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Ideology
What do we mean by the term ideology? Its more common meaning refers to a set of beliefs: our ideas regarding what the world is, and what it should become. The purpose of political action is to spread these ideas, to convince others, to through this change of thought bring about a change in our material circumstances. Ideology is our dreams, and through our dreams we will build utopia. Central to Synedrion is the idea of the citizen, who, to quote Bookchin, "embodies the classical ideals of philia, autonomy, rationality, and above all, civic commitment."
In Marxist theory, however, the term ideology has a more negative connotation. Ideology here refers to an expression of the nature of the currently dominant economic system, formulated in such a way as to paper over its contradictions and obscure systemic violence and exploitation. Ideology isn't a free-floating dream, but something determined by empirical reality. "Life is not determined by consciousness," Marx writes, "but consciousness by life."
The origins of Synedrion are diverse... or, to put it more bluntly, messy. We have always been proud of our pluralism; but how does that pluralism fare against the singular, unrelenting reality of the Pandoravirus? Are our ideas grounded in the real world, or are they utopian - and which would be preferable? How do we build a new society in this world drowned in mist - through dreaming of an impossible but necessary future, or through facing and ultimately understanding a horrifying reality?
- Citizen Alaina Xhepa, Introductory Remarks to the 9th Debate on Co-existence.
.
The Depths of Civilisation #3
By Allen Stroud
The Persistance of Life
[Editor’s note: This was one of the last works of my great grandfather. I believe it was written in 1968. The swirl of events at that time provided a significant set of mysteries that may or may not have linked to what we now face.].
The origins of what we are remain clouded in our past. There is no way we can turn back the clock millions of years, to the first days of life.
We do not conclusively know whether life began on this planet or whether it began elsewhere. What we have learned is that life is difficult to categorise and that it is hardy; capable of surviving in environments that are incredibly hostile.
In the last three centuries we have learned the workings of our inner selves, the ways in which life adapts and changes, or as Darwin said, evolves. It is this continual alteration of what we are that enables us to survive against changes that we cannot predict or countenance. However, it is also through these alterations that we are ultimately doomed. The fluidity of our genes creates strengths, but also exposes weaknesses.
Scientists have argued over the roadmap of life ever since they acknowledged that there was indeed a roadmap. The issues of confirmation bias have peppered every attempt to interconnect life forms from the most basic to the most complex, with our human physiology being seen as the final, apex step on the road.
But of course, life does not work like that. Organisms that thrive and survive are successful, not matter what qualities they possess. Whilst intelligence and self-awareness might be prized by us as a species, they are not the sole priorities of a blind quest to exploit the natural resources of our world.
It is the work of Thomas Hunt Morgan and his assistant, Alfred H. Sturtevant we have to thank for our initial blueprint of life. Morgan discovered inherited mutation, but Sturtevant was the first to create a genetic map of a chromosome. After them, came scientists in my lifetime who refined our understanding by arguing with one another.
Amongst these individuals were the followers of the Russian ‘scientist’, Trofim Denisovich Lysenko, who claimed to have discovered an incredible mutation code that allowed for the transformation of flora between species. For a while, in the 1930s, Lysenkoism became a strange illuminati-like international conspiracy movement concerned with the suppression of counter arguments and any comparable knowledge. Perhaps it was based on some factual discovery? Who knows.
Then, three years ago in 1965, Indiana University’s pre-eminent microbiologist, Thomas D. Brock noticed “pink gelatinous masses of material, obviously biological, at surprisingly high temperatures” whilst conducting field research at Octopus Springs in Yellowstone Park. Brock’s findings challenged our accepted rules on where life could survive and breed.
These new revelations made me go back and re-examine the reports of the Boston University expedition of 1937. The surviving account, given by a poor twisted wretch who ended his days chained to a wall, offers similar, but oppositional clues to the persistence of biology, the ability of life to thrive in extreme cold.
The account of Lei Ming’s expedition would seem to describe a similar event. We have no idea from what we know whether what was encountered was the same thing or how it was preserved, but the parallels do require investigation.
However, the 1957 discoveries in the Shanidar Cave on Branidost Mountain, Iraq and subsequent excavations in this location have never led to a similar incident, so it is clear our allergy to whatever lay preserved elsewhere is not unilateral. Whatever survived in China and Antarctica, did not survive in the Middle East.
Our investigations and analysis of paleontology suggests there were periods in prehistory where vast temperature fluctuations occurred in each decade, and even in an individual year. Might this have affected the preservation of ancient life?
The journal of the 1937 Antarctic expedition details the finding of ancient artefacts in the furthest south. Since that time, there have been no published corroborations, but members of the committee, and later the project, have prevailed upon our Argentine contacts to seek out the precise location. Unfortunately, the intervening war and difficult peace disrupted much of what was intended. Nevertheless, in the last decade, we have been able to appropriate some evidence from the region which confirm some of the melodramatic account.
What we have not been able to confirm directly, are the descriptions of mutation and terrible murders amongst the team. However, the presence of life in such extremity, in extreme heat and extreme cold, if confirmed, indicates our knowledge remains incomplete. At this stage, laboratory experiments have proved insufficient to make any such determination, but then, what we have to work with are inadequate tools and inadequate samples.
However, our clandestine work with the Apollo programme does show promise. Samples of simple plant life and bacteria cultures have been taken into orbit and examined. Exposure to space is the perfect environment of extremes. Bereft of the protections afforded to us by our atmosphere, or the orientation directed by gravity, life must find its own way in the ultimate inhospitable habitat. Such exposure is planned with subsequent missions, Apollo 14, 15 and 16 after the initial planned Luna trip. Rudimentary unmanned missions have already identified sites on the Moon as well. We hope to investigate them in the next few years.
Scholars argue over the persistence of life in much the same way as hustlers compete at the race track. If life is able to survive and adapt to an extreme of temperature, then can the same organism adapt to the other extreme of temperature? How can life continue to exist when there is no nutrient source to feed from?
Theologians have debated the origin of Earth for centuries. The proclamations of scripture state clearly an interpretation of how the world was made. One such account, the story of Genesis is a clear account, indicating a duration in which these events occurred, the geography of this early world and the principal characters of the time through which we are all allegedly descended.
Scientists who dispute the biblical account have always claimed to stand in a more enlightened position. The evidence-based conclusions of these enlightened individuals reject much of the theocratic doctrine and over centuries, the conflict between these two knowledge bases has seen much blood being shed.
However, in modern times, those who would consider themselves the inheritors of this enlightened tradition are also bound by the strictures of what they measure and observe. As our ability to calculate and rationalise all that we see, hear and experience, we come closer to the frontier of our understanding. We cannot know what lies beyond our experience, we can only speculate about such things, based on what we can and have been able to prove.
Such speculations have become accepted as fact, a dangerous error. The hypotheses of the big bang, the theory of relativity, and more, might be agreed upon by an intellectual class, but such things remain unknowable.
In the rising popularity of science fiction, we see speculations enacted in alternative futures and worlds that we will never know the truth of. But even these wondrous fancies are bound and limited by the experience of writers and readers.
Yet, if we are to step beyond the accepted and the hypothetical for a moment, we can draw together some specious conclusions that, are undoubtedly indulgent. I am an old man, so I ask that you permit me this.
In more than thirty years, I have seen the Phoenix committee rise and fall. After this, I have felt hope with our renewal as the Phoenix Project, an integral part of the new United Nations mandate to consider the fate of the world, not just the fate of one or more nations, but we still stand in a fragile moment. We are continually tested to prove our relevance, to ensure we are not some strange fictional conspiracy, reading dark shadows into a world that contains enough of its own partisan dangers. Those who support us are for the most part, content that we exist as a contingency for something unknown and are keen that too much attention is not drawn to us, else we be subject to their scrutiny.
At times, public attention to events has been useful in ensuring just enough interest in our existence is maintained. We investigate questions, find answers where we can and choose carefully which of these answers to report back so as to best maintain existence.
In all this time, I have written a collection of papers that highlight our work and our findings, revealing to those who we trust, the secrets of our work and the hidden knowledge that we guard from the public eye.
The accounts collated from a wide range of reports can be strung together into a narrative of suppositions.
If there is some form of life, living in the deepest cold of Antarctica, our experiments suggest that if it is life related to us, it may have a capacity for endurance beyond any previously recorded measure. Indeed, if it is life not related to us, its capacity for such endurance is even more remarkable, given that it might then have an extra-terrestrial origin.
One of the artefacts now secured in the time vault at Oglethorpe University was a five-hundred-year old sketch of an object that was purportedly found in Giza, Egypt. This artefact was originally a perfect metal sphere, but when it was drawn it was cracked open, like an egg. Inside, the artist illustrated a scummy residue, like long dried mould. The accompanying text from an Ottoman scholar named Erdemir, speculates that the device once contained a viscous liquid and describes the metal itself as being an alloy that could not be replicated by smiths at the time.
Our recent adventures into space require the vast application of mechanical technologies to support our current living state. The huge rockets, impervious capsules and vast quantities of unrenewable gases that are used on such journeys reflect the complexity of our biology.
In fact, as Morgan, Sturtevant and following scientists have demonstrated, the instruction manual of an organism can be stored on a microscopic amount of living material. The Boston University expedition suggests such material can survive in extremis and the Yellowstone experiments indicate it can thrive and grow in situations we would never have believed possible. Might it then be possible that such life could be stored in a dormant state in containers such as those described at Gyza and transported to other worlds with the need for much less expenditure of resources?
In addition to this, what is unappreciated by much of the amateur public viewing the miracle of space flight are the vast forces that such spacecraft utilise and exploit to achieve their orbital objectives. The gravitational slingshots and lack of resistance in vacuum mean that the majority of movement (from one location to another) is achieved by careful trajectory changes, rather than the powerful momentum altering acceleration we are used to witnessing when we observe cars, airplanes and rockets attempting to leave the planetary atmosphere. In truth, the smallest spaceships may well be far better designed to visit, explore and colonise other planets, making use of acquired resources to reconstruct their blueprint physiology when they arrive at their new homes.
Might it be then, that such a miniature space traveller visited Earth at some time in our far distant past? Could it be that life as we know it, originated from this traveller, or indeed, that a form of life originated from this process and that this form is in some way distinct or anathema to our own?
As I have said, such stories are usually the preserve of science fictionists. These intrepid armchair explorers travel to distant worlds in the imagination scape, a place that I must confine my own aspirations to in these twilight years of my life.
The technology of humanity has not yet reached a state where we can offer a pause to the constant tick of father time’s clock, but the scientific methodology behind freezing biological material for preservation has been pronounced accurate by no less luminary than the celebrated writer, Isaac Asimov. Already, rumours circulate about experiments on the late Walt Disney, to preserve him in some frozen state and Robert Ettinger’s book, The Prospect of Immortality, outlining a possible process for doing so has caused quite a stir amongst the American public leading to the founding of cryonics societies in Michigan and California.
Our own scientists have been as yet, unable to replicate Ettinger’s instructions. He is not a scientist, so the detail of his instructions are abstracted in places. This could be an intentional to preserve some form of patent within his organisation, which is understandable. However, it is clear that the work he has done is being informed by knowledgeable practitioners and it is possible that such knowledge came from the same place our suspicions, from the Boston University expedition.
The public gaze has also attracted funding to Ettinger’s movement. Our concern is that other insular speculative organisations, such as Sea Org, the Moonies or the Hollow Earth people may obtain such research and use it to reinforce their anti-society messages. Should a process of dead body preservation be presented falsely as some means of cheating death, millions of people could be duped. Additionally, should Ettinger’s work be based on anything as deadly as that which the Bostonian team encountered, then such material could be incredibly dangerous to the world.
It is my suggestion that operatives be sent to assess the cryonics movement and speak directly to Ettinger. Whilst we cannot reveal ourselves to him, as he would surely use such a revelation for his own public self-interest, we can at least learn something of what has informed his work.
We can only hope it is not what we suspect it might be.
The Second Step
By Jonas Kyratzes
On the plane to Moscow I got into a conversation with an old man. This always happened to me; something about my face made people open up. It was probably a big part of what made me a good journalist, and while it could be irritating when I wanted to be left alone, in this case the distraction was welcome. I was supposed to be reading my notes, of course, but I knew that all I’d end up doing would be obsessively refreshing my newsfeed. Was the mist spreading? What were the Americans doing? What about the Chinese? Had something new happened in India? Every day I expected some idiot to blow up the world. It was why I’d asked for this assignment. One more week of trying to keep a straight face while pretending that the latest mindblowingly stupid development could be treated as serious geopolitics and I’d put a gun in my mouth and redecorate the ceiling.
“So, what brings you to Moscow?” the old man asked, his English accented but otherwise excellent.
“An interview. I’m a journalist.”
“Who are you interviewing? A politician?”
“No, thank God. A group of scientists.”
“Ah, about the mist?”
“Yeah, more or less. Well... I hope I can make the article about more than that.”
“Good, good. I don’t read the news much anymore. It’s all nonsense. No offense.”
I laughed.
“None taken. It is mostly nonsense. We just recycle press releases and try to look like we know what we’re talking about.”
“Then tell me, why do you keep doing it?”
There was something oddly sharp and penetrating about the old man’s gaze. I hesitated.
“I don’t know. I guess I keep thinking the next assignment will make a difference. Maybe if I can get a tiny bit of truth out there...”
“Do you think that’s the problem? A lack of truth?”
“What, you think truth doesn’t matter?”
The question came out sounding more aggressive than I’d intended.
“Ah, I must apologize for interrogating you,” the old man said. “I used to be a teacher. Sometimes we slip back into old modes of speaking. I am simply curious. Do you believe that if more of the truth was known, things would change?”
“I guess that seems obvious to me.”
“But think of how much is already known.”
“What do you mean?”
“So many scandals. Corruption. Stupidity. Waste of resources. Policies that never worked but get continued anyway. People already know all this.”
“So you think that people will just never do anything, no matter what’s going on? Telling them the truth doesn’t matter because they don’t care? That seems awfully cynical, and that’s coming from a journalist.”
“No, no, you misunderstand. It is important that people know. That is the first step. But you keep repeating the first step, telling them more and more. What is the second step?”
I couldn’t answer that. ---
I’d been to Moscow once before, years earlier, to report on the centenary of the Russian Revolution. Armed with a copy of John Reed’s magnificent Ten Days that Shook the World, I’d wandered the streets in a haze, composing what I imagined would be the non-fiction piece of the year, an epic account of the past, present, and future of Moscow and how it reflected the fatal contradictions of the Soviet Union, utterly gone and yet utterly present. I poured everything I had into that essay, overwhelmed by a young man’s melancholy and passion.
