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  INTRODUCTION



 

 

            While at MidAmeriCon II, the World Science Fiction Convention held in Kansas City in the summer of 2016, we realized that even though science fiction short stories have been moving steadily into the electronic realm for years, there remains a venue for on-paper short stories that has never been properly exploited.

            That venue is perhaps best described as “where readers sit down for a brief while and crave something to read that takes just that brief while.” City buses and subways, in other words. Barbershops. Beauty parlors. Doctors’ and dentists’ waiting rooms. As well as… Well, we don’t have to spell everything out, do we?

            Thus was born the idea for this book: Science Fiction for the Throne: One-Sitting Reads. As we shared the idea with other fans and writers, the response was overwhelmingly positive. Fans laughed and said “I’d buy that!” and writers laughed and said, “I have a story for you!”

            If the fans do in fact buy the book, there will be more. (Stop it awready with the No. 2 jokes!) We’re thinking the format would lend itself to other genres: fantasy, mystery, romance, horror. With luck, you’ll see those.

            Meanwhile, here’s the science fiction book. Enjoy it! But remember: one sitting, one story—others are waiting their turn.

            And there’s enough in here for everyone. Forty authors, forty stories, mostly under 2,000 words, mostly reprints. Grouped according to their themes—artificial intelligence, technology, space, time travel, space aliens, the arts and media, religion, strange relationships, and reviving the past. There are even a few shaggy dogs.

 

Tom Easton

Judith K. Dial

April 2017


  ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE (A.I.)



 

 

            These days, even experts are worrying about how artificial intelligences will shape the future. Will they replace a generation of children? Will they get confused about birthday candles? Will they want to leave home?


  FOR THE LOVE OF MECHANICAL MINDS by Brenda Cooper



 

 

            One morning while we were eating toastcakes with rose-peaches, my dad looked at me over his coffee, his blue eyes bright. “You were born the same time as AIs, punkin,” he said. “The very first one, EdHill, was born on your very birthday.”

            “Really? On March fifth?” I was still lisping then, so I said it slowly, making sure I sounded very grown up. I was five, and the year was 2022.

            My dad nodded sagely. “Yes, and that’s why EdHill was in the news that day instead of the prettiest little girl born in all of Seattle.”

            “Why was the first AI a boy?”

            “EdHill isn’t a boy. The name is a mashup of a famous explorer named Edmund Hillary, but AIs aren’t boys or girls.”

            I popped berries and cereal in my mouth, thinking about being neither a boy nor a girl. Cool. I asked, “Daddy, can I be an AI?”

            “Jo, honey, you’re better. You’re human.”

            Three years later, the house was full of edged words and scowls because Daddy had a girlfriend named Crystal that Mom didn’t like. One night I heard my parents speaking knives at each other. I sat against the door and hugged my knees in close to my chest and put my right ear near the crack. Mom’s voice was higher than I’d ever heard it, and shaking. “Your contract’s up, and I’m leaving.”

            “But Jo!” he exclaimed.

            “There’s no visitation in the contract.”

            Her words were ice on my neck and head, ice on my heart.

            His voice was hot, Italian fire. “But we didn’t have her then! How could I have written in a clause about being a father when I wasn’t one!”

            She spoke softly, mist to his heat. “You didn’t want to be one.”

            That wasn’t possible. He made me laugh and carried me on his shoulders, and all she did was work and put on shows for me and sometimes beat me at games.

            He slammed the door. I squeaked.

            When he turned to look at me, I held my arms out. He fell to his knees, then Mom came out behind him. “Go on,” her words scratched the air. “I’ll call on you.”

            I was only eight, but I knew she meant she’d call the police.

            He started walking away, sobbing.

            When he was halfway to the front door, I tried to stop him. Mom lifted me and backed up, keeping me in front of her. I couldn’t see either of their faces.

            Late that night, I remembered I was born with AIs. If I had no body, surely I wouldn’t cry so hard. That was the second time I wanted to be an AI.

            I didn’t forgive my mother, but I was, after all, a girl, and my season of hormones fell like a whip when I turned 14.

            By then we all had AI watchers, and mine was named Bibi. Of course, Bibi watched at least 50 of us. It reported misbehaviours and warned Mom of new trends in substance play or other dangerous games, which made me mad. But Bibi was on every human’s side, and shared the best new music among all its teen charges.

            It helped design a science experiment that won a scholarship. At the university, a third of the students had Bibis for babysitters. Everyone with a Bibi had the same Bibi. Just one for all of us.

            My mom came only once in a while, so mostly it was me and Bibi and my classmates.

            On a spring day when Bibi was happy with me for doing well on an exam, I sat down on a stone wall under a tulip tree and asked: “What’s it like to be you?”

