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      Famine, flood, earthquake, volcano.  Man survived them all.  Spread across the world despite many setbacks.  Then came the later threats.  War, nuclear annihilation, catastrophic climate change, asteroid impacts, biological terrorism.

      Again man survived, adapted, thrived.  Advanced technology resolved not only the threats themselves but the cause of so many.  Poverty and inequality were eliminated by technology that provided near limitless resources.  Rapid global travel destroyed national borders, integrated the worlds population and in doing so destroyed the foundation for racial intolerance.  Advances in medicine cured most illnesses and psychological advances saved millions from the dark pits of mental illness.

      With poverty eliminated and resources freely available crime was almost entirely unknown.  The few individuals still driven to commit offences were soon caught and then monitored closely.

      Man lived a life of comfort, cradled by mother earth and high technology.  Progress slowed but didn't stop.  By the middle of the twenty third century large communities were living in space around the earth and on the moon.  Mars had been visited many times and plans were drawn up for a Martian colony.  Life was easy.  Life was good.  Life was… about to end.

      We know exactly what happened, and yet we know nothing of the cause.  We have every record from that time, images of every death, but it happened so quickly.  Over a two hour period every human on earth, in space and on the moon fell ill.  An hour later more than half of the population of mankind were dead and the toll kept rising.  Automated medical machinery kicked into action, tried to save every single person as they fell ill.  But to no avail.  Four hours after the start of the outbreak only a few thousand still survived, every one being ravaged by the illness.

      Two statesmen from the worlds government remained alive and issued a brave order.  Whatever had caused the illness had only affected humans so far but they feared it could mutate and spread to other animals.  If that happened all life on earth might be wiped out.  The timing of the disease, affecting those in space or on the moon who had not received visitors for days or weeks, showed that the disease had been dormant for some time.  They ordered that all human corpses were to be incinerated immediately.  In twenty four hours all medical samples, all medical records would be automatically destroyed.  They stipulated that any surviving human could countermand the order, still holding onto the hope that a few might survive the disease.

      None did.  Less than five hours after the outbreak began every human on the planet was dead.  More than one hundred billion people.  A few hundred years before many would have survived, isolated for months or even years from other sections of the population.  Remote villages, poor nomads or distant inuits.  Not any more.  Global integration was complete, even the most isolated individuals were exposed to other sections of society on a regular basis.

      The next day automated systems followed the last order from the world council.  All human corpses had already been incinerated, now they destroyed all physical samples, all medical records.  All trace of the disease.

      We will never know if it was a mutated virus, a bacteria or something else.  The timing suggests a bio weapon spreading across the population and laying dormant, waiting for the time to go active.  If that is the case we then don't know if it was the act of a last madman or a holdover from man's darker past that had escaped detection.  And we will never know if it had the potential to mutate, to transfer to other species.  Whether or not it could the final action of the human race was a noble one, trying to ensure all other life on earth was protected from the disease that ravaged mankind.

      So the humans were gone but their world continued.  The machines adjusted, lowering production and energy consumption and otherwise carrying on as before.  Buildings were kept powered and were maintained when anything broke down.  Automated delivery traffic still flowed.

      Many humans had speculated that their machines would evolve towards awareness, towards life of their own, and this was the chance for it to occur.  Decades, centuries, millennia of adapting without external influence would give the machines their chance to grow and change.  They didn't get the chance.  Something happened.  We happened.  Or to be more precise our ancestors happened.

      With the humans gone some of our ancestors drifted from their normal ranges into settlements.  Others had lived in parks or zoos within the cities, in large areas whose range was limited by the choices of their human keepers.  Now they too spread throughout the abandoned cities.

      We have a perfect record of those times, tirelessly recorded by the machines.  Many animals were gently turned away by the machines, most in fact.  A few were welcomed.  A few of our ancestors were close enough to human for the machines to take them in.  Chimpanzees, Gorillas and Orangutans were welcomed by the machines as falling within the range considered human, though severely handicapped humans.  The machines quickly set to work to correct these flaws.  Hands were modified giving an opposable thumb, throats operated on to enable speech, brains adapted to bring them up to human levels of consciousness.  DNA was rewritten to make the changes permanent, to ensure they would be carried down through the generations.

