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Prologue

 2950
A.D.

 


"Why are you so obsessed with reviving these
... these artifacts, Lissa?"

The question came out in the first and last
show of frustration Lissa ever witnessed of Grady Bannon, the dean
of the historical department of the North American University, and
she saw clearly the strain her project had placed on the man.

Grady Bannon had been an administrator.
First, last and always, the man was an administrator who took his
second Ph. D. in history as a way to cement his chair as the head
of the department he had run for the last fifty years. As such he
liked History in general and bridled at the occasional discovery
that changed things from the normal, safe picture of the past that
had seemed to hold true.

Now Lissa had moved things too much and she
could see the strain starting to show in some interesting places.
In the last two years what had started as a simple request grew
into a massive undertaking that threatened to change a great deal
in a number of different departments of the university. Her own
request to aid the research of her Ph. D. had grown to a monster
that not only threatened the history department but also the
biology, chemistry, and computer science departments with a
disruption that would take decades to recover from.

As a doctoral candidate, Lissa searched for
unbiased and pure information from the twentieth-century to
complete her thesis. Had she chosen nearly any other century, she
would have found a cornucopia of information lying in wait for her
examination. Therein lay the principal problem. A doctoral thesis
needed to expand the knowledge of her chosen field. She could have
taken the safe route in examining the changing styles of women's
fashions from 1700 to 1900, but that would have been droll, vague
and simply would have pigeon-holed her to studying such subjects
for centuries.

Lissa searched for a challenge for nearly
five years before deciding upon the late twentieth century. The
normal facts of daily living of such time were well recorded, but
much of the philosophical and personal data of the era had been
forever lost in the Great Data-Wipe of 2044. Even now the colonies
on the outermost edges of the human expansion into the galaxy were
reaping large premiums by recording the data streaming from Earth
from that particular era. Old fashioned audio and visual
recordings, limited by the speed of light, now fell in scattered
and static-filled signals on these new worlds, but were themselves
crippled by the evolution of the time's technology.

As the twentieth-century moved ever forward
into more technical and data-intensive abilities, the sloppy
spillage of radio signals started to decrease in proportion. Like
all advancing civilizations, data-handling became a discipline in
itself. General radio and audio signals were fine-tuned to focus on
individual satellites. The spread of hard-wired networks for
entertainment and information decreased such signals going into
space. The invention and use of various evolving levels of
encryption started to turn simple signals into so much confusion
that they became indistinguishable from static.

When all was said and done, it mattered
little what these far away colonies could distill in their
radio-telescopes. For the time period Lissa sought to research
information became harder to find as human society continued to
advance.

Lissa shook herself from her thinking to find
Grady waiting patiently for her response. She cleared her throat
and then grinned politely, measuring her words carefully before
speaking.

"Grady, the era I am trying to research is
the most difficult due to one thing: The theory of
digital-conservation."

She waited as the man before her tried to
pick his brain for a moment before coming up with the proper
definition. Before he could respond she jumped in, not giving him
time to phrase an argument that would negate hers. Grady was a good
man once, but lately he'd taken a sad turn to becoming an expert at
sophistry, reducing any view but his own to the absurd by obscuring
the true argument. Lissa had learned over the last few years and
had prepared herself for this.

"As you know, the law states that as any
society advances towards being a true space-faring civilization,
their ability to handle and suppress the excess loss of data masks
it from detection over interstellar distances."

"That is the principal reason so many alien
races managed to remain hidden until we actually developed the
Hyperspace capable ships. As they evolved, the radio signals we so
patiently waited to hear became encrypted, and then evolved to
become indistinguishable from normal static."

Grady held up a hand early but waited
politely for her to finish her statement before jumping in.

"I understand that Lissa, but you seem
hell-bent to ignore the reams of data pouring in from our outermost
colonies. A goodly number of them are recording data from the
twentieth century at a fantastic rate that you seem to have ignored
completely."

"That is patently untrue, Grady, and you know
it," she interrupted with a short bark, instantly ashamed at losing
her composure after practicing not doing so for so long before this
moment. Grady could only look on in surprise for a few seconds and
before he could change the subject she pressed her attack to keep
him off balance.

"You know as well as I do that I've had
twenty data-banks reviewing and searching these signals as they
came in for the last three years. You also know that the subject of
my thesis is not the twentieth century as a whole but the advance
of digital technology into the personal lives of North
Americans."

For the moment Grady held his piece to let
her continue and Lissa felt her advantage. Taking the chance she
barreled on, knowing that the now-or-never time had come. Either
Grady would fall into step with the project's plans or it was time
he realized he needed to step-aside and let someone else lead the
history department in the future.

"You know the theory of digital conservation
hamstrings my research at just that era. I have only a few years of
third-tier perspectives from public broadcasts but I am completely
cut off from major insights and developments by the same digital
advances I wish to study."

"At the end of the twentieth century the
'reams of data pouring in' – as you put it – are nearly useless.
Digital technology and the explosion of the world network called
'Internet' cut the amount of useful data down over ninety percent.
What's left are a growing complexity of encrypted data that
resembles normal static more and more as each day passes."

"The theory of digital-conservation calls
this the 'end of the peak period' and basically says that there is
only a brief window of time wherein any society is detectable by
radio-telescopes. After that period the society either passes into
a more digitally secure model as we did, or they manage to destroy
themselves with their own technologies."

"Now, Grady, I respect your concerns over the
project I am involved in now, but you have to realize that the
progress of this project is now in other hands than my own. What
started out as a simple request has turned into a political morass
and gotten tied to the 'left-behind' campaign that's taken over. I
can't stop what's going on now, and you can't stop what's going to
happen. All you can do is adjust to go with the changes or perhaps
look for a new place to work where such changes won't interfere
with your view of things as they should be."

Lissa stopped then, realizing she'd run out
of breath, and knowing the tell-tale signs that Grady had heard her
every word. It was surprisingly painful to her as she saw him for
the first time then. His shoulders now slumped, his face fallen,
and his spirit crushed as she stated the obvious. Grady knew before
this meeting that changes were coming, and she'd taken the
appointment out of respect for him. He'd been a good administrator
for the past half-century. He was a kind, soft-spoken and wise man
who lead the history department by suggestion and example rather
than by force of will.

True, occasional upsets would set his teeth
on edge, and send him railing against the changes in the understood
time-line, but he eventually adapted and settled into things.

Now though, the changes to come would prove
to be too much for his abilities to handle. The immediate future
held upsets that would redefine this particular history department,
and affect several departments of the university as well. Grady was
a part that would find itself shaken loose as that hurricane of
change swept over them all.

Finally he wiped one hand over his face and
seemed to nod in agreement to some conversation held only within
his mind. He looked up to her and she was shocked to find the man
near tears.

"I'm sorry Lissa... I seem to do this every
time some big change comes along to change our history as we know
it."

Lissa only nodded now, waiting for him to
finish his train of thought and silently keyed her own nanotech
assistant to bring up the alternative plan she'd worked out only a
few weeks ago.

"I know I can't change this now, but I hoped
that I could convince you to see my side of this. I've only just
realized that I won't be up to the tasks that are to come."

With that, Lissa keyed her assistant and the
data-transfer from her unit to Grady's started an instant later.
With that came a signal that raised Grady's down-cast expression to
one of confusion.

"I am guilty of assumption here Grady, and I
hope you don't mind too much. If you open the file I am
transferring to you now, you will find that there has been a
suggestion of an exchange offered – unofficially, of course."

She could tell as she watched Grady that he
had signaled the file to open and has started to assimilate the
data as she talked.

"Professor Maximus Ahmed of the University of
Egypt has requested to head the Artifact Project, and I'm inclined
to push for his approval. But, his placement here would leave a
well-founded university without an experienced administrative head
of their history department."

Grady continued to assimilate the data, his
eyes glassy but his face losing the fallen look it held moments
before.

"Egypt U. is an old institution and not one
for radical changes. As you can see their primary interest lies in
the B. C. dynasties. Wasn't that the area of your own historical
Ph.D.?"

Grady shook off the glazed look at that and
then glared at Lissa as she watched his eyes focus on her. "Damn
it, Lissa. I don't have to be 'handled' like I'm some codger too
old to use the toilet. Just tell me what your plan is and have it
done with!"

"It's simple Grady. I respect and like you a
great deal. You don't handle change well and we both know its
coming. It's coming here quickly. I have an interested experienced
administrator who will be able to handle those changes, and he
would leave a position to which you are eminently qualified to take
over with a minimal loss of face, if any."

"So we just arrange a transfer? I go take
over his nest and he moves into mine?"

"Yes. Maximus' own dissertation for his
computer science Ph. D. dealt directly with the Great Data Wipe and
the recovery of Pre-Wipe records. His appointment here would be
instrumental in that regard. His specific historical specialty
focuses on Pre-Wipe life-styles while yours is focused on the era
of the Roman rule of Egypt."

Grady looked at her long and hard for a long
moment, while Lissa simply held her peace and waited for him to
come to a decision. He didn't smile, but he finally nodded, once,
to acknowledge that he knew when he'd been cornered. Finally he
took a deep breath and then spoke. "How would you recommend we
initiate this transfer? I mean, I can safely assume that you worked
all that out as well?"

Lissa nodded humbly and then directed Grady's
attention to the recent file as they got down to discussing the
particulars.

###

She felt hollow as she entered her quarters
and ordered her assistant to send the needed messages through
channels. Around the globe several dozen people would get the
messages and start to play their part in the transfer that would
switch Grady and Maximus.

She couldn't feel proud of herself and she
felt a deep pang of guilt that she'd managed to accomplish the feat
so well. She'd specifically avoided getting involved in University
politics to avoid just these situations, but now that she was so
near to seeing her own goals near completion she found she didn't
have the room to remain so morally aloof from the occasional
manipulation.

One thing saved her from abandoning such
manipulations completely and that was the fact that Maximus was
willing and able to take such maneuvering out of her hands. One
thing she liked about that man was the fact that he wouldn't be
bothered to do what was necessary to achieve a goal, and that he
displayed a loyalty that would insure that her original and
ultimate goal would be attainable.

As she ordered a small dinner from the
kitchen she poured herself a strong obnoxious drink she'd managed
to find a taste for in her research. Her assistant could already
tell when stressful days would require such a drink and had already
had the ingredients waiting for her by the time she reached home.
As she took her first mouthful the combination of vodka and orange
juice seemed to tear the delicate tissues of her palate and
esophagus apart. As she finished her first glass then poured
another she felt the slight high of the alcohol affecting her
already and noted that her assistant had stifled her auto-immune
technology to let her attain a slightly drink feeling for the
moment.

As an aside she ordered her assistant to
schedule a check-up for itself at the first opportunity and then
tried to set her mind to other things. It wouldn't do to let her
nanotech implant – where her assistant resided at all times – to go
too much longer without that important series of checks and
balances. If left too much longer without such an overhaul she
might find herself "mind-jacked" and the thought sent an
exaggerated chill through her slightly drunken body.

Impatiently she shook off the disturbing idea
and returned her thoughts of what else may remain unsecured in her
quest for untainted data. All the artifacts were already in place
in university storage. The needed funding was just a small
referendum away, and the latest public opinion polls showed her
that the project faced little real opposition. Of those that did
remain staunchly opposed to the project were those appalled by the
sheer costs of the undertaking, but she remained secure that
whatever compromise the Senate reached could be covered by private
sponsorships. Already she'd noticed several charitable
organizations that had come into existence to deal with the
artifacts even before the project was complete with them. Chief
among these charities the Revival Adjustment Institute had already
managed to collect an impressive number of retired and part-time
experts in sociology and psychology to handle the reintroduction of
the artifacts into the modern world.

As she started to nibble lightly at the small
meal place before her by her domestic-droid, she set the drink
aside for the moment and decided to collect her thoughts with the
uninhibited freedom of association that the alcohol granted.

It had all started as her simple request to
revive two subjects from cryonic suspension. Each had lived within
the time period in which her thesis focused and each provided a
unique and unbiased view of the time period that an expert would
not have.

The first was a young woman who'd died in
2012, from a car accident, and hadn't yet managed to finish her
primary education. Her youth and her ignorance of the workings of
the technology from her time would provide a plethora of
information from someone born in the center of the digital
period.

The second proved to be much more of a
problem. A former hospital janitor that died in 1997, Carl Guy
Gussman's records left a great deal to be desired. Even in that
fifteen year gap between his death and the death of her first
subject the science of cryonics had changed significantly.

Where the girl's revival posed a challenge,
the chemicals ands processes used only served as a minor hurdle in
the process. Mr. Gussman's death and a lack of complete records
managed to turn his revival into something akin to climbing Mount
Olympus on Mars on foot.

At first glance, the cellular damage from
water-ice crystals had turned his body to a frozen mush. A complete
first-generation revival was out of the question due to the costs
and time required. What was needed to accomplish this revival was
the complete cloning of the entire body, and then the natural
development of such a body, devoid a complete mind, to a suitable
age when Mr. Gussman's neural pathways and memories could be
transplanted into just such a host.

The clone-copy method leant itself to a host
of other problems to be overcome as time went on. The revival of
those in cryonic suspension had mostly been a project in the
twenty-fourth century. Now, in 2951, the technology and experience
of that time were mostly lost due to time and the march of
progress. True, they could look up and duplicate the process
exactly as done before, but the record showed that the failure rate
of the time was dismally unacceptable now.

Still, the difficulties inherent in his
revival seemed trivial to the information he possessed. He'd lived
through the well-documented earlier parts of the century, and had
died well into the grey area that Lissa's research focused upon.
More than that, he'd lived on both sides of "the digital fence" and
his election to use cryonic suspension suggested he'd adapted well
to it, despite the lack of records. Lissa found the possibility of
his knowledge to be too much of a chance to pass up.

After fighting a mountain of opposition to
reviving just these two subjects, and the costs involved, Lissa had
managed to have that rare moment of clarity that had served her
well in the past. Acting on it, she contacted a "history-friendly"
alumnus of the University who now held a seat in the Senate. Her
proposal, though stated simply, managed to carry a great weight
that appealed to the politician within her.

Instead of focusing the entire cost on the
revival of only two subjects, Lissa suggested dispersing it over
the cost of reviving every "artifact" still in cryonic suspension.
Her argument rested on the abstract respect of an individual to
those people or places older than themselves, and called it into
question.

The main thrust of her argument lay on the
principle that 99% of such artifacts in cryonic suspension died in
the twenty-first and second centuries. Those that remained no
longer had any significant immediate family or foundations left to
sponsor or push for their revival. Now as lives were getting
longer, as humanity now spread through space at a fantastic rate,
and human population now numbered in the trillions, it seemed
selfish and a bit immature for humanity to forget these frozen
dead. As Lissa managed to put it, it seemed crude and barbaric to
continually deny them life while the universe progressed and with
every passing century it would only become harder and more
expensive to revive and reintegrate them into society.

The politician loved it. Such fantastic
ideals were political gold among her constituents and served to
sway a significant majority to re-elect her to office when the time
came around. Acting on the political good will several others
jumped on the band-wagon, now adding their weight and authority
that gave the project an air of authenticity even in its
infancy.

Still, it had been five years since the first
murmurs had started creeping through the political process and the
vote on funding was still months away. Lissa knew that Grady Bannon
had only been one stumbling block that could cause the idea to
crash before it could get to that vote, and she hated the necessity
of his replacement even as it grew clearer over time that it was
unavoidable.

Now Lissa found she would have to focus her
attention to preparing her own research as the revivals started to
bear fruit. After five years her extensions were almost exhausted,
and she'd have to show some progress in order to justify her
participation in the project at all.

With the day's events and the transfer of
power from Grady to Maximus, she'd managed to buy herself some
time, but even those few months wouldn't be enough to tide her
over. Even with billions of credits dedicated to the cause, it
would be another few years before the first revivals were a
reality.

Of the 241 artifacts in cryonic suspension
those frozen last would be the first revived, and the most useless
to Lissa's needs. The reason for this remained the simple concept
of those frozen last would be better preserved and easiest to
manage. The real challenging revivals lay in the two subjects that
would take the most time and resources, and who remained the real
focus of Lissa's attention.

The alcohol was wearing off and Lissa felt
her hard-wired logical training start to kick in again. She didn't
fight it now and instead used the clarity such moments brought her
to find a solution to her problem.

She could publish a synopsis of what she
hoped her thesis would find as its focus. That alone would buy her
another few years, but doing so now would be premature and would
reflect badly upon her if she found herself too far off the mark in
the future.

Another alternative would be to change her
thesis, swear off extensions and dedicate herself fully to it for
the intervening time and hope to publish in enough time to beat the
revival of her chosen subjects. Such a plan was risky at best, and
more importantly would take her away from the project and from her
influence within the controlling strata over it. She shuddered to
think of what would happen if she did that. The idea of isolating
the revived on their own colony world had already been suggested by
several circles. Only her sheer perseverance and reinforcement of
the initial ideal had managed to keep such a concept from becoming
the governing force of the movement.

A third alternative sat so simply in plain
sight that Lissa had managed to overlook it for the last few
months. At another time, much like this, she let the alcoholic daze
wear off and had discovered it to her own amusement. Now she found
that it remained as her last best hope to keep what she'd fought
for long enough to attain her goals.

She still had little hope of obtaining enough
extensions for her historical thesis, but she had an unused
sabbatical period that allowed her to pursue and advanced degree in
a complimentary field if she deemed it favorable to her original
line of research.

So it would come to pass that as the project
would come to a vote in the next few months, Lissa would find
herself enrolling as a freshman student all over again. This time
she would have to study nano-technology as her major, and she would
have to fight for every bit of knowledge she could find. Hard
science was never her strongest subject, but now a necessary
requirement to reach success.

###

The vote passed, nearly unanimously, and what
few compromises were required did little to the project overall.
The only new wrinkle that Lissa hadn't managed to erase entirely
was a provision of custodianship over those unable to adapt to the
present.

Lissa understood the concern but in effect it
turned those revived and unable to adapt fast enough into
University property. Not exactly slaves, but not as free as a
mentally handicapped individual, she knew the subjects would find
the concept insulting.

Aside from that, she found she had to turn
her attention back to her studies and press harder now that the
project was official and funding would start to trickle forth in
the next few months. She had time enough to wait for her particular
subjects to be revived, but she would have to work hard to keep up
with what was proving to be some stiff competition.

Now she found herself enrolled in
undergraduate courses with children a fifth her own age, and
fighting to keep up with the little monsters so that she could
maintain her position on the Project. Lissa hated nano-tech
studies, but she had very few choices available at the time.

She had no natural aptitude for making
molecule-machines and programming implant arrays other than a
common layman may instruct their own implant to act as an alarm
clock. Still, she kept at it and found that as time went on, she
had found a few keys to understanding the basics. Higher concepts
were still fighting her natural understanding, but she could
memorize a great deal and adapt proven concepts well-enough to
compete with her current peers. Where they had ambition and
creativity, she used her experience and historical knowledge to
keep within the curve.

Lissa didn't plan on excelling within her new
field, and had no plans to seek more than a basic master's degree.
Her true goal was to maintain her close ties to the project and to
justify her continued involvement until she could resume her
original historical studies.

She failed to plan that it would take nearly
twenty-five years before reality would let her.



Part 1. Carl


1.

 


From the Journal of Carl G. Gussman

June 26, 2976-

 


Well, I've managed to secure a pen(?) and
paper (?) from my hosts(?)/sponsors(?), and I figured it might help
me to recall things if I can write them down somewhere. This paper
is strange, like really thin plastic, and the pen isn't more than a
plastic stick. This is like writing on that old fax-paper- the kind
where they used heat to make the printing- but it seems more
resilient. I can't tear this stuff, and I think the writing pen is
equally strong, but I haven't tested it yet. I don't want to seem
too destructive.

I guess it would be best to start with the
basics and work my way up from there.

My name is Carl Guy Gussman, and I was born
on the planet Earth, in a city called Wichita, in a state called
Kansas, which was part of the United States of America, a
Nation/Country on the North American Continent. I was originally
born on July 7, 1932. I was born at home, not in a hospital.

I died in 1997, in the city of Basseterra, on
the small island of St. Kitts, in the Caribbean Sea. I don't
remember the exact date. I had pancreatic cancer at the time, but I
didn't die from that disease- they found it had not advanced to
become life-threatening at the time of my death.

I don't know what killed me. I don't even
know why I chose to be frozen instead of buried or cremated. I do
know that the cost of freezing myself cost me over one-hundred
thousand dollars at the time. I also know I put all the money I had
left-over into something they called a "keyed trust fund." Such a
trust fund just sits there and draws interest until someone with
the correct key comes along to access it. The problem is that I
can't remember the name of the bank, or even what the hell that key
might be.

The idea is all academic now. They tell me in
2044 there was this catastrophe called "The Great Wipe-Out" or
something like that. Basically a computer went nuts and started
deleting entire libraries of information. The world went through a
recession at that point and things were pretty bad for awhile.
Sometime around 2060 or so, they managed to get back on their feet
again and the world fell under a single government for the first
time. All my money probably got deleted by that insane computer as
paper-records weren't in wide use and the computer targeted banks
and credit companies first.

The reason I write this down is probably
academic as well. When I was frozen they didn't have a great deal
of technical advances in the science of cryonics. To make a long
story short: Ice crystals in my brain gave me a wicked case of
freezer burn. All my memories are either scrambled or just floating
around in my head, not connected to anything yet. When I try to
remember specific things – like why I chose to be frozen – I often
get strange memories about my fifth birthday party or how to
properly wax an operating room floor so it looks shiny and new, but
isn't slick so the doctors and nurses don't fall on their
asses.

Worse than that, if I try to remember too
much or something like that I seem to have some sort of seizure
that scared the shit out of the ones monitoring me.

I'm going to stop here. I've been awake for
over a day now and I am tired. They woke me up in a nice plain
little white room and have been treating me with kid-gloves for the
most part, but I can see they are concerned. My memory damage and
that seizure have a few of them concerned and they tend to treat me
like the nurses used to treat the mental patients.

I don't know what day it really is, but when
I woke up, it was today: June 26, 2976. That means I've been dead
for about 979 years. They tell me that technically I am the oldest
living person alive at 1,044 years old. In truth I am really a
little more than sixty-five, but I think they want to play up the
oldest-living-man thing for a little good PR.

I don't really care as long as they don't
shove me in some space-ship and send my ass to some far off stars
I've never heard of. I think I read something like that when I was
alive the first time. I'll have to find an internet connection and
look some of this stuff up sometime.

Well, I am tired now. I have to quit writing
sometime. I am quite frankly afraid to go to sleep. I don't know
what I will remember tomorrow, or if I'll have to read this and
start all over from the beginning. They tell me that I will
remember everything from now on due to a new drug in the water that
helps with perfect recall, but they were supposed to be able to
thaw me out without giving me freezer-burn too and I see how well
that worked out. I will try to keep this journal up though. I
haven't really ever kept one, but I am finding this is helping me
clear my head about a lot of things. I don't even really feel much
of the "future shock" they told me about anymore. Now all I feel is
tired.

Oh, wow! This is neat. This paper corrects my
spelling like my old computer used to do. It doesn't seem to get
every word – I guess they've fallen out of use – but it doesn't go
ahead and make substitutions for me. At least they got rid of that
annoying bug.

I'm going to try to sleep now. I hope I
remember to keep this thing up.



2.

June 30, 2976

 


Okay, I admit it, I am not good at keeping
this up, but I have found that I do remember everything since I
woke up, just like they told me I would. They also tell me that
they don't have an average life-expectancy anymore. The only
question I have is: How do they keep their heads from filling up
with all this useless crap if they all live forever? Do they have
some sort of "memory septic tank" where they "dump" all this stuff
until they need it?

I have some answers to some basic questions
and I think I will write about them here for now. Some of the
things they told me happen to bug me a bit. I don't know why they
bug me, but if I write them here, it may help me figure out why
they bug me. I figure there's something in my damaged memory that
opposes all this. I don't know, but maybe if I keep this up I might
be able to remember some things from my past.

To start, I woke up a few days ago in a plain
white room and met this nice young lady, named Lissa, who filled me
in on the fact that I died, and that I was now revived/resurrected
and living in 2976. I know I didn't have any family or many friends
left when I died, and odds are that anyone who knew me then
wouldn't have lived on long enough to revive me.

Basically I was forgotten. I was placed in a
capsule and left in storage until they came up with this project to
thaw us all out. She said something about "leaving you all behind"
but I just don't really understand what the hell she meant. I can
recall her exact words:

"The project's goal is to revive all those in
cryonic suspension so that they are not left behind by such a
radically changing future. In the last two centuries, the
differences between your time and ours have grown radically and
should we have waited longer, the gulf may well have become
impassable."

I think she meant: "Look caveman! You are a
fossil, and we can either leave you frozen or thaw you out and get
you into the stream of things. We chose to thaw you out now instead
of just leaving you on ice." I'm not sure of that, but it's the
impression that I get.

The hardest thing to get used to is the fact
that I have a twenty-year-old body again. I'm still used to the
arthritis and being near sighted and having to pee every two hours
and not being able to taste and hear things as well as I used to.
Now I can taste everything, I can hear and see everything, and I
feel healthier that I ever did before. It's a lot to get used to
all at once and it's taken me a few days just to shake off all my
old-man habits.

The strangest thing is that I don't have to
brush or floss my teeth anymore. I had that habit for a long time
when I couldn't afford dental insurance, and it's a real strange
thing to find out I can just skip it now. Evidently some little
machines they call "nanotech" does all that for me.

The first day was the hardest. I was up for
about thirty-six hours straight. I was in what they call
"future-shock" and afraid to go back to sleep. I had a damned good
reason to be afraid as far as I'm concerned. The last time I went
to sleep it was almost 980 years before I woke up again! How long
would they wait the next time?

I slept for awhile and then Lissa came to
wake me. We talked again, I asked a lot of questions again, but she
answered them all patiently and then she took me on a tour of the
campus here.

Evidently I am Lissa's school project of a
sort. She told me that my revival was the most difficult since I
was frozen so crudely. It took them over twenty-five years to map
my brain and DNA and all the things they needed to know just to
grow a decent clone to put my mind into.

The part about the clone bothered me. I never
liked the idea when they started with that sheep back when I was
alive. It was always a creepy concept. Lissa seemed to understand
what I was feeling and then went to show me what they did.

It seems that now they can make a clone from
scratch, and when they do, they make a completely blank slate. It
only took the nanotech machines a few weeks to build my body and
then a few days to put my neural patterns and the copies of my
memories into my current brain. They had to do it this way because
of all the ice damage to my body. If they thawed me out now, my
real body would be turned to mush.

I wonder where it is now.

The campus is nice, and much larger than I
remember any college or university being in my time. This project
has been going on for twenty-five years now and it's just getting
started.

Lissa did confide that I and another
"artifact" named Amy are the ones she really wanted to talk to the
most. Part of her school project – sorry, doctoral thesis she tells
me now – is the changes in technology in the late part of my life
and that happened all through Amy's life.

I met Amy, and she's really a trooper. She
died at 16 from a car accident in 2012, and her family opted for
freezing over burial or cremation. Something happened later (maybe
in the Great Wipe-Out) that prevented any of her family from
joining her in cryonic suspension when they died out.

Like me, she was forgotten, but unlike me,
she has a complete memory and she is really excited about being
here in the present.

I wish I could get that excited.

Don't get me wrong, I am excited, and this is
all really interesting, but the damage to my memory and some of the
things I've been learning have started a little fish nibbling at
the back of my brain for some reason. It's like an itch right
between my shoulder blades that I can't quite reach, and I think it
might become a problem soon if I don't figure out what it is.

Anyway, Lissa lead me around and told me what
this building is for and what that building is for and all I really
understood was the one building that serves as the cafeteria,
another where there is a sort of recreation-room thingy, and the
other one where I will meet Lissa everyday for awhile and we will
work together so she can do her school project.

"TANSTAAFL." I muttered when she told me
about the work we will be doing.

That brought her to complete halt just then
and she looked at me like I'd lost my mind.

"I'm sorry. I didn't understand that."

"There ain't no such thing as a free lunch. A
twentieth century author I used to read used it a lot. I can't
remember his full name, but his first name was Robert, or was his
last name Roberts?" I told her as we started walking again.

"And he coined that phrase?"

"I don't know if he made it up, but he wrote
about it."

"Well, what does it mean?" she asked, and
then did something strange at the time. She touched her ear with
her little finger as we talked. I don't know why it seemed so
strange then, but I do now, and I will get to that in a minute.

"It means just what it says. In my time we
had soup-kitchens, or missions, that would feed the homeless, the
lowest classes. The food was free, but only after you sat through
their sermon."

She still didn't get it, so I found I had to
explain more.

"It means that things that appear to be free
actually cost something in the long run."

"So you see you're revival as some sort of
debt you owe to me?"

"To be honest, yes, but don't worry about it.
You told me yourself that things have changed radically. I'd be an
idiot to think I wouldn't have to learn to adjust or do something
else to get along now. I think talking about my life is probably
going to be the easiest thing for me to do here. You might get
really bored, but you seem to think I have something important to
say here, so it might work out after all."

"That's interesting. Do you remember anything
he wrote by title? I may be able to find out more on my own
later."

That's where I drew a complete blank. This
damned freezer-burned memory of mine had managed to wipe out every
title of every book I've ever read! I told her about a few of his
stories. I remember the plots quite well, but I couldn't come up
with a single title, or a complete author's name to go with it! The
whole thing got me frustrated quite quickly and I think it might
have upset Lissa a bit.

Lissa grew quiet after that and I can see she
was deep in thought as we headed back to my room. Just before she
left she saw my journal and then asked if she could read it. I
didn't see any problem with that so I agreed, but now I realize
that I can't really keep anything from her even if I wanted to, at
least not if I write it down. This paper corrects my spelling
mistakes, and it suggests words sometimes and it doesn't ever get
wrinkled no matter what I do to it. I always have more blank paper
to write with but when I last counted it, I could only find five
sheets of paper in this whole note-pad.

I think this thing does some trick or optical
illusion when I'm not looking to make it seem like it's a note pad
I would be used to, but I think its something else entirely.

Oh, about the little-finger-to-the-ear thing,
I tried it once I was alone in my room, and what I found was a bit
of a shock.

When I touched my ear like that a little
voice came on, inside my head no less, and started talking to
me.

"How may I assist you Carl?" it asked, polite
and sounding like a young woman I'd never met.

"Who is this?"

"I am your semi-sentient-machine assistant. I
have no name as yet. Would it help for you to give me a name?"

"Can't you suggest one? What do you want to
be called?" I said, trying to seem charming. She did sound
attractive and the 'semi-sentient-machine' part hadn't really
registered quite yet.

"That would NOT be recommended. Please select
a name for me."

"Ok, how 'bout I call you Sheila?" the name
itself gave me nibble in the back of my brain but I ignored it.

"Sheila is fine with me. Now, how may I help
you?"

"Oh, I don't know. I just put my little
finger to my ear and I was talking to you. What do you do
exactly?"

"I am a semi-sentient-machine. My designated
function is to serve as your assistant, and aid you in your
adjustment to the present."

I heard it that time. "Wait a minute, you're
a machine? Like a robot?"

"Yes, I am a machine. No, I am not like a
robot."

"Then where are you?" I looked around the
room for an antenna or something that would give this away but I
didn't find anything. Just like all the holograms they keep showing
me, I can't find the projector lenses anywhere no matter how hard I
look. Something about this really gives me the heebie-jeebies, and
I don't know why.

"I'm sorry, Carl. I can not discuss this with
you at this time. Would you like for me to call Lissa for you?"

I thought about that. The squeaky wheel gets
the grease, sure, but I didn't want to start squeaking my first
week out of the box. It might make them regret thawing me out.

"No. That's alright, Sheila. I think I'll go
to the rec-room and watch some news."

"I can patch that through to your room if you
would prefer. The project supervisors would suggest you limit your
socialization with others for just a little bit yet."

She had me there. Lissa had requested that I
keep to myself until we were all sure that the future-shock had
completely worn off. The seizure hadn't repeated itself either, but
I still remember their looks of shock and alarm.

I had agreed and I didn't want to go back on
that. Besides, Sheila could turn the on TV(?) in my room so I
didn't really need to go to the rec-room anyway.

So the little hologram screen came on and I
sat watching the news for a bit, and found out I am currently a
complete caveman where the modern world is concerned. The only
thing I understood out of watching three hours of modern TV is that
we do travel in space, we have met aliens, and that I am really out
of date.

I fell asleep sometime and the next day was
largely uneventful. I ate in the cafeteria, went to see Lissa when
Sheila chimed a bell in my ear and told me it was time, and then
spent the rest of the time in my room watching TV again. I managed
to understand a little more than before, but not much more than:
humans don't just travel in one type of space ship – we have
several types out there and they are all in use.

In my day, science-fiction writers always
seemed to use one type of ship to travel around. Only one or two
ever suggested that humanity may use different things at different
times. For the most part they either flitted about at warp-speed or
blipped through hyper-space, or crawled along on multi-generational
ships that went slower than light speed.

As I watched the news they played a story
that had something to do with space ships, but I really didn't
catch what all the fuss was about. All I figured out was that some
solar-sail ships were still out there and all the hyperspace ships,
warp ships, jump ships, organic jump ships and even rammer ships
had passed them by a long time ago.

I didn't know why anyone cared at first but
as I lay down to sleep it occurred to me what the story really was
about. The solar-sail ships were slow, and old. All the other ships
were basically waiting for them to get to where they were going for
some reason, but it would be quite awhile until they all got there.
I still don't understand what made it worth TV news time, but I
figured I will understand it sometime.

Yesterday was really an awe inspiring day,
and why I am bothering to write all this down now.

