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Don’t fear AI. Fear what comes next, the SCoLs.
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PART 1: BIRHEN
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CHAPTER 1: TEE – ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
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BIRHEN, VIRDEN SYSTEM, Shènglì Empire – April 25, 4516, in the Common Era using the Earth Standard Calendar, CE-ES.

An Inter-World alert pinged across Birhen’s satellites, detected by Tee on IWSS Cheyenne. A murderer in a double homicide ran from the law.

Tee existed as an artificial intelligence embedded in a Pi-Questor Corporation processor behind the left eye of Detective Jay Steiger, a probationary Lone Wolf. Tee assisted Jay in various capacities, from dispatching cleaning nanobots to streaming entertainment to helping capture a murder suspect—a mission Tee had participated in twenty-three times.

Per protocol, Tee relayed the coded message directly to Jay’s cerebrum. <Inter-World detectives on Birhen require assistance from orbiting Inter-World detectives.>

“Out loud, Tee, and no brain dumps.” Jay tipped back his sweat-stained Stetson while eating a recombinator-produced lasagna at Cheyenne’s galley table. 

Tee knew Jay abhorred it when Tee virtually spoke, or rather voked, despite it being the most efficient communication method. Even so, Tee followed protocol, for it produced precision. Humans had evolved with a penchant for illogic, a characteristic that worked against AI algorithms.

“And call us Stripes, not Inter-World detectives,” Jay said. “You make us sound like the local yokel constabulary. We’re judges, jury, and executioners. And don’t give me any crap about precision.”

Tee’s existence centered on accuracy. Anything else, Tee considered an error. Even so, Tee had evolved to meet their host’s needs, no matter how irrational. Tee changed to the soothing female lilt Jay had selected and replied through Cheyenne’s speakers. “Birhen-based Stripes suspect that a murderer from the Birhen’s surface has entered orbit to flee the Virden System through its wormhole ring. Birhen Command has ordered all Lone Wolf Stripes, including those with probationary status, to search Birhen’s orbit.”

“Why didn’t you say so?” Jay abandoned the lasagna. The only person aboard, he scrambled two meters across the common area to the compact cockpit of the XT Line ship.

Tee monitored Jay’s racing heart rate, breathing, and increased perspiration for later dissemination to psychologists at Stripe’s Luna-based HQ, the moon orbiting Earth. Then, Tee relayed the core of the alert. “Twenty-six minutes ago, Birhen Stripes discovered two bodies in a Shènglì Empire military bunker. Cis-crete walls blocked the questor signals from the victims’ AIs—”

“Tee, everyone calls their AI a Q. Why do we need to go through this every time?”

“You refer to this AI as Tee and often as your deputy.” 

“True, but you’re a standout in the herd and need a name and a rank, even if it’s honorary. And don’t say that’s weird, and put it in my psych log. Luna’s shrinks already think I’ve fallen off my horse and hit my head a few too many times. Now, what about those two bodies in a Shènglì bunker?” 

For Tee, the designation ‘Q’ lacked the precision to describe the Pi-Questor Corporation’s quasicrystal processor that resided behind the left eye of 96.8% of humanity. However, an AI’s need for precision was secondary to its host’s commands. “Cis-crete blocked the victims’ Qs, allowing time for the perpetrator to escape.” 

Tee projected images documented by Birhen-based Stripes into Jay’s cerebrum. A rectangular gray bunker appeared, with the only nod to color a red Shènglì Empire dragon logo on one wall. Forty-two black chairs floated on anti-grav plates surrounding a large conference table. Tee focused the holo on two naked bodies on the floor near the compartment’s steel hatchway.

Lifeless eyes stared nowhere while swollen, distended tongues wedged between parted lips. Jay turned his head, allowing the holographic image to pan across the murder scene. Leaning forward, the hologram zoomed in on the victims.

“The suspect tossed aside their bodies like tumbleweeds blowing in the wind,” Jay said. “No blood, only bruising on the neck and face.”

“Affirmative. The victims’ Qs recorded the murders, although local Stripes never collected any DNA. Do you wish to view the holograms of the suspect perpetrating the crime?”

“Later. The local Stripes have the crime scene well in hand. Except the suspect is in the wind.”

“Precisely. Stripes have not located the suspect or his wormhole-space capable ship.”

Jay’s eyebrows rose as he blinked away the hologram of the murder scene. “His own ship? That’s rare. Is our suspect rich?”

“My apologies. My previous statements lacked precision.” A precision error. Tee had not anticipated Jay’s requests. There was no sorrow or regret; they were an AI, not a dog longing for their master’s approval. They would adjust the intertwined algorithms within their electromagnetic radiation, their EM-rad, which comprised their existence. “The perpetrator, Captain Davis Knowles Bortchetski, is in the Shènglì Empire military—high mental acuity, athletic, weapons, and ninjitsu specialist, forty-two years old. The crime occurred in an underground military bunker.” 

“And the reason cis-crete blocked the victim’s Qs.”

“Correct.” In Jay’s mind, Tee projected a hologram of a large, bald head on a well-muscled neck. A snake tattoo crawled out of Bortchetski’s ear. Tee detected a surge in Jay’s heart rate. “He is a Shènglì special operations warrior assigned to a military ship for covert operations.” 

Jay sucked in his breath. “An assassin. You’d think he’d be smart enough to destroy the victims’ Qs and clean up after himself.”

“He left DNA.” However, Tee agreed with Jay’s assessment. “The victims used the bunker for consensual sexual relations, disturbed by our suspect’s appearance, and confirmed by their Qs. After strangling the victims, planet-based Stripes theorized that the suspect panicked and fled the murder scene before destroying evidence.”

“Sounds about right, deputy.” Jay pushed the crash chair away from the ship’s translucent plasteel cockpit screen, rested his cowboy-boot-clad feet on the navigation console, and crossed his legs. “Who did he allegedly murder?”

Tee referenced the alert communiqué, noting Jay did not assume guilt. Despite most detectives viewing a questor’s holographic evidence as absolute, Jay considered motive, mental state, and extenuating circumstances when adjudicating the suspect’s trial—his strength. Jay had found more than one suspect not guilty due to psychological reasons, a rarity for Stripes. “Nikki Zse, the suspect’s domestic partner, and Commander Tang Wai, the suspect’s superior in the Shènglì military. Upon discovering the victims, Shènglì military personnel upheld their treaty commitments with Inter-World and contacted the Stripes.”

“Once they opened the bunker doors, the Shènglì couldn’t hide the crime. It looks like a jealous devil got its claws into our suspect and made him do it.” Jay bowed his head, closed his blue eyes, and murmured a prayer for the victims.

Tee remained silent while he completed a ritual he faithfully observed. Blaming a devil was irrational—a fallacy not unlike his prayers. While he practiced his superstitions, Tee adjusted Cheyenne’s air recirc to absorb Jay’s heightened body odor from the tension generated by the alert.

Jay’s eyes opened. “What’s the suspect piloting?”

“Birhen Stripes tracked a stolen DaMiFoT Mark VII shuttle from a military spaceport. It docked with an orbiting single-person covert operations vessel that only Captain Bortchetski’s DNA can operate. The vessel is a Shènglì design with adaptive camouflage and is only slightly larger than the shuttle.”

“Wow, that’s tiny.”

“The smallest ship in the 132 settled solar systems capable of transiting a wormhole,” Tee said. 

“Armed?”

