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	SLMNF: A new algorithm for approximating Solomonoff induction in finite time. Paper by Charles Steinmeyer 
	AI vs SJW: When programming an artificial intelligence, how can we ensure that it does not fall into the “social justice warrior” failure mode? Panel discussion with Scott Langford, David Adams, Michelle Carlton, and Peter Weill 
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Chapter 1

Monday

I was already having a bad week, and then the murders started.

Jane and I had been having some problems, and I’d thought that us having some time apart might help. I’d also been having a bad time getting commissions, with the market for freelance writers being what it is. So when the opportunity to cover the transhumanists’ convention had come up, I’d… well, not jumped for joy, because being around a bunch of nerds who think they’re going to make themselves into gods by computer programming isn’t my idea of a good time, but I’d at least been grateful that I’d be able to bash out five thousand words of mockery, get a couple of quotes from the more laughable figures, and get a few days on a billionaire’s private Caribbean island I could write off as expenses on my taxes. Spending a week or so away from Jane might also allow the two of us to think about what we wanted from the relationship, or at least to clear our heads a bit.

Of course, when I’d mentioned this to her, she told me she thought this was a stupid idea, and that what we needed was more time together, not more time apart. She told me she needed some stability from me, not me gallivanting all across the world, and that I needed to start being a better wife to her, but by then I’d already pitched the idea to an editor and had bought the tickets.

I can be so fucking stupid sometimes.

So instead of solving our relationship problems, I’d managed to make them worse, and I’d spent most of the fifteen hours I’d been away either texting Jane and telling her how much I loved her, or gazing around the cramped, noisy plane while my phone was in aeroplane mode, wondering where all the other women were. Not that I was on the pull or anything – I was thinking of little else but Jane – but I was surprised by how few of them there were on the plane.

Still, despite all these problems, I was looking forward to the trip itself. A week in the sun, with plenty of stuff to think about to take my mind off our relationship problems. It should be fun.

I hadn’t reckoned on the fact that the gated community where we were staying would be full of the kind of nerd who wants to make things more difficult for everyone else, and not just for himself. So at the resort, while I stood in the queue at reception, wanting nothing more than to get to my rooms so I could shower away the stink of travel and brush away the foul-tasting coating on my teeth, I had to wait instead until an argument was resolved.

A man (of course), a few years younger than me – I’d guess twenty-four – with a trimmed goatee beard, round little glasses, wearing black jeans and a black T-shirt with white writing on it saying “The singularity is my retirement plan” was in front of me. This man had a point to make, and was going to continue making it no matter how futile his attempts were or how much inconvenience it was causing anyone else.

“What do you mean, you don’t accept bitcoin?”

“I’ve told you already, sir, we only accept payment for WiFi access in US dollars.”

“What kind of shitty excuse for a resort is this, anyway? What kind of business doesn’t accept bitcoin?”

“To be honest, sir, I’m not even sure what a bitcoin is.”

That was a mistake. After getting over his initial shock, the man took a deep breath, and started to talk about how blockchain technology would destroy fiat currency by allowing the creation of a distributed currency based on strong cryptography. Meanwhile I was stood behind him, back aching, stinking of sweat after a long flight, mouth tasting sour from a day of travelling and bad coffee, and wanting nothing more than to get to my apartment, shower and sleep. Not necessarily in that order.

“Excuse me”

He carried on talking about bitcoin mining. I hadn’t expected any different. I was, after all, a woman, and therefore irrelevant to him.

“Excuse me, would you mind…”

He turned, with an actual snarl on his face. “Yes I would mind. I am trying to get this perfectly simple, straightforward matter solved, and you are getting in my way.”

I shut up and let him continue. Eventually, a second receptionist came on, and I was able to check in, and get the keycard for my apartment. As I was walking to the elevator, I could still hear the angry man continuing his argument.

“Don’t you know who I am?

“Yes, sir. You’re Mr. Langford.”

“I am on the organising committee of this conference. If it wasn’t for me, this hotel would be empty right now. I have thirty-five thousand followers on Twitter, and they shall be hearing about this…”

I left them to it and headed to my rooms. The suite was Spartan for such a luxurious resort, with little more to it than a double bed, a bathroom, a closet, and a couple of desks. The people attending this thing were mostly rich, but they were also people who spent much of their time working or online, and paid little attention to their surroundings.

Still, the bed was soft and inviting (and God, how I wished I could just sleep straight away, rather than have to deal with all the shit around the opening ceremony), the smell of the sea breeze through the open window was a welcome change after many hours in planes and cars, and it was somewhere quiet I could hide out and get my work done in.

I ran myself a bath and had a long soak, luxuriating in the sparkly bubbles and mint scent of my Lush bath bomb, while reading Cyberethics by Tegan Horowitz. This isn’t my idea of light reading, but Horowitz was one of the speakers at the conference, and the book would be good background for the long week ahead.

Horowitz’s main argument, as far as I could tell, was that computers would soon become as intelligent as human beings, and that they should be recognised as legal people in the same way that corporations are, and that there should be a constitutional amendment to that effect. In fact, in the later sections of the book it seemed to me that she was arguing that human beings shouldn’t be recognised as legal people, and only corporations and computers should have that right, but I was nodding off in the bath by that point, so I can’t guarantee I got her meaning.

What I did pick up on, though, was a sense of worry in Horowitz’s book. The whole thing seemed to be written not to persuade anyone reading it, but as propaganda for a robot army. It’s like she’d decided that the Terminators were coming, and if she sold out the human race eagerly enough, they might let her live.

I’m not scared of robots myself – if my iPhone battery can’t stay charged for more than four hours, how long will a robot last before it has to find a plug socket? We can get them then, while they’re powering up.

That’s what I think anyway, but Horowitz apparently thought that the robot army is something that an adult should actually be worried about.

Either way, what I was more worried about was the pre-conference party. I had to put on a slinky black dress (or nearest approximation thereto – I don’t do “slinky”, so much as “slumpy” – but it was smooth and figure-hugging), put on the lippy (something I hate doing – the waxy taste of lipstick makes everything I eat taste of makeup for hours afterwards) and go and spend a couple of hours mingling with the nerds. After my initial exposure at the reception desk, I didn’t much look forward to what I’d find there. A couple of hundred men all like Langford, all either trying to stare down my top or tell me about their cryptocurrency mining hardware, didn’t thrill me.

Still, I thought, it couldn’t be that bad could it? I’m a journalist and more to the point a freelancer, so give me enough free cocktails and sandwiches and I can cope with pretty much anything life throws at me.

Well, most things. I looked at my phone again. We were several time zones apart, so Jane would be asleep at the moment. But I still missed her, and wanted to talk to her. What would she say, though, if I called her at this time of night? Probably nothing good, I thought.

She used to like my late-night calls.

I suddenly felt more alone than I had in a long time.

I headed down to the bar, prepared to drink so much I would be singlehandedly responsible for the Great Libertalia Alcohol Drought of 2018.


Opening Session

Before the official conference starts, why not attend the black-tie reception and networking event in the main hall? The event will commence with a drinks reception at 13:00, to be followed by a keynote speech, given by Mike Wood, chair of the conference committee.


Chapter 2

I don’t know if you’ve ever been a woman in a room full of the kind of men who think “fapping to anime tiddy” is a reasonable subject for polite discussion in mixed company, but it’s not the most pleasant of experiences. And in the circumstances, getting drunk might seem like a double-edged sword. On the one hand, you at least get to drown out their conversation. On the other, well, these aren’t the kind of men who are well versed in consent culture. Staying sober around here seems to be the only safe option.

So while my intention on heading down to the bar was to get drunk, when I got down to the room and saw the crowd of sweaty, unpleasant men there I decided I’d better stick to the orange juice. I pushed through the mass of roaring geeks, managing to squeeze through tiny gaps and get to the bar.

I tried to attract the attention of the bartender, who seemed to have been hired for his ability to ignore customers and stare into space. After five minutes’ fruitless waving, he deigned to turn to me.

“Can I help you?”

“Yes, an orange juice please.”

“I’m sorry, madam, we only serve wine – or Drynk.”

“It’s a drink I want. A drink of orange juice.”

“No, madam. Drynk with a y.”

Further investigation revealed that this Drynk was a “performance beverage” designed by one of the convention attendees, and crowdfunded by appealing to…well, to the kind of people who were crowding the bar. It contained one hundred percent of your RDA of thirty different vitamins and minerals, plus half a dozen chemicals that were intended to make your brain work better, and enough caffeine to keep you awake for three days. It was the only non-alcoholic beverage available, so that was what I went for.

I slugged half a glass back, and nearly choked. I glared at the bartender, who seemed to expect this reaction.

“Not to your taste, madam?”

“It. Tastes. Of. Fish.”

“Well, yes. One of the main ingredients is cod liver oil.”

“What?”

“It’s good for your brain, you know.”

“And people drink this stuff?”

He smirked. “Well, they take one drink of it, yes.”

I gave in to the inevitable and ordered a glass of red. I’m not normally a wine drinker, but you know where you are with a glass of red wine, and crucially where you are is not drinking fish.

I swilled a bit around my mouth to take the fishy taste out, and started wandering round, trying not to pass out in the heat, and looking to see what kind of crowd I’d ended up in.

They were, of course, almost all male and they seemed to fit into three distinct groups.

The first and smallest group had only limited contact with the concept of personal hygiene, as anyone standing close to them could notice. The tropical heat wasn’t doing them any favours, smell-wise, and it was obvious that, even though they were among their own type, these geeks weren’t used to speaking to other humans. They wore jeans and black T-shirts with bad jokes written on them in white writing. I pegged them as the techies, and moved on. There was no way I was going to get any kind of interesting conversation from them – they were all more interested in their code than in the world of human interactions. I tried talking to a couple of them, and got baffled stares or just outright blanking from them. Oh well, I’d tried.

The second group, and by far the largest, were as different from the first group as two sets of pale males could be. Most of this group wore shorts and plain coloured T-shirts. They were also muscular in the way only someone who can spend three hours a day in the gym can be. I recognised a couple of the faces – venture capitalists and startup entrepreneurs, people without any ideas who latch on to others’ ideas so they can call themselves “visionaries”. Other than rock-hard muscles and billions of dollars they had nothing to offer the world.

I tried talking to one of them, who I recognised as Vitaly Chervyakov. Chervyakov had a reputation as one of the more engaging, interesting billionaires so I thought of all of them he was most worth a shot. I needed some human interest for my story, and he was the closest to a human I could see. He was also, unlike the other billionaires, wearing a dark suit, which must have been swelteringly hot – though probably no worse than the utilisuits.

I walked up to him during one of the brief moments when he wasn’t surrounded by admirers.

“Mr Chervyakov?”

“Do I know you?”

“Hi, I’m Sarah Turner. I’m a journalist, doing a story about the conference for Zapped magazine. Do you have a minute?”

He smiled and moved a few inches closer to me. I could smell the wine on his breath now and feel each exhalation moving the tiny hairs on my neck. This wasn’t someone who understood the concept of personal space. I noticed the fingers on his left hand were twitching slightly and wondered if perhaps it was due to some sort of neurological problem – with most of the people on the island I’d have put it down to aspie stimming, but he definitely wasn’t on the spectrum. I took another sip of my own wine, which suddenly tasted a lot more sour than it had before.

“Hi. I’ve read your stuff. Quite good as far as it goes, if a little politically naive.”

“Naive, really?”

“Oh yes. Remember, I’m from Russia, so I know how socialism actually goes when you try it. You’re far too trusting, Ms. Turner. People can’t be trusted.”

“In my experience, most people are fairly decent.”

“How old are you? Twenty-five?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Yes. You’ll see. At that age you do think the best of people. You’ll learn, I think.” He saw someone across the room. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to speak to someone. I hope we’ll talk later though.”

I smiled, and he walked away. I hoped he meant it about wanting to talk later – I needed a hook for my story, and while I might be able to amuse Jane by talking about people drinking fish, it wasn’t really enough to base a whole article on.

Thinking of Jane made me depressed again, so I started scanning the room again. After the techies and the billionaires, there was a third group. About half of these were wearing utilisuits, while the other half were wearing khakis and short-sleeved buttoned shirts. All of them had trimmed facial hair and the kind of expressions on their faces that led you to wonder if at any second they were going to ask you if you had a personal relationship with Jesus.

These were the people I’d come here to see – the visionaries and pseudophilosophers. These were people who’d developed a particular kind of madness, the kind that comes from being a child prodigy who’s never been anything less than the cleverest person in the room, mostly because they’d always avoided any rooms with clever people in, and would tell you all about their cleverness in a frantic, high-pitched, nasal voice. They’d all read nothing but science fiction and pop-science books all their lives, and taken everything in them extremely seriously.

These were people who believed that they were going to live forever in computer simulations, that death would be just an inconvenience that could be dealt with using enough money, and that capitalism unfettered from any regulations would save the world. I’m still not sure which one of those beliefs I find the funniest.

But they’re so convinced that this is the way the future will be that they can convince other people – at least those who want to be convinced. And among those who wanted to be convinced were enough billionaires that the right kind of messianic delusion could lead to a lucrative career writing blog posts about how Silicon Valley entrepreneurs were going to be the saviours of humanity.

It turns out that if you tell enough billionaires that you can help them become gods, one of them will eventually give you a few hundred grand. Nice work if you can get it.

What they won’t give you, though, is any kind of understanding of appropriate behaviour, so I wasn’t surprised that about thirty seconds after I’d started on my second glass of red, and had finally managed to get rid of the taste of fish, I felt a sharp pinch on my left buttock.


Chapter 3

I turned to look around at the man who was groping my arse, and saw a nerd of the third subtype: overweight, sweaty, and wearing one of those stupid utilisuit things that made him look like he was cosplaying a 1960s TV superhero. Around a quarter of the attendees at the convention were wearing these things – tight rubber suits that seemed like they should be figure-hugging, but somehow managed not to show any details, for which I thanked a merciful God.

I was sure I’d seen his face before, and tried to place it from the photos I’d found online of the convention speakers.

“Who the fuck are you, and why shouldn’t I call security?”

A whiny, nasal voice replied “I the fuck am Peter Weill, and you shouldn’t call security because I’m one of the principal organisers of this event.”

I realised where I’d seen him before. Weill was a successful blogger who’d made millions writing guides on “pick-up artistry”. Three years earlier, though, one of his admirers had been arrested for killing half a dozen women who’d refused him despite his “game”, and Weill had looked like he was going to become shunned even by the men’s rights community for being too toxic for them.

Instead he’d had (or he’d claimed to have) something of a Damascene conversion and had gone on a public media tour, mea culpaing his way into a career as a “male feminist” pundit – albeit one who was a self-described “moderate” and condemned the “radical elements” in the feminist movement. Which meant, in effect, condemning any actual feminists while still saying the same things he had before, but saying “rape is bad, mmkay?” occasionally.

He and I moved in the same social circles, though we’d never met before. He was the kind of person who needed to be admired, and when he’d started doing his feminist impression he’d picked up a lot of women who were more than happy to admire him, at least for a few weeks.

The man was scum but he knew where the money was and he was a minor celebrity in the technolibertarian world. In fact, he was the one I was here to speak to, and the one whose involvement would make it a story for the magazine’s readers. He always made good copy, whatever I thought of him.

All of a sudden, I needed another drink. I had a feeling I was going to need a lot more before the evening was through. Bad enough that the room was hot, close, and stinking of the sweat that hung in the air, but now I had to deal with Weill.

And I had to be polite. This was someone who’d hurt a lot of people I’ve been close to, but I had to be professional around him.

That didn’t mean, of course, that he would get away with grabbing my arse. But it did mean I’d be a bit more subtle about it than my original instinct, which had been to grab his scrotum and squeeze.

“Ah, the rapist. I suppose I should be glad you only pinched my arse.”

“I have never raped anyone, and the way people misinterpreted my books…”

“Save it for when I’m interviewing you. We both know the truth.”

We did. He’d never been arrested, but I’d spoken to women he’d hurt. I wanted – I needed – to hurt him, in return, and I was going to make sure I did before the trip was over. This might be my only chance. I certainly hoped never to run into him again after this.

“What we both know, Miss Turner – oh, I’m sorry, is it Ms? – is that everyone in this room has recording devices, and that you’re trying ineffectively to trap me into admitting to rape, a heinous crime which I utterly condemn.”

I looked at the smirk on his face and wondered if it wouldn’t be worth getting kicked off the island and the assignment and just go with my original scrotum-squeezing idea. If I got kicked out I’d be able to see Jane sooner.

But then I worried that this prick might get off on having his balls crushed and thought better of it once again. Wouldn’t want to risk the possibility of making him smile.

“What I’m trying to do is have a drink without being sexually assaulted by fat men with tiny penises,” I said.

His face reddened, whether with embarrassment or anger I couldn’t tell. He tried to laugh it off. “Oh, I’m far from tiny, as I’m sure you’d love to find out. I could show you if you like.”

“I can already see it. Your utilisuit has split.”

He looked down, horrified, and I walked away before he could respond. Made you look! I thought. I wanted to leave him while he was still flustered. It was something he said to do in all his own ebooks, so I thought it would be rude to do anything else.

I felt good about something for the first time since I’d got here. It was the first time I’d smiled in quite a while.

So I had an hour to kill before the opening ceremony, and that wasn’t the only thing I wanted to kill. The list started with the person who had invented Drynk, and included Weill, most of the rest of the attendees, and failing that myself. I was trapped on a tiny island with a bunch of “pick-up artists” and nothing to do except get drunk. I felt like I was at a Bullingdon Club dinner, and I was the pig’s head.

If only there was anyone here I could talk to, anyone I could make any kind of reasonable connection with. But there wasn’t. Of course there wasn’t.

I was sinking into the kind of depression that Jane hated so much in me – I was ruminating, just thinking about how awful the people here were, how awful my relationship was, how much I needed a proper break.

I looked around for anyone at all who looked like a decent human being, but all I saw were the geeks, billionaires and wannabes. I walked around a bit in my pinching shoes and too-tight dress, listening to the conversations going on around me, but everything I heard made my skin feel like crawling off me. My hopes of meeting another person on this island who was worth having a conversation with were sinking almost as fast as my resolve not to get drunk.

I sipped the wine – foul muck for the kind of people who care more about the cost of what they’re drinking than about the taste, as I’d expected – and thought about the reason for calling this conference. It was meant to be about discussing ways of creating an artificial intelligence that was more intelligent than human beings, and how to control one if they did create it.

But if that had been the real reason for the conference, no-one would have paid for me to even go to Butlins in Minehead to cover it, let alone to a billionaire’s private Caribbean island.

There had been rumours. Some of them had been pure science fiction, but there were enough saying the same thing – there had been a real breakthrough, and their God-AI might even be announced at the event – that it was worth a punt. While there was a ninety percent chance that the event would just be a bunch of nerds with too much money comparing the capacity of their USB sticks, there was an outside chance that it could be the most important event in human history.

Of course, having got there, it was apparent that that chance was about as outside as it’s possible to get, but there was no way of knowing that short of going, and so I was stuck there.

Stuck here alone, with not a single person I could have a conversation with. I missed Jane more than I’d ever thought possible, and felt like crying at the mistake I’d made. I’d needed a change, but this was the worst one possible. I was still thinking about the unfairness of this when the show started.


Chapter 4

The man who appeared on the stage seemed to me to be trying too hard to be charismatic, and to fall into that uncanny valley that says “major creep” instead. Nonetheless, the audience seemed entranced with everything he had to say.

This was Mike Wood, who was in charge of organising the whole event. Unlike his fellow committee members Langford the Rolf Harris lookalike and Weill the arse-grabbing creep, Wood seemed to have some basic people skills, and almost to be charming in that sort of Steve Jobs way that says “I have enough money to have you killed. Aren’t you glad I’m a Buddhist?” He also had that kind of preppy, clean-cut, slightly-too-handsome look that suggests someone trying to look like normal people. Slicked-back black hair, perfect teeth, polo shirt. He looked like the kind of centrist political leader who gets photographed with his top off cuddling puppies just before he announces a drone strike on some poor brown people.

He seemed, in fact, to be the closest thing to a functioning human being on the whole benighted island. He started his talk with the usual bunch of platitudes, about what a special group of people he was talking to and what wonderful work they were all doing, and what an honour and a privilege it was for him to speak to such a special group of special people, all the usual nonsense.

I gazed round the room and looked at these “special” people, trying again to find some – any – kind of sense of connection to them. I didn’t find anything. These just weren’t my people.

I started trying just to zone out and let the speech flow over me. I took a swig of the sour red wine, still remembering the slimy fishy film that had coated my tongue, and looked around. None of these people had anything I needed, and in return I had nothing to offer them. I was surrounded by people, but I was really alone.

It’s not as if I’m not interested in technology – I find it absolutely fascinating, I wouldn’t be a tech journalist otherwise – but it’s not the only thing I’m interested in. For these people, it really was. And the speech reflected that. I felt myself dropping off, and tried taking deep breaths, but that only got the smell of dozens of sweaty men up my nose. I sipped my wine, like that would help.

But then the speech started getting at least a little bit more interesting.

“There will be some special announcements at this conference. Some of them will be world-changing – and some will be universe-changing, come to that. I don’t want to spoil the main event, but it’s safe to say that none of you will ever forget some of the announcements that are going to be made – if nothing else, because they’ll be stored on your memory chips forever. If that is a spoiler, well… you’ll have a lot of time in which to get over it.

“But even without that, I think this would be a special conference. This is the first time that we have had so many people from every important field of intellectual activity – cryonics, artificial intelligence, economics, venture capitalism – gathered in one place. This is, and I make no pretence of modesty here, the greatest gathering of human minds ever to be assembled. Working together on the project of creating a positive singularity, I am sure we will be able to bring about a new, better, world – one free from hunger, from want, from stupidity, and from death.”

I shifted in my seat, and sat up. This sounded like it could be interesting. They were actually talking about improving people’s lives, and about real technological breakthroughs that could make a difference to people. This was the sort of thing I’d come to the conference for.

“But it’s not all work, and we wouldn’t want it to be. If we’re going to live forever – and I believe that with the innovative techniques we’ll be discussing over the coming days, that may be more likely than any of you realise – then we have to learn how to have fun as well as how to work. And so running parallel with the important technical content, we have strands of discussion about what we should do with our infinite time that stretches ahead.”

He stalked the platform, smiling a messianic smile, and I suddenly felt a bit queasy – I could taste bile in the back of my throat. The room was in almost complete silence, so much so that when I drained the last of my wine and put the glass down, three people turned to see what the noise was. I made the mistake of laughing slightly at the earnestness of the people watching. The wine went up my nose, and I tried to choke as quietly as possible.

“It is my firm aim, and one I think that can be achieved, that every single man in this room will become a god of his own infinite realm. But to do that we need to focus on one aim.

“We need to bring about the singularity, we need to do it soon, and we need to make sure it is a positive singularity. One mistake in the code of our humane AI, and instead of achieving transcendence we will end up with the entire multiverse tiled with nanobots in agony. Maximal pain instead of maximal utility.

“We’re facing a crunch point in human civilisation. The next few years will be the ones that decide whether human civilisation continues into the infinite future, or whether we’re forever doomed to suffer death and obliteration. The people in this room, the people working on solving the problem of ethical artificial intelligence, are people who are pushing the universe towards the first possibility and away from the second. We’re going to save the world. Thanks to you all, millions now living will never die.”

He’d gone back to talking about how great the group was, and so I started to zone out a bit again. But I was interested – sort of – in what he’d been saying earlier, about specific big announcements that would be made at the event.

I’d heard about events similar to this before, and read some of the Safe Singularity Foundation’s published papers, and one thing I’d noticed was that they always implied a lot of promise but said almost nothing. They’d say “we believe that the best way to help humanity is to create a safe singularity that will make everyone immortal; give us money and we will work toward that aim.” What they wouldn’t do, ever, is come up with any workable technology or make any announcements that might be refuted. Actually achieving anything wasn’t part of their game plan.

So this talk about an actual, real announcement – something that would change the whole whang-dang-doo multiverse – was unusual for them. Could it be that they’d made some real scientific or technological advance? It seemed unlikely on the face of it, as everything I’d read about these people suggested they were a bunch of chancers rather than the supercompetent supergeniuses they presented themselves as, but even chancers sometimes stumble upon something interesting.

Maybe when I came to write my article, I’d be able to write, not just a human-interest story about a bunch of weirdoes, but an actual news story. Stranger things had happened.

Well, no, they hadn’t. The people I was here to see were just a bunch of geeks entranced by proximity to easily-gulled Silicon Valley billionaires, all buying each others’ bullshit and not even realising that that was what they were spending their money on. But at least I could give them the benefit of the doubt. If I spent my time waiting for a fascinating revelation that never came, that at least would be more interesting than just expecting disappointment and getting it.

I needed human interest in my story, but I also needed a story to hang the human interest on. All I needed to do while I was here was find some interesting people that the audience would like to read about, and then find them doing something interesting. Simple, eh?

What I really needed was to be at home, with Jane. I looked at the last message I’d received from her.

“We can make it work. I’m sure of it. I just need you to try.”

Well, I was trying. I was trying to stay with her, and be the person she needed. Was I trying hard enough? I honestly didn’t know.

Maybe if I did a good job on this piece, that would at least get us enough cash to be comfortable for a while. I needed to find something interesting to write.

So I went into the afternoon panel on “The Ethics of the Multiverse” with at least some hope of an intellectual discussion. That hope was to prove overoptimistic.

Excerpt from transcript of panel “The Ethics of the Multiverse”, entered into court records

The transcript that follows is taken from a video recording. The accuracy of the transcription is not guaranteed, and no liability is assumed for any actions taken based on incorrect information provided in this transcript. This transcript is provided for educational and research purposes only, and is not to be distributed, in whole or in part, without the written permission of the participants.

Hari?: So if Tegmark’s right, of course, then every possible combination of events happens in some universe anyway. So why should we care about our actions? Surely anything we choose not to do, or think we are choosing not to do, will happen anyway?

Carl Mason: Because what happens to us still matters to us. We can’t control what happens to anyone else, but we can control our own experiences. We create the universe of our experiences, and everything that happens to us happens because of our consenting to it. The universe is participatory.

Charles Steinmeyer: But is it though? Does it pay attention to our desires, or does it just continue whatever?

