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XII. 

The next visit became more of a routine. It seemed that the Administrator AI of the 

Center had been streamlining his visiting protocols for him. After being hustled 

through the various security cordons with astounding speed, Alan asked it about the 

matter. 

 

“Oh, special dispensations from Enlil.” The Administrator AI said. “You are working 

in the city with a number of other journalists on broadly the same assignments, so it 

was decided that you and your fellow workers could do with as little impediment as 

possible.” 

 

“I appreciate it.” Alan touched his mildly spinning head. The high-speed hovercraft 

ride hadn’t agreed with him. “Although I wondered about the security around the area. 

As you are in charge of the integrity of the Center itself as well as the welfare of its 

occupants, can I ask you if the Colonial Refugee Program, although controversial, is 

really under that much threat?” 

 

“As you know, the CRP, especially the aspects of mindstate retrieval and 

re-embodiment, are quite publicly controversial. Therefore it has been unfortunate 

that violent forms of opposition have broken out in the past. Have you examined the 

news archives of Babeltown?” 

 

Alan replied that he had. 

 

“Then you know the reason. Babeltown is a rapidly growing city of many creeds. The 

unregulated immigration means that the city authorities cannot keep track of whoever 

may pose a threat to the CRP. Tragic incidents have happened in the past when 

anarchists and anti-upload terrorists have caused the loss of hundreds of lives.” 

 

“Hmm. I’m sure this question has been asked before, but why isn’t there a policy of 

duplicating back-up mindstates to prevent the permanent loss of life?” 

 

“With our current technology, mindstates can’t be replicated yet. Each one cannot 

really be said to be purely based on software, as the quantum-based neural net of 

every filled substrate is unique in the way it is structured. Therefore the loss of the 

hardware holding each mindstate is at this stage irreplaceable.” 



 

“It’s a pity, then.” Alan reached Chandrika’s room. She looked more animated than he 

remembered last time, chatting with a blonde-haired nurse who was bringing her 

something. They both turned when he knocked and walked in. 

 

“Excuse me, Mr.…Piett.” The nurse said. Alan noticed she had freckles: probably a 

lifestyle choice, at this day and age. “Will I be getting in the way of the interview?” 

 

“Oh, if you’re leaving already, then it’s okay, Louise.” Alan replied, also taking the 

precaution of noticing the name on her label. 

 

Louise the nurse paused attentively for a moment, then replied “I was just about to 

leave anyway. Excuse me.” She walked out of the room, quietly closing the door 

behind her. 

 

“She’s a nice girl.” Chandrika said, perhaps admonishingly. “Kind and talkative.” 

 

“That’s good to know. You seem more cheerful than three days ago.” 

 

A slight smile upset Chandrika’s face. “Really? That was what the nurse told me too.” 

 

It did indeed seem to Alan that Chandrika was more active today. Her visibly quick 

recovery also sharpened her curiosity about things happening on Earth, so she fielded 

almost as much questions to him as he did about her life. It was becoming 

increasingly clear to Alan that he was dealing with an uncommonly intelligent and 

inquisitive young woman.  

 

“It’s strange,” she eventually said, “That you can spend do much time just chatting 

with me about various subjects. I thought you were on an assignment to produce a 

program about the lives of colonial refugees?” 

 

“Well,” Alan answered. “The format of the program is not as formal as you think. 

There are in fact thousands of cases being interviewed at the same time, streamed and 

dynamically edited for release within a fairly complicated package. It’s also going to 

be a fairly long-term program, as well.” 

 

There were other reasons that Alan didn’t tell her. One was that he was personally 

fascinated with his interviewee and quickly they had struck up a rapport: he had read 



about the horror stories from some of his co-workers on the same project. In this 

massive city which lived more souls than the country he was from, he preferred the 

company of the thoughtful woman in the soothing architecture of the Recovery Center 

far more than working in his dreary rented room. 

 

Adjusting the settings of his opcorder, Alan asked, “How long do you think it’ll be 

before you’re up and about again?” 

 

“Well, you already missed my first steps on this planet.” Chandrika said. “But the 

doctors say that recovering my full range of movement should take another week or 

so. To be frank, I still feel a bit wobbly myself.” 

 

“I’m looking forward to that time. What kind of treatments are you going through?” 

