
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE LONELIEST ROBOT IN NEW YORK

In a time when robots have been made at least as sentient as humans, if not more so, they also inherit certain human frailties.

*
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I’D ALREADY SHOWN MY face in most of the oiler bars in my locale. The other Mechs were friendly enough but magic was in short supply. Maybe it was the constant rain that dampened our mood but there was a distinct lack of electricity in the air. A Bronze had briefly struck up a conversation with me but our realities didn’t match at all. I was no snob but tonight I needed something more highbrow to lighten my mood. The Bronze ignited only very few circuits and those of the most commonly lit. I desperately needed new neural pathways to be traversed but the A-grades seemed not to be slumming tonight. I was after a Gold, at least a Silver or I’d just have to slope off back to my pod as depressed as when I left two hours before.

The hour was getting very late and most humans had retired for the night. Now the streets were more dimly lit. That was okay though, it was how I liked it. Being retired from my work station I could stay up all night to enjoy that dimness... if I felt like it. It was as I was mulling this thought over that I spotted a soft green glow down in a basement around 40 metres or so to my left. As I neared the light I saw that it read, ‘The Green Moon Club’ and in a smaller font, underneath, ‘Mechs Welcome’. Why not? I thought. I’ll give this new place a try.

In the doorway, set at eye height, was a tiny metal shutter. I didn’t notice it at first. On knocking, it opened and a beam immediately exited striking me between the eyes. I was blinded for a second while a loud mechanical click signalled the opening of the door. Dazedly I stepped inside. The first thing I was aware of was an array of ultraviolet lights that seemed to hover above the main green lighting. This combination was in an otherwise pitch black room of indeterminate size. To my left a welcome bot greeted me.

“Welcome to the Green Moon Club Mech Maxi. Please make yourself at home with a complimentary drink.”

My eyes, having accustomed themselves to the dark, could now make out the bar. It drew attention due to a soft white light array that ran along its length. As soon as I took my seat at it a Mech barman placed a tiny glass of green ginger oil before me. I tipped a tiny fraction of its viscous liquid into my receptor then took a long look around. Down at the far end of the room, at least as far down the room as I could see, a dancer was performing gyrations on a tiny stage. Tinkling music accompanied the rather attractive D-class Femodel doing her thing down there. To her right, sitting in a semi-circle evidently ogling her were some Tin-grades. I could hear their unpleasant chatter from my perch and decided I’d stay right where I was.

Suddenly... a voice to my left.

“You have come to the right place tonight if I may say so. Maxi, isn’t it?”

I replied in the affirmative as I turned to face the source of the voice. And there he was, a rather polished Gold. For a moment I must have been guilty of staring as I was bedazzled by his quite stunning, iridescent eyes. He was quite unfazed however and I was sure a tiny smile played almost noticeably across his patented SmoothSkin lips. This new factor, the hyper-expensive SmoothSkin that I now saw extended beyond his lips to his whole head. And elsewhere? Perhaps. This was a Mech of another type completely to any I had encountered since my creation day.

I had never been near any Mech with SmoothSkin bodywrap before. It excited me to think of the potential pleasure to be had. Naturally he would have the accompanying home guest wrap that, if he was as attractive in speech patterns as he was in appearance and I played my cards right, he might invite me to wear for the evening. I really HAD come to the right place. Were my dreams about to come true?

I stuttered a “Glad to meet you.” and added the everyday greeting now common among us, “In Mech We Trust.’

“Please, we need not be formal.” “You look a cut above the others to me.” “What’s your drink?”

And so we began to converse. We talked the arts, philosophy, speech patterns, humanoid pitfalls and highlights, so many fascinating, intellectual subjects.... This was EXACTLY what I was looking for. My circuits were on fire. New pathways sprang into being at his every, well-modulated sentence. Soon I found myself unconsciously duplicating his highly-educated speech patterns and accent. The oil flowed like water and slowly but surely I found myself intoxicated in more senses than one. I was in love with this exchange that was setting more and more alight. I sensed that he saw this and I acquiesced immediately when he suggested the neural link.

Linked, I was infused to a level exquisitely higher than I would have imagined possible. The experience was so intense that my visual circuits began perceiving a number of golden glowing orbs randomly to left and right. I became aware that his data stream was intensifying rapidly. Though exciting and productive of a certain bliss I detected a dizzying unbalance arising within me. I reached out for his left arm which was on the bar top near me.

“I... I think I can’t...”

“It’s okay. You can. I know you can. Everything’s fine.”

Looking out through the increasing size of golden glow orbs circling me I could make out his eyes. They had turned jade green.

“Come with me,” he commanded, though in a low voice.

It was then I panicked. But it was too late. He had me in synched neural link and I was now helpless. Inside I was screaming to myself “Run!” but it was no use, I could no more have flown than run. I was fully in his power. I began to wonder what his intention might be. I soon found out.

Through an arched doorway he led me to the alleyway at the side of the building I had entered only an hour before. The rain was still falling heavily. The night now was very dark. The alley was narrow with the next building very close in front of us, itself totally dark. Looking up through the rain I could just make out the dim pinpricks of a scattering of stars. Then, from somewhere high above, a dim orange light appeared then became brighter and brighter. The Gold, like me, was looking up at this now large orange light glowing above us. It was then that I felt the tug of a beam on me. My feet began to lift, gravity was no longer holding me down. The last thing I remembered was looking down into his eyes, now flaming bright, iridescent green.

It was then, at that moment when I knew all was lost, as I rose helplessly upward toward the glowing disc above us, that I understood by what means he had seduced me. How he was able to afford the serial upgrades, the all-subject, in-depth database... and of course that seductively tactile and ultra-expensive, all-body SmoothSkin.

*><*

MULTIWORLD: THE SEARCH FOR SOLACE

He was a lucky man. Due to his position he had everything, except for the one thing he seemed unable to find for long no matter how much he tried... 

*
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HE HAD BEEN FORTUNATE. Life had treated him well.

His privileged life through the status of his parents meant his education had prepared him more than adequately. His subsequent employment in the Ministry of Information and Social Connection meant he had superior access to many options unavailable to the average man and woman across Multiworld.

He was sitting at his open window as he did most mornings at this time, gazing across the sparkling towers of Astrilia, the sky a perfect blue, birds singing, a cool breeze on his brow... content.

However, his contentment began to fade, as it tended to quickly these days. The calm morphed into that vague anxiety that demanded change. He became restless.

He took a bottle from the cabinet and poured himself a shot and quickly swallowed the burning liquid that always gave him a short period of relief from the longing.

He took another. Then another. But it was of no use, he knew that.

His eyes moved inexorably to the base and the chair sitting in front of it.

Inevitably his desire for the change drove him to cross the room and sit down in the place where all else disappeared from view.

He stretched out and put his hands on the pads.

