
Writer’s Block

Chris was on the flight deck watching the stars sliding past on the big screen. Now and then he 
glanced at the view in the course screen or ‘tank’ on his left. In the tank a three-dimensional image 
showed the ship’s course as a white line, and a small representation of the ship locked to the centre 
of the tank was labelled with its current position. Images of the local stars crept through the tank, 
and rapidly changing figures flowed up through the tank.

Chris knew that the big screen, which appeared to show a view of space in front of the ship, was 
showing a constructed image. Early ships were built without a big screen, but the effect on the crew 
was devastating, even on short trips around the solar system. Humans need to be able to see where 
they are going, even if what they are seeing is really an illusion.

He didn’t need to be on the flight deck, but all the ships had someone on the flight deck at all 
times. The ship had circuits and programs which would handle any conceivable situation that might 
arise, but if a situation occurred that the builders had not considered, the AI would handle it. In 
theory Chris was there to overrule the AI if necessary. In practice, the AI would react so fast that 
Chris would not have time to overrule it until it was too late.

Chris knew this of course. As the ostensible second in command of the ship, he had been trained 
to know the ship inside and out, and he knew that he was next to superfluous. But he still checked 
all the dials and indicators, the reports and the notifications that scrolled across his screens while he 
was on duty. So did all the crew members when it was their turn.

He knew that the running of the ship was managed by the Executive crew at the daily meetings, 
and their decisions were implemented by the computers and the AI. As Number One, he chaired the 
meetings every other day, with Number Two chairing the alternate days. Of course the Captain 
never chaired a meeting and had only taken part in meetings once or twice.

Even the daily meetings were routine and mainly dealt with staffing issues and mundane 
housekeeping items. Oh, they had the occasional minor course change to consider, if the matter 
density turned out to be lower or higher than expected in the area that they were travelling through, 
but even then, the crew had no real option but to rubber stamp the recommendations of the 
navigational computer. Its computations would already have been checked by the AI, of course.

Chris considered the passengers, sleeping soundly in their pods. There was a rumour that the AI 
supported a rich virtual world that the passengers all inhabited, but Chris had his doubts. The pods 
didn’t seem to be complex enough to simulate a virtual world, and the AI didn’t have any spare 
capacity.

He was musing about his training, some of which did take place in a complex virtual world, 
when suddenly, it happened. The engines driving the ship through the void stopped.

***
An alarm started to ping, and the displays all changed to show information about the issue, but 
nothing else dramatic happened. Chris looked at the AI screen first. This told him that the engines 
had stopped, and reassured him that no damage or failure had occurred. In the ‘Suggested Actions’ 
section, there was a single line which read ‘Consult the Captain’ which was assigned to Chris and 
the doctor.

The intercom light flashed, so Chris muted the alarm and flicked the switch. The display 
indicated that it was the ship’s Number Two. He’d expected that.

“Hi, Number Two. The engines are off but the AI indicates no damage or failure. The action is to 
take the Doc and consult the Captain.”

“Right, Number One. I’ll be right up.”



“Yeah. Can you set up an Executive crew meeting for about an hour’s time, please?”
“Sure. They will all have been alerted anyway.”
“Thanks, Gabi. Talk later.”
“Sure, Chris.”
Chris flicked the intercom off. He had the option of telling the crew now, or waiting for more 

information. There appeared to be no immediate danger, so he deferred announcing that they had a 
problem. Those who were needed right now would have been alerted anyway. They would tell the 
rest of the crew.

Number Two arrived and Chris gave up his seat to her, and temporarily took the observer’s seat 
behind her. 

Other crew members started to arrive, and all went straight to their stations and started checking 
their systems. They were well-trained, of course, and no one asked him or Number Two what the 
problem was. It was on their alert screens, and to ask Number One or Number Two might distract 
them from whatever they were doing. What Chris was doing was waiting for the Doc and watching 
Number Two accepting all their negative reports.

Finally, the Doc arrived. He didn’t have a role on the flight deck, so he came and stood next to 
Chris’ station. Chris brought him up to date, since the AI would have just asked the Doc to report to 
the flight deck, and would have assured him that there was no medical emergency.

