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STEPHEN GOLDI N
The Last Ghost
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Awards. It is a reminder that the ultimate |oneliness is not the experience
of the
last man alive, but the |last man dead.

Eternity is a terrible place to endure al one.

He is the last of his kind, if he is a "he. " (Gender is an arbitrary
difference. All things are eventually the sane-and in eternity, eventually
equal s al ways.) He nust once have had a nane, a handle to his soul

but that was back before the eternity/instant when he had existed in
corporeal form He tries to think about things as he had known them

and finds he can't. He tries to think about things as they are, and finds
he can't quite manage that, either. The will-be is far beyond his powers
of contenpl ati on.

He exists (if that's the word) in an everlasting now, as a state of

not hi ngness | ess substantial than a vacuum snaller than infinity, |arger
than thought. Eternity lies as far behind himas it does ahead. He drifts
through this lack of anything at infinitely greater than no speed at all.
He sees with non-eyes. He hears without ears He thinks thoughtless

t houghts that revolve in circles and nmake little eddies of enptiness in

t he not-quite-nothing of his nind

He searches for
He wants a



He desires sone
He | oves to

No objects remain within his nmental grasp. The words have been
corroded by the gentle acid of time. Al that's left is the search; the
want; the desire; the |ove.

She began to appear slowy, a flicker at the limts of his nonperception
(Way he

consi dered her a
about

her that was conplenmentary to him) H s unthoughts raced in puzzlenent. She
was a newness in his stale cosnpbs, where nothing ever changed. He wat ched
her as she took on a formeven | ess substantial than his own. He watched
with

his crunbling mind at a crossroad, afraid to approach, even

nore afraid to run fromher in fear. (If, that is, there were anyplace to
run in eternity.)

she" coul d not be explained. There was just an aspect

She gai ned awar eness suddenly, and started at the alien strangeness of
her new environnent. The eerie infinitude produced within her a wave
of awe commingled with fear. She could, as yet, perceive only herself
and the barren conti nuum around her

She spoke. (What canme out was not sound, but could be interpreted as
conmuni cation.) "Were am]|?"

The action was a sinple one. It seenmed utterly new to him but down
somewher e anong the shards of his menory it was all tantalizingly
famliar. He trenbled.

She perceived his being, and turned her attention toward him "\Wat
are you? What's happened to ne?"

He knew the answers-or rather, he had known them As it had with
everything else, infinity had eaten away at these chunks of
information too in what was left of his mind. It had all been so

i nportant once. So inportant! That was why he was what he was, and
why he wasn't what he wasn't.

"Pl ease!" she begged him Hysteria edged her voice. "Tell ne!"

Through mists that swirled down dusty corridors of menory, the words
canme out unbi dden. "You are dead."

"No! That's inpossible! I can't be!"

Loud sil ence.

"I can't be," she repeated. "Death was conquered nore than five

t housand years ago. After our mnds were transferred into conputer
banks, we became imortal. Qur bodies may fail, but our mnds go on
Nobody di es anynore . " Her voice trailed off.

"You are dead," he repeated enotionl essly.

"Are . . . are you a ghost?" she asked.

Though the neani ng of the word had been stolen fromhim that shred
of identity remmined: "Yes."



She brooded, and |large quantities of non-tinme el apsed. He waited. He
became accustomed to her existence. No | onger was she an alien thing
in his enpty universe. She was now a half presence, and he accepted
her as he had cone to accept everything el se-w thout coment.

"l suppose,"” she said at last, "sone sort of equipnent failure m ght

have tenporarily dislodged ny personality pattern fromthe nenory

banks. But only tenporarily. I"'monly half dead so far. As soon as the
trouble is fixed, 1'll be all right again. | will be all right, won't I?"
' He didn't answer. He knew not hi ng about equi pnent failures --or had
forgotten if he ever had known.

"Equi prent failures are supposed to be inpossible," she prattled on
trying desperately to convince herself that her confortable reality
woul d return again. "Still, in thousands of years even a trillion-to-one
shot m ght happen. But they'll fix it soon. They've got to. They nust.
wn't they? Wn't they?"

She stared at her inpassive conpanion with non-eyes w dened by
panic. "Don't just stand there! Help ne!"

Hel p. That word found a niche somewhere in the haunted cavern of his
m nd. He was supposed to help . . . to help .

The who, or what, or how he was supposed to help eluded him That is,
if he had ever known.

They drifted on through the void together, side by side, ghost and

al nost - ghost. The unthoughts of the elder spirit were tangl ed nore

than usual, owing to the presence of another after such a | onely period
of timelessness. But it was not a bad tangle; in fact, it was rather nice
to share the universe with sonmeone el se again. She was a pl easant aura
beside himin an otherw se insensate world.

They had both existed for over five thousand years. He was

undoubtedly the ol der of the pair; but the real difference between them
was that, while he had existed alone for so |long that solitude had

ni bbl ed away at his Swi ss cheese mnd, she had |lived those centuries

wi th ot her people, other nminds-a situation that either cracks one

conpl etely or produces near-total stability. The latter was the case
with her, and so eventually her initial panic subsided and the clinical
attitude she had held for thousands of years returned.

"Well, it appears I'mgoing to be here for a while, so | mght as well get
acquainted with this place. And since you're the only

thing around, I'Il start with you. Wo are you?"

"Dead. "

"Cbviously." Her non-voice managed to handl e even sarcasm ni cely.
"But don't you have some kind of a nane?"

