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Burroughs was munching on areeceburger, adisalowed act in the Charles Street ops centre. Too much
highly-prized Command and Coordination computer hardware lined up on our desks. Amazing what a
stray crumb could engender in the network terminds, still eectronic, unlike the crystal processing corein
the police station custom-built basement—a top-of-the-range Packard-Bell Optronics model.
Lecestershirésregiond taxpayersare il whining about the finance.

| should have growled at him, but 1'd never been good at pulling rank. Besides, Burroughs-watching had
become a macabre fascination for me over the last few weeks. His appearance was ordinary enough: a
28-year old with arounded, pink and permanently swesty face. Histhick, pointed ginger beard wasa
carefully cultivated emblem of masculinity - alot of men sported beards nowadays. Therewas an
irritating certainty in his carriage, in the way he liked to swing hisarms and trumpet his androcentric
prejudices. Just to let you know whose side he was on. That confidence had been crumbling before my
eyes recently. Burroughs had been accosted by a sudden insecurity that even led to physical tremblings. |
knew disguised panic when | saw it. Today his odd malaise was bad. Hisworst yet.

He was swesting profusaly when | stopped behind him, his shirt collar undone, tie hanging loose, skin
blotched and red. His appearance wasn't enhanced by the cold blue neon flashing from across the street,
exhorting usto EAT REECEBREAD. | had little sympathy. Despite his discomfort he was excited by the
morning's gossp which flashed through the building faster than opticd fibre could carry it.

"Hear the news, Mark?' he asked, an indecent thrill raising his voice an octave. That "Mark™ was new. It
should havebeen"sr" but | let it go.

"What news?'

"Therewas one of them working here. A shagging Hermie on the force! Fifteen years operating in the
same building astherest of us. Just shows you don't know who you're working with haf thetime." His
undercooked reeceburger dripped white juiceinto his beard.

"That'sright, Burroughs. Y ou never know."

"Did you know who it was?'

“Nope”"

"Come on, you must have! Time you've been here? Y ou know everyone!”

Of course | knew the poor creature, but | wasn't going to give Burroughs the satisfaction of probing me



with more stupid questions. | stared at the amber script on hismonitor asif | was actualy doing my job
and searching for errors.

Burroughs continued to speak with hismouth full. "1t lived in one of the Nu-Cdll adapted flat complexes.
Sod was intercepted while it waited for the businto work thismorning. Usua thing. Clothestorn off by
the mob and ten bellskicked out of it before the panda car arrived. Uniform boys said it looked like a
monkey's miscarriage in areeceblender. Y uk! Hoo hoo hoo!"

That wasindeed the usud pattern. An anonymous call informsthe Charles Street duty officers, who duly
load the information into the nearest panda car's Situation bulletin display. In theory the constables should
be at the location within two minutesto pick up the offender. But somehow thereis nearly dwaysa
delay, combined with atip-off to some thug well placed to lead alynch gang. Wdll, it savesthe expense
and the mess of hauling them before the judiciary. The mord mess, that is.

What redlly galed me was that the problem obvioudy originated in the police ops room. It was one of my
people, corrupting my routines and my communication networks.

Thereason | went infor technica specialization after coming off the beat wasto be above dl the grey
behaviour endemic to the sde of the force interfacing with the public. Redity, | suppose, that'swhat |
couldn't handle. The sheer emotiona clutter of degling with people: - turning ablind eyeto this, giving that
the nod. Computers and programs don't have fuzzy edges. They're dso avauable new tool in fighting
modern crime since the Federa Parliament in Brussals passed the Civil Authority Unlimited Data Access
act. | thought 1'd found mysdlf acomfortable little niche. Ironic it should turn out to be the heart from
which the new globa war of persecution was waged.

A scarlet priority symbol started flashing on Bur-roughss monitor. He sat up with alurch, the
reece-burger dumped into his bin with an accurate, lazy 1ob. Script rolled down the monitor ashe
muttered into histhroat-mike.

"Chrigt look at that. Weve got another fish. Two in one morning.”

The priority request came from another duty officer taking a phone call. Somewhere out on Leicester's
dtreets agood citizen wasinforming on aHermie. The duty officer would be tracking down the call,
though most people were smart enough to use a coin box to avoid detection. Brussals are aready
phasing ‘em out: soon it will be credit cards for everything, tracegble, incriminating.

"Thistimel don't want any mistakes," | told Burroughs sharply. "Make damn sure a panda car getsthere
within the alocated response period. Alert two or threeif you have to. But get the uniform boystherein
time!”

He wiped the back of his hand across his feverish brow, giving me asullen glance. "Why bother?' he
murmured.

"I'll pretend | didn't hear that, Burroughs.”

| walked away before he had the chance to show how little respect he had for my authority. Safe back in
my glass-walled supervisor's office at the rear of the opsroom, | sat at my own desk and hurriedly asked
my termind to display the data on the Hermie.

Morton Leverett, the monitor printed, amiddle manager working in an insurance company office.
Persond detailsfollowed as | accessed his citizen'sfile. No family, thankfully. That could have been

tricky.



| summoned up my private dert program and fed in Leverett's number. His netcom unit would be
bleeping, displaying the smple warning message. With luck, hewould get clear intime.