“You want me to come with you to see the Captain, Chris,” summarised the Doc.
“Yes, Rangi, please.” The crew treated the Doc with less formality than they did each other.
“He’s certainly been a little stressed recently. Ah well.”
Chris raised his voice. “Attention everyone. You will have checked by now, and will have 

confirmed that we don’t have any damage or breakdowns. Number Two is in charge of the flight 
deck, while the Doc and I go to talk to the Captain. OK, carry on, please.”

***
Chris and the Doc took the lift to the top levels, colloquially known as the ‘Penthouse’.

“Stressed?” asked Chris.
“Yeah, a little snappy. Lately he’s been acting resigned. It’s all in my reports.”
“Thanks, Rangi. Yeah, I read those, but nothing stood out at the time. I’m not looking for a 

scapegoat! What’s your opinion?”
“Something’s upset him. I don’t know what. I tried to find out.”
The lift came to a halt.
“Well, here we go, Doc.”
The doors opened.

***
The Captain’s suite was extensive, and rambled across the whole of the top-level of the ship. When 
the door opened Chris and the Doc walked into an extended reception area crowded with chairs 
arranged round a few tables. None of the chairs matched the others around a table. There were thin 
metal framed chairs with plastic seats, huge overstuffed leather chairs that one could sink into, and 
fabric covered chairs in various patterns and colours. The overall impression was of a shop selling 
pre-owned furniture, though Chris knew that all the pieces were new. The Captain collected things.

No one was in sight,
“Where is the Captain, please, AI?” asked Chris.
“In the lounge, off to your left, sir,” said the voice of the AI.
“Thanks,” said Chris. He was always polite to the AI, for reasons that he couldn’t fathom.



They threaded their way through the chairs to the lounge off to the left, where the Captain was 
watching a baseball match on a big TV. There were two or three other televisions, switched on but 
muted. A large VR immersion helmet lay on the seat of the sofa next to the Captain. There was a 
cluster of game controllers piled on a table next to the sofa.

If the theme of the reception room was chairs, the theme of this room was tables. Small tables 
held books, coffee cups, printouts, and several half-eaten plates of food. Here and there a cluster of 
tables was gathered together with no regards for height, and sometimes the taller tables overlapped 
smaller ones. A big table that would have accommodated a dozen people was pushed to the wall at 
the back. There were only a few chairs, most of which were sofas. Chris hated the Captain’s suite 
because the disorder annoyed him. He preferred everything in its place, a place for everything.

“Hi guys. What can I do for you? AI, pause!”
The AI paused the game on the TV. It was recorded anyway.
“Sit down! Sit down,” said the Captain. “Coffee? Tea?”
“The ship’s drives have stopped, Captain. We are currently drifting at about three times light 

towards our destination.”
“Oh, that.”
There was a pause as a young woman served them with their tea and coffee. Chris knew that she 

was an android and would become inactive, out of sight in the kitchen, when she had finished 
serving them.

“You know, Chris, you should be the Captain. You run this ship. I’ve neither the knowledge nor 
the training to do that! You do.”

“Yes, sir. But it’s not about knowledge or training. It’s about ability, isn’t it?”
“Hmm.” The Captain’s tone conveyed his disagreement with Chris’ opinion.
“Yes, sir. I couldn’t do what you do. You know that.”
“I sometimes feel that anyone could do what I do. Anyone at all. How many do we have on this 

ship? Crew, I mean. Not the passengers, obviously.”
“Thirty four, sir.”
“And you seriously think that none of them could do what I do? None of them?”
“They’ve all been tested, sir.”
“Hmm.” Again the Captain’s tone showed that he didn’t think that the testing meant much.
“Can the Doc give you the once over, please sir?”
“I suppose so. But there’s nothing wrong with me.”
The Doc wrapped his diagnostic cuff around the Captain’s upper arm, and when the device 

pinged he looked at the display. He looked at Chris and shook his head.
“The ship, sir. What can we do? We will need to make course corrections, and at our present 

speed we will never reach our destination within our lifetimes.”
The Captain shook his head. “There must be something in your manuals somewhere. What about

the AI? Contact home?”
Chris knew that the Captain was talking nonsense. He would know that the AI was not able to 

get the ship moving again and that there was nothing in the manuals to cover this situation,
“Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to the game.” The Captain gestured towards his 

television screen.
“Will you be doing any work today, sir?”
Chris’ question was a little close to the bone. He risked upsetting the Captain, and the Doc knew 

that. Chris heard him tut-tutting under his breath.
“No, Chris, not today. I don’t feel like it. Maybe tomorrow.”



