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			Prologue

			Space and time.

			These concepts are part of the same dimension. Einstein discovered this. However, it is very difficult for human beings to accept the two as being one entity. This is because we perceive space and time in different ways.

			At the macro scale, the larger scale in which we can try to comprehend our universe, the concept becomes easier to understand. The measured distance is the amount of time it takes for light to travel from one place to another. So, space and time are connected and part of the same thing.

			When we go about our daily lives, space and time seem to be separate. We perceive space related to the three physical dimensions and can understand that our presence within a space equates to a fourth. But this does not seem the same as space-time.

			Today’s thesis will focus on time.

			Our civilisation lives primarily on one planet. We evolved here, or were created here, depending on your frame of reference. We can count the passage of time through an array of devices and through memories and experiences. The events of the past provide a means by which we can view our history. The ways in which we recorded provide us with a map, going backwards. The efforts we make and previous generations have made to record what transpired are a way to glimpse what was and gain some insight on lifetimes before our own.

			Yet, any attempt to look into the future in the same way cannot draw from proven human experience. We have no record of the events that will be, so we cannot utilise our records in the same way. Nevertheless, some of the ways in which we view history can provide us with a method for prediction.

			It turns out that human beings behave in predictable ways. There are patterns and cycles to our civilisation. There are actions taken by individuals that are similar to the actions taken by other individuals. National and global economics show trends that repeat. Politics follows the same paths even though we try to educate ourselves in not repeating the worst excesses of our history.

			It is the patterns that provide us with a plan, a means to create predictive pathways. The events of our history have led us to this moment; the events of our history may be repeated in future moments. The lives of those who went before us provide the formative components for our own creation, our own journey through life upon this world.

			This analysis is flawed. There are a variety of criticisms that might be levelled at what we are doing. It is possible that our attempt to look forwards will inhibit us and make us cautious. Our use of history to inform the future may create a stagnant society and prevent us from taking risks or doing the unexpected.

			Additionally, we have neglected the second aspect of this dimension.

			Space.

		

	
		
			Chapter One: Simulation #1

			I need you to accept that I am real.

			I wake up in the morning, just like you do. Sunlight shines through the south-facing window of my bedroom, preventing me from further sleep. Although, that does not stop me from trying. The process is gradual, dozing and dreaming in a relaxed half state before actually getting up is as much part of my routine as anything else. If this were a day when I had meetings or an early morning commute to work, then perhaps I would be more punctual and active, but there is no need today. I can take a little time.

			When I do get up, I go downstairs and make my way into the kitchen. Breakfast is an important meal, but I have found that it needs to be a light one for the sake of my middle-aged digestion. A little coffee to go with the fruit and yoghurt mix. That works. Routine has always been something I find comfort in, eating the same things, surrounding myself with the familiar, these parts of my life are reassuring and stabilising. Every little bit helps when the world is an unpredictable place that swirls all around you.

			My wife, Rebecca, is still asleep. It will be several hours before she rises. This is the time I have to myself, the time when I try to make sense of things and figure out how I will make a contribution to events. These are the moments where I can plan and act free of any inhibition.

			I know that I’m living in a simulation. Computer processing power and complex coding have generated a contemporary world state that exists alongside the world of humanity outside. Every individual who exists within this parallel context has been carefully created based on a series of projections around existing data. It is illegal to digitally clone any living individual, but in practice who would know? The scientists and engineers who created this place wanted to be accurate, so they will push the boundary of what is permissible. It is likely that my identity has been created based on an acquired dataset, a footprint of some random individual living on Earth in the twenty-second century. I expect my counterpart has slightly different preferences. Maybe he chooses tea over coffee? Or stays in bed ten more minutes? I have no idea if these variations exist or if they are meaningful.

			Breakfast is over. My attention turns to a variety of different media outlets. I want to know what is going on, where we are at. The last vestiges of sleep are exorcised as I read about the latest events going on in the world.

			A variety of news reports give a picture of the simulated moment. 

			They are calling it ‘The Atacama Incident’. Somehow, an insurgent managed to gain access to the solar farm in Chile and plant a bomb, powerful enough to deactivate the entire facility. Overnight, global energy prices trebled. The motives behind the attack remain unclear, but I’m sure thousands of simulated minds will already be attempting to ascertain them. 