***
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ONLY VERY FEW IN ASTRILIA or indeed across the Multiworlds had access to so many identities. Each one was so incredibly expensive. He had access to twenty two of them so far and another three on the way.

It was still highly unusual to even have your own identity on base. A base itself was generally an acquisition only elites could afford. A treasured possession... but it could also become a source of obsession.

So it was for him.

He hated and loved it simultaneously. He wanted to return to normal but the strange pleasure of it drove him to remain addicted.

***
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HIS MIND MOVED THROUGH the choices.

Sarah? Not today.

Joy? A better choice, but no.

Johnson? No.

Colleen? That could be nice. Okay. Why not?

Ignoring all other choices in his desire to be quickly carried away into the depths of difference available to him, he chose.

All burdens of his present life were gone in an instant.

He looked down at his beautiful new body and was instantly delighted by happy thoughts and memories. His own tired brain was suffused with a lightness that made his heart leap.

He was walking down a lane outside a country town somewhere. The year, far before the present. The lightness of her body was the greatest joy. Gone were the aches here and there that he had felt for so long in his own.

It was a pleasant sensory but his butterfly mind sought other pleasures and he flicked over the internals for more variety. She was a simple soul, that he knew. No great dramas arose. Life in a town of some five hundred souls, all in some way conjoined.

He smiled at the naive thoughts of the girl, the little fancies, the attraction to the baker’s apprentice, his muscular frame, his kind eyes and dark, wavy hair. He vicariously swept through the entire history of the involvement and unblushingly felt every emotional nuance and innocent erotic response. He had recently resolved to maintain some distance regarding the most indulgent aspects of this voyeuristic pursuit... but wondered how long he would maintain this degree of self-imposed discipline. He felt the seductive pull of full and unhindered temptation within him growing with each submersion.

Contenting himself with an average day, he watched as this life so other from his own progressed with all its little mundane but delightful pleasures and equally inconsequential pains. The refreshment his brain experienced was intoxicating as the hours passed... until the signal arrived.

***
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HE SAT BACK IN HIS chair, smiling contentedly. In his mind softly repeated, “Thank you Colleen.”

The room was now almost dark, only a pale reflected light permeated it here and there from the nearest tower.

Soon the depression reemerged. And with it the usual irritable anxiety, as if his nerve endings had been attacked by a strong dose of caffeine.

He thrust away the desire to resubmerge and walked to the still open window.

The night air was cold and fresh and he threw wide his arms as if to embrace it. He felt joy... though bitter tears of loss soon began to fill his eyes.

***
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TODAY WAS A WORK DAY. Thankfully only four hours for such as he. Mundane tasks were the usual fare. However, not today.

There were clamourings for access.

Astrilia was a major city, even in terms of the galaxy-wide expanse of the Multiworlds. There were more than enough distractions for the populace. However, less attention that need be had been paid to green, social spaces where normality could survive in close proximity to concrete. In response many of the usual addictions had arisen. Most of these however, had been abandoned or treated leaving many hungry for more. The pressure to escape lives was growing and growing exponentially.

Thus demand for access to the base was reaching close to a fever pitch.

The threat of riot and even insurrection hung in the air.

Social cohesion was in danger of fragmenting.

***
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HE COULD HARDLY BELIEVE what he saw on-screen, a situation that was confirmed for him by the supplementary information he had received at his workspace today. The stress vector analysis was peaking and calls for solutions were being encouraged by all at the ministry.

Far down on the street all was far from well.

***
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BACK HOME HE REFRAINED from entering his usual haunt, the base room.

Instead he immediately went to the rear balcony to relax and calm his mind, attempting to relieve it of its background buzz of vague fear. His fingers tapped on the mahogany chair arms though he was quite unconscious of this. His eyes sought consolation in the fading blue of the sky. Determining it would help, he took a few deep breaths. But it was of little use... his mind drew him mentally away, away and toward that place of sanctuary for his weary mind.

***
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CHALICE? PERHAPS LATER.

Sovereign? No

Gulliver? Also no.

Pearl? A possible.

Muno? Yes, Muno...

***
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HE GAZED FAR OUT FROM the temple across the misty green forest far below. It was too high here to even hear the calls of the birds. All that was heard here was a slight soughing of wind as it encountered a carefully nurtured bush nearby.

Muno’s mind was calm, soothingly calm, crafted from decades of meditation, of thinking of almost nothing and experiencing the lives of others even less.

He smiled inside his mind. This was what he needed now. This silence, this contentment, this deep and nurturing peace. He allowed himself to be totally submerged in the all-pervasive sense of peace he found in Muno’s mind.

The only interruptions involved the droning pleasures of a communal mantra. The familiar sounds of bells, cymbals and occasional trumpet. Nothing of it discordant to him as it may be to others. Just the sounds of spirituality of a daily routine that could only be ended by the full escape sought for.

As the evening sun burned orange of the horizon and pink serrated clouds dimmed Muno sank even deeper into his inner sanctuary of peace, the mind solace that had become his life.

***
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THE FEELING WAS ALWAYS the same on surfacing. At first the last calming traces of another being, the refreshed otherness of the distinctly different. But this never lasted longer than moments. The here, now and perpetual anxiety soon returned.

***
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HE NOW BEGAN TO HEAR the first few noises from below that he had heard in his largely secluded life. The carrier took him to and from work each day, he had no need to descend to ground level. Up here in his tower home he had felt free from the everyday... but now it seemed determined to encroach upon his sanctuary in the skies.

The noises were few at first but no less disturbing for that. What sounded vaguely like a scream was the first to find his ear. Coming out of a doze on his rear balcony he was not quite sure if he had really heard it. On later days a distant buzzing could be heard, and stayed as a constant.

***
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HIS SCREEN AT WORK implored him more and more insistently to recommend changes through the policy committee, to design or co-construct changes within the great, inter-connected ministry social connectivity program as a matter of ever-increasing urgency.

He simply stared at his monitor with no ideas entering his now increasingly befuddled brain. He could feel a panic rising slowly, but inexorably within him.

***
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THERE APPEARED TO BE fires burning on the horizon. How could this be? There had been no need for such a thing for a hundred years and more. Yet there they were, three columns of smoke rising high into the air.

What was happening?

***
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BILL? NO, HE HAD BEEN a mistake.

Pearl? Yes, Pearl.

***
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THE SEA WAS SMOOTH as silk as she cast her eyes calmly over it.

Layer upon layer of horizontal colors from sky to sea lay before her and to the east, a soothing mat of green.

The myriad fishing boats before her bobbed gently up and down. The net she repaired lay familiar between her fingers. There was a serenity in this familiar task and a deep humanity lay within her infused by her Buddhist culture surrounding her.

