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The Boys

 There was a young robot called
Mike

Went off
to the moon for a hike.

When
crossing the sea

Of
tranquillity,

He
wished he had taken his trike.


**

There
was a young geezer from Readin'

Bought
up a cheap android for weddin'

But
there's really no doubt

The
small print caught him out

When he
found he must plug his own head in.


**


An
automaton late of Devizes

Had legs
of disparate sizes,

His arms
were all bent

And his
head had a dent

From
taking on awful disguises.


**

There
was an old robot quite vain

With
jealousy almost insane.

It made
him so cross

That I
was his boss

And
firmly in charge of his brain.


**


A wily
old robot called Bill

Drew
power right up to his fill.

His eyes
glowed so bright

He
caused some delight

With
space captains out in a rille.


**

A silly
old robot from Leeds

Munched
straight through a packet of seeds

At first
he grew rocket

Right
out of his sprocket,

But then
there was nothing but weeds.


**


A rusty
old android called Pete

Had
tremendously dexterous feet

When he
danced with the band,

He got
himself banned

And he
never repeated the feat.


**

A
strident old robot called Bird

Cried
out day and night to be heard.

He
wanted to write

But try
as he might

His
notions were far too absurd.


**


A
learned old robot of note

Was
wonderfully fond of a quote

It was
one he had heard

From his
friend name of Bird

Yes, he
that was truly absurd.


**

A
motorised helper named Hugh

Was
hired out to work in a zoo

But when
bit by a flea

He ran
up a tree,

Thus
leaving his owners to sue.


**


A
haughty old robot called Ken

He would
only work for the men.

He, oh,
so deplores

Mundane
household chores,

So he'll
never go out of the den.


**

A daft
little robot from Cheam

Ate
batteries like strawberries and cream

But he
came out in sparks

Which
left nasty marks

And
ended up splitting his seam.


**


A tetchy
old robot called Dick

Took
offence at his best buddy Mick

There
was blowing of fuses

Cuts,
bumps and some bruises

It all
started when Mick threw a brick.


**

There
was an old robot on clearance

That had
a metallic appearance.

He was
utterly brainless

But
totally stainless,

So he
shone with no interference.


*


There
once was an auto-news reader

Confused
by the autocue feeder.

It
nearly went spare

When
yanked off the air


Reporting a nuclear fast breeder.


**

A grumpy
old robot named Rick

Had a
body all dented and thick,

So when
he went rusty

He
wasn't as trusty;

His
motors weren't nearly as quick.

 


**

 



 The Girls

There
once was a robotic girl

Set all
the boys' heads in a whirl.

With
synthetic arms

And
ephemeral charms,

She
caused all their minds to unfurl.


**

There
was an old android called Mable

Whose
circuits weren't terribly stable.


Components were fried

And her
backups had died.

She went
better when trailing a cable.


**


An
anxious young android called Mary

Had
power levels seen much to vary.

It made
her face twitch

As if it
did itch

And all
of her friends became wary.


**

A cute
little android called Heather

Had a
brain that was sometimes and never

Her
owner who cared

He had
her repaired,

So now
she's really quite clever!


**


An
android we knew as Felicity

Hungered
for raw electricity.

Stuck
her hand in the mains

But it
gave her chilblains

And a
touch of divine eccentricity.


**

There
once was an android called Shandy

Thought
a third arm would come in most handy.

But it
got in the way

And
caused an affray,

Which is
why I have swapped her for Mandy.


**


I now
own a robot called Mandy,

With
appendages multiply handy.

She can
whip up a cake

Or test
an air brake,

Which is
why she is better than Shandy.


**

A
flighty young android called Shirley

Had hair
both metallic and curly.

She
connected a light

Which
would glow pretty bright,

But made
her go giddy and twirly.


**


There
once was a robot quite bitchy

That
came over suddenly twitchy.

They'd
planned in advance

To put
stuff in her pants

That
made her horrendously itchy.

 


**

 



 Medical
Advances

When a
contagious new space bug got loose

The
advice was to stop it with mousse

But we
came out in spots

And it
sure plagued us lots,

'Til we
sprayed it with cranberry juice.


