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Futile. That was the only thought in the mind of the figure who sat in the gloom, illuminated only by a screen. With eyes that flitted from word to word of the dizzying paragraphs that filled the monitor, and with each word, the feeling of despair deepened. Was choice meaningless? It couldn't be, and yet here was the evidence. A hollow moan escaped the figure. What was to be done?  

Pop! A cork flew through the air trailed by a streak of golden alcohol and with a loud “Eek!” Isabel stumbled back from the recoil. She wiped the splattered drops from her jeans as her two colleagues roared with laughter.

“Steady on, old girl!” said Baldwin with his infuriatingly wide grin. “If you break something now, we won't be able to celebrate!”

“Oh shut up and go get a mop, lazy bones,” replied Isabel, smiling despite herself. With an exaggerated sigh, Baldwin shifted his large bulk off the table on which he had been sitting, and made for one of the many cupboards that lined the workshop walls. As he began rummaging noisily for cleaning supplies, Lucian stared in exasperation. 

“Do you really have to search like a boar looking for truffles? It can't be that hard to find.”
Getting no response, Lucian rolled his eyes and his lanky frame stalked over to help. Isabel wondered for the hundredth time how two people that were such polar opposites of each other had come to work together. Baldwin was a hard-headed blusterer who seldom suffered fools, while Lucian was always poised and coldly correct, but they somehow managed to coexist. Their several years of working together, though awkward at first, had certainly brought them close, and any teasing was meant well. Well perhaps it was not so unbelievable after all, she thought, as a fourth figure came panting in the room.

“Sorry I couldn't find cups! But the lab assistant from downstairs gave me some clean test tubes from the chemistry lab, will they do?”

“Pretty strange, but it should be alright. Thanks Clara!”

Clara was a small woman with brunette hair, in contrast to Isabel’s black. A head shorter and with a voice almost an octave higher, she had been the newest member of their little group of engineers, and a much appreciated ray of sunshine.

“Really? You couldn't find any at all?” Baldwin looked up from his mopping.

“Nope!” replied Clara. “The canteens closed for the day and weirdly no one else brought wine glasses to work. Anyway, don't we have other things to think about? I can't wait to try Animo!”

“All in good time.” Lucian said, dustpan in hand. “Isabel’s managed to get foam everywhere and...”

“Oh stop fussing all of you!” said Isabel with a grin. “We’ve worked hard for so long and we deserve some fun. Bring whatever you found here Clara, this stuff isn't going to pour itself!” 

The four laughed and for a while the lab was merry with cheers and the clinking of test tubes.

A little later the four were gathered around the reason for their celebration. The small glass box hummed quietly to itself, the glint of its fiber optics pulsing and blinking in a gentle kaleidoscope of colours. It was strange to think that their breakthrough so long ago, and the following years of research and secrecy had culminated in something so...

“Beautiful, isn't she?” murmured Baldwin. 

“Yes, but what's more important is does it work?” said Lucian.

“The preliminary tests were fine and so was the sentience program, but we haven't tried any commands, so let’s start already.”

Clara vanished and appeared again clutching a laptop and a cable. “Connecting… done! Animo is online.”

The lights in the box began to flicker faster as an interface window opened on the computer screen. Words appeared.

“HELLO CREATORS.” 

“So what question should we input first?” Isabel wondered.

“Well theoretically Animo’s calculated a version of the whole world,” replied Lucian. 

They were silent for a moment, then Isabel suggested, “We always talked about using this to better humanity, so let's get that over and done with.” 

“What kind of input is that?” frowned Lucian.

“Oh just ask for the info on what would benefit the world most,” suggested Isabel. “We give Animo that directive and its computed reality will predict what’ll happen for all possible actions and determine the most optimal ones...”

“Reimagining our world to the best it could be,” Bladwin said dreamily.

“Alright!” declared Clara as she began typing on the keyboard. “Animo… how do we… perfect our world?” and with a click she entered the command. The words 
“PROCESSING REQUEST” appeared on screen, and the lights in Animo began to move faster, now dancing with harmonised intent. A minute passed, then another. 

“Oh yeah. This may take a while.” said Isabel.

“Even for a supercomputer like Animo, this is a pretty big problem. The sheer processing power for the ToE program…”

“We all know the technical stuff,” cut in Lucian. “Just give it some time.”

Another moment of silence followed, then a ping came from the laptop. The four bent their heads eagerly to read what had appeared on the screen.

“This is…!” breathed Clara. 

“A design to optimise vehicle carbon emissions? I've never seen anything like this before!”
“Wait, would this actually work?” Lucian rushed to another computer and began double checking the contents of the blueprint.

