possible. In doing so, the Braku people hoped to take control of the neighboring province, Furion, to pillage their rich natural resources and overrun their traditional small military. But, the forces of Furion Province were stronger than ever. Also, the flu had claimed many lives in Braku Province, so they had far fewer soldiers than previously, and their cloning was not yet at a level where they could replace their military losses at an expedient rate. Furion was able to turn out clones at a fast pace, and did so, keeping them hidden in underground cities. This all worked together to give Furion Province the military edge.
Periodic outbreaks of violence and bombings were common at that time and it seemed that every other week Braku would lob a bomb into Furion Province, or send out a half-baked bioweapon to try to kill the Furion people, so that the Braku could take over their territory. It was hopeless, of course, but the Braku were nothing if not determined, and they were not particularly willing to admit when they were beaten.
Braku Province was suspected to be planning an attack on Furion Province with a nuclear device, and it was certainly likely that they had obtained such a weapon. When the attack would happen was not certain, but what was certain is that it was coming. It was only a matter of time.
Zach was very glad he was living in the reasonably peaceful stalemate of power posturing and saber rattling. He lay in bed, letting all the historical and political facts rumble around his head, and let sleep chase and catch him.
***
Doctor Lubrieve opened the airlock door to Zach’s room and walked inside quietly. He didn’t make any unnecessary conversation, thinking Zach was still comatose from the drugs he’d been given earlier. In fact, Lubrieve wasn’t used to working with patients that talked: his subjects usually didn’t have the power of speech. He put down his medical bag and took out a tourniquet. He lifted Zach’s arm and began to tie it off.
“What are you doing?” Zach opened his eyes and sat up.
“Zach! You’re awake! How are you feeling?” Lubrieve didn’t let go of Zach’s arm.
“Better. You’re not giving me more of that stuff! I’d rather live with the pain.” Zach pulled his arm back and shrank away from Lubrieve.
“No, no, nothing like that. I’m just going to take some blood and test it to see how the drugs are working. See this? It’s a syringe for collecting blood. No drugs in it, see?” He held up the needle for Zach to inspect.
Zach looked at the needle and then into Lubrieve’s eyes. “I don’t know if I can trust you guys anymore. You won’t even let me leave.”
The doctor smiled. “Just let me take a little blood, and then I will be gone and you can sleep. Ok?”
“What about me getting out of here?”
“We need to make sure you are alright for you own good and the good of everyone around you. Don’t want you to spread some strange virus around. Besides, it’s the law, so you might as well relax and let us do what we have to do. The sooner we clear you, the sooner you can be on your way.”
Zach shrugged. “What choice do I have?”
“Good.”
Lubrieve took out a syringe, swabbed off a patch of skin on Zach’s arm, then plunged the needle into Zach’s vein. The tube filled quickly as bright red blood chugged into the glass, filled with unknown chemicals. Lubrieve pulled the needle out and put a dressing on the puncture.
“There. All done. Now, get some sleep. I will see you later.”
“If no one else comes to poke me around.”
“How is your hip, Zach?”
Zach ran his hand over his right hip. He flexed his leg. There was no pain. He flexed it a bit more, then the pain hit hard. “Ow! There it is!”
“Still, better than it was before you were given the injection. Very good.” Lubrieve felt Zach’s hip, bending his leg back and forth.
“Ow! That hurts!”
He put Zach’s leg down. “I think you are reacting very, very well. Usually positive results like these are not seen so quickly.”
“Good, the faster it goes, the faster I get out of here, right?”
“Indeed, Zach. Indeed,” Lubrieve chuckled and made his way out of the room. “Anyone ever tell you that you have a one-track mind?”
ANIMAL LOGIC
In the basement of the Unito Hospital was the testing wing. It was hidden deep below ground like the prime jewel it was. The lighting was recessed in some of the main hallways, an attempt at looking “modern” that give an eerie, shadowy ambience. Here the research and development was conducted, and new testing procedures and methodologies proven, then translated into products - and then hopefully into a lot of money. The scientists working there were all looking for the new patent, process, or product that would make them rich and superstars in the biotech field. Unito Hospital was a big business after all, owned by the biotech firm Unito Bio: their one-stop shop.
Lubrieve entered the subterranean tunnel leading to the testing wing. He walked past security guards and restricted access doors, submitted to the retinal scan and voice-print identification reader. How quaint, he thought, to have to go through all of these rituals to be allowed to enter the lab! These measures only served to perpetuate the notion of scientists as the new gods, which Lubrieve did take some measure of smug satisfaction in. He came to a door marked Cloning Lab and entered with a small smile on his face.
