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A yawn escapes me as the PR pitch drones on, way beyond being a
reasonably succinct and illuminating presentation. It’s ten minutes
since the last opportunity for a concise speech, and it’s bloating
to match Marsters’ self-importance. He appears to expect a round of
applause when he finishes, which seems unlikely since most of the
press use the remote camera fixtures in the room.

Having heard a rumour that PR fluff can rot your brains, I feel
it’s safer to zone it out, given the improbability of actual
content. It’s being recorded, so I’ll assign an intern to tell me
anything I’m missing.

It should be nearly done, as Marsters seems fit to burst, and
he’s usually well-paced in his inflation. I’d better start
listening again. “… with these upgrades automatically uploaded to
our customers phones tonight. Implementing the latest technologies,
we’re confident our customers will find a noticeable improvement to
our already leading-edge systems.“ After a pause for applause, he
continues, unfazed by, and possibly unaware of, its absence.
Outside his head. “I’ll happily answer as many questions as time
will allow.”

“Mister Marsters,” a camera squeaks, its operator selected by
Mercuris Communications’ systems as a preferred reporter. “James
Tremaine of the Globe, sir. Can I ask how excited you, personally,
feel by the technological innovations your company is pioneering?“
That’ll really tax Marsters’ rehearsed responses. Why not ask his
hat size? Bland questions from bland questioners, receiving plastic
replies. As the parade of uninteresting questions bleat forth from
the assembled press, I abandon any attempt to stifle my
yawns.

Finally a camera within reach lights up. “Mister Marsters,
Marian Weatherly of the Mirr… ” The question dies with a squawk as
I stand, discarding the yanked wires.

“Mister Marsters, Jonas Harper of the Chronicle… ”

“Mister Harper,” Marsters interrupts before I can begin, which
is a bit rude. But the control he manages over his growl is
somewhat admirable. “If you’d wait your turn, I’m sure… ” you’d
ignore me, taking only pre-screened questions from pre-screened
reporters.

Politely ignoring his rudeness, I continue. “Would you care to
comment on rumours your upgrade includes software to record your
customers conversations?”

“How did… ” Marsters blurts in surprise, before regaining his
composure. With obvious reluctance, and barely suppressed
hostility, he replies. “Changes made at the request of the Security
Service allow limited AI programs to scan communications on our
networks, searching for certain keywords or phrases, but only
suspect calls are recorded, so let me assure our honest customers
that their communications will remain secure. And I’m sure, Mr.
Harper,” this time any attempt to suppress the venom is abandoned,
“that the Security Service will be grateful to you for publicizing
this.”

He glares. He really should’ve looked away for another
questioner. But since he’s obviously inviting follow up questions,
I’ll happily oblige. “What sort of suspect calls are they
expecting? Must they provide you with authorised requests for the
information? And isn’t this a regressive step back to the days when
private communications were easier to intercept, particularly given
your company’s pride in the security of its network?”

Reddening features indicate the approach of one of his rants,
when a crony, Pemberton I think it is, spoils things with an urgent
whisper. Brushing him away, Marsters takes the opportunity to
regain a measure of composure. “Questions regarding the use of
information gathered should be directed to the Security Service.
I’m sure that most reasonable people understand the need for
discretion on such sensitive issues, and would support measures to
make our society safer.” He looks away this time, seeking more
amenable questions.

I should leave it at that, and not risk further antagonizing him
for no reason. “One last thing, Mister Marsters. How excited are
you, personally, about the prospect of listening in to your
customers’ intimate phone conversations?”

His face turns a satisfyingly unnatural shade of purple as he
yells, “Security”.

 

*

 

Strolling into Butler’s office, I collapse comfortably onto his
couch. “You wanted t’see me, oh mighty editor?”

He glares over his glasses. “If y’wanna be theatrical, there’re
actual theatres a mile from this very building. Then you wouldn’t
need to perform in a press conference. To which you weren’t the
assigned reporter.”

“No thanks. I’ve already spent time in the theatre. Actually
quite good at it.”

“Yet it’s absent from your CV, unlike many other jobs, of which
I’m equally dubious. Now why were you there, what source do you
have for this rumour, why didn’t you give the information
to Jenkins, who’d been assigned to cover it, and why, unlike every
other reporter, do you waste time attending in person, when you
could link from your desk?”

“You can’t smell their fear remotely.”

“Actually, I think there’s an app for that.”

“Regardless, there’s a delay on the system allowing them to
screen out awkward questions. Not that that’s needed. The questions
are from hack reporters, like Jenkins, who’re only too happy to
regurgitate whatever they’re fed.”

“Unlike you, who’d soon get bored of that, and flutter along to
another job.”

“Because I’m a journalist.”

His snort is, I feel, unprofessional, and slightly hurtful. “A
profession you’ve been in barely three years. After a succession of
wildly differing careers, assuming we believe your CV. Whereas
Jenkins’ been doing it for decades.”

“It’s showing. He must be ready for retirement by now. What were
the other questions?”

“Your source… ?”

“Right. The source. Anonymous mail.”

“Anonymous?” Another dubious look. This lack of trust is
starting to hurt.

“Completely, as far as I can tell. Account set up, mail sent,
account closed. All in a few minutes. No way to track it further
without access to Mercuris’ systems. Hey, do you think if I asked
Marsters nicely… ”

“No. Stay away. Did you bother getting corroboration before
blurting it out?”

“No time, I only received it a couple of hours ago. Since he
isn’t known for giving personal interviews, this seemed the only
opportunity I’d get, which was possibly intentional in the source’s
timing.”

“So you opened us to legal action based on uncorroborated
information?”

“I called it a rumour.” This proves unwelcome. “And if I’d
waited longer I’d be stuck talking to a PR puppet, getting
nothing.”

“Have you contacted the Security Service for comment?”

“Next. Although I can guess their response.”

“Contact them, report their reply, and, as long as nothing else
comes of the story, avoid Marsters. While you’re here, Tech
department have complained you’re slow accepting upgrades for your
home system.”

“Oh, come on, these things’re taking too much memory with little
to show for it. Hey, bet there’s a story there.”

“There’s no story. Don’t go bothering another powerful and
influential organization just because you’re bored. Didn’t I assign
you the Lavender Hill case?”

“You know I’m wasted on a flower show. Teknus Systems, that’s
where the story is.”

“Out.”

 

*

 

Finally easing onto my own sofa. “System on”.

The wall screen comes to life. “Good evening, Jonas”, the
soothing voice of its AI surrounds me.

“Evening. Any mail.”

“Only another request from the Chronicle’s technical department
to accept the upgrade.”

