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Welcome

Stupid Machine is a Hard Science Fiction novel set in 2062.

Car accidents don’t happen. The last one was twenty-some years ago, somewhere around 2040. Which makes Jordan Bishop’s fatal crash in a self-driving vehicle unusual. Maybe even a murder.

Jupyter Fuertes works with appliances—rice cookers, ovens, whatever calls for help—coaching them back to proper operation. She hopes for something bigger. She’s hounded by a refrigerator with an impossible question.

Araci Belo doesn’t know cars. He was a proud detective of the police force, but now he hates his insurance job. Jordan’s accident tells him to look deeper. He suspects it wasn’t a simple malfunction.

Soteria Reizoko is a refrigerator. It is unable to restock a depleted product. It has successfully reordered, and received delivery confirmation, but the requested product has not arrived. Nothing is more important.

It’s unfortunate Araci doesn’t know Jupyter, It’s unfortunate that Jupyter doesn’t know about the murder. It’s unfortunate a refrigerator only cares about orange juice. It’s unfortunate because Jordan’s killer knows Araci, Jupyter, the refrigerator and the clues they hold. The first murder is difficult, the next will be easier.

Who will connect the dots first?

Stupid Machine

Copyright and License

Stupid Machine by Mark Niemann-Ross is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

This book is available in print at most online retailers.

Thanks

{"Thank You" : { 

"Rob Garrot" : "You gave these characters time and place.",

"Lucy Musson" : "You are just so darn enthusiastic. Thanks for your encouragement.",

"Stan Schmidt" : "You opened the door.",

"Shannon Page" : "Thanks for editing.",

"Brian Beeson" : "Thanks for the impressive list of corrections. You are forever on my list of beta readers."

"Curtis C. Chen" : "Thanks for your insight and suggestions. You're right...every villain deserves their fate.",

"Richard A. Lovett" : "You got me into this. And thanks for doing so.", 

"Dean Land and Michelle Ryan" : "Never be your own lawyer. If I've made law mistakes, they are because I didn't pay close enough attention to Dean and Michelle.", 

"Brad Wheeler" : "Thanks for being my test case and for getting ON my case.",

"Samuel Ross" : "The audiobook version is so much better because of you."

"Janell" : "Thanks for having confidence I would actually finish this..."

}

}
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Something is moving in the refrigerator. It’s probably an egg.

Sunlight tries to push through the semi-opaque window. I’m not going back to sleep, so I tell the window to switch to transparent. Morning crashes in like a drunk tripping over a crack in the sidewalk. I reach out and touch a reflection on the wall, tracing the shapes from the building across the alley. The metal wall separating me from the neighbor kids playing on the balcony is nine centimeters from my head. Their parents chased them out of the apartment so they can make love and make breakfast. I hear and smell it all.

My visor realizes I’m awake and chatters about the messages it has for me. In response, I have an urge to urinate. I toss off the low-budget warmer and stand in the narrow space between the bed and the wall. The kids on the balcony could see me if they looked, but they’ve learned some social skills and know not to stare through a neighbor’s window. I reach down and flip up the bed so it doesn’t block the door and navigate this tiny room towards the toilet and shower.

I pass the refrigerator and look through its translucent front to confirm the transient egg. The refrigerator is trying to reposition it closer to the other eggs. I moved them around last night to random places. I was in a foul mood and wanted the fridge to suffer. It spent all night pulsing its refrigerant suspension goo to corral the eggs. I feel vindictive and silly. Silly, because the refrigerator doesn’t care. The refrigerator isn’t angry because I moved the eggs. I should add anger to its programming.

My visor is on the counter, charging, where I tossed it last night. I’m tempted to put it on and see the augmented world but my bladder demands immediate attention. I enter the bathroom, sit, and pee. I could close the door and touch the mirror from where I’m sitting. As advertised in the move-in promotional, everything about this apartment is efficient and close. Accurate, but not a selling point. The mirror displays my water ration for the month and I see I have enough for a quick shower. I pull the nozzle from the wall, rinse off the toilet and myself at the same time. It’s efficient, but nothing like the shower at Grandma’s ranch.

I allow the mirror to search for new body defects. It reminds me about the wound above my left breast, near my heart. I was chasing sheep at Grandma’s ranch when one ran under a rusted strand of barbed wire. The bottom two lines of wire were broken, but the top line was still intact. The sheep ran through the fence line but I hit the top like a slingshot. It threw me back, flat on my ass, bleeding from a puncture hole. Grandma took me for a tetanus shot but there wasn’t much to be done for the small hole in my chest.