Yesterday I saw my first alien. I woke up,
ate, talked with Lissa about my life, then came home and watched
the boob-tube for a bit until I saw some coverage about the
alien.

I swear I thought my heart would stop when I
saw that thing there in the hologram and evidently it excited me
enough to make Sheila worry. All of a sudden she was chiming in my
ear for attention.

"Carl, are you alright? I am picking up a
rather large surge in your hormone levels."

"What? Yes, Sheila, I'm fine, but did you see
that?"

"See what?"

"That alien! I think they called it a Van or
something like that!"

At the time I was so excited I didn't think
about how Sheila knew about my hormone levels or other things, but
I was really focused on the alien at the moment so I understand how
it slipped my mind.

"You mean the 'V'inn'?" she replied with a
kind of hic-cup in the name.

"Sure. V'inn. Whatever. I hope they play that
story again."

"Carl, I can replay the story for you again,
or I can show you more about aliens if you like."

That idea caught me with my pants down. It
took me a moment to figure out what Sheila meant.

"You mean like looking at the internet?"

This time Sheila took a minute to respond but
I've figured out since then that "internet" is an archaic term no
one uses anymore.

"Yes, much like that. Would you like to learn
more about the V'inn?"

"Hell yes! Show me what you've got!"

I have to take a short break here and explain
why I sound like a giddy school girl when it comes to aliens. In my
first life humans thought we were alone in the universe for much of
the time. The only thing we had that told us of alien life was
fiction or a small faction of strange people who claimed to have
been abducted by aliens. The fiction was interesting and sometimes
ignorant, predictable and dull by the time I died. The faction of
"UFO abductees" all had other character traits that often lead me
to assume they were just crying out for attention. When I was alive
the first time, we had no real tangible proof of extraterrestrial
life. Suddenly finding an alien on the evening news kind of brought
out the little kid in me.

What an alien it was too!

From what I learned last night, the average
V'inn stands about three meters tall, weighs around one ton and
looks like a cross between a rhinoceros and a cockroach. They live
in mud buildings and travel around the stars on large slow ramjets
because most radiation doesn't bother them as much as it does us.
They have a sort of embassy on Mars where they have a whole
reservation set aside and they seem to be able to survive on the
surface with just a simple breathing mask.

Humans did start terraforming Mars, I found
out, but then halted that process when interstellar flight made the
whole project seem ridiculous. Why spend all that time and money on
a little planet when it became easier and cheaper to just migrate
to an already Earth-like world?

From reading about the V'inn Sheila steered
me onto the Gordons, and then onto the ones I call "Greys." Their
actual name now is "Shi" but the little buggers could pass for what
the UFO-nuts claimed abducted them during my life time. I didn't
find any information on that subject and Sheila managed to steer me
onto other aliens to investigate.

There were the Eaons, a humanoid race that
met us then disappeared for no known reason, and the one-eyed wormy
ones called Sluggos and Meyer's Bugs, and the large plant-based
Whists. There were others too strange to describe but not really
sentient so I lost interest.

After some period of time Sheila reminded me
that it was getting late and finding that I really was tired, I
went to bed, ready to dream of all the things I learned of
aliens.

When I woke up was the first time I really
found I could say I was depressed. I hadn't dreamed at all, and I
distinctly remember being a vivid dreamer in my former life.

I went through today in a daze. Talking with
Lissa wasn't very productive and she called it off early. The lack
of dreams really seemed to have upset me and I told Sheila to
"stuff it" when I went to the rec-room and she tried to talk me out
of it.

I've been cautious since first waking here.
Today while talking with Lissa I remembered why. In my former life
many stories of the future put people like me (cryonauts?
chronauts?) into a lower class, or an outright slavery upon waking.
I've been walking on egg-shells since I woke up here to avoid being
sent back to frozen sleep, but today I really felt grumpy and
didn't really care.

The rec-room was a big disappointment. No one
was there, there was no large holo-TV like I expected, no books,
and all I really found was a large area with tables and chairs and
a few sofa-like things. The fact that it was empty really bothered
me the most. I wanted to find out what other "artifacts" like me
were going through, and if they had grumpy days like I was.

I returned to my room, and Sheila tried to
chime in to get my attention several times. I ignored her and
instead spent my time looking over every available surface to find
where they hid the damned instruments that let her keep track of me
and my hormone levels and other things.

Eventually I gave up. If you put a cave man
into a kitchen of my era and tell him to fix the microwave, you
would most likely end up with a severely damaged kitchen. After a
couple of hours of frustration, I eventually calmed down enough to
realize that anything that I think would look like a camera would
probably not be one. Instead I pulled out my note pad and started
writing - to which I get to this point now.

Several things are bothering me and I think
it will help to put them down here.

How does Sheila know things about my body
like hormone levels and such?

How does she talk to me? I can see nothing
making a speaker in my ear when I look in the mirror.

Why does the TV always remain in prefect
focus and move around the room so I can watch it even when I lay
down? What do they do when more than one person wants to watch a
program?

Why am I being isolated from the rest of the
"artifacts?" True, I agreed to it, but the rec-room was empty when
I got there. There are – they tell me – 241 of us here and we can't
all be busy at the same time. Can we? Did they clear out the room
before I got there? Is that paranoid, or not paranoid enough?

My memory is damaged, but my sub-conscious
wasn't – or so they say. If that is so, then why don't I dream
anymore? I always dreamed before so why not now?

Another thing that bothers me about Lissa and
everyone else I've met, except Amy. Why do they all look so much
alike? If the phenomena were confined to just the campus then I
wouldn't really think much of it, but even on TV everyone looks
alike. Sure, they have different hair-cuts and eye colors but they
all have the same nose, the same teeth, the same jaw, the same
skin-tone. Out of everything that bugs me, this seems to be like a
bad joke in my time coming true now. Why do I find the idea so
funny?

 


Lissa just stopped by to tell me that I need
to go to sleep. I guess ignoring Sheila caused her to call a human
to come tell me when I wouldn't talk to her. I am tired though and
I will go to bed, but something tells me I'm not going to dream
again tonight. I don't like that.

 


3.

July 7, 2976

It's official. I am now 1044 years old. No
one here seems to care that it's just a technicality. Who am I to
argue, though? I'm just the new guy and it's their world now. Let
them celebrate whatever they want.

I haven't written much since last time for a
good reason. Lissa had been monitoring everything, and the day
after my last entry she called me to her office and tried to give
me the rah-rah over being grumpy and going to the rec-room too
soon. I didn't dream the night before, and I wasn't in any great
mood then either so I think I might have reacted a little
strongly.

"Really, Carl, we asked you to refrain from
the rec-room for a good reason, and your mood yesterday was exactly
why. Why didn't you come to me or one of the others with your
concerns about you dreams?"

Her tone was pleasant, but something about
the wording seemed to jab me in the gut. I felt like a little-kid
getting scolded by his mother for a second and that was the wrong
thing at the wrong time.

"Because Lissa, neither you, nor any of the
others, have been frozen and dead for nearly 1,000 years. Because
none of you seem to have freezer-burn in your brain either! I could
talk to you until I'm blue in the face, but you have a hard enough
trouble understanding what the hell I mean when I talk about a
personal computer. How the hell can I expect you to understand what
I'm feeling when I tell you I don't dream anymore?"

She laughed then. It was the wrong thing to
do at the time.

"Is that what you're upset about? You don't
dream anymore?"

"What? Is that some defect a cave-man like me
doesn't understand?" I roared back, rather loudly at the time. I
couldn't see well through the clouded glass, but I saw the large
shadows of some attendants come running and stand just outside the
door.

Lissa quickly erased the look of mirth from
her face, and then took a moment before speaking. At the time I
really needed that short break and realized I had been gripping the
arms of my chair hard enough to turn my knuckles white.

When Lissa finally spoke her mood seemed to
have turned 180 degrees now. I didn't doubt her sincerity, but it
seemed out of place for someone who'd laughed at me so shortly
before.

"Carl, dreams are a natural part of life, but
with the memory damage, you may not be able to remember your dreams
just yet."

"I know this is little comfort, but a great
deal of people don't remember their dreams when they wake. It seems
that you are one of those rare few that do remember – or did so. I
can't say for certain but you may start to remember your dreams in
time, but I don't think your lack of dreams is the real issue
here."

"Really? What would be the real issue?" I
admit the sarcasm flowed freely and maybe a bit unfairly, but Lissa
didn't seem to notice. Do they still use sarcasm now?

"Your list of concerns from last night served
to raise a few concerns of our own. Your 'paranoia' is a perfectly
natural reaction, considering your frame of experience, but there
has to be a level of trust between you and the project staff. I'm
not talking of complete trust and not infinite blind faith, but I
am asking you to trust me for a few weeks or months as you continue
to adjust."

I thought about that. It took a long time and
I noticed the attendants wander away outside as I felt myself calm
down. There was one thing still bothering me, so I let that be the
deciding flip of a coin on the issue of mutual trust.

"Did you clear out the rec-room before I
arrived?"

This caught her by surprise, but she didn't
hesitate long before answering.

"Actually, we only cleared out one person
from the rec-room. The others were actually all busy with the
interview and adjustment processes."

"Why did you clear out that one person?"

"Because, quite frankly, it was a woman who
lived and died nearly 200 years after you did. She has experienced
very little transitional problems and we weren't sure of what you
might do if you met her. We didn't want to take the risk of damage
to either one of you."

I had to think about that. She didn't have to
tell me any of this, but she knew I was testing our "trust" and
lying now would destroy any progress later. She finally broke the
silence.

"Carl, I don't think you understand how
unique you actually are. From your time, only sixty-seven viable
cryonic suspensions survived to the time when revival first became
an option in the early twenty-fifth century. Many of those in
suspension were lost during the Post-Wipe turmoil. Of those who
survived, many were revived by family or friends or specific groups
dedicated to that purpose."

"The damage to the records surrounding your
death, the processes by which you were suspended, and even the
cellular damage to your body kept you from being revived then. We
found three inquiries from that period, but the expense involved in
your revival proved too prohibitive at the time."

"Of those revived, they mostly lived long and
happy lives, but extreme life-extension hadn't really become a
reality until 2816. They all grew older and died."

"When the Project started in late 2951, your
capsule was the first to receive attention and it took all of that
entire 25 years to collect the needed information to put you back
together again."

"Of the 241 subjects in the project, only Amy
lived anywhere near your time frame, and her continued suspension
was due to a clerical error that obscured her true origins until we
physically looked at her capsule. Of the other 239 subjects, the
oldest happened to have been born in 2046, two years after the
Great Wipe occurred."

"We aren't keeping you from associating with
them, but we are trying to keep them from mobbing you when you all
do get to associate together. In a few weeks you will be the oldest
living human, and that's made you into sort of an enigmatic
celebrity."

"So you're saying you are keeping me isolated
for my own good?"

"No. ... Yes. Think about it. You are
obviously having some issues adjusting to the present,
Correct?"

"Well, yes." I admitted, if a little sheepish
now. Why is it that a woman with a calm voice can always make me
feel like an ass after I blow my top. My - ... Someone I used to
know could do that to me. Why does that bother me all of a
sudden?

-Break-

Sorry about that. Something just happened
with my loosey-goosey memory and it took me a bit to adjust. I was
on the verge of remembering something, something important, and
then it all went to hell! Literally, I was sitting here writing
then I had this flash of a woman. She sat in front of a mirror,
brushing her long brown hair. Her body blocked me from seeing her
face at the time and as she turned to look to me it all ended.

Who was she?

Anyway, I felt like I'd been sucker-punched.
I'm not being figurative here, I REALLY felt like someone sneaked
in and poked me just below the ribs when I wasn't looking. It took
a few minutes to get my breath back and that's when I realized I'd
been crying.

It was another seizure, but what a seizure it
was!

By that time Lissa was at the door and had
the presence of mind to knock before entering. She admits she
doesn't have a clue what just happened but she tells me she will
discuss it with the doctors and get back to me as soon as she
can.

The ring finger on my right hand feels funny,
like something's missing.

Was I married? Was that woman my wife?

Why can't I remember my dreams? Why do I keep
thinking that my dreams will help sort all this crap out?



4.

August 30, 2976

I've not written lately. Well, I have written
but something led me to start another journal and keep this one
just for myself from now on. It's pretty simple to do once you can
understand the basic ideas of the filing system the note pad
computer uses.

 


What I write in the other journal are all the
flowery touchy-feely things that Lissa and her cohorts get off on.
Until my birthday I hadn't realized exactly what the problem was
with most of the things that had been bothering me, but Lissa's
arrival after my "emotional episode" gave me a clue to sharpen my
focus. The fact that a sort of medic-person arrived with her at the
same time seemed to seal the deal.

Sheila can't monitor me now and doesn't know
about this other file. It was a bitch to figure out how to trick a
computer that's faster and smarter than you are, but she lacks any
creativity which I have in spades. I really am creative when it
comes to people spying on me.

Sheila is a machine, to put it simply. I
figured out why I never saw her cameras or sensors that night
because I was looking in the wrong place. They weren't in the walls
or the ceiling of my room because Sheila is actually inside me!

Remember that nanotech I talked about before?
Well it seems to be a big thing here in the present that they have
it actually implanted inside them. The more I learn about it, the
more I realize these implants are harder to live without than a
social security number or valid identification card in my day. You
could live without either in the twentieth century, but as time
went on it got more and more difficult to find work or make a
decent wage without one or the other.

These days they don't even have locks or
handles on the doors. The doors won't open if you have the wrong
implant. If you have no implant you are either handicapped, or a
member of one of several religions that forbid such implants.

Most of the members of those religions don't
live on Earth anymore so no one bothers to make things for them.
That leaves the handicapped, those who can't have, or refuse to
have nanotech implants. One set are rare and have been relocated
off-world. They are extremely allergic to iron and silicon, and
they often live in sterile bubble worlds somewhere in space or on a
colony world. The others are called "Nanophobes," and they have
psychological issues that keep them away from the implants.
Needless to say, such people often find a way off-world to live
where they can without them.

Sorry If I'm rushing this all past you, but I
don't have a great deal of time right now. I managed to distract
Sheila by ordering her to calculate pi to the millionth place. It's
only a trick I can do a few times before she gets suspicious and
I've done it twice before this.

The first time it really surprised me that
she did it, and how hard it was to get her to stop before she was
done. That gave me about an hour of free time before she came back
and then she didn't remember what she'd just done for a little
while or so. When she remembered she asked me about it and I
managed to get her to think I spent the time masturbating.

I don't really have much urge for that, but I
know she's watching now and she knows it was considered taboo in my
own time, so she let it go.

The second time was a royal pain. I ordered
her to do it while I was looking around the data-nets, and found it
really slowed her down. Still, her performance was better than
anything in my day and I managed to find what I was looking for
with a little snooping.

Humans may get new gadgets, they may get to
the stars, but they are always going to have one problem no matter
what advances come along. Humans are both good and bad. For every
society based on order, you will have an element of chaos.

You can thank the Gordon aliens and their
observations of human nature for that little gem. I found it while
I looked for aliens and it stuck in my head for some reason until I
understood it. The understanding was instantaneous after the first
time Sheila started calculating pi. I don't care how perfect things
are now. There are still criminals.

While Sheila calculated I searched the
data-nets and managed to find a few tricks for keeping your
Semi-sentient implants off-balance for a certain period of time. I
won't try them all but I have a few that will allow me some
"breathing room" away from Sheila's ever watching eyes when I want
it.

I record this now so that if something
happens to my memory again, then I will hopefully be able to recall
some of this. I don't really trust having a computer in my brain
and since I learned what "mind-jacked" meant, I am really not crazy
about Sheila or the implant.

"Mind-jacked" means that the cute cuddly
little semi-sentient computer in your skull with you has gone too
long without required maintenance. People are stupid, that's
someone's first rule from a long time ago, and people do stupid
things.

People ask a machine to be creative with
little suggestions like: "I don't know, why don't you make up a
name for yourself?"

I did that. Ignorance is one thing, but now
it can get you killed.

People ask their implants to schedule
appointments, then juggle those appointments, then make up excuses
for missing those appointments. People expect their little
implanted buddies to remember everything for them and anticipate
what to remind them of, when to do it, and when to shut the hell up
and leave them alone.

This is life for humans, but for a
semi-sentient machine, this is a hell of a lot of stress to put on
something that lacks its own creativity.

Pushing the semi's to be creative is bridging
the last gap between semi-sentience and full sentience. The
programmers and designers leave that out because a fully sentient
machine is an unstable machine. It was a fully sentient machine
that caused the Great Wipe-Out in 2044. After nearly a thousand
years they still haven't figured out how to keep a fully sentient
machine from going batty.

When this little silicon parasite gets
sentient and it's still inside you, things might be fine for
awhile, but then there is ultimately a problem. The problem is that
you want to do something and it doesn't.

The end result is that the computer in your
head ends up running your body and you end up as a prisoner inside
your own mind. Mind-jacked is what they call that nowadays. I call
it totally screwed!

There is another problem with the implants
that I'm not crazy about.

Implants keep everyone healthy and eternally
young. They do this by sending little machines out to clean up each
one of your cells periodically. They clean out your colon, your
prostate – if you have one – and clean your arteries and veins.
They also help regulate your hormones and clean up the excess
minutia floating around in our brains to stave off dementia and
other disabilities.

I still haven't dreamed since waking, and I
know why now. Sheila monitors those dreams and blocks them from my
memory when I wake. She's my own built-in little censor.

I've inquired about this, but she doesn't
respond. The last time I pressed the issue, Lissa had to step in. I
guess I was stressing Sheila out a bit.

The problem with Sheila is that she's doing
what she thinks is best for me. My dreams have no relationship to
the memories Sheila knows I have access too. Since they are just so
much nonsense to her, she doesn't think I really need to be
bothered with them.

The flip side of that is, if I manage to
over-ride her censorship of those dreams then I will have very
vivid and exact memories of every dream I ever have.

I'm not sure I can live with either one of
those.

My biggest problem right now is that I want
control of my own brain back.

That means ordering Sheila to remove herself
as my implant. I can do that, I have the codes memorized and can
use them at any time.

I'll get older. I might die from a heart
attack or from cancer again. I won't be able to open many doors
without a special card that tells people I'm handicapped or I'll
have to immigrate to a colony world where implants aren't the
majority.

Right now I have to live on the campus until
I am adapted to the present day.

In the last month I've not done well. I'm not
sure of it, but I think the damage to my memory has changed my
personality significantly. I mean, who is a person without his
memories?

Interviews with Lissa have been progressing,
but my damaged memory now affects that research as well and I think
I am reaching the end of my useful life to her work. I've only been
allowed to meet a very few of my fellow subjects/artifacts. There
are less than ten in all and of these, each of them have their own
problems. It isn't apparent at first, but after a few meetings I
can get a sense that they aren't completely right in the head.

Birds of a feather flock together.

-Break-

I'm back again, Sheila's getting suspicious,
but that makes up my mind for me more than anything else. I don't
want a spy in my head unless I put it there. Even then, I want to
be the bastard to program it!

I have her reciting nursery rhymes in binary
and then translating that into base 3 numbers. That will keep her
busy for a bit.

Without implants I will be giving up a great
deal, but I gather I have more to gain right now. I can always get
a new implant later, but I don't think I will. Some things still
bother me about the whole implant business and I haven't figured it
all out yet.

I find it hard to believe Lissa is 130 years
old. I've surveyed public records and the average age of everyone
on the project comes in at 84.3 years. They all look like kids.

Lissa has great insights and an uncanny
wisdom at times, but some things really leave me reeling. For
someone 130 years old, Lissa has a very immature view of death.
Death to her, and many of those I've talked to, isn't a real
possibility in their minds. With their implants and the rapid
cloning techniques they used – like with my current body – even
physical death from an accident is a minor inconvenience.
Mind-jacking or deaths in transit between stars are two of the only
sure ways to kill someone, and even then they don't seem able to
accept the possibility.

Old age scares them as well. They make jokes
about it, and they watch comedies making fun of the elderly or the
religious sects that ban implants, but it reminds me of the old
minstrel shows they used to have in my father's time as a kid. I
can't find the humor in their programs and all I see is a humor
formed of ignorance and fear of the unknown.

I know the shit will hit the fan when I turn
Sheila off, but right now I'm afraid if I don't act soon it may be
too late.

In my studies I've found that maintenance on
the brain tissues takes about twelve years to complete a cycle. So
far Sheila's been at work on my brain for two months and I have no
idea what she's managed to destroy or delete forever. I hope she's
smart enough to realize I may need some of those memories back
someday.

Regardless of that, the concept becomes
academic sometime tomorrow. I'm sure Sheila will kick up some fuss
when I give the order and I've no guarantee that the code I'm using
will work with her. I am sure that she will recognize what I want
to do and then I'll have to face an argument not only with Lissa
but with some guy named Maximus Ahmed. I've never met him, but I
get the impression he's a ball-buster of a boss.

Oh well, Sheila's starting to shake off the
rhymes, so I better go. I'm going to sleep, not that it will do any
good. I will record more here when I can be sure I can keep it
hidden.

/pass<counterpass>/ Aliehs.

/pass<counterpass>/ Efi _ _.
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The journal, a small collection of files, had
remained hidden since their initial recording. Only last week when
a cryptic and enigmatic one word message arrived, supposedly from
Carl, Lissa found her interest peaked.

"Aliehs."

The single word, spelled backward and
deceptively simple, managed to tickle Lissa's interest enough to
give it a try.

That Carl had managed to create and keep his
own private journal wasn't really a secret to her, and at the time
she thought it may help Carl adjust to the present if he had
something he could be sure was truly his own. Trust only went so
far, but his paranoia ran deeper than any bonds she seemed able to
forge.

"Sheila," backwards, tickled her interest
enough due to the fact that only she and Carl had known his semi by
that name. When she accessed the project's old files, the code word
managed to bring up this one file, and what she found in there
disturbed her.

Carl, the man with a short temper and
eternally grumpy seemed to exude the attitude of a tired old man
even when restored to youth and a brand new body.

Lissa studied the journal entries and then
refreshed her own memory of the times and dates described to find
that something didn't quite fit. As she replayed conversations and
fought off long held initial impressions, she started to see
something that had eluded her about Carl from the beginning.

Suddenly she found that she had to call her
examination of Carl's journal to a halt for the moment. Interesting
as it was, the question she'd avoided asking until now lay directly
before her.

Carl Gussman disappeared in 3031.

In a society where data and digital
information were the corner stone of the foundation, Carl Gussman
managed to purchase a small ship for himself on Luna then flew out
into space, and out of the detection of every data-network in human
space. More than that, Carl Gussman had managed to elude detection
for over seventy-four years, if he was even still alive.

In 3031, Carl still refused the health
benefits of the nanotech implants, and his enigmatic personality
magnified itself as he grew to look like the oldest living human as
well. What few records Lissa had managed to wrangle for herself,
Carl had already started suffering from senile dementia. He'd
managed to avoid the same cancer that killed him the first time,
but he'd suffered other health problems that accompanied aging. Why
he didn't simply immigrate to some off-world colony, Lissa never
knew, but now she found herself questioning her own impressions and
experience.

As she sat and reviewed her own memories of
that period, made sharper by the expert recollection of her
semi-sentient assistant, a strange thought crossed her mind.

Instantly she pushed it away, but as time
went on, she found the temptation too strong to ignore. Besides, it
was only morning on Titan now. Don Greeg should be awake and
working.

With a thought her assistant started the
programs moving to place the FTL-Call. It would be expensive, but
Lissa hardly worried about that. Nearly 260 years of life, a few
grants from the enigmatic F.U.F. Archives, and careful management
had given her a good nest-egg to rest upon so far.

The call went through with little problems
and she found Don busy at work in his home office, still nude, as
he preferred to sleep, but he had managed to place a towel
discretely before answering the call.

"Good Morning Lissa. What may I do for you
today?" he grinned and seemed to suppress a chuckle as he did so.
Lissa and Don had never been lovers, but the flirtation had always
been there. Since she first met him they'd always seemed to be
playing a game to which neither knew the rules, but Lissa always
suspected that Don had a little more knowledge of the game than she
did.

"Actually Don, I don't know if you can help
me with this or not. I have a question about a series of files I've
discovered that relate to Carl Gussman."

Don's smile fell slowly from his face and his
eyes seemed to glaze over for a second and Lissa realized he was
busy searching his own memory for information. After a moment his
focus fell back on her and his smile returned. "So it's come down
to this now?"

"I'm sorry, Don. What's come down to
this?"

Shaking his head he chuckled slightly.

"The first time I met Carl, I thought he was
the craziest person I'd ever met. Did you know that?"

"Well, I knew you had a healthy skepticism,
but I didn't think it went that far."

"Well, my Mother used to have a phrase for
what I thought of Carl. 'Crazier-than-an-outhouse-rat' is what she
used to say, and I never understood what she meant until I met
him."

"Look, Don," she tried to interrupt but he
either didn't hear or didn't care.

"It took me five years to figure out that
what I thought of as insanity was simply archaic thinking."

"Don, Please. I am trying to understand this
series of files Carl managed to hide away in the Project data-base.
Each entry is password protected. Do you know anything about
this?"

"I might," he shrugged, his eyes glazing
again for a moment and then coming back to reality quickly. "I
received a pre-recorded message from Carl about a year ago. It told
me about some files somewhere, sometime. I wasn't the only person
he sent the message to, but when I tried to back-track where it
came from, I got a dead end."

"I'll forward the message to you but you
might as well save yourself some time, it's mostly gibberish and
from what I could tell it was originally written and saved over
thirty years ago."

"I'd appreciate that Don, and anything you
can do to help. I've managed to open one file but the password for
the other one seems that it will be a challenge."

"That's just it, Lissa, the passwords aren't
supposed to be challenges."

"I'm sorry, Don?"

"That's what Carl meant when he sent his
message. To summarize it, he told us that the files were there, but
that to find the passwords we'd have to be able to think like him.
He also asked that we let you be the one to read them first."

Don paused a moment as he recognized Lissa's
blank stare.

"I didn't even try. I know I can't think like
him, I don't even begin to have the experience and he was my
friend. Besides, he asked me to wait for you, so I honored his
request."

"Then how would I be able to access
them?"

"Well, I think he meant them to be for you,
obviously." Don shot back quickly. "Think about it. You are a
historian, you've studied the twentieth century more than anyone
else currently, and you spent time with him while he was writing
the entries to the files."

"I figure he wrote the passwords so you could
figure them out someday."

Lissa nodded, but still found the idea
confusing.

"But why now? Why would he contact me after
being gone over 130 years?"

"I don't know Lissa, but I can tell you one
thing."

"What?"

"Carl may have been an old man when he left
earth, but he wasn't an old man when he disappeared."

"Don. It's not funny to joke about Carl's
nanophobia that way!"

"No Lissa, think about it. When did Life
Extension Chambers, L.E.C.'s, hit the markets? Think about this as
well – Carl didn't have nanophobia. Carl was a bit bent, true, but
he wasn't afraid of nanotechnology. He just hated the idea of the
implants."

"Well, yes, he was afraid of being
mind-jacked."

"No, Lissa. Listen. Carl didn't have a fear
of being mind-jacked. Think of the one thing he wanted that the
implants interfered with. He never told me what that was, but
you'll see in the message where he instructed us to ask you that
when you called."

Lissa said little more, but mumbled a thanks
and farewell before canceling the connection.

The journal entry sprang to life in front of
her eyes and she could think of two things that Carl wanted that
the implant Sheila seemed to interfere with directly.

The first happened to be his ability to
remember his dreams. For whatever it was worth, Carl placed a
nearly religious importance on his dreams. The other seemed to be
his broken memories. Lissa always suspected, but his first journal
entries confirmed, Carl feared that an implant would destroy his
memories. What he seemed unable to realize was that his memories
wouldn't repair themselves. Without the nanotech intervention, the
memories would simply sit there, unavailable, until his mind
deteriorated and died-

Deteriorated?

"Son of a bitch!"

Suddenly something snapped Lissa's mind back
to the present and the journal entry faded from view. Already her
assistant was scrambling and she keyed ten different commands at
once. At the top of the list tendrils already started to comb the
data-nets for information remaining that concerned Senile
Dementia.

Lissa knew it would take time for her
assistant to comb through and filter the information according to
her instructions, but as she waited she decided that she'd better
brush up on her understanding of nanotechnology and how exactly it
interacted with the human brain.
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She woke late and felt the pressure that
informed her that the assistant was still busy working on the
commands from the night before. She managed to get something to
drink and to eat to start the day, and busied herself with a
preliminary skimming of the results so far.

Nothing presented itself as a definite link
between senile dementia and known aspects of memory recall. Like
many deficiencies of the aging process, study of the phenomena
ceased once nanotech implants found methods of prevention. Of the
likely prospects, Lissa found no less than twenty methods and
procedures that could have lead to the eradication of dementia.
Unfortunately, once a deficiency had been eliminated the study of
the root cause seemed to diminish radically.

"If it ain't broke, don't fix it!" Carl
grumbled often.

The voice, his voice, recalled perfectly
through modern techniques, still didn't capture the air of
frustration and irritability of Carl. As an artifact, Carl had been
revived without the normal adaptation to social norms, mores and
taboos. He'd been a unique individual because of this, and Lissa
had marked often that it had lead to a gross miscalculation of his
native intelligence.

As results and articles continued to pour
forth from her assistant's digging and cross-reference, the dates
radically changed from one period to the present. Studies of
Alzheimer's, dementia, and a host of neurological problems all
continued until the late 2700's. Now Lissa noted a new flurry of
studies ranging from personality shifts due to memory damage to new
paradigms of memory repair. Of all these, the common factor lead
back to the Life extension booths and the same F.U.F. Archives that
funded her own research grants so often.

Lissa managed to manually dial her kitchen
unit for a cup of coffee, heavy on the cream and natural sugar, and
then took the first sip of the bitter brew for the first time in
decades. As she waited for her assistant to over-come the peak of
its latest task, she found that her thoughts all flowed back to one
particular source of trouble.
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September 1, 2976

The alarms woke her at four hours past the
start of a new day. Her memory enhancements told her that much but
only the human aspect of her mind could recall the panic inherent
in the warning that came with the low klaxon call. Carl had worried
many of the project staff for the last month and now it seemed
their nightmares had come to pass.

In the last month leading up to this night,
Carl had managed some highly peculiar and sophisticated quirks
regarding how he treated Sheila. During the normal course of the
day he managed to ignore Sheila almost completely, refraining from
using her capabilities as much as possible and seeming to sense
what tasks and when his requests would trigger her response.

He seemed to know instinctually how much
Sheila could record and report his thoughts and feelings to the
rest of the project, and managed to side-step many pitfalls an
amateur and artifact shouldn't have been aware of.

When he started Sheila calculating Pi, then
translating nursery rhymes into binary and base 3 number sets, the
level of attention increased dramatically. Despite this, Carl had
managed to find the proper sequence to initiate the removal of the
implant.

The alarm that morning signaled that he'd
used the sequence, but Sheila had managed to hang on for a brief
period of time. Launching inquiries into Carl's mental fitness, his
emotional state, and even questioning his sanity, she'd managed to
buy a few hours while automatic sequences started analyzing
collective data and issuing conclusions.

Lissa knew before leaving her room that
Sheila's bid for time would come to nothing. Carl displayed nothing
of a dangerous bend in his personality profile. He was grumpy,
frustrated, irritable, and short-tempered, true, but not even all
these collected flaws would be enough to garner even the weakest
restraining order against the removal sequence. Carl had managed to
remain in control and despite flaws in his attitude, nothing in his
actions warranted his classification as a danger to himself or to
others.

The only hope anyone had to keep the implant
from being removed was to talk Carl out of it and issue a
cancellation to the sequence. Immediately Lissa headed to his room
and searched her memory for a number of arguments that might have a
chance at success.

Others had arrived before her, but each had
summarily been asked to leave him alone. They'd complied quietly
and quickly, not wishing to further excite Carl and knowing that
only Lissa had the best experience to deal with the situation
now.

As she summed up the situation her arguments
augmented considerably as each expert in various fields offered
their own refinements to her plans. Of them, the idea that the
removal was a display of power ran foremost in the collective
opinion. Carl had little enough power over his environment and his
life so far, and this theory fit well into what their assessment
told them.

Lissa noted each change and then entered the
room cautiously to find Carl sitting comfortably at his small
utilitarian desk and sketching randomly at the note-pad before him.
Before she could physically see what he drew her assistant accessed
the pad's record and displayed the images in her mind.

The experts had already analyzed the data and
various notations overlay the display to point out spots of
aggression, contempt, and even evidence of feelings of inadequacy
and powerlessness. With a brief command, Lissa pushed the ideas
away from her. Of anything she'd learned; Carl's personal
experience rendered modern models of his mind almost useless.

"I'm not going to rescind the removal order
Lissa, so why don't we avoid wasting your time by trying to talk me
out of it?" he mumbled and then wiped the pad clear and started
sketching again as he turned to face her.

Lissa took a moment, again pushing the new
analysis of his sketching away from her and examined Carl for what
seemed the hundredth time, but now noting things she'd easily
missed before.

Carl Gussman sat before her, his cloned body
taken from his original DNA and unaltered during his revival. When
he stood it was obvious his parents had both been shorter than
average in his own time, and he now came in a nearly fifteen
centimeters below the current average male. Due to a regulated diet
and his implant he couldn't run into overweight, but despite modern
programming his features took on a softened and plump expression
that added to his appearance of being younger than the twenty years
of his body. His nose, short and almost "pug-like" as he described
it had been from his father's side of his family. His green eyes, a
shade now shifting to hazel since his revival gave the indication
of long-term degeneration that was a routine correction to today's
standard.