 

“Quite a lot of physical therapy, to build muscle mass and so on. For that reason, 

they’ve been feeding me quite well. There are also some chemical and electrical 

stimulant treatments and so on. But I think the center really puts most of its effort on 

the counseling, though.” She replied. “I’ve also asked the Administrator AI why they 

didn’t treat patients with retroviral adaptation therapy. It seemed like a more 

permanent solution than these long-term kinesthetic exercises.” 

 

“You did?” Alan asked, while trying to remember what retroviral adaptation therapy 

was. 

 

“I did. It said that…” Both their terminals chimed politely. “It’s okay, Administrator. 

I’ll explain. It said that retroviral treatment would take too long to achieve its effects 

and there might be further negative effects on a subject who already has to adapt to an 

alien culture. It also said that the center’s limited capacity means the recovery cycle of 

each refugee needs to be as short as possible. I asked it why the tanks couldn’t simply 

grow bodies with the genetic fixing already incorporated during the re-embodiment 

process, but it explained that re-incorporating a mind into a body with a different 

genotype has unpredictable side-effects. Then it showed me data from the first cases 

when it was tried out, and I agreed with it.” 

 

“You seem to know quite a lot about this field, Chandrika.” Said Alan with curiosity. 

 

“You’ll know my father is a geneticist, if you’ve done your homework. He helped 

devise the genofixed flora and fauna for the settling of Pūrvavideha.” 



 

“Yes, your father.” Alan affirmed uncomfortably. It was one of those subjects. “Did 

he survive the war?” 

 

“My father has been in a long-term care center in Earth orbit since before the war 

began. I’ve been petitioning the center authorities there to get him uploaded into the 

Belt Virtual Environment. I think he’ll be better off there until they find a way to treat 

his tissue degeneration. But he hasn’t managed to stayed awake for long enough to 

sign the relevant documents yet.” 

 

“I see.” Alan concluded. “I presume that from the way you talk about it, you are a 

supporter of the use and development of mind-uploading technology, even with its 

current limitations?” 

 

“Hmm.” Chandrika thought for a moment. “I suppose I am. After all, the technology 

saved my life. There’s people in the news feeds who worry that their memories and 

personalities won’t survive the transition, but I still find myself more or less the same 

person.” 

 

“More or less?” 

 

“Well,” She said defensively, “I know I can’t remember everything that happened in 

my life and I know my brain basically puts everything I know into a coherent 

narrative and fills in the gaps. If something about my mind was changed by the 

process, I would hardly be able to notice it myself, wouldn’t I?” 

 

“I understand what you mean.” 

 

“What I’m trying to say is, there don’t seem to be any strange gaps in my memory or 

my behavior. It’s an inspection they give to every re-embodied refugee, I think.” 

 

“I’ll ask the Administrator about success rates later…oh, wait, it just informed my 

terminal. Remarkably high, I see.” 

 

“It has a habit of doing that. It’s a very enthusiastic and helpful AI, on the whole.” 

 



Alan switched to another subject. “Can I presume that you have been following the 

local newsfeeds? Because I want to ask you about your opinions on what’s happening 

right now in Sol.” 

 

“It’s pretty seismic, isn’t it?” Chandrika propped herself into a more upright position. 

“The formal dissolution of the SCI. Miriam Brandon was practically in tears during 

the speech. The organization practically owned the planet I was born on, and even 

though I had never been on Earth, this bit of news got me quite deeply.” 

 

“But do think it’s justified?” 

 

“Justified? I suppose. With the Tesseract going up, humanity only has three worlds 

left, Earth, Mars and Venus. Each one has been a sovereign power for at least 

centuries and they have never been part of the SCI political structure. They are 

politically mature and even Venus, the youngest world, hasn’t been a colony for a 

long time. Humanity doesn’t have any colonies any more, nor will they have any 

colonies in the foreseeable future. In that I don’t think we really need a Sol Colonial 

Initiative any more.” 

 

She took a sip from a cup. “There are other things too. All those allegations of 

corruption and mismanagement that are only now being dredged up by the press. 

Good fate, I’m shocked by the size of the backlash. Once they were hailed as the 

gleaming monument to humanity’s united purpose and determination, but now the 

whole edifice is coming down like a house of cards. What happened in between?” 

 

“They lost the war?” Alan interjected jokingly. “That’s a popular theory.” 

 

“I don’t think it’s so much the SCI’s fault, really. They tried their best…we tried our 

best. There’s just not much we can do when the whole universe seems out to get you. 

Do you get that feeling?” She suddenly asked Alan. 