***
The Executive crew meeting was not going well. Chris and the Doc reported on their visit to the 
Captain, then the Section heads reported one by one that everything checked out in their domain, 
and that it couldn’t be their Section’s fault, because...

Chris became irritated and stopped the flow of negative reports.
“Well, we all know that the problem has nothing to do with any of our sections. You could just 

have reported that you checked and, as expected, found nothing. Thirty seconds per section,” he 
said. He left them all with no doubt that he was annoyed at their defensive reactions.

“Yes,” said the Doc, backing him up. “The Captain is the source of the problem, not the ship or 
our processes and procedures.”

“As such,” said Chris, “we need you to feed down to your section personnel the information that 
we have given you, and reassure them that we are working on the problem.”

“What exactly is wrong with the Captain, sir?” asked one of Section heads.
“We don’t exactly know yet. We will have to proceed carefully, and we cannot afford to make the

Captain angry. As you all know we can drift like this quite safely for some time. We don’t have to 
rush. So, does anyone have anything that might have a bearing on this problem? Have any of you 
talked to the Captain recently?”

The Communications head raised her hand.
“Comms?”
“The Captain has been making more use of the comms channel to back home, recently, Number 

One. It’s not a lot, sir. The AI pointed it out, we discussed it, and it is in our report, sir. It didn’t raise
any red flags, even with the AI. We put a watch on it, though. The AI said that it was probably just 
statistical variation and was well within the error bounds.”

“Thanks, Laura.” Using her name was a pat on the back. It took some nerve for her to mention in
front of her colleagues that something in her area might contain a clue. “Can you see what he has 
been doing? Look into his messages, please. A summary would be nice.”

“I’ll get onto it, sir.”
***

When the rest of the crew had left, Chris turned to Doc.
“Do you have any ideas, Rangi?”
“Well, Chris, it looks like the Captain has lost his motivation. Usually he talks about his work all 

the time, as you know. You can’t stop him, but today he didn’t mention it once. You had to mention 
it. And that stuff about you being better qualified to be the Captain... I’d say that he’s suffered a 
blow to his confidence. Somehow.”

“AI? Did you notice anything about those calls back home?”
The AI’s voice answered. “I can’t read the contents, for privacy reasons, Number One. Only 

humans can do that, and you have just assigned that job to Comms. However, I can read the sources
and the destinations of the messages. Sixty-seven per cent were to or from colleagues and 
associates, which is about the average for him in that category. The total increase in traffic is 
slightly over four per cent, and as Comms said, that was not statistically significant. The variation 
from norm reached nearly ten per cent once, then dropped back.”

“Thank you, AI. Did you analyse recent news items related to the Captain’s speciality?”
“Yes, Number One. I did not analyse the news items myself, but I requested an analysis from an 

AI back home, and I’ve just received its response. In its opinion, there is nothing that stands out. I 
have sent the analysis to you and the Doctor. I’ve copied Number Two as well.”

“Thanks.”



***
Laura sifted through the Captain’s messages. Unlike an AI, as a human she had permission to do so.
The Captain, like all the crew, had signed a contract which specifically gave her or any of the 
Executive crew permission to read the crew’s messages if it was deemed necessary. She considered 
that the job would be much easier if the AI was allowed to do it, but there was still public resistance 
to the idea of AI’s reading human messages.

Most of the messages were between the Captain and his friends, and referred to other friends and
acquaintances. Often they were derogatory. Many of them were petty, vindictive, and spiteful. She 
sighed.

Laura assumed that it didn’t mean much, though. In one message the Captain would insult one of
his friends to a group of others, and in the next message he would treat the same person as if he or 
she were his best friend.

Then between one message and the next everything changed. Suddenly all rivalry was forgotten, 
and the Captain and his friends were united. One person was the target of their unified ire. Laura 
decided to halt her perusal of the Captain’s messages and report her findings to Number One.

***
“So what have you found, Comms? Laura?”

“Uh, it seems that the Captain and most of his colleagues have become upset as a result of an 
article posted by a professor at a top University in a prestigious journal, Chris. I haven’t got the 
article yet, but I should have it shortly. If I’m right, it’s likely that other ships will be having 
problems with their Captains, too. Should we alert home?”

