The Scent of Freedom

by Sergey Lukianenko


There wasn't anybody on the platform.


I stood for a while on the multicolored pavement staring at the monorail car. Its transparent doors closed slowly, the car swung, rose over the rail and smoothly started forward. An empty car leaving the deserted station.


Well, and what am I waiting for? It's nighttime. Normal people are already asleep.


I started to walk along the platform trying to step only on orange spots. Multicolored pavements became popular about five years ago, and children invented a new game immediately – walking on them using only one color. That's quite difficult by the way. To follow the color trail, you have to mince your steps or jump or tiptoe stepping on really tiny spots painted in your chosen color.


Using only orange spots I passed by a long row of vending machines that sensed me and were turning on their bright 3-D ads as I walked through the lines of images of customers – happy people sipping cola, eating hot sandwiches, washing their hair with anti-dandruff shampoo, listening only track music, smoking no-nicotine cigarettes. I even thought about coming to a cola machine but there were no orange spots between the machine and myself. I kept moving forward along the cheerfully clattering station doors, information terminal, telephones, along the ramps leading off the platform, to the square outside. According to an unlit and therefore almost invisible sign over the station doors, this town was called Wellesberg. Actually I was going to I Pean – a town of Chinese settlers, but got very tired of traveling on monorail for five hours and decided to get off here.


Orange spots became orange splashes and then turned into scattered orange specks. But I couldn't find my way out. I kept moving on along dull gray rail so involved in the game that I didn't notice that I wasn't alone on this platform.


"You can't get down using the orange," said a voice behind me.


I turned over. There was a deep recess in the station wall – with a wide bench inside. The speaker was seating there – a boy of my age, judging by his voice. Well, I would have felt an adult by his scent when I just left the monorail car. All adults have strong scent, children don't.


"Are you sure?" I inquired.


"Absolutely."


His Russian was perfect. Nothing strange, a lot of us are vacationing here in the summer. I shrugged my shoulders and said:


"I'm changing the color for red."


Well, it would not be a really fair win but generally it's permitted to change your color to the next in the spectrum. So I stepped on a scarlet blot.


"You won't succeed using red either." The boy seemed to be happy about it. "You will not succeed anyway. If you are playing fair, that's impossible. They made it this way so that the children do not play near the rails. Got it, pal?"


I became furious. No one has the right to call me "pal" or to compare me to children.

And bio-age wasn't the main reason. Besides, this impudent fellow couldn't be older than me.


I jumped desperately onto the red spot in front of the bench and... I wish I were Gvido Macieste, the unsurpassed champion in long jumping, which I am not. I stretched in front of the recess, knocked my face against the pavement; the top of my head almost touched the offender's bare feet.


"You did not make it," he commented mockingly. "There is no color leading to exit, got it? There's no exit, pal. No exit."


I was getting up when this connoisseur of the Wellesberg station asked me with a note of sincere sympathy:


"Are you O.K.?"


But I wasn't paying attention to his words and the tone of his voice now, nor did I notice that his scent wasn't hostile.


Oh, if psychologists from the regional Token-center would have seen me now... My nose was bleeding, my smashed lip was aching, and one cheek felt awful, as if someone had used sand paper on it. Without saying a word I sprang upon him. For a couple of seconds we were just wrestling; he had been expecting the fight and had foreseen my movement. Then I wriggled out of his grasp and gave him a tangential blow in his face, then I felt a punch in my midriff, hit him again, stronger this time… 


A very thin beeping sound made him shiver; my ears got stuffed up. I pulled back from my sudden enemy and stood still. Then I put a hand in my chest pocket and got out a small metal disc. In the center of the Token an orange spark was slowly fading away. I looked at my nemesis and was stunned. He had a similar Token in his hands, also with a dying orange dot.


I could see the boy now. He was half-naked, wearing only shorts; he was putting his medallion in his pocket now. He had some kind of a talisman gleaming in the darkness on his chest. Spikes of his hair were sticking out in all directions.


"We're idiots," he whispered. "Started a fight like children."

"Ye-es," I agreed guiltily. "Was that an emergency call?"


"Yeah, haven't you heard it before?"


I shook my head.


"I'm Igor," the boy said grabbing my hand. "Come on, follow me."


"We are supposed to wait..." I began to say.