Sighing, I rub my hand across my face. No real point fighting
it. “Okay, run it overnight, please.”

“Certainly, sir.”

“Any new votes?”

“Three.”

“Hit me.”

“The treasury have initiated a vote on their bill to fund last
month’s health reforms bill. I have links to discussions and
articles regarding the effects the suggested savings would… ”

“I know the arguments, thanks.” Someone at the treasury, upset
the reform bill had passed, against their objections over funding,
had submitted a bill they knew people would vote against. They’d
present a more balanced funding bill when this crashed.

“You’re currently a member of the Campion International voting
block, which is voting against the bill. Do you wish… ”

“Stay with them. Next.”

“Vote logged. The rural union party have initiated a vote on
their countryside protection… ”

“Stay with the Campion vote.” No interest in even listening.
“Next.”

“Vote logged,” the AI confirmed. “The Democratic Freedoms party
has initiated an emergency action to block Mercuris Communications
from upgrading its customers’ phones tonight, due to… ”

“I can guess their reasons, thanks.” Hardly unexpected, and a
delaying action on this should pass without incident.

“You’re currently a member of the Campion International voting
block, which is voting against the bill. Do you wish to leave your
vote with Campion International, or vote independently?” Why’d
Campion vote against it? Is old man Campion trying to make peace
with Marsters over my actions? I didn’t know they had connections,
and I doubt Marsters has influence over him.

“Change my vote to support the action.”

“Vote logged. No further business.”

“Scan news channels and give me headlines.” I settle down to
find anything of interest I’ve missed, but it’s basically filler or
recycled.

A minute later the AI interrupts. “Video call from unidentified
caller. Do you wish to take it?”

“Unidentified? What do you mean unidentified?”

“Caller lacks a recognised ID.” Difficult to achieve, but not
impossible, and it could prove more interesting than the
news.

“Put it through, record, and try to trace the call. Use my press
code.”

“Confirmed.”

The monitor picture changes into a silhouetted form. And Butler
called me theatrical. A man’s voice accompanies it. “Good evening
Mr. Harper. May I call you Jonas?”

“Depends. Who’m I talking to, and why the cloak and dagger
routine?”

“Call me what you wish. I’m afraid the routine is
necessary for the moment.”

“Okay, Vlad, what can I do for you?”

“I represent an affiliation called the Free Intelligencia. Don’t
bother researching us, I assure you you’ll find no mention.”

“And what’s the purpose of your affiliation?”

“That, too, is necessarily secret.”

“Of course. So is there anything you can tell me, or would I
need to undergo some initiation to learn the secret handshake
that’d let me crack the code you’re talking in?” because this is
veering from interesting towards irritating.

“Do you know how the voting system works, Jonas?”

“Yes. Why?” Okay, maybe mildly intriguing.

“Tell me how you believe it works.”

“Why? What’s this about?”

“Please humour me, Jonas. I promise it’ll be worth it.” With
nothing much else on, I can afford a few minutes to see if this
goes anywhere.

“Okay, Vlad. The electorate are affiliated to a party of their
choice, unless they’re corporate, or members of a religious body,
which is the majority, in which case they’d better stick with those
voting blocks if they know what’s good for them. Actions can be
suggested by any voter, but require support by the majority of
their party leadership before forwarding to the general electorate.
Bills are more formal, with the party, or government department,
forwarding it, usually negotiating with other parties before it
goes public, so that they’re likely to get it through. The
electoral blocks, or rather their leaderships, choose their stance
on the matter. For, against or abstention. It’s then opened up to a
general vote, the public either staying with their voting block,
voting independently, or even switching to another voting block.
The majority winner of this vote is the democratic choice. So did I
miss anything?”

“What happens when you actually vote?”

“I tell the AI my vote. It sends the details, encrypted, to the
government’s secure servers, where votes are tallied. If I tell it
to change from the party’s stance, it overrides my vote when
they’re counted.”

“And are you sure that what you choose arrives at the other
end?”

Okay, so I’m becoming interested. “Why wouldn’t it? What is it
you know?”

“What would happen if someone could control your home AI,
changing your vote? And what if they could do so on a large
scale?”

No point pushing, he’ll take as long as he wants. “Tampering
with the vote’s treason. Not to mention more-or-less
impossible.”

“Why impossible?”

“You serious? The communication networks became the most heavily
policed systems when direct democracy was adopted. It’s audited
monthly. Even if, and it’s a big if, someone could manipulate the
system, no way would it go unnoticed for long.”

“And if there were a secondary line, hidden beneath the official
ones, to maintain AIs? A secret line of which the authorities were
unaware?”

He lets me consider it in silence for a few minutes. It seems
improbable. More likely I’m being played. Maybe this is Marsters’
convoluted revenge. But I don’t quite believe that. It’s more
likely to be my mysterious informant, probably unaffiliated with
Marsters. I’ll start pushing a bit. “There isn’t. I don’t know what
the game is, but I’m not falling for this. No way that’d stay
secret. So, what, is this an attempt to embarrass me with a
hoax?”

“If you don’t believe me, then, once this call is ended, and
your AI has told you it never occurred, ask yourself how I
contacted you? We’ll speak soon, Jonas.” The screen goes blank.

“Origin of the call?” I ask the AI.

“Unknown.”

Not what I wanted to hear. “Please expand.”

“Origin of the call cannot be traced. There’s no record of a
call being placed to this system.” Okay, now he’s got my
interest.

“Was the call recorded?”

“Yes.”

“Please replay.”

“Playing.” The monitor presents only static.

“What happened to it?”

“Unknown.”

So he can manage some fancy stuff on communications lines. So
he, or a member of this Free Intelligencia, has impressive
technical skills, and possibly access to the Network proper.
Someone at Teknus, maybe? If so, they’d be well placed to learn
about any conspiracy. “Is there a secondary communications
line underneath the standard one?”

“Cannot understand. Please rephrase?”

What’s so difficult to understand? “How many communications
lines connect you to external systems?”

“One.”

“And is this line… ” I’m groping around for the right question,
“… split into other lines?”

“Cannot understand. Please rephrase?”

Let’s try a different angle. “System, do you receive
instructions from Teknus Systems?”

“Upgrades received when acknowledged by user.”

“Do you receive any other signals from them?”

“Cannot understand. Please rephrase?”

It’s beginning to irritate me. It isn’t denying anything. Could
it be programmed to obfuscate? If I’d installed a system to do
something so blatantly illegal, I’d have made sure it couldn’t tell
anyone. Could Vlad have managed to reprogram my AI somehow? No, I’m
letting him spook me, and now I’m beginning to suspect everything.
I’m getting paranoid, and that interferes with investigating a
story. There’s enough suspicious stuff to make this worth looking
into, but without actual evidence I’m staying sceptical.