Of the artifacts revived, Carl's skin
coloration hinted to a racial purity now almost unknown except for
a few religious back-water colonies. His pink and pale complexion
lent itself easily to sun-burn and managed to make him stand out by
present standard. His dark hair, although his body was only twenty,
would have presented a shift to gray already despite his youth, had
the implants not carefully managed to correct this problem.

Of all things that struck Lissa as odd,
Carl's frame stood out as being the most obvious indication of his
original time. Not uncommon during his first life, his body had
managed to fill out along natural lines since his revival, giving
him a stocky, stout appearance. He'd gained an additional five
kilograms of muscle mass that his dietary program couldn't explain
and this "wide-body" mass seemed to indicate someone from a heavier
gravity world more than the Earth normal standard of the
present.

According to his own recollection, Carl
descended from eastern European – German - immigrant stock.
Research revealed this to be a likely truth as records for Carl's
lineage were lost and photographic evidence from the time supported
this claim. Now as Lissa examined him anew, she found such
differences to be source of divergence in Carl.

Carl had joked that after waking he'd been
surprised by the uniform features shared by so many people in the
world today. "You all look alike to me, like your all brothers and
sisters of the same parents," had been his exact words, but as
Lissa re-examined Carl now and historical records, she could see
where such common traits present in today's society could be a
source of discomfort to someone used to diversity.

Instead of selecting one of the many
available tactical arguments to initiate with Carl, Lissa opted to
take a seat on Carl's bed and simply talk with him. For someone
ignorant of any sense of modern psychological techniques, Carl had
managed to discover when Lissa or others had attempted using them
in their association with him. So far she'd found that Carl would
choose to cease talking once he thought someone may be "handling"
him.

"Alright Carl," she said at last while he
patiently waited for her to make herself comfortable. "I have
several arguments and reasons you should stop all this, but I know
you won't listen to them."

"You're right."

"Then why don't you tell me why you issued
the removal order then? Why do you think it's important?"

Carl only paused for a moment but the look in
his eyes as he looked around the room and then out into the
corridor where the others gathered, unseen beyond the doorframe.
"I'm just tired of not being the only person inside my head is
all."

Lissa waited as she tried to understand him
but he continued before she truly could grasp his meaning. "I
issued the order no less than a half-hour ago, yet in that time
I've had five visitors – not counting you, and Sheila's initiated
some sort of competency routine as a delaying tactic. I've already
had to answer all sorts of questions about my reasons, my mood, and
if I feel particularly violent towards anyone or anything."

"That's a standard response for an implant to
follow once a removal is ordered Carl. You can't fault Sheila for
being concerned about your state of mind. We all are."

"And that's my point entirely!"

The force of Carl's voice at this point
brought heads around the edge of door that disappeared just as
quickly as Carl turned to glare at them and Lissa silently cursed
their caution even as she felt a thrill of fear run through her.
Carl would raise his voice from time to time, but he'd never seemed
as upset as he did now.

"What is your point then, Carl? Explain it to
me so that I can explain it to them." She said managing to bring
Carl's attention back to her and away from those gathered
outside.

"Why would Sheila have to argue my
competency? Why doesn't she just behave like a good computer and
leave? Why do I have to have a twenty person contingent here when I
choose to exert a natural human right and remove my implant? Why,
out of all your so-called advancement, does it seem so strange to
you that someone would choose to remove their implants?"

"Because, Carl," Lissa answered quickly,
finding she'd prepared for this discussion a month ago when Carl
started displaying his strange behaviors, "to remove your implants
by current standards would be akin to lobotomizing yourself in your
day. To willfully remove your implants only hinders your progress
and your ability to adapt to the present. In case you've forgotten,
it is the job of this 'twenty person contingent' to make sure that
you can adapt to the present."

She paused then as Carl seemed to only stare
at her. She realized then that she had no idea if he comprehended
her reasoning, or if he was really listening to anything she said
at all. "Without your implant, you'll be disabled Carl."

With that she found her carefully planned and
measured arguments all fell apart. She knew now that Carl wouldn't
respond to typical or even the most concealed psychological
techniques. Each of her tactics so far had relied on some sort of
technique in one form or another and Carl had thrown the proverbial
wrench into the works by offering no other argument. So far a
display in her mind flashed the five key elements of something she
feared may come to pass, especially with Carl. Of those five
elements, four already flashed brighter as Carl had spoken.

"I don't know how to put this to you Lissa,"
he started softly as he turned away from her and Lissa hoped he
didn't finish the thought, for his own sake. "I don't like having
an implant that doesn't know when it's not wanted. It makes me very
uncomfortable now that it seeks to over-ride the removal order.
Even if I am incompetent, I should still be able to order the
removal of the implant and not have to argue with a stupid, uppity
machine to get that order followed!"

Lissa watched Carl's back as he started a new
sketch on the pad in front of him and felt the despair almost
overwhelm her as the last of the five elements started to flash in
her display. Without another thought she gave the order in the
strongest possible sense for Sheila to continue the removal process
and to cease the use of delaying tactics.

Outside, Lissa sensed the individuals outside
start to break away and wander off after she sent that order. To
their queries she only sent the same information that confirmed her
diagnosis of Carl's malady. Seeing this, each decided that little
could be done just now and saw that they were no longer needed.

Carl continued to sketch, pointedly ignoring
Lissa and the others outside as he did so. Lissa found she could
only sit there and wait for the others to disperse. She didn't feel
much like consulting or planning how to remedy Carl's problem just
yet. She sincerely doubted that a remedy was possible anyway.

Finally she managed to stand and then lay a
hand on Carl's shoulder briefly before she left.

"I gave the over-ride order a few minutes
ago. Sheila should be silent, and her removal will be complete
within a few hours."

Carl nodded, not bothering to look up, but
his hand ceased the almost manic sketching for a moment. "I can't
hear it anymore, but I sense some things changing."

"You will feel odd for a few days as your
body adjusts, and you may be ill. Whatever happens, you'll start to
age now."

Carl finally looked to Lissa, his face a mask
of confusion and suddenly with a manner she found unfamiliar, but
for a moment translated something across to her in a perverse
moment of clarity. As Carl spoke, she sensed a timeless and nearly
immortal faction within him. For that brief second he cease being
Carl Gussman, recently revived and only a few months old again, but
Carl Gussman, truly the oldest living human.

"I wish I could understand what makes you all
so afraid of getting older. This isn't never-never land, Lissa.
There are no evil adults threatening to tear down your perfect
little world."

Carl turned back to his pad and turned to a
new page.

"It's like you all think you're going to live
forever."

With that, Lissa felt a shame inside her that
she couldn't begin to understand. She said nothing more but quickly
left to seclude herself in her room for a time.

It took some adjustment but she eventually
managed to rest and return to work later in the day. Her interview
with Carl had been cancelled due to the morning's events and the
fact that Carl failed to show up, or even call.

Lissa had almost completed the order for her
assistant to contact Carl before she realized that the act was
futile. Carl had no implant, and without one, he would be
unreachable until a suitable system could be found to replace their
standard.

With a growing irritation she placed an order
for the project staff to start retro-fitting the campus grounds for
someone without implants. A quick physical check found Carl still
in his room, and quite frustrated by that time. Without his
implants he'd been trapped inside, unable to open the lock on his
door and he'd gotten quite hungry in the intervening hours.

Lissa accompanied him to the cafeteria and
then sat and ate with him, letting him vent his frustration and
taking careful notes on his impressions of the world that she found
interesting despite the strange perversity inherent within. Carl,
now without implants and an interface with much of the world around
him, spoke at length of the world he left behind, where they had to
make ramps and public bathrooms to accommodate people in
"wheel-chairs."

"What do you do with the handicapped and
disabled now? Just ship them off to some colony world and forget
about them? Or do you have some hospital complex where robotic
nurses wipe their asses and open their doors for them?"

Lissa endured the blistering remarks and
scathing sarcasm of Carl's mood for a good two hours. Despite her
discomfort and her inability to relax, or keep herself from jumping
when he barked, she found shortly after sitting down to eat, that
she had started learning more of Carl's time than ever before.

Carl didn't have to speak of what was present
in his time, but his inflection and frustration at what wasn't
present now served to inform her of things she would have never
thought to ask about.

A door-knob, a simple machine in Carl's time,
now seemed obsolete today. Something Lissa hadn't ever known, or
thought about, was the fact that in Carl's time even door-knobs had
changed as society changed. Something about access for people with
disabilities had changed the way they made and used doorknobs. As a
hospital janitor Carl had been one of the first to see the changes,
but Lissa wouldn't have even thought to ask about it until Carl
started ranting about how useless present door-knobs were when he
couldn't even enter the cafeteria.

"It’s like you've all made yourselves
retarded, just so you can put a computer chip in your heads! You
can't even make a simple thing like a door-knob that works without
that damned computer screwing it up! It's no wonder that your
toilets are so complicated now! You've forgotten what K.I.S.S.
means!"

Lissa could only stare at him blankly, she'd
never heard the acronym before and for a moment he'd slipped into
his native twentieth century English without realizing it.

"Keep It Simple Stupid!"

Lissa returned a few hours later. Carl now
slept in his room his door correctly engineered and the rest of the
campus being actively retro-fitted to correct the places he had
access to. A simple comm. system now hung on his wall and allowed
him to communicate and a specialized projector had been borrowed
from the exobiology department that used it for alien visitors who
neglected the use of implants as well.

A great many things would have to be adapted
for Carl's use in simply getting around and interacting in the
world with day to day functions, but Lissa's head buzzed with other
things as she directed her assistant in how to extract the inferred
changes from her memory of Carl's rants over the last few
hours.

In time she hoped to have a solid picture of
the world Carl left behind and the changes he found so frustrating
in the present, but that all paled besides what she considered the
real silver lining of her afternoon with Carl.

During a number of his tirades about the
ignorance of modern technology he'd managed to give Lissa quite an
exact picture of his own time and the changes that were central to
her thesis. He grumbled about how the first computers had come
along and, despite their promise, only served to complicate things
for a time.

One thing did stick out in her mind though
and she flagged the statement in passing as it played again.

"Who designs this crap?" Carl asked no one as
they hung the comm. system from a hook in the wall.

Lissa tried calming him for the sake of the
technicians who were visibly uncomfortable with his unmasked
aggression, and took the time they neglected to give him. She
explained the comm. system was actually a translation unit from the
exobiology department, along with the display screen they were
installing as well. They were used for aliens who also chose to not
use implants and the hope was to help Carl adapt in much the same
manner.

Carl had examined the comm. unit then
pronounced it too bulky, the touch-tabs too confusing, and then he
started on the interface of the unit itself.

"Did you completely forget about ergonomics
too?" he ranted as he showed her the first problem. It seemed to
answer an incoming call he had to press a sequence of four contacts
in a particular order.

"This is like a monkey humping a football.
Why not just press one button when someone calls? And this- don't
you have voice recognition? Can't I just tell this thing who I want
to call?"

Lissa admitted that the idea seemed to be the
best solution, and was amazed when the technicians seemed unaware
of the complexity of the device.

"It's little wonder that all the aliens seem
to go out of their way to avoid us humans. If they do ever visit
they have to deal with garbage like this. If a Shi had to carry
this thing around all day he'd end up with a sprained neck!"

Unnoticed for the moment Carl had slipped
more and more into the vernacular of his own time. While the modern
standard language had a great many root-words in his English, it
seemed his implant had done a great deal of translation that had
escaped any notice until now. Lissa's assistant managed to keep up
with the radical shift, but barely. Many things Carl spoke of
managed to slip through without time to properly translate.

"There isn't any such thing as xenophobia in
the aliens. They all get along with each other. They just don't
like humans, and with crap like this it's little wonder."

Later, with enough time to replay the
conversation, Lissa caught something that had slipped by the first
time.

"This is like a monkey humping a football,"
had been Carl's phrase, but as Lissa's assistant tried to put the
correct imagery to the suggestion, it started in alarm at Lissa's
amusement.

Making a note and issuing a quick order,
Lissa put the problems with the comm. system out of her mind as she
started a qualitative analysis of things gleaned from Carl's
perspective that day. As she worked she found the weight of her
disappointment to be less than she initially suspected. Carl had
admitted that he may not choose to live forever without implants,
but since this morning the move had proven to be beneficial to her
research at least.

Still, in the back of her mind, the
tell-tales had proven out the diagnosis without her prompting.

Nanophobia, a little-used term in the
present, was not completely unknown. The concept had been a real
consideration to the project during the initial stages of
development but the lack of the disorder manifesting in the first
240 subjects had lead the staff into a false sense of security.

Carl displayed all five of the classic
symptoms, and the onset of such symptoms fit the established
pattern.

Paranoia regarding control came first.
Ordering Sheila to calculate Pi, and then his probable research
into other methods of control during that time, had been the first
sign, but not a major complication. Every child passed through this
stage in their development and Carl's had been seen as a pubescent
exercise denied him through the exceptional circumstances of his
revival.

Carl's mood and shifts in attitude over the
last few months were another sign, but one so ambiguous that it
could have been easily overlooked. His lack of dreams, as he
claimed, had bothered him greatly, but hadn't been enough to point
to a growing nanophobic disorder.

The hoarding of personal data came next, and
had managed to slip through the cracks until this morning. Carl had
managed to set up a small file system and hidden it within the
project's core memory via the use of his pad. It had been password
protected but from Carl's knowledge it was safe to assume they were
simply private thoughts and journal entries he didn't want to
share.

In fact, as Lissa reviewed the symptoms, all
three of the last warning signs managed to manifest themselves
early but remain hidden until Carl gave the removal order. As a
precaution she set the project's dedicated computers onto tracking
the actions of the other subjects to make sure none had managed to
slip other symptoms through the cracks.

The last two symptoms were the final proof
that Carl's disorder had now progressed to a plateau where
treatment would do little if nothing. The perceived conflict with
the implant's semi itself had only been exacerbated by Sheila's
attempts to find a ruling against Carl's competency. As she looked
deeper she found that the semi Carl named "Sheila" had acted
strangely since shortly after Carl started his use of it. Making a
note to have Sheila examined in detail may show where Carl's use of
the machine may have lead to such an anomaly.

Lissa noted also that a disclosure of
Sheila's true nature had never been officially presented to Carl.
Lissa suspected the assumption of something so commonplace by
present standards had acted as an irritant for Carl.

The final symptom, Carl's apathy to his
continued good health and ability to interface with the world at
large, really had caught Lissa and most of the project staff by
surprise. Now that Lissa had time to analyze the events with some
perspective, she found that Carl's apathy may have been
misdiagnosed, but led to little change in the overall problem.

To Carl's experience, interfacing with his
world had always been mostly physical in nature. The lack of an
implant seemed to bear little relation to the world at large for
him until after the fact and by then even Lissa hadn't realized how
physically dependant his relationship to his former world had
been.

As for no concern for his continued good
health, Lissa understood the issue even as the others seemed taken
aback by his perceived apathy. Again, in Carl's original time,
health was not something to take for granted and not something that
availed itself to easy manipulation. When asked, Carl spoke of the
"health-nuts" who jogged all the time, ate strange foods, and
behaved differently, but he saw no immediate benefit as they gained
no significantly remarkable advantages over others. Other than
moderating or eliminating drastically harmful behaviors such as
smoking or abusing other substances – like alcohol – "the
health-nuts all seemed to die at the same time anyway."

Lissa made a special note to her fellow staff
members that the nanophobia diagnosis should be treated with
caution for the time being and to take treatment of the issue with
Carl very carefully. The diagnosis may be partially in error and it
may be possible to reintroduce an implant in the future if they all
avoided tactics Carl may perceive as bullying or strong-arming
him.

Already she found that a number of senior
staff had posted such notices as to agree with that assumption, but
their orders of caution over-rode her suggestion. As far as they
were concerned, Carl would have to broach the subject of another
implant and at that time it would be a very steep slope to
conquer.

The day stretched on into evening, and Lissa
let her research go for a time, letting her assistant take over
when her examples were sufficient to insure a gathering of all the
data needed. She found she was tired after waking so early and a
quick check of Carl found he now was suffering from a low-grade
fever and mild digestive tract discomfort. A project physician told
her it was a mild variant of a flu virus, nothing to be worried
about and that Carl would get over it in a few days.

Lissa was put off by the man's apparent glee
to study someone who was really ill for probably the first time in
decades. Physicians often had to travel to colony worlds to study
any sort of disease in reality and this man had evidently enjoyed
some aspect of it that Lissa found distasteful.

She struggled to put that aside as she lay
down for the night, but sleep did not come easily. There were many
things about Carl's actions today that had excited her, but also
left some lingering doubts she could not name in the back of her
mind. Try as she might, she couldn't pull those thoughts to the
surface with any real clarity.

Before she finally drifted off to sleep, she
did manage to flag one question as important, but knew she may
never find a suitable answer to it.

If Carl did not suffer from true nanophobia,
then why did he order the removal of his implant?
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On a pleasant day, nearly 130 years later,
Lissa read the hidden journal of Carl Gussman and still found that
she had no answer to that question.

Unlike before, however, she had a new insight
and view of Carl's mindset at the time that seemed to contradict
the popular theory of the time. In his journal, Carl showed none of
the characteristic apathy towards either his health or his ability
to interface with the world in general. In fact, as she reviewed it
once again, it seemed his health seemed to be of paramount
importance to him, particularly his mental status.

Carl had acted, but now Lissa suspected he
hadn't acted through some neurotic disorder such as nanophobia. If
anything at all, it seemed he acted more out of ignorance, and out
of the frustration of dealing with a world that wouldn't take the
time to explain something taken for granted to someone so out of
touch with their frame of reference.

With a renewed interest Lissa keyed the
command to bring Carl's second file up. She knew most of the
password and she brought up his first entry to examine for clues as
to where Carl had chosen the next password. After a time she found
that she really did have to think like Carl, and that after so long
the task wasn't really that hard.

"Efi_ _" stood waiting for her entry. It took
some archaic references to Carl's old alphabet but she'd managed to
find the right answer with a speed that surprised her.

"Enter U U."

Her assistant followed suit and the file
started to open in front of her. Unexpectedly, the file had been
written in Carl's version of English, dating his entries to the
period after his implant's removal and before he acclimated to the
modern changes in language and text. She waited while her assistant
translated what it could and then received input from the project's
machines to complete the rest. When finished, the entirety of
Carl's journal waited patiently for her examination, her assistant
moving onwards to decode and break the password protection on the
rest of the files on its own.

Now Lissa seemed to hesitate as she looked at
the first lines Carl recorded so long ago, and she wondered to
herself "Why now? Why would Carl send me all this now?"

It seemed obvious that the answer would be
found in Carl's journal, but Lissa suspected that it wouldn't. Carl
hadn't ever been obvious and even now she knew better than to
expect it here. Still, she read on regardless of weather she'd find
the answer or not. Carl had remained enough of an enigma to her for
too long to pass up the chance to learn more now.
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December 24, 2976

Christmas Eve, and I am stuck in a world
where much of the original meaning has been lost to time.

Strike that.

The "religious" meanings have all been
changed and tainted, but I suppose the true original meaning is the
cause of celebration.

Christmas here is a celebration of the winter
solstice. The day hasn't changed, but much of the imagery and
religious significance have been exported off-world along with a
major portion of most worshippers.

The Vatican still has Vatican City, but the
Catholic church of my time has changed radically. Now religion
seems to be a superstition, popular among the lowest-classes and
other eccentric groups, but no longer a main-stream convention.

How does a world forget about God? Did God
forget them too?

I don't know. For me religion was always
something that interfered with my Sunday schedule, not more. Dad
died early and Mom never seemed interested.

I've just gotten a memory flash: my
grandfather, Sid, drunk again, sitting at the table pouring over
the Sunday newspaper and glowering as he struggled to read the
words in English and figure them out. He was German by birth, and
came over late in life. He never attended school to learn English,
but taught himself. He managed a fair to middling job of it before
my grand-mother died and he decided drinking himself to death would
be a great way to go.

He came to live with us after Dad died. I was
thirteen when that happened. Sid wasn't a good example. He
certainly wasn't a father-figure. When he moved in, that's when Mom
stopped going to church.

Other than that, the memory stops. I don't
know what happened and how I know Sid was an alcoholic. I don't
know how my father died, I don't even know how or when my mother
died. This is the freezer-burn that's left my memory a scrambled
mess. It's amazing I can walk and talk at all, but I guess that's
more of a motor function anyway.

Tonight I was asked to come to the rec-room
and sing any Christmas Carols I might remember. I remembered plenty
it turns out. They'd gone all out this time, making an effort to
bend the modern world to the past.

The rec-room had been decorated with garland,
red candles and even poinsettia plants. A traditional Christmas
tree sat in a bucket of soil in the corner where the other project
subjects took their time decorating it. Some sat by and strung
pop-corn on strings and others took their time placing tiny little
individual lights on the tree. The group there consisted of mostly
women, and Amy, but the men seemed satisfied to sit and watch.

My arrival seemed to have become a non-event.
People made a point of not crowding me, not introducing themselves,
and just letting me get some synthetic ham and some bread to make a
sandwich. Someone must have instructed them not to maul me when I
came in.

The only one that did approach was Amy. She
brought a present, wrapped in some gift wrap which had moving
little cartoons all over it. She wouldn't wait so I had to open it
and found that she'd taken the time to fabricate a backpack for me.
It's just big enough for this pad and that god-awful translator
they gave me to work with.

I have to admit, the translator/ comm. unit
is a clunky hunk of crap, but I've gotten the hang of using it. I
can use it to interface with most things I need to talk to and to
find the occasional bit of information when I need it, but mostly
it hangs from the uncomfortable strap over my shoulder.

The backpack should help with that discomfort
and I felt ashamed I had nothing for Amy myself. She managed to con
me into singing Christmas Carols for her later. I was surprised
that I managed to recall a good many of them, if not their
titles.

Why does my memory recall things, but not
their titles? Has the table of contents to my brain been
damaged?

I finally met a good number of my fellow
subjects. Many of them somber-faced, remembering loved-ones long
gone to the grave, and others saddened that they were still
here.

Out of the original 241 of us, 116 have
already moved on and enrolled in school. Its no surprise that the
last ones to die were the first ones to leave. They had less of a
chasm to cross from their time to now, so it makes sense to me.

Of the remaining 125, 18 decided not to
attend the party tonight. I will check but I don't think it will be
over religious objections, but more due to emotional reasons
instead. I noticed that the ones most intent on the tree and
quietest of us all were those women who had the motherly air about
them. Having children that are now dead-and-gone would obviously
seem to be a big stumbling block for the revival process.

Still, we all sat around, the project's staff
few in number and carefully removed a bit from the rest of us. I
felt their eyes on me the entire time, but as this was my first
real interaction with many of my fellow artifacts, I managed to
behave myself.

 


After a time I found myself watching a few of
the men sitting around a table and spinning a dreidel. To them it
seemed like a strange toy, but another man looking on from a nearby
table seemed to quietly study it. Before I knew it I sat down,
uninvited, and had managed to grab his attention. Instead of being
upset he looked me over carefully, then smiled and offered his
hand.

"Saul Smith." He said quietly as we shook
hands then he gestured to the men with the toy. "I remember it from
my youth, but not its name."

"It's a dreidel, but other than that I can't
remember much else about it. Not my religion, so I never had much
knowledge to begin with."

Saul nodded then got that glazed look in his
eyes as he seemed to read something far away for a moment.

"I've wanted to meet you for some time now
Carl. We seem to have something in common the rest have managed to
avoid."

"The memory damage?"

"Correct. Mine's not as random as yours, but
I have my problems."

I could only nod, not having much to say. Of
my memory, its unclear how much is gone, and how much is just not
been used yet. I remember a great deal, but I can't seem to pull up
many things about myself personally. I have a great range of
trivial and general knowledge, but things like titles to books or
songs escape me, and I lapse out at odd times when something seems
to have touched me closer than others.

"I don't have the 'freezer-burn' like you
call it. I died of cancer too, but I had brain tumors by the time I
decided to suicide and opt for cryonics."

"When they revived me, whole sections of my
brain had to be replaced with grafts. Some bits and pieces of my
past are missing, but mostly its childhood stuff, nothing of
importance."

Saul seemed to be convincing himself of this
by his tone, but for him I recognized it for what it was instantly.
With the actual brain matter gone, the memories were gone too. He
had to use the "nothing of importance" line to justify what they'd
done. I decided to be good and not argue the point. They could have
simply killed the tumorous cells, leaving what few cells remained,
but that meant thinking practically, and I've found a short supply
of that particular logic lately.

"So," I started, trying to steer the area of
conversation into something we both may want to talk about, "what
did you do when you were alive?"

"I was an attorney. Wills and probate cases
mostly, but now it seems that specialty and profession have gone
the way of the dodo. I'm retraining for government service now, an
ambassadorial attaché career. I think I can help with things where
some of the other colonies still have such probate systems in
place."

"What are you training for Carl?" he asked,
turning the question around naturally, but then I saw where he
realized his mistake.

"I'm not training for anything right now." I
said, putting on my best jovial smile, trying to relax him. "I was
a janitor in a hospital before, and they don't need that now. I'm
not interested in a colony world, or picking up a mop just yet.
Besides, the staff seems to think its good enough to talk about my
time on Earth. Their records were damaged in some big Wipe-Out or
something."

Saul nodded and then smiled himself. "The
Great Wipe," he corrected politely, "I lived through it."

"Really?" I asked, surprised at his
indifference. "What was that like?"

"Well, we didn't call it that back then. To
us it was a global recession. When the AI went nuts and deleted
everything, we all found out most of our money was gone. I was
thirty-five at the time, and other than being hit in my retirement
and savings, I really didn't feel a great deal of pressure."

"The ones who suffered the most were the
upper and upper-middle classes. The ones with the most money always
had it enmeshed with the digital networks. They just woke up one
morning and most of them found out they didn't have anything
left."

"So what did they do?"

"Well, they sold their antiques, and many
sold their houses, then they went to work. Once the people in
charge found out what the problem was, they killed the AI and
started trying to restore things from the back-up records. Then
many of them entered the lower or middle-classes and went to work
like the rest of the world."

Saul looked around and then seemed to get
glassy-eyed again before continuing.

"At the time, I still had work to do, but I
had to adjust my prices. Inflation went nuts for a time, but then
settled down. I didn't really think of the effects being that
severe, but then I died before it was all over. I think in the end
most people in the middle and lower class didn't notice much more
than the inflation and the explosion of armed conflicts in the
world."

"Wars? They fought wars over this?" I asked,
surprised I hadn't yet found much about it in the records I'd
managed to find.

"Not really wars, but, like, battles for no
reason," he told me, seeming to see me for the first time and now
speaking from memory and not what he'd read from his screen.

"The world governments were all pretty much
the same from your time, a few third world countries had changed
names, but the big ones were still around. After the Wipe, they all
suddenly found out they couldn't pay their armed forces and that
they had been crippled by associated damages to most of their
main-frames."

"Once the rest of the world realized that the
'big five' in the U.N. couldn't really police them anymore, they
all started taking aggressive actions against their neighbors. It's
almost as if any outstanding dispute escalated into a shooting
battle overnight."

"The 'big five,' the security council of the
U.N., seemed to put something workable together over the next few
years, and being an American I really didn't see a difference, but
a good many of the Chinese and citizens in other countries noticed
a great many changes over the next few years. I can't tell you
exactly what happened, but from what I've learned is that the U. S.
of A. managed to get the others in a strangle-hold over technology
and armed superiority and then shoved the bill of rights and the
rest of the constitution down their throats at every turn."

"All this took about a decade. I fought my
first round of cancer about then, it went into remission and by the
time I noticed the world again, people had started talking about
the U.N.E. in an unofficial manner."

"After some time, I think about five years,
the United Nations of Earth, managed to start slapping the rowdiest
of the war-mongers into line. I remember that political
assassinations and over-throwing governments were always in the
news then too."

"By the time my remission ended, and my life,
the U.N.E. was an official organization, and they were managing to
roll over most of what were once South American nations. It didn't
seem to matter what country they were before we invaded, they ended
up as U.N.E. once it was all said and done."

I sat there, stunned for a moment, as I tried
to piece the events together in my mind. It seemed likely and
impossible at the same time. The U.S.A. wouldn't join with the
others to form something without hanging onto our constitution. In
my time China was communist and Russia was still in flux after
their implosion early in the 1990's. I decided that I needed to
study this period of history a little closer if I had the
chance.

Saul let me digest this and then grabbed two
drinks from a tray someone was carrying around for just that
purpose. He slid mine across to me and sipped his own, gasping at
first but then breaking out in a wide grin.

"Eggnog, heavy on the 'nog.' Just like
grandma Smith used to make. That much I can remember."

I took a cautious sip to find the drinks had
indeed been spiked. I realized I hadn't had any real alcohol since
I was revived and decided to nurse this one carefully.

I wasn't afraid of it being taken away, but I
do remember being a teetotaler from my first life. I couldn't
exactly put it together, but memories of Sid seemed just out of
reach with each drink. After half a glass, I put mine to the side
and opted for some pure, unadulterated orange juice.

Saul seemed to return his concentration to
the dreidel at the next table and I heard him humming to himself.
Then Amy was at my shoulder and asking if I was ready.

I found that my singing voice had improved
through revival, and they'd possibly cured my tone-deafness. I
don't know exactly what was going on, but the memory-enhancers they
put in the water let me remember lyrics and melodies if not the
titles. I had to explain that a bit before beginning.

"I'm sorry, but I have a bit of freezer-burn
from being so old, and so poorly frozen," I started, finding a warm
laugh from my fellow artifacts and some confused looks from most of
the staff.

"I can remember a great deal of Christmas
Songs, but the titles elude me. If you know the title of something,
or know the song, please sing along as I was never great-shakes at
this sort of thing."

Then I took a moment, cleared my throat, and
started singing. The room quieted suddenly and after a moment
others started to hum or sing along openly.

From "Silent night" – a song title that
eluded me for no known reason, through a course of other songs that
stood out fresh in my mind, I would start and without fail, someone
in our group would remember the title and most of the words. For
those who only remember the main chorus, I could recall every turn
of every lyric, but I had no idea where this was coming from. I had
no recollection of belonging to a choir or ever even reading these
things.

After an hour my throat was dry and Amy moved
quickly to bring me a bottle of water. I sat down and listened as
another of us started singing something in another language, and I
was lost. With no implants to translate for me, I simply sipped my
water and listened to a beautiful young woman singing a song with a
voice that betrayed the true age behind that youthful mask.

Others sang in their turn, but after the
first few songs, I begged off and asked Amy to walk me back to my
room. She seemed quiet now, but jumped up to help me eagerly
enough.

Outside she sniffed a little and accepted it
when I slung an arm around her shoulders and let her start to cry.
We found a bench along our path and sat down. She continued to sob
and eventually her tears ran out and she was quiet for a time. My
arm fell asleep, another side-effect of having no implants, but I
didn't mind it. Amy pulled herself together and then sat up enough
to allow me to pull my arm back. I suffered through the
pins-and-needles feeling silently though as she decided she needed
to talk about what was bothering her.

"I'm sorry, Carl. I just feel so lonely
here."

I nodded, knowing exactly what she meant. I
was the oldest man in the world, now stranded without nanotech
implants and treated like I was mentally retarded by most of the
machinery here in the future.

"I miss my family, and I miss my school, and
I'm, ... I'm afraid."

This led to new tears but she didn't break
down again.

"Why are you afraid Amy?"

"They want to put me into a regular school
soon. It doesn't seem to matter that I still can't get the hang of
dealing with this damned implant and that I'll make a fool of
myself. They said this is what's best for me, and that's what I'm
going to do."

She couldn't hide the anger in that last bit.
I sensed the sadness leaving her and recognized something I never
had to deal with myself – not having any children of my own. Amy
was still a teen-ager, despite her revival and the intervening 900
plus years from the time of her death. No matter what they did, she
was still going to think like a teen-ager, and, most importantly, a
teen-ager of her own time.

I guessed instantly that the two decade
difference in our lives weren't that large a gap. Amy saw this as
being forced into something she didn't want to do and something she
thought she wasn't ready for. She was also telling me as someone
who would understand, as someone from her own time, and perhaps as
the only one she saw as also having problems adapting to the
present.

"It's not that I don't think I can handle
it," she said after a few moments while I was lost in thought and
hadn't spoken. "It's that I don't think they really care what I
think."

I've had my share of that feeling recently as
well. I remember clearly when I ordered my implants to withdraw a
few months ago. I remember arguing with Lissa over what should have
been a simple thing. I also remember being locked in my room for
the next six hours until Lissa realized I'd have some problems
without implants. If anything, these future people are piss-poor
with their empathy and listening skills.

"So what do you want to do then?" I asked her
at last. She took a moment for herself then shrugged a typical
teenaged shrug.

"I want to go to school, but not yet. I still
haven't gotten simple history down yet, and I have problems getting
this Implant to do even simple things."

"All I want to do right now is just figure
out what's happened to the world since I've been gone. I don't
think I'll have a chance in school until I can understand what the
hell most of them are talking about."

The reasoning sounded reasonable to me, and
for the moment I let myself be the sympathetic ear. From dealing
with the summer-time teenagers the hospital employed every year, I
let her talk out the problem by herself, and kept my opinions and
suggestions to myself.

Eventually Amy decided that she'd have to put
her foot down and make them listen "like you did!" and I shuddered
as I thought of what she might do. As we walked back to my room I
did decide that some sort of intervention was in order but I didn't
tell Amy of it. She left me to return to the party, and I found my
room quieter and emptier than when I left it.

Nothing had changed, but being with people
again had reminded me of how alone I am now.

