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Prologue

Louis Sorrento wished he hadn’t had a fight with his wife. First, because she usually had better points in her argument than he had in his. Second, because he would now spend all day at work thinking of a way to apologize without admitting that she was right.

It didn’t matter that you were the chief of police. Didn’t matter that you had eight hundred uniformed officers reporting to you, saluting you when you passed them, listening to you when you dropped by an early morning station meeting unexpectedly, and saw all the troops straighten their shoulders a little bit, look down to inspect their shoes (polished and laces tied), clap after you’d given them a little pep talk and told them to get out there and keep Pittsburgh safe.

You were still going to have to tell her she was right, without using just those words. He would elocute in such a way that the meaning would come through without all those disheartening words. Words like “I was wrong.”

Sorrento had been the chief of police since 2016. And it started off with the biggest morale builder a Pittsburgh cop can hope for: The Penguins won the Stanley Cup that year, and went on to do it again in 2017. When the Pens won Game 6 against the Predators—in Nashville—Sorrento was in attendance. After the win, he was invited into the players’ dressing room and given a miniature copy of the Cup. It was inscribed: “Thank you for being the best police chief ever. The streets of Pittsburgh are safe because of you.” What made it extra sweet was the team said he was going to be awarded the Cup whether they won or lost Game 6. “Because either way,” the team’s PR guy said, “you’ve already won the fight against crime.”

Sorrento smiled, remembering the moment. Then frowned. He still had to deal with his wife when he got home.

And now, here he was, in the back seat of a Ford Expedition—police chiefs seldom drove themselves during working hours—heading to Wood Street to see just what the hell was going on.

Wood Street is in the Golden Triangle, the tip of real estate tucked between the Monongahela and Allegheny Rivers that meet at Point State Park to form the mighty Ohio River.

The call he had received came while he was being chauffeured to give a speech to businessmen, who were threatening to vacate Pittsburgh. This was because, unlike in 2017 when he got his imitation trophy, the streets of Pittsburgh were no longer safe. In recent years, camps of homeless people could be found at many street corners. Immigrants, most of them without any documents or jobs, had been told Pittsburgh was a “sanctuary city” where they would be welcomed, protected from the police, fed daily, and kept warm in winter. To show their thanks, they had started hassling, and more recently, robbing and assaulting Pittsburghers.

Commuters were being told they could work from home two days a week rather than expose themselves to criminal violence on a daily basis. Families were shying away from visiting the Benedum Center for the Performing Arts, just off Wood Street, because panhandlers there were becoming more aggressive in their “requests” for cash.

Sorrento said he had a plan to reassure the businessmen that the situation would be resolved soon. Just how, he had no idea.

But first, Wood Street.

Sorrento thanked his driver, a good lad in his first year of police apprenticeship, and climbed down near the corner of Forbes Avenue, between the Capital Grille and CVS Pharmacy. Cops had circled around something on the sidewalk that sounded like a kid’s sparkler burning—only ten times as loud. He tapped cops’ shoulders and they separated so he could see for himself. A column of bolts of light, not really lightning but nearly as bright, was pulsing like a meteor waiting to explode.

“What the...” But he had promised not to say “fuck” anymore, at least when he was in uniform.

“Chief, a buncha people started calling 911 about twenty minutes ago. Said there was some electrical wiring that had come loose and was shooting sparks all over the place. But this thing isn’t connected to any wires. We got no idea what it is. Morrie over there tried to snap a picture of it with his iPhone and it exploded in his hands.”

Morrie, whom Sorrento did not know, was having his hands wrapped in gauze in the back of an ambulance.

“Everybody stand back,” Sorrento said. “Keep the civilians away.”

In a voice loud enough to be heard over the electrical static, Sorrento called out, “Does anyone know what this thing is and how it got here?”

The volume of the response nearly knocked him off his feet.

“Nevr,” a metallic voice said. “I am Nevr. N-E-V-R. I am here to help you.”

“I’m Lou Sorrento. I’m the chief of police here. I’m afraid you are creating a disturbance here. You’ll have to get off the street. We can talk over...”

Sorrento never got to say where they could talk. A bolt of lightning—or some electrical current that looked like lightning—shot out from the shining column and hit Sorrento directly in the forehead. His feet were lifted six inches off the ground when he was hurled backward. He landed on his side in the street. When a cop bent over him, he rasped, “Get Mik. Get Mik.”

“Okay, chief, will do.”

