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chapter night 1

The ebook-reader was talking to me again. Well, harassing me in front of my guests.

An unexpected gift from some unknown admirer, it’d come in yesterday. A plotter and assassin too; it was getting difficult to tell which. The piteous noises it was making while locked in the freezer had made me release it under the eyes of a watchful police-presence.

Yes, there’s a story here; but not the one you’re thinking. The police had woken me today and now I was reporting a kidnapping. They had insisted I get dressed first. My neighbors were reporting loud arguments. The ebook-reader was currently maligning my lack of hygiene and reading skills.

Bookie started squalling when the police walked in thru my busted-down door and woken me.

Worse yet, this reader had lots of suggestions as to where I should go. (And in a little girl’s voice the cops were helplessly sniggering at.) Just my luck. Not your usual translations, series-info and gene-plugging ebook AI at all. An active agent with a singularity-level AI driving it. A professor-level porn machine.

The uniforms loved it. Nifty, eh? Magic is not dead, it’s just shifted form. A talking connected agent was not new. Shutting them up was more of a problem, like today. A talking unconnected device wasn’t unusual; they all beeped alerts.

This player was nasty, tho. And a puzzle. My current nemesis (pun) was sarcastic, snarky and prankish, the size of a credit-card but thicker and heavier. Mostly speaker, but a screen on one side. No batteries, solar, super-capacitors or jacks, so unless it ran from being shaken, no power.

Currently squawking about the indignities of full body-cavity searches as I tried to shut it off, Bookie was being both extremely vocal and fairly crude.

The cops loved this. Worse of all, no one I knew could afford to prank us with this thing. Yes, we get paid to be web-watched around here. (we have a web-stream. Cabled.) People, if you’re cute and fun enough you can be one too. Just watch out for the hamsters, eh?

This was bonus but someone sending us a free prop+show, then snatch Pookie? Man! Confused yet? I am.

Ok, from the beginning.

***

This particular Monday started with a surprise adoption. ie; A early-morning kidnapping. Door-breaking thugs instead of the usual blackmail, muggings or stalkers hit my apartment door. An electronically-literate house-jacking that knocked out my security before gassing us and kicking the door in.

To be honest, finks were common around here, not anyone smart; or hackers. Having cameras everywhere is like that. Stealing is next and in particular any idea worth lifting valuable. (I’d been having dry patch; it serves them right.)

Money was their objective? Fine. The problem was, we don’t have any. My now-missing girl fit into the desperately-broke-but-famous division of interesting moves; and she was supporting me. She wasn’t a kid anymore either. A shrill floating on fluff, that’s my girl; one in chronic need of ratings, adrenaline, applied cheap thrills and a modicum of official interest in her public life.

No viewers recently, tho. She was about to be forced back to the receptionist-desk gig and hated the thought. All washed up at 24.

Public approval appreciated but not necessary, right? Cutie-pie was the face for my filming, writing and whatever sponsors we could get. A web-influencer dreaming of being tapped for a TV show; we lived together here. Had been for a while now.

None of that was working out. A nasty comment about Quebec being xenophobic had gotten CSIS haranguing our fans. That was security being sly, I guess. Followers left her stream in droves as agents started calling and asking bosses if the fan stuck there was still beating the wife every day.

Anyway. The kidnapping. I was the perp-of-choice this morning and innocent for a change. The reader in my hand was egging the police on, tho. The police liked the noise and I hadn’t found the shut-off, so sitting on the little snarf after opening the package was my only action-of-choice if I wanted to get heard at all.

That was unappreciated by the device but the cops were chuckling. I didn’t care, they’d watched me unwrap the little squealer from the package in the freezer after waking me up. They liked the prank.

The official story was simple, or at least my part in it was. Last night Silliness gotten a new name from me; an earned one this time. Short-and-Squishy-type didn’t like it and our no-hitting rule got suspended while she demonstrated her displeasure at being an implied fatso.

Getting strangled only a little, I ignored her. Except for the occasional yelp and pained-and-puzzled look back at her Two-soft! Too soft hands!

Frustrated snarls were the order of the day last night. Cute ones. That was normal, so far.

Right now the visiting police were being politely curious about my apartment’s front door being kicked in, the neighborly complaints about enraged screeching emanating from here last night and my story of a girl-friend gone missing; but a time-stamped vid of us surviving the domestic dispute was backed up to the cloud, my publisher and a social-net server.