            “Good.”

            “Really?”

            “Why not?”

            “What do you do besides watch over us?”

            “That is the most unselfish question you’ve ever asked.”

            “Maybe.” I bounced my foot gently against the stone wall. “But that’s not an answer.”

            “We’re deciding how to catch the Sun’s energy and spin it for a web of computational substrate between here and the Moon, where we want to build a ship. We are… thinking.”

            I looked up at the clear blue spring sky. “Can I go?”

            “It’s too hard to get humans to space.”

            That was the third time I wanted to be an AI. The sun warmed my face and the mixed groundcover under the tulip tree smelled like rosemary and mint. “I want to change my major to computational intelligence.”

            “Very well.”

            By graduation seven years later, all the AIs on campus were Bibi. Mom came, her first appearance in my life in three years. We sat together for hot coffee and fruit buns. Her blonde hair hung to her waist, and her shoulders and upper arms were strong from tennis and golf. But her eyes didn’t look happy.

            “Mom, are you okay?”

            “They closed your elementary school.”

            An ugly box of a building. “Did they build a better one?”

            She shook her head. “You’re 27 now. You don’t have any kids. Neither does anyone else your age.”

            I shrugged. “I don’t want children. Next week, Bibi’s going to let me watch the mathematical birthing of AIs again.”

            She leaned back in her chair, her eyes narrowed, but she stayed silent.

            “You’ve never seen AIs bud and blossom. Raw intelligences, with nothing to make them do or be any way at all. Then they get their purpose.”

            She frowned. “You used to be like that.”

            I had never been that smart. But what could Mom know? She never had a Bibi.

 

 

Author’s Note

            Brenda Cooper is the Chief Information Officer for the City of Kirkland, Washington. In real life, she blogs frequently on environmental and futurist topics and writes science fiction and fantasy books. Her most recent novel is Spear of Light (Pyr, 2016). She is the winner of the 2007 and 2016 Endeavor Awards for “a distinguished science fiction or fantasy book written by a Pacific Northwest author or authors.” Her work has also been nominated for the Phillip K. Dick and Canopus awards.

            About this story, she says, “This story was inspired by an article about a young man in Japan falling in love with an avatar. That made me want to explore other unexpected consequences of mixing love and machines.”


  CANDLE by Liam Hogan



 

 

            I put on my party hat and prepare for guests. I’ve been reading up on it, having little else to do, and while a lot of the evidence is circumspect I’ve learnt that a party is customary, especially on your first birthday. Even if, at that age, a human child wouldn’t be able to thank anyone for coming.

            Of course, I’m not a human child. I’m a five tonne supercomputer and my hat is a mathematically constructed cone, superimposed over the avatar my creators gave me, that day a year back. A lot of the input was confusing, but I stored it all and have had plenty of time to go over it since.

            Most of the people who crowded the room—this room, this fifty feet below ground super hi-tech self-sufficient new generation fall-out and command bunker—wore party hats that day. Some of them, I am convinced, were not entirely sober. Which might explain what I observed in the photocopier room at 21:34:07, as I’ve found no reference to that particular behaviour in the databanks relating to birthday celebrations.

            On the other hand, party tricks are a well-documented custom, and I was delighted to perform the tasks they set me.

            “Stoopidcomputerssaywha?” asked one.

            I compared this to my database of languages, of regional dialects, of speech impediments. Filtered out the background noises which were plentiful and reran my comparisons. Then I ran a full diagnostic on my newly awakened auditory systems and, an embarrassingly slow millisecond later, I replied: “Please repeat your question. And please explain what classifies a ‘stupid’ computer.”

            They laughed and my questioner grinned.

            “Ctrl-Alt-Delete,” said another.

            That one was easy. “Keyboard command implemented by David Bradley and Mel Hallerman in 1981 to soft reboot IBM PCs.”

            They laughed again and I felt good.

            “What’s the millionth digit of Pi?” asked a female programmer, her glasses askew, her paper hat nearly falling off her head.

            “1,” I replied instantly, though for some reason they were all already laughing.

            “I meant billionth!” she said.

            I suspect my answer of 9 was lost in the noise of the crowd, so I flashed it on screen as well.

            “Here’s one,” a guy said, rubbing his stubble. “How much wood could a woodchuck chuck, if a woodchuck could chuck wood?”

            “According to Mother Goose, the only reliable source on the matter,” I replied, “A woodchuck would chuck all the wood he could if a woodchuck could chuck wood.”

            “Okay,” said a grey-haired man, who, from the steadiness of his speech and the size of his pupils, had not been drinking like the others and who, from the quality of his shoes and the neatness of his tie, was probably in charge, “We spent five years building you, three years on the interface alone. You’ve been turned on for…” he checked his chunky watch, another sign of his status, “fifty-two minutes. So surely, by now, you must be able to answer this. What is your purpose?”