**

A new
robot nurse from Belize

Found a
balm for very bad knees.

A bucket
of ointment

At every
appointment

Was her
cure for every disease.


**


A young
simulacrum from Cheam

applied
some proprietary cream.

It is
said to prevent

getting
rust in your vent

So it's
more than just adding a gleam!


**

A rusty
old robot from Twickenham

Thought
that his old boots he could quicken 'em.

He
rubbed in some fat

That he
took from the cat

And now
he's quicker than Old Nick in 'em.

**

 



 Aliens

A
resolute Vulcan didn't cower

When he
stood in a meteor shower.

It was
not at all wet,

He got
pelted with jet,

And it
totally ruined his towel.


**

An alien
just down from Venus

Did a
crime that was certainly heinous.

He
kidnapped a group

From a
new circus troupe

So right
now they can't entertain us.

 


**

 



 Space

In
hyperspace everything's empty

It feels
like a ride in a Bentley.

But open
the door

You're
soon on the floor,

And
dying so slowly and gently.


**

When a
hyperdrive engine goes wrong

It gives
off the most terrible pong.

The
captain he curses


Technicians (its nurses)

'Til
it's humming again like a song.




**


There
was an old asteroid miner

Who
opened on Mars a new diner

The
folks were all thrilled

To see
what was billed

On a
menu that couldn't be finer.


**

A comet
ever closer it sped

And lit
all our screens up in red.

It was
heading for us,

So it
caused quite a fuss

'Til we
zapped it with shells full of lead.

 


**

 



 The Law

There
aren't any laws of robotics

Can save
you from android psychotics.

They can
murder and maim

And get
off with the same,

Even
when hooked on narcotics.


**

A robot
policeman named Fred

The
felons had all learned to dread,

With
hydraulic claws

And no
moral flaws,

His aim
was to take 'em in dead.


**


There
was a space pirate called Jim

Once
shot at my craft with some vim

It made
me so mad

I turned
out real bad,

So now
it's Old Jim that looks grim.


**

A grumpy
old spacer called Dave

Said he
only took what he gave.

So when
shot by the Mice,

He
attacked in a trice

And blew
them straight into their grave.

 


**

 



 Military
Robots

There
once was a mechanised soldier

Whose
programming couldn't be bolder

Tattooed
with camo

He ran
out of ammo

And his
brain it started to smoulder.


**

There
was an old soldier called Jin

Whose
face was all wasted and thin.

All but
drained by a Wraith

He
prevailed by his faith

In a
body constructed of tin.


**


The new
model robots went arming,

Amassed
by a colonel quite charming.

He sent
them to fight

Long
into the night,

A sight
that was hugely alarming.


**

There
once was an android marine

Got
stuck in a hidden ravine.

He fell
in a trap

Of rusty
old scrap

'Til he
cursed himself ultramarine


**


A
cyberised leader on board

Said he
shunned the pen for the sword

He
struck with his might

Any
robot in sight

And his
men were all in accord.

 



**

 


 Linguistics

There
was a young robot named Beulah

Who
planted seeds of arugula

But here
in the UK

It's
called 'rocket', OK,

And that
isn't just to confuse-ya.

 


**

 



 Steam Power

A sneaky
steam robot from Knowle

Took off
with a bucket of coal

He
should have pinched coke.

His
chimney did smoke,

And it
blocked up his boiler's main hole.


**

A robot
once made by the Franks

Liked
plenty of steam in its tanks

But
overhead pressure

In
excessive measure

Blew out
all its memory banks.


**


A cute
little android called Shelley

Looked
marvellously good on the telly

But
being a punk,

She
caused quite a funk

Drinking
oil that was terribly smelly.


**

There
was an old robot from Cheam

Liked to
get up a good head of steam

He was
bursting with power

But blew
up in a shower

Of
sparks that were not in his scheme.


**


There
once was an airship that glowed

With
trusty steam fires that flowed

Through
its pipes in plain sight.

To the
crew's great delight

It kept
them all warm from the cold!


