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  Foreword


   


  I’ve known Joe for a few years, and in our conversations, there have been a repeated theme of two constants: Money, and politics. And how they intertwine. 


  Occasionally we also talk about bread, and Georgia (the country, not the state). And every once in a very great while, open source.


  I cannot imagine someone else having written this, or having the concepts in this come up in the kind of conversations we have.


  I hope you enjoy it as much as I did.


   


  - Scott Bascom




  Sex, Life, and Love under the Algorithms


   


  Skyler’s personal assistant chimed softly, interrupting his scroll. He blinked.


  “What is it, Alexis?”


  “Sorry to interrupt you, Skyler,” the soothing artificial voice spoke from his neckband. “Today is election day. I have calculated your preferences and prepared your ballot. Would you like to review it now?”


  Today is election day? Skyler thought. It must have slipped his mind. No matter. That was what Alexis was for.


  He glanced apathetically over the pre-filled ballot. Most of the names were unfamiliar to him, but Skyler supposed that didn’t matter much, either. He swiped right to accept and went back to his personal newsfeed.


  His latest sculpture had garnered over a hundred likes and two dozen comments in the first three hours. The comments were short and contained more emojis than words, but to his relief, most were positive. He’d spent almost every waking hour of the last month working on this piece and had painstakingly selected and attached every one of the 3,048 plastic bottles that made it up.


  Thoroughly satisfied, he set his handheld onto his lap and glanced out the car’s window. The sky was a pleasant gray ceiling to the massive screens on the skyscrapers all around him. The bright, flashy lights of the city made him feel right at home.


  As Skyler’s car crawled down the busy street, the only sound that met his ears was the soft purring of the engine. He had heard that back before the traffic algorithms, everything was chaos and gridlock. It was difficult to imagine that now. The only sign of disorder was the occasional homeless beggar on the sidewalk, but the algorithms would soon take care of that, too.


  Alexis’s chime brought him back the present. 


  “What is it, Alexis?”


  “Skyler, I have a message from your friend Jason. Would you like me to read it to you?”


  “Go ahead.”


  “It reads: ‘Congrats on your latest piece! Very shiny. Want to get lunch? My treat.’”


  It always sounded a bit weird when Alexis read text messages in the sender’s own voice. The studies all said it was impossible to tell the difference, but Skyler was confident that he could still detect it. 


  He glanced at the suggested responses on his handheld and chose Thanks! Let’s do it! with a smiley face, a thumbs up, and a hamburger. The last emoji wasn’t really his style, but it was more convenient than writing out a response of his own.


  “You have an opening for lunch tomorrow at noon, Skyler. Would you like Chinese?”


  He thought for a moment. Tacos were his favorite, but now that Alexis mentioned it, he could really go for some Chinese food. 


  “Yes.”


  “Very well, Skyler. I will make the arrangements.”


  A few moments later, the details appeared on Skyler’s handheld. He swiped right to accept them and reclined the seat to take a much-deserved nap.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Hello, Skyler!”


  Jason was a tall, cleanshaven man, with a trim but muscular build. Breaking with current fashion, his hair was still its natural color and was parted very neatly, neither long on top nor shaved on the sides. Skyler admired Jason’s penchant for going his own way.


  “Good to see you, Jase,” he said as they shook hands. “Thanks so much for the review. It means a lot to me.”


  “Anytime, friend. Let’s eat.”


  Alexis silently populated Skyler’s side of the tablescreen with three mouth-watering options from the menu. He was about to select the beef chow mein with General Tzu’s chicken when he noticed that Jason had rejected all of his own suggestions.


  “Why did you do that?”


  “Do what?” Jason asked.


  “You, uh, rejected all of the suggested entrées. Is something wrong?”


  Jason laughed. “I guess my personal assistant just isn’t as good as yours. Besides, I like to see all the options before I decide.”


  Skyler grinned. “You absolute madlad!”


  He’d never used that word before, but he’d heard it on a video that Alexis had recommended him, and it seemed like a good time to use it. Then he realized that Jason might think he was trying to impress him.


  To his relief, Jason grinned as well. 


  “‘The only way to deal with an unfree world is to become so absolutely free that your very existence is an act of rebellion.’”


  “Ooh, that’s a good one! What does it mean?”


  “Just an odd quote,” Jason shrugged off the compliment. “How’s your art going?”


  “Very well,” said Skyler, brightening. He began to talk about his next big project: a great white shark made entirely from ocean debris. It was difficult, though, because the algorithms kept the beaches so clean. But on several long walks, he’d managed to find some fascinatingly weathered ones buried in the sand.


  A few minutes after they made their selections, two trays of food slid out of the booth’s wall compartment.


  “This smells amazing,” said Jason. “How did you find this place?”


  “My personal assistant suggested it.”


  “Really?”


  “Sure,” said Jason, winking. “How’s your chicken?”


  Skyler took a bite. It was delicious.


  “Mmm, very good! Alexis, add this place to my favorites.”


  Alexis was muted, but a green light on the tablescreen indicated that she’d done so.


  “I’m glad your art is going well,” said Jason, adding some soy sauce to his fried rice. “I wish I could say the same with my business.”


  “Oh yeah. How’s that going?”


  “It’s been rough lately. The state takes more than ninety percent of my profits in taxes and fees. I can barely make enough to keep the lights on.”


