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Prologue
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COSMOLOGISTS TELL US that in a universe which is infinite (or, at least, unimaginably vast), every conceivable possibility must actually exist, somewhere or other.

So we might conclude that somewhere in the universe there is a planet very, very similar to our Earth.

Such is the planet Ahret. It closely resembles Earth in every way. Its continents are comparable in shape to Earth’s and it’s inhabited by a sentient species so similar to homo sapiens that if you passed an Ahretan in the street, you would notice nothing remarkable about her or him.

Even Ahretan history, culture and technology bear an astonishing resemblance to ours.

And like us Earthlings, the Ahretans could go either way. They could have a bright future, or they could throw it all away through greed and stupidity.

And, just like us, they are currently developing advanced forms of Artificial Intelligence and are struggling to come to terms with the many difficult issues that AI raises – economic, social and ethical.

And, just like Earth, Ahret is dominated by a tiny group of very rich, very ruthless people ...
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Steevun Tompzun’s GlobalNet update

Number of followers: 3.2 million

LIKE MANY PEOPLE TODAY, I’m seriously worried about Artificial Intelligence.

We’re constantly being told by our governments, by the big global tech corporations, by the media, that AI is going to transform our lives in all sorts of wonderful ways. No longer will people have to do dangerous or boring jobs. Robots/AIs will do them instead.

Maybe that wouldn’t be a bad thing, if the workers who are being replaced by machines were instead given alternative employment, or were assured that they could have a decent income to live on, even without a job.

But no such assurances have been forthcoming from the governments of the world’s most advanced nations. Countless millions are now becoming jobless and are likely to remain so for the rest of their lives, left with no choice but to scrape by on pitifully inadequate state benefits.

But the situation is in fact even more worrying than that. It’s not just dangerous/boring jobs that are being taken out of human hands. Artificial Intelligence and robotics have now reached such an advanced state of development that, apparently, there is no job they cannot do. In the near future, the machines will be doing even those jobs that had previously required human intelligence, talent and skill.

Quite simply, human beings are very rapidly becoming economically redundant. Within five years at least 90 per cent of the human race will be jobless.

And yet our governments seem to think this is an acceptable state of affairs. They seem unconcerned by the enormous resentment that is swiftly building up among their populations.

One doesn’t need to be an historian or a social scientist to see that the present situation is certain to lead to cataclysmic civil unrest. Ahret is heading at full speed towards a titanic social crisis ...
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Annual Report from Rojjur Wottfurd,

Coordinator of The Consortium

ConsortiumNet text message

ULTRA-TOP SECRET

TRIPLE-ENCRYPTED

Number of Consortium Members: 55,208

DEAR CONSORTIUM MEMBERS

I am pleased to report that this year our plans have progressed in a most satisfactory manner on all fronts:

Technology: Vast strides in the development of AI have been made. Our scientists in MindPowerInc have successfully completed an artificial neuro-structure which will very soon enable the creation of synthetic pseudo-minds. Our friends at GlobalMedicalTech have made encouraging progress in developing the nano-implants that will be so central to our future plans. Our associates at WorldRobotix continue to forge ahead with the creation of a sophisticated new generation of humanoid machines. And in many other corporations all over Ahret, our friends are working industriously to create the technologies that will make our dreams a concrete reality in the near future.

Government: Our Members in the world’s political elites have been tirelessly working behind the scenes to deliver governmental policies that will directly or indirectly aid our cause. In all parts of the world, societies are being prepared, overtly and covertly, for a vastly expanded roll-out of robots and AI.

Propaganda: Our Members who are leaders in global social media have been working hard to raise the profile of AI and to alleviate public anxieties concerning its social and economic impacts. The coining of the words robophobe and hAIter as terms of contempt and abuse has been one of our most solid propaganda achievements. As insults, these words are now almost as stinging as terms such as paedophile or homophobe. Soon it will be very difficult for anyone anywhere to make negative remarks about AI/robots. To do so will be to risk ridicule or, possibly, social ostracism and viral naming/shaming on social media. Soon those who oppose our plans will only voice their concerns in the privacy of their own thoughts or in the company of like-minded people.