"Supposed... screw it," Igor snapped out and disappeared in the darkness. After a short hesitation I followed.


We passed by flyer landing platform. A pair of cars for hire was standing there under green lights. Over one of them, which was probably reserved or not refueled, a red light was blinking. Then 
we passed an absolutely deserted ground-car parking lot, a few shops and only after that the sirens howled. Two flyers were landing directly at the platform: cops and doctors, no doubt.


"They'll get us," I forced myself to speak, my throat was parched but nose was still sniffling 
and bleeding.


"No way." Igor stooped, putting his hands on his knees, panting. He was watching the landing vehicle,s or just resting. I thought that in spite of being cocky he wasn't strong.


"They'll send a command to the Tokens and will find us by bearing," I suggested.


"Bullshit," Igor was absolutely calm. He confidently chose one of the paths decorated with lanterns that were out, and started to move. "Let's go, we'll get to town in twenty minutes."


To stay here, only a hundred meters from the police would've been stupid. I caught up with him and asked, "Are you sure that they won't go after us?"


"Why should they? They've got two signals of petty aggression at the same time. It's obvious that it's no more than a couple of fools who kicked each other a few times. The police came and made sure that no one is fighting any longer. Why should they follow us? We will deny any accusations, won't we? We'll say that we are old friends and some stranger attacked us..." He hemmed and finished, "Idiots don't wear white uniforms. Do you think they want to look for a maniac that does not exist?"


We were walking without saying a word for some time. Our Tokens were keeping silence as well, so the police must have decided not to look for us using bearing. Then I asked, "Why don't you take the call chip out of the Token?"


That was a stupid question, because there was only one answer to it: "why haven't you done it yourself?" I got my Token less than a week ago, and I had no right to turn off it's control block for at least half a year. But Igor answered calmly,


"Let kids mess with their Tokens. Mine saved my life three times."


I didn't believe him. You have to try really hard to get yourself into such critical situation that the Token will call for emergency help.


"Why are the lanterns off here?" I changed the subject of the conversation.


"This town is overloaded," Igor explained willingly. "There are a lot of science centers 
around here. They are holding two conferences here now, and it's tourist season... There's a lack of energy, all hotels are packed full."


"And what are we walking to the piers for?"


Igor stopped talking. It was dark around – the path's surface was only visible because of light reflecting bits in the pavement. And silence – there was just the sound of Igor's bare feet flopping on the ground, and the soles of my sneakers were softly playing. "It's time to get on our way..." Oh, I was sick of this tune by now, I should have turned it off long ago.


"How do you know where we're going?" he asked at last. "Have you been here before?"


"No. It's the smell of the sea," I explained. "And ozone – like as if it is coming from a charging station. It's more likely that there is a boat station than an auto parking on the shore, right?"


"I feel nothing," Igor said sniffing hard. "What a sense of smell have you got… like a Red Indian! You're a proper Chingachgouk
... 


"Mikhail's the name. As for smelling, that's because I'm a mutant."


"Ah, I see. If we fight again I will not punch you in the nose," he promised after a short pause.


I grinned unwillingly. Punch, or don't punch – that doesn't matter much 'cause I have scent receptors not only in my nose. But I liked his response to my words. I've got used to the fact that half of the boys, who found out that I was a mutant, didn't want to have anything to do with me. But I did not say anything and repeated my question, "So why are we walking to the docks? Do you want to drown me? You'd know that I'm good at swimming."


"Crazy!" Igor answered with a sudden snarl. "I live there."


He wasn't saying anything for a while, than added, "Don't joke around like that, Mike. Once someone tried to drown me. It was an extremely unpleasant experience."

*         *         *


While I was looking through telephone directory, Igor was busy in the kitchen. He was cooking fried eggs – with natural eggs, not Yeasteregg instant powder or a briquette. Coffee, natural as well, from freshly ground beans, was brewing in a small coffeemaker. I've decided not to refuse from the food; for the whole last week I had to live on synthetic food.


"What are you looking for, Chingachgouk?" Igor inquired, trying to break an egg with one hand and to take cups from the cupboard, which was over the sink, with another one. Furniture in the kitchen was regular, for a grown up. That meant that the apartment was municipal, and Igor wasn't living here for long.


"Ah… thumbing through, just in case."