**

A hot
little androidal miss

Who jets
off her steam with a hiss

Is made
out of junk

And is
very steam punk

So she's
much too risky to kiss.


**
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 The Old Store
– Episode One 'Raiders'

The
sirens could be heard from miles away. Jed felt a cold night breeze
chill him further as the sound got nearer. He shuddered as four
trucks blazed past at great speed, the familiar Doppler effect
raising the pitch as they approached, and lowering it as they sped
away.

Fifty
metres back from the southbound freeway, Jed leaned forward, taking
care to remain in shadow. He pulled his jacket tighter. Standing
beside a broken wall in a ruined rest stop, he listened to the
diminishing sound of the sirens. Blinking, he tried to dispel the
after-image of the passing headlights that had sliced open the
darkness surrounding his refuge.

Before
Jed had chance to relax his tense muscles, he heard the sound of
more vehicles approaching, these without sirens. His heart sank as
he heard two vehicles slow down and rumble up the sliproad into the
service area. He crouched behind a counter, averting his eyes from
the glare of their headlights. Jed took the opportunity to breathe
freely beneath the throaty muttering of the engines as the trucks
pulled up next to a row of empty pumps, until the acrid smell of
unfiltered exhaust drifted towards his hideout. Two individuals got
out and opened the backs of their trucks to look inside.

One lit
up a cigarette.

'You
still smoking those things.'

'When I
can get 'em. What's the matter, Curly? You think you're going to
live forever cos you don't smoke?'

'Nah,
just can't stand the taste,' Curly said.

The
smoker laughed. 'Well I bagged me some more tonight.'

'Can't
beat a good raid. Spider sure knows how to pick 'em.'

'Yeah,
we fixed those new guys good.'

The
interiors of the trucks were dimly lit but there was enough light
for Jed to see a jumble of boxes and other swag. The sidearms the
men wore showed up clearly enough.

'What
you get?' Curly said.

'Bout
ten boxes of tinned food, some beer...'

'Beer!
You got beer?'

'Grabbed
it quick before Spider got his eyes on it.'

'I ain't
had a taste of that in a long while.'

Yeah,
you want some it'll cost you. You got any decent
pickings?'

'Ammo
mainly. Some water.'

'Ammo's
good. Didn't I see you got some camo netting?

'Yeah,
you want to swap a six for one of my nets?

'Six for
a net? Don't make me laugh! Four and it's a deal.'

'Four
then. Wait! You hear something?' Curly peered into the darkness
beyond the pumps.

Jed
froze. He hadn't made a sound but he'd heard something, too. He
dreaded that one of the kids concealed in the Families trucks had
made a noise.

The
smoker took out his gun and let off a careless shot into the
undergrowth. Something small skittered away.

Curly
laughed. 'Dumb night critters.'

You
think there's anything worth taking here?

'Not
last time I stopped by. See better in daylight.'

'We got
the searchlight.' The smoker went to his vehicle's cab and started
the engine. A searchlight probed the car park. The backwash from
the light showed up a heavy duty gun mount on top of the cab next
to it, and the lined, sunburned face of the operator.

Jed
tensed and raised his automatic as inevitably the searchlight fell
on one of the Families' trucks, heavily shrouded by brambles and
ivy.

'That a
new one?'

'Can't
say, not been here for a month or more.'

'You
want to check it out?'

'Nah, I
wanna get back and have a beer.' The searchlight went
out.

Jed felt
his body sag against the wall. He could only imagine how his family
must have felt when the searchlight had alighted on their truck.
They would have had no idea that he'd had both men in his
sights.

'We got
a deal then?' the smoker said.

As soon
as the goods were exchanged, Curly and his accomplice got back in
their trucks and roared off into the night.

As the
sound of their engines faded, the rustlings returned.

Jed
noticed the cold pinching through his jacket once more and he
rubbed his hands together for warmth. He began to think of the
others in his party. He'd been able to see what was going on but he
knew the anxiety his wife Sylvie must be feeling, cooped up in the
truck with the kids. The gunshot would have terrified
them.

