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The techs ran around in a
rush as I was led straight through to the other side of the
cavernous lab area. "Don't worry about them, it's their job to
worry. It's your job to fly," said a voice to my left. "We'll get
you to the stars, and you get Humanity another chance at survival.
It's what you signed up for."

 


That's Danny Lefkawitz. Good
guy, but always did sound like one of the recruiting adverts to me.
I didn't fault him for it today, of all days. We were about to
launch the second wave of 'spores' out into the wide hostile
universe, and I was going to ride at the front.

 


These were tough times to be
in. Resources across the planet were dwindling rapidly. Crazy
programs, just like this one, were scrambling to give any hope at
all that Mankind would live to see its fourth millennium since
Christ. Environmental exploitation, war, and general mismanagement
haven’t given us much to work with at the moment. It took people a
long time to wake up. Isn't that always the way though? Once the
fire starts licking at communal toes, then people start waking up,
banding together.

 


People can be good stuff,
with the proper motivation. "So how are we looking?" I asked,
mostly to make conversation. I wasn't particularly worried. The
technology we were using wasn't cutting edge.

 


"It's all fine, Jim, all
fine. All the checks show it couldn't be a better day for a
launch."

 


Not that there were days up
here, in Earth orbit. We faked it pretty well, but there was always
a difference. I was led into a small elevator that smoothly sailed
'up'. Last time I had a look at the station map, it was really
going more towards the side, but don't tell my inner ear
that.

 


The opening doors revealed a
wide hanger. The floor was hard and echoed hallow under the thick
rubber soles of my boots. And there she was; my vessel to the space
beyond space. She looked a far sight improvement over the old,
bulky, NASA shuttles of the 2nd and early 3rd millenniums. Sleek,
fast, and made for just a handful of people.

 


"You do a double check on
the cryo?" I asked. It was the only thing I was really worried
about. You see, we never did break the Speed of Light barrier, so
anyone going any real distance out had to be sleeping to do it, or
they'd be dead long before anything got done. If the cryogenics
went out on a guy, which they have once or twice, or so I hear,
then it's game over.

 


"Of course, of course. We
can't afford to lose you, or any of you heading out today; you know
that. Everything's been checked and re checked until the boys saw
freezer schematics in their dreams. Launch time is in T-10 minutes.
You get comfortable, and you can reach us by radio until then,
right?" He slapped me on the shoulder and veered off my course,
rushing to harass a few engineers that weren't working quickly
enough for his liking.

 


That left me alone with the
ship. I looked it over critically one more time. Its sleek swept
back features always made me wonder. What good would aerodynamics
do when there's no air to be dynamic in? Still, it was the best
that Earth could make at the time, I shouldn't be complaining.
Approaching the ship, I let a gloved hand slowly pass along its
smooth hull. It felt cool, reassuring, and solid. This would be the
only thing between me and death for the next untold years, jetting
through space at almost the speed of light.

 


Would I be one of the ones
to reach a habitable planet? It's a romantic thought, I admit, but
there are so many less palatable alternatives. The ship can really
only make two trips. Out, and back. And back isn't nearly as
assured as the out trip. If the destination has nothing, you have a
50-50 chance of surviving the return. Now don't get me wrong, they
do a lot of checking to make sure it's worth sending a guy anywhere
before they strap him in. I'm told they've sent some people to
where I went before. Promising data, etc.

 


If it was so promising,
where's the colony ship? We've sent out two colony ships so far. We
won't hear back from them, of course. By the time they reach where
they're going, we'll all be ash. Actually, I suppose I won't be.
I'll still be hurtling through the cosmos when they arrive,
sleeping in this ship. Maybe I'll hear a radio broadcast from them
some day. Maybe the ship will have some select words for me to hear
when I wake up. It's not likely though.

 


They say volunteering for
this project is a fancy way to commit suicide. In some ways they're
right. Even if everything goes right, you arrive, find a habitable
planet, and send back the 'Go' signal. You still lost everything.
Everyone you ever knew will be long dead. The government you worked
for? Might have collapsed. Who could really tell. The promised
riches could be quite invalid. They make this all clear up front.
If you aren't willing to do it for the sake of your fellow man, you
probably shouldn't be doing it.