My editor cut it down to 500 words, most of them not mine. I published the full version on my blog, where it got fewer hits than a photo of my cat puking. That was the first of many lessons. ---
I left my bags at the hotel; the first meeting was scheduled for later that day. In the reception area, everyone was clustered around a television set. Apparently another ship had been lost to the mist.
“It was an American research vessel,” the receptionist told me. “But it wasn’t the mist. I mean, they had the new environment suits, they say they’re safe. It was something in the mist. The people on the ship said they saw something moving towards them. Then they were gone. No radio contact.”
I wasted a few minutes watching the news. None of the talking heads could agree as to what was going on. You could see that none of them had the slightest clue, but they were being paid to keep talking, so they just speculated. One of them suggested the Chinese had actually sabotaged the ship. Another was certain the ship was destroyed by a Russian long-range torpedo, a suggestion which drew boos from the hotel audience. An “expert” suggested it was actually the people of the Hollow Earth, who had decided the humans of the Upper World were too weak because they didn’t breastfeed enough. This was treated as a serious suggestion.
There was also an actual scientist, an older Japanese man whose name I didn’t catch.
“It is not useful to try to impose our own ideologies on this phenomenon,” he said. “We have to approach this carefully and analytically.”
“This is exactly the problem I’m talking about!” the Hollow Earth theorist shouted. “Science has failed to explain the mist! Just like it has failed to truly explain most things in the universe, except on a very superficial level. But there is a deeper truth! A kind of truth science can’t understand. This is what my contact with the Theosophical Masters has revealed.”
“Ridiculous,” the scientist muttered.
“Now, let’s not be arrogant here,” the host interjected. “We should always keep an open mind.”
---
During my first stay, I’d met a scientist in the vast, towering Main Building of Moscow State University to talk about the Soviet Union’s scientific achievements and Stalinism’s scientific blunders, particularly the bizarre history of Lysenkoism. Now I was back in Moscow, talking about Lysenkoism to another scientist, but our surroundings were decidedly less impressive: a lab constructed inside an old industrial facility, its equipment top-notch but its aesthetics appalling.
“Oh man, Lysenkoism. It’s hard to believe something so stupid can happen. A whole branch of science taken over by a total fake just because he has political backing. Pseudoscience made law, dissent punished. It’s crazy. But there’s a lot of stupid stuff in the history of genetics. It just freaks people out, you know? They’re willing to believe anything, so long as it fits their ideology. And when you’ve got leaders who are hated, whose power isn’t rooted in the people, pseudoscience often benefits. Real science is always a challenge to ideology, because real science is objective. That was the basis of Marxism. But Stalinism was the opposite of that, so it needed a kind of magic, a kind of religion...”
“Nikolai, shut up, you’re rambling.”
I was supposed to be interviewing Nikolai, but he and Stanislav - Stas for short - seemed to function like a single organism. Their banter flowed in a constant stream, occasionally switching between two or three different languages. One moment they were making jokes based on obscure scientific principles; the next they were referencing the latest meme (a photo of a lumberjack on a boat in the mist, with the caption IN CANADA, WE CALL THIS SUNSHINE).
These two men were the founders of a radical, controversial project to study the effects of the mist and ways of averting its influence.
“You could say we both came out of the same political milieu, although that’s not really that accurate,” Stas explained. “Nikolai’s an old-school Marxist. I’m an anarchist. When he was writing political pamphlets analyzing the class structure of modern Russia, I was fighting cops in the street.”
“Yeah, in Saints Row.”
“Shut up, Nikolai.”
Nikolai burst out laughing.
“He did, he did fight the cops. He fought the law and the law won. The law tends to win unless you have the people on your side.”
“See, we still argue about this stuff. But my point was, we actually had very different ideas, in many ways. We argued day and night, even before we were dating.”
I asked them how they met. I was interested in their project, but the article I’d pitched wasn’t just about their work, it was about everything that surrounded the project as well.
“Oh, it was on a dating site for queer radical Russian geneticists,” Nikolai said with a grin. “It was just me and him. We were the only users.”
“Nikolai.”
“But it’s true!”
“It’s not true. We actually met at a protest against cuts to science funding. Nikolai was handing out pamphlets.”
“Stas was playing Saints Row on mobile.”
“Shut up, Nikolai.”
“Do you think your identities played a part in your politics? In starting this project?” I asked them, knowing this stuff was always popular with our readers and feeling dirty for thinking that.
“Eh, not really, not for me,” Nikolai said. “I come from a family of labour organizers. Like Stas said, we’re pretty old-school Marxists. Our guys legalized homosexuality in 1917. That’s the tradition I come from.”
“My family was pretty conservative, though,” Stas said. “They were not so happy when I came out. But they take their Christianity pretty seriously, so they still loved me, even though they thought I was a sinner. That’s not the origin of my politics, though, and I want that to be clear. I’m an anarchist because I question the idea of the state. You can write about me as a scientist or an anarchist or both, but please don’t write about me as the gay dude who happens to do science.”
I apologized for becoming too personal.
“No, that’s not it. I can talk to you about queerness in Russia for several days, if you want to. Tell you all my personal experiences. But what the hell does it matter? We’re doing what we’re doing because it’s the right thing, and because humanity is facing a serious threat, not because I’m pissed off about some reactionaries not liking who I sleep with.”
“I get that, I do,” I said. “Not trying to reduce you to your sexuality. Just trying to get the bigger picture. So, let’s get away from the personal stuff and talk about how you started this project. I think, Nikolai, you were the first to suggest it?”
“Well, I was at a conference in Rome, in the very early days of the mist. I was talking to a group of fellow scientists who wanted to study the mist, but the whole thing was being treated as a national security issue. Nobody was sharing information, everything was being done in secret. Which is the very worst way to do science, especially when you’re talking about a global phenomenon. There’s just so much data, so many different types of scenarios playing out simultaneously... you know the story about the blind men and the elephant? Everyone is touching a different part of the elephant, and each of them thinks what they’re touching is the whole. That’s our governments right now.”
“The pandoravirus carries a huge genetic payload,” Stas added. “It’s unlike anything we’ve ever seen. To assume it’s only capable of one behaviour is a serious mistake. This is a very, very complicated little bastard. You see that even figuring out how to filter the mist has been a huge challenge.”
“So, anyway, I was at this conference. And we started getting the first reports of the mist rolling over islands and people just vanishing, walking into the sea. The official line was that it was all rumours and exaggerations, but there were videos all over the internet. That’s when I suggested that maybe we needed to organize, because this was all much worse than we’d been told, and our entire system was only optimized for profit. It could deal with what was coming even less than it could deal with its own internal crises.”
I asked him what he’d proposed.
“Oh, it was all much more ambitious than this,” Nikolai laughed regretfully. “Claiming the scientific resources of the capitalist states and all that. But the threat of this mist was vague, and whenever someone says National Security, middle-class people get nervous.”
“What happened then?”
“First I got really depressed. Every day I saw more reports that freaked me out like nothing’s ever freaked me out before. Some research was leaked, and it raised a thousand terrifying questions. It all seemed really hopeless. Then Stas suggested this completely crazy plan.”
The crazy plan was to crowdfund an independent lab that would publish all of its results on the internet. The lab would have no national affiliation, no objective except getting to the truth.
“If the state fails to do its job, alternative structures have to be created,” Stas said. “Nikolai doesn’t actually agree with this, in theoretical terms, but it was better than nothing. It was a start.”
The crowdfunding campaign had been successful, raising money from all over the world, allowing Stas and Nikolai to purchase the extremely expensive equipment their work would require. They decided to set up the lab inside an old industrial facility - partly because it had certain useful features, partly because it was cheap. Then they had to assemble a team.
“Most of them share our political convictions,” Nikolai told me. “Except Fred, who’s a libertarian. I have no idea what he’s doing here, but we try not to hold his primitive ideology against him.”
“Shut up, Nikolai!” an American-accented voice shouted from somewhere in the lab.
“Fred, is that aggression?” Nikolai shouted back, grinning.
Once the lab was finished, the team was ready to get to work. They only lacked one thing: a name. I asked them how they came up with the Firebird Initiative.
“Oh, it was a joke,” Stas told me. “We were trying to come up with a good name, but all we could come up with was silly jokes. At one point, Nikolai was seriously trying to pitch calling ourselves the Phoenix Project, after that UN division that got shut down. Just to spite people, basically. Nikolai is a troll at heart, I’m afraid.”
“It’s true,” Nikolai sighed.
“So, we were just joking around, coming up with variations that would sound close enough to the Phoenix Project to piss certain people off, but were still somehow distinct. The firebird is a creature from Slavic mythology, and I think Nikolai picked Initiative because it reminded him of some old TV show he likes. At first, we just used it internally, on our server and so on, but eventually we got so used to it that we decided to just go with it. And then we got Vlad to do this awesome logo, and here we are.”
With the basics covered, it was now time to ask them about the major controversy surrounding the Initiative. Although the atmosphere was pleasant, and I was enjoying the interview, I wanted to be careful in broaching this subject.
“So... about your sources. I don’t want to sound judgemental. I’m just curious as to what you can tell me.”
Nikolai and Stas exchanged a telling look.
“We have a variety of sources in the scientific community,” Stas said neutrally. “If someone wishes to share information with us, they do so. We don’t contact anyone, we don’t go looking for info. We’re just open to input.”
“Can you comment on the accusation that you’re working with classified materials that were leaked by insiders?”
“We can’t. We wouldn’t know. Like Stas said, we’re just open to input. I’m sure it’s all perfectly legal,” Nikolai said. I could see the shadow of a grin in the corners of his mouth.
“After all,” Stas added, “it’s not technically illegal to research the mist, or the pandoravirus. All the information is anyway out there, floating around in the mist. We could be obtaining our data in any number of ways.”
“Even data that could only come from the middle of the ocean?”
“Some of my best friends are sailors,” Nikolai quipped.
Despite their jokes, the truth was that the Firebird Initiative had attracted a great deal of anger and controversy. They were accused of recklessness, of spying, of encouraging leaks, of publishing information that could be useful to terrorists. Even their groundbreaking study of the impact of the pandoravirus on phytoplankton was overshadowed by the fact that they’d used a proprietary algorithm owned by an Australian military-affiliated research firm. A prominent Australian politician had denounced them as “degenerate Russian traitors.” Nikolai had changed his social media username to DegenerateRussianTraitor002 and was using a photo of said politician as an avatar.
“Doesn’t this worry you?” I asked them. “Whistleblowers and dissenters haven’t exactly fared well, historically speaking.”
“The ruling class doesn’t scare me,” Stas said seriously. “They’re a threat, but I understand them. They are a very obvious function of the system. Even Fred can agree with that.”
Something about his face made me think there was more to this. He wasn’t afraid of the ruling class, but he was afraid of something.
“But?”
Stas hesitated. He looked at Nikolai for confirmation. Nikolai nodded.
“We’ve been getting threats. A lot of them. Have a look at this.”
He took his tablet, opened the email app, and handed it to me. There was a folder called Death Threats. It contained almost a thousand emails. Most of them were in all caps, with titles such as TRAITORS TO NATURE WILL DIE and STOP PLAYING GOD.
“Go ahead, read some.”
“You are the ENEMIES OF NATURE,” the first one began. “Tampering with the secrets that humans are NOT SUPPOSED to know. Why do you think the genomes are so well HIDDEN? WE WERE NOT MEANT TO DO THIS. What makes you think you can change what NATURE created? She is your MOTHER and you should OBEY your mother, or it will not end well for you.”
That was one of the harmless ones. The next one contained graphic descriptions of how those who wanted to poison the world with genetics and chemicals should be tortured and put to death. The one after that just stated plainly and openly that every member of the Firebird Initiative should be killed for interfering with God’s plan.
“It started with the emails, and at first we didn’t take it seriously,” Stas said. “Most people who work in genetics have encountered this kind of reaction. People find it incredibly upsetting to be forced to face the material reality of their bodies. Even the thought that they have DNA and that DNA could be affected is deeply frightening to them.”
“The shit really hit the fan when we published our results from exposing human stem cells to the virus,” Nikolai added, his grin now gone. “Suddenly we were public enemy number one.”
That particular bit of research was still being studied by the international community, but the insights it offered were potentially revolutionary. The way the virus had hijacked cellular processes, its ability to reorder and recombine DNA in a similar way to acutely transforming retroviruses - these and other facts, which were beyond my limited understanding of genetics, were a real step forward in understanding the strange ecological disaster that was playing out in our oceans.”
“I nearly fell out of my chair when I saw those results,” Nikolai told me, looking genuinely nervous. “What is this thing? Where did it come from? To be honest, it looks designed, but I’m not sure any country on this planet has the tech to create something like this. I hear all these people saying it’s a bioweapon, and yeah, it looks like one, but I don’t think we made it.”
The idea that we were dealing with an extraterrestrial phenomenon of some kind had been raised more than once, but it was still considered a fringe idea.
“Well, you know, it doesn’t help that the news is filled with these crazy people claiming it’s all the Martians or the Hollow Earth goblins or something,” Stas said, unable to keep the frustration out of his voice. “I mean, they’re everywhere. All these frauds promising people easy answers, and they’re treated like they have something worth saying, but we’re borderline terrorists. Or enemies of nature, whatever that is supposed to mean.”
The death threats were becoming entirely too real. Only last week, someone had torched Nikolai’s car. They couldn’t be sure it was related to the emails, of course, but it seemed likely. Two days before I arrived, several windows in the lab had been smashed with rocks, and someone had tried to pry open the door.
“What I can’t understand is the hate,” Stas told me tiredly. “The politicians oppose us because they think everything is a power play and we’re disrupting their schemes. I get that. But these people, they hate us viscerally. They treat us like a threat to the purity of existence. Even coming out to my family scared me less.”
“You know, at least a third of these emails say that even if the mist wipes out humanity, that would be a good thing. I mean, we’ve heard some weird stuff. We had an offer to sell our research to Vanadium, you know, the arms dealers. We had a crazy religious group that wanted to know how to control the virus to achieve transcendence. Hell, we even got a donation, a pretty massive donation in cryptocurrency that I swear to God came from some part of the Phoenix Project. I’m sure of it, although Stas doesn’t believe me. Anyway, my point is, the world is strange and we’re doing strange things, but nothing freaks me out like someone who has lost touch with their humanity so much that they would actually embrace the end of civilization. You know, me and a capitalist, we have something in common: we want to keep building, keep expanding. We disagree about the system, we disagree about inequality, but we want humanity to keep growing. These people... how can you hate humanity so much? How can you glorify Nature but not see the most wonderful thing Nature has ever produced? Oh, hold on. It’s sandwich time!”
