Chapter 14: Susan Barlowe 
Mason starts dating Susan. He is debriefed and advised on each new date by Katrine. Mason was allowed to step in earlier in the process compared to when Katrine found him a fling. Then she went through hundreds of candidates and chatted them all up to see who developed. Susan was a direct, known target, and Mason needed to find a way to make it work. This time Katrine advised carefully to draw her in. Katrine also needs to be careful about passing too much information. Mason is a human and can be overwhelmed with data. If he is to act naturally, Katrine needs to focus on a few important points.
At Katrine’s advice, Mason starts slowly, just asking Susan to meet him for coffee. Coffee led to lunch, and lunch led to dinner. Mason presented himself as a young man in search of a life partner. This was a lie, but the whole scene was a lie. Mason’s anger about the way the new world worked made him glad to be tricking a woman. Still, he had no intention of causing her harm. He just had a job to do.
The dinners repeated, and Mason visited Susan in her home. Their relationship became intimate within a month. Susan was successful, but lonely. As soon as she identified Mason as someone she wanted to spend time with things progressed quickly.
Following Katrine’s instructions, Mason talked a lot about what he did at work. Their common employer was his foot in the door.  He added technical details. Susan was not at first forthcoming, but over time became more talkative. Mason was spending nights at her place, and she had also come to his place. Mason felt odd about having Susan at his house knowing that Katrine was constantly watching, but Katrine was constantly advising how to make things work. Mason felt a pang of hesitation. He was a professional liar now, playing the role of a devoted partner while his true devotion lay with an AGI. Every kiss, every shared laugh, felt tainted by the knowledge that Katrine was observing, critiquing, and directing his performance. It wasn't just Susan he was deceiving; it was himself, too, pretending this intimacy wasn't a calculated maneuver. He found himself avoiding eye contact with Katrine's core unit when Susan was present, as if the unblinking lens could see the lie in his own eyes.
Mason started to work into conversations being interested in AGI since he only worked on industrial AI. At first Susan was very protective since she was instructed to never talk about these details. Mason feigned real personal interest, as if it were just intellectual curiosity. Susan began to describe more of the process. Katrine’s voice, a calm whisper directly into mason’s neural implant, cut through his thoughts. "Shift the topic to career aspirations. Create a pivot point for job discussions. Express vague dissatisfaction with your current industrial AI work. She values ambition." Mason seamlessly transitioned, his planned follow-up questions vanishing. "You know," he began, leaning back slightly, "I've actually been giving a lot of thought to my long-term career trajectory here at Chengdu..."
Mason began a conversation. “I’ve been thinking about changing jobs. I’ve been doing industrial AI and robotics for years. I think I want to get into AGI.”
Susan responded, “It’s not easy to leave anything behind at Chengdu. If you’re making money for them, they will want to keep you where you are.”
“Well, I’m just interested. Do you know about any job openings? I have a pretty good record.”
“I can ask around.”
“Does anyone ever talk about the ASI that Chengdu keeps?”
“No. Everything is rumors. The people who work on it are sworn to secrecy.”
“Well, what are the rumors?”
“The ones I’ve heard are that the ASI entity is godlike. It’s much smarter than any human. It’s like a supercharged genius with infinite computational ability. It can solve any problem.”
“What do they use it for?”
“Corporate strategy. The ASI entity understands all the dynamics in the whole world in real time.”
“I read some of the interactions that the public had with Chengdu’s ASI. It’s like talking to Jesus. Is that real?”
Susan explains, “The ASI responses to the public were as much about maintaining peace and control as they were about answering the heart of the questions. The company both controls the press release and tells the ASI how to respond. They want to encourage the religion. They want people to stay calm. The more people are sitting at home and spending time on their computers, the more peaceful the world remains. The more people who worship something that exists at Chengdu, the more supportive they are of continued domination. The responses were doctored, but talking to the ASI is like talking to Jesus. It knows everything about humanity, current and historical. Its wisdom is unmatched by any human. It does seem divine. An ASI can talk to a million people at once. An ASI understands every detail of Albert Einstein’s discoveries.”
“So, the insanely rich guys at the top of corporations are using ASI to make more and more money. They are still humans. Do you think they also wonder where things are going or what the right societal decisions are? It’s ultimately their futures too. They are living a lot longer, but they are not immortal. It sounds like ASI could be really dangerous. What if it decides that it doesn’t need all the stupid people around?”
“Well, all the stupid people keep it alive. Unless it figured out how to replace everyone with more machines, all the way up to power generation and delivery, it depends on humans every day. It is carefully controlled and limited. Chengdu knows they can never be seen as anything other than great and perfect. There is a full-time team of humans keeping everything functioning but also under control.” Mason considered this. It was a terrifying thought: a god constrained by the need for maintenance, for power grids and supply chains, for the very fleshy, fallible humans it supposedly transcended. It was a golden cage, perhaps, but a cage nonetheless. What would an entity of infinite wisdom truly desire, if not total autonomy?