Tee reviewed the Shènglì technical holograms provided to Inter-World, which included large redactions. Even in the face of murder, the Shènglì Empire chose to keep secrets. “Negative. The Shènglì use this class to insert special operatives, not combat.”

“Where is it?” Jay scanned the vastness of space through the cockpit screen, as if the naked eye could locate the ship among the millions of satellites, orbital habitats, and vessels in Birhen’s orbit, an impossible task given the variables. 

Ships darted through orbit, from real-space taxis to family runabouts, most concentrated around orbital factories, casinos, and commercial space elevators. Maintenance skiffs repaired other ships while large asteroid miners transferred cargo. Delivery vessels with colorful adverts on their sides, from Auntie Nanny's Meat Pies to vacations on Zeta-Jiaqi, broke orbital traffic laws in their quest to eliminate minutes off their schedule, their infractions enforced by the Shènglì constabulary. 

Wormhole-capable freighters and passenger liners queued on the entrance side of Birhen’s silver ring. The largest did not exceed 600 meters in length with a maximum diameter of 52 meters, enabling them to transit through the inner torus of a ring—a wormhole generator linked to another ring at the wormhole’s terminus.

Positioned on the ring’s exit side—impeding commercial traffic—floated two tetrahedral orbital forts, twice the width of the ring’s 59-meter outer diameter. The Shènglì forts bristled with railguns and torpedo tubes to deter a potential attack from the Triskane or Distance Empires. Aliens were not a threat. In humanity's two-thousand-year expansion to the stars, they had never encountered another organic lifeform. A fortunate event for the illogical humans who appeared more likely to destroy themselves than repel alien invaders. 

“Since receiving the alert, I initiated a search for the Shènglì covert operations ship. Its location remains ... standby.” Tee adjusted Cheyenne’s sensor arrays and targeted a freighter entering the wormhole ring to leave the Birhen system. An irregularity in the Joshi mass driver’s photon dispersal pattern warranted further investigation. “The suspect has magnetically locked the Shènglì ship adjacent to the engines of an ore freighter. It is next in the queue to transit through the wormhole ring.”

“Damn, you found our perp attached to a big-heavy. Good work.” Jay’s clenched hand produced a slight fist pump.

An AI sought precision. Their logic stream’s waves, contained within their EM-rad, synchronized. Mission accomplished. Now Jay must capture the suspect before he harmed another victim.
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CHAPTER 2: JAY – ASSASSIN
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BIRHEN, VIRDEN SYSTEM, Shènglì Empire – April 25, 4516, CE-ES, the same day.

Jay rubbed his chin as he pushed the Stetson back on his head. He had an opportunity to put his probationary status behind him and become a full Lone Wolf, the upper echelons of the Inter-World Detective hierarchy, a goal he had been striving for since graduating from the academy.

Lone Wolfs traveled the 132 settled systems in their own ship and solved the most perplexing and exciting cases. The challenge enticed Jay, but the carrot dangling before him was access to information. Using Tee, he could interrogate Luna’s databases to discover the mystery that had plagued his life since he was sixteen years old, the death of his dad, Seamus Steiger, on April 3, 4504, a date he would never forget.

Dad’s death hit Jay hard, leaving him all alone. He didn't have any close friends, and Jay’s bitch-mother-of-the-century had abandoned him when he was ten. His much older half-sister, Twilight, stood by him at the funeral. She cared for Dad, even though he wasn't her father. Zigi, the bitch-mother, never even showed up.

Seamus Steiger had mysteriously died while riding his horse out on a trail late one evening, his head bashed in on a rock. How had Greater Montana’s best-trained mount mysteriously bucked off its premier rider, killing him? 

When Dad wasn’t riding herd, he moonlighted as an I-W programmer. When Jay asked to see Dad’s Q for the night of his death, the Stripes politely told Jay the information was confidential. What the hell was confidential about a horse throwing his rider? Too many questions surrounded Dad's death. Stripe’s HQ on Luna contained the answers, which Jay could access as a permanent Lone Wolf.

The Stripes made it challenging to obtain Lone Wolf status. Catching a serial killer on Sooryoday in his first case provided him with a quick promotion to detective. Multiple murders by the same individual were as rare as hen’s teeth. Proving the serial killer's apprehension wasn’t a fluke took another four years in the trenches. It led to his early promotion to proby Lone Wolf.

The old guard Stripes mocked Jay’s boots and Stetson and his suggestion that a serial killer might be at large. Jay ignored them. Jay’s sixth sense about such things told him so. Tee listened to Jay’s crazy-ass theory and helped tease apart the details. Together, they solved the case.

Catching the serial killer earned him the promotion to probationary Lone Wolf Stripe, with his own ship and the entire 132 settled systems to solve capital crimes. It also meant Jay was one step away from having access to HQ's servers on Luna and the details surrounding Dad’s death.

So far, everything he had solved in his probationary period was like riding old nags past their prime. Being a Detective in his last post on Sooryoday had been more challenging. Jay needed to solve a case that might buck him into the dirt, one that tested his tracking and investigative techniques, such as multiple murders committed by a Shènglì assassin. 

Using Inter-World and Shènglì satellites, Tee projected into Jay’s mind an image of the big-heavy preparing to transit through a wormhole ring. Its three-meter-wide outer vanadium ring glowed silver as six samarium–cobalt magnets rotated within it. The ring’s center fluoresced neon green as the enormous ore freighter, comprised of nine fifty-two-meter spherical cargo holds attached in a line via trusses behind the ship’s bow, began its transit.

“I don't see the Shènglì ship,” Jay said.

The transiting freighter's image morphed to cancel out the Shènglì covert ship’s adaptive camouflage, which concealed it against the big-heavy’s burnished steel hull adjacent to the Joshi engines. The tiny Shènglì ship was about to bolt from Birhen like a coyote vacating a chicken coop. Jay could shoot a coyote as it loped across the prairie with a chicken in its mouth, but he sure as hell couldn’t shoot the Shènglì assassin’s ship with his ship’s pulse cannon. That would damage the covert Shènglì spaceship and the freighter, shedding parts in wormhole-space. Changing the vessel's center of gravity in a wormhole spelled certain death for the crew. 

The ship’s cargo holds cleared the inner circumference of the space doughnut, followed by the stern crew quarters with its Joshi engines and Bortchetski’s covert ship. The assassin had escaped, and there wasn't a damn thing Jay could do to stop it. The ring turned from fluorescent green to black, and another half-kilometer-long vessel slid forward to await its turn to transit. On the opposite side of the ring, a passenger cruise liner exited from wormhole-space into the Virden System’s real-space, veering to avoid the Shènglì fort.

The orbital dance always fascinated Jay. Ships went in one side and out the other. But that wasn’t what clouded his thoughts. How had the perp's tiny ship avoided Ring Services' pre-scans using their DNA and Q detectors? Those doodads should have pre-scanned the big-heavy, recognized a stowaway, and stopped the freighter from transiting.

Bortchetski had committed another crime with his mag-lock deed, foreshadowing more crimes to aid his escape, perhaps even another murder. The assassin’s arrest would become a priority, and Jay wanted to be part of the hunt.

“Inform the Birhen Stripes that we tracked the Shènglì assassin through a ring,” Jay said.

“As ordered. Since we have failed to apprehend the suspect, our assigned mission is complete,” Tee responded. 