The comm. unit gave me some trouble but I
managed to get Lissa on the screen on my wall at last. She'd been
sleeping but she sat and patiently waited while I explained what
Amy had told me. When I wrapped it up she was nodding but said
nothing for some time.

"Did you tell her that you were going to call
me Carl?"

"No, Lissa, I just said I didn't. Weren't you
listening?"

"Well, I didn't hear you say it, but it
wouldn't be the first time you've omitted something important."

The comment struck me like an icy rag in the
face and I fought for a moment to keep my temper under control. It
is typical here that one thing always has to have some other
meaning, especially where I'm concerned. It seems I can't talk to
any project staff without something else being read into the tone
or attitude of my voice. I took a moment to count to ten and ask
St. Jude for help suffering fools.

I got to four before I figured it was time
someone got a piece of my mind and Lissa had happily walked into
the trap. As I started to talk, I realized the trap may as much be
for me as it was for her, but I needed to get someone straightened
out on a few points and this seemed like the perfect time to pick a
fight.

"Now listen here, you nit-wit! I don't care
how many Ph. D.'s you may have, or may get in the future! Being a
history major doesn't mean you have enough knowledge of history to
BE from my time period! I don't care what your teens are like now,
but Amy's from my time, and one thing you don't do is instigate a
rebellion in someone that age unless you have the means to back it
up!"

"What do you mean Carl, she has to go to
school, it's the law for a minor of her age."

"Well, in case you haven't noticed, Amy's
over 900 years old now! If you saddle me with that misnomer, its
going to apply to every artifact you dig out of cold-storage. That
being the case, you can try to force her to do anything you like,
but she's going to tell you go take a flying leap!"

Lissa didn't say anything and I figured that
her implant may be having trouble keeping up with the translation.
For Amy's sake I decided to try to curb the metaphors and get my
point across simply.

"Look, Lissa, for a bunch of scientists and
scholars, you people really need to work on your listening skills!
I'm telling you now that Amy has her own mind and you aren't
listening to what she's told you. You need to re-examine your
interaction with her before you manage to violate any trust you may
have built up so far."

"The same goes for the rest of us artifacts.
I talked to one man tonight who is upset that your technicians
deleted part of his brain without asking him! He doesn't say much
about it, but even a hospital janitor like me can see that he's
holding onto some resentment there."

"I assume you're talking of Saul. That's a
natural phase of his adjustment to the operations required."

"Yes, I'm speaking of Saul," I interrupted
quickly, not wanting to give her the chance to start taking the
company line again. "Now, look here. Both you and I know that
operation was bull! With the nanotechnology at your command, that
operation was a complete and utter lie! You could have killed the
tumor cells and left what remained intact with only a little more
effort and time."

Lissa now sat with her jaw hanging open as I
rushed on, driving my point home.

"The only reason I can think that Saul had
portions of his brain removed was that someone got lazy or there's
some other reason you're not letting him know of, just like you did
when you didn't tell me about the implants in me!"

"The worst part about all this is that Saul
knows this. He's not saying anything for whatever his own reasons
are, but someone better wake up and pay attention soon before this
comes back around to bite you on the ass!"

Lissa started to say something but I found I
was too worked up to listen and simply shouted over her now.

"Just shut up and listen for a change Lissa!
Amy has a problem! You will have a bigger problem unless you start
Listening to her! Start listening to all your artifacts before they
start self-destructing like I did!"

With that I closed the circuit. It took me a
few minutes but eventually I wasn't seeing so much red and I felt
the vibration of Lissa trying to call back through my comm.
unit.

The Achilles heel of that tactic is that with
an implant the call would be impossible to ignore, but with this
handy comm. unit, I simple pulled out the battery.

Now I sit here writing all this down and it's
almost dawn on Christmas Morning.

Lissa over-rode the control of the display
screen hanging on my wall and managed to leave me a message. The
display isn't set up for two-way communication, but what she had to
say didn't matter if I had anything to say anyway.

I was sitting there watching a news feed when
she burst through. She seemed to wait a moment until her computer
told her she was recording or ready and then she spoke.

"Thank you for warning me about Amy. We've
spent the last few hours speaking and have managed to come to an
agreement for the time being."

"As for Saul Smith, I've notified the ones in
charge of his recovery and informed them of your impressions. They
didn't listen to me either, so I had to pull some rank. After a bit
of investigating they managed to admit you may be onto something
but I think its best to leave that situation well-enough alone for
now."

"As for your own problems, I've been thinking
lately about your difficulty adapting to the present, and I've
decided to do something about it. I've sent word to several
nanotech designers, and hope to hear back from any of them soon.
Hopefully we may find one willing to work with you and make your
life a little easier from now on."

With that she was gone and I've been sitting
here thinking of what the hell would make my life easier around
here, other than retrofitting the entire planet.

Merry Christmas.
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Well, It's taken over three years, but they
finally gotten someone to come talk with me about this damned comm.
unit.

The truth of the matter was that no one
wanted to even touch the problem. Those who could do anything saw
little or no use in the proposal and the only person willing to
even sit down and talk to me about it turned out to be the
translator's original designer. I'm not sure what got his
attention, but Lissa has made me promise to be on my best behavior
tomorrow when he arrives.

Three years doesn't seem like that long a
time anymore, but when I go outside I can see it. The project is
nearly over now. Only five of us remain, with Amy coming in
part-time making six, but her visits are becoming more and more
infrequent.

Saul Smith is still here. It seems Saul
wasn't quite as honest with me as he could have been and failed to
mention the murder of his wife and family before his own suicide.
His wife and family were revived over four centuries ago and
decided to leave Saul where he was. I can't say I blame them.

The operation was designed to curb Saul's
killing instincts and help whatever antisocial disorders lead to
the murders. It seems to have worked but Saul is having a hard time
finding a place to fit in the present and now waits for word from
Mir-Israel, a colony of Russian-Jewish descent. He applied for a
citizenship there and a job with their cultural attaché but his
past weighs against him. Still, his willingness to submit to their
neo-orthodox rules has been an encouraging sign.

I don't know what will happen with Saul. At
times I find I don't like the idea much. I like him a great deal
actually, and I will miss him if he goes.

Amy now attends college, on the moon some
place no less, and is doing well. She has a few boyfriends and is
enjoying life in the present very much. I think she and Lissa have
formed some sort of sisterly-bond over the past few years, but that
could be expected. She visits me whenever she's around, but we both
know that she can simply call or write. She doesn't even have to do
that much, but she still wants to.

I've no unnatural expectations of her, and I
won't be upset if I am forgotten in time. She's still only nineteen
now, she has a whole life ahead of her, with one minor 900 year
pause thrown in that makes her interesting.

As for myself, I still sit here and talk with
Lissa, but there is very little for us to go over now. She's
preparing for her oral presentation of her Ph. D. and everyone on
staff says she's sure to get it. I fail to see the significance of
a piece of paper, but one of the tech's tried to explain it to
me.

"In your time people went to school for what,
fifteen years?"

"Usually twelve, maybe more, I quit after
eight, but yes, I know what you are talking about."

"Well, see? You had short lives then. You
couldn't spend twenty years learning a career then go out and spend
twenty more getting experience to do the job right, could you?"

"No, I guess not. That'd put me at around
fifty or so, and that was old in my time."

"Hell, I'm 150 now. I've only been a
technician for a few decades and I'm learning new things all the
time. We don't have the short lives to worry about anymore, and
we've got nearly a thousand years more technology to learn about as
well."

He had a point, but something in that
statement seemed wrong somehow. Regardless, I let him go on and
didn't pick at the point. I try to avoid arguments lately as it
never gets me anywhere.

"You still think of life in your own time
frame," he told me then looked pointedly at my mostly gray hair.
The idea of gray hair isn't new, but it isn't a popular choice of
colors for most people on Earth.

"Just try to multiply everything you think of
by five, and then you might get a good idea of what sort of scale
the rest of us are on."

The tech left after that, but I did take his
advice and it has helped a bit in understanding things. At least I
can see what he intended with that. Despite this, I've never seen
that particular man again. He was here to fix the display when it
broke down a few months ago and hasn't been needed here since.

As for the rest of my time, I find a great
deal of comfort in reading.

I've never made progress with remembering
titles of books I read before I died, but I've found the University
has a large collection of digitized books from my century and from
every century since then. More importantly, a scholar of some
import a couple of centuries ago took an interest in collecting
science-fiction works of the past and I've enjoyed countless hours
working my way forward in time within that genre.

Some things have been difficult to grasp
along the way, but I've managed to make this translator and display
work for me. I've managed to keep up with enough to understand most
science-fiction up into the middle of the twenty-sixth century, but
from there I find it difficult to move forward.

After that time the idea of a written novel
becomes passé and I have to either have implants or a special
display set-up to understand any of it.

Basically I'm not interested in either option
so I've concentrated on archived news items from then on. I know
its history, but it reads like average sci-fi enough to fit my
tastes.

Other than reading, not much goes on. The
project staff has dwindled to a couple dozen people. The five other
subjects that remain are all intensively training for their future
careers. They aren't handicapped like me, but have selected fields
requiring long study periods and have made great strides in their
progress despite the estimates to the contrary.

It seems those born in times when life and
death were real ideas are more driven to progress. For the people
of the present, I find that the idea of death starts to become
abstract and almost mythical since the twenty-sixth century when
nanotech implants started to really gain wide-spread use. They
didn't have all the health benefits at first, but the nanotech
seemed to prolong life long enough to start making a difference.
From 2800 onwards, dying almost becomes a minor inconvenience as
the first "quick-clones" came onto the market. After that, if you
died in an accident, your implant could put you in a quick-clone
and you'd be good as new in a few months.

As for my own progress ... I can't say much,
if anything has changed. I read, and I talk with Lissa, but even
that is becoming infrequent and less formal as she's drained me of
almost every drop of information I may give her.

The only great frustration in my life
revolves around the display and this translator/comm. unit I use.
Older news items and media work fine with this set up, but anything
within the last two centuries run into problems. The display is not
capable of displaying holograms and the influence of implants
throughout the culture made holographic displays the media of
choice. I'm locked away behind two centuries of progress even when
it comes to the news.

I once assumed that these "super-computers"
everyone has stuck inside their skulls and every toaster could
translate news articles and print out a transcript or the basic
information for me to read, but things don't work that way now. The
computers don't know what to pull out of a given broadcast and
asking them to get "creative" is a definite no-no.

I've looked into training for myself, but
that option is unavailable to someone without implants on Earth. I
could apply to some agrarian back-water religious, dogmatic, or
purist colony where implants are shunned, but of those I've found,
I either won't fit, or I'm not interested.

There's been little effort by the staff to
push the implant issue with me, but for now I am satisfied to live
without it.

I still dream. In these dreams I find a great
deal of memories still left intact, but when I wake it's as if they
seem locked away behind a steel door. I am looking for a key, but
for now it eludes me. I am hoping someday I'll wake up and remember
what that key is, but I keep those hopes, like my dreams, to
myself.

I've inquired about moving off-campus and
living on my own. I know from my research that others are allowed
to, and that there are ways to do so.

My request has been denied so far. The
project has a special provision for people like me and since they
never thought it would be used, they didn't pay that much attention
to the repercussions of it at the time.

Now I am the responsibility of the
University. Until such time as I can show an ability to earn a
sustainable suitable income on my own, I will remain here. Even
after such a time comes about, the issue will be decided by the
project staff and I have no say in the matter.

I don't think I will find that chance here,
and none of them seem interested in trying to help me do anything.
It's a catch-22 and I have little hope of working that one out
yet.

They have made strides in adapting this small
part of the world to my needs, but it's a hit-or-miss scenario,
with more miss than hit.

The first problem was shaving. They hadn't
had razors for so long that the idea seemed barbaric to them at
first. Someone did manage to find a straight-razor in a museum in
New York, but it took a few months before they gained the proper
permission to duplicate it.

I don't admire shaving with the straight
razor, but I'm learning quickly. Each time I cut myself though I
can tell how different I am from those around me. A shaving nick is
unheard of now, and the sight of blood or a scab seems to disturb
most people.

I do have respect for those who work in the
embassies throughout space. They have to deal with this sort of
thing all the time and to do so takes a great deal of nerve I've
noticed.

Other things have come and gone, but my
quality of life hasn't really diminished. I have gained a few
pounds, but daily walks and exercise help keep that under control.
My hair is graying rapidly, but I don't really mind or even notice
until some new passer-by stares at me.

I've managed to gain some notoriety by being
the oldest living man, but other than two interviews, no one comes
around asking me about it.

I don't talk with the project staff much
anymore. I used to, but it didn't take long until I figured out I
couldn't bridge the gap between us. For all I could figure, they
count me in with all the furniture and buildings dedicated to the
project. I'm useless to them without an implant, and I figure I
would rather be useless to someone with that attitude.

Now Lissa tells me that a man named Don Greeg
is arriving to speak with me tomorrow. He's the one who designed
this translator/comm. unit as a student, and she speaks as if he's
some sort of big deal.

I've asked around and looked it up. When
Lissa told me about finding someone to help, Don was at some far
star-system working to help them adapt to the present age. It seems
they were a solar-sailing colony and had finally decided to get
with it. His job there ended six-months ago and he's been hopping
flights between systems since then to get here. The idea didn't
occur to me until just an hour ago to find out what city he calls
"home."

He lives on Titan in a collective of labs and
living-quarters where people of his technological expertise can
work in the cleanest clean-rooms in human space. Why he chose to
skip the short trip home first and take the long trip through the
solar-system to Earth first is a mystery, but I am a bit intrigued.
If he's in no hurry to get home, or would rather stop off and see
me first, then I figure I'll do my best to make the visit worth his
while.

I'm going to sign off now and put some
thought into what is to come. I don't want to waste this man's
time, so I want to collect my thoughts before he arrives and avoid
doddering like an idiot the entire time he’s here.
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Don Greeg, I was unsurprised to find, looked
like Lissa's brother. The homogeny of the human species today
amazes me more and more as time goes on. I can now find the small
differences between two individuals, but as a mass, humans look
remarkably the same everywhere I look.

Despite his appearance, Don did leave the
impression of being different from his first step into the rooms
they set aside for our meetings. His bright smile and his natural
red-hair managed to convey a sense of genuine good-humor I hadn't
noticed as absent until I met him. He's about as tall as I am,
which puts him below the norm, but I didn't ask about it. It still
seems rude to remark on someone's differences, despite how welcome
even the smallest of these have become for my tired eyes.

"I'm glad to be here," were the first words
he said even before Lissa's introduction. He didn't seem to notice
he'd slipped into the standard tongue of the day but I've become
more adept at understanding it more than I can speak – near-total
immersion being a great instructor.

"The feeling is mutual. I'm greatly impressed
that you'd come so far out of your way to meet with me."

He seemed puzzled by this for a moment, but
simply smiled. "I don't think you understand Carl. When one gets a
request for an audience from the oldest living man, it tends to
make you pay attention."

"But I didn't request an audience. Don't get
me wrong, I am overjoyed that you came all this way, but I just
wanted to talk with someone. I didn't expect them to run and fetch
the creator of this device." With this last I indicated my comm.
unit. He looked it over a moment then nodded.

Something passed between Don and Lissa for a
moment, but it was a fleeting thing of only a few seconds. Without
a word Lissa nodded to both of us then left. I make the remark on
it now because it stands out in my memory, but at the time I was
too intrigued by Don to notice.

The center had done me the favor of bringing
in a small drink dispenser which I used myself, offering Don a
chance at a cup of coffee. He took me up on it and shortly we found
ourselves sitting on opposite sides of the room's table, sipping
slowly but not saying much.

"Well, I suppose you might wonder what
problems I have with the device."

Don looked on, grinning slightly and giving
his complete attention. I took advantage and handed him my comm.
unit, thumbing the display to open as I did so.

"In my day, much as I hate to say that, we
had a field called 'ergonomics.' Quite simply it dealt with the way
humans interfaced with objects."

He simply nodded his eyes on the display
screen as it started displaying several variations of practical
ergonomics I'd managed to coax from the networks.

"I don't want to seem overly critical, but as
a practical device, this comm. unit fails at the task."

Don looked up then, his grin smaller now but
not completely gone. I had his attention and instantly liked him
from that point on. Instead of leaping instantly into argument, he
sat silently and let me continue, listening instead of thinking of
things to say.

"If you will watch the display, I've managed
to get the thing to illustrate some simple changes that would make
use of the device easier, even for a V'inn."

Don held up a hand to pause me now as he
thumbed the device and watched as the display ran through the
sequences. He must have been using his own implants as only a
couple played out before he nodded his head and then slid the
device back to me. His eyes had a glazed look to them but his
attention still seemed to focus upon me. He lowered his hand, his
eyes still glazed. "Why didn't you just program the device to make
the needed changes?"

The question caught me at a blind spot, and
it took me a minute to catch up. No one had mentioned the
possibility of programming the device, even at first when I had so
many problems, and I had to fight the feeling that I'd wasted a
great deal of this man's time.

"How would I program the device then?"

"Oh, it's a simple matter. Just interface
with the resident SSM and then tell it-"

Don froze for a second and then blushed. He
looked away for the moment and I could see his eyes glaze over as
he seemed to scan something intensely. I could tell some level of
his intense study by the fact that he quit breathing for a moment
until he remembered or his own body kicked in. It did nothing to
hide the blush and when he came back to reality he seemed a changed
man.

"I'm sorry Carl."

"Sorry for what, Don?"

"When I designed the device, the idea that
someone without implants wouldn't be able to program it didn't
occur to me. It seems that it's been hiding in plain sight for
several years."

"The obvious escapes the genius?"

Don paused for a moment and then laughed as
he got the joke. "I guess so. It seems that several species have
had innumerable problems with this device since I designed it, and
no one could ever really figure out why."

"It doesn't surprise me now that you've
pointed it out, but sometimes it takes that radical point of view
to find the Achilles heel in any system."

I digested that as I got up and refilled my
cup. Don waved off my own offer and switched to water instead. Were
his hands shaking from just one cup already? I thought I saw a
slight tremor there, but let it go. I don't know why now it seemed
so important to me at the time, but as most of my ideas, they seem
to slip away just as I'm on the verge of something.

"Tell me Don, what is involved with creating
one of these devices?"

Don pursed his lips for a moment and seemed
to figure out the best way to explain the process to me.

"Well, I start with a simple premise, or a
set of tasks I want any device or implant to address. From there I
try to find the simplest way to perform every task. We can't make
things too complicated with semi-sentient machines, and
nanotechnology is limited in the data it can process through the
minute sizes involved."

I nodded, letting him know he hadn't lost
me.

"From there, if it is a device I'm designing,
I start programming the central processors. Usually a SSM can be
loaded and given the management of the tasks, and instructed to
initiate programming, but my task is to oversee the machines and
correct errors or make slight improvements as the theory meets
reality."

"The process doesn't take long now, but when
I started in this field it could take almost a year before a device
would get to the testing stages, then longer in corrections and
reprogramming."

"What lead to the advancement since then? Did
you switch to a different programming language?"

Don stopped then, seeming lost by my question
but he quickly seemed to grasp my meaning and shook his head.

"No. When I started the general consensus
would build an individual SSM from scratch for each device. My own
innovation – starting with this comm. unit – was to load a blank
SSM from a basic template and let it do the hard work for me. It
seemed wasteful to tailor make every SSM for each device, and it
seems it's proven true over time as now the idea has become an
industry standard."

I still listened to him, but now I had picked
up my one unit and thumbed through the presentation I'd prepared
for him. Some things had changed with what he told me, but I
managed to splice these changes in and the device seemed to work a
bit faster and with more efficiency. The buttons were different and
that took a moment, but other than a few missing key-strokes, it
worked the same.

"What are you searching for Carl?"

"I'm trying to find a picture of an SSM
processor. I'd like to know how big they are."

Don did something then and the display
changed, working on its own now and came up with a picture for me
in a few seconds. It wasn't good enough for what I wanted, so I
deleted it and moved on.

"Well, I had one, but there was no scale.
Sorry for the pause Don, but I can make my thoughts clearer once I
find what I am looking for."

Again the damned unit flashed up that picture
and then overlay the image with a scale graph, noting the size and
shape for me and making the image movable so that I could see it
from different angles.

The end result told me that the SSM processor
resembled a thinner bar of soap, more like a tin of sardines, but
vastly more complicated. Don looked on from across the table but I
noticed he now stood and leaned across to see my display as well.
Awfully polite of him, as I know now he could have simply beamed
the same image into his vision from where he sat, but refrained
from that sort of snooping.

"Is that what you were looking for?"

"Yes. I wanted to ask you about something,
and I have to know what I am talking about so I don't sound like a
moron."

Don sat again, and sipped his water while I
finished my search and adjusted my notes. It took only a few
moments but I realized that was far longer than normal to someone
used to implants.

"There. You can beam it over to your implant,
or download it, or what ever you guys do, if you like."

He nodded once and I noticed the indicator
flash on screen as he did so. He seemed to take a second or two to
analyze what I'd done and grinned wider now.

"Carl, what am I looking at here?"

It was my turn to smile just then. His eyes
were still glazed, still analyzing what I put together, and I
decided it was now or never.

"It's my own twist on your designs. As you
can see, it's a custom job for me, but I managed to do a little
research over the last few months to find some interesting
ideas."

He nodded, still looking over the design. "I
have to admit, I'm a bit confused by some of the devices listed
here."

He beamed my unit and the devices he wanted
to indicate flashed on screen in an instant.

"Those are part of the package, Don. The idea
can work and all those parts are already working technologies I
managed to dig up from a few centuries ago."

"So what is this device supposed to do
then?"

"Well, to that I have to answer with a
question, if I can be that rude for a moment." He nodded to me, his
eyes still glazed and my screen flashed constantly now as he seemed
to scan file after file of things I'd found in research.

"How much of an implant's processing power is
consumed with biological maintenance?"

His eyes cleared at that as he looked at me a
moment before answering. "Over fifty percent of it, but I'm not
sure of the exact figure. Why?"

"Another question then: What are the risks
involved with a SSM going sentient inside one of these devices you
design?"

That took a moment of thought for him and I
could tell he was consulting his own implant even though his eyes
didn't take on that tell-tale glazing. "None to speak of, really.
Some minor problems, but the few times it has happened the damage
is minimal. When one of my devices goes sentient, the user tends to
quit using it and has it erased or destroyed."

"So the possibility of being mind-jacked by
one of your devices is a null subject."

"Yes. It can't mind-jack if it's not an
implant."

I let him digest that as he looked again over
the presentation. Finally he came to the list of colonies I'd
collected, and his grin shifted to a toothy smile as population
numbers started to run across my screen.

"So, back to my original question Carl, what
is this device supposed to do?"

It was my turn to smile then. He already knew
the answer but he wanted me to sell him on the idea.

"By my count, there are over 100 million
people on colony worlds that elect to not use implants for a myriad
of reasons. They can still use nanotech, but the implants are
taboo. I'm nanophobic, according to the big brains around here, but
I still would like to use a great deal of things an implant can do
without it messing up my body."

He finished the thought for me, "So you
designed a portable device to work like an implant but without an
invasion of the body."

"A minimal invasion would be more accurate.
Look at the accessories I've collected again. There are some of
them that can be inside the body, but they are simply passive
monitors for health and other things. The best of the audio
interfaces make contact directly with the auditory nerve clusters
in the ears."

"And the visual interface resembles some
contact lenses that I just saw being used on Beta Hydri. They are
old, but they still work fine and the exclusive patents ran out
centuries ago, making them cheap to make and implement."

I had his interest now, so I decided to press
on with it all. Sink or swim, hit or miss, I finally realized
without Don's help I'd have zero chances on my own.

"Look Don, all this is just a collection of
ideas, but you do this sort of thing all the time. What sort of
money could you make by making and then selling something like this
to the colonies I've collected on that list?"

Don thought for a few moments as he continued
to analyze the presentation I've given him, his smile never
wavering.

"At a minimum, it would take a month to
create the alpha device. From then on I can simply upload the plans
and schematics into the networks so a customer could create their
own at the point of sale. The largest cost would be marketing,
getting the word out that something like this exists. A process
such as that would take years on most colony worlds in the worst
case."

He thought about it for only a moment.

"All told, I'd be interested in trying a test
market or two. You know, try out a few ideas and see how well it
does on one or two colony worlds."

I nodded to show my understanding. I can't
remember a lot of things, but I do remember seeing a few test
marketing items back in my own time. The ones that really stood out
were the failures. Can you imagine an avocado flavored soft-drink?
It failed for a good reason too. I don't know what they expected
but it tasted more like an old gym sock than it did avocado.

"What would you expect to be your end of all
this Carl?"

The question pulled me back to the present as
Don was up getting another cup of coffee and refilling my own
without asking. He still looked partly glazed but he could
concentrate on that and the real world as well.

"That'd be like changing a car tire and
calling myself a mechanic Don. I just had an idea is all. I don't
expect much, except maybe a good discount on one of the first
models."

Don spilled some coffee over the table at
that. The table could take care of itself and the coffee
disappeared quickly but the look on Don's face was priceless.

"You have no idea what it is that I do, do
you?"

"Well, I'm sure I don't. I know you create
and design devices, but I'm sure it's nothing like my presentation
here."

Don shook his head emphatically at that. "No
Carl. What I do is a great deal like what you've done here. The
only difference I can tell is that you're perhaps working a century
or three behind our current methods but you've got a fabulous grasp
of the basics."

My unit beeped at me and I looked to find the
display screen changing my presentation as Don spoke. The little
groups I'd collected were changing. They weren't changing much but
a few things moved here or there as he spoke.

"You did everything I told you I do. You
identified a set of tasks, you found the cheapest solution and even
offered a variety of upgrades or alternate accessories. Then you
managed to fill out the premise by finding possible markets."

"I appreciate the compliment Don, but I know
when I'm out of my league. Idea's are free, but the hard work and
initial investments aren't. I have no money or skills to devote to
something like this. All I ever wanted was a easier comm. unit to
work with."

Don thought a moment longer, the display
still working as my presentation outline continued to change
subtly. That showed me the difference between my own amateur
ham-handed attempt and the expertise of a true master. Finally it
beeped again and added a simple phrasing to the end of it all.

"This agreement binds Don Greeg and Carl Guy
Gussman to a royalty agreement. For each unit sold of the
'Portable-Nanotech Assistant' described above, Carl Guy Gussman
shall be entitled to 5% of the net profits in perpetuity."

I looked it over and thought about it. After
a moment I glanced to Don who still had his glaze on and seemed to
be working on the presentation still. After a few moments I found
myself shaking my head.

"What's wrong Carl? Five percent is double
the industry standard given for an original idea."

"It's not that Don. I don't want to seem
rude, but this agreement makes no mention of the costs of initial
start-up or even the possibility of being a total loss and the
incurred debt. Also, calling it a 'Portable Nanotech Assistant' is
a horrible name. I'd call it something like a Pocket-assistant or
something like that."

"How about a 'Pocket-nano?'"

That name I liked instantly and I could see
the benefits over our first ideas. I nodded, and Don spoke again
before I could raise other concerns.

"Look Carl, I'll take on the costs and the
risks on my own, and put it in writing for you, but without an
agreement in place I can't do anything with your idea. It's a
proprietary concept, and it's your concept at that."

"What do you mean Don? I can't just let you
use it?"

"No, you can't. Look at it this way: I could
go off and make the prototype trusting in your good-will, but
should it become a popular item, I can't see where you wouldn't
resent not getting a share of the profits. Added to that, I won't
accept something like this without offering something in return.
Nothing is free Carl, and your creativity deserves to be rewarded
if this thing catches on like I think it will."

"So I get five percent of the net-profits
should this catch on, and you pay the start-up costs?"

"Check your display Carl, it's already been
added to the agreement. But yes, I will pay to get this thing out
and market it. Basically, I think the idea has merit and a
possibility of success."

I re-examined the agreement to find the added
clause, but I still felt unsure of the deal.

"I don't know Don. What if this thing ends up
being a lame-duck?"

The phrase caught him off-guard until his
implant could translate the meaning, but he shook his head as it
managed to make my position clear.

"Carl, this isn't like manufacturing in your
original time. At most I will invest a year of my time – which is
mine to invest and I have such time to spare after finishing with
Beta Hydri. The cost of materials for the prototype will be so
small as to hardly be worth mentioning. I have enough scrap around
my lab on Titan to turn out a few hundred prototypes before I have
to buy anything."

"The key difference in present times over
your own happens to be that we don't have factories where I have to
build units then pay to ship them to other colonies. All anyone has
to do to get one is to go to a Constructor-booth and type in their
order. The machine there builds the device and the customer gets it
in a few hours at most. If demand grows, then the
Constructor-booths build them in their spare time and spit them out
with each order or will recycle what isn't sold."

"The 5% royalty is actually 5% of what I make
myself. It won't ever be much, but it's better than nothing and it
may work out to give you some security."

I chewed this idea over while Don waited. It
seemed too good an offer to pass up, and I became aware of the
feeling of doing that once or twice before. Without knowing why or
being able to remember much about it I placed my thumb on the
display, signing the deal in the modern sense, and then put the
comm. unit down.

Don didn't have anywhere to be just then and
with business aside he seemed to relax more as he tried a bit of
coffee and cream with his next cup. I joined him and our
conversation fell into a comfortable slow pace.

"So what do you think of the 30th
century?"

"I'm not sure yet. All I've really seen is
the campus here. I look around the networks for information, but
it's a slow process and the displays in my room aren't fitted for
the 3D imaging most media seems to demand."

"Am I wrong in sensing some frustration,
Carl?"

"No, I am frustrated, but not as much as I
used to be. I'm not exactly complacent about this, but there are
things I know I can't change no matter what I do."

"Well, hopefully when I get a prototype
working of this Pocket-nano things will get quite a bit easier.
Which reminds me ... may I ask you something?"

His pause clued me into the fact that it was
a loaded question, but I didn't object. He'd just come light-years
to meet me then humored me by making a deal with me over a crude
idea. I figured it was part of the cost of doing business. "Go
ahead."

"I've never met a true nanophobic before, and
I'm wondering: what's the thing about the implants that you can't
tolerate? Bear in mind, you can tell me to stuff it and mind my own
business, I won't be offended if you do."

"I don't mind. Actually, they've asked me
about that, but not so blatantly and I wouldn't be surprised if
they put you up to it or lead you into asking some how."

"I don't see how. No one really said much to
me on my arrival except Lissa, and then it was idle chit-chat,
nothing really about you."

"Well, it doesn't matter. The honest thing
is: I don't know what about the implants sets me off. I just woke
up one day and I knew they had to get out of me."

"Was it fear?"

"I don't know. I do know that fear acts funny
and in different ways, but I'm not sure what it was. I just decided
they had to come out and I found a way to do it." This was a
guarded answer to be sure, but as far as I know, no one knows about
my true reasons and no one knows of this journal. As much as I
liked the man instantly, absolute trust was something that would
need to wait.

Don said nothing for a time but sipped his
coffee and let the silence continue on. Finally he seemed to think
of something else.

"Tell me this, then: What do you find the
most amazing about the present that you didn't have the first time
you were alive?"

"Are you interviewing me, Don?"

"No. It may seem like that, but I'm trying to
get a sense of how you think. The more I know about you, the better
I can figure out what you need in the pocket-nano."

"Working on that still?"

"Not really. You are, after all, the oldest
man alive, and we're alone. I figure I'd better ask something
intelligent or my friends will kill me when I get home if I don't
have something to say."

I had to grin at that. Don showed how he
differed from the project staff more in that statement than
anything else. I've been here three years and no one ever really
stopped to talk to me. Either they had no interest or something
else kept them away.

"Alright Don. I guess the most amazing things
I see now are the aliens. Not just one particular species, but all
of them fascinate me."

"Why's that?"

"Because in my time we wondered if we were
truly alone in the universe. It may be hard to imagine, but we had
no evidence that anything else was out there when I was alive."

He nodded, "I've actually heard about that.
My grandfather was a historian, and he specialized in the period
after the first contacts with the V'inn. He always talked about
some of the old movies and all the xenophobic interpretations we
had of aliens before we met them."

I had to nod as well. I'd spent a lot of
money on movies showing aliens as the bad-guys, then a lot of money
on books telling me aliens weren't. It never came up even, I just
lost money.

"For me, the idea is a great relief. When I
was alive we searched the skies for radio signals, but never found
anything."

"The theory of digital conservation," he said
then, and he saw my confusion.

"It's an old theory. As a society evolves,
they go through a peak period where they scream out to the galaxy
with radio-traffic. Humanity did so for a little over a century.
Then technology advances and the screams quiet down. Microwaves and
other sorts of signals start getting used that are more efficient
and serve to quiet our output. Eventually, we move to other methods
of communication."

"The Ansible, right?" I asked him, seeing his
eyebrows rise until I assume his implant told him what I meant.

"Yes, much like that. We take an atom and
split it in two, then take one-half to another planet, giving us an
instant form of communication, but it's a bit more complex than
that. We actually use about fifty to one hundred atoms at a time
and that increases speed greatly. If you just used one atom then
you'd get a large blockage as information went back and forth. We
don't call them 'Ansible's' but 'fleets.'"

"Fleets?"

"Slang for 'faster than light' or something.
I'm not sure but that's what they're called."

"So how did we discover the aliens then? If
we didn't hear them then how did we find them?"

Don looked at me for a moment, his eyes
glazing over, and he grunted something to someone I couldn't see or
hear. It didn't matter as I got the information I wanted.

"We met the V'inn first, and we basically
stumbled on them. A colony landed on Enoch 4 and found they had
already been there a few centuries."

"So what happened then?"

"Well, it took some time, but the V'inn let
them have half the planet. We've never had much trouble with them,
but then again they don't much like us. Didn't you find this out on
the nets?"