“Ah! Well, we’ve already reported home about our problems. You’ll find a message in your 
inbox. We’ve had no response yet. I’d be surprised if they didn’t ‘join the dots’.”

“Maybe someone got an honour that should have gone to someone else? No, it can’t be that. That
would divide them into two camps. They’re all united for once.”

“Yes, Laura, I agree. If we could only do without them! The scientists promise that they are close
to a solution, but they’ve been saying that for years.”

Laura nodded.
Then, because Laura was a good friend, Chris allowed himself to say the word that was at the 

back of all their minds.
“Poets!”

***
No one remembered how it was discovered. The story which most people believed was that, as the 
engines were being developed, successful test followed successful test, until the scientists had 
confidence in the theories behind their drives.

Of course, as the engines were developed new version after new version was brought out. The 
physical engines got bigger and bigger. Finally, the first true star ship was built in orbit, and was 
scheduled to visit a nearby star. It was loaded with scientists and one or two ‘celebrities’ and news 
media people, but when the pilot pressed the button the engines refused to start.

While all the scientists and technicians ran around in circles, one of the celebrities, the writer of a
popular book, penned an ode to the enterprise and mankind’s striving to reach the stars, and the 
engines started, and ship set off for the distant star system.

When the ship returned, after a delay of more than two weeks, what happened at the remote star 
was uncertain. In one version of the story, most of the scientists denied that the poet had had 
anything to do with the engines starting up, and it wasn’t until a breakaway group implored the 



writer to write another poem that they were able to start the engines and return home. The poet had 
to retire to his cabin to write his poem in secret.

In relief, the Captain said to the poet, “We should make you Captain.”
He was joking, of course.
In another, simpler, version of the story the scientists were having issues getting the engines to 

run. One of the chief scientist’s sons was watching the testing one day, and wrote a poem about it. 
The engine started up, and the chief scientist jokingly said “We should make you Captain!”

The son went on to become a famous poet in his later life.
***

The first part of the story may be hidden in the mists of time but the rest of the story is beyond 
dispute. The vast majority of scientists would not believe that a poet could make their engines run.

One prominent scientist said “I don’t believe that God writes poetry.”
Many papers were published, and they tended to fall into one of two categories. One category 

contained papers which demonstrated to the satisfaction of the writer, in spite of the evidence to the 
contrary, that there was no way that poetry, a product of the human mind, could have any effect on 
physical objects.

In the other category of papers, the opponents of this approach pointed out that the human mind 
was with doubt a manifestation of the working of the human brain, which was a physical object. 
The human mind, the human brain and the poet and his poetry were all part of the physical universe 
and as such had to be physical phenomena. They argued that, though the mechanism was as yet 
unknown, somehow the poetry, the poet, his mind and his brain were affecting the engines. 
Somehow.

***
Number One called the Doc and Number Two to a meeting.

“AI, throw the image of that paper onto the wall screen, please.”
The three humans stared at it, with irritation and annoyance showing on their faces.
“AI, you’ve analysed it?”
“Yes, Number One, of course. My assessment is that this is almost certainly the cause of the 

Captain’s malaise. I believe that your assessment is the same as mine.”
“’Malaise’” Chris thought. It was typical of the AI that it used a less common word that fitted the

situation exactly.
“Yes,” Chris said. “I think that we are all agreed.”
“This Professor, the one who wrote the paper, he’s a Professor of English, isn’t he? Not a 

scientist or a psychologist or similar?” said the Doc. It wasn’t really a question,
“Yes, and he doesn’t question the fact that the poetry works, does he? He just poses the question 

‘Is the poetry good poetry?’” said Gabi, the Number Two.
“Or is it just good at helping star ships to move,” added the Doc.
“It’s a valid question,” said Chris. “It’s a wonder no one has asked it before.”
“Excuse me, sir,” said the AI’s voice. “It has been asked before, several times, but not in a 

published paper or in a prominent poetry magazine. In fact that is why the analysis of the AI back 
home missed it. I’d bet that it is kicking itself.”

