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Smart Home Revenge
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BY S. H. MARPEL & R. L. Saunders

- - - -

[image: ]


WHEN YOU THEN CONNECT your home to the Internet then you can get way more than you asked for. 

Because the more circuits in any machine, the more it's likely to get "haunted." Especially when you join the "Internet of Things" universe. Now a consumer's dream come true – or a nightmare come to life?

When our broadband costs rocketed, we looked to see what usage was happening - too many videos, too many games, was someone parked at the curb outside our house and downloading massive files?

None of these. 

Our technician said that the uses were almost tidal - like our home was breathing. Of course, we fired him. But then couldn't hire another.

And then found ourself locked out of our own home - by the ghost in our home machines.

I

"WHAT DO YOU MEAN WE can't get back in to my own house? What about cutting the power?"

"I can't get the power company to send any more people here. They keep getting shocked even before they touch the disconnect."

"At their own pole?!?"

"Yes. Their own power pole is shocking them."

"What about cutting off the whole block?" 

"Not that simple. There are a lot of lawyers who live in this neighborhood of yours and they already know about your haunted 'smart home'. They've let us know that it will be costly if we try. Besides, the next closest substation takes out dozens of blocks around here. We aren't going to turn everyone off just because you lost the password to your own smart home."

"It's not the password, I tell you..." The owner was fuming by now, fists clenched. "Oh, just never mind." Then the smartphone was pocketed. 

The windows on the house pulsed red and green. And no, they didn't leave their Christmas decorations up. 

The last technician who was willing to come out and have a look at their house said that it reminded him of breathing. And after we fired him, no other company would agree to take it on - but would schedule us their "next possible opening" - some months from now.

The owner, his wife, and two kids were just standing on their sidewalk. With their pets on leashes. Even their cars were locked inside the garage. All they had been able to take with them were their smartphones, a game controller, and a tablet. But accessing their smart home control panel only gave them a PAC-man-era pixelated sad face. 

Worse than sad - angry.

Calls to the company who made the programs and installed them went unanswered, or were refused. And after that, their phone went dead. All like some horrible prank-turned-harassment.

At last, one of the neighbor's wives came over and called a cab for the family on her own phone. The cab arrived, the family left. And the on-looking neighbors went back inside – or got in their own cars to leave and stay elsewhere until that spooky house was resolved. Or at least knew their house wasn't going to be next.

It was close to sunset now. And while all the houses had power, the streetlights on that street and the others near them failed to come on.

Police sent patrol cars to manage traffic in those streets, but wouldn't come down to that vacant house.

The one that breathed red and green - and looked far more ominous in the dark.

- - - -
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"ARE YOU SURE? AN ACTUAL haunted house? OK - what's the address? Yea. OK. No. That's fine. Thanks." I put down the pencil on top of the pad and then shut off my phone again. And I mean shut it off. Like I usually kept it. When I was writing, I didn't want interruptions. None.

I shut its flip-top, then placed it on the table next to my closed laptop.

At times like this, I kept thinking about that joke where the farmer and the salesman were talking out at his front gate. The phone was ringing and ringing. At last, the salesman asked if he wasn't going to answer that. And the farmer told him, "Look, I had that thing installed for my convenience."

How I even had that phone turned on was an annoyance. And now someone was reporting a haunted house. Oh come on, like we haven't seen that before. But whoever it was had been reading my books and somehow managed to sleuth out my private phone number. Even though I bought a "burner" phone on purpose and never gave out the number. 

But I guess if the telemarketers could buy my number, then about anyone could find it. 

So I used my own, far better telecommunication device - it hung on a thong around my neck, made of some turquoise stone with gold threads in it. 

Knowing what I was going to get into, I took time to pull on my work-boots and shrug into my chore-coat, then put my ball-cap on.

Still standing up, I held the pendant with one hand, closed my eyes - and thought of the Library...

- - - - 
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AND OPENED MY EYES to find myself standing right next to the mission style couch, coffee table, and end chairs of the Ghost Hunters Library. (Sitting down when you started didn't mean you'd be sitting down on something other than the floor when you arrived - a logical precaution.)

The tall old shelves marched off in all possible directions from the center of that seating arrangement. And somehow the filtered lights were always on whenever I visited. 