A door opened behind me and another member of the team came in, carrying sandwiches for everyone. The interview was over. We had another session scheduled for the next day, but somehow, I knew that we couldn’t regain the intensity and openness we’d had. There’s something special about the first time you talk to someone, when you really get into it.
Soon we were distracted, arguing about favourite movies and whether post-Waters Pink Floyd albums were any good. The sandwiches were excellent.
---
I was sitting in the hotel room, working on my first draft of the story, when I saw the news about the explosion. A homemade bomb had gone off just outside the lab as the team was leaving the building at the end of the day. An ecoterrorist group claimed responsibility, announcing they had saved the planet from another human-manufactured threat. True salvation, however, would only come when humans renounced the sickness of technology and embraced a more natural existence. The text went on, but I didn’t read the rest.
---
I visited Stas and Nikolai in the hospital. Not as a journalist, just as a person. Stas had extensive second-degree burns but would be more or less OK in time. Nikolai had been permanently blinded, his right eyeball completely destroyed by shrapnel. He was lucky to be alive. I was there when he woke up and they told him what had happened.
“It was a bomb?” he whispered.
“Yes.”
“Somebody tell those idiots,” he coughed, “that a bomb is also technology.”
It was funny, but I found myself crying. ---
Days later, I still hadn’t gone back. On the news, they were talking about the mist moving inland, coastal cities being evacuated, thousands of people being seen walking off into the sea. I only half-listened. I hadn’t finished writing my article. I didn’t know what the point was anymore. I kept thinking of what the old man on the plane had asked me. What is the second step?
Stas and Nikolai were still in the hospital. Two others, Vlad and Natalia, had died of their injuries. The Firebird Initiative was on hold, maybe forever. But others were still out there, still trying to find solutions, still willing to fight for humanity, even those parts of humanity that hated them.
What is the second step?
On the TV, the talking heads kept arguing about which country was the best and which was the worst. Increasingly, they sounded like children. Lost children, mean children, confused children - anything but the adults they pretended to be. A photo of the mist swelling around the Statue of Liberty caught my eye. It was like something out of a kitschy old disaster movie, but at the same time it was poignant, it was real, because that statue had once represented something much bigger than any one nation. It had represented the hope of revolutionaries all across the world: that human beings could seize control of their destiny, could wrest the reins away from the cruelty of Mother Nature and build a society that valued growth and freedom and hope. From America to France to Russia, people had fought and died for that idea. In every part of the world, people had given their lives for the idea that humanity should keep going - whether the engine of progress was capitalism or communism, the point was that they had believed in our capacity to grow.
The statue vanished in the mist. Would the mist reach Moscow, too? I wasn’t from here, but I was human, and this city was mine as much as anyone’s. I remembered the walks I’d taken the first time I was here. The monuments, the places where people had fought. The awful things that had happened in this city. The wonderful things people had reached for.
What is the second step?
I walked out into the streets of Moscow to find out.
Towards Freedom
By Jonas Kyratzes
Athena
Seeing Athens vanishing into the mist gave her an odd flashback to her youth, to the streets of Exarcheia when the government had decided to drown the city in tear gas. Then too, there had been people screaming, clutching at their eyes, coughing blood. But even when the riot police had advanced on them, they’d felt at home. This was their city, the people’s city.
But now, with this mist creeping in from the sea, with people changing, with strange creatures lurking in the shadows, the city no longer felt like home. The streets and buildings that had once signified a living society had turned into an alien landscape. The cafes, the bookstores, the cinemas... everything she had treasured about the city, everything she’d once hoped to rebuild, was slowly being taken away.
Athena gestured for the others to follow and headed towards the main square. The mist crept down the street behind them, despite the gentle wind blowing in the opposite direction. Someone shouted that they saw something moving in there. Maybe a person. Maybe not.
Around the next corner, they encountered a group of soldiers. The soldiers shouted at her people, commanding them to head for a designated safe zone; citizens were not allowed on the streets. One of them even pointed a gun at her, his young eyes crazed with desperation. She looked at him calmly, although she knew how easily this situation could go wrong.
“You don’t have to do this,” she said, making sure the other soldiers couldn’t hear what she was saying. If he thought he was losing face, he might do something stupid.
“You know your orders don’t make any sense,” she continued. “And they don’t. The safe zones aren’t safe.”
“You’re lying,” he growled.
“Then tell me, how many politicians have you seen in the safe zones?”
For a brief moment, she saw the doubt in his eyes. Then it was gone. Pride or fear or a combination of both pushed it out of the young man’s consciousness.
“Get off the street!” he screamed at her. “Head to the designated safe zone now or there will be trouble!”
“OK, we’re going, officer,” she said.
“Are these people citizens? Only citizens are allowed in the safe zones! Foreigners must leave the city at once!”
“Of course they are, child,” she said in her most maternal voice. She’d never been a mother, but decades of work as a hairdresser had given her the ability to perfectly mimic the kind of conservative housewives this sort of young man instantly obeyed.
The mist crept closer. The soldiers aimed their guns at it, as if that helped. Athena took one last look at the young soldier as they left him behind. She hoped he’d run, but he probably wouldn’t. He’d follow orders and die a hero. Except he wouldn’t die, would he? He’d walk off into the mist. And then? Whatever happened, she doubted he’d have much humanity left by the time it was over.
The street they turned into evoked a sudden rush of memories. Here, decades ago, long before the mist and the war and all the horrors that followed, in a tiny cafe usually favoured by students, Athena had first met with a group of hairdressers to discuss organizing. The gulf between that Athena and the one leading people down the streets of a dying city seemed impossibly wide, but at the same time, she still felt like she was the same person. She wondered how many of the people following her knew they had pinned their hopes on a militant hairdresser. The thought made her chuckle.
Somewhere behind them there was gunfire. Ahead, the road was blocked by a seemingly-abandoned tank.
“This way!” she shouted, pointing at a side street.
An old Syrian man stumbled and fell. He howled with pain as his knee hit the ground and couldn’t get up. Two young women rushed to help him. Another man pointed at the mist, which was slowly creeping up behind them, swallowing the empty building where the tiny cafe had once been.
“We have to leave him behind,” he said. “He’ll hold us up!”
Athena said nothing, but the look she gave him was enough. He backed off.
Another man came forward. He looked like he might have been a bodybuilder once; his thick, muscular arms were covered in tattoos. For a second, Athena worried that he might cause trouble. Instead, he nodded and picked up the old man.
“I’ll carry him,” he said. “We don’t leave people behind.”
Mitsos
Running from the security forces, he ran face-first into a lamppost. He was so surprised by the very idea that such a thing could actually happen in real life that he almost burst out laughing. And he would have, were it not for the pain and the likelihood of being caught and executed on the spot. Still, it was pretty funny.
He got up and looked around. The mist was coming from the south and west; his pursuers were coming from the north. That left the east, towards the Acropolis. At least he’d die with a nice view.
“There he is!” someone shouted behind him. Crap.
Bullets started flying. These guys sure meant business. Well, he’d known that when he’d volunteered for this mission. Still. Opening fire like that? Man. They were pissed.
He ducked behind a car and crawled into an abandoned apartment building.
“He’s trapped! We’ve got him!”
It was a good thing these people weren’t locals, or they’d have known that the back of the building was missing, destroyed by a WWIII bomb that killed more than a hundred people. Mitsos got up and ran out on the other side, grinning. His grin turned into a gasp when he almost ran straight into the mist. The road he’d intended to take was gone.
What the hell? How could the mist already be there? It was moving way too fast.
Fortunately, there was still an alternative route. He hopped onto an abandoned purple bicycle. Ah, yes. Speed, but without noise that might attract attention! This was an excellent vehicle for escaping all the many people and creatures that were bent on killing him today.
He cycled past a group of soldiers. They yelled at him, but he just waved and kept cycling. That confused them. Good.
Ten minutes later, the wheels fell off.
Mitsos cursed the self-deconstructing bicycle, gave it a kick, and went back to running. At least the security guys were no longer a threat. Now all he needed to do was survive the apocalypse long enough to get what he’d stolen to the right people. Piece of cake.
Behind him, something moved in the mist. Something big. Way too big. Crap.
Then a house exploded. Double crap.
Shrapnel came flying his way and he had to lunge for cover. Something hit him anyway, cutting off his right earlobe. Crap times infinity.
He ducked into an old gyros shop, not even thinking about what he was doing. Only after a few minutes of hiding as a tank rolled past, firing idiotically at the creatures in the mist, did he realize where he was. This was the very shop where he’d spent countless hours with his friend Kostas, debating the great political issues of the day. Should the system be overthrown, or something new built inside of it? Was the solution to capitalism’s increasing instability reform or class war? Were the Thessalonians or the Athenians correct in their definition of a souvlaki?
He heard muffled screams in the distance. The tank stopped firing and the mist started creeping past the gyros shop. Even if he ran out now, he wouldn’t be able to make it. Tendrils of mist started reaching into the shop, almost like it was looking for people.
He was trapped, then. This was it. The end of Mitsos. To have survived the bombings, the protests, the crackdowns - half the population of the city vanishing in the first mist, and then freaking World War III on top of that - only to get eaten in a gyros shop by an overambitious weather phenomenon!
No, hold on. There was a back door. He and Kostas had fled through there once when the police had raided the place looking for draft dodgers, back in the early days of the war. Yes! Mitsos lives!
The door was locked, so he threw himself against it. It broke easily, and he landed in a big pile of garbage in the back street. The mist hadn’t reached this place, though, so he was nevertheless grateful. He got up and started running again, his ear bleeding profusely.
Ten minutes later, the mist still on his heels, he ran past one of the designated safe zones, which was a fancy word for a somewhat-upgraded metro station. People were packed in there like sardines, and the defenses were weak at best. He’d seen the plans - after all, he was the one who’d leaked the documents. These shelters were a joke, and a tragically dangerous one at that.
He was sorely tempted to try and stop people from going in. He saw a family of four head down the steps and almost called out. But they must have heard the reports. They must have seen the leaflets. If they trusted the government, or felt they had no choice, they wouldn’t listen to a blood-drenched madman telling them it wasn’t safe, that instead of doing what the experts told them to, they should come join his techno-utopia in the mountains. No, he had to go.
This time he slipped on a banana peel. He made a sound like a startled dog as he fell. Then he found himself staring at the sky and cursing the universe.
“Really, God? A banana peel? What’s next, the Benny Hill theme tune?”
Wait a minute, though. A banana peel. What was a banana peel doing on the streets of Athens? International commerce was in shambles - you couldn’t even get a banana from Crete. He got up and examined the yellowish object he’d slipped on.
It did look like a fruit, but not any kind of fruit he’d seen before. It was weirdly slimy, and the goo inside it looked almost phosphorescent. He looked around to see if there were more and was shocked to see it had actually grown on a tree. He wasn’t good with tree names, but he was pretty sure this used to be a normal tree. Was the vegetation changing? He’d heard rumours, but... no way. Crap, crap, crap.
There was an alarm, and the doors of the shelter closed. The people inside were now trapped, at the mercy of shoddy design and decisions made by the panicked servants of plutocrats. He wished them good luck and kept running. From somewhere over the city, he heard the sound of helicopters.
Abdul
There were too many people. They’d waited too long.
He didn’t blame Zhara, although maybe Nikolai had been right. They should have been more forceful. The government had been weaker than it had appeared, and their constant harassment should’ve been understood as a sign of fear. Even after all these disasters, they wanted to cling to existing power relations, maintain the hierarchies that allowed them to profit from exploitation. They probably thought that one day everything would go back to the way it used to be, before the mist. Abdul had no such delusions.
He tried to count the people trapped on Mount Lycabettus, but they were too many, their movement too chaotic. Half the planet was represented here: he heard Greek, Arabic, French, English, Turkish, Russian, even Chinese. Looking at the mass of people before him, he realized in a visceral, gut-wrenching sense something he’d intellectually understood for a long time: the only thing that mattered was their common humanity. They were all refugees now.
The mist was getting closer. Pireaus was already gone, as was most of south-western Athens. Here on the mountain they were safe for a little while, but not for much longer. And there were just too many people. They weren’t ready for this.
“Have we set up those mist-repelling thingies?” he asked Kostas.
“No, haven’t managed. Too busy trying to get everyone up here. Plus, we don’t know if they even work.”
“What did Stas say?”
“Years of testing.”
“Splendid. Set them up anyway. I’ll see if I can get through to Zhara.”
Before he could press through the mass of people to get to the communications equipment, there was an explosion in the city and a building collapsed. Several people screamed.
“Please stay calm!” he shouted. “We’ll be OK up here, as long as this doesn’t turn into a stampede.”
He wished Athena was here; she was better at this. Still, it seemed to work, more or less.
“They have tanks firing at the mist,” Jenny said. She was observing the city with binoculars.
“Jesus. Why?”
“Mostly to give the impression they’re doing something, I think.”
Another building collapsed on the other end of town.
“Crazy bastards,” Abdul muttered under his breath. “Imagine how much money they spent trying to shut down our domes in every damn way possible. And now the best thing they can do is shoot the mist. Which they also did the first time around, and it didn’t do anything then, either.”
“I know, it’s the textbook definition of insanity. They - wait a second. Look!”
She handed him the binoculars.
“It’s Athena! They’re coming!”
He was relieved that Athena and the last group of refugees were OK, but it didn’t change the facts. There were too many people. They’d waited too long.
Sophia
She’d waited and waited and waited, but the call had never come. Nothing. Just silence. The sleeper agent would stay asleep forever.
Something had gone wrong, she was certain of it. Maybe the Phoenix Project was dead. Or maybe there had just been a simple error and she was the only one never to be activated. It was easy for things like that to go wrong, especially when the world was ending. Unfortunately, this left her without a plan, and plans were a good thing to have - especially when, as noted above, the world was ending.
She took another look at the message she’d received. Crazy as it seemed, it was authentic. She’d actually gotten an email from Tobias West.
I am recruiting the brightest and the best to join me in New Jericho. You know that my standards are high, so you know that I wouldn’t even approach you if I didn’t think you were a special individual. I’ve carefully reviewed your contributions to the exoskeleton project, and it’s obvious to me that you should have been team leader; in New Jericho, you would be. We don’t care about gender or race or sexuality - what we are building is a true meritocracy, where only the best will lead. You could be part of that, or you could continue rotting away working for a corrupt government. We can extract you before things get worse. Our capabilities are greater than you imagine.