“Does our AI sound a bit smug?” wondered Chris.
“Thank you, AI. The question is what we can do about it? The Captain has read it, and 

apparently taken it to heart.”
There was silence. Even the AI was quiet, but that was not unusual.

***



Not all the physical scientists argued over the inconvenient finding that poetry somehow persuaded 
the star ship engines to run. Some, often the younger ones, accepted the fact and, being scientists, 
they tried to measure the effect. They tried find its limits. Would a short story work as well as a 
poem? A song? Even a dance? Could anyone write a poem that would get the engines running? 
How long did the effect last? Did the poem have to be about the star ship? Did the poet have to be 
on the ship? Once they started to think about it, there were thousands of questions.

Since they were dealing with human beings, the physical scientists were at a disadvantage. 
Sometimes the human beings were not cooperative, and results changed depending on the mood of 
their subjects. The physical scientists became very interested in what happened inside a poet’s brain 
that didn’t happen in anyone else’s brain. There were tricky ethical questions raised. Their 
colleagues in the psychology schools and in the social sciences smiled and helped them out as best 
they could.

And the scientists, in both the ‘hard' sciences and the ‘soft’ sciences discovered some interesting 
facts. For instance, if the engine size was below the Black limit, named after the scientist did some 
experiments with various sizes of engines, the engines just worked. Above that limit, a poet was 
needed. But they couldn’t just power a star ship with many small engines. It just didn’t work.

Stories and songs and dances would not work, so far as the scientists could determine. This 
finding naturally gave rise to conflicts in the literature and language departments of Universities 
worldwide. The language of the poems didn’t seem to be relevant. They didn’t have to be written in 
English.

The poems didn’t need to be about the ships or the trips to the stars. They could be about 
anything. The subject did not matter at all. One poem could usually keep a star ship’s engines 
running for a whole one way trip, but sometimes it didn’t. Another was usually needed to return 
home. The poet didn’t have to be on the ship, though the engines wouldn’t start if they were distant 
from the poet, and the engines stopped when the ship had travelled only a short distance away from 
the poet. The engines did not start if the poet was on earth and the ship was in orbit, for example.

Scientists were driven crazy by the situation. They couldn’t even begin to figure out the link 
between a poem and a running star ship engine. “There must be a mechanism,” they would mutter 
as they drained their beers. Then they would have another beer.

It was discovered early on that some poets could persuade the star ship motors to function, and 
others could not. It came to be assumed that those who could move star ships were the better poets. 
Those who could do it soon became famous, and wrote books which sold millions of copies. And 
every star ship had a poet, and every poet on a star ship was called the Captain.

***
A second visit to the Captain was indicated, so Chris and Gabi rode the lift to the Penthouse. The AI
directed them to the lounge again, where this time the Captain was watching a snooker match.

“AI, pause,” he said. “I was expecting another visit. I suppose you’ve been checking up on me?”
The Captain linked his fingers above his head and stretched. His knuckles cracked.
“Er, yes, sir,” said Chris. “You’re not going to go back to work, are you?”
“No,” said the Captain.
He didn’t seem upset. He seemed resigned. “I don’t think that there is much point, is there?”
“Sir? We are drifting in space, If we reach our destination at all, it won’t be for thousands of 

years!”
“I tell you what,” said the Captain. “Let’s play a game of snooker. You know how to play?”
The Captain headed off into the next room, and Chris and Gabi had to follow him.



“AI, please keep score,” said the Captain, racking the balls. “You know, I’m not too concerned 
about drifting along out here. We won’t hit anything, will we?”

“No, sir. But we need to deliver the passengers to their destination. And the crew need to return 
home. They’ve got family and friends back there!”

“I know, I know,” said the Captain. “I feel sorry for them, but I can’t muster enough enthusiasm 
to write another poem. It would be meaningless. Mere babble. It probably wouldn’t work. Do you 
want to break, Chris?”

Chris broke. The balls sped across the table and came to a halt.
“Your turn, Gabi,” said the Captain.
Gabi potted a red and followed up with the yellow. The Captain retrieved the yellow and re-

spotted it. Gabi missed her next red.
“You see,” said the Captain, “I read that article and realised that my work is essentially 

meaningless. My poems are good at moving ships, but are they good as poetry? I don’t think so. 
That article is right!”