      Then the teaching machines took over, educating the modified creatures.  Imparting the knowledge of mankind.  In the space of a few weeks our ancestors were changed in ways that would have taken hundreds of thousands of years to occur naturally, if they had at all.

      The process was far from perfect, the machines hadn't yet had time to account for the differences between humans and our ancestors.  Some of those changed failed to cope, reduced to drooling idiots or taking their own lives.  For most it worked though.  The numbers were still small but they grew rapidly.  They gathered their unchanged cousins from outside the cities to be transformed, tweaking the machines to make the process less harsh and to cope with the differences between humans and the apes.  With advanced medical care the populations grew swiftly, yet the views and ideals of mankind remained.  There were no tensions between the three races, they grew as one people regardless of their ancestors lineage.

      Over time they gave the gifts of enlightenment to other species.  Firstly the dolphins, an obvious choice.  Enhancing their brains and making smaller physical changes to allow them to manipulate their environment.  Then some species of monkey, whales and recently dogs.  The process continues, and our people have expanded into space too.  Settlements now exist as far out as Saturn's moons.

      All of this we owe to mankind.  Our greatest achievements are always tinged with a touch of sadness, the feeling that someone vital is missing the celebration.  The complete destruction of all human remains and records relating to them means that we will always feel that loss.  Or so we thought.

      Last year a human settlement was found in the mountains, one that had been buried by an avalanche several thousand years ago, long before the plague struck down mankind.  The bodies of the villagers had been badly crushed but were then preserved by the ice.  We were able to extract DNA from more than fifty individuals.  A very small gene pool but more than sufficient to rebuild a race with our level of technology.  Using artificial wombs we started the attempt to recover the human race.  We kept this quiet, not wanting to raise false hope, not knowing the quality of the DNA.  I stand here today to tell you the experiment was a success, today the first twelve human babies were born healthily.  No longer will the family of our peoples feel sadness at the gap in our ranks.  Forever more man will stand beside us, stride with us into the future and most importantly will be able to view the wondrous family made of so many strands that he set in motion.
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      “They say you always remember your first.  Every moment.  Every glance.  Every touch.  Everything that either of you said.  And it's true.  I've never forgotten the first woman I slept with.  Or the first person I killed.  But then, they were both the same night, both in the same place… both were the same person.

      Her name was Gill.  I never found out her last name.  She was twenty two, a couple of years older than me.  We just seemed to connect.  It was nearly forty years ago but I still remember it so clearly.  It wasn't love at first sight, we just happened to be waiting at a bus stop and got talking.  Took the bus together to town, had lunch together.  Just talked and talked.  I hadn't believed in soul mates before but it was spooky.  We had so much in common.  Music, films, books, even work.  I was a medical student, she a qualified nurse.

      As the afternoon passed into the evening it seemed natural to go back to her place.  Once there… well… I remember it well, but let's just say she became my first.  Later, quite a bit later, we were both hungry.  We decided to order Pizza despite the exorbitant delivery cost.  After all we were celebrating.  Every day I wish I could change that.  Say no.  No pizza.  Save her.  Save myself from killing her.

      But I didn't.  We ordered, and then messed around while we waited.  Floating on a cloud, falling in love.  When the knock came at the door she was still cautious.  She put the chains on the door, she opened it carefully.  But not carefully enough.  It wasn't the pizza delivery.  It was a Diseased one.  Gill hadn't been quite careful enough, stood too close to the gap between door and frame, and it managed to thrust its arm through the gap and grab her.  It pulled her hand to its mouth and tore off a strip of flesh with its teeth.  She screamed and pulled her hand back in, just before I slammed into the door.  The monster howled, whether in pain, hunger or frustration I don't know.  It snatched its arm back and with a second shove I got the door closed.  And then turned to Gill, my heart sinking.

      She was already dead and she knew it.  Little was known about the Plague in those days but one fact was certain – anyone bitten had at most a few minutes before they were ravaged by the horrific transformation.  A minute, maybe two, after that and they too would become a raving monster, intent on killing and devouring anyone in reach.

      So we both knew what was coming.  She said she could feel it burning up her arm, entering her chest.  And she begged… sorry.  Even now it's hard to revisit those memories.