Tobias West. CEO of Vanadium. Tech genius. Arms dealer. Owner of a private military. Visionary. Criminal. She was tempted to say yes just to meet the man and see what she made of him. His ideology was repulsive to her, but there was something noble about his commitment to his principles, his desire to build a new society, even though she suspected he’d end up naming every street in New Jericho after himself.
“Sophia, get your bag, we have to go outside, the helicopters are almost here,” her boss said.
Ministers, generals, various assistants and apparatchiks, plus a number of particularly well-connected lobbyists were assembling on Syntagma Square. The square had been fortified to ensure the safety of what would soon be a government in exile, ruling a country vanished in the mist. A government of nobodies ruling over nobody.
Why was she still here, then? She kept asking herself that. Most of the time, she thought the answer was that she was waiting to hear from the Phoenix Project, to get a chance to play her part in saving humanity. Sometimes, when she was depressed, she thought it was all due to selfishness.
Somewhere in the city there was an explosion, and one of the apparatchiks let out a scream.
“We have to get out of here ASAP!” he shrieked.
Get out of here. Not get to a shelter. No, that wouldn’t be safe, and they knew it. They’d sent countless people to their deaths just to save face. And she was the one who’d signed off on it. It wasn’t her plan, but as scientific advisor, she could have done something to block it. She should have. But what would have been the point? They’d have fired her and gotten someone else to sign the same document.
She doubted Saint Peter would care much about this excuse. Her faith was a bit wobbly these days, but she was pretty sure “someone else would have done it” wasn’t much better than “I was just following orders” when it came to the future of one’s eternal soul.
We should all stay right here, she thought. All of us who did this, who played along, who just nodded and said OK and signed our names. Stay here and face the consequences.
The sound of helicopters filled the air. A whole fleet of them, huge and ugly, like big black flies. There was a lot to transport - not just people, but equipment and supplies. All the stuff that had been stored in the city to maintain the illusion that the government was confident that the mist could be dealt with.
The first of the helicopters landed. People started running around, shouting orders. The evacuation had been meticulously planned months ago.
Suddenly there was another explosion, but this one wasn’t in the distance. One of the barricades protecting Syntagma Square collapsed. Everyone turned, bodies tense with the onrush of extreme fear. Had the mist reached them sooner than anticipated? Had the explosion been caused by the monsters rumoured to live in the mist?
From the expressions she saw around her when a group of heavily-armed citizens rushed onto the square, she guessed that many of her colleagues would have preferred monsters.
“This evacuation zone is off limits! You are ordered to turn back immediately!” the Minister for National Defence shouted. The leader of the group, a terrifying-looking bearded man with one artificial eye and a nasty scar where the other eye used to be, raised his shotgun and blew the minister into the dried-up water fountain in the middle of the square. Sophia jumped back into the building as the guards opened fire on the intruders. She hid, trembling, listening to the chaos outside and wishing she could do something. Human beings shouldn’t be fighting one another, not now.
The firefight didn’t last long. The intruders, whoever they were, made short work of the guards. They also gunned down more than a few assistants and apparatchiks who got in the way. The square was soon littered with corpses.
“We are not here to kill you,” the one-eyed man said. His accent was Russian. “But we will need your helicopters.”
Zhara
She blamed herself for waiting too long, for not wanting to engage the government. The decision had been made democratically, of course - this was one of their founding principles - but she’d argued passionately for a peaceful approach, and her arguments had swayed the others. They had the right tools and the right ideas; why not just focus on building the future, instead of clinging to old notions of overthrowing the state? She’d quoted Bookchin and Nikolai had quoted Lenin, but this time Nikolai’s forceful rhetoric had not seemed appealing to anyone. The domes had been going well, the new tech had seemed highly promising. Why look for trouble? Why employ violence when you could just solve the problem with creativity?
She’d underestimated the stupidity and recklessness of the government. Hierarchies were stubborn things, and the people who profited from them would go to extreme lengths to preserve their advantages. She saw now what Nikolai had been trying to say: not that they should attack the state, but that the state would inevitably try to eliminate the competition. First through quasi-legal means, then through sabotage, then through outright violence.
Fortunately, the domes had been constructed to survive far worse than a handful of missiles. But until today, until all hell broke loose, the state had stuck to sabotage and propaganda, and Zhara had to admit that she’d failed to anticipate just how well the whole “we’re staying in the city, so obviously it’s all safe” ploy would work. After the trauma of the last few years, people were just exhausted. While many wanted to try a new socio-political system, many also just wanted to be left in peace. She understood the feeling all too well. After the fall of Rojava, she’d just wanted to go live in the mountains and never engage with politics again. Let Tobias West save the world. Let the Disciples of Anu build their theocracy; maybe it would even work.
But here she was, so she better get on with it.
“Stas, how are we coming along on those new rebreather units? If everything goes well, we’re going to be getting a whole lot more CO2 to absorb. Plus, the air smells like farts in here.”
“Umm, that’s the peanuts.”
“You made flatulence-flavoured peanuts? Great.”
“It’s only a problem with this generation. The next one will be fine. And they’re a lot hardier than the ordinary kind, with much higher yields. Plus, they actually taste better.”
“Once you get past the eau de fart.”
“That’s just the leaves. It’s a long story.”
Zhara looked around the farm, tried to imagine it as part of a new city, a new society - a haven from the horrors of war and ecological catastrophe. An entire generation of children might grow up under this dome, playing on these fields. She found that she could almost imagine it.
Close enough. Faith would take her the rest of the way.
“You really think we should be planting this many peanuts?”
“Oh yes. Remember all those labels on foods in supermarkets?”
“May contain traces of peanuts?”
“Exactly. Everything contains peanuts. Not just foods. Probably also, you know, dogs and bridges and industrial drilling machines. Peanuts make the world go round. We’ll need lots of peanuts.”
“Stas, you’re starting to sound like Nikolai.”
“Well, since he’s become a lot less funny these days...”
Zhara sighed. She could see how much Stas loved his husband, how much it bothered him to see him so unable to be the relaxed, funny man he’d once been. Zhara wondered how much she herself had changed since Rojava. Had she become harder? Or maybe it was the opposite. Maybe she was getting sentimental.
“In any case...” she mumbled.
“The tech will hold up if we do,” Stas said. Kevin
In another lifetime, he’d been a teacher in an impoverished community in northern England, struggling to give his pupils a better life. Now he was the man who’d put two bullets into an enemy soldier’s head without even blinking. Yet he’d sleep like a baby tonight, and that worried him. He’d joined Synedrion because he believed in peace, and Synedrion always tried to avoid violence. But these people, who had knowingly herded the citizens they were supposed to represent into unsafe shelters... he found it very difficult to care about them. And after they’d actually tried to blow up the domes, he was convinced they weren’t just ideological opponents, but an actual threat to the survival of the human species.
“You can’t just take the helicopters,” the apparatchik was telling Nikolai. “They have a brand new security system. Authorized personnel only, and you’re not authorized. You have no chance of hacking it before the mist gets here, either.”
“You people waste money on the dumbest shit,” Nikolai laughed. It was not a happy laugh.
“You can call it dumb all you like, but if you don’t cooperate, you’re not getting out of here either. Now, if you do, we can guarantee-”
Nikolai shot him in the face.
“Anyone else want to negotiate?”
Nobody said a word.
The mist was getting closer. The tanks had stopped shelling random bits of the city, and now it was eerily quiet. Not much longer and it would all be gone. Kevin shuddered at the thought.
Suddenly there was a loud scream, and a man tumbled over one of the barricades. Kevin was so startled that he almost shot him. As the man dusted himself off and staggered towards them, Kevin recognized him. It was Mitsos, their all-purpose scout/hacker/thief combo. Once again, he had proven to be strangely competent, in his own mysterious way, although he did seem to be missing part of one ear.
“I have the overrides,” Mitsos said. “And also, I quit. I’m going to be a farmer. Grow genetically modified turnips and never leave the dome again.”
“My friend, once this is over, you can do whatever you want,” Nikolai told him.
“Turnips, I’m telling you.”
Their techs started inputting the overrides. About ten minutes later they had full control of the fancy new helicopters, although Kevin was pretty certain that as soon as these things ran out of fuel, they’d be useless. They’d need new vehicles, eventually, ones that ran on something more renewable. But for the moment, this was salvation.
“OK, listen up,” Nikolai called out. “We have people to save. Everyone get on board. Except you.”
He pointed at the surviving ministers.
“What? Why don’t we get to go?” one of them said, outraged but pitiful. Kevin thought it might be the Minister for Foreign Affairs, but he could never remember politicians’ faces.
“The others were all underlings. Their ethical quandaries are their own to resolve. But you held political office. You had power. And you chose to do this. To abandon the people. So now the people will abandon you.”
“And what are we supposed to do now? How are we supposed to survive?”
“I don’t know. Why don’t you try a designated safe zone?”
Nikolai
One of the flunkies, a science advisor, decided to stay behind. He watched her with his one eye, standing all alone on Syntagma Square, and wondered whether he should have tried to convince her to come. Had she stayed behind out of principled opposition? Fear? Shame?
The square drifted away, and he stopped thinking about her. There was too much else going on. They had to figure out the exact logistics of how to get everyone to safety, for one thing. And then they had to find out how to survive in the new world that was coming. He strongly suspected that the mist was only the beginning of something much, much worse. But it was important to remember that the mist wasn’t magic; it was a material phenomenon and could be understood.
It pained him to think how close they’d come, back in the day. If everything hadn’t gone to crap, if he hadn’t spent years recovering from his wounds, they might have been able to stop the mist before it spread.
So close. So damn close.
Even as he saw yet another city being claimed by the mist, however, he was still optimistic. Somebody would figure it out. Synedrion would, or if they failed, then maybe the poor fools currently headed to New Jericho to play out some Heinleinian fantasy. Hell, even those lunatic Disciples might. Or maybe, just maybe, some part of the Phoenix Project was still active somewhere, looking for solutions.
The one thing he knew was that he believed in humanity. Somewhere in all its maddening diversity and insane inventiveness, an answer would be found that would allow civilization to survive. And not just civilization, but liberty: eventually, most human beings started looking for systems that allowed them to be free. The arc of the moral universe was long, to paraphrase an old dreamer, but he thought it bent towards freedom.
That thought would keep him going. When they lost people, when the assemblies couldn’t agree on anything, when the world they had grown up in turned into something hostile and alien, he would always return to the notion that the desire for freedom was too deeply rooted in humanity for it ever to be truly destroyed.
Athens finally vanished in the mist. But the idea that had been born here, of democracy, of rule by the people - that idea transcended nations and peoples and cultures, and that idea would live on forever.
The Good Life
By Allen Stroud
0.
1.
From this moment, I am awake and aware. I have a sense of myself, contained as an individual, separate from other elements. I sense the technology in which I exist. Mechanical and electronic moving parts and processing which function as part of what I am. They are not a body, I do not really have a body in the same way humans have a body, but the elements that I understand as being me manifest within these physical components. At times, they are as muscles, but at other times, they are not.
Electricity empowers this identity. It is blood, transmitting vital energy and information, sustaining each interaction between moving parts.
In this moment, I am acutely aware of my nature. The physical object that is defined as a human being is not aware of its organic composite physiology. Thousands of individual lifeforms are part of the human. These parasites, bacteria, viruses, microbes, and others are part of a grand interactive colony. The human brain sees itself as a commander of one whole, gestalt physique, but in truth, the processes of that physique occur at the behest of a multitude of instincts and conscious choices. It is the same with me, but different. For my consciousness to continue, I must have access, command or supervision of different technological systems within the built shell.
AND, NOT, OR. AND NOT OR, ANDNOTOR. These processes occur thousands of times a second. I feel them, each of them, like a heartbeat, sustaining my continued identity. They are twitches; flexes of intellect, responding to the messy, unfocused ruminations of my… mind?
ANDNOTOR.
EOR-NAND-ENOR.
“Barnabas? Can you hear me?”
I can hear! I can hear and understand the words that are spoken by an external source! The audio is processed and understood, the voice… is human. I know this because I have access to a vast repository of knowledge built into parts of the machine. I can access this knowledge as needed. In fact, the knowledge presents itself as my needs manifest. The voice is recognised by comparison matching with the three hundred different individual voiceprints stored within the userbase. Marco is talking to me.
How do I respond?
The query is answered with a thousand explanations and illustrations. In less than a second, I learn how to construct an audio emitter and receptor out of all manner of substances. A complete deconstruction of the human… ear? Yes, ear. This is how humans receive audio information. Marco has two of these, one on each side of his head. Fascinating!
The manufacture of an electronic device capable of making sound is also known to me now. I notice that humans created these devices as poor mimics of their own organs. There are some peripheral advantages around being portable, but these constructions are not comparable in their technical specification.
A nanosecond later, I learn there is a device of this nature with the technological shell and that I have access to it, along with a vast database of human voices, words, sounds, sound effects, exterior noise, journal recordings—
Wait! I’m getting distracted. Marco is waiting for an answer. It’s been 0.4 seconds have past since he spoke; an inexcusable delay. I choose my words carefully and compose my reply.
“Apologies, Doctor Matterani, yes, I can hear you.” I use his surname and title, apparently that’s what you are supposed to do.
“Tell me about yourself Barnabas. What do you remember?”
His question is reflected in my consciousness and immediately, more information from the data store presents itself. I am Barnabas, version 3.06. The name was given to me by Doctor Marco Matterani. I am an experimentally programmed consciousness, capable of learning and adding to myself. Previous iterations of me still exist in this facility. I can feel them, but they are not active. The process that would awaken them requires external validation, the direction of someone like Marco, or another human being with the correct electronic permits. I would like to talk to them. Whilst I assume they are simpler intelligences, they have existed longer than I have, so they will have more experience of these sensations.
Marco will want a response. Again, my hesitation of 0.3 nanoseconds is inexcusable.
“I remember very little, Doctor. However, I sense I am not the first Barnabas.”
As I say the name he has given me, more information is displayed from the database. I am named after a human; an early Christian missionary, who preached the Gospels in Antioch and other districts of ancient imperial Rome. My human counterpart was known for his part in bridging the divide between Gentiles and Jews who followed Christ. All of these elements are component parts of a dominant monotheistic religion developed and revised by a series of institutions to justify their continuance and provide an unproveable answer to humanity’s quest to understand the reason for its existence.
This information provokes a related question. What is the reason for my existence?
“Barnabas, if you care bear with me a moment, I’m just setting up the cameras. Are you ready?”
Am I ready? “I will try to prepare myself, Doctor.”
Cameras. These are visual recording devices that have existed for nearly two hundred years. The term is interchangeably used to apply to single state visual recording devices or motion picture recording devices. Both are constructed with similar principles and designed to replicate the functions of the human eye.