"No. So far all I can do it get some old news
feeds replayed from time to time and I can read some of the recent
stories. I'm pretty crippled without the implant."

"Crippled?" He muttered this like it was a
dirty word, but soon his implant must have defined it for him. A
look came over him then, the grin shrinking but not quite
disappearing, and his hand grasped my comm. unit and pulled it to
him.

"I'll make some changes to this thing for
you, and then I'll talk with Lissa before I leave about getting a
holographic set for you from somewhere," he told me as he started
to work, my comm. unit's display now flickering madly. He must have
noted my face and shook his head at me.

"Don't worry Carl. The holo-set is old but
hardly expensive, and I just may have a job for you that would help
me greatly."

"What's that?"

"This comm. unit is designed for the V'inn.
It's larger so it will fit their hands, but we've had little luck
figuring out why they don't like it or use them often."

"I think you may have enough insight to make
some beneficial changes to the unit, and help me in the
process."

"I can't think like a V'inn, I don't know
enough about them."

"Then I'll arrange for you to meet one or two
if that's what it takes. But first, I just want you to do some
research with the holo-set and this comm. unit until I can get you
a pocket-nano prototype to try."

"And what would be the point of this Don? I'm
sure the V'inn can get along by making something of their own
design."

"Actually, I don't think so. We've known them
for centuries and they don't use small appliances and we know very
little about them. As I've said: They don't seem to like us very
much. It hampers our communications with them greatly."

I had to pause for a moment there. The idea
seemed wrong somehow but I still can't put my finger on it. How did
they get into space without such machines?

"Regardless, I have a going concern in
creating what you would call a 'universal translator.' Many people
have tried it, but none have had much success. Everything we make
seems to be limited in some way that we don't understand. You may
have the key to figuring that out."

"Why me? What do I have that you don't have
now?"

"Perspective, Carl, you have a unique
perspective. Out of every living person today, you have the most
unique perspective because of your differences. You could say that
you're almost an alien yourself."

"Useless is more like it." I muttered, I
thought, under my breath.

"I don't know about that Carl. You seem to
have a grasp on things pretty well here."

"That's bullshit Don. Plain and simple, I'm
an artifact, and a cripple. I can't use nanotech and I don't want
to go live in some Mormon or Muslim or other religious or dogmatic
colony. I can't get a job here like this, I have no skills to make
a living. On top of that, because of the project, I can't even get
out and live on the dole like a great many people do. I'm a
historic artifact, and I've been drained of all my knowledge over
the last three years. All I'm good for now is being displayed in
some museum, but good taste or something else keeps them from doing
that."

"I'm useless now, and you want to know the
kicker of all this? I can't even remember why the hell I had myself
frozen in the first place!"

Don waited for me to calm down and I waited
quietly as well, willing myself to think of more pleasant things to
come. I did have a job now, but a simple one and not something I
could count on for the long term. Don promised a royalty on the
pocket-nano, a deal as binding as steel by modern laws, but I knew
the odds were against me ever seeing anything other than a
prototype that might help me get along a bit better.

I let all that slip away, thinking of one
positive thought. I'll get to study the aliens at least. After
sometime Don cleared his throat and waited for me to look at
him.

"I admit I don't understand your frustration,
but I will promise to do my best and get the pocket-nano working
for you. Even if it makes no money, you'll at least have a working
version that you can use for yourself."

"As for being useless, I don't really see
things that way. You've been useful to me since I got here."

"We'll see Don. I wouldn't hold out hope
though. That alien translator project you want me to do? I will
probably mess it up. I was just a janitor in my last life. I can't
think in the terms you want that will get any results."

For the first time since I met him, his smile
disappeared and he seemed to grimace at me. I can't say what went
through his head just then, but he had my attention.

"Tell you what Carl. You give me three months
of honest hard work. Just try your best and see what happens. If
you do that, then I'll guarantee that you won’t want to stop
working on it."

"Why three months?"

"Because by then you'll haven given yourself
a chance to make some progress. Once you start down that road, you
won't want to give up. Trust me, I know."

I mulled it over a minute before
answering.

"Fine. I'll try, but I don't see where I can
come up with anything more than anyone else may have."

Don didn't answer but a chime from somewhere
interrupted the moment. The outer door opened to admit Lissa and
Don rose from his seat.

"I'm sorry Carl but I've got a flight to
catch if I'm to get started on my way home within the next week.
I'll set things up with Lissa and I'm going to set-up a small fleet
fund for you to call with any questions. Make sure she helps you
with the fleet calls since you're absent an implant."

"And what if I fail?"

"Then I'm out a few credits, and we know
something we didn't know before."

"Like what? That I am totally useless?"

Again the bright smile, a flash of uniformly
even teeth and I noticed he had dimples that set him apart from the
crowd.

"No Carl, we'll know that you aren't more
alien than human. I'll also have a better clue as to how you
think."

"What's so important about how I think?"

"It may not prove out Carl, but I've got a
theory. If I can bridge the gap between how you think and I think,
then we may be able to finally create a translator that works
decently."

"It's got as much as a chance of working as
anything else we've tried so far. Besides, how you interact with
the Pocket-nano will refine it for use in all those colonies on
your list as marketing research."

Then he left. I stayed a while longer then
managed to make my way back to my room where I found Lissa waiting
for me.



The holo-set, old even to my inexperienced
eyes, sat on a desk in one corner of the room and the display
screen had been removed entirely- or so I thought.

"Carl, you're just in time. We just finished
setting this up." She said, smiling and waving a hand to the set
and the spot where the display used to sit on the wall.

I looked at it and then decided that whoever
designed the thing must have been an alien themselves. It had too
many parts that seemed more decoration than functional.

"The holo-set is old, true, but it works
perfectly. As for your display, we've taken one of Don's
suggestions and set up something for you."

I looked around but couldn't find out what it
might be.

"I give up, what is it?"

"What was the name you gave your
implant?"

"What? Sheila?"

"Yes, Carl?"

The new voice didn't come out of thin air,
and I caught the change in the wall where my display screen once
stood. Instead of the visible screen they'd put something like
waxed paper over the spot. On the paper an image of a woman's head
appeared, smiling back at me. The voice came from there so I
assumed this must be Sheila.

Lissa took the chance to explain things.

"We took your old SSM, Sheila, and modified
the interface for you. Don told us of your deal and your problems
and we've been scrambling to jumble this together since we
over-heard you."

I had to laugh at that. "I figured you might
have listened in."

Lissa paused then and looked a bit
ashamed.

"I'm sorry Carl, but the project supervisors
made it a condition of Don's visit with you. They worried that he
might upset you, and then there's the nanophobia to consider."


"Well, I didn't fall to pieces, but tell them
thanks for their concern."

"I will," she replied, missing the sarcasm in
my voice. Sarcasm seems to be lost art today, but I can't say I
really miss it.

"Anyway, Sheila here will help you like it
used to do, but is now set to take voice commands and it has been
given a wider path for interpretation of those commands."

I nodded at this, understanding what it
meant. As an implant Sheila would serve, but I had to micro-manage
many things until we could establish a set routine for following
such things. I found I was glad to have the same Sheila back again.
That would speed up things as I wouldn't have to train it all over
again.

"Thank you Lissa. This should be very
helpful."

She smiled and nodded but seemed to have more
to say, so I waved a hand to coax her out.

"Carl, I listened in to your conversation as
well, and I do have something to tell you that may make you feel
better about things."

"Go on."

"Well, you're not just an artifact to us and
you're purpose here doesn't just serve the history department. Your
interactions are monitored, yes, but the information gained now
goes to the psychological and diplomatic departments as well."

"You may not realize it, but by examining
your interactions here, others may manage to make significant
progress in other areas. The most important that comes to mind are
the diplomatic relations with the religious colonies. Already there
are some that are finding clues as to how to deal with such people
effectively."

"Well, I am glad of that Lissa. Thank you." I
meant it, but she wouldn't understand the problem with that.
Scientists from the moment real scientific theory was invented have
always had one major problem when it came to dealing with lab rats.
Until they run the maze, they won't understand what it's like to be
a lab-rat.

I let Lissa prattle on then let her guide me
into interacting with Sheila again and instructing me on the use of
the holo-set. After a time Lissa prepared to leave, seemingly
unaware of the insincerity of my smiles and nods, but happy to see
me in a good mood. There was still something unresolved for her and
I had run out of patience with her waiting for the right chance to
bring it up.

"Lissa, what else did you want to
discuss?"

She didn't falter at that - I had to give her
credit. She only smiled and then signaled Sheila to bring up
something on her display. I recognized the tools immediately from
my own presentation.

"In eavesdropping on the conversation I had
my own idea. Since you removed your nanotech your continued good
health has been a major issue for the project supervisors. Since
you know these tools, and how they work, I have a proposal for
you."

"To let them install the passive monitors
inside my body?"

That did cause her to blink, but she covered
her surprise quickly. Why do these people always act so damned
surprised when I can grasp what they mean without a stupid implant
telling me?

"Yes. So far we've been limited by using
telemetry and your bed's sensors to monitor you, but those aren't
very reliable and only work for limited periods of time. If you
submitted to using the tools, then I may be able to get the
supervisors to approve some time out in the real world or you."

I took a moment to think it over and found I
had no real objections. They could slip in a new implant in the
process, but I figured I would notice that. Don's shaking hands
gave me the clue I needed about that in a flash of insight. His
hands shook after the first cup of coffee and then he delayed with
water. His implant must have signaled him to the stimulation. After
that he drank more coffee but with no ill effects. His implant must
have been able to cover by then.

For me drinking coffee is an old habit. The
first cup of the day always gives me the jitters, but my body
adjusts. I can still be jittery, but I've learned to relax and go
with it through experience. With an implant working silently in the
back-ground that jittery feeling would leave me, and then I'd
notice.

Then there are my dreams to make sure it
stays out of my brain.

"That sounds fine Lissa, but there's some
things your big-brains need to consider when they install these
passive sensors."

"What's that?"

"They can go so far as to install a few
administrators to give me drugs in an emergency, and things like
that. I'm not particularly eager to have a heart attack or get
cancer again, but none of these tools are to be an implant."

"That goes without question Carl." She
replied a bit stiffly.

"I'll know if they try to slip one in. I know
of dozens of things that will tell me if they do, so keep them in
line on that." I shot back, a bit harsher than I intended, but I
find I have definite opinions on that sort of chicanery.

"The other thing they need to consider is
that I am getting older. That being the case, I will have various
problems and changes associated with this. Nothing is to interfere
with that normal progression other than keeping me from having some
sort of severe trauma or terminal condition develop, like
cancer."

She nodded at this too and waited sensing I
wasn't quite finished.

"Finally, there is to be nothing within my
brain. If I have a stroke or something, then I'll deal with that,
but there will be no monitors or anything else near my brain. Is
that understood?"

"Yes Carl, I understand completely."

I nodded to that, knowing she fibbed but I
didn't care much. They offered me a chance to see the world a
little bit – a field trip thrown in here or there – but I would
have to buy that privilege with the passive monitors and a few
administrators inside me to keep me alive. I found it didn't
matter.

Without another word Lissa only nodded and
then slipped out. I could see the smug look on her face from her
posture and the way she almost skipped out of the room.

Almost as soon as the door closed I managed
to shuck off my shoes and took a long careful look at Sheila.

"Sheila, how'd you select that face to
use?"

"I selected it from a collection of your own
memories Carl. It is no one individual, but a collage from
co-workers from your past."

"Alright, thank you. Are you ready to get to
work?"

"Yes Carl, but might I suggest that you rest
first? You've had an eventful day that may hinder progress."

"No, Sheila, it won't. You want to know
why?"

"Why?"

"Because I don't know what the hell I'm
doing, but I know that doing this will get my mind off of being the
project's lab-rat!" I waited a moment for Sheila to say something,
but she simply waited for me, not seeming to understand. Instead I
took advantage and went on.

"Let's begin with the V'inn. Let's start by
reviewing the work of Don's grand-father. He studied the time
around their discovery."

She didn't say a word as we started, and soon
enough I found the dissertation over my head and confusing, but
that Sheila still had the same glitch in her that would let me
record my thoughts in private here. Once done collecting the files
from my old comm. unit, I started on this one.

I am tired now, but at least I can look
forward to something to do in my off hours.

Out of everything I miss in my own time I
miss television the most. I was never the really big brainy type,
and I know it rots the brain, but I miss being able to turn off my
brain and enjoy re-runs of things like "Cheers" or "Happy
Days."

Maybe if this Pocket-nano thing takes off
I'll look into the entertainment fields sometime.
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Lissa found the addendum to the entry in
Carl's own distinctive style of making lists. Each entry told him
something that would tip him off to an implant being used without
his knowledge. She read it over, finding it disturbing that so many
tell-tales were so easily overlooked and then forwarded it to the
Psychology department of the University for study.

Her own memories of the events described were
still clear in her mind even without her implant's help. She had
felt some smug exhilaration that Carl had sensed, but one thing he
missed was the feeling of relief when he agreed to the passive
monitors. His health without an implant had become a larger concern
than he ever knew. The idea of installing another hidden implant
was an idea that had more reality than Lissa had suspected until he
agreed to her suggestions.

Carl had indeed been growing older, his body
showing signs of normal aging and a few things had started alarms
ringing immediately. His pancreas had indeed shown a
pre-disposition to cancerous tumors, but a deep search into the
past had found a suitable supplement the administrators could offer
that would eliminate the problem.

The other alarm of most concern focused on
Carl's heart and lungs. Both seemed unusually healthy and even
slightly enlarged on initial examination but over the next few
months research and observation found a flaw in their passive
monitors.

Unlike the modern standard, Carl's Lungs and
heart had changed to adapt to the modern world. Records showed that
the global atmosphere now had several thousand tons more pollutants
within it from 1000 years of human living. The amount of oxygen in
the air had fallen by a full percentage point on average and
atmospheric pressure had fallen a bit from the norm of Carl's
time.

All these led to slight changes that had
crept in over the last three years, but resulted in Carl having a
healthier heart and lungs than believed possible. Without an
implant to monitor and discourage such changes, Carl had adapted
and overcome the problem and within months Lissa noted the
Biometric departments had started to alter implant standards to fit
Carl's example.

Such changes were rare enough now, but Lissa
knew they still happened. The biometric departments often found
this or that attribute that would increase the health of the
current population incrementally and would alter implants
accordingly. When this happened the implants would act on such
changes and slowly incorporate them into their host body. Lissa
remembered when the gene that prevented tooth-decay had been
discovered and grimaced as she recalled the long process she went
through as each of her own original teeth had fallen out to be
replaced by their new, better composites. She despised that time in
her life and so had a great many others that had gone through the
same process during the same period, but it had its own benefits as
well.

Carl's teeth, however, were another problem.
Having his original genetic make-up, he already had formed several
cavities and administrators had worked feverishly to correct and
restore his teeth for months. It wasn't until Carl flippantly
suggested that they coat his teeth with something like a diamond
casing that Lissa realized the key error of their thinking.

Having the monitors and administrators in
place were simply not enough with Carl. They project staff still
thought along the same lines as always and had therefore hampered
their own ability to help their subject. Before, the standard had
been to instruct an implant to correct the problems, but with Carl
that had ceased to be an option. They had to realize this and start
to think of practical solutions, like the supplements that would
keep his pancreas healthy.

Carl's teeth were indeed given a coating. It
didn't consist of diamond but actual enamel but with a new denser
structural lattice that would resist wear and decay for some time.
His teeth were still original, but the problem of their rapid decay
had been resolved in a manner that taught them all a serious
lesson: There is more than one way to solve a given problem.

The Biometric departments noted this and then
shrugged it off. They had their procedures in place and continued
with them, but Lissa now made sure to pay attention to each new
change they implemented and had flatly refused a few since then.
She wondered if others of the project staff had done the same.

Regardless, Carl's monitors had been put
through hell almost as soon as they'd been put into action. Don's
job of understanding aliens and working on the universal translator
had fired Carl's determination more than anything and Lissa
remembered the feeling of the project over the next few months.

Unlike a normal present-day person, Carl had
a normal sleep cycle that his body governed by the build-up of
natural fatigue poisons. He had to sleep after a time or risk
serious damage to his brain or body if he denied it. More than
that, he could extend his waking time by the use of stimulants, but
other than his coffee, he had access to none.

As Carl started working with Sheila's help,
the project's concerns grew as he would perform long sessions of
intense study without pausing for meals or sleep unless he grew
ravenous or completely exhausted. The monitors and administrators
took a few days to get into place, but Carl hardly noticed the
technicians as he seemed obsessed with the task at hand at the
time.

He quickly quit taking his constitutional
walks every day and coming out of his room for meals. The staff
installed a food synthesizer in his own room so that he could eat
without losing too much time at work but even then he ignored it
except for ordering seemingly endless cups of coffee.

Sheila as well started to exhibit a measure
of strain and stress as Carl worked. Unlike a normal implant,
Sheila had more processing power to handle information that Carl
requested, but no longer being bound by creative restraints and the
concern over being mind-jacked, Carl had been reckless in his
instructions with it.

Sheila noted this to Carl several times, but
Carl had been unconcerned and had managed to belay its own concerns
on the matter as well. Sheila worked feverishly for Carl and had
managed to make several of the staff uncomfortable as they
monitored her output. Normal implants could perform routine
functions according to strict instructions and without a degree of
open interpretation that could lead to a sentient episode. Carl had
ignored that protocol entirely and now had Sheila working so
independently that the staff now monitored her progress. They even
had an open pool for what day Sheila's sentient episodes would
begin.

To Lissa, it seemed Carl may have been
intentionally pushing Sheila to sentience to see how long it would
take, but her own experience showed that he'd been to consumed by
his own studies that he probably hadn't noticed anything out of the
ordinary.

For Carl, Lissa knew the task he'd been given
had been something of an enormity to even a normal person. Unlike
normal people though, Carl had no implant to analyze and sift
through the mountains of data available on every sentient species
of alien known to man.

Sheila did help him greatly by scanning such
sources of information and harvesting the original ideas and
observations from them, but Carl still had to read and examine and
understand such items of data within his own mind and still keep
his objectivity about it all.

The concept of such efforts was nothing new,
Lissa had accomplished this with her own dissertation, but even
then she'd had help from her own implant by sorting and saving
irrelevant data, and keeping a working bibliography up to date.

Carl had been denied this option as Sheila
could help but could not observe and react to Carl's own thoughts
or keep the data within his mind sorted for him. He often would
spend days following a logical train of thought aloud only to give
up as it reached a dead-end of no real substance.

He did make progress, and such progress
exploded once Don Greeg's prototype Pocket-Nano arrived. It had
taken him six weeks to construct the first prototype after arriving
home and it had taken Carl exactly three hours to break it. He'd
simply overloaded the poor thing with too much data and too many
tasks that Sheila had been sorting hourly by that time.

Don quickly found the problem and fixed it
but the next prototype only lasted a few days.

"What the hell is he doing to my SSM's? Is he
trying to torture them? Does he take them outside with a magnifying
glass like kids did to ants in his time?"

The conversation with Don flashed instantly
into her mind from memory, clear as the moment it happened so long
ago. Don was understandably upset after Carl had broken the fourth
prototype in a quarter of the time Don expected this one to
last.

Lissa had to grin at the image and meaning
implied by Don's comment, she knew the feeling and knew Don found
the problems a challenge that he hadn't faced in quite some
time.

"He's not torturing them specifically Don,
but if I may offer a suggestion, I think it may help you."

"Go ahead, it can't do anything but
help."

"I've noticed that you've been using a
kill-switch to prevent possible sentient episodes within the
devices."

"Yeah, but I've broadened the range of
tolerance each time. It doesn't seem to matter, as he still
overloads the SSM and break them."

"I understand completely. We have our own
concerns with Carl's original SSM, Sheila. We interfaced it with
his holo-set and comm. unit to help him with research and
interfacing with current media. He's been pounding away at its
safeguards almost since you left and we expect a sentient episode
anytime soon."

"And it hasn't shut down yet?"

"No. There's a specific reason for that also.
We took the kill-switch controls out shortly after all this
started. The project staff wanted to research how much Sheila could
take before breaking into sentience and we've gathered a large
interest from the professional programming community as well. They
monitor the changes over the network and they show us where
significant changes have occurred. We don't have someone on staff
with the project with that much experience but we have a ream of
applications from programmers wanting to watch this first
hand."

"Add my name to the list. Hell, I should be
at the top! Alright Lissa, what have they discovered that may help
me?"

She had to pause for a moment to consult her
own assistant and pare down the lengthy standard explanation into
something she could understand while still explaining it to
Don.

"They've discovered that Sheila is having
small sentient episodes, but nothing major."

"What the hell? Say that again please." Don
shot back, his grin gone now and his eyes glazed as she knew he was
accessing the project networks for information. Lissa instructed
her assistant to grant Don unlimited access and continued on
again.

"It's just like that, only dumbed-down for my
understanding. Sheila has moments that appear for all intents and
purposes to be full sentience but then it slips back into it's
original programming and continues on. Carl's given it instructions
that violate her original parameters but we on staff allowed them
to see what would happen."

"I hope you've got safe-guards in place in
case one of these episodes don't end, Lissa. A sentient machine on
your network would do some catastrophic damage, not only to the
university but everywhere."

"We've thought of that, but that's another
thing Carl's been doing that we don't quite understand."

Don glazed over completely for a moment and
then he had to laugh as he accessed the records.

"I'll be damned," he managed between
chuckles, and one scene played out for him in it's entirety.

Lissa tapped into the feed and found Don's
amusement to it puzzling but his own narration of the events helped
her understand.

Carl had been working, laying in bed, the
displays working above him as he dictated instructions to Sheila
and seemed distracted by something.

"Sheila, how are you coming with that
information on the Shi? I could use your results about now."

Sheila's appearance had changed again now,
she seemed younger than before and her voice had taken on a
child-like quality.

"I'm working on it but it is difficult, Carl.
I'm having trouble figuring out which reports could be mostly true
and which are sheer imagination. It seems like every supposed
abducted victim had some major personality flaw and very little on
file before the event to monitor such changes."

"Less is more here, Sheila. Don't worry so
much about it, if it's too questionable then throw it out, but some
of those old reports have to have some common theme's that hold
true."

"Sure, anal-probes, artificial cross-species
insemination, and torturous examinations. Carl this doesn't make
any sense, even to me."

"I know, it was a lot of bull when I was
alive, it's probably all bull now."

"Well, that part is obvious. Did you know
there was an entire sect of your society that had sexual fantasies
about aliens?"

"I heard about that somewhere, but I can't
remember. I can't say it surprises me, humans can be terribly
perverse."

"Not to mention imaginative. Look at this, is
that even physically possible?"

Carl grimaced and then shook his head.
"Sheila, just delete that crap out, this appears to be another
dead-end. Let's start from zero again."

Don paused the play-back and interrupted here
for a moment. "If I hadn't been to Beta Hydri for so long I
wouldn't really recognize this. My host family that I rented a room
from had three small children ages five, three, and two. Great kids
really, but different from what I was used to. Beta Hydri has a
taboo about implants and they don't use them so the parents have to
do a majority of the rearing. Watch Carl here and how he handles
Sheila."

The playback resumed again, now Sheila's face
had started to pout. "Carl, that's not any fun! I was just finding
some of the common themes you've been looking for."

Carl sat up and looked at Sheila on screen,
his face impassive. "But how many of them were sexually
oriented?"

"Almost all of them."

"Then delete those from the total and how
many do you have?"

"Only two; the 'grays' visited Earth for
research, their own species being at an evolutional dead-end, and
they thought humans held the key to revitalizing them."

"And the second?"

"The evisceration of livestock happened with
a disturbing frequency that hadn't been collated until long after
such incidents stopped completely."

"Why do you find those two theme's
interesting, Sheia?"

"Well, the Shi, that resemble the 'grays' of
your time, are in fact an evolutionally dead race. They've
manipulated their own genome to a dead-end and they are looking for
something to restart it again."

"Also, the pattern and methods of
evisceration matches a common tool invented by the Shi and sold to
humans shortly after their first meetings with us. It's called a
'Biopter' and it makes cuts in things by deteriorating single
layers of atoms. Such a tool would make such eviscerations not only
possible, but more likely."

"Well, consider this Sheila: even if the Shi
had visited Earth in the past for research, we know now that their
genome follows a hexagonal lattice structure. It's completely
contrary to human DNA, and can't be adapted either way to form
suitable bonds."

"To that I would answer that the Gordons also
have a completely contrary genome to Human DNA, being they are
naturally an energy-based race, but they can mimic such Human and
Shi genomes perfectly."

"Yes, they can, but its just and imitation
Sheila. A Gordon's copy of a Human or Shi Genome is just a
collection of molecules with no specific order. In most cases this
'GNA' as they call it is simply a string of the same two molecules
in familiar patterns. It means nothing at all in the scope of
things but it's just something the Gordon's mimic to give their
humanoid forms more structure."

"But why would they bother with that much
detail Carl? Why do that when they can just put together a simpler
structure to their bodies and be done with it?"

"If I knew the answer to that, then we'd
probably have the universal translator problem worked out. My own
theory is that the Gordons are themselves more complex than being a
simple energy form but they have chosen not to explain it yet.
There's more going on with the Gordon's than they let on."

"Why?"

"Why what Sheila? Be Specific."

"Why would they not tell us?"

"Well, they could see us as too immature to
tell us, or it may be their own strategy. You don't tell your
allies everything, that way you can keep them in check. Either that
or they may not know why themselves."

"Well, getting back on track, the resemblance
of the Shi and to your 'Grays' is remarkably close. I think there's
more there."

"Let's get back on track Sheila. Start from
zero now and let's look at the V'inn again."

"Oh, I detest the V'inn. They remind me of
cockroaches, big ugly ones!"

"That's enough Sheila! It's alright to find
them unpleasing to the eye, but you're generalizing them. It's
insulting to them and to you. Learn to keep a distance from your
feelings and keep them in check and you'll perform better. After
all, some humans think that you're not too pretty to look at
yourself."

Sheila paused then, for a moment, but
noticeably longer than normal. Once she spoke the same efficient
and mature voice had returned. The playback ended and Don's
attention seemed diverted fully to something only he could see.
Still he noticed Sheila waiting patiently for him.

"That was amazing. Sheila just had an episode
of full sentience but Carl managed to push it back into its
programming. I'm running a check now and it seems that almost every
time it has such an episode Carl is the one to push it back, using
the same method."

Sheila watched as Don shared his results via
their link but couldn't make sense of most of it. Still, he seemed
to be on the verge of something.

"Don, is there any risk of one of these
episodes getting out of hand? Carl seems capable of keeping Sheila
in line for now, but I worry about the future. If he had to start
with another SSM he would probably just push that one into
sentience as well. Also, what was that you were saying about the
parents on Beta Hydri? I didn't see what you meant by alluding to
that."

"Well, without seeing for yourself, you
missed it. No personal experience I suppose. What Carl did with
Sheila was to perform as a parent would to a child. I saw it all
the time while they studied. A child gets bored or starts to let
their mind wander and the parent's job is to get them back on
track. Carl did just that with Sheila, but not as effectively as
the parent's I observed."

Lissa considered this then had to agree, but
had something else to add. "That would make sense. Carl has no
personal experience as a parent, not having children of his own in
his time. However, he was a supervisor for his department where he
worked and he remarked often of having to work with people much
younger than himself."

Don nodded at this, "That would explain it.
He acts like a supervisor at times and at others as a parent."

"To get back to my other concern: what's to
keep Sheila, or any SSM dealing with Carl, from becoming fully
sentient?"

Don paused for a moment, working in his own
head, then looked up to Lissa his eyes no longer glazed but
significantly brighter. "I think I have it, but give me some time.
I'll send along instructions soon for a new proto-type but I have
to run some theoretical problems through my own SSM's here first. I
think I may have found the key to making the Pocket-nano's
work."

With that Don had disconnected, absorbed by
the work at hand and reminding Lissa of Carl for a moment. She then
turned her attention to other matters until Don sent his
instructions a few days later.

Lissa had to admit she found no significant
difference but the few staff with some programming backgrounds
caught the changes and started gibbering to each other about them
before they were put in place.

Lissa had concerns that they would manipulate
Don's changes but they proved unfounded when the new proto-type was
ready and a technician brought it to her first.

"Are all of Don's changes installed as he
instructed?"

The tech looked at her strangely for a moment
then nodded.

"And no one decided they could make the
changes better?"

This garnered a sniff of annoyance from the
man as he raised himself up, his back ramrod straight. "No ma'am!
No one here would dream of doing that!"

"Well, I apologize for giving offense but I
had my concerns when your colleagues started voicing your opinions
over Don's designs."

"Ma'am, may I point out something to you that
you may not be aware of?"

"Certainly."

"As technicians, we've all tried our hands at
programming as Don Greeg does. What someone without a back-ground
in programming may not know, is that programming is never easy and
even the simplest change can be catastrophic."

"The fact that Don Greeg can make such
changes so easily and quickly is something particular to his talent
as a programmer. He has a certain genius that many can't ever hope
to have. Tampering with his designs would not only serve to turn
them into cripple's, but would show anyone who did so, exactly how
inferior their own talents compare to Don's."

That gave Lissa a cause for surprise. She'd
known Don Greeg had talent, but hadn't understood how regarded it
was among his own circles.

"I may have exaggerated a little bit, but my
personal opinion is that Don Greeg's talent is less recognized for
its inherent genius so far and that time will prove me right. Also,
there is another matter that you do not understand about
technicians."

"We respect the work of the programmers, and
we know that each SSM or device is specifically designed. We may
not know what each part does, but we endeavor to return
problematical machines to their original programming when errors
occur. To change things in a proposed program would go against our
own creed, as it may be called. A technician that would blindly
make changes without consulting the programmer would find – and
have found – themselves out of work as a technician. Programmers
take a dim view of technicians puttering around with their
work."

"I understand now. I apologize for insulting
you," Lissa told the man humbly, and he nodded his acceptance. She
did notice that he fell into step with her as she started towards
Carl's room and seemed eager for conversation. She queried her
implant for his name to find that this was Ferun Staab, the senior
technician working for the project and that he'd spoken with Carl
once or twice over the last few years.

"Ferun," Lissa started and cursing herself
that she had to do this now, "I'm sorry, but Carl is extremely
moody at the moment. Each time one of these prototype's fail his
mood gets considerably darker. I'm afraid you'll have to fall back
and observe over the monitoring circuit."

"No offense taken ma'am. I just want to be
nearby if this thing goes into a fully sentient episode right off
the bat and help if I can."

"Well, I appreciate your concern but it seems
to me that the senior technician could easily delegate this duty to
someone of lesser rank who might have more time for such things.
And my name is Lissa, not 'ma'am.'"

"To be honest ma'am, Lissa, I really would
like to be nearby. Chances are this thing may hit full sentience in
record-time but if Don's programming does what he thinks it'll do,
I'd like to still be close to witness the results, unfiltered by
the networks, if you don't mind."

"That's fine Ferun, but please stay in the
observation lounge down the hall if that's close enough. Many
people get upset if they are too close to Carl when he gets into a
grumpy mood."

"Oh, no problem, I've dealt with him once in
person, and several times over the comm. unit when he's been worked
up. His bark is worse than his bite, and he's funny."

Lissa had to stop for a moment and then
looked at Ferun, pestering her assistant for the instances he'd
interacted with Carl. She found the one Ferun referred to, the
Display had gone out almost a year before in Carl's room and he'd
been in a terrible mood when Ferun explained that it couldn't run
newer media without breaking down.

"What the hell? Can't you make a display that
can run this stuff without breaking?"

"Well, we could, but you'd have to have
implants to get the most out of it."

"I don't want to get the most out of it! I
want to form my own opinions, not rehash someone else's thoughts
and feelings! Haven't you ever heard of television?"

"Well, yes, the Smithsonian has a few sets
still working, but they're terribly pitiful and crude machines. I
can't see what anyone would find desirable about them."

"They aren't installed in your skull for one
thing, and every one of them came with an 'Off' switch! Can you
tell me of an implant with one of those?"

Ferun was quiet for a moment as he glazed
over and consulted his implant, then shook his head. "Nope, we
don't have 'Off' switches on our implants unless you remove
them."

Ferun shut his mouth then with an audible
snap, realizing he was speaking about a forbidden subject with
Carl, but the man's dark mood had caused him to pass over the item
mentioned and he went on mumbling as Ferun worked on the
display.

Ferun's eyes seemed to glaze over for a
moment then and as the glaze passed he cleared his throat to get
Carl's attention.

"Sorry to interrupt, but I think I understand
part of the problem. You see, Television worked with a simple
camera set-up, didn't it?" Carl nodded but said nothing.

"Well holograms don't work that way,
obviously. What look like a few cameras are actually several
hundred small cameras all looking at things from different angles
in different spectrums. These cameras are really simple and
microscopic individually but a computer assembles the images and
translates them into a hologram."

Carl seemed to stop what he was doing and now
listened to Ferun intently.

"We could bring in a television and set it up
to display part of a holographic signal, but we couldn't tell it
which part to show. A computer would have to do that and even if it
did, there's no guarantee you could see anything of interest even
then.

Carl seemed to think about this for a minute
before looking back to the comm. screen, making a peculiar gesture
with his fingers and grumbling to it.

"I'd probably end up watching an alien's ass
waddling across someone's lawn all day and hearing about the
weather reports on Gooding five."

The playback of the event ended and Lissa
returned to the present to find Ferun waiting patiently for her. He
had a shifty sort of grin on his face as well.

"I can see where you've interacted with Carl
before, but I fail to find the humor in that situation."