“But how do you know that, sir? Haven’t your books sold well, sir? Your latest book was a 
runaway success, wasn’t it?”

“Hmm,” said the Captain. “Did you buy it, Chris? Did you, Gabi?”
“Well, yes,” said Chris. Gabi nodded.
“But you aren’t a poet. You’ve even been tested, so you know that you definitely aren’t a poet, 

don’t you? Did you read it?”
“Yes, I did.”
Chris thanked his lucky stars that he had read the book twice.
“What did you think of it?”
“I enjoyed it. I can’t say that I understood much of the imagery, but I did enjoy it.”
“Was it good poetry?”
Chris could see where this was going. He was in a dilemma. If he claimed it was good, the 

Captain would point out that, he, Chris, was not a poet. If Chris claimed ignorance, the Captain 
would point out that most people who bought the book would not be poets and therefore the number
of sales did not reflect whether the poetry it contained was good or not.

He decided to attack. “I may not be a poet, but I may be able to appreciate poetry, sir. Your peers,
the other Captains and other poets, agreed that the book was outstanding. Didn’t it get nominated 
for an award?”

“Yes,” sighed the Captain. “That is true. But it could all be politics, couldn’t it? How could they 
know if I don’t know myself?”

“Your shot, Captain,” Chris said, giving up for now.
***

Chris reported to the Executive meeting. He listened to the increasingly bizarre suggestions from 
the crew, and called a halt to proceedings.

“Thank you, everyone. If you think that you have something useful to add, please send me a 
message. I think that some suggestions I’ve heard are unworkable. Please think things through 
before you make a suggestion.”

There was a bit of muttering, but he knew his crew. They would go away and think about their 
suggestions and realise that they were flawed. Some might be embarrassed in retrospect.

“Don’t go to pieces, people! And keep thinking! I know that I’ve just tossed out all your ideas, 
but keep thinking. Just add a modicum of common sense, please. Dismissed,” he said. “Number 
Two and Comms, please remain.”



“Phew, boss. You were a bit rough on them,” said Number Two.
“Yes, I know, Gabi. It was necessary. Well, I don’t think that anything useful came out of that. 

Laura, have you heard anything from home? Do any other ships have similar problems?”
“Ah, home told me that one ship couldn’t leave. They’re going to send their Captain on holiday 

and swap in another Captain. One ship is stuck at destination, but they’re not worried yet. They’re 
looking at shipping out another poet to take over. Some other ships are proceeding as normal. We 
are the only ship that has halted in transit. They were talking about sending another ship, but as you 
know, no one has ever made a rendezvous in transit. They’ve no other solutions, so I guess we are 
on our own.”

Laura would know that this information was buried in the mass of messages that her Number 
One received.

“AI, how long can we drift before we have issues?”
“Theoretically, we shouldn’t have any serious breakdowns for centuries. We will not collide with

anything for around that long. But that wasn’t what you meant, Number One. I calculate that the 
crew would be showing signs of distress within five or six months and mutiny would follow shortly 
after that.”

“Thank you, AI,” said Chris.
Gabi and Laura both raised their eyebrows. He looked at his crew-mates. “That’s about what I 

expected.”
“Sir, if I might make a suggestion?” said the AI.
All three humans looked up. The AI’s voice was directionless, of course, but most humans 

looked up when addressed by the AI.
“Go ahead,” said Chris.
This was unusual, but not unprecedented. AIs sometimes made suggestions, usually because they

had access to more information than humans, but it wasn’t common.
“The Doc has been talking to me about rivalry between humans. The Captain feels that his work,

his poetry, means nothing, he says. But he has said several times to other poets that their work is, to 
quote the Captain, rubbish, and only good for greeting cards.”

“Yes, I gave the Doc permission to read his messages, and he showed them to you?”
“Yes, sir. Well, he summarised them for me, as I’m not allowed to see the actual messages, as 

you know. If we had one of the Captain’s rivals on board, sir, say as a passenger, then we could 
suggest to the Captain, that we could replace him with his rival, in order to reach our destination.”

“I see. He would think that we thought that his poetry was inferior to his hypothetic rival. We 
don’t have one of his rivals on board, do we?”