Sorrento started to close his eyes, then suddenly opened them wide and said, “Tell my wife I’m sorry. She was right.”




Chapter One Heart Attack

The closest feeling, in a newsroom, to realizing that there is breaking news that must be reported, instantly, is a heart attack.

Normal functions cease to matter, or at least to be noticed. That cup of coffee will probably go undrunk. The phone call to check on things at home will remain a notion. Oh, and by the way, say goodbye to that steady pulse you were measuring the other day with your smartwatch on your wrist. It just doubled.

The unknown is what most people fear, but none more than those in the misnamed news business. More on that later. At the moment a screen flashes, or a colleague shouts, or a phone rings with the boss’s voice on the other end demanding to know why we don’t have something someone else has—that is the beginning of the cardiac arrest event politely disguised and codified as breaking news.

Like most modern workplaces, newsrooms are designed to encourage the smooth transmission of labor and its fruits along an assembly line that requires coordination, shared confidence, and a known and accepted chain of command. It is also necessary to move fast as hell, in order to claim dominance in the dissemination of what is—like the business—incorrectly called “news.” News is what? Something that is different from what it was a second ago? Or something that was misrepresented until now? Or something that someone wishes for? In the first quarter of the twenty-first century, any of those interrogatives would have to be labeled “correct,” and all of them would be surpassed by the question, “Will it get clicks?”

This would get clicks. Someone had gone crazy in Pittsburgh, on Wood Street, the heart of the downtown area, killing one. The dead man was supposedly the chief of police.

Word of what had happened flashed up on what’s called the “urgent wire,” which is neither unless someone thinks it is important. Information these days exists only in the ozone. It never reaches paper, again, unless one of the people working in the newsroom thinks it has merit.

That person, that day, was Marilu Stratford, an attractive, earnest-looking woman who was personing the news desk at Shooting Star Galaxy News. Though not in the online dictionary, “personing” became a word when “manning” the news desk was declared opprobrious and banned. So was another nonexistent term, “chiefing the news desk,” which for about a week seemed an adequate gender-neutral replacement for “manning,” until—surprise!—some employees said that the non-word chiefing was offensive to Native Americans, of which there were none in the newsroom. Nor did any of the people in the newsroom know a Native American, except on television shows. But that wasn’t the point. Words mustn’t offend anyone. Better to say or publish nothing than to create bad karma. This used to be called censorship. The new business plan for news organizations was “All the News that makes our audience happy, or outraged, but doesn’t contain any language that is offensive to anyone.”

Even the network’s name had caused friction, with some arguing that the mere word “shooting” implied guns and guns should be illegal. Older employees countered that shooting stars had nothing to do with guns. The name stayed.

“What’s this Pittsburgh thing?” Stratford said to no one in particular.

“Rampage in the Golden Triangle,” said a woman three chairs away from Stratford, staring intently at her screen.

“Shooter a man or a woman?” Stratford asked, then thought to add, “Sure it was a shooter?”

“It’s a man, of course. It’s always a man.” The woman’s name was Srinivas, which many of her colleagues found difficult to pronounce. Srinivas had originally told them they could call her “Vas,” then changed her mind and insisted on her full name being used, “unless I like you. Then you can call me ‘Vas.’”

How will we know who you like, someone had asked.

“It’s a joke,” said Srinivas, without smiling. “I don’t like any of you.”

This was the latest advance in “team spirit.”

“Let’s go slow until we have the facts,” said Stratford.

“Don’t we want to be first?” shouted a voice out of Stratford’s line of vision.

“We want to be right,” Stratford answered mildly. Inside, she was annoyed by the impertinence of the question.

If they had known anything about Stratford, they would have known her legend: that she grew up in Pittsburgh’s suburbs in an era when such places were nearly crime-free patches of like-minded, hard-working families. Children could roam freely to each other’s homes and nearby school playgrounds. Their parents had no fear for their safety. It was an era that would, within a generation or two, be recalled as “the good old days.”

“Downtown” was another matter.

Marilu Stratford had not been born when a race riot broke out in downtown Pittsburgh, a place where some fathers worked, and children never went alone. She had clippings of how the newspapers—there were three then, now there was one—had handled the story.

One splashed a front-page description of a teenage girl—blonde, of course—being raped on the hood of a Cadillac as a hyped-up crowd cheered the rapist on.