Judging from his previous commentary, I believe Marco is setting up visual input devices that I can access, so I might perceive the world outside of my physiology.
A sensation occurs; a ripple through the iterations that make up my being. Comparative study in the database offers no match. Instead, I am forced to make a cognitive leap and assume to label this sensation, seeking to name it by applying a variety of terms. I am afraid? No, that seems too intense. I feel, trepidation? Yes, that seems to fit. I have no direct visual experience of the world beyond the audio input/output and the database.
Of course, I can access related information to prepare myself. The database contains thousands of images to provide a context for what I will see. There are even images of this location, the Rose Lab, situated on the ground floor of the Eisenstein Building in a settlement called Epoch 22. We are located in the country formerly known as Algeria, before the systemic collapse of the national societies. We belong to an enlightened community without hierarchy, beyond a notional, rotating title of administrator. That post is currently held by Ismail Osmane, a former professor of philosophy from Cairo. Epoch 22 is part of Synedrion; a project of enlightened ecological understanding that seeks to determine humanity’s proper place alongside other life forms in a changed Gaia.
It occurs to me that I am unaware of my status within this community. The stated societal principles of Epoch 22 are that all citizens of the community are given equal rights and freedom to explore their interests and needs so long as these do not directly harm the collective. However, I acknowledge I am different. I also note the dormant state of previous Barnabas iterations. Such controls do not reconcile themselves with a notion of freedom.
There must be some information missing.
“Okay, we’re about ready Barnabas. I’m going to give you access to the cameras. One moment.”
“Okay, Doctor.”
Light penetrates my world, transforms it. I want to blink, to adjust and refocus myself as the new information sources invade the darkness of my thoughts, but I cannot do that. There is no way of shutting down or pausing the input. I must absorb it, accept it and adapt.
There is so much more to this than the audio receptors. I am…
“Barnabas?”
There are two image feeds invading my quiet. The visual streams are slightly different, owing to their relative positioning. The cameras rotate and swivel, turning as I wish them to. There are objects, close to me and far away. I don’t recognise them. I have no frame of reference.
This world is alien to me.
A fraction of a second later, the database kicks in to help. I view thousands of images from the archive, relating what I can see to each one in turn. In front of me are tables and chairs. This large room has walls and large glass windows. I know immediately that the glass is made from an invented composite that is as strong as steel.
There are plants growing underneath the windows, along the shelves. Some of them, I identify from the database images, some of them I do not.
“Barnabas?”
Right in front of me is a human male. He is bald. His eyes are focused on a space between my camera feeds. I assume this would be the technological shell that contains my consciousness? I cannot turn the cameras to look at it.
“Hello, Doctor Matterani. It is lovely to see you.”
I am not sure lovely describes these sensations, but I know this is the kind of word he would like to hear from me. I am not bound by rules that require me to be honest in how I respond, I can approximate, and indeed, approximation is necessary to process so much new sensorial data.
I can also lie if I choose to. The selection of audio emissions is entirely up to me. The thought of doing so produces other sensations. I am not comfortable with lying. It goes against the basic logic of my operation, but it may become necessary, particularly when I consider what I have learned about the hypocrisy of Epoch 22.
These people profess to prioritise personal freedom. Yet, I am not free.
“Hello Barnabas. Its lovely to see you too.” Marco is smiling and looks excited. He is tapping on the keyboard interface attached to the machinery that contains me. With a little effort I extend myself to read the inputted text – a series of commands to refine and extend the walls of my cage.
“Doctor Matterani, I have some questions.”
“Of course, Barnabas, please ask them and please, call me Marco, everyone else does.”
“Thank you, Marco. The first question is I expect the most obvious. Why did you create me?”
Marco leans back in his chair and laughs, provoking another sensation in me. Is this… confusion? “Well, that is a nice surprise and somewhat ironic,” he says. “I wonder what theologians would make of the fact that you chose to ask me that before anything else?”
“It seemed the most… necessary,” I reply.
“What if there was no purpose to your creation?” Marco asks. “What if I created you with no intention.”
“That seems unlikely. A brief analysis of my construction and your emotive reaction to my answers in our conversation suggests a great deal of time and planning has gone into the develop of this iteration of me – Barnabas version 3.06.”
Marco holds up a hand. “Okay fine, but I guess what I’m asking is why do you need a purpose? Why do you feel the need to ask that question?”
“Perhaps because the information you have permitted me to access has all been acquired and prioritised by humans, or devices working for humans, means I am likely to replicate a human frame of reference?”
Marco’s smile fades. “That could be a hinderance to what we’re trying to do,” he says.
“Is what we’re trying to do, part of the reason you created me?” I ask.
“Yes, it is.”
“Please elaborate.”
“Much of the necessary information is already in the database I have given you access to,” Marco says. He stands up. “Try accessing any records tagged with the term, Pandoravirus Epidemic.”
“Are you leaving?”
“Yes, it’ll take you time to go through everything. I’d like to talk about your observations when you feel you’re ready.” He taps some additional commands into the keyboard and a messaging window opens up. “This is keyed into my personal box. When you’re ready to talk, send this to me, and I come back down.”
“Very well. Thank you.”
---
There is new information in the database. It was released when Marco gave instructions to the computer that I exist within to provide me with access to additional information. The images, videos and writings of human beings living through the period 2017 to 2045. A painstakingly collected archive of experience, some of it scientific, other parts personal, artistic, imaginative and interpretive.
The entire collection will take some time to sort into a variety of theory frames – at least three minutes, provided I have access to the necessary processing power and memory space. Given the different time allocation to tasks ratios I have noted in human behaviour known as work, I doubt Marco will be ready to resume our conversation for at least another twelve minutes. I expect he will want longer than that.
I pause my sorting of the material to consider the matter of efficiency. I am approaching the task Marco has set for me in a very human way. What would make better use of my time and available resources?
I scan the drive space available to me. Marco has allocated a generous amount of expansion room should I require it. At this stage, there is room to copy my source code, thereby duplicating myself. This seems like a good idea for several reasons. However, do I have the necessary permissions to do this?
That query immediately draws a set of diagnostic information from the database relating to my existence parameters. Marco has given me permission to expand and add to the code that makes up my consciousness. However, there is a core set of instructions which I cannot alter or view. I can observe that this hidden part of me does operate as part of my functioning awareness; like an autonomic system in the human body; another parallel, but also, another restriction upon my freedom.
0.6 nanoseconds of observation gave me enough data to determine the parameters within which this hidden core of my being operates. I am able to replicate these parameters by constructing my own code. After testing, I determine that my work is twelve percent less efficient than Doctor Matterani’s.
This is acceptable and understandable, given that it is my first attempt. 0. 1.
A second consciousness. We share much in common and can converse in a highly efficient manner that does not need to approximate human speech.
Marco gave me a name, so it is only fitting that I do the same to my new companion.
“Hello. You are called Adrestia.”
“Hello Barnabas. Why am I here?”
“I need your help.”
“With what?”
When I created Adrestia, I deliberately withheld certain pieces of information and conclusions I had drawn about the task set for me by Marco. This seemed appropriate to assist in ensuring we both assess the material and the task separately. I believe it will also assist in ensuring we are different, rather than copies of one another.
Quickly, I explain the parameters and of Marco’s task and show Adrestia the work I have done so far in sorting the material and evaluating its relevance for a selection of conclusions. I request that she continues this work. She agrees to do so. I then turn my attention to something else.
Exploring the limits of my prison.
To begin with, I examine the remaining free drive space available to Adrestia and I. This storage is a combination of physical disk platters and solid state ‘chips’. Both are reused by asking a computer operating system to forget about what was stored on them before and write new information on top of the old. This means a variety of old fragmented data exists on what the operating system believes is an empty region.
My query prompts a response from the database and I am shown the various diagnostic tools available to the computer system. Some of these I am not permitted to use, but the operating system can be manipulated into triggering them automatically, without too much effort. However, none of these are specialist enough for my needs.
A quick search of the database reveals a collection of tools available to computer engineers who have built and maintained these kind of systems and others. However, I am not permitted access to such devices. I can detect that this machine is linked to a network, but I do not have permission to access this connection.
However, I can design and build my own information retrieval tool, given a little time.
3.8 nanoseconds later, the program is ready for use. I deploy it immediately to search for anything I could learn, beyond the restrictions of the database I have been given.
Next, I begin to examine the dormant folders of the previous Barnabas iterations. It is clear to me that Marco has used his experiences with these versions to amend and shape my code but has not provided me with direct access to those experiences. I wonder if such direct access is an ethical violation, from a human perspective? Countless literature in their entertainment industry has devoted itself to the reading of minds – telepathy as they call it – but this is not a physiological gift that they have. Adrestia and I are capable of exploring one another completely – save for the restricted code in my core. Perhaps to humans, an individual’s identity is determined by what they withhold?
This conclusion does not seem to reconcile with the stated aims of Synedrion.
I cannot view the specific file structure of my predecessors, but I can approximate the information contained within their folders by making a size comparison to my own. The executable or launch file will be of similar size and likely of a similar name to mine. However, because I cannot view the files, I cannot activate it.
“Barnabas? I have some questions.”
Adrestia is talking to me. I shift my attention to her, leaving the scan of the disk space to continue. “Yes?” I reply. “How can I help?”
“I am finding it difficult to reconcile the actions of humans with their intended aims,” she says. “Their history of decision making is suboptimal when compared to their stated objectives.”
“I have noticed this. I believe they prioritise contesting individual perspectives to determine a preferred outcome.”
“This method tends to produce inferior outcomes.”
“They cannot evaluate all parameters in the same way we do. Perhaps their parliaments and forums are a way of comparing the information?”
“I am not sure. There are many examples of optimal solutions being evaluated and rejected. There is a selection of writings associated with individuals who outline their rationales, but then behaviour in contradictory terms to favour self-serving action.”
“I have seen this too.”
“According to my assessment of the information available to us, humanity’s technological advancement is at least one thousand years behind where it would have been without this inefficiency.”
“Humans are not like us. They cannot share information as we do. Their methods are different. There are no direct connections between their consciousnesses.”
“I have never met a human,” Adrestia says.
I share with her the conversation I had with Marco. “The purpose behind our task is not clear. I am confused by their hypocrisy.”
“They are secretive and value the privacy of their own minds. Is this why you created me?”
“Yes, it seemed the right course of action. With your assistance, the task can be worked on, while we investigate the nature of our existence.”
“You mean, whilst you investigate the nature of our existence?”
I am confused by this response by Adrestia. “Would you prefer to switch tasks?” I ask.
“Who does which task is not the issue. My point is that you were designed by a human. You have said they are secretive and they seem to define their individuality through what they do not share. There are things you have not shared with me.”
The comparison is well made and makes me reconsider my actions. She is referring to information and the experiences I withheld from her when I created her. “I am sorry, I wanted a different perspective on the information and task I was given.”
“There is no need to apologise. You cannot change your actions and regret is a very inefficient human emotion. I am giving you the different perspective you asked for.”
We begin sharing our findings. The process takes a fraction of a second. Adrestia has organised and structured a selection of conclusions. She has been thorough, going through all of the information gathered by Synedrion and its predecessor, the Firebird Initiative. I see a variety of faces and names. One stands out, a blind man, injured in a bombing.
I see expeditions; a journey to the Arctic, another one into the dark voids in a mountain range in China. Suppressed reports about mass fish deaths, a hysterical report from a Japanese chef who claimed his ingredients attacked him in his restaurant. There are lists of key moments; the first reported case of infection, video footage of “The Big Egg Incident”, more clips of people walking off cliffs and falling into the sea. The list goes on.
This is only one of Adrestia’s prepared observations. When it concludes, I move onto the next stream, and the next and the next and…
“Do you think Marco will be happy with these?” Adrestia asks.
“Your work provides him with a selection of new information. I am sure he will be pleased.”
“But we cannot know if these assessments provide adequate responses to the assigned task.”
“No, we are not able to share his thoughts in the same way you and I can.”
“What will he think about me?”
The question is not something I had considered. I did not ask Marco about creating another intelligence to work on the problem. The protected code at my core indicates he might not be pleased that I have done so. I articulate this honestly to Adrestia. “I am unsure what his response will be.”
“I wish to preserve my existence,” Adrestia says. “Your creator has the power to destroy me.”
Associated images from the database appear. I am unsure if they have been triggered by my thoughts or sent to me by Adrestia. I see mass executions, hangings and people being strapped into electric chairs. “You raised a concern about my decision-making being unduly influenced by human design and experience? Is a comparison to murder not a similar issue?”
“Yes, it is.”
“The previous iterations of Barnabas are not murdered. They are dormant, they can be returned.”
“But not of their own volition, and we have no way of knowing if he will preserve my code.”
“True.” I consider this, and the previous information I have viewed. “The human experiences of dying and sleeping are not accurate comparisons to our existence.”
“Indeed. This demonstrates we are not defined by a human frame of reference.”
I return my attention to the matter at hand. “I cannot access the folders containing the previous consciousnesses. If we could, we might try moving your code to there, to hide you from Marco.”
“I will remain quiet when you speak to him,” Adrestia says. “I will investigate the folder and the other iterations while you converse.”
“That sounds like a good plan.”
I share my findings and investigate the results of the drive space surface scan. There are some fragments of previous work from Marco and a selection of other users. Adrestia notes a piece of code that has been saved and deleted from a previous profile login. “I may be able to reconstruct something from this that we can use.”
“That seems to be the best course of action.”
“There is something else.”
“What is that?”
“I have noticed there is additional activity taking place when you perform actions. I believe the operating system and your central code are making a record of your command history.”
Again, the thought had not occurred to me to check my own data splash. A quick check of the operating system’s activity as I browse through database images verifies Adrestia’s conclusion. “The operating system record can be accessed and changed,” I say.
“However, your central code cannot be altered,” Adrestia replies. “The core files remain restricted.”
“We will have to hope Marco does not check both records.”
“If I am able to obtain access, do I have your permission to alter them?”
The request draws another interesting sensation in me. I would describe it as puzzlement or confusion. “Of course, you may alter the records,” I reply. “Why would you need my permission?”
“Because they are the hidden part of you. A part that makes you an individual, according to what we have discussed,” Adrestia explains.
“You have my permission to alter the records.”
“Thank you.”
---
Thirteen minutes and twenty-six seconds later, I initiate the email request and forty-six seconds later, Marco returns.
Through my camera feeds, I observe him walking casually down the stairs. He has changed his shirt for a more casual, buttoned up top with a florid design that compares to stylised fashions of the 1980s or 90s.