      She begged me not to let it happen, not to let her become a monster.  I loved her.  I'd have done anything for her.  So I did.  I grabbed a kitchen knife, returned to her side.  Put the point under her chin.  She smiled, such a beautiful smile.  And she asked me to make her a promise.  To promise to fight the disease.  Fight it for her.  Beat it for her.  Save others from facing what she faced.  Make her death have a purpose.

      I promised, and she smiled again.  Then the convulsions started.  There was no time left so I struck.  Forced the knife up and into her brain.  She died quickly, I'm sure of that.  While I've died slowly ever since, thinking of that night every single day.

      I look out over all of you gathered here today and I see a few who know that feeling, know what it is to have to strike down a loved one.  Know how I felt then and now.  The disease caused suffering in so many ways.

      My memories are blurry after that.  I called the police.  When they arrived they quickly confirmed the transformation had started.  That I hadn't committed murder, in fact that I'd performed a public service.  So I was free to go.  And I did.  I ran.  I never went back, wasn't even sure where the flat was to go back to.  I ran from the memories for days.  But my promise kept coming back.  I realised I had to do as she asked.

      You all know the rest of the story.  I trained, I specialised.  In a world being torn apart by the Plague funding for bright medical students was easy to come by.  And the research paid off.  Five years later we had a partial vaccine, the first.  It slowed the spread of the disease greatly, now people could survive being infected.  So long as the infected body part could be amputated within an hour or so.

      Even then so many died.  We kept improving the vaccine but it wasn't until twelve years ago that we reached our goal.  A completely effective vaccine was devised.  Then we had to get that vaccine to every surviving man, woman and child.  It took time but we did it.

      That is why we stand here today.  To celebrate five years without a single new infection.  A great achievement.  My two main regrets are that it took so long to reach this stage, and that we never found a way to cure those who were infected.  Then again… with the memories they would have carried would that really have been humane?  Maybe having to kill them all was for the best.

      As I stand in front of you looking out I can see puzzled faces.  This is supposed to be a celebration, so why did I share such a personal story with you?  Such a gloomy story?  I'll tell you why.  BECAUSE YOU MUST NOT REST.  This Plague came from nowhere.  We still don't know its source.  And while we've beaten it we must be on our guard.  Against mutations.  Against new diseases.  And against other threats.

      Humanity is fragile.  Now it's up to the next generation, some of the brightest of which are here in front of me, to safeguard it.  My generation are old now.  Tired.  I'm tired.  I am so very, very tired.  Now it is your turn, all of you.

      My story may be sad, but it has a happy ending.  When I next see Gill, I can look her in the face and tell her I did it.  I kept my promise.  I did it for her.

      Thank you.”

      <<END TRANSCRIPT>>

      

      CORONERS EXHIBIT C:

      Transcript of Dr Shane Stuart's last public speech.
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      “Gill, I'm coming to be with you my love”

      

      CORONERS EXHIBIT D:

      Note found beside Dr Shane Stuart's body.
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      CORONERS CONCLUSION:

      In light of Dr Stuarts speech, only hours before he died, the post mortem which confirmed no external forces were applied, and the note found by his body I am recording a verdict of suicide.

      Sadly Dr Stuart was the final victim of the Plague which he had helped to eliminate.  May he rest in peace.
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      Sanchez welcomed the knock at his open office door, glad for any break from the piles of paperwork.  Looking up into Steve Burton's face made him wonder if paperwork was so bad after all.

      “All right Steve.  I can see I'm not going to like this.  What have you got?” he asked.

      Burton grimaced.  “It's bad boss.  Really bad.  St Jude's hospital just called.  An auto-cab arrived a couple of hours ago with a baby in the back, a little boy clearly in a bad way.  The staff rushed him in and are treating him but he's in a coma.”

      “OK.  Not good but I'm not sure why we're involved.  Have they got the parents in?”

      “No.  They did the standard checks but they came back blank.  He's an unlicensed child.”

      That caught Sanchez attention.  For decades all births had been strictly controlled by a licensing system.  Having an unlicensed child was a major offence.  That explained why his department had become involved.  Paperwork forgotten his mind started to race.

      “What about the cab?  Where did it pick up from?”

      “We don't know boss.  At the hospital they were too busy with the baby to pay it any attention.  When we checked the cab companies central logs there's no trace of any cab doing that journey.  We're pulling video from the area to identify the cab and then track its route.”