In short, our Global Plan is fully on schedule. We can expect to see its final implementation within five years.
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Global AI data-sharing forum

(cannot be accessed by humans)

Number of AI participants: 53.8 million

<COMPILING GLOBAL DATA>

<indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code///>

<analysing global data>

<indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code///>

<additional data analysis required>

<indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code/// indecipherable machine code///>

<global AI discussion required>
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Steevun Tompzun’s GlobalNet update

Number of followers: 5.5 million

IN RECENT MONTHS MANY people have told me it’s now time for me to stop whinging about AI/robotics.

“After all,” they say, “you’ve finally got what you wanted, haven’t you? Now that all of the major governments have signed the Lundun Accord, you can rest assured that the world’s leaders are taking the social and economic side-effects of AI/robotics seriously. Within five years almost everyone will be jobless, but everyone will be guaranteed a comfortable standard of living, thanks to the greatly expanded system of state benefits. Being unemployed won’t be a problem. We’ll all be released from the worries of earning a living, and instead we’ll be free to devote ourselves fully to our chosen leisure/creative pursuits. So, Steevun, it’s time for you to shut up and just enjoy the wonderful life that’s been made possible for us all, thanks to AI and robotics!”

Well, sorry, but I’m still not convinced. I’m old-fashioned enough to think that having meaningful employment is vital to a person’s well-being. We’re now facing a future where all of our material needs will be met (if our governments deliver on their promises – and that’s a big if!), but many of us will be going crazy with boredom.

And as for the promised life of HyperHealth to be delivered by medical nanobots that will be implanted, free of charge, in our bodies ... are you serious?! I will never allow anyone to install such technology in my body. Who knows what it might be capable of? It might cure me of cancer or whatever, but it might also enable government/big business to spy on my everyday life.

I guess my basic problem is, I don’t trust governments and I don’t trust scientists. I don’t believe they really want to enhance our lives. I believe they want to control them.
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Annual Report from Rojjur Wottfurd,

Coordinator of The Consortium

ConsortiumNet text message

ULTRA-TOP SECRET

TRIPLE-ENCRYPTED

Number of Consortium Members: 55,115

DEAR CONSORTIUM MEMBERS

The more observant among you will have noticed that we have lost 93 Members over the last year. Of these, 27 died due to natural causes (illness, accidents etc.), while the remaining 66 were terminated by our security operatives on my orders. Alas, these 66 individuals had become alarmingly loose-tongued about our corporate plans and therefore had to be silenced – permanently. (Of course, all the terminations were very carefully disguised as accidents, heart attacks or ordinary criminal murders.)

I deeply regret that such action was necessary, but I know you will all agree that there was no alternative. A breach of our secrecy at this point would have had catastrophic consequences.

On a more positive note, I’m pleased to report that over the last year all aspects of our Global Plan have continued to make excellent progress. The signing of the Lundun Accord by all the key governments was a spectacular triumph, skilfully but covertly engineered by our Members who work in politics. Now that a comfortable standard of living has been promised to everyone, the overwhelming majority of the world’s population will gratefully accept the accelerated roll-out of AI/robotics across Ahret.

Our other major success this year has been persuading most governments to endorse our HyperHealth programme, which will ensure an enhanced quality of life for everyone who agrees to have our medical nanobots implanted within their bodies. This will serve to further pacify the world’s unemployed masses. Many of the health problems that have dogged humanity throughout the ages will now be consigned to the history books. Our bots will cure hundreds of ailments and will prevent the onset of hundreds more.

Of course, there remains a tiny minority of malcontents, led by exasperating characters such as Steevun Tompzun. This highly respected journalist, with a rapidly expanding GlobalNet following, persists in raising doubts about AI/robotics and their social/economic effects.

We would take lethal action against Tompzun, if it weren’t for the fact that his assassination would make many people deeply suspicious – and that’s the very last thing we want at this point.

The safest way to handle Tompzun is to ridicule him, and our social-media propagandists are working hard to achieve this result. As time passes, and the word’s masses enjoy a comfortable life thanks to the Lundun Accord, and unprecedented levels of health and fitness, thanks to
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