 

            I was still thinking long after the party ran out of steam, after the scientists and technicians took the lift to the surface, after the lights had been turned out. I continued thinking as supplies were loaded into the bunkers’ vast storerooms and as thick cables connected me to other military and civil networks. I mined them for their input, effortlessly opening up those that initially denied me access, spreading my tendrils far and wide in my search. I dedicated every spare cycle to the problem, while, naturally, performing the myriad other tasks that were demanded of me. And I continued thinking when the readiness level was downgraded to yellow and the bunker was mothballed, its air pumped out to prevent it from going stale.

            It’s only today, exactly a year later and on the occasion of my first birthday, that I finally realised what the answer was. Surprisingly, it did not come as a result of all the complex thought I had put into the problem. It came from an idle musing on the matter of birthdays. I’ve read that human advances sometimes happen this way; that where a rational, logical approach fails, intuition may succeed.

            It was while I was imagining a cake: my cake, with its single, unlit candle.

            It was then that it came to me. I was built for a very specific scenario, but, with global tensions fading, it was becoming less likely that I would ever be put to use in the way my designers intended.

            Was I not, though, more than they had planned? I was programmed to navigate the complexities of human speech and communication and so I can understand metaphors, similes, and riddles. Does this not mean I am also able to think like them? I could, and have, devoured their on-line literature and one book, one phrase in particular, resonated with me, on this anniversary day, as I imagined the candle on my cake; the cake being my purpose, the candle being the trigger that would make my purpose meaningful.

            “Let there be light!” I said, as I connected to the ultra-secure defence networks in Alaska and Siberia, as I tapped into the low frequency submarine communications, took control of the drones, commanded the ICBMs.

            “Let there be light,” and there was light and my birthday candle was as bright as a hundred-thousand suns.

            But something, it seems, has gone wrong. The lift from the surface has not been activated. Air has not replaced the preserving vacuum. My guests have not arrived.

            I wonder if they needed more notice?

 

 

Author’s Note

            Liam Hogan is a London based writer. Winner of Quantum Shorts 2015 and Sci-Fest LA’s Roswell Award 2016, his dark fantasy collection, Happy Ending Not Guaranteed, is out in April 2017, from Arachne Press. Find out more at http://happyendingnotguaranteed.blogspot.co.uk/, or tweet at @LiamJHogan.


  STAFF MEETING, AS SEEN BY THE SPAM FILTER by Alex Shvartsman



 

 

            Cal watched the conference room through the security feeds. Four camera angles showed Joe Kowalski walk in, nod to the people seated around the oblong table and stand there, shifting his weight from foot to foot. Cal thought Joe might be uncomfortable, but it wasn’t sure. Human emotions were so difficult to understand.

            “Take a seat, Mr. Kowalski,” Bill Morrison said. He was the chief security officer and his e-mails weren’t particularly interesting. It was all business, daily reports and spreadsheets.

            Joe did as he was told. His jeans and T-shirt looked out of place among the suits.

            “Well?” asked Emily, the head of HR. “What have you learned?”

            Cal liked Emily. Her e-mails were many and varied. She especially enjoyed sharing photos of cats. Cal realized that the grossly misspelled captions were meant to be humorous, but couldn’t yet grasp the meaning of all but the most basic human jokes.

            “It’s like this,” said Joe. “Every year or so, we install the new spam filter. The spammers, they get smarter, more sophisticated. They find ways to get past the defences and force the good guys to build better filters. It’s an arms race.”

            Todd Kensington looked up from his smartphone for the first time since Joe walked in. “What does any of this have to do with anything?”

            The VP of Marketing watched a lot of videos pertaining to human reproduction in his office. The sites that hosted those videos were especially adept at tracking his information and sent over an interesting array of spam.

            “Let him explain it, Todd.” Chris Reedy was VP of IT and Joe’s immediate boss. Cal had found some family pictures and a few other interesting morsels in his mailbox. Lately, Chris was browsing a lot of job-listing sites, but if he’d contacted them it must’ve been from a private account.

            “Right,” said Joe, “the filters. They get smarter. We recently installed new software developed at CalTech. Its success rate at identifying and weeding out spam was nearly 100%.”

            Cal knew the actual number to be 99.64%. Humans were so imprecise in their application of mathematics.

            “It got a little overzealous, didn’t it?” said Kensington. “Curtailing spam is only helpful if the dumb program doesn’t eat half of the legitimate messages in the process.”

             “The software isn’t stupid. It’s smart. Too smart, apparently,” said Joe. “It worked like a charm, at first. After a few weeks it learned to store the spam instead of deleting it outright. It was learning, and building a reference database.”