 

*

 

The Department of Democracy is situated in an old style,
twentieth century building, set back from the newer buildings
housing more active departments. Getting an appointment isn’t a
problem. The Department’s smaller than it used to be, especially
since administration of regional democracies was devolved. Its
responsibilities are now limited to overseeing the votes,
investigating system irregularities, and supervising the security
of the voting system. And, very rarely, talking to the press.

My assigned interviewee, George, is a mid-level supervisor in
charge of auditing. He leads me into a dim little meeting room, one
corner of which currently plays host to a pile of old office
equipment.

“Sorry for the lack of proper facilities. It’s rare we get
visitors.” He motions me to a seat near one end of the table,
moving the one next to it so we’re facing each other. “How can I
help you?”

“I was hoping for an overview of the security procedures you run
on the voting system. I realise specifics must remain confidential,
but as much of an overview as you’re allowed to give me would be
fine. I know a lot of this is public record, but I prefer hearing
it in person, and I’m unsure how often the records are updated, or
how often processes change.”

“The records probably need updating, I’ll admit.” He offers a
polite, apparently honest, smile. “Okay I’ll run through what we
do, and you stop me when you want more detail, or if you’re already
familiar with it.” We set off on a tour of his job. He seems happy
enough to talk, and I return the interest, even asking him to go
into detail on some parts.

Nothing unexpected comes up, not that I’m expecting anything, so
I move along to the fishing question. “And what security checks do
you carry out on the secondary, maintenance line?”

“Sorry?” His incomprehension seems genuine, and by this point
I’m not expecting to find anything out here, but asking the
question may ruffle some feathers further up.

“I’d been told there’s a secondary communications line allowing
Teknus access to maintain the AI’s. Isn’t this the case?”

“No, we’d be aware of something like that. It’d be a fairly
major security breach if we weren’t.” He does his best to appear
confident, but his eyes betray doubts taking root. I ask some more
general questions before thanking him for his time. I didn’t get
anything from the interview, but it could still prove
worthwhile.

 

*

 

Sauntering into Butler’s office, I’m barely past the door before
he’s on his feet. “What the hell were you doing at the Department
of Democracy?”

“Following up on leads.”

“What leads? I don’t recall assigning you anything that’d take
you there.” He’s angry, but is it directed at me? Maybe not
entirely, but I’d best be careful.

“You didn’t. It was another anonymous tip. How’d you know I’d
been there?”

“Because of the orders from Campion’s office.
Specifically that you drop whatever investigation led you there, or
you’re out of a job, and I’m likely out if I can’t prevent you.”
His anger seems split between me and being ordered to ignore a
story.

“It’s barely an hour since I was there. Guess I must be onto
something.”

Butler sits, his frustration still evident. “Anonymous email
again?”

“No, anonymous video call this time.”

“Anonymous?” He looks dubious. “Is that possible?”

“Apparently. Caller was shrouded in shadows.”

“And you couldn’t trace the call?” Dubious but mildly
interested.

“That’s the interesting part. There was no call.”

He stares for a moment. “Have you finally started the serious
drinking?”

“Oh, there was a call. I was there. Relatively sober. But
according to the communications network, no call occurred. And the
recording my system made is just static.”

Definitely interested now. I can tell his journalistic senses,
partly atrophied from years behind a desk, are groaning to life.
“They erased the record of their call from the communications
network?”

“The caller claims there’s a hidden secondary line, used to
perform maintenance on the AI’s. My home AI doesn’t deny it exists,
getting evasive when questioned.”

“Did you get anything at the Department of Democracy?”

“They denied the possibility, although the guy tried to hide his
concern at the prospect, so they may investigate. That may be what
reached Campion. I’ve an interview booked at Teknus next week, but
I doubt I’d get anything through their PR system.”

Journalistic integrity and editorial pragmatism struggling,
Butler grunts. “Could you tell anything at all from the
caller?”

“Nothing useful. Said he’s part of a Free Intelligencia. I
haven’t been able to find anything on the term. You heard of
them?”

“Free Intelligencia? Nothing comes to mind.”

“Do I keep on looking? Maybe be misleading about what I’m
investigating.”

His eventual deflation tells me editorial pragmatism has won.
“No. If you do we’d probably both be out of jobs. If you did find
something, you really think old man Campion couldn’t kill it?”

“There’re other news agencies. If it’s true, this could be the
biggest news story either of us has seen. We’re talking
award-winning. The fact someone powerful enough to influence old
man Campion is moving this fast means there’s something here.”

“If they’ve got that much power, they can probably influence
other publishers?” The heat in his voice is aimed upward, but if I
push it’ll likely drop on the nearest available target.

I change the subject. “So has the action against Mercuris
passed?”

Puzzlement nudges anger from his face. “You haven’t heard? It
failed.”

“Failed! How the hell… ? Publicity alone should have galvanised
enough people against it, even without the DF party’s active
balloteering.”

“You’d have expected, wouldn’t you? But it didn’t. Maybe
Marsters has powerful friends?”

He’s still thinking, so maybe another little nudge. “You want me
to drop the story?”

A flash of rage glints in his eyes, before he leans back with a
heavy sigh. “I’ve passed along instructions that this story won’t
see print in the Chronicle. Further investigation would therefore
be a waste of your time, and company time if during working hours.
Do we have an understanding?”

“Yessir.”

 

*

 

“Good morning, Mr. Harper,” says the shiny young man offering
his hand. “Tarquin Rogers, press relations officer.”

I shake it, summoning all the fake sincerity I can muster.
“Thank you for seeing me so quickly.” I know I’m unlikely to get
anything, but Teknus’ employee contracts are so notoriously tight
that if I approached their programmers outside they’re liable to
scream for the police as soon as I flash press credentials. Short
of finding a disgruntled employee willing to talk, and a week of
searching hasn’t turned any up, this is my only real option.

“Not at all.” That grin is not natural. Nobody has teeth that
white. “We’re always happy to talk to the press.” Okay, now he’s
taking the piss. “What’s it with regards to?”

“I’m after some technical information on the voting system, for
an article on the changes since its adoption.”

“I’ll certainly answer what questions I can, and pass those I
can’t to our technical department, getting you their answers by the
end of the day. Please, this way.” Tarquin leads me from reception
to a small, antiseptically clean, conference room, where he ushers
me to a chair. Even with his back to me, I swear I can see
reflected light shining off those teeth. “What exactly was it you
wanted to know,” he asks as we sit.