Malkis was hunched over a microscope display, thoughtfully rubbing his chin. By the looks of him, he’d been up all night; still in the same clothes and with a stubbly beard. In a see-through growth tank, a nearly fully-formed clone of a woman floated in a nutrient solution. The side of her skull was transparent, sealed with a see-through window. Inside her head, there was only the tiniest hint of a brain stem which regulated the most basic bodily functions, but provided no real intellectual powers, communication abilities, or consciousness as humans usually knew it. Her shriveled brain was wired into an array of tubes which feed her body. X-ray images next to the tank showed the wires going into her skull and the miniscule brain within.
Malkis looked up as the clone twitched and splashed in the tank in response to an electrical stimulus designed to encourage tissue growth. He pushed a button and a sedative solution streamed into the tubes which fed the clone. He would make it calm again. He was its maker; he controlled it, nurtured it, felt a certain parental pride and responsibility toward it. Malkis smiled. A sudden noise from the hallway startled him out of his reverie and he saw a figure in the doorway.
“Lubrieve. Is that you?” Malkis called out. “About time you showed up for work!” He was only half joking.
The figure didn’t move, just stood there, making low mumbling noises.
“Alright, I’m sorry. And, that’s not funny. Come out where I can see you.” Malkis peered into the gloom and shielded his eyes with his hand from the glow of the screens. “Who’s there?”
The figure came closer, finally revealing who it was. It was Lubrieve.
“It’s me. Who else? One of the clones?” Lubrieve muttered, slightly ticked off, and set a vial of blood down on the counter.
“Zach’s?”
“Yes. Our first human subject to receive the new nanobot serum. I hope it fares better on him than it did the monkeys.”
“It will.” Malkis held the tube up to the light, swirling around the thick red blood.
“He’s looking better this morning. A little stronger, and the fever has broken.”
“Good,” Malkis put the blood specimen into an analyzer, then paced around the lab, awaiting the results.
Lubrieve looked at the female clone in the tank and knocked on the case. She stirred, a purely reflex action. “Looks like she’s almost done. A real beauty too. Nice tits!” Lubrieve grinned.
“Well, you can’t have her, she’s mine!” Malkis grinned, stabbing at the buttons on the blood analyzer. “I did design her to resemble that old movie star you told me about…what was her name?”
“Marilyn Monroe.”
“Mmm. Yes. But, this one is going to live for a hundred years at least and stay young and pretty forever, if I have my way- if your serum works.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t come between you and your true love,” Lubrieve chuckled. “Besides, I can always make my own.” He stared at the clone floating in the suspension nutrient fluid, and wished he could have her when she came out. He’d keep her brain dead, but warm and alive; a personal sex slave. Well, perhaps a tiny brain so she could take care of herself, but programmed to serve his every perverted whim and never complain. He grinned as he thought of the market potential.
Lubrieve left Malkis to his analysis and walked further into the storage racks, into the “dead” storage. Malformed humans in various stages of growth from only a few weeks old, to nearly full grown adult clones with twisted limbs, malformed heads, two heads, four arms, no limbs, all limbs, floated in suspension in liquid-filled tanks, preserved for science forever. Every possible way that human flesh could be malformed was here, every combination of unlucky genetic engineering was on display.
This was the genetic learning lab; mistakes were made and data collected from each failed attempt. The road to cloning had been filled with missteps and the path to life extension and eternal youth was even more perilous. Lubrieve ran his fingers over the containers. So many mistakes, most of them made by Malkis when he was working on his own, pioneering the research. Some Lubrieve had caused, he spotted those ones right away: he always remembered his own failures. He had to turn away from the woman with jeweled green eyes and her mouth open in an eternal scream. She had been so perfect. She had almost lived.
Lubrieve came at last to rows upon rows of the most exceptional examples of genetic failure in animals, containers where twisted creatures slept in silent suspension in murky, fluid-filled cases. Lubrieve paused a moment and taped at a malformed monkey floating forever in a death stare. He had put the monkey in there last week, after the youth serum test had killed it. The monkey corpse didn’t move, but Lubrieve blinked. This give him an idea and he stared at the tank for long minutes, and then began to smile.
Something moved behind him.
He jumped.
“Playing with the freaks again?” Malkis brushed by him, snickering. “They are your only friends, I know. But, perhaps one day you will grow a good friend or two!”
