Anci ent Engi nes
by M chael Swanw ck

"Planning to live forever, Tiktok?"
The words cut through the bar's chatter and gab and silenced them The silence reached out to

touch infinity and then, "I believe you're talking to me?" a nech said.
The drunk | aughed. "Ain't nobody el se here sticking needles in his face, is there?"
The old man saw it all. He lightly touched the hand of the young wonan sitting with himand

said, "Watch."

Carefully the nmech set down his syringe alongside a bottle of liquid collagen on a square of
vel vet cloth. He disconnected hinself fromthe recharger, laying the jack beside the syringe.

When he | ooked up again, his face was still and hard. He | ooked like a young lion

The drunk grinned sneeringly.

The bar was | ocated just around the corner fromthe |ocal stepping stage. It was a quiet
retreat fromthe aggravations of the street, all brass and mrrors and wood paneling, as cozy and
snug as the inside of a walnut. Light shifted lazily about the room creating a varying enphasis
like clouds drifting overhead on a sumer day, but far dimrer. The bar, the bottles behind the
bar, and the shelves beneath the bottles behind the bar were all aggressively real. |If there was
anything virtual, it was set up high or far back, where it couldn't be touched. There was not a
smart surface in the place.

"If that was a challenge," the nech said, "I'd be nore than happy to neet you outside."
"Ch, noooooo," the drunk said, his expression putting the lie to his words. "l just saw you
shooting up that goop into your face, oh so dainty, like an old | ady punping herself full of

antioxidants. So | figured . He weaved and put a hand down on a table to steady hinself.
figured you was hoping to live forever."
The girl | ooked questioningly at the old man. He held a finger to his |ips.
"Well, you're right. You're--what? Fifty years ol d? Just beginning to grow old and decay.
Pretty soon your teeth will rot and fall out and your hair will nmelt away and your face will fold
up in a mllion winkles. Your hearing and your eyesight will go and you won't be able to renmenber

the last time you got it up. You'll be lucky if you don't need di apers before the end. But me--"
he drew a dramof fluid into his syringe and tapped the barrel to draw the bubbles to the top--"
anything that fails, I'll sinply have it replaced. So, yes, |I'mplanning to live forever. Wile
you, well, | suppose you' re planning to die. Soon, | hope."

The drunk's face twisted, and with an incoherent roar of rage he attacked the nech

In a notion too fast to be seen, the nmech stood, seized the drunk, whirled himaround, and
lifted himabove his head. One hand was cl osed around the man's throat so he coul dn't speak. The
other held both wists tight behind the knees so that, struggle as he m ght, the drunk was
hel pl ess.

"I could snap your spine like that," he said coldly. "If | exerted nyself, | could rupture
every internal organ you' ve got. |I'mtwo-point-eight tines stronger than a flesh nan, and three-
point-five tines faster. My reflexes are only slightly slower than the speed of light, and |'ve
just had a tune-up. You could hardly have chosen a worse person to pick a fight with."

Then the drunk was flipped around and set back on his feet. He gasped for air

"But since I'malso a nmerciful man, I'Il sinply ask nicely if you wouldn't rather |eave." The
mech spun the drunk around and gave hima gentle shove toward the door

The man left at a stunbling run

Everyone in the place--there were not nmany--had been watching. Now they renenbered their
drinks, and talk rose up to fill the room again. The bartender put sonething back under the bar
and turned away.

Leaving his recharge inconplete, the mech folded up his lubrication kit and slipped it in a
pocket. He swi ped his hand over the credit swatch, and stood.

But as he was | eaving, the old man sw vel ed around and said, "I heard you say you hope to
live forever. |Is that true?"

"Who doesn't?" the nech said curtly.

"Then sit down. Spend a few minutes out of the infinite swarm of centuries you' ve got ahead
of you to hunor an old man. What's so urgent that you can't spare the tine?"

The nech hesitated. Then, as the young woman sniled at him he sat.

"Thank you. My nane is--"

"I know who you are, M. Brandt. There's nothing wong with nmy eidetics."

Brandt sniled. "That's why | like you guys. | don't have to be all the tinme rem nding you of



things." He gestured to the woman sitting opposite him "M/ granddaughter.” The light intensified
where she sat, meking her red hair blaze. She dinpled prettily.

"Jack." The young man drew up a chair. "Chinaera Navi gator-Fuego, nodel nunber--"

"Pl ease. | founded Chinmaera. Do you think I wouldn't recognize one of ny own chil dren?"

Jack flushed. "Wat is it you want to talk about, M. Brandt?" His voice was audi bly |ess
hostil e now, as synthetic counterhornmones danped down his enotions.

"Imortality. | found your anbition nost intriguing."
"What's to say? | take care of nyself, | invest carefully, |I buy all the upgrades. | see no
reason why | shouldn't live forever." Defiantly. "I hope that doesn't offend you."

"No, no, of course not. Wiy should it? Some men hope to achieve immortality through their
wor ks and ot hers through their children. Wat could give ne nore joy than to do both?

But tell me-- do you really expect to live forever?"