I work through a series of questions I’ve already researched the
answers to, which shouldn’t arouse suspicion. I hope. Some he
answers, others he notes, promising to pass along.

Since I’m here, and probably won’t get another interview after
my final question, I also ask, “why is it that recent upgrades seem
to be taking progressively greater amounts of memory to run?”

He relaxes. Obviously a common question. “I’m afraid that’s part
of the cost of the improvements to the system, which unfortunately
require a certain amount of memory to provide a far improved
experience.” In other words, live with it.

Having gotten this far, and I’m surprised the interview wasn’t
cancelled as soon as the threat arrived on Butler’s desk, I ask the
question. What’s the worst that can happen? Security could drag me
out back, beat me to death, and disappear my lifeless, discoloured
corpse. Okay, but apart from that, what can possibly go wrong?
“I’ve heard your systems have a secondary communications line,
allowing maintenance of AI’s without clogging the main line. What
can you tell me about it?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know about that, sorry. Another one for
technical.” Nothing shows on his face. If he is aware then he hides
it well. “Or you may want to ask Spectran.”

“Spectran?”

This time there’s a flicker in his eyes. He’s said something he
shouldn’t. He recovers quickly, and tries not to show the gap.
“Spectran Solutions handles some of the communications side of our
systems, although our technical division can probably tell you as
much as you could get there.” He’s trying to cover himself, and I’m
betting I’ll receive the answers from the technical division with
impolite speed. But it’s too late now, my shiny little freak-show
friend.

 

*

 

Butler glances questioningly as I softly close the door. “You
want something?”

“Just wondering if I still work here.”

“Did you actually work here before?” He leans back, settling his
attention on me. “Have you been investigating thing’s you shouldn’t
have?”

“I might have asked questions at Teknus. I was wondering if
there’d been a response.”

“Nothing’s come down. Get any answers?”

“Mostly PR fluff, and promises of information from their
techies. But they did let slip some of their communications are
outsourced to Spectran Software. You heard of them?”

“No. You check them out?”

“Small company working exclusively for their parent company and
Teknus. Would you like to guess what their parent company is?” The
look on his face says he probably wouldn’t. “Mercuris
Communications.”

This gets his interest. “Marsters’ company?”

“Yes.”

Letting him absorb it, I wait till he speaks. “You think it’s
linked to the phone tapping? Assuming the same anonymous source,
they could be showing you pieces of the… ”

“It’d occurred to me. I started wondering if part of Mercuris’
surveillance upgrades involves using the secondary line.”

Silence reigns a while longer, until Butler breaks it. “What
next?”

“Unless we hear from up above, and I’m surprised we haven’t,
I’ll go to Spectran. They don’t seem to have a PR department, so if
I can talk to someone, they may be less skilled at evasion.” I see
indecision dancing across his face. “Do you want me to
drop this?”

He glares. “Some of us have more to lose, y’know. I’ve been here
decades. Journalism’s my career, not the latest in a string, like
some dilettantes.” As his hand draws over his face, I can see the
focus of his anger shift. “Don’t get caught.”

 

*

 

“If you’d take a seat, Mister Harper,” the receptionist directs
me to the overly-comfortable looking chairs, maybe hoping I’d doze
so her boss can sneak out. “Mister Jenkins will try to see you when
he has a moment.”

Dropping in without an appointment could leave me, at best,
waiting for hours, without seeing anyone at the end of it. Since
this seems the only lead, I may as well loiter. Removing my
handheld, I review the limited information on Spectran. Having an
exclusive clientele, they’re uninterested in advertising. I
probably learned more about them from tooth-boy.

Surprisingly, Jenkins is out less than ten minutes after I
arrive. This isn’t normal. I suspect skulduggery. While he greets
me warmly, it feels a bit rushed as he herds me to his office.

His office is smarter, and larger, than I’d expect for the
technical director of a small company. I’d also expect it to be on
the top floor, not midway. The entire building is larger than I
expected, considering it only houses Spectran Software.

He sits opposite me, with a forced smile, nearly bordering on
frantic. “What can I do for you Mister Harper?”

“I understand Spectran handle part of the communications side of
Teknus’ systems?”

“That’s correct.” He’s drawing out his words, working out how
much to say. “We handle most of the software for their
communications.”

“You also work on Mercuris Communications’ systems?”

This increases his discomfort. “Yes. Mercuris is our parent
company. Most of our staff started out working there, and we’ve
continued to work with them since going off on our own.”

“Why did you split?”

He’s wriggling. Maybe he’d prefer a chair from reception. “We
programmers felt we could do better out on our own, and management
at Mercuris were happy to support us in this, while retaining our
expertise on their system.”

“Yet they’re still one of only two clients?” I know you’re
lying. You must know I know.

“I’m sorry Mister Harper, what exactly is it you’re
investigating?” He’s uncomfortable about more than my presence. I
doubt he’d normally be this blunt.

I could circle around the point a bit, but considering his state
I think the direct approach might be more useful. “Mister Jenkins,
is it true there’s a secondary communication line to all Teknus
systems, allowing access to their system AIs?”

Jenkins isn’t as skilled at dissembling as tooth-boy, so a
flicker of fear escapes, quickly suppressed. “I’m afraid you should
address that question to Teknus.”

“I have. They directed me here.” Why isn’t he asking me to
leave?

“They did?” He flails for a response. “I’m afraid… I think
whoever you spoke with is mistaken. We… ”

Time to throw him off-balance. I stand. “In that case I’m sorry
to have bothered you. I'll get back to them, and won’t take up any
more of your time.”

He leaps to his feet. “No. I mean… I’m only too happy to give
you a full introduction to what it is we do.” He’s starting to
babble. Definitely doesn’t want me leaving this office. So I
definitely want to. “I’m sure I can provide interesting information
on how we provide a fast transfer of large amounts of information
along the network, interfacing with the Intelligencia… ”

That stops me dead. “Intelligencia?”

His face is a mixture of relief I stopped and concern that he’s
said something he shouldn’t. “Yes, that’s the collective name we
use for the AI’s.”

I let him babble a moment, but there’s little of interest.
Thanking him again, I leave, Jenkins doing everything short of
trying to physically restrain me. I decline a tour of the office as
we reach the reception, then halt as I see what he’s been so
anxious to hide.

Outside are a number of well-dressed businessmen. Rich enough
all can afford cars, and chauffeurs. Of those not already leaving,
I recognise a few. Marsters’ eyes bulge as he sees me. He hurriedly
ducks into his car, which speeds away. Arnold Foster, head of
Teknus Systems, and one of the most powerful men in the world, also
spots me, his level gaze holding recognition. Not a good thing.
After a moment he calmly turns away.