"Just for a nonment she |ost her patience. "That's inpossible, Gabbv.
You nust have had a nanme sonetinme. What was it?"

" don't . . . I don't . . . |l don't . . ." H's broken-record attenpt to



answer
was so pathetic that it touched the maternal instincts that she had
t hought | ong-dead wi thin her

"I"'msorry," she said a bit nore tenderly. "Let's talk about sonething
el se. Wiere are we?"

"W are . . ."

"Dead," she finished with him GCh Lord, help nme have patience with him
He's worse than a child. "Yes, | know that. But | mean our physica
| ocation. Does it have a name?"

Stymi ed again. Her conpani on was obviously not inclined to

conversation, but her analytical mnd felt an urgent need to talk, to try to
hold on to her sanity under such adverse conditions. ""All right, then, if
you don't want to talk, do you mnd if | do?"

So she did. She told himabout her earliest |life, when she had had a body,
and about the things she had done and the children she had had. She
spoke of the mind-transferral breakthrough that had finally enabled Man
to conquer Death. She told himabout the first thousand or so years she
had spent in the conputer bank when, exhilarated by the thrill of
imortality, she had occupi ed ani mated robot bodi es and engaged in

"Deat h-defyi ng" sports and exciting activities. And she rel ated how even
this had paled with tine, and how she had passed into the current,

mat ure phase of her life, the search for know edge and wi sdom She told
how shi ps had been built to take these conmputerized people to the stars,
and what strange and wonderful things they had found there.

He |istened. Mbst of it was inconprehensible to him for the

words were either unfanmiliar or forgotten. H s sievelike nind retained
very little of what she said. But he listened, and that was inportant. He
soaked in the experience, the thrill, of another

pseudobei ng comruni cating with him -

At | ast she paused, unable to think of anything else to say. "Wuld you
like to talk now?" she asked.

Sonet hing burned within him "Yes."
"Good," she said. "Wiat would you like to tal k about ?"

He tried hard to think of something, anything, but once again his brain
failed him

She sensed his difficulty. "Tell me somnething about yourself," she
pr onpt ed.

"l am dead."
"Yes, | know that. But what el se?"

He thought. What was "hinself" that he could tell sonething about?



"l search for
"I want a
"l desire sone

"l love to

"What, what, what, what?" she insisted. But there was no answer.
Frustrated, she continued. "Let's try sonmething el se. Does

did everyone who di ed becone a ghost |ike you?"

"Yes."

"Where are they all, then?"
"Cone. "

" Cone where?"

" Anay. "

Al most, she | ost her patience again, but her mllennia of training
saved her. "They all went away?"

"Yes."
"Al'l except you?"
"Yes."
"How | ong has it been?"
"Long."
She hadn't felt closer to crying in nearly five thousand years, both out of
synmpathy for this pathetic creature and frustration at being unable to
solve his riddle. "Why didn't you go with then®"
" . . . 1 was left behind."
Why ?"
H s answer canme nuch nmore slowy this tinme, dredged fromthe silt at
the bottom of his pool of consciousness. "To . . . to . . . to point the way
for Those Wio Fol | ow. "
"You're a guide, Then?" she asked incredul ously.
"Yes.'
"To where?"
"To. . . to. . . away."
"Can you show nme where?

For the first tine, sadness was in his voice. "No."

Slowmy, very slowy, using all the powers of patience and | ogica
reasoni ng she had devel oped over the centuries, she extracted from him



t he pi eces necessary to conplete the puzzle. Long ago (how | ong was

i ndeterminate; tinme has no neaning in eternity), the ghosts had

di scovered a new and hi gher |evel of existence. Al of them had gone
over to this new evolutionary state; all except one. One |last ghost to
show the way up for all the new ghosts who woul d be com ng al ong.

Only, the mind-transferral breakthrough had changed all that. Suddenly,
there were no new ghosts. And the | ast ghost was |eft alone. Duty
confined himto ghostdom and solitude condemmed himto stagnation

Her pity expl oded like a pink nova, even while sone anal ytical portion
of her mind noted that the maternal instinct does not fade through

di suse. She cradled his pathetic non-being deep within her own shadowy
sel f and whi spered words of tender concern

And suddenly he felt warmwith a glow he hadn't felt in eons. H s nul
senses tingled deliciously with the nearness of this glorious other
Happi |y, he nestled hinself against her.

A shock ripped through her. And another. And another. "Oh dear.
They're repairing the equiprment failure. Soon they'll be

fixing the nmenory circuit, and 1'll go back to being alive again.” In the
sad stillness that followed, he uttered one word. "Don't." She was

startled. This was the first tinme he had initiated a thought, the first tine
he had expressed a preference for sonme- thing. "Wat did you say?"

"Don't be alive." "Wiy not?" "I need" "What?" She could feel herself

beginning to fade fromthis nonplace. "I need" "Yes? Tell ne. Tell ne
what you need." "I need" "What?" She was fading quickly. "I don't have
much time left ° here. Please, tell me what!" "I need" She di sappeared

forever from his non-universe, without a trace.

The | ast ghost wanders. He is a signpost with nowhere to point. He is a
guide with no one to lead. So he drifts on with an enpty mnd and a hal f-
forgotten, unfulfillable purpose. And occasionally:

| NEED

| NEED -

| NEED

As al ways, the object eludes him