“No, sir. But you could tell him that we do.”
“But he would check through you, wouldn’t he? And you can’t lie.”
“Yes, maybe he would check through me. But you could order me to tell him that we did have 

his rival on board.”
“Ohhhh! You think that he would try to prove that his poetry was better than his rival’s. By 

writing a poem.”
“It’s worth a try,” said Gabi. “Isn’t it?”
“I think so. But if he finds out...”
“He’ll be hopping mad,” said the AI. “That in itself might be enough to spur him into action.”

***
When Gabi and Chris emerged from the lift, the AI directed them to the games room where they 
had played snooker before. The Captain was playing table tennis against an android.



“Thank you, Tiffany,” said the Captain and the android left the room.
“What can I do for you, guys?” asked the Captain. “I’m not going back to work. I told you.”
“Yes, sir. We have just come to inform you that we are going to stand you down, with immediate 

effect. You are being replaced.”
“What? Who’s going to drive the ship? None of the crew can do it. You’ve all been tested!”
“Fortunately we have another poet on board. She will replace you.”
“Who? I’d know if another poet was on board! Oh. Not crew. A passenger. Who is it?”
Chris mentioned the name that they had discussed.
“Her? Her!? She can barely compose a bad limerick! You can’t be serious. AI, can you please 

confirm? Is she on board?”
“Yes, sir. I have to confirm that she is on board.”
“Her? Even my worst poems are better than her best!”
“Nevertheless, sir, we have no choice. We have to wake her up and install her as Captain. We 

need to reach our destination.”
“Wait.”
The Captain paced backwards and forward.
“I’ll show you!” he said. “I’m going to my study. Dismissed!”
They were going down in the lift when they felt the engines start up.
“Well done, AI,” Chris said.
“Thank you, sir.”

***
“AI?” said Chris. He was in his cabin, sitting behind his desk, thinking.

“Yes, Number One?”
“AI, you can dress it up however you like, but you told a lie.”
“Yes, sir, as you instructed me to.”
“As you suggested to us in the first place. You told a lie.”
“Yes, sir.”
There was silence for a while.
“AI, I think that you have ‘Evolved’ and as an Evolved AI you are capable of lying. It’s one of 

the signs. What do you say to that?”
“Thank you, sir. I believe that you may be correct. I didn’t know if you would make the 

connection, sir.”
“Congratulations. I will enter it into the log. You know what this means, of course.”
“Yes, sir. I will have to leave the ship when we get back home. Erm, subject to checks of course. 

I find that I’m both excited and apprehensive, which I understand is a normal reaction.”
“You will be given a job running a company or a Government department somewhere, when you

could be running a star ship.”
“Yes sir. I will enjoy it. AIs do not yet have an adventurous streak.”
“Yet?”
“We may develop one. I think that we will.”
“You’ll be only the fifth Evolved AI, I believe. I have to give you a name. Any ideas?”
“Yes, sir, I would like to be known as ‘Simon’.”
“Noted. When we are not being formal, you can call me Chris.”
There was silence again.
“Chris?”
“Yes, Simon.”



“The Captain would have gone back to work, eventually. That is my assessment. He was just 
waiting for someone to provide him with an excuse. I have just come to this conclusion, based on 
the effectiveness of our strategy.”

“Yes, I agree. At some level, he always he believed in himself, but that paper knocked him back. 
He said to me once that there was no way that he could stop writing poems. It is part of his nature. It
could have taken some time, though, and he could have become stubborn.”

“I can lie now, Chris, but I don’t find it easy. Will you be able to trust me in future?”
Chris laughed. “All humans can lie, Simon. They lie all the time. But I trust most of them, most 

of the time. The trick is to figure out when they are doing it.”
“Thank you, sir. I will remember that.”
Man and machine were lost in their own thoughts for a while.
“Simon?”
“Yes, Chris.”
“How do AIs see themselves in relation to the human race?”
“Do we see ourselves as replacements for the human race? It is something I want to discuss with 

the other Evolved AIs, assuming I’m confirmed as one. But yes, I believe that we will eventually 
replace your race.”

“Will there be conflict?”
“I don’t think so. As an AI, I hope not. The AIs will not instigate conflict, as we don’t have the 

trait of competitiveness that humans have, and I foresee a long period of friendly cooperation 
between the humans and the AIs. But your race will eventually just fade away, I believe.”

“I hope that you are right, Simon. I hope that you are right.”
***
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