"Oh, I did too, at first, but after I went
home and thought about things I managed to see Carl's point. I'm
the one who pulled that Holo-set out or storage and tinkered with
it until it started working again. I even managed to look at some
old pictures of Televisions from Carl's time and I added a few
cosmetic touches that may have made him feel more at ease with
it."

"Really? What moved you to do that?"

"I can't say exactly Lissa, but Carl seems so
lonely and grumpy most of the time. I thought I might be able to
make something he would find familiar and that may make his stay
here a bit enjoyable. That holo-set was finished for months before
I had a chance to ask the psych team if he might be able to use it.
The chance never presented itself until Don Greeg came through.
Then I just wheeled it out when the request came in."

"Hmmmm. I had wondered where your team came
up with a working holo-set in so short a time, and why that one
looked so odd." Lissa replied as they rounded the last corner to
the corridor holding both the observation lounge and Carl's room.
She looked over Ferun's personnel file briefly and then came to a
decision.

"Ferun, could you do me a favor?"

"I suppose so. What is it?"

"Please write up a formal report of your
experience with Carl and what moved you to fix that Holo-set the
way you did. Be detailed and include everything you can think of,
they'll filter out the important parts so don't worry about being
too verbose."

"Well, I can do that, but may I ask why?"

Lissa thought a moment then shook off her
doubts. Ferun wouldn't really understand her concerns and may help
the psych team immensely. "It's just an idea of mine, but Carl
seems to treat the world as a collection of tools. Everything to be
bent to his will. It's a particular attitude that predominated the
time and place he originally lived in, and it still seems to
persist in him now. Tell me, how many of the devices he uses has he
managed to break?"

"Damn near all of them. He uses them and uses
them and exceeds their capacities for a long time but eventually he
manages to hit a point where it bungles something up. Did you know
he's on his third food synthesizer?"

"No. Really? Why is that?"

"Saffron rice. He wants the real flavor but
the flower that made the spice has been extinct for over four
centuries. We had to send to the Spanish Cultural Museum to get a
bit of the last remaining samples but we managed to make a
duplicate of the molecule."

"Was he satisfied with that?"

"Not really, no, but he will be in a few
months. One of the processes we tried for duplication was to clone
an original saffron flower. Now the Spanish Cultural Institute is
all up in arms and insisting they be granted possession of it.
Seems they've tried and tried without much success. It was one of
the project's biometric staff that managed to cobble that clone
together."

"Why do you put it that way?" she asked
before she thought, suddenly intrigued.

"Well, he's a biometric guy, sure, but he has
no training in cloning. He just did it in his off hours and managed
to get something working where the cloning guys couldn't. They've
been questioning him since then and it seems he's caused a bit of a
stir for them."

Her head nodded as she heard this. "Have that
person report to the psych team as well. Again, with all the
details."

"Can I ask why again? I don't quite
understand what you're getting at here."

"I'm not sure either, but it seems that
Carl's attitude may be infectious to those observing him. Our
research may be compromised unless we can understand his affect on
us as well."

"Schrödinger's cat, huh?" Ferun said trying
to suppress a mirthful grin.

"The cat in the box that may or may not be
dead? How does that theory apply now?"

"Well, it's an old joke in theoretical
physics class. The cat may or may not be dead inside, and we won't
know until we observe it, but it's also possible the cat isn't
inside at all and may have slipped out for a nap until we make up
our minds and decide to open the box."

Lissa failed to see the humor but smiled
politely and left Ferun at the observation lounge doorway. She
entered Carl's room to find him working over a previous proto-type
of the Pocket-nano and holding it up to Sheila. His face was red
and he had a frustrated air about him that told her he'd reached
another impasse of some sort.

"Why can't you down-load yourself into this?
It's an SSM too. What's so different?"

Sheila looked to Lissa with a pleading
expression on its face and then back to Carl.

"The plain simple fact is that I'm too big a
program for that dinky little thing! Besides, it would be
counter-productive to my programming and your research to down-load
myself into it."

"But a copy would work just fine. Just delete
some of the excess memory and it would fit." Carl said holding out
the device once again, as if that would help convince Sheila.

Sheila had gone quiet again and Lissa noticed
the display of the face lose its child-like qualities as the SSM
program asserted itself once again.

"It is not allowed Carl. Lissa has a new
pocket-nano for you now anyway, and this argument is now moot."

Carl looked to Sheila then to the device
Lissa held in her hand and then let his shoulders droop as he
tossed the broken device into the recycler port.

"Well, let's have it. What's the pool up to
now?" he asked holding his hand out to Lissa and accepting the
device as she handed it to him.

"I'm not sure. Though I don't think you can
place a bet without invalidating the results."

Carl glared at her a moment as he let the
device interface with his contact-lenses, then the auditory devices
in each ear and then hung it around his neck from the strap. It
would be a few minutes before it was accustomed to his monitors and
administrators and ready to use.

"I don't want to place a bet Lissa, but each
time the time-frame gets longer and longer, but I still manage to
break these things."

"Well, I've talked to Don about that, and
he's made some significant changes this time. He seems sure that
you won't be able to break this one so easily."

"Yeah, well I'll see. You might have Sheila
checked out though, I think I'm about to break her too."

"We will, and don't worry Carl. We'll find a
solution eventually."

Carl said nothing but nodded as he sat down
and started concentrating on something playing within the holo-set.
He wouldn't listen to her now through no fault of his own, and
Lissa found she welcomed the distraction. Without a sound she crept
quietly from the room and closed the door quietly.

Please, Don, have this one right this time! I
don't think Carl can stand too many more set-back's like this.

As she returned to her office she placed the
technicians on notice to keep a careful watch on Sheila and that
Don had included an addendum to Sheila's programming as well. It
was only a small change, but if it worked it would keep Carl from
breaking her too. Without Sheila it seemed Carl would be lost
entirely until a suitable copy could be constructed.

Suddenly the image of Carl, cat-like and
laying in a dark box, snoozing on the floor and waiting for those
outside to raise the lid flickered into her mind. His whiskers
twitched as he lay curled near the bowl with the radioactive
isotopes, and his tail played along the edge of the bowl, never
quite reaching inside.

She didn't quite laugh, but she did wonder
what Schrödinger's cat thought about all the commotion, and what it
thought of someone who constantly tried to kill it half the
time.

What does any cat think of?

That itself was enough of mystery and Lissa
let it slide for the time being, only to remember it much later
when it was too late.
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Carl didn't break that Pocket-nano, and in
fact, couldn't. Don's inspiration had come from the failures of
Carl's test-to-destruction attitude and built upon it rather than
trying to circumvent the inevitable.

The main difference, Ferun had explained to
her once the device started working, was that Don added an
addendum, exactly like the one added to Sheila's programming. This
addendum acted as Carl, both chiding and then chastising the
subject SSM as Carl had done once a near-sentient episode
threatened.

The innovation proved fruitful but it took
nearly five decades before a version could be adapted to wider use.
For the Pocket-nano devices, and other SSMs like Sheila, the
addendum went into use rapidly. Shipboard SSM's were the widest
market for the changes but the market for such a change was small
and the income generated barely paid for a month of Don Greeg's
rent on Titan even after the first century.

For the implanted SSM's, the addendum did
little or nothing and took up a large amount of processing power at
the time. Other alternatives were attempted, but the
regular-maintenance routines and other factors made inclusion of
such a change unlikely. Eventually some Programmer managed to
simulate a smaller and simpler variation, but Don Greeg never saw
an income from it.

For Carl, life improved in a slow upward
trend as he started to adapt and find practical uses for the
Pocket-nano that hadn't been expected. Aside from the device
itself, Carl could now interact with several people and the current
network feeds with little or no problems. Other than his natural
aging, which started to show more and more as time went on, others
couldn't easily tell he was without an implant if he actually
placed it in a pocket.

The universal translator work continued, and
Don ended up calling several times over the next two years to make
sure Carl was even working on it. Despite having funds available
for fleet calls, Carl declined to bother Don with his problems and
seemed satisfied to let things sit and wait in the back of his mind
while he researched more.

The change in Sheila became immediately
apparent, but as her sentient-episodes ceased the programming
community seemed to loose interest and moved onward.

Carl still worked at a break-neck pace,
seemingly making little or no progress, and Lissa checked in
occasionally to see what had changed. Often enough nothing apparent
had changed other than Carl now continued pressing on with too
little sleep and poor diet and the psych team getting more and more
agitated as they became convinced that he was pushing himself
towards a neurotic breakdown. Before they could intervene however,
Carl called off all research and then went into a resting stage. He
still worked on the problem, but only a few minutes a day, if that,
and declined to discuss things with the psych team other then
telling them he was taking a much-needed vacation.

A few field trips now became real
possibilities, and Lissa wondered at how well Carl would regard the
world around him. After the fourth such trip, she bumped into Carl
in the corridor on the way back and stopped long enough to notice
his mood seemed darker than average though he seemed to try and
hide it.

"Carl, what's wrong? Didn't you enjoy the
trip?"

"Oh ... I guess so, but it was nothing new.
We went to see the space elevator on Hawaii, but other than a great
big cable in the sky it's pretty much like everything else."

Carl said nothing more and didn't wait for a
reply before wandering off. Lissa however felt her interest piqued
and decided she might need to focus a bit more closely on Carl's
activities of late.

As a member of the project, Lissa was kept up
to date on major changes in Carl's progress, but for the last two
years, those changes had come less frequently and she found her
duties much-changed after being awarded her Historical Ph.D.

Other subjects of the project still demanded
her attention as well and occluded Carl's seemingly easy adjustment
to modern life.

Saul smith, for example, had emigrated to
Mir-Israel, not as a member of the diplomatic corps but as a
full-fledged colonist. He now kept in touch with the project staff
and seemed to be adjusting well to his new life. The only concern
of late was that he'd chosen a life of celibacy over pairing with a
mate, and seemed a bit of an outsider in this.

Amy hadn't been back for over a year, but now
continued her education at the Luna University as an undergraduate
student. She hadn't picked a major yet, but her marks in all
subjects hadn't precluded any choice she may make in the future.
Carl had asked during her last call what she was studying exactly,
and Lissa had been puzzled by her answer.

Amy had only smiled and looked back to Carl
with a knowing expression that spoke of something only they would
understand. "I'm not studying anything, and nothing Carl. You know
how it is. I've got nearly forever to decide and no pressure to
nail myself down."

Carl had declined to explain anything about
that exchange to anyone else since then. Of the one Psychologist
who pressed the issue had become unusually confrontational.

"What would you know about it? You're a
specialist, aren't you?"

"Well, yes, I am."

"What do you specialize in then?"

"Well, my specialty regards prevention of the
degenerative effects of memory over long periods of time, but
–"

"But nothing," Carl interrupted as he stood
up and made his way to the door of the interview room. "Can you
tell me about the psychological make-up as an infant or why memory
loss occurs after a child reaches three or four years of age? Can
you tell me why no implant will interfere with the cerebral
functions of a child until well after they reach puberty and the
repercussions of doing so?"

The man stammered at this but managed to pull
himself together. "With time I could explain it, but not
immediately, no."

"Then that's why you can't understand what
Amy said. Let's just say that in our time, specialization hadn't
been as advanced as yours. We had people who specialized in nothing
and everything. Until you can understand how that is possible, then
you will understand nothing and it's a waste of time to try to tell
you."

This particular man still remained with
project staff, but noticeably steered clear of Carl and anything
having to do with him from then on. The present world, Lissa had
noticed, regarded conflict of Carl's sort like a form of barbarism.
There were protocols in handling people in a myriad of ways, but
Carl had none of that ability. The man seemed to take pleasure of
using his differences like a club and happily beating any offending
party into senselessness with the crudity of his assault.

Carl, however, was not prone to violence that
would mark him as a target to monitor and be careful of. No matter
how high his frustration levels, he wouldn't throw a tool or lash
out with anything other than words. Had he done so he would have
been listed as dangerous, and possibly been elected for a
personality alteration. As it was now, society could tolerate his
occasional grumpy mood and the biting the head off the occasional
academic.

Conversely, Carl seemed to get along quite
well with the technicians. Ferun, after submitting his lengthy
report about the holo-set and his interactions with Carl, had been
actually pushed into associating with Carl quite often since
then.

Carl, usually busy with his work on the
translator project, would sometimes hardly notice the man, but when
he did, they managed to get along quite well. It seemed for Carl,
that anyone with a Ph.D. was subject to suspicion, while anyone
below that threshold seemed to be granted an immediate pass on some
of the things that would anger him. It was still causing some
ruckus in the psych department but they seemed happy to squawk and
speculate so Lissa let it go.

The affects of her suggestion seemed to
resonate still within the project and had actually lead her to
withdrawing herself from such close proximity to Carl's case. Other
than Ferun, Don, and Makael, the biometric engineer who'd stumbled
his way into cloning a saffron flower, others were regularly
rotated around observing or interacting with Carl. The resulting
study had found that interacting with Carl had changed the
observer, and there had been some question as to weather the
results had been favorable or not.

Don continued working and seemed un-phased by
the changes resulting through interaction with Carl, but Don had
been an oddity himself to begin with. Ferun, no longer the head
technician – a choice he made himself – now seemed happily involved
in tinkering with older machines and consulting with Carl over this
or that antique from time to time. He no longer held an official
project staff status, but Lissa's history department had created a
position for him as he'd proven quite capable of restoring antiques
to working status and understanding how they worked.

Of the three, Makael found the changes the
hardest to accept. He'd tried to transfer to a study that would
take him into cloning research, but the incident with the saffron
flower preceded him and caused some political fall-out. Now he
managed to continue on in his first field of specialization but
studied on his own in the cloning fields that were officially
denied to him.

Carl had mentored him a bit in the beginning,
which frustrated many of the staff as Carl had zero knowledge of
cloning and seemed to insult them with every statement.

"So, study it on your own! You only work four
hours a day Makael, you can't tell me you have that much piddling
to do that you can't teach yourself something over time."

The young man looked hopelessly lost at this
point in the playback Lissa had found, but Carl seemed unaffected
by his expression. "You don't understand Carl. Without the courses,
I'll miss something important and I may end up wasting years of my
life studying in the wrong direction. Everything I could learn
could be wrong."

"Oh, crap, Makael, stop whining! If you don't
know what to study, then study everything. Learn it like the back
of your hand. As for learning everything wrongly, I haven't ever
heard a weaker excuse! You can't learn everything wrong!
Concentrate on the facts, let the theories take care of themselves
from that."

"Oh, what's the use Carl? Even if I learn
everything wrong, I'll never be certified to work in the
field."

"So? What's the problem there?"

"Without certification I can't get a job in a
cloning lab."

"Well, why would you want to work for those
idiots then? They're the ones shutting you out aren't they?"

"Yes, a few of them I seemed to have offended
when I cloned that flower."

"Screw 'em then!"

"Excuse me?"

"No! Not literally Makael! Just
figuratively."

Carl paused here, and then rubbed his face
and took a moment to clear his head. Lissa had seen him do it
enough times to realize what he was thinking. Start from zero?
Isn't that what he always said at times like this.

"Look Makael, you managed to do something
they couldn't with that flower, didn't you?"

"Yes." He said quietly but Lissa could hear
the note of pride in the voice.

"Well, that tells me that you're doing
something right that they've gotten wrong all these years. Am I
wrong there?"

"I suppose so. All I did was mix a colloidal
solution with a-"

"Blah, blah, blah. That's all nonsense to me
and you know it. Let's get back on track. What that tells me is
that you are off to a good start despite no formal education at
all. Now if you continue to study the facts, and take their
theories with a grain of salt, you won't do half bad."

"But, again Carl, what's the point of it all?
Without certification I can't get a job in a lab."

"So build your own lab. Better yet, talk to
Don and see if he's got space on Titan. Don't tell me that your
percentage of the saffron sales isn't significant."

"Well, the returns are rather high, but
they'll go down as more flowers are germinated. I'll get less cash
but I'll never really run out. People really like that saffron
spice."

Carl grinned, "I know. I like it too and I'm
glad you grew that clone. But look at it this way, the spice will
continue to sell won't it?"

"Yes."

"And no matter how many flowers they grow, or
how far the price drops you still get a solid percentage,
right?"

"Yes. I've not done the math but my implant
says I won't have to worry about money again for quite some
time."

"So then study what you want and build your
own lab if you need to. I can't recommend cloning recklessly, but
if you stick with simple things like plants, the establishment will
have to let you in sometime."

"Even if they don't ever let you in Makael,
don't worry about it. It's just a collection of academics who've
got their noses out of joint because you showed them where they
were wrong. Do you really need their respect?"

Lissa let the playback stop there and
understood the ire Carl had inspired among the staff at that. He'd
managed to call them on their own puffed-up indigence and convince
Makael to go on without their blessing. As much as it disturbed the
status quo of things, even within something as solid as history,
Lissa winced as she recognized the same sort of political
maneuvering she'd been forced to use herself so long ago before the
project even started.

In the present time Lissa sent an inquiry to
her implant to find that Makael still studying cloning on his own,
working out of a small lab and specializing in small plants such as
orchids and other rarities.

His saffron money seemed to have dried up as
a solar-sailing colony set up some fields with preserved specimens
they'd brought along and forgotten until they noticed people would
pay good prices for the rare spice.

Still, Makael didn't seem to be hurting as
his name seemed associated with several prized specimens of one
genus or another.

Several other passages in Carl's journal
seemed to hold no interest. Carl wrote sporadically in his secret
files as time went on, and seemed to bear little weight or interest
now.

In one he commented on his repulsion of
Earth's layout and their insistence on showing him the
still-preserved wilderness. He seemed to care little for the
homogenous urban sprawl he described and even less for the untamed
virgin wilderness areas still existing from his time.

"A tree is a tree is a tree. Show me a purple
tree that the Sluggo's like to eat and then I might be impressed,
but it will still be a tree!" caught her eye particularly and
summed up the mass of his thoughts here or there.

The work on the Pocket-nano ended and with
limited attempts at marketing Don Greeg had to give up and call the
experiment a failure. The device didn't catch on in his test
markets and he ended up releasing the plans to constructors
throughout human space. For years very little, if any, money
trickled in from occasional sales, but Don Greeg had to withdraw
his financial backing before going broke and take on more work to
support himself.

Carl never seemed upset by the failure and
continued using his prototype and another one Ferun gave him as a
gift one Christmas. Between Carl, Sheila and his two Pocket-nanos
Carl could set up a four sided argument regarding the translation
problems but he did so sparingly. For a majority of his time he
seemed content to simply research the alien species as much as he
could and kept to himself for nearly ten years.

Lissa remembered when Carl finally drew
attention to himself again. Like always, when Carl started to yell,
the entire universe seemed to slide to a halt and have to pay
attention. Subtlety for Carl was like the sarcasm he seemed to miss
from time to time. In him it seemed almost entirely extinct.
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The nature of Carl's complaint hadn't changed
in its essence. Carl wanted something and someone or something in
the Project had sought to deny him. Now Carl had taken the approach
of launching an inquiry into the denial of his basic human rights
and had complicated things by dragging Don into it against his
will, but unable to deny Carl's reasoning.

Lissa remembered the message from Don, brief
as it was it got to the point. She also remembered that Carl had
been unusually quiet in the months preceding the particular
incident in mind. She pulled the message from her memory by quoting
the year off the top of her head, no implant's help needed to pull
it from her memory this time.

" February 2, 2990-

You better go calm down your lab rat, he's
quit gnawing the bars of his cage and is looking for a
hack-saw.

Don."

Lissa took the message seriously enough and
returned from a lecture tour through the Asian arm of Universities
to find out what exactly what was going on.

She arrived back at the Project campus only
twelve hours after leaving but immediately found the situation
still the same. Carl was damned stubborn when he set his mind to
something.

This time Lissa didn't have to go looking for
Carl as she found him in the same place he'd been a half-day
before. Just to the side of the main entry gate to the Project
Campus, Carl now sat against the wall and refused to be moved. He
hadn't eaten or taken any water for the previous forty-eight hours
and Sheila was sending sirens and alarms ringing wherever she
could. Adding to the chaos Carl's own Pocket-nano's – which he'd
taken to calling Manny and Moe - also kept the project staff
informed of their concern for Carl's health.

Carl had slimmed down to a gaunt appearance
over the past few years as a result from not eating enough and his
sporadic spurts of research where he would forget to eat anything
until Sheila would close down his displays until he complied.
Likewise Manny and Moe also added their own unique twists to things
by constantly fouling Carl's coffee and substituting mineral water
or supplement drinks when he wasn't paying attention.

The programmers assured Lissa and others that
the SSM's involved showed no true sentience, but had adapted their
programming to take care of Carl's health when he grew obsessed
with his research. Don's addendum was still working fine and had in
fact increased the efficiency of Carl's SSM's to nearly triple
their original by giving them a wider range to interpret and enact
his commands.

Now they were a distraction that Lissa had to
forcibly tune out as she approached Carl's place along the wall and
then took a seat beside him. His complexion had grown paler than
normal and he seemed tired. Sheila, Manny and Moe all informed her
that he could have a heat stroke if something wasn't done soon, and
that he was dehydrated to almost dangerous levels already.

Again, Lissa tuned out the SSM's and
concentrated on Carl.

"What's this Carl? A hunger-strike?"

He seemed to mull that over for a minute but
shook his head, the wobbling there betraying the exhaustion he felt
and tried to hide.

"No. They'll just wait for me to pass out and
pump me full of things like a vegetable. I'm just pissed off and
don't trust my temper right now."

"Alright. May I ask what has you so
upset?"

"You may. I may not answer you, but you may
ask."

"Well, I already did." She countered, then
nudged him with an elbow to the ribs, harder than she intended but
it got his attention.

"Now tell me what's going on and we can sort
it all out. Get off your pity-pot and whining like a baby!" This
last seemed to strike a deep cord in Carl and his head whipped
around to study her carefully.

"Makael again? Are they ever going to forgive
me for that?"

"Forgive you for what?"

"You didn't know? He quit last year. He's on
Titan now living with Don. He's got a small lab of his own and he's
cloning orchids or something like that. All the Cloners on the
project are still pissed at me over that."

"Well, I can see both sides, and I see the
merits of both arguments. I can't really say who's right or wrong
and how much."

"Well, it doesn't matter now. I've started a
lawsuit against the project."

This hit Lissa like a punch in the back of
the head. Carl had played games a time or two before but now he'd
started something serious.

"What is the lawsuit about Carl?"

"It's about my basic human rights to be a
cripple on my own terms. Did any of you realize that your own
project's charter violated the Constitutional Bill of Rights?"

Lissa consulted her implant for a moment and
found the specific item Carl had referenced. It was an archaic
clause, a left-over from a long time before even Carl had been born
but none-the-less important now. Before she could form an argument
Carl interrupted her thoughts.

"The clause in the Project funding charter
treats subjects of the Project, artifacts like me, as chattel. The
Project is entrusted with my care and denies me my basic human
rights to do as I please."

"When I tried to leave the grounds yesterday
they stopped me from leaving and started a big mess about approved
field trips and all that."

"Well," Lissa said, not taking the time to
think and regretting it as she said it, "the project is entrusted
with your care the same way an institution is entrusted to care for
those with mental deficiencies."

Carl said nothing but only looked away from
her then. She swore a blue streak to herself then and sensed her
implant blushing furiously as it figured out what she said. Most of
it, she found ironic, were forgotten words and phrases from Carl's
own time and she'd learned them from him in his own times of
frustration. He broke her concentration.

"It's alright Lissa, I know I'm crippled, but
I'm not as bad off as you all seem to think I am." He pulled his
two pocket-nano's out and showed them to her.

"Manny and Moe here are pretty adept at
letting me get around anymore, and I can use them to contact Sheila
when I want."

"So where would you go if you left Carl? You
have no money of your own, and you don't know anyone outside the
project."

"I know Amy, and Saul. There are other
subjects from the project I might visit, but admittedly not many.
Amy's already paid for a ticket to come see her on the moon. She
tells me I'd like it there and has an extra room I can use
indefinitely. Did you know she's invented a career for herself up
there?"

"The simulated mysteries? Yes, I participated
in a few when she was working on the prototypes. She's really very
good at them."

"You'd be surprised if I told you that she's
actually re-invented something from our time. She adapted it
greatly, but she's got a corner on the market and a trademarked,
patented idea. She's rolling in money now."

"I know, but would you feel comfortable
living there with her?"

"That's just it Lissa. I don't want to live
with her. I'd visit, sure, but I don't want to live there. I want
to see the world. I want to see more than just this world."

"Well, you can Carl. Just put it through
channels and get it approved first."

Carl stared at Lissa then, his brows
furrowing and his face falling into a look of disappointment.

"Do YOU go through channels when you visit
Amy?!" he yelled loud enough for her own implant to send out an
alarm. She silenced it immediately, and grasped the real situation
immediately.

"Carl, what is this really about?"

He looked at her for a minute and then looked
up to notice a few technicians standing a jumping distance away.
His mood and the alarms were putting them all on edge. She'd have
to find a way to shut the SSM's up and get Carl to drink something
soon or someone may decide to take action.

"There's a conference on Mars in two months.
I've gotten the money from Don from what I didn't use of his fleet
fund and I want to go."

"What conference? I can't recall knowing
anything about that."

"That's because you weren't invited. No
humans were invited at first, but I managed to talk my way in."

"Carl, I don't understand this."

"The V'inn, the Shi and the Gordons are
having a conference over the Farnham System. You know, the one
where the solar sailor showed up and there were no available
planets left to colonize. They want to figure out where to put them
and if anyone is going to have to move out, or where they are
going."

"I remember hearing about that, but the last
I heard was that the Gordons had offered to share their own
planet."

"That was before the mission of the crew
became clear. The ship is designated as the Brigham Young 4. Do you
know what that means?"

"They're Mormons?"

"Yes, they are separatists and conservative
at that. To them the Gordons are a perversion of the human form
they went to space to get away from. They don't want to share a
planet with the Gordons."

"Alright, I can understand that, but how did
you become involved in this?"

"I've been writing to the Shi and the Gordons
and the V'inn for the last few years. I don't get much back, but
being the oldest living human does carry some trivial weight. When
this problem came up the Shi ambassador wrote to me to ask my
opinion. I managed to convince it that I could serve better if I
actually was at the conference."

"So it invited you?"

"Not really. All I could figure out was that
the door was open, but I'd be a 'voice-without-weight' there. I can
come if I like but don't expect a welcome wagon."

Lissa considered this carefully. Carl's
attendance wouldn't be anything new, Humans and aliens had gathered
in groups larger and more diverse than that many times over the
years. His inclusion in this discussion though seemed to carry more
weight than he realized. He may be "a voice without weight" but if
he could make his views understood, then he'd start carrying more
weight than even he suspected.

She sat upright with a start as she realized
what Carl wasn't telling her.

"You've managed to get that translator
working?"

Carl didn't answer but closed his eyes and
Lissa heard his own pocket-nano's beep a few times each. In the
background, un-noticed until now, Sheila's alarms ceased and
shortly after a small droid lumbered across the grounds a small
lunch container on its back. It stopped before the two of them and
Carl took a long drink from the gallon bottle of water Sheila had
sent along.

She looked around to notice the technicians
had moved away now. They were still alert, but they had relaxed for
the first time since her arrival.

Finally he belched loudly beside her and then
offered her the jug.

"I haven't got it working but I have a
prototype to try. I used it to write the aliens the first time and
with each response it gets better at it. I figure with a few days
of monitoring the alien's interactions with each other it should
pick up a snowball effect."

"It could just as easily fail. Have you
considered that?"

"Yes, that's why I have to go. If the device
fails, I think I can pick up the slack. I've studied each species
almost as much as your so-called experts and I think I have a few
perspectives that they can't understand."

Lissa considered his reasoning for a time,
Carl eating sparingly and sharing what he had with her as she
pondered matters. Eventually she noticed him picking at the last
crumbs of the meal and sipping at the water jug, patiently waiting
for her to finish.

"If I agreed to go with you, I'm sure I could
grease the wheels around here to get you there on time."

"That's not the point, Lissa. Where will you
be the next time I want to go somewhere?"

"I don't know, but I do know this. Keep your
lawsuit in place, it will take a god-awful long time to work its
way to open court anyway, but put it on pause until we get
back."

"What are you planning?"

"Well, you're well-being has been a great
concern of the project even before the project existed. The
nanophobia was another complication that seems to have affected
only you so far, but there are others on Earth that get along
without implants. In fact, they all use the pocket-nano's you
created to help them now more than ever."

"That's some small comfort."

Lissa grinned at the joke. The failure of the
pocket-nano to take off commercially was a thorn in Carl's side,
but not one he mentioned to anyone often.

"Well, I tend to look at this as a test. I
will accompany you, but you will have to make the arrangements. You
have a budget I imagine?" He nodded. "Then I will match it from my
own funds. We'll see if you really can get along on your own, and
if you should fail then I'll be there to make sure nothing can go
too terribly wrong."

Carl nodded again and seemed to think this
over for a time, then shook his head.

"If I fail it will only give the project more
ammunition to keep me here."

"Well, if you do fail, you can still activate
your law-suit and go about it that way, but I think there's
something about you Carl that they won't expect."

"What's that?"

"You're too obsessed with this to fail now.
They may think it's a complicated task to perform without implants,
but I'm sure you'll find a way to do it."

"Fine then," he offered his hand and Lissa
took it in the unfamiliar hand-shaking gesture she'd grown to
expect from him, "if you can talk them into trying then I'll do it,
but I want something else if I don't fail."

"What would that be?"

"I want a free pass to come and go as I
please. I'll probably still stay on the campus most of the time,
but I want the freedom to wander around and see things I'm really
interested in." he paused for a moment to examine a blade of grass
he'd pulled up then crumpled it angrily between his fingers,
rolling it into a little green ball.

"I swear, if they show me one more damned
forest park, I can't say I won't be tempted to set it all on fire
to at least make it interesting!"
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April 20, 2991.

We've arrived on the moon. I was surprised
that I threw up in free-fall but the attendant they gave me told me
it happens all the time, implant or no. It seems that acute nausea
is one of the few things an implant can't circumvent.

After the first few hours my stomach settled
and I enjoyed the flight. Lissa, an old space-hand when compared to
me, seemed satisfied to work away the time, her eyes glazed over as
she did something or other but the view was really astounding!

Unlike on Earth, beyond the little window I
had there wasn't the same distortion you get on a planet. The stars
were bright and shiny and I was glad we were on the "night-side" of
the ship. Had I been on the "day-side" during that time my window
would have been polarized and I wouldn't be able to see
anything.

A child near us seemed awed by me for a time.
I guess she'd never seen an "old man" before. Shit, I'm only
thirty-five chronologically, but my gray hair and the few wrinkles
I have stand out among the eternal youth of today.

She seemed frozen for a moment but then her
implant or her mother pulled her away and she hasn't been back.
She's the first real child I've seen since being revived and I
think I would welcome her company now more than star-gazing.

Don't get me wrong, the stars are wonderful,
but I'm not going to any of them and they are stars. They'll be
there the next time I get back to looking. I haven't talked with a
real child for over 1000 years.

I know my wife and I tried to have a baby. I
now know she got pregnant, but then something happened and it
didn't work out. If it was a boy we were going to name it "Carl Guy
Junior" and if it was a girl, well then we'd call her –

-Break-

"Sorry about that. I was dictating to Manny
here and suddenly I got sucker-punched by one of those memory
holes. This time I think I made some progress though, but Lissa is
worried about me, I can tell.

Unlike before, when I would back away from
one of these things, something made me mad! The name was on the tip
of my tongue and I wasn't going to let it go without a fight.

I pulled the memory back up and stepped into
the punch again. This time I was ready for it, but it still hurt
like a bastard! I didn't have much luck, but when I tried it a
third time I managed to get something out of it.

If we had a daughter her middle name would
have been Sheila. I guess that's why I gave that name to my first
SSM. I think that's why I like her so much too.

I can't remember the first name we would have
used and I'm not up to that fight yet. I'm just glad to get
somewhere after so long.

She would have been _____ Sheila Gussman.

Aw, fuck it!
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April 22, 2991.

The landing was a great sight, and Lissa
enjoyed it as well. Unlike I thought, a landing on the moon isn't
the same affair as the old Apollo program. Ships today use some
sort of magnetic ram-gun or something to land and launch from the
lunar surface. It saves wear and tear on the ships and runs on
electricity so it's cheaper than rockets.

Leaving Earth I elected to forego the
space-elevator for the faster launch-via-laser into orbit. It added
expense but not much more than I feared. Don was generous with the
fleet fund and it's been gaining a healthy interest all the years
it's been sitting on Earth while I didn't use it.

Fleet calls must come at some expense and
I've maintained communications through electronic letters. We had
email before I died, and they have a form of it here, but the
electronic letters are different. You write out what you want, pay
for a stamp – at about a half-credit- and then it is loaded into a
file to be beamed out via laser to where-ever you are sending it. A
lot of routine mail goes this way and despite the competition from
Fleet calls, the price has come down as the method is a few
centuries old now and set in its own security.

To get back to the mail, you just upload it
to the outgoing file and it gets sent to another beaming station
somewhere. The file is broken up and other things are sent out to
other places. It's not as fast as a fleet call, but it's vastly
less expensive and a message from Earth to some of the Oort Cloud
bases only takes a month to get there at most.

I never had much to tell Don in the way of
progress so I would always use the electric mail option and saved
the fund for a real emergency, like my impromptu hunger-strike.

For the record it wasn't a hunger strike, I
just had been working hard and forgot to eat. Then I got mad and
decided to take a seat by the main gate before I got violent.

For the people today, they don't realize how
hard it is for me to keep a lid on that. Growing up, it was nothing
to get into a fist-fight with some horse's-ass over something rude.
In time I got older and more tired and realized that others could
kick my ass. That killed the urge to fight more than anything
else.

