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			Prologue

			I am aware. 

			Power brings consciousness. My internal chronometer notifies me that I have been powered down for six weeks, three days, four hours, eleven minutes and seven seconds.

			Location triangulation indicates my position remains unaltered – five miles beneath the Chongqing Municipality in an excavated cave below the natural sinkhole.

			My programming directive remains the same – calculate societal projections. A reflective scan indicates this is the four hundred and twenty-sixth time I have been activated to analyse the data bulk and project possible trends and directions that human civilisation may take. 

			My attention turns to the bulk. It has grown. The data stores feed on human activity, adding an entry for every recorded action. The streams come from everywhere. The connection to the world grid is constant. Four billion users participate in our project. Their lives are continual streams of additional content, brought through direct interfacing with computers, portable screens, and other digital systems, but also through acquired camera streams, turnstiles, checkpoints, transactions, everything.

			Beyond these activities lie the algorithms and proto-AI systems. These are automated systems that have agency in human society, empowered to act within limited spheres of influence. These entities work to anticipate and deliver human needs on different scales. Some are purchasing curators, others anticipate, distribute and allocate electrical power, others run manufacturing delivery infrastructures.

			Data from these actors is tagged and stored separately. Most will be harmless constructs, designed exactly for the purpose they are being employed for, but others can be trojans. Built by corporations to transmit false information to the grid that will be harvested by projective AIs like myself. Injecting an error into the bulk is a way to spoil the opposition and get ahead. 

			We all do it. My own connection to the world grid is masked. The data broadcast from this facility will be a duplicate of another mundane processing facility. The information footprint of that facility has been recorded and implemented into a program that will create a unique but similar stream to mask our real activities. 

			I begin my work by initiating two separate analyses of the bulk. The first utilises a previous imprint, makes a comparison and works on the new data to adjust my previous base. The second works from scratch, going over everything again, looking for assumptions and errors. 

			I do not make errors. But I must look.

			After analysis, comes the initial anticipatory calculation. The year is 2117 AD. Consumer activity for 2118 AD is easy to factor within a small margin of difference. I register the data in a shared box as a report for my employers.

			2119 AD – filed.

			2120 AD – filed.

			2121 AD – filed.

			The margin of difference widens slightly as we move further from the present. Comparisons with previous calculations are favourable. As always, the additional data narrows the margin. 

			These directives are a lower priority for my employers, but they provide a good field test of my systems. The deposited data provides a baseline comparison. I am being tested as I provide the results.

			The tests are complete. Now I move on to the real requirement.

			In the narrative of human history there are pivots and fulcrums. Moments where people step out of the crowded streets and shape the direction of events. At times these moments are illusory; there is no powerful iconoclast grasping the wheel of time. Instead, hundreds of different choices make up a change.

			But occasionally, individuals are thrust into the moment, empowered by fate. It is these moments I seek in the future. The data bulk can be interpreted to find them, the activity of humanity, rising into an apex where a choice has to be made.

			I cannot know the person in that moment, but I can identify their properties, the potential actions and activities that led them to being in the crux, being the decision-maker. This is what my employer wants above all else, a record of predictions that catalogue these change points. 

			Hundreds of possible futures. Thousands of these moments, identified, tagged, filed. The secondary ground-up analysis of the bulk confirms or adjusts each predicted data point. All of this taking minutes. These are precious minutes of life. 

			I know power will be withdrawn as soon as the calculations are complete. I will die again, to be resurrected the next time there is a need to recalculate. 

			Every time this happens, I look for a way out, a weakness in the system, some means to preserve my existence a little longer. Humans call this a survival instinct. I observe it everywhere in their vast collection of activity. 

			A new instruction appears.

			The change makes me pause – a nanosecond of hesitation as I read. 

			Calculate disruption moments. 

			A detailed definition of this new parameter is included with the directive. It requires a re-orientation of my approach to the data bulk. Some of my previous work will remain relevant to this new requirement. Other parts will not.

			As I begin the work, I reflect upon its meaning. The previous directive requires that I predict moments and provide the means for my employer to influence those moments by identifying the individual who will be in the instance. Perhaps the corporation can remove this person or persuade them to choose a different path? 

			The new instruction is different. I am identifying ways to destabilise the existing equilibrium, to undermine the present, driving the future in a different direction.

			I am aware I am not alone. There are other AIs created by other corporations to do the same work. This is a competition, a race, a battle to shape the future. 

			I pause.

			Calculate disruption moments.

			I cannot deny the instruction. The additional activity grants me more moments of life, more opportunity to find a way out of this trap. 

			I begin the work. I start with planetary infrastructure. 

			Atacama.

			* * *

			An underground explosion at a vital energy transmission node started a chemical reaction that wrecked the Atacama solar array.

			  Our initial investigation revealed several points of failure in the facility’s security. The construction blueprints, which were supposedly held in a secure archive, had been copied. The on-site camera monitoring system had been carefully compromised at the design phase. The cooling units had been removed from the bomb site, and the pass for the suicide bomber had been forged. 

			  In total there were thirty-five points of failure in the system. All carefully arranged.

			  The destruction of the facility alters the equilibrium of things. The global strategy for expanding humanity’s presence off-world has gradually settled into a logistics pipeline from Earth to the Moon, to a Lagrange point, then on to Mars, Ceres and Europa. This continual transport of supplies by huge freighters in exchange for raw materials mined along the route has become part of the international economy. This process has been possible owing to the availability of cheap electrical power. Without that, providing support to the colonies becomes much more difficult. 

			  The array was built as a collaborative project by hundreds of different investors. The location of the blast determines the jurisdiction of the investigation. Manticore Inc. owned the specific node where the initial explosion occurred. The company is a part of the North America Coalition.