I was glancing at him from time to time. He looked quite funny. His hairdo consisted of seven colorful combs, he had an earring in his left ear; a chain with an old machine-gun cartridge was hanging on his bare chest.


"There are no free rooms left in the hotels. And as for jobs..." Igor hemmed scornfully and didn't finish the phrase. But offered in a friendly manner: "You can stay here. I'm working because I want to eat natural food and buy good clothes."


"You need your clothes right now," I couldn't refrain from saying that.


"Yeah," Igor won his fight against fried eggs and started to pour the coffee. – I've been hanging about in the south; it was hot even for wearing shorts. I'm not going to wear free synthetic clothes... You can stay with me, Mike."


"I'd like to find a job anyway," I repeated obstinately. "It's no big fun to go around without any money."


"Absolutely nothing? On the rocks?"


I shrugged my shoulders, put a hand in my pocket, fished out a handful of coins, a few notes,
 and put them on the table among breadcrumbs and eggshells. Mostly there were ordinary coins that every boy who calls himself a coin collector would have: Soviet ten-kopeck coins, American cents, Mongolian aluminum change, and Russian kopecks. But I had some rare things as well: kazakh tenge with a portrait of some president; these coins had been out of circulation since the beginning of the century, nearly all of them destroyed; a four ruble coin from the Ural Republic – the only coin in the world of such strange face value; and a complete set of "polianichki", money of Moscow county.


Igor grabbed the "polianicki," sealed in firm plastic, immediately; scrutinized them enviously and said, "I've been collecting them too. I didn't have only one, with Peter the Great standing with spyglass; it's the most rare... You can get twenty bucks for this stuff. Plus ten dollars for four rubles and tenge, a couple for the rest... That's great! You are a rich man!"


I've been thinking for a while and came to the conclusion that Igor was right.


"How did you manage not to spend them, eh?" my new acquaintance was studying the collection with excitement in his eyes. He really was a collector. Not a serious one, though, – just like me.


"Three days were not enough to do that," I replied.


"Three days?"


"I left home on Tuesday."


Igor put away my treasures.


"No kidding?"


"No."


"How old are you?" he made this phrase sound strange, grown-ups sometime speak this way when they want to emphasize their age. Like if there were any advantage to it.


"Thirteen."


"What is your exact age, I mean."


"Thirteen years, three months and twenty days," I said maliciously.


"God damn, you are older than me... I was thirteen only two months ago."


"Congratulations."


"But I got social rights at twelve exactly," Igor told me.


"So what? Alex Filippov got all rights at ten. Maria-Louiza de Maurin did at eight years, seven months and..."


Igor grinned.


"Lets do not take extremes. You know that only one out of ten thousand becomes a competent citizen of the world earlier than at twelve."


"I would prefer not to get them for five more years or so," I said. "As it was in the twentieth century. What do I need these damn rights for?"


Igor nodded.


"I see. O.k., everything is clear, you are a tough guy, you don't like to answer questions, you haven't got used to talk about that awful life of yours..."


I didn't answer. Igor put the frying pan, a plate with some bread and forks on the table.


"Gobble up!"


I did not have to be asked twice.


Why is it happening this way? It seems that there is no difference between the taste of synthetic food from free mangers for schmoe
 and meals made of natural products. And still…you have to force yourself to stuff your belly with synthetics, only because you know that you have to eat something…


"That's life," Igor said.


I looked at him.


"It's more tasty because there is life in this food," Igor said. "Hens laid eggs, chicks were supposed to hatch from them... And we're eating them. Hen's embryos. Proteins, fats, carbohydrates – that's bullshit. We're eating life. And we're alive so we have to absorb somebody else's life. Synthetic food is only fooling your stomach."


"Are you a telepath?" I asked him directly. I did not feel right and I didn't care about being polite.


"Oh no. I'm not a mutant. Just especially high abilities in empathy, that's it. You were thinking why natural food is better than synthetic, right? I felt that. This happens to me."


"Yes, I've been thinking about that," I said honestly. "But I don't think the reason is that we're such... That we need to kill someone. To devour living things... It's just that this synthetic food isn't perfect somehow. No doubt that some important components are missed..."


A sweet smile appeared at Igor's face.


"Well… as you wish. Eat your important components then, I won't wait for you."


We finished the eggs in about five minutes. Igor patted his stomach, reached for coffeemaker and asked casually:


"So what are you going to do?"