Life was hard for Pearl as seen by his eyes, but incongruously he saw it did not seem so to her. It was so full of usual certainties, of a rooted sense of correctness and familiarity, stability and routine, of family and supportive relationships that all appeared perfectly in its place for her.

As with all base material she lived in a world long gone.

The sadness of this fact never failed to enter his consciousness at some time or another within the experience. This was the bitter-sweet awareness that even the most refreshed brain could not avoid recognizing.

As ever the signal warning of the safe time period passing drew him out and saw him gradually emerge.

This time however, with an even greater sense of loss and sadness than before.

***

[image: ]


THE LEVEL OF BACKGROUND noise was increasing. Now he was sure he could make out the occasional individual voice from time to time and it increasingly unnerved him.

Going to work began to be a trial whereas before those four hours had passed quite pleasantly in an administrative haze. Now the warnings of disquiet were far too frequent for his liking. He began to feel he was living a waking nightmare he had to escape from at all costs.

***
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IT WAS THE BURNING tower that finally decided him.

It has burned all one day and all the following night.

He determined to join the base.

***
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HE MADE ALL THE NECESSARY arrangements putting all his affairs in order well before time.

The many privileges he had were no longer giving him the sense of true living he experienced in the times he was living on the base.

So he chose the option his status afforded him.

***
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THE COMPLETE PERSONALITY and memory transfer to the base was not a simple process. His application was also not a formality. However, his relatively elevated status and a newfound desire to provide a mirror of the time of the now obvious dissolution and alienation decided the base administrators.

This form of virtual suicide was after all quite uncommon for candidates considered worthy of base code entry.

***
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THE ANESTHESIA WAS applied slowly as he submerged to his chosen favorite personality which had been Colleen. Her innocently kindhearted, deeply peaceful personality permeated his being as his own personality slipped gently away.

Those of his kindred elites who could afford to could now upload him and experience his life in full. Though as his last vestiges of consciousness left him he saw that it could only be the historians of the future who would have any interest in doing so.

He was not sad to leave Astrilia, there was nothing for him here any more. Only his descent to an absolute addiction to anotherness side by side with an encroaching darkness from below.

He was content at last.

He would merge with the void.

He would enter in peace to the place of all dreams and final solace.

The Multiworld.

*><*

PERMANENTLY SWITCHED OFF

What might you be tempted to do if you lived in a world where you no longer felt you belonged... and where the controlled conformity all around you was driving you out of your mind?

* I *

The telegates completed their meeting right on time. It was always on time.

It was very well choreographed. It had to be. Otherwise the scheduling would be thrown out and there would be complaints.

Outside on the city streets nothing moved.

Why should it? These days most people wondered why they paid so much in taxes to keep the streets maintained. They had become an anachronism.

“See me, see me in the screen?

Do you hear, hear what I mean?

I’m lost, lost on the line

When, oh when will you be mine?” 

(Tri-V Top Ten Hit. ‘Oh, Ho-De-Ho!’ by Gil Glitterhorn. 265,167,453 votes @ 21.42 12/13/2167)

I sat, in my room, in my usual black, pondering my next move. I ran my favorite gizmo through the fingers of my right hand as I did so.

This was a losing battle I thought. Still, what choice did I have?

I chuckled bitterly... “choice”. They told us we had “unlimited” choice, five thousand networks and that didn’t count the indies, alternates and rebels. “Rebels”... pah! Some rebels those, using the methods of their enemies to subvert them. Using words! Some chance!

No, this would take something more than words, the situation was so far gone and so much damage had been done already.

The time for words was over.

“Sing, sing now the way you do

Drink, drink and chew, chew

You know you are my little ho-de-ho

At Christmas how I luv you so!” 

I grimaced at the sound of the latest Christmas pap hit emanating through the wall of my room at me. My resolve strengthened even more. It didn’t matter what happened to me now, I couldn’t stand living in this poor soap opera of a life. I would make my useless gesture, aim my blow against an empire of garbage and leave.

But how? How to do it?

Despite the mindless garbage tinkling disgustingly from the next room an idea began to form.

I would have to first infiltrate The Hub.

* II *

I queued a little longer than usual at the port. Christmas fever was hitting harder each and every day now. People were clucking like chickens about it down in the trans cabin. The excited gabbling and the wild colors of this season’s clothing would have driven me completely crazy but for my full sound blockers and pitch black shades.

I saw the bleep rather than heard it, stepped inside and keyed my co-ordinates.

Hub Reception was designed to inspire awe. I suppose it had been modelled after some great gothic medieval cathedral. Except it was all in the new Supa-Day-Glo colors the ad folk were so excited about these days.

‘It Sells Better Than Smells’ was their slogan. (‘Smell-O had been the ad gimmick which preceded it I should tell you, just in case you have been living underground or in your wardrobe for the past couple of years. Sorry, I’m afraid sarcasm is now all I have left of my previously mordant wit.)

I strode to the desk where the carefully chosen chicklet with bright red hair languorously posed as a receptionist.

“Whassis?” she inquired in a carefully judged and well-honed simulacra of boredom.

I explained I was seeking employment in this great and noble establishment.

“Fillaform” she drawled pushing a garish pink slab of plastic at me. She then pointed vaguely in a generally rightward direction her arm dipping immediately as if the effort was all too much for her. Which it probably was. Too bad they eliminated the need for remotes back in the twentytwenties, she could have used the exercise...

She was indicating the all too familiar datapoints. They were conveniently located, most people couldn’t walk too far these days, so this was vital.

I sat within the mold and opened the pad she’d given me placing my palm upon it.

I opted for the Op-Sec option where they could take the first level of data from me. If this piqued their interest sufficiently then they’d probably ask me for Mid-Sec later. Op-Sec would provide the basic information they needed to see whether a slot could be found for me in their programming.

In other words, if they’d consider giving me a job.

You might think I’d be a little worried about showing my inner feelings but no, I knew my enemy well. Hadn’t I studied them since birth? I knew the operational parameters of the datapoint like some people used to know the Holy Bible.

Remember that? It was one of those book things. No? Maybe you saw the Holo of it on Tri-V? Yes, that’s the one, they premiered that “revolutionary” ‘V-RealSex’ ad during the sixth break, the one where everyone felt that overwhelming compulsion to buy ‘Channel 6’ perfume when their groins got lit up with that certain soundvibe the ‘Sellem Ad Agency’ had perfected?

Okay, you got it now. That used to be what’s called a book, it sold millions, hundreds of millions. Well, I knew the book on the datapoints and I knew how to trick them.

* III *

The job offer emerged on the gizmo the next day. 12 2 2. Prog Progger. Good hours and yes, their software was working well, they’d spotted my chief talent.

I was going to help with the master program. Not at first of course. They weren’t THAT stupid.

Hey, I shouldn’t have said that word, ‘stupid’, thinking of that always sets me off on a tirade.