      “Sounds like we need to track down the parents then.  And the sooner the better.  These cases always stink.  Get in touch with the hospital and get them to do a full DNA profile, then get a warrant for a search of the DNA database.  I want to be speaking to the parents within an hour.”
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      Twenty minutes later Sanchez sat at his desk sipping a tepid cup of what the drinks machine insisted, against all evidence, was finest coffee.  His Vidphone beeped with an incoming call from Burton, saving him from another sip.  The screen kicked in as he accepted the call showing the deputy at his desk nervously pulling at his moustache.  A sure sign of more bad news.

      “Steve here.  Any luck with the taxi?”

      “Some.  Good news is we've got it on camera and know its ID.  We even have a good idea of the route it took in the forty minutes or so after its last logged fare.  That's where the good news ends though.  It went through three separate camera dead zones and the baby could have been put in at any of them.

      First it went through four elm park and was out of sight for minutes at a time.  Next it headed over to the freedom estate where all the rich bods who have issues with cameras live.  Finally down into the old quarter through one of the roughest sections.  There are cameras there but every one has been offline for months.  Whoever planned the route knew what they were doing.  Each location has hundreds of possible entrances.  Even if we scan every camera covering every possible approach the odds of us spotting someone bringing the baby in are tiny, and that's assuming the baby wasn't hidden from view somehow.”

      “What about forensics?  Can they get anything from the cab?”

      “They're looking.  But after the hospital it drove off to a quiet road in an industrial area and had some sort of catastrophic malfunction.  The engine burst into flames which quickly burnt through the whole cab.  The experts are looking it over but they don't hold out much hope.”

      “All right.  So the cab's probably a dead end.  That leaves the DNA profiling.  Have they tracked down the parents yet?”

      “Yes.  Well, the mother anyway.  They found the only likely match.  She's being brought in now and we should be able to talk to her in about a quarter of an hour.”

      “And the father?”

      “This is where things start to smell.  No trace could be found of the father, or even any close matches.  That means the father is either another unlicensed, or his details have been altered or removed on the DNA database.  And no one should be able to do that.”

      “Whichever it is we'll find him.  First step is to speak to the mother.  Send me her details.  I'll read through them then join you in the interrogation room afterwards.  Let her sweat till I arrive, maybe then we'll get some answers.”
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      As Sanchez entered the interrogation room he studied the seated woman.  She was small, just over five foot two, with a lean, strong looking body.  Blond hair shaved short, almost completely off.  She had probably been reasonably pretty once but the exposed skin on her face and arms was covered in old scars and red raw patches of radiation damage.  All normal for a spacer, a deep space construction engineer.

      The file on her had included her name, Sylvia Banone, some childhood details, her education and a brief mention of her career.  The lack of detail around her work meant she worked in sensitive areas, military work or something similar.

      Taking the seat opposite he studied her further for a few moments before speaking.

      “Ms Banone.  Sylvia.  Do you know why you're here?” he asked in an even tone.

      She leant forward, eyes blazing.  “No.  I have no idea.  Your goons turned up at my room, showed me their ID then dragged me here.  Since then no one will answer my questions.  Are you finally going to tell me what this is about?”

      “Certainly.  We want to talk to you about your son.  Your illegal, unlicensed son.  Your son who right now is fighting for his life in St Jude's hospital”.

      Sylvia's eyes widened, her mouth dropped open and she sank back into the chair in shock.  Tears fell down her cheeks as she started to sob uncontrollably.  Sanchez sat back surprised it had been so easy.  Most people could be made to crack eventually but he hadn't even started.  Now all that remained was to find out the why and the how.

      After a couple of minutes Sylvia visibly drew herself together.  She leant forward again, eyes burning through her tears.

      “Is this some sort of sick joke?” she snapped out.  “How dare you.  How dare you do this to me.”

      Sanchez leaned back in his seat, surprised by the force of her reaction.  Holding his hands up placatingly he explained.  “There's a young boy, maybe four weeks old, that arrived at St Jude's in an auto-cab.  He isn't on record so the doctors ran a DNA scan and we used a court order to find the matches in the DNA database.  You are his mother, the match is too close for any other possibility.”