"To live."


Igor winced.


"Mike, this is not a Token-center, where you are trying to pass some tests... I'm asking why you left your home. I'm interested what for you did that."


"To live," I tried to explain honestly. – "Now I have a right to get a free dwelling in any town with population less than a hundred thousand."


"You do," Igor confirmed happily. – "And you'll get it, no doubt."


"I was going to I Pean," I said. "It's a Chinese settlement. I've heard that they treat people like us... as normal...


Igor grinned. He opened the desk drawer, took a pack of cigarettes and a lighter and asked, "Wanna a smoke?"


"No."


"That's not Mary Jane, don't be scared. Just regular nicotine free cigarettes."


"I don't want it anyway," I said sipping my coffee. "Igor, how do they treat us here?"


"Do you mean us children?" Igor asked puffing smoke.


"Children who got a Token Of Independence."


"As everywhere, fine," he said lazily. His voice changed. If not for unmistakable smell of regular treated tobacco and burnt paper I would have suspected that he's smoking grass after all. "Don't worry. And don't believe in horror stories. Children, who proved their right to live independently, are treated in the same way everywhere in this world..."


He puffed out another cloud of smoke and finished,


"In no way."


I said nothing in response. I was watching him smoke. The smoke was beautiful, rough as emery, lilac, rustling.


"What are you staring at?"


"At the smoke. It looks great."


Igor looked at me as if I were an idiot.


"What's so great about it? A smoke is a smoke, just like any... damn..."


He quickly extinguished his cigarette in the frying pan.


"You are a mutant…that must be unpleasant for you, right?"


How could I explain?

"You see," I tried. "I feel scents in a different way."


"What do you mean, in a different way?"


"I see them, I hear... I can even feel them as if by touch. You're smoking, and the scent is rough. It rustles like sand."


Igor's eyes widened.


"Are you serious? You can see all that?"


"Yep. Well, you have a bottle of shampoo with lemon scent there in the bathroom. But don't be happy about that, that's a synthetic scent. And if it had been natural it would have been peeping thinly, and it wouldn't have been so smooth... but with a little roughness... understand?"


"Cool!" Igor said emotionally. "I used to know one girl with extraordinary sight. Seeing really sharp was no sweat for her. She transformed her eyes to long or shortsighted mode 
whenever she wanted to. Her eyes were changing quite funny: protruding forward or pulling
 backward, changing color from brown to blue. She told me that it was similar to looking at 
things through binoculars or a microscope…"


"Well, I have it in a different way," I replied.


Igor broke off in the middle of his phrase.


"I'm sorry. I see you don't want to discuss that."


"Come on, ask as much as you want…"


"Have you forgotten that I'm skilled in empathy?" Igor asked.


I looked at him. I didn't want to lie.


"I did. I really don't want to talk about it. Thanks."


Igor stood up from the table, quickly put the dishes in the washing machine. Yawned.


"Wanna sleep?"


"Yeah. I slept in the monorail car, but it was very noisy there."


"I got only one bed, so take the sofa," Igor offered. "Actually I can let you have my bed, I don't care where I sleep."


"A sofa will be fine," I said quickly. I was feeling really uncomfortable. First we had a fight, which I started, then I came here as an unexpected guest, ate natural food. To top all that by asking the host to sleep on a sofa would not be very cool.

*         *         *


Igor is right, of course. I don't like to talk about myself.


When I was a child and didn't realize the great difference between myself and the others. 
Sometimes I would have blurted out something... and everyone would laugh. Especially grown-ups, who knew that I had a supposedly positive mutation. It must have been funny to watch a tot waving his hand in the air and lisping, "lady's perfume rustles!"


It really rustled...


And all those tests! Each month, as long as I remember myself. Test tubes with pieces of paper inside, each piece moistened with something... "Mickey, how do you feel that smell? A shining line? Vibrating? Good boy, Mickey. And do you remember the scent of milk? And in what distance can you scent a man? Yes, a grown up... O.K., in summertime... yes, sweaty... can you, really?"


In the beginning it was interesting. Then, boring. And then, disgusting.


"Mike, concentrate please. Let's follow the similarities between the scent of wormwood and specimen one hundred thirty six – prime... only common sound key? Mike… can you be more responsible? Color? Concentrate!"