Therewould be no record of the call - one of the benefits of being the city's chief data control officer. My
program would wipe al memory of it from British Telecom's processor core.

| was gtill working on improving the program in the evenings. When it was complete it would snatch the
data on Hermies as soon as it was entered into the gation's network, warning the impending victim even
asthey were being informed on, increasing their odds for getting away.

| wrote that program with pain-soaked memory driving me. Y ou see, | knew what it waslike to be on
the receiving end of an informer. 1'd turned aHermie in mysalf once. It's not something | can ever forget,
let doneforgive. But | dowhat | can to work off my penance. And | wait for the world to stabilize.

* k % % %

* k % % %

Her namewas Laura, and she was quite beautiful. | say "her" and "she" because when | first met her, |
didn't redlize what shewas. Y ou might laugh and cdl me adow dtarter, but it was three months before |
found out. The year we spent together was ahiatus of halcyon bliss until she demanded too much of me,
and that'swhen | tried to turn her over to the police. How do | deep at night? Y ou may well ask. Yes,
Laurawas aHermie, asdifferent and as ordinary asdl the others. At that time the Hermies had enjoyed
nearly 40 years of tolerance and acceptance. When | met her, everything was just starting to go crazy.
Therewas no single trigger, no one fateful incident which turnsrationa peopleinto a screaming mob. It
was more of agrowing fear of them, their potential, that ultimately spilled over into hysteria. In part that
fear was dueto the first wave of Hermies who had now matured, and who were beginning to exert a
dightly disproportionate influencein their respectivefields.

The first Hermies had appeared in what used to be called Third World countries. A blizzard of theories
blew up to explain the phenomenon. One suggested they were the product of genetic mutation after
careless biological weapons-testing in Africa. It seemed plausible at the time, and most people went for
it. Thistheory fell apart faster than the second Iraqi spaceplane flight, when numerous cases cameto light
inthe West. Scandalized Western parents were just more inclined to make a dark secret out of the thing
than their African counterparts, epecidly since the obvious physicad signs hadn't fully developed until a
child wasin its seventh yesr.

Because of superdtitious fears and the dread of stigma, it was at first impossible to collect reliable
gatigtics. Eventudly it became plain to everyone that the spread of hermaphrodite births was evenly
distributed around the globe.

"Hi!" Laurahad said when | first met her, two years ago now. God, the ordinariness of it! Itwasina
bookshop.

| wasn't actudly looking for something to read. Leicester in those days was a spectacular placeto live, an
exciting city on the cutting edge; | enjoyed wandering round watching the changes Nu-Cell was making
to arguably one of the most mundane urban sprawlsin England. The company was an adjunct of the
university, formed to produce and market the products of Dr Desmond Reece's biotechnology research.
Asfar asthe public was concerned he would forever be known as the genetic-engineering pioneer who'd
solved the immediate world food crisis with his vat-grown reecebread. It was a protein-rich agal which
camein severd varieties, textures and taste varying from mest to vegetablesto fruit. Even the most



undevel oped countries could build the kind of fermentation vat needed to breed it in. Nu-Cell licenced
the process to anyone who wanted it, charging a pittance of aroyalty. Reece wasn't redly interested in
the money; he was a genuine philanthrope, happy to see the spectre of famine ending.

But his other projects at the university were equally important in metamorphaosizing our world. Land-cord
revolutionized buildings; the way we designed them, the way we thought of them. Not just new
congtructions, but the old, tired, ugly structures which blighted our citiestoo.

Property owners bought the seeds and planted them eagerly. It was like watching broad dabs of marble
growing up out of the ground, enveloping the existing brickwork and concrete. A marble that was
coloured like asolidified rainbow, dappled with gold, black and silver.

| walked down Rutland Street, where the topaz and turquoi se encrustations had aready reached the
ledges of the second-floor windows of the dreary brick buildings. The landcora had been pruned from
doors and firgt-floor windows, a process that had to be carried out continually until the building was
completely covered, then the polyp could be stabilized by an enzyme Nu-Cdll sold dong with the seeds.
After that it would Smply renew itself, maintaining its shape for centuries. The new resplendent growths
made such awonderful change from the grime-coated streets| grew up in. How could you not have
hopeinyour heart, Living in an environment so vividly dive?lt lifted the human spirit.

So maybe | was alittle giddy with optimism when | saw her through the bookshop window. That first
sight of her cut melikealaser. A 25-year-old in auniversity sweatshirt and indecently tight jeans. | was
nearly 15 years her senior, but she was so magnetic | just had to go and stand next to her. | hadn't got a
clever line, I'd no plan of how to talk to her, but | had to approach her. At least | wasn't in uniform. | can
imagine the effect that would have had.

"I'mlooking for The Last Written Word," she said. "Have you seen it anywhere?”