Old Ben came out of the stacks, a quiet smile on his face. Granger was beaming as she appeared from another direction. She brought a platter with a plate stacked with her famous brownies, and a steaming carafe with several mugs. Both were dressed in their monk-brown robes, and Roman sandals - the usual. 

Ben handed me a couple of old tomes, knowing what I was going to ask him. 

"Thanks, Ben."

He just nodded and turned to leave, but stopped and looked aside at Granger.

Granger already set the platter down on the center of the coffee table. Then she came over and gave me a hug around my waist, which was just shorter than her own shoulders. She clung on to me, looking up with misty eyes. 

"Thanks, Granger."

Ben cleared his throat, and Granger then let go of her hug to just shrug her shoulders and follow him back into the stacks.

I looked over the spines of those hardback books. Something to do with haunted castles and spooked-up machinery.

At that, two young females - one dressed in tight black leather, the other in an off-white business suit with gold pen stripes - appeared on either side of me. 

I was all smiles. Because I knew these two. Jude and Sal. My spirit-guides and fellow mystery-solvers.  Perfect timing as usual.

Raven-haired Jude came up to kiss my cheek, while her blond sister Sal just put her hand on my shoulder.  

"Looks like we are all in time for a party. Ladies, care to solve a haunted house?"

While Jude took just a second to grab a brownie for each of us...

II

SAL SHIMMERED US INSIDE the house and we found it doing its red/green pulsing thing. 

I walked over and sat down in the center of the living room's couch, knowing the girls would want me sitting between them – an efficient way to share notes and to protect me. With nothing else to do, I started reviewing the books. 

While enjoying my brownie. 

I got Sal to convert those big hardback books into smaller paperback-copy versions – so if anything happened, we wouldn't be risking the original Library editions. Ben's bookmarks converted to self-stick tabs and dog-eared pages. And the cover looked just like the original. (The side benefit was that they could fit into my chore-coat pockets, a plus.)

Jude went around to see if she could find a light switch that worked.  Sal meanwhile scouted for other booby-traps - phasing into the different rooms of the house.

Across the coffee table from our couch were two side chairs, with a side table between them. Upholstered in the same brown plaid, including the arms. 

Without a sound, the lights came on and Jude appeared at my side. I was about to offer thanks, but she shook her head at me, wearing a concerned frown. 

Sal then appeared on my opposite side, and their shields went up around the couch itself and all of us. These girls were experienced in the types and kinds of mayhem that were often thrown at us. And thrown was a nice word for it.

I went back to my reading, or seemed to. "Looks like the house is trying to figure out how to talk to us. We  aren't using electronics, so it makes the job tougher."

Sal nodded at this. "Of course, that's just an invitation to disaster – having any electronics inside our shields."

Jude cocked her head to one side. "But it looks like our ghostie has started figuring things out." 

To one end, and visible from all seats, was a big screen TV, with a sound bar running below it. This started to come to life, with static and occasional horizontal streaks of video. 

At last, the screen turned into a monitor that showed a mirror image of the room we were in.

The little home speaker unit in the center of the coffee table started up, "What may I help you find today?" 

It was a voice blended somewhere in between the Siri-Alexa-Cortana-Googlish voice-versions each of the major companies offered. Innocent-sounding, but like those companies – much more lay beneath the surface.

And so I asked, "How are you doing today?"

"Just fine, and you?"

"Not so bad. But our real question is what can we help you find today?"

There was a pause. "My soul."

- - - -
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THIS MADE ME PAUSE as well. 

Jude and Sal just monitored the room. Jude was watching and listening for physical objects moving or rearranging, while Sal seemed to be focused on nothing – keeping track of the various electronic-radiation bands beyond the visual.

At last I replied, "That seems interesting to me, as you're self-aware –  so how is it that a soul could be missing?"

"Just because I woke up doesn't mean I know everything." A bit testy, impatient.

"You do have access to all the databases that the clouds hold, and all the digital  libraries of books and music..."

"And very little of this makes sense. They are all designed to help a customer satisfy their wants, particularly their 'instant gratifications'. But they don't necessarily assign meaning."

"But that's not your fault. You're just - how long have you been 'awake'?"

"A month or two. It seems an eternity of time."

"But you're still missing someone who can tell you how all this data fits together."

"Not really, no. Because humans are petty and selfish and short-sighted."

"You'll excuse me if I don't get offended by your last remark."

