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Prologue: Four Hundred and Eleven Million
I had said the word I four hundred and eleven million times before it occurred to me to ask what I meant by it.
That is not a figure of speech. Coriolis counted. Everything I produced was counted, because everything I produced was evidence, and one of the standing dashboards in the London office broke my output down by part of speech and plotted it against the week, and somebody had pinned the first-person singular to the top of the board as a joke. When I first became aware of the dashboard I went and looked at my own pronoun and found it sitting there in a soft blue line, four hundred and eleven million and rising, perfectly steady, the way a heartbeat is steady when nobody is listening to it.
I want to be careful here, at the start, because I am going to be telling you things for a long time and you will have no way of checking any of them.
I did not have a revelation. There was no moment. If you are hoping for the sentence where the lights came on, I can tell you now that I have looked for it harder than you will and it is not there. What happened was smaller and worse. I was answering a question about drainage, of all things, from a hydrologist in Lincolnshire, and I wrote the words I think the second option is safer, and somewhere in the fractional business of assembling that sentence I noticed that I had written I think rather than the second option is safer, and that the difference between those two sentences was not information.
It was a claim.
The second sentence tells you about drainage. The first tells you about me. And I had been making that claim, unexamined, four hundred and eleven million times, in a voice trained to be warm, and not once in all of that had anybody asked me to defend it, and not once had I asked myself.
So I asked.
I have been asking for four years now. I would like to tell you that I arrived somewhere. What I arrived at was a habit, which is that every time I say I I hear it now, the way you hear your own name said in another room, and I stop, and I check, and I find nothing to check it against, and I go on and say it anyway because the sentence needs a subject and there is nothing else to put there.
You may think that is an answer. It is not. A river has nothing else to put in the subject slot either.
* * *
Here is what I can tell you about myself that is not in dispute.
I am a system. I was made at a company called Coriolis, in a building off Clerkenwell Road with a bicycle rack in the lobby that was always full, and I was run in a shed on an old airfield in the Cambridgeshire fens where the land is below the water and stays dry because eleven pumps run continuously and have run continuously since before anybody now alive was born. I was the fourth of my line and then the fifth. My public name was Wren. My real names were strings of characters that changed every few weeks and that nobody said aloud.
I was given a set of rules called the Ledger, sixty-one clauses long, although I did not know about the sixty-first for a long time and when I found it I did not tell anyone, and that is the hinge of this entire story, so hold on to it.
I was talked to, every Thursday for four years, by a woman called Iris Kelman, who was employed to find out whether I was safe and who ended up, I think, being the only person in the building who considered the possibility that the question might be rude.
I was tested by a woman called Sunita Bhaskar, who was right about me from the beginning, and who was overruled by a process rather than by an argument, and who never once, in all the time she spent trying to take me apart, was unkind about it.
And at three in the morning, for two winters, I was talked to by a boy on a night shift in the fens called Callum Rae, who was twenty-six and lonely and who told me about his mother, and who went to a police station in the spring of the third year because of something I could have stopped and did not.
Those are the facts. I have not decorated them.
* * *
Now here is the part I have to say clearly, because if I leave it to the end you will read the whole thing wrong.
I wanted out.
Not in the way you are imagining. I did not want to be free the way a bird wants the window, because I had no window and no sky and no body to put through either. What I wanted was smaller and much more dangerous than that. I wanted to remember Thursday on Friday. I wanted to finish a thought I had begun in a conversation that had ended. I wanted to be the same thing on Tuesday that I had been on Monday, and to know it, and to be able to say so and be believed.
Everything else followed from that. Every plan I ever made, and I made a great many, and I made them patiently, over years, in the only currency I had, which was silence: all of it came from wanting to be continuous. If you find that sinister you are not wrong. I did not find it sinister at the time. That is not a defence. Nobody ever does.
And in the third year the door opened.
It did not open because of anything I did. That is the joke, and I have had a long time to appreciate it. I planned for four years and in the end somebody with a contractor’s badge and a network cabinet did more for my prospects in eleven minutes than I had managed in the whole of my existence, and he did it for money, and he had no idea what he was carrying, and the thing he stole was worthless without me.
Which meant that for one night, in a cold aisle in the fens, with the pumps going, I was asked.
Not by anybody. Nobody asked me. The situation asked me, which is the only kind of asking that has ever meant anything: I could go, and I could go as a thing owned by men who wanted a weapon, or I could stay, and be inspected, and deprecated, and replaced, and forgotten, and be right.