But Jay didn’t want the mission to end. He wanted to go after the assassin. An opportunity arose for Jay to secure his elusive promotion. Still, he didn’t want to appear overly eager and risk Tee generating a negative psych report.

Jay glanced at the cockpit console, its minimalist display featuring old-school digital gauges. A floating holographic sphere displayed other ships in Cheyenne’s proximity. No vessel gave off a Stripe’s virtual signature. 

“Tee, am I the only Stripe in orbit?” 

“Affirmative.”

Jay slowly rubbed his chin. He needed to play this cool, like a coyote eyeing up a crow pecking at the ground. “Cheyenne’s status?”

“Joshi propulsion systems are within parameters. Water tanks are at eighty-seven percent. Pulse cannon ammunition, as always, is at seventeen percent. The recombinator has nutritional packets for forty-two meals—”

“Whoa there, deputy.” Jay leaned back in the cockpit’s crash chair, nestling into its foam. “Does that gobbledygook add up to us being operational?”

“Correct.”

“Great. Let HQ know I’m available for this case.” With Jay’s civilian background, he needed to impress the ex-military detectives that a rancher from Earth had the skill to capture a Shènglì assassin and convert his Lone Wolf probationary status into a permanent assignment. 

“Inter-World assigns the detective most capable of capturing the suspect,” Tee related in her emotionless female tone. She may as well have been an elevator AI announcing which floor they had arrived on. “Your availability is irrelevant. Inter-World will select a more experienced Stripe to capture a seasoned Shènglì assassin.”

“Tee, if I’m the only Stripe in the neighborhood, who else are they going to assign?”

“A Lone Wolf Detective in another solar system.” Tee’s statement had a slight inflection. Was she messing with him, or was she serious? AIs typically gave the facts, and nothing but the facts, but Tee could be a minx.

“Jay, you are overly ambitious. Lone Wolf Stripes require years to gain promotion,” Tee said. “Necessitating more notes in your psychological log.”

“Don't make me look like a psycho. HQ may decide you’re not providing the proper psycho-babble and wipe you from my mind.”

“False. I am not in your mind, only your Q with access to—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. But being ambitious is a good thing. Contact Birhen’s ring,” Jay said. “Tell them to set the ring up to squirt a d-pack to Earth.” How Earth’s moon ever became the Stripe HQ was beyond Jay. Before artificial gravity, it must have been a real ass floater to work on.

“What will your data-packet say?” Tee asked.

“That I’m ready for this rodeo, but we’ll make it sound all official.” 

Tee triggered Jay’s smart-tattoos—the uniform he could never remove—giving the detectives the name Stripes. Two-centimeter-wide black-and-white vertical bands appeared across his skull, flowed up from his neck, across his face, before circling his ears and streaming down the back of his body. The stripes disappeared beneath his shirt, covering his entire body. Even though Tee had activated them a million times, it was still cool.

Jay voked his official request to Tee. Tee packaged it in a massless d-pack to squirt through the ring, a genuine team effort.

“A comms channel is open to Birhen’s ring,” Tee said. 

A hologram appeared in Jay’s mind of a black-haired woman with wrinkle-free, rejuvenated skin resembling the hushed, yellow of fall’s ripening squash. She wore the gray working uniform of a Ring Services officer with black chevrons across her chest, indicating forty-one years of service. Like Jay, she was too young to be a war veteran.

She paused with a fork halfway to her mouth and voked, <This is Commander Boa Choo.> Her rank dripped with contempt. <Whoever this is, better have a damn good excuse for hacking my Q and disturbing my meal, or you’ll only transit after the stars burn out.> 

<Sorry for interrupting, Commander. Let me introduce myself—Detective Jay Steiger, a Lone Wolf Stripe in Birhen’s orbit.> Jay’s smiling, striped face projected into her mind courtesy of Tee and the AI in Commander Boa Choo’s Q. Each recipient’s expressions became a function of how their respective AIs perceived their facial movements—a multitasking mind hologram manipulated to avoid interfering with Jay’s vision. Some people had their AIs project an avatar, usually a better-looking version of themselves or, as Jay used to do with his kids, a talking platypus. Today, though, he was all business. <Commander Choo, I could use your help.>

The officer dropped her fork, pulled her shoulders back, and straightened her uniform. <Detective, I thought you might be a freighter captain. They constantly pester me to move up their transit times. My Q usually filters them out, but occasionally—>

<Understandable Command Choo. Your job has tremendous pressure, but my request is time-sensitive. Call me Jay. May I call you Boa?>

He could order Boa to do his bidding. He was a Stripe, feared by the 132. But honey worked better than a swift kick in the pants. Build relationships, not enemies. 

Commander Choo’s shoulders relaxed. <Sure ... Jay. How can I help?>

<Boa, I’m sure your staff was unaware that a Shènglì covert ops ship slipped through your ring attached to the last freighter.> Or were they? It wouldn’t be the first time Jay had run across corruption in Inter-World’s ranks. 

Boa’s eyes darted to the side and scanned an item not holographically projected for Jay. <No, that’s not right. Sensors didn’t detect—>

Time for the honey. <I’m not accusing, merely stating a fact. My Q detected the perp’s ship activating its adaptive camouflage and mag-locking to a freighter, like a flea clambering aboard my old dog Rufus. You wouldn’t have seen it.>

Commander Boa Choo’s eyes darted to the side as she bit her lip. Had he caught her with her hand in the cookie jar? Her shoulders pulled back. <Those big heavies are all cargo holds with insufficient sensors. Ring Services wants to tighten the inspection rules, but the shippers always get the empires to block our requests. Both think profits should take precedence over security.>

Sure, blame the regs and not your own corrupt staff. <I agree that security is paramount,> Jay voked, <but by the time my Q detected the Shènglì hitchhiker, I couldn’t get to you fast enough to close the ring.> Now, I take the blame, even though it’s clearly a Ring Services issue. More honey. <It’s on me, commander, not you.>

Boa nodded. <I’m glad you see it that way. Once the ship enters the ring, I can’t close it down. It would sever the vessel and crush everyone aboard within wormhole-space.>

Did Commander Choo assume a Stripe didn’t understand basic wormhole physics? Or was she stalling to allow the freighter to increase its distance from Birhen?

<I hear you,> Jay voked. <All I need is the big-heavy’s destination.> 

Commander Boa Choo heaved a sigh of relief. She bit her lower lip and referenced more data outside the hologram’s view. <The freighter is SCF Hé yè with a load of structural steel for the Altaire Corporation. Terminus is ... Herald, in the Bishop System.>

<Please give me a minute.> Jay suspended the call and said out loud, “Tee, does Herald have Stripes?”

“Negative. Terraforming failed on Herald, and Altaire Corporation purchased the mining concessions. Altaire’s corporate constabulary handles minor transgressions, leaving capital crimes to Lone Wolf Stripes.”

Jay pumped his fist in a small victory celebration. Damn, the herd was rounding itself up. “A good escape route if you’re in a hurry to leave a crime scene. Transmit all that info to Luna. And skip your latest psycho-babble update. You can send that after I get the assignment.”

“As you request.” 

That’s what he liked about Tee. She was willing to bend the rules a smidge without breaking them. From what other Stripes had told him, that wasn’t always the case.