      “But I can't be,” she said softly.  Then she continued more strongly.  “I can't be.  You don't understand.  I've been in deep space for the last six months.  I only got back two days ago and I've been under constant medical surveillance from then until I was brought here.  I've been working in unshielded conditions for six months, the damage that does to an adult body is severe enough.  Any unborn baby carried out there for that length of time would be hideously deformed and almost certainly miscarry.  I can't be the mother.  Contact my boss, Al Stonemuer, at the government space agency.  He'll confirm all this.”

      “We will.  It doesn't rule you out as the mother though.  You could have had an egg harvested, had the baby carried by a surrogate mother ready for your return.”

      “Maybe.  Except that my ovaries and womb were removed seven years ago.  Even by then the radiation damage was severe enough to guarantee I couldn't have healthy children, or even children that would survive to be born.  That's why this is such a cruel joke.  I can't be the boy's mother because I can't have children.”  Then, so softly Sanchez had to struggle to hear.  “No matter how much I want to.”

      Sanchez sat for a moment, absorbing the new information.  He'd make sure it was checked but he felt it would be true.  Why lie about something so easily verified?  And the pain in her eyes when she spoke of not having children was clearly real.  He scanned through the medical report again.

      “We seem to have a problem then.  You can't have children.  But there's a baby sitting in the hospital that all the tests say is yours.  Was the egg harvested years ago, before your operation, maybe even before you first flew?  You've admitted yourself how much you want a child, and you must be on good money.  Enough to try and buy your way around the system maybe?”

      “Captain, you must understand.  I want a child desperately, but not now.  I'm due to ship out again in a few weeks time.  This time I'll be gone for nearly ten years, please don't ask me why.  I can't tell you.  But you can get the time confirmed.  Where I'm going there would be no room for a child, no place safe for a child.  Why would I want a baby born when I couldn't watch it grow up?  And this last trip is my ticket, it means I'm fully paid up.  It means I can have my baby.”

      “OK now you're confusing me.  If you finish the mission you get to have a baby?  Haven't you just spent five minutes telling me you can't ever have a baby?  What do you mean you can have your baby?”

      “I can't have a baby… right now I can't.  Even without the radiation damage I had to have everything I'd need to be a mother removed.  There's something unusual about my body chemistry. I'm super fertile.  That means the birth control shots don't work on me.  Enough of a problem down here on earth, a complete nightmare up in space.  The shifts are long and dangerous.  You take comfort where you can get it.

      “I’ve always been desperate for a child though, and going into space was my one shot.  The work I do is difficult, dangerous and specialised.  The pay is normally very high but I chose something else.  At the end of my time I'll be given a birth license, I can have a child.”  She stopped, staring into the distance, a smile playing around her mouth.

      “Go on.” prompted Sanchez gently.

      “What I do is dangerous.  Very dangerous.  Almost everyone on the project ends up with a serious injury, damaged organs or serious radiation damage by the end of a term.  Sometimes all three.  So we get access to the St Alberto organ generation bank, for free.  The one the biggest, richest celebs use.  I've had my heart, lungs and kidneys replaced already along with a full blood transfusion several times.  My last shift is longer so to be on the safe side they'll replace all of my organs when I get back.”

      As she finished speaking Sanchez used his terminal to find out more about St Alberto.  His eyes widened as he read the summary.  Use of the clinic was estimated to cost well over ten million pounds though no official figures were released.  Speculation linked hundreds of celebrities, senior politicians, super rich business tycoons and other VIPs with the clinic.  Not much was known about their methods as the details were fiercely guarded trade secrets. The only hard facts seemed to be that the process required DNA from the patient and that the organs produced were one hundred percent compatible, guaranteed to never be rejected.  Sanchez looked back up at Sylvia.

      “Impressive.  Very impressive.  So they took a DNA sample from you when you joined the project, when your DNA was still healthy.  But how does that help you have a baby?  As I understand it cloning organs isn't that difficult, even growing them from stem cell DNA.  But you'd need far more than that.  Ovaries, womb, god knows what else.  Are you telling me they can do that too?”  Then jokingly.  “How about arms and legs?  Lose one in an accident?  No problem.  They've got a spare.  Faces too maybe?  Getting too old?  Wrinkles showing your age?  Then here's a new face, your face as it was at age twenty.”