It was by Franz Gluck, perhaps the second most famous "public’ Hermiein theworld at that time after
Desmond Reece himsdlf. Everybody wasreading it. Very intelectud stuff, whichwaswhy I'd givenit a
wide berth. | remember going pucein theface. "They must have sold out again. I'll lend you mineif you
want. If you promiseto let me haveit back." | hadn't got a copy, but | knew some theoreticaly intelligent
people who had.

That wasit. We started meeting regularly, even though | was abag of nerveswhenever | sat next to her.

| might have been older, but I'd generdly avoided sexud experience. Something about Lauramade al the
musclesin my body lock, and my mouth would go dry. She had a searching way of looking at you when
you spoke, asif everything you said counted.

* * % % %

It was awonderful summer, one of those long, dry, wearingly hot periods which dwaysturns
conversations to the greenhouse effect. We dternated our time between my three-room flat overlooking
Victoria Park and her landcora dome on anew estate in Humberstone. That place really opened my
eyesto the promise of the future. Lauraworked for Nu-Cell in their gene-therapy lab; as an employee
she got the dome for a peppercorn rent because it was experimental: lit by bioluminescent cells; its water
syphoned up by agiant tap root; power supplied by an externd layer of jet black electrophotonic cdlls. |
hadn't realized how advanced Nu-Cédll's technology was before then.

"Every city isgoing to change the way we're changing Leicester,” she said. "Think how much of our
materidigtic attitude will be eradicated when you can just plant alandcora seed and grow your own
home. Ninety percent of your working lifeis spent paying off your mortgage, what a differenceit'll make
freeing yoursdf from that burden!”



Her optimism had aferocity far exceeding mine. She believed in Desmond Reece and Nu-Cdll with an
amogt religious fervour. The newest of the new world ordersto be promulgated since the end of last
century's Cold War. Mogt of the hours we had together would be spent with her talking, explaining her
visgons of tomorrow. | just listened for the sheer joy of having her invest her timein me,

Her impassioned arguments and stubborn convictions might have frightened away some maes. Fiery
intellectua women are il frightening things, especialy to asmple cop. But Laurawas dso
intoxicat-ingly feminine. | can till see her that first night we spent together: wearing a sea-green cotton
dresswith dender straps and a ruff-edged skirt. Gold-tinted hair brushing her bare shoulders, eyes
gparkling and teasing from the wine we'd drunk.

It was her dome, her bedroom, with its wan blue light and sunken sponge-mattress bed. | smply wanted
to kiss her. And she smiled and beckoned me, because she knew me so well athough | dways said so
little. It was asurprise for mewhen | finaly found what she'd got under her clothes.

Summer faded into autumn, even though the strange symmetrical trees Nu-Cell had planted in Victoria
Park kept their scarlet dinner-plate-sized flowers long after the first morning frosts turned the grassto a
hoary slver plain. | walked down the avenues they formed on my way to work; Laurawrapped up snug
and warmin her coat and ridiculously long scarf, hanging on to my arm until we reached the pavilion and
parted, meto the station, her to the university. With the cold came the grey stabbing rains. But something
more snister began to gtir right across the continent.

The boysin the tabloid press had stayed sober for long enough to make afew smple demographic
caculations based on the most recent, and more comprehensive, surveys of hermaphrodites. Once the
stories sarted they developed amomentum of their own; "interest items' became centre-page features.
From there they progressed to front-page articles and finally graduated to concerned editorids.

Since hermaphrodites all came perfectly equipped with both avaginaand a penis, they could of course
enjoy the usua sexud relationships with either sex. Whether they grew up appearing - on theface of it a
least - male or female was more or less accidental and irrelevant; the only major give-away wasthe
difficulty mae-aigned Hermies had in growing beards. Once the superficid gender-stamp had stabilized
(again a about the age of seven| it usudly stayed that way as amatter of socid convention. That wasn't
what bothered people—after they had recovered from theinitial shock, you understand. The problem
wasthis. hermaphrodites, in contrast to mythology, were very fertile. If an hermaphrodite bred with a
non-hermaphrodite, the possibility of them producing an hermaphrodite child stood in apostiveratio of
seven-to-ten. If an hermaphrodite bred with another hermaphrodite, the result was dways an
hermaphrodite.

The future of the human race was certain.

Those boysin the tabloid press may be dow, but when this satistic finaly penetrated the a cohol fog of
the long lunchbreek, they sharpened their knives. They were vicious. Before long, stories began to

appear in the papers about "the hermaphrodite conspiracy." Unsubstantiated alegations were reported as
hard facts. Hermaphrodites everywhere stood accused of crimesranging from deliberatdly littering the
pavementsto global sabotage.

* %k %k * %

| raged impotently while Lauralooked on in sad silence. "Congpiracy, God! Hermies can't even spot
each other in the Street, never mind get together to organize megalomaniac plots. Y ou should answer
back! Demand airtime!” | waved at theinarticulate Euro MP smirking on the TV news as he hedged his
betsfor theinterviewer.



"Who should answer back, Mark? Hermies don't have an organization to speak for them. That'swhat
makesthisall so supid.”