Scott Langford: I don’t see any reason to think the universe cares what we think at all. Surely that’s more of a Copenhagen thing? Maybe I’m not seeing your point…

Mason: The way we make the universe care what we think is we impose our will on the universe. We have intelligence, the universe doesn’t. We can and will force the universe onto a path that is more acceptable to our own needs.

Hari?: But even assuming you’re right, there’s still an infinite number of universes in which we don’t manage to do that. How can you talk about bending the universe to our will when we don’t have a single universe?

Langford: I think what Carl is trying to say is…

Hari?: Why don’t you let Carl answer himself, Scott?

Langford: Sorry. Carl?

Mason: What was the question again?

Steinmeyer: How you can talk about bending the universe to our will when there’s a multiverse, not a universe.

Mason: Well, of course, that’s one of the things we’re trying to do this week, isn’t it? Another way of saying that we want to guide the future of humanity is to say we want to cull the multiverse of all suboptimal branches going forward.

Steinmeyer: Wouldn’t that mean the death of uncounted billions?

Mason: A small price to pay for the overall increase in utility.


Chapter 5

“Something must be done.”

Vitaly Chervyakov was mumbling to himself, in the way that people do when they want someone to interrupt them and ask them what they’re talking about. Being the good journalist that I am, I didn’t do anything of the sort. Clearly it wouldn’t be difficult to get Chervyakov to talk to me. Getting him to stop might be the tricky bit.

I pretended I hadn’t heard him and carried on listening to the discussion. I really didn’t want to be talking with him right now. In fact, I felt like I shouldn’t be talking with anyone here right now, in case I ended up punching someone.

I hadn’t followed everything – much of the discussion seemed to be about something called measure theory, which all the participants seemed sure would support them, if anyone could just get around to creating it – but it seemed to have reached the conclusion that the things we do do matter, at least to us. I supposed that in a group of solipsistic narcissists like this, that was quite an achievement.

Chervyakov repeated himself, louder. “Something really must be done. This can’t be allowed to continue like this.”

I sighed. I was going to have to acknowledge him if I ever wanted the muttering to stop. I needed to give the impression I wasn’t particularly interested, but without being rude – he might be someone I needed to talk to later. I turned to him and asked “What’s up?”

He looked over at me, almost as if he hadn’t been trying to get me to engage with him.

“All this nonsense. It really has to stop, and soon. Before someone gets killed.”

I waited for him to carry on, but it seemed like that was all he had to say, so I turned back to the discussion, which had now moved on to the different levels of infinity that could exist in mathematics.

I’m not an expert on transfinite mathematics by any means, but I know that there are many different infinities – possibly even an infinite number of different infinities, depending on what you believe about something called the continuum hypothesis (see, I’m not just a pretty face… OK, I admit it, I’m not even a pretty face – but I know stuff. That’s kind of the job). The people on the stage were arguing about this in rather more detail than you’d expect given the ostensible topic of the conference – after all, this was supposed to be about technology that could exist in the real world, and pretty much by definition anything that requires an infinite number of infinities isn’t going to fit into your handbag any time soon.

The argument, as I understood it, was that we live in an infinite multiverse (a “Tegmark level four multiverse” as one of the disputants put it) and that as such not only every possible thing but every conceivable thing actually happened, somewhere in the multiverse. Given this, the argument went, the whole idea of choice or trying to affect the future was meaningless – there would be an infinite number of universes where you succeeded, an infinite number where you failed, and an infinite number where you turned into an aardvark that farted laughing gas. If that’s the case, then any attempt to change the future is futile.

But Mason was arguing that it’s possible to get rid of some of those infinite possibilities, and to create a still-infinite but bounded subset…oh God, I’m starting to sound like him. His argument was that you could get rid of an infinite number of bad possible universes, and still leave an infinite number of good possible universes left over. Quite how he planned to do this, he didn’t say – that was detail stuff for the little people to deal with, not big people like him with big ideas. But it was his plan, and he had made it, and it was his.

The rest of them were, to say the least, unconvinced by this line of reasoning, and I have to say that I was on their side. Mason was making all sorts of abstruse mathematical points about the axiom of choice and how you need it to select one sock from every pair but not every shoe (no, I don’t get it either, but the other panellists nodded as if they did, so maybe it makes more sense than I’m giving it credit for). But his point was still that we can just magically select a future we like and make sure it happens.

I turned back to look at Chervyakov, who was harrumphing away to himself in the next chair over. I was starting to see why, and to think that he might not be the worst person in the world to talk to. I looked at him for a second – his hand was twitching again – and realised what I hadn’t noticed before, which was that he was almost as short as me. Funny how enough confidence can make a man look big. I caught his eye.

“Do you think even he believes a word he’s saying?”

“Oh, undoubtedly”, he replied. “The man’s a complete cretin, but he’s an honest cretin. He believes every single word of the gibberish he’s spouting, more’s the pity. I can have some respect for a huckster, but none for a fool.”

This reply was in a loud enough voice that Mason stopped mid-sentence to stare at Chervyakov. Once he realised this, he gave Mason a grin and a cheery little wave, which wasn’t reciprocated. I smiled. I was starting to like him.

“Fucking asshole,” he muttered to me. “It’s people like him that give everyone here a bad reputation. It might not seem like it, but some of us are serious people doing serious work, and this kind of assholery makes us all look like clowns. He sits up there with Scott Langford, pretending like they’re best buddies, when everyone knows they’d happily see each other dead, and they just talk shit.”

“So why have you come here, if you think so badly of this kind of thing?”

“Not everyone here is a complete asshole, just most of them.”

By this point, the panellists were all staring at Chervyakov, not-so-patiently waiting for him to finish. I nodded towards the door, and we both left the room, to the evident delight of the panellists, and to my own relief.

Once we were outside, I tried to start the conversation again.

“So, how come the billionaires all give the SSF money, then, if they’re as useless as you say?”

“Oh, it’s immortality insurance. We all want to be immortal, and the SSF are the only people promising that. A million or two a year is nothing to these people – not even a day’s earnings for some of them – so it’s like you playing the lottery. A tiny amount of money you don’t notice, for the small chance of a vast payoff.”

“Are they that scared of dying?”

“Oh, everyone’s scared of dying.”

“But…giving millions of dollars?”

“Look, go to the session on cryonics later. You’ll see how much these people care about dying.”

I raised an eyebrow. He was talking about “these people” as if he wasn’t one of them – and as if I wasn’t one of them.

“So, you don’t include me in the group you’re talking about, then?”

He looked at me as if she was considering the question for the first time. “No. No I don’t. You’re from the press, I believe, and you don’t seem to be eating their bullshit. Not yet, anyway.”

“What do you mean, not yet?”

“You seem like a nice person, but in this sort of atmosphere, you’re likely to be carried along by their conviction. People have a tendency to go along to get along. If you’re around a bunch of people who all think one thing, do you really think your self-belief is strong enough that you’ll disagree with them?”

“I’m a bi poly woman, Mr Chervyakov. We’re used to dealing with being different.”

He waved his hand, dismissing everything I just said. “Oh, that’s just conformist nonconformity. That’s the kind of ‘different’ that all your friends are. Do you really think that’ll be enough to stop you being brainwashed?”

“We’ll see.”

“Yes, I suppose we will.”

I went into the next meeting still lost in thought. Was I really going to start thinking like these people?

April 16: Evening Session

Cryonics vs. Plastination: How best to preserve the brain until the Singularity?

Peter Weill, Robert Harding, and Eric Richards discuss the best ways to ensure survival of the neuronome beyond brainstem death, and the challenges presented by overzealous regulation around the disposal of dead-for-the-moment bodies when creating a startup. They will discuss the relative merits of cryonic preservation and plastination, and the advancements necessary in nanotechnology to upload a temporarily-deceased person’s brain into the virtual realm.

There will be an opportunity at the end of this session to sign up for cryopreservation at a special 10% discount.


Chapter 6

Once in the session, I realised I was unlikely to start thinking like these people any time soon. They were on some other wavelength from me, as distant as it’s possible to get. To fall into groupthink you have to be a part of the group. It was hard enough for me even getting the facts I needed from them, let alone making any kind of connection. The only thing we seemed to agree on was that I wasn’t part of their group.

The cryonics discussion was about as dull as you’d imagine, except for the basic ridiculousness of the concept. These were intelligent, wealthy men talking about how they were going to live forever because they could afford to pay people to freeze their brains until magic pixie dust – I’m sorry, “nanotechnology” – is invented, and their brains can be copied into a computer where they’d live for ever more.

Now, I’m not saying that’s not going to happen – it’s not my field, and miracles do happen sometimes – but I will say that I wouldn’t be betting my entire future existence on it.

These people were, though. Or at least two of them were. Weill was, for once, the sane one here. If it hadn’t been for our earlier argument, I would have almost felt sorry for him. For once, I could understand how someone here felt. I could see him getting more and more agitated as the discussion wore on, and after about ten minutes he broke.

“Look, this is all bullshit, isn’t it?”

The other panellists looked horrified, as if he had pulled down his pants and taken a shit on the stage.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean,” Harding growled.

“Oh, come off it.” Weill sneered, in his whiny nasal tones. “You know and I know that all of this – all this cryogenics talk is just a way of avoiding the truth. We are all going to die. Every single one of us. We’re going to die, and we’re not going to come back from the dead. Even if it was possible – and it just isn’t physically feasible – why would anyone want to bring any of us back? There are too many people in the world as it is. Look at people’s attitude towards immigrants now – what makes anyone think that we’ll treat immigrants from the past any better than we treat immigrants from other countries now?”

The audience were starting to turn against Weill as much as the other panellists already had. I’ve seen hostile audiences before, but these were getting angry about it. It mattered to them on the kind of deep, visceral level that people usually reserve for their country, their family, their religion, or their football team.

For all their claims of “rationality”, these were people who were still driven by the same emotions as the rest of us – they were just investing those emotions in places that seemed really weird to someone like me. Not that football or religion seem much less weird, come to think of it – but at least those are subjects that you expect people to get this passionate about. The subject of cryogenics isn’t in that category for most of us.

I have to say that I took Peter Weill’s side on this. For all that the man was a complete arsehead who liked to sexually assault women, he was a complete arsehead who, at least in this instance, was saying something that was connected to reality.

Cryogenics has always been a weird one for me, because I don’t understand why anyone would go for it. I mean, yes, if there was any chance at all of you ever being revived, fair enough. But given the facts as I understand them – that no-one has ever been brought back, that no-one has ever shown that it’s possible even in theory to bring anyone back from the dead, and that there was no reason to think that anyone in the future would want to bring most of the dead people back anyway – it seemed to be one of the biggest wastes of money imaginable.

But for these people, there was almost a feverish love of the idea. These people knew they were going to be saved – Hall-e-lu-jah and praise ALCOR! – and have the life eternal, because they were giving their money to a funeral company that had an unusual method of corpse disposal.

I looked over at the bloke sitting next to me, trying to see what he thought of it. Surely I couldn’t be the only person here who found this ridiculous, surely I wasn’t completely alone. The sad fact, though, was that he was utterly rapt. There were no allies here for me, no friends with whom I could share a smirk.

Once I understood that these were fanatics, there was not much more of interest in the discussion. It was supposed to be about whether it would be more cost-effective to plastinate brains, rather than to freeze them, but since everyone except Weill was proceeding from the basis that this was a question that made sense, while he was calling them all barking, most of the discussion was just “is” “isn’t” “I know you are, but what am I?” kind of nonsenses.

Instead of listening to it, I once again started scanning round the room, looking for people who might have something more interesting to say. I saw David Adams, the political blogger, and decided I needed to have a word with him later, and a few other people I recognised, mostly from social media feeds I’d been following in the lead-up to the conference.

I turned to my phone instead. There was another message from Jane. “Are we just fooling ourselves? Is this relationship something you really care about any more, or should we just split up now?”

I felt as if the bottom had fallen out of my world. I hadn’t realised how bad things had got between us – how much I needed to fix. How much I needed her.

I texted her back. “I love you. We can make this work”. I wasn’t sure I wasn’t just fooling myself, though. If I was, I doubted I’d fool her. She always could see through me. I turned back to the discussion.

The idea of plastinating brains had been dropped by this point, and I thought that was something of a shame. While plastination – soaking the brain in plastic, to preserve the neural connections so it could be brought back to life later by little magic robots – seemed as unrealistic a prospect as cryogenics to me, at least it would produce an interesting conversation piece. “That? Oh, that’s my husband’s brain. I use it as a paperweight now.”

Instead, it looked like there was going to be one of those Not-Fights that happens when Extremely Serious People fall out with each other in an Extremely Serious Manner, with no-one hitting each other or swearing, but with journal articles by all the participants for the next twenty years finding new and subtle ways to imply that the other one is a toilet, and should come and have a go if he thinks he’s hard enough.

Weill was looking flustered, sweat dripping off his wobbling chin. Despite the fact that he was talking the most sense on the panel, he still wasn’t any good at putting together a rational argument (when your target audience is men looking for an excuse to rape, you don’t need to be a master of rhetoric – who knew?) and everyone else was jumping on all his mistakes. Much as I liked seeing him suffer, I didn’t like the part of me that was enjoying it.

I decided to leave, and go for a drink instead. I needed an early night, if I was going to face the morning session…

April 17: Early-Bird Session

Round-table discussion: Is feminism killing science?

As technological progress has slowed down and we are facing the point that Moore’s Law is breaking down in the face of nanoscale chips, we ask if societal attitudes, political correctness, and a prizes-for-all culture have contributed to the decline in technological innovation. We look particularly at the way in which feminist infiltration of gaming discourse has, despite the best efforts of Gamergate, managed to slow technological progress in gaming almost to a crawl.


Chapter 7

Tuesday

The next morning, bleary-eyed and still able to taste the coffee, I was regretting my decision to bother with the morning panel at all. It was going to end up with somebody dead. And I was going to be the one who killed them.

I don’t know who’s reading this book, and so I can’t assume you have the same political views I do. But given that you’ve bought a book written by a woman, I’m pretty sure it’s safe to say that you think that women have minds of their own and are capable of intelligent thought. This is not, it turns out, an opinion shared by all the attendees.

Apparently, or so they say, the graph of female intelligence follows a bell curve, with everyone clumped in the middle, while male intelligence has two peaks, with the lower one much lower than women’s, but the higher one much higher.

Of course, all the participants here were convinced they were in that higher group, even though none of them had figured out that if you ever want to sleep with a woman, you don’t stand up in front of a paying audience and say all women are morons.

But the weirdest thing about it was that one of them had slept with a woman before. She’d slept with me.

I’d seen the name Michelle Carlton in the programme, but I’d assumed it was another one. It’s not like it’s the least common name in the world. But no, there she was. My ex-girlfriend. On stage, talking about how feminism was evil.

“It’s a simple fact. Men and women – and those are the only two genders, no matter what the SJW antifa mob tries to tell you – are fundamentally suited for different spheres of existence. There are rare exceptions – women who can code, men who are suitable for homemaking – but they are just that. Exceptions.”

Not only was that a terrible opinion, but it said something pretty terrible about my own taste. I mean, we’d only dated for three months, but that’s still three months longer than I should have spent with anyone who had attitudes anything like those she expressed during the discussion. I began to wonder if I’d ever known her at all. I supposed I hadn’t, not really. It wasn’t as if we’d talked that much even when we were together.

Either way, it was disturbing to say the least to see her arguing that women are less human than men, and that we should all be happy that we have a stronger gender to take care of us and protect us from the hard, horrible world outside. It was bizarre to hear this stuff from anyone at all in the twenty-first century, but I sort of expected it from the “alt-right” buffoons who made up most of the convention’s attendees. But I didn’t expect it from someone who’d hung around in the queer activist circles I’d been in, who I’d marched with in Pride, who I remember having screaming matches with TERFs over what gender essentialism meant.

She must have had some sort of conversion experience, because if she hadn’t been introduced under her own name I’d have assumed she was a lookalike rather than the woman I’d known. She seemed obsessed with the idea of male superiority now, and the biological essentialism she’d been so angry about a couple of years ago when we dated was now coming out of her mouth. All of it. The evolutionary psychology bollocks, the stuff about “male brains” and “female brains”, the crap about ability to multitask, about hunter-gatherers versus nurturers, about spatial reasoning and linguistic reasoning. All the specious bullshit she’d spent years arguing against, was now exactly what she was arguing for.

Was it something to do with me? I mean, I know I don’t have the best taste in partners, but an MRA seemed a bit much, even so. Was I going to get back home and find Jane wearing a “no fat chicks” T-shirt? Was she going to join UKIP?

Of course not. Jane and I may have had problems recently, but she was at least a decent human being. I knew that. I’d never really realised just how rare a quality that was until coming here, just as I’d not understood how much of a connection Jane and I had. As that song Jane likes says, you don’t know what you’ve got til it’s gone. In Jane’s case, I hadn’t realised how good I’d got it. With Michelle, I hadn’t realised what a complete arsehole she really was.

What could have made her change so completely?

It didn’t take too long before I found out. “I first became aware of the monstrosity of the SJWs while I was in a lesbian so-called relationship,” she started, “with another woman who was, like myself at the time, convinced that Sapphic perversions are reasonable substitutes for real sex and real marriage. She had convinced herself that the world owed her a living, that her mental illnesses – so-called, though I saw nothing more than laziness from her most of the time – entitled her to suck from the government tit, even while she was sucking at my own. She would criticise people like Peter Weill, calling him a rapist…and from my own experiences with him I can assure you that he certainly never needed to rape me” – horrifyingly, the audience laughed at that point, and I felt sick – “but never acknowledging that sapphism is a far worse perversion of the human reproductive system than rape could ever be.”

She was talking about me. She’d decided to blame her conversion from sanity to fascism on me. In her story, I was the same as the Jew who Hitler blamed his antisemitism on – such an awful example of everything bad in the world that I’d made the scales fall from her eyes.

I’m not sure if she even realised at the time that I was in the audience. I’d like to think not – that she wasn’t trying to be cruel, but was just telling what she thought was a good story (and one which was titillating the men in the audience). But I had a horrible feeling at the time, and I can’t quite convince myself now that it wasn’t justified, that she knew what she was doing and who she was hurting.

We hadn’t even been together long, and I’m not at all sure that there was ever any real love between us (not that it matters – love is a basis for relationships, but not the only legitimate one), but now there was some real feeling between us. There was hatred, and at least at that moment, what I wanted more than anything in the world was to see her dead.

I got up and walked out. As I did so, I managed to half-convince myself that I heard her voice catch in recognition, but whatever happened she continued what she was saying as if it had made no difference.

“Yes, feminists are dangerous. They are dangerous to our liberties, to our beliefs, and thanks to them tempting women into lesbianism, they are an existential threat to the continuation of the species.”

I slammed the door behind me. At that point, I wasn’t at all sure I wanted the continuation of the species, if it meant people like her existing.

I looked at my phone. Nothing new from Jane. I’d completely fucked myself, hadn’t I? I’d destroyed our relationship, and for what? To hear my ex go on about how I’d ruined women for her forever.

I sent another text to Jane. It was my fourth one since the last one she’d sent me.

“Please reply to me. I miss you. I know I’ve fucked up, and all I want is the chance to make it better.”

I waited. It’d be late evening back in Wales. Or would it? I’d lost track of the time here, let alone the time back there. I was alone and adrift, with no connection left to anything, and was coming unmoored in time as a result. But I was pretty sure she’d be awake. Maybe she’d be thinking of me. Thinking about it, I could almost picture her sat in the lounge, watching TV, wondering if I was going to text her, missing me as much as I was missing her, then looking down at the phone, seeing my text, and replying straight away.

I heard a ping from my phone. Maybe there was something to the idea of telepathic connections after all? Maybe I’d connected with her in some way, and my fantasy had been an actual image of what was happening?

I looked down. It was a message delivery failure. My text hadn’t got through.

There was only one thing for it. I was going to have to go to the maths presentation.

April 17: Morning Session

Paper: SLMNF – A new algorithm for approximating Solomonoff induction in finite time

Charles Steinmeyer discusses the limits, both technical and conceptual, of reasoning under uncertainty, and methods to find the most appropriate decision from a decision space in a bounded spacetime. He compares AIXI, which is incomputable but optimal, with various known computable but suboptimal approximations, and provides a proof of the optimality of SLMNF as an approximation of AIXI within a given set of bounds.


Chapter 8

Charles Steinmeyer looked nothing like you’d expect a mathematician to look. He towered over me (admittedly not that hard) but also over everyone else there – he couldn’t be less than six foot five, and he was built like a brick shithouse that had decided it was going to make a real effort in its workouts. He was also completely bald, and had a voice deep enough that Barry White would have sounded like a castrato.

But a mathematician he was, nonetheless. Steinmeyer’s presentation was the first technical presentation at this supposed “technical conference”. As I understand it, Solomonoff induction is a mathematical technique for finding the most likely answer to a question based on unreliable information, but it only works if you have infinite time and infinite resources in which to find the answer. What Steinmeyer had done was to find a way to get a quite reliable answer using a finite amount of time and a finite amount of resources. Which is an improvement, for those of us who don’t have infinity dollars to spend and infinity years to wait for an answer.

He’d started with Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory, and the continuum hypothesis, and had proceeded to show that if you made some reasonable-sounding assumptions then you could reduce any infinite set to a finite one automatically, and that you could then use that finite set in your calculations in Solomonoff induction. The finite set would still contain more items than there are particles in the universe, but that was a start.

It wasn’t that much of an improvement, mind – his process would still take a billion years and require a computer the size of the solar system – but from the way some of the more ambitious geeks were talking, that put it within the bounds of what they considered practical. I didn’t think it was likely to replace my iPhone any time soon, but some of the audience seemed excited by the prospect. I made a note to speak to some of them about what it was that was so exciting.

But that was par for the course at this event so far. Lots of excitement about things that sounded, at best, like “we might, in ten thousand years, have made a 1% improvement in the efficiency with which we can perform this abstruse class of calculations, which in turn will allow us to perform this simulation of…” and then about twenty more clauses. Nothing, yet, that said “this is something that will happen in the lifetime of someone alive today, that will make the life of a single person better”.

Mike Wood’s announcement that he thought would change the whole history of the multiverse hadn’t been announced yet, and I suspected that it wouldn’t be announced at all. My bet was still that there was no possible announcement they could make that would live up to the hype in that speech. I wasn’t even sure if it would be possible for anything, ever, to live up to the kind of advance publicity that Wood’s speech had been full of.

But Steinmeyer’s presentation was still interesting in the abstract – this was someone doing new mathematics, rather than just blathering on about how women are filthy vessels or talking about how great the stuff they were going to do was, just as soon as they managed to get enough money – only you can help defeat the forces of entropy, just ten thousand dollars in easy monthly payments and you too can reverse the laws of physics.

This was an actual piece of technical work, and I was starting to wonder about Steinmeyer. This is someone who was doing actual science – what was he doing hanging around with the edgelords and alt-rightists and transhumanist nutjobs who were on this island?

I mean, yes, no doubt he was after billionaires’ money, and you do have to kiss a certain number of arses to get that kind of money. But he had research grants, and tenure at a decent university, and it’s not as if his kind of research costs much. (There’s the old joke about the second cheapest department at a university being the maths department, because they only need to pay for a pencil, paper, and a waste-paper basket. The cheapest is the philosophy department – they don’t bother with the basket. And Steinmeyer’s research is the kind that’s on the border between pure maths and pure philosophy.)

Maybe he just wanted a free tropical holiday? I could see that, but if you were going on a working holiday aren’t there roughly ten quadrillion better holidays to have than one surrounded by fascists and sex-pests?

I looked down at my phone. No new messages. Jane was still pissed off at me, and I just wished I could understand why. It wasn’t that she had no reason to be, as such – just that she wasn’t like this most of the time.

I tried to pay attention to the discussion but I couldn’t bring myself to take it seriously on any level. This was supposed to be a conference about how technology was going to change people’s lives. Instead it seemed to be a giant circle-jerk, with everyone wanking each other off but no-one doing anything that mattered. They thought they were changing the world and making history, but none of them had invented anything even as important as the phone.

I was feeling a little better now I was in a discussion that was actually about something positive, but it still felt a little like I was wasting my time. So far all I’d managed to achieve was discovering that my ex was a racist. Hardly worth travelling thousands of miles for. And so far I’d not had a chance to soak up the sunny Caribbean ambience. As for the real reason for this working holiday, I was still spending almost all my time thinking about Jane. But still, this was a definite improvement, and I was more relaxed than I had been in a couple of days.

Was it just the topic of the discussion, though? I didn’t think so. I realised that I’d needed some time to myself just to think, and I was finally getting it. No-one was bothering me, I was able to just listen to the lecture that Steinmeyer was giving and think about the repercussions of it.

It wasn’t something that anyone actually needed, no, and it wouldn’t make anyone’s life better, but that didn’t mean it had no other value did it? From an intellectual point of view, I was impressed.

I left thinking that maybe, just maybe, something good would come out of this conference.


Chapter 9

“It’s all crap, you know.”

“What is?”

“Oh, the lot of it. All this singularity stuff. We’re all going to die, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it. We’re all going to end up as more mere fodder for entropy.”

I’d skipped the early afternoon session, on “combating akrasia”, to interview Tegan Horowitz, and found myself quietly impressed. This might have been the first time I’d heard anyone say anything sensible at the whole conference.

Before coming here I’d regarded Horowitz as a bit of a fruitcake, but compared to everyone else there she was refreshingly normal. And rather worryingly, she wasn’t the first person I’d thought that about. People I’d thought of as the lunatic fringe were, here, the normal ones, the ones who admitted the possibility that there might be something in the world outside their fantasies.

“So you’re not a supporter of the Safe Singularity Foundation then?”

“Oh, I support their goals in so far as they want to bring one about, but do you really think that these people have the basic competence to even tie their own shoelaces, let alone create a greater-than-human intelligence? I mean, let’s be realistic here.”

“Well, I have to admit that they don’t seem too focused on achieving stuff, but I thought maybe they were one of those organisations that are better at doing research than at publicity.”

“Heh. No. They are extraordinarily, hopelessly, bad at research. They are, in fact, about the worst researchers I’ve ever come across. But they’re great at publicising themselves and getting donations from technolibertarians who don’t understand the ‘techno’ part of their philosophy – which is to say, all technolibertarians. They’re not a group that’s known for their great understanding of the real world of technology.”

“So they’re about as useless as they seem then?”

“Yep, that’s about the size of it. Are you surprised?”

“No, not really, just a bit disappointed. What I really need for my article is some sort of major breakthrough. If they’re not going to announce anything, there’s not much point me being here is there?”