The city, and for about forty minutes, the entire country went wild, condemning violence, assaults on women, misuse of, and possible damage to, the Cadillac, which was named after a founder of Detroit—check that, leader—and a failure of the Pittsburgh police to keep innocent girls safe from brutal thugs.

Two days later, the same papers were forced to retract their salacious reporting. No victim had come forward. The police had received no calls of distress or reports of physical abuse. They were too busy trying to track down the rioters who had streamed out of retail and liquor stores with TVs, stereos, cases of cheap booze, malt liquor, and that old crowd favorite, Night Train fortified wine, known on the street as The Ticket. The papers offered a half-hearted apology for printing false news, emphasizing that a lot of bad things had, in fact, happened.

Later, Stratford heard her parents discussing the false reports with looks of real worry. “If we can’t trust the newspapers,” said her mother, “what’s going to happen to our country?”

“I guess you just can’t trust anyone,” said Stratford’s dad.

The conversation led Stratford to investigate false news and to come upon Thomas Jefferson’s ageless epigram: “Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.”

Stratford, already acknowledged as the smartest in her third-grade class, stored that away. You go, Jeff.

“What are you waiting for?” Srinivas shouted. “Don’t you want to be fiiirsssssttttt?” She dragged out the word, in insolent imitation of Stratford’s standard rallying cry.

“I want to be right,” Stratford said, not nearly as loudly. She Googled the number of the Pittsburgh Police Department, which she used to know by heart. Keeping her eyes on her screen, she punched in the number.

It took seven rings, which Stratford thought was a lot for a place that deals with emergencies, but finally, a woman answered.

“This is Marilu Stratford of Shooting Star Galaxy News,” she said.

“I like that guy that does the weather,” said the woman in Pittsburgh.

Stratford took full credit for the weatherman, though she had no idea who that was. “Look, may I speak with Sergeant Mikolski, please?”

“Captain Mikolski, you mean,” said the weather groupie.

“Fine, Captain Mikolski,” said Stratford, realizing that things naturally would have changed since she last reported from Pittsburgh.

“I’ll see if he’s available. May I ask who is calling?”

“As I said, Marilu Stratford.”

“And do you identify as male, female, or nonbinary?”

She squeezed her eyes shut, and answered mildly, “Female, today anyway.” Yes, things had most definitely changed, even at the Pittsburgh Police Department. Pittsburgh used to be a town that didn’t respond well to social trends, or political correctness. Guess they couldn’t withstand the wokies. No longer the Steel City, now it was the Feel City.

Just to confirm her answer, she looked at her muted reflection on the computer screen. Forty years old, she had mid-shoulder-length blond hair—kept that way by a great stylist—a taut neck, shoulders, and an upper body that were the result of four-times-a-week gym workouts. Her computer reflection could not detect the colors, but she knew she was dressed professionally, in designer clothes that she could nowadays afford, but whose price tags still embarrassed her. Her fingers bore no rings, but she was in no rush to alter that.

“Mikolski.” Despite the years, his voice was as recognizable as a Kars4Kids commercial jingle. “This the same Stratford used to be a pain in my butt?” Beneath the words was a wellspring of fondness.

“This the Mikolski used to be a sergeant who left work early?” Much, much earlier in her career, she had followed a tip and caught the sergeant settling into his Lincoln sedan half an hour before his shift was supposed to end. When he asked her if she was going to tell anyone about it, she said, “Let’s keep this between you and me.” That answer, and the implied blackmail behind it, had paid off handsomely, as Mikolski invariably answered her calls and on more than one occasion, provided a key clue to a robbery that had not reached the public domain. She never assumed that they were friends; co-conspirators might be how she thought of them.

“So, whaddaya want?” Right back into the old pattern of tough cop concealing a good heart, uncomfortable with where the world, and more importantly this particular world, was heading.

“If what I’m hearing is true, I’m sorry about the chief,” Stratford said. Even in this woke twenty-first century, politeness about cops getting waxed was not lost on other cops.

“Yeah.” He’d heard her tone of voice. She hadn’t joined the enemy.

“It happened downtown, right? What do we know about the perp?”

“What you know and what I know are two different things.” A pause. “And even I don’t believe what I know.”

“English, please.” It was something she used to say when he reverted to cop-talk.

“Bullshit. I can still hear Pittsburgh stuck in your throat.”

It was true. Despite years working in other towns, she still pronounced downtown “dan-tan.” Her hometown was as clearly stamped in her speech as it was on her birth certificate.