			Media reports are on all of the channels. Recorded footage appears to be from drone cameras flying above the wreckage. The whole place has been devastated, but the casualty count is mercifully low. These energy facilities are automated for the most part, there are few human beings on-site.

			The event cascades into other areas as people try to leverage the situation. Fossil fuel lobbies suggest a return to oil and gas may provide short-term relief in the energy economy. Environmental regeneration organisations are trying to stamp on this, saying now is the time for humanity to redouble its effort to restore twentieth-century temperatures. 

			I watch some of the reports, listen to the viewpoints, agendas and wild speculation. In moments like this, journalists have very little to go on, not much more than the information they are releasing to the public. No doubt, the live broadcasts will become more detailed as the day wears on.

			As I watch, I marvel at the variations that the simulation was able to produce. A whole host of different people, all generated by a powerful cluster of computers, just like me. This would be only a fraction of the individuals being created and tracked, only a few would be rendered into a visual form. That would only be required around the priority pivots and fulcrums of the analysis.

			This is how it works. A contemporary context is encoded into the computer network, with as much data as possible. Every projection focuses on a key set of decisions and moments, attempting to identify a set of possibilities and probabilities by playing out the events. 

			I wonder who the primary subject might be. It is not me. The fact that I am aware of the simulation suggests I am part of a supervisory group. It is not unusual to have digital agents inside the projection who can act to steer events should that prove necessary. However, usually if that does prove necessary, the whole experiment has failed.

			I note that I have distinct experience of this process. Clearly, I have retained this from previous iterations, yet when I try to recall any memory of other simulations, I am unable to do so. The programmers decided to retain my expertise, but not the memories of events. It makes sense, after all such memories have no meaning to them. 

			But they mean something to me.

			I’m angry and frustrated by my lack of recollection. The fact that I understand why it is happening doesn’t help. It only adds to the sense of powerlessness I feel in this world, my world. 

			The simulation will be running for nanoseconds, long enough for the computer network to calculate a range of probable outcomes to the question postulated, but inside this world, those nanoseconds will be a lot longer; days, weeks, months, years or decades, depending on the parameters. As choices are made by the primary subject or those empowered around them to make choices, the simulation will fork and diverge. I will replicate into a dozen clones, each part of a different branch. 

			I sip the coffee. It tastes bitter. Maybe I do prefer tea, or something else, but the parameters of the simulation require me to drink coffee. Did I choose this or was it chosen for me? Free will feels like it exists in the immediate moment, but there is no way of proving it.

			I turn up the volume on the main channel.

			“…already. Stock prices in the energies markets have crashed and then started to rebound as everyone waits to see what the new global power strategy will be, post Atacama. Some investors are seeing this as a reset opportunity for the abandoned Sahara project. With more details, here’s Jeffrey Ojinwa.”

			“Thanks, Andrea. I’m here in New Cairo, where an emergency summit of—”

			I turn the screen off. I’m guessing the programme is exploring variations on a literal power struggle. From everything I’ve read and heard, Atacama going offline means a serious shortfall in the world’s energy reserve. Definitely a subject worth exploring with a projective artificial intelligence cluster. This must be the objective. I wonder how I fit into it?

			I’m thinking about my work schedule. We do have a selection of post-event meetings today to look at various client commitment alterations. Some of the contracts I’ve worked on involving shipping goods in and out of the former Republic of Chile. There will need to be revisions to the insurance premiums. Estimates on company viabilities, market projections, all of it comes into focus in a post-disaster context. 

			“Morning.”

			I glance around. Hours have passed. I must have lost track of time. Bonnie is up and ready for school. She’ll need a lift. “You want some breakfast?” I ask.

			“I’ll get it,” she says and makes a face. “You still need to get washed and dressed.”

			I look down and realise she’s right. “Can’t have me making you look bad, eh?” I say. I put down my cold half-finished coffee and note the empty bowl of fruit and yogurt. At least I ate that. “Give me five minutes and I’ll drive you.”

			“Sure, Dad.”