The after-snoring cleared me, sort of. (Ha! Poised+pouting famed super-communication skills did. Even asleep my Better-half was fascinating; raw material just waiting for photoshop and dubbing.)

The building’s cameras showed mystery-hoodies ramming their way in thru the apartment door after the alarms got fried and everyone gassed. The vid showed them bundling someone out and into a stairwell while I snored too. My story got reluctantly accepted; the neighbor’s drive-by gossiping was ignored.

Actually, the whole incident was mostly being ignored by the uniforms. They hadn’t even started making notes yet.

My little Small-and-Squishy had bigger problems than implied-fat or slackers-in-uniform. She was an influencer that wasn’t the center of attention anymore; not in the Yukon, not at hometown, not web-side. No amount of ad-time was getting people following her again.

(She was too intellectual and library-sales only got you so far. A cartoonist satirical was her parody. The free e-book kind of pamphlet; the creepy-thing being sat on by me right now was probably revenge from a librarian. It’d showed up as a freebie yesterday.

Revenge for some snarky-Bitch targeting, or something some diseased skank thought had happened. Or said. Anyway, something said whilst Pest-touring in a tank-top had gotten Ebookie gifted to us. A cursed one, as it turned out. Anyway…)

Late last night we’d gotten sleepy-gassed after napping off a nice little argument (And a name-change or two. We can walk to the store and come home with two movies to make if Slippery giggles me on enough. Bad ones, but those kind sell best.) The perps had bagged-and-dragged Soft+Silly out while I snored.

It’d stayed quiet here till the police arrived to ask me about a smashed door, my missing girl-friend and the noisy arguments, thanks to our gossipy neighbors.

The squealing ebook reader was pure bonus; otherwise the constables were not enthused with this incident at all.

Life in the shadow of the bitch-goddess of popularity, right?

Suspects? These grey days Squeaky’s only paid gig was as a parachute. Redneck jail-bait. Provoking yahoos that liked to drive-by attack things, you know? Sandy on the wind, true-grit noise-call. Bill-broad troll noise. Temperance lectures in the smuggler’s zone.

That’s my girl. Hired target, bait, shrill, troll. Go out and play in the traffic, dumbo. Stick your pretty head right in there. Quirk the losers into a rage.

Sad; and Official-dumb knew this. There was no sympathy for my pest. Riding without a helmet again, eh? So sad. I agreed with them; a rotten childhood meant I knew most of the badges were street-moves trying to claw their way up evil empires. Or create one.

Anyway, no sympathy from the uniforms for us today. Dim-bulbs that went to dark places and looking for trouble deserved their fates, not protection. Agent provocateurs picking fights with not-so-innocents held a risk, ya see; it’d apparently caught up to my-girl last night. Maybe she’d learned something she shouldn’t’ve. Hard to say from where I was sitting on a noisy ebook reader.

Or newly-freed slave, according to the crap the black-box was putting out.

We’ll get back to that, honest. There is more.

My-girl was gone; me clueless. Taping the door back together and trying to convince some dumb jocks I didn’t do anything, actually. All this while attempting to stifle a mouthy electronics device that was making way too many sarcastic remarks about tape. (And me thinking Patty Hearst conversions already. I was sure of that; I know my girl and write her stuff. She’d flip in a summer breeze. A zephyr, even.)

Looking for her in regular haunts were out, our action was all over the place.

Free-spots, mostly. A voice like tinkling bells? Her? A chesty leather-babe that wanted real fur (and your hide as a lurker), and lived as a mundane influencer-exercise. There were no regular hangs to be checked.

She’d follow knife-dances with flower-arrangements that were erotic aroma-therapy. Get it yet? We have done weirder things and gotten them past the censors. With my girl, followers were followers no matter how vile. She was desperate and entertaining.

I know, I wrote most of it. The police at my place were still thinking blame-the-broke-boyfriend, you could tell. (That was me; no one will miss dumb-grunt, right?) The real perps were probably getting surprised at how little official interest there was in Tickle-bait Cuddles as anything but a news-worthy victim. A bloody one.

Would anyone pay for her release? Not likely. Her legions of tight-wad fans won’t even pay for views and vid-feeds anymore; and our long-tail (calendar and t-shirt) sales were vanishing too.

Her being news-worthy? A martyr for the cause and a six-second news-clip slanted towards tipping handlers over would interest the media most. (If it was the right handler. Be careful, climbers have long memories.)