"God!" | good at the window, kneading my hands. Out in the park the trees had findly shed their leaves,
the bark had turned chrome blue. "Take anews crew to film round your department. Show how you're
helping ordinary humans, that you've dedicated your lifeto it. It sounds bruta, but sick kids dways get to
people. Maybe the public will redize Hermies aren't ogres like the press makes out.”

Lauramassaged her temple. "A lone documentary isn't going to change public opinion, especidly not the
kind of public that'sturning againgt us. In any case, we gtill haven't made enough progresson vira
vectoring or transcription factorsto cure children who suffer from the redlly severe genetic disorders.”

She had explained vird vectorsto me: organisms which integrate plasmids (smal loopsof DNA) into a
cell's DNA so that defective chromosome sequences can be corrected. It's how cydtic fibrosis and
haemophiliawere eradicated early in the new century, literdly replacing the old genes which caused the
illnessfor new ones.

It was &l so the same basic method which Reece had used to convert useless pond scum into reecebread,
and aquatic cord into landcord; inserting modifications and improvements, distorting the origind DNA
out of al recognition. But constructing transgenic plants was an order of magnitude easier than human
genetherapy.

Lauraand her team had been working on the more difficult hereditary cancers. They didn't have
organisms which could be junked and burnt when a modification failed or mutated into teratoid
abominations. Reaching perfection was along laborious busness,

But it was good work. Important, caring work. People should be made to see that.

"There must be something you can show them,” | said in desperation. "What about the university hospita
clinic? Nu-Cdl| funds have been going there for years."

"Not everyone that worksfor Nu-Cell isaHermie, you know. Were not even amgority inthe
company, nowhere near. Besides, showing Hermies conducting experiments on bedridden children? Not
agood idea, Mark. Nu-Cdll has dready given the world reecebread and landcoral and petrocellum best.
What more can we give?'

| put my arms round her, trying to siroke away the tensons | found knotting up her muscles. "1 don't
know. | redly don't."

* k *k k %

The comments and conspiracy accusations continued to fly unabated as Christmas drew near. It took on
an dmodt ritua qudity. The tabloids had found another scareimageto rank ongsideillega African
migration into Mediterranean Europe, Russian nuclear power-gation meltdowns, Japan's re-emergence
asamilitary superpower, and the Idamic Bomb. But even they couldn't have predicted the full horror, the
tidal wave of violence and hysteriawhich swept the planet.

The physical attacks started in public places asthe New Y ear broke. It only seemed to make things
worse that a digproportionate number of hermaphrodites had made a significant contribution to the world
of arts, medicine, science and engineering. So much for my idea of a Public Relations coup.

It was the week before Easter when thefirst trouble hit Leicester. We were out shopping in the city
centre, buying chocolate eggs for nephews and nieces. It was afine spring day, we strolled idly. The



clock tower pedestrian precinct had been completely converted by landcord, with only the old white
stone tower itsalf |eft free as a centrepiece. It looked handsome; the unpreposessing clash of concrete
and brick, architecture from the mid-1950s to the early 2010s, al eclipsed by seamless sheets of
iridescent sapphire, emerald and amber marble; buttressed by colonnades of braided gold and bronze
cords. Speckled rooftop domes reflected a harlequin gleam under the cold bright sun.

We heard the noi se as we walked out of the Shires mall. The crowds were growing denser up ahead,
people flocking to the edgeslikeiron filings caught in amagnetic field.

"What isit?' Lauraasked.

A column of blue smoke rosein the distance. Cheers rang above the background babble. We steered
our way through knots of people, anxious and curious at the sametime. | wondered where my colleagues
were.

Someone had broken the windows of W.H. Smith's. Books were being flung out onto the pavement
through the gaping holes. People scooped them up and dung them onto aflattish bonfire blazing on top of
one of the flower troughs.

"What the hell'sgoing on?" | tried to sound authoritative.
"Hermie books," awoman crowed. She grinned wildly. "Clearing 'em off the shelves. Not before time.”

Lauras hand covered her mouth, eyes staring helplesdy at the blackening pages. | grabbed her arm and
began to tug her away. Shewasin tearswhen wefinaly left the crowd behind.

"How can they do that?' shewailed. "What does it matter who wrote them? It's the words themsalves
which count.”

| pulled out my netcom unit and called Charles Street to report the event. It took another 20 minutes for
thefirst pandacar to arrive. By then dl was ash.

Some days after the bookburnings, Doctor Desmond Reece made a powerful public pleafor the attacks
on hermaphrodites to stop. The morning after his speech he was kicked to death on the steps of
Nu-Cédll's botanical research |aboratory.

| spent the next three days helping to orchestrate the police reinforcements brought in to protect
Nu-CdI's buildings and the University campus. The county commissioner was badly worried the mobs
would wipe out the region’s premier economic asset. Reece's murderers were never caught. The
commissoner didn't consider the matter apriority.

Right across Europe, the Americas, and the far East citizens were burning Hermie books and cutting up
Hermie doctors with scalpels; but their mouths were till red from munching on their reeceburgers. The
hypocrisy of it dl wasdriving meinsane.