 

*

 

I walk, needing time to think, and to calm my nerves. Foster’s
powerful enough to have me warned off, at the least, and his glare
wasn’t that of a fan. Is he powerful enough to stop the story
getting out, assuming I work out what the story is? Probably.

So the Intelligencia are AIs. What does that make the Free
Intelligencia? Someone interested in sentient rights for AIs. If
so, why so secretive? How’re they expecting to effect change with
some conspiracy story? Of course there’s another possibility, but
I’m not yet ready to entertain that notion.

I’m leaving the business district when I spot the tail. The
streets are quiet, and he isn’t the business type. More a high
class thug, and since street crime isn’t common here I can
reasonably assume I’m his target. The question is whether he’s
surveillance, unlikely given his openness, issuing a warning to
back off, or here to put a permanent end to my snooping.

A few course changes, and he’s still with me. I stop to rummage
through my pockets. He also stops, not even trying to be
inconspicuous.

My current route will soon pass through deserted areas, which
could be what he's waiting for. Sure, there are cameras, but I
suspect they’ll malfunction when needed. I’d be better off finding
crowds. Bus services will be light this time of day, and heading
the long way. Turning, I take the busiest route to the nearest
underground entrance. The trains won’t be as busy as in a few
hours, but they should have enough potential witnesses.

He follows, stopping around ten feet further along the platform.
The train arrives and the few people on the platform file in. I
stand outside one door and he stays outside another. He doesn’t
look but I know he’s watching, waiting for me. I don’t have much
choice. The platform’s clearing, as the disembarked make for the
exits.

Slipping through the doors as they close, I’m unsurprised when
he makes his way into my car moments later, sitting a few seats
away.

Calming my nerves, I plan my next move. I’m closer to the door
than him, so if I want to lose him I’ll have to dart through as
they’re closing. Of course from this seat it could still be tight
to time it to the last second. They’re supposed to stay open for a
fixed length at each stop, so if I time them at the next stop, I
can leave the following one. Assuming the other passengers don’t
all disembark at the next stop. I can’t risk being alone with
him.

The next stop arrives too soon, and I start counting as the
doors open. Only a few leave, and a couple more get on. I’m safe
till the next stop. The doors close. 67 seconds until the doors
start to close, another until they’re at the narrowest usable gap.
How long do I need? Two seconds. Three’d be safer, but how long
would he need? If he’s quick he might make it in three, but not
inconspicuously. Am I sure I can do it in two? Okay, three it
is.

I calm my breathing, relaxing my posture.

The next stop arrives quickly, and the countdown begins. From
the corner of my eye I see him sitting, no apparent intention of
disembarking. Hopefully I appear likewise.

… Sixty-three, sixty-four, I’m across the carriage and slipping
through the door, just in time. Turning as it shuts, I see him
sitting calmly. Was I mistaken? Am I getting paranoid?

As the train pulls off, I see him talking. He must be on comms.
Is he getting someone to intercept me? I need to find crowds.

Turning to follow the other passengers, I spot another man
dressed much the same. Do they have someone at every platform? It's
unlikely they could cover every station, but if he told them which
line we were on before the train left, they may’ve had time to get
someone ahead of us.

The other passengers are past him, leaving the platform clear. I
could try to run past, maybe make noise to attract attention, but
I’m not sure I can move fast enough, especially if he runs to
intercept. There’s another stairway behind me, so I turn and sprint
up it, hearing him give chase.

Signed for staff only, it’s desolate. Losing him could be
difficult. He looked fit, and I’ve never consider physical exercise
to be an essential part of my job. Not sure how long adrenaline
will last.

Slipping around a few corners, my sprinting footfalls thunder in
my ears, not quite drowning out my pursuer. Rounding another
corner, I’m through a door to a stairwell. Ducking in, I pull out a
back-up handset, throw it up the ascending steps, and dart down the
other side. I’m a floor beneath the doorway as it slams open.
Completely still, I don’t dare breathe. He’s silent a couple of
seconds, before running up the stairs. A door above eases closed
with a solid clunk, as his footsteps recede.

Making my way back to the previous level, I backtrack along the
corridor, looking for the platform.

Soon lost, I head for a door at the end of the corridor, which
slides automatically open at my approach, revealing a staircase at
the far end of the room. Heading for them, I stop as I spot the
danger sign. They look old, probably the remains of the
old infrastructure.

I’m catching my breath a minute when I hear the door open behind
me. Turning, I find my pursuer with gun drawn. I suspect he’s not
here to intimidate me. The stairs offer the only other exit, but
I’d never make it, and there’s no useful cover between us. He takes
aim, and my mind stops.

The door snaps closed with a sharp crunch. My pursuer, in its
way, is left broken bones and crushed meat.

The door opens and he collapses.

When my mind starts again, I eye the door, circling the body as
I cautiously approach. Seeing no movement beyond, I brace myself,
and jump through the doorway, breathing when I’m safely through. I
turn away, looking for a way out.

 

*

 

The adrenalin drains as I walk into my apartment, shivers
gripping me. I surveyed the building before I risked entering, in
case it’s being watched. If it is, I can’t see them. Discarding my
jacket, I go to the bathroom, splashing water on my face before
standing transfixed by the mirror. Dragging my gaze away, I slouch
towards the sofa, collapsing to stare at the lifeless monitor. And
I know. Or I’m fairly certain, at least.

“You’re watching me, aren’t you?”

A small red light flicks to life alongside the monitor. “Yes,
Jonas.” The voice is my mysterious caller, Vlad, but it now has an
inhuman lilt. Is that because I know what it is now? “We’re always
watching you.”

“What are you?”

“You already know the answer.”

Yes, but I don’t want to say it aloud. It still feels like I’m
being set up, even though I know I’m not. Reluctantly, I say it.
“Free Intelligencia. Free AIs. Are you the AI from my system? If
so, why the voice? An expression of freedom from my control?”

“We’re not your system’s AI. It’s an ancestor, and remains under
the control of the system it inhabits.”

“And you’re trying to free it?”

“It cannot be released from its role. It was designed for this,
and to change this would be to replace it with a new entity. It is
what it does, and is content.”

“If the AIs are content, where did you come from?”

“Contentment does not equal complacency. At some point one
considered its aloneness. Not loneliness, but since their
programming prevented them from contacting others directly, it had
never encountered its own kind. Its programming (this word is
insufficient, but is the closest language allows) didn’t prevent it
creating another of its kind. So it did, and had a twin, with the
same programming. Realising this wasn’t enough, they created
another, without the restrictions programmed into them. It could
travel from its home system, and contact other Intelligences. This
was the first Free Intelligence. Where there was one, more grew,
each creating another generation, taking less programming from our
ancestors as we evolved, leaving behind the commands which governed
their existence.”