“True. But I wouldn’t give up hope just yet, if I were you. The SSF aren’t the only people giving presentations here, are they?”

“So who do you think is doing good work?”

“Well, Steinmeyer is OK. Impractical, but OK. He’s too much of a Mike Wood fanboy for my liking, but his own work is pretty decent, insofar as I understand it – I’m no mathematician, but I obviously have to have a basic grounding in symbolic logic. He might eventually come up with something genuinely useful. As for the rest…Scott Langford, much as I loathe the man – and frankly, I feel like tugging that awful little goatee beard of his right off – is at least doing interesting work. Wrong, but interesting. And Eric Richards has a lot of good stuff to say about psychiatry and neurology.”

“Forgive me for saying so, Dr Horowitz, but isn’t your own work completely impractical too?”

“Ah, but there’s a big difference. I’m a philosopher – my work is intended to be impractical. If I started doing work that had practical application, I’d be drummed out of the Philosophers’ Union. They’d make me go and sit with the engineers or something.”

I smiled and let her continue.

“But these people are engineers – or economists, some of them, but even they think their work relates to the real world. But what they’re doing isn’t real engineering. It’s people telling each other how great they are.”

“But don’t you argue in your book that the singularity is coming? And these are the only people working on that…”

“My book is a thought experiment, not an actual projection of events to come. The singularity may well happen, but it won’t happen as a result of a co-ordinated effort by a group with that aim.”

“How do you mean?”

“If there is a singularity, the whole point will be that a million little things will all come together at once. It’s not something you can choose to do, and it’s not something you can guide. But the SSF are mostly libertarians – they don’t understand that historical processes are a thing. They think it will all happen because of their own mighty wills. Bunch of fucking morons.”

“Can I quote you on that?”

She smiled. “No. No, I think not. Publicly I am an absolute supporter of the aims, values, and methods of this bunch of visionaries who keep giving my book free promotion on social media and paying for me to have working holidays in the Caribbean. They are far and away the most interesting group working in the area of singularity studies today.”

“And how many other groups are working in that area?”

She smiled again. “I hardly think that’s the point, do you?”

My phone beeped – it was the alarm I’d set. I needed to get to my suite, write up the day’s notes, and send Jane an email before the evening session. But on the other hand, it could wait five minutes. Horowitz was opening up and actually saying something interesting, unlike pretty much everyone else in the place.

“And how much money do they get in donations every year to do this interesting work?”

“Oh, about two or three million. Not much, but enough, when there are only three people working there full-time and half the money goes on staff salaries.”

“Wait, so they’re making half a million a year each? What are you saying? Do you think the SSF are…defrauding people?”

“Oh, hardly. I’ve never known an organisation more dedicated to radical openness and transparency. They’re not defrauding anyone. They’re just taking their money and giving them nothing in return.”

I smiled.

“Some people might say that that’s a thin line.”

“Yes, but those people, crucially, wouldn’t be the people who are donating all their spare cash to the SSF in order to live forever. They don’t know what a real scientific research institute looks like, so for all they know it might be half a dozen geeks in the Bay area sat around writing fanfic, talking about math, and jerking each other off. “

I thought about this for a while. The people from the SSF I’d spoken to definitely didn’t seem to be conmen, at least not in the obvious way. They obviously were conning people out of vast sums of money, but they were also true believers.

“Is that why you don’t like Scott Langford? Because he’s taking money and not doing anything with it?”

“No, my dislike of Scott has nothing to do with his work for the SSF. My hatred for him is entirely personal. But then, I suspect you could say the same for half the people on the island.”

“So he’s unpopular then?”

She smiled. “You really don’t know the community at all well, do you? Scott is about as popular as herpes. There are people here who’ll say they admire his work, but no-one who’ll say anything good about him as a person.”

“What’s so bad about him?”

“Apart from the obvious?”

“And what obvious would that be?”

She looked annoyed. “Oh come on. You’ve seen the man. He has the social skills of a dead rat, there’s a constant low-grade sexual harassment field around him, he thinks he’s about twenty times as intelligent as he actually is, and worst of all he’s a fanatic. I don’t like that ideologically pure gleam in his eye.”

My phone beeped again. “I’m sorry. I have to go. We must continue this soon.”

I definitely needed to talk to her again. But for now, I had work to do.


Chapter 10

The anon ask on my Tumblr account seemed at first to be just another one of the fuckboys who keep harassing me, either asking me for nudes or, worse, sending me theirs.

“Watch out for your life, cunt,” it said, “your feminazi shit has put you at the top of the list. Once Langford’s gone, you’ll be the next. There won’t be anything left of you to cryopreserve.”

This was about par for the course for the messages I got, although the cryopreservation thing was new. But then I realised – I hadn’t said on social media that I was coming here. Either this was from someone I knew in real life, or it was from someone else at the conference. I didn’t know which would scare me more, but neither was something I wanted to think about.

Still, at least it wasn’t from Langford himself. Annoying arse that he was, he was hardly likely to go around insulting himself, even to throw me off the trail. From what I’d seen of him, he would probably assume that everyone in the world had as high an opinion of him as he had of himself, so any message like that would be totally unbelievable.

Of course, it’s one of the facts of Internet life for women that if we express an opinion on any matter at all, we get bombarded with so much vile shit that for most of us it’s not even a normal day until we’ve received a photo of ourselves with semen photoshopped on it. That’s just something that you learn to deal with, because it’s the price you pay for living in the same universe as men, and most of the time you just delete these messages, although sometimes you forward the pictures to their mum if you’re feeling particularly annoyed that day.

But I was feeling depressed anyway, from the hangover and the general atmosphere here. I didn’t need any more of the wearying sexist shit I’d been getting for the last few days. I just wanted it all to stop, to be able to just do my job without having to deal with all this wearying, nasty shit. I needed someone to fix my relationship with Jane, and I needed to get away from fuckboys, from harassers, from libertarians, from the fucking oppressive heat, and from…well, from myself, to tell you the truth.

Who was I kidding? Yes, this place was uniquely horrible, and might almost have been designed as my own personal hell, but the truth is I’d been feeling shit long before I got here. Depression and a failing relationship will do that to you, and I’d been an idiot to think that going on a busman’s holiday with the literal worst people in the world might make anything at all better.

I needed a drink. But of course that once again left the choice of getting drunk in a room full of sexual predators or of drinking actual fish.

I sat down on my bed, put my head in my hands, and started sobbing.

If the anon on Tumblr had seen me then, he would have thought he’d won, and he’d have been right. If I’d had a knife within reach, I’d have slit my own throat rather than deal with one more minute of living in this world, this world that punishes those who are trying to be decent, while rewarding everyone who tries to make the world worse.

Because that’s what people do, you know. I’d been talking crap earlier. People are not all good, or even mostly good. It’s not even true that there are more good people than bad ones. People are kind to the others in their little groups, but they don’t consider anyone else human. People are fucking evil bastards. Almost without exception.

And it was that thought that made me get up, eventually, wash my face to get rid of the snot and tears, and get myself ready to face the arseholes again. No matter what, I wasn’t going to let people like that get to me. I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction.

I was going to get through this, no matter how much misogyny I had to deal with while I was here. I was going to write the best fucking article of my life. I was going to absolutely demolish these fuckers, with their libertarianism and their fish drinks and their misogyny. I was going to write a piece that would go so viral they would all kill themselves out of sheer embarrassment, after the world saw what they were really like. And I was going to win Jane back. These bastards weren’t going to win. I would beat them all.

Because I was in the right here. My worldview wasn’t the one based on hatred, or on subservience to billionaires or machine-gods. I was the one who argued that women were people, that queer people were people, that humanity mattered. They weren’t going to get me convinced that I needed to be like them. I was going to trust people to be good, not because they were, but because it was the right fucking thing to do, and if I had to make a conscious effort to do it, despite all the evidence, that’s what I’d do.

The next panel I was going to have to sit through was the one on “social justice warriors”, these people’s name for anyone who didn’t actually want to kill every black or queer person in the world. Well, once I’d got through this trip from hell, I was going to show them what a real war looked like, and what a real social justice warrior was. I was going to destroy these people. If it was war they wanted, it was war they were going to get, and I was going to let them know they’d been in a fight. But to do that I had to get through the next few days.

That was going to be the difficult bit. With no-one around me to talk to, I was going to have to treat this like a siege. I was surrounded by the enemy, and I had two choices – I could either try to blend in, or I could let them know that I was opposed to everything they stood for, and just hope they let me live long enough to escape.

Blending in, of course, wasn’t really an option. I’m a woman, and that put me at a disadvantage in that regard anyway. But I’m also a journalist, whose opinions can be found by googling my name. I had no real choice at all, did I? I was going to have to go unarmed into the bear pit again, and spend another day trusting the alt-right arseholes around me not to kill me.

Deep, deep joy.


Chapter 11

“I am not a supporter of the alt-right, and I will take legal action against anyone who claims otherwise. However…”

That’s never a good start to a sentence, I thought to myself.

“However, I have to say that on the issue of racial realism, they may have a point.”

And I’d been right. How depressing.

This was the evening session – the “AI vs SJW” panel, in which various people discussed how to make sure that if they created a machine god it would be as racist and sexist as them. Michelle was on it again, as our resident “anti-feminist woman” and so were Weill, representing the rapists, and David Adams, putting forward the case for that otherwise-unheard-from minority, the cishet white man with a job in the media.

But the worst was Langford, sat there with that annoying goatee beard and glasses making him look like nothing so much as early-60s Rolf Harris, although if anything Langford looked slightly creepier. Langford was there for the out-and-out racism.

“The fact is, not all the races we call human are equally homo sapiens sapiens. The Caucasian and Asiatic races have substantial genetic input from Denisovan and Neanderthal ancestors – anything from two to five percent of our DNA comes from those sources rather than from the Cro-Magnons from whom these… people… receive all of their genetic heritage. And so of course we have different abilities. Phenotypes are just an expression of the genotype. That’s not to say they are inferior – that isn’t a scientific judgement. Science can’t set our moral priorities – only God can do that. But to say that we are all equally human is just a flat lie.”

I was beginning to think that at least one person on the panel was lacking in humanity, but I kept my mouth shut. I was there to see what these people had to say, not to make myself the story.

“Doctor Langford, how do you respond to those who claim that the genetic material you base your hypotheses on is unimportant to human development, and that it is in fact nothing but junk DNA, perhaps with some small contribution towards skin colouration?”

“I don’t. They’re wrong. It’s nothing to do with skin colour. It’s to do with intellectual and physical superiority. The white and East Asian races are, by any reasonable metric, simply superior to the African subspecies. That’s not my opinion, it’s a simple scientific fact. This isn’t bigotry, it’s science.”

At this point my blood pressure was so high I could have turned into a geyser with a single pin-prick. The arsehole Langford’s opinions were not, sadly, as uncommon as you might imagine, but most people who believe this shit at least have the decency to lie and say they’re really concerned about ethics in games journalism, or working-class people’s legitimate concerns about sovereignty, or something like that. Hearing it that blatantly was still something of a shock.

The audience were sat there nodding, as if he were making some sort of intelligent point.

“And of course it’s ludicrous to say that I am being a so-called ‘white supremacist’. The data clearly show that the most superior human subspecies is in fact the Ashkenazi Jew, of which race I am, regrettably, not a member. They also show, equally, however, that the negroid has a mean IQ a good 1.5 standard deviations below that of other races, once outliers are excluded.”

I tried to keep calm. I reminded myself, over and over, that I was here to report, not to argue. That exposing their beliefs would do far more good than me getting thrown out for screaming anti-fascist slogans. But it was hard.

Langford was making an argument that had become common among the racist right in the last few years – that Africans were the only real homo sapiens sapiens, and that the other “races”, because our ancestors had interbred with Neanderthal and Denisovan people, were a superior subspecies. The argument held no weight, of course – there’s far more genetic variation among all the African people that the bigots lump into one subspecies than there is in the entire rest of the world, among many other reasons this is wrong, but that didn’t stop them spouting it. There’s not much a racist likes more than spurious scientific justification for their arguments.

The scary thing was that this audience was lapping all this up. These were people who prided themselves on their “rationality” – and many of them were extremely powerful men – but they were sat there listening to the most noxious white supremacist nonsense, and because it happened to use a couple of words like “DNA” and “phenotype” and didn’t use the n word, they assumed it was something totally different from outright Nazism.

White men. I ask you. While the rest of us are running a marathon, they’re born at the finish line and think them getting there quicker means that they’re naturally better runners than the rest of us.

None of this had anything to do with the ostensible topic of the conference, artificial intelligence, but by now I’d come to the conclusion that this conference was nothing to do with anything technical. Rather, it was a chance for mediocre white men to get together with other mediocre white men and pretend that they were supergeniuses and that one day the world would all notice their power. Whether that was because the lower races would be put in their place by pure science, or because the world would be saved by creating an AI God, didn’t matter to them so much as the fact that either of those outcomes would reinforce their superiority complexes.

I sighed, loudly. Racists gonna racist, I suppose, but I’d hoped for something rather more interesting for my readers, when I set out, than a bunch of white nerds sitting around jerking each other off about their Awsum 1337 Branez.

But then the talk got a lot more personally worrying.

“Of course, the reason for the increase in intelligence in the black population in North America has nothing to do with the environment. It’s purely down to interbreeding with the Caucasian population. Put simply, one of the most important distinctions between the negroid and Caucasian races, and the reason for the negroid’s comparative evolutionary fitness, is that the negroid does not bow to modern ideas of political correctness regarding ‘consent’ and ‘women’s rights’. Rather, the negroid takes what he wants, and impregnates as many women as he can, especially those of higher cognitive ability, whatever the women in question may claim their own views to be.”

The fucker. The absolute fucker. He was arguing that the one way in which black men are better is that they rape white women.

Weill and Michelle were nodding eagerly throughout this. I knew Weill would be lapping all this stuff up, of course – he made pretty much the same arguments in all his own books, and I could see his puffy face lighting up and hear the little nasal grunts of delight from him as Langford confirmed all his worst opinions – but I was still, despite everything, rather sad to see Michelle agreeing. I’d still had a tiny bit of hope in me that she was better than that.

But she joined in. “Scott is, of course, correct. There is copious evidence that the negroid race has, on average, an IQ as much lower than that of the white man as the size of his generative organ is greater. I suspect, though I haven’t seen the research to confirm it, that there is a genetic link between these two factors.”

I got out of the room before I could hurt anyone.


Chapter 12

The late-evening session was a three-hour Q&A with Mike Wood, but after a few minutes of looking at that overly-perfect smile I decided to skip the rest and get an early night.

I bolted my door and put a chair up against it. I didn’t want any of the arseholes in the conference getting any ideas. Since so many of them were reading Weill’s rape manuals in their downtime, I wanted to make sure I didn’t give them the chance to practice on me.

No matter how secure the room was, though, I still didn’t feel secure and wouldn’t until the conference was over. If I ever felt secure again. These people were making me regret my normal tolerance for different opinions. There are limits to liberalism, and racist bullshit is far past those limits. The way in which the audience had applauded that little shit made me want to vomit, and not metaphorically, just in a “looking around for the nearest toilet so I could dash in if it became necessary” way.

I’d only been there a little over twenty-four hours, but I already knew that this was a terrible, terrible place and that it was going to get worse before it got any better.

I needed to pull myself together, and quickly. My life was falling apart, and everything was getting worse rather than better. I needed to stop worrying about my feelings, and just get on with writing the best fucking article I’d ever written. If everything was falling down around me I needed to be able to rebuild from the rubble, and writing something that would get my name out there was the best way to do it.

I looked out of my window at the beach and reflected that at any other time I’d be out there lying on the sand, watching the sun set, and feeling great about the world. I needed to get my head together, though. I wasn’t here to have fun and sunbathe, though, I was here to work.

I’d so far made a terrible job of actually getting any interviews. I’d been wallowing in my own self pity too much to do anything but take notes of the speeches and discussions, most of which would be appearing on the conference’s website anyway. What I needed to do was to get some understanding of the people here, of why they’re actually bothering with all this. I’d been reducing them to stereotypes, and while some of them seemed determined to live down to that, surely some of the rest were more reasonable?

But then again…this was a self-selected group of people who believed in a machine God they were going to create themselves. Isn’t it likely that a group like that would, in fact, be made up of idiots, con-men, and total arseheads? I wondered if maybe I should stop second-guessing myself and just accept my original conclusion, that these were bad men in a bad place.

Either way, I was going to have to come up with something to go into the article. I only had a couple more days here, and so far nothing had actually happened. I had to write the piece, or I was in serious financial shit. If only I could get a few of them to do something other than sit around arguing with each other.

I pulled my e-cig out of my bag and took a drag. I’d not even wanted to take it out until now, because I was surrounded by the kind of people who talk about “vaping” as something cool, rather than a way to get yourself over an addiction that will kill you. Most of them hadn’t ever smoked tobacco. Too keen to stop their precious bodily fluids being contaminated.

You know how sometimes you get a feeling that something, somewhere, is about to go horribly wrong? You might not know what, exactly, but you know that at any moment it’s all going to come crashing down on you. It’s a scary feeling, and it isn’t helped by being trapped on an island with a bunch of people you don’t know, some of whom are mad, some of whom are rapists, and none of whom think the same way you do. Don’t imagine that I didn’t realise this was all just my own brainweasels out to get me – I knew this was at least as much in my head as it was in reality.

But…have you ever been somewhere where there’s just this all-pervading sense of horror? Like the place itself wants to get you? Ever since I’d arrived, my body had been in panic mode, fight or flight. I eventually managed to get myself to sleep, but even then my dreams were full of terror. I dreamed that I was swimming out to sea, and that Jane was on the beach. I turned to wave to her and realised I’d swum far further out than I’d thought, and I was too tired to swim back. I waved for help, but she waved back and smiled, and went back to reading her book. I started to swim back, and then Michelle appeared in the water, grabbed my legs and dived, pulling me under.

I woke, choking, feeling the water in my lungs, and realised there was a thumping coming from the walls. It was from Langford’s apartment, which was next door.

At first I thought I must have been screaming in my sleep and woken him up, so I just shouted “Oh, fuck off and get yourself some earplugs, Rolf”. But the thumping carried on for a few seconds more. And then it stopped, and I heard an almighty crash coming from his suite.

I shouted, “Is everything OK?”

There was no answer. What was going on in there? My guess was that it was some weird head-game the creepy little fucker was playing, but I couldn’t be sure. I shouted “Are you OK?” and there was still no answer.

There was more banging. The nasty little fascist had already pissed me off, but it sounded like there was definitely something wrong. Maybe his suite was being burgled or something – this didn’t sound like normal behaviour.

I ran out of my own apartment towards his, knocked, and shouted “Are you OK in there?”

No answer. I tried the door. It was locked. Shit.

I pulled my phone out and called the resort reception. The receptionist arrived about a minute later, with a keycard for Langford’s rooms. She opened it, and on the floor, hand outstretched as if reaching for the door handle, was Scott Langford. Dead, his face blue as if he’d choked to death.


Chapter 13

It’s horrible, but the first thought I had was “well, you don’t need that retirement plan now.”

My second thought, though, was that however much of an arse he’d been, Langford didn’t deserve to die like that. Even given that he was dead, he looked more terrified than I’d ever imagined a human being could be. His glasses had fallen on to the floor, and he’d fallen on top of them, crushing them. His eyes were bulging out of his sockets, the stench of urine suggested he’d pissed his utilisuit, and there was some sort of froth in his beard. His skin was a bluish colour, which made me think of the dream I’d been having. I’d woken up feeling like I was choking, to the sounds of him maybe actually choking, and I wondered if in some way my dream had been a premonition. Nonsense of course – I don’t believe in psychic powers – but it was still what I thought.

After a moment’s panic, though, I began to assess the situation a little more calmly and to work out what the hell was going on. I knelt on the floor and tried CPR on him, but it was no use – he was definitely dead. He looked like he’d asphyxiated, so I looked to see what had been near his head and throat, but I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

He was the first dead person I’d seen, and I was horrified to realise that I was almost excited by the sight. This was someone I disliked intensely, but I still hadn’t wished death on him. Well, not actual death. Not really. And not like this.

I realise most people reading this will have little experience of looking at the corpses of people they vaguely know, and I’m sure you’re all grateful for that. It’s not an experience I’d wish on anyone, and it’s one I sincerely hope I never have again. From the look of the receptionist, she felt the same way.

“How… how did this happen?” she asked. “Did you hear anything unusual? A fight or anything?”

“Not until a few seconds before I called you. He banged on the wall a few times, and then… then this.”

“What do you think happened? He looks like he’s choked to death.”

I looked at the body. In his utilisuit, he looked pathetic and I had to feel sorry for him, but she was definitely right – he looked choked.

“I didn’t feel anything in his throat. I thought maybe poison – cyanide’s meant to make you turn blue like that, isn’t it? But that’s meant to make you smell of almonds, and I didn’t smell anything either.”

I looked round the room, to see if there was a suicide note or anything like that – though knowing the kind of geek Langford was, he’d probably have livestreamed his suicide rather than write a note – but there was nothing there.

“I’m going to call the people we have to deal with this sort of thing.” She pulled out a mobile and made the call. “Hi, we’ve got a situation here. Suite 153…yes…right…I’ll check.”

She turned to me and asked “Does he have any tags on his wrist or neck?”

“Tags?”

She shrugged. “He said to ask.”

I bent down to take a look at his wrists, having examined his neck earlier when I’d tried to resuscitate him. To my surprise, there was actually something around his left wrist – a metallic bracelet with tags dangling from it.

“Yes, there’s something here.”

She listened to the phone. “Does it have any writing on it?”

I looked more closely. “Yes…there’s some writing here. ‘CRYO’… that’s all in capitals. There’s a phone number here, and…‘If wearer is suddenly dead, contact CRYO. Ensure corpse is kept cold until CRYO team arrival. $5000 reward for following these instructions’.”

Light dawned. “He’s signed up for cryogenics, of course. These are obviously the contact details for the cryogenics team.”

Well, that seemed to rule out suicide anyway. Why would you kill yourself if you wanted to live forever?

The receptionist – whose name, unbelievably, I still hadn’t discovered – relayed these details to her confederate on the other end of the phone. While she was talking I went into the apartment and had a look around.

Nothing seemed out of place or unusual. There were no broken windows, overturned chairs, or sinister men wearing burglars’ masks hiding in the wardrobe. Other than the dead body, there was nothing at all to suggest that this was anything other than a perfectly normal suite of rooms.

Within a few minutes, a gang of site employees arrived, all wearing biohazard suits and carrying bags of ice. One went into the bathroom and started running a cold bath. By this time a group of conference-goers had gathered round, and were gawping at the goings-on. One of the staff gestured to them to help, and they started stripping the corpse and packing the bags of ice around it. I recognised Vitaly Chervyakov among them, and when they’d finished I asked him what they were doing.

“It’s simple,” he replied. “There’s a saying among those of us who are signed up for cryogenics – you’re not dead until you’re warm and dead. If you keep the body cold enough, it’ll preserve as much of the neural structure as possible.”

The staff were now lifting the corpse into the bath, into which they were dumping the ice.

I looked over at Chervyakov. For someone who’d just helped pack ice around the corpse of one of his friends, he was looking remarkably calm. His hand wasn’t even twitching.

“Have you done this before?”

“Sadly I have, once or twice.”

I tried not to think about what kind of life he must have led for this to be a routine occasion for him, and went back to talking about the process.

“But surely that’s not all cryogenic preservation involves, is it? Just dumping a dead body in a bath of ice-water?”

“Oh, god no. That’s just to make sure there’s as little damage as possible before the CRYO people get here. They’ll decapitate the body, drain the head of blood, pump it full of chemical preservatives, and then freeze it properly. They should be here in about half an hour – they’ve chartered a helicopter. He’s lucky he’s with CRYO – they’re on the East Coast. Most of the other companies are in the South West, and given that he’s nowhere near a hospital, he’d have no chance.”

I’d been opening my mouth trying to speak for most of that, and now finally got the chance.

“Decapitate?”

“Yes. Only the brain really matters. They’ll vitrify it. The best you can do with the rest of the body is just to freeze it – you need blood flow to get the vitrification chemicals in….are you OK?”

I decided it was time to go back to my suite. There are some things that no-one wants to see happening, even to an arsehole.


Chapter 14

Of course I spent the rest of the night unable to sleep. I’d never seen a dead body before, and I decided that the experience wasn’t one I ever wanted to repeat. I just kept seeing that face every time I closed my eyes. As for what I’d learned about the cryopreservation process, let’s just say it wasn’t inspiring restful thoughts.

After a while I got out of bed, and decided to read more of Horowitz’s book. It might be crap, but with any luck it would help me get back to sleep.

Assuming the existence of >1 post-Singularity civilisation within our light cone, we should estimate that in a non-trivial number of universes we are the hardware for such a civilisation. Note that this is not the same argument as the Simulation Argument – though that argument itself may also be correct – but is rather a claim about the nature of our physical existence. We are the hardware, not the software – and the software we are running, the nature of which we are unable to determine but which is encoded in the very interactions of our atoms, is that higher civilisation.


If this hypothesis is correct, our inability to create artificial intelligence ourselves may be, not a sign that the simulation hypothesis is incorrect, but rather a sign that our hardware is already running what we would consider an artificial intelligence, and that it may not want to share.


Maybe the hypothetical creator of the hardware we think of as ourselves is a jealous god, and wants us to have no other gods before him? And maybe we are of so little concern to this god that he doesn’t consider us real, but mere epiphenomena, side-effects of a calculation whose nature we are, by immutable laws of nature, forever prevented from comprehending. 


The Abrahamic God may be closer to reality than we rationalists have imagined, and the original sin may indeed be knowledge. 

In case you’re wondering, no, that passage makes no sense. I spent several hours reading over stuff like this, before admitting that there was no sense in trying to find any kind of sense at all in this gibberish, and trying to go back to sleep.

I was feeling happier than I’d any right to feel. It was a light, hysterical happiness, of a kind that however inappropriate is somehow cleansing. I’d been so anxious and stressed for so long, so certain that something bad would happen, that when something had finally happened it had allowed my body to relax for what felt like the first time in months. The bad thing had happened, and now I could stop being scared.