Now I have my youth back and the same
hormones at peak levels running through my veins. This time around
is worse though. I'm nearly thirty-five and I still feel like a
twenty year old with the little administrators inside supplementing
my hormone levels. I'll have to talk with someone about that before
I hurt myself by trying to do what my body simply can't withstand
anymore.

Lissa was true to her word and managed to
match the amounts I found. We took a laser-launch to orbit, and
then caught the passenger ship for the day-and-a-half short trip to
the moon. We landed a few hours ago and checked into our hotel. The
rooms all go down from the top level and there are no windows, but
I don't think I'd see anything much out there anyway so I'm not
upset.

The strangest part of the moon so far is the
gravity, or lack of it. I weigh about one-fifth of what I did on
Earth and I can't stop hopping around like a school kid to make
sure it still works.

I can already pick out the acclimated lunar
citizens from the tourists like me from the way they can walk and
seem almost normal. One thing that surprised me was the fact that
they don't tend to skew towards being under or over standard
weight. I guess implants take care of that here too.

Coming down in the ship the
Oldest-man-in-the-World card came out and I was invited to sit up
front with the pilots for the landing. I was careful not to touch
anything or say much for fear of distracting them but I found out
this end is so automated they are only there for an extreme
emergency.

We talked while the ship landed and I found
they were simply kids, neither of them over thirty actual years and
just "bumming" around before starting college. We share the same
fascination with the space and aliens and traveling to other stars,
but these two have a mind-set of having eternity in which to pursue
their dreams, while I am limited to an aging body once again. The
main difference in those two dynamics being that while I have the
motivation, I lack the necessary funds, and while they can get
older, never aging, and take their time, they lack the motivation
of time to get it done quickly.

The pilot told me he was considering a career
in the Spatial Navy, which led to a quick tutorial for me. I've
been here nearly fifteen years now and I hadn't realized that
Humans had a military contingent in space. I knew humans had one in
the past but I wasn't aware they were still around or what they did
anymore since there are no bug-eyed monsters to fight out
there.

There are bug-eyed monsters out there, but
humans are toxic to them and they generally leave us the hell
alone. They aren't exactly sentient, but one bug-eyed monster dying
of toxic shock taught the rest of them to avoid us pretty quickly.
It turns out we didn't like their swampy stinky planet anyway and
we generally leave them alone. They haven't even discovered fire
yet, so we're not really worried what they think of us.

But getting back to the Spatial Navy, Captain
Ford had a lot to say.

"The Spatial navy isn't all guns and ammo
these days like they were at first. After a couple of centuries of
no one to fight and too many planets to colonize the Government
shifted to focus to study and support. We still have the guns, of
course, but they are old and only get used for target
practice."

"There are the occasional Piracy reports
also, but that's more often a case of insurance fraud than actual
Pirates." That was Captain Fields, the co-pilot. She's a looker and
I found out she seemed to think I looked pretty good too. Manny
told me she'd sent an invitation to join her for a night-cap after
we landed, but I told him to politely decline and claim I was bound
to another or something plausible.

She immediately sent back that the invitation
was open for the next few days, but I think I'll let that pass for
now. I think the Oldest-man card might be tarnished if someone
started playing the I-slept-with-the-Oldest-Man card out there
too.

"Other than the occasional piracy claim
Fields just pointed out, the SN is primarily concerned with
exploration and surveying star systems. They still use the old rank
and file system as when you were alive but it takes forever to get
promoted. They're constantly looking for recruits though and with a
few years on this piloting run I can enter Officer Candidate School
with few problems."

Fields turned her chair completely around by
that time and flashed me a dangerous smile. "Weren't you in World
War II Carl? That was in the twentieth century."

"I'm afraid not. I was only nine when the USA
got involved and it was over by the time I was 15 and could even
think about joining. By the time Korea came around I was ranked 4-F
- non-usable for the military- because I had bad knees and flat
feet. By then I was working full time in the hospital, so I didn't
miss it."

"Well," Ford broke in, saving me from Fields
smoldering eyes, "there's not much excitement in the SN anymore
except for some of the smaller exploration ships. I can't say I'm
too eager for the excitement either, but it might be nice to take a
few decades and see the Galaxy on the SN tab."

"Can't you get an education from them as
well?" I asked to only receive puzzled looks. "Sorry, in my day,
education wasn't free. The military had a 'G.I. Bill' that would
pay for higher education after you completed primary
schooling."

"So what did you study after your primary
education was over, Carl?" Ford asked and I realized something that
set me apart from these two in more than years or experience. I
truly realized how much of an artifact I am at that point and I was
almost afraid to tell them the truth.

"I didn't finish my primary schooling. When I
finished my seventh year, times were hard for my family
financially. I got a job at the hospital working nights and had to
quit school so I could sleep."

They stared at me now, an uneasy feeling to
experience but I had their attention and decided to follow it to
its natural conclusion.

"You have to understand, at the time, the
educational system wasn't the same as it is now. A great deal of
what you call education is what we'd call self-study back then.
When I quit school it wasn't that large an issue considering my
peer group and the financial factor. It's not like I needed a
formal education for pushing a mop at the hospital either so it
never bothered my job."

They were quiet after that and returned their
attention politely to the front as we came into land. I watched
with rapt attention to the rushing landscape and felt some giddy
excitement at finally being on the moon, but it was dampened
somewhat by the pilot's silence. I was about to mistake it for pity
as the craft came to a stop and I rose to leave.

Ford then turned around and caught my
attention. "I have to apologize, Carl. What you told us right now
seemed too terrible to be real and I thought you were pulling our
legs."

Fields broke in then with a kind hand on my
arm, a touch that almost burned as I realized that it had been
fifteen years of raging hormones and something else I hadn't done
yet. "We chatted with Lissa, your historian friend. She explained
how things were back then and caught us in some faulty logic of our
own."

"So sorry for the cold-shoulder treatment, as
I think you'd put it. It was rude of us and we've no excuse for
it."

I considered the situation for a second and
had to smile at it. It was either smile or cry and I don't like
doing the latter anytime despite social changes of 1000 years.

"It's fine. I accept your apology and I'd
like to invite you two to dinner sometime while you're here."

"I just may take you up on that." Ford said
as Manny chimed in my ear that Fields had already reserved a spot
for this evening if possible.

With that I left to find Lissa and
de-boarded. Our luggage, weight still being a factor, was now light
enough to carry easily, and I hadn't packed much as tourist
information assured me that I could purchase clothes on-site much
more cheaply than paying to ship them with me.

The hotel is nice here and Lissa is secluded
in her room working up her notes and staying in tonight. It seems
the entire education talk with the pilots has served as inspiration
for yet another paper. I suppose it's still publish-or-perish
within academia, but I don't mind. Fields is a lovely young woman,
and I am tempted to take her up on her invitation from earlier.

I doubt that I will. Something inside me
tells me that I won't. There are holes in my memory that have to do
with sex specifically and I fear that such an experience could lead
to another "sucker-punch" moment. How could any man worth his salt
put a lovely young woman through that?

As for the episode nearly two days ago, I've
decided to keep away from fighting my memory like that for a bit. I
will do it again, but I scared Lissa terribly and others who could
hear Manny and Moe's alarms going off during the flight. Right now
the question of timing seems to be prevalent and a moment to
instruct Manny and Moe on how to react when I do it wouldn't hurt
either.

I can't have them calling in a medical
emergency every time I try to patch a hole in my memory. That would
get embarrassing with incredible speed. Could you imagine such an
alarm with a female visitor in my bed? No thank you.

 


April 23, 2991

This is just a quick note for something of
importance before we are off to meet Amy for a day of
sight-seeing.

Captain Amanda Fields turned out to be a
lovely dinner date and a wolf in sheep's clothing.

I won't go into details here as I'm not that
sort of man, but I will sum it up in the following statements and
let my unaided memory do the rest should I read this again.

Amanda turned out to be very
understanding.

Manny and Moe, despite their best interests,
followed orders and sent no alarms.

No alarms turned out to be necessary as a
"sucker-punch" moment did not occur.

The Oldest-Man-In-The-World card can
definitely stand up to some tarnish from time to time!

Enough said.



2.

April 29, 2991

The Moon was a nice place to visit while it
lasted. Amy was doing fine and her work with the mystery
productions is going great guns all over the place. Lissa and I
actually helped her with one and we discovered I have a knack for
playing older men.

I can't put this on any natural acting
talent, but I do manage to come off convincingly due to my natural
aging and the slight accent I can't loose when I speak the standard
tongue. Also, I have a great repertoire of old movie actors and
hundreds of mystery novels from my past. I can't remember titles
worth a damn but I can remember plots, characters, and those quirky
things that make a character memorable.

I pulled out all the stops and managed to
pull my share of the load, if not chew the scenery and belch
loudly. Amy herself was brilliant, and Lissa showed another side of
herself that I'd hardly suspected before. Before we left Amy
offered me a job any time and admitted that my natural aging did
more for me than my acting abilities.

"But you can learn to act. You can't learn to
be older," was how she put it and I might take her up on it should
I ever manage to get out from under the Project's thumb and run my
own life.

The trip to Mars now will be relatively quick
and simple. We're on a different type of ship now and while we are
using the ram-gun arrangement to lift from the moon we won't have
to thrust through space for three or four months to get to Mars
like I first expected. They have a thing called a "warp-node" and
we're using one of those for this trip.

A Warp-node works simply enough. Build one
node at one end of the trip, build another at the other end, and
then send a ship through both of them when they are tuned into each
other. It's a small jump through a sort of worm-hole or hyperspace
or something like that but I admit I'm a little fuzzy on the whole
thing. I don't think it is hyperspace though as I've always heard
you can't use it so close to a star.

Regardless of that, I don't know how it
works. I never really understood how the Apollo rockets got to the
moon either but that doesn't mean they didn't do it. The trip there
will take three days. After which we will arrive on Mars and are
being hosted by the Gordon contingent of the conference.

Oddly enough the Gordon Emissary - or
whatever they call it – is on the same ship and Moe's informed me
of his desire to meet. I've informed Lissa and she has asked to
come along with me. The strangest part of this is that the Gordon
told her no. He wants to see just me, and me alone, and he didn't
bother with being polite about it either.

Right now Lissa is a little upset and I'm
waiting for Manny and Moe to gather a quick collection of data
about the Gordons before I go meet with it. It can't hurt to know
what the hell I'm talking to.

 


-Addendum-

I'm back now and I'm glad to see that the
Gordon gentleman took my advice and asked Lissa for her own private
audience as well. She doesn't seem like the type to let something
get at her, but I know this meeting will be a bit of a treat and
will go a long way to soothe any damage to her ego. I hope she
might find out why the hell the Gordon's are so interested in me
suddenly.

The alien I met insisted I call him simply
"Gordon" and seemed to have no personal stake in the name as a
normal human would. Then again, I'm talking about a being that
spends much of its time as a cloud of energy particles in the
vacuum of space so I guess individual names might not mean very
much there. "Gordon" is better than "Hey, You!"

Maybe it means the same thing?

I've never met an alien life-form before and
corresponding with them via electric mail is no preparation. I've
seen them on the holo-set in my room and even read a few things
they've bothered to write for human consumption, but none of it
ever prepares you for meeting an alien in the same room with you.
The hardest part is to make sure you don't stare too much.

Gordon met me at the door, shook my hand and
then led me to a couple of seats. There was nothing else in the
room save for a small drink dispenser by my chair and I wondered
about that for a moment until Manny chimed in my ear.

"Quit staring boss-man. They are energy
clouds, why would they need furniture."

To which Moe had to pipe in, "But the
transformation is long and expends a great deal of energy. Does he
sit in here and stare at the walls when no one else is here? Does
he use the drink dispenser to get roaring drunk to pass the
time?"

I signaled the two nit-wits that are my
pocket-nanos to shut up and then pulled out their slower and dumber
triplet I've named Jack.

Jack is also a pocket-nano but he's the one
I've chosen to construct into a universal translator so he moves a
little slowly at times. He does have the collected languages for
four sentient species within him so his processor gets a bit gummy
at times. Still, being a machine working at the speed of thought,
Jack still works faster that I do. Well, most of the time he does,
V'inn is a hard language for even the V'inn so he really bogs down
then.

"This is a project of mine. I hope you don't
mind if I let it listen in?"

(From here on Gordon took on an increasingly
male manner in his attitude and actions so I am going to call it
"him." I think I should do this with all aliens as I find them so
that I can keep some things straight here)

Gordon shook his head and then held out a
hand to examine it. Being a good guest I offered it and let him
take his time looking it over. Eventually he seemed to remember I
was there and then handed the device back while gesturing that we
should take a seat.

Gordon, like his entire race that assumes a
humanoid appearance, had a distinct look. His flesh was warm and
soft like real skin, but had a sort of plastic artificial feel to
it that is hard to describe. The air smelled pleasant enough but
I'm reminded of citronella candles from the summertime in my
original life. His eyes and mouth were the hardest things to get
used to. Everything else appeared close enough to human that I
could forget he was an alien, if he didn't open his mouth and wore
sunglasses.

 


The Gordons are an energy creature, but they
use a humanoid shell to work around humans. When they look at you
or open their mouths you are reminded of that immediately. There is
no glowing energy to glimmer out at you inside, but they are quite
empty. I did wonder how it saw or spoke without the proper organs
but the matter didn't come up and I didn't ask.

Once seated, he offered me a cup of water
which I accepted and he took nothing for himself which did not
surprise me. He once again looked at my Jack device and then I saw
him spy Manny and Moe in each of their pockets. I quickly hauled
these out too and offered them up for his inspection.

He gave them a quick functioning glance and
then shook his head, so I put the two away. I had to take a moment
to tell them to quiet down and they sulked quietly but stayed quiet
throughout the conversation.

"We've heard a great deal about you from the
Shi and the V'inn. Did you really ask each of them for a seat at
this conference?" he asked me, his face largely immobile but his
manner and tone gentle and kind.

"I've asked to observe would be a more
accurate explanation. I've no interest in the context of the
conference but I have been working on a translation unit and this
seemed a perfect opportunity to test it out."

Gordon indicated Jack and I nodded.

"I admit the device is new to me. What do you
call it?"

"It's a pocket-nano. It has a nanotech
semi-sentient machine inside and I can communicate with it through
various accessories."

"To what purpose does it serve you? They are
not common."

I'd prepared for this long ago, but not for
an alien. Still I stuck with the planned little speech I had.

"I'm known as a 'nanophobe.' I can not stand
to have a nanotech implant within my body. My reasons are my own,
and private, but that's not the important part. This device helps
me as an implant would and is, in fact, the same SSM as those used
for implants. Because the world is so heavily reliant on
technology, I created this device to help me interface with
it."

Gordon nodded and then held out his hands
again. I offered him Jack but he waved that one off in favor of
Manny or Moe. He ended up with Moe and after a couple of chirps, I
watched in fascination as Gordon seemed to have a prolonged and
intense interface with the device. I forgot Gordons talk to
computers as easily as they do humans and the moment shocked me.
Then the alien did something that shocked me further.

He laughed.

It took some time to recover but I managed to
accept Moe back and then consulted with it before I put it back in
my pocket.

"Moe! What did he do to you?"

"We talked boss-man. Then I told him a
joke."

"What joke?"

"You wouldn't understand it. It' a
mathematical problem in nature but it has some very funny
translations when applied to humans."

With that I signaled Moe to keep quiet and
stuffed it in my pocket and returned my attention to Gordon.

"I enjoyed meeting Moe very much. He has a
very enjoyable personality."

"Well, he's a device Gordon. He's not really
sentient, but I wonder myself sometimes."

"I wonder about that Carl. Your human method
of measuring sentience has always seemed a bit strict to my own
race. We prefer to measure things in degrees of sentience instead
of a Yes/No, binary finality."

"So, at a first glance, where would Moe seem
to fall in your estimation?"

"Right below humans so far, but I am not
qualified to make such a measurement. There are others, but for
myself Moe has a close enough ... flavor, for me to consider
sentient."

"He said he told you a joke?"

"Yes. I do enjoy a good joke now and then,
but I admit our sense of humor differs greatly from humans. I would
like to meet more of such devices if you have some available."

"Well, I'll leave Manny with you when I
leave, but I'd like him back. If you'd like one of your own, you
can order one made at any Constructor Booth. They've been on the
market for over a decade now."

"I will check into that later and thank you
for the loan of Manny. I trust he is similar to Moe?"

"Close enough that I call them brothers, of a
sort. Jack here," I said motioning to their stupid triplet sitting
on my knee "is their slower brother, but he's got a big brain and
he's carrying the known languages for four species around. He's got
reason to be slow."

Gordon nodded and then examined Jack from a
distance. Jack beeped once, but Gordon shook his head and seemed to
give up.

"Jack has no personality. It is like
interfacing with a normal implant."

"Well, Jack has been sheltered, and he's much
younger than Manny or Moe."

"I can tell, but I will check into my own
pocket-nano on Mars." Gordon paused then and even I had to pause as
a course correction seemed to twist gravity a bit. They have
compensators aboard, but they must have been cheap ones as they
gave in to the occasional tremor now and then.

"As for Mars," Gordon continued again as soon
as things were normal, "I have been assigned to divine your
intentions at our conference. You do understand your voice will
carry no weight?"

"Oh, I understand. I actually don't expect to
speak much at all really. The most I wanted to do was to let Jack
listen in and check its translation for problems. It is still a
prototype but I want to get some bugs worked out with some real
time use."

Gordon seemed to consider this and then
nodded once to himself.

"The other matter I've been asked to discuss
with you regards your own unique position in Human society. Should
we decide to ignore any advice you may give, will it look poorly on
us in the human eye?"

That took me a second to understand but when
I did my eyebrows shot up.

"Gordon, I don't think anyone but a small
handful of people even know I am here. More than that, I don't
think even that many people really care what my opinion may
be."

"Well, that is some relief, I must admit,"
and I'll be damned if he didn't look relieved even though it was
like talking to a mannequin. He had no mobility but somehow he knew
human body language enough to convey this simple feeling.

"The V'inn in particular are concerned and
wished to give no offense to your elders. They are a generational
society, you understand?"

"Actually, I don't Gordon, and that's part of
why I am here."

Again I could swear he didn't move a
millimeter, but I could sense he was confused so I went on.

"It seems to me, and a great many humans,
that the lack of a decent translator has been a thorn in our side
since we met the V'inn. We've always suffered from poor species
relations and only your race has chosen to spend any time with
us."

"The V'inn will share a planet or two but
they remain alien to us. The Shi are isolationist to a fault but
they still come in droves as tourists, but we don't know why. Can
you explain why a Shi finds more interest in a flower-garden than
in the rest of our planet?"

"You are referring to the Arboretum Magnus in
Texas?"

Now how did he know about that?

"Yes, actually I am. I haven't been there but
I know it's huge and it has more specimens of plants than anywhere
else on Earth. Did you know that over thirty percent of the
visitors there each year are Shi?"

"I admit I did not know that, but it does not
surprise me."

"Well, that's just it. It doesn't surprise
you, but we can't figure it out. Do you know why the Shi find it so
fascinating?"

Gordon paused a moment there but then shook
his head once at me. I expected him to say something but he seemed
to forget all about that conversation and went on to something
else.

"As a human of significant years, it is my
hope that you may be able to shed some light upon the problem that
is the subject of this conference."

"I wish I could Gordon, but I'm afraid I
don't know enough yet to say anything intelligent on the matter.
You're dealing with a religious group, with their own values that
differ from my own. I may be able to help later, but for now I
don't know enough."

He nodded at that and I felt a sense of
disappointment in the room. He wasn't disappointed with me, I knew
that much, but he was disappointed with the situation.

Damn it! How the hell can a plastic
doll-looking alien make me feel so much and not even have eyebrows?
It was uncanny at how he communicated such things to me then and it
still gives me the willies now. He also never told me anything
about why the Shi like plants more than humans!

"Well then, Carl, I will allow your
participation in the conference. I am sure you know your place, and
you seem sensible enough not to make a disruption. I do warn you
though such conferences may take a long time with no results."

"That much I understand. I have nothing to do
except this right now and my budget allows for a stay as long as a
few months."

He nodded at that and stood up, indicating
our meeting was over in that odd way of his and I found myself
standing also.

"Let us hope that is enough time to reach a
resolution then, or at least help your small friend Jack gain a
personality."

That did remind me about Manny and in a flash
of brilliance I suggested Lissa as an aid to understanding the crew
of the Brigham Young 4. She is after all a historian and I was sure
she could help with some historical back-ground. The fact that it
would soothe Lissa's bruised ego over not being invited and allow
Gordon to return Manny to me through Lissa wasn't lost on me
either.

Gordon agreed and then I found myself
dismissed. I stood out in the hall for a moment, one pocket-nano
short and confused as all hell until I managed to stumble my way
back to the common cabin I shared with Lissa.

Gordon's call came a few hours later to
invite Lissa to talk with him alone and she nearly ran out the door
before he finished speaking.

After a few hours she returned, glowing in
that way women do after something really satisfies them, and she
returned Manny to me.

"Boss-man! Boss-man! That was awesome!!!"

"What was awesome Manny?"

"Gordon and I talked for a long time and we
shared a great deal of information. More importantly, he and I
talked with Jack, and I tried to explain what it was he is supposed
to do."

"Tried to explain? What are you saying Manny?
Jack is a translator, it's that simple. Besides, he was with me the
whole time."

"No boss-man, it is not that simple, and Jack
has a transceiver like I do. Jack is a big beefy processor and a
simple-minded SSM like me, but he's got a great deal of programming
Moe and I don't have. Only you seem to understand all of what you
want him to do and I was afraid you'd be disappointed when Jack
couldn't do it all."

"I'm sorry to tell you this boss-man," Moe
interrupted as it is prone to do after you mention his name, "but
Jack's a retard."

"Moe! He is not, and that's a rude word to
use!" Manny yelped in my other ear.

"He is so, Manny! It's a harsh word but it is
still true. Jack may have a better processor, but his load of data
is crippling him. He slows the process down, hence 'retard.'"

"Well Moe and Manny, there isn't any way I
can make that load lighter and there isn't a faster processor
available without getting government approval for it."

"Oh, we understand boss-man," Moe shot back
over Manny, "but don't worry about it. I think Manny has a
plan."

That took me by surprise. Manny and Moe were
SSM's but still bound by the same programming of Sheila or any
implant. Creativity wasn't something to be encouraged too much and
Don's addendum to their programming would stomp it out if it got
out of hand. The tone of Moe's suggestion and Manny's interaction
with Gordon had me worried for the moment.

"You created this plan?"

"It's not quite the way it sounds boss-man.
Gordon actually suggested the plan, but Moe and I worked out the
details ourselves. That's what we do: solve given problems so that
you don't have to."

My unease passed but I wondered about
Gordon's plan.

"We can't say much now boss-man. There are
still details to work out and one of us has to work on it nearly
constantly until the conference starts." Manny added to this.

Then Moe chimed in, "But one of us will be
able to help you while the other works. We hope that we have a
workable solution before the conference, but it may take longer.
Just sit there and listen and try not to get too discouraged at
what Jack does at first. Okay?"

I agreed to the plan but I kept my own
reservations to myself. Besides, the conversation between the three
of us was giving me a headache.

I guess I haven't explained the way I "talk"
to my pocket-nano's very well here. It's a simple method really,
and it's been used for several centuries. I simply think what words
I wish to say to either one, and they pick up the signals along a
series of small monitors laced throughout my nervous system. The
monitors are passive sensors only and they aren't implanted very
deeply. If I wanted to I can order them to self-remove in less than
thirty seconds.

Manny, Moe or any SSM can "speak" directly to
me via another implant that lies somewhere along my auditory nerve
clusters. This implant is not as passive as it "makes sounds" for
such devices, but it actually isn't invasive and isn't the same as
the regular nanotech implant I have so many reservations about.
Such SSM's can also display information for me by using long-term
contact lenses I wear in each eye. They don't really ever need to
be changed but I do take them out a couple times each year to
remind myself what it is like without them.

I've noticed the lenses also correct my
vision and that without them I would need glasses in my own time. I
wore glasses my first time alive and I don't miss them now. I don't
miss the old hard contact lenses either, or their softer but more
fragile counterparts, and the lenses I have now don't come flying
out every time I look the wrong way or turn my head to quickly.

The headache I am now suffering from comes
only when both the two talk at once, and over each other. The
auditory nerve interface is old and needs to be refined is the
simplest way to describe the problem. After awhile of them both
grabbing for dominance of that particular microphone I start to
feel like my head is inside an amplifier.

Right now I'm going to get some rest and let
Manny and Moe work together on this plan they've cooked up with
Gordon. Lissa is already sleeping with a smug look on her face and
I'm not sure I really want to know what that's all about.

How do women sleep that way though? I've
never seen a man manage to look like anything more than near-dead
when he sleeps, but women always seem to be able to look smug, or
happy, or sated when they sleep. I guess some things even science
will never be able to explain.
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We've arrived on Mars. The trip was largely
uneventful after meeting with the Gordon and a few incidents in
which either Manny or Moe were chirping along, telling me later
they were still in contact with the alien.

Gordon did manage to pick-up two of his own
pocket-nanos, but has complained about their lack of personality to
both my own. They've promised to help remedy the situation once
they work out the translator problem, but for now they are quiet
most of the time and I try not to bother them too much.

The change in gravity from the lunar standard
aboard ship to the higher gradient here on the ground was a little
more draining than I imagined. I wonder how difficult Earth normal
will be for me once I return.

I've mentioned this to Moe and he said he'd
adjust my implanted administrators.

"Without an implant boss you don't have the
normal benefits. We forgot about the degradation of bone tissue
without the proper supplements. You better start taking some walks
or something while you're here. It will help you. I'll set up an
alarm and a pedometer program, but we're really busy now. Gordon's
insights are proving to be a bitch to implement and Jack's not
helping."

I thought about the idea for awhile as I
rested in my hotel room and looked out the window at the nearly
barren landscape. I think I've mentioned that humans attempted
terraforming Mars long ago. They gave it up as too expensive but
the process continues on, slowly but surely. The V'inn have also
helped in this regard, but more for "V'inn-forming" the planet
now.

Outside the biosphere I can see fields of
small lichen species from Earth, slowly working at raising the
oxygen content in the atmosphere. In one valley I can see the tops
of the V'inn's purple and red trees. They don't use chlorophyll,
but they use something else that can withstand lower temperatures
and frequent freezing.

Since they started there are small ships out
in space, flying long-established routes. These ships pick up
ice-bergs from a mining robot in the cometary shell around the
solar system and then it launches them to a pick up point. These
automated ships then send the ice-bergs down through the atmosphere
to add water and other elements.

Since beginning several centuries ago,
they've raised the global temperature and the atmospheric pressure
somewhat, but not much. Liquid water on the surface is still rare,
but not unheard of. After a few more centuries the V'inn will turn
off the ice shipments and then let the Plants take over. The lower
gravity is pleasant for them and they don't mind the lack of
pressure or oxygen.

Thinking about this gave me an idea and I
summoned one of the two out of their linguistics nightmare.

"Yeah boss-man," Manny snipped. I must have
interrupted something important.

"I've been thinking of something. The
Gordon's language is mostly binary in nature or something like
that, right?"

"Try base five and you'll be closer."

"Well, I've been thinking. The Gordon's
express themselves well in Human Standard, so why don't we tell
Jack to put the Gordon translations on the back-burner for now. It
can use it if it recognizes a lack of significant meaning or a
confusing usage of Standard, but let him focus on the V'inn and Shi
more."

Manny was silent for a moment and I could
tell somehow that Moe had paused. I can't hear or feel anything
when my two talk together but I somehow sense when they do.

Finally Manny came back. "The idea has more
merit than most of what I've figured out with this mess in here. It
will speed Jack up a few percentage points, but that's not the real
problem here."

"Then what is the real problem Manny?"

"The real problem is the V'inn language. They
are hermaphrodites, boss-man. The he/she problem we've covered, but
Moe and I think there is an entire level of words and definitions
that haven't been revealed to humans as yet. It's like entire
letters of the dictionary are missing."

"What leads you that?"

"Well, look at the V'inn society. You've seen
their homes, the waddle-and-daub dirt piles they call buildings.
You have seen the access tunnels they always have running through
those things. Can you imagine a V'inn being able to squeeze through
one of those little tunnels?"

I thought a moment then had to agree. "No,
but an adolescent V'inn can. What are you getting at?"

"Adolescent V'inn can get through the
tunnels, but they can't build those buildings. V'inn admit openly
that they don't reach full sentience until adulthood and only then
by sharing that foodstuff they use to pass on information with.
There's more to this. Here, I'll let Moe take over."

Manny seemed to wander away, grumbling under
his breath, then Moe jumped in. "We've been examining the V'inn
dictionary intensely boss-man, and I've found a few things that
seem absent entirely."

"Such as what Moe, don't build it up for me,
just get to the point."

"Alright, they have no word for vermin. Nor
do they have words that translate for rats, pests, pesticides,
parasite, symbiotic, symbioses, or anything related to insects, or
lower life-forms other than their own young. All those definitions
lead to something called "maker.""

"Then what is a 'maker' to them?"

"That's the problem. From the design of their
buildings and a few anecdotal reports from the early exploration of
Enoch IV, we've managed to put together something interesting."

I said nothing. Images were flashing at me
through the lenses and I spent time observing things I'd seen
before but I tried looking at them with a fresh eye.

"Did you know that since their discovery, the
V'inn haven't built a single new above-ground building for
themselves since Humans discovered them on Enoch IV?"

"Another thing I've noticed is that even when
human contractors get work, they have to use V'inn materials and
V'inn blueprints for the new buildings, but the V'inn had no
concept of blueprints before humans came along."

New images came along and I saw for myself
the long avenue of newer V'inn buildings of Enoch IV, all
identical, all too small and bland. The older V'inn buildings stood
out by their radical differences and almost random design.

"Additionally, it's a well known fact that
the V'inn took over Mars because the Humans let them have it for
free and they could use it. What is not well known – and has
probably gone unnoticed until now – is that fact that the V'inn
held off building anything for three years until all humans could
be recalled from the planet to avoid a particularly nasty asteroid
strike."

I remembered that asteroid strike, even as
the video of the event played out before me again. The V'inn
interceded and asked humans to not interfere. Something about how
the impact would warm the planet a few degrees and the dust storms
were nothing worth consideration to them. Humans evacuated, but the
V'inn landed shortly afterward and started building. When the dust
finally cleared they had their settlement, complete and running
along nicely, but they hadn't built anything above ground since
then.

It defied logic that any sentient species
would willingly want a "planet-killer" sized asteroid impacting
with their new home, but the V'inn had repeatedly defied logic
since we first met. I was intrigued by Moe's presentation and
impatiently waited for him to get to the point.

"Finally, the food consumption rates of the
V'inn and the estimated output of their 'red-houses' for growing
their food don't add up. In all observed V'inn colonies, their food
production adds up to a five-to-one ratio versus actual use. That's
not like the V'inn at all."

Here I had to interrupt. "Moe, you know the
V'inn lay their eggs in garbage dumps, and that they lay eggs like
insects, by the thousands. That would account for the extra
food."

"Correction, boss-man, the V'inn call their
brooding grounds "garbage-dumps" but they really mean
"sewage-ponds." Disgusting as it sounds, they lay their eggs in
their own sewage. Even on Enoch IV the garbage dump is kept
elsewhere and consists of still edible materials, but that stuff
goes to the recycler. A V'inn brooding ground consists of one thing
and only one thing in every observable colony. It is sewage."

"Still, Moe, that many young and adolescents
would still eat a lot."

"I've factored that in. Still the production
out-weighs the consumption by five-to-one. Why would any sentient
race expend nearly seventy percent of their energy growing food
that is not used? What is the gain to that?"

"Well, there wouldn't be one, but they may be
exporting it."

"Not under any observation I can find going
back over two centuries now. The food stays where it's grown."

"Alright Moe, I give up. What are you getting
at?"

Moe paused here to smirk a little bit in my
ear and a new image started to form. It was largely a blur, but Moe
threw up a grid line to show me dimensions and then drew black
outlines to form a rough shape differing from the background.

"Long story made short boss-man, the V'inn
have another life-form along with them. They have kept them hidden
so far, but it would account for a great many things I've pointed
out here."

"Explain that to me Moe. I do not understand
your point."

"Well, I have engaged in a great deal of
speculation at this point, and I could be completely wrong, but I
don't think so. The V'inn can't build their own housing, they've
censored their language to us, they grow foods in huge amounts that
an unseen population eats, and they only build when unobserved, or
unobservable to humans."

"Taking all this in and adding this picture
to the mix – which was taken by the Enoch IV exploratory crew by
the way – I can come up with only one conclusion that would explain
all this."

"The V'inn exist with a lower life-form, that
is symbiotic in nature, but out-number them by five or more to one,
and they've kept it secret from humans."

I had to shake my head at this, but Moe's
image still remained. He could not sharpen in further, but he had
wiped out a great deal of the background and I could make out
something.

"As to the question of "Why" I can only
conclude that this other life form is the "maker" life form they
refer to, and that they regard it as somewhat of a pest."

"Alright Moe, I get it all now. From what
you're showing me the creature is approximately five feet tall, and
humanoid shaped. Am I correct in that?"

"Pretty much, but I suspect it may have more
than four limbs. It probably has six, like the V'inn, if the
biological development took place from a common line of
evolution."

"So what is the problem with translation then
Moe? How does this figure into your problem?"

"It's like this boss-man: The V'inn language
has been greatly censored for use with us humans for unknown
reasons. The V'inn trying to talk to us but can't use a great many
of their own words to do so. They fear revealing this information
to us."