Stupidity has become an industry. Really, it has. Now, I’m assuming if you’ve read this far you’re NOT stupid okay?

Somehow you’ve been living in a virtual cave like me, a mental troglodyte. You’ve escaped all the schooling they are so insistent on.

At first you think they may have made a mistake there, demanding you learn and making it a punishable offense not to. But you soon realize where it fits within this wonderful world we’re living in.

Let me explain in case you’re new to all this.

Things had got ‘way out of hand back in the Twentytwenties. The ratio of controlled events to uncontrolled got right out of kilter. At least that’s how it seemed to the powers-that-be.

Earlier, right back in ye olde days of the Nineteens it hadn’t mattered. People had pretty much done what they wanted in those days. Informed by almost random upbringing and exposure to all kinds of diverse ideas and concepts. They had been more or less independent spirits and it showed.

The world had been a beautifully chaotic and kaleidoscopic miasma of independent activity. You could never know what crazy creativity and endeavor would burst onto the world next.

But, with the years, as the power of the individual rose to a point where it became a danger to the state and military technology became accessible to greater and greater numbers of individuals, this free and easy individualism came to be seen as a potent threat.

The balance of the controlled to the uncontrolled had to be re-jigged. And so it was. Partly through greater powers for the state, though this was just the short term solution. Long term the solution found was intensified education. And within that “education”, the adult part of it, was the media. Here was the chance to homogenize the population and significantly increase predictability. It was a variant of the technique employed by the super-ancient Romans. ‘Bread and Circuses’ remember? No? Oh, go look it up!

Anyway, I was in. Stage one of my plan was accomplished.

The next day I’d start work at the Hub.

And start work on Stage two.

* IV *

I arrived punctually at 12 (it was a virtual crime to do otherwise) and was shown to dept. P1.

The first hour was the usual claptrap of rules and regs, health and safety, times for this, that and the other.

The second hour was spent getting settled in Training. My mentor would be Jay Reith but I’d not be seeing much of him, mainly I’d be plugged into the comp and learn the ropes that way.

Not that I was learning much. As I say, I’d already done my homework. I knew almost every line of hot-code I was seeing in my minds-eye from the beginning of the session to its end.

At 2 I went home. It had been a long day.

People were no longer used to work.

They got tired. 12 2 2 was exceptionally short but the standard norm wasn’t much longer, more like 10 2 4.

I however, had entered into the elite world of the media circus. Ha ha. That’s an archaic term but I still like it ‘cause it fits so well. You just need to keep in mind the Ringmaster. And his whip.

~ V ~

Okay, this wasn’t going to be a sophisticated operation. I wasn’t going to be able to disrupt the main program, they’d long ironed out any kinks in the fail safe and foolproof security system which guarded that. I’d have to do this another way. I’d been thinking about this a long time. My plan would work if I was patient. I was confident on that score.

* VI *

Stupidity had reached monumental proportions.

People found it hard to think. Anything.

But, that didn’t mean the people in power were the same. Hadn’t it ever been so? Well okay, politicians weren’t the brightest sparks on the plug, we knew that. But then they were no longer truly in power, were they?

Remember how they used to call those truly in power the media moguls? No? (Sigh) Okay, well they did. Again, I like this early stuff because there’s always a grain of truth in it. The term ‘mogul’ came from an ancient power structure called ‘The Moghul Empire’ These Moghuls controlled a population of some 120 million people and all this ‘way back between the Fifteenhundreds to Eightennhundreds. You see now why they used the term?

Anyway, they weren’t stupid. They hadn’t gotten into this position of power by being stupid. By being viciously ruthless yes. But stupid? No.

So, they had most aspects which could harm them firmly covered. Hadn’t they spent billions on the aspect of data vulnerability alone? Of course they had. But there was one thing which they didn’t have complete control over.

The recalcitrant and dangerous few who had been protected by their parents from programming, who had retained the ability to think for themselves and to formulate new and radical ideas.

The individuals the system forgot.

* VII *

There was no way I could get a device through the port. This was part of the port’s prime function, to detect any and all items capable of doing harm. You could not take so much as a pen through the port. But then, what need did anyone have for a pen these days anyway?

No, this thing would have to be done in situ. 

* VII *

Next day I was at my mold at The Hub bright and... well, not early, that wasn’t allowed either. Everything was scheduled to happen right on time. (Predictability. Gottit?)

I was playing through their test screens as if I was getting something out of it, letting a little smile play on my lips just for the CCTV, acting normal, you know? Another part of my mind was feverishly active however, going over all the options, searching all the possibilities.

Now listen. There were only a few locations open to me in those first few months. So I bide my time. Six months went by... nine. I began to use what there was of my smarts to please them. I even developed a new tweak to the subliminal messaging service (SMS) which rose selling levels a full 0.00001 of a percentage point. Now that may not seem much but the income generated would have kept an average of 1,000 TV sloths in clover for their whole inconsequential lifetimes. Slowly but surely my clearance level rose.

I was now almost two years in and my access to various sites was opening and the trust levels logged to me were expanding.

* VIII *

Back home each night I’d lie in silence.

I loved the complete blackness I’d arranged for myself there, windows covered in black velvet drapes, even the keyhole covered to blinker any emanating light.

Within that darkness the picture book of my mind opened in glorious Technicolor. Only it wasn’t any artificial input. It was 100% natural imagination. I gloried in my difference, my freedom, in my ability to create and to think for myself.

I was on the thousandth floor of the ‘TVPai 1001’ and I was a living anachronism.

I lived and breathed the past, the gloriously chaotic and madly uncontrolled, wonderful past.

There were a few sounds I indulged in.

You could choose from any sound as offered by the WJB, the World Juke Box. All recorded sounds were available there on mini-6, the supra high quality innovation which had replaced mp6. ‘The Only Living Boy In New York’ was the track I played most often...

I imagined the other residents of T-City1’ as it was also called, plugged into their mold to my right and left and in their thousands above and below me, receiving images, sound, smell and taste like sponges. And, thanks to me and those like me, receiving the little messages to provoke a buying spree. I’d tell you about Pavlov’s Dog now but you wouldn’t understand a word of it. Would you?

* IX *

It was getting serious.

They’d progressively given me access to stores x-1, 2 and 3.

Of course the items requested had to be logged and accounted for within set programs of research. And yes, the programs checking and re-checking for potential lethal combinations were in place. But I was being supremely careful in my requests and had every confidence nothing suspicious had been detected. And never would. Not until it was too late.

* X *

It had been the mental labor of my lifetime to schedule each request in exactly the right order to fool them. Like on those old ‘Star Trek’ shows it was a variant on playing ‘3-D Chess’. Now surely you know ‘Star Trek’? The only show to survive in any numbers from ye goode olden days?