“I have an idea.”
“Do tell,” shouted Malkis, already down at the far end, absorbed in some errand.
Lubrieve came out of the collection shelves and over to the door marked “Animal Lab.”
“I want to get a fresh sample from the other monkey with the new nanobot formula. He’s still alive. I want to see if there’s been any changes. There’s got to be a reason why. I’ll need to do another DNA markup on him.”
Malkis nodded, pulled a disc from one of the shelves and trotted back to the main lab. He hated being back with the dead bodies. “Sounds good. Might be worth a look,” he called over his shoulder, then was gone.
Lubrieve put his hand on the scanner at the door of the animal testing lab. It read his fingerprints and beeped. He then keyed a code into the keypad and it beeped again. The door lock clicked open, and the readout displayed “Cleared for entrance. Environment stable.” The air lock seals hissed and the door moved automatically to open. Lubrieve stepped carefully over the threshold. He stood inside the room and looked at the cages lining the lab. The shrieks of the monkeys assaulted him first – they were especially loud for some reason. The dogs barked too, their cries echoing in the stark lab, adding to the cacophony. The smell hit him next: he had to put a sleeve of his coat over his nose. They always seemed to shit themselves when they sensed danger, which was often in this place.
Lubrieve came to a wire cage with a monkey inside. It saw him and let out a cry, drawing back into the darkness in the far corner. The poor, battered creature evidently remembered him from before, when he had hurt the monkey during some tests. Excrement lined the cage and gave off a terrific stench. The monkey had been rolling in its own waste, incoherent with the drugs it had been given and the wires implanted in its brain, which trailed out to a cable passing through a hole in the cage, attached to a monitor. Lubrieve picked up a cattle prod-like device and stuck it into the cage, firing a blast of electricity into the monkey, who shook for a while, then fell down, twitching.
Lubrieve unlocked the cage. The other monkeys grabbed the bars of their cages, screeching at him. One monkey threw shit at him, which splattered on the wall next to Lubrieve and hit his coat. He turned and screamed at the monkey who threw it, and the monkey ran to the back of its cage hooting. Lubrieve made a mental note to “…Use that little fucker for the next particularly brutal experiment.” He grabbed the cattle prod and stuck it into the shit-chucker’s cage, blasting it with a few volts of blue electricity. That quieted him down for a while. The crap-chucker slumped down, drooling, eyes rolling back in it’s head, tongue out. Lubrieve grinned.
He turned back to the monkey with the wires in its brain and took out a syringe from a container on the counter. He opened the door and tried not to get more shit on himself. The other monkeys jumped up and down, highly agitated - a human opening the cages rarely meant anything good.
“Fucking beasts!” he spat at them.
Lubrieve put on a pair of latex gloves and reached in to take the mutilated monkey in his hand. It hardly weighed anything. He stuck the needle in and drew blood from the monkey, then backed away and shut the cage. Lubrieve stuck the prod into the cage of the shit pitcher again, shooting electricity at the cheeky beast, until it was in convulsions. He would have loved to kill it, but it was a test animal and there would be questions to answer if it suddenly showed up dead via electrical shock.
Walking away, Lubrieve banged the prod on the other cages, shooting electricity into them until the monkeys quieted down. The dogs cowered in the back of their cages, but couldn’t move much: the tubes coming out of their bodies made it hard for them to lie down. He put the prod back on its rack, allowing it to get a full recharge. The monkey he drew blood from lay limp in its cage, watching him.
Lubrieve took off his soiled coat. He tossed it into the hamper and took a clean, folded one from a shelf, wishing he could change his life so easily. Increasingly, he’d been feeling underappreciated at work, and wanted to find a way to rectify that. Releasing a new bioplague on his employer crossed his mind, and he grinned. Becoming obscenely rich from developing a successful youth serum would go a long way to making me feel better, too! he mused.
When Lubrieve came back to the lab he found Malkis still involved in his analysis. Malkis was looking into the microscope display. He spoke without looking up.
“Won’t do you any good, you know. The human trial will yield much different results.”
Lubrieve consider his comment for a moment, but didn’t take it very seriously. “I just want to see if there’s been any change in the control group.” Lubrieve set up another analyzer and put the blood sample from the monkey in it. “I’m going to try, at least.”
“What we need is the funding to grow a control group of human clones. Then, we’d have something to test this new serum on, besides a broken down old man clone.”
“You know the new cloning laws…”
“I do, but he could die.”