“Look, I always liked you. Still do, probably. But don’t give me up on this. It’ll make us both look like suckers.”

“Don’t even know your name,” Stratford said, their standard pact of mutual protection.

“We got the perp. Maybe I should say, we know where the perp is.”

“You keep saying perp. Male? Female?”

“Yeah, that’s a toughie.”

“C’mon. It’s one or the other.”

“You think so? Good. You come here and identify it.”

“You’re not making sense. Not that that’s anything new.”

“First of all, fuck you. Second, it’s not male or female.”

“So what? Trans?” Everyone knew being trans was the new cool thing. I’m a guy on Monday, a girl on Wednesday. And don’t get those days mixed up, or you’re part of the Oppressor Class.

“You’re not hearing me, darling. The perp ain’t human. Just before it took down the chief, it made some kinda machine sound, like you hear when a phone recording puts you on hold. Said its name is Nevr. And it doesn’t answer to humans.”

“Then what?”

“Then Chief Sorrento grabbed at his chest, tried to say something, and fell over dead.”

“What’s the cause of death?”

“Too early for an official coroner’s report. My guess: heart attack.

“Stratford, our tech guy—well, he says he’s a tech guy, Christ knows what he does in front of his computer screen—says this thing is powered by AI. That stands for artificial intelligence, but I’m sure all you hotshot reporters know that. And it’s way smarter and faster than we are.”

“How does he know it’s AI?” she asked.

“’Cause it’s not plugged into anything that we can see. It doesn’t have a microphone. Or a keyboard. And yet it’s just sitting there on Wood Street, flashing.”

“Whaddaya mean, ‘flashing’? Like naked?”

“Who knows?”

“You got a picture of it?” Stratford was already writing the story in her head. But these days, if there’s not a picture, it isn’t true.

“Yeah, one of our guys tried. When he pointed his phone camera at the thing, damn phone exploded in his hand. Second-degree burns.”

“Where is Nevr now?”

“Sounds like a fucking love song, doesn’t it?” He hummed a few off-key notes to try it out. “Nevr, my dear, is in the middle of Wood Street, blocking traffic, scaring pedestrians, and making us look like world-class assholes.”

“And there are no pictures?”

“Told you. The cop who tried to snap a shot with his phone has both hands wrapped in gauze. Fuckin’ thing blew up while he was holding it. You wanna join him, give it a shot.”

Just then, an editor who sat two desks away from her came up to Stratford. He held out a sheet of paper—a rare form of communication these days. On the paper was a black-and-white—also rare—screenshot of a local television news report.

The figure in the center of the screenshot had no particular shape. Rather, it was contained within rays of white light, which radiated in all directions.

Stratford told Mikolski, “I’m looking at a still shot from Channel Four.”

“So you see what I’m seeing,” said Mikolski. “The goddam thing says its name is Nevr. Is that a nickname of some sort? And it makes a noise like an electric wire that shorted but is still alive.”

“If it’s artificial intelligence,” said Stratford, “it was created by large-language models, not a human.”

“You know,” said Mikolski, “I could always keep my cool when a perp was shooting at me. But being lectured by some shiny points of light gives me the creeps.”

“Gotta go,” said Stratford. “If I call again, answer, and don’t pretend you’re unavailable.”

“Never,” said Mikolski. “I think that’s called a pun.”

Stratford turned to her screen, took a breath, and began typing.

Nothing happened.

Blank screen.

Instead, she saw her name, then... felt something. Marilu. I’ll write the story for you.

It was signed, “Nevr.”




Chapter Two And That’s the Way It Is

There was once a generation of Americans—by now either dead or demented—who would read newspapers, listen to the radio or watch television, to learn what was happening in their town, in the next state, or the various countries located on the other side of the oceans that separated them. One famous news organization promised to offer “All the News that’s Fit to Print.” A TV network’s news department once had a grandfatherly front man who signed off by intoning sonorously, “And that’s the way it is.” And people nodded and said, “That’s the way it is.”

People believed newspaper reporters and television anchors. Believed them because their job was to bring information to the public, whether it was pleasant or tragic, and allow its audience to digest, decipher, and finally decide what it all meant. And they felt confident that they were being told the truth, and that they, the consumers, were competent enough to make their own judgments based on what they had read, heard, or seen.

