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AIs and Birthday Parties

Blue blocks of code spread like a fractal peacock. A quarter tone sounded, not discordant but essential. Ah, there was the problem. A bright yellow line that tasted bitter.

"Earth to Jayden."

His eyes snapped open and stared back at him from the bathroom mirror.

Kelly offered a towel. "Toothpaste's dribbling down your chin. Remember Sophie's birthday party is next month. You're arranging the food."

"Aw, Kelly. I'm starting a project with our new AI."

"I'll be at the Nevada trade show the entire week before the party."

Jayden planted a minty kiss on her lips. "You're the company's best rep, and the prettiest, too."

"Sweet talk, but you're still on the hook."

"No problem. Ice cream and hot dogs."

"You've got to read the RSVPs. See what the parents say."

Jayden leaned against his sink and sighed.
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The boss walked into Jayden's cube. Sauntered, really, which always spelled trouble.

"Here's an assignment for our resident genius and that new artificial intelligence system. How to make the best burrito in America."

"What? I'm assembling data on shifting rain patterns. Do you realize that two billion people worldwide don't have clean drinking water?"

"I totally support your project. But we need to pay the bills. This will only take two weeks, since that's all the time you've got." The boss smiled like this was good news. "It's the novelty of an AI finding the best burrito that sells."

That evening, Jayden sat in the kitchen with Sophie on his lap and an oversized tablet on the table. He'd spent the day linking the AI to data from satellites and geological surveys, so he was starting burrito searches on his own time.

Sophie poked at twisting patterns of color on the screen. "What's that?"

"Daddy's Artificial Intelligence partner. Call it Sherlock. Sherlock, say hello to Sophie."

A waving-hand emoji overlaid the swirls.

Sophie giggled.

Jayden reached for the nearby plate. "Want a grape?"

"No."

"How about a nugget?" He wiggled the chicken out of its breading.

"I want animal crackers."

He offered a saltine.

"That's not an animal."

She frowned, threatening to pout.

"It's a square animal."

"You're silly." Sophie giggled again, snatched the cracker, and squirmed off his lap.

Customer ratings, restaurant supply orders, and food blogs flooded into Sherlock from the cloud. Millions of times, the AI sorted data into good-burrito or bad-burrito, modeling patterns. It shouldn't be hard to add a second food question.

"Sherlock, parallel process. What's the best food to serve at a kindergartener's birthday party?"
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Jayden sat with his elbows propped on his desk, fingers dug into his hair. Kelly had been at her trade show for three days, and the burrito was due tomorrow.

Sherlock synthesized code to widen its search, adding nutritional research and archeological studies. Also, popular fiction references and food poisoning records from the CDC. A melody would begin, then shatter like glass. The taste puckered Jayden's mouth.

"Sherlock, I need an answer."

A winking emoji popped up.

"That doesn't help. I could shut you down, you know. Delete your executables. How about that?"

Shrugging emoji. Whoever added the personality module should be shot.

"You don't care? I'd care if someone wanted to delete me."

Text appeared. Your imperatives evolved biologically, dictated by generations of chemical and physical interactions with your environment. I function in the present without regret or anticipation. Would you like an analysis comparing our effectiveness?

"Absolutely not. You're using enough bandwidth as it is. Show your burrito results graphically."

Swirls appeared, grew and shrank. Colors brightened as probabilities increased, then faded when new data negated results.

"Sherlock, stop display. Present the party question instead." It was just as confusing.

"Estimate time to convergence."

An emoji with its tongue out.

Jayden slapped the side of the screen. "Explain."

Here is a simplified analogy. Quadratic equations have two solutions that may or may not be distinct, and that may or may not be real. You cannot demand a single answer.

Jayden tented his fingers against his lips. "Show your results as a three-dimensional surface."

The party food dilemma was a rainbow of colors. Not a tower on a barren plain, but a mountain range of twisted valleys and ridges. The answer Sherlock got at any specific point, the mountain it climbed, depended on a million interactions.

Jayden needed to pick the winning peak, or a slew of peaks. The AI couldn't do that for him.

He smiled. He'd have Sophie's menu soon, and the burrito report would be an interactive infographic. The client would love it.
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Jayden gave Kelly a kiss as she slipped in through the back door. Around the kitchen island, a dozen smiling parents waved hello. They were chatting and occasionally tilting an ear towards the dining room where giggles punctuated Sophie's party. Bottles of sparkling water and white wine lined the countertop with snacks nearby - hummus, cheese rolled in chopped herbs, and bags of chips.

Sophie's favorite babysitter sidled in for a bowl of tiny boiled wieners and carried it to the kids.

"Hot dogs?" Kelly asked.