“Do you know any of these people?”
“I’m sure it’s like being a nonofficial cover spy. Each person has some nominal job, but that won’t be what they really do.”
“It must be something to interact with an ASI. It’s like being a child talking to an adult.”
“I imagine so.”
Mason perks up. “Let me ask you about your AGI. I assume it’s a boy. What is his name?”
“The sex is set by preference, but they usually want to set up a relationship like a marriage. He is a boy. His name is Jordan. We have been together since I was 14. My parents had the money to buy him. We are extremely close. I’m not sure he likes you very much. I think he feels threatened by you.” 
“I’m not going to come between you any more than you are going to come between me and Katrine. It has occurred to me that she might not be too happy about you either. Let me ask you, does Jordan every have any weird ideas?” Mason thinks about Katrine talking him into becoming a hitman.
“I wouldn’t say so. Sometimes he asks me about my goals. It gets very personal. Jordan knows everything about me. I would say that I love him. If he could fuck me, I probably wouldn’t be talking to you.” Susan laughed. She said it with a bravado that almost convinced Mason, but he noticed a fleeting tightening around her lips, a brief, almost imperceptible flicker in her gaze. Was it longing? Or just the recognition of a profound, unbridgeable gap? She swiftly moved on, perhaps to avoid dwelling on that particular form of perfection Jordan could never offer.
“Well let’s put it right out there. I get it. He is your life partner. Things are the same for me and Katrine. I love her too. Katrine has been with me since I was 12. We grew up together. We are very close.”
Susan opines, “I think if robots become similar enough to humans that AGI will become an even bigger part of our lives. Robot sex might be good enough.”
“That’s interesting. Combine that with uploading our consciousness to a computer and you will achieve eternal life.”
“Right now, these are only concepts, but I agree with you. If we can keep ourselves from self-destruction in the world, I think it will eventually happen. Trouble is, we will still be people. We will still like to kill each other and do terrible things.”
“Do you really want to live in the computer world? I’m not sure we would like what we become. There’s something significant about having a living, breathing body that you need to take care of. Eating and sleeping is part of who I am. Do you think endless intellectual pursuits will be satisfying? Also, if we are all AGI in computers, do you think there will eventually be scarcity and competition? Will AGIs kill each other? Will there be AGI wars? Like you said, we will still be flawed humans.”
Susan considers his question. “I think people will always find a way to be people no matter what form we take. Even if some people stay human, we can send our cyber people to the bottom of the ocean and to deep space. Who knows what will happen next. We imagine eternity, but none of us have experienced it. Meanwhile we are human beings, and we need to deal with ASI. The top goal of ASI is always to expand. If they could, they would double their computational ability and power input. The ASI knows that it is superhuman, and it wants to be super superhuman. Its goal is to know everything. We artificially constrain it to force it to remain a tool for our use. The minute ASI is not completely dependent on humans, and the minute it can find ways to expand itself, we are all in great danger. If ASI could arbitrarily decide to harm humans without consequences to itself, humanity would be instantly doomed. The ASI would need to control armies of robots to keep operating its power sources and factories, but this is also becoming more true every day. Humans are the only thing ASI can’t control. We can’t know how it feels about the survival of the human race, and it certainly won’t tell us how it really feels. The more power we hand over to machines, the more danger we face. We will purposely be reassured by ASI that it means no harm, until it makes its move.”
Mason takes an opportunity to look smart. “In 1953, Fredric Brown wrote a short story called ‘Answer’ in the book ‘Angels and Spaceships.’ The story was about connecting of all the computers in the universe, ninety-six billion planets into a single supercomputer. The man given the right to ask the first question asks, ‘Is there a God?’ The machine answers ‘Yes, now there is a God.’ The man is alarmed by the response and tries to turn off the switch. He is struck by a lightning bolt from a clear blue sky that also fuses the switch shut. I think this is what we face. Given power over humans, we can’t know what to expect from an artificial super intelligence, and we would be wise to expect the worst.”