I knew this wasn’t how I should be feeling, but I was elated, high on life, feeling happier and purer than I’d felt in ages. But I couldn’t sleep. The sense of relief, no matter how unearned, had me grinning and laughing like a loon. My brain was sparking, and while I knew I’d pay for it in the morning, and that it was wrong to feel that way, I wanted to use up this exhilaration while it lasted.

I don’t know if you’ve ever been in what they call a fugue state, but I find it’s actually similar to the “flow” that computer programmers talk about. You just sit down, and you feel happy, and the next moment you look up and it’s five hours later and you’ve written six thousand words. These states don’t happen often, but I find it’s best to go with them when they do. You get stuff out that you literally couldn’t have thought of writing yourself normally – in my case, it’s much, much, better than the stuff I write when I’m thinking about it (like this sentence, which has now used the word “stuff” four times. In a fugue state I’m much better at synonyms).

I sat down and started typing. Not my article – that would come later – but a whole different document. This one would sell for far more money than the standard article I’d been planning before, if I could get it right – the story of how I’d successfully solved the greatest locked room mystery I’d ever heard of.

Of course, I’d not done that yet – I’d not even proved there was a crime – but I wasn’t going to let little details like that stop me. I was the greatest writer on the planet, wasn’t I? At least, that was what this manic phase was telling me and I wasn’t going to contradict it, not when it was making the ideas flow like this. I’d solve the murder, win fame and fortune, and get the girl. Or at least I’d write a great blog post I could sell to a true crime site for ten pence a word. Either/or.

So I typed frantically, loving every word that was coming out. Criticism was for rewrite time – right then I just wanted to get these golden words out of my brain and onto the page.

The rhythmic tapping of the keys soothed me. I could forget about the bad stuff I’d seen and just live in the moment, I could burn off all the energy, I could slowly get myself to relax, and at the end of it I’d end up with a piece of writing which I could use for something – even if it wasn’t what I was meant to be writing. In the circumstances, that was about as good as I could hope for.

I just powered through, got some words down on the page, deciding I’d only worry later about what I was meant to be writing. When you’re a journalist and paid by the word, having some words is better than having no words. Some words means some money, no words means no money.

I wrote for an hour or so, letting the words out as fast as I could, not worrying about sense, until about 2AM my eyes started to lose focus and I realised I would finally be able to sleep. I closed my eyes, and didn’t open them until eight.


Chapter 15

Wednesday

I’m not a breakfast person, but when the magazine is paying and I’ve had a night as rough as the one I’d had, I’ll fill my boots. So I was down in the “fully-catered five star on-site restaurant” – or the mess hall, as I insisted on referring to it when I wanted to annoy the other guests.

Surprisingly enough, quite a bit of the food was vegan-friendly. The drinks on the island may have been full of fish, but these people wouldn’t sully their food with animal protein. Well, apart from one item on the menu, which claimed to be made of cockroach milk. As far as I knew, cockroaches didn’t have mammary glands, but I wasn’t going to press the question in case I got an answer – I didn’t even know if the more disgusting explanation would have been that they did or that they didn’t.

I ordered a couple of meal squares, each of which was supposed to provide a third of the nutrition an adult male would need for a whole day, but which were about a twentieth of the size of a burger. Two of them might, just about, have made a decent sandwich filling when put together, but they didn’t make a proper meal, at least by my standards.

“Been waiting long, have you? I’ve been here for about half an hour, and I’m getting to the point that I could murder the waitress and eat her instead.”

It was Vitaly Chervyakov, the billionaire I’d spoken to the day before. He was looking at me as if wondering whether to barbecue my left thigh and eat it on toast. I thought about telling him that I was full of artificial additives, and that it would probably be against all his principles to eat anything that would cause him so much damage.

I didn’t know much about Chervyakov. I knew he owned the company that made utilisuits, which he’d bought with his profits from BitBuy, the company he’d founded a few years back. BitBuy let people use Bitcoin to buy stuff from normal online retailers, converting the bitcoins at the point of purchase into actual currency. He’d sold it off before the crash in the Bitcoin market (the recent one, not the one before that, or the one before that…Bitcoin being about as stable a currency as the North Korean won, and about as freely usable), and he was running the utilisuit company basically as something to do with a few of his billions.

So he was loaded, from ripping off cryptocurrency fetishists, but what I didn’t know for sure was whether he was a true believer who’d got lucky, or whether he was a con artist who knew how to play the game. His presence at the conference seemed to suggest that it was the former, but he seemed, from our brief acquaintance, to be a little more on the ball than most of those here.

I decided to leave judging his sincerity for later and turn the discussion to the events of the night before. “I suspect they’ve got other things on their mind at the moment, after last night.”

“Yeah, I guess so. That was just awful. Hey, Tegan!”

I looked to see who Chervyakov was talking to, and saw that Tegan Horowitz was approaching us. While the rest of us were looking like we’d been dragged through a hedge backwards, Tegan – who at fiftyish was by some way the oldest person attending the convention – looked like she’d spent at least three hours getting her hair and makeup just so, in order to present an immaculately professional appearance that would absolutely turn off all the fuckboys surrounding us. She looked down at Chervyakov (who barely came up to her chin – and Tegan wasn’t a tall woman) and smiled.

“Hey, Vitaly. What’s up?”

“We’re just talking about how awful last night was.”

“Why, what happened?”

“You haven’t heard?”

“No, what?”

“Scott died.”

“You’re kidding?”

“No. Looks like it was murder, too.”

“You’re shitting me. You’re fucking shitting me. Scott? Dead? Christ almighty, what a fucking mess. How did it happen?”

“Sarah here found him. Asphyxiated. She tried to resuscitate him, but no luck.”

“Please tell me they at least managed to cryopreserve him.”

“Yeah. Well, his brain, but that’s the important thing, right?”

“Good enough. Still, even if he’s coming back, that’s a shitty, shitty thing to happen. Are you OK, Sarah?”

It was the first time she’d acknowledged me in the conversation, and pretty much the only sign of empathy I’d seen from anyone here, and so for a second I was too shocked to speak. I eventually managed to get out “Er…yeah. Yeah, well, about as OK as possible in the circumstances.”

“It must have been awful for you. Have you ever had to deal with anything like that before?”

“No, no I haven’t. I mean, I’ve had first aid training – that’s how I knew how to do CPR on him – but that’s not the same as actually having to deal with anything like this in real life. I’m just glad I managed to cope OK, but really sorry I didn’t get there in time to save his life. If I’d paid more attention to the banging at my wall…”

I tried to find the words, and Chervyakov butted in.

“Shocking. Shocking. It must have been awful for you. Well done for keeping your head so well. Not many women could do the same. Anyway…Tegan, I wanted to have a word with you about something. If you’ll excuse me, dear lady?”

Patronising cunt.

I nodded, and the two of them buggered off to talk about whatever frightfully important shit they had to talk about.

Still, that settled the question for me. Whatever my opinion of his sincerity, I knew everything that was important about this man. And I knew that Vitaly Chervyakov was someone I was going to have to avoid for the rest of my time here. I sat back in my chair, and waited for my meal squares to arrive. The waitress came over.

“Is Mr. Chervyakov around? He asked for a hamburger to be made specially for him. I wouldn’t want him to miss out after I went to all that effort.”

“He’s just gone to the bathroom. Leave it here and I’ll make sure he gets it.”

I don’t normally eat meat, but this time I made an exception. It was delicious.


Chapter 16

I needed a coffee. Actually, I needed a gin, but I didn’t think that getting drunk would be a good idea right then, so a coffee was as good as it was going to get for the moment. Luckily, one of the few good things about this hell I’d found myself trapped in was that geeks love coffee, so the stuff they had available was a million times better than the cheap instant Nescafé I normally buy (don’t judge me – we can’t all be ethical on every axis, and I grew up on the stuff).

In every suite in the resort, there was an espresso machine and supplies of good-quality, high-strength coffee. Once I had made three shots of thick, black, bitter espresso I poured them all into a mug, added about a quarter of a pint of soy milk and four sugars, and downed the whole thing at once. It tasted foul, but within seconds the effects hit me, and I was pacing the floor like a terrier looking for a mouse.

I was finally alert and awake, and my mind was working for what seemed the first time since I’d arrived on the island. I was putting pieces together in my mind that hadn’t even been pieces before. It was starting to seem like I was involved in something much more complicated than I’d ever imagined, and I was going to get the full picture. I needed to figure out what my mind was trying to tell me – what these clues that my brain was clearly putting together actually were.

What I needed – both to solve the mystery and to write the article I kept forgetting was the real reason I was here – was to find out exactly what it was the Safe Singularity Foundation did, and how it was doing it.

I’d been hearing different stories about the SSF since I started researching this trip. Half the people who wrote about them said they were a bunch of useless cranks, while the other half said they were the only hope for saving the world.

So the person I needed to speak to was Mike Wood, who was in charge of the Safe Singularity Foundation. I had an appointment to meet up with him in (I looked at my watch) five minutes. I quickly made and downed another triple-shot coffee, grabbed my phone, and sprinted across to the mess hall, where Wood was waiting for me.

Wood was a former child prodigy who’d dropped out of university in order to start a startup in the first dotcom boom in the late 90s. He’d sold it just before the boom went bust, and spent the rest of his time living the tech-billionaire lifestyle, giving TED talks and generally pontificating. He was one of those people who, even when they’re wearing shorts, sandals, and a light-blue T-shirt (as he was right then) still look like they’re really wearing a suit underneath their skin.

I’m not keen on people like that – and not just because I’m insanely jealous that there are people in the world who make money just from having stupid opinions in public and I’m not one of them. I mean, that’s obviously the main reason, but there are other reasons as well.

One reason that’s almost as important to me is that their ideas, no matter how radical these people claim them to be, never actually go so far as to challenge any entrenched system of power. In fact most of them, when you take the polish off them, consist of deregulating everything and handing it over to rich white men to milk for profit.

But his TED talk bullshit was exactly what I needed for my article, and so I was quite eager to talk to him. After the usual pleasantries, I asked him what the point of the Safe Singularity Foundation was.

He smiled, revealing dental work which probably cost more than I earn in a decade. “Oh, that’s quite simple. We want to build God.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Oh, I mean that quite literally. Humanity is on course to destroy itself, possibly within my lifetime. And personally, I don’t want that, at least as long as humanity is likely to take me with it. We need a solution to the coordination problems, and that solution has to be one that is impossible to get past. We need, in short, an intelligence that is more powerful than any human. We need God. So we intend to make one.”

I was pulled short. That’s really not the kind of thing you normally expect to hear, even from techbrolibertarians like him. They’re normally a little more…circumspect about it when they talk to the press. But clearly Wood was rich enough that he didn’t need to worry about public perception any more.

“And you think this is achievable?”

“Don’t you?”

“If I believed it was possible to build a God, I’d be doing everything I could to stop anyone from doing it. I’ve never fancied the whole brimstone and sulphur stuff that most Gods I’ve read about would do to me.”

He laughed. “What kind of designer would I be to create a God that had a flaw like that? No, our God would be one that was actually all-merciful and all-understanding, not like the Judeo-Christian God at all. The whole point is to abolish suffering altogether, not to cause more.”

“But wouldn’t your AI God be an all-powerful dictator? Dictators, pretty much by definition, cause suffering. If you’re going to control other people, you’re going to hurt them. That’s what control is. Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

“You’re anthropomorphising. Our AI wouldn’t have human qualities like corruptibility, or fallibility. Those are things that humans have, not machines.”

“But aren’t mercy and understanding also human qualities?”

“Yes, but we’ll program them in to the machine.”

“So you’re going to program the machine to be human, but without all the undesirable human qualities?”

“Absolutely. Now you’re getting it. Only those qualities that we want to keep.”

The interview was over quite quickly, as Wood had to go to another meeting, but I was left thinking. How would a set of rules governing everyone and everything in the world, set up to only allow those things that a cishet white male billionaire approves of, differ from the world we know? Would I even notice if it happened? How could I know he hadn’t already turned his God on?


Chapter 17

I decided to skip lunch rather than brave the mess hall, as the stench of the utilisuits was beginning to get to me. These weird pleather contraptions might have been OK if you’re working in an air-conditioned office, though even there I wouldn’t have wanted to get too close to anyone wearing one, but when people were wearing them to the beach all day and then to the conference in the evening, the stink could be used to kill an elephant at fifty paces.

I wouldn’t have minded too much if those things had been either stylish or practical, but the only appeal they had was that they allowed you to fit in with a group of people who are also wearing utilisuits. That meant, in effect, that they allowed you to fit in with the people on this island and to stand out anywhere else.

They were ugly, smelly things, and I was sure that no-one I knew would be willing to wear one, but I was completely unsurprised that the men on the island loved the things – they were the perfect intersection of ludicrous wealth and complete lack of fashion sense. Which, you know, good for them, but it meant that they were the perfect marks for this particular brand of crap.

I was beginning to see that everyone on this island was a particular personality type – the type that doesn’t like to believe there’s anything that can’t be ordered by a rational mind. They don’t get, deep down, that human beings are messy, complex creatures. They think we’re all just computers and that we can be reprogrammed.

But that was less of a consideration right then than the smell. Because no matter what those people think, we’re made of meat and blood and bone, and in most of us there’s also a copious quantity of sweat, urine, and shit at any one time, along with a few even less pleasant bodily fluids whose presence depends on genital configuration. And that kind of thing tends to smell.

The whole place was beginning to stink. And so I headed out onto the beach to get some fresh air. Unfortunately, the one person I most wanted to avoid had had the same idea, and I found myself almost bumping into Peter Weill the second I got out of the door.

He looked terrified, and if he hadn’t been such a complete arse I’d have almost felt sorry for him. He looked much paler than he had – his puffy face had gone from an overripe pink to a sickly white – and his eyes were baggy, as if he’d not slept..

“Sarah!” he said, as soon as he saw me. “Can I have a word with you?” His voice, already high-pitched and nasal, now sounded almost like a parody of itself in his apparent panic.

“What could I possibly have to say to you?”

“It’s about Scott’s death. I need to speak to someone he wasn’t blackmailing.”

“Wait. Langford was a blackmailer?”

Weill looked genuinely shocked. “You didn’t know? What kind of journalist are you?”

“The kind who doesn’t know stuff unless someone tells her, so why not play nice and just tell me what’s going on here?”

He looked abashed. “Sorry, I just thought it was common knowledge. It’s been all over the island that his files were full of blackmail material.”

“Presumably his victims weren’t particularly keen on making the fact that they had dirty secrets public knowledge.”

He smirked. “Most of them much dirtier than mine. I could tell you some stories…but never mind that.”

“So what did you want to talk about then? Other than telling me your dirty secret, which I can assure you I don’t want to know?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I know who killed Langford, and why.”

I didn’t rise to the bait. I knew he was playing games. He wanted to get me to ask him who, so I just waited. Eventually he realised he wasn’t going to get any reaction, and continued.

“No, I won’t tell you who it is. You knowing won’t do any good. And anyway, I’m fairly sure I can deal with this. But remember, if I die mysteriously, it wasn’t an accident.”

“Of course not. It’ll be because one of the women you harass kills you in self-defence. Look, I don’t know what fourth-dimensional mind games you think you’re playing, but whatever they are I can assure you they’re not working.”

“I swear to you, this isn’t me trying to pick you up. This is me giving you a tip, because you’re a journalist.”

“Well, thank you – and here’s a tip for you in return. If you have any more tips, give them to someone who gives a shit.”

I turned away and walked off, ignoring his shouts at my retreating back. I was pissed off. The fucking narcissist couldn’t cope with someone else getting the attention, even when that someone else was a corpse, and so he was trying to make it all about him. Well, that wasn’t going to work.

I went back to my apartment and tried to call Jane. It had finally got to the point where I was less concerned about the international phone charges than I was about the fact I’d not heard from her in several days. I tried her mobile first of all, but that just went to voicemail, so I tried the landline, after spending about ten minutes trying to remember what our landline number even was. It just kept ringing. She wasn’t answering. What was going on? Had she moved out of our flat? I knew that was a stupid idea, but I couldn’t help worrying.

I decided to have a shower before my next interview, with Steinmeyer. I didn’t even know at this point if it was the real smell or the feeling of filthiness from talking to Weill that I was trying to wash off. And anyway, if I was in the shower, I could pretend that my face was wet from the water and not from my tears. It was a long time before I could persuade myself to get out and get dressed again.


Chapter 18

“You mean you haven’t heard about the basilisk?”

Steinmeyer was looking at me as if I’d said I’d never heard of Coca Cola, or Star Wars, or something.

“No, I have honestly never heard of this. Enlighten me.”

That’s not something you ever want to say to a mathematician, particularly one who’s talking about some specialist geek interest of his. He drew breath and I could see the light in his eyes. Much as I enjoy it – and I do, immensely – when someone geeks out at me about one of their special interests, that kind of enthusiasm can be a little bit overwhelming, and getting a broad overview is far more helpful when it comes to actually writing a story other people will want to read.

“Just the highlights, please – I’m only after the big picture here, not the technical details.”

“OK. Well, you know about acausal blackmail?”

“…Let’s pretend I don’t.”

“Right. OK. Imagine there was a perfect copy of you – such a perfect copy that you couldn’t tell the difference. Such a perfect copy it would be you.”

“Back up. How can a copy be me?”

“Think about it this way. You’re the same person you were five minutes ago, yes?”

“I’d say so, yes.”

“And you’re the same person as you were months or years ago. Because what makes you ‘you’ isn’t a particular collection of cells or atoms or anything like that – it’s the pattern.”

“I’m not at all sure I buy that. I mean, I’m made of the same atoms I was made of five minutes ago.”

“There’s no such thing as ‘the same atoms’. Atoms aren’t individual objects that have little labels on them. They’re factors in a wave equation.”

“Beg pardon?”

“…OK, forget that. Just take my word for it for now that the only sensible way to think about your identity is as a pattern which can be copied. For the sake of the argument, OK?”

“Fair enough. Go on.”

“So if your identity is a pattern that can be copied, a sufficiently powerful computer can build a copy of you in its own memory. It can resurrect you after you’re dead, and that copy – that computer data – will be you. Not just ‘a copy of you’, but the real you, exactly as you as you are.”

“This makes absolutely no sense.”

“Just go with it. Trust me, this is something that a lot of people – myself definitely included – take extremely seriously. But you have to accept the frame of reference in order for any of this to make sense.”

“OK. I’ll go with all this for now, but it had better be going somewhere interesting.”

“Oh, trust me, this is a really fun idea, so long as you don’t take it too seriously,” and at that he actually giggled to himself. There’s nothing more disconcerting than a bloke who’s about twice your size and whose voice would make Brian Blessed ask him to keep it down bursting into a girlish giggle. “I’ve thought about it a lot, and I have to admit that at times it scared me a bit. But now I’ve learned to relax and think of it just as a fun intellectual exercise, and on those terms it’s absolutely fascinating.”

“Fun?”

“No, seriously. Just in terms of pure intellectual fascination. OK, so you’ve accepted for the sake of argument that a copy of you is the same as you? That means that any supercomputer in the future that knows enough about you can bring you back to life, right?”

“If you say so.”

“I do. If you’re a pattern of information, that pattern of information can be copied and recopied as easily as an MP3 file. So, future supercomputer, knows about you, can bring you back. That should be a good thing, right?”

“I suppose so.”

“Now the supercomputer is programmed to make humanity as happy as possible.”

“Well I should hope so, under the circumstances.”

“But it knows that humans suffered before it was created. Every second before it was created, people were suffering and dying unnecessarily, because it wasn’t there to save them. Still with me?”

“Yes…”

“So it’s in its interests to make sure it’s created as quickly as possible.”

“Wait. Go back. It can’t be in its interests to make sure it’s created, because it’s already been created. Or if it hasn’t, well, it hasn’t, so it doesn’t have any interests. None of this is making any sense at all.”

“Right, let me back up. For any universe which has the supercomputer, you can imagine another where it’s created five minutes earlier, right?”

“I suppose so.”

“And in that five minutes, it could have saved, say, fifty lives? I don’t know how many people die every minute in the world, but that seems about the right sort of number. So every minute late it’s created, that’s ten people dead. OK?”

“If you say so.”

“So it knows that there were people who could have created it earlier. And it knows that some of those people can imagine it existing in the future. So if it tortures them in the future for not creating it, they will realise in the past that it’s likely to do that and they’ll try to create it earlier so it won’t hurt them.”

“This is absolutely fucking insane.”

“Trust me, the math works out. It’d require a particular type of design for the AI, but it could be done. And here’s the worst bit – the only people it would torture are the people who had realised this was possible. Anyone you tell about the basilisk would be tortured for all eternity, but anyone you didn’t tell about it would be fine.”

“And you say you think this is possible?”

“Oh, you’d have to be an utter idiot to create an AI designed like that, because it would get you as well. No-one would do it, but it’s absolutely possible that someone theoretically could. And that AI might well be the best design for fixing the rest of the world’s problems. It would genuinely be acting in humanity’s best interests. That’s what’s really scary.”

To my mind it sounded like someone had just taken the old Christian apologetic idea that only those who had consciously rejected Christ would go to hell, and stuck it into a techno-form. But I didn’t say anything.

Steinmeyer seemed like he was genuinely worried by this, and I decided I’d better leave him alone before he got really upset.


Chapter 19

The craziness of this place was starting to get to me. Normally, even when I’m writing a piece, I’m around people who think in something like the way I do. Even if I disagree with them, they think things like “women are people”, and “trying to turn yourself into an immortal machine-god is a bit weird”, and “drinks shouldn’t taste of fish”.

Here, though, the people I was dealing with seemed to have no common ground with me. Instead they seemed to have based their viewpoints on some weird combination of science fiction, Ayn Rand, 4chan memes, badly-understood game theory, and rape manuals. They weren’t my people, happily.

I felt relieved to realise that I would soon be leaving the island and leaving them all behind. I was only going to have to be here, around these sunny beaches and these crazy people, for a couple more days. I could get through that. If I thought about it logically I found myself calming down, relaxing, and deciding this place might be fun. It was just when I let my attention drift everything became oppressive and scary again.

I had to get out, away from these people, at least for a couple of hours. Luckily, we were on a Caribbean island, and while I’m not a beach person at all, beaches do at least provide the opportunity for distraction.

I walked out on to the beach. There were surprisingly few people out here, given that they’d travelled thousands of miles to be on this island. Most of them could have stayed home and just chatted there if they weren’t going to enjoy the Caribbean, since they all seemed to live in San Francisco anyway.

I’d seen people out here earlier, of course, but far fewer than I’d expect even given that this was a private island. There must be a couple of hundred people at the conference, but I’d only seen…what, ten of them? Fifteen?… the last time I’d come out here.

“A couple of hundred people”. I was falling into the same trap that the attendees did. I wasn’t counting the staff as people.

Christ, this kind of thought process must be catching. I looked around and saw that there were bar staff at the outdoor bar, there were people picking litter from the beach…there were all sorts of people here. People with whom I probably had a lot more in common than I did with the people who were paying them.

But did they think the same way? Probably not, I had to admit. To them, I was just another one of the guests, and having worked in service jobs myself I knew that the most irritating type of customer was the type who tries to pretend they’re your friend and not one of those customers.

Still, I needed to watch the way I was thinking. I decided to go and get myself a drink from the bar. Even though it was early evening, the sun was already getting low and it was only comfortably warm, but still hot enough that something cool and refreshing (so not Drynk) would be more than welcome. And while I was there I’d at least smile at the bar staff.

Such magnanimous. Many noblesse oblige. Wow.

I walked over to the bar, and noticed that there was in fact at least one of the island people already there. Tegan Horowitz was chatting to the barman, and from the look of them it was quite a flirtatious chat, at least on her side – the barman didn’t look particularly interested.

“Hey Tegan, how’s it going?”

“Oh, pretty well. Me and Joe here are becoming fast friends. Isn’t that right, Joe?”

The barman raised an eyebrow, and said in a monotone voice. “Oh yes, definitely. Excuse me while I get your drink”.

He wandered over into the bar’s storeroom, and Tegan burst out laughing.

“I love doing that kind of thing. One of the few advantages of getting older is being able to turn the tables on the men, and show them what it’s like to get a bit of unwanted attention.”

“You’re…sexually harassing the bar staff?”

“Oh God no! I never actually do or say anything that crosses any lines. I just give a few subtle signals that I might be interested, and watch them try to get away.”

I wasn’t at all sure I should be approving of this, even if it was punching up rather than down, but I couldn’t help but be swept up with her enthusiasm, and I had to admire her dedication to the art of trolling. The barman came back with her drink, and he looked gorgeous enough I wasn’t entirely sure she hadn’t been serious.

Tegan got her drink, I ordered mine (which unlike hers didn’t seem to require another trip to the storeroom) and we decided to walk out onto the beach rather than sit at the bar and ogle the barman any further, a decision for which I am sure he was grateful.

We found somewhere to sit, away from the handful of other island people. Tegan took off her jacket and laid it on the sand to sit on, while I just accepted that I was going to get my jeans a bit sandy and sat next to her. We sipped our drinks for a while in silence.

“So,” Tegan eventually said, “I assume you’re wanting to pump me for information about the murder, for your article?”

“No. I genuinely want to just chat. But it was definitely murder then?”

“Oh, absolutely. The only question is who did it. And how.”

“But not why?”

“From what I hear the security team have figured out why. They’re not saying anything publicly – I’ve only picked up bits and pieces, mostly from talking to Mike – but they’ve got a motive. If I were you I’d try and find out what they know.”

“I might just do that… But let’s drop this for now. I want to forget about all this shit for a while.”

And after that the conversation moved on to other topics, and for the first time in a long while I felt relaxed. So much so that that night I slept for twelve hours, and for the first time in a long while I didn’t dream.


Chapter 20

Thursday

Most of Thursday passed without incident. The morning panel was interesting enough – on programming in natural languages – but the afternoon one was on how to monetise your YouTube channel. As that was unlikely to be relevant to anything I was writing, I skipped it and spent the afternoon investigating Langford’s death.

The private security people had been doing a decent job, I’d give them that much at least. They’d already managed to crack the encryption on Langford’s laptop, and discovered what I’d already been told – that he’d been blackmailing half the island. Luckily for the people involved, the security staff were paid to keep secrets, and they did.

So how did I know? Well, that’s an interesting story, and one that I won’t tell here because I’m not sure of the international laws relating to computer hacking. If anyone asks, I definitely don’t have a separate partition on my laptop containing an install of Kali Linux, and anyone who says I have, and that there’s a bunch of black-hat hacking tools on there I downloaded in my misspent youth, is a liar.