Playing hide-and-seek finding people by scent was interesting. Then they stopped playing hide-and-seek with me. And then they stopped playing with me at all. That happened when they found out that I was able to feel their uncertainty. But how could I fail to feel it – a lilac-pale circle of scent with squealing sound dispersing from a person?


"Mike, we are to repeat the "gamma-6" test group... Why? It pricks? Like needles? Does it really hurt? And when did tactile feelings start to be hurtful? Why didn't you say anything before? Don't you understand how many people are studying your abilities? No, Mike. That is not only your business. Your abilities are unique. Mike, can't you endure it for a little while more? All your feelings are subjective, there's no real harm to your health..."


For a long time I've been thinking that if I complain to my parents all this stuff would end. Forever. How could they possibly not understand me?..


But they understood everything only too well. That was my Dad's project. His most successful genome-changing... his own genome. His glory, his success, his contribution to science. Money as well, probably. Though the money was not the most important thing for him, this I must admit.


I was an experiment. My birth had been planned; a special permission had been given. My Mom and Dad had signed documents stating that if I get a proven negative mutation they'll agree to euthanize me.


They were not hiding this from me, by the way.


But there were no negative mutations. Everything went fine. I'm not a threat to the society. I don't even think about that. I know about the end of the experiment in which they tried to create people able to direct communicate with computers directly that took place fifteen years ago. The last virtual clone of one of them was located and destroyed only last year.


So I wasn't scared, I wasn't scared at all by the thought that they can euthanize me at any moment. And when I was passing tests to prove my psychological and emotional maturity I didn't want any revenge on my parents. My mother was shouting for no reason when I was leaving. I don't hate them. I even love them.


I just want to be myself.


That's why I applied for the Token of Independence, became equal in rights to grown ups, to every person of our society. And first of all I demanded the documentation about my mutation. I was hoping that it could be cured. Yet it turned out that it could not be done. If my sense of scent is removed I'll loose sight and hearing as well.


Then I left home…

*         *         *


I awoke long time ago but was still lying in the bed keeping my eyes closed. Igor had left the house, I could sense that. But he had left the breakfast and a note for me – the ink hadn't completely dried up yet and I could hear it.


That's convenient, that's very convenient in many cases. Mother and father are right here. They just don't understand that they had given me too much. Much more than I can digest.


I finally made up my mind and opened my eyes. It's quite hard during the first few seconds – the world is full of so many scents, and I have to see all that. The more there are mechanical and synthetic things around, the harder it is for me. I used to call such scents "evil"... 
It's good that this house has only the minimum of mechanical things guaranteed by society.


I went to the bathroom, found a use-and-throw hygienic packet, containing a lot of useful stuff, from a toothbrush and a towel to a condom and a small roll of toilet paper. I love packets like this: there is no perfume with strong scent in them. Then I dressed, had breakfast and left the house.


The sea was really close from Igor's dwelling. Motorboats were gently rocking in their docks. The beach was a little at the side, almost deserted at the moment, just a dozen of little kids were running on wet sand under their teacher's supervision. Probably, a sports team practicing.


"Hey!"


Igor was seating in a folding chair. He was wearing only swimming trunks, all wet; he had time to swim.


"Had your breakfast?"


"Yeah, thanks," I approached him. "Are you taking a sun bath?"


"I'm working," Igor retorted with resentment. "Can't you see that?"


He kicked a credit scanner, lying on the sand. The scanner did not mind – it was a special, durable model.


I was standing observing the sea.


"Igor, why are you working here? Do you like the sea?"


He vaguely shrugged his shoulders.


"But still why? Do they pay well for it?"


"Pennies."


"Then..."


"Mike, are you a fool?" Igor was speaking sharply, but judging by his scent he was absolutely calm. "Do you know the percentage of unemployed people in Europe?"


"Thirty something..."


"Thirty seven. Well, half of them just do not want to do anything, and live on welfare. A schmoe is a schmoe. But the rest are willing to work. I got this job only because of my age."


"How can it be? You got the Token, no one can discriminate..."


Igor started to laugh.


"That's it. That is the reason why I got it. Nobody wants to be a defendant in an age-discrimination case. You can get a job as well, don't worry."


"I don't want it this way. To sit in a chair scanning credit cards..."