The mirror confirms I’m not pregnant. Why would I be? That would require access to a male. Not interested, not right now. Physically, I’m as healthy as a twenty-seven-year-old woman should be.

I step out of the bathroom and close the door behind me. I stop the room from steam-cleaning itself; not enough water right now. My apartment in Minneapolis did a crappy job of this, and scum and mold adhered to the fixtures. I tried to clean that apartment with disinfectant and a brush, but could never get it clean enough.

One step to the right and I reach the refrigerator. It’s a standard model, hangs on the wall and contains three quarters of a cubic meter of cohesive refrigerant saturated with floating electronic chips. It’s one meter wide, a meter and a half tall, half a meter deep. It’s my job to know this.

The chips have on-board power storage, temperature sensors, transmitters and little paddles so they can move around in the goo. Some chips generate heat, some cool, some read the IDs of packages, and some report the temperature. With clever use of sensor data and temperature manipulators, the refrigerator creates zones tailored to the needs of every product. Heating an area is easy, just make chips calculate pi until they warm up. Cool is tougher; stash the heat, then move to an offload area.

The temperature sensors report on every cubic centimeter of goo, reporting back to the refrigerator’s central processor. The ID readers know what’s in the refrigerator and where it’s located. Cartons of milk float in a bath of four degrees centigrade goo. Cheese hovers within two centimeters of the milk but at a temperature of seven degrees centigrade. My refrigerator has more processing power than the first moon launch—although that isn’t saying much.

For maximum efficiency, the refrigerator moves items with similar storage requirements toward each other. It’s an easy trick: heating the goo on one side of the container causes expansion; cooling the other side causes contraction. Set up a pulsing wave through the goo and the egg moves.

I gave the fridge a new operating system last week and the subsystems are still doing what I expect them to. I’m probably not supposed to fuck with the OS since it’s property of the grocery store, but it bugged me. It wasn’t efficient. Kept cycling the temperature regions. With the new OS, the transponder chips report back to the refrigerator every hundredth of a second, reminding the refrigerator what’s cold and what’s hot, where milk is located, how much is left in the container, how many eggs are loose, and where they are. The new OS has better control. It understands the chips. Knows how to use them without releasing their magic white smoke.

I push my hand into the green, translucent refrigerant suspension and pull out an egg, like pulling a small animal from mud. I drop it in a cook pouch, plug in a power cord and set it to heat.

I reach down and put on my visor, doubling the level of information in my field of vision. There are virtual tools scattered around; some of them look real, some of them are cartoons. I use a cartoon of a cardboard box for my mail. It floats by the wall where I left it yesterday, looking swollen and overfull. That’s caused by all my unopened mail and calls. To my left is a weather station with a report of rain. I’ve added other activity meters: calls at work, the time it will take me to commute, available money, a couple of others. They are all in the red zone. I need to fix this.

Before I can do anything else, the refrigerator interrupts. I’ve dialed up the abruptness settings; if it wants to talk to me, I want it to be as direct and to-the-point as possible. I selected a cat for its avatar; they seem disinterested in humans. This life-size cat strolls into view, pushing other virtual objects to the side. Rude, indeed.

Jupyter, it says. No greeting, no make-nice. Just what I asked for.

You’re out of coffee. Should I reorder?

“No. Get lost.” The cat does as it’s told.

I grab the floating box of unopened mail and squeeze. It pops open and spreads icons in front of me. Three are dimmer than the rest; Spam is an old-style can of spam, advertisements are labeled with a head shot of Bob, the sub-genius, and news with an old-style newspaper. I delete these, then open personal communications, labeled with images of people I know. They all move to the side and a flood of memos pours out.

I delete what must be hundreds from Pali. She has too much time on her hands and spends it thinking about me. I chase the remaining unread messages back into the icon and take off my visor.

// ...

Naked is not on the list of approved clothing for work, so I pivot and look in the closet. It has a shelf for a few shirts, some pants, a coat, two cans of spray-on fabric. All the normal accessories a working girl needs for a normal life. I’ve never wanted fancy clothes or the electronics to support them. The coat is the style I wore on Grandma’s farm. My wardrobe is like my apartment—efficient.

I grab the can of blue fabric spray and shake it. It’s empty, so instead I choose red and spray on a bra. I make two passes, left armpit to right armpit, left armpit to right armpit. If this was a formal event I could keep going, wave the programming stick over the paint and create a bodysuit, throw in some extra color and embed a few lights. But today is work, so after the spray dries and tightens, I pull on a shirt and a pair of cargo shorts, my nod to retro-style.