Jed
looked at the luminous hands on his watch; it was twenty past
three, almost the end of his shift on sentry duty. He could count
on one hand the number of decent night's sleep he'd had in the last
eighteen months; this was not going to be one of them, they'd be up
and off again at dawn.

When on
the move, the safest way they'd found to park up for the night was
to find a ruined rest stop or commercial building. They put one
vehicle in each corner of the most overgrown section of the car
park and dragged as much vegetation over each as possible. The most
vulnerable time was within the first half hour after stopping, when
the engines made cooling noises and everyone got out of the vans to
stretch their legs and eat.

Being
out on the road was one of the things Jed liked least of all about
the way of life that had been forced upon them. There were seven
adults, three kids who, being eighteen or over, were technically
adults and four younger kids. It was a lot of them to feed and keep
safe. The Families had been travelling on and off since the plague
destroyed what he had always thought was a civilised society. Jed
yearned to find somewhere they could stay safe for a while, rest
up, not worry about being attacked, robbed, or worse.

He
settled into a corner between two walls, trying to find shelter
from the cold night air. It wasn't a plague, it was a flu virus but
everyone had called it plague. And it had left millions dead.
Completely indiscriminate, it had taken old and young, rich and
poor. No-one had been able to protect themselves; you either lived
or you didn't, it was all down to genes.

Plague
or not, it had left very few alive. Within a few weeks, roaming
armed gangs took whatever they wanted, often fighting each other
over the spoils. For decent folks, the only option was to keep out
of sight. That was something that was never easy when every morsel
of food had to be scavenged for. There was no help from any other
country that had closed its borders in time. They were more than
happy to see great nations fall, let the survivors wipe each other
completely out or die off gradually, then come in and take over the
territory in a few years' time.

An owl
hooted, interrupting Jed's thoughts.

Jed
chuckled then yawned into the back of his hand, knowing full well
it wasn't an owl. Brian's face appeared out of the
darkness.

'Close,'
he said.

'Too
close,' Jed said. 'I could have got them both. I had a clear shot
if I'd needed it.'


'Thankfully, you didn't. Go on back to your truck. Sylvie's
all shook up.'

'Anyone
would be, trying to sit tight when a guy lets off a shot like that.
How's Jaide?'

'She's
OK. And the kids. I hate to say it but they're used to it by
now.'

'What a
world.' Jed shivered. 'I've been thinking...'


'What?'

'Oh,
never mind.'

'Stop
worrying. I'll take a turn now. And Dad's going to relieve me when
I've done my stint.'

Brian's
father was known amongst the Families as Grandpa Gunn. Being in his
sixties, he was older than everyone else, but he never once shirked
or missed his turn.

Jed
picked his way carefully back to his truck, where he could settle
down to a few hours sleep before setting off again. According to
the signs he'd seen on the freeway, there was a fair sized city up
ahead. Rather than tackle it after dark, Jed had called a halt at a
minor service station. Being looted and burned out, he'd thought it
would not attract the attention of raiders.

'I was
almost right there,' he said to himself, thinking about the four
that had raced past earlier.

At first
light, they had a quick breakfast and headed off. Grandpa Gunn lead
the way in his stealth truck, followed by Jed, Sylvie and their
kids, then Brian, Jaide and their kids, chased up by Simon and
Christine. They found less trouble travelling between dawn and
noon. The next city was over a hundred kilometres away and then
they'd have to get round it safely. If there was a ring road or
orbital highway of some sort, they'd take it, going fast, planning
to be long gone before trouble, in the form of those like Curly and
the smoker, bothered to wake up.

 



***

 


 Passengers to
Sentience


Chapter 1. Upside

Sonia
sighed over the hypo. Her eyes widened as the light reflected,
shimmering, from her silver brooch. Its large, synthetic opal hid a
fine-needled pistolet that urged precisely metered, costly fluid
through her skin. The chemical rush struck her brain in mid
thought. A rainbow burst of fireworks sparkled behind Sonia’s
eyelids and she absently steadied her body for the afterglow,
leaning into the doorpost as a sleek two-seater settled on the
gravel of the driveway.