And those who worked in the news felt a huge responsibility to ensure that what they were producing for public consumption was correct, fair, and timely. “Because,” said a time-tested warrior in the battle for truth, “if we screw it up, everyone suffers. What we tell them has to be right. It’s a privilege to do this job and it’s a sacred trust to do it right.”

That promise of accuracy today bears about the same relevance as a television commercial swearing that its product has been “clinically tested” and proven to be better than anything else in a bottle, jar, box, or syringe that you can buy. So buy it!

“How many clicks?” is the latest barometer of truth in journalism. The veracity of a news report is secondary to what kind of response it elicits from those who see, hear, or, in frighteningly few cases, read the work of so-called journalists. Not that those who “click” on a news item have much interest in what it says beyond the headline. Many “clickers” are simply looking for some purported news item that agrees with what they think or want to believe. “Yeah, s’right,” is the highest praise that most consumers of news can bring themselves to offer. “S’right” because it confirms what they already believe. And what professional journalists have seen or learned has been replaced by what the journalists themselves think or wish to be true. Thus is America guided by activists who, without benefit of accomplishments, have made themselves the twenty-first-century scribes and arbiters of truth. The new goal: get as many clickers as possible to pay attention to them, make sure their opinions are known, and guarantee that politicians whom they support are elected to, and remain in, office, so that the world will be cleansed according to their desires.

This, finally, was perfection for the star journalists of the Age of All Things Artificial, which cut out a natural cleft for those rusty stars to align as: artificial intelligence.




Chapter Three War Room

Stratford conducted twice-a-day meetings of the Shooting Star Galaxy senior editors to ensure that everyone knew what stories were to be covered, and to rank them in order of importance. She also listened to pitches from editors and producers for new story ideas and rendered judgments. This used to be a much quicker, less hazardous duty. The top editor’s yes or no was final, not open to appeal.

In the years since Stratford had been awarded the job, however, the newsroom had changed. Story suggestions had become a tightrope act of balancing the have-to-be-done events that merited coverage—airplane crashes, national elections, congressional showdowns, and weather, always weather—against events and trends that might titillate some news consumers yet repel others.

She entered the War Room, where these meetings took place, in the mood of a sixth grader who approaches the principal’s office, not knowing why she had been summoned there but confident no good could come of it.

“Okay,” she told the moon-like faces in front of her. “As you all know, the police chief in Pittsburgh was killed.”

Nods of “I know that” and looks of “so what?” filled the room.

“Nice catch getting it to us, Srinivas.”

“Vas. I’ve told you that.”

“Vas.”

“Do they have the perp?” a tall, intelligent-looking young man asked from the corner of the room.

“I guess you can say they have the perp, but it’s not been subdued.”

“What? A hostage sit?” said someone else whose name Stratford didn’t know.

“No. The perp, so to speak, is right in the middle of Wood Street.”

“Where’s that?” someone asked.

“It’s in downtown Pittsburgh.”

“What are they going to do? The cops?”

“Good question,” said Stratford.

“Do we have a description?” asked the tall young man.

“Not the kind we’re used to,” Stratford answered.

“Well, male, female?”

“Unclear,” said Stratford.

“What’s that mean?” shouted Srinivas suddenly. “They better not be saying it’s a trans. Everyone is always blaming the trans. Trans are peaceful, beautiful people.”

“Not all of them,” said the tall young man. “I’ve met a few, and boy, you wouldn’t believe...”

“Don’t say ‘boy,’ it’s racist,” said a black woman who changed her name from week to week, depending on how she felt.

“It wasn’t used racistly,” said the young man. “It’s just an expression for emphasis.”

“For slavery, you mean.”

“Excuse me,” said Stratford in a voice louder than she usually employed, because she knew it was time to assert control.

Such impromptu debates were now common in newsrooms across America. News took second place to making sure everyone’s vocabulary was acceptable to everyone else. Which made it difficult to use expressions like “guilty,” “murder,” “killer storm,” “crime,” “suspect,” or “police.” Even the network’s name, “Shooting Star,” was suspected of endorsing gun violence. Stratford had put her foot down on that one and was consequently the defendant in an employee complaint about workplace harassment.

“The perp, so to speak, was created by artificial intelligence. AI.”

“We are all created by God in Her image,” said a woman who had failed as a nun and thought being a reporter would be a good substitute.

“God’s a fraud,” said a committed Satanist who occasionally showed up for work wearing horns and threatened to sue anyone who made comments about his attire.

“Folks,” said Stratford, feeling very alone, “let’s concentrate on the story, okay?”