  Jason owned a fleet of twelve cars, much like the one that Skyler had taken to the restaurant. Most of the cars on the street were owned by the corporations, but small businesses like Jason’s weren’t all that unusual.


  “At least there’s still the UBI,” Skyler offered. “I don’t know what I’d do without it.”


  Jason briefly made a face, then nodded and smiled. “I suppose.”


  Skyler took another bite of his chow mein. “Are all of your cars on the road right now?”


  “No,” Jason answered, “only eight. Three are out for maintenance, and one is in the shop for repairs.”


  “Was there an accident?” Skyler asked excitedly.


  “Yes, a small one. A bird hit the windshield and cracked it. The passenger threatened to sue me over it. Can you believe it? As if I can control the birds.”


  Were birds controllable? Skyler supposed not, but then again, he’d never seen a bird in the city.


  “Where was this?”


  “One of the older districts. There are a lot of manual drivers out there, so the insurance rates go up significantly. Perhaps I should stop offering service to those areas.”


  “Have you ever manually driven one of your own cars?” Skyler asked, giving his friend a conspiratorial look. His heart began to beat a little faster.


  Jason looked him in the eye. “Why do you ask?”


  “Come on. I won’t tell.”


  “Driving manually within city limits is illegal, Skyler. I would lose my business license.”


  “And outside the city limits?”


  Jason shrugged and took a bite. “Have you tried timing your beach excursions with the passage of the ferry?”


  “My what?”


  “Your scavenging excursions. A lot of ferry passengers toss litter into the water.”


  Skyler frowned. “I never thought of that. Thanks.”


  Their conversation soon moved on to other topics. Jason shared some of his business plans, and Skyler talked about ideas for his art. As they both stood up to leave, though, Jason gave Skyler a conspiratorial look.


  “Did you know that there are places in the mountains where more than half of the cars are manual-drive only?”


  Skyler’s jaw dropped. “More than half?”


  “Well, it was good seeing you,” Jason said as abruptly. “We should do this again.”


  Caught off guard, Skyler accepted his friend’s proffered hand. “Uh, yeah,” he stuttered. “Definitely.”


  “Take care, my friend!”


  And with that, Jason was gone.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Out on the curb, something bugged Skyler like an unscratchable itch in the back of his mind. According to Alexis, the rest of his day was free to search for material for his art. Normally, he’d do that, but for some reason, the fact that Alexis had suggested it made him want to do something else.


  As a car pulled up, Skyler brought up his friends list on his handheld. Several moments passed as the car waited for him to get in.


  “Skyler,” Alexis said soothingly from his neckband, “the car will leave in the next ten seconds unless we claim it.”


  “Hmm,” Skyler muttered. As he climbed inside, his friend Kat’s face popped up on his handheld. He knew her from an art history course they’d taken together. They’d met up in person after the course was over, and she’d commented on all his pieces ever since. She was a writer, and with the help of her augmented personal assistant, had published nearly three hundred novels. He hadn’t read them all, but he’d left reviews on all of them just like she’d reviewed his art.


  “There,” he said, bringing up her address. “Take me there, Alexis.”


  “Skyler, we don’t have an appointment to—”


  “That doesn’t matter. She won’t mind if we drop by.”


  “Very well, Skyler. Do you want to message her first?”


  “No,” Skyler said firmly. “Just take me there.”


  “You seem to be acting strangely, Skyler.”


  “I don’t care.” 


  The glee in his voice was impossible to hide, but if Alexis picked up on that, she made no mention of it.


  The car’s dashscreen changed to show the route to Kat’s apartment, and the car slowly rolled out into traffic. Skyler’s heart was beating so hard, he almost thought it would leap right out of his chest. He laughed for absolutely no reason whatsoever and brought up one of Kat’s novels on his handheld. Before long, though, traffic came to a stop. He frowned and looked up. 


  “What’s going on?”


  “I’m afraid there’s been an accident, Skyler.”


  “What sort of accident?”


  “A suicide.”


  Skyler blinked in surprise. Sure enough, the street map on the dashscreen was starting to turn red. In a few minutes, the algorithms would reroute everyone, but for the moment there was chaos on the streets of the city. 


  How exciting!


  “What sort of suicide, Alexis?” Skyler asked.


  “A man jumped from the forty-third floor of an apartment complex four blocks ahead and landed on the road,” Alexis explained. “According to the authorities, he died on impact.”


  “He jumped out of a building? What an absolute madlad!”


  Out the forward window, police drones deployed from the sky to cordon off the road ahead. The pedestrians on the sidewalk milled about in glorious confusion. Skyler craned his neck, but they were still too far away to see anything.


  “Sorry for the delay, Skyler. We will arrive at Kat’s apartment in approximately ten minutes. Are you sure you don’t want to message her?”


  “Yes, I’m sure,” Skyler answered, his hands shaking as he leaned back against his seat.


   


  * * * * *


   


  When the car arrived at Kat’s apartment, Skyler began to have second thoughts about his plan. Was Alexis right? Was this a bad idea? He opened the car door and hesitated.


  “If you do not leave the car, Skyler, you must give me an alternate destination.”


  Alexis’s nagging pushed him over the edge. He climbed the steps to Kat’s second-floor apartment and rang the bell.


  “Hi, Skyler!” Kat greeted him. “I wasn’t expecting you—what a pleasant surprise!”


  “Do you mean it?” he asked sheepishly.


  “Of course I do! Here, come inside.”


  Relief swept over him, and he forgot his apprehension as quickly
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