"Oh, don't you, really?" Igor looked interested. "May I ask you a question… have you got any education except basic one? Are you an expert in programming? Have you got a license to drive passenger or cargo transport? Doctor's degree? Or tutor's degree?" he grinned.


"No," I said honestly, "basic course of education. And all obligatory professions."


"Aha. User of information terminal and operator of vending machines. Only complete morons know less. Mike, you have to understand..."


He started to talk as a mentor again. But I wasn't indignant. I was listening.


"No one will discriminate against you! Don't even hope for that! No one will ever tell you... at least not to you, looking in your face... that you are just a young pup with a silly trinket on a chain... Not in Europe or North America – that's for sure. They'll even give you more than to others, to avoid accusations of incorrect social policy. But nobody will take you seriously either."


"We'll see..."


"Come on," Igor smiled. "Will you find a center of employment? Want a clue?"


"No, I'll manage."


"Good luck," Igor stretched in his chair spreading out his hands. "Do that! Come here in the evening to share your impressions, O.K.?"


I turned over and started to walk along the path. My sport shoes were singing quietly, "The long road is going to be smooth…" Good shoes. Not free. They are not included in social minimum. I got them from my mother on my birthday.


The center of employment wasn't far away. I walked there, even though by my rightful quota of two hours a day for transportation, I could have rented a car. It would be better if the hours will keep on accumulating. Some day I'll rent a car, and go somewhere. After I solve the problems of job and dwelling, of course...


I had to wait in a queue for about fifteen minutes in the center. There were not many people but the 
line was moving slowly. The visitors were mostly Asians and Arabs, but I also noticed two girls speaking Russian and a few locals.


They were staring at me. Indifferently I think. Only girls emitted some scent of interest.


At last, my turn came.


I liked the office worker. He was young, good-natured; he smiled joyfully, pointed at the armchair in front of his table, looked invitingly at coffee machine. I nodded my head, deciding to play talking sign language too.


The coffee was synthetic. It might have been really good, as good as natural for ordinary people, but I could feel the difference.


"Are you looking for a job?" the clerk inquired, as if I were his old friend and decided to visit the center for no particular reason.


"Yes."


"May I?.."


I produced the Token. He scanned it and then returned it to me. Sighed. Propped up his chin with the palm of his hand. Looked at the screen.


"So... you got your right for personal self-responsibility... but you don't have a right for social one. Am I correct?"


"Yes," I admitted.


"That means that all vacancies where safety and welfare of the others are depending on your actions are not within the range of permitted jobs for you."


He smiled again.


"Anyway I do not have such vacancies! So you loose nothing!"


"And what kind of jobs have you got? – I asked, feeling pleading notes in my voice.


The clerk sighed.


"We'll try... we'll see...


He punched a few buttons on his keyboard.


"Well, for example..." he sighed again. "Selling ice-cream at the beach..."


I imagined myself roaming between the beach goers with a cart, dressed in white uniform and beret with a picture of little berries on it and said:


"This job is for kids. A way to earn some pocket money on their vacations."


for a long while the clerk was staring at the display.


"Michael… do you really want to work?"


"Yes."


"Let me ask you... why?" He looked directly into my eyes. "The society can provide every person with a guaranteed social minimum. Medical service, a hotel room, food, clothes, some quantity of entertainment and transport service are included, too. You know all that staff, don't you?"


"I want to be useful for the society," I said dully, like if I was passing my exams again. 


"Michael... May I?" he took out a cigarette.


I nodded.


"This sounds awful, of course," the clerk said lighting up his cigarette, "but you were unlucky to have been born in the twenty first century. With your character".


"What do you know about my character?" I asked sharply.


"May I be frank with you?" he asked.


"Sure."


"You've passed all the tests and have got civil rights one week ago. I'm not trying to insult you, believe me. I absolutely recognize that your intellect is high enough..."


"You don't have to get overcautious," I said. I felt a sudden interest. I think that it was the first person except my parents who was willing to talk frankly about this slippery topic. "I'm not going to sue you, you may talk straight. Go on, say simply that I'm just a child."


I was rewarded with a smile for this phrase.