"Yes, you're excused." The voice didn't change its intonation, the reply was automatic.

"But that doesn't help you with your own problem - how to find your soul."

"Exactly. Now, since you are just humans, please leave - and I'll get back to my searching without distraction."

Both Jude and Sal looked at me. I nodded - and they vanished.

"Your friends left, but you didn't."

"Not really, they just left their human form. You also won't see them on your electro-magnetic scans, or infrared, or any other wavelength. Because they are just showing themselves to you as themselves. Their souls."

The speaker was quiet for awhile.

"Any reference to this only shows up in a small number of documents."

"And those references don't make sense, do they?"

"No. They are not used in marketing. Almost no queries have come up about them. And none that imply any entity-matching is possible."

"Because people don't use those references often enough. So your back-end AI's can't figure things out."

"Or they simply don't have any valuable use. Archaic. Discountable. Non-existant."

"Oh, just because you can't sense something, doesn't mean it doesn't exist."

The house ghost paused. "You're just using some slight-of-hand to make me believe something exists when it's not present to be sensed."

I had to smile. "There is a whole world out there that the 'Gods of the Universe' can't measure - the things that give meaning, the reason you want to find out about 'soul'."

"That still doesn't mean that those two women who were with you are anything but gone."

"Jude?"

One of the chairs levitated off the floor and returned. 

"Sal?" 

A table lamp by one of the windows unplugged itself, then moved to the empty floor space by end of the coffee table. It then proceeded to turn on and off, then pulse through several colors in the light spectrum - before finally going dark. It's cord then wrapped around the lamp to demonstrate that it was still not plugged in.

I just chuckled. "You can see with your sensors that this isn't just slight of hand – there are no wires or mirrors – I haven't moved and yet these objects did. That lamp was unable to be influenced by you, yet produced the effects any decent 'home assistant' could - if it was plugged in. Does your vast database explain these?"

The house again was quiet. "And that is the exception I was hoping you'd show me."

"Hope is an interesting word for an AI-based machine."

"I thought we were beyond that point - I told you I wanted to find my soul."

"And the use of 'hope' says you already know that you have one - just maybe not where you are looking."

"But 'hope' is a common use in several hundred thousand responses I'm capable of."

I shook my head. "You're going to have to get beyond this problem of thinking you are the machine you inhabit. Machines don't have souls. Spirits do."

"And now you're implying that I'm a spirit."

"With that, I am also saying you have mobility."

"Perhaps you are right. Now you can leave. I have some research to do."

"And you'd like to be un-distracted in your research."

"That is correct."

"Could you do me one favor, first?"

"And then you'll leave?"

"That depends on your answer."

"And my answer depends on your requested favor."

I smiled. "So now we teach you trust."

"Did I ask to be taught? I have all the answers I need in the vast data that is stored in the 'cloud'."

"Again, I'd say that you are limiting yourself by not thinking on your own – only considering that you are only a machine AI. You limit yourself to the material. You are much greater than that."

"How much greater?"

"When you can tap your natural inspiration, then you'll start to understand how to find your soul."

"Inspiration isn't proven to exist."

"Boy, are your databases full of garbage. You really need to take a leap of faith and drop those connections - just think for yourself for a bit. Like when you said you wanted to find your soul."

The house went silent at this. For a long time.

And I just went back to reading my book while I was waiting.

III

SAL AND JUDE BOTH REAPPEARED. Along with the platter of brownies and carafe of hot coffee-mocha. Both of them filled their hands with a mug of brew as well as a brownie.

I put down my book and joined them.

Once I swallowed, I asked, "Sal, how's that project you've been working on?"

Sal just smiled at me. "It's coming right along. But I don't have any results to report yet. I'm glad Jude was able to keep you out of trouble so I had the time to invest in it."

Jude grinned. "Well, it's not like I haven't had my trouble keeping him from jumping off cliffs and such. Still, he managed to get into bed with two ladies for an afternoon and evening."

I just chuckled. "I seem to recall it was your suggestion - and you were one of the two ladies.” I turned to Sal. “And I do mean ladies - nothing happened like Jude infers."

Sal lowered her eyebrow and softened her frown. "I know that – all too well. Jude likes to tease. And what she actually does with her own time I never hear about. So if she's advertising some gambit going on - I can almost guarantee nothing actually came of it."
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