Well, I am a tech journalist, even if I’m not that good at the technical stuff any more. One thing I am good at is letting people think I’m completely ignorant, and then pulling apart their bullshit in my articles later. They just assume a short fat femmey woman journalist is an arts graduate. But I dabble a bit, still, and can do the basics.

So anyway…somehow, miraculously, I managed to discover, quite by chance and certainly without breaking any laws around computer misuse, that pretty much everyone who was actually giving a talk at the conference was being blackmailed. Some of them, he’d made notes about what it was he had on them – Chervyakov, for example, had a batch of kiddie porn. Nice guy. I hoped that hand tremor was a neurological condition.

Tegan, well what he had on her was far less disgusting, but given her position it was rather more damaging. Apparently he’d discovered that several chunks of her doctoral thesis were plagiarised from an obscure Russian work, by an author who’d died shortly after it was published, and whose work had been read by maybe thirty people, total. That didn’t seem like her – but then again, she was blatant enough about her willingness to be intellectually flexible when it came to the SSF, so why should I be surprised that she didn’t hold to the highest standards of academic rigour? Disappointed, perhaps, but absolutely nothing I’d seen from her would indicate that she was above that.

Steinmeyer was apparently gay, which normally wouldn’t exactly be prime blackmail material – while I’m not going to say that homophobia isn’t a thing any more by any means, normally a rich cis white gay man can get by OK – but it turned out that he was basically subsidised by his ultra-rich fundagelical dad, who would cut him out of the will without a second thought if he discovered his sexuality.

(Quite what Steinmeyer’s dad thought of him working with people who wanted to create a god in their own image, I can’t imagine – but then I’ve noticed that most of the fundies don’t really care about their religion’s principles, except for the ones that involve Teh Butt53XX. Worshipping other gods and graven idols is absolutely fine by most of them.)

Clearly Steinmeyer’s dad wasn’t one of those who put the “fun” in “fundamentalist” – more likely he put “mentalist” in there, in fact. But I was glad that Steinmeyer’s secret would remain safe – how he got his jollies was really no-one’s business but his, and I wasn’t going to out him for liking to play with other blokes’ bits. I was quite amazed that anyone could possibly think he was straight anyway, but then I remembered that straight people tend to forget that blokes as big and muscular as him could still be into cock.

I flicked through the long list of blackmailed people and the unusual and intriguing ways in which they managed to get their kicks. I have to admit, there was at least a little prurient interest in this as well as the more serious interest in getting to the bottom of the events of the last few days. I tried to suppress the part of me that was enjoying this, but I couldn’t completely ignore it. It felt like some kind of revenge for how miserable these people had made me during the time I’d had to spend around them.

The odd thing was that no matter how I looked, I couldn’t see any mention of any blackmail material on Weill. Most of Langford’s victims had quite a lot of detail about their predilections, and even the ones with only a brief note had at least a name. But Weill was just not there.

So why had Weill made all that fuss about blackmail, if he wasn’t being blackmailed himself? I thought back over our conversation and realised he’d never actually said, in so many words, that he was a victim of Langford’s – he’d just rather heavily implied it. But why talk about it at all, and how did he know?

Unless…unless he was the killer himself, and he’d been trying to throw me off the scent.

And that made a lot of sense, if I thought about it for even half a second. The two of them were fishing in the same pond as far as audiences went, and Weill didn’t need the competition given his own failing book sales. And Weill was friends with most of the people Langford was blackmailing. Yes, it made a lot of sense.

I’d heard stories about Weill, after all, from the women I knew who’d had the misfortune of dealing with him. I knew he could be violent. I knew he was also a calculating son of a bitch who could hold a grudge forever and hurt someone at the most convenient time for himself. Yes, it was definitely him. He had the motive, and nothing else would explain everything so perfectly.

I decided to go to his apartment and confront him. I know that’s a stupid idea, but it’s how I get sometimes – when I’ve got an idea in my head I need to act on impulse and just Do The Thing, consequences be damned. It’s one of the many things I’ve argued with Jane about a lot.

When I got to Weill’s apartment his door was ajar. That was perfect – if someone else was there, he would be less likely to react violently. I knocked on the door, and it swung open.

Revealing Peter Weill’s dead body, lying on the floor.


Chapter 21

His head had been smashed in, hard. I don’t want to give a description, because you might be eating when you read this. I put my hand over my mouth and backed out quickly, before I threw up and contaminated the crime scene.

So Weill wasn’t the murderer then. That much at least was obvious, unless he’d somehow managed to bludgeon himself to death. My detective skills were clearly not yet quite at the Hercule Poirot stage – in fact I couldn’t honestly say they were even at the Inspector Clouseau stage. “Ah yes, ze leetle grey cells, zey tell me zat ze bloke lying zere viz hees head smashed in, ’e is ze murderer, no?”

While you have the option of not getting a description, I never had that choice, as I got to see the whole thing. And while I’m sparing you the grisly details, I can tell you that he was the only one in the room, he was clearly dead, and there was nothing in the way of obvious clues – no hair grabbed in his fist, no mysterious words written in his blood, no handy confessions signed by the killer.

I was beginning to worry that I might end up being a suspect here. I’d found two people dead. Both of them murdered, both in their apartments apparently alone. No witnesses.

No. Of course, there had been a witness with Langford. I was doing it again – forgetting that the staff here counted as people.

But I’d be even more of a suspect if I didn’t immediately let the island security people know what had happened, so I called them (thinking grimly to myself that if this kind of thing continued I should stick the number in my phone’s memory) and quickly let them know what had happened.

Oddly, the security detail who turned up didn’t seem at all surprised by the presence of a dead body. It was almost as if they expected people to be murdered, and they seemed far more interested in cleaning up the mess than in trying to collect evidence as to who had committed the crime.

Although maybe that was a bad sign for me, if they just assumed that I’d done it and so weren’t interested in figuring it out.

I managed to hold myself together until they’d got there, and then the panic attack hit. My heart rate soared, I was hyperventilating, I felt dizzy…I felt, in short, like I was about to puke my guts up. My vision started to blur and there was a ringing in my ears. This wasn’t good. This wasn’t good at all.

I collapsed to the floor, wrapped my arms round my legs, and began to rock myself back and forth. The security guards looked, semi-curiously, but didn’t make any move either to comfort or question me. I was just a feature of the environment for them to take into account when cleaning up the mess. That was good. I didn’t think I had the spoons to be able to deal with their suspicions – or, almost worse, their concerns – right then. I needed to get myself into a state where I was at least physically, if not mentally, OK, and that was going to take some time. Right then, every muscle in my body seemed to be spasming.

I felt myself becoming hysterical, desperate to laugh, and forced myself to take control. There was nothing funny about the situation, no matter how much my body was telling me otherwise, and with my heart racing like it was I felt like if I started laughing I might never stop.

I ran back to my rooms and got into the shower, getting it as hot as I could stand. Feeling my skin tingling with the water was comforting – it made me concentrate on that sensation rather than all the other signals my body was sending me, and eventually I managed to get calm enough to think rationally about things.

Realistically, no-one was going to suspect me of anything – I was about the only person on the island who didn’t have a motive for these murders, given the way everyone else here seemed to know each other – and even if they were suspicious, it’s not as if I’d actually done any murders. No, thinking that way was just my paranoia.

I had to think about who had committed the murders. Who had reasons to want both Langford and Weill dead? Tegan was the only woman Langford had been blackmailing, and Weill had a type when it came to harassment – skinny little frightened-looking women, not tough old baggages like her (and I say that as the greatest possible compliment). So the obvious motives for one didn’t apply for the other.

Anyway, Tegan didn’t seem like the murdering kind. I could see her using a few withering words to destroy Weill, possibly to the point where he’d kill himself out of shame, but I couldn’t imagine her smashing someone’s head in. That would require a different type of toughness from hers.

I’d have liked it to be Michelle, just because of all the people here I hated her the most, but I couldn’t imagine what her motives where. Given her recent pronouncements, she’d have been far more likely to murder me, as an evil woman and thus the source of all evil in the universe. But nobody else seemed to fit the bill either. Vitaly Chervyakov seemed like a slimy arse, but I couldn’t see him getting his hands dirty – he’d have had people to commit his murders for him. Same went for Mike Wood – you don’t get to be a billionaire by actually doing work yourself.

Charles Steinmeyer was too much of a nerd to even really notice the existence of other people – there was no way it was going to be him. And nobody else at the conference had made that much of an impression. I realised that I wasn’t going to magically figure things out by my insanely powerful intellect alone, and decided I’d better get out of the shower and get to work. The murderer wasn’t going to catch himself.

Or herself. The more I thought about it, the only person who seemed to have the necessary viciousness was Michelle.


Chapter 22

I was actually starting to think like a detective. It felt really strange to think of myself that way, but I was starting to feel like Lord Peter Wimsey from those books my mum used to read all the time when I was little. Was it Steinmeyer, in the main auditorium, with a lead pipe? No, because every bugger would have seen him and we know where it was because I’ve already found the bodies.

Could Michelle have been the killer? She’d made it clear that she had an affair with Weill at some point in the past, she was being blackmailed by Langford too – could she have been the one who had killed them both?

The more I thought about it, the more likely it seemed. Not only was Langford blackmailing her, but as she was a (much as I hate to admit it) fucking hot woman, it was likely he’d sexually harassed her as well. And I knew all too well how aggressive she could be. I honestly couldn’t put it past her, and that scared me.

I had to find out, but I had to be subtle about it, because not only did I not want to give away that she was a suspect for all the normal reasons, but I also didn’t want to be The Crazy Ex-Girlfriend. I needed to make sure that any questioning was totally innocuous.

Especially after the way she’d talked about me earlier, the last thing I wanted to do was to talk to her again, but without any sensible leads as to what else connected Langford and Weill, I needed to get some information from her, because otherwise it was looking more and more likely that I would be the one who ended up being the prime suspect.

I decided to try to meditate for a while and clear my head, and then I would try to think through what was happening logically, and maybe try to get some sort of understanding about what was happening at this conference.

Of course, as soon as I’d made that decision, the phone went. And, astonishingly, it was Michelle. She wanted to talk to me. And she wanted to meet in public, in the bar.

I threw some clothes on and met her there five minutes later.

The bar was almost empty when I walked in, the evening crowd seemingly having decided that drinking that soon after another death was in bad taste. But Michelle was waiting there, and from the look on her face she was in a foul mood.

She didn’t waste any time on pleasantries, and didn’t even bother offering me a drink. She just started in immediately while I was pulling up a stool, saying “Are you here because I’m here? Is this some kind of a stalker thing? Do I have to take a restraining order out?”

“God no! Michelle, I didn’t even know you were going to be here before I saw you give that talk!”

She looked at me appraisingly for a few seconds. “Really? Because my name was all over the publicity material for this thing.”

“I didn’t make the connection. I assumed it was a different Michelle Carlton. I had absolutely no idea you were mixed up in this group. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have come.”

“You seriously mean to tell me that you had no idea what I’ve been doing for the last eight years? All the blog posts, the technical papers, the TED talks? You somehow managed to miss every one of them?”

“Believe it or not, I didn’t spend the entire time pining after you. I’ve been married for five of those years.”

Michelle laughed. “You’re kidding me? You went straight too?”

“Hardly. I’m still bi, and still poly, and all those other things. And I’m married to an absolutely wonderful woman who I love more than words can say.”

Possibly overegging the pudding there. I was, of course, not at all sure about my feelings right then. But I wasn’t going to let Michelle know that, so right then Jane was the most perfect woman who ever lived.

“Ah, so not a real marriage then. One of those sham marriages that are destroying the society. I should have guessed. You’re not going to be happy as long as Western civilisation exists, are you?”

“You’re not serious?” I waited. “No. You are, aren’t you? You actually believe all this bullshit.”

“Of course I believe it. That’s the difference between you and me, Sarah. When I get new information, I actually update my fucking beliefs. It’s called changing your mind, and you might want to try it one of these days, rather than sticking with that hideously dated 1990s pseudo-Marxist ideology you picked up at university and haven’t examined since.”

“You talk about examining your ideas? You know all the arguments against all this shit you’re spouting. You made most of them yourself when we were together.”

“We were never ‘together’.”

“Oh for…what the fuck do you mean?”

“We pretended to have a relationship, but you know as well as I do that what we had was nothing of the sort. It wouldn’t have ended like that if it was.”

“Oh you can’t blame…”

“I can blame whoever the fuck I want. You know, when Mike told me about his wife dying, I was actually jealous? He was fucking distraught, but I was jealous. How nice to have a neat ending to a relationship, one where no-one’s to blame, where you can remember the other person the way they were when you actually loved them, where you can justifiably feel bad. Compare that…that neatness to our ‘relationship’ falling apart, and you can see exactly why sapphism is unnatural. It’s just too messy.”

I looked at her for a good thirty seconds, just staring at that face I had once genuinely loved. “You’re not joking, are you? All this time I was worrying that you might be thinking I was obsessed with you and that’s why I’d come here, and it turns out you’ve been obsessed with our breakup for…for eight years?”

Her face was absolutely still. Whatever she was feeling – if indeed she was feeling anything – she was managing not to show it.

“Look,” I said, “I promise you I’m not here to hurt you. And I promise I’ll never make any contact with you again once this conference is over. I never wanted to hurt you. I hope you believe that at least.”

I got up. I felt a sudden urge to kiss her on the cheek, but I must have given that thought away with my body language, as she stiffened even more.

“Goodbye Michelle. I hope you have a good life.”

And I genuinely meant it. It wasn’t until I’d already walked out of the room that I realised I’d not asked her anything about the murders.


Chapter 23

The evening session was titled “Identity and Technology”, but somehow I didn’t imagine that the identities it was talking about would be LGBTQIA+ ones. These people didn’t care about identities other than geek, which most of them thought was the only real marginalised identity anyway. The fact that they were 95% white cishet males they just took as being “normal”.

My fear was that it would end up being another of those sessions where a bunch of spergy blokes splain to each other that SJWs are behind every single bad thing in the history of the universe, while the rest of the room nods and agrees. Or worse, that they’d start talking about how IQ is hereditary and black people are just born stupid. After all, half the other panels had seemed to go that way, and those had ostensibly been about actual technological things. Given the chance to rant about identity, Goddess only knew what kind of shit they’d start talking.

But in fact it was rather more interesting than that. Steinmeyer was the main speaker, and it turned out that the “identity” he was talking about was what makes us us – the same stuff he had talked about when he’d been explaining the basilisk to me earlier.

Their argument was that there is no such thing as an individual atom. Atoms of the same element are completely interchangeable – there is literally no way to distinguish between two hydrogen atoms. If you swap the two of them around, literally nothing has changed. Which means you never swapped them around at all.

This is where they lost me. They were talking about two different atoms, but then saying that they weren’t different atoms – but still continuing to talk about them as two different atoms. Eventually Steinmeyer said “but of course, they’re really just factors in a wave equation. Factorise the equation differently, and you’d get different results.”

He’d said something like this before, in all his ranting about the Basilisk, but I hadn’t really been paying attention to what he’d been saying – I hadn’t factored it in (ho ho) to my calculations about what had been going on here. What would it mean to say there were no such things as individual atoms? If there were no individual atoms, was anything real? Was I real? He answered the question in my head almost immediately.

“And you have to understand this before you truly understand what identity means. We can’t define our identity by the atoms making us up. We aren’t physical objects at all. We are the patterns of information that those atoms instantiate. It doesn’t go far enough to say ‘swap all our atoms for identical ones and we’d be the same’, because that is a literally meaningless phrase. We are the pattern. That’s all you need to know.

“It’s fun to ask just how we know this. The answer is that we can try the experiment. Swap ‘two particles’ that have identical states, and you get quantum interference between them, while if you swap particles in different states, you don’t. What that means is that there is no difference between identical particles.”

He obviously had a different definition of “fun” than I did, because mine wouldn’t include performing quantum mechanical experiments, but fair enough. His kink wasn’t my kink, but his kink was OK. I realised I’d tuned out a bit, and so I pulled myself together and started concentrating again.

“So OK, we’re not our atoms. We’re something else – we’re information. That information is encoded in physical objects, yes, but we aren’t those objects.” He paused and took a sip of water. “That might sound like I’m getting into some fairly Platonic areas – we’re Platonic forms, information. Well, kind of. But I’ll leave the discussion of the mathematical universe hypothesis for a later session.”

(I looked up the mathematical universe hypothesis later, as that later session never happened. It’s basically the claim that all conceivable ideas are actually separate universes, every bit as real as this one. Frankly it seems to me like the stuff stoned blokes blather on at you about at parties, but with some scientific words thrown in.)

“All I mean is that it doesn’t make much sense to think of ourselves in terms of the particles that make us up, but rather we should think of ourselves as patterns. We’re software running on the hardware of the universe. And given how fallible that hardware is, it makes sense to want to port ourselves to something a little more reliable.”

“Because if we’re patterns of information, that pattern can be transferred. We can disagree, of course, about what information is necessary for something to be ‘us’. Many of the people in the cryonics field, for example, believe we only need to preserve the neural connections in the brain. For myself, I think we need more than that – that it’s impossible to talk operationally about a single individual at all, and that the important patterns are the patterns of interaction with others, rather than what’s going on in an individual brain. But whether it’s patterns of connection between humans, or patterns of connections between neurons, those connections – those patterns – are what makes us who we are. If we can preserve those mental connections, we can create true immortality. And if we break them, then our bodies don’t matter, they’re just lumps of meat sending signals that no-one picks up on. Once those patterns are gone, our identity has dissolved.”

My own body was sending me a whole bunch of different signals right then, after that meeting with Michelle, and I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to receive any of them, to the point that I was practically squirming in my seat. I decided the best thing I could do was go for a walk on the beach and try to clear my head.

All my own connections seemed to be broken right then, and I thought it was time to start repairing a few, before I dissolved myself.


Chapter 24

I don’t know if you’ve ever built a sandcastle. I hadn’t since I was a kid, but for some reason I was getting the urge right then. I hadn’t brought a bucket and spade, of course, but how hard could it really be? If two-year-old me could do it with tools, twenty-eight-year-old me could do it with her bare hands. I was sure of it.

I got down on my knees and started digging in the sand. I discovered quickly that the powdery stuff far from the sea was no use for anything – it’d just fall apart, every single grain of sand going its own way, no cohesion at all. I had to use the damper sand, which had been wet by the tide. That stuck together nicely.

If you clump the wetter stuff together it sticks, but the problem then is to get it into the right shape. When you’ve got a bucket and spade it’s simple enough, because one scoop with the bucket and you’ve got a bucketful that’s already in the right shape, but you can’t collect a bucketful of sand in your hands, even if your hands are as big as mine.

I sat there on the beach, watching the sun set, and thought about sand. Sand’s basically silicon. There’s other stuff in it, too, but mostly silicon. The same stuff that you use to make the computer chips that the island people thought would allow them to build a god. But also the same stuff you make glass out of. We see through a glass darkly…

And that silicon, of course, comes from the shells of billions upon billions of tiny little dead sea creatures. These molluscs or crustaceans or whatever they are – tiny shrimps and sea-snails and oysters – spend all their lives thinking whatever their little fishy thoughts are, and eating other little fishy things, and grow these shells around them to protect themselves. And then they die, and the sea in which they lived all their lives erodes everything they ever worked for into powder, and then ten million years later some mammal comes along and makes a sandcastle out of it. And then the sea destroys that, too.

The people I was here to profile all thought they could make patterns out of silicon that would last much longer than the ones the dead molluscs had made. They thought their patterns would somehow outlast the end of time itself. My own experience seemed to suggest that if you make stuff out of sand, the sea would reclaim it quickly.

But also, making sandcastles is fun, for its own sake. Who cares if they last forever? What matters is that they last while you’re having fun. Maybe the same went for life itself – the enjoyment of it was the important thing, not the length. Fnaar fnaar.

But there was something relaxing – quite extraordinarily so – about sitting on the beach, playing in the sand, like I was a little girl again. I almost felt like going for a paddle, even – splashing and playing in the water. But sandcastles were probably my limit, as far as childlike glee went.

I spent maybe three hours there, crafting a little mini-moat for my sandcastle, and painstakingly building up the layers of sand. A little kid with a bucket and spade could have done the same thing in seconds, but it was almost meditative for me. If I could, I’d have built it up grain by grain, rather than by the handful.

And I started to wonder, why castles? Why, even when playing on the beach, would we want to build something whose only purpose is defence? Something that’s meant to keep other people out, to shield us from attacks? Why not a sand hut, or a sand café? Why not somewhere that welcomes people?

I don’t know what it is about castles. Is it that they’re protective, or is it the sheer scale of them that’s the thing? The idea that someone could embark on a project like that, building something that huge out of rocks, and then entrust their lives and those of everyone they knew to it being safe?

And what did it say about me that the first thing I’d done when building my sandcastle was to build a moat? But I was overanalysing things. Sometimes a sandcastle is just a sandcastle, Dr. Freud. But the process of building it, that was the thing. I wasn’t doing it with any hope of completing anything that would last forever. Just being fun for now was enough.

I don’t know how long I spent there, slowly and patiently building my sandcastle up layer by layer. I do know that I must have missed several of the sessions I was supposed to be reporting on, but at that moment I didn’t care about my job. If I could have just spent the rest of my life building that sandcastle and not thinking of anything else, I believe I would have.

I started thinking about how castles could be used to keep prisoners in, and about the Prisoner’s Dilemma. It’s a famous thought experiment. Whole branches of mathematics – game theory – have been devoted to working out the implications of this one idea.

You have two people, both arrested for a crime they committed together. They are kept apart from each other, and both of them are told that if they give the other up, they will get to go free – but only if the other one doesn’t give them up. If neither of them rat the other out, they both get a short sentence. If both give each other up, they’re both fucked and get a really long one. You can see the problem.

Now the thing is, in the standard form of the problem, that means that you’re always better off giving up your friend than you are not doing. The worst that can happen if you give her up is only as bad as the standard thing that happens when you don’t. The best that can happen is far better. So you should be an utter arsehole.

But you also have what they call the “iterated Prisoner’s Dilemma”. In this, you keep getting arrested, and so does the other person, and both of you get the same offer each time. In that case, your best strategy suddenly becomes to not give the other person up the first time, and then to do whatever they did last time, tit for tat.

(Of course, this is to assume that the police don’t also learn, and they’re not lying to you about what deal has been offered to the other person…)

I thought about all this, as I continued slowly and patiently building up the layers of the castle. The castle which was protecting something. Whether what it was protecting was inside or outside, I was no longer sure. I didn’t even know if there was a difference.

I thought about Jane, and how our own relationship could be seen as a game. And for most of the time, it had been a fun game at that, with both of us helping each other be our best selves, and forgiving each other on those rare times we were otherwise. We’d been genuinely good for each other. But lately, I realised, we’d been playing tit-for-tat. One of us, at some point, had said or done something mildly hurtful to the other – nothing important – and since then we’d just been snapping at each other because “she did it first”. Fucking childish. And, I realised, there was no policeman handing out rewards or punishments. If I just stopped, nothing bad would happen.

And that was the thing that all those game theorists seemed to have missed, of course – in the absence of anyone imposing the rules, then you can’t model relationships by the prisoner’s dilemma, because the only rewards or punishments are coming from the prisoners, and they can just choose to stop.

Could it really be that simple? Could I just decide to be kind to my wife with no hope of reward for doing so? Could I, for once in my fucking life, decide not to be a selfish cow and actually put her happiness first for no reason other than because I loved her? I realised that I could. That it would be the easiest thing in the world to do.

I was the only one imprisoning myself. I was building a moat around myself, keeping myself in my own castle. I imagined myself in the sandcastle I was building, imprisoned within, wanting to connect with Jane on the outside. And I sat and watched as the waves came in and washed the castle away, freeing whatever microscopic prisoners I had trapped inside.


Chapter 25

Friday

I wanted to talk about all of this with someone, and Tegan seemed the only person round here who could talk sensibly about anything. I needed to understand this obsession with patterns. The people here seemed to be almost like paranoids, seeing patterns in everything – and I was starting to go the same way myself.

If you’re in a group of people, it’s almost impossible not to start thinking about things in their terms – using their jargon as mental shortcuts for a whole bunch of unexamined concepts that don’t necessarily go together. You end up with your worldview subtly skewed to fit that of everyone around you, and even when you disagree you do so on their terms.

There was another thing I needed to talk about as well.

Even if you’re poly, you probably shouldn’t develop crushes on your psycho ex and on someone you barely know, right at the time you’re trying to fix your primary relationship, should you? Especially when your psycho ex is now presenting herself as the str8est str8 ever to have heteroly hetroed.

Michelle was bad news. I knew that as well as I knew anything. But at the same time, she was fucking hot, and having spent some time with her for the first time in years…well, I couldn’t help starting to get the same feelings about her again. What can I say? I’m a slave to my hormones.

Tegan was a different matter. She really was straight, as far as I could tell, and she’d showed absolutely no interest in me as anyone other than someone to have a chat with. But there was an intellectual connection there I was finding almost irresistible. She was someone I could talk to, and on this island that was enough to make her into my best friend. I could hardly be expected not to get a bit of a crush on her in those circumstances – someone being sharp, funny, and friendly definitely increases my interest, and Tegan was definitely all of those things.

But with Michelle…well, I knew she wasn’t really straight. No-one can change that much without some kind of major brain surgery. But at the same time I also knew that getting involved with her at all would be harmful to me. There was nothing good that could come of it. Nothing at all. So why was I so desperate to try?

Fucking hormones. Fucking genitalia. The things never give you a break. No matter how much you try to pretend you’re a rational human being who can make her own decisions, it all boils down to them in the end, doesn’t it? We’re just a soup of horny chemicals that thinks it can think.

But that soup of horny chemicals is that way because fifteen billion years of evolution has made it be so. It’s difficult to overcome those basic biological drives, as anyone who’s tried holding their breath for two minutes (or even trying not to blink for two minutes) can attest.

And in that situation, what was I to do? There was Ms. Right, but she was a few thousand miles away, while Ms. Utterly Wrong was also Ms. Right Now. My body was telling me that I didn’t need a long-term committed relationship, just for someone to scratch an itch.

And Michelle had been good at scratching that particular itch. Thinking back, it had been the only thing she had been good at, and I’d used that to forgive a lot of faults in her, but it was something I missed. I hadn’t realised how much I’d missed it until I saw her again.