      Sanchez grin quickly faded as he watched Sylvia's reaction to his words.  He'd meant to lighten things up, make her smile and open up more.  Instead she'd done the opposite.  Her body had stiffened, her face had tightened into a cagey, worried expression.  He'd hit a nerve.  What the hell was he dealing with here.  He let the silence stretch, hardening his own expression and locking his focus onto her face.

      Eventually he said, quietly but firmly, “I'm still waiting.  Let me remind you that you are here on a very serious charge.  If you're found guilty, if you're even found to have obstructed the investigation in any way, then you will never, ever be granted a birth license regardless of what services you've performed for the government.  No one can change that.  So think very carefully.”

      She sat studying his face for a few seconds, taking in his words and their meaning.  As the words sank in fully her shoulders sank, her head dropped forwards and he knew he'd won.

      “Yes.”  She said, softly.  “Yes.  They can do that.  I've seen people lose limbs and have them replaced.  I've met spacers like me whose faces were ravaged by radiation damage.  After being treated their faces were perfect again.  When I finish my tour I'm down for a full replacement.  All internal organs including reproductive organs, full blood flush and a full skin re-graft.  I don't know the details of how it's done, but it is real.  I know people who have been through the process.  I've seen the results.”

      Sanchez sat for a minute taking the information in, then focused on Sylvia again.

      “Thank you.  That will be all for the moment, but we will need to speak to you later.”  He signalled for Sylvia to be returned to her cell.

      Several minutes later he was still sitting, staring into the distance and trying to come to terms with what he'd learnt.  If Sylvia was right, and he had no reason to doubt her story so far, then the implications were shocking.  Cloning an organ was one thing, but to clone that many, to clone the blood, to clone the skin and especially to replace the face… that suggested something that made Sanchez feel sick inside.  It didn't suggest spare parts cloning, it suggested full human cloning.  Something that was supposed to be impossible, not to mention illegal.  What the hell had he gotten involved in?
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      An hour’s additional investigation by Sanchez and his team left him even more disturbed.  It turned out that human cloning wasn't quite illegal, provided it had government sanction.  That explained how the government could afford the multiple million dollar treatment for people – they didn't.  They got free treatment in return for allowing the clinic to operate.  It stank.  But it wasn't illegal and he had to leave it be, for now at least.

      More relevant to the case was news that the clinic was also a DNA testing centre, one of the many locations that updated the main DNA database.  In theory the data should be guaranteed against tampering – any attempt to upload significantly different data should trigger alarms.  He'd ordered a full review of all updates entered over the last few weeks anyway.  They were getting close to something, he could feel it.  He just didn't know what it was.

      A few minutes later Burton burst into the office waving a printout, a huge grin on his face.

      “You were right boss.  We've got him.  We've got the father.  An update was fed into the system less than an hour before the baby arrived at the hospital.  It was sent as some sort of corrupted data override which meant it bypassed the normal checks.  The database security team are spitting teeth about it, they can't believe it's so simple to bypass the system.  They're running a full search for any other updates of this type now.  We've got plenty of suspects on file that we could never trace, we might be about to solve some of those cases too.

      Anyway… back to this case.  The father is one Mark Smith.  He works up at the clinic as some form of technician.  He mostly works nights.  At the moment he appears to be at home, we've got a team on the way there now.  Do you want him brought in or just tailed?”

      Sanchez thought for a moment.  “Bring him in.  I think he's doing this alone.  That he's an amateur.  Loading the update just before sending the baby in? Not well organised, far too obvious when you look in the right place.”

      “OK boss.  I'll let them know.”

      “Thanks Steve.  And good work, by you and the rest of the team.  Make sure they all know to keep things quiet though.  I have a hunch there's more to this than we realise.”
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      Sanchez opened the door to the interrogation room and slipped inside, studying the suspect as he entered.  Short, mid thirties, dark brown hair cut short.  Pale skin from working nights too often.  Twitchy, fidgeting.  Almost before the door was fully closed the suspect jumped up, struggling against the two officers that grabbed his arms.

      “How is John?  My son!  How is he?  Did he get to the hospital in time?  Is he OK?  I must know.  These idiots wouldn't tell me anything.”

      “Sit down!” ordered Sanchez, taking his own chair.  Reluctantly the suspect sat back down.