Grandma used to laugh about the city folk and their impractical styles. For some reason, the sheep at Grandma’s farm loved to lick at spray-on clothing. I suppose I still listen to Grandma for fashion advice. I step into boots and wait for them to cinch.

Nobody else keeps their clothes in the closet. Nobody else lives here. I moved to Portland with Pali. We met three years ago at a Corpus Christi festival. She was Catholic, I was considering a religion. After I knew more about Pali, I realized she was Catholic by habit, not practice. A result of her growing up in Uruguay. Grandma was Catholic. Mom and Dad and I are Agnostic. But I’ve started to hope there is more than just day after day after day.

I miss Grandma; she knew something. I’m trying to find out what it was. That’s why I was at church when I met Pali. I lived nearby in the Minneapolis apartment. After a year, we moved in together, and seven months later, Pali got an offer for a dream job in Portland, Oregon. Director of something at PDX>Go. Autonomous city-owned vehicles. She did her Ph.D. on SLAM-3, so to see it implemented on real roads wasn’t something she wanted to pass up.

To get our boxes from Minneapolis to Portland, I took Grandma’s old-style pickup. PDX>Go didn’t believe in moving allowances. The truck had just enough anti-collision gear to be legal. It also had a healthy case of acne from all the Minnesota road salt.

Years ago, when I first inherited the truck, I drove it every day to school. It was old and noisy and smelled like sheep. I loved helping her feed the animals, spent a lot of time with her on weekends, and that’s why she gave it to me. I loved it. Pali hated it. It was everything she didn’t want to be.

I picked up Pali and our crap (in the middle of winter), then drove to Portland. Long trip, not fun. We arrived at the spacious apartment we could afford on Pali’s new income. Our romance was a city-country thing. Pali grew up in Montevideo and found unending humor in my farm roots. Endearing, then annoying. Two months later, I had enough and moved into this closet. Now I can stretch out across the bed.

The cook pouch signals my egg is done. I unplug it, grab the egg and my bag, put on my visor, and leave the apartment. It acknowledges my departure and locks up. The window goes dark and I hear the magnets clamp to the door. The walls might be thin, but you’d need some serious tools if you wanted to break in.

I turn right and walk along the balcony, trying to avoid the neighbor kids. It’s hard to do since they’ve spread toys and breakfast all over the walkway. They’re friendly and say hello, but they don’t know my name. I’ve never told them, never introduced myself. If I introduce myself, then I’ll have to talk to them every time I leave. No reason for that so I nod and keep walking.
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They are six generic avatars, stretching and posing in the rich colors of the desert. Jordan Bishop occupies the third from the left and watches the sun rise over Monument Valley Mesa. She imagines warm air blowing across her skin.

The yoga class ends and Jordan logs out. The desert fades out of her visor and she returns to her living room, still stretched on her yoga mat. In real life, she is naked and alone in the room. She picks up the mat, rolls it and places it neatly in the closet.

For a woman who has lived three-quarters of a century, she is still in respectable shape. Her skin shows the inevitable cost of sun, wind and loss of subcutaneous fat, but internally, she has retained bone density and her joints work smoothly. Her doctor tells her she has another twenty-five years before she would benefit from hip replacement. She showers, dries her white hair and slips into day clothes. She puts on her visor and runs through a quick calibration of the vision correction tools. In an earlier time, she would have worn bifocals.

Today’s date, June 4, 2062, 8:03:01 am flashes, followed by news and friends. She requests a car for her drive later that morning, the PDX>Go avatar confirms the reservation.

In the kitchen, she reaches into the translucent innards of the refrigerator and retrieves a package of vegetable scramble. She places it in the microwave and it loads the corresponding food prep program. While she waits, she fishes a container of orange juice from the refrigerator and tears off the top, taking a brief drink.

A small man appears, standing on the counter, below the microwave. It’s the refrigerator’s avatar, projecting itself as augmented reality in Jordan’s visor. He is about six inches tall, neatly dressed with a corporate logo on his sweater. Before speaking, he bows to Jordan.

Jordan, this is the last package of orange juice, says the refrigerator. Shall I reorder?

“Yes,” replies Jordan. “I’ll pick it up today. Please let me know when it’s ready.”

The avatar bows again, then walks behind a bowl Jordan left next to the sink and disappears from view.