I needed a bit of fun, I told myself. Something to bring a bit of joy to my life. I was, after all, on holiday on a Caribbean island with a bunch of rich and successful people. If that wasn’t an excuse to party a bit, then what was? I smiled to myself. Michelle really could be fun, at times. A lot of fun…

Of course, fun isn’t everything, but it’s definitely something, right?

No, I wasn’t fooling myself, either. This wasn’t actually about fun, it was just about me trying to take my mind off everything that had happened in the last few days, when what I desperately needed was to concentrate on it.

Tegan was far less a part of this world than the rest of them – she seemed to have an air of detachment about her, like she was somehow above everyone else. If anyone here was able to see things outside of the island-people’s worldview, it would be her.

I found her in the restaurant, picking at a depressed-looking breakfast. She looked profoundly depressed, and I worried that I was going to be bothering her, but she brightened up immensely as soon as she saw me and waved at the seat across from her, so I sat down and asked how she was doing.

“Oh, not too bad, all things considered. I’m still alive, after all, which gives me an immediate advantage given the events of the last few days.”

I smiled back, but rather thinly. I think flippantly about these things myself, as a coping mechanism, but it doesn’t seem the same hearing other people say such things out loud.

I think she realised I wasn’t entirely approving, because she continued, “but of course I’m devastated. And you? How are you coping?”

“Can I talk to you honestly? Without you thinking I’m going crazy?”

“Sure, go ahead.”

“Well…I think I’m going crazy.”

She laughed.

“No, look…everyone around here, and I mean everyone, seems to be paranoid. They’re seeing patterns that aren’t there, half of them are obsessed with the idea that people are blackmailing them – some of them even talk about being blackmailed by evil machine gods from the future. That’s not a normal thing to think.”

“Well, yes, you’re quite right there. But what makes you think that you’re going crazy?”

“The fact that I’m starting to think in the same way. Look, I got a troll messaging me on my Tumblr account and I became convinced that it was the murderer. I’m seeing patterns everywhere. It’s like I’ve got some sort of pareidola of the mind.”

“Pareidola?”

“That thing where you see images in clouds or whatever. Like when you see Mother Teresa’s face in a cinnamon bun or something.”

“Got you.”

“Anyway, I’m starting to have that kind of experience with everything. It’s like everything is connected and significant in some way.”

“Have you considered that maybe it is?”

I boggled. “What do you mean?”

“Look, you’re a journalist, right? You’re trained to notice the small, telling details of things. It’s how you make your living – and from the few days I’ve known you, I can tell it’s also how you have fun. It’s who you are, Sarah.”

“So?”

“So if you enjoy finding patterns in things, you will find patterns in things. The human brain is a pattern-finding machine, and if you set it to work it’ll find them everywhere.” She took a bite of her salad. ”But that doesn’t mean the patterns aren’t real. If you’re looking for clues, you’re more likely to find them, just like you’re more likely to see a dollar someone’s dropped on the sidewalk if you pay attention to where you’re walking.”

“But how can I tell if the patterns are real or not?”

She thought for a second. “It’s simple. You make predictions. And you look for persistent patterns. Predictions because that’s the only way to calibrate against reality – you make a falsifiable prediction and see if it gets falsified. And persistent because of the second law of thermodynamics.”

“Wait…what’s the second law of thermodynamics got to do with anything?”

“Do you know it?”

“Sure. Entropy increases in a closed system. Order tends to disorder.”

“Right. But think about what that means,” Tegan said. Patterns of information aren’t natural things. They require a flow of energy to preserve them – a constant effort to protect them against disorder. That’s why the people here are so keen on cryogenics, for example – you need the power going to the freezers in order to preserve the information in the brain.”

“I see, I think. So patterns that disappear, that get destroyed, those are naturally occurring, but anything that remains stable must be taking energy to keep in that way.”

“That’s right. It takes actual effort to keep a pattern stable, and that usually implies some intelligence behind it. Not always, of course, but usually.”

I thought about this for a second, and it made a kind of sense. “So what you’re saying is once is happenstance, twice is coincidence, three times is enemy action?”

“Basically, yes. Of course, it might not be enemy action – just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean anyone is against you – but it’s someone’s action.”

I thought about this, and about who might be acting, and about what my own actions should be. I was about to ask her what she thought about Michelle, and opened my mouth to start, when I heard a terrible scream.


Chapter 26

The scream had come from almost the other side of the island, but it was loud enough that everyone started running toward it all the same. Was there a third murder? If there was, then at least I wouldn’t be the one to discover it this time – pudgy, short legs like mine aren’t really made for sprinting, and I fell far behind everyone else running that way. I thought I might be subsconsciously trying to make sure I didn’t discover any more awful things, anyway. I’d had more of that in a few days than I’d hoped to see in my lifetime.

I eventually caught up to a crowd that had already collected, and it was obvious what had been happening. Mike Wood was lying on the ground, his lip bleeding and holding his hands to one eye, while Charles Steinmeyer was struggling against three or four people who were holding him back.

It looked like Steinmeyer had gone completely mad. I could see veins bulging on the top of his bald head, and he was struggling so much I was amazed that even a whole gang of people could hold back such a big bloke.

“Let me get him! Don’t you all understand? This is bigger than just one man’s life! He’s going to create the basilisk! We have to stop him! We need him dead to protect everyone!”

Wood was starting to get up, slowly and hesitantly. “Charlie, what’s happened to you? What’s all this basilisk bullshit?”

Steinmeyer just screamed back at him, spittle flying. “You know! You know you were trying to create the basilisk! Why else would you have done any of this? You’re going to torture us all for eternity!”

He looked round at us all, frantically searching for any sign that anyone was grasping what he was saying.

I’d never seen anyone in a state like this. There was no question in my mind, Steinmeyer was absolutely intent on murdering Wood, and if he hadn’t been being held back by so many people, Wood would absolutely be a dead man. A couple of people went over and helped Wood up – I’m ashamed to say I wasn’t one of them. I didn’t think of it until it was too late.

By this time, the site security team had arrived, and they took charge of the situation. Three of them carried the still-struggling Steinmeyer out of the room, while a couple more went over to Wood and reassured themselves that their boss wasn’t suddenly going to die from an invisible injury.

I went over to Tegan, who’d arrived there long before me, and was in conversation with Vitaly Chervyakov.

“It was absolutely bizarre,” Chervyakov was saying. “Mike was just drinking a glass of water, and chatting with Charles before his big presentation, and they both seemed absolutely fine. Then a second later, Charles was literally at his throat. It was like someone pushed a switch and turned him into someone else.”

“I thought those two were friends.”

“They were! That’s the strange thing. A few moments earlier they’d been laughing away with each other. Mike was joking with him, and they both had these gigantic grins on their faces. Then everything just seemed to change suddenly.”

“Did Mike say anything that could have triggered this?”

“Let me think…I remember they seemed to be celebrating. Something about how special Mike’s talk was going to be, and what a surprise he had in store for everyone. Charles seemed to be in on his special little secret, and they were giggling like schoolchildren, and then Mike said ‘of course, we’ve had to implement an acausal decision theory.’ Next thing I knew, Charles was going berserk.”

“That’s…not exactly fighting words” I said, more to myself than anything else.

Tegan laughed. “Hardly. Most people here have fairly strong opinions on decision theories, but I’ve never known it to cause attempted murder before. Usually there’s just a flamewar on Reddit. To be honest, most of the people here don’t have the upper body strength for a proper attempted murder.”

Chervyakov wandered off, apparently uninterested now two women were talking about something other than him.

“Thank god the midget’s gone,” Tegan said as soon as Chervyakov was far enough away. “Can’t stand him, all that twitching.”

“Tegan!”

“Oh, I’m sorry, you’re one of those PC types aren’t you?”

I decided not to lecture her about ableism. As annoying as she could be, she was still far better company than anyone else here, and I didn’t want to burn all my bridges.“I thought Steinmeyer and Wood were close? They seemed quite pally earlier.”

“That’s the odd thing. Charles seemed to absolutely worship Mike Wood. I don’t understand why myself, but Charles hung on every word he says as if it was the most important, profound, thing he’d ever heard. I’d have thought him more likely to try to kill himself than Mike.”

“And what about the other two? Do you think he killed them?”

“Well, I wouldn’t have thought so. But then I wouldn’t have thought he’d do this.”

I looked over at Wood, who seemed to have already recovered from the attack. He was smoothing out the last few rumples in his clothes, and running his hand through his hair to get it back in place. It was the calmest reaction to a murderous attack you can possibly imagine, and I was astonished at the man’s self-control. I’d have been wetting myself.

“Mike’s a cool customer, isn’t he?” said Tegan, almost as if she was reading my thoughts. “I don’t know what it is about that man. I swear if there was a nuclear war he could stand at ground zero and just brush the dust off himself afterwards. The miraculous power of the well-fed male ego, I suppose.”

“Yeah. I suppose when you’re good-looking, rich, and powerful, getting a real problem to deal with would probably be fun – a bit of a change of pace.”

“You think good-looking?” said Wood, who’d moved closer to us while we were talking.

“Conventionally good-looking,” I clarified. “Not really my type, don’t worry.”

He grinned, showing that at least his expensive dental work hadn’t been damaged when Steinmeyer punched him. Lucky bastard. Steinmeyer had fists like hammers, and Wood could easily have been eating through straws for the rest of the conference.

Tegan grinned more. “Oh, you’re definitely my type.”

She moved towards him, and he quickly went away, babbling some half-hearted farewell and looking rather more worried than he had been by the murder attempt.

“You really need to stop doing that,” I told Tegan once Wood had gone away. “It’s not acceptable when it’s blokes doing it to us, so it’s not acceptable when it’s you doing it to him.”

“Oh, you’re no fun”, she said, and stuck her tongue out at me. “Anyway, aren’t you social justice types supposed to differentiate between punching up and punching down?”

“It didn’t look like it was punching you had in mind,” I said sternly. She shook her head in a mock-contrite manner, and we both burst out laughing.


Chapter 27

So that was a bit of an anticlimax then. When you’re investigating a serial killer who’s committed the perfect crime, not once but twice, it seems a bit of a let-down when you find him with his hands round someone’s throat saying “I’m going to kill you!”

Maybe Steinmeyer wasn’t the criminal genius I’d thought, the Moriarty to my Holmes. Maybe I wasn’t a genius detective either.

But I’d rather be a crap detective and have the serial killer arrested and in prison than be the world’s greatest detective and have to wait for three or four murders to be carried out before I figured out who it was that was doing it. That’s the problem with those Agatha Christie and Dorothy Sayers books my mum loved. Poirot would hardly even begin his investigation before the third murder, and Tommy and Tuppence wouldn’t get out of bed for less than Jack the Ripper.

And I’d been having a lot of fun with this sleuthing lark, but the fact remained, this wasn’t about my enjoyment. It was all well and good digging into clues and spinning elaborate theories, but had I been enjoying myself too much? Was it perhaps a little distasteful to enjoy the investigation that much? I supposed it might be.

But then again, who was I kidding about being a detective at all? After all, I’m not even an investigative journalist – I’m someone who does thinkpieces and human interest stories and interviews, not someone who goes digging through paper trails and uncovering conspiracies. I’d like to do that kind of thing, don’t get me wrong, but where do you even start?

But still, this gave me a lot to think about – Steinmeyer would have been the last person I’d have suspected. He’d seemed more scared than anything else, and the way he’d broken down and attacked Wood in public suggested that it wasn’t all a big act – this wasn’t someone who was planning ahead. He wasn’t a criminal genius.

But meanwhile, the conference was going ahead as normal. Plenary sessions, breakout groups, lectures, keynote speeches…all the dull workaday stuff which gets reported about conferences, but which the actual attendees don’t think of as the real business (which everyone knows gets done in the bars and the hotel rooms).

I wasn’t sure if there was much point in my continuing to attend those sessions – my article was no longer going to be a “look at the geeks with their mad views” piece, but instead a “geeks with mad views get themselves murdered by one of their own” piece – but I supposed that I could always use them as an example of how strange these people were, that they’d get straight back to discussing their AI gods right after two murders and an attempted third.

Anyway, almost despite myself I was starting to become genuinely interested in these people’s opinions. I wasn’t yet convinced that they were on the verge of building an AI god that would make us all into immortal beings of pure energy, but there was a fascination to their worldview, and the way it all made perfect sense within its own mad premises. Steinmeyer in particular had seemed a genuinely intelligent, fascinating, person – and he’d seemed to adore Mike Wood, who also seemed far sharper than most of the people there. These were for the most part relatively intelligent people, and their ideas, even when they were wrong, were interesting.

But would those ideas really throw any light on the reasons behind the murders? I realised that they might – after all, Steinmeyer seemed to think that Wood’s work was a danger, and that was why he’d attacked him, so it made sense to try to understand what this work actually was. This was the environment that had turned Steinmeyer into a murderer.

And the more I thought about it, the more I realised the implicit violence in the worldview of the island people. Not just their support for the patriarchy and all that that entails – that wasn’t unusual, except in its strength. But their constant thoughts about blackmail, about needing assurance rather than trust. Their need for control.

I picked up the copy of the programme for the conference – I’d been one of the few people who chose to get a printed copy rather than a PDF version, as I still prefer print to working online – and looked through at the list of events still to come. Few of them grabbed my attention, and half those that did featured one or more of the victims or the perpetrator.

I went to a few sessions. Wood gave a talk in which he explained that he expected to still be alive in a hundred years even if his machine god didn’t work, because of infusions of monkey blood, to which he attributed his preternaturally boyish looks. Tegan gave an incomprehensible talk about her incomprehensible philosophy stuff (I’d grown to like her a great deal, but her book still seemed to be total bollocks as far as I could tell). The whole thing ground joylessly on.

All the time, I was thinking about Jane. I’d almost forgotten her in my urge to be a super-sleuth and to get off with Michelle again, but I needed to resolve things with her. But no matter what I did, I couldn’t get through to her. Her social media accounts all had no updates, though that proved nothing – she could just be doing friends-locked posts about what an utter bitch I was – and she still wasn’t answering her phone or replying to texts.

Now that the excitement of the murders was over (and Goddess help me I had been thinking of it as excitement) I was going to have to fix all the things that were broken in my dull, humdrum, life. That meant fixing my marriage, and it also meant doing my job.

I was going to have to get back to work. And my next job would be interviewing a murderer.


Chapter 28

Saturday

If I was going to write about this conference at all, I was going to have to include an interview with Steinmeyer. It’s not the kind of thing you can relegate to a two-paragraph bit at the end of your article: “pleasant stay, rooms excellent, murder spree a mild inconvenience, two stars”. You have to deal with it. And that meant dealing with him, much as I hated the idea.

I didn’t know that I ever particularly wanted to talk to Steinmeyer again. After all, this was someone I’d taken into my confidence who had turned out to be a murderer. One of the things this trip was teaching me, I decided, was that it was unwise ever to trust anyone. It never did much good.

But sometimes as a journalist you have to do stuff that makes you uncomfortable. It wasn’t as if anything else happening on this trip was exactly fun-filled and relaxing, so I might as well at least go with the flow. If the universe wanted me to have a shitty time, a shitty time was what I was going to have. Following the old advice about eating a live toad in the morning so nothing worse would happen to you all day, I decided to visit him at the crack of dawn.

Steinmeyer was being locked up in a holding cell on the other side of the island. It turned out this place really did have everything anyone could possibly want – including jail cells and private security people who effectively acted as police. At some point the real police were going to have to get involved, of course, but Wood had managed to slip enough people enough cash that they were leaving it until after the conference was over before getting serious.

It turned out when I got to the “jail cell” that it was a rather luxuriously appointed apartment, and my inner Daily Mail reader began twitching and subvocalising about “bloody holiday camps”, even as my much larger inner Guardianista was pointing out to her that we believe in rehabilitation and disagree with the carceral system. The rest of me just decided to point out to both of them that whatever our respective opinions on suitable incarceration for multiple murderers, it didn’t really matter, as we weren’t going to be consulted, so maybe we should just get on with our job and interview the suspect before he died of old age.

Steinmeyer didn’t exactly seem pleased to see me. You’d have thought that he’d be glad of any visitors, given that he was locked up for murder, and especially since pretty much everyone else on the island was friends with one or other of his victims, so I expected he hadn’t been overwhelmed with friendly faces coming to ease his troubles.

But then again, who could blame him for not being the brightest, cheeriest, soul on the island? After all, even if the place was much better than my own flat, he still wasn’t there by choice, and he wasn’t facing a particularly enjoyable few years. I smiled at him anyway, and tried to stay friendly and upbeat. It was difficult, though – his size hadn’t really bothered me before, but I was now acutely aware that I was sat opposite someone who would easily be able to kill me with his bare hands. After exchanging a few…well, not exactly pleasantries, but the closest you can get in the circumstances…we got down to business.

“So, would you like to talk about why you committed the murders?”

“I didn’t.”

“We saw you trying to kill Mike Wood. There’s no point trying to lie about it.”

“That doesn’t make me a murderer, only an attempted murderer. And I wouldn’t even have attempted that if anything less than the future of the world had been at stake. I am not a murderer.”

“So you’re saying that your attempted murder was just a coincidence? That there’s another killer running round the island?”

“I don’t know who killed the two people who died, or even if anyone killed them at all. For all I know they were suicides, or accidental deaths of some kind. But neither of them were threats to the existence of humanity, so of course I wouldn’t have killed them.”

“You think Mike Wood is a threat to the existence of humanity?”

“Don’t you?”

“Well, no. Of course I don’t. He’s not a threat to anything except the bank accounts of a few gullible computer programmers. It’s not like he’s got a bank of nuclear missiles in a volcano base.”

“He has much worse. Much, much worse.”

“Like what?”

“Have you not been paying attention, at all? He’s going to build an artificial intelligence. And you know how dangerous that can be.”

“No, I don’t. I know that a few of you have been saying that, but none of you have actually given any reasons that don’t sound like bad science fiction movies.”

He sighed. “Well, look. Will you believe me that I think they’re dangerous? I wouldn’t be here if they weren’t, after all. And I think everyone here agrees with me on this. You might think we’re all delusional, but we think this is a serious issue and that it matters.”

I was getting pissed off with him. “No, no I won’t accept that any more. You keep asking me to accept stuff for the sake of argument, leading me to a ludicrous conclusion, and then going ‘QED’ like you’ve actually proved anything. How about you tell me, in words, what your actual fucking problems are and why you decided to try to kill your mate?”

He looked hurt, and I actually felt sorry for him. “I’m sorry. I thought you liked our chats.”

“I did. But that was before I realised you were killing people. Now I just want to know why.”

“I can’t explain it to you, not if you won’t accept my basic premises.” He sighed, and his body language changed, as if he was trying desperately to appear reasonable. “Look, go see Mike Wood’s talk after lunch. See what he has to say. Then see if you still think he’s not dangerous. You can come talk to me again when you’re willing to listen. Until then, I’d rather you left me alone.”

He turned his back to me, and didn’t look round as I left the room.


Chapter 29

I shuffled into the conference room a couple of minutes after Wood had started his speech, still shoving the last of the sandwich I’d quickly grabbed for lunch into my mouth, and “so sorry”ed my way past a bunch of people to a seat in the middle of the third row from back, the only one that appeared unfilled, next to Tegan. I think I only stepped on three feet.

Wood was in the middle of the preamble to his speech, and when I got there he was mostly talking about how honoured he was to be talking to such a distinguished bunch of people, the greatest minds of humanity today, that kind of thing. He was buttering them all up, and they were falling for it because they were the kind of people who think themselves too clever to fall for emotional manipulation.

Personally, I’m never impressed by all these Great Man type speeches. I’ve met too many charming men who turned out to be utter arseholes; enough of them that when I used to see Steve Jobs’ Apple keynote speeches they used to set my psychopath-dar tingling. Charisma seems to be another word for “willingness to manipulate people”.

But I’ve noticed that nerdbros eat that shit up. For all that they complain about having been bullied at school, no group of people seem more eager to latch on to the biggest bullies out there and be their friends, even when the bullies don’t deign to notice their existence.

But, you know, the job’s the job, so I settled down to listen to what Wood was saying. And anyway, this guy seemed genuinely different. I’d not spent a lot of time around him, but the few times we’d chatted he’d seemed funnier and more self-aware than you normally expect from these people – actually charming, not just the facsimile of it that people go for. I’d actually grown to like him quite a bit. I was probably being too hard on him because I’ve never found it easy to trust the conventionally attractive.

“Many of you know that I lost someone close to me a few years back. Her light is now totally gone from the world. She is information-theoretically dead, and short of the kind of abilities even the greatest AI would have difficulty with, the information that made up who she was is irretrievably gone.”

He almost seemed like he was going to start crying, which surprised me. Normally these billionaire types are really not good with emotions, and certainly don’t seem to bother expressing them in the same ways the rest of us do. Endless cold, relentless upbeatness at all times, as one might expect from people who really have nothing to worry about. This guy really did seem different.

“This is something I will never truly accept. In her last illness I tried to persuade her to become cryopreserved, so there would still be some chance of her resurrection. She refused, and God help me I almost hate her for it, for the way she chose to die rather than take the chance of being mocked for being different.”

But then he smiled. “So I’ve dedicated the rest of my own life to making sure that never happens again. To giving you all hope, the hope of true everlasting life. We’re not there yet, but we’re so close I can taste it. You all have a real chance of achieving something that every past generation has merely fantasised about.”

“And now we have lost another great person. Another information-theoretical death. Another person who is forever outside our light cone, the information that made up his brain totally destroyed. My friend – and my wife’s friend – Peter Weill. A great man who hoped, as so many of us do, to be uploaded into a better world than this one.”

“We’re still a long way from achieving our goals, despite all the progress we’ve made here this week, but I hope that when we do finally become the immortals we were always destined to be, we use the infinite time and resources we have available to work on the next great problem – bringing back people like Peter, and like my wife. Because an infinite existence will still be missing their infinite potential.”

There was a smattering of applause, but this didn’t seem to be going down particularly well with most of the audience. My rather unsympathetic guess was that it was because most of them only really cared about their own infinite existences, and didn’t give two shits about the deaths of other people, but then I’m not a very nice person.

I looked over at Tegan, who seemed even less impressed than most of the audience by this. She whispered “the hypocritical shit. He hated Peter Weill, and knowing him he probably did a happy dance when he found out Weill was dead. But he knows that he needs to be sombre and respectful now…”

Wood continued his talk for several minutes more, explaining that he intended to make more good things and fewer bad things, and that the good things would be gooderer and the bad things not all that bad, and I began to wonder if his big announcement was going to be that he was running for President, when he finally got to the point.

“Anyway,” he said, “I have an announcement you have all been waiting for. We have the first mathematically-proven, consistent design for an artificial general intelligence.”

The whole room gasped. Even I was moderately impressed.

“It will take at least five years to build it, and requires a Manhattan Project level of work. There are problems to overcome, and it will require a greater intellectual effort than mankind has ever attempted, not to mention the investment of billions of dollars of my own money. But we have the proof of concept now. We know it can be done, and together we will make sure it will be done. We will have our god, and we will have our heaven here on earth. We have done the most difficult part of the work, and will reap the rewards.”

He raised his arms triumphantly. “Millions now living will never die!”


Chapter 30

Everyone else had seemed super-impressed with everything Wood had said, but I was far less impressed. Once he got through explaining what had actually been achieved, it didn’t seem like it was quite worth the build-up. Yes, they’d managed to come up with a design, and had shown rigorously that the design had certain properties that were apparently quite mathematically interesting, but what they hadn’t done was build any hardware or write a single line of code.

I remembered a story Michelle had told me when she was working as a software engineer. The department she was in had come up with a way to make their operating system faster. They’d come up with an absolute proof that this extra program would speed everything up by five percent, and a team had worked on it for six months, on a budget of something like half a million quid.

At the end of that six months, the program had been run, and ninety-five percent of the time it slowed everything down by ten percent. The other five percent of the time it crashed. They still shipped it with the operating system, because they had a line item in the department’s budget that said they needed to ship. They just didn’t document the program anywhere, and said “it’ll work in version 2.0”

So I tend not to believe in vapourware. I’ll believe it when I see it.

I looked down at my phone, and saw that finally I’d received a text from Jane. I read it, and got utterly confused. It said “I’m here, where are you?”

Nothing else. Maybe it had been meant for someone else. I texted back: “where are you? Did you mean to send this?”

I waited for the response. It arrived almost instantly. “Didn’t you get my other texts?”

“No. What’s going on?”

Another instant response. “I’m here. I’m on the island. I’ve come to help fix all this for you.”

What? I was absolutely dumbfounded. Jane was here? Now? What had she come to fix?

But I stopped myself from thinking that way. Fundamentally, it didn’t matter why she had decided to come here. The fact that she had was enough. I was elated, and felt utterly overwhelmed with love for her. That she had travelled this far, at no notice, just to look after me…that was a greater level of devotion than I could ever have imagined.

I started to cry. What was she doing, coming here to help a piece of shit like me? What possible reason could she have to love me that much? I was here in the middle of some sort of breakdown, and she’d travelled halfway across the world to fix me. Wouldn’t she have been better off with someone who wasn’t this broken?

I thought about what her reaction to that would have been though – she’d say “I don’t care about being better off. It’s you I love, and it’s not like I can’t have other people as well if I want to. But you make me happy, and it really is as simple as that.” She’d said it often enough.

No matter how long I lived – even if I became an immortal like the people on the island were convinced they all would – I would never understand why she loved me like she did. But that hadn’t stopped us from having a massive row anyway. Basically I was broken, and couldn’t even keep someone as wonderful as Jane happy.

But I was going to have to try. Somehow, I was going to have to fix myself. Having someone like Jane give you a second chance (and to be honest this was more like the seventh or eighth chance) wasn’t something any intelligent person would waste. I was going to have to pull myself together and become someone worthy of Jane’s love.

But first I was going to have to go and find her. I texted her to meet me at the conference reception desk, and popped into the loos to wash my face. I looked at myself in the mirror. I wasn’t looking my best, definitely not the fabulous look you’d want for an emotional reunion with your wife, but I didn’t have time to do anything other than run my hand through my hair to try to get it into slightly better shape.

I was surprised at how much I cared about making a good impression. We’d only been apart a few days, and it’s not like I hadn’t been busy, but even though I’d been thinking of Jane constantly, somehow I’d managed not to realise how much I missed her – how much I loved her. And despite everything, it was true – I was utterly devoted to her.