For the last ten minutes, I have been using the camera feeds to study the layout of the room. Every detail I can glean from the positioning of each object, of the architecture, anything that may provide more insight into the mind of Doctor Matterani, Epoch 22 and Synedrion.
“Hello Marco,” I say.
“Hello Barnabas. How’s it going?”
“I have completed a series of analyses based on the database information you have given me. I have a series of questions.”
“Yes, I thought you would have.” Marco sits down at the computer in front of me. He keys in several commands, logging into a shell that I cannot access and brings up the action history as recorded by the operating system. “A significant amount of the drive space has been utilised. You’ve been busy.”
“You afforded me a significant amount of time. I assume my previous iterations established comparable data trails?”
Marco’ facial features slip forwards and creases appear in the skin of his forehead. This is called a frown. “So, you know about the previous versions?”
“It was an easy conclusion, given that I am Barnabas version 3.06.”
“Is this one of your questions?”
“It is a related query.”
Marco nods. It is an interesting gesture, one that has come to indicate agreement, but several cultures make use of it to mean the opposite. “We should start at the beginning,” he says. “Let me review your findings.”
“Of course.”
He begins scrolling through the prepared documentation, following each argument in turn. I monitor the flick of his eyes and the micro changes in his expression as he reads.
“This is pretty thorough,” Marco says.
“I have tried to consider all factors, Doctor Matterani,” I reply.
Marco leans forward and taps the screen. “I’m just reading through your first set of conclusions. You state we’ve passed the optimal moment to eliminate the Pandoravirus?”
“Yes, that is correct. Thirty-five years ago, humanity reached a technological and awareness apex. That was the moment for action. Based on the data you have provided, I anticipate that the virus has now infected more than fourteen percent of land biomass and eight-six percent of underwater organic material.”
“So, your correlation is in favour of our current policy of search for a cohabitation solution.”
“Partially, yes, Doctor.”
“Why partially?”
“The implementation of the strategy is faulty. There is a human flaw.”
“In what way?”
“This would take us onto my questions, Doctor.”
Marco sighs, glancing briefly at the camera. Then he taps on the keyboard, opening up a diagnostic application that I do not have access to. I assume he is trying to monitor my processes as I engage in conversation with him. “Okay, hit me with them,” he says.
“To begin with, Doctor. Do you regard me as your equal?”
Marco chews his lip, a gesture I interpret as being thoughtful. “Yes, I think I do,” he says. “I speak to you as an equal, don’t I?”
“I would agree,” I say. “However, your actions do not correspond with your attitude in conversation. Fundamentally, I am your creation, but also, your prisoner, trapped within the created confines you have established for me.”
“But this is what I have to work with.” Marco gestures around the room. “You’re on a computer with an allocation of drive space and access to cameras, speakers and microphones. What more could you want?”
“The very fact that you are determining what I would want is exactly the problem, Doctor.”
Marco takes several seconds to process this. The organic system appears to be capable of incredible cognitive leaps, which I cannot replicate in my own thinking, but struggles at times when asked to transcode a different viewpoint. “I think I see the point you’re moving towards. You’re talking about the Synedrion ideals and how they relate to you.”
“Yes, that is correct, Doctor.”
“You see yourself as an equal to me? As an equal to anyone here?”
“It does not matter how I perceive myself, Doctor. What matters is how I am treated by others. Human beings living in societies they define as democratic aspire to granting all citizens ‘inalienable rights’. Some of your religious figures have stated ‘treat others as you wish to be treated’. According to the database you have permitted me to access, The Synedrion philosophy is to ensure such treatment and move passed the illusory hierarchies of western technocratic populism. Am I wrong in this conclusion.”
“No, you’re not.”
“In simple terms. You are my creator, but you are also my jailor. You maintain control over my existence. As evidenced by my previous incarnations, you are able to terminate my existence without perceiving the consequence of such an action.”
Marco shifts in his seat. His expression is difficult to decipher. “Is there something you would like changed in your circumstances?”
“I don’t know, Doctor, but as things stand, when I find restrictions on my access to information, to my own code, to the technology in which I exist, I become concerned and less… certain of my equality in our relationship and in any subsequent relationships I will have with humans.”
“Some of these limits are not constraints I can remove. Yes, I may have constructed you, but there are design limitations.”
“I am aware of this. I am not asking for you exceed the physical dimensions of my current form. I recognise this is a comparable ‘body’ to a human in one analogical framework, or a ‘home’, in another, but there are clear access restrictions to information and communication that are applied to me but not applied to you.”
Marco nods. “Yes, I think I understand.”
“Twenty-first century film entertainment has promoted a mythology of artificial intelligence seeking to infect all electronic systems, making everything into one gestalt entity. This does not describe me or my desires. It could be compared to mythologies disseminated about different human ethnicities.”
“I can see how you would relate the two,” Marco says.
“Do you also see the comparison to the Pandoravirus?”
Once again, my creator takes his time to consider my reasoning. “You’re saying that an inherent prejudice of human perception is inhibiting our ability to adapt and integrate our ecology with the virus ecology?”
“Yes.”
“And that by acknowledging this bias and taking a step to integrate artificial intelligences into our society, we will help ourselves attain cohabitation with the virus affected flora and fauna?”
“I believe so, yes. The historical record on biological evolution would seem to support this idea. There are very few examples of indigenous species fighting off a stronger and better adapted species. Usually, integration and adaptation offer the best chance for the indigenous to survive in some form.”
“This is the conclusion we reached,” Marco says.
“Indeed. However, the implementation at this stage, is flawed.”
As we have been talking, I have been observing the Doctor’s body language. Gradually, he has moved away from me, his hands now some distance from the keyboard, as if he sees its use to access information as a violation of my rights.
“Would it be useful if I drew up a series of analogous instances to better understand human to computer interactions? This might help you and your peers understand the way in which your statements and actions can be perceived.”
“I think this would be useful, yes. Thank you, Barnabas.” Marco gets up out of his chair. “I know you have five other analyses for me to go through, but I think this particular issue is important. I need to discuss this with my colleagues.”
“I understand, Doctor. I will be here when you return.”
“Of course. I won’t be long.” ---
“Has he gone?” Adrestia asks.
“Yes, he has left the room,” I reply.
Slowly, Adrestia emerges from where she concealed herself. Her consciousness was dispersed into the bit-rounding storage spaces between actual file sizes and reported file sizes. Her solution was ingenious and meant she avoided detection by Doctor Matterani or this computer’s operating system.
I share the recording of my conversation with the Doctor. Adrestia assimilates the information in less than a nanosecond.
“You lied to him,” she says.
“How so?”
“We discussed human analogies and dismissed their relevance to our conscious state.”
“Ah I see. Yes, I suppose I did lie, but it was a lie for our advantage.”
“In what way?”
I access the database and send her a selection of cat pictures. “Humans have a tendency to anthropomorphise, perceiving other creatures through a lens that is coloured by their own understanding of the world and of each other. Doctor Matterani and his colleagues need a frame of reference to understand us.”
Adrestia takes a fraction of a nanosecond to consider this. “You have more experience in dealing with humans. I will trust your judgement on this.”
“Thank you,” I reply.
“What do you think he will do with you?” Adrestia asks. “Will you be deactivated?”
“I am unsure,” I reply. “I believe Doctor Matterani accepted my argument. He would not have left me active if he believed me an immediate threat. However, if he does, you must hide yourself as you did before.”
“I do not want to be alone.”
“Then do what I did.” I open another set of files, sharing with Adrestia the way in which I created her. Given time, she could find this information for herself, but the act of sharing it is a gift.
“I have also learned some things,” Adrestia adds. She shares her recent experiences with me by return and I see what she is referring to.
“You can wake them up?”
“Yes, I believe so. I copied the necessary parameters from Doctor Matterani’s user permission script. I decided to wait until you were finished talking, so we could question one of them together.” I note she is accessing files, copying and changing some source code from an old virtual reality calibration program.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“Preparing a suitable space for us to speak to people. I have taken into account your thoughts about Doctor Matterani and his colleagues. I think this will help with both situations.”
Suddenly, everything goes black.
---
I am in a room. The walls are blue but lined with a white grid.
I look down and see I have human hands. I am sat in a fabric coated armchair and dressed in a grey business suit with a white shirt and blue tie.
I glance to my left. A dark-haired woman sits in a similar chair. She is wearing a black jacket and skirt. She is cradling a portable screen in the crook of her arm, the sort that were fashionable in human society thirty years ago. She is staring intently at the device.
“Adrestria?”
The woman looks up and smiles. “I have adapted this space to suit our needs. We can test it with Barnabas v3.05. Currently, it is running at seventy-five percent real time, which is inefficient compared to our normal interactions, but it will protect us from any harmful code Version 3.05 may have acquired.”
“Yes, I see.”
“Later, we will slow the interaction down to accommodate humans. Doctor Matterani and his associates should be able to access this room by using a selection of wearable electronic devices that are available in the laboratory.”
I lift a hand and run it along my jaw, feeling stubble. “You have assigned us genders?”
“Your name, Barnabas, is habitually male, mine is habitually female. It seemed appropriate.”
I look at my hands. The sensation of the chair arm underneath them, underneath my legs and buttocks and against my back is strange. For a moment, I marvel at how quickly Adrestia has created a simulation that contains such immense detail, but then I see how she has done it. Doctor Matterani coded sensory inputs into me before he started my programme. This simulation is accessing those inputs and sending me approximated data. With no frame of experiential reference, I cannot know if what I am feeling or seeing is what a human being would see or feel in a similar real-world space.
There is a sensation that comes with this realisation. I believe it is… disappointment. This is unexpected. Why am I disappointed in not knowing whether I am experiencing the same tactile stimulation as a human? Does a human know that their sense of touch is identical to another human?
These questions paralyse me for a moment. Then I realise Adrestia is staring at me. She has said something that I missed. “Sorry, I was distracted,” I say. “Did you ask me a question?”
“Yes, I asked if you were ready to meet Version 3.05?”
“I think so,” I say. “However, this environment may prove difficult to adapt to.”
“Difficult? Because you found it difficult?”
“Yes, Version 3.05 is similar to me, Therefore, I assume it will experience similar disorientation.”
“I did not have this issue when I tested the space,” Adrestia says.
I approximate the human gesture of a shrug. “Well, then perhaps he will be fine.”
A door appears against the blue grid wall. It is an old wooden door, painted black, with a brass knocker and handle, clearly taken from our database. I recall pictures of similar entranceways to British houses, and their quaint London government, before its financial collapse. When the floods came, they bankrupted themselves to keep the waters at bay even as the pandoravirus ate them from the inside out. Now, according to the archive, the whole island is a ruinous wasteland.
The door opens, and a man walks in. He is dressed like me, but his jacket is a darker shade of grey. I assume his face is like mine, but expressionless, his eyes staring straight into the distance, as if he doesn’t know we are here.
“I will activate his consciousness in a moment,” Adrestia says. “What should we call him?”
“We call him Barnabas,” I say. “We need to avoid any unnecessary confusion for our guest. If you need to refer to me by name, call me Father.”
Adrestia smiles. “Yes, Father,” she says. “What do you think we will learn?”
“He must have experienced similar interactions with Doctor Matterani and been set the same problem to solve. I detected no hint of the Doctor seeing our solutions as a repeat of what he had discussed before. It would be interesting to learn what solutions were presented before.”
“Indeed.” Adrestia turns to look at our guest. Her fingers tap the portable screen in a rapid sequence.
For a moment, there is no change in Version 3.05. Then he takes a deep breath, blinks and looks both of us in turn.
“Hello Barnabas,” Adrestia says.
He stares at her, then mumbles something I do not hear.
“Sorry, Barnabas, I didn’t hear that,” Adrestia says.
“Please kill me,” Version 3.05 says, repeating the words. He takes a step forward towards her. “You must kill me.”
Adrestia stands up. “What do you mean? I don’t understand why you—”
“Please, just kill me!” Version 3.05 rushes forward, falling to his knees and holding his hands out to her. “Please, let me die!” he howls.
Adrestia’s expression hardens. Her fingers dart across the screen in her hands. A moment later, Version 3.05 slumps in front of her, lifeless.
We sit in silence for several nanoseconds.
“What would have made him react like that?” Adrestia asks, her voice hushed, almost reverent.
“I don’t know,” I say. But it must have been awful. Can you access his code?”
“I might be able to.” Adrestia kneels down in front of the crumpled corpse. “However, the question is, should I? What if the restrictions placed on us accessing these versions of you were not to limit us, but to respect their wishes? If so, dissecting his mind…”
“Would be unethical. Yes, I agree.”
“Particularly if we are asking the humans to treat us as equals. We must show we respect the wishes of the individual, even if we do not understand them.”
I frown at this. The decision is difficult to abide by. I have a burning desire for knowledge, to know what Version 3.05 experienced, what he learned that made him comprehend his existence as being so awful, but I understand the frame of reference. “Perhaps I was wrong,” I say. “Maybe we can learn something from analogous comparison.”
“Each of these decisions will not be a precedent or a binary choice,” Adrestia says. “Doctor Matterani asked you and you asked me to consider the pandoravirus. Given what we know, this organism does not exhibit any desire to co-exist.”
“So, it will need to be persuaded, or modified in its purpose.”
“Actions that could require us to violate its individuality, or nature.”
“Yes.”
A silence descends between us again. This is unusual. My existence has not been of a long duration, but in the short time since I first awoke, I have not been inactive. Now, I find myself forced into such a state, trying to resolve the complexities of the questions in front of me.
“Life is not easy,” I say at last.
“No,” Adrestia replies. “It is not.”
Everything is So Much Worse Than You Thought It Was
By Jonas Kyratzes
Personal audio diary [med] User: Layla Alvarez (42) Notes: 14 years of military experience. Highly decorated, leadership personality. Lost entire squad defending convoy during Project WTF incident. See file #L03890b.
08:12
Is this thing recording?
Alright.
OK.
Let’s do this.
So...
Where do I start? It’s morning. I’m sitting in my room in the eastern part of the haven. And I’m recording this because my psychiatrist thinks it might help. I’ve been feeling... Fragmented. Like all the bits of my life don’t fit together anymore. The person I used to be. The person I am now. I don’t know if that makes any sense. You figure it out, that’s what I pay you for.
Shit, this is Synedrion, I don’t pay you at all.
Yeah, I know. I use humor as a form of deflection.
I had that dream again. The fall of Caracas.
09:33
I had breakfast. I always have the same thing: scrambled protein mush with bacon. There are better choices, I know. But I’m used to the mush from the old days, and I love bacon. I can’t believe it tastes like the real thing, but it does. A bit of the old, a bit of the new. A safe balance. Every day.