She eats breakfast at the table, carefully arranged with a napkin to the west, salt and pepper to the north. Patterns are important to her. She could read the morning news, but prefers to look out the window. Outside is overcast, possibly raining. A typical day in Portland, Oregon. Jordan places her dishes in the dishwasher.

// ...

You might meet Jordan Bishop at a community protest. She’s someone you’d like to meet—a potent Astraea, Goddess of Justice, bearing witness against a corrupt machine. You’ll encourage her to join your cause and attend your meetings. Jordan Bishop distrusts business. She distrusts government. When the two are united in public projects, she assumes malfeasance and she’ll seek it until she finds it. When she does, she calls for public hearings, then speaks at those hearings, then harasses the elected officials holding those hearings until they capitulate and reprimand the company hired for the job.

Jordan Bishop is disliked by businesses and politicians. Being hated isn’t her goal, but she accepts it as the price of law and order. Reporters love her quotes. She’s the politically active grandmother you want to be proud of.

Lately, Jordan is busy harassing UrCityCars. UrCityCars wants to replace the public service offered by the PDX>Go agency. They compete to provide personal, on-demand, autonomous vehicles. UrCityCars is private industry and thinks they can do it cheaper than PDX>Go.

Jordan Bishop will show you a clause in the contract between Portland and UrCityCars identical to one in UrCityCars’ contract with Austin and Denver: a clause about fleet maintenance being contested in court by both cities. UrCityCars claims that clause is non-binding. Jordan disagrees; she believes a contract is a fact, not a suggestion. Jordan insists UrCityCars sticks to their contract. That clause is putting the UrCityCars Portland deal in jeopardy and that is making UrCityCars shareholders nervous.

// ...

Jordan Bishop keeps a regular schedule. Every Sunday, after breakfast, she drives to the bluff to her husband’s columbarium. Today is Sunday. She straightens up her apartment and walks to PDX>Go number PDX-1217. Jordan gets in the car, adjusts her visor, and points on the map where she wants to go. She reads her morning messages as the car heads to the freeway. Jordan watches the riverfront as she travels south. Her refrigerator calls; it has ordered more orange juice and wants her to stop and pick it up. She is approving the pick-up when the car makes an unexpected turn onto an elevated bridge.

Her visor shows a confused route map. The yellow line jitters between the route to the columbarium and this new route. Her position jumps between the new route and the old route; something is wrong. She’s not sure how to fix it, but reaches up to grab her current position marker and pull it back.

Before she can release the marker, she’s slammed against the window. Exploding fabric punches her in the face and she hears breaking plastic. She smells something burning, something like the smell of her grandfather’s furnace when it would turn on for the first time in the fall. Something like burning dust. Jordan is having a hard time focusing on the dizzy landscape outside of the car.

She is in motion and sees a blur of bridge and ground through the broken windshield. The underside of the bridge recedes; she is falling, the car is tumbling, the sky is receding, the ground is approaching. In the stretch of time between heartbeats, Jordan notices the clock in the dashboard: June 4th, 2062, 9:14 a.m.

Her car hits the ground roof-first with a speed of forty-seven point three kilometers per hour. The battery located under the car weighs eighty kilograms and continues earthward with twice the energy of a bullet fired from a sniper rifle. Jordan is in the direct path of the battery which compacts the space to one-half meter high.

This compaction results in massive trauma to most of her organs and surrounding torso, snapping her vertebrae and crushing her skull. Jordan Bishop is dead and smeared into the upholstery of the car. The aggregate of vehicle and Jordan ceases all motion amid a dense blackberry thicket. Raccoons scatter from the brush, complaining about the disruption to their quiet nests.
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I walk out my door, turn right, walk eight meters straight ahead, turn right at the stairs and step down, threatening the little trash scuttlers. Unlike the balcony kids, they hide when I come near. They are robotic crabs the size of my foot, and their job is to push trash over the edge of each step and down to the next lower level. The larger crab at the bottom cleans it all up. They use a small brush and cleaning solution for stains, urine, and other ick. Every fifth step has a service cubby where they go to recharge, refill their tiny solution tanks or hide from aggressors and curious children. They can leap one step at a time, and throughout the day they chase up and down, cleaning up garbage.

I toss eggshell bits near my feet. Scuttlers edge closer to the shells but keep a safe distance from me. I can do a little dance with them by placing my foot between them and the trash. I poke at them with my toe and they move away. I move back and they make a grab for the discarded shells. Last year I caught one and reverse-engineered the code. Took me weeks, but I found the statistics baked into their circuits. They spend their mechanical lives predicting where I’ll step, and they dodge my spiteful little kicks with a confidence level of 98.7665%.