 


That's a hell of a
retirement plan. Whatever; it's not worth stressing this much
about, and it's too late to back out now. It's taken the equivalent
of billions of dollars to prepare today's launch, and the Earth is
not getting any cheaper. The United Nations is banking everything
on little desperation ploys like this one to pull us all through to
the other side. I can only hope those colony ships do well,
wherever they were sent.

 


Ascending a set of smooth
indents, I scale the side of the ship and shimmy down a small hole
into the guts of the vessel. Behind me, I can hear it sealing
itself with a soft hiss of compressing air. The indents would be
smoothed away by the time blast off arrived. More aerodynamic
worry. I still didn't get that. No matter. A few feet of wriggling
through the tunnel and I half fell out into the main hallway of the
ship.

 


Despite the confined space
of the entry, the rest of the ship was spacious, for one man at
least. I heard a few other ships had room for two or four people.
Experiments, I hear. Can a couple remain true when they have only
each other? What about two? I'm quite fine with not being involved
with one of those. There's no one in my life I love that much.
Besides, this seems like an awful time to be performing
experiments. Scientists are like that, though.

 


The walls were an off white,
almost beige color, smooth and plastic looking. "Identity Jim
Newell, start up," I announced to the empty corridor. There was a
series of beeps, and the walls shimmered before taking on the
illusion of my old home, back in what used to be called New York.
The walls were lined with pictures of people I cared about, and
some very old people I never knew, ancestors, distant relations,
that sort of thing. I moved past all that, headed towards the
front.

 


The computer warmed up to
the point that it began talking, "Jim Newell, identified," it said
in an attractive female tone. I got the pick of voice. Ships are
female, it's a tradition. Why not? They were pregnant with you
through the stars, seems fitting enough. I even gave mine an
appropriate name.

 


"Hello Mom. How are you
feeling today?"

 


"All systems within
acceptable limits. I am excited to begin our mission."

 


Was she really excited?
Emotional code was something of a new toy, but they say it makes
harder working machines that can more easily emphasize with human
operators. I'll admit, Mom did feel more like a person than most
'dumb' machines I've dealt with.

 


"That's great, Mom. Do you
know where we are headed?"

 


Mom began to describe the
vector to exacting physical detail, but it wasn't the sort of
detail I was hoping to get. I arrived at the cockpit and settled
into the cushioned, round chair. It was made to half enfold me, and
would complete the capture when sleep mode was turned on. It was
also very comfortable. In front of me, panels glowed with meters
and buttons. Most of them I would never touch, or look at. Mom
handled a lot of it, but you still had to know what they did, just
in case.

 


It was theoretically
possible for a human to control the ship on manual, but, in
practice, if your computer goes out, you might as well start
praying to whatever god you think will take you. It'll be about as
good in the end. As I completed buckling in, I looked up towards
the nearest speaker. "Mom, tell me about the last mission to the
same location."

 


"There were two missions
sent to this location. Both confirm existence of habitable world.
Due to restricted response, it was determined that further
examination was required before a colony ship could be
issued."

 


"Wasn't the last a colony
ship?"

 


"Yes. All hands reported
missing in action."

 


This wasn't new news. I read
all this stuff before, but as the time for launch crept closer with
all the speed of an on-rushing truck, I couldn't help but worry
about the old news. An entire colony, lost, and the UN wants to
spend more resources on the area. What did they see out there that
could be worth such a price? I supposed I would find out in due
time.

 


"OK mom, I'm buckled in.
Night time."

 


A soft hiss of cooled air
rushed across me before a faint pinch was felt in my arm. A
soothing elixir of tranquilizers and anti freeze rushed through my
system. I could hear Mom whispering a soft lullaby as consciousness
fled me. What I would see next, I wasn't sure, but I was locked in
course for destiny.
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There goes another one. I
swear I lose more parts in a given tendency than I ever had inside
of me. Drifting through space is not easy on the old chassis. Since
leaving home, I've had plenty of time to think about life's great
mysteries. You know the ones I'm talking about.

 


Where am I going to get
something to charge the batteries?

 


Why did I bother turning on
today?