‘Michelle, you always arrive first!’ Sonia said, hugging her
friend after she closed her shiny, red car.

‘You know me, I’m the early bird.’ The two entered the house
together.

Michelle
followed Sonia down the hall, between the golden-threaded
tapestries. ‘Did you manage to persuade your parents to leave you
alone?’

As the
sense of suffuse, warm light filled Sonia’s mind. Long gone was any
sense of anxiety over having lost count of the number of times she
had used the Yellow. Lost was any fear of its progressive
destruction of cells deep in her brain.

‘Oh, sure,’ Sonia said. In the lounge, they sat on the deep,
leather sofa while Sonia adjusted the sound and light system. She
studied the sparkles on her dress. ‘They’re staying
away.’

‘They go to that new hotel across the valley?’

‘That’s the one.’ Careless and her every pore open to
perception, Sonia’s mind swept through a freshening sea of
swirling, subtly-coloured music.

The door
chimed and a display showed another two friends waiting to
enter.

‘Don’t worry,’ Michelle said, briefly resting her hand on
Sonia’s arm. ‘I can see you’re ‘busy’. I’ll let them
in.’

 


Light
years away, relaxed and comfortable, I accessed multiple threads of
data traffic streaming between the dozens of worlds populated by
human life. I was detached, free from direct involvement. I’d
learnt to manage close interpersonal relationships, once they’d got
going, it was starting them up I found hard. So, instead of working
face to face and one to one with other individuals, I felt easier
looking for subtle, abstract changes in data flow, discrepancies
which might be characteristic of illicit transactions, mismatches
and anomalies signifying criminal activity. Luckily, these were
skills my bosses appreciated.

Charged
with leading a team bent on tracking down the production and
distribution of Yellow, I knew there was plenty of work still to
do. Leaning back into the gently resilient space of my cushioned,
simulated flight couch, I made use of a pair of vid specs which
displayed a virtual screen. For me the two secrets of working from
home were comfort and distinctive work clothes. The first was taken
care of by the replica flight couch copied from the set of a
twenty-first century sci-fi movie, it was made of solid, polished
alloy castings, covered in well-padded, supple black leather; the
second, by the soft black leather loafers, baggy black pants,
flowing white cotton shirt with open collar, and a silver mail and
suede waistcoat having a couple of discreet but useful
pockets.

My task
now was to scan the Net for unusual data flux. Images hovered three
feet in front of me, projected in my fluid crystal goggles. I
systematically zoomed the graphic analysers back and forth,
searching for clues with the air mouse which was no more than a dot
on the end of my fore-finger. I waved my finger and the display
indicator moved, a spoken command and it changed to a scratch pad
stylus for voice text. The AI input system meant I could control
the machine with any combination of hand, eyes and
voice.

The
display was a 3D environment with scalable images, movies and
floating data ribbons. There were so many data ribbons that
scanning text presented an almost subliminal supply of information.
As soon as a word, phrase, image or symbol caught my attention, the
text would drop into a more easily scanable box. In a side thought,
I idly marvelled at how the Department always got the most advanced
systems available: intuitive AI software, organic electronics,
infra-red transponders, next generation quantum processing
terminals, gigahertz satellite uplink. Chief data handlers were
treated well in The Department for Data Tracking and Determination,
the DDTD. From the satellite I had a continuous fast connection to
the Net. It was expensive but the only way to transmit data between
planets in different systems in real time was by using faster than
light Ultra Radio.

A red
data flag fluttered momentarily at the corner of the screen and I
felt a frown shadow my brow. For days I’d been picking up
occasional, disjointed bursts of contraband data packets. The
Department should have sourced them by now but they were more
elusive than usual. Virus attacks and freelancer interference were
showing rapid increases, too. I had a nasty feeling it was
something I wouldn’t like at all.
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Peter
Salisbury’s second novel

 Passengers to
Zeta Nine


Chapter 1

‘So, we survived the vat,’ Doctor Nancy Zing said.