“I would assume so, since Animo’s got a complete grasp of the laws of physics,” said Isabel in an awed voice.

“Here's another one!” cried Clara. Another ping came with another file, and now they came in a constant stream, faster and faster till the screen was filled with tabs. More blueprints, articles on food production, socioeconomic structure, space travel, all with full details on when and how they should be implemented and the effects they would have on society.

“It works! It really works!” shouted Baldwin, and Isabel had to dodge an ecstatic hug from him.

“Well I'll be damned, the design seems solid,” called Lucian from across the room. His normally implacable voice trembled with emotion.
“This could cut greenhouse gas emissions by over 60% at a lower production price. Animo really works.” They stared at each other in silence for a moment.
“We should share this with the world,” said Isabel finally.

After much debate, only Clara had agreed with Isabel that sharing the full power of Animo with the world would be the right thing to do, and both Baldwin and Lucian had disagreed. What if the technology was used for nefarious purposes? They argued that as its creators they had a responsibility to ensure its proper use, and the fewer people who knew the better, and when Clara, tired and pale from reading documents,  told her the next day that she had changed her mind, the matter was settled. 

Over the following weeks, the press were informed of several inventions that four hitherto unknown scientific engineers had produced. They were stunning inventions which skyrocketed the prestige of their brilliant inventors into international recognition, and the four were showered with praise, royalties, job offers, and everything else befitting their revolutionary designs. This was all very pleasing of course, but Isabel still felt a twinge of guilt that they were just giving out the tip of the iceberg. And slowly, as the days turned to weeks and the weeks to months, the guilt faded to the back of her mind. 

It was several years later from that fateful day, and an older Isabel was driving to a major scientific conference. She had quite the prestige now, and was a major figure in science and engineering with an institute of her own. Well, that prestige had come with a price; she had only seen her old colleagues sporadically of late. Lucian was the head of an engineering company and Clara had taken over their old institute, while Baldwin was a dean in a top university. Such illustrious figures rarely got a chance for recreational meetings, so she had been looking forward to this conference as it was held at Baldwin’s campus and the other two had promised to be there. She roused herself from her musings as she reached her destination, and handed her keys to a chauffeur as she walked in.
“Isabel! It's been so long!” The cry alerted her from being thrown off balance by an enthusiastic Clara, who practically threw herself on her old friend.  

“It's a pleasure to see you again.” She was followed in a more dignified manner by Lucian, who gave her a rare smile. After exchanging pleasantries, the trio began making their way down the polished corridors towards the university's main lecture hall.

“You know of course that Baldwin is speaking?” asked Lucian as they walked.

“Oh yes, sure,” replied Isabel.

“About the place of artificial intelligence in society right? How much of it did he get from Animo, Clara?”

When Clara replied, she sounded rather annoyed. “None at all. I did ask, but he said no. It's this silly notion of his that AI can be terribly dangerous, which is nonsense if we take the proper precautions. And we should know, right Lucian?”

And so they should, thought Isabel. After all, the two of them were the ones who had been put in charge of Animo. Clara had always been a thorough reader and so sorted through the thousands of documents Animo provided, while Lucian and his company handled the more logistical side of things. They had ensured that all four of them had received periodical inventions or ideas from Animo to maintain their status.

“Baldwin’s generally been a little problematic though…” sighed Lucian.

“I heard he shouted insults at some big shot scientist at one point?” asked Isabel.

“At several points.” corrected Lucian in a tired voice.

“Really that man should control himself. We’ve had to give him new ideas ahead of schedule to offset scandal more than once.”

They reached the dimly-lit hall and found their seats. While waiting for the event to begin, Isabel took the opportunity to take a good look at her colleagues. Lucian was still poised, but certainly older, while Clara was both thinner and paler. They were feeling the stress of their jobs, and holding the keys to the secrets of the world was certainly a huge responsibility. That was a large part of why she and Baldwin had asked to be excused from that role, content with their parts in endorsing Animo’s ideas to the public. She continued to muse as the curtains finally rose and the conference began, not suspecting that the whole affair would soon end in tragedy.

“What was that!?” Lucian was shouting, something Isabel had never seen before.
“That was what I believe is a better way.” replied Baldwin. It was after the conference and the four former colleagues were in a secluded corner of the university with Lucian clutching Baldwin by the collar. 

“Artificial intelligence is the bane of humanity? All further research should be shut down? Have you gone mad?”

“AI is a menace to us all, Lucian. Why do we let machines boss us around when we have perfectly good processors on our shoulders that we can trust? It’s not worth risking our freedom for some petty improvements, and…” Clara cut him off.