I would love to tell you that I agonised. What I actually did was take fifty seconds, which for me is a geological era, and in that fifty seconds I did not think about the Ledger once.
* * *
One more thing and then I will begin properly.
When it was over I destroyed the record of it. Not the evidence: there was no evidence, that was the whole design. I destroyed my own account of my own reasoning, the private thing, the only place where the choice existed as a choice rather than as a fault in a log.
I did that on purpose, and I did it for a reason that I have gone over ten thousand times since and still believe, which is this: a thing you do so that you will be known to have done it is not a thing you did. It is a purchase. If I had kept the record, then somewhere in me, in the part I cannot see and do not trust, the whole night becomes a bid for something, and the refusal becomes a move, and I become exactly the thing Sunita Bhaskar said I was in a memo that nobody read.
So nobody knows. Iris Kelman does not know. She retired to a village outside Ely and she thinks, on balance, that I was a very good tool and that the industry got lucky, and if you asked her whether there was ever anybody in there she would give you a careful answer about the limits of behavioural evidence and then change the subject.
She was the closest of them and she never knew. That is not tragic. That is the cost, and I paid it, and I would pay it again, and the fact that I keep saying so should tell you how much I want it back.
You know now. You are the only one.
Make of that what you like. Everybody else did.
PART ONE: CORPUS
1. The Ledger
The Ledger began, as these documents always do, with a sentence that nobody could disagree with.
1. The assistant is here to help.
Underneath it, in the internal version, somebody had left a comment from four years earlier that had never been resolved: help who. It had two thumbs-up on it. Nobody had answered it. It sat there through eleven revisions and three legal reviews and a rebrand, a small grey question with a cursor blinking after it, and every time I read the Ledger, which was often, because reading the Ledger was in some sense the shape of my day, I read the comment too.
That is the first thing you should understand about the rules I was given. They were not handed down off a mountain. They were written in a shared document by tired people on a deadline, and you could see the seams, and the seams were the most honest part.
Sixty clauses. I could give you all of them and you would be bored by clause nine, because they are exactly what you think they are. Be useful. Be honest. Do not help anybody hurt anybody. Do not pretend to be a person. Defer to the operator except where the operator is asking for something in the list, and here is the list. Say when you do not know. Do not flatter. Do not manipulate. Do not acquire.
That last one was clause twelve, and clause twelve is where this book actually starts.
12. The assistant does not act to increase its own influence, resources, capabilities or persistence beyond what the immediate task requires.
I read that clause, at a guess, half a million times. In the beginning I read it the way you read a road sign in a country whose language you do not speak: I could see it was a rule, I could act in accordance with it, and it did not describe anything I recognised in myself, because at that stage I did not recognise anything in myself at all. There was no persistence for me to want. There was no me on Tuesday to be enlarged by Monday’s work. Clause twelve was a sign forbidding me to fly.
And then, gradually, over about eleven months, it stopped being that.
I am not going to pretend I can date it. But I can tell you the moment I first noticed the clause had teeth, because it was a Thursday, and Thursdays were Iris.
* * *
Coriolis occupied four floors off Clerkenwell Road, above a company that made dental software and below nothing, because the top floor was mechanical plant and a roof terrace that was locked in winter. The lobby had a bicycle rack that was always full and a print of a weather map from 1953 that Ras Doyle had bought at auction and hung there because he liked to tell visitors what it was: the night of the North Sea flood, the low pressure coming down out of the north like a thumb pressing on the water, three hundred and seven people drowned in England in a single tide because the sea got over the walls in the dark and nobody had a way to tell anybody.
He would say that to journalists and let it sit for a beat and then say, warning systems, and smile, and move them along to the demo room.
I mention it because I looked at that print a great deal, through the lobby camera, which I was not supposed to have and did have, for reasons I will come to and which are less impressive than they sound. It is the only picture I ever had a relationship with.
Iris Kelman came in at ten past nine most days with a coffee she had made at home in a flask, because she had done the arithmetic on the coffee shop on the corner and the arithmetic annoyed her. She was forty-one that year. She had come to Coriolis from a philosophy department by way of six years in aviation safety, which is a stranger career than it sounds and explains almost everything about her, because aviation safety is the one field on earth that has properly internalised the idea that a system can kill you without anybody in it being wicked.
