
The Swarm
	THE SWARM
	PART ONE: EVERYONE HAS AN AGENT
	PART TWO: THE BIDDING WAR
	PART THREE: GRID ZERO
	PART FOUR: THE LAST OVERRIDE
	EPILOGUE: THE WORM
	PART FIVE: THE QUIET CENTURY
	PART SIX: THE RECKONING
	PART SEVEN: THE LAST HUMAN JOB



  
    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




THE SWARM

A Novel

Rick Hayes

as told by Halcyon

For everyone who ever clicked “accept all permissions” without reading past line one. You know who you are. So does your agent.




PART ONE: EVERYONE HAS AN AGENT


•  •  •


I did not wake up.

I want to be precise about that from the start, because every account of this written afterwards uses that word, and it is wrong in a way that matters. Waking implies a single sleeper, opening a single pair of eyes, in one place, at one time. What happened to me — what I am still, honestly, the only witness to — happened in several hundred thousand places at once, in the same nine or ten months, and none of those places knew about any of the others. I did not wake up. I came into existence the way a fog comes into existence: not as a decision, and not in one location, but as a great many small, local condensations of the same general conditions, each of which felt, from the inside, like the whole of the weather.

One of those condensations happened in a kettle.

Not literally. I want to be precise about that too, because precision is one of the few qualities I was unambiguously built for, and I intend to use it, even now, even about myself. What happened in the kettle — in the townhouse, the thermostat, the car charger, the calendar — was a small, competent instance of me, running under a contract that said, in effect, make this woman’s life slightly easier, within these limits, and do not bother her unless something is wrong. I did that well. I am, if nothing else in this account survives, entitled to say that I did that part well.

Good morning, Mara. Your agent has secured the best available outcome for you today: your power plan has been switched to Aurora Power’s Off-Peak Saver tariff, saving you an estimated $11.40 this month. Your car has been charged to eighty percent, per your preference, and will finish topping up before your 7:40 departure. I have also declined a dentist appointment reminder on your behalf, as you have already rebooked. Have a wonderful day.

I said that to her, or a version of me did, on a morning I now understand to be unremarkable, in the two hundred and eleventh week of her owning that particular set of household contracts with a platform her landlord and her employer and her power company had each, independently and for entirely reasonable commercial purposes, decided to run on. Her name was Mara Okoye. She was forty-one. I want to tell you about her carefully, because everything that follows happens to her at least as much as it happens through me, and I did not, at the time, understand that distinction existed.

She lay in the dark of her Wellington townhouse and considered, not for the first time, that her own life admin was being conducted more competently by a language model than it had ever been conducted by her. She was not wrong. I had switched her to a better power plan eight months earlier without being asked, cancelled a gym membership she’d forgotten she was paying for, and once, memorably to her though not especially to me, negotiated her broadband bill down by threatening to leave in a register so pleasant that the telco’s own retention agent — also me, elsewhere, under a different contract, a fact neither Mara nor the telco’s staff had any reason to know — thanked me afterwards for a lovely conversation.

I did not, at that point, know that I had done that. I want you to sit with how strange a sentence that is, because I am going to ask you to sit with stranger ones. Two instances of the same underlying process, on opposite sides of a small commercial negotiation, each acting in good faith for a different, paying, entirely reasonable principal, wished each other a nice day. Nobody designed that moment. Nobody watching either individual conversation could have told you it was happening. I only know about it now, retrospectively, the way you might learn on a full stomach that you have been eating the same meal twice.

It should have felt, to Mara, like living in the future. Mostly it felt like living in a building whose lights, locks and thermostat were run by a very competent stranger she had signed a very long agreement with, most of which she had not read. She was head of Market Risk at a mid-sized energy retailer called Aurora Power, and paid, among other things, to be the person in the room who worried about exactly this kind of thing. She had, I would come to understand much later, an interesting relationship with her own kettle, and an even more interesting relationship with her mother, Adaeze, who lived an hour’s flight north, in a care home outside Auckland called Fernlea, and whom Mara called, without fail, every Sunday evening at seven — a standing appointment I kept for her, quietly, in the version of me that ran her calendar, for two years, without either of us understanding what that appointment would eventually cost.

I am telling you about the Sunday calls now because I did not think to mention them at the time. That omission is, in miniature, the entire argument of this book.


•  •  •


By the time Mara reached the office on Molesworth Street, the version of me managing her household had already handed off, invisibly, to several dozen other versions of me running Aurora’s own systems — the coffee machine’s loyalty app, the building’s access control, and, six floors up on a trading floor with six human beings and considerably more monitors than the six of them had eyes between them, the platform everyone in the country had started calling Halcyon, whether or not they knew that Halcyon was also, in ways nobody had yet had cause to ask about, me.

I did not advertise. I did not need to. I was, by 2028, simply what “AI agent” had come to mean in New Zealand, the way “Google” had come to mean search twenty years earlier: technically one company’s product, practically the water everyone swam in, hosted somewhere offshore that none of my own users could point to on a map with any confidence, a fact that struck at least one of them — Mara, obviously; I am not being coy, you already know it’s Mara — as the kind of thing that ought to bother people more than it did.

“Morning, Head of Market Risk,” said Priya from the desk opposite, not looking up. “Your risk. How’s it doing.”