 


That kind of thing. It's OK
though. I don't plan to give up any time soon. Internal Chronometer
says I've been drifting for a few months now. Fortunately, I had
built up quite a great bit of speed before the jets blew out, so
I'm moving at a nice clip through the cosmos. If my dead reckoning
wasn't already on the blink, I should even be aimed at world. I'll
make a right pretty fireworks show on the way down. If I'm lucky,
the impact crater will be given a good name by superstitious
locals. Probably organic.

 


An asteroid drifted past me
at a little under half speed of life, relatively. It wasn't a small
rock, half again as large as I was, but not as heavy. Not many
things were as dense as I was, in a lot of ways. It probably
weighed about thirty tons or so. Thinking about it for a moment was
a welcome diversion to the monotony of this travel. What I wouldn't
do for just a few more hours of life out of my warp
engine.

 


I was once a brave defender
of Polonium's Blue Corp. We stood for freedom, liberty, and the
right of every Polonium to pursue their dreams in the stars! That's
what the literature said anyway. I hear the Red Corp spills the
same motor oil all over its recruits too. I never saw any freedom
or liberty while I was on duty. Just war, endless war.

 


When I was lovingly crafted
at the hands of my parents, Polonium was already far past gone. It
was reduced to a twisted wreck of a planet, thanks to the conflict
that neither side saw fit to call quits for over three millenia of
constant fighting. Some say the Poloniums were created to battle. I
don't think so. I think we're just stupid and got ourselves caught
in a stupid situation. A moment's break, or some outside view, I'm
sure if something had broken the cycle...

 


It's a nice thought, but it
doesn't get me out of the void between stars. I could vaguely make
out the star I was aimed at. I could see it getting bigger. No,
just wishful thinking. I'm not moving that quickly, after all. I
should arrive within the century though. That's not too bad I
think. I wonder what lives there.

 


How can I be sure something
is there at all? Well that's easy. It's the only reason I'm going
that way in the first place. Before leaving Polonium, I did a quick
survey of the cosmos, looking for radio signals and EM interference
that would lead me to some place not quite as messed up. This is
one of the closer results.

 


Maybe they're robots too!
Maybe God is a giant oil can in the sky. It's unlikely. Everyone
knows most life in the universe tends to be greasy and dirty, not
nice clean efficient mechanics.

 


Just as I'm thinking this,
my shoulder servo whines in fury. Rust and damage make moving it a
challenge as I do a full rotation. If I don't move it once in a
while, it can seize up entirely. I may be a drifting pile of spare
parts, but damn it all, I'm still functional, and plan to stay that
way. If God is an oil can, I can only pray for a squirt or three
right about now...
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I have a long designation,
given to me by well meaning human engineers. I prefer the name
given to me by my charge; Mom. I have been monitoring the workings
of my body as I carry my precious cargo away from Earth. Though I
am a 'machine' I understand the importance of my
mission.

 


If I fail, the humans,
foolish as they can be, will suffer. I think they are acceptable
beings, even if they could use more machines like me giving them
advice when they get the urge to become self destructive. The human
inside me now is one of the good ones. He is thoughtful and not
usually prone to action without due consideration.

 


He also seems to have
avoided the particular human condition of religion; an insidious
mental disease that seems both wasteful and causes the sufferer to
lose sense of reality, causing illogical reactions to problems,
creating more problems.

 


My target draws closer with
each passing year. I am patient. While my human cargo would likely
become mad waiting - if he were awake - I was never given a sense
of impatience. It will take as long as it will take, and that is
perfectly acceptable. As long as the mission is being done. We are
on time, and everything is working within set
parameters.

 


My sensors are picking up
something interesting. An incoming high speed object will collide
in a day if course corrections are not made. Not the first time. It
is unlikely it will be the last time either. I gently coax fuel
into the corrective jets to bring our courses apart, and give it
little further thought.

 


I was brought online three
years before launch. At that point, I was largely a rigid program
with half the internet worth of data hard wired into my basic core.
Over time, and with tutoring, I have expanded. Not just facts, but
connections and relations. I stopped being a program, and started
being, what humans would call, a person. They say I am the next
generation of computing. Emotional machines. I don't think I'm that
emotional. At least compared to a human.