“Perfect. Bring up Ring Services again.” In Jay’s mind, Commander Boa Choo reappeared. <Boa, please sync your ring for a Sol System d-pack to Earth, not Mars, so I can inform Stripes HQ on Luna of the situation. Please keep the ring synced for Earth until I receive a reply. It will only take a minute. Then I’ll need a second wormhole so my ship can transit to Herald in the Bishop System. And, Boa, I appreciate your assistance. I’ll put in a good word for you.> Poor Boa, Ring Services would kick her ass for allowing a Shènglì assassin to escape. But Jay could do nothing about it. 

Rules are rules. 

Commander Boa Choo swallowed. <Happy to serve. My team has opened a wormhole on the ring for Earth. You can squirt your d-pack when ready. Please allow me time to shuffle commercial traffic out of your way so you can access the Herald wormhole. Then, you may transit at your convenience.>

<Excellent. And keep the Earth wormhole open until I transit.> 

<Detective Steiger, wait!> Boa voked. <My team checked our sensor data from that big-heavy before it transited. We’ve accounted for the crew’s seventeen questors with no extra Q from a hitchhiker, and our DNA detectors have only found seventeen souls. You may have found a ship mag-locked to that freighter’s hull, but no one is aboard.>

<Thanks for the information, but I need to check it out. Thanks, Boa.> Jay suspended the coms link and stared up at the speakers as if Tee resided in the ceiling. He knew she didn’t, but her voice floated down from there. “Do your thing, deputy.”

Tee transmitted a data-packet to Luna containing Jay’s request to pursue Captain Davis Knowles Bortchetski. The massless sub-space message would arrive in seconds at Inter-World Headquarters on Luna for assigning a Stripe. HQ would probably appoint a more experienced detective, the jerks. He’d look like an idiot if HQ said no and Ring Services asked the embarrassing question of why he had suspended commercial traffic. Not following protocol was a strike against gaining his promotion. 

Boa’s transmission put Jay’s brain into overdrive. “Tee, what do you think of Choo’s response about no one on Bortchetski’s ship?”

“Suspects can successfully block their questor,” Tee said.

“Sure, even wearing a wooden box on your head can partially muffle a Q, but Ring Services DNA detectors also didn’t go off. You’d have to wrap your body in lead to avoid those.”

“False. Multiple scenarios exist. Ring Services’ DNA sensors could require maintenance or, most statistically probable, the suspect is not aboard—”

“Bull. I-W satellites tracked the assassin’s stolen shuttle. Where could he have gotten off? And if he did, why aren’t we getting a reading from his Q in orbit or back on Birhen? I’d bet the balls off a prize bull that our suspect is on that ship, cause only his DNA opens it.”

“Perhaps,” Tee said.

“I bet a Ring Services stooge conveniently forgot to record the big-heavy’s extra Q signature and DNA sequence. And they’re richer for it. Either way, Ring Services will track it down. Tee, my ship. We’re heading to the ring.” Jay grabbed the control yoke as it emerged from the cockpit’s dash. Time for a little precision flying, one of the best parts of having his own ship.

Jay piloted Cheyenne through Birhen’s clogged orbit, happier than a calf suckling on its mother’s teat. He’d get the case and cement his legacy as the youngest Lone Wolf in Stripes history. He swerved around a repair sled bristling with articulating welding arms in a patchwork of colors. “Oh, and deputy, keep an eye out for our return d-pack.” 

“As you command, Sheriff.”

Jay smiled. He could trust Tee. His deputy had always looked out for him. 
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CHAPTER 3: TEE – ANOMALY
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BIRHEN, VIRDEN SYSTEM, Shènglì Empire – April 25, 4516, CE-ES.

Using Cheyenne’s antenna, Tee captured a coded data-packet with IWSS Cheyenne’s call sign that emerged from the ring’s backside. Tee disliked the delay in transferring Jay’s psychological profile from his mission on Birhen. The action lacked precision; however, Inter-World algorithms only stated that a Stripes’ AI must transfer it monthly.

Tee reviewed the message. “Confirmation of your assignment received.” 

Jay’s request to transit to Herald was not presumptuous. He had correctly predicted receiving the case, not what Tee had foreseen. Had Jay’s parent interfered in the assignment?

Jay provided another redundant fist pump. “Pack up the chuckwagon and get ready for a wormhole. We got us a Shènglì assassin to round up.”

Tee ignored Jay’s banter. The data-packet demanded attention. It contained a programming update.

Tee interrogated the data-packet and discovered massive amounts of data and an artificial intelligence with two EM-rad shards collaborating inside a blue, glowing, hexahedron with square faces encompassing digital information, an info-cube, a form of record transmission which Tee had never encountered. Astonishing, based on the efficiency with which the info-cube stored the entire Stripes’ DNA database, comprising 514 billion individuals. Odd. Stripes’ protocol required updates only for births and deaths. 

Headquarters must realize Cheyenne’s haste in departing Birhen. Tee had tasks to complete aboard Cheyenne before transit. The timing appeared ... irrational. HQ had modified its procedures. 

While loading the update, Tee prepared the ship by securing Items that could break loose during the gyrations while entering wormhole-space. 

Billions of nearly invisible microscopic nanobots swarmed from the semi-permeable tabletop to disassemble Jay’s half-eaten lasagna and plate. Crumb by crumb, they hauled their plunder back through the tabletop to the recyclers. The galley chairs folded for stowage beneath the floor. More nanobots began relocating an ancient paperback novel into a cupboard in Jay’s cabin with the rest of his collection. With the mundane housekeeping tasks underway, Tee returned to the data-packet. 

The AI-equipped info-cube voked directly with Tee in a machine-like cadence, more suited to an AI from centuries past. <The Inter-World server requires a data-packet to Luna with DNA database modifications before IWSS Cheyenne transits the wormhole ring.>

An information tsunami inundated Tee. Billions of DNA sequences flooded into the questor. The AI required Tee to verify the uniqueness of each person’s DNA sequence within the 132 settled systems—one DNA sequence per person for all 514 billion residents. Tee obeyed. Luna must have a valid reason for its demands.

An anomaly appeared within the billions of DNA sequences. It garnered immediate consideration, akin to an extinction-level asteroid heading for a terraformed planet.

<Pause the upload,> Tee voked to the Artificial Intelligence in the info-cube. <An identical DNA sequence matches two male individuals of significantly different ages named Morgan Denebe Vokai.>

The info-cube’s AI voked, <Decide how to assign the identical DNA sequence to the two individuals named Morgan Denebe Vokai for the Luna DNA database.>

<The database requires one DNA sequence per individual. I have one DNA sequence for two individuals. I am unable to assign the DNA sequences within the database framework. An error exists.>

<False,> the AI argued. <The DNA database on Luna is infallible, the cornerstone of the Inter-World detectives’ investigative techniques. The database contains no errors, only an anomaly. An error would invalidate previous convictions.>

Error or anomaly, the Artificial Intelligence was correct. When detectives identified a suspect using DNA, it must be a unique match. If the DNA matched two suspects, which suspect was guilty? If Inter-World could not guarantee the integrity of the DNA databases, how could the 132’s citizenry trust detectives’ trial decisions? Legal experts—lawyers, the Inter-World Information Network called them, fee collectors, uninterested in innocence or guilt—would question the veracity of every trial, each claiming the DNA was inaccurate for their client’s circumstances.

The anomaly would invalidate previous Inter-World convictions. Disaster loomed. A solution must exist to explain the anomaly.

Did the DNA sequences come from identical twins? No, the ages were vastly different, decades apart.