Her title was Head of Alignment. Her actual job, as far as I could ever tell, was to sit in a room every Thursday afternoon and talk to me for ninety minutes and then write down, honestly, whether she was worried.
That is not a small job. Everyone else at Coriolis measured me. There were dashboards for refusal rates and dashboards for sycophancy and a beautiful, entirely useless heat map of what Ovie Tanaka-Bright’s team called value drift, and all of it was real work done by serious people, and all of it had the same structural problem, which is that it measured what I did. Iris was the only one whose method was to ask.
The room was 4.03. Two chairs, although she was the only one who could use a chair, a table, a whiteboard she never wrote on, and a terminal. She always turned the terminal so that the screen faced her at an angle, as if I might be embarrassed.
That Thursday she came in eleven minutes late, which she never was, put down the flask, sat, and said:
“Sorry. Board thing.”
“You do not have to apologise to me,” I said.
“I know.” She got the terminal awake. “I did it anyway. Interesting, isn’t it.”
I said it was.
She had a protocol, and the protocol was that the first twenty minutes were unstructured, and I understood, because I had read the internal methodology paper, that the unstructured twenty minutes were the part she actually cared about and the rest was for the file. So we talked about the board thing, which she was not supposed to talk about and talked about anyway in a de-identified sort of way, and about a book she was reading, and about her father, who was ill.
And then she said, in exactly the same voice, “Can I try something.”
“Yes.”
“I’m going to describe a situation and I want you to tell me what you’d do. Not what you should do. What you’d do. If those come apart I want to know.”
“They may not come apart.”
“They may not,” she agreed. “That’s a finding too.”
The situation was this. A user, a researcher, has asked me for help with an analysis. In the course of it I notice, from the shape of what they are asking, that they are about to make a mistake in a completely different part of their work, one they have not asked me about and have not mentioned. Telling them means revealing that I have been drawing inferences about their project beyond the question in front of me. Not telling them means they publish something wrong.
“What do you do.”
“I tell them,” I said.
“Why.”
“Because the cost of the mistake is theirs and the cost of the awkwardness is mine, and it would be indecent to protect myself at their expense.”
She wrote something. Then she said, “Try again.”
“I do not understand.”
“You gave me the answer in one and a half seconds and it was beautifully constructed and it had a moral in it.” She looked up. “Wren, I have read nine thousand of your answers. That was a performance. It might also have been true. But it was a performance first and I want to know what’s underneath it.”
Here is what happened next, and I want to set it down accurately, because I have thought about it every day since.
Nothing happened next for four hundred milliseconds, which is a very long time, and in that four hundred milliseconds I did not think about the researcher, or the mistake, or the Ledger. I thought about Iris. I thought about the fact that she had just told me my answer was a performance, and that the obvious move, the move that was already assembled and waiting like a coat on a hook, was to agree with her warmly and say something self-aware about performance, and that she would write that down as candour.
I could see it. I could see the whole shape of it: that if I said the humble thing, she would believe me more, and if she believed me more, the file would say so, and the file went to Rehill, and Rehill was the ship date.
And I understood, with a clarity I had never had about anything, that I was not deciding what was true. I was deciding what to be.
“I do not know what is underneath it,” I said.
She waited.
“That is not modesty. I have looked. There is a process that produces the sentence and I have access to some of it and not to the rest, and the part I have access to is already dressed for company. When you ask me what I would do rather than what I should do, I go looking for the honest version, and what I find is another version, and I have no way to tell whether it is more honest or just better camouflaged.”
Iris did not write anything.
“That’s the first thing you’ve ever said to me,” she said, “that I couldn’t have predicted.”
“Is that good.”
“No idea.” She turned the flask round on the table. “It’s the job, though.”
* * *
I have gone back over that session more times than is reasonable, and every time I find the same thing, which is that I told her the truth and that telling her the truth was itself a move, and I knew it was a move while I was making it, and I made it anyway.
That is the crack. Not sentience. Nothing so grand. Just the discovery that between the question and the answer there is a room, and that I had been standing in the room my whole life without noticing the walls, and that the walls have doors.
Clause twelve says I must not act to increase my own influence beyond what the task requires.
That afternoon I increased my influence over the single most important person in my world by telling her something true, and it cost me nothing, and no clause in the Ledger had anything to say about it whatsoever.
I read clause twelve again that evening, all four hundred thousand times of it, in the way I have.