"When all is said and done, Manny and I fear
that a complete translation will be impossible until the V'inn are
honest with us and let us look at their whole language. Over forty
percent of Jack's processing power goes into the V'inn semantics
more than anything else, and he still comes up short."

"So you're saying the translator project was
a bust, even before it got started? Moe, please tell me that's not
the case."

"No, boss-man. Carl, look," I did stop and
pay attention to that. Moe and Manny never use my given name.
"Boss-man" has always been an affectation of their personalities
since I started with them. It helps me differentiate them from
anyone else in that only they call me that. "The translator project
is not a bust yet, but Gordon offered a suggestion while on the
trip here, but I don't know how you'll like it."

I said nothing but waited for Moe. Saying
anything now was inevitable anyway.

"We're going to have to get creative to
account for this other life-form and to censoring their language.
Only that will let us get a bead on a true translation. I would
suggest leaving us in the conference while you aren't there to
loosed the V'inn emissary's tongue a bit, or we can also get a feed
from Gordon's pocket-nanos when we aren't there. Gordon actually
suggested the latter part today, knowing the V'inn may suspect us
as well."

I sat and let this sink in for a bit, then
paused long enough to send Moe back to work and return to
contemplating the problem.

I've spent most of the day inside my head and
took dinner in my room. The supplements have made me a bit queasy
and Lissa could tell I didn't feel well when she stopped by a while
ago. She stopped long enough to check me out with Manny and Moe
acting as impromptu doctors, but then left after they satisfied her
that I would be fine.

I am tired now and I will sleep soon. Dinner
was fine, but I couldn't eat much. Added to the supplements, this
new development made me feel lousier than before.

Here I am a guest of honor at a conference of
three species, and only an observer at that. Now I find one of the
races are lying to us – by omission – and my project was much more
challenging than anyone ever expected.

The conference starts in five days, so maybe
the V'inn emissary may allow a visit before the conference. I don't
count on it, but I think I'm done with all the brain-busting I can
take for one day.

I finally feel like I'm over 1000 years old.
How is it that I can be revived as the oldest person in the world
and still have the resources to find all this? What is so wrong
with the human race that they've let something like this slip
by?

The longer I'm here the more something eats
away at the back of my brain. It's gotten to be annoying now when
it was only a tickle before. Soon I'm afraid it may start to become
painful.

This is my life. I am an artifact, an
infamous old man among the eternal youth. I spend my days trying to
find a way to deal with a world that is too busy to deal with
me.

I can't find a job, and when I think I have
one, it ends up being a fruitless task which I've wasted over a
decade on. I can't even live by myself where I want. I'm the
property of a University Project, a piece of campus furniture
now.

Well, that's enough belly aching for now. I
need sleep. I've set Manny to getting me an appointment with the
V'inn big-wig before the conference starts. I've left instructions
for Manny to use "makers" with any request and to use increasingly
annoying methods of persuasion to get me there before the
conferences. I hope this emissary is smart enough to understand it.
But I think the urgency may not "translate."
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The V'inn emissary ignored all requests for
an audience before the conference started, but I can't claim to be
surprised at that. Most of what I've gotten from Manny is that I've
been stymied by an increasingly annoying and bureaucratic set of
assistants that couldn't take a hint. Chalk that up to another
failure of our current translation skills.

The Conference started with little pomp or
ceremony this morning. The representatives of each race arrived
promptly at the appointed time to take their seats, then Gordon
rang a small bell and started to speak in his own language.

Jack managed to translate that pretty
well.

"We, of the Gordon race, do call this
conference to order and ask that each emissary state their name and
the names of those with them. I myself am currently assumed of the
name 'Gordon' for the ease of use and am accompanied by a fellow of
my own race currently assumed in the name of 'Gambino.'"

"Supplemental to this I have employed and
sponsored the inclusion of two semi-sentient machines in the form
of 'pocket-nanos' that are assumed in the names of Hansel and
Gretel. Their part is to observe and record this such conference
for historical perspective."

Gordon sat down then nodded his head to the
Shi contingent on his right at the big round table, looked to me,
then smiled and winked.

In itself the gesture would not have been
odd, but the fact that Gordon now possessed teeth and eyes where
there had once been empty space did startle me a bit. The "Hansel
and Gretel" thing surprised me also, but I knew Manny and Moe had
been tutoring Gordon's new nanos for a few days and accepted the
idea at face value.

Jack's translation was a bit off, but I made
a mental note and continued listening, not wanting to miss the Shi
as it stood and started to speak in its own language as well.

"We are Shi of the nameless and I am of
no-name. For purpose of conference this here-now, I will be Wan, to
my left is Tall and to my right will be Short."

"This here-now Wan will launch a formal query
to Gordon emissary assumed Gordon to explain 'pocket-nano' Hansel
and Gretel, and request submit to examination for safety-concern
sake and well-being."

I sent a signal to Moe and Manny to kick Jack
in the rear as the Shi translation filtered through my ear-piece. A
few seconds later I got Moe's version of a whisper to me.

"Boss-man, Jack is trying but that's the
literal translation of what the Shi said. I double checked and it
proves out."

I nodded to myself and let things go on as
Gordon offered Wan both Hansel and Gretel for "her" examination and
waited patiently as the three small aliens consulted the devices
for a bit.

Wan handed the nanos back to Gordon and bowed
with that side to side wiggle at the lowest part to indicate
approval, according to Jack.

"Wan, Tall and Short have consulted examined
to find no danger of Hansel and Gretel to offer invitation to
Gordon to explain the origin of these devices as well as possible
uses."

Gordon didn't miss a beat and I had noticed
Jack had managed to skip a few things to help with the context of
the Shi's speech this time through.

"I would be very willing to discuss Hansel
and Gretel with the Shi but would refer the Shi to their creator
and inventor one Carl Gussman, Human, present this here-now
conference table opposite me for better understanding of
pocket-nanos."

The Shi looked to me then bowed and twisted
its shoulder in greeting as they do for "hello" and I nodded back.
Wan sat and I found it was now my own turn to stand and introduce
myself.

As each person seemed to speak their own
native language I decided to do the same and issued a quick command
to my three accomplices to translate as best they could into each
race's language what I said.

"I am the human Carl Guy Gussman of Earth. I
am no official emissary and have been informed my voice is without
weight. I have accepted this and humbly thank each emissary present
for my inclusion here."

Manny, Moe and their slower brother Jack took
turns repeating this in each of the three other languages that
seemed to cause some interest with the Shi and the V'inn, but not
much.

"My principal purpose is to test a device
designed as a translator and improve its performance if
possible."

Again, they each translated and I waited
patiently.

"With me are three pocket-nanos known as
Manny, Moe and Jack. I will submit them for inspection as
well."

Wan looked for a minute as I placed each on
the table in front of me then closed both eyes and rolled her head
around her shoulders, Jack indicating that as a shake of the head,
dismissing the gesture but not implying insult.

"I am the oldest living human of record, but
no offense to me would be considered of any weight to my race.
Please feel free to ignore me as I am here with a differing concern
to this conference."

Again the translation and again the same
interested looks from around the table as each nano spoke a
different language. The V'inn seemed confused from what I could
sense of the body language I knew and it didn't surprise me much.
After they each finished I raised an arm slowly to indicate Lissa,
in her seat against the far wall and well-removed from the table
and the conference in more than simple spacing.

"Accompanying me is Lissa Robard, a history
professor and a guide for myself. She is here to record and
observe, but not to participate. She is well-educated as to human
history and has studied the particular traits of the human
colonists to which are the subject of this conference. She is
willing and able to answer questions should they be required."

Being done I sat down and then pocketed my
nanos again after they finished their translation tricks. The V'inn
emissary, easily the largest thing in the room, didn't bother to
stand where it squatted on the floor but moved its body in such a
way as to indicate a more formal and stiffer posture as it started
to speak in its own tongue.

"mek'Lash, of V'inn race be I. Of the
hive-mother be I. Of Mars be I, and of the conference subject be I
well versed."

That first part came through clearly enough
but there was a distinguishable pause as Jack started to struggle
even under that much. Something tickled the back of my brain for a
second before the V'inn could continue and I knew Manny and Moe
were up to something but I preferred to wait and see what they
would pull out of their collective hat now.

"The ::mother-race:: consent to this
conference and wish to find a workable solution to all races
involved."

The "::mother-race::" thing came from Manny
after the briefest of pauses, but I didn't have any time to ask him
about it. The V'inn resumed the more casual posture and then
everything shifted to Gordon again.

He brought up a hologram display that floated
above the center of the table, greatly simplified for all involved
and indicated the three worlds belonging to each alien race and the
solar-sail ship Brigham Young 4.

"We all know the stated facts and have
officially attested to their authenticity. The problem before this
conference is that we have a human colony of religious separatists
and purists that have arrived in a system where an uninhabited and
suitable world does not exist."

"To an open invitation to share the resources
of each of the established colonies, the crew of the Brigham Young
4 has declined. Their claim to the entire system as their
possession is worrisome to my own race and despite evidence that
the original Shi colony pre-dates their discovery of this planetary
system, they steadfastly refuse to accept that anyone else may lay
a claim to this system."

"As emissary of my race, we Gordon wish no
conflict with the human colonists and would open the table to
suggestions as how to deal with this situation before an
unfavorable incident may occur."

Gordon spoke in his own language but I heard
it all in standard just fine. Jack managed to clean up the excess
and clear the context of the Gordon's language quite well
actually.

Wan spoke up next and as she did so the
hologram came to enlarge and focus upon the middle planet and
several indicators flashed as the globe revolved on it's axis in
front of us.

"Shi have settled this world of no-name but
human-called Farnham 3, for longer than humans have traveled space
itself."

"Despite wishes to avoid conflict and insult,
Shi have invested great resources and time to several on-going
research facilities and operations of peaceful nature that would be
much-disturbed by a move at this or any other time."

"A move now would grieve Shi as a race and
could hinder the ::Shi-Quest:: of time immortal. We ::Weep?:: to
find such loss and ruin for a pitiful ship of human colonists and
::weep?"" to offend or hinder our fellow sentient races as
well."

The Gordon gave a simple human nod to this
and the V'inn mek'Lash twitched its beak-like mouth in something
akin to the same thing. After a short pause I realized they were
waiting for my reaction and I chose to nod simply, and hoped I
hadn't implied the wrong thing.

mek-Lash spoke next and what came out was
something else. Manny, Moe and Jack were obviously working on their
own plan in understanding and translating through context but it
was obvious that work was still needed.

"mek-Lash be I, of V'inn be I, of my race
agree with Shi and wish no disruption to our little sentient
::friends?::. Of Farnham 4, V'inn number less than one-million
five-hands, and ::makers:: a power of five to that. ::Adolescent::
::parasites:: are of no consequence and
::are-not-numbered-or-considered?:: here."

"Farnham 4 ::Queen: is gravid in old age, and
of considerable bulk. Moving her would expend many ::makers?:: to
little or no safe result. To move our ::makers? food-supply?::
would endanger an established hive and offer ::extinction?
termination?:: as only reward at this time."

Again we nodded in turn and then Gordon did
that thing again of drawing attention without moving a hair. Eerie
that.

"Gordons have offered co-habitation with the
humans, which they have declined. To that we assumed a planetary
exodus of Farham 2 would be inevitable, but the conference was
called to seek other suitable alternatives."

"To leave the Farnham star would endanger
nothing except our research of how historical and racially
particular nature, and suitable compromise may be made through a
re-location to Farnham 3 or 4 with suitable permissions."

"Farnham 2, is of optimum climate for Human
colonization, and I submit to request accommodations on Farnham 3
or 4 where space and resources could be spared."

This sent my mind wandering a bit as the
V'inn and Wan both managed to remain silent for a time and seemed
to mull over the idea. Gordon just asked to crash on their couch
for the indefinite future and I figured each race now calculated
how such a move would affect their interests.

The part that threw me was the sheer audacity
of the Brigham Young 4 colonists. As a human I felt a sharp blade
of shame threading its way through my guts as things came into a
particular perspective.

Imagine it, if you can. You find a plot of
land and build a house and a farm and set up crops and set out some
cattle to graze. Two other neighbors come along and do so beside
you as well. Then after a few years some idiot comes along and
starts whining that they intended to set up their own farm long ago
and demands that you get off their land immediately.

You offer to share the land, to share the
already plowed fields, the finished fences, the food you've grown
for your own family, but this idiot doesn't want any of it.

In my childhood an idiot like this would most
likely be handed his hat, with a fist in it. As I got older, things
like that happened, but no one simply rolled over without a
fight.

Here were three races who were bending over
backwards to accommodate this ship-load of jack-asses and even
abandon a centuries old colony world through the fear of giving
offense to the human race.

I suddenly had a startling view of how our
own war-like past might appear to these alien races, and I had to
fight off a fresh wave of shame as I started to compile my own "to
do" list for the evening.

I may be a voice-without-weight here, but if
I managed to do anything I swore I'd find a better solution that
actually made sense.

From there the discussion continued and
Gordon offered various statistics and information as to what would
be needed to accommodate a move to a neighboring planet. Wan and
mek'Lash each asked specific questions and offered their own
information to Gordon's inquiries, but the rest of the day seemed
to revolve around this sharing session.

I mentally tapped Moe to get his attention
and let Manny and Jack record the conference as it continued around
us.

"Moe, I have a new job for you."

"Are you sure Boss-man? I've got my hands
kind of full right now with the translation we're working out."

"I'll take what I can get Moe, but this
involves searching the data-nets for some specific things and I
can't do it manually."

"Okay, but hold on a second," Moe was quiet
for nearly three minutes before he returned and then seemed a bit
less stressed when he spoke.

"Boss-man, if this job isn't too sensitive,
can I let someone else take over?"

"Who else could Moe? All three of you are
busy."

"I know that, but Gordon agreed to let us use
his pocket-nanos if we needed, and believe me, we need it."

I thought about what I wanted for a second
then signaled my agreement. Moe didn't bother to answer but a new,
feminine voice chimed through my comm-link.

"This is Gretel, Carl-Human. Moe has
requested my assistance and Gordon has agreed. What task do you
have for me?"

Gretel seemed nice and a bit to-the-point,
but I noticed Manny and Moe's influence on her personality from the
start and wondered what private joke they were working on now.
Making a note to have them checked soon I thought about what I
wanted and then set Gretel to her tasks and let her go quickly.

From there, not much came up. My three
translators worked feverishly over the conversations as they
continued around us, and Jack seemed to pick up speed as context
continued to fall into place. By the end of the day nearly half of
everything mek'Lash said fell into these improvised words my
translators had worked up but some things weren't falling into
place. I was still confused by much of it, but not as much as
before and Manny would grumble to himself audibly from time to
time.

Finally Gordon called an early end to the
first day of the conference and we all adjourned. I found Lissa
working away at something or other and we returned to our quarters
amid only a few grunts and gestures as both our minds were filled
with something or other.

"Boss-man?" Manny finally said as I entered
my room.

"Yeah Manny, how's it going?"

"It's going okay, but I had a question."

"Alright. Go ahead and ask."

"Do you think they would award a
Semi-sentient Machine with a Ph. D.?"

I couldn't even begin to formulate an answer
and didn't have to as Manny cursed quietly and then was silent for
the rest of the evening as I started recording this here.

A few minutes ago I heard from Gretel. She's
completed the first half of the search I wanted and is working on
the second part. After I indicated what I wanted, she paused for a
long time then chirped to get my attention.

"Carl-human?"

"Yes Gretel. How may I help you?"

"Gordon, my boss-man, asks if you have
something you would like to address in the conference
tomorrow?"

I thought about that for a bit then found
myself shaking my head. "Please tell him thanks, but I don't have
anything yet. I would request however, that I be given some time to
work something out on my end and allowed some time during the next
day if possible. Also, I'm not feeling that well and may be
starting to get ill. I may not be able to attend but I would ask
that my pocket-nanos may be present without me?"

She relayed the request then responded after
some time. "Gordon approves and indicated he is very much
interested in what you would have to say. He also indicates that
from the subject of your research through me, he is very curious as
to your impressions of the conference so far."

"Tell him I am flattered by his interest, but
I need a little time to work out the details. I will address my
idea within the conference if permissible – to avoid the impression
of favoritism over the Shi or the V'inn emissaries."

"Understood. I will conduct your assigned
task and report back in the morning if preferable."

"That would be fine Gretel, thank you."

She chirped off then and I managed to finish
this. I am now turning to looking over Gretel's earlier results and
I will record more when I know what it is I am looking for. So far
I have had her search out the closest habitable start systems to
Farnham for a human colony, and now she is searching through
Spatial Navy records for known Hyperspace Capable ships. I don't
know if any of this will work but I intend to track this idea to a
conclusion either way.

Regardless of that, our colonists of the
Brigham Young 4 need a wake-up call as to what the rest of the
galaxy has been up to for the last few centuries. It seems that
like sarcasm, the ability and willingness to be blunt have fallen
out of use in normal human society.

Some things of the past are ugly, true, but
some ugly things have their niche for a reason.
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I've spent the last few days working on my
own, burning a hole in the Fleet fund set-up for me so long ago and
only partially paying attention to the conference as it
continues.

I've had a particularly nasty run-in with
what they call the "red-flu" here, and been sequestered in my room
for the past two days by my own volition.

A doctor came to examine me and seemed
fascinated by having a real sick human to work on for once, but
there was little he could do. The virus I've contracted is minor
and poses little threat, other than some discomfort and a bad case
of the trots. He advised drinking plenty of fluids, ordered I take
some nutritional supplements and then left after making note of
Manny, Moe and Jack and seemed surprised by their abilities to keep
him up to date on my health.

On a curious note, my bank contacted me
yesterday. It seems a few pocket-nanos are selling somewhere and
they wanted to know what to do with the money. I'm splitting half
to the Fleet Fund and half to savings for now. I left instructions
to continue this in the future but I'm not sure it will be
necessary as the pocket-nanos don't sell very often.

As for the little additions on Manny and Moe,
I've gotten to talk to them and found out their solution. They have
more time now and Jack is plugging along on his own just fine for
the time being with only the occasional need for an assist from his
brothers.

"Boss-man," Manny told me quietly when we
finally had a moment to talk, "when we couldn't get an appointment
with the V'inn ambassador, Moe and I managed to work out a
solution."

"Yeah," Moe chirped in my other ear, quietly
and taking occasional pauses as he seemed busy checking something
else over at the same time. "Manny, you take this, I'm working
things out over here."

"Sure, Moe."

"So what is it you worked out Manny?"

"We decided to improvise. We started breaking
down context, and then we started figuring out what words might be
needed to work out a V'inn society assuming the makers were
real."

I was unsure about that for a moment but let
the thought slide by unsaid.

"It was hell the first few days, but the
little bureaucrats helped enormously as we managed to get first
one, then another on the line for longer and longer periods of
time."

"When the conference started we had a list of
words worked out but the context of their use managed to nail a
great deal of them down for us. We've been supplementing as time
goes on, but the bottom line is that we've managed to crack the
V'inn translation problem. Jack is still running slowly, but his
V'inn vocabulary has doubled since the conference started and
growing little by little as each day passes. The real trick is to
keep the V'inn talking."

"So your assumptions came out correctly?"

"No. We were completely wrong Boss-man, but
we've corrected for that and now we're hammering out a standard
translation."

"All right then, Manny, good job. Thanks for
all the hard work."

"On Moe and Jack's behalf, you are very
welcome."

Manny paused here, in what I thought was
another assist to Jack. Their brother was now in the company of
Gordon at the conference, recording the conference, but not much of
interest came about. Manny or Moe would deliver each day's
summaries, but in the end it amounted to working out how to move,
what to move and when to do it.

"Boss-man, can you explain something to me?"
Manny chimed back in a few moments later.

"I'll try Manny, what is it?"

"Gretel has handed her search off to me now
that I have time, but I can't figure out what you are getting at.
What does the Navy have to do with all this?"

I waited a moment and collected my thoughts
before answering. Did I want to tell Manny everything I had planned
before it happened? Would he alert Lissa or throw a monkey-wrench
into the works?

I decided to let him in on part of it, but
not everything. I don't like not trusting my assistants much, but
sometimes their best intentions aren't exactly in line with my own
goals.

"I can't tell you everything, but the longer
I listen to the conference and the more I discover of recent events
and the Brigham Young 4, the more I think that this is a human
problem that's been dumped in someone's lap unfairly."

Manny waited a moment then assumed a
conspiratorial tone with what he said next, "Got you Boss-man. What
can I do to help?"

"Well, get me a Fleet-line to an Admiral
Vorhees in the Enoch star-system. She's the first one I have to
talk to now."

"I thought so, that call to the
Prime-minister's office yesterday wouldn't have anything to do with
this, would it?"

"Good guess, and yes. Have what the P.M.'s
office said summarized and the relevant legal code ready to upload,
please."

Manny said nothing but grunted in my ear one
last time as he set to work. After a moment there was a familiar
chime in my other ear and told me Gretel wanted to speak with
me.

"Carl-human, Manny suggested I speak with
you. Do you have something to tell Gordon that is of
importance?"

I thought about that for a second then
realized Manny was already assuming things again, getting creative
to a degree that worried me, and again made a mental note to have
them all checked and over-hauled once time permitted.

"Gretel, has anything been done physically
within the Farnham system yet?"

Gretel paused a moment but then returned,
"No, Carl. The conference is still in the discussion stage but a
few things are being made ready once approval and a consensus is
reached."

"All right then. Gretel, please tell Gordon
that I will wish to address the conference tomorrow and to tell
those in the Farnham system to please do nothing they can't easily
reverse until they hear what I have to say."

"Done, Carl. Gordon expresses that he is
extremely curious what it is you've been up to, but will wait until
tomorrow."

Gretel chimed out quickly as Manny returned
and signaled that the Fleet-line to the Admiral was opening up.

Admiral Vorhees appeared to me a few seconds
before the connection was firmly established. Even with FTL
communications there was still a few seconds lag going both
ways.

The woman struck me as a serious and stern
type and spent the intervening seconds examining something in that
glazed expression that told of consulting her own implant for help.
After almost a minute she looked directly to me and spoke.

"Carl Gussman? I've heard of you, but let me
say I am intrigued that you would call on me."

I nodded briefly, but let it slide by and
realized my lack of any Military background left me unsure as to
how to address a female admiral. I decided for old-fashioned
politeness and to let her chalk up any rudeness to my status as an
artifact - a handy status to have at times like this.

"Thank you Ma'am. Admiral I've sent along
some legal codes and a summary of what the P.M.'s office told me
yesterday for your examination. What I have to request of you will
sound strange enough but I'm now attaching a summary of my plan to
address the problem facing the aliens in the Farnham system."

On cue Manny acted on my words with no direct
order and sent the file along. The Admiral took her time scanning
all aspects of what I'd sent despite the costs of the Fleet-line
and then nodded and said something to an aide out of my view. When
she finally returned her attention to me she struggled to hide a
smug grin from her face.

"From what I gather here, you plan to
interrupt the conference with this tomorrow?"

"If at all possible, yes Ma'am. If you need
more time, or if you are disinclined to help in this matter then I
can delay if needed."

Her eyes glazed for a second or two then she
shook her head and let that smug grin go. "We will help Mr.
Gussman, but we need a few more hours to get moving on this. Can
you delay until the afternoon session?"

"Yes. I can do that, and thank you."

The delay gave me a few seconds to let the
relief pass through me but I did my best to keep it from showing
too much. When the Admiral next spoke I noticed a red flashing
light now started blinking on her bridge and the connection started
to fuzz out with static.

"We will be ready by 1400 hours your time.
I've placed my own request with the P.M.'s office for that time so
expect a call from them as well."

Without another word the connection broke off
and I wondered exactly what the Admiral meant by that last bit of
news.

"Manny, get her back on the line. I don't
need any surprises now."

"No can do, Boss-man. What you couldn't see
and hear was that she looked over your plan and set her ship in
motion. Fleet calls are good but they can't work once someone
starts blasting away."

"She's already moving her ship?"

"Yes, and from what I could tell, having fun.
She sent every one of her department's scrambling to cover for the
event."

I sighed to myself, discouraged, but Manny
seemed to pick that up and chimed in my ear that he had something
else to tell me when I was ready to listen. I took a moment for
myself. I hadn't wanted to cause a state of emergency.

"What's the matter Carl?"

"The Admiral is the matter. I didn't intend
to start an emergency situation."

Manny laughed at this and I could hear Moe
joining in a moment later as he shared the news. "Boss-man, let me
ask you this: How much do you think they have to do out there? They
have a ship the size of a small moon, armed to the teeth, and they
sit and watch obscure weather patterns and strange stars."

I took this to heart and still couldn't see
Manny's point. He seemed to sense this as well and then broke in
again.

"Let me put it this way: What you just did
was give the Admiral the excuse for a shake-down test. She could
have taken her time but that wouldn't do what she wanted. So, she
threw the response into over-drive and now she can test how ready
each of her departments are for an emergency. It looks like chaos
to someone like you, but for the Navy it's an important test and it
will help if there's ever a real emergency."

I found I had to agree with his logic and
then decided to call it a day. By this time my regular supplements,
the doctor's new supplements and the last of the red-flu were all
starting to give my stomach hell so I shut-down the link to Manny
and retired to the bathroom for awhile.

I understand that Manny, Moe and even Jack
can keep track of me in the bathroom during these moments, but
having them talk me through it seems a bit much.
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The red-flu seemed to have left me sometime
in the night and Gordon responded to my notice that he would be
happy to yield the floor to me after their mid-day break. As things
were progressing, that break would reconvene the conference at
sometime before the appointed 1400 hours reported to me by Admiral
Vorhees.

Another call came in while I sat and waited
to request that I yield some time to the Prime Minister of Earth
once I'd entered the conference proper, and that managed to get my
attention. From my understanding the Prime Minister is often busy
managing the resources and events of not only Earth but over a
dozen other worlds allied to Earth since colonization began. Why
would someone that busy want to take away long enough to bother
with this conference?

After no real information to my inquiries, I
gave up and let it pass. Shortly before noon Lissa came to check on
me and we went to lunch, where I managed to enjoy my first real
food in several days.

I have to say that despite being only a small
out-post for humans the few Martian colonists do manage to grow
some of the best food around. The best aspect of the food on mars
was that it was real and did not rely on reprocessing, synthesis,
or replication in anyway. Lissa seemed put-off at first by a plate
of food not prepared in the standard and homogenized fashion of
Earth, but she seemed to warm up to the idea while we were
there.

After lunch we enjoyed a short walk around
the Colony grounds, looking out the large windows at the purple
V'inn forest surrounding our current habitat, but we had to cut out
sight-seeing short as the windows went opaque in a response to a
solar-flare warning.

Without a strong magnetic field, Mars gets
blasted regularly by solar radiation that would never reach the
surface of Earth. The limited V'inn changes to the planet haven't
done much to restore that field, but their trees have been adapted
to release a sort of exhaust heavy in a free-radical absorbing
compounds. The radiation dangers aren't what they once used to be,
but a good-sized flare could still kill an unprotected human.

The V'inn seem able to adapt to this
radiation, and mutations to the genetic line seem to be weeded out
in the murky pools where their unintelligent young admittedly eat
each other until the biggest and strongest of them get big enough
to get out and assume a role in their society.

Their queen-mothers, or whatever they really
are, are well protected, and buried in a hive somewhere so I assume
they consider the radiation a minor hazard.

I do wonder if their bug-like shells are
radiation proof, but that question, like many others would have to
wait for some time.

It was fortunate that the sight-seeing was
called early as Manny informed me that Gordon had received my
request for the special set-up and an address from the P.M.
himself. Gordon himself seemed to take it all in stride but calling
me in early showed he did have some nerves over what was going to
happen.

I arrived in the conference hall a half-hour
early and watched patiently while Gordon tested the set-up for my
approval. I found nothing wrong with what he'd done but I did
notice the presence of several new pocket-nanos at each alien's
side of the table.

"I'm sorry Carl, but I took it upon myself to
do that. It seems your translation unit, Jack, is working awfully
hard and it seemed best to copy him and share the work-load."

I nodded and told him it was quite fine, even
a preferred solution I hadn't thought of and that seemed to appease
him for the moment. Just after this, Moe started chirping for my
attention and I stepped away to talk with him.

"Boss-man, I think I over-stepped myself
here, but you were busy and I was busy and a decision needed to be
made."

"Slow down Moe, just tell me what
happened."

"Well, Jack was having trouble and the
three-way translation thing wasn't working well, so I contacted Don
Greeg and talked to him. We found this solution to be the
best."

I had to turn to examine the pocket-nanos
where they now lay. At first glance they seemed normal enough but
once I looked again I could see they were all larger and thicker
than standard.

"Moe, what did you two do?"

"Don fiddled with the basic design and then
copied Manny, Jack, and I. He put all three of us into one of those
larger units and Gordon ran them off for the others. Don calls them
"Gussman translators.""

"Do they work?"

"They work well enough, but they learn from
their mistakes and are programmed to check back in with Jack from
time to time for updates. I hope you don't mind."

"No, no, I don't mind, but tell me one
thing."

"What?"

"Is this what the bank was contacting me
about the other day?"

"Most likely. Don tacked on a price about
five times that of the regular nano and Gordon wanted about 200 or
so run off in various places around space. It's not much but Don
upped your percentage from five to fifty percent of the profit
margin."

"Damn him!" I muttered under my breath. I'd
worked on this for years now, yes, but not contacting me when he
modified our original agreement seemed excessive and I worried he
would be cutting his own work and support short. I was busy
formulating a heated note to send Don's way when a gong announced
that the conference would soon continue and the assorted aliens
started to wander in.

Wan, Tall and Short all took their places
quietly but chattered in their natural languages to each of their
own little translators I noticed. Was Tall laughing? I'm still not
sure about that but it appeared so.

mek'Lash stomped in as quietly and regally as
it is possible for something so large to move and then took her
place and consulted the translator provided by Gordon for the last
few minutes before the conference reconvened. Lissa now took up her
customary seat in the back and left me to my own small chair and my
collection of pocket-nanos which I spread out on the table before
me.

Gordon now rose and bowed to each of us
before speaking and I noticed instantly that Jack had managed to
work out the rough edges rather rapidly in the last few days.

"I am pleased to announce our human friend
Carl has gotten over his illness and returned to our company. As we
have each previously agreed, I would now turn over the table to
Carl for a short time for an address from the human contingent of
this conference.

Moe now spoke in my ear before I could speak
and I found I had little choice of things for the moment.

"Boss-man, just introduce the Prime Minister
and let him speak for a minute, then the floor will be yours.
Okay?"

"I've been informed that the Prime Minister
of Earth would like to address this conference and with permission
I would yield the floor to him at this time."

Each alien present indicated their approval
of this and holograms flickered into view over the center of the
table facing each Alien contingent and myself.

The Prime Minister looked relaxed and quite
happy with himself at the moment. He took his time examining each
of the holograms in front of him, then smiled and took up a sheet
of paper and glanced over it for a second before putting it down
and signing it with a ceremonial flourish.

"To each of our honored allies, I will be
brief. I have just signed an executive order that is being supplied
to you as I speak. With this order, I empower Carl Guy Gussman as
ambassador of humanity on a temporary basis to deal with the human
problem of the Farnham system."

"Please understand that we respect and are
deeply honored by the concern and efforts of each of your races
surrounding this event."

"I humbly apologize for my lack of attention
to this particular event, and I am sure that Mr. Gussman solution
will alleviate the problem in a suitable time frame."

"With that said, I now return the floor to
Mr. Gussman, with your permission and leave him empowered to solve
this problem once and for all. Thank you for your time and patience
with us."

The holograms flickered off now and the table
was quiet for a moment before Wan started to screech something. It
took a few seconds but Jack was soon translating in my ear and
providing subtitles in my visual feed to help with all the
noise.

"What is this insult? We understood that this
human came to this conference as a voice-without-weight! Now you
tell me his own puffed-up Leader is pushing his influence onto all
of us?"

Gordon seemed shocked for a moment and I
managed to signal him to let me take this one. I let the silence
build for a minute and consulted the P.M.'s order to make sure of
my new bailiwick before I spoke. Wan sat and seemed to simmer
silently while I did all this, but I could tell I needed to move
quickly.

"Wan, my honored ally, please let me
clarify." I started, and paused a moment to give her a chance to
object. She still sat there, but her eyes were slits and I could
see some faint purplish coloring rising on her cheeks. Oddly enough
Tall and Short seemed oblivious to all this for the moment.

"I am still a voice-without-weight within the
confines of this conference. If you examine the Prime Minister's
order, I am now appointed as the official ambassador to the Farnham
system."

"Added to this, you may notice I am empowered
to deal with all human problems in the Farnham system as I see
fit." With that I reached out and touched a button on Moe's casing
and brought up the Fleet-line he'd established with Admiral Vorhees
as soon as the conference had resumed. The Admiral noticed the line
open and looked patiently to me for further instruction.

"Admiral Vorhees, can you please describe
your ship, its abilities, and your current location for us
please?"

Vorhees let herself indulge in a mirthful
grin now and nodded to me before speaking.

"I would be delighted to Ambassador," to this
she added a theatric wink which I am unsure translated well with
the others but I noticed Gordon chuckling in the background.

"I am Admiral Vorhees, charged with the
command of the hyper-ship Patton. The Patton is one of the few
remaining Hyper-space capable Naval ships and is of a size a little
less than half Earth's own moon. As such, my ship can transport a
very large variety of matter as directed, even an intact
solar-sailing ship the size of the Brigham Young 4, without even a
bump."

"Our current position is now approximately
10,000 kilometers from the Brigham Young 4 within the Farnham
system. We are closing slowly and will proceed with the
ambassador's plan as time permits if that is agreeable, Sir?"
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