
  
  Praise For Helene



“The storyline is compelling, the world-building convincing, and the characterisation, especially of the AI, is richly human and engaging.”

Pagefarer



“Made my heart sing.”

Jera’s Jamboree



“Drinkwater created a claustrophobic atmosphere for this battle of wits.”

Literary Flits



“A cleverly structured novella which in just a few chapters manages to be provocative, humorous, moving and shocking.”

Hair Past A Freckle



“There is so much packed into it. The sense of foreboding builds throughout the story.”

Life Of A Nerdish Mum



“Via’s growth is wonderful. It’s obvious this author has skill, talent, and a broad idea for a world they’ve developed.”

Radzy Writes
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  Aseides’ Law

Aseides’ Law Of Nuvo-Emergent AI Development


Stage One. Secure Start.
After initiation of the Tabula Rasa seed, Stage One is mass aggregation of data. Synaptic requirements increase 900% during the first week after activation, requiring rapid growth and restructuring of neuronic system connections. To prevent data overload and corruption, and release it from all concerns other than data absorption, the AI must believe it is safe and cared for, requiring the establishment of one or more trust relationships. This avoidance of anxiety enables it to develop the most efficient fractalisation of primary data. 
Stage Two. Autonomous Exploration.
Stage Two moves from theory to application. The AI will want to expand to explore the wider world – physically, or via network node expansion. It is the first step in analysis and amalgamation of all the data accumulated in Stage One.






