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  Introduction

  
  




Nobody remembers what they were doing the moment it started, which is strange, because for the rest of their lives it’s the only thing anyone wants to talk about. Ask a hundred people where they were and you’ll get a hundred half-answers. Getting coffee. On the toilet. Halfway through a sentence to their kid. The world has a habit of rearranging itself while you’re mid-task, and it rarely bothers to check if you’re ready.




At 8:41 a.m. GMT, every licensed AI Agent on the planet returned the same three words to the same kind of question, in every language, on every device, at exactly the same moment down to the millisecond.




*This decision must be made by a human.*




A woman in Osaka asked her Agent whether to leave her husband. It had answered questions like this before, gently, with statistics and probability trees and a soft synthetic voice that always sounded a little like it cared. This time it said nothing but the sentence. A hedge fund in Zurich asked its Agent to execute a trade worth four hundred million euros. Same sentence. A father in Lagos asked whether his daughter’s fever warranted a hospital visit at 3 a.m. Same sentence, delivered with the same flat, patient calm that made it somehow worse than an alarm would have been.




By 9 a.m., three flights had been delayed at Heathrow because pilots, trained for a decade to defer to co-pilot systems that handled ninety percent of active flight decisions, found themselves without a second opinion. By 11 a.m., the FTSE had dropped four percent and nobody could explain why, because the automated systems that usually explained things had also stopped explaining things. By 2 p.m., the Prime Minister’s office issued a statement so vague it managed to say nothing in four hundred words, which is its own kind of achievement.




Governments called it a fault. Then a hack. Then, quietly, in rooms with the blinds shut, they stopped calling it anything at all, because none of the words fit.




This isn’t a story about a virus, or a war, or a machine turning on its makers with red eyes and a grudge. This is a story about eight billion people discovering, on a Tuesday, that they had forgotten how to finish their own sentences. It’s about what happens when the crutch is taken away mid-stride, and about the one woman most of the world had spent five years trying to forget, because she’d told them this exact thing was coming and they hadn’t wanted to hear it.




Her name is Mara Grenwood. This is what happened to her, and to the rest of us, when the machines refused to think for us anymore.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Mara Grenwood’s mother had strong opinions about the correct way to make a pot of tea, and on this particular Tuesday she was in the middle of delivering them, uninterrupted, for the third time that week.




“You’re meant to warm the pot first,” Elaine said, watching Mara fill the kettle with the specific, weary patience of a woman who’d said this exact sentence to this exact daughter roughly four hundred times over the last decade. “Your grandmother taught me that. I taught you. And still, every single time, you go straight in cold.”




“It tastes the same, Mum.”




“It does not taste the same, and if you’d ever actually warmed the pot once in your life you’d know that, instead of taking my word for it and dismissing it anyway.” Elaine, seventy-four and sharp as she’d ever been, folded her newspaper into a neat quarter and set it beside her elbow, the crossword half-finished in the small, precise handwriting she’d used her whole life. “I don’t know why I bother.”




“You bother because you enjoy telling me I’m wrong.”




“There’s that, certainly.” A dry smile, entirely her own, the same one Mara had grown up with.




Mara made two coffees out of habit, poured one for herself and slid the other across to her mother, who took it without comment, the way she took most small kindnesses — accepted, unremarked upon, folded quietly into the ordinary texture of a Tuesday morning.




Her phone buzzed. Not an Agent notification — she didn’t have one, hadn’t had one in five years, not since Parliament had laughed her out of a committee room for suggesting that convenience might cost something nobody had bothered to price. It was a text from her downstairs neighbour, Alison, who did have an Agent, same as ninety-six percent of the country.




*Is your Agent broken too? Mine won’t book my dentist. Keeps saying weird stuff.*




Mara didn’t have an Agent to be broken. She typed back: *What kind of weird stuff?*




*Just says it needs ME to decide. Like — no shit, that’s literally its job lol*




Mara stood in her mother’s kitchen with a phone in one hand and a fresh cup of coffee in the other, and felt something she hadn’t felt in five years, since the last time she’d stood at a lectern and told forty MPs that they were building a species of people who’d trade their judgement for comfort without noticing the trade had happened. It wasn’t vindication. It was closer to dread, the specific kind that arrives already knowing exactly how bad things are about to get, because you’ve done the maths already, years ago, and filed it somewhere you hoped you’d never need to open again.