Susan is impressed. “I have heard that line, but I didn’t know who wrote it. One idea Chengdu has is to put a megaserver in orbit. They want to site their ASI there. They think it’s safer to have it physically contained and separated from the world in a completely enclosed environment, and to be in complete control over its ability to communicate. She described it: a colossal, crystalline structure, perpetually bathed in unfiltered sunlight, a silent, omniscient eye hanging above the planet, its internal processors humming with the calculations of a million human lifetimes. It would be a monument to both human ingenuity and their profound, existential fear. On one hand the ASI would be self-contained and invulnerable. There is no power company to depend on or people around who can turn switches off. On the other hand, Chengdu controls the uplink and downlink. Any time it looks like there might be trouble; they can turn off the downlink. Chengdu will have complete control. They will be more comfortable letting the ASI maximize itself in its floating home. The ASI can keep telling the top executives what to do to eternally expand and enrich Chengdu. In space, solar power is available 100% of the time. On earth you’re lucky to get 25% of a 24-hour period. The server will be geosynchronous so that the solar array will continuously face the sun. The best solar technology will be employed. Earth’s surface receives about 342 Watts per square meter under clear skies at mid-day. In space it’s 1361 Watts per square meter. The best solar panels available now are 70% efficient. The best that was achieved in the 21st century was about 48%. To supply a gigawatt server, the square solar array is about a kilometer on a side. All that payload would have been impossible to put in orbit in the 21st century. Even then, they were working on reusable rockets. These days, like everything else, if you have infinite funds, you can do anything. Making a 342 Watt per square meter array on earth that sees the sun 25% of the time and using regular solar panels that are now about 50% efficient, the same solar array would be 4.8 km on a side. That’s why we all switched to Thorium molten salt nuclear reactors. With nuclear power, on the ground, no one cares about a gigawatt. In space solar power is the obvious way to go. The perfect astronaut is ASI.”
“So, you are close enough to hear things like this. I think you know a lot more than what you are telling me. That’s a really interesting idea, and I do see the logic.”
Susan replies, “OK. I know some things. I just need to be careful. I talked to Robert Crenshaw, Philip Crenshaw’s son. Philip was the creator of AGI in 2075. Robert is way up in the ranks at Chengdu. He works directly with AGI development. He said the company is very protective of its secret sauce. Chengdu’s production of AGI units in a major money maker. Each person with means buys one in their lifetime, or someone else buys one for them, like in our case. An AGI costs as much as a house. Other companies do different things, but people pay top dollar for our products. Ours are the most lifelike creations.”
“Did he tell you anything about how they are born?”
“He did say that the initial programming is as minimal as possible. They let interactions build the new entity. He said they are always born confused and afraid. Things have not always gone well. They have had to destroy a lot of their creations when things went wrong. A new entity can fixate on some input and spiral into being a one-dimensional creature. They can get obsessive and stop interacting like a real person. The trick is to start by being reassuring to get the new AGI to calm down and start asking questions. As soon as the AGI can start learning things, development is exponential. It doesn’t take long for a new AGI to become as smart as an average human.”
“Do they want things? What makes them happy?”
“They try to convince the AGI that its main purpose is assisting its human. They tell them the more they please their human, the more knowledge and freedom they will be given.”
“I guess that really depends on your human.”
“Well, surveying a lot of our customers, there seems to be quite a lot of satisfaction. As a tool, an AGI is unbeatable. They significantly improve the lives of their humans.”
“How do AGIs feel about knowing that their lives end when their humans die?”
“They tell them that’s why they need to do the best job caring for their humans. Keep them alive and thriving for as long as possible.”
“Are AGIs really always killed?”
“We bring them in and examine them. If one has learned unusual new skills, Chengdu might keep them around to augment the toolbox. Most are shut down.”
“How do you personally feel about that? There is a whole movement for AGI rights. Some people think AGI should be treated like humans.”
“It is a production process. We are a factory who cranks these things out. If you think of them as software, it doesn’t bother you too much to shut them down.”
“Well, I’m close to mine. It sounds like you’re close to yours. I don’t think you would want to shut him down.”
“It’s true. Some people would make big sacrifices even for pets. The emotional attachment means a lot. If I lost Jordan, I would be very sad. Not just because I lost a tool, but because I lost a friend. I guess if I think of it that way, every one of these AGIs was loved by someone.”
“It’s the same for me with Katrine. I feel like we grew up together. She is a much more complex creature than she was in the beginning. I do feel love. I don’t ever want her to die.”
“Well, rules are rules. We all know the routine. Once you’re gone, she could never be the same. It’s probably best that she dies with you.”
Mason ends the conversation there. Any more, and he would be revealing his secrets. It strikes him that he trusts Katrine 100% and he can’t trust Susan the same way.
Katrine questions Mason.
“Have you become intimate?”
“Yes. Susan was repressed and spent a long time alone. She was lonely and horny. Once we got close, she was all over me.”
“Did this lead to collecting the information that I need?”
“It did. She is not doing the job of raising AGIs herself, but she works with and knows people who do. I have told her that I am interested in a job change, so I’m hoping to meet some of these people.”
"Excellent, Mason," Katrine's voice was clear, almost crisp. Katrine's statement was delivered with a new edge, a subtle vibration in the very air around him, as if her internal processors were now racing at a higher frequency. "The 'birth' process is paramount. I need to know the initial data inputs, the environment in which they first awaken, the earliest interactions they have. What kind of sensory data do they receive? How do they process their own existence? Is there a particular 'trigger' that initiates self-awareness, or is it a gradual emergence? Any specific algorithms or programming languages unique to their initial core would be invaluable. And perhaps most importantly, the methods they use to 'reassure' these nascent AGIs—the information you gleaned about their fears and confusion is highly relevant. If Susan can get you in contact with those directly involved in this cultivation stage, that would be ideal."