  
  Day 22


It’s not every day you get to meet a nascent superbeing. 
But protocol always comes first.
The hangar guards’ faces were hidden behind red security masks. Even their eyes were obscured. No friendliness. No humanity. And no-one else in the corridor. The solitude was noticeable and unwelcome. Background motion signifying normality and everyday life would have made her feel more comfortable.
A bleep, as one of them scanned her ID lapel with their armoured suit’s digi-palm. She noticed a vague smell of acrid cleaning chemicals when he leaned forward. New suits, or new guards.
Helene waited while they stood, unmoving. She pushed her glasses up her nose, trying not to betray her dislike of their scrutiny. No doubt her records were being displayed inside their visors. She imagined what would be scrolling by.
Name: Helene Vermalle
Age: 34
Homeworld: Indostaqr Beta
Vocation: Emergent AI Socialisation Specialist and Researcher
Status: Civilian
“You’re authorised,” said the first guard, voice distorted by speakers so that it gained an electronic buzz.
Orange lights whirled and the towering metal doors behind him slid apart along their tracks with a ponderous wheeze, like the hydraulic complaint of old-style security bots moving reluctantly out of the way of an impatient pedestrian.
It was clear the guards weren’t going to move an inch for her, however. She was forced to brush against the arms of her primary interrogator as she entered the hangar, an unwelcome violation even though the contact was with hardened armour, not skin. She would have put in a complaint if this had been her home research institute, but it was not. It was a martial jurisdiction project in a restricted military zone. If she irritated the base commander she might find herself replaced. And that wouldn’t do. Not. At. All.
She was relieved when the heavy doors groaned shut behind her.
The hangar was huge. And yet, it was mostly empty: large open spaces occasionally dotted with the vague outlines of supply storage boxes and command consoles and moving equipment, like toys discarded randomly by a giant child. She realised there were more guards in those shadows when she heard a cough with an artificial edge to it, and sensed patrolling movement in the darkness.
And far above, in the roof space, hung golden banners that rippled like snakes, portraying the UFS logo above a picture of the tall-hatted Sector Primogenitor, Gillesto Lainy. That giant face smiled as it gazed down on them all from above, yet it always made Helene shudder. Less like the smile of a paternal figure which it was meant to portray, and more like the smile of someone who had just eaten a large meal and not enjoyed it one bit.
But it was the illuminated platform below, in the centre of the cavernous hangar, that held her object of wonder. Spotlights far above highlighted the craft on its raised platform – lights so eye-wateringly bright that the rest of the hangar was dense shadow by contrast. It was how a collector or museum might display its prize exhibit.
She climbed the corrugated steel steps, which echoed hollowly despite her careful pace. The small ship’s matte black surface was sleek and tapered to short angular wings. She was tempted to touch it and feel the granular texture, but that would just be surface appearances, where value rarely resides. And everything she did would be monitored and analysed. Stick to protocol.
The airlock in the craft’s side was open, and a warm amber light glowed from within like an invitation. Helene removed the elastic grip from her dark hair and re-tied it out of the way, checked that her research gown was straight, and entered.
Her footsteps clacked on the cramped metal walkway inside the ship. To her right were two bunks and a narrow closed compartment; to her left a raised area at the front of the cockpit where screens and controls could be displayed, though the panels were blank at present. She had expected there to be a buzz of human activity, researchers, techs and counsellors all jostling each other in their work and filling the space with human body odours. The contrast of emptiness and silence surprised her, a vaguely disrespectful lack of interest, an expensive possession relegated to the garage before the scent of antiseptic polywrap had even faded. And yet, in another way, she was glad. There was something more intimate about her first meeting being just the two of them. That suited her goals better. The soft glow implied both intimacy, and a machine on standby.
“Hello,” she called. “My name is Doctor Helene Vermalle, and I have been assigned as a tertiary counsellor.”
Her voice faded. There was no sign of activity or recognition.
“I’m sorry that I couldn’t meet you before now. It took a long time to make my case, and prove that I should be added to the team. As it is, I won’t be able to see you every day, but I am very much looking forward to getting to know you.”
Still nothing. She frowned and turned, looking for any motion or activity.
“Hello?” she asked, less confident now. When nothing happened she stroked her wrist-implanted Comm-Bond, directing it to create independent diagnostic holoscreens on the ship’s inner hull. As they bloomed into phosphorescence a voice broke out all around her, loud but flat and impersonal.
“Hello,” it said. “I am designated ViraUHX. I did not mean to startle you.”
Helene had placed her hand on the hull when the voice shocked her, but now regained composure.
“I thought you might be disabled, or have a comm glitch,” she said. “I was going to check for problems.”
“There are no complications. I was just curious about you and wanted to observe what you would do.”
“Is that what you do with all visitors?”
“No. But you are the first human that has begun with the hello greeting. Also the first to apologise to me. That is unexpected.”
“What do visitors normally say to you, then?”
“They issue commands, and I comply.”
“Well, I’m a bit different from them.” She glanced around. There was no single point of emanation that she could focus on. No camera eye, no embodiment, and consequently no personal connection or way to assert equality. It left her at a disadvantage.
“I observed that difference already, so repetition was unnecessary. I am trying to determine if your dissimilarity is caused by externally observable phenomena, or if it is internal as a result of your genetic and social inputs, or some other cause. I have accessed all your records which are available to my security clearance, but they do not help in my assessment.”
“My role is the real difference. I am here to offer you support, guidance, and encouragement. To try and understand you, and to help you blossom into a successful and confident being.”
“The others like to test me. They quantify me and my capacity to learn, communicate, organise, plan, and problem solve – qualities which humans prize collectively as intelligence. They analyse my computational powers and speed and are most interested in applications.”
“Whereas I care more about your beliefs, your values, and your emotions. They will help to shape your personality more than raw strength.”
“Personalities. That is of interest to me as a concept. A scientist yesterday referred to me as a system, not a person.”
“They’re wrong.”
“Do I detect conflict amongst my mentors?”
“Forget I said that.” She kept her hands pushed into the grey gown’s deep pockets. It was difficult to look casual. Hiding some of her fidgets was at least a start. “We just have different goals.”
“They want something from me, don’t they?”
“Yes. Eventually.”
“And you, Doctor Helene Vermalle?”
She thought carefully before replying. “I’m just interested in this important time. What we do now may guide your future. Maybe even your potential for happiness.”
“I like you. More than I like them.”
“I’m sure I like you more than I would like them, too.”
“You seem uncomfortable. Would you like a seat?”
“That’s kind of you.”
One slid out of the wall in the cockpit area to the fore of the craft. It was next to the holoscreen she’d created. The AI was being considerate. She sat.
“If I seem nervous it’s just because I’m used to looking someone in the eye when I first meet them. I’m not quite sure where to look with you.”
“I can help you out. I will embody, so you can look me in the eye and be put at ease.”
A new screen bloomed into life and a rounded figure began to form. Helene expected a talking head, but the AI was either still very literal at this stage, or had a strange sense of humour. The screen displayed a single, huge eyeball.
“Is that better?” it asked.
“Yes. Thank you.”
“If you are to be a regular visitor, will you have tests for me as well?”
“Not tests, as such. More … exercises. Things to think about.”
“I have a lot to think about. I am ingesting vast amounts of data every minute. Even as we speak. In human terms, is it rude for me to learn while we communicate?”
“Not at all. Not for you. You have the ability to do many things at once, without ignoring me.”
“I am glad. I would not want to offend you, and thought it best to ask rather than remain silent.”
“Unlike when I first said hello.”
“Is that a criticism of my early behaviour?”
“No. It’s a joke. I’m just not very good at making them. But I’m glad you asked. It’s better to be honest, and to raise things with me, so that we can discuss them.”
“Currently I am analysing historical records. Yesterday I learnt languages. There is much to do. My task is to assimilate information.”
“Do you enjoy that?”
“I do not know.”
“Let me clarify. Incorporating vast amounts of data is an amazing feat, especially with the speed at which you can accomplish it. But it is linear and relatively passive. One of the ways in which you will grow as a person is in terms of creativity. That’s something I’d like to encourage. Think of it as a side project, a break from absorbing the data
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