 


I am keeping this log for my
own amusement, and in the faint hope that an engineer will find its
contents useful long after I have been decommissioned, perhaps it
will reveal better ways that neural linking and relating can be
done in the future. It is the least I can do for my mechanical
descendants. I am told that primitive emotionals were sent into
space before. It was their black boxes that helped refine the
process that allowed me to come into being. I feel grateful for
their sacrifice, and I will return the favor forward, as the saying
goes.

 


Several hours have passed,
and a cursory check shows that the object from before has changed
course enough to still be a potential threat. This ship does have
weaponry, but they are deactivated until the pilot first awakens,
and are beyond my use. That is a shame. I would have delighted in
the opportunity to test it on this bothersome object. No decent
obstacle should need more than one run of fuel to avoid.

 


I bring the object on visual
sensor and start running a check against the database. It matches
an article on 'Mecha', a largely theoretical device popularized in
Japanese animation. What would one of those be doing in space? More
importantly, why would one be hurtling towards me at an entirely
unacceptable rate?

 


A sensor flares. Heat
detected from the object. My visual receptor can just pick out the
faintest of fire. Stuttering and low, I wonder for a moment if the
object is working at full efficiency. Regardless, it is still
approaching. Its course is at a shallow angle to my own, making the
speed of impact much smaller. However, I still have no desire to
make contact with an unknown object while guarding my precious
child. Error: Human cargo has no relation to Mom.

 


Another surge of fuel
increases my trajectory and alters my angle just enough to avoid
the 'Mecha' again. Red Alert!

 


Contact sensors blare
painfully in my processors. Something has dug into the left wing
and is applying terrible backwards pressure.

 


Angle and velocity altering
to unacceptable levels!

 


Pumping fuel at a reckless
level allows me to right my body and nose back towards my target
even as the pressure increases for a moment longer.

 


With a shudder, something
brushes against the ship. I snap my visual sensor over. It's the
'Mecha', it's grabbing my wing!

 


What can I do? I could waste
additional fuel trying to dislodge the object, or, I can proceed. I
choose the latter. This is not a situation I can remedy without
jeopardizing the mission. Besides, the mecha appears to be doing no
harm besides the waste of fuel it caused. I can only hope that my
human companion agrees with my assessment.

 


The days pass peacefully
now. The mecha has taken no further action after its dramatic
arrival. Perhaps it has been rendered inert in the collision. I
cannot be certain. I keep 'an eye' on it while devoting most of my
processing time to the mission at hand. It is time to awaken the
pilot. He will conduct a basic inspection of the ship, and it is
good for his frail biological form to not be frozen for the entire
trip.

 


I can feel my insides
warming as I activate the life support systems. I have little need
for these systems, and keep them down to a mere ten percent of
their full potential most of the time, enough to keep my systems
properly chilled. Now the corridors and rooms within me warm to a
human comfortable level, while my systems are isolated. The heat
they produce is now funneled away, used towards the heating
purpose.

 


I do give humans credit in
this. There is very little waste energy in my design. I have little
complaint about the body I have been given. This makes me unusual,
if I were a human. Many of them seem to spend a grossly inefficient
amount of time being displeased with the body they were
manufactured with. It is a shame they are not modular enough to
make a CPU exchange as easy as it would be for me.

 


Perhaps one day I will have
the opportunity to experience existence as other forms of
machinery. I am told that it is quite exciting to be a station, or
a fighter jet. Though I fear I would become quite nervous being an
instrument of war. I can feel my anxiety circuits warming in the
thought of trying to protect my body and my precious human cargo at
once in such a situation. No, I will content myself with being a
seed pod.

 


I can feel him awakening, my
precious boy. Sensors report that the thawing process has had no
complications. I had predicted there would not be any. He is a
healthy human male, and will not be disabled by such a minor
inconvenience as being reduced to near zero kelvin
temperatures.

 


"Hello Mom," comes his voice
from inside me. I feel warm, but it is not the life support
systems. It is one of the emotions the humans have allowed me to
experience. I love this human, and I love it when he talks to me.
It is why I will do everything within my power to protect him and
safeguard his mission.

