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Node Of Thought

A spaceship pilot on a solo mission between the stars begins to see visions of other people. Are they trace thoughts from others who’ve passed that way? It’s not just an academic question when the ship’s computer starts to obey commands that aren’t his.

 

Marathon of the Devil

In a death-defying marathon on a desert planet, Eli Marone has managed to get lost. It’s now a race for survival, especially when the barren world might not be so lifeless after all.

 

The Rift

Twenty-seven years after a reckless experiment created a vast rift across the galaxy, a survey ship’s crew encounters a being with strange abilities and an even stranger disability. What they learn will test every belief they’ve ever had.


NODE OF THOUGHT

HENDRICKS WAS A LONG WAY FROM HOME when he discovered that he was no longer alone.

Forty-seven deep-sleep cycles out of Triton Station—nearly four years. Orphion had been at ramjet speed for just over a year, but was still within the Oort Cloud. It was the first of the supply ships to Centauri Station since the original colonization decades earlier—he was more alone than any human before him, and liked it.

As usual, he spent his first waking day on routine checks, entering everything into his manual log. When the music started—a melancholy piece in a minor key—he found himself humming it before he realized it didn’t belong.

VILMA, who asked you to play music?

“I responded to a command.”

Command? A command from Earth would be nearly fifteen months old.

Identify the command source, he requested.

The answer took seconds to come. “I am unable to comply.”

Shit, he thought.

“I am unable to comply.”

Was that a joke? Had VILMA developed a sense of humour? He hoped not. Every one of Orphion’s systems was under the control of its Virtual Intelligence Locus. VIL’s weren’t supposed to evolve. That lesson had been learned from the artificial intelligences of the Clarke and the Le Guin that went rogue on the first Centauri mission. Hendricks hadn’t been born then. But he was a child on Mars when the mining colony in Belt Sector Four lobbed an asteroid toward the Earth. After that, AI’s had been severely constrained.

A computer command without an ident was trouble.

He rolled off his bunk and reached for the cello strip on the wall ridge beside it. The ship had only stocked enough chewing gum for a year, so at eight months he’d started reusing it. On second thought, this problem deserved a fresh piece.
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By the middle of the next day he was no closer to an answer. VILMA’s systems had passed every diagnostic test. He asked her to appear—it was easier to have a discussion when he had someone to look at. The default avatar he’d chosen for her was a long-legged redhead with green eyes, wrapped in a form-fitting jumpsuit. Good to look at and not argumentative. The kind of woman that could help a man fend off the chill of space.

That was an uncharacteristic thought. The complications of sex were a trial he was glad to avoid on a long mission like this.

“I still can’t track down the command to play that music,” he said out loud, his voice a little rough. The VIL’s Mental Actuation didn’t require him to vocalize but he liked to keep his vocal chords exercised.

“Neither can I.”

“Were there any anomalous readings on the ship’s instruments at the time? Electromagnetic interference? Any transmissions received?”

“Instrument readings matched projections with no indication of interference. No directed transmissions have been received for one-hundred fifty-five days.”

That would have been his anniversary congratulations message, a year after his launch from the refuelling station at Triton. VILMA also received news and general information transmissions as well as the occasional mail, but the ship wouldn’t respond to a command embedded in one of those.

He shivered.

Ease up. The situation wasn’t serious yet.

He asked VILMA for some ham-gel sandwiches, and as he pulled them from the food processor, he shivered again.

“VILMA, what’s the current cabin temperature?

“The temperature is sixteen degrees Celsius.”

What the hell? “Raise the cabin temperature to twenty degrees, please. And maintain that until my next deep-sleep cycle.” He shouldn’t have had to mention that. “There’s no malfunction in life support, is there?”

“There are no malfunctions in any system. The temperature was lowered as commanded.”

“Commanded? What was the source of that command?”

A pause. “I am unable to provide that answer.”

This time the chill that ran through him had nothing to do with the air.
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“You should go out with people. Real people. Make friends”

“How do you know I don’t? You’re never here.”

For someone who had no other mothering skills, she’d still perfected the look. She turned it on full blast.

“What am I supposed to do, Baird? Give up my practice to stay home and babysit a fifteen year-old? People’s lives depend on me.” She sighed. “It’s a phase, right? You’re going through a phase. I was a teenager once.”

Prehistory, Hendricks thought. For someone who knew her way around the brain with a laser scalpel better than the layout of her own home, she knew dick all about the workings of the mind. Especially her own son’s.

“BH,” he said. “My friends call me BH.”

“You have no friends. You have avatars in VR games, and I’ll bet they’re all computer personalities. Why don’t you get together with your classmates at the academy?”

“Why? So they can laugh at the kid in the float chair because he’s too weak for Earth gravity? Poor little Mars rat?”

When he’d entered the space corps he’d expected to be surrounded by like minds. But they weren’t like him at all. His Olympus City accent and manners inevitably marked him as a breed apart, and an inferior breed at that. Solitude was his salvation.

“Maybe one of the people I know has a son or a nephew,” she said half-heartedly.

“One of the men you bring home? That ought to cover half the city.”

In the real event he’d been about to say, You could double your income if you charged them money, but she had slapped him before the words had come out.

“All right, VILMA, that’s enough of that crap for this week.”

“Your psychological evaluation and calibration requires an additional four point five minutes.”

He turned around to find that she was projecting the figure of a man. Tall, handsome, but more stooped than he should have been for the few traces of grey in his hair. The evidence of great pain, Hendricks knew.

“Baird, I need you to look after your mother for me.”

It was what the man had always said before he left for endless months on a freight run, including the last, when cancer would take Baird Hendricks Sr. in the emptiness between Jupiter and Saturn.

“Enough, VILMA. Enough.”

“Your mind does not provide much material on this subject for my simulations to use.”

“It is what it is.”

“Would you like another simulated interaction for relaxation purposes? Perhaps with the dancer avatar?” The default redhead in the jumpsuit reappeared, the closest approximation his memory could provide of an entertainer he’d known in Phobos City.

“No, thank you. I don’t feel like company. Just tell me if I passed the evaluation.”

“Your psychological status has not changed.” Which wasn’t a ringing endorsement, but it had been good enough for the company to hire him in the first place. After all, if Hendricks weren’t a loner, he’d be out of a job. The economics of interstellar freight delivery didn’t favour a larger crew unless they were going to stay on at Centaurus Station. VILMA was supposed to be all the company he needed. She had a repertoire of hundreds of characters—he could sing duets with Streisand, or play chess with Asimov. He never did, though. He liked to be alone. Given a choice between solitude and society, solitude was easier. He knew what to expect.
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Right now he wouldn’t have minded having another human around to ask for advice. Earth was too far away, and the frozen embryos in cargo compartments 255 to 280 weren’t big on conversation.

VILMA’s systems were thoroughly integrated. If there was a glitch, any attempt to fix it would involve terrible risk. There weren’t any studies on selectively disabling a VIL—it was not to be done.  If he screwed up, he might wipe a key element in the navigational sequence, shut down life support, or terminate the embryos he was transporting. Yet if he did nothing, a phantom command might produce the same disastrous results.
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