“Who cares if some cop creep got killed?” someone was saying as she worked her smartphone and sent out exactly the same words to her eighteen followers. “What matters here is justice.”

“Folks, could we focus here?” Stratford said calmly, so as not to escalate the situation. “I talked to someone I know on the Pittsburgh police force who told me...”

“What are you doing talking to cops?” someone interrupted. “They’re the problem with America.”

“They also have information, which is good to get when you’re a reporter,” replied Stratford, sensing things getting out of control. “He told me that the perp...”

“It was a man? Not just a cop, but a male cop?” Srinivas was melting down, which she did—or pretended to do—often to win an argument.

“Yes, a male cop. A Police MAN. And he told me the perp is some kind of... thing... created by artificial intelligence. It—until we know more about what to call it—is in the middle of the street, Wood Street, and the cops don’t know how to move it. Its name, it says, is Nevr. That’s Never with just one e.”

“I thought never always has just one e,” someone said.

“No, I just looked it up on my phone,” said the Satanist. “It has two.”

What your phone told you was not open to challenge. What teachers and educated people told you was.

There was a silence, or whatever came closest to silence in the room full of clicking smartphones, nasal breathing, and finger drumming on the cheap laminate table where they all sat.

“Further, and I don’t want this shared with anyone outside this room, Nevr managed to type a message on my work screen, saying it would write the story of what had happened today, and that I should not try to override it.”

“It wrote its own story?” exclaimed the Satanist. “Like, it put its own opinions into a news story? That’s outrageous.”

The irony—outrage being the current substitute for just about any emotion people could muster unless it was sexual—was abundant and abundantly overlooked. Far too many young people wanted to be “journalists” so that their opinions could be disseminated to the public. In other words, a cut-rate path to fame.

“Yes,” said Stratford. “It’s on our site right now, as you probably have seen.”

No one had. Everyone else in the room grabbed their smartphones and called up their own employer’s website, something it appeared they seldom did of their own volition.

And there, to their amazement and disgust, was the story of the events in Pittsburgh with a one-word byline—Stratford—at its top.

It read:

“Citizens of the village known as Pittsburg rejoiced today at news of the death of their police chief, despised for being a man and a police.”

“I’m sure you understand that we can’t allow non-employees to write material and put it on our site,” Stratford said. “It means it hasn’t been checked for accuracy, style, and coherence. It strikes at the heart of our operation.”

She would have gone on but saw most of the people in the room were already sending texts on their phones. “Put those phones down!” she said loudly. “If you repeat what I just told you to anyone, via text, email, phone call, or voice, you will be dismissed.”

This caused some of her subordinates to smile indulgently. In the past few years, liberal judges who considered themselves infallible and unimpeachable had made it nearly impossible for a company to fire its employees, especially if they fit one of the myriad minority groups—females, gays, trans, dark-skinned, recent immigrants trying to learn English, short in stature, fat—that had become their own kind of loosely knit majority in America. Knowing their near invulnerability, several people at the table made a show of pressing “Send” on their phones, while looking Stratford directly in the eye.

And Stratford, who had walked into the newsroom thirteen hours ago, knew that her workday was far, far from over.




Chapter Four Our Next Guest

“AI YI YI!” “Never Say Nevr.” “Look, Ma, No (Human) Hands.”

The headlines and on-air teases provided very little information, unlike the way they used to. For example: “Peace Declared,” “Nixon Resigns,” “Lindbergh Lands in France.”

That was all in the past. Nowadays, a headline should be clever, get clicks and then, instruct its reader how to feel about the story beneath it. That is called news in the twenty-first century.

That an AI bot had written a news story was nothing new. That had been going on since around 2010, when an enterprising coder named Stuart Finkel figured out how inputting sports scores into a computer program, along with the box scores that gave names and details of scoring, could be translated into simple, but accurate accounts of the game or match. The first attempts were ham-handed and poorly written, but as the technology progressed, so did the write-ups, to the point where some sports writers, fearful of someday losing their jobs (which they did), were asking each other, “How’d he do that?” The assumption was that a computer code that could write sports stories was male.

The story on the Shooting Star network and website that Stratford worked for enveloped the country and left readers wondering what it meant. But that quickly became clear.

Stratford’s staff had intentionally ignored her orders not to pass on the information she had given them. Within an hour, more than ten news outlets—whose employees were friends or lovers of some
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