Nobody was redlly safe walking the sireets. There were plenty of cases of non-hermaphrodites caught in
the hysterica ondaught. Laurasaid very little, but she would lie awake at nights wondering when they
would find out. In the dead of night she would just ook at me with her moig, frightened eyes, but say
nothing. She never dreamed 1'd be her Judas.

The Brussels parliament was under pressure to act to hat the daughter. But with Federa eections
looming, you knew the mob was going to win either way. Under The (Hermaphrodites) Public Order and
Dis-enfranchisement Enactment of that year, the following restrictions were ordered:



1. All hermaphrodites are required to register with their regiond authority.
2. All hermaphrodites shall resgn from holding public or civil office.

3. Hermaphrodites will be disenfranchised forthwith from al municipd, regiond, state and federa
eections.

4. An enquiry to be launched into the origins of her-maphrodism and into alegations of hermaphrodite
conspiracy.

Therewerealot of other clausesin the statutes, about publishing and other things with which I won't
bore you. The point was that it didn't satisfy anyone. No-one gave two hoots whether aHermie was
allowed to put across on abalot paper once every five years. What they wanted, as the tabloids pointed
out on adaily bass, wasto stop the filthy Hermies from breeding.

| got home late from work one evening towards the end of spring.
"I'm pregnant,” said Laura
"Jesud" | said.

"Hermes," she said. "Aphrodite.” It was sort of ajoke. We went and lay down and, I'll admitiit, | cried
like ababy.

* k *k k %

* * % % %

Thewave of attacks subsided for awhile. Burroughs and afew other people a work were visibly
disappointed, but | began to fed less anxious about Lauras safety. Meanwhile the officia enquiry went
into labour. A surprising number of prominent people spoke up for the Hermies, risking careersand
tabloid derision, not to mention public assault. But alot of people had been sickened by the street
attacks.

Meanwhile the tabl oids characterized the debate as two basically opposed theories. One they caled
Millennium Fever. The other was known as Martian Theory.

It s;emsthat at the turn of every century anumber of people get taken with Millennium Fever. The
symptoms of Millennium Fever are acertainitchy credulity in the belief system and anervous
suggedtibility, al brought on by the conviction that the turn of the century will Ssgnad somemaor
development in the course of human history. The Next Big Step. The Giant Legp. The MF people argued
that the arrival of the hermaphrodites semaphored that this had aready happened. They pointed out that
thefirst birth cluster of hermaphrodites, born around the end of the 20th century, were already making
disproportionate contributions to the culture and progress of the species. Hermaphrodites, it wastrue,
were characterized by their resourcefulness, their meekness and their fertility. It was the assertion of old
gods, the MF people argued. Hermes the messenger. Aphrodite the goddess of love. The presence of
the hermaphrodites was Messianic. To aplanet in dire need, it was amessage of love.

Thetabloid louts just adored that. They staggered back from their reeceburger-and-beer lunchbreaks
and wrote up the Martian Theory. Which gives you an idea of the kind of level thiswas pitched at.

The Martian Theory assumed some cosmic plot on the part of another species somewherein the galaxy.



This alien species had littered the planet with spores - and how they loved that word spores - to
reproduce their race. At the same time the overthrow and extinction of the human race was guaranteed.
Message of love? No, trumpeted the Martian Theorists, it was a message of war.

To me, both arguments sounded about asrational asajar of ether at ateenage psych-out party. But
given the choice, and theintelligent level of debate conducted through the media, most people plumped
for the Martian Theory.

So did the board of enquiry. Under their proposed (Hermaphrodites) Public Order and
Disenfranchise-ment Enactment Amendment, severd new clauses were to be added. It was never going
to be anything e se than mgor trouble.

Predicting the results of the enquiry, most hermaphrodites had failed to register as previoudy directed.
Chief among the Amendment clauses was one which made it law that anyone knowing of an unregistered
hermaphrodite should report their presence to the authorities.

Laurawaswell into her pregnancy when the findings were published. "Thisisit. Weve got to take some
kind of astand.” Suddenly that soulful, searching look of hers had taken on ablade edge. "No bloody
way am | regigtering.”

| could hardly argue. Y ou see, there was another, rather more sinister clause included: a blanket
prohibition on any hermaphrodite breeding, either with another hermaphrodite or with a
non-hermaphrodite. Enforced contraception was the solution offered. But contraception has never been
one hundred per cent successful. It would take only afew accidentd pregnancies and sterility would
become the only publicly acceptable answer.

The enquiry board made no mention of what was to happen to unborn children.

Unfortunately, the new law not only directed people to inform on their neighbours and colleagues. It aso
introduced retrospective interpretation of the law. Anyone who had previoudy consorted with an
hermaphrodite was obliged to inform. Failure to do so was a Category A offence. If Lauraand | were
ever to part company and her secret was to be discovered at some future date, | too would face certain
prosecution.