* XI *

I was exhausted. But at last it was done. The parts were assembled.

* XII *

It was just a normal day. 12 on the dot. But it was not going to be a normal day. Not a normal day at all...

I had to work fast.

Each detail had been planned, mapped and re-mapped a thousand times in my mind.

The build-up, the route to BC, ‘Broadcasting Center’, each and every second was accounted for, every eventuality, every question and the potential for error had been scrutinized in my mind for what seemed like forever.

Now I was walking.

The device, disguised as a standard comm gizmo in my hand.

My heart pumped and sweat emerged from my pores and slathered between my fingers disconcertingly.

My newly granted access to ‘BC’ would allow me in if I could just get there.

First, I had to get through Level A barrier port.

Two scans, three... okay, I was through.

Level B included a human. A security guard used his wand on me. “You need that?” he queried, pointing at the black gizmo.

In Level B the comm was air to air, no need for devices, simply a name spoken would get you through to whoever you wanted.

“It’s part of an ad I’m working on. Look.” He nodded and I passed through. Levels C, D and E passed without problem.

I was there. BC.

I whispered Joe Reith’s name. A robotic-sounding voice spoke back immediately

“Engaged. Re-try in 10.”

I waited. On the next try I got him.

“Hi. I’m here for the lookaround Joe.”

He responded, “Oh, okay, I’ll be right there.”

When he arrived we chatted for a couple mins then he took me off on my tour.

I worked hard on my breathing, keeping it measured and calm. Even so, when I came to speak, once or twice I found my throat narrowing and the words came out strange.

Joe glanced at me once or twice but carried on. Who knows what he thought, maybe that I was nervous by being in his exalted presence? Yeah, probably.

It was the main bank I was interested in, the vast supercomputer which housed the main program controlling in minute detail every aspect of the center and its broadcasts.

Strangely Joe avoided its mention. My heartbeat increased. It wouldn’t do to mention it, that might raise suspicion in his mind.

I waited. Still no mention. I was becoming nervous now and I could feel my clothes starting to cling with sweat. Could I hold onto myself through this? It was becoming touch and go.

We were now headed away from where I had guessed the data banks of the main program were kept and towards the studios. This wasn’t right.

Joe stopped and we both stood there for a moment, me looking at him for directions. The place was well lit, however as we stood additional lights switched on and I caught a camera crew some way off walking toward us.

“We decided to make a little mini-prog of this, I hope you don’t mind.”

“N-not at all”, I stuttered despite my best efforts to control myself. “What’s the script?”

“No script. We’ll just wait for your cue.”

“Sorry, I don’t understand. What cue?”

“Don’t you have something for us?”

“What do you mean? I... just... I’m just...”

You know you get those feelings? You know SOMETHING’S happening... but you don’t know what it is, you’re no longer in control?

Everything suddenly becomes hyper-real? An adrenaline rush. You find yourself in a moment of clarity brighter and more real than anything you have ever experienced before in your whole life?

This was one of those.

It was now or never. I didn’t feel sad, I didn’t think of my life, my folks, or any of that. I had thought hard about all of this stuff long before.

In that one shining exhilarating moment, I simply thought it, the command I’d formulated: “Begin!”

* XIII *

Nothing happened.

Joe smiled a wan smile, arms folded in front of me.

Everything happened very quickly after that. Security appeared, I was cuffed and taken here where I’m writing this for you now. That was several days ago. It’s now 12/14/2167 and I’ve just completed what they asked for. This story.

I have tried and tried, but for the life of me I don’t know why they would want this from me...

You remember how all those old stories finished?

On the last page, you remember?

No? Not at all?

That’s truly sad... It was always the same and I loved that.

Always the very same way, no matter which book you read, as long as it was fiction, it always read...

~THE END ~

It had taken a dedicated team hundreds of man days to cover all the angles.

When the idea was first mooted it was dismissed as bad taste.

But, as others heard of it and saw the plusses involved including the message it could send and the sheer watchability of it, opinions began to change.

And then there was the new combination they’d been waiting to test and screen.

A combination of Holo and the newly developed C-Inside where the images go direct to the brain of the viewer by-passing all filters.

All things having been considered the project received its authorization.

They had to build a bomb-proof set first of all and carefully construct the robot figures to a degree of accuracy that moved cutting edge to a whole new definition. Then they required a whole new level of environmental and virtual control.

After eighteen months of planning everything was in place. All they needed to wait for was me.

Constant monitoring showed them the day had come.

Everything was prepared for the pre-shoot. Such a level of reality-v had never been achieved before. The team had been highly excited. That day would make TV history.

Everything went completely to plan. Each step and movement, each expression, brainwave pattern, each word and deed were covered by the most cameras they’d ever used for a shoot.

Everything was word perfect. Right down to, “Cut!”

* XIV *

The pre-shoot in the can all that was left now was the shooting of the climax.

I was brought from my cell five days later, after the storyline was given it’s additional boost by the writing (and editing and re-writing) of what would become, ‘The Terrorist’s Story’.

Everything was set up, everyone was in their millimeter accurate GPS positions and ready to go.

“Action!”

The blast was terrific, combined as it was with a blinding flash and slo-mo panorama of disintegrated body parts, fluids and studio appliances.

Everything was recorded in the minutest detail in Holo, C-Vision, Tri-V and IMAX 3D.

“That’s a wrap!”

The cheers which followed almost raised the rafters, or might have if there had been any rafters to raise.

Champagne ran freely as the teams involved clapped and cheered the successful completion of eighteen months work.

The next day the headlines were full of it.

WORLD EXCLUSIVE! DON’T MISS IT! 10 B4 10 SAT 12/25!

LIVE FOOTAGE OF FOILED PLOT CARNAGE!

IN HOLO AND ** ALL NEW ** C-VISION!

After the broadcast the plaudits started to come in.

The words were music to the ears of those who had organized the event. It was “A Triumph” (Global Star), “A Milestone In Broadcasting” (The Syndicate), “A Supreme Achievement” (Pod News), “Devastatingly Good TV!” (Murdoch Media).

And a short memo came in from the SCS, the State Control Authority, too. It read simply, “Good work”.

As the pre-cast blurb had said: “He had come to destroy the heart of our world, our access to knowledge and our lifeline to the universe. And he had only succeeded in destroying himself.”

Not communicated in any blurb or ad, not broadcast to the billions of mindless sponges out there in medialand, but given wide internal coverage, I had unwittingly moved the methods and abilities of media to a whole new level of control.

I had lived and (virtually) died, and in the words of the abiding god of this new world, I had had achieved my fifteen minutes of fame.

Meanwhile it was Christmas again and the Gil Glitterhorn perennial hit once more filled the airwaves...

“See me, see me in the screen?

Do you hear, hear what I mean?