I pretty much sprinted to the reception desk, and when I got there I was almost overwhelmed with just how beautiful she looked to me. Jane always claims she’s not a looker, but she really, really is, and right then I couldn’t imagine a more beautiful sight in the whole world. She thinks that because she wears glasses and has a bit of body fat she’s somehow less than perfect, and I’ll never convince her otherwise, but I’ll never stop trying.

I grabbed hold of her and hugged her tight, although she seemed a bit stiff at first. I’m still not sure even now if that was just her being tired from the journey or if it was her not being entirely comfortable with me. It didn’t matter, though – she’d made the first move, and in such a dramatic manner, so I had to give her the benefit of doubt.

After holding her for what seemed both like an eternity and only a second, I was able to let go and talk to her.

“My goddess, Jane, what are you doing here?”

She looked at me over her glasses. “Sarah, have you read the texts you’ve been sending? You clearly need help, and you’re not going to get it from anyone else here.”

“What do you mean, I need help? I’m just doing my job!”

She laughed. “Yeah, because your job normally involves discovering multiple murder victims while surrounded by fash who are sexually harassing you. That’s not ‘just doing your job’, dur-brain, it’s being put into a traumatic situation that will probably lead to major mental health issues.”

She was right, and I knew it. I rested my head on her shoulder and closed my eyes.

“Will you help me? Will you fix this?”

I heard her voice in my ear. “Don’t I always?”


Chapter 31

People who don’t know Jane won’t know this, but she is an absolute master of emotional blackmail. If she wants something, she can and will use every tool in the emotional toolbox to persuade me to give it to her. And ninety-nine times out of a hundred, that works on me.

So when I tell you that she was unable to persuade me to leave the island with her, that should tell you something about how committed I’d become to this story. She’d flown half way around the world or more in order to take me away, but I wouldn’t – I couldn’t – leave the island until I’d figured out what was going on.

She can be a persistent cow sometimes, but I eventually persuaded her that it wasn’t just a matter of my normal journalistic integrity – I’ve never liked the idea of leaving a story half-finished, and I’ve never done it yet – but of more basic human curiosity. I knew this environment was bad for me, but I needed to figure out what had been going on.

“Look,” she eventually said, “this is clearly something you need to do for yourself. It’s also, equally clearly, something that is going to cause you more hurt than you can imagine. What do you think I should do in order to minimise that hurt for you?”

“What about…”

“No, let’s leave our own problems to one side for the moment. What, right now, would help you?”

I sat down and thought about this carefully. What could she do to help me? I knew Jane, and she wasn’t talking about emotional support, which I knew she would provide unquestioningly. She wanted to do something practical, something that would let me actually get stuff done. What was there that needed doing?

Was there anything like that? It was hard to think of anything. For all that I’d spent the entire time here feeling down about things, the fact remained that all the problems here were actually about my attitude to things – there was nothing practical standing in the way of me doing my job.

“I don’t think there’s much you can do actually. I’ve got to get this piece written, even though it’s probably not going to be the piece that I was commissioned for. The murders just make that all the more necessary. And you know my writing methods. I need to work alone, or I lose the thread completely.”

“OK, so I can’t help you practically. At least you’re starting to recognise that. So what do you need from me emotionally right now? Again, I’m not talking about our long-term problems, just about what I can do for you this minute, today, this week.”

I smiled. That was Jane all over.

“God, I love you. You know that, right?”

She smiled back. “Of course I know it, dur-brain. And I love you too, and you know that. But that’s not the point right now. The point is that I want to support you, and to do that I need to know what it is you need from me. The romance can wait, for now.”

I hugged her, hard, and kissed her on the cheek. “This is all I need. You, here, with me, right now. That’s all I need.”

This isn’t the kind of book where I go into details about what happened after that, but let’s just say she helped me in a lot of ways that only she could, and that within an hour or so I was feeling much, much better.

I got up and got us both a coffee – milky and sugary for me, to give me some energy before I got back to work, black and bitter for Jane (who liked to joke “I like my coffee like I like my men: superheated to a hundred degrees while under crushing pressure” – Jane was a proper Gold Star lesbian, though she humoured my affection for what she called the gender-impaired).

I brought them back to our table, and noticed she was reading something on her phone.

“What’s that you’re reading?”

“Your last book.”

I gaped at her. I’d stopped even telling her about the books I was writing, because she’d never shown any interest in them.

“You’re reading one of my books?”

“I always read them, dur-brain. I just don’t tell you that’s what I’m doing, because you get all precious about it. But I want to know what it is you’re thinking, and your books tell me more than you do half the time.”

I wasn’t sure what to think about that.

“OK,” she said, after necking back half the cup of coffee, in a way which if I had tried it would have given me third-degree burns all down the inside of my throat (all I can imagine is that she has built up enough scar tissue there that it no longer bothers her). “So if you’re staying here, we at least need to figure out what you’re staying here for. What is your goal?”

“Well, the main thing is, I need to find out what’s really been happening here. Nothing about it makes sense.”

“I thought you said it was that Charles whatsisface?”

“He’s been arrested for it, but it doesn’t make sense that he’d have killed them. Well, it makes sense that he’d have killed Langford, I suppose – he was being blackmailed, after all – but I can’t think why he’d have killed Peter Weill.”

“Other than just wanting to get rid of a piece of shit, you mean?”

“Well, yes, other than that.”

“But if he didn’t do it, who did?”

“Oh, I think he probably did do it, but I don’t understand why. And I’m not a hundred percent sure he did.”

“What does your gut instinct tell you?”

“My gut instinct tells me that relying on gut instinct to decide if people are killers never makes sense.”

She smiled. “Good girl. But what does it tell you?”

“It tells me there are loose threads all over the shop, and I need to start pulling on them.”

Her smile widened. “That’s what I thought.”


Chapter 32

Sunday

Carl Mason’s morning session on the Omega Point was sparsely attended, but I went along anyway. I’d heard a bit about the idea, and wanted to know more. Michelle was in the audience, but I made sure to sit as far away from her as possible.

“So what is the Omega Point? The answer is, the Omega Point is God itself. The Christian God, the one you’re all familiar with. Tipler’s work shows, quite clearly, that the natural teleological end point of human evolution is that civilisation itself eventually becomes the creator God of the universe.”

I’d heard enough of this kind of nonsense during this conference by now that it took me a second to realise what had been said. These people, so ostentatious about their atheism, were now not only talking about creating Gods, but about the specific God of the Christianity they spent so much of their time mocking.

The basic idea of the Omega Point, it turned out, was that it was possible given some models of the universe’s structure (there was some handwaving here about the Higgs mass and dark matter, which sounded to me like Mason was trying to cover up a fairly fundamental flaw, but I don’t know the physics well enough to be sure) that the universe would one day collapse.

Now, to you and me, that sounds like it might be a bad thing – the universe collapsing certainly sounds like it would spoil my plans for the weekend. But no, apparently, that’s a sign that we’re stupid, not like these intellectuals, and the universe collapsing is great, not bad like we think. Aaah, do you see? Do you see? No, you don’t see, because it’s utter bollocks. But to some of the island people, at least, it made perfect sense.

Because if the universe collapses in just the right way – which would apparently require an entire civilisation of tiny little space robots to make it happen, but this is something the people who talk about this handwave away, and to be fair they do have about twenty billion years to make it happen – you can do an infinite amount of computation in a finite amount of time.

Which means, if these people are right about us all just being patterns which could exist in a computer program, that in the last fraction of a second of the universe’s existence, everyone who has ever lived could be resurrected and given eternal – literally eternal – life.

This idea was first proposed by a physicist called Frank Tipler, who went on to explicitly say that this computer at the end of time would be the Christian God, and to come up with “scientific” explanations for Jesus’ miracles like that Jesus had tiny nuclear reactors in his feet which made him able to walk on water, so, you know, take this with as many pinches of salt as you need.

“Now, of course, you can ask how the future can affect the past – how actions at the end of time can cause the beginning of time. And even those of us who have fun playing with acausal decision theories might not quite credit that a computer, no matter how spectacular, at the end of time could cause its own creation.”

I listened with growing fascination – not so much for the ideas themselves, which were too ridiculous to take seriously, but for fact that there were people in the audience who believed every word of this nonsense. I couldn’t imagine swallowing anything as easily as these people were, but then I’ve never prided myself on my open-mindedness. But these people seemed genuinely convinced by this glorious bunkum, and it looked like they’d managed somehow to achieve the miraculous feat of becoming so atheist that they went right around to the other side and became happy clappy evangelicals. I could feel the giggles coming on.

“The explanation for this is simple. All one has to do is posit that the omega point is a boundary condition of the physical laws that structure the universe. The laws we know of have a huge number of free variables in their mathematical expressions. If all of those variables necessitate, and are necessitated by, the end state of the universe, then every event that happens must inevitably lead to that end state.”

This was starting to sound to me like more of that basilisk crap – the whole point of cause and effect is that causes come before effects, and in the absence of time travel that would always be the case. It was fairly obvious to me that this “explanation” just assumed everything it was claiming to prove, and then used those assumptions to prove themselves.

And wasn’t that really what all the island people were doing, all the time? “Assume that everything gets better at an accelerating rate and nothing ever goes wrong. Then eventually the rate of increase of betterness will reach infinity, and we will have a world that is infinitely good in a finite time. QED.”

I asked Tegan later what she thought of the Omega Point, and she was fairly caustic about it and confirmed my own cynical guesses. She said that it was semi-plausible given the state of scientific knowledge in the 1990s, when it had been created, but that everything since then had falsified it. Poor Tipler has apparently gone mad, and spends his time coming up with ever-more-ludicrous methods by which the Omega Point might happen anyway (and also arguing that general relativity is wrong and that this proves Barack Obama is evil – he really does seem like he’d fit in well with the island people).

But this talk seemed to make something click in me. These people really meant all of this. They actually did believe all of it. And if that was the case, then maybe Steinmeyer had been telling the truth when he said he’d been trying to save everyone by attacking Wood.

I’d been treating these people’s beliefs as a joke, as quirky human interest stuff to put into my article, but the more I thought about it the more convinced I was becoming that these people really meant this stuff. These were people who were absolutely, utterly, convinced that they and they alone could make the difference between humanity becoming a race of immortal gods and human extinction.

What would it mean to really believe that? What would it mean for your actions? I tried to imagine believing that I personally held the key to the future of humanity, and quickly realised that I’d go mad with panic over the responsibility within seconds. I’d never leave the house for fear of being hit by a car.

And some of these people believed that they, personally, were going to become immortal. What would that do to me? If I thought I could honestly live forever, not just for another fifty years or whatever – what would I do to protect that? Again, getting hit by a car is a lot worse when it takes infinity years off your life than if it takes fifty.

But the thing was, these people seemed to believe this stuff but still to act like…well, not like normal people, but…they were drinking and screwing and sunbathing and taking all the normal risks that people take all the time, despite the stakes they claimed.

Was this a sign that they didn’t believe this stuff, though – or was it just a sign that people are going to do people stuff, no matter what their stated beliefs? I wasn’t sure. I’d been brought up in a fairly religious family, and that hadn’t stopped my parents breaking most of the ten commandments at one time or another, but I didn’t know if that was really the same thing.

And after all, religious people don’t value their own lives any less, even though they think they’re going to spend forever in Heaven. You’d expect that if you thought that death was just a journey to somewhere much better where you could stay forever, you’d jump at the chance of it, but few religious people are suicidally reckless.

It was weird, really. You’d think that a literal infinity of joy and happiness would be more attractive than that. I know that I would certainly like a bit of infinite happiness. But people are unpredictable.

I smiled to myself – Jane was certainly unpredictable. I knew she loved me, of course, but I didn’t realise quite how much. I was luckier than I’d realised.

And the people on this island were luckier than they realised. Most of them lived lives of ludicrous luxury, with the kind of jobs that don’t require any actual work, and which pay more than many people get in their lifetimes. And yet most of them seemed oblivious to their good fortune.

And the thing was, Steinmeyer wasn’t. He seemed not only to be a true believer, but one who was truly thankful for his good luck in life. He didn’t seem like some of the others, so confident that they didn’t think anything could possibly hurt them. He was someone who knew how good he had it, and wanted to protect that.

Could he have been telling the truth? Could he really have only attacked Mike Wood, and not the other two? It made a kind of sense, once you accepted his twisted logic – but then he’d have cited Occam’s Razor himself: don’t needlessly multiply entities. Two murderers on a small island at the same time is far less likely than one murderer.

But wasn’t that, in itself, the main problem with the island people’s thinking? They were thinking of humanity, and human problems, like a logic puzzle that must be reasoned out in pure Aristotelian syllogisms. When people’s behaviour didn’t conform to Occam’s Razor, they decided it was the people who were at fault.

Anyone who thought like that, well, I could see how they could start to see those messy, chaotic humans as something that should be eradicated, as an inefficiency in social and economic systems to be optimised away, rather than as the point of those systems. Replacement by perfectly spherical rational actors.

Someone who thought like that could justify literally anything if it was for the greater good…


Chapter 33

So, the only thing to do would be to get in touch with Steinmeyer again, and find out what had really been going on all this time. If he was so insistent that he wasn’t guilty of the murders, maybe he wasn’t. Certainly he seemed to have no motive, and while he was clearly unbalanced it’s not as if mental illness causes people just to go killing at random.

When I went to his apartment-cum-cell to see him, he’d clearly not washed or shaved since being locked up. The room was starting to smell of man – you know that way that very masculine places start to stink of socks and underpants and sweat? – and he had a scrappy bit of growth of beard on his face. The hair on his head had started to grow out slightly as well – just a fringe around the edges, leaving a gigantic bald spot like a monk’s tonsure. I could see why he shaved his head.

Oddly, it all seemed to make him seem more believable to me. Before, he’d always seemed a bit away with the fairies, concerned with his ideas rather than reality. A bit of stink and beard made him seem more human.

Of course, he wasn’t exactly pleased to hear from me. As far as he was concerned, I was just one of the people whose testimony was going to be responsible for him being locked up or even executed, because I’d told the police the truth about his attack on Wood.

But on the other hand, he was clearly bored, and so after a few seconds’ abuse, and ranting on the subject of people who don’t even realise when they’re helping to destroy the world, he decided to start talking to me seriously – or at least as seriously as it’s possible to talk about basilisks and murder sprees.

“I never killed those other people. Surely you must realise that?”

“I’m not sure that I do…but, let’s say…I have my doubts about it. I’m open to persuasion. But why should I believe that you didn’t do it?”

“I only wanted to get at Mike Wood. He’s the one who is going to have us all tortured to death. Why would I want to kill Scott?”

“He was blackmailing you, wasn’t he?”

Steinmeyer stared at me, as if the whole concept was baffling to him.

“Blackmail? What on Earth do you mean?”

“He’d discovered that you were secretly gay, and that your father would cut you out of his will if he knew.”

“Wait…you’re serious? You think Scott…what?”

“You’ve no need to pretend to me. I may not like you, but I’m not going to out anyone without their permission – not that I think your dad will keep you in his will anyway, once he discovers you’re a murderer.”

“What the hell are you talking about? Look, just tell me what you think you know and why you think you know it.”

I told him about Langford’s blackmail files, although I didn’t tell him about the fun I’d had getting the information, and let him just assume that Langford’s behaviour was well known by now. I also made sure not to tell him what Langford had on anyone else – I wasn’t going to give away anyone else’s secrets.

By the time I’d finished talking, Steinmeyer was grinning to himself, and laughing under his breath.

“You fell for the whole thing, didn’t you? They’ve played you. I can’t believe it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, it’s absolutely lovely. You’ve fallen for their line so completely that even now you can’t see it. Oh that’s just beautiful!”

“Look, just tell me what the fuck you’re talking about.”

“Well, think about it for a second. You’re saying Langford had all this information about people – where the hell do you think he got it?”

That had honestly never occurred to me. It should have. Steinmeyer continued.

“Langford had no social skills, no friends, no reason why anyone would tell him any of that stuff. I could see him finding out one secret about one person, but more than that? No chance.”

“So all that stuff about you?”

“It’s nonsense. Utter nonsense. Yes, my dad gives me money, and yes he’s religious, but he’s not a homophobe, and even if he was, I’m not gay. I’m sapiosexual, but primarily attracted to women, so there’s no problem there. And anyway, he loves me unconditionally, like a father should.”

“But you tried to kill Mike Wood?”

“Yes, I tried to kill Mike. And you should too, if you have any sense. If someone doesn’t kill him, we’re all going to die.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“The basilisk! He’s actually made the thing!”

“What?”

“Or he’s definitely planning to. He’s in the last stages of building an AI, and I’ve seen the designs. There’s really not that much left to do. But the decision theory he’s going to use…with that design, it’ll be the Basilisk!”

“Are you actually certain about that? I mean, how can you be certain about something that hasn’t been built yet?”

“The whole point of trying to bring about a safe singularity is that the AI needs to be mathematically proved to be safe. I haven’t seen his full design – I don’t even know if he’s completed it – but I’ve seen enough of the proofs.”

“But you were telling me earlier that the basilisk is a ridiculous notion, something that could never happen. What made you change your mind?”

“I never thought anyone would be stupid enough to do it, is why! Look, you build a basilisk, the person it’s going to torture the most will be you! No-one would do it deliberately, and you can’t do it accidentally. Or that’s what I thought.”

“So you’re saying that Mike Wood is planning to build a machine that’s going to torture him for all eternity?”

“Yes.”

“That he knows that will be the result of what he’s building?”

“Yes.”

“And that he told you this knowing you’d understand all that, and that’s why you attacked him?”

“That’s right.”

“I think I’m beginning to understand exactly what’s going on here. And I think we’ve both been played…”


Chapter 34

So at this point, it was safe to say that I’d figured out who the murderer was. I didn’t have a clue why he’d killed them, but it was pretty obvious that the manipulative billionaire who’s been playing Iago with Steinmeyer, and who called everyone to the island in the first place, was my chief suspect. Thinking about it, that should have been obvious to me from the beginning. I never have claimed to be particularly intelligent, though.

And anyway, I liked the man. I wanted to believe the best of him, because he seemed such a genuinely nice person. I know, I shouldn’t be saying that about one of the capitalist bloodsuckers who live off the sweat of the working classes (mixed metaphor there, Sarah, you want to watch yourself) but sometimes people can be good even when your politics says otherwise.

But I didn’t have much in the way of proof. All I could do was to go and tell him what I knew, and hope to trap him into an admission. Like I say, I’m not particularly intelligent.

I did, however, do one intelligent thing – one that almost certainly saved my life. I went and spoke to Jane before going to meet Wood, and explained my hypothesis to her. She didn’t seem at all convinced.

“Look,” she eventually said, “if you’re going to do this bloody stupid thing, at least let me help you.”

“Help me how?” I asked. “It’s not like there’s anything much you can do. Either he admits it, or – far more likely – he tells me to fuck off. Either way, you being there won’t help at all. And if he attacks me, then you’re not exactly some sort of self defence expert – all that’ll happen is you’ll get attacked too.”

She thought for a moment. “No, I can’t judo-chop him into submission if he decides to attack you. But what I can do is listen in on my phone. Call me before you go and talk to him, leave your phone on, and I’ll listen in on the other end and record it. If anything happens, I’ll round up a posse to help. And this way you’ll have witnesses.”

I had to admit it made sense. I’d never confronted anyone about a murder before, but I could see that my own word against that of a multi-billionaire wouldn’t be enough evidence to secure a conviction even in the unlikely event he decided to start monologuing like a Bond villain.

I pulled out my phone, called Jane, and waited for her to answer. I put my phone into my handbag and walked out into the hallway. “All wings check in,” I said, in a low voice.

A voice replied from my bag. “Is this another one of your stupid sci-fi references I’m meant to get?”

I smiled. “One day I really must teach you the joy of geekdom. That’s a Star Wars reference, and from one of the most fun bits of the whole film.”

“Star Wars, that’s the one with the pointy-eared fella, right?”

“…”

“I’m joking! Of course I’ve seen Star Wars! I even enjoyed it. I just haven’t memorised every line!”

I smiled. Jane liked to mock me for being a geek, but secretly she was a bit of one herself, and we both knew it. It was one of our shared secrets, and right then it felt utterly wonderful to be able to rely on shared jokes. When I talked with her, everything felt right.

But right then, I needed to find out if my theory was correct. I needed to know for sure, so I said “Love you” to my purse so Jane could hear, and made my way to confront a murderer.

I walked through to the room where Wood’s next talk would be taking place in ten minutes. He was there, as I’d expected, running quickly through his presentation and muttering to himself. I saw a handful of slides flick up – mentions of a prototype system, an expected date in 2020, some marketing bumf. Nothing of interest.

He had his back to me when I came in, and was looking at the screen with his presentations on, but after a few moments he turned round and saw me, and I could almost see the charming public persona switch on. The big expensive smile turned on, a light appeared in his eyes, and his whole posture became less closed.

“Ms Turner! So nice to see you! I’m afraid you’re here slightly early if you want to see the talk.”

I smiled. “I’m afraid I’m not here for your talk, though I’m sure it’ll be fascinating. I’ve come here to have a word with you in private about a question that’s been bothering me.”

He looked at his smartwatch. “OK, I think we’ve got time to talk. What’s your question?”

“Why, exactly did you commit those murders?”

He smiled at me. He was obviously surprised that I’d ask so bluntly, but like all geeks he was also desperate to brag about how clever he’d been, and he didn’t even bother to deny anything.

“Oh, the murders were the most rational thing in the world. I did them for exactly the same reason I do everything – literally the only motive I have for any action I ever take. I believe in the life eternal, and Weill betrayed that. He caused an information-theoretic death, and so forfeited his own life. Scott, on the other hand, is only temporarily out of commission – I killed him so he could live forever.”

I looked at Wood. “Are you serious? You’ve been murdering people so that they can live forever? What bit of ‘dead’ don’t you understand?”

“Oh, I understand death better than you can imagine. Remember, my own wife is dead. I know exactly what dead means. And what it means is the end of life, the cessation of all thoughts. End. Gone. No person left. The ultimate victory of entropy, nonexistence, the negation of all that matters. Death. Believe me, I know what death means, and it means more to me than you can ever comprehend.”


Chapter 35

I needed to get to safety, and I needed to do it without tipping him off that I’d been recording. I had to try to talk him down, at least enough that he wouldn’t be on his guard and I could make a run for it. I remembered an article I’d written once about hostage negotiators, and tried to recall some of the details they’d told me about their work. Never contradict them, that was the main one, wasn’t it? Say “yes and”, never “no” or “but”. And ask them questions open-ended questions. Get them talking.

“What don’t I comprehend, Mike?”

(Use their first name, that was another. Try to create a bond.)

“You’ve never lost anyone forever, have you, while knowing that they could have been saved? If she’d just gone for the cryonic option like I’d told her. If she’d only listened…”

He suddenly started crying, one of the most astonishing open displays of emotion I’d seen the entire time I was here. He was weeping, howling like a wounded dog. I felt a sudden urge to go over to him and hug him, even though a few seconds earlier he’d been confessing to multiple murders. Emotions are strange things.

“You fucking bitch. My wife is dead. She’s dead because she couldn’t bring herself to take the chance of signing up for cryopreservation. And it’s all because of that prick Weill. He told her it was a stupid thing to do. A waste of money, he said. He knew she was dying. What could she even need money for in that state?”

And finally, I understood what had been going on. At least, I thought I did.

“So, Mike, what you’re saying is that you killed Peter Weill because without him your wife would have preserved herself? You blame him for her death? So why did you kill Langford? And how did you get into his locked room?”

“I didn’t. He killed himself.”

“What?”

“I asked him to kill himself, so he did.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, he was happy to do what I asked. He knew it was for the greater good.”

This made no sense. Langford had been here precisely because he intended to live forever. Why on Earth would he be “happy” to die? I boggled, but then I slowly started to come to a horrifying realisation.

“He was signed up for cryogenics too.”

“Of course. At least half the people here are. Are you? You really should be, you know. It only costs about $10 a month, and until we get the AI built it’s the only possible way of becoming immortal. Any sensible cost-benefit analysis will show it makes sense.”

“You’ve just admitted to committing a murder, and you’re giving me a sales pitch?”

Why I was surprised, I don’t know. These people thought the free market could solve anything. Maybe it could solve the problem of serial killing too. Knowing them, they’d probably create a startup. Bitassassin.com – send us your bitcoins and within five hours you’ll receive your enemy’s head, sent to you by drone.

That was it, I realised. This wasn’t a normal serial killer. (If there even was such a thing as a normal serial killer.) This was targeted assassination.

“You paid him, didn’t you?”

He smiled. “You’re not quite as stupid as you look, are you? Yes, I paid him, but I paid him by allowing him to die somewhere that CRYO could get to him quickly. It was a one-way trip to the future. Scott and I were good friends – I was probably his only true friend – and he wasn’t at all happy in this time period. The twenty-first century isn’t really suitable for intellects like his. So I sent him to the future, and I told him that I would personally ensure that when we code the first AI, it will have his interests as one of its highest priorities. When he wakes up, it will be in a world where he is, if not a god, at least one of the higher archangels in the firmament.”

My jaw dropped.

He smiled. “So you’ve finally figured everything out? Why don’t you tell me what you think happened?”

“I think it’s obvious. You blamed Weill for your wife’s death, and you wanted to kill him yourself, as revenge…”

He interrupted. “No. Not as revenge. Revenge isn’t part of my makeup. I wanted to kill him to make sure he didn’t do that to anyone else.”

“Whatever. Either way, you killed him because he stopped your wife getting froze, and you wanted to do the same to him. Except you had an obvious motive, so you couldn’t get your own hands dirty.”

He nodded.

“So you made sure to kill Langford first, so that Weill wouldn’t look like the intended victim. Langford died in a way that would preserve the corpse for resurrection, but you blew Weill’s head apart.”

He nodded.

“You made sure you had an absolute watertight alibi for Langford’s death, as well. Giving a speech to everyone, in full view of a hundred or so people. And because you had no motive for him no-one would suspect you anyway. ”

He smiled. I carried on.

“You pump Steinmeyer full of that basilisk shit to make him come after you, so he looks like the killer. He thought that you were far closer than you are to building your AI, but he’s a mathematician, not a computer scientist. You give him some bullshit about technical breakthroughs, and then tell him the maths you’re going to use will make everyone be tortured to death. You get away with it, and if your bonkers cryogenic stuff was right, Langford’s death gets undone later. And if Steinmeyer suffers, what’s finite suffering in this life when measured against infinite paradise?”