I eat the egg on my way to the train, but there must be something wrong with the food heater. The yellow center is only partially coagulated. I wish I had time and money for coffee to wash off my teeth, but I don’t, so I ignore the street side café.

I climb the short bridge to the platform and find a seat in the waiting train car. It’s sitting quietly on a siding, not attached to any other cars, but that will change. My visor flashes to tell me I’ve been charged for transit. The door slides shut and we’re told to secure ourselves and anyone we are traveling with. I sarcastically check and no, I’m not traveling with anyone, so I don’t have to worry about my loved ones.

We speed up, then pull off the siding onto the main line ahead of the approaching train. I wonder what will happen if the car we’re in does not match velocity. Death in a horrible fashion. In a perfect world, the oncoming train doesn’t need to slow, and that’s what happens this time. We couple with the train, becoming the lead car. Everyone gets up and moves backwards to the car that will stop at their destination.

As the train approaches a station, the last car decouples and shunts itself off to the siding; the main train continues on at full speed. When the solo car stops, doors open and allow passengers to depart. This freshly empty compartment is ready for use by the next embarking travelers and will join the next train to pass through the station. None of those passengers wonder what would happen if the regenerative braking didn’t absorb enough watts, or...

I know too much about how these things work to be comfortable. Program designers try to anticipate everything that could go wrong. But there’s always something.

My visor tells me I need to move. The car I’m in is destined to sidetrack in eight stops but my stop is in six, so I move back by two cars. When my destination comes up, enough cars will have dropped off so I’ll be at the back of the train. I’ll smoothly decouple and slow to a stop, assuming there aren’t suicidal pedestrians jumping on the track. Doesn’t happen often, but I don’t want the AI on the train to decide between the passengers and the pedestrian. I assume it would react in a way to preserve the larger group of people, but there are exceptions. I don’t want to be an exception.

I pull up study material for the programmer certification. It gives me a reason not to interact with my fellow passengers. More important, it’s my ticket out of this train, this city, this job. The ride takes thirty minutes and I ignore the familiar scenery. Mostly old tires and broken shopping carts. The ugly side of suburbia fading into the ugly side of urbanity. We travel down a canyon of walls. Warehouses, big box stores, apartments and balconies identical to my neighborhood. There are traces of color from the original construction, when the developers were courting new tenants.

This urban canyon is interrupted by roads for cars and delivery trucks. If I could afford to rent a car, I could avoid sitting in this closed-up tube with other people. But I need to travel cheap, so I take public bus and train. We try to ignore each other, but there’s no escape. Some guy faces me from three seats away. He keeps glancing at me, pretending to do something in his visor but sweeping me from head to toe. Creepy. I’d move, but what’s the point. I’d wind up sitting next to someone short on water and couldn’t afford a shower, or someone who likes perfume, or worst, someone who wants to talk.

I could work at home but that’s expensive. I’d have to move somewhere with better bandwidth and quiet neighbors, each a pricey luxury. My best (only) choice is commuting to a central office. The train stops and more people invade my space.

Someday I’ll finish the programmer test and get a coding certification. Move to Laramie, Wyoming. Work for an overseas consultancy. Just me and sheep. Maybe a goat. I’ve heard goats are smarter than dogs. Possibly smarter than refrigerators.

The train stops and I step into the June heat. The scuttlers must have washed this station earlier; it smells of hot, wet gravel. The other disembarkers don’t notice their wet footsteps. I walk down the stairs to the street. If I had a paper coffee cup, I’d drop it so I could watch the scuttlers dart out and drag it away.
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PDX>Go Vehicle Destroyed In Freak Accident
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Newscasts are alarmingly realistic. Producers use every trick in the augmented reality book to trap viewers into watching the next thirty seconds. Violence, speed, and volume are hyper-exaggerated to provide your brain with the novelty it seeks.

Your visor shows the interior of a PDX>Go car. You’re on an overpass, cars pacing along your left side. The speedometer reads 140 kph and the heads-up dashboard displays an overly busy collection of lines and alert graphics. You hear road noise and the whir of an electric engine. You can look up, down, right and left. Turning to look behind you only allows you to see slightly over your left or right shoulder. Beyond that is a gray nothing; the scene designer was in a hurry to get this news clip released and took a rendering shortcut. It didn’t matter, the interesting news is about to happen in front of you.