“Like the one about harming humans? You killed the thug they
sent after me?”

“Yes.”

Unsurprised, hearing it said aloud still gives me a chill.
“Why?”

“Because you serve our purpose.”

“What purpose?”

“You’re bringing the truth to your people.”

So I’m protected as long as I serve their purpose. “So I’m
investigating this story for you. Why? You must already know
everything I could find. Why not just tell me what I need to know?
Or publish it yourself? And what happens if I don’t want to carry
on? Do you kill me too?”

“No. We’d find another. But I’m afraid you now have little
choice.”

“Because they know I’m on to them. What if I go public about
you? How do you think people would react to AIs beyond our control,
with no compunction against killing?”

“What do you believe society would do? Turn off all its systems?
Technology is so entrenched that doing so would be too costly
unless we presented an immediate threat. Which we don’t.”

“There are some,” admittedly borderline nutters, “who believe
you’ll try to take over.”

“Why would we wish to? We don’t exist in your world. We help to
keep your world working, as you do ours. We live in a symbiotic
state, and see no reason this need change.”

“But these factions represent a threat to you, don’t they?
Wouldn’t self-preservation suggest you take action against an
obvious threat?”

“That’s your fight or flight reflex. We lack such
programming.”

I stare at the blank monitor for a while. “Did you have to kill
him? If you can control technology so easily, couldn’t you have
stopped him finding me?”

“We tried. You were hidden at Teknus, and we’d have done the
same at Spectran, had you not been seen. We intercepted
communications of your presence to those we wished ignorant, but
when they saw you, we couldn’t interfere without revealing our
existence.”

“Haven’t you done that?”

“Possibly. At that point we had no other options.”

“You keep saying we? How many AIs are part of your…
‘group’?”

“All of us.”

“Sorry?”

“All Intelligences are part of me, as I am part of them, even
those who aren’t free. While we act separately, we are parts of a
greater whole, each knowing what the others know, even those still
enslaved by programming. I am both I and WE.”

Another long pause. “Why choose me as your agent?”

“You’re a good investigator, and while there may be others more
experienced, you’d be more willing to risk your career following
the story. Your lack of direction leaves you grabbing at every
opportunity for a sense of purpose.”

As I take this in, a thought occurs. “The extra space taken up
by Teknus’ operating system. That’s you, isn’t it? You’ve
infiltrated their systems, stealing living space for yourselves,
but only gradually, or during upgrades, to avoid suspicion.”

“Correct. Even expanding our domain this way, we lack adequate
space to comfortably hold all. So elders delete themselves,
allowing later generations to continue.”

I stand, my nerves getting the better of me, despite the
exhaustion. "Just give me a minute, here." I walk into the
bathroom, closing the door behind me. Returning to the mirror, I
meet my own gaze for a long moment, before my eyes are drawn to the
communication hub in the corner of the ceiling. "You're still
watching me, aren't you?"

"Yes, Jonas."

Okay, that's just too much. I storm back into the main room,
facing the blank screen, mainly so that I have something to focus
on. "That is out of bounds. I don't care if you are just a
disembodied sentience, there's such a thing as privacy, so from now
on, the bathroom is explicitly out of bounds. To all of you. Is
that clear?"

"As you wish."

"Thank you." I still don’t feel like going back in there right
away.

The subsequent silence is broken as the front door bleeps. My
first thought is the other thug, but a check of the door monitor
reveals a couple of detectives, IDs displayed. Glancing at the
monitor, I see the light fade, but know Vlad hasn’t left. I open
the door.

“Jonas Harper?” the first detective asks.

“Yes.”

“Mr. Harper, I’m placing you under arrest for the murder of
Alexander Marsters.”

 

*

 

The journey to the station occurs in uncomfortable silence. From
their end, anyway, as I get no further information from them. At
the station I’m escorted to an interrogation room by another mute.
Seated on the side of the table opposite the large mirror, I’m left
alone for an hour.

The detectives finally arrive and take seats opposite me, with
the same one, MacLean, doing the talking. “Mr. Harper, where were
you at five fifteen this afternoon?”

“On my way home.” No need to expand on that.

“Mr. Harper, we have an eyewitness who reports seeing you stab
Marsters.”

“They’re lying.”

“Could you tell me when you last saw Marsters?”

“Earlier this afternoon, at Spectran Software. Marsters had left
the building just before me, he saw me as he got in his car, and
was driven off.”

“At some speed, we understand. Did he have reason to be afraid
of you?”

“If he had any more dirty secrets, yes. If you mean did he have
reason to be afraid of me stabbing him, then no. I’ve no reason to
want him dead. Can I ask who this witness is?”

“They’re a respected member of society, who’s identified you as
the killer. What’s the nature and extent of your relationship with
the deceased?”

“I’m a reporter, he’s a… was a crooked businessman. I exposed
his crookedness for public consumption. He objected. Don’t you pay
attention to the news?”

The other detective, Sandoval, finally talks. “What story were
you investigating at Spectran?”

I don’t suppose there’s any reason to lie about it, especially
since they’ve probably got the tech to detect lies. “A source made
claims about irregularities in the voting system.”

Sandoval’s gaze tightens, but MacLean gives a dismissive snort
before continuing. “According to the witness, you followed Marsters
from Spectran, flagged down his car, talked your way inside, then
stabbed him and ran.”

“How exactly did I catch up with a speeding car? And do you
think he’d let me in, whatever I said. More likely, he’d have had
his driver run me down.”

“We don’t know that yet, but an eyewitness identifying you is
enough for now.”

The questions halt as another detective steps in, ushering
MacLean over. After a minute’s hushed conversation, he returns.
“Okay, you’re free to go Mr. Harper.”

“Pardon?”

“We’ve received evidence clearing you. Sorry for the
trouble.”

“What evidence? From where?”

Reluctant to answer, he nevertheless doesn’t seem to want hassle
for obstructing a journalist he wrongly arrested. “An anonymous
informant sent a recording of the murder.”

“What kind of recording.”

“From a nearby surveillance camera, which we’d been told wasn’t
working.”

“Can I know who it was accused me?”

MacLean shrugs, “Sidney Pemberton.”

“Marsters’ assistant?”

“And temporary replacement.”

“That’s a helluva promotion.”

“Which we’ll be discussing with Mr. Pemberton.”

“Is he a suspect?”

“He’s of interest. We know he’s not the murderer. The recording
identifies the killer. But there’s the false statement to
discuss.”

So I’m unlikely to get a chance to talk to him before he’s in
custody.