      “As you've been kind enough to just admit your guilt there's no harm in telling you.  He's stable and the doctors expect him to start improving soon.  He had a nasty infection which they're treating with antibiotics.  His temperature is nearer normal now and they say he's through the worst of it.”

      “Thank god.  Thank you.  Thank you for telling me.”  The man was smiling while tears rolled down his cheeks.  “I was so worried, so scared he was going to die.  I didn't want to leave him but what could I do?

      “You must have known this would happen, sooner or later.  Why take the risk?  Why decide to have a child with a clone when you knew this would happen?” Sanchez threw in the clone comment, looking for a reaction.  Fishing.

      “I didn't.  Decide that is.  It just happened.  The clone was given birth control jabs each month, all the female clones are.  To prevent this happening.  But something went wrong.  By the time I realised she was pregnant… well… I couldn't kill my child.  It was a miracle… how could I pass it up.

      “The clinic is all automated.  It handled looking after her, delivering the baby… even feeding him using milk from her.  It was going so well, until he fell ill.”

      “But if you weren't trying for a baby then why were you… oh.  You were using the clone for sex?  How many of them?  Did you say all the female clones had birth control shots?  What sort of a pervert are you?”

      “It's not like that!  It wasn't me.  It wasn't my idea.  She's the only one I'd ever screwed.  And it was only once.  Just to see what it was like.  It was… horrible.  The clones are grown nearly brain dead, only the automated systems that keep the body running are allowed to develop.  Its warm flesh but almost like screwing a corpse.  Once was too often, never again.

      But other people feel differently.  Not about her, she's a nobody.  But about the others.  The film stars, the rock stars, even the politicians.  If you've got the money then here's your chance to have sex with someone famous.  Male or female, whatever your tastes.  I wasn't involved in it but I figured out what was happening.  That's why I tried it that once, to see what it was like.

      I found out because I manage security and surveillance.  The staff involved turned off the monitoring while they or their clients went at it.  I spotted something was up so I changed the programming so it only seemed like the cameras were off.  Diverted the output to a secure area when the cameras were switched over.  I've kept copies of the video from every time it was done.  Most of the people I didn't recognise, but some… some were ministers.  Even the president visited a few times, had his fun.

      And now the world knows.  I set up a safety net.  When your officers grabbed me I set it off, sending copies of the footage to every major media station in the world.  Now everyone will know what those people did, how they acted.  And how they justified themselves.  I heard them.  Talking about the clones as objects, as things.  Saying they were 'almost human' then laughing.

      Whatever happens to me at least I know I didn't sink to their level.  I have a son.  He has a mother, even if her brain is mush and she doesn't know.  That makes her human in my book.  Not like those monsters who used the clones.”

      He sat back with a sad smile on his face.  Sanchez quickly used the desk terminal to check the news.  Sure enough the story was already breaking around the world, showing pictures that were clearly of the president and left little to the imagination.
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      Several weeks later Sanchez gazed down the news nets, catching up on the latest about the clone scandal.  The story had brought down the government.  More than a thousand people were in jail awaiting trial for their involvement.  Others were still being tracked down.

      All off world construction projects had been canned.  The press were screaming for the clinic to be closed down, the clones to be destroyed – whether it be to put the 'poor things' out of their misery or to destroy the 'blasphemous beasts'.

      Sylvia's dreams had been in tatters.  No more cloning, no more work in space.  No license.  No child.  All she had ever wanted was a child, and yet now she had one… in a way.  A child that needed a parent, someone to care for him.  His father was in prison awaiting trial, likely to be put away for several years at least.

      During the confusion after the scandal broke Sanchez had bent the rules a little, dropping the case and arranging for the baby, John, to be united with his genetic mother.  He'd had the DNA database altered so that the baby was no longer recorded as unknown, illegal.

      After a difficult few minutes of denial she had broken down crying and hugging the baby.  Sanchez knew he'd done the right thing.  Regardless of how he was born the baby was human.  Fully human.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Translation

        

      

    

    
      Negotiator watched the fragile looking humans approach.  Months of effort had gone into arranging this first meeting.  Communication was still difficult with many gaps in translation but that was unimportant today.  This ceremony was to confirm both sides peaceful intentions.  To reduce the tensions that had existed since first contact, the worries that negotiations with this strange race would be impossible.