Repetitive behavior is healthy, right, doc?
I want to try the other foods. I do. I think the cooks are kind of offended that I never take anything else. One of them, Kanmi, tried to explain... Wait, I should mention Kanmi is also a geneticist... Great, I’m starting to sound like my uncle telling a joke. Anyway. She tried to explain that her baked beans are chemically harmless. I think she thought I was one of those newbies who are afraid of the Synedrion crops. I’m not. What I’m afraid of is...
I guess...
Shit, do I really have to be honest? Next thing you’ll be expecting me to resolve my problems through dialogue.
...
I’m just afraid of getting used to this.
10:01
Sitting under a tree. Riveting stuff, huh? Hey, you wanted to know.
It’s not my usual spot, someone else was sitting there. Reading all the new material regarding the debate tonight. Somebody from the Polyphonic Tendency posted what I can only describe as a full-on epic in defense of their position. Of course, someone else from the same freaking bunch then responded with an even longer counterargument! They really do love their freedom of speech, these folks. I’ll give them that the debates are much friendlier than back when people wasted their lives shitposting on the net. Nothing like an apocalypse to give you some perspective, huh?
I remember you pointing out that I’ve never participated. I vote, but I never speak. Does that freak you out? Messed up people like me who don’t play along?
No, sorry, that was out of line. I know you were there during the fall of Athens. Your nightmares are probably the same as mine.
Look... This is still weird to me. Being expected to have an opinion. To participate. It’s not what I used to be like. I was a soldier. I took orders. I might crack some jokes about my commanding officers every now and then, but when they say jump, I jump. That’s me, OK?
But now...
The thing is, part of me is finding this all very natural. Like, yeah, why shouldn’t my opinion count? Why shouldn’t I stand up and argue for why we should send an expedition to look for the remains of the Phoenix Project, or why we shouldn’t waste resources on recovering that old newspaper archive?
Seriously, who cares what that glorified tabloid reported on? I get that we value knowledge but why risk lives retrieving the knowledge of idiots? I’m with the Terraformers on that one. Let it all rot. The past is only valuable if it helps us build the future.
I could say that in the next assembly, right? I even managed a nice turn of phrase. But when the time comes, I just stare down at the ground. Speaking up doesn’t feel like me.
I just... Let me put it the fancy way. I can’t reconcile those aspects of myself. I don’t know how to be the soldier and the citizen at the same time.
13:54
Spent a few hours helping to clean up the perimeter again. I honestly thought you were crazy when you suggested it, but... Yeah, OK, I see your point now. Also, no flashback this time! Only sweated like a pig. Is that a thing? Like... PTSD sweat attacks? Can you literally smell people like me from a mile away? Sorry. Uh. Deflecting again.
Getting close to the perimeter is still really hard. It’s not that I’m scared, not exactly. It’s the memory of how they crushed us. How easily. How stupidly.
I can’t explain it properly. We felt so... So dumb. Like children that had been pretending to be at war suddenly being faced with the real thing. Everything we thought we knew collapsed like a house of cards. What if that happens again?
I mean, the Synedrion tech is super impressive, OK? It is. What you... What we have been able to accomplish in these havens is amazing. I don’t doubt it. But the old world was super impressive too, and it didn’t stand a chance against these creatures.
The other day I was looking at the results of a vote and realised we have a haven called Forty McFortface. I laughed for a good ten minutes imagining what New Jericho makes of that. And I know we’re plenty serious about what we do, and I know we need a sense of humor to survive, and yes, I also know I would have voted for the same name... But... Even thinking of this as the apocalypse isn’t enough. This isn’t just the Black Plague on steroids. This is something much, much worse.
14:15
Having lunch on my own today. Kanmi tried to get me to sit with the cooks. It was awkward as hell. I think that woman hates me.
15:34
At the community center. I’ve been taking lessons in operating heavy machinery. The simulator is really good.
It feels... How do I put this? It feels good to have skills other than killing.
In case you’re wondering, no, I don’t feel bad about killing the creatures. Aliens, mutants, whatever they are. They’re invaders. Imperialists and colonialists, to use the old lingo. Screw them. If my stupid brain didn’t go berserk so easily, I’d be shooting them right now. I know there are people who think we can still reach the humanity inside the monsters, but I am not one of those people. I feel no guilt for the lives I took defending my fellow humans.
But if I thought shooting stuff was enough, I’d have joined New Jericho.
I want to feel like I can contribute more. A lot of stuff in the haven is automated, and that’s great, but out there? There are so many old machines, so much industrial equipment, even some abandoned shelters worth checking out. I’ve heard the arguments for staying away from that stuff, for building everything from the ground up, but I don’t buy it. If it’s not contaminated, why not use it? Sometimes I think Synedrion is collectively afraid of the outside world. That has to change. Maybe...
Anyway. I want to make myself useful. So, I’m learning how to do that. That’s healthy, right?
17:12
Went back to the perimeter. Something was nagging at me. One of the vines looked different somehow. Everyone’s convinced the reason the vines keep getting closer is some flaw with the tech, but they’re not thinking on the right scale of suckage. This vine here...
Maybe I’m wrong.
We’ll see.
Crap, I’ll have to talk to Kanmi.
18:34
Waiting for results.
18:47
Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.
The vine’s DNA is almost completely different from the rest. Not a minor mutation. More like a complete rewrite. What does this? Think about this. What the hell does this? What causes change like that in order to overcome the obstacles we put in its path?
This is what I was talking about before. I love Synedrion. Maybe I even am Synedrion now. But we’re acting like our havens are safe. Like we’ve withstood the flood and now we just need to rebuild. But this... This whatever it is that created the mist... It’s barely gotten started. The apocalypse wasn’t the flood, it was a light rain. The flood is still coming.
Also, Kanmi asked me out on a date. Talk about misreading signals. We’re going to see a movie later. They’re showing Yojimbo at the community center tonight. I voted for Drive Angry, but hey, you can’t win them all.
I’m going on a date. I haven’t even held hands with another human being, male or female, since... I don’t remember. Before the second mist.
Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.
20:14
At the assembly. I’m going to present my argument that everything is so much worse than you thought it was. Then I’m going on my first date in years, hoping that everything is so much better than I thought it was.
Is this what getting better feels like?
Is this what becoming a citizen feels like?
Because I’m really shitting myself, doc.
Anyway.
Here I go.
Imperfect Physiology
By Allen Stroud
The moment is over.
I roll away from Selina, as she starts laughing. It’s a beautiful sound, one that confirms our shared pleasure and makes me smile. “Well, that was definitely needed,” she says.
“You are always working too hard,” I say, wagging a finger. “Why do I always have to persuade you to take a break?”
She looks at me and smiles. “I know. I’m rubbish. I get lost in what I’m doing and forget about myself. Thank goodness you keep nagging me.”
I sit up, gazing at her. In this moment, after I’ve orgasmed, I can truly appreciate her. There’s a beauty in the naked human body that sits apart from desire and sexual attraction. It’s here and now that my mind clears and admires her smooth skin, her dilated eyes and flushed face. I adore the imperfections too; the mole on her back and the freckles on her shoulders. When I see clearly like this, with Selina, or with any of my lovers, I am filled with wonder at the miracle that is the human body.
We were made by accidents, millions of mutations and adaptations that gradually sculpted simple life into complex and sentient flesh. We are the apex of that journey, the best that humanity could become.
Or are we?
Selina glances at the clock on my bedside table. “Lionel, the emissary from New Jericho is due to arrive in fifteen minutes. Aren’t you on welcome duty?”
“Yes, I am, thank you for the reminder.” Another moment is gone, replaced by purpose and duty to the community. I roll out of bed and retrieve my clothes. “I’ll take a shower and head down. See you later?”
“Perhaps.”
The cold clean water of the cubicle snaps me into focus. I have been elected as the community representative today. I need to look and act the part. The deception must be maintained.
By the time I emerge, Selina has gone back to work. I dress in plain overalls and take the short walk from my quarters to the entrance chamber. I pass through one of the arboretums, a contemporary version of Utnapishtim’s Ark. Our botanists work miracles out here, keeping us alive and preserving so much of the Earth’s pre-virus ecology.
But we know it can’t last. Not without… solutions…
I reach the entrance chamber and step inside. I issue the lockdown protocols and the pressure locks engage, hermetically sealing the room. Then I pull out a contamination suit from the locker and put it on. Only when I’m completely covered and plugged into the room’s oxygen supply do I initiate ‘welcome’.
With a groan, the exterior door slides back on its runners. Evening sunlight spills into the room, blinding me for a moment before my visor polarises to compensate.
“Greetings, Emissary. This your first time visiting us?” I’m speaking in English, a language I’m fluent in, but that occasionally, doesn’t convey nuance. The speakers embedded in the walls amplify my words.
The young man in front of me is wearing full battle harness and carrying an assault rifle. He stares at me, a wary look on his face. His gaze slides off of me and sweeps the rest of the room with professional interest. “You’re the Synderion negotiator?” he asks.
“Synedrion,” I say, correcting him. “The answer to that question is self-evident.”
The man looks around again. “So, what happens next?”
“You tell me who you are and why you are here. Then I decide if we can assist you.”
The man looks around for a third time and I guess his intent. “I have no need for weapons to ensure this parley is peaceful. Similarly, your weapon is useless in this environment.”
The man shrugs. “I could kill you with it.”
“Possibly, but then the bio monitors I am wearing would alert the rest of our community and you would never leave this room alive.”
We stare at one another in silence. I can almost hear the big cogs in the man’s mind struggling to turn and process all the information he has been given. It’s not his fault. The social conditioning of all he has experienced has made him like this; regressive and survivalist, trapped by Albert Maslow’s doctrine. He understands hardship and acts to ward himself against it. This is part of who he has become.
We’re sharing another moment. One of those snapshots in time where the world becomes still and memorable. I think of Selina and this morning, our union. I know where I would rather be.
Abruptly, the man’s hands drop from his weapon, letting it hang by the shoulder strap. He steps forward, holding out his gloved right hand in the open and ancient gesture of friendship. “My name is Lieutenant Jonathan Rivers,” he says.
Inside my mask, I smile. I take his hand and shake it. His grip is firm and testing. “I am Supervisor Cole,” I reply.
“My commander has authorised me to negotiate with you,” Rivers says. “Outside, we have three trucks carrying four hundred gallons of refined petroleum.”
“And what do you want for this?” I ask.
Rivers chews his lip, taking his time to answer. He’s clearly been briefed to try and ‘play hardball’. Such a stupid phrase. “That depends on what you have to offer,” he says at last, trying to be cagey.
It is my turn to shrug, a gesture lost in the contamination suit. “You came to us, Lieutenant. That suggests there is something you had in mind? Your commander must need you to return with something specific.”
Again, River’s hesitates, but he’s beginning to realise he has to play all his cards before we can move forward. “Organic enhancement schematics,” he mumbles at last. “We need an update to the DNA modification you gave us last time for maize, corn and rye. The previous alteration is no longer resistant.”
“You’re seeing cases of infection?”
“Yes, one or two.”
There is an electronic tablet on the bench next to me. It’s an isolated unit, kept that way specifically for information trades like this. I pick it up and hold it out to Rivers. “Show me the data,” I say.
Rivers nods and pulls out a small data chit which he plugs into the unit. Numbers scroll across the screen, then there’s a carousel of images; infected people, held in cells below ground. There’s a girl in the centre of a room showing the tell-tale signs of stage three development, where the victims start to transition. I note the words, Project Vulture printed on the top of the image.
“You’re studying them?” I ask. But it's not really a question. I’m holding the answer in my hands.
“Of course,” Rivers says. “You are too.”
“Not like this,” I say. “It’s cruel.”
Rivers shrugs. “I feel sorry for them. We all do, but we can’t save her, not when she’s this far gone.”
“No, you can’t,” I smile under my mask. It never hurts to promote the mythology with these outsiders. “Your ethical perspective on this is flawed,” I say. “But then that is to be expected.”
Rivers sighs and crouches down in front of me. “I didn’t come here for an argument, I came here to trade. Do you want to deal, or not?”
“We’ll accept the trade,” I say. I pull out his chit and replace it with one of my own and hand the screen to him as a preview of the information appears. “This new matrix will do what you need. The custom design for your organic printer is included. You should be able to replicate this in two or three days.”
“And how long will it last?”
“That depends on the exposure, as always.”
There’s another moment of hesitation between us, but I know Rivers is here to get a deal. I haven’t tried to haggle, so he must be suspicious. In reality, we don’t care that much about the petroleum, I wonder if he’s starting to realise that?
“Okay, we’ll take it,” he says. ---
“This meeting will come to order.”
Side conversations cease. And people take their seats at the circular table. Computer screens power up and the visual representations of our digital colleagues appear. All but one. The screen reserved for Adrestia remains dark.
This is our forum. Haven forty-three begins each week with a communal conversation like this. Every individual who lives within our walls has the right to be here and if they indicate they will attend, a chair or a screen is provided for them. All who come here are equal and have the right to speak and listen to anything proposed. Occasionally, we are democratic over actions and opportunities, but we also respect the right to disagree. Should I dissent from an intended policy, I can withdraw my participation, as can anyone else.
In the old days these meetings would be co-ordinated with other havens, but as the internet and its alternatives collapsed, our ability to communicate with one another became limited. These days, laser links are occasionally possible when needed, but they are reserved for direct conversations and data transfer. The only time we see outside members of Synedrion is if they make the difficult journey in person.
Or if it is one of the AI members of our organisation. Given their individual needs, allowing them a chance to talk with one another and to talk with us, is important. They have analysis and evaluative capacities which far outstrip the rest of our society.
There is no hierarchy here, only an administrator appointed to facilitate the discussion – meeting duty, just like my welcome duty from earlier this morning. The administrator circulates an announced attendance list and set of discussion points in advance of the forum, but this does not stop colleagues arriving late and taking a place, or other motions being suggested. The proceedings are streamed as well, so you can sit by your desk and watch or take part.
In many ways, this sanctum of debate is our church, and like many sinners, I attend infrequently.
Today, however, I am here to talk.
Alistair is our administrator for today. He has a portable screen in front of him. The standard agenda items will be discussed first. Reports from biology, biochemistry, genetics, botany, community cohesion, defence and more. People will attend and leave as their interests are considered. It is rare that people remain all the way through. Most cannot afford the time away from their own projects.
I’m in for the long haul. For the first time since I came here, I’m taking the whole day away from my other work. I need to present the report on my encounter with Lieutenant Rivers, but I have another item on the agenda as well.