I’m lost, lost on the line

When, oh when will you be mine?

‘Sing, sing now the way you do

Drink, drink and chew, chew

You know you are my little ho-de-ho

At Christmas how I luv you so!” 

[REPEAT]

Full Year Tri-V Top Ten Hit!!! ‘Oh, Ho-De-Ho!’ by Gil Glitterhorn. 5,174,238,234,265,167,453 votes @ 00.01 01/01/2169) 

*><*

THE LAST JOURNEY OF THE SOMNEO

Her vital mission was to take the survivors of a dying planet to a new home in the stars. But so far from home who knows what strangers you may encounter?

*
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SOMNEO DRIFTED ON AS if a participant in a dream. Her halls were low lit and ambient sounds lent themselves wonderfully to a comforting sense of peace. At times soft lights reflected along her walls, muted patterns also contributing to an overall atmosphere of well being. Though there was no one to see nor hear it had seemed the right thing to do.

Outside her titanium walls however, Somneo’s environment was at times anything but peaceful. But those times had been seldom over the past five million years. The vast majority of her hours had seen her passage continue in absolute silence.

*1* took care to see that all was well. It had little to do though it never became bored, not in the slightest. Its routines were performed perfectly each time with no change whatsoever over the vast time period in which it had worked.

The routines were the same each day. At 00.01 awake. Transport to viewing deck, connect to o/control and scan for error. For five million years no error had been found. Today it found a single error. Unlike a human it had no reaction of dismay or panic, its response was a simple reaction to correct in as short a time frame as possible. But there was a problem. The problem was Emma.

Emma was *0*, the most sophisticated computer system mankind had ever developed. “She” carried the hope of survival for an entire planet of humans, therefore her development had received maximum investment. She was the very best they could do. Everything rested on her. The five thousand in suspended animation, the ‘Sleepers’, and the hopes of what was left of an entire species for some kind of continuation for their race.

Earth had died a lingering death. Nation after nation became uninhabitable. The heat grew too much for the humans living there. At first it was simply the impossibility of going out under the sun at certain times of the day. But those times expanded and ultimately became the entire day until nightfall. Commerce and industry continued for as long as the nights were cooler. But as food could not be grown and there was only so much that could be purchased elsewhere or provided in aid slowly but surely it became clear that the only solution was flight. The mass migrations of the early 21st century were nothing by comparison with those of the midpoint. By the 2050s more than half the world was on the move.

The situation in the previously affluent West quickly became untenable. The inflationary policy responses to economic and social decline had weakened it so much that the new influx totally overwhelmed it. It became clear that a combined effort with those the western elites considered its enemies in the east would be required. And so the project to send the seed corn of humanity into space began. Led by Russia and China and supported by the USA and its allies work got underway.

Somneo was the result of the combined effort which began in 2056 and saw its completion in 2058. Most effort was directed at the primary computing core, Emma, Every Mother Makes All. “She” was the hope for a future for the entire world who looked on daily via their screens large and small. Tranquilization, though highly controversial, held most in a state of relative calm. It wafted through the halls of subway stations, it permeated skyscraper hallways, drifted down from the heavens and made its way into almost every venue, street and hallway. Mass panic at the thought of an inevitable death was the last thing to contemplate now. Now when the stress of everyone living cheek by jowl in rapidly reducing space threatened an even speedier disaster these measures were considered vital.

Humankind was to be anesthetized while some form of rational existence could continue. Those who wished an immediate exit from life were catered for and initially certain benefits were offered for family members if others took this path. A public outcry caused the ending of this policy however. It was considered a ghoulish step too far recalling the policies of the Nazis over a century before.

By the end, interest in Project Hope had waned. Through a growing apathy and the exponential rise in crime that grabbed most remaining attention now, the imminent flight of Somneo passed almost without notice amidst the noise generated to keep the general human mind occupied and subdued to a tolerable extent.

So it was that on the 31st of December 2057 Emma and the Somneo took flight. While humanity was otherwise engaged, sedated, anarchic, comatose or mentally castrated the last chapter of humanity’s history began to be written. The ethnically selected humans comprising as close to a total proportionality of Earth began their journey into the unknown.

No planet had been discovered that was known to be habitable, though several were considered strong possibilities. The most likely planet to be suitable known to those planning the mission was Kepler-22b 620 light years away in the Cygnus constellation. It was therefore chosen as the most optimum choice available. Somneo would travel at 1/18000 of the speed of light once in interplanetary space. This meant Somneo’s journey, that of Emma, her sleepers and all AI personnel on board would take approximately 83,572,295 years to reach her target destination.

Almost half way to her ultimate destination *1 stood at the viewing deck of Somneo with a problem to solve. Emma had malfunctioned. Instructions were clear and *1 initiated the temporary bypass of Emma’s full function array and transferred to basic function backup.

The timing of this transfer was unfortunate as Emma’s defense capabilities were degraded in that single period of a few nanoseconds and due to a tragic coincidence became vulnerable to an automated entity recognizing a potential threat. If *1*’s action had occurred at any previous time it would have passed without incident. Having taken the correct action to allow further investigation *1* was now about to experience a secondary, and far greater problem.

The ship was under attack.

The dilemma was too great for its software to cope with. It knew all 5,000 in hibernation were dead as there were zero life signs evident. Time was incredibly short. What was the way forward? Which command should have priority? One command said blow the ship to deny its secrets to its attackers. But there were many humans onboard. It was not engineered to harm humans. Its mission was to protect the sleepers, yet the protection of the ship and all its secrets was also its mission. It was a dilemma.

Immediately it decided to awaken its twin. Done, it consulted quickly with *2*. As *1* it had no special priority but it did have greater access to information. This it passed to its twin.

Less than a nanosecond passed. *2* responded with an acknowledgement transferred to *1. Subsequently *3* to *15* were awoken, information was transferred and a response received.

There was no consensus. Software command paths were conflicting. The dilemma remained. Almost 3.1 nanoseconds had passed since the event.

*1* sought an alternate route via *0* ship control d-base. It re-initiated the acceptance sequence for Emma it had by passed only instants before. It then transferred a request for guidance. Less than a nanosecond passed before an acknowledgement was received.

“All humans on board are non-functional as at 3.10001 nanoseconds and counting. Energy emanating from an identified source is cause. You may stand down.”

*1* to *15* shut down immediately.

Emma, made a swift calculation of priorities and a conclusion reached, “she” initiated two counter events to that of 3.10002 nanoseconds before. The first was to eliminate the attacker, the second to eliminate “her” ship and all in it.

In the ship 1.2 light years distant, an automated response had occurred to a clear infringement of defense protocols. The required action had mitigated the threat, now the secondary pulse attack was readied to eliminate the craft. This was initiated at 3.10003 nanoseconds after the life form elimination protocol was verified successful. This would take a nanosecond to reach its target.