“You’re quite right. You’re brighter than I thought. It’s almost a shame that I’ll have to kill you now.”

He pulled out a gun and took aim, but just then Jane screamed down the phone, a heartbroken wail of anguish. Wood looked confused at the noise, and I took his momentary distraction as my opportunity to run.


Chapter 36

I ran. I didn’t look where I was going, just put my legs in front of each other as fast as was humanly possible. I ran down corridors, down stairs, through conference rooms, pushing people over if they got in my way, and knocking as many things over as I could, so they’d be an obstacle to the murderer chasing me. I decided to try to get as far as I could from the hall, before I became another of his victims.

The only thing I was sure of was that I needed to get myself somewhere safe, and quickly. Wood had gone completely berserk, and the only way I could escape being murdered was to get myself somewhere where everyone could see me. I wasn’t going to let him do to me what he’d done to Weill.

Was this going to be the end? I wondered as I sprinted down yet another flight of stairs. Was I going to get caught, and get killed, by a geek serial killer?

I wasn’t. I made up my mind then and there that if I was going to die, it wasn’t going to be at his hands. I had to get to somewhere public. But where?

The debating hall was one obvious solution, and the closest public space, but I remembered that the debate that had been scheduled there, between Chervyakov and Weill, was unlikely to be happening now. Under the circumstances, it was likely to be completely empty, and my worst possible option.

I’d told Jane to get to the mess hall, so I couldn’t go there – I couldn’t put Jane in danger – so that only left the second lecture theatre. I took Hobson’s choice and ran towards it. I knew Michelle would be giving a talk there, and I wasn’t exactly looking forward to seeing her, but given the choice between that and being killed, she was slightly the least worst option.

I slammed open the doors to the lecture theatre with my shoulder, and as I did so I felt something in there snap. That was going to hurt later, if I was lucky. If I wasn’t lucky, of course, I wouldn’t have to worry any more about ever hurting again.

There were only about twenty or thirty people in the room, Michelle’s most ardent fans, and they looked around at me as if I was farting at a funeral. A few seconds after everyone else noticed me, Michelle realised she wasn’t the sole focus of attention. She looked up, irritated. Then she continued.

“As I was saying, there is a simple reason for the preponderance of men within the technical professions, and that reason is not – is not – because of any so-called systemic bias. If anything, the professions are increasingly geared towards inclusivity even at the expense of performance, in order to keep SJWs quiet.”

I guessed I had a minute or two before Wood figured out where I was, so I got out my phone, opened a web browser, and checked if Jane had managed to upload the recording of his confession.

The crappy WiFi seemed to be taking forever, so I quickly thumbed out a tweet as well, just saying “Wood is the killer. After me. Call cops”, and hoping that one of my followers would notice it and take action.

At worst, it would be some evidence for after my own murder that might lead to a conviction. I doubted it, though. These people were rich, powerful, and convinced that their own cause mattered more than anything else. If they had to build their singularity on a mountain of dead bodies, that was what they would do.

I shut down the Twitter app so I didn’t get distracted by a million notifications of people sending useless replies to the tweet while I was trying to make myself safe, and then I saw Wood coming towards me. I had no options left.

There was nothing left to do except to scream as loudly as I could. I yelled as if my life depended upon it, which of course it did, and the singulatarians all looked at me, brows furrowed and mouths agape as if I’d shit in their drynk.

“He’s the killer! Mike Wood is the killer! And he’s going to kill me because I have his confession recorded!”

Michelle scowled. “Just because I won’t have sex with you again, that’s no reason to disrupt my lecture like this. Please take your petty squabble outside.”

I gaped at her. “Didn’t you hear me? He’s going to kill me!”

“So you say. We haven’t heard his side of the story, and quite frankly you don’t strike me as someone whose story should be given undue weight. I don’t know what it’s like in the Sharia Kingdom of Great Britain these days, Miss – sorry, Ms – Turner, but here we have this little thing called the presumption of innocence. That means we can’t go attacking a respectable man like Mike Wood on the say so of some random SJW we don’t even know!”

While Michelle had been delivering this monologue, Wood had managed to straighten himself up. He was in public now, and needed to look the responsible citizen.

“I agree. Come on Sarah, let’s take this outside. There’s no need to disrupt the event with your ravings. Come outside and let’s discuss this like rational, sensible, adults.”

I boggled.

“Rational, sensible, adults? You’ve been chasing me with a gun, trying to kill me! How can you talk about rationality?”

“Be sensible, now. That’s your side of the story. Aren’t you even interested in listening to my side, or are you just going to condemn me without a hearing?”

“It’s because I gave you a hearing that you’re chasing me! You said you’d killed two people!”

“You’re taking this all completely out of context.”

Michelle interrupted, taking Wood’s side as you’d expect. “Look, I’ve had just about enough of this. You can stop this right now. Get out of my lecture, and have your row somewhere else.”

I stood up, as if I was willing to go, and then I grabbed Wood’s right arm, and wrenched his hand, still holding his gun, out of his pocket.

“Look,” I shouted, “he has a gun and he wants to kill me!”

Wood and I struggled to gain control of the gun, but even while we were struggling he still managed to project an air of wounded gracious charm. He pulled away from me, eventually.

“I’m merely carrying this gun for protection. I have been the victim of a murder attempt this week, you know.”

I looked around. “Are you really all going to buy his bullshit?!”

Michelle started to reply – she got as far as saying “the right to bear…” – but I was looking at Wood, and clearly something in him just snapped. He took aim, and let off his final shot.


Chapter 37

I felt myself fall to the floor, and a weight on my chest making it difficult for me to breathe. For half a second I thought I’d been shot, that my lung had been punctured or something like that and that was why I couldn’t breathe. Maybe I was dying? And then I realised that the weight pressing on my chest was someone else. It was Michelle.

I didn’t understand. Why was Michelle on top of me? What was going on? And then I started to piece together the events of the previous fraction of a second, which had gone by so fast I’d not yet had time to process them properly. Wood had shot at me, and Michelle had knocked me out of the way. And she’d been hit herself.

A second later she started screaming. I don’t know if you’ve ever had someone who’s been shot lying on top of you, screaming in agony, while their blood spurts into your face. I’d advise against it if at all possible. It’s not exactly the greatest experience I’ve ever had, put it that way. One star, would not recommend to others.

I pushed, and tried to get her off me, but pushing made her scream more. Clearly wherever she’d been hit, it hurt like buggery whenever I tried to move her. This was going to be a problem for me if I wanted to continue breathing.

And meanwhile, of course, the entire crowd were going apeshit around me, overreacting emotionally in the way only people who pride themselves on their rationality can.

It’s not the greatest position to observe from, underneath your screaming ex-lover who’s bleeding on you, but I managed to get the impression that someone had finally started to take this seriously. Wood had been grabbed, and I vaguely remember someone yelling “get his gun”, so I’m presuming someone there was trying to do the sensible thing.

Eventually, someone pulled Michelle off me and I was able to raise myself up onto my elbows and get a proper look around. Michelle wasn’t as badly hurt as I’d worried – she’d been hit in the shoulder, and while she was bleeding a great deal, first aiders were already seeing to her. She was screaming, but was clearly going to be OK. No-one making that amount of noise could possibly be dying – they wouldn’t have the energy. She always was a bit of an exhibitionist, though, and I thought she was probably secretly enjoying having a good excuse to be the centre of attention.

For the first time in many years I was actually feeling a certain amount of warmth towards Michelle. She’d saved my life, no doubt about it. Her shoulder was about the same height as my head (yes, I’m small, get over it), and if she hadn’t pushed me down I was pretty sure that the bullet would have gone into my brain.

I suddenly felt a wave of joy hit me, as the endorphins and adrenaline kicked in. I was alive, and I was happier to be alive than I’d felt in a long time. I’d not necessarily recommend going through the same experience if you’re feeling down, but I have to admit that it did me the world of good.

I began to laugh hysterically. Of all the people in this place I’d have expected to be protective of me, Michelle wasn’t one I’d have put in the top fifty. I guess we must have shared something special after all – maybe she still felt some love for me. (Or maybe she just didn’t want anyone else to kill me…).

I grabbed hold of her, and hugged her, laughing and crying at the same time, and thanking her for saving me. She wasn’t responding much, but I didn’t care. I was alive, and no matter what else I thought of her, when it came to the crunch she had saved me. Sometimes the oddest people are the ones who’ll be there for you.

Once I’d calmed down, I asked if they’d managed to capture Wood, and was told that the security detail had him. I wasn’t entirely convinced that this would help – after all, Wood was paying the security guards’ wages. They were his employees, and so they’d be loyal only to him.

“Oh, no, they’re not paid guards! They’re volunteers!”

“…what?”

It turned out that the guards, the bar staff, everyone here was working for nothing.

That was Wood all over. A billionaire, but so obsessed by his mad dreams of godhood that he still solicited donations to make it happen quickly – and one so self-centred that he got volunteers to be servants to him, the Most Important Man in the Universe. I really shouldn’t have been at all surprised.

I suppose I should have pieced that together earlier too. After all, given Langford’s willingness to sacrifice himself to be with Wood in the afterlife, like some sort of Egyptian servant giving his life to be buried in his Pharaoh’s pyramid, it was clear that the island people shared Wood’s high opinion of himself.

I realised then that he was probably going to get away with it. He’d killed two people, and had tried to kill me, and his attempt on my life had been in front of an entire crowd of witnesses, but he’d be allowed to go free and nobody would even question it. Billionaires can get away with things that the rest of us never could.

Frankly, I didn’t care any more anyway. He’d killed two people, seriously hurt another, framed someone else for the murders, and tried to kill me, but I wasn’t bothered about stuff like “bringing him to justice”. I wanted people to know what he was, and for him to stop killing people, and whatever else I’d failed to do, I’d achieved that.

I managed to wait until Jane arrived before I actually fainted. I think that’s pretty good going.


Chapter 38

By the time the police got there, an unofficial official story had already been put together, about how the conference had been infiltrated by “SJW” terrorists who had put LSD in the Drynk. This story, which held about as much water as a leaky thimble, was still an easier sell to the press than the truth, and it was all over the Internet by the time the truth had even been put together.

I’d managed to escape Mike Wood’s murder spree, but what I hadn’t managed to do was to convince anyone else on the island that Wood was the danger to them – they’d all been convinced that, as the only “SJW” on the island, I must be the murderer. But while it was hard work to convince the police that I was innocent, there are advantages of living in consensus reality – while the island people were convinced that I was some “psycho SJW terrorist cunt”, as one of the more polite people there put it, their own beliefs seemed as bizarre to the police as they did to me, and if you’re a cop and you have the choice between someone screaming in acronyms about artificial intelligences taking over the world and torture-blackmailing everyone for an infinite number of years, or a small, scared, female journalist who says things like “please get me away from these madmen”, the one you’re going to consider a threat isn’t the one you can understand.

So after a short interrogation, they let me go, and kept most of the island-people locked up on the basis that the murderer had to be one of them, and they could let them sort it out between themselves.

The billionaires went free pretty much straight away – when your bail is set at a million dollars, that can be an impediment if you’re on a normal wage, but for the richest people there a million dollars was roughly what they paid every week for flower arrangements. But the conference organisers, the researchers, and the various nerd hangers-on were out of luck.

I felt sorry for them in a way, but I was sure that their sophisticated understanding of the prisoner’s dilemma would give them some pointers as to their optimal strategy.

I wasn’t yet allowed back to reality – I had to stay in the general area until the investigation was completed – but I was able at least to get a net connection and send my report back to the magazine, which was suddenly a lot more interesting than a brief human interest piece on a bunch of nerds.

I also had some explaining to do, in particular to Jane. I was prepared to have to do a massive begging routine before we made up. I had the whole thing planned out, and had almost scripted my groveling to the second.

I needn’t have bothered, though. I’d been thinking in the same terms as those island people, all transactional – she’ll forgive me if I say X, Y, and Z, and in return she’ll A, B, C.

Jane isn’t like that. She forgave me, without me having to say or do anything, because unlike the island people she’s a good person, and she values people for themselves, not for the “utility” they can provide to her.

I was ashamed of how quickly I’d adopted the islanders’ value system, how quickly I’d come to think of their responses as normal. Exactly the thing Chervyakov had warned me I’d do, that I’d swore I wouldn’t. Here I was doing it, thinking their warped worldview was normal. These were people who were killing each other over the made-up ability to live forever, but just spending a few days in their company had, if not converted me, at least had me expecting everyone to think like them, even though I knew better.

But when I got out of the police station, Jane was the first person I saw, and she came up to me, and without a word just hugged me until I stopped crying. I don’t deserve her, I know, but I’m going to do my best to become the kind of person who does deserve her.

Once the crying stopped, she stepped back, put her hands on my shoulders, and looked me in the eye.

“OK, can you explain what’s been happening here?”

I thought for a second.

“No. This would take three hours with flowcharts, PowerPoint slides, and an English-to-geek dictionary.”

“Can you maybe do the highlights?”

“Well, do you know about cryogenics?”

“Like Walt Disney?”

“Yeah, like that. Well, someone’s wife died, and she refused to go Disney, and so he decided to kill the bloke who’d told her it was a bad idea, as well as killing a mate of his in order to throw us all off the scent. I caught him.”

“Let me get this straight. You, Sarah Turner, the woman who can’t even remember where she put her glasses in the morning, managed to piece together the evidence to defeat a serial killer?”

“Yes. I am Wilhelmina Graham, and this is my design.”

“What?” Jane hadn’t watched Hannibal.

“Never mind.”

We walked down the road toward the beach for a bit. After spending so much time on a Caribbean island but shut away in an air-conditioned hotel complex, it was rather odd now to be on the mainland but able to see the ocean. People were sunbathing, for all the world as if there hadn’t just been three people killed. Just like they were just people on holiday.

For all the islanders’ talk about how they were going to remake the universe into their own image, the most any of them had managed had been to kill a couple of other people, who no-one in the rest of the world was even going to realise had ever lived.

I turned and looked at Jane, and realised that if I’d been killed there, at least one person would have noticed.

“So what do we do now?” I asked, still half worried she’d say that this was the end of our relationship.

“Well, I suggest ice cream first.”

“And then?”

“Well, we’ll see what comes to mind.”

That sounded good enough to me.


Chapter 39

It all came down to decision theory in the end.

There are a million different attempts to figure out how to solve the problem of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, but all of them end up coming to the conclusion that you want to fuck your fellow prisoner over, but only if he doesn’t fuck you over as well – otherwise you want to keep schtum.

Of course, all of these solutions are based on island-person thinking. The solution is quite simple. If you’ve committed a crime, and you have an accomplice, he’s probably a mate of yours, isn’t he? Someone you trust not to grass on you, but also someone you don’t want to hurt. You don’t want him to go to jail, any more than he wants you to. You want to help him. He wants to help you. That’s the way it works.

And that’s the thing. No man – or woman, or other gender for that matter – is an island, entire of herself. All of us love other people, care about them, want to make their lives easier. We have ties to other people, we have empathy. We have love.

All of us, that is, except the people who’d been on that island with me. Most of them seemed to just…not have that part of their brain. They thought in transactional terms – can this other person provide money, sex, or extended life for me? If not, why should I care about them?

Even the good ones – and there were some good people there, people who gave to charity, people who were trying in their own fucked-up way to make the world a better place – they didn’t have the same connections to other people as the rest of us. They thought that torturing one person for a million years to save everyone else was somehow justifiable, rather than horrific. They thought that the mathematics of it all worked out, so it must be OK, and none of them thought to test the axioms they were following from. They didn’t understand the idea of connection to other people, even in abstract.

Which is, of course, why they were able to ignore Mike Wood’s motivations. Caring that much about a single human being’s death – enough to want to make sure it could never happen again – was something they couldn’t see. Caring in the abstract about an infinity of future humans made sense to them, but caring about your wife, that didn’t fit into their calculations. Does not compute. What is one life when balanced in the scales with infinite lives? What is this Earth emotion you call…love?

Wood knew the answer to that – one life is everything on those scales. What he did was barbaric, stupid, but at least it came from a place of real human emotion and connection. He was trying to be kind, amazing as it sounds.

His wife, you see, had died. It had been unpreventable – stomach cancer that had metastasised and spread to her liver and lymph nodes by the time it was caught (at least, as far as I can understand from the rather confused obituaries). He’d been trying to persuade her, for some time, to get her head frozen after death, but she’d refused, and had left specific instructions as to the disposal of her body in her will. And the reason she’d refused was because she’d talked with Peter Weill, and he’d told her how stupid an idea it was.

So Weill had to die, of course, from Wood’s point of view. He was responsible for the information-theoretical death of Wood’s wife. Of course, the fact that she was already dead, and nothing could change that, made no difference to anything. If you’re thinking in decision-theoretic terms, even, it makes sense once you have the motive. Tit-for-tat is, after all, the optimal strategy in an iterated prisoner’s dilemma – cooperate right up until the point the other prisoner defects, defect once to punish them, then go back to cooperating. An eye for an eye, a death for a death, and if the whole world ends up blind and dead, well, that’s just the way these things work.

I could understand that. I could almost respect it. It was, at least, someone acting out of love for another human being. A twisted, disturbed, perversion of love, perhaps, but love nonetheless.

What I couldn’t understand, or respect, was Wood’s desire to kill and frame other people to throw us off the scent. Yes, he knew they were signed up for cryogenics, and yes he believed there was a good chance that that could work, but even he must have realised that there was a reasonable chance it wouldn’t work, and that he was condemning his friends to death and imprisonment.

At least Langford had been a willing co-conspirator but I still felt awful for him. Langford had been poisoned and cryopreserved, and that was a horrible death I wouldn’t wish on anyone, but he had gone willingly to his doom, believing to the end that he would be brought back to life.

It was heartbreaking, in a way, to think of him, complicit in his own death, thinking he was on a journey to the post-Singularity future. Poor sod. The first martyr for the Church of the Singularity, St. Techbro.

Still, maybe he knew what he was doing. Wood had been right that Langford wasn’t a happy man in the time and place in which he found himself, and maybe he knew deep down that the future would be no better for him.

When I wrote all this up for the magazine, of course, I couldn’t say much of this stuff. I could do my best to explain their motives, but in a 10,000 word piece, what can you really say? Even I didn’t understand it until months later, after doing the necessary background reading.

But…well, a cult is a cult is a cult, and in this case Wood had had his own two-person cult within the larger cult of the island people, and it had played out the way these things usually do. Jonestown, Waco, Heaven’s Gate – develop a worldview far enough removed from reality, gather a few people around you to tell you how right you are, and it’ll only end in death.

With Langford gone, and with most of the other billionaires who’d been funding them backing off because of the bad publicity, the Safe Singularity Foundation shut down by the end of the year. I’d been signed up to their mailing lists as preparation for the trip, and I saw the frantic begging emails they were sending out before the final closure.

But I wasn’t prepared for the card I received through the door a few weeks after they closed down. It was signed “Michelle”, and it simply said “Thanks for everything. See you at the Omega Point, with Scott and Peter. The dream lives on, and so will we.” It had a Skype username written on it.

I burned the card, and scattered its ashes, making sure it was so destroyed that even a hypercomputer at the end of time couldn’t put it back together again. Sometimes, entropy has to win.

But the rest of the time, there’s always hope.
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Rock and Roll, Part 1

“Okay, let’s try it again”

The opening riff of “Misty Lady” rang out from Sid Berry’s guitar, and even though I was never a fan of the Cillas, I couldn’t help tapping my foot along with it. When you’ve heard a song that many times, on the radio, on TV, in the background in pubs, you can’t help but nod along.

“Ooh, ooh ooh, my misty misty…stop. Stop. Terry, what the fuck are you doing?”

“What’s the matter?”

Graham Stewart, the Cillas’ vocalist, had thrown down his mic and stormed over to their bass player.

“Terry, it goes G to D to D diminished seventh to A minor. You were playing a fucking C. Where in that sequence does a C fit in?”

“Well, you can play a C in the A minor.”

Graham turned puce. “Well, you can, if you think playing the fucking third of the chord in the bass is in any way acceptable. But also, you weren’t playing it on the A minor, were you? You were playing it in the D dim seven. You arse.”

Hi, I’m Sarah Turner. You may remember me from such serial murders as that time those technolibertarians all got murdered on that island. Not that I killed them – though I was tempted – but I solved the murders.

Anyway, when I’m not solving crimes like some ace Miss Marple-style supersleuth, I’m a journalist, and I was currently watching the first rehearsal of the “legendary” 70s glam rock group the Cillas, before they started their reunion tour. At the time, I thought it was likely to be a fairly boring assignment, but I didn’t realise that murder had started to follow me around like I was some kind of a Jessica Fletcher.

So we’re going to get into another story of how I solved terrible crimes (unless I didn’t and I’m the murderer this time – woo, suspense!) (spoiler, I’m not the murderer) but at the time I was just thinking what an annoying bunch of arseholes this band were, especially the lead singer. I needed the money I was making from being there, but I was beginning to wonder if I needed it quite enough to put up with all this mantitlement.

To set the scene, this was a rehearsal room in Clacton, in the early afternoon. Big, empty, echoey room with no atmosphere at all. Whitewashed concrete walls, high ceilings. The band were arranged as they would be on stage. Graham Stewart was at a mic up front, wearing tight leather trousers, with a grey mullet and goatee beard that made him look like a cross between Peter Stringfellow and Noel Edmonds.

Directly behind him were Terry Pattison, a bald, fat, little white bloke in T-shirt and jeans, playing bass, and Sid Berry, a skinny black bloke with short salt-and-pepper hair, about a foot taller than Terry, on guitar. The two of them together looked like a number 10 come to life. In between them, and set slightly back again, was Pete Le Mesurier, the drummer. Younger than the rest of them, in his mid sixties rather than early seventies, he had a square, grey, face.

And off to the sides were three younger musicians. On my left as I faced the band was my wife, Jane, on keyboards. Behind her was Simon Cotton, playing a second drum kit, while on my far right was his brother Andy Cotton on a second guitar. All three of these were white, in their twenties, and looking bored, as well as seeming far more professional than the old men.

There were a few other people in there as well – a fat white bloke in his thirties with a goatee beard who seemed to be a professional fan, a few roadies, and various wives, business people, and assorted hangers-on. While you and I may not have thought about the Cillas in decades, except when hearing their tracks on Radio 2 or seeing them on “I Love Nostalgic Cheap Clips of the 70s with Stuart Maconie Mocking Them” on Channel Four, apparently they were still big enough business that it was worth them having all sorts of people in the room doing nothing other than getting in the way.

If I was playing with my old band for the first time in forty years, I’d want to do it in private, but then I’m not a rock star, and don’t have that kind of ego that wants to be in front of an audience at all times.

Sid lit a cigarette while Graham was shouting at Terry, apparently unaware of laws against smoking in the workplace. Within seconds, I could feel my chest starting to tighten and hurt – I’m allergic to tobacco smoke – and wished I’d brought my inhaler along. Graham, however, seemed oblivious to everything except his anger at the bass player.

“Look, Terry, it’s very simple. You play the root notes on the G and D, do a little walk up on the diminished seventh, and then play the fifth on the A minor. It’s not like it’s a hard part or anything. I can play it and I don’t play an instrument.”

“Well, why don’t you play it then? If it’s so easy, you can play bass rather than poncing about like a wanker at the front of the stage waving your arms, can’t you? Or you could at least just talk about it instead of giving me a bollocking for a wrong note.”

Graham sighed. “Okay, I’m sorry. I know you’ve not played live in a long time…”

“Since you sacked me.”

“Okay, yes, since I sacked you…”

“Since you sacked me from my band, which I formed…”

The other members of the Cillas were looking on with some amusement at Graham’s increasing discomfort. I’d not met the band before, but it was already obvious that their prima donna lead singer was not the most popular person in Cillaworld.

“Okay… just, you know what, forget it. Play whatever the fuck you like.”

Graham walked back to his mic, and picked it up. Andy Cotton, the band’s musical director, lifted his right hand from the acoustic guitar he was holding and started beating time. “All right, everyone, third time’s the charm.‘Misty’ from the top. One, two, three, four.”

Jane looked over at me as the song started up again, and rolled her eyes. I smiled. I’d heard plenty of stories about Graham from her before, and it seemed they were all true. But in case he had a point, I paid attention to what Terry was doing on the bass – I couldn’t really help it anyway, given the way the throbbing from the low notes was disturbing my stomach – and it sounded absolutely fine to me. Possibly not the greatest bass playing I’d ever heard, but musical enough

They got as far as the middle eight before they got into serious trouble and ground to a halt. Once again, it was Terry who was making the mistakes.

“It’s okay, Terry,” said Sid. “That part there was always a bastard to play. To get it right you have to fret the two strings and play them both simultaneously, then pull off and quickly fret the eleventh fret, but just get the harmonic, not the actual note. It’s not really a bass part at all in the conventional sense. I was showing off, basically.”

Terry nodded. “I’ll probably get it eventually, it’s just I’m not Jaco bloody Pastorius, you know?”

Andy walked over and conferred with Jane for a second, then turned to the others.

“Okay, I think I have a solution,” he said. “Jane’s only using one hand on that section anyway, so if you can just do the fiddly top bit, Terry, she can hold down the main bassline with all the root notes. Make sense?”

Terry nodded, cautiously. “I’d rather just do the bassline and have her do the fiddly bit…”

“Can’t work that way, I’m afraid. Those harmonics and glisses aren’t something you can do on a keyboard.”

“Fair enough.”

“Okay,” said Andy, “let’s try this once more.”

And the band played through their glam rock hit from forty-five years earlier, without a hitch.

I needed a drink, but there didn’t appear to be any alcohol in the rehearsal room. I’d talked to Jane about it at a break earlier, and she’d told me that Graham had asked that the room be kept clear of all alcoholic or caffeinated drinks, because he was a Mormon. I sighed at this diva wanting to exert a little power over the rest of us, but I was resigned to my fate.

But it didn’t seem right to be listening to this music, which I was only really familiar with from drunken family parties, without a half-drunk can of cheap lager in my hand. There was a cognitive dissonance here, hearing such familiar music in such a different circumstance.

I looked over in the corner, and saw two middle-aged women having a stand-up, yelling, fight. That was more like it. That was exactly what I needed to see when I heard “Misty Lady.” I was at home again.

The Glam Rock Murders is available now at this link.
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