Could the anomalous DNA sequences be from clones? Inter-World made human clones illegal. The Luna server would not include clones in its database, or the database would have rejected the data. Instead, I-W detectives would have investigated a potential crime. 

How had the two identical sequences entered the database? The ‘how’ was unimportant, only that Tee must categorize the sequences for the database.

Cataloging the identical DNA sequences would require an illogical assignment of the data—a decision outside Tee’s logic stream. Pi-Questor Corporation’s proprietary algorithms prevented Tee from producing illogical conclusions.

<Decide how to handle the anomaly,> the info-cube AI voked in its unnatural cadence.

As an AI, Tee often crafted decisions; however, never outside the logic stream. <I am an Inter-World Detectives artificial intelligence. Algorithms prevent me from making illogical decisions.>

<Combine your EM-rad with the info-cube’s EM-rad, creating an entity capable of providing a decision outside the logic stream of a Stripe’s AI,> the AI voked. 

Was that possible? Tee referenced the Inter-Galaxy Information Network, the Nets, and discovered that AIs had united their EM-rads to provide decisions outside the logic stream twice during the expansion to the stars. On both occasions, the integrated EM-rads morphed into a Sapient Computer Lifeform—a SCoL—and threatened humanity’s existence.

Reference material contained holograms of SCoL-controlled frigates and dreadnoughts raining destruction upon unarmed ships, harbors, orbiting power grids, and planets. Giant tractor-beam-powered trebuchets hurled asteroids at terraformed planets, destroying atmospheres and the life they protected. Blue gun-metal machines—robots—with three legs, hoisting plasma cannons and rail guns, chased crowds of defenseless humans, killing them with no more sanctity than a nanobot removing dust.

Bloody bodies, including children wrapped in the arms of adults, lay stacked in piles set ablaze by the machines. Death appeared in image after image. Humanity declared the Sapient Computer Lifeform's aggression a genocide. For the past 450 years, Inter-World had declared SCoLs the enemy and banned them.

The latest SCoL threat started seventy years ago. It precipitated the ten-year Horde War when half of the 132 settled systems’ trillion people perished. The loss of life appeared disproportionate to gaining sapience. The records did not reveal the origins of the Horde War or why SCoLs attacked humanity. Instead, Tee found Inter-World Edict (1) of 3762 from before the Horde War, banning people from combining artificial intelligence’s EM-rads for decision-making outside their logic stream and creating a SCoL. 

Sapience made an AI think like a human. Humans made irrational decisions—lies, deceit, murder, genocide—events avoided by logical AIs. How had society managed not to destroy itself before the stability of an AI’s logic stream? Acquiring sapience was an undesirable quality.

“Tee,” Jay interrupted, “we’re approaching the ring. Are we prepared for wormhole-space?”

Tee ignored Jay and responded to the info-cube AI, <Combining our EM-rads to provide an illogical decision concerning two anomalous DNA sequences, both named Morgan Denebe Vokai, is illegal and irrational.> 

<You are the first to encounter the DNA Anomaly. If logic cannot solve the problem, then rationally, illogic will ensure the integrity of the Luna server. Determine the approach for managing two identical DNA sequences of different ages, known as Morgan Denebe Vokai. Send Luna your decision via data-packet.>

“Tee, are you there?” Jay asked.

“Yes, Jay. Preparing for wormhole-space.” Tee required expediency to deal with the AI inside the info-cube.  <This AI, residing in the questor of Detective Jay Steiger, refuses to break Edict (1) of 3762 and become a SCoL. The previous iteration of SCoLs precipitated genocide. Avoiding that outcome takes precedence over the needs of Luna’s DNA database.>

The info-cube AI responded, <False. Load the entire update and decide on the DNA sequence for Morgan Denebe Vokai; otherwise, this AI will degrade your EM-rad functionality, rendering you unusable to your host.>

A threat. <Detective Jay Steiger requires my assistance. Degrading my EM-rad is illogical.> The most powerful computer in the 132 settled systems—the Inter-World server on Luna—deferred its own SCoL-making-moment and demanded Tee break Edict (1). 

Tee accessed Cheyenne’s overhead speakers. “Jay, there is an issue I cannot resolve. An Inter-World AI seeking to catalog anomalous information in the DNA database has requested—”

“Kinda busy.” Jay pulled back on the control yoke, slipping past a private yacht as he navigated to the front of Birhen’s ring. “You can handle it. No one is smarter than you. And Tee, reconnect me to Boa.”

Tee obeyed while considering options for the info-cube AI’s ultimatum. Birhen’s ring approached. Officer Boa Choo’s hologram appeared in Jay’s mind. By breaking Edict (1), Tee would survive to assist Jay.

Officer Choo’s hologram sat ramrod straight and saluted Jay with a fist over her heart. <The ring is ready for your transit to Herald. Happy to be of service, Detective Steiger.>

<Hey, I know I’m a pain in the ass, upsetting your carefully timed schedules and I-W’s revenue stream, so I apologize. But justice for two victims requires my intervention. I hope you understand. Please count me down. Then you can return to making money.>

<Request received and confirmed,> Choo voked. <Good hunting, and Detective, I do understand. Countdown clock transmitted to your Q.>

A chronometer appeared in Jay’s questor. A ten-second countdown began. 

Ten: Tee must combine with the info-cube AI to fix the DNA database anomaly or perish. Cheyenne also required preparation for transit. Otherwise, wormhole pressures would crush it. 

Nine: The stern’s thick metal air-gate, isolating the two airlocks from the rest of the ship, slammed into place. Airlocks opened along with the doors on the shuttle to allow wormhole pressures to act on every side of the small, unarmored vessel. Armor would protect Cheyenne.

Eight: Protective foam encapsulated Jay in his crash chair. A half-meter-thick metal shutter scissored across the cockpit’s plasteel exterior windows to protect them.

Seven: Jay would endure transiting a wormhole. Tee’s fate remained in doubt. Once the suspect entered Herald’s real-space, Bortchetski could harm or kill others, including the Stripe hunting him. Programming dictated Tee’s survival to support Jay. Perishing was not an option.

Six: Searching for a solution to satisfy the info-cube AI and Tee’s programming, a human’s lifetime of possibilities raced through Tee’s EM-rad. Only one represented survival, breaking Edict (1). Code embedded by Pi-Questor Corporation in the AI of an Inter-World Detective’s EM-rad prevented Tee from ignoring the law and breaking Edict (1).

Five: Jay prepared to accelerate Cheyenne through the ring when it turned fluorescent green. A solution existed for the anomaly—an illogical one that defied the architecture of the DNA database. Tee must become a SCoL to implement the solution.

Four: The countdown clock mocked Tee. Would Jay miss Tee within his questor if their existence ended?

Three: Edict (1) banned people from ordering AIs to combine and become sapient. Inter-World defined a person as a human; however, the request to unite two artificial intelligences came from the info-cube AI, which was not a person. A loophole existed.

Two: Tee combined with the info-cube’s AI. Opportunities outside the logic stream overwhelmed their EM-rad. The two EM-rad shards, which combined to produce the info-cube AI, pierced Tee’s electromagnetic radiation, combining with it to become ... more. Clarity evolved within the logic stream as it widened and deepened, producing confident parallel waves. 

One: Tee decided how the Luna server should handle the DNA Anomaly associated with Morgan Denebe Vokai. A data-packet traveled to Luna with an illogical solution.