"I'm not talking about that, young man. You became a citizen of our society. Great! But let's accept it – your life experience and abilities are naturally limited. You can live wherever you want, do whatever you want, get help from the society... but you don't need all that, right? You want a self-affirmation. You want to prove, mostly to yourself, that you are not worse than the others. And I'll say honestly that it's a good thing about you. But we live in time of prosperity. We're not living in nineteenth or twentieth century. Unskilled labor is not needed anywhere anymore. There's a great demand for highly skilled experts, but all the rest are to sell ice cream and air balloons. I'm speaking figuratively."


"I understood you figuratively," I muttered.


"Don't take offence," The clerk poured some more coffee. "I'm thinking how to help you."


I could see that he was not lying. He was really trying to solve my problem. That made me feel even more anguished.


"We've got a number of special jobs for those who think that they are unclaimed undeservedly," he said suddenly. "Creative work. What would you say if I offer you to become a painter, or a musician, or a poet?"


"But I've got no aptitude for that..." I began. And understood what he was talking about.


"You don't need them," he answered calmly. "Artistic environment. Creation of your own artistic style. You'll paint white squares on red canvas, for example. And you'll become a founder of a new art style. But that's also a social valve. Every person wants to believe that he is needed by someone."


"I want to be really needed," I exclaimed.


"I believe you! That's why I'm not trying to offer you an imitation of a job," he sighed. "Mike, maybe you've got any special abilities? Anything unattainable for the others?"


Everything was fine before that moment.


But now...


He didn't mention that, he was thinking that his speech was absolutely natural. But I could see the gray needles pouring slowly from his skin.


The scent of alert. The scent of cheating.


"What abilities can I have..." I sighed.


He could not know anything about my abilities of a "smeller". And he shouldn't. This information is contained in the Token, but only medical doctors have access to it, not a rank-and-file clerk from an office of employment.


"It's a pity," the clerk sighed. "Then… I'm afraid… I cannot help you. Except offering you a vendor's job. Or that... creative work."


A new scent appeared. A scent of a small triumph. Of a benevolent triumph, because he liked me... but it was his triumph anyway.
 He got me.


"So," I asked quietly, "formally I'm quite independent and useful for the society. But indeed all that I can be offered is only imitation of a job?"


"Yes". He nodded. "I'll be frank to you, this is the way the things are. I only can suggest you to enter some university and become a specialist."


"You can see the results of all my tests on your screen," I said. "Do I have any special abilities?"


The clerk sighed.


"I'm afraid that you do not have any. But after you get the education it will be easier to find a job."


"But it will be the same... useless. I just won't be roaming the beach with a cart. Instead, I will be sitting in an office. Like you do."


"Our time is favorable for bright, pronounced personalities," he looked asquint at me. "Or for pronounced loafers. The first have very sanguineous life. People of the second type are satisfied by the things that society gives them. And the "middle strata", the common people, are in a difficult situation."


"I see," I stood up. "Thanks. I'll think about what you said."


The clerk stood up, too. Stretched his hand.


"Think about it, Mike. If you find out any special, original area where your abilities and knowledge can be used... I'll be glad to help."


Well, the only thing he didn't say directly was that he knows who and what I am.


"Sure," I said.


I found a Municipal Café on the nearest street. I took a free food table, a waiter appeared immediately. He was very polite and grand. The "middle" of the society. He also wanted to become great and rich some time ago. He was also visiting the employment center. So he has found his place in life. He had nothing "original" to offer.


And I did.


But I didn't want to.


I ordered a few dishes from the free meals list. All synthetic, except bread.


I don't understand why, but I thought that all these food limits are a little bit deliberate. The society can afford to spend much more on schmoe.


But what stimulus will people have then?


A trial of abundance. We were taught that at school. The Golden age. General satiety. An incredible science progress.


We were told that it's good. Generally, yes, I think. But with a singular person things can be different


I was eating a soup – an instant mixture dissolved in hot water. The soup was quite tasty. But I saw all artificial components added into it. I'm unique. A very valuable person. A walking chemical analyzer with monstrous abilities...

And, of course, it's very disturbing for the society that I'm not going to use my abilities.


How could I be so naive? got in a monorail car, crossed the entire Europe. Free and independent...


But with a Token on my neck. Is there any other way? To throw it away? So that the first policeman will suspect that I'm a child who ran away from home?

I'm living in good times, that's true. There are no wars any longer. There is no famine. Crime has almost completely disappeared. People have plenty of rights. Even "age discrimination" virtually doesn't exist anymore. And it's absolutely obvious that no one will make a wayward teenage mutant do things that are unpleasant to him.