 

“I was on Earth during all the time.” The journalist replied. “I was a bit further away 

from the front than you were. But they eventually came for Sol, didn’t they? I 

remember those attacks too. There was certainly a lot of doom and gloom in the 

airwaves before the Tesseract went up.” 

 

“But we can’t do anything more about that, can we? In a way, the Tesseract pretty 

much ended the alien threat once and fall all. I just wish there was a less drastic 



solution.” 

 

”So do I.” 

 

Then Chandrika lowered her head slightly, as if making a confession. “I feel though 

that after this, things will be looking up.” 

 

This piqued Alan’s interest. “How so?” 

 

“I’ve been looking through the technology section of the newsfeeds quite a lot. It was 

my field back in college and now it’s the only uplifting thing these days. It seems that 

there’s new piece of technology being invented by the AIs every day. The advances in 

medical technology and compact industry are amazing. At this rate, I don’t know how 

our lives won’t improve in the future. Now that the Tesseract is up and the heat is off 

fighting for survival, a lot of consolidation will get done. It will become a bigger 

concern.” 

 

“But what about the refugee problem? Or the rise of the Nativists and the 

Rejectionists?” Alan pressed. “Technology alone won’t help solve social issues.” 

 

“It might be my media filters, but I don’t think the situation is as bad as you think. 

Most of the advanced technology and the military forces are on the authorities’ side. I 

don’t think there’s a major chance that there will be a war in the future. The unrest 

should settle down eventually.” 

 

“You don’t mind the fact that the authorities right now pretty much are the AIs?” 

 

“They managed well enough in the war, didn’t they? Personally, I don’t put any 

credibility to the old conspiracy theories about robot uprisings. We as a civilization 

practically put our war machine into their hands in the war and it’s not like they 

started recycling us for biomass.” 

 

“Some people say that the increasing prevalence of mindstate uploading would 

indicate just that.” Alan continued. “Although that’s not my opinion. But what I want 

to ask in my next question is: do you think any of the popular conspiracy theories are 

true?” 

 



“The one about the AIs deliberately sealing us off because they were already 

subverted by the Seven Minute Treachery? Or the one where the AIs planted 

deep-space replicating factories to fake the whole alien war?” Chandrika countered 

archly. “I think none of them make much sense.” 

 

There was a knock at the door and Louise the nurse walked in. “It’s time for your 

therapy, Miss Rao.” 

 

Alan looked out of the window and saw the setting sun. “Oops. We went on a bit 

longer than expected. Let’s call it an end for today, eh?” He stood up and packed his 

opcorder, while the nurse went over to Chandrika’s bed and prepared it for 

movement. 

 

Chandrika waved a hand. “I don’t mind. I don’t have much to do in the center anyway. 

But really, I might have come off a bit too strongly there. Let’s see what that does to 

your ratings.” 

 

As the bed maneuvered her out of the doorway, Louise the nurse turned to leave but 

Alan caught up with her first. 

 

“Excuse me, but I’ve been meaning to ask you a quick question, off record. Do you 

mind?” 

 

Louise made a quick sideways glance at Chandrika’s ambulatory bed and then made 

that attentive pause again. 

 

“Sure.” 

 

“Forgive me for being rude, but is there any possibility that you are a humaniform 

android?” 

 

Surprise showed on Louise’s freckled face, but then she broke into a sunny laugh. 

“Goodness, no. I’m not. It’s just my com implants. I’m still getting used to them. I 

was just telling the building systems to take care of Miss Rao, that’s all.” 

 

“Oh, sorry.” Not for the first time in the city, Alan felt outside his depth. He coughed 

a bit to hide his embarrassment. 

 



“It’s okay.” The nurse said. “People have been telling me that I’m ‘spaced out’, but 

it’s the first time anyone’s compared me to a robot.” She made another short laugh. “I 

have to follow Miss Rao, so excuse me.” 

 

She went down the hallway after Chandrika. Alan pondered the truth of her statement, 

and decided that he was being overly untrustworthy. Yet it was this feeling, shared by 

many journalists he knew, about the discomfort of interacting with a disembodied 

voice, some ancient instinct retained from an era where his ancestors were no more 

than social animals. Indistinguishably human avatars for AIs had seemed to Alan a 

frivolity at the beginning, but he admitted that they worked well for the planetary 

triumvirate’s reputation when they had to take part in public appearances. As Enlil 

and the rest increasingly became the public face of the government, such charismatic 

interfaces would be needed more than ever. When Alan got back to his room, he did 

some research on his little insight and found that it was an established view. 

 