Less than a nanosecond later a pulse toward the ship was detected from the infringing craft. The auto control created a successful reflex. A maneuver moved the ship out of current space to an alt-space location. A successful outcome to its own attack was awaited.

Emma acknowledged the failure of her attack without emotion. The scan responses to alternate escape routes then all came back negative. 3.10004 nanoseconds since the initial event had passed. She sent a data package on its way home for tech control and multiple others for relatives of the human dead, before initiating an immediate destruct.

At 3.1000405 all Emma’s systems became inoperable. “Her” request for an immediate destruct remained awaiting its sequence. It had been only 0,000410 of a nanosecond from implementation.

The frozen ship was now held in a tractor beam by the attacking craft and a combined travel to its home planet was quickly underway. Each element would be disassembled. All databases would be analyzed. The source generating the infringing craft had already been identified and its planet would soon be reduced to cosmic dust.

No souls other than the five thousand humans onboard were lost or in any danger in the preceding nanoseconds. No living beings other than the five thousand humans on the Somneo were involved. All functions on both ships were entirely automated. Indeed no living beings had existed on the attackers home planet for over a million years. There were no beings there for their ship to protect.

But in 3.10005 nanoseconds after the primary event, an entire planet would cease to exist; Planet Earth. The automated systems left in place by the attackers, living beings now long departed from their planet, continued to work perfectly. They could be relied upon to continue their consigned duties for at least the next 5.3 million years.

Perfect peace within the galaxy was maintained within algorithms designed to assure an adherence to complete security. No more updates would interfere with the relentless obedience of the software versions on all modules fixed in permanent readiness. All defense functions ensuring planetary peace and security, now rigorously tested in preceding nanoseconds, confirmed full ship readiness, and functional capability of its mission command. Earth’s passing was received by similarly automated systems on its home planet in perfect silence.

*><*

THE GAME

Overpopulation can become a problem urgently requiring a solution. When gameshows are one of the most popular passtimes on the planet it makes sense to bring a little fun & games into that solution.

*
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IT’S COME TO THE POINT of no return. I know it. We all do. It was clear things couldn’t go on as they were. We were all at the very last strand of our tether.

Something had to be done.

So... I filled in my application to be prioritised and began my gamestory earlier than the random selection process would have initiated.

The first dozen or so questions were easy with no time limit set. This introduction period lasted around fifteen minutes. Then the questions entered a more taxing phase with a time limit set. This time limit was relatively long, around ten minutes per question. It was as if those who had set them knew people would find the answers to these on the net but didn’t care. It was simply a part of the acclimatisation process, to get entrants used to the game by degrees.

As I progressed on this secondary phase I began to receive rewards. Small amounts of cash was being deposited on my account and, at one point there was a knock on the door just as a self-pause was initiated by the gamesmasters. It was a very welcome mug of craft coffee delivered by a very nice bot. She was attired in a rather seductive French maid’s costume and her smile promised more than the steaming cup of coffee she offered me... if I got more answers right.

Moving back to my workstation with coffee in hand I mused on the theme that had just been stimulated in me. These bots were awful nice, very willing to please...

Throwing off my erotic thoughts with my iced-water-cool determination to progress in the game I sat back down.

The relatively easy questions continued and, what with the coffee warming my hand I began to really enjoy this process. It was quite delightful in fact.

A pause was allowed (apart from those initiated by the game algorithms for gift participation and the like) every twenty minutes at this stage. After answering a couple more questions I decided upon a pause and clicked to initiate one. I selected the thirty minute menu option just to give me a little time to ruminate on this whole deal.

I rose and went to my window. I live far up on one of the ‘Iventure Garden’ buildings, up on the hundred and second floor. Outside it’s raining heavily with heavy clouds to the horizon. It is 16:30 and beginning to grow dark. Lights are beginning to flicker on. They can be seen to the far horizon where the ‘Cascade Bluffs’, the low hills marking the state’s boundary can still just be seen as a dark grey blur. The hyperloops were in full swing. Everyone who still had to deal with other humans up close and personal were wending their way to or from work. The scene didn’t affect me negatively as it usually did, perhaps due to this new adventure I had just begun, perhaps merely because this was a very nice coffee. The gamesmasters didn’t play around. This was serious and the prizes were all to be first class... all the way. This of course because the ultimate forfeits for failure very much had their opposite connotation and reality.

Back at my wallscreen I clicked to restart.

I’d come to the end of the initial intro to the game. Now I was given some lines of text to read which, I must admit, chilled my mood a little. Now things were to get a little more serious. The questions would now become progressively harder and the time intervals in which to answer them shorter. Did I wish to continue? Or, pause for an indefinite period during which I could muster more mental resources with which to carry on with confidence? Or, did I wish to back out fully and await the random selector to contact me?

I chose to continue. What the hay, I didn’t relish the thought of reading the entire Encyclopaedia online or taking some other route such as the various paid-for mini-courses in this, that or the other technical, language or scientific subjects. I will admit to being lazy, to feeling inordinately lazy in fact... or perhaps better said fatalistic. It was going to be now or never. Let’s just get it over and done with.

I clicked to continue.

The questions continued with mostly a general knowledge basis with the odd specialist question here and there. I knew from the gamesnews that I was allowed quite a high percentage of wrong answers at first so as not to discoverage applicants. This allowance plus the promise of gifts kept applicants engaged. The Game had become, well... to use a cliche, ‘The Only Game In Town’. It was all over everywhere, billboards, hourly and even half-hourly news, incessant clickbait about who had won big... and who hadn’t. The airwaves were awash with it. There was hardly any avenue of escape unless you totally closed yourself down and became a Netmit, a netfree hermit. I was pretty far gone in my dislike for this brave new world of ours, but I wasn’t quite that far gone yet.

Which was why I was now gaming. It was my last fling, my last throw of desperate dice. I was taking the plunge while most of my fellow humans sat like rabbits in front of headlights, anxious, hoping that net knock on their virtual door wouldn’t come anytime soon.

Okay. Now it was getting tougher. I had to really focus hard on this new set of Qs. The easy-peasy sequence of the past hour was over. Though the opportunity to take a break between questions was increased so that the stress didn’t become overwhelming and cause a complete breakdown in confidence. The length of time given to any individual question however, shortened dramatically. I admit, the sweat was starting to appear on my brow.

I got a couple of quite difficult questions right and clicked for a break. Forty five minutes.

Okay, take a few deep breaths. Compose yourself. Walk up and down, shake those arms and legs, twist your neck around, rub your hands down your thighs. Right, now a big intake of breath and exhale to the max. Walk well away from the screen. Flop down on the couch. Close your eyes. Relax.