“Not our problem though. It’s Frankie who will take the blame if anything comes down. It was his idea to move to a human-clone trial so soon. And, there’s no law against experimenting on a clone you own, yet. If the trial with Zach goes well, we just might get that funding.”
“I can’t ever see that happening. It would be far too expensive.”
Frankie Feka was their boss, the head of Unito Bio, a very wealthy, very fat and very cruel man. No one liked to cross him, as Frankie enjoyed crushing anyone he could with his power. Frankie would not hesitate to remove any obstacles to his company developing the first youth serum, and he was known to have scientists removed at his whim.
Malkis sat up and looked at Lubrieve, as this talk was getting him steamed.
“I know how much money the company gets from custom clone jobs! Those rich bastards getting themselves cloned every decade or so, into new clones that we provide. They are getting to live forever, not us! They just get a whole new body made. Better than a face lift. Eternal youth - sort of. But, not easy, and not cheap. We need to find the real solution to the death problem. Unito needs to put some serious money back into R&D. When we perfect this youth serum, my friend, there will be nothing the company won’t provide for us. We’ll be the biggest money makers the biotech world has ever seen! That the entire world has ever seen! All those rich fucks will pay anything for our new youth-serum. They will be at our mercy! Frankie too!” Malkis sat back with his hands behind his head, smiling broadly, dreaming vastly.
“I hope so. How is his blood?” Lubrieve nibbled on a sandwich. He felt much the same way as Malkis, perhaps even more so, but he didn’t want to let on. He wanted his schemes to be private, as he believed there would be more profits for him if he could wrangle a good deal somewhere for what he’d help create. He didn’t believe for a second that Frankie would be sharing the profits from the youth serum with any sort of equality.
Malkis peered into the microscope display again, then switched it to a monitor so Lubrieve could see.
“Just like I thought. The regeneration of his cells has speeded up. It’s working in a human clone just like I predicated.”
“Ah, good.” Lubrieve looked at the results from the analysis of the monkey’s blood, as they scrolled down the screen in front of him. “The monkey is doing well, maybe a bit too well.”
“What do you mean?” Malkis walked over to Lubrieve’s station.
“Well,” Lubrieve scratched his head, “The monkey is a year old, right? According to this, he’s got the cell structure of a six-month old.”
Malkis studied the results silently for a few moments, making calculations and evaluations. Finally he spoke. “The regression is happening even faster than we anticipated. These new nanobots are far more efficient! Do you know what this means?”
“I know. Pretty soon is there is going to be nothing we can’t do!” he laughed like a sugar-rushed kid.
Malkis frowned. “Not so fast. Remember what’s been happening? The monkeys have been losing mental function. They are getting progressively moodier, and they are not responding well to previously learned tasks.”
“Whether they are losing brain function or just being uncooperative is yet to be determined, but something is wrong with them. I agree. I don’t know what that is. Do you?” Lubrieve folded his arms and stared at Malkis, awaiting an answer.
“A minor setback. The data we are gathering is going to be impressive to Frankie. When he sees we’re making good progress down here, he’ll have to respond positively to us. He’d be a fool not too, and he knows its too lucrative to piss us off. The serum is not perfect yet, no, but neither is cloning. We’ve got a library full of dead freaks here to prove it, not to mention the ones that actually lived. Does that stop cloning? No, it’s more wide spread than over. We will get better at everything given time.” He waved away Lubrieve’s concerns with the back of his hand, gesturing towards the library of freaks.
“But, we are not the ones to judge the rollout of the new technologies, only the ones who hold the purse strings do that. We take the risks, they take the lawsuits. What could you want better?”
Malkis slapped him on the back, chuckled, then strolled out of the room. “I’d like to be my own boss – wouldn’t you? Make some real money! I’m going for a coffee. You coming?”
“No thanks. I’ve got some notes to make.” Lubrieve sat starting into the screen.
The howling of the monkeys was barely audible, but it was late at night and quiet, so some of the sound still got through the doors. Lubrieve turned on an oldies satellite radio station and drowned out the animal cries with Elvis signing “Heartbreak Hotel.”
THE FACE BEFORE THE FACE
Zach peeked his head out of the washroom and looked at the door to the hallway. Beyond its reinforced window shadows were moving. The guard was still there, his crew-cut head leaning to one side while he dozed. They’d installed the guard a few days ago, after word of Zach’s progresses had made it to the top of Unito: that meant Frankie, the big boss. Zach was becoming too valuable a commodity to take chances on, and he was to be guarded 24/7, as per Frankie’s direct orders.