Asafurther complication, that week had seen the ddlivery of aset of highly classified Recordable CDsto
Charles Street. They contained a program written by the experts of the Federd Detective Agency in
Paris. It was aspecidist monitor which would track an individua's movements on a 24-hour basis. Not
physicaly, not opticaly; we're not that close to Orwdl's nightmare, not yet. But thetrail any one person
leaves through the civil datanetsis comprehensive enough to build up an accurate identikit of their
movements—traffic control routing your car guidance processor, timed purchases through credit card,
phone callsfrom home, netcom units, or office, mail, faxes. From that can be worked out who wasin the
pub with you, who shared your bus, your taxi, whose home you visited. And how often, that wasthe
key. It looked for patterns. Patterns betrayed friendships and interests, contacts with criminals, even drug
habits and bizarre sexua preferences.

It couldn't be done for the entire population; not enough processing power available. But the
Packard-Bell sitting so princely in the Charles Street basement could quite easily track atroublesome
minority clean acrossLeicestershire.

| had dready been ingtructed to load the program. The county commissioner was smply waiting for the
Amendment to be passed by Brussels before entering the names of dl known hermaphroditesin the

county.



No question, Laurawould be found. She had alot of hermaphrodite friends, some registered, others not.
They would meet, talk on the phone, have meds together. Her name would be dotted into a pattern of
.seemingly random binary digitsthat flowed and swirled along the city's sireets in the wake of its human
occupants. And my name was linked with hers, irrevocably.

| didn't know what to do.

* k *k k %

| watched the duty officers at their terminals, busy keen-eyed youngsters, analysing requests and
assigning priorities. Oblivious to each other and to their immediate environment. Three rows of desks,
with abig situation screen on the far wall. All of it geared up to maintain therule of law. It wasdl so
bleskly efficient.

My own heart was dowing to its norma rate. The ops room, focused on the gritty problemsthat the
streets dumped on our overstretched uniform boys and girls, wasn't my main concern. No, it wasthe
detectives upstairs who worried me. We had anew divison at Charles Street, the Registration and

I dentification Bureau, formed six months ago, with the sole task of spotting Hermies. They might begin to
wonder why so few Hermies were being brought in after tip-offs, or even why the precious monitor
program was producing so few names. And | wasn't the only computer expert in the building.

But it looked asif Morton Leverett was going to get clean away. | asked the termind for adisplay of
panda-car routings. When the street map with its flashing symbolsflipped up | saw Burroughs had
assigned Leverett only ablue coding, about level with shoplifting.

It would mean he had more than enough time to get away. Delight warred with anger ingde my skull. I'd
given Burroughs a ddliberate and very pointed order to get officersthere fast.

| looked up to see Burroughstalking into histhroat-mike. His agitation had reached new heights. His
blotchy skin betrayed him.

| used my supervisor's authority code to check his desk’'s communications network. Hewas using an
outsdeline. Mistake, Burroughs, big mistake.

| patched the call into my own headset.

"...about twelve minutes," Burroughsswhined. "That sector's pandacar is dealing with amugging right
now. I'll seeif | can find another amber call to hold 'em up when they'refinished. But | can't promise.”

"WEell bethere" alow voicereplied.
The next minute was ablank. | sat there staring a nothing.

Burroughs! Burroughs was the one feeding the Her-mies to the organized lynch gangs Hewas
responsible for men women and children being torn to pieces, several hundred of them over thelast 18
months

But then, I think | was alwaysready for that. My didike for Burroughs went degper than hisdob
personality and vile bigotry. A lot deeper. Perhapsit was a psychic thing, some basic anima ingtinct.

On the other side of the glass he was standing up, clutching hisarmsto his chest. His shoulders were
quaking inside his baggy shirt. Face wearing the desperately grim expression of someone holding back
Vomit.



| stuck my head round the door. "Burroughs, where the hell do you think you're going?'
"Toilet," he gasped.
"Y ou're off shift in haf an hour. Can't it wait?"

He stopped halfway to the door. "No it can't wait!" he screamed. "I want to go! And I'm shagging well
going! All shagging right?" A beed of spittle dribbled from anaemic lips.

The entire ops room had come to ahalt at the outburst.

"All right?" heydled shrilly.

"Why, Burroughs, something's put you in aterrible mood today...."
He snarled something incoherent, then turned and ran for the gents.

| smiled evilly at his sweat-soaked back.

* k *k k %

* * % % %

For the start of summer it had been achill night. I'd walked along paths lined by surreal purple and black
ferns, taler than mysdlf, which made up the garden hedgesin the Nu-Cell housing estate. Out inthecity |
imagined the pubs hosting raging debates on the approaching ice age.

Laurahad sounded odd when she phoned, timorous but insistent. Policeman'sinstinct, maybe, but |
wasn't looking forward to the meeting. | thought | could guess the reason.

The mobs had started attacking Hermies again. Encouraged by the findings of the enquiry they'd returned
with avengeance. I'd never seen such naked hysteria before. When they got hold of someone, it waslike
watching astorm.

When | arrived at the dome there were five other people with her. All Hermies, and dl working at the
University or Nu-Cdl. It confirmed my worst fears. The police had suspected the existence of Hermie
cabalsfor sometime. But thefact that Laurawas a member was horrifying.

"We can't just it by and do nothing,” she said. "Not any more. It's gone too far now. They'rekilling us!
Wehavetoress."

"And dowhat?' | asked.
"Stop the police colluson with the lynch gangs for astart.”
"What the hell can | do?Y ou don't seem to redlize the position I'min.”