The nmech said not hi ng.

"I renmenber an incident happened to ny late father-in-law, WIlliam Porter. He was a fine

fellow, Bill was, and who renenbers himanynore? Only ne." The old nan sighed. "He was a bit of a
railroad buff, and one day he took a tour through a science nuseumthat included a magnificent old
steam | oconptive. This was in the latter years of the last century. Well, he was |istening

admringly to the guide extolling the virtues of this ancient engi ne when she nmentioned its date
of manufacture, and he realized that he was older than it was." Brandt | eaned forward. "This is
the point where old Bill would laugh. But it's not really funny, is it?"

"No. "

The granddaughter sat listening quietly, intently, eating little pretzels one by one froma
bow .

"How ol d are you, Jack?"

"Seven years."

"I"'meighty-three. How nany machi nes do you know of that are as old as ne? Eighty-three years
old and still functioning?"

"I saw an autonobile the other day," his granddaughter said. "A Dusenberg. It was red."

"How delightful. But it's not used for transportation anynore, is it? W have the stepping
stages for that. I won an award once that had nounted on it a vacuum tube from Univac. That was
the first real conputer. Yet all its fane and historical inportance couldn't keep it fromthe
scrap heap."

"Univac," said the young nman, "couldn't act on its own behalf. If it could, perhaps it would
be alive today."

"Parts wear out."

"New ones can be bought."

"Yes, as long as there's the narket. But there are only so many machi ne peopl e of your nake
and nodel. A lot of you have risky occupations. There are accidents, and with every accident, the
consumer mar ket dw ndl es."”

"You can buy antique parts. You can have them nade."

"Yes, if you can afford them And if not--?"

The young man fell silent.

"Son, you're not going to live forever. W' ve just established that. So now that you've
admtted that you' ve got to die soneday, you mght as well admit that it's going to be sooner
rather than later. Mechanical people are in their infancy. And nobody can upgrade a Mddel T into a
st eppi ng stage. Agreed?"

Jack di pped his head. "Yes."

"You knew it all along."

"Yes."

"That's why you behaved so badly toward that |ush."

"Yes."

"I"'mgoing to be brutal here, Jack-- you probably won't live to be eighty-three. You don't
have ny advant ages."

"Whi ch are?"

"Cood genes. | chose ny ancestors well."

"Good genes," Jack said bitterly. "You received good genes and what did | get in their place?
VWhat the hell did | get?”

"Mol ybdenum j oi nts where stainless steel would do. Ruby chips instead of zirconium A nunber
seventeen plastic seating for-- hell, we did all right by you boys."

"But it's not enough."

"No. It's not. It was only the best we could do."



"What's the solution, then?" the granddaughter asked, smling.
"I'"d advise taking the long view That's what |'ve done."

"Poppycock, " the mech said. "You were an extensionist when you were young. | input your
aut obi ography. It seens to nme you wanted imortality as nuch as | do."
"Ch, yes, | was a charter menber of the |ife-extension novenent. You can't inagine the crap

we put into our bodies! But eventually |I wi sed up. The problemis, information degrades each tine
a human cell replenishes itself. Death is inherent in flesh people. It seens to be witten into

the basic program- a way, perhaps, of keeping the universe fromfilling up with old people.”
"And ol d ideas," his granddaughter said naliciously.
"Touche. | saw that life-extension was a failure. So | decided that ny children woul d succeed

where | failed. That you would succeed. And--"

"You failed."

"But | haven't stopped trying!" The old nman thunped the table in unison with his last three
words. "You've obviously given this sone thought. Let's discuss what | should have done. What
would it take to nake a true imortal ? What instructions should | have given your design tean®?
Let's design a nechanical man who's got a shot at living forever."

Carefully, the nech said, "Well, the obvious to begin with. He ought to be able to buy new
parts and upgrades as they conme avail able. There should be ports and connectors that would nake it
easy to adjust to shifts in technol ogy. He should be capable of surviving extrenmes of heat, cold,
and noi sture. And"--he waved a hand at his own face--" he shouldn't | ook so goddammed pretty."

"I think you | ook nice," the granddaughter said.

"Yes, but 1'd like to be able to pass for flesh."

"So our hypothetical inmmortal should be, one, infinitely upgradable; two, adaptable across a
broad spectrum of conditions; and three, discreet. Anything else?"

"I think she should be charning," the granddaughter said.

"She?" the mech asked.

"Why not ?"

"That's actually not a bad point," the old nan said. "The organi smthat survives evol utionary
forces is the one that's best adapted to its environmental niche. The environmental niche people
live in is man-made. The single nost useful trait a survivor can have is probably the ability to
get along easily with other men. O, if you'd rather, woren."

"Ch," said the granddaughter, "he doesn't like wonen. | can tell by his body |anguage."”

The young man fl ushed.

"Don't be offended," said the old man. "You should never be offended by the truth. As for you-
" if you don't learn to treat people better, | won't take

-" he turned to face his granddaughter--
you pl aces anynore."

She di pped her head. "Sorry."