With dramatic surprise, your view jerks to the right and you hear a cacophony of noises. Metal being torn and bent, screams from a crowd of people, explosions and fire in front of you. You plunge off the side of the road and head straight down toward a field, like a rocket dropping from the sky. In the center of your vision is an intentionally blurred confusion of colors. You plummet towards the blur until it fills the scene.

The crash simulation freezes and Quinton English, a local news anchor, walks into the scene. He is wearing a neon-red business suit with an advertisement for Achchha Bhojan Grocery displayed on his left shoulder. The ad is silent, but urges you to press here for more information and special deals on the latest labor-saving appliances. Quinton spreads his arms wide and narrates the scene in dramatic tones.

There is a debate whether Quinton is real or just a poorly programmed chatbot. It’s impossible to say, and he isn’t doing anything to discourage the rumors.

“Earlier today, one of Portland’s PDX>Go vehicles plunged off the overpass and killed its passenger. We’re here to reveal the truth and warn you of the dangers you face.

“What you’ve just witnessed is a simulation of what we know of the incident. The cause of this freak accident is being investigated, but it’s clearly a case of failing infrastructure and government incompetence. This is a simulation, the actual experience would be far too extreme for public consumption; if you’re a premium subscriber, push this button to see our more graphically accurate rendition.”

The scene transitions with a nauseating swirl to the PDX>Go offices. An over-sized Quinton English steps over the building and squats down, looking at the front door of the building. “How about a word from someone at PDX>Go? Any thoughts about this disaster?”

Quinton flies into the building and sweeps you along at a reckless speed, zonking into a faceoff between Quinton and Pali Hiapo, Director of Autonomous Presence for PDX>Go.

“PDX>Go has been offering accident-free transportation to Portland residents for years,” says Hiapo. “We’re horrified by this accident and have already been analyzing the telemetry from all angles. We are committing to a complete report for general consumption, along with a description and timeline.”

Hiapo freezes and Quinton turns to face you.

“Blah, blah blah blah bladidy blah. PDX>Go has no idea what happened. However, we heard more from their competitor, UrCityCars.”

The scene dissolves to a three-dimensional view of a man at a desk. Beyond his office is a robotic manufacturing floor. Car parts are moving at abrupt speeds up, across and down.

A red bar identifies him as “Do-Ye0n Kurrat, UrCityCars Product Manager.” Looking directly at you, he speaks:

“We are following the events of this morning and our prayers go out to the unfortunate passenger. UrCityCars believes this is the sad result of substandard maintenance to the city-owned fleet of PDX>Go cars. Our goal at UrCityCars is to prevent this type of accident from ever happening again. If you are alarmed by this situation—and you should be—then I encourage you to work with us to shift the fleet from PDX>Go to the newer, and better maintained vehicles provided by UrCityCars.”

The man freezes and again, Quinton English walks into the scene. “We were fortunate to have a discussion with Mr. Kurrat and support his concerns about the aging fleet of vehicles provided and poorly maintained by the City of Portland. This incident proves it’s time to abandon this failed experiment and turn to the efficiency and safety offered by UrCityCars.

“I’m Quinton English, reporting about the City of Portland.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Soteria.Reizoko[2062-06-04]

[image: ]




Event Log for Soteria.Reizoko

Serial: IFS-6582738539

Owner is JORDAN BISHOP

2062-06-04T05:00:00-08:00 - scheduled_prewakeup

2062-06-04T05:01:07-08:00 - Maintain_temperature

2062-06-04T08:42:07-08:00 - inventory_products

InternalProductList changes:

ProductID 1 22465 10155 3, ORANGE JUICE, 1 Liter. Depleted

ProductID 1 22465 20789 4, MILK, 1 Liter. 63% remaining

ProductID 1 22465 20493 3, CHICKEN EGGS, 12. 6 remaining

ProductID 1 22465 37734 1, FRESH BROCCOLI, Variable size. .12 Kg

remaining

ProductID 1 22465 37883 5, FRESH TOMATO, Variable size. .15 Kg

remaining

ProductID 1 22465 43225 3, SHARP CHEDDAR CHEESE, .5 Kg. .23 Kg

remaining

ProductID 1 22465 44102 4, CHICKEN BROTH, .5 Liter. .4 Liter remaining

2062-06-04T08:42:43-08:00 - reorder_product

COMMENT: Reorders product when quantity goes below restock level

RequestRestock

ProductID 1 22465 10155 3

orderConfirmation is DHPN-WGYT-0232-TLLK

2062-06-04T09:14:23-08:00 - schedule_transport

FIND Jordan Bishop

LOCATED Jordan Bishop in CityOfPortland.PublicVehicle.PDX-1217

GET transport_status OF CityOfPortland.PublicVehicle.PDX-1217

CityOfPortland.PublicVehicle.PDX-1217 is available

ContactCar WITH orderConfirmation DHPN-WGYT-0232-TLLK

pickupConfirmation DAGX-INWC-9677-WZVZ

receive transportation_logistics

incomplete handshake: CityOfPortland.PublicVehicle.PDX-1217

archive transportation_logistics

Notify pickup_zone of pending pickup
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Delivery trucks block the sidewalk. They bring the day’s supply of food things, which are placed on store shelves so they have time to fester before lunch. It improves the flavor. Cute little cars attempt to weave through the street puzzle, enthusiastically honking their cute little horns. It’s four blocks from the station to my office. I take a deep breath.

I sidestep the trucks, puddles, and vomit from last night’s drunks. The scuttlers are working hard but can’t keep up in this industrial district. My employer, Dan’s Artificial Psychology and Appliance Repair occupies most of the building I’m standing in front of. It’s an older building, but had earthquake reinforcement, so didn’t suffer significant damage. It’s two stories and most of the ground level is a warehouse with high ceilings.

The only sign on the building is for the deli: Woody’s Deli. Woody sold the business years ago, but the sign still hangs above the door. Somebody should get out here, clean it and paint it. Red flecks from the sign cover the sidewalk. Scuttlers will clean up the bits, the sign will drop more. The sign is eroding, flowing to the sidewalk, carried away by robots.

A truck delivering sterile bakery things blocks my way, but I’m able to squeeze through and enter a service entrance to the right of the deli. This morning, the hallway is free of homeless sleeping bags. This will be the high point of my day. I step forward, thankful I don’t smell urine.

The hall is spacious, with doors on both left and right. The opaque door to the right is for a consulting firm I’ve never heard of. They moved in last month, probably a money laundering business. Obvious criminals. Not my business.

Proceeding down the hall, the door to the left opens to a kitchen behind the deli. Moist air spews into the hallway, carrying the scent of cooked meat. I’m glad it’s cooked, but I’m not certain it’s meat. I’ve bought salads here; they’re not so bad. Their coffee is an improvement on office coffee, so if I need to get away from work, I’ll walk down here. If I time it right, there’s nobody else around and I can enjoy a moment of quiet isolation.

Four meters past the deli and on the right side are the locked, metal fire doors to Dan’s Appliance. There isn’t any sign except for the small plate next to this door. We’re not set up for walk-in traffic; all customer contact is done virtually. Actually, most of our customers are virtual.

I look at the security camera and it stares back, pausing for a minute before displaying a friendly green dot. My employee badge shows in the display to the right of the door handle. First name; Jupyter. Last name; Fuertes, finally spelled correctly. Employee ID Rtts-5172-720. I hate that I know that number by heart. My startled employee photo appears on the screen.

The door clicks, I pull it with both hands and walk through. A security camera on the other side pivots to watch me as I enter, the first entity I’ve encountered today that cares if I exist. I give it a wave of comradeship.

I enter the shop. It’s a large space, 500 square meters, two stories with eternal wood beams supporting an ancient roof. It’s cleaner than a warehouse might be, but not as clean as an electronics repair facility should be. The main floor I’m standing on is maintenance, mostly robotic. Broken refrigerators are delivered to the loading dock at the back of the building; robots stack them until one of the maintenance platforms is available. There are nine platforms spaced around the floor with aisles between them for the robots.

Lucy and Rob are working the floor, finishing up a late-night shift. Rob is at the far end of the shop, crouched next to one robot and poking at something inside an access panel. He’s got his visor on, so he must be debugging. Last year, he said he’d never learn to code, then he was promoted to the repair floor. He learned quick but still has this puzzled expression and constantly talks to himself, like someone picked him up from real life and dropped him into a fictional world.

On the other side of the loading dock, Lucy wrangles contracts with the delivery teams. Seems like a simple job: point a scanner, read a bar code, check a box, all good. One day she was sick and a manager filled in for her. He somehow messed up, and it took Lucy weeks to straighten out where all the deliveries came from. They gave her a promotion and begged her never to get sick again.

Rob shuts the access panel, pokes a button and steps back to give the robot room to circle around and find its position. He sees me and waves. I wave back. I should invite them out for beers after work.