Zach turned back into the washroom. He looked into the mirror and was convinced he saw a younger version of himself staring back. He was getting younger, there was no doubt. He looked into his face, and saw the face of his clone body twenty, thirty years ago. But, how? For a moment, he forget how he got there. He felt dizzy. Where was he born? When? What happened to him in the past that made him need a clone? It came back after a few moments, when the wave of vertigo passed.
He remembered: he was born in Furion City and he had an industrial accident when he was in his mid-twenties. Yes, that’s right, he mused. That was the past he had lived in his old body, not this face in front of him getting younger by the day. He rubbed his chin and looked at the hairs in his reflection; the whiskers were getting blacker, reverting back from grey.
“I’ll be dammed,” Zach said, getting closer to the mirror to peer at his beard. As he did so, his hand touched a face that held fewer wrinkles than yesterday. “What the hell did they give me?” he asked his reflection. He was not altogether sure it was him staring back anymore.
His clone body had undergone a fundamental change and it was not over yet – he was morphing, mutating back down the aging cycle. He could walk fine, his hip was trouble free, no pain and with full movement. His cane sat by the bed, unused. Not having lived in this other body as it had gone through puberty, he worried about how far back this reverse aging would go. He looked inside his shorts. He hoped the process wouldn’t take him back too far. Who knows what these weirdos have in store for me? he thought. It’s crazy. I might have to make a break for it if this keeps up!
He forced a smile at himself in the mirror and noticed that his eyes had not changed. The lids had raised a bit, and the lines at the edges of the eyes had softened, but the eyes that looked back at Zach were still his; well, his clone’s eyes. They were the eyes he had gotten used to the last few decades and had come to regard as “his.” His original eyes had perished with his original body, he reminded himself. It's becoming such a strange world, he thought. He shook his head at “himself.”
The new body had been a challenge to get used to. But, he’d been in it so long that a change into a clone of his original body, if that was even affordable, would be just as traumatic - maybe more so - than the original shock of waking up in a cloned body had been. That was provided it could be technically done. The process would be complex: take a sample from his intact original brain tissue, grow a clone of his old body from the brain sample, then transfer his brain over to the new clone. And, it would be very expensive. No, he could not afford it, being a retired petroleum worker left him with a too small pension and no savings. Yet, he still wished that one day he could become whole again. It was his dream, not only in the night, but in the daytime, too.
Staring at the bathroom mirror, Zach fell into his imaginings. When a man gets to a certain age, he longs to get back to his roots, he thought. It was only natural to want to heal yourself and look like you once did, after what had happened to him. Most anyone would likely feel the same. Only he knew how it felt to be inside that brain, trapped inside that body, and to look out from eyes that were not the ones he was born with. He hoped he’d be able to get a sampling made of his brain cells and clone a copy of his original body when this current clone wore out – and it would. Maybe my Unito insurance policy would cover that? he hoped. Clones didn’t last forever. At least then he could get back to a semblance of what he used to be; if he could remember what it would feel like. Would it be strange? Looking out from the inside of his clone body was familiar after all these years. But, it still wasn’t “home” to him. With the tremendous expense a brain-sample clone that would incur, it would probably only remain a distant dream.
One day soon they’d just be able transfer the contents of the brain itself, electronically, into a new, empty clone. No more keeping your old brain, as had been done with him: just upload your data. He’d watched it theorized on some science show, long after his brain to clone transplant, and wished that time was now. The scar beneath his hairline was very thin, but it was still there. It was where his head had been cut open and his brain had been transplanted into this clone. He traced it with his fingers. If he had only had the foresight to have had his own body cloned in case he had needed it. But, he never had the money for anything like that. Always money! he cursed, silently.
Over the years, his clone’s face had slowly morphed, slid, and blended into an older face, a more worn face, one that showed his age. Zach was getting younger, and he liked it. A smile came again, reflected backwards in the mirror. The skin felt different, more elastic, once more. This will take some getting used to, but it's going to be great being younger again with my matured mind! he thought. Youth wasted on the young no more, he mused. He could feel it happening. And, he was glad. His eyes twinkled in the mirror, and his eyebrow twitched - a nervous habit when he had a lot on his mind. He had that twitching habit in his original body and was very surprised to find that it happened in the clone as well. It must have come along with his brain. He’d gotten used to it, along with the many other tiny differences in perception between the two bodies.