"Apol ogy accepted. Let's get back to task, shall we? Qur hypothetical inmortal would be a | ot
like flesh wonen, in many ways. Self-regenerating. Able to grow her own repl acenent parts. She
could take in pretty much anything as fuel. Alittle carbon, a little water "

"Al cohol would be an excellent fuel," his granddaughter said.
"She'd have the ability to mimc the superficial effects of aging,

the mech said. "Al so,

bi ol ogical life evolves incrementally across generations. |1'd want her to be able to evolve across
upgr ades. "

"Fair enough. Only I'd do away with upgrades entirely, and give her total conscious contro
over her body. So she could change and evolve at will. She'll need that ability, if she's going to

survive the coll apse of civilization."

"The coll apse of civilization? Do you think it Iikely?"

"I'n the long run? O course. Wen you take the long view it seens inevitable. Everything
seens inevitable. Forever is a long time, remenber. Tine enough for absolutely everything to
happen. "

For a nonent nobody spoke.

Then the old man sl apped his hands together. "Wll, we've created our New Eve. Now let's wi nd
her up and let her go. She can expect to live-- how | ong?"

"Forever," said the nech

"Forever's a long tinme. Let's break it down into smaller units. In the year 2500, she'll be
doi ng what ?"

"Hol di ng down a job," the granddaughter said. "Designing art nol ecul es, nmaybe, or scripting
recreational hallucinations. She'll be deeply involved in the culture. She'll have lots of friends

she cares about passionately, and maybe a husband or wife or two."
"Who will grow old," the mech said, "or wear out. Wo will die."



"She'll mourn them and nove on."

"The year 3500. The coll apse of civilization
t hen?"

"She'll have nade preparations, of course. If there are radiation or toxins in the
environnent, she'll have nmade her systems inmune fromtheir effects. And she'll neke herself
useful to the survivors. In the seeming of an old woman she'll teach the healing arts. Now and
then she might drop a hint about this and that. She'll have a data base squirrel ed away sonmewhere
containing everything they' Il have lost. Slowy, she'll guide themback to civilization. But a
gentler one, this tine. One less likely to tear itself apart.”

"The year one million. Humanity evol ves beyond anything we can currently inmagi ne. How does
she respond?"

"She nmimcs their evolution. No-- she's been shaping their evolution. She wants a risk-free
met hod of going to the stars, so she's been encouraging a type of being that would strongly desire
such a thing. She isn't anong the first to use it, though

She waits a few hundred generations for it to prove itself."

The nech, who had been listening in fascinated sil ence, now said, "Suppose that never
happens? What if starflight will always remain difficult and perilous? Wat then?"

"It was once thought that people would never fly. So nuch that |ooks inpossible becones
simple if you only wait."

the old man said with gusto. "Wiat will she do

"Four billion years. The sun uses up its hydrogen, its core collapses, heliumfusion begins,
and it balloons into a red giant. Earth is vaporized."
"Ch, she'll be somewhere else by then. That's easy."

"Five billion years. The MIlky Way collides with the Andromeda Gal axy and the whol e
nei ghborhood is full of high-energy radiation and expl oding stars."

"That's trickier. She's going to have to either prevent that or nmove a few mllion |ight
years away to a friendlier galaxy. But she'll have tinme enough to prepare and to assenbl e the
tools. | have faith that she'll prove equal to the task."

"One trillion years. The last stars gutter out. Only black holes remain."

"Bl ack holes are a terrific source of energy. No problem™

"1.06 googol years."

" Googol ?"

"That's ten raised to the hundredth power--one followed by a hundred zeros. The heat-death of
t he universe. How does she survive it?"

"She'll have seen it conming for a long tinme," the mech said.

"When the last black holes dissolve, she'll have to do without a source of free energy. Maybe
she could take and rewite her personality into the physical constants of the dying universe.
Whul d that be possi bl e?"

"Ch, perhaps. But | really think that the lifetine of the universe is | ong enough for
anyone," the granddaughter said. "Mustn't get greedy."

"Maybe so," the old man said thoughtfully. "Maybe so." Then, to the nech, "Wll, there you
have it: a glinpse into the future, and a brief biography of the first immortal, ending, alas,
with her death. Now tell ne. Know ng that you contributed somnething, however snall, to that
acconpl i shnent-- woul dn't that be enough?"

"No," Jack said. "No, it wouldn't."

Brandt made a face. "Well, you're young. Let ne ask you this: Has it been a good life so far?
Al in all?"

"Not that good. Not good enough."

For a long nmonent the old nan was silent. Then, "Thank you," he said. "I valued our
conversation." The interest went out of his eyes and he | ooked away.

Uncertainly Jack | ooked at the granddaughter, who smled and shrugged. "He's like that," she
sai d apologetically. "He's old. Hi s enthusiasns wax and wane with his chem cal bal ances. | hope
you don't mind."

"l see." The young man stood. Hesitantly, he nade his way to the door

At the door, he glanced back and saw the granddaughter tearing her linen napkin into little
bits and eating the shreds, delicately washing themdown with little sips of wine.



	Local Disk
	1