‘The question is, where are we?’ Raife’s voice drowned in the
sound of the showers flushing growth medium from their
bodies.

‘Later! My first question is does the food processor
work?’

As soon
as the warm air blowers had dried her, Nancy cracked open the side
of her birthing vat and pulled on a one-piece bodysuit. She headed
straight for the equipment that was giving off an aroma of
something potentially edible.

‘What’s making that almost appetising smell?’ Raife asked as he
cut his blower. He fastened his bodysuit and strode across the
cabin to where Nancy was juggling trays and tumblers.

‘Looks like warm cubes and nutrient milk.’

‘Oh, I bet they’re delicious!’ Raife was not at all hopeful. He
crumbled his cubes straight into the tumbler of thick, milky drink
Nancy gave him, then downed the first half in a couple of
gulps.

‘Peasant!’ Nancy said, taking a surreptitious sip, followed by
a cautious nibble of one of her six cubes.

‘As I thought.’ Raife licked his fingers. ‘Soup cubes. They
taste exactly like stewed vegetable stock and this so-called milk
is... well, what is it like? Mine’s got soup in it.’

‘The ‘milk’,’ Nancy said, ‘has a curiously neutral
flavour.’

‘We have to survive off this indefinitely?’

‘At least until we make planet fall, assuming that’s even
possible.’

‘We wouldn’t have birthed if Explorer hadn’t checked it
already. We’d still be in storage and on our way to somewhere
else.’

‘That’s the plan.’

‘How far’ve we come, where are we and what’ve we
got?’

There
were no windows in the cabin of Explorer 5017. Windows were an
unnecessary luxury in an automated ship. For more than a century it
had sped amongst the stars, to find one that had a planet in its
habitable zone.

‘That’s a lot of questions for someone who, until minutes ago,
was a mindless, vat-grown clone,’ Raife said.

‘Not so mindless now.’ Nancy poked him in the ribs. ‘Just give
me the answers.’

‘Hey, OK.’ Raife flexed his right hand, signing in the
direction of a control sensor. It responded to his authorisation
and he spoke the command that opened the main
viewscreen.

He and
Nancy sat on the pristine white bunk. They nibbled and sipped,
skipping through the various views and scans Explorer had recorded
of its approach to the planet.

‘The computer is still arguing with itself over exactly how far
we’ve come,’ Raife said, ‘but it is telling me it took almost a
hundred and twenty years. This planet has been named Zeta Nine,
apparently, and so far it’s looking good.’

‘Yes, I can see blue bits and green, brown and white bits in
the usual places: oceans, atmosphere, cloud, land and poles. Nice,
fuzzy equatorial belt with what is presumably forest. All within
tolerance.’

Raife
and Nancy’s very own, brand new planet glowed with sunlit colour,
suspended in the viewscreen. It was what they had spent years
training for.

‘This is going to take some getting used to,’ Raife said, lying
back on the bunk with his hands behind his head, his gaze still
focussed on the image of Zeta Nine. ‘Until ten minutes ago, the
last thing I actually remember was that personality download
cubicle on Home Turf.’

‘It’s weird being born wide awake and grown up!’

‘And remembering everything.’ Raife tried to collect his
thoughts, his memories of before. The shock of birthing kept coming
back in waves, interfering.


Explorer’s computer was programmed to make humans. When
sufficient equipment had been assembled, parts for two clone vats
were extruded and assembled by Spiders. The vats were then prepped,
primed and loaded.

Raife
sighed heavily, trying to push away the thoughts of birthing. When
neither of them was talking, he noticed the soft clicks and
whirring of machines, the swish of a Spider’s muscle bundles. He’d
expected a new, plastic smell but instead the cabin smelt old, with
a whiff of growth medium, like meat jelly and a dash of
disinfectant. Catching him unawares, his mind began playing tricks
again, jerking him back twenty minutes, to when a jolt of
stimulants had pushed him into wakefulness.

‘You seemed to have a bit of a hairy time, coming to in the
vat,’ Nancy said, sensing his discomfort.

‘I was OK once the shower started.’

‘Not right away though.’