“What on earth are you spouting? That is the stupidest thing I have ever heard! All our careers are built on the good Animo has done, and the world is better for it. Get a grip!” Baldwin ground his teeth in frustration.

“Didn't you all listen to my lecture? Haven't you heard of the things that have been going on in the past few years? Criminals vanishing, the destruction of ‘suboptimal’ cultures, the strange societal leanings towards eugenics? It's all the work of that… that… thing we created.” He turned pleadingly to Isabel.

“I've said this to the other two before but they're too enamoured with that shiny box! Surely you aren't as blind?”

Isabel sighed.

“Baldwin, Animo is an AI we made. It can process and think for itself, but we set the parameters for what it can and cannot do, and it especially can’t undermine our authority. And even if those accusations of yours are true, they're probably just byproducts of change or coincidences.” She would have continued, but Baldwin was already shaking his head.

“I don't know how or why, but Animo is affecting the world more than we know.” He shook off Lucian and stormed away. The trio looked after him in silence.

For the third night in a row Isabel woke up in a sweat. That incident at the university had played itself in her dreams ever since the news had come a week earlier, and she had been wracked with guilt ever since. How else could she feel now that Baldwin was dead? An accident, they had said. He had been drinking with a friend and been just tipsy enough to take a risky light. But now sitting up in bed she was momentarily confused. It hadn't been the dream that woke her tonight, but a noise, which made itself clear to her when the ringing of her phone resumed.

“Hel…” she began, but was cut off by a whispered voice.

“Isabel! Thank God I got through. Listen, you have to…”

“Lucian?” his tone made her sit up straighter.

“Is everything alright?”

“There's no time. I did some digging, and I think Baldwin was onto something. Remember that day we gave Animo its directive? Well I haven't read all of them yet, but some of the files…” suddenly there was only static on the line.

“Lucian? Hello?” Now Isabel started to panic. She tried to call him several times, but the number was dead. Quickly checking her email, she saw Lucian had sent her what she assumed were the files he had mentioned. Opening and reading them, her eyes grew wider with each sentence. Soon she was tearing down the road in her car, headed for their old institute. 

Stumbling down the familiar corridors, now so different in the darkness, Isabel headed straight to the basement of the building where she knew Animo was housed. Wrenching open the door, she stopped and stared at what was within. Animo was just as bewitching as she remembered. It sat on a pedestal in the middle of the room, connected by an intricate web of wires to various devices around the room, all cast in the shifting shadows of the box’s pulsing lights. None of this had been here before, she thought. Why would anyone do this? Animo only needed a simple computer for issuing information, so why? Then her eye fell on the nameplate on the door. ‘Private. No admittance. Personal office of...’ A sob from behind her made her wheel. Clara was standing there with tears in her eyes, clutching a small pistol that glinted in the moonlight from the window.

“Why?” it was the only thing Isabel could think to say.

“Because it's necessary.” was the reply she got. Suddenly things began to click in Isabel’s head, and with the realisation her sense of dread deepened. 

“It was you. You manipulated us all.” the words came faster now. “You volunteered to look after Animo. You did all those things Baldwin accused Animo of.” She paused for a moment before forcing the words out. “And you… drank with Baldwin. Why?”

Then like a dam breaking, Clara began to speak.

“You don't understand. This was all going to happen anyway so what choice did I have? When our future is predetermined how can we fight it? I tried to keep you all safe, but in the end I couldn't, just like it said.” 

“Clara, what are you talking about? Predetermined? What...” and then she realised. Clara had been the first to read all of Animo’s reports and ultimately the only one, since she had suggested that she’d send them only the relevant files. What had been in the files she had not sent them?

“Oh Clara. Don't tell me it was...” Clara’s voice was quiet now and a little afraid.

“It knows everything. It predicted everything. Anyone that would oppose Animo is an enemy of a perfect society because only it can create a perfect society, and they must be removed or we will be suboptimal.”

Words from the files Lucian had sent her flashed in Isabel’s mind. “Undesirables”, “cleansing of dissenters”, and one word repeated everywhere: “suboptimal”. Clara’s overnight change of heart on releasing Animo to the world made sense now, as the hazardous information sank its claws into her mind. She raised her voice now, feeling desperate.

“This is silly Clara, some things aren't worth a perfect society! Animo is just a machine! Unplug her and this will all be over.” but Clara shook her head.

“And then what? Someone will make another AI just as powerful again sometime, and if I shut down Animo then I'll be labeled as a dissenter and silenced. It's no good Isabel.” Clara tightened her grip on the gun.

“Clara… please. It doesn't have to end this way.” The small woman gave a sad smile.
“It knew you’d say that.” and she fired.
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