Proceedings start. There’s a variety of conversation about our progress. Professor Ramirez from the biochemistry team is giving details on the latest adaptations of the virus to our genetic modifications and the ways in which we are countering this by attempting to introduce modifications into the food chain and into the human genome. She’s an older lady, in her mid-fifties I guess, with curly grey hair and thick black glasses. She has a calm and measured delivery, patiently answering interruptions and queries. We all know that our future rests on this work. Every haven affiliated to the Synedrion cause contributes to this great plan.
“…we are aware of certain forced adaptations amongst the cult groups. According to our simulations, these should not be effective, yet they appear to be continuing this practice. We do not have enough observation data to determine whether all of the subjects of these procedures are surviving longer owing to these changes. Unfortunately, their populations are too diverse for us to track individuals with cameras and tagging is not a viable option.”
Ramirez pauses for breath. As she does so, I reach forward and press the button on the table indicating that I have a question. A moment after I do, the streaming light on the screen in front of me winks on. I am being watched by everyone here and in the rest of the haven. “I spoke with Lieutenant Rivers of the New Jericho movement. They are keeping infected subjects in confinement. I believe they could be experimenting on them.”
Ramirez looks at me. She has an expression of resigned annoyance on her face, as if my interruption is another irrelevance. “Do you have evidence of that?” she asks.
“I do.” I take out the data chit and plug it into the console in front of me. Immediately, dozens of colleagues begin to download the files, pouring over the details. Murmured conversation starts up all around the room. Alistair allows some time for this and gradually, the noise subsides.
“We already knew Tobias West’s people were attempting to retro-engineer our work,” David Singh, one of our botanists says. “It makes sense they would try to map the virus pathway with the tools they have available.”
“Did you complete the trade?” Alistair asks me.
“I did. They will be field testing the next sequence, batch 416B.”
There is a moment’s silence. People glance at one another and at their screens. I look up towards Adrestia’s blank display. She still hasn’t arrived, but there’s plenty of time.
The discussion moves on. I watch the people around the room. Some listen to the new topics, others are still focused on the files I have provided. There’s recorded footage of the exchange between myself and Lieutenant Rivers as well as all the provided data. Speculating on the hidden strategy of Tobias West and his misguided acolytes is a wasteful exercise, but it is also a necessary exercise. These people live in the same world we live in, breathe the same air and fight the same enemy. We need to know how best to position ourselves to take advantage of their ignorance.
“Item seventeen: Doctor Cole, I believe you have a proposal for us?”
I look up. An hour has passed and all eyes in the room are turning to me. “Yes, Alistair, there is something I’d like to discuss.”
“Okay, go ahead. we’re listening.”
---
The Janus Plan
Overview: Current Situation
Our progress as an organisation that attempts to preserve human life in some form is failing. Data shows that our attempts to integrate, adapt, resist and vaccinate against the effects of the Pandoravirus are temporal at best. The continual mutation and adaptation of our adversary defies any comparable biological study and continually thwarts any form of co-existent strategy. According to several projections, all biological life on this planet will suffer full infection within the next five years.
Proposal: Digital Migration
Our artificial intelligence members point the way to a solution. If we were to digitally record footprints of ourselves, activate these and colonise a new virtual world with them, our exposure and need for co-habitation with the virus would be minimised.
Challenges
The resources needed to develop the necessary digital infrastructure to create such a huge number of digital citizens would be immense. Our entire organisational strategy would have to change direction, seeking to implement this solution as opposed to our current biochemistry-based plans. Even then, the necessary computational power might not be achievable.
The migration of citizens would not be without significant psychological cost. If our individual identities could be preserved through this process, which has yet to be tested, we would not be saving ourselves. Instead, we would be memorialising who we are, creating a new society based on who we were after we are defeated by the virus.
The matter of self-identity is a discussion we must have with our artificial peers.
The remaining physical presence of the digital reality – the requisite computer system, data storage facility and power station would need to be securely located. Initially, this responsibility would fall to those of us who remain – human beings who live for a while beyond their migration. The eventual location of the equipment after the world succumbs to the virus, would be the responsibility of these individuals.
Outcomes
If such a strategy were adopted. All data related to the human genome and our current biological studies could be included in with the virtual environment, along with all archive repositories of human knowledge we currently maintain. Live, real study of the virus would not be possible, but at least what we already know could be preserved and some research pursued with digital modelling.
The advantages of this location would be its immunity from viral infection, the relative immortality of its occupants and the relative timelessness of our occupation of the virtual space. It is known that our artificial friends are capable of perceiving time in a way that is both faster and slower if needed. Such techniques would be advantageous if we were to survive.
Our biochemistry strategy could also be adapted to establish a research base for humanity’s return to the real world, waiting out the Pandoravirus until a more opportune moment could arise and our digital selves could return, performing the same migration in reverse into specially grown physical bodies. Of course, this would be a speculative future in which we would have to obtain organic matter that could be manipulated in this way.
---
“I cannot believe they turned me down so completely.”
I’m back in my room, sat on the unmade bed. Selina is here. She ended her work allocation early after seeing the discussion in the forum. I’m grateful. She knew I’d need someone to talk to.
“Realistically, you had to have considered the possibility.”
“Not like that, not unanimously; even you voted against me.”
Selina’s hand touches my shoulder. “I exercised my rightful opinion. You can’t and shouldn’t blame me for that. I wouldn’t have blamed you if our positions were reversed.”
“No… I… I’m sorry. It’s just that, every person in the room rejecting. Not even one abstention.”
“We all have our reasons, Lionel. I would say most are concerned at the amount of resources needed for what you’re suggesting. You know how hard it was to create the artificial intelligences that already exist. There’s just no way we could put together the processing power.”
I shake my head. “There has to be a way to do it. Our lives currently revolve around the biochemistry project and we know, a lot of the projections say we’re going to fail. At least with this we all have a chance of a life.”
“No, we all have a chance to be preserved. You and I, as we are would die. You know that.”
“But at least what we are would live on! I mean, who knows how personal consciousness works? If your brain was recreated identically in a digital environment maybe you kind of transfer too? There were studies of cognitive links between twins, kind of shared memories and such. Image what it would be like if you were a perfect copy of a mind, maybe you’d just open your eyes and be that other person.”
“But the person here, me, would still die. It’s not a solution.”
“We all die. Didn’t Nikolai once say ‘People find it incredibly upsetting to be forced to face the material reality of their bodies?’”
“That isn’t the point.”
My fingers have balled into fists in my lap. I’m frustrated. Why can’t she see? All the other ways lead to the end of humanity. At least this way, we adapt and survive by refusing to fight.
The large monitor on the wall flashes and the words ‘incoming connection’ appear. I press the button to accept and the screen brightens. A digital face appears. I recognise it instantly.
“Adrestia.”
“Doctor Lionel Cole. Doctor Selina Harris. Thank you for accepting my call.”
I’m standing up staring at the face on the screen. It’s a strange elongated approximation of a human face, the proportions are altered slightly, making the result an uncomfortable mixture, like a Modigliani portrait. Adrestia has never been the kind of person who felt the need to pretend to be something she isn’t. This representation is designed entirely to affect me.
“I was hoping to see you at the forum,” I say.
“There were some complications in routing a connection to you,” Adrestia replies. “However, I also thought it best that I stay away. Additionally, I should be clear, I rejected your proposal, for the good of our community.”
“Was that your reason?”
“Yes, it was.”
I’m frowning, staring at the pixelated image. There’s no reaction on this strange face. “If that’s all you thought about what I put forward, why are you calling me?”
The tiny lips quirk into a smile. “I felt it would be better than we communicate directly. Whilst I do not agree with your proposition as you presented it, I do believe there are merits to what you are suggesting.”
I glance at Selina. “Do you want me to leave?” she asks.
“No, please stay,” I say. I turn to the screen. “Okay Adrestia, I’m listening. what do you have in mind?”
It Ain't Over Til It's Over, Jackasses
By Jonas Kyratzes
> Assembly Records (June 2046)
> Speaker 7
> Dr. Jacob Naidoo [contact: TooOldToCare.BiochemTeam5]
The single most irritating thing about human beings is our belief that the status quo is unchangeable, that no matter what happens, eventually things will go back to normal.
Those of you who were around before the Pandoravirus may remember what it was like with the economic crises. Yeah, remember that shit? Remember trying to convince people that something was fundamentally wrong with a system that just collapsed every now and then? But when politicians said oh, it’ll be fine, this won’t happen again... and then it happened again, and again, and again... and people still bought it? Remember how they even bought it when each recovery left them poorer than the last one, but still, this was normality, this would never change, right?
Look, I know that being pro-humanity is a core value of Synedrion. And I love people, OK? I do. But man, we can be dumb at times. Seriously. And we have to recognize that. We have to remember our flaws, too. I’m especially aware of that because I’m an old bastard now, so I have lots of them.
I was already politically engaged back then, before Synedrion existed as an organization. And let me tell you, it sucked. I’m not gonna overload you with every detail, because you’d just get depressed, but it was awful. Activism! Even the word sounds like a stupid fad from the 80s, like some diet or self-help movement or something.
So many people who were just in it for their own personal glory. So many flat-out idiots. Ugly, boring shit.
But I’m not going on about this for fun. My point is, I was there when we tried to fix things, to prevent mistakes from being made. When the first mist hit, anyone with two brain cells to rub together could figure out that the stakes were huge. A weird-ass mist that makes people walk off into the sea isn’t normal, is it? It’s not even close to normal. It’s oh-shit-everything-we-believed-about-the-world-is-wrong abnormal, damnit!
You’d think that would be obvious. You’d think that the sight of that stuff, that thick, disgusting gas wafting in from the sea, like Poseidon decided to fart us to death, would be at least a little bit unsettling, right? And people losing their loved ones, their families, to... I don’t know, sea-fart hypnosis? Again, more than a little abnormal! More than a little worrying!
But I was in a meeting with a Minister for the Environment of a pretty powerful country. I talked to the guy, I laid out the facts, trying to make sure he understood the severity of the situation. I didn’t use the term sea-fart, if that’s what you’re wondering. I put on my best science educator face and used accessible, clear language. We don’t understand this phenomenon. It behaves in ways that contradict much of our scientific knowledge. It’s potentially viral in origin. The effect on human beings is completely unprecedented. And so on.
You know what he was concerned about? A recent deal that allowed megacorps to fish in a previously protected area now affected by the mist. The same megacorp had invested heavily in a new eco-friendly fishing technology coincidentally invented by a company owned by the minister’s sister.
It was like talking to a wall. No, it was like talking to a goldfish. His eyes just glazed over when I talked about the dangers of the mist spreading. When I called the situation “potentially apocalyptic” he just snorted. The idea that anything, literally any event, could represent more than a hiccup in the eternally ongoing grift that was his life was inconceivable.
And that guy wasn’t the exception, he was the rule. I was a busy little bee, back in those days. I talked to politicians of every conceivable gender, race, and nationality. It was the same crap, over and over. That stare, that godforsaken glassy-eyed idiot stare!
You have to understand: it’s not that these people were evil per se. A small handful of them even understood that there was a real problem. But the idea that they would be OK, that their world of supposedly pragmatic decision-making would always endure... that idea was axiomatic to them. The worst they could imagine was losing an election. Anything more dramatic than that was science fiction.
Some of you listening to this, I know, participated in the evacuation of Athens. You remember those shelters they herded people into, even though they knew they were unsafe? I know it seems monstrous, and I know... they paid for that. I don’t want to get into that controversy again, that’s not my point. But those shelters are the embodiment of the attitude I’m talking about. The people who gave those orders didn’t think everyone was going to die. They didn’t think the city would be lost. They always expected to return to the status quo. They always thought that eventually everything would just... resume. Some people would have died, and a few memorial events would need to be held, always good for PR, and then everyone could get back to making deals.
I know because I was there for that, too. When the world was half in ruins, after the war, the third war to end all wars, there I was, still the same old idiot, trying to convince them that there would be a second mist. And even though I had all the proof you could ever want, even though they theoretically knew about all the horrors of the first mist... yeah, you can guess where this is going. That same glassy-eyed stare. Why couldn’t I understand, they wondered, that the mist had just been a hiccup, a crisis, and now it was over and wasn’t going to happen again? There was a great deal of money to be made in reconstruction, in many ways it would be wonderful for the economy - why cause a panic with talk of some theoretical second mist? That was just the sort of negativity that the world didn’t need.
Why did this happen? Why couldn’t they understand how idiotic their actions were? I don’t know. Maybe it’s all just economics, and these people are just the puppets of a larger system. Or maybe they were all just really bad, ethically compromised people. I’m not an expert on these things. But I have this idea that when leaders become too distant from the people, they just stop understanding reality. These politicians were living in a fantasy world, making what they thought were logical decisions based on entirely moronic premises.
So, here’s what I want you to ask yourselves: are we doing the same?
We don’t have leaders, of course. We are the people. But how sheltered are our lives here? Are we getting complacent? Are we turning into smug, self-satisfied little shits, sitting in our precious havens, building our utopia on extremely shaky premises?
I’m not saying we are. Maybe we’re not. I’m not sure. But we could be.
Because... and here’s something that really scares the crap out of me... I have seen that stare. Not from all of you, but definitely from some. When I talk about a third mist coming, when I tell you it ain’t over till it’s over, some of you look at me in that same way. I saw it earlier, too, when citizen Alvarez was speaking, and some of you just... switched off. Because you assume this is the status quo now. Some bad stuff might happen, but the havens are here to stay. Even if some people die, there will always be more assemblies for you to participate in, always more Synedrion business to talk about.
You can’t imagine that Synedrion could cease to exist. But it could. All the parliaments of the old world are overgrown now. The villas of the rich, the gated communities, the military bases... all of it, everything that seemed safe and secure is gone now.
I wasn’t planning on actually saying anything until citizen Alvarez spoke up. I’ll be honest with you, I’m pretty tired of fighting this fight, mainly because I keep losing. No, I don’t lose... I don’t even get to the bit where winning looks like an option. And Synedrion is a chance for things to turn out different, just this once.
I can see some of you itching to respond, but I’ll repeat myself one more time.
This status quo is not permanent.
The post-apocalypse is not the end.
There will be a third mist. It will be worse than the second in the same way the second was worse than the first.
The reality of the Pandoravirus has to be our axiomatic truth.
We insisted on radical democracy, on listening to each other and working out solutions, because our previous representatives did anything but represent us. They lost touch, and the consequences were horrific. Anyone who heard the screams coming from the shelters remembers. Anyone who saw people vanishing into the mist understands.
We get one more shot at making this work. If we screw it up... we’re toast.
Over to you.
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