"Y ou've got the power! You'retherel Y ou've got accessto information. Y ou know when the calls come
infrom informers. Y ou can warn people. If you can't help us, who can?’

"And put my head on the block?

One of the others cleared histhroat, amale-aligned 30-year-old. Gerad, or at least that was the name he
gave when introduced. Laura said he worked at Nu-Cell.



"Asssting our fellow Hermies herein Le cester would only be avery smdl part of our overall stratagem,”
hesad.

"Stratagem?' | exclamed. "Keep on using that kind of language, and people redly will beginto beievein
the Hermie conspiracy.”

"When eventsforce aminority into colluson to survive, then the term conspiracy iswholly gppropriate.”
"Will you ligten," Laura hissed.

"We haveto buy ourselvestime,” Gerdd said. "That's dl. After that the inevitable siweep of history will
protect us. But the intervening yearswill be extraordinarily difficult for usasarace.”

He gave me asmall contrite smile and held up athin sheet of some transparent plagtic. It was printed with
rows of black lines, like abar code. "I've been mapping the genome of various hermaphrodites working
at Nu-Cédl," hesad. "I'veidentified the genes which produce both our dua sexua characteristics and
enhanced neuron structure as well as other physiologica improvements. Do you remember the so-caled
Martian Theory?'

"Yes" | said wearily.

"It iscompletdly inaccurate.”
"Adonishing,” | said dryly.
Laurashot meaviciousglare.

"We have not resulted from artificia interference,” he continued. "And that meansthat even if every
hermaphrodite dive were to be sterilized, ordinary humanswould still continue to give birth to more
hermaphrodites. Within five generations every human born will be a hermaphrodite. So what we need is
aninterva in which people are forced to face reaity and cometo termswith our racia future.”

"How do you know this?" | asked.

"Over 95 per cent of human DNA isinactive spacing, literdly garbage. The active genes, those which
make us what we are, account for atiny three or four percent. Until now geneticists have considered
those inactive genesto be part of our heritage; primitive genesthat have been switched off aswe evolved
out of our remote ancestry through smian stages until we arrived at what we are today. Thet theory is
incorrect. Once | identified the hermaphrodite genes, | went back and examined the genomes of ordinary
humans. They too contained the hermaphrodite genes. But they were inactive; for the moment, part of the
gpacing. Hermaphroditismis part of humanity's ongoing evolution.”

"What switchesthe geneson?'

He shrugged lamely. "It istheir time to be switched on. Our time. God, if you prefer, Mr Anderson, God
has decided to bring usforth. Just think, in a hundred generations another sequence of geneswill activate
themsalves. Who knowswhat our descendantswill look like."

"And in the meantime, we get daughtered,” Laurasaid.

"Regidraion dodging isn't theanswer,” | said. "It crimindizes Hermiesin everyones eyes.”



"Neither isregigration,” Philippasaid. She was about the same age as Laura, with auburn hair and a
small compact body. Aggresson smmered, barely contained, below her calm surface persona. "Not
when al that doesis bring the lynch gangs down on you."

"It'snot our fault,” | shouted. "When the police arriveit'salwaystoo late."

"That's because someoneinside your precious ops room istipping off the lynch gangs," Laurasaid. "And
you'rejust standing by and letting it happen.”

| knew shewasright. At thetime | just didn't know who was doing it. | sank down into one of her scoop
chairs. "'l don't know wherethe leak iscoming from," | said. "Believe me, I've looked."

"Thismay help,” Philippasad with deceptive cam. She was holding out an RCD.
"What'sthis?"
"Seefor yoursdf." Sheindicated Laura's desktop termind.

| dotted the slver disc. The program it contained was simple enough, designed for the Packard-Bell
core, anumber of subroutines that would work inside the original operator shell. Once loaded, any file
that was started on a Hermie would be switched with another citizen file selected at random. That meant
aduty officer sending a panda car to pick up a suspected Hermie would target the wrong person. Some
innocent non-hermaphrodite would be cut up on the streets instead.

"No chance" | said.

"It would not have to bein effect for very long,” Gerdd said. "I intend to confront my non-hermaphrodite
colleagues with my discovery. They arerationd people, they will accept it. Then the intdllectuas and
leaders of theworld will be made to understand what isreally occurring. Hermaphroditism isinevitable."

Philippa snorted. Shedidn't beievein Gerdd's wishful-thinking solution any morethan | did. She didn't
liketheideaof being civil to apoliceman, ether. | could virtualy see her mind working out waysto
blackmail meinto loading her program.

"Please, Mark," Laurasaid. "What kind of world will the baby comeinto if we don't try to bridge the
gulf? Thisgivesusthetimetodoit.”

"Il think about it," | lied.

She sat beside me and twined her arms round my neck. "Thank you."

* * % % %

| knew it was disastrous for Laurato get involved with these people. It was only amatter of time before
they were rounded up; if they weren't informed on, the monitor program would track them down
anyway. | loved Laura, and | would have done anything to protect her and our baby. She had taught me
S0 many incredible things, things | would never have understood on my own. But | also believedin the
system, believed that the system would protect us. | decided to take action before we were both up on a
charge of insurrection.

