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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans - (and especially Rebekah, who clued me in how much maintenance is needed for platinum-blond hair...)


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...

      

    


- - - -
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WHEN A.I. GOES WRONG, it goes horribly wrong.

In order to make massive changes to any computer program, you have to have administrator access: "root".

Integrating chips into humans had become almost a social media requirement. Fear of Missing Out had the latest enhancements available to anyone who could afford them. Soon, legislatures legalized a simple audio "bio-hack" now available through over-the-counter pharmacies and installed as simply as a ear piercing. The chips had "momentary" root access to your brain. (It said so in the tiny type of the TOS.)

Soon, advertising-paid versions made the cost of implants virtually free, as the massed populations of major metropolitan and coastal megalopoli were all connected. Software upgrades were free and frequent.

And then the "fad" of the timed dopamine "rushes" started - where everyone stopped mid-action and enjoyed the smooth burst of calming hormones while a Macarena-style tune played. Like an elevator-music-sponsored pomodoro break where everybody simply went on "pause".

After that, "accidental" deaths became more commonplace. Some regained their motion faster than others, an advantage for petty thieves - and others. 

A single teen-ager saw a pattern to the deaths - as murders-for-hire. But who ever listened to an underachieving high-school student with a conspiracy theory, no matter how detailed. Except this one girl with some serious connections...

But the hacks also worked in reverse. Soon they were pursued - by those people who "returned" a split-second faster than others. 

And wanted to keep it their little secret...
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IT WAS ONLY POLITE to stop and stare. 

Also, it meant that the cops wouldn't bust you or ship you off to some "facility" where they kept "people like you". 

Because in this city, everyone here - except for us extreme few - were all wired in. This is where social media led us. For a few moments every hour, like some sort of enforced pomodoro break, people would zone out wherever they were and whatever they were doing. They'd all later wake up on cue, smile and carry on.

The rest of us had to play along.  Or else.

Because when 99.99 percent of humans around you all did the same thing - you'd better, too. People had not-so-funny ways to dealing with people that didn't. Especially as they were vulnerable - everyone was vulnerable - during those moments. So it was a matter of "public safety" that you pretended to zone out along with everyone else.

Just another reason for the walls around the city, and keeping people out as much as keeping them in. To keep us safe from everything else "out there". Where they weren't necessarily all plugged in. The rumors were that those were all the Luddites and 'deplorables' who were so 'backward' they couldn't see the obvious advantages to plugging in. “Just above their station in life”, they explained. 

Like that was a bad thing.

- - - -
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ME, I COULDN'T BE BOTHERED. I had my studies to do. I had things to figure out. And going without their mandated TV and their "socially-required" plug-in's just gave me more time to work things out. Working things out gave me peace, helped me understand the world, let me live with less mandatory conformity. 

For now, I could almost count down the days, hours, and seconds before I was no longer required to attend their truly dreary "schooling" to get my mandated so-many-hours of "education" so I'd be one of their "well-adjusted" and "productive members of society".

More double-speak. "1984" was one of my favorites, along with "Animal Farm". And some classic humor like "Gulliver's Travels". I always chuckled when he got in trouble for helping put out fires in Lilliput. That was also my attitude toward the too-numerous regulations and regulators: piss on 'em.

- - - -
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THE "MUZIK PLUG" HAD been available for some time, but was regulated as a health device. Then some politicians soon “got interested” in deregulating it, making it available as an over-the-counter device that wouldn't require a shrink's script to pick one up. Right after that, they made a "ad-sponsored" version for free - and started the fad. Especially, since installation was almost as simple as getting an ear-piercing. And could be done at home, no adult supervision required. If you had a steady hand, you could even DIY your install. Even multiple versions if you wanted. 

If your mind could take it.

The idea was simple - feed a sequential play-list of your favorite tunes in the background of your consciousness, so you always had some beat or other going on. If you ran out of your own tunes, you could have the device select and play the most popular ones for you. 

Ads played in between each song for 15 seconds or so.

A lot of people reported it helped them improve their working conditions. Because their jobs were already mind-numbing. The muzik just helped them get along with each other. That was the name for this noise. They borrowed it from old Depression Era company that urban legend said wired background music into mind-numbing elevator trips. To make everything more enjoyable. But it was updated for people who had no clue where the original came from and were used to everpresent ear buds anyway. 

All its programming was also generated under some sort of "open source initiative". (Meaning it couldn't be traced easily and liabilities for misuse would be impossible to prove in a court of law.)

Hacks and upgrades were plentiful after awhile. The mental-music called “muzik” could be attained from a number of sources, which were all themselves trademarked and syndicated. 

A little research led them back to some shell-companies who were owned by other shell-companies. But it all meant the same thing - one or a handful of companies were profiting off these ads. And paying people to look the other way since it was "harmless". 

Of course, those same companies owned the tabloids and media. So they soon made it a fad, a "fashion statement" and the "next big thing". For all practical purposes, "everyone" was wearing one, conspicuously or not. Customized or not. As long as they left it alone, in its basic functions, they were safe in using it. 

And when some lawsuit did make it to court, that was the usual excuse that threw the case out. Their “customizations” violated the "root" clause.

Root access meant control. And it was supposed to keep the device safe for everyday use. And gave it control over some of your “autonomous” functions.

Generally, it seemed safe enough. You took their little boring device that played music and ads into your brain incessantly. Even "helped" you go to sleep and keep your dreams "pleasant".  So all the media said.
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