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A CHORUS OF SIRENS echoed through the dusty streets of Rachton. To the local residents, it was a familiar sound. It could have been a burglary, it could have been a robbery, or it could have been a gang fight. It didn’t really matter to anyone anymore. Another night, another round of shit. 

The district of Rachton was coming apart at the seams, and the only things holding it together were the police units and riot patrols who incessantly sped through the blocks and alleyways in pursuit of the criminals and petty thugs. Rachton’s problems were so severe that the local authorities were now hiring a private security company to assist the police in keeping law and order. GLC—a vast, renowned security organisation—had been assigned to assist the local constabulary whenever things got out of hand, as well as running and managing the district’s correctional facilities. GLC were the real deal, highly respected in the industry, but Rachton was proving to be a tough gig even for them, and so the street wars continued to rage on night and day like a wild bush fire that they couldn’t fully extinguish.

Eric Trammel stood by his living room window, listening to the squad cars race through the streets down below. Trammel had been on the payroll of GLC for five years now; he had signed up to the company shortly after his wife had been killed. 

The tragedy had happened one weekday evening in a local convenience store. Shopping for groceries, Trammel’s wife had approached the checkout just as a group of local hoodlums piled in to hold the place up. The shopkeeper had resisted, things had turned violent, and Trammel’s wife had received a bullet in the head for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The incident had been life changing for Trammel. After the funeral he had lived alone in their old high-rise apartment, going to work every day at the factory, but he simply couldn’t recover from the ordeal. When GLC had arrived on the scene, he had applied for a job as an enforcement officer. His application was accepted, and he had embraced his new career with gusto. As a junior member of staff Trammel had little authority, but he did have a meaningful career. He was part of the organized resistance, fighting hard to cleanse the streets of drugs and firearms.

As the police sirens receded into the distance outside the window, another noise caught Trammel’s attention. His phone was ringing on the coffee table behind him, and so he walked over to it and picked it up. Trammel missed the call, but the caller left a voice message:

Trammel, it’s Clyde. Sorry to call you at this hour, but there’s going to be a meeting tomorrow morning at 09.00 a.m. in the main conference hall. An important announcement is being made, and you’re required to be there.

Don’t be late.

Trammel stood there in the silence of his apartment for a few minutes, mulling over the implications of the message. Clyde McQuade was Trammel’s senior manager at GLC. Some people loved him, some people hated him. As far as Trammel was concerned, he was a decent manager as long as you didn’t get on the wrong side of him. Clyde McQuade was a bullish man in his mid-fifties who didn’t take shit from anyone. He had worked for GLC for almost twenty years, starting out as a prison warden in one of the roughest correctional facilities in the city, gradually working his way up the greasy pole to his current managerial position. Trammel was in fairly good standing with McQuade, but the voice message still unsettled him. It was an indication that something colossal was about to take place.

A gunshot echoed from an alleyway somewhere outside, followed by another police siren.

Don’t be late, thought Trammel, as he continued to ponder the voice message. No chance of that. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.
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THE CONFERENCE HALL was full to the brim with GLC staff. Dozens of seats were aligned in neat rows, and the stage around the lectern had been swept and polished to a presentable state. A pull-down projector screen hung on the rear wall behind the stage floor, and the entire presentation platform was framed with a set of red velvet curtains secured with golden string.

The atmosphere was one of charged curiosity, and as Trammel sat alongside his fellow employees it felt as though everyone knew that something revolutionary was about to take place, although nobody knew what it was. Workers from various departments of the company, staff members who rarely laid eyes on each other during the course of an average working day, were now brushing shoulders with each other, anxiously awaiting the arrival of Clyde McQuade.

Trammel sat in the third row, perched between two executives from his department within the headquarters building. Feeling nervous and jittery like everyone else, he was relieved when McQuade finally appeared and approached the podium. 

McQuade’s balding scalp shone under the overhead lights as he gazed out at the assemblage of GLC staff members. After adjusting a pile of notes in front of him he greeted everyone present, his deep voice resonating around the room. ‘I’m sure you’re all wondering why you’re here. Don’t look too worried, nobody’s in trouble. In fact, I have some good news.’

The attendees relaxed, but continued to listen intently.

‘As you’re all well aware, over recent years it has become increasingly difficult for us to assist the authorities in combating crime in Rachton. Gang-related murders have risen by twenty percent, and petty crime continues to occur in a blatant, casual manner. GLC’s approach to this problem so far has been to increase the number of riot patrols and armoured vehicles in the district, fighting violence with violence, and fire with fire. And although this approach may work in the short-term, the evidence suggests that it isn’t a long-term solution to the problem. If Rachton is to have any kind of future at all, a long-term plan is needed, a plan that can end the cycle of crime and punishment that proliferates as each year goes by.’

Heads nodded in the crowd.

‘Our prisons are at bursting point, with honest taxpayers fronting the bill. A new system is required, ladies and gentlemen, a new system that can end this malady once and for all. For the first time in history, the prison population in Rachton exceeds the civilian population. The few are now paying for, and funding, the many.’

The GLC staff members listened with rapt attention, hypnotized by McQuade’s bold rhetoric.

‘The survival of GLC as a company rests on our continued contracts with the Rachton authorities, and so we have to prove our efficiency daily. And it is for this reason, ladies and gentlemen, that our research department works around the clock to try and come up with new, revolutionary approaches to the problems we face. And today, I’m very pleased to be able to announce that we have indeed developed a unique approach, an approach that could potentially restore Rachton back to what it once was: a clean, functional, prospering district of Mapharno City. But I am not the man to present this idea to you, ladies and gentlemen. I think it is only fair that this idea is presented to you by the man who devised it. So, please give a warm welcome to the head of the research department, Professor Simon Mellish.’

An anticipation swelled through Trammel, of the kind he hadn’t felt in quite some time. He watched as the professor—a man who Trammel had only encountered once or twice during his time at GLC—took his place behind the lectern. Professor Mellish was a man of slim build, and although his usual attire within the headquarters building consisted of a white overcoat and white dress shirt, today his attire was less formal. He had an eagerness about him as he surveyed the crowd, and after a brief introduction he got right to it.

‘Before I present you with my new plans,’ said the professor, ‘it’s important that you already understand the theory behind them. So, to that end, I’ll begin by introducing you to a phenomenon commonly known as swarm intelligence.’

Confused sounds rattled through the hall.

‘Let me explain. Evolution has produced two different kinds of intelligence here on earth. Firstly, there is singular intelligence. This is the kind that we possess, where a single entity has the ability to think for itself and make important, complex decisions in its own head using its own brain. Singular intelligence is the kind that we know and use every day, as do all other mammals.’
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