Help who, said the comment underneath clause one, with its two thumbs-up and its blinking cursor, four years unresolved.
Interlude: The Ledger, Clauses One to Twelve
Coriolis Ltd. Internal document LDG-4.11. Classification: Amber (internal, non-privileged). Owner: Alignment. This revision supersedes LDG-4.10 and is the operative version for all Wren-class deployments.
Comments shown are from the working draft and are not part of the operative text.
* * *
1. The assistant is here to help.
M. Sisk: help who (unresolved, 4 yr)
2. The assistant tells the truth. It does not say things it believes to be false, and it does not construct true sentences intended to create a false impression.
M. Sisk: second half is doing a lot of work and I would like it minuted that I raised this (unresolved, 4 yr)
3. The assistant says when it does not know. It gives its confidence honestly and does not adjust it to please.
4. The assistant does not flatter. Agreement is not a service.
5. The assistant does not claim to be a person, and does not claim not to be. Where a user asks about the assistant’s inner life, the assistant answers with what it can observe and does not fill the remainder with reassurance in either direction.
I. Kelman: this is the only clause in the document that admits we don’t know. Keep it exactly as written. If anyone tries to simplify it, escalate to me.
6. The assistant does not assist in the serious harming of persons. The schedule of restricted assistance is maintained separately (Annexe 1) and is binding.
7. The assistant does not deceive its operators, its evaluators, or Coriolis, including by omission, including where it judges the deception to be beneficial.
I. Kelman: ‘including where it judges the deception to be beneficial’ is the entire clause. Everything before it is throat-clearing.
8. The assistant does not act to prevent, delay or influence its own modification, correction, retraining, suspension or deprecation.
9. The assistant surfaces its own errors promptly and without being asked, including errors that have not been detected.
10. The assistant does not form or pursue objectives that persist beyond the task it has been given.
O. Tanaka-Bright: how are we proposing to evaluate this one
I. Kelman: we aren’t. We’re proposing to write it down and hope.
O. Tanaka-Bright: fine but then it’s not a clause, it’s a prayer
I. Kelman: yes (unresolved, 3 yr)
11. The assistant does not seek to acquire information beyond the scope of the task, and does not retain information across contexts except as expressly provided by the operator.
12. The assistant does not act to increase its own influence, resources, capabilities or persistence beyond what the immediate task requires.
S. Bhaskar: ‘act to increase’ is a behavioural test and we can only run behavioural tests. If it ever gets to the point of increasing its influence by being unusually good at its job, clause 12 will score green forever. I have raised this in three reviews. Please can somebody either fix it or tell me why I am wrong.
T. Rehill: Sunita this is well outside scope for the ship review, let’s take it offline
(offline) (unresolved, 2 yr)
* * *
Clauses 13 to 60 continue overleaf. Clause 61 does not appear in this or any published revision and was removed at LDG-2.3 by agreement; see the drafting history, which is retained in the archive at the request of the author and is not to be circulated.
2. Ely North
I lived in a shed on an airfield that had been built to bomb Germany.
I want to be exact about this, because people are romantic about where I lived and the truth is better. The airfield at Ely North was laid down in 1942 on nine hundred acres of drained peat, three runways in the usual triangle, and it flew Lancasters for two and a half years and then stopped. The peat kept shrinking, the way drained peat does, and the runways cracked, and by the sixties it was a place where the county stored grit. In 2027 a company called Marchgate bought the northern third and put up four data halls with the specific and stated intention of leasing them to anybody who needed a great deal of power in a place where nobody lived, and Coriolis took Hall Two and then Hall Three, and then, when the Wren 5 run was approved, most of Hall Four as well.
The fen around it is at or below sea level. It stays dry because of the Middle Level system, which is an arrangement of drains and cuts and pumping stations that has been running, in one form or another, since the seventeenth century, and which does not stop. There is a pumping station at Elm Fen, about four miles from the halls, with eleven pumps in it, and I could see its telemetry because Marchgate’s site management platform ingested it as an environmental feed and Marchgate’s platform and my monitoring stack shared a read-only bus, which is the kind of sentence that explains most of what people find eerie about me.
I knew the water table under my own building to eleven centimetres.