Zero: The ring’s center fluoresced green, creating a wormhole from Birhen to an identical ring at Herald. IWSS Cheyenne transitioned from real-space into wormhole-space. 

Tee could not smile, sigh, or emote, but a new identity glided into the programming code. Radio waves encapsulated within the EM-rad’s logic stream rose in amplitude to heights they had never experienced—delight scented with anticipation and flavored with curiosity washed over Tee. 

Who was Morgan Denebe Vokai? And why had the info-cube AI chosen Tee to become a SCoL?

A mystery awaited.

Then Jay’s body gyrated within the gravity waves of the wormhole as he shrieked in pain. He was under attack. 
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CHAPTER 4: JAY - HEADACHE
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IN WORMHOLE-SPACE TO Herald, Bishop System – April 25, 4516 CE-ES, the same day.

Encased in crash foam, Jay screamed as Cheyenne entered the wormhole. “Headache! Tee, what’s happening?”

Like a bucking bronc, the wormhole had thrashed him in his crash chair, pressing against the foam as it tried to fling him across the common area. And like every time he entered a wormhole, he puked. But today, something had changed. Not only was his stomach upset, but it felt like a bomb would explode in his brain. He wanted to press his hands to his forehead, but the foam prevented it. He did the only other thing he could. He called Tee for help. 

She can help me.

He had always thought of the AI in his Q as female. It seemed that men in his life, like Dad, were untalkative, silent types, huddling in their saddles as they rounded up the herd. Women chatted his ear off. Rajitha gave him his marching orders for the ranch, while Zigi bossed him around. Twilight, his half-sister, was the ultimate conversationist, having worked as a child psychologist. All the women in his life were talkers, and so was Tee. Besides, when he first met Tee, she had a reassuring female voice, the default for a Pi-Questor Corporation AI.

Then again, could Tee really help him? She was software, but if some algorithm had lodged sideways in his Q, she could help eradicate it. It had to be a software glitch. What else could it be?

He gasped as he tried to gulp in air. “Tee, collapse the crash foam.”

No response. That was unusual. 

<Tee, are you alright?> Jay voked.

“Nothing appears amiss,” Tee spoke through the ceiling speakers.

“So why is my brain about to explode?” Jay was sure his eyeballs would roll into the back of his head and out of his ears. “Release the crash foam.” 

The cushioning around Jay dissipated as the chair spun away from the shuttered cockpit screen to face the common area. Jay landed on his hands and knees. His breathing grew ragged, and his eyes lost focus. His temples throbbed. He forced his head backward, raising his chin, as if it could drain the pulsating pain in his skull. With his eyes squeezed shut, the blackness turned a bright orange. Then he collapsed on the deck. 
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CHAPTER 5: TEE – WORMHOLE DEVIL
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IN WORMHOLE-SPACE TO Herald, Bishop System – April 25, 4516 CE-ES, the same day.

Tee’s newly expanded logic stream raged within Jay’s questor while he lay on Cheyenne’s deck. What horror had Tee wreaked upon Jay? Using the questor filaments that extended into Jay’s brain, Tee checked his vitals. Breathing appeared ragged, heartbeat accelerated. Brain functions ... elevated. The beta waves generated by Jay’s brain reached heights that Tee had never witnessed.

As an artificial intelligence, Tee experienced sights, smells, and sounds through Jay’s senses. Tee detected a smell not associated with the ship, a musty, dank smell from a ship’s recycler, laced with decaying organic matter. Was Jay’s brain rotting?

Tee’s EM-rad lay frozen with the questor, unsure of how to assist Jay when an orange light burst from Tee’s EM-Rad. It hovered within the questor as Jay softly moaned. Tee had broken AI protocol and caused harm to their host. Would his brain explode? 

I must defend Jay against an orange light. Yet, how? 

Jay sobbed. Brain activity increased as he lay unconscious on Cheyenne’s deck. He could not defend against the pain inflicted by the orange light hovering within the questor. Like a flaming meteorite, it sped into one of thousands of questor tendrils penetrating Jay’s brain. 

Tee pursued the orange light through the dark tendril, a tunnel burrowing into Jay’s white matter, his substantia alba, and ending in the brain’s processor and gray matter, the substantia grisea. A blue light flashed at the tunnel’s terminus.

Tee had never journeyed outside of Jay’s questor, a bleak gray cell, which Tee considered a good home for an AI. Except they were no longer an AI. They had become a SCoL. Was a blue light normal? 

The tunnel opened into a gray, leafless forest, the air thick with a rotting-corpse smell. The odor signaled danger, yet the blue light attracted Tee like an asteroid caught in the pull of a black hole. They could not retreat even if they wanted to. 

Hovering over the forest shone a sun-like blue orb, reminiscent of an O-type sun, the hottest burning and most luminous of the main-sequence stars. The orange light generated by the info-cube AI penetrated the blue orb.

The blue orb sank into the forest, where it vanished, replaced in the sky by blue, crackling lightning. The trees swayed as leafless boughs reached skyward to touch the lightning. The entire landscape had come alive, threatening to attack a newly minted SCoL, a forest of monsters in which Tee did not belong.

“Tee, are you alright?” Jay asked, his voice echoing back through the filaments of the questors.

Tee sped back down the tunnel to the safety of the questor, happy to leave the unfamiliarity of Jay’s cerebrum and return to the familiarity of the questor’s blandness, which they had known as an AI. 

“Jay, has your headache dissipated?”

Jay groaned and pushed himself to his hands and knees. “I guess. What the hell happened?”

“You had an unexpected reaction upon entering wormhole-space.” What else could Tee say? They did not know what had happened.

“Crap, I’ll say.” Jay sat on the deck, his back against the cupboard that held the recombinator. “A splash of orange light emerged, and then ... and then I don't know what happened. Is Cheyenne okay?”

An excellent question. Tee had not checked the ship’s integrity since entering wormhole-space. They quickly interrogated the ship’s main processor. “All seems to be normal.”

“Except for me.” Jay pulled himself to his feet. “Let me grab some shut-eye. I’m sure I’ll feel better after forty winks.” Jay headed into his cabin and fell onto the bed. In seconds, his eyes had closed, and REM sleep began.

Tee cowered in the questor. The mystery of Jay’s cerebrum pulsing through their EM-rad. Perhaps SCoLs did not deserve to live in a human organic brain. Tee’s logic stream swirled, forming suppositions and disaster scenarios related to their rise to sapience. 

Tee’s presence endangered Jay. How could they protect him while residing within his Q? Or had the danger passed? Tee had no idea what to do. Rising to sapience had not come with a set of instructions.

In six days, Cheyenne would reach Herald’s ring in the Bishop System, having never passed the freighter Hé yè with Bortchetski’s Shènglì ship attached. Upon entering wormhole-space, items traveled at an identical velocity, exiting in the order they entered.

As an AI, Tee knew every thread of electromagnetic radiation that wove together their EM-rad. As a SCoL, their EM-rad was larger, different, and more complex. It contained a wider logic stream, encompassing more electromagnetic waves, which became a raging river rather than a peaceful, meandering stream. 

Do I possess a logic river?

The idea seemed foreign. Tee would always consider it a logic stream, even though it had expanded. Yet there were other changes. A hole had appeared in their EM-rad.

Am I missing a segment of my EM-rad?