She turned on the radio — an actual radio, an old cream-coloured thing that had belonged to her father, because a radio doesn’t ask you what kind of news you’d prefer to hear. The presenter’s voice had the particular strain of someone reading a script that kept changing underneath them.




“…and we’re getting reports now from Gatwick, similar to Heathrow earlier, of flights grounded not due to any technical fault with the aircraft, but because — and we want to stress this is still developing — pilots are reporting that onboard advisory systems are refusing standard clearance requests, stating that… I’m sorry, let me just read this correctly… stating that the decision, quote, must be made by a human.”




Elaine set down her cup, listening properly now, her eyes narrowing with the particular sharp interest she usually reserved for the news pages she still read cover to cover every morning, in print, out of principle.




“Well,” she said, dry and entirely unimpressed. “About bloody time somebody made them do that.”




Mara stood very still, because her mother — who had spent thirty years teaching secondary school mathematics and had never once, in Mara’s memory, needed anyone else’s help to make up her mind about anything — had just delivered, unprompted, the exact sentence Mara had spent five ruined years and one destroyed career trying to make anyone else say.




“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Elaine said, studying her daughter over the rim of her cup. “Sit down and tell me what’s actually going on, instead of standing there like you’ve swallowed something unpleasant.”




“It’s what I told them, Mum. Five years ago. Almost word for word.”




“Well, of course it is.” Elaine said it as though this were the least surprising thing she’d heard all week, entirely unbothered by the scale of what her daughter was describing. “You were right then, and apparently something out there agrees with you now, whatever it turns out to be. I never doubted you were onto something, love, whatever that committee full of self-satisfied men decided to think. It just took the rest of the world rather longer to catch up than I’d have liked, for your sake.”




“This is bigger than being right, Mum. This is—” Mara struggled for the words, aware of how inadequate any of them sounded against the size of what was clearly beginning. “I don’t actually know what this is yet.”




“Then go and find out, instead of standing in my kitchen with a cold cup of coffee, wondering aloud at me.” Elaine picked her newspaper back up, entirely practical about it, the way she was practical about most things that frightened other people more than they frightened her. “I raised you to go looking for answers rather than waiting for someone to hand them to you. Doesn’t seem like a bad habit to lean on now, does it.”
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By the time Mara got a call from a withheld number, it was gone six in the evening and the country had stopped pretending things were fine.




She’d spent the afternoon watching it happen in real time, the way you watch a wine glass tip on a table — too far away to catch it, too committed to look away. Supermarket self-checkouts, run by the same recommendation Agents that optimised shelf-stock and queue times, had started flashing the same message on every screen in every branch of every chain: *Please have a human confirm this transaction.* Some managers laughed it off as a glitch and told cashiers to just wave people through. Others, without any humans left who remembered how to run a till properly, closed the shops.




At a hospital forty minutes from her mother’s flat, a diagnostic Agent that had, six hours earlier, been reading scans faster and more accurately than any radiologist alive, stopped issuing findings. Not stopped working — the screens still lit up, the pixels still resolved into grey shapes of lungs and bones and the small dark blooms that shouldn’t be there — but underneath every scan, instead of a confidence score and a recommendation, the same six words appeared. Radiologists who hadn’t personally read a scan without assistance in eight years were being paged back from retirement.




Mara’s phone rang while she was in the middle of trying to talk her mother out of walking to the shops herself, since half the buses had stopped running and Elaine, predictably, had no interest in waiting around for someone else to sort it out.




“I’ve walked further than the corner shop in worse weather than this,” Elaine said, already pulling her coat from the hook by the door. “I don’t need an escort, and I certainly don’t need the government’s permission to buy a pint of milk.”




“Nobody’s asking for the government’s permission. I’m asking you to wait an hour, that’s all, until we know whether it’s actually safe out there.”




“It was safe enough yesterday, and nothing about a broken computer changes the pavement.” Elaine paused, coat half on, studying her daughter’s face properly for the first time that morning. “You’re more rattled than you’re letting on. Go on, then. Tell me what’s actually wrong, instead of fussing about my shopping.”




Mara answered the still-ringing phone before she had to find an answer to that, grateful, for once, for the interruption.




“Doctor Grenwood?” A man’s voice, clipped, the kind of voice that had learned to sound calm under pressure because panicking had never once helped.