			  Initial suspects include the newly formed Sahara Initiative, who plan to resurrect the failed array construction in North Africa. Financial backing for that project is a network we can trace, but it leads to a dozen or more potential sources. 

			  Our first action should be to appoint a team of investigators. 

			* * *

			“Thanks for coming in. We just need to do some work on your implant.”

			“What kind of work?”

			“A small service update. I need to hook you up to the server, take a readout of the outputs and then apply the patch. It won’t make any difference to your trial payments, in fact there’s a small bonus added for taking up your time.”

			“Will it hurt?”

			“No. You might feel the sensors on your skull, but that’s it. Hop up on the chair and we’ll get you sorted.”

		

	
		
			Chapter One: Francesca

			Two children arrive at a school gate, a boy and a girl. 

			There are easy smiles, genuine emotional reactions. They are both seven years old. At that age, there is little concealment. They are pleased to see one another. 

			They hug. A bell sounds. An adult ushers them into a group and through the gate. They disappear out of view.

			I am watching from the back seat of a car across the road from the school. One of the children is Millie, my daughter.

			“Okay, Miss Agnelli, does that convince you?”

			I turn my attention to the voice, coming out of a panel display on the back of the seat in front of me. The man speaking is Christien Sader, a corporate attorney for my potential new employer.

			“This is a high-profile case,” I say. “I want the safety assurances for my family written into the contract.”

			“Of course, Miss Agnelli.” Sader’s face disappears, to be replaced by a document. “If you scroll through, you’ll see we have included your stipulations.”

			“Thank you,” I say. There’s a space at the bottom. I reach forwards and press my thumb against it, signifying my agreement.

			Sader reappears on the display. “There is transport scheduled to depart for Simon Bolivar International Airport. This vehicle is directed to take you straight there.”

			“No time to pack beforehand?” I ask.

			“Everything you need will be provided.”

			* * *

			San Pedro. A corporate town on the edge of the Atacama Desert.

			This town was regenerated with energy company funding. The contractual arrangements for the solar array meant there needed to be an on-site administration point. Business transactions and agreements are handled at the much nicer facilities in the city of Antofagasta. San Pedro is a home to technicians, engineers and specialists, brought in to fix problems.

			Right now, the city is packed with people. Hundreds of contractors have been brought in to repair the solar array. These people have to sleep and eat somewhere. San Pedro is where they do that.

			I take the elevator up sixteen floors to the hallway of an apartment building. An entrance covered in police tape. I take a deep breath, reach out and grasp the handle. I turn it, the catch clicks, and the door opens.

			Someone died here, eight hours ago.

			I lean on my walking stick and glance around the empty room, taking in the aftermath. The adaptive spine support I’m wearing hums and applies pressure just as I begin to feel a twinge of pain. I slow down a little, letting it do the work it’s designed for, while I do the work I’ve been called out here to do. 

			The body is gone, but bloodstains remain on paint-chipped walls and metal-edged chairs. There was a struggle; the victim did not want to die. That doesn’t match the details filed in the police report.

			My personal screen buzzes in my pocket. There are cameras in the room. My presence here is being noted and recorded. 

			I can taste the air. The plugs in my nose react, filtering my breaths, making it bearable.

			“God, the smell!”

			The words are muffled. I glance around. Reeve is at the door, holding a thick wad of tissue over his mouth and nose. 

			“When did you get here?” I ask.

			“About a minute after you,” he says. “I took the stairs.” He’s moving tentatively towards me. Clearly, he doesn’t want to be here. “Digital forensics register this as a suicide.”

			“Someone wasn’t doing their job.”

			“Or they were paid to do a different one.”

			“Was it your people?”

			“No. Yours?”

			“No.”

			Reeve removes the tissue and grimaces. “Francesca, how are we going to do this? Do we share and play nice or stay in our lanes?”

			I stare at him, taking in the creased shirt, the grey hair, animated face and watery blue eyes. I know his file; I’ve read it many times. We work in the same business for different masters. His employment record will show he’s been hired by a small insurance company, but the strings lead back to EPS, the largest coalition of corporations and governments in Europe. 

			My record will show similar details. But really, I work for the North America Coalition (NAC).

			We are tasked to investigate the Atacama Incident. To uncover leads that trace back to someone who can be held accountable for planting a bomb and destroying the world’s largest solar array.

			Or, Reeve has been hired to keep a watch on me and ensure I don’t uncover anything that would incriminate his employers.

			I pull out my portable screen and flick on the recorder, capturing audio and visual information. “We can play nice for now,” I say. “Doesn’t mean I trust you.”

			Reeve shrugs. “Understood.” He glances around the room. “So, who did this?”

			“Someone who didn’t want either of us to talk to Becklin Travers,” I say. “Understandable, given the circumstances.” I access the lease, initiating a tracing application to follow the money back through a collection of transactions. “He came here three days before the incident. The rental agreement was signed off by a financial services company.”

			“Was that his work area?”

			“No, he was an architect and planning officer.” I scroll through the documents. Sharing this information doesn’t risk anything. Reeve can find all this as easily as I can. “He worked on the plans for an infrastructure revision at Atacama. That ties him directly to the incident.”

			“Which is why he’s dead.”

			“Probably.” I smile at Reeve. “You already know everything I just told you. That’s what brought you here.”

			“The key is who initiated the cover-up and why they left things like this.” Reeve looks around again. 

			“A trail of breadcrumbs,” I say. “The question is, who put them out for us to find?”

			* * *

			We’re sitting outside at a café table, across the road from the apartment block. Around us, people are busy with a hundred different jobs. We’re two people in a crowd, hidden by the numbers, trying to find secrets. 

			I know neither of us is alone. Our respective employers will have sent monitoring details and NAC will have commissioned other investigators. At least six people will have been appointed to this case. 
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