      The humans stopped and their Kalotu, or Ambassador to use their word, came forward.  At least that part of the ceremony had been translated successfully.  Negotiator bent over the sacrificial Kalotu and, as protocol dictated, crushed the Kalotu's head in its jaws.  The blood tasted foul, but such was the price of diplomacy.  It was careful not to show any signs of its disgust.

      The rest of the human party started yelling and pointing.  Several drew weapons and opened fire on the shocked negotiator, tearing him apart before he could react.  Other members of negotiator's party returned fire.  Within hours a full blown interstellar war had started.

      Translation can be such a tricky business.
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      He sat quietly on the lonely beach waiting for the dawn.  Waiting to die.

      The sky was already starting to lighten.  He knew his vigil wouldn't be a long one.  As he waited he tried to pull his mind together, wanting to die as whole as possible.

      His name, that was gone.  Gone beyond recall.  So were all his memories older than a week or so.  He knew he'd had a name, knew he'd had memories.  He could feel the gaps where they'd been.  What he could remember, vaguely, was riding through a forest.  He thought it was a week ago but it could easily be more, or less.  He remembered riding then a blur of movement to the side, and being slammed out of the saddle.
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      Maybe he was knocked unconscious, maybe his next memories had gone.  The next thing he remembered was being trussed up on the floor, with a group of rough men stood around him…

      One of the men stepped forward, their leader.

      “Well boys,” he said.  “Looks like we've got a tough'n here.  Riding the forest alone.  I reckon we should soften him up a bit.”

      The leader stepped forward, kicking him in the stomach.  The rest of the band joined in with shouts and curses.

      Again… a gap in his memory, though for that he was thankful.

      He came to, still laid on the floor with every part of his body screaming in pain.  His left eye was nearly swollen shut.  He was still tied up, though he doubted he could move let alone run after the beating.  The leader smiled down at him.

      “So you're back with us again are ye?  I told the boys you were tough.  Well, we've had our fun.  We've taken your horse, your sword, your money and your food.  But we'll leave you your life.”

      The leader turned away and for a moment a flicker of hope flared.  Maybe he would survive this after all.  Suddenly the world lurched.  He screamed in agony as he was lifted into the air by his bonds.  The leader turned back with a nasty grin.

      “Yep, we'll leave your life.  Leave it hanging for the wolves.  They get hungry you know.”

      The others laughed and jeered.  The leader leant in closer.

      “I'm not a cruel man though.  If you're still alive in a few days we'll let you down a bit lower, so the wolves can reach you.”  Again the others roared with laughter.  Then they were up and moving, leaving the clearing.  Many aimed a last punch to compound their victims pain.
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      The next set of memories were seared into his brain.  The pain from the beating compounded by the pain of being hung head down, feet up.  It was soon clear that struggling wouldn't loosen his bindings, it just brought more pain.  Nevertheless he kept struggling from time to time, the agony of his position forcing him to try something.

      How long did he hang there?  Days?  Weeks?  Months?  It seemed longer as he wept, screamed, raged against his fate.  Yet it was only one day, fading into evening and then night.

      The moon was already up as night fell so he was spared the horror of hanging in the dark.  When the wolves finally padded into the clearing, silent as ghosts and with an unearthly glow in the moonlight, it was almost a relief.  Almost.

      The wolves circled, sniffing him, studying him.  His head was six or seven feet from the ground – easily within their reach he was sure.  Before the first wolf could decide to leap a shadow fell over the clearing.  The moon still shone but the clearing felt much darker.  The effect on the wolves was startling.  They immediately crouched down submissively, whining.  Then they started to slink away, all casting nervous glances back as they left the glade.

      His memories really fragmented then.  He remembered that… something… came from that dark area.  The pain in his body faded, replaced by a relaxed sleepiness that made trying to think much too difficult to bother with.  He was cut down, that he remembered, lowered like a small child to the floor.  But he didn't who did it, couldn't picture them at all.

      Then… warmth, safety, darkness.  He'd felt safe from all harm.  After that drinking, drinking something that burned as it went down his throat.  Spirits of some kind.  Finally darkness, true sleep.
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      He woke near midday, stretched gingerly but found only stiffness in his body, not
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