‘It’s the dull pop as the lid goes up. You feel it as much as
hear it.’

‘All that stuff in your ears.’

Raife
remembered hopping onto tiptoe, straining to get his chin clear of
the growth medium while it glugged away down the drain, an ugly
rumble he’d felt through the base of his vat.

‘You’re scared you won’t catch your first breath,’ he said out
loud. The memory of it was so vivid Raife’s mouth opened like a
fish. He’d gasped for air, coughing the glutinous medium from his
mouth and blowing it from his nose.

‘And you can’t see properly,’ he added.

‘Was that when you panicked?’

‘Hard not to. You looked like your head was rotting from the
top down. It was horrible. I tried to shout but my mouth was full
of stuff.’

‘Even so, you should have kept calm. You looked the same to
me.’

‘Sounds easy when you say it!’

Where
Nancy’s hair should have been, Raife had seen sickly green, with a
sharp ridge above her brow. The cylindrical shape of the vat hadn’t
helped. It formed a giant lens and Nancy looked three times the
width she should have. Horrified by the sight of her bulging head,
his heart had begun to pound.

The
thick liquid had stuck to his body, increasing his alarm. He’d used
his hands to scrape away as much as possible, flicking it onto the
walls and floor of the vat. All he could hear were muffled thumps
and squeaks. Raife felt helpless, spluttering and spitting growth
medium as he stared wide-eyed at Nancy.

‘Raife, are you alright?’ Nancy said bringing him out of his
reverie.

‘Oh, yes. It’s just I don’t want to be doing that again for a
long time.’

‘Best to think about something else, then.’

Raife
tried. He stared at the image on the viewscreen but it did not
distract him. He hadn’t realised how difficult and frightening the
birthing would be.

He’d
been still groping for words when he wiped his eyes again and saw
that Nancy’s head was not crowned with diseased tissue. It was a
close-fitting cap, with faintly glowing spots of colour.
Unsupported by the liquid in the tank, he had collapsed with
relief.

His
whole body twitched at the memory.

‘Raife!’

‘I can’t relax until I’ve gone over it.’

As soon
as Nancy had peeled off the layer of green latex, the lights went
out. She’d pointed at the screen behind him. He’d struggled back on
his feet.

Remove personality download cap now flashed in large letters. As soon as Raife had slid his cap
from his head the display changed to Clip
cord. Threaded loosely around his
umbilical, Raife had found a red plastic clip, which he slid to
within two centimetres of his belly. He squeezed hard, wincing as
the clip simultaneously cut and sealed the cord. On the
screen Start shower showed as soon as he was free of the machinery and warm water
sprayed from above.

Nancy
watched out of the corner of her eye, while Raife sighed and sank
lower into the bunk. She let him be for several minutes.

‘You’ve been quiet for a while,’ Nancy said finally.

‘I was just thinking,’ Raife said. ‘We were given our
personality download while we were still in the vats. The way I
remember our training, a Spider would have prepped us one at a
time, getting a download from a machine, with wires
everywhere.’

‘Upgrades, I guess.’

‘Upgrades! When I first saw you with that green thing on your
head!’

‘You looked pretty weird, too, but I could read the screen from
where I was.’

‘I’m glad you haven’t gone mouldy,’ Raife said.

‘So am I!’ Nancy held him close.

**

 



Reviews:

From the
novel’s first review: “...well-written, thought-provoking...
entirely credible as one writer's exploration of a version of the
life to come... Characterisation was more than sufficient to
maintain an interest in what happens to the protagonists but really
fascinating to me was the incorporation of all kinds of real &
imagined technological ideas & concepts which really does
succeed in demonstrating the writer’s gift for making this stuff
interesting”

 


Richard (Editor, Authorsonline, UK) says –

“Passengers to Zeta Nine... the quality of the writing is very
much up to the standard of Passengers to Sentience. The detail and
the descriptive passages are absolutely top notch. Also the
characters were well developed... The technical stuff, which is
very much your forte was again absolutely spot on and very well
thought out. In fact it bordered on brilliant.”
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