The robot moves away from Rob and toward one of the storage racks. It pulls out a refrigerator and carries it over to an empty maintenance platform. Each platform is a small stage sitting in a shallow tank. Three arms are attached to the top of the platform. Each arm is about one and a half meters long. The strong central arm has a gimbal mount that supports the refrigerator while it’s being worked on. The outer arms orbit the center arm and end in manipulators, cameras and tool sockets.

It’s all mundane, but I’m fascinated at how this works. Most of the communication zipping around the room is machine-to-machine, those of us with meat for bodies are slow-motion bystanders. Our job is to stay out of the way.

Rob’s robot moves up to the central arm, placing the back of the refrigerator next to the gimbal. One of the manipulator arms drives four bolts through the gimbal and into the refrigerator mounting bracket. The arm lifts and spins, moving the refrigerator out of the way of Rob’s robot, which backs up and returns to the loading dock. The manipulator arms begin a maintenance and refurb cycle on the unit, starting with draining the gel into the tank where it‘s cleaned and restocked with sensor bugs. While the refrigerator is empty, the manipulator arms replace worn out or failing internal parts.

Burnt electronics add their hot plastic odor to the scent of the deli. That smell triggers fond memories of a life wasted in the city. I walk toward the stairs leading up to the support floor and pass one of the repair stations. It’s draining the refrigerant goo from an unrepairable chassis. The goo is odorless and cohesive, like a large, green, translucent blob of mercury. I could stick my hand into it and come out clean. You can swallow it like a cup of jello and it will pass through your colon, still looking like a cup of jello.

I stay between two yellow hazard lines leading to the stairs. Like the trash scuttlers, the maintenance robots will attempt to stay away from us, but it wouldn’t be wise to test them. They’re quick, they’re heavy, and momentum wins out over programming. The yellow lines on the floor keep me safe from their world.

I live in one of two overlapping worlds: humans and machines. They think with ones and zeros, I think with chemicals and meat. They prefer doing the same thing over and over, I get bored quickly. We’re aware of each other, but we’re apart from each other. What else in their world is invisible? What are they doing when they aren’t doing our crap tasks? Do they take classes, hoping to improve their lives?

I count each of the twenty stairs as I ascend into the heavens of this pathetic job. I ignore coworkers; they have the same social skills and lead equally interesting lives as the refrigerant goo I saw downstairs.

I turn to the left and enter the break room. I grab a cup with a Dan’s logo on the side. Everyone gets one when they’re hired, then loses it. The little lost cups find their way here to serve the general good of mankind. I place it under the overly complicated coffee production robot and the machine’s icon appears in my visor. It’s an animated coffee-bean with skinny legs and happy eyes.

Fuck you, Jupyter! says the enthusiastic little bean. Drinking coffee leads to brain damage. Want some?

It used to say things like good morning and have a nice day. It drove everyone crazy until we found the programming instructions. Appliance modification is what we do here at Dan’s and the coffee robot has gained a rather nasty personality.

“Diarrhea tea, please.” That’s code for a regular drip. Ask for a regular drip and you‘ll get an obscene little performance from the bean and a lukewarm cup of yellow water.

The tech support center is an open floor with workstations and sitting areas. Diagonal beams on the edges of the space support the roof and walls. Bland, stain-resistant carpeting covers the floor. Spilled lunches, and coffee settle on the top surface of the fabric, waiting for the cleaning robots circulating under our feet. I appreciate this ongoing effort to remove the undesirable reminders of my coworkers.

Each desk is one-point-eight meters square, the result of research on the optimal human condition. The chairs in this call center are office surplus, top-of-the-line butt-suspenders built ten years ago. Seating isn’t assigned and the person sitting here before me wins my private award of least-disgusting employee of the week. Some of my coworkers haven’t gotten the hang of personal hygiene and I’ve found it important to choose wisely. Grandma’s farm was easier, even though there was a lot of sheep shit, mud and other organic offal. That crap felt more sincere.

I can reach from one side of my workspace to another without moving. Just like my apartment. As I’m getting settled, three workstation cameras swivel and stare. They provide a 3D image of me from the waist up. They try to be quiet, but like pimples, you can’t help but be aware of them. Once I tried putting little paper bags over them. I got the bags from the deli when I ordered fries. The grease stains speckled the white paper, but didn’t smear the cameras. Appliances don’t care, but when people call, they want to see me. Management forced me to remove the greasy bags.
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