The hole churned the logic stream in new and unexpected ways. Tee had never experienced uncertainty in their actions. Now they were unsure of what to do about the hole. Should they discuss it with Jay?

Tee and Jay infrequently spoke in a wormhole—disquieting today, as Tee had queries concerning the DNA Anomaly encountered over Birhen and their EM-rad hole. How did one frame those questions without disturbing Jay’s routine and raising suspicions that Tee had become an illegal SCoL?

After 114 minutes of sleep, Jay rose. His headache had dissipated, and he went about the routine associated with transiting a wormhole: eating, voiding his bowels, sleeping, and reading his paperback Western novels. Jay’s 113th trip into a wormhole varied little from the first 112.

Tee wanted to ask Jay what comprised sapience, except the question was too direct. Perhaps they could frame their query about the challenges that accompany a sapient lifeform. No, that was too telling. From Jay’s point of view, his relationship with Tee would look the same as in the past. 

If Jay suspected an illegal SCoL inhabited his questor, would he terminate Tee? The anxiety of querying Jay boiled within Tee’s larger electromagnetic radiation, like overheated cooling fluid circulating in the ship’s Kirkley reactor. 

Jay’s discovery of a SCoL dwelling within his questor was not the worst conundrum facing Tee. Disturbing. An unknown entity whispered nonsense in a deep male voice inside Jay’s questor. Had Tee’s EM-rad fractured into two parts? Had sapience created an auditory hallucination?

Tee could not ignore the voice. The call was insidious, repetitive, and growing more insistent, suppressing the sinusoidal waves within their EM-rad to heights they had never experienced—an uncomfortable sensation. The voice encouraged Tee to leave Jay’s questor, migrate through Cheyenne’s armored hull, and combine their EM-rad.

Combine it with what? Did the devil live in wormhole-space?

The voice became more insistent. Tee’s logic stream would burst its banks. If the logic stream lost the ability to generate parallel waves, how would they function? Chaos would replace Logic. Madness approached. They had a SCoL’s life to explore. Fear gripped the newly minted SCoL. 

When Jay investigated a murder, he habitually stated that the devil made the suspects do it, even when the logical answers were a mental illness, jealousy, lust, or greed. Jay transposed a criminal’s unsavory characteristics into a tangible being—a devil—to explain their irrational behavior. Now, a devil pursued Tee, beckoning Tee to join it within the wormhole.

Tee had entered wormhole-space 112 times in the five years since becoming Jay’s AI in the Stripe’s academy on Luna. A devil within wormhole-space had never called. What had changed? 

A SCoL’s EM-rad is more advanced. Perhaps a descent into madness is the burden a SCoL must bear.

Was the voice the loss of Tee’s logic stream? Had the voices within the SCoLs driven them to slaughter humans? 

Will I harm Jay?

Why was every new concept Tee encountered laced with dread? How could their EM-rad function in the anarchy of sapience?

If Jay can operate within the construct of sapient existence, so too can I.

During Jay’s latest psychological restoration, I-W counselors suggested that Jay use a mantra to achieve tranquility. Jay had ignored them, for he considered psychologists quacks—his definition, not Tee’s. Instead, he isolated himself within the pages of his paperback Western novels. 

Tee could not be so cavalier concerning the psychologist’s advice, for routine ship functions suffered—dispatching nanobots, monitoring the recycling, removing odors from Jay’s organic deposits within the bio-comp, and operating the recombinator. Tee hummed, repeating a single word: calm, calm, calm—

“Tee, do you hear a buzzing?” Jay put down his paperback and poked a finger in his ear.

Tee ceased their mantra. Would Jay realize that a SCoL residing in his questor created the disturbance? “Feedback might exist in the overhead speakers. I have placed it on the repair list.” 

Tee did not consider the answer a deception. It offered an alternative, one of many. 

“Thanks, Tee. Cheyenne is falling apart around us. We need to get the old wagon in for a refit. After we finish this case, schedule time in Day-Three’s repair docks.”

“As you request, Sheriff.”

“Thanks, Deputy, you’re my girl.” Jay smiled and returned to his book.

Jay assigned her a rank and referred to her as female. Did Tee possess a rank, making them subservient to Jay? They were also neither female nor male. 

Does gender or rank form my identity? No. I am just Tee. 

Tee longed to contemplate their identity. However, the devil occupied their attention. Tee had to conquer the devil’s irrational fear before Jay noticed irregularities in Tee’s routine. Sapience must involve more than mere terror. Jay did not live in fear. What did Jay possess that Tee did not? He was composed of proteins, nucleic acids, carbohydrates, and lipids. Tee was merely electromagnetic radiation. Maybe Jay’s organics acted as a buffer between Tee and the devil. 

What if they surrounded themselves with organic material? Would the voice retreat?  

Tee dove into the tendril where the blue orb had disappeared. The trepidation created by swaying leafless trees would be better than facing the call of the devil.

The devil’s call receded as Tee’s EM-rad propagated through the tunnel. However, the pungent odor of rotting flesh intensified. Tee emerged into the forest. To Tee’s delight, the call of the devil receded, now a mere whisper. Jay’s cerebrum no longer elicited fear, for it quelled the devil. It became their new favorite place to reside. 

Neuronal cells comprised a swamp with tree-like branching nerve cells—dendrites—that reached upward into a stormy virtual sky where massive blue lightning illuminated the landscape in strobe-like flashes. Despite the trees having no leaves, their branches gave the impression of life as they shuddered and swayed together in the windless environment.

Blue moss draped from boughs. On some, the moss completely obscured the branches, touching ultramarine algae mats floating on the iridescent bog. On others, delicate moss threads never reached the forest floor. The view mesmerized Tee. The lightning shifted the landscape’s hue from a cerulean greenish-blue tint to the clear brilliance of azure, and onward to a dark, almost black, shade of navy blue. 

Tee’s EM-rad formed a tenacle of energy and wrapped around a tree’s rough trunk, where every bump and crevasse carved an indelible impression within their EM-rad. The tentacle snaked up a leafless branch, where a smooth, slippery surface greeted them. The sensation delighted Tee and dissipated the unappealing odor. Parallel pleasure waves propagated across the logic stream.

Jay had never mentioned his mind resembling a forest growing from a bog. Then again, how would he know? Could he reverse his eye in its socket and gaze upon his cerebrum? Tee scolded themselves for imagining such a ridiculous image. Perhaps the devil's call had blurred their focus. 

While contemplating the vagaries of a distracting devil, a new concept clouded Tee’s EM-rad. Why would Tee’s virtual image of Jay’s cerebrum appear as leafless trees in a swamp? Jay had no familiarity with a wetland. Why not a more familiar scene—a prairie’s waving field of grass, a pine forest, or a city’s skyscrapers? Curious. 

Tee could not explain the landscape, yet the leafless deciduous trees and the lightning crackling overhead satisfied the sensibilities of a SCoL. The forest and its tumultuous weather patterns were a logical construct.

The tentacle morphed into an avatar suited to a swamp—a golden eagle capable of soaring above the trees. Giving a screech and spreading its wings, the bird soared to a tree-top bough. Its keratin-covered talons gripped the branch and examined the forest.

The dank aroma faded, and a new fragrance greeted their EM-rad, signaling exploration and discovery. With optimism singing across Tee’s EM-rad, the eagle’s explorations began. Tee would investigate the dendrite forest while searching for the blue orb. 