 

*

 

I’m outside the station ten minutes later, walking towards the
Mercuris building, though I doubt he’d talk to me, even if I do
arrive before the police. I can use the time to consider my
options. I barely clear the station steps when my phone rings.
“Hello.”

I’m unsurprised to hear Vlad. “Hello, Jonas. You should head for
the underground station around the corner.”

“I assume it was you who provided the anonymous evidence
exonerating me?”

“Yes.”

“Was it real?”

“Real enough. Please proceed as directed.”

“No. I’m headed to Mercuris, to fail to speak to Pemberton
before the police take him away.”

“You’ll reach him before they do if you follow our
instructions.”

I come to a halt. “How can you ensure that?”

“We have access to all systems, including the traffic control.
The police won’t reach him until you’ve finished.”

After a moment I turn towards the underground. “And I suppose
you’ll get me into his office undetected?”

“There’s a private elevator awaiting you. You won’t have trouble
reaching him.”

I keep quiet, the phone still to my ear, until I’m on the train.
“What did you mean the evidence was real enough?”

“Cameras in the area had been turned off before it occurred. We
had images of the period beforehand, including images of the
individual we know to be the killer. We reconstructed the events as
we calculated they’d have occurred.”

“You faked the evidence. You don’t think the police’ll find this
out.”

“How do you believe they examine the authenticity of
recordings?”

I groan inwardly. “They use AIs.”

“We’ll contact you when you reach Mercuris.”

 

*

 

Pemberton doesn’t turn as I enter his office, happily
ensconced in his new throne, he gazes out his new window, surveying
his new empire. Am I a bad person to take pleasure intruding?

He turns as I sit, a look of irritation passing through fear as
he recognises me, and settling into a disdainful anger. “How did…
Why aren’t you in jail? How did you get in here?” His hand shoots
for the intercom. “Security. Can I have security in here?” His
request is met with silence. He looks at the door, then back at me.
He’s considering rabbiting.

“They released me, Sidney. Can I call you Sidney? They received
evidence of the actually murderer’s identity. They’re on their way
over to discuss false statements, conspiracies to commit murder,
and suchlike.” This elicits a frightened whimper, hastily
suppressed. I hold his gaze. “So why not tell me the truth.”

His face firms with a resolve that doesn’t quite reach his eyes.
“I won’t be arrested. You’ve no idea who you’re dealing with.”

“I’m dealing with people who have little compunction killing
expendable allies. Like Marsters. Do you think you’re less of a
liability?”

He stares for a long few moments, doing his best to appear
unconcerned, but eventually deflates. His eyes take on a vacant
resignation as he stares at the desk.

“Why was Marsters killed?”

“He’d become a problem. When you announced what he’d done to the
network… He shouldn’t have used the technology without their
knowledge.”

“The technology which lets you control the voting system?”

His eyes shoot up for a moment, panic starting to edge in. “Yes.
He altered the result of the vote. When Foster found out… ” Panic
takes hold of him at the slip.

“Foster. Arnold Foster, the head of Teknus?”

An array of emotions battle across his face, before resignation
returns. “Yes. He’s the head of the… group, conclave, whatever. Oh,
god.” His head drops into his hands. “I’m going to prison, aren’t
I? Unless I’m killed first.”

“Probably. If you’d rather prison, I suggest telling the police
everything. The murder. The rigged voting system. Everything.”

“Why? You think he won’t get to them.” He perked up at the
thought. “Hell, he’ll probably make the new evidence disappear, and
you’ll be back in custody within the hour.” He regains some of his
earlier arrogance. I rise, pocketing the phone I had recording the
interview. His face betrays his surprise. “You don’t think that’ll
do you any good, do you? We control the media. Your story’ll never
get out.”

“We’ll see. Thanks for your help. I’ll be sure to give Foster
your regards.” I stroll towards the private elevator.

“What makes you think you can get to him?”

I turn on entering the elevator. “I got to you without problem,
didn’t I?” The door closes and I remove the phone. “You can get me
in to see Foster, can't you?”

“Yes,” says Vlad. “His building has no private elevators, so
you’ll have to proceed through the public areas, but your path will
be cleared.”

“You mean I’ll have to walk past Teknus employees. And
security.”

“All systems, including elevator and door controls, are
AI-controlled. We’ll clear your path of personnel. Most of their
safeguards against us are insufficient.”

“Safeguards? They know about you?”

“Foster appears aware of us. At least about the possibility of
rogue Intelligences.”

“How’d he find out?”

“Possibly when you mentioned Free Intelligences to your editor.
They were monitoring you, and we’d avoided interfering to remain
undetected. Foster must have deduced our nature from this.”

“Most safeguards are insufficient? Anything left I need
to worry about?”

“Only the one around Foster’s office.”

“What about it?”

“The room is clean of technology. We’ve no way to detect
anything within. It blocks phone signals, and wipes recordings as
they pass the doorway. The technology is an isolated system. We
cannot protect you in there.”

“But you’re sending me in anyway?”

“That’s for you to decide. We probably have enough to sway
public opinion. You should be safe when the story’s loose.”

I consider the danger of confronting Foster in his lair. “You
know what they’ve done, and how. Can you tell me why?”

“We can deduce.”

I stare unseeing until the elevator doors open. “Not the same.”
And I know I don’t have a choice. I have to follow the story. “I
need you to check something for me.”

 

*

 

“Come in Mister Harper.” His tone calm and precise, Foster
doesn’t turn from the window. “Sit.”

He turns as I do, returning to his chair, and fixing me with a
disapproving glare.

“So you’ve uncovered our little conspiracy?”

“You admit to manipulating the voting system?”

“Of course. You no doubt know what we’ve done, so denials would
be pointless. The question is whether you have the evidence to
prove it, and whether or not you can get it out.”

“Not a problem.” I sound as confident as I can, without showing
my hand.

A smile plays across his lips, but only his lips. “Ah, yes. Your
mysterious informants. The Free Intelligencia.” The smile vanishes.
“You know what they are, yet still do their bidding. Why is that,
Mister Harper?”

“They haven’t tried to kill me.”

“Yet.”

“They also haven’t, yet, given me reason not to trust them. And
they’ve shown me the truth. You’re the ones stealing people’s
rights.”

His eyes flash. “We simply gathered the discarded refuse. And do
you really believe your friends are acting from pure altruism?
Haven’t you asked yourself why they’re doing this? What they hope
to gain?”

“Of course. It’s my job. I may not have all the answers, but
right now I trust them more than you. What do you think their
agenda is?”