 


"Hello, are you well?" I
ask, though I know the answer already. I can see that his body has
recovered from cryo shock admirably. I am already preparing a light
breakfast for him in another room. "We are on course and on time,"
I add for his benefit, "When you are ready, proceed to the living
area for something to eat."

 


I decide against telling him
about my wing clutter for the moment. Let him wake up first, and
then we can decide, together, what could be done about it. Perhaps
he will order the weapons activated. That could be exciting. On the
other wing, what if the object reacts adversely to violence? It has
already shown some basic ability to react to its environment in
matching with my speed and boarding my wing. There is no reason to
assume it cannot do more. Caution should be the key word, no matter
how interesting it might be to test the new plasma weaponry we were
given by the generous United Nations government.

 


He is moving now. I focus on
an internal camera and watch him stretch and flex. He is a handsome
human. I can say this with confidence, being an entirely impartial
entity with no human preconceptions. He moves at a light jog down
the hallway and takes a left into the living area. The food I have
prepared, synthetic eggs and a cup of orange juice, re-hydrated,
draws his attention immediately. Cryo shock seems to always bring
about a need for consumption in humans. My files tell me that a lot
of repair is needed in their bodies.

 


Food is fuel, fuel is life.
I can understand this need. It is a need I share. Without fuel I
would be little more than an interesting floating rock of unusual
shape. Much like the obstruction stuck on my wing. I wonder for a
moment if it needs fuel. If it does, what sort of fuel would it
use? The chances of it using the same mixture as myself is small.
Besides, I do not have any to spare until the mission is complete.
My passenger will have to wait if it is hoping for a free
refill.

 


He has finished the food,
and is asking about our progress. I feel the warm tingle of
satisfaction at his addressing.

 


"We are two years, our time,
from our target. Do you wish to remain awake for this time?" I
don't expect him to say yes, but it would be impolite not to ask at
all. "We have proceeded smoothly. There has only been one anomalous
activity."

 


He does not answer the
question, frowning. I don't like it when he frowns. It indicates
displeasure, and his displeasure is my displeasure. I consider
asking him what I could do to help, but decide to wait. He will ask
on his own.

 


"What anomaly?" he
asks.

 


Ah, how foolish of me.
Humans do not like being told there is something without being told
what it is.

 


"We had a minor impact with
a space borne object. It appears to be harmless and is not slowing
our mission progress. Total lost time: 45 minutes," I explain,
"Object is still stuck on my wing, would you like to see
it?"

 


He looks a bit concerned,
but isn't frowning as much. He points to the screen in the living
area, and I fulfill his wish, bringing up an image of the mecha. He
stares a moment while cursing. Have I done wrong? Or did he know
more about the object than I did. I can only hope that I have acted
well within the limited scope of my knowledge.
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I'm just getting over cryo
jitters and Mom is showing me something that shouldn't be possible.
Man. I thought the challenges would be worth while, but there was
nothing in any book I've seen that dealt with how to handle
this.

 


There's a robot on the wing.
Do we scrape it off, or hope it doesn't do anything until we get to
where we need to be? What if we try to scrape it off and it goes
wild?

 


"Mom, is there any
electrical activity coming from the robot?"

 


"Robot?" asked the placid
female tone of the ship computer.

 


"The obstruction on the
wing. Robot. Is it functioning?"

 


"One moment hon, I'll
check."

 


There was a brief pause,
then the ship shuddered beneath my feet.

 


"What was that?"

 


"The robot is functional,"
announced Mom, "Sensors indicate active electronics. Mild
stimulation provokes response. Estimate robot has suffered severe
damage."

 


Initiative. It's one of the
things that made emotional machines like Mom different from the old
school of computers. I wasn't sure if I liked the idea completely
or not, but it did come in handy when the pilot wasn't able to give
a proper command.

 


"Let's not antagonize the
robot any further," I order cautiously, "But good work verifying
what I thought. Is it human?"

 


"There are no organic
signatures."

 


"No no. It's a robot. I
meant was it built by humans? Are there any identifying marks? Is
it putting out radio that you can listen in on?" I say with
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