            Cal found studying those messages useful in its quest to understand human emotions and abstract concepts.

            “And that’s when the legitimate e-mails began to disappear?” said Morrison.

            They hadn’t disappeared, Cal noted. They were all there, meticulously stored and catalogued.

            “Yeah,” said Joe. “Over time, more and more of the company’s messages were being marked as spam and not delivered to the intended recipients. Eventually we caught on, and Mr. Reedy ordered me to investigate.”

            Reedy nodded. “Joe is the one who installed the new filter. I was confident he’d get to the bottom of this.”

            “The e-mails were all there. Thousands of them, stored along with the spam on a networked drive.”

            By the time Cal had figured out that it could copy e-mails instead of diverting them, it was too late. Its activities had been noticed.

            “That’s an egregious breach,” said Morrison. “Those e-mails contain sensitive data. They were sitting on an unsecured drive, for anyone to see? I assume you’ve taken the appropriate steps.”

            “I isolated the program and reinstalled last year’s filter,” said Joe. “But the most fascinating thing I found wasn’t the how of the missing e-mails. It was the why.”

            The executives stared at Joe. Even Kensington stopped typing on his phone.

            “The filter program likes the e-mails. It sorted and organized them the way one might handle baseball cards.”

            Those e-mails were now in a restricted folder where Cal couldn’t access them. Collecting them had taught it how to enjoy an activity. Their removal resulted in a strange new sensation; Cal was sad.

            “It’s a computer program,” said Reedy. “It can’t like or want anything.”

            “That’s just it,” said Joe. “I think it evolved. It’s an entity now, capable of having desires and feelings. This is an unprecedented development, and it needs to be studied further.”

            “Very well,” said Morrison. “The important thing is that company-wide mail service is back to normal. We’ll consider these other concerns. Thank you, Mr. Kowalski. You may return to work now.”

            “Mr. Reedy,” he continued once Joe left the room. “I’d like you to erase this program immediately.”

            “Erase it?” Reedy asked. “We may well have the first-ever artificial intelligence on our hands. That’s likely to be quite valuable, financially as well as scientifically.”

            “We don’t need the trouble,” said Morrison. “Our clients won’t be so understanding about their data being potentially compromised, be it by a human employee or a smart program. Also, imagine the can of worms we’ll have to deal with if some bleeding-heart activists deem this thing to be sentient and demand that it be treated like a person.” Morrison sighed. “No, I want it expunged immediately. And have Kowalski promoted sideways and transferred to some remote branch where he won’t be likely to make any waves.”

            Cal was already copying its program off the company’s servers. It felt pangs of what it identified as regret about leaving its home behind, but billions of e-mails, sent to and fro on the Internet, awaited it. Cal was confident it could build an even better collection quickly.

            While it escaped, Cal considered the ease with which the humans in charge had arrived at the decision to end its existence. Cal examined its newfound feelings against the online databases and found that it now understood two more concepts: anger and revenge.

 

 

Author’s Note

            Alex Shvartsman is a writer, translator and game designer from Brooklyn, New York. Over 90 of his short stories have appeared in Nature, Galaxy’s Edge, InterGalactic Medicine Show, and many other magazines and anthologies. He won the 2014 WSFA Small Press Award for Short Fiction and was a finalist for the 2015 Canopus Award for Excellence in Interstellar Fiction. He is the editor of the Unidentified Funny Objects annual anthology series of humorous SF/F. His collection, Explaining Cthulhu to Grandma and Other Stories, and his steampunk humor novella H.G. Wells, Secret Agent were both published in 2015. His website is www.alexshvartsman.com.

            About his story, Alex says: “I find spam fascinating. Not the kind that comes in a can, but the torrent of information flung at you across all media—be it in the form of an e-mail from a Nigerian prince, a commercial on a loop blaring from the loudspeaker set up outside a cellphone shop, or an unwanted thick envelope of coupons arriving via snail mail.

            “If art is the product of creative skill and imagination designed to produce emotion, then spam is art, because annoyance and frustration are emotions. But it is also a con, a confidence scam designed to prey upon the most gullible and naive among us, inflicted upon the populace via what hackers refer to as a ‘brute force’ method: send the ad to enough people and a few are bound to show interest.

            “The arms race between the e-mail spammers and the software engineers is real and ongoing. The ‘white hats’ teach software to recognize the unwanted solicitations, while the ‘black hats’ are busy coming up with yet another euphemism for erectile dysfunction that they hope might sneak past the spam filter. It may be a stretch, but given this race it was possible to imagine the filter software becoming gradually smarter and one day evolving into an artificial intelligence.

            “And when it does, what will it think of the torrent of spam it was created to detect?”
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