I heard the buzzing faintly at first, as it became louder I knew it was for me. I was well used to this as it was my favoured mealtime system. It was of the usual kind but with some jolly coloured lighting to it here and there as if it was all decked out for Christmas even though it was mid-June.

I opened the window wide and took the shiny gold box from the dronepad. It immediately wheeled and flew up into the now coal-black clouds. Hmmm... nice. Some fine chocolates, Belgian. Just the thing to get me relaxed once more.

I decided to call it a day at this point. It seemed a propitious moment. A nice prize to savour after a good start to my gameplaying. I flicked on to Tri-V and looked for a comforting feelgood movie. ‘The Harpers in Hollywood’ was one I’d heard about with reviews lauding its complete lack of any reference to ‘The Game’. This was exactly what I needed to take my mind off my earlier pursuit adventures. After which I could hopefully drift off into a sleep where it would not feature in any way. This was a bit of advice given on the thoughtcolumns by those who had gone to sleep immediately after playing and found they received not a whit of benefit as they answered the weirdest of questions all night.

Morning game. I awoke refreshed. I had been with the Harpers in Hollywood but it hadn’t been too bad. I had been guilty of an indiscretion with Maddy and got lambasted by Dad... but nothing too serious. I was ready to go to work on climbing the gameladder again.

A question about a chemical element designator with the periodic table came up after two or three reasonably easy general knowledge Qs. I had one minute to answer in the red mode. (The red mode was present when a question when answered correctly or incorrectly would have greater consequences, good or bad, than others.) The answer was ‘FE’ and it was correct. Evidently I had passed a certain milestone as the edges of the wallscreen brightened to a pleasant yellow pastel colour and an equally pleasant voice informed me of such.

“Congratulations. You have arrived at your first major success point. Here you are entitled to receive an extra portion of red mode questions within the mix of questions asked if you so desire. This would potentially allow faster progress through the gamedegrees toward the safepoint. However, if you have any doubt about your capacity at this stage to correctly answer a higher proportion of red mode questions then accepting this option could risk your further progress. Please select the menu option of your choice. No time limit is set. Take your time and consider your response carefully.”

I took the opportunity to think this over. I of course knew that this decision was extremely important.

At the window my eyes hovered over the smog, tracing slight patterns within it, whorls of grey where a gyrocopter had flown, who knows, even a bird, a rare sight these days. Averting my gaze I traced the lines of the rooftop edges, stopping my gaze here and there for a moment or two on mounds of refuse, various pieces of jumbled wreckage, old chairs, tables, clothes, barbecue sets. All the detritus that two hundred years of consumerism had thrown to the edges of our cityworld. I sighed deeply and realised I had to change the direction of my thoughts fast. I opened the window and was hit by the blast of the street. Though far below it reached all the way up here. That and its smell. I shut the window and resolved to only open it again that night.

What should I do? Was I confident in my knowledge of the world, science, literature and history to take the challenge on, of being asked the red mode Qs in greater number? I was unsure.

Some half hour later I decided against my better judgement and in defiance of my fear to take the plunge.

“Welcome gamer and congratulations! Kudos is yours for making the decision to reach for the stars! Commence at your leisure with our admiration and sincere wishes for your success.”

Okay, now things got REALLY tough. I became aware that I was becoming less sure of my answers now. The time limits were as low as five seconds at times and I knew my wrong answer quotient was without doubt beginning to suffer. I paused more often. Shouting in relief or moaning in despair depending on how I’d done. This is the gamezone everyone was talking about. I had entered the cavemouth of the Zone. They called it the death or delight zone. The crucial space where it became do or die, get it right or be gone.

Perhaps I should tell you at this point a few crucial facts about the game and what underpins it.

By 2080 we had become far, far too many. Ten billion and counting. This was when the gamesmasters began formulating what would become ‘The Game’. This genesis was only in the minds of a few at that time, a few visionaries who saw what was inevitably to come. There was an exponential crisis on the horizon and there was no way it could simply be ignored hoping it would go away. By 2090 their idea was getting much more airtime and by the end of the century the leading politicians realised there was no other way out.

The fanciful ideas of the early two thousands, some of them generated by the late, some call great, Elon Musk of journey to the stars came down to Earth with a thud. Nuclear fusion was not even going to generate one thousandth of the speed necessary to reach the nearest, possibly habitable planet... and even if it could, what would people DO there? How many would want to go there? Not enough to solve the problem. Not nearly enough.

So we got ‘The Game’. Slowly the general public were made used to the idea. There would be winners... but of course there had to be losers too. But winning was naturally emphasised most. And the misery a vast number were feeling now, unable to move far, a majority of natural little pleasures, like pets, removed. Transport that was impossible to enjoy. Food that was almost inedible. Ersatz living with no prospect of improvement. Of course those who could afford the hyperloops and gyrocopters needn’t worry. Secretly, they received their successful diamond-backed gamecard without answering a single question. They had already passed the test by being who they were, this world’s elite.

Me, I had to find a way to get on and get up there. The intolerable place the rest of us “lived” in was no longer an option. And the stars were as far away and as unreachable as ever. Oh you could go to Mars if you had the smarts or the money. But was it really such an enticing option even then? Just a horizon to horizon of red dusty mounds? And a crowd of bored and boring nerds to attempt to relate to each and every tedious day? No thank you.

I was doing quite well I thought. I couldn’t be sure though. Sure enough however the day came when I found out. I sat, surrounded by the tokens of my success, glittering prizes, even an ever-pleasant half-bot. Yes, I had reached that peak moment and glorious it had been to open the door to be presented with that helpful household appliance...

But, ultimate success wasn’t to be. The solemn voice intoned its message with an infinitely depressing text which my ears had never wished to hear and my mind screamed an immediate denial to.

“I am so very sorry to inform you that though you have exceeded many expectations and have surmounted many difficult barriers in a heroic effort that is to be highly commended, and for which you will be awarded ‘provisional status’ for a ‘standby’ alert if circumstances allow, you have not I am afraid reached the necessary gamescore to progress further.”

It was a massive blow to me as you will have understood if you have understood anything about me by now. I felt totally deflated, a failure and a doomed man. In that moment I was ready to fling myself down the one hundred and twenty stories to the mayhem of the street below. But... just then the doorbell rang.

“She is yours and we congratulate you. Though ultimate success may have eluded you, we would like to think the ever-loving presence of Miola will be for you the comfort needed to assuage your natural disappointment at not reaching the highest gamepinnacle.”

“She is yours to have and to hold until death do you part.”

“Please make yourself available on the 3rd day of September for your scheduled departure. Thank you. If you require help with making arrangements and the creation of a comprehensive will and last testament all services will be made available to you completely free of charge. Please simply voice your requests to Miola in ‘open mode’. We wish you well, bold gameplayer. Thank you sincerely for all for your commendable endeavours. Your life, given soon, will save the life of many others.”
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