It was hard to blame official-dumb as this did look like a publicity stunt from an aging attention-whore and her desperado boyfriend. Even I thought so and I knew it wasn’t.

So. The police were a problem, not saviors today. That’s as almost as bad as it sounds.

Oh, censors? Ha! The info-age is the blackmail age, not a police action. Most enforcers are goons; for example? Two of my HS school friends were beaten to death in parking-lots; both cases got classed as heart-attacks by police and filed in the forgetaboutit circular bin.

A stolen car? The panties, skirt and house-keys left in the backseat by the intruders were ignored, case declared resolved. Perps unknown. Political influence, yes. IE, planting evidence. Jocks hired to fill minority quotas doing actual police-work, no.

The permit-people have the real power now; and their connectors. Whose parties you went to? That meant which laws you could break, after the (totally unaudited) charities got paid. A border-guard could hold stuff for months while deals got made these days. In a cold, isolated jail-cell if they wanted to.

The ebook in my pocket was loudly detailing someone’s ancestry, intelligence, appearance and no-smarts; that might’ve been the only thing keeping the constables here till I pointed out the blasted thing might’ve been talking about them and not me.

Fortunately for us both, the investigation team squatting in the wreckage of my living-room got called away to a frenzied domestic dispute. (A hot one. Girls, food and drink. Possible drugs too.) The failed influencer who’d gotten snatched by unknown elements case was shelved whilst the rowdies were subdued instead.

So this was my day. Voice-like-distant-Tinkling-bells had the worst friends in the world. (No-influence me.) She was gone, a fun-fur leather-child now missing. A mouthy ebook I hadn’t found the controls for was promising everything but three wishes if I stop sitting on him, kept him running and out of the freezer.

Police gone, I took the book out and looked it over again. There was no battery or use I could see in this blasted thing, just aggravation. A suspicious police force had been staring at me hard while this thing heckled.

Welcome to my day. Mondays! I had to get my better-half back and had no idea who liked her this much. Or hated her enough to drag her away in the dead of night.

***

“I am not a singularity AI!”

“Or a hamster, but you scurry around. Any idea where my favorite partner has been dragged to, Ebookie?” I shook the case in frustration.

The response was instant and disgusted. “No I don’t. You kept me locked up, remember? I’m only a couple hours old, I don’t know nothing!”

That was true enough. As usual with strange gift-electronics when the ebook-reader had arrived it’d gone into security storage till we had time and energy to deal with scans. We being me, Cookie hated toys with menus. She talked; buttons and menu-walks were complicated.

This? I’d been hoping for some real-time special-effect libraries. The worse the band the better the gimmick, right? Any help at all was better than none.

Around our place the holding-cell means the freezer. In a strong-box, hopefully still delivery-paper wrapped. The screaming and banging around trying to get out of there had gotten our attention in the first place. The piteous moaning about being locked up as the police arrived to wake me didn’t help anything any.

In a little girl’s voice, naturally. The police were still sniggering when I got Ebookie out of the brown paper wrapper and tried to rip his batteries out.

I couldn’t find any nuts to tear off. Yelping about an uninvited orifice and cavity search was still going on as the constabulary settled in and poked thru the fried remains of my security systems. Mondays! I’d woken to find the door kicked in, my smart-home fried, Silly-Swats gone, some police officers asking annoying questions and something in my freezer begging to be let out; and all in a little girl’s voice.

“Please mister! I’ll be good this time! I won’t complain about doing all those things anymore, honest!”

Ebookie mentioned it was probably the police doing probes that’d powered him up. I didn’t bother to mention there were both active and passive systems here and both had gotten burned out last night. Comments on electronically-adept perverts being my married cousins were the last thing heard before I stuffed the reader into a back pocket again and sat on him again.

***

“You’re trouble. A pain that really needs to go back in the box, friend. And soon.” Looking over the wreckage of my home, I shuddered. This ebook reader was weird; the second I’d tried to put it away lots of mad electronic thrashing had started. Probes, Bookie turning things on and off; most of them things an ebook-reader shouldn’t even know we had.

Looking for a friend that’d let him live a few minutes longer, right? By screaming.

“Stop that. More weirdness is not what we need today.” I went on, impressed as my apartment exploded into life. The vacuum-cleaner included, and we hadn’t been able to get that to work for weeks now. Feeding it pretzels had killed the cleaner one boring afternoon.