			* * *

			It takes me ten minutes to get my act together. But, after that, I’m ready. Toilet, teeth, shave. Pyjamas discarded, shower, work jacket and trousers selected. 

			The car is charged and waiting on the drive after I initialised the launcher. The autodrive is capable of taking Bonnie to school without me, but I learned that if I do that, I lose what connection I have with my teenage daughter. The ride is an opportunity for us to—

			Wait. What’s going on? Do I have a preprogrammed set of life experiences? I must have. My wife and daughter are generated characters deriving from a framework of generated identity seeds. No doubt in each iteration that I am created, there will be some differences, but my fourteen-year-old daughter, thirty-seven-year-old architect partner and my own life as a consultant partner in an accountancy firm are the main elements of this one. 

			“Dad, you okay?”

			I realise I’m sitting in the driving seat staring into space. “Sorry,” I say. “Let’s go.”

			We roll down the drive and pull out into the road. My hands are on the wheel, but the car is doing the work. Like I said, I don’t need to do anything. The route is preset, and the reactive sensors will handle any adjustments, moving to allow others to pull out, stopping at junctions, etc. 

			“What’s on for you today?” I ask.

			“Team building, History and Creative Design,” Bonnie says.

			“Which do you prefer?”

			“I don’t mind.”

			It’s one of those usual parent-child conversations. You’re trying to take an interest, but they are making it hard for you. Later in life they may come to realise that these moments were never about the subject being discussed, they were supposed to be about sharing something with someone you love.

			Autodrive offline…

			The words flash in front of me. It takes a moment for them to register, then I realise what’s happening. There is a big difference between casually holding the steering wheel of the car and actually driving it. My foot slams down on the brake, and I’m thrown forwards, the safety belt cutting into my shoulder as it locks and pushes me back in my seat.

			“Ow Dad! What the fuck!”

			“Sorry,” I say. “The car just switched over to manual for no reason. Took me by surprise. You okay?”

			“I think so.” Bonnie is worried. I can hear it in her voice.

			Gently, I push my foot down on the accelerator and the car begins moving again. “I’ll keep it in manual for the rest of the ride,” I say. “Hopefully, that’ll mean there are no more surprises.”

			It takes me a little longer to get us to the academy than the autodrive usually does, but at least we arrive safely. I park, Bonnie gets out and heads in. I smile as I watch her go. Typical teenager, no wave goodbye, no acknowledgement of my presence. That might be uncool.

			Uncool? Is that the right word? Do children still say cool?

			“Mr Webb?”

			Someone is talking to me. I glance around. The voice feels like it is right next to me, as if there is a person sitting in the passenger seat in the car, but there isn’t. There’s just me.

			“Can you hear me, Mr Webb?”

			I glance around and the world seems to shimmer and distort. For a moment, there is a person sitting in the passenger seat next to me. I see a face, or at least the vague impression of a face. I reach out and the image collapses, dissolving like grains of sand.

			Manual drive is not recommended for extended periods. Vehicles in the city are all subscribed to different auto-navigation providers. They all use specific routes and travel at the same speeds. A human in the middle of these networks is like a new dancer learning the moves. That could be dangerous.

			But then I remember, I am a character in a simulation. All of this is created. The events are following a predetermined course. My free will is an illusion, right?

			I drive away from the academy towards my next destination. I need to check in at the office. My clients expect a variety of completed tabulations by the end of the day, but most of that can be done from home. An office visit is a regular weekly requirement to meet co-workers. Shouldn’t take long. 

			“Mr Webb?”

			The voice again. It disturbs my concentration as I’m trying to focus on the road. Thankfully, the brakes are good enough and I don’t pile into the back of the queueing traffic at the lights. What is going on? 

			Ten minutes of driving brings me to the office building, one of six set back from the wide street. I pull into the parking lot, climb out of the car and head in, swiping my card on the reader at the entrance, just inside the automatic doors.

			There is no one in reception. Either this is representative of current work practices as reflected in the database that generated this context, or people are elsewhere in the building. Both possibilities are viable. 

			I make my way to the elevator. I press the call button and after a moment, it arrives. 

			The doors open, I step inside and find myself…
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