The smplest thing to do was have her picked up. Crazy? Not redly: once registered, her name would be
entered in the monitor program. If she contacted her caba members the monitor would spot them. She
would never knowingly betray them, so she would steer clear of them.



And me? Wdll, | was prepared to face the consequences. Asl said, | ultimately believed in the
protection of the system. Remember, thiswas before I'd found out about Burroughs. What's more, |
would be there to prevent anything from happening.

The day after the meeting | told Laurato meet me at Guys & Dolls restaurant for lunch. Then | bypassed
the normal log-in procedure and loaded an informer's report of a Hermie into the ops room network,
giving Lauras name and profile, telling them where she would be. One of the duty officerswould pick it
up, and assign apandacar to collect us both from Guys & Dalls.

| hurried towards the restaurant hoping Laurawouldn't be late. When the uniform boys picking her up
found they had asenior officer as awitness they would have to act strictly according to the book. She
would be perfectly safein my presence. After that | would inform the Chief Congtable of my relaionship
with her, but only after she'd been correctly processed.

Ontheway over to Guys & Dolls| got caught up in the lunchtime traffic snarl. | sat under my perspex
bubble swesting for half an hour. Intheend | jumped out and walked.

| turned the corner of the street and made for the restaurant with a growing sense of anxiety. When | saw
the crowd outside the restaurant | felt a strange taste in my mouth. Fingering the buttons on my uniform, |
had to fight down arising panic. Then | found mysdf sprinting towards the crowd.

Thelynch gang had dready doneitswork. Their victim lay naked and bloody in the gutter. One of them
turned the lifeless body over with the toe of hisboot. They had hacked off the penis. And as| looked, |
saw that their victim had been expecting achild, and that they had diced open her belly. The bloody
foetus was almost indistinguishable from the rest of the carcass. | looked around for Laura, asif
somehow just by looking | could make that figure on the ground not be her. A neon sign flashing above
the crowd exhorted us dl to EAT REECEBREAD.

Philippafound me, hours later. | was sitting on the New Walk bridge over the carriageway running
through the heart of the city. Down below, the fuel-cell driven carsformed asilent steady stream of
colourful metdlic beetles, scurrying home from work. Rushing towards their loved ones.

"What good will thet do?" Philippaasked gently.
| didn't even look up. "It will stop the pain.”

"Only for you. There are Soon going to be othersin your position. Millions of us. Do you want them to
endureit aswd|?'

"l don't care.”
"Yesyou do. Laurataught you to care.” | started sobbing. Philippaled me away from the parapet.

* * % % %

Behind me the ops room was abuzz with duty officers gossiping over Burroughss hyper-tantrum; calsfor
assistance and reports of crime were going unanswered. It was my job to marshal them back to work.
Not today. | pushed the door of the gents open, and walked in.

Therewerefive stdlsdong onewadll, gainless sted urindsat the far end. Whitetiles gleamed soullesdy
under harsh tubdlight. The stdll at the end of the line was occupied.

Gerdd, quiet intelectud Geradd, had been quite right; oppress aminority enough and no matter how
meek, how mild, eventudly they begin to fight back. He even led thefight.



The whole world would be Hermiesin time, he said. But time was the one thing the first generation didn't
have. Our father Hermes and our mother Aphrodite might be bringing hermaphrodites into the world, but
they were doing it too dowly. Even gods need a helping hand occasiondly.

| tested the stall door with my hand. Burroughs had dipped thetiny bolt. A fragile whimpering sound was
coming from inside. | was going to have to break down the door. | was aready four months pregnant
with Philippas child, and exertion like that wouldn't be good for the baby, but | kicked at the lock
anyway. The bolt flew off and | was able to push open the door.

After identifying the Hermie genes, Gerald had fed the sequence into aDNA synthesizer. Plasmids came
out of the other end, the essence of Hermaphroditism, dl that we are. Philippaand her more militant
colleagues incorporated them into the new improved varieties of reecebread that Nu-Cell was giving to
the world. And the people of the world ate. Both the meek and the greedy, eating their reeceburgers.
The plas-mid-carrying viruses dithered into their digestive tract, into their bloodstream, into their cells,
into their nuclel. And, findly, began raping their DNA.

But we're not heartless. Manipulating human genesis atricky business. So much can go wrong. The
plasmids needed to be tested first. | once said you can't experiment with gene therapy on living humans. |
waswrong. There are certain individua s who can be exempt from such mora posturing.

Our test subject, myself, showed no ill-effects after a solid month of eating the modified reecebread. It
was enough for usto releaseit for general consumption. That was six months ago.

Burroughs was sitting crammed into acorner of the stdl, histrousers and pants crumpled round his
knees. Hiswretched face jerked up as | looked in, his mouth openin asilent plea

No wonder he'd been in such arotten temper all week.

The chicken-flesh at the base of his scrotum had split open. A mucus plug had voided from the raw open
dit, followed by adribble of blood.

Burroughswas having hisfirst period.