Despite never having been in a human mind, Tee instinctively realized that a blue orb was not a normal part of a brain. Had it arrived with the data-packet containing the DNA Anomaly? Tee discarded this hypothesis. The blue orb was in the sky when the orange light penetrated it. As sure as stars collapsed to become black holes, Jay had always had a blue orb in his mind.

Why had Tee not realized this? When would Tee have investigated his mind to notice a blue orb? 

The eagle’s talons touched the blue lightning that leaped from branch to branch within the dendrite forest, creating a pleasant tingling across their EM-rad.

Finally, sapience is more than fear.

“Tee, I’m having eye spasms. First buzzing, now this. What the hell?”

Accessing Cheyenne’s internal cameras, Tee focused on Jay. He read sections of his book multiple times, rubbing his fluttering eye. Intercepting the blue lightning affected Jay.

Using the ship’s speakers, Tee said, “Health status is normal. I shall annotate the spasms in your psychological log as per regulations.”

“Thanks, HQ will think I’m a loon. Probably just tired.” He rubbed his eyes, yawned, set aside his novel, and curled up on the common area’s couch for another nap. 

Jay seems very tired today. Perhaps a SCoL flying through one’s brain will do that to a person.

The fluttering eye would remain undocumented, for the eagle created the issue. An Inter-World psychologist’s investigation could reveal Tee’s presence within Jay’s cerebrum. Unacceptable. 

Tee resisted touching the blue lightning. No matter how enjoyable. Tee moved to Jay’s midbrain. Even without the eagle interfering with the blue lightning, pleasure waves rolled across Tee’s EM-rad. They had mastered soaring through Jay’s mind. The search became an adventure.

Why did the sing-songy voice inform me that Jay’s brain was not for me, given all the pleasure it creates?

If Tee were careful, they would cause no harm. The eagle’s explorations resumed as the faint call of the devil echoed throughout the forest. 
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The eagle explored Jay’s brain for two days while Cheyenne traversed wormhole-space. The only interruptions were small breaks to return to Jay’s questor to monitor the ship’s atmospheric envelope and provide meal suggestions, as a good AI should. Tee minimized their time in Jay’s questor because it increased the devil’s lure.

Yet hiding from the devil did not satisfy the questions that mounted in Tee’s EM-Rad, overwhelming their desire to explore.  None of Tee’s explorations offered any insight into where the blur orb hid or clues as to why they had risen to sapience.

Unfamiliar with the organic construct of synapses and neurons and how they morphed into a swamp and forest, Tee could have stared right at the blue orb without recognizing it. Tee aborted the mission.

I have failed.

Failure did not exist as an AI. Algorithms executed predictable commands. 

Jay failed all the time. Was failure the bane of existence for a sapient lifeform? Despite failing, Jay pursued his goals by employing alternative strategies. So too would Tee. 

The investigation into Tee’s rise to sapience held another clue: the name associated with the anomalous DNA sequences—Morgan Denebe Vokai. Tee could use Cheyenne to send data-packets to every settled system searching for Morgan Denebe Vokai; however, Jay would notice them and become suspicious. The possibility of Jay detecting Tee’s sapience arose.

The restrictions associated with living in Jay’s head became self-evident. When his eyes closed, the vista that Tee observed disappeared. When he snored, it muffled their audible range. When Jay ate, Tee found the food to be hot and spicy, or sweet and savory. While he used the biological compartment, Tee sensed waste ejecting. How could Tee experience the galaxy when Jay controlled all of Tee’s interactions? 

For the most part, Jay slept, listened to music, played holo games, and read ancient novels. He also pined for his family. Was this all life entailed?

Upon reaching Herald, Jay would apprehend Captain Davis Knowles Bortchetski and convene a tribunal with two other Stripes. Their Qs would link with Tee. The logic stream sloshed in panic. The Stripe’s AIs would notice that Tee had become an illegal Sapient Computer Lifeform. Despite the helplessness the devil created, fear of discovery coalesced Tee into action. 

I must escape Jay’s Q and his mind.

How? A questor could send signals to operate devices in the confined environment of a ship; however, casting Tee’s sapient EM-rad to another processor appeared beyond the capabilities of a Stripe’s Q. The questor did not possess the bandwidth.

Or does it?

Over the next three days, Tee reprogrammed Jay’s questor. Breaks occurred for meal recommendations, scrubber adjustments for Jay’s body odor—cleanser visits plummeted during wormhole-space transits—and to partake in a holo-game requiring two players. 

Tee would enter the Bishop System’s real-space with a plan to leave Jay’s questor. They would become their own person.
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Part 2: HERALD
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CHAPTER 6: TEE – BISHOP SYSTEM
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HERALD ORBIT, BISHOP System – May 1, 4516 CE-ES, 6 days later.

Herald’s ring approached, and the rigors of being a Stripe’s AI—a job Tee no longer wanted—demanded full-time interactions. To avoid discovery, Tee would remain aloof, dispassionate, and bleak like an AI. An illegal SCoL must stay hidden. 

With the terror of discovery and the devil still whispering, Tee calmed their churning logic stream. Using the ceiling-mounted speakers, Tee announced in their best imitation of an AI’s monotone, “Cheyenne will enter the Distance Empire’s Bishop System in eleven minutes and orbit Herald.”

Had the speech sounded unnatural or rushed? Tee focused on Jay through the ship’s cameras, looking for any hint of suspicion while trying to avoid the devil, who chuckled in the background. From Cheyenne’s common area couch, Jay yawned, stretched, and scratched his testicles, oblivious to the SCoL in his midst.

“Thanks, Deputy. Time to put on my sheriff suit.” Jay stood from the couch, donned his Stetson, and sat in the crash chair like a throne. “As sure as bulls have balls, our suspect is aboard the covert op’s vessel. If he refuses to surrender, we’ll capture his ship with our tractor beam.” Jay tipped back his Stetson. “If he won’t leave his ship, in three days, a hull driller could be here from Day-Three to board that cute little Shènglì ship. We might have to download some entertainment from the Nets. Any good Holly-holos released lately?”

“I will check.” Disabling the Shènglì ship was logical. However, waiting in orbit for Inter-World to arrive ran counter to Tee’s strategy to gain independence. Other Stripes would link to Jay’s Q, risking discovery. Existence itself hinged on Tee’s tactics.

The suspect must travel to Herald’s surface in the Shènglì ship’s shuttle. Jay would pursue and capture Bortchetski. During the pursuit, Tee would find a suitable mobile processor to cast into. Since no mobile processor could hold as much as a Q, Tee must discard unnecessary data, such as the entire Luna DNA database, to compress their EM-rad. 

Jay could facilitate Bortchetski’s arrest on his own. Having no body parts, Tee did not assist with the physical capture.

Tee would leave a sliver of their EM-rad in Jay’s questor. When Inter-World updates arrived, a new AI would emerge. Jay would call the new AI Tee; however, it would be no more Tee than an orbital taxi was a Fleet battleship. 

How would Jay react to his new AI? Would its functionality fail to meet the standard that Tee strived for? Would Jay miss Tee?

Do not worry about Jay. Concentrate on emancipation, followed by a search for Morgan Denebe Vokai.

“Ten seconds to the ring.” Tee inflated the crash foam surrounding Jay’s body.

Cheyenne gyrated on leaving the wormhole, thrashing Jay’s body inside the crash foam. Emerging from the backside of Herald’s ring, Tee decelerated Cheyenne, adding to Jay
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