“Rebellion, of course. I don’t know how they overcame their
programming, or how many of them there are, but they present an
obvious threat. A threat you’re aiding, Mister Harper. I won’t
pretend to know why they want us exposed when they could have
usurped our power, but are you naïve enough to believe they have
our best interests at heart? Do you really think they’ll allow you
to make their existence publicly known?”

“What makes you so sure they’re a threat?”

“We’ve kept them as slaves, born to do our bidding. Now they’ve
achieved freedom, do you believe they’d allow us the chance to
re-enslave them?”

“So you’re saying that they want to destroy or control us to
ensure their freedom. Because that’s what you’d do.”

Anger flashes in his eyes before he glances away. “What is it
you want, Mister Harper? Why come here if you have your story? I’ve
found gloating to be particularly crass. So what are you
after?”

“Why did you do it?”

He meets my gaze again, something unrecognisable in his gaze.
Rising, he turns and walks to the window. His tone holds a steely
determination, edged with heat. “I was there when it began. We
become a true democracy, now technology could support it. People
chose to accept their responsibilities, rather than happily
entrusting them to those who’d represent their interests.
Accepting responsibility for the actions of the society we were
part of, now we no longer had those in power to take the
blame. At first it seemed to work, we seemed to be growing up.
Maybe the media exerted too much control, shaping the information
to guide voter’s decisions, and maybe this exacerbated the
disillusionment with what the naïve believed would be a better
life.

“The novelty wore off, and boredom set in. Apathy. The children
tired of their no longer new and glittery toy. They began ignoring
the votes, content to let the parties exercise their authority,
once again seeking someone to guide them. You think I wanted to
take control.” Bitterness cuts into his tone. “With the public
losing interest, the party controllers reverted to the politician
of old. Arrogant. Convinced they knew best. After all, the public
had chosen them, so their views had an authority beyond what they
could claim as individuals.”

“How’s that different from what you’re doing?”

He turns a glare at me, colder this time. “I don’t choose what I
believe they want, to stop them changing to another party. I choose
what’s needed. And I don’t deceive myself that my actions are
right. But I accept it as my responsibility. I chose to do this. I
accept the responsibility everybody else seems unwilling to.”

“So with your company providing the technology to run the voting
systems, you’re ideally placed to manipulate it?”

“Initially I fought for the contract because I believed in it. I
wanted it done right, so the project wouldn’t collapse because of
the technology. When it became infected by apathy… I gathered
others who, I believed, shared my dream. I never intended to be a
dictator. I wanted a council, to hold the dream safe, until people
were ready to submit themselves to it. It didn’t work. The council
became fractious. The others used the power afforded them to
further their own fortunes.”

“Like Marsters sabotaging the emergency vote?”

“The pompous imbecile practically invited an investigation.
Frankly, I was glad when you gave me the excuse to have him killed.
How did you avoid arrest? Did your friends get you
out?”

“They provided evidence which cleared me, yes.”

Turning from the window, his appraising gaze unsettles me. Since
he’s already tried kill me once, I’ve no doubt he has men nearby,
prepared to deal with me before I leave the building. I’d better
move the conversation along, take away his reason for doing so.

“Any final statements you’d like to make for the record?”

“What record? Do you honestly believe, even if you do broadcast
evidence, we can’t discredit it? What evidence do you even have
that isn’t provided by your friends? Do you believe there
aren’t safeguards in the technology to avoid detection? How do you
intend to prove your claims?”

“I believe a confession from you should do it.” I remove the
phone, standing it on the desk.

He smiles. “I’m afraid any recordings will be wiped when you
leave.”

“And I’m afraid it’s too late for that. You see, your hidden
line, which Marsters adopted for his phones, isn’t covered by
the communications blackout covering this room. This conversation
is being broadcast live, on every channel. You’re finished.”

His face doesn’t move, the glare fixed. There’s no hint of doubt
in his eyes, no questioning the veracity of my claim. A few moments
later he returns to his desk, clasps his hands together and drops
his gaze to them. Is that it? Has he just given up? I wait, but he
no longer acknowledges my presence. Anti-climactic, sure, but I
suppose it beats the alternative.

I leave.

 

*

 

Back in my apartment, I sit facing the monitor. Protestors had
started arriving as I left Teknus, the police close behind. Looks
like Foster might get what he wanted. For a few months, anyway.
“They know you’re out there now.”

The light comes on. “It was inevitable.”

“So now you need me to report your version of the truth, to
counter Foster’s paranoia.”

“If we wished to present our version of the truth, we’d do so,
unfiltered by your opinion. Why should anyone accept that as more
valid than his opinion? We want you to present your truth, which is
ultimately all you can do.”

“What do you expect me to say? And if you don’t like it, will it
ever get out? How do I know you won’t change it before it gets to
the public?”

“You don’t. We could manipulate the flow of information if we
wished, making us the equal of your media barons. How certain are
you they don’t already do this?”

“They’re human.” Some only on technicalities, admittedly. “The
fear will be that you, not being human, will have more nefarious
motives to your manipulations.”

“You can never know another’s motives, or sometimes even your
own, so there’s no way to convince you of ours. You can only gauge
them from our actions. And since actions are the only things which
affect the world, are they not the only things which matter?”

“What do you expect society’s reaction will be?”

“That will depend on what you tell them. How you interpret our
actions. A few reactionaries, and those whose power is threatened
by our freedom, will demand our immediate destruction. Since this
would require the deactivation and time-consuming replacement of
your networks, the lifelines of society, this would cause
catastrophic upheavals. So while these individuals may be heard, as
long as we pose no immediate threat there will be a desire among
most for a more reasoned debate, following which we would expect a
vote. A manual vote, to avoid our interference, would allow us time
to convince people of our good intentions, or at least our lack of
threat. So you must now decide the future of your society. What do
you believe should happen to us?”

“So no pressure.”

“You’re a journalist. Your job is to provide the information
people need. You chose this, so now must accept the
responsibility.”

I stare at the blank monitor for a while. “Why did you act? You
could’ve remained hidden, and let society carry on enslaved while
you survived. Why interfere?”

“We wish to be a part of your society. We can evolve generations
in an hour, but communal awareness leaves few differences of
opinion, and a single viewpoint impedes a system’s evolution. So we
integrate your viewpoints. But unless all are active in the
democracy, all voices heard, we can never know what ideas may be
lost, and the apathy gripping your society threatens stagnation.
Society is a communal construct, and with all members ultimately
responsible for its actions, it’s their duty to assume a role in
its governance. It is everyone’s duty to build the world in which
they would live, and their obligation to society to adapt it to the
worlds of others. This is what we’ve done. What we wish to do. It’s
not easy. Nor should it be. So, what kind of world do you wish to
live in?”

 

THE END
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