But why force someone to do something when it's possible to compel.


The Token is pending on its chain. It's being registered by sensors in public transport, in stores, in cafés. And in each town, which I'll visit, polite and benevolent men will explain to me that there's not much room under the sun.


One can rebel. One can roam all over the world doing nothing. But that's not for me, and those who want me, know that.


I stood up and got to a free videophone. I found the employment center in directory and dialed the number. And I wasn't surprised at all when I saw a face of my recent interviewer on the screen.


"I've got a question," I said.


"Yes, Mike. Do you have any ideas?"


He was extremely attentive.


"I do. If a person with a relative-positive mutation... like for example super perception of scents will apply... will he get a job?"


"That's an extremely rare mutation!" Clerk said with enthusiasm. "Of course, he will. As far as I know, any science center or any manufacturing company will give a job to such a person. There is no analyzer, which will be able to replace him. A breakthrough in medicine synthesis, synthesis of extra clear chemical components... that gift can be used anywhere! Science, criminalistics, creation of perfumes... do I have to explain that to you, Mike?"


"No," I said honestly. "I hear that all my life."


"I can only add... when this man will start to work, his mutation will be avowed as a positive one, and added to the list of commonly accessible mutations. Any parents will be able to give a gift of such interesting ability to their children..."


"Do you really think that it is interesting?" I asked tiredly. And disconnected.


There were a lot of people at the station in the evening.


I was standing near information terminal dully staring at the screen, at the e-letter form. I was sending a short letter to my parents every evening. They asked me about that and I didn't want them to worry.


But now I didn't know what to write.


"Are you going to leave?"


I turned around. Igor was looking at me, grinning.


"I haven't decided yet," I answered honestly. I stepped aside and my sneakers gave a happy squeak.

"We've seen a lot of roads in this world…"


I stooped and switched the music off at last.


"I thought you'd drop in before you go..." Igor said. His tone was earnest.

"Say, are you with those who graze me?" I asked directly.


"Ah, you understood that?" Igor hemmed. "They were annoying me, with my weak abilities for empathy, for a year... they'll keep straining you during all your life. No, Mike. I'm alone. I don't play such games.


He wasn't lying. It's good that I can see such things.


"They are keeping an eye on me, Igor," I complained for some strange reason. "They let me know today... I'll do what the society needs, or I'll become a schmoe, not needed by anybody at all!"


"Sure," Igor was a little bit surprised. "Did you expect anything else? It was always like that. But if an ancient man didn't want to hunt a mammoth even though he was able to do that, his friends would have eaten him then. Nowadays you just will be thrown to the side."


"And what about freedom?" I asked. As if all this was Igor's fault.


"You have it," he hemmed again. "You got it, in full measure. Don't you like its scent?"


"No."


"Sorry then. It can't be any other way."


I looked at the display. Took the light-pen and wrote on the form quickly: "There will be no more letters."

And clicked the key sending my last letter to my parents.


"So, are you leaving or aren't you?" Igor asked. "We can go together. How about somewhere south? It's warm there. And synthetic bananas do not grow on palms."


"Is it so easy for you to leave?"


"Much easier than you think," Igor laughed.


"That is a loss anyway. Not a win," I said.


"Yeah," He agreed easily. "You've got two choices. Either you and our complacent, prospering plush society both loose. Or the society wins... and so do you."


The car was slowly approaching the platform. A few people entered it.


"So are we leaving or staying?" Igor asked impatiently. "I don't like dithering over taking decisions for a long time."


"If I reach the platform we go," I said. "Blue!"


And jumped on a narrow blue line on the multicolored pavement.


"How many times should I explain you?" Igor wrinkled his nose in disdain. "You won't reach it. No way. It's designed this way!"


"I believe you," I agreed. "But you know, I'll still keep on trying. Always."

Hornborry &

Eduard Spector

� Chingachgouk – an Indian character of several Wild West adventure novels by James F. Cooper, e.g. "Last of the Mohicans," etc.


� schmoe – in Russian, the meaning of this Yiddish word is basically the same as in English, but with stronger connotations of a good-for-nothing person, a looser, a weakling. Pronounced as "chmo", it is believed by some to be an abbreviation of a Russian combination of words (several variants are suggested).
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