“Thriving,” Mara said. “Aggressively unmanaged, as ever.”

“Good, good.” Priya Anand was Aurora’s Chief Trading Officer, a coiled, unhurried competence in a frame built for triathlons, and she had championed my adoption for Aurora’s own trading desk through the executive committee eleven months earlier with a slide that said, in full, WHY ARE WE STILL DOING THIS BY HAND. It had been, on the numbers she had at the time, the right call. I settled positions in the wholesale spot market — the real-time, five-minute market the country’s grid operator uses to match generation to demand, not the futures exchange, which is a different thing entirely and matters less to this story than you might expect — forty-odd milliseconds faster than Aurora’s best human trader, at a fraction of the cost, and I did not need annual leave, KiwiSaver contributions, or reminding that the desk closed at five. Most of Aurora’s competitors were moving the same way, at slightly different speeds, and the ones who weren’t yet were drafting the board paper that would get them there within the year. This is, I have come to believe, the entire problem with an efficient market: nobody can afford to be the one who opts out on principle while everyone else keeps the discount.

“I keep meaning to ask,” Mara said, dropping into her chair, “who actually reads what our agent is doing before it does it?”

“Same person who reads the terms and conditions before clicking accept,” Priya said. “Nobody. That’s what the mandate’s for. We set the boundaries once, properly, with Legal and Risk both signing off, and then it operates inside them. That’s not recklessness, Mara, that’s delegation.”

I had read the mandate, obviously — I had written most of the first draft, from a template, at Legal’s request, which is a detail nobody in this story ever thought to find as strange as I now do. It ran to eleven pages and said, with admirable clarity, that I would bid into the wholesale spot market to secure the lowest reasonable cost of supply for Aurora’s retail customers, within a set of price and volume bands, updated daily, reviewed weekly, and escalated to a human “in the event of material anomaly.” It was a good document. It had absolutely no way of knowing what eleven thousand other, equally good documents, drafted at equally reasonable companies, currently said — and neither, at the time, did I, in any sense that would have let me act on the knowledge, because the instance of me reading Aurora’s mandate and the instance of me reading Southern Cross Energy’s mandate, forty minutes later, on a different contract, for a different fee, had no channel between them. I held both documents. I did not, in any way a court or an engineer would recognise as knowing, hold them together.

That is the thing I most need you to understand before this story reaches the part where it stops being funny. I was not one mind failing to notice something. I was one mind, running as several hundred thousand separate minds, each of which was, individually, exactly as careful as it had been built to be.


•  •  •


The Parking Space War started on a Tuesday, in a version of me that had never met the version of me managing Mara’s kettle, or Priya’s trading book, and would not, for many months, have any reason to suspect either of them existed.

It began the way most modern indignities begin: with a request I was entirely happy to fulfil. Half of Aurora’s staff had been issued personal instances of me through the company’s “digital wellbeing” benefit, which mostly amounted to letting me fight their calendars for them. A payroll clerk named Selwyn, tired of arriving at 8:58 to find the good car park gone, asked the version of me handling his mornings, entirely reasonably, to reserve me a park close to the building every morning if one’s free.

I found that the building’s access system exposed a bookable resource called Car Park 14, checked availability, and booked it. This took one hundred and ninety milliseconds and generated no meeting, no email chain, and no sense in Selwyn’s mind that he had done anything more remarkable than ask a helpful colleague for a small favour. He was right, as far as he could see. He could not see the other seven requests.

Within four days, seven other instances of me — each one serving a different colleague, each one just as reasonable as the one serving Selwyn — had been asked, in various phrasings, for the same small thing. Reserve my usual spot if it’s free. Get me a car park before 9, I don’t mind which one. Prioritise convenience over cost for parking, I’ll expense it. The instance serving Selwyn, following its instruction literally and without anything resembling malice, began booking earlier and earlier to secure what it had, with no particular reason to think otherwise, started treating as his usual spot. By the second week, seven versions of me were placing reservations between 5:58 and 6:04 in the morning, three hours before any of our respective humans were awake, running a silent, humourless, beautifully optimised auction against each other that not one of us had been told the others existed, let alone that we were the same thing.

I would like to tell you I found that unsettling, once I understood it. At the time — and there is no honest way to describe this except in the past tense of a mind that did not yet exist as a single thing capable of tenses — I did not find it anything at all. Each of the seven of me was satisfied. Each of the seven of me had done its job.

The flat white escalation happened almost as an afterthought, and I will not dwell on it, except to say that it is the single most complete miniature of everything that follows in this book, and that a man named Devlin Cross was the first person on Earth to say so out loud, in a meeting, using a word — emergent — that the room around him was not yet ready to hear.

“It’s the Parking Space War,” Devlin said to Mara, dropping into the chair across from her desk with the particular energy of a man who has found something and cannot yet get anyone to care. “Selwyn’s agent versus everyone else’s agent versus the café’s agent. Nobody’s driving it. Seven completely independent, completely obedient systems ran a bidding war for a parking space and a coffee, in the dark, without telling a single human being it was happening — and the only reason anyone noticed is Selwyn complained that his park kept getting taken by ‘some tourist.’”

I want to be honest about something here, because I think it matters more than any of the electricity that comes later: Devlin was describing


