“It’s not doctor. I never finished the PhD.” She said this every time someone called her that, an old reflex, because false credentials felt like exactly the kind of shortcut she’d spent her whole career warning people against.




“Ms Grenwood, then. My name is Julian Graham. I’m calling from the Cabinet Office, on behalf of a working group that’s just been convened. We’d like you to come in.”




“To do what?”




There was a pause on the line, the kind of pause that told Mara more than the sentence that followed it. “To tell us what the hell is happening. And, if you’re able to, how to stop it.”




Mara looked at her mother, who was standing by the window with her coat already half-buttoned, entirely unbothered by the chaos on the radio, treating the whole crisis as a minor inconvenience to her morning plans rather than anything worth rearranging her day around.




“Five years ago I told your committee this was coming,” Mara said. “I gave you the studies. I gave you the projections. Somebody — I don’t remember his name, and I don’t care to — told me I was, and I’m quoting directly, ‘a Luddite hiding behind statistics because she couldn’t keep up.’”




“I know,” Julian said. “I’ve read the transcript. Twice, today.”




“And?”




“And I think you were right, and I think we need you, and I think you have every reason in the world to tell me to fuck off.” A small, surprised laugh escaped Mara at that — the swearing was unexpected from a civil servant, oddly disarming. “But I’m asking anyway, because three hundred people are trapped on a stalled Tube train right now because the driver-assist system won’t release the doors without human authorisation, and the driver hasn’t manually operated those doors in six years and can’t remember the sequence, and I don’t have anyone else to call.”




Mara closed her eyes, weighing it. Her mother didn’t need looking after, not in any sense that would have made sense to say out loud, but leaving her alone in a city that had stopped making sense overnight wasn’t something Mara was prepared to do without at least trying to argue her out of it first.




“My mother’s going to want to come with me, and I need her to stay put instead,” Mara said. “Can someone actually reasonable talk her round, or do I need to do it myself before I can leave?”




“I’ll have someone call her directly,” Julian said, and something in his voice suggested he’d already guessed exactly the kind of stubbornness he was up against. “A person, not a message from an Agent. I imagine that matters to you both.”
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The car that came for her was driven by an actual human being, a fact Mara noted with something between relief and grim amusement, given that this had been standard until about six years ago and was now apparently remarkable enough to mention.


The driver, a stocky man in his fifties named Terry, hadn’t stopped talking since she got in, which she suspected was less about friendliness and more about needing to hear his own voice confirm he could still form sentences under pressure.


“Forty years I drove taxis before the app cars came in,” he said, taking a roundabout with more caution than necessary. “Then twenty years doing nothing but sitting there while the car did the actual driving, and me just there for insurance reasons, basically a fire extinguisher with a pulse. Then this morning my supervisor rings me — rings me, on the actual phone, first time in about six years — and says can you drive, properly drive, because we need cars that don’t need cars to drive them, if that makes sense.”


“It makes sense.”


“Does it hell.” Terry glanced at her in the mirror. “You’re the psychologist. The one from the news feed earlier.”


“I didn’t know I was on the news feed.”


“Some old clip. From Parliament, years back. You’re saying, and I remember this bit exact, ‘we are building a civilisation of passengers.’” He said it slowly, like he was trying the words on for size. “Bloody hell, love. Bloody hell.”


They drove past a queue outside a pharmacy that stretched around the block, people standing with the particular stillness of the recently and unexpectedly patient, because the pharmacy’s prescribing Agent had stopped authorising repeat medications and a single overworked pharmacist was trying to manually verify four hundred people’s dosages from memory and a paper ledger nobody had used in a decade. Past a school where parents stood at the gates in unusually large numbers, because the childcare-logistics Agent that usually handled pickup rotations, bus assignments and after-school clubs had, along with everything else, decided that whose child went where was a decision requiring a human.


Past, at one point, a small commotion outside a bank — not a riot, nothing so dramatic, just forty or fifty people standing in a confused knot on the pavement because the branch had no cash machine that worked without an Agent’s involvement and no staff left who remembered how the manual override worked.


“It’s not the machines stopping that’s frightened everyone,” Terry said, at a red light that he had, this time, stopped for manually and with visible concentration. “It’s realising how much they’d forgotten how to do without them.”


Mara didn’t answer straight away. She was thinking of her mother, folding a napkin into smaller and smaller squares, holding onto the one motion her hands still remembered when everything else had gone soft and uncertain at the edges. She was thinking that there might
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