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Bob James wasn't sure about the meta-verse and being a virtual being, it wasn't that he had doubts about the simulated world designed and engineered by the Artificial General Intelligence's called Aggies, the meta-verse had been around for almost a century and there was no reason to think that it wouldn't continue. And if you considered virtual beings in a simulation as human, then a third of humanity had voluntarily opted for the meta-verse lifestyle.

And it wasn't because, like Bob, they had lived a long life and had no other choice. No, many had chosen the meta-verse early in their lives. According to the research that Bob had done, the meta-verse offered people freedom from aging with the promise of a vastly increased lifespan. Death in the meta-verse, if it ever came, was because it was desired or because something had gone horribly wrong with the supporting hardware. This freedom from aging and the indefinite lifetime it allowed made it possible to be anything a person could imagine, sometimes to good repute, sometimes to bad.

The meta-verse wasn't like physical society, there weren't those that led and those that followed, unless they wanted to lead or follow. Each and everyone could be, if they wished, a separate and sovereign nation. Bit-nations, they were called. Because the meta-verse denizens needed nothing but a tiny amount of electrical power, the give and take of human life as it was experienced in the physical world didn't apply. If there were bad actors in the meta-verse, it was because they wanted to be that way and not because they were trying to alleviate some basic need or want.

The vast meta-verse simulation created by the Aggies was flawless. Even though people could choose to return to their bodies if they didn't wait too long, merging the memories of their time in the meta-verse with old, no one had ever asked for such a thing. Most people communicated from the meta-verse to the physical universe for a short while but it wasn't long until the divergence between the two was too great to bridge and contact was gradually lost.

Still, Bob wasn't sure. Three-hundred and fifty years of life was hard to deny. He was one of those that had never even allowed body implants to enhance his cognition or senses. Now taking on another body, even if just a simulated body, was as frightening to him as anything he had ever done. Still, he had no choice. The life-extension technologies had done as much as they could for him. Biology and physics still imposed a limit on life span and Bob had reached that limit.

He would sleep tonight one last time in his own bed and they would take him tomorrow for the brain scan. Like the others, he could choose to return to his body if the meta-verse wasn't to his liking. But he was pretty sure he wouldn't, he was pretty sure he would be saying goodbye to his old body even if the meta-verse wasn't the paradise he expected.

The body he would leave behind was tired, even past tired, of the struggle to continue in its present form. So it was the meta-verse or oblivion, he thought, as he closed his eyes.

Civilization, like a human body, has an ebb and flow. Society advances in spurts, centuries of quick development, followed by centuries of slow change.

After the Aggie managers took over, technology development exploded. And the effect on human civilization was profound and stultifying, a slow descent into stagnation resulted.

Human initiative, at least where there were Aggie managers, greatly diminished. Most people saw no point in trying to compete with the Aggies. Those still with aspirations migrated to the outer solar system, Saturn's Titan, Neptune's Triton and Uranus Station which were under the auspices of the Solar Federation. Others built space habitats with the capacity to carry thousands, even millions while orbiting the outer planets. These adventurers brought with them what was left of human ambition and the desire for freedom. The Jackson family was among them.
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Jacob Jackson looked through the small portal of the Starfisher into the blackness of space. After four weeks the second-generation fusion-powered spaceship, belonging to the Solar Federation, which had launched from Neptune's orbit was over halfway to its destination. Tharsis was a small body in the Kuiper Belt, named after the Martian volcanic plateau because of its own high plateau region. Tharsis was some 40 AU or 40 times the distance from the sun as the Earth at this time though its orbit was elliptical and could reach out to 70 AU at its most extreme. Jacob and his dad, Jonah Abram Jackson, had campaigned for this mission to be undertaken ever since Jacob was a young man.

The Solar Federation was the outer world's counterweight to the Terran Federation which represented the space ambitions of much of Earth and Mars. Simplistically then, the Solar Federation stood for exploration, the Terran Federation for the consolidation, the Solar Federation for freedom and self-reliance, the Terran Federation for safety and enforced cooperation. The Solar Federation was smaller but more nimble than the Terran Federation and as such was a constant source of irritation to the larger Federation. The Solar Federation preceded the Terran Federation in almost all explorations, even though the Terran Federation had the backing of the Aggies as a powerful resource for technology and organizing society.

Jonah Jackson thought it imperative that exploration, which had been stalled since Jupiter's moon Callisto had been settled by the Solar Federation a century before, be restarted. He wasn't sure what had happened to the human spirit. The development of Artificial General Intelligence and its technological advances had certainly affected that spirit on Earth. And as a direct result, the physical population of Earth had declined. For many years now the adventurous on Earth chose the meta-verse, not the Solar System. Even those left in the physical world were more docile and compliant with a consequent decline in their ambition and drive.

Mars had also “slowed” down in its development. Certainly, the expansion out into the Solar System and especially the abundant resources in the Asteroid Belt had mitigated the drive to explore further for more resources. But there was something else happening, for Mars was a relatively young civilization and with the efficiencies provided by the Aggies it could be expected that the recent settlers of Mars would be quite eager to continue to participate in man's unique destiny in space. But it wasn't so and Jonah had often talked with his son Jacob about why he thought human nature had reached a turning point, at least on Mars and Earth.

“Outwardly,” said Jonah to Jacob one evening before the ship left for Tharsis, “people are the same as they've always been, pretty self-centered. The human race has never put much thought into its future as a whole. And most people haven't thought very far ahead in their personal lives either. But something else has changed since the Aggies and their life-extending technologies arrived. You know that life expectancy has recently been increasing at the rate of one year per year?”

“Yeah, live a year and get another year, but that's only for newborns and it's an average,” said Jacob.

“And even so,” Jonah continued, “the people have become so averse to any uncertainty that even under the Aggie's nanny state care they've started buying insurance for all kinds of small-stake risks. For instance, many will spend more money to insure some trinket than the trinket is worth. That's called direct risk aversion and it's a kind of behavior that isn't logical. And because they are so focused on living that extra year they are completely oblivious to any opportunity that might carry some risk.”
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