He walked easily from the bathroom back into his room, then looked out the window at the lights in the clear night sky. Thousands of illuminated aircars flew in a mechanical ballet, controlled by massive computers, housed throughout the city. He felt like one of those tiny lights, shooting through the sky, the difference being he didn’t know what his course was, nor if anyone was guiding it. If someone was guiding it, they weren’t giving him too many breaks, or too many hints of which way to go next, as far as he could see.
Zach lay down in the hospital bed, clicked the remote and turned the TV on. He looked at the news scrolling by: stock reports, weather reports, pollution reports and the crime reports. The world had changed so much since he was a kid. He wondered how he had gotten so old. He ignored the TV and settled back deeper into the pillows, closed his eyes and became lost in a memory.
BACK THEN, SUMMER 2003
Furion City crouched in the distance - a labyrinthine metropolis with a dirty sky. Smoke was in the air and burning fires from tall stacks twisted into the sky; an oil refinery. The air scrubbers had not been fully implemented yet and pollution still hung in the atmosphere. Deep in the city, a phallic-like tower stood above the other buildings, a testament to industry and sheer masculine will. It’s logo glowed white neon in the night: “Unito Energy.” Shiny metal pipes snaked around and out of the building, and into the ground, while nozzles siphoned liquids off into waiting trucks. Workers in flame-retardant silver suits filled up trucks with petrochemicals, slowly, deliberately, carefully. A misstep, one tiny spark in the wrong place could cost their lives. In fact, many had died before doing these very jobs.
Inside the factory, a young man worked cleaning the floor. He wore a pair of dark blue coveralls with the Unito logo on the shoulder and his name on a security tag clipped on front: Zach Hemmings. He moped up the floor because he was the custodian, and humans still did these jobs the best. His boss, Jim Hicks, a big burly man with no hair, stood on the catwalk above, watching. Zach tried not to notice and went back to cleaning, his eye twitching. The boss made him nervous, the way he watched. So, he just looked at the floor as the white strands of the mop moved over the wet tiles, getting blacker and blacker.
“Hey, Zach, how’s it going?” Jim was always curious what Zach was up to when he came down onto the floor – even though he had had a clear view from the catwalk. Jim liked to think up on the catwalk, with the view of the factory laid out against the skyline, the smoke from the chimneys trailing black poison. It gave him perspective. Jim was a kindly man with the face of a plump, dirty angel. He smiled and clapped Zach on the back. Jim got along well with his staff, which was a rarity in this tough business. The norm was to not get too friendly with anyone, because you never knew who was going to ship out next to a distant rig somewhere, or get killed.
“Hey Jim. It’s ok,” Zach croaked out and looked down, his eye twitching even more.
Zach was wary of authority figures. It had been his way since childhood. The run-in’s with sadistic teachers and parents didn’t do much for his self esteem, or his ability to trust; he had barely escaped a sex-crazed priest one time as a boy. Authority figures were not his favorite people. Still, Zach put down the mop, smiled, and tried to be nice.
“If you finish early, come on out with me and some of the boys on the filling crew. We’re going out for some beers after shift.”
“Ok, chief, I’ll think about it. Thanks,” Zach nodded.
“Anytime Zach. You’re one of my best workers - you deserve to come have a few on company money!” Jim smiled, then walked off, whistling and looking around the factory. He loved his job and being the boss.
Zach went back to work, moving the mop over the tiles as others welded pipes, dropping sparks to the floor.
The sky slowly drifted into sunset and glowed through the dirty factory windows. Zach checked the clock. He smiled and put his cleaning gear away: it was quitting time. Done for the day, he changed his clothes, then swiped his hand over the security reader, which checked his palm print and clocked him out of his shift. Happy to be free, his blue eyes sparkled in the last rays of the day's sun. The night was before him with its myriad possibilities. What to do? He wasn’t sure, but it likely was not joining the boys for beers.
As he exited the factory, Zach paused to look up at smoke billowing out of the burning plumes of oil, filling the sky with black carbon. The stars were barely visible near the plumes, but he could make out a few above the clouds. He zippered hp his jacket.
“Looks like it’s going to be a nice night,” one of the pipe fitters said.
“I don’t see much through all this pollution, but it’s nice to be outside. Eight hours in that stink house are too much for me.” Zach spat out some grit.
Outside, the fire from the refinery burned on like always, non-stop. It was released from a tower high above everything else and looked like some kind of monument in flame. Zach waved to his friend Bill, who was up on a truck filling the large tank with a hose. The black gold gushed out of the hose with a screeching wail.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/62568 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!