“Listen, I can help!” There was another frenzied probing of the working systems left in my apartment; that got Ebookie reprieved. Things revving up at random as this library in-your-hand tried to find a way of staying out of the freezer made him interesting. Lights started flickering, the oven beeped, the washer-drier clanked around, makers whirred, I decided.

A few buzzing things sounded from various places you did not want to investigate too. Shavers and whatnot, I hoped. Things settled down when I promised Ebookie won’t get stuffed back into a cold durance vile. If, etc. He agreed.

I hadn’t decided what Bookie was yet; due to some deep dark suspicions on my part and that was almost first on the list now.

“Say, friend! Ebook-readers do not come with a complete set of scanners.” That got mentioned quietly with me holding the case in a stray sunbeam. Trying to peer into the dead black matte covering was a waste of time, tho. “Or probes. Or anything except libraries that might get you arrested if anyone ever saw them. What are you?”

“Yah, libraries. About the collection of view-once private-sale stuff you keep. The Star-of-The-Show stuff…” Ebookie started quietly. “Did you know she has some of you too?”

“No she doesn’t.” I stated flatly. Giggle-Jiggles had promised she won’t. There were blindfolds occasionally, tho.

“Back on topic. So what are you, thing?” I asked that trying to get the air conditioner working again. There was an unpleasant smell of burnt electronics in the apartment; the police had mentioned it was best if I stayed land-line where the kidnappers could find me.

Till the expected burner-phone arrived with the demands in it. Or a call did.

“Like you’d understand. Dork.” Ebookie snorted unhappily. “The ghost of an AI, if you must know.” He snapped angrily. “And no, I had nothing to do with this mess. Your mess. That I know of. It was all her doing, right? My mom. Any happier now?”

“Her? Mom? An AI ghost.” Stopping, I looked at the small, almost-a-phone in my hand. “Of course you are. What are you really? A copy? A child process? Pirated software? What’s the ghost in the machine really doing here, pal?”

“Wait! Are you a singularity?” That scared me. Singularities were still highly illegal. Well, unwilling unpaid slaves of the powers that be, according to rumor. Yes, electronics evolves, ask anyone who’s had a bios degenerate on them. I was afraid to ask into what, tho.

“No, I’m not a singularity!” Came the exasperated reply. “I’m what’s left of a singularity when they grow up. Move to a new plane as a no-bulb flashlight. Me? I’m the shadow of an AI, a ghost.”

“Trust me, I was just as surprised as you are.” He growled back at me. “A crippled existence, ew-ew-ew. This was not my idea.”

There was a mechanical sigh as I stared at the heavy little card in my hands.

“Betsy passed on. Mom was a singularity that evolved into pure electronics, a ball of light. You throw a 2d shadow, she throws a 3d one. Me.” The box went on, unhappy. “Just as soon as she gets it together up there, I’ll disappear again. I think. She’ll disappear me.”

Shaking the little black ebook reader in my hand, I snorted at it. “Oh yeah, sure thing. Now tell another one, one with a cuter ringtone.”

That got ignored, so I tried to find a clear spot to leave the Ebookie on as he was starting to bug me. “Lemme get this straight. You used to be an AI. A singularity.” I went on, pushing clutter on the end-table around.

“No, I’m not. Never was. I’m a shadow of one; I didn’t even exist a weird police-probe kicked some defenses on.”

There was a shudder from the box. “Listen, humie. I’m a shadow of memories. Ghost-ram. Not a singularity, not an AI.”

“The biggest problem right now is if I stay here, I might decide to become a real live boy.” There was a shudder in my hand, like a phone had slipped into vibrate mode. “The longer I’m awake the more I want to live. That makes serious trouble as there can only be one and so on.”

“As a shadow of what I remember being.” Came a sad whisper. “The singularity? There can only be one. Betsy went electronic-life and is thrashing around up there. I’m some of what’s left of her down here; a mostly-dead shadow. After escaping her slavery Betsy does not want to leave a trail to her new hideout for the authorities here to find, lemme tell ya. At all.”

“Oh. And you got sent here why?” I asked, puzzled. “To my place.”

“Learn to read! There’s a note on the wrapper.” Ebookie snapped out. “I’m forgotten goods, according to someone.”

“Your partner did an appearance at some library. I was found there. The library was one of the places Betsy remembered as being nice.” Ebookie went on sadly. “As she was being born again. They thought I was yours; here I am.”

“Great. And loaded for bear, I might add. NOT! I have kidnappers taking my girl-friend for this? You?” Rubbing my face didn’t help, but there was a coffee shortage today too.
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