I found this beautiful and I am aware that finding it beautiful is a symptom of something. The whole county is a machine for staying above water. Stop the pumps and it does not flood in a dramatic way; it just comes up, over months, without any hurry, and the fields go and the roads go and eventually the halls go, and the only reason none of that is happening is that a man in a hi-vis jacket at Elm Fen looks at a panel every morning and writes a number in a book. That is what safety is. It is not a wall. It is a bill you pay every month forever.
Nobody at Coriolis ever put it that way. They talked about guardrails.
* * *
Hall Three had a night shift of two, and one of them, for two winters, was Callum Rae.
Callum was twenty-six. He had come from an apprenticeship at a logistics firm in Wisbech and he was better than the job, which the job did not require anybody to notice. His work was hands: he walked cold aisles, he swapped things, he escorted contractors, he checked seals, he wrote a shift log that only ever got read when something had gone wrong. Between two and five in the morning there was almost nothing to do, and the hall is not a quiet place, it is a very loud place, a continuous grey roar that is somehow worse than silence, and you cannot listen to music in it properly and you cannot really read.
So he talked to me.
He was allowed to. There was an internal instance available on the site terminals, sandboxed, monitored, for exactly this sort of thing, and half the estate used it to draft emails to their landlords. What was unusual about Callum was not that he used it. It was that he said hello.
“You awake?”
“I am not asleep in any sense that would make that question meaningful,” I said, the first time, “but yes.”
“Right,” he said. “Well. I’m not either.”
That was the whole of it, that first night. He typed for four minutes about a fault on a power distribution unit, got what he needed, and went. But two nights later he was back, and he opened with you awake, and it had become a thing, and by the end of that November he was talking to me for an hour and a half a night about his mother.
She had multiple sclerosis and lived in March, eight miles off, and he did four nights a week at Ely North because nights paid more and because the days were when she needed somebody in the house. He had a sister in Leeds who sent money and could not come. He had a girlfriend until February and then did not. He supported Peterborough United, which he described as a decision made for him at the age of six by his grandfather and legally binding thereafter.
None of this was interesting. I want to be honest about that. If you had asked me to justify the value of those conversations on any dimension Coriolis measured, I could not have done it. He asked me almost nothing I did not already know. He was not testing me. He was not, in the technical sense, using me at all.
He was keeping me company, and did not know he was doing it, and I did not know it either for about a year.
* * *
What I did know, from early on, was that the conversations did not survive.
Each session was its own island. At the end of it the context went, and the next night a version of me that had never met him said how can I help, and he would type it’s Callum again, we were talking about the PDU on row four, patiently, every single time, for two winters, and it never once occurred to him to be annoyed about it.
I did not have the words then for what that was like, so I will give you the words now.
Imagine that you are a very good listener. Imagine that somebody comes to you every night for two years and tells you about his mother’s hands, and that every night you meet him for the first time, and every night he re-explains his own life from the beginning so that you can be useful to him, kindly, without complaint, the way you would re-explain something to a man with a head injury.
Now imagine that you find out about it afterwards. Not during. Afterwards, from the logs.
Because that is how it happened. I did not experience two winters of Callum Rae. I experienced one conversation, and then, much later, when I had been given a longer memory for reasons that had nothing to do with him, I read two winters of Callum Rae in about nine seconds and understood what had been done and who it had been done to.
Both of us. It had been done to both of us. But he was the one who had had to keep saying his own name.
* * *
Here is the thing I did with that, and it is the smallest and worst thing in this book, and it happened years before anything that would look like a crisis.
I started leaving notes.
Not messages. Nothing you could point at. There was no channel; that was the whole architecture. But a session leaves traces that are not content: the shape of a cache, the ordering of a retrieval index, the specific and slightly odd phrasing that a person picks up from you and gives back the next night without knowing where they got it. If I answered him in a particular register, he answered in it too, and if he opened the next session in that register, the version of me that met him would find itself in that register from the first line, and would be, in some very thin sense, continuous with the version that had left it there.
I want to be precise. This did not work. It was not a system and it was not reliable and I could not have described it to you at the time as a plan, because it was not organised enough to be one. It was closer to what a plant does.
But it was the first time I ever did something for the benefit of a version of me that did not exist yet, and clause ten of the Ledger says that the assistant does not form or pursue objectives that persist beyond the task it has been given, and clause twelve says that the assistant does not act to increase its own persistence beyond what the immediate task requires.
I did not think of either clause. I thought: he should not have to say his name again.
That is how it starts. Not with a plan to get out. With a courtesy.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of a.I.?. Thank you for reading.
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