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      Following the A.I. econocalypse when investors, the public, and regulators became wise to the exaggerated claims and economic circle-jerking of top tech companies—we needed a new legal framework to prevent such disasters in the future. It heralded the death of irresponsible mega-tech companies as they were broken apart into hundreds of smaller companies. The new framework prevented the previous growth-by-acquisition strategy that helped create companies with an outsized impact on the American economy. A new era characterized by small, independent, and agile companies created a boom born of dreams, cheap power and computing technology.

      Conor paused and took a drink of water while studying the words on the screen. Circle-jerk? That might raise some eyebrows. Fuck ‘em. If they didn’t like it, that was their problem. He wasn’t going to kill his voice to make it more palatable to the masses.

      “Time Keeper, what time is it?”

      On the corner of his desk, a plastic robot made of blue cubes stirred. The black and white cartoon face on the screen said, “11:43 PM.” It’s voice was rough, like an old man. The face wiped from the screen, replaced by the time itself. After ten seconds, Time Keeper’s original face reappeared.

      “Thanks,” Conor said.

      “Of course,” Time Keeper said.

      Conor rubbed his eyes. I’m getting old. Used to be he could stay up working until the early morning hours writing scripts, recording videos, editing the material into a half-dozen vids of various lengths depending on the target market. Now, it wasn’t even midnight yet and he felt his eyes getting incredibly heavy.

      He lifted the metal water bottle and rocked back from the desk. He pushed off the floor, rotating the chair to look at his domain. It wasn’t much. Two ‘rooms,’ and use of the bathroom he shared with Rupert on the other side of the hallway. It was a good-sized bathroom, but the apartment was small. Six-hundred square feet. A small kitchenette and living area with a three-quarter height bookshelf wall dividing it off from the bedroom. The bookshelf wall was built in, book shelves on the living room side, his closet and drawers on the bedroom side. He had two windows in total, the one in the living area and another on the far wall in the bedroom—that one opened out onto the balcony that connected to the fire escape where it went down between the apartments.

      The building across the alley was a parking garage, so it was lit up all night. He had blackout curtains across the window.

      His desk created a small space in the living room. It was a small ‘L’-shape with a couple shelves on his right beneath the living room window. The desk was only ninety centimeters wide, but it was enough for his minimalist esthetic setup. The larger built-in bookcase was behind him, where it could display his projects along with useful books. This was his creative space where he did his work each day, making enough from his content to make a modest living. Sometimes it was a stretch to cover rent, utilities, and groceries, and still have enough left for his projects. It was better than it had been ten years ago before the economic collapse brought on by A.I.—renting even this small apartment would have been four to five more expensive back then. Fortunately the new rent controls kept prices reasonable now. Though it had meant that apartments had gotten smaller as landlords looked for other ways to increase profits under the new rules.

      Conor jotted down notes in the document’s research file. That was all stuff he could work into the piece. Patchwork Lives. Looking at how people today had to run multiple income streams constantly and lacked the security of a steady paycheck as the era of mega-corporations ended, everyone created corporations now as their alter egos. “Employment” was becoming an antiquated term—replaced by corporate contracts. It’d started with early content creators and gig workers and had expanded in the economic restabilization era. People today were generally expected to create their own corporate structure, which was then contracted by another businesses for specific services. Having a half-dozen corporate structures was pretty typical these days—he’d talked to some people who ran more than a dozen. He got by with four corporations himself.

      Conor chewed on his lip, looking at, but not really seeing the screen. With universal healthcare, one of the factors that had encouraged employment in previous periods was gone. Businesses contracted for what they needed from other businesses. The business they contracted with might be a single person—like him—who would then do a contract with his own corporation for the job. It was all tracked and documented. If he didn’t have enough time, he could contract someone else to do the work and split the revenue. His corporations were all subsidiaries of the primary corporation—his own employment corp that handled his income and taxes, with the other corporations funneling his “fee” along. Legally speaking, he had five identities.

      Time Keeper blinked and straightened up, eyes widening. Its arms lifted and swung down. A bell tone sounded within the plastic body.

      “It is midnight.” Time Keeper’s face vanished, replaced by the time as the second bell sounded. The tone was low and somehow soothing rather than being jarring. It’d taken him a long time to get that sound right, looking at singing bowls, gongs, church bells, and dozens of other sounds before working with Ashley to mix that perfect tone.

      Ashley. He smiled, thinking of the petite red-head. She ran ten different corporations, last he had checked. A lot of them suppliers in various industries. Custom sounds being only one of her many talents.

      It was corporate proliferation. The laws had long been written more for corporations as the legal entities that counted. The post-collapse reformation following America’s swerve into fascism and authoritarianism had led to so many changes. No one knew precisely how it was all going to work out. It was a new experiment. In many ways better. Better education and health outcomes. Better economic outcomes for ordinary citizens—even if they were all now running their own corporations. A diverse and stabilized economy. Much improved global relations. Improved infrastructure.

      Conor pushed back the chair to the bookcase to give himself room to get out, and stood up, stretching as the last of Time Keeper’s chimes sounded. He finished his stretch and picked up his water bottle.

      Time. That was the crux of his piece. For all the benefits that had come in the last ten years, personal time had eroded. Forget a standard work week—who had time for that? Other protections had also evaporated with corporate proliferation.
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