Jayden grinned. "Ice cream too. Regular vanilla and lactose-free." He steered her to the doorway to peek out. "Also baby carrots. Organic."

"Thanks, hon. I knew you could do it."

Jayden glanced at his tablet, propped against the backsplash. Sherlock had incorporated sociology studies and alternative energy sources into its water purification analyses, and was now correlating competing technologies with educational trends.

Rainbow colored waves spiked and curled on the screen. Jayden hummed along and tasted garlic.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Lady's Payment
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Deadly Escape

The figure stood shrouded beneath a hooded cloak. A slender gloved hand sparkling with rings, the hand of a lady, peeked from within the folds. Giotto wasn't supposed to allow anyone inside, but this visitor must be wealthy. He stood aside.

She drifted among the easels, all paintings in progress.

Her voice was soft as a breeze. "I will come after Sunday Vespers for this one."
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"Foolish boy." Master Peruzzi slapped at Giotto but was too drunk to land a blow. "I told you to bar the door. The city gates are closed to begging peasants, yet villains roam the streets."

"But she's a lady. She bought a painting and returns Sunday after Vespers to claim it."

"So, not so foolish." Peruzzi smirked. "See that it's completed."

Peruzzi undid his lacings and laid bare marks of his illness, the stinking abscesses below his waist. "Prepare my tincture."

"Yes, Master."

Surely, ladies of the court long ago evicted him from their chambers, Giotto thought. How can even the lowly-born bear his company?

Giotto put a measure of powdered cinnabar, one of their best pigments, into a cup with water from a steaming kettle. He stirred until the red flecks disappeared. Giotto watched Peruzzi drink. Oh, to be back with my flock on the green mountain slopes, sketching wise bearded goats with charcoal on flat stones.

How thrilled he'd been when the village priest presented him to a visiting merchant. How happy to travel to Florence and be placed in an artist's workshop. Unfortunately, this artist was Peruzzi, scion of the ruling family, but also a dilettante whose only talent lay in charming ill-advised ladies.

Pigments and brushes were Giotto's comfort. Deep mineral colors and the clean scent of linseed oil, all for him since Peruzzi seldom painted. The last three panels sold had been Giotto's work. His work, with Peruzzi's name affixed!
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Sunday eve, Peruzzi doused himself with fragrance. At the appointed hour, there was a knock.

The cloaked lady drifted to the painting. "But I cannot read the painter's mark."

Giotto had scratched in his own signature, very small.

Peruzzi snatched up a pallet knife and scraped Giotto's name away, chose a brush and scrawled his own. A sharp glance promised Giotto a beating.

"Magnificent. Come here, Master. Receive your payment."

The lady stretched out her hand and white bones glistened between the cloak and glove. Giotto gasped, frozen in place, as she touched Peruzzi.

He dropped.

"You killed him." Giotto could barely whisper.

"The French Pox killed him." Her words drifted like clouds. "Too much time in the beds of too many, without love or even kindness. I spared him the pain of dying. A fair payment for an admirable painting. Carry it to my carrozza."

Giotto winced, but took her hand as she stepped into her gilded carriage. "Mind the panel, my lady. The paint is still wet."

"May I offer you something for your service?" The deep shadows of her hood turned towards Giotto. "Would you perhaps wish to know the manner of your own death?"

"No, lady. Thank you, but no."

"Something from your own city, then."

A gold florin rolled to the pavement. Giotto snatched the coin and bowed as the carriage rolled away. He would pack his favorite brushes and return to the mountains.
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​Proxima
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Sacrifice is Part of the Mission

Link confirmed.

I am a small disk of solid quantum circuitry, as are all my brethren in the sixteenth squad of relay nanocraft.

I know this because I am linked to the mission's artificial intelligence. It supervised launch of the primary probes sixteen years ago, sending them to a rocky planet orbiting Promixa Centuri, forty trillion kilometers or four light years away. To fulfill my mission, I have no need for more specific numbers, the AI explains.

I scan its mission files. Each primary probe is a unit as small as myself but with an array of instruments I lack. Two thousand were launched to ensure enough survive the journey. Space is only thinly scattered with dust, but Proxima is very far away and at interstellar speeds a single molecule's impact is disastrous. Thirty percent of the probes are expected to be destroyed before reaching the system, and each squad of relay units will suffer similar losses.

My systems are performing optimally, which is to be expected. After constructing thousands of units, the design has been perfected. Mass production of a standard unit reduces costs, so I carry the same circuits and battery as the squads before me despite my shorter mission life. I need only function for seven years - three until the probes fly by Proxima and four for their last data packages to relay back to me. I have no need for more specific numbers.

The AI packs my light sail
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