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I heard the sound, a long beep followed by a short pause, then another beep. It was the sound of my alarm clock, alerting me that another day has passed. In an instant I was up, I fell asleep in yesterday’s clothes, so I only needed to grab my bag in order to be ready for my day. 

I darted to the door, it was flimsy and wooden, the general luxury that one can expect when you rent an apartment that is affordable under my meager salary. I opened the lock, steeped outside, and swung around to lock it, all in one quick motion. I had no time to waste. 

The hallways were bland, and already the horror of my existence was shown to me. A few bodies could be found on the hallway, showing all the signs of an extinguished pulse, a strong rigor mortis, pale lifeless skin, and the emittance of pure sadness from the body. I did not have time to stop and catch a good look, but they all wore workers clothes, no doubt they died immediately after they locked their apartment doors, their pulse running out. 

I continued along the hallway and darted out of the apartment complex. The same sight that could be found in the apartment complex, was also found in the streets that led to the train station, lifeless bodies of the unfortunate souls that ran out of pulse. I felt terrible, not because of the sight, I have had an entire lifetime to grow desensitized to it after all, but rather because my own pulse was running low. They pay us enough, so they say to keep us level with regards to our pulse, low enough that we are hungry for honest work, high enough that we do not die. Clearly our employers have not taken a stroll along a street in quite some time. 

Already a crowd had gathered around the train station, eagerly awaiting the arrival of the train that will take us to work. Work, the sacred place where we may continue our miserable lives, without work we do not earn currency, without currency, we die. I pressed into the crowd, we were hungry and starving for pulse, we all felt miserable, all of us were dying. 

The train arrived, just in time too. I arrived at the train station with only a minute or so to spare. It is dangerous, setting the alarm clock for such a close time, but one burns away pulse faster when you are conscious, versus when you are asleep. I am not about to waste precious seconds in a queue. 

The doors opened, and we poured in. Just a few seconds later, the doors closed, and the train rapidly picked up speed as it darted us to work. There were no seats, if there were, there would not be enough space in the train to fit us all. Even though the faces change often, as the dead are replaced by the sickly living, our numbers are still too great in order to justify convenience. We burn more pulse by standing, but such is life.

“Everyone please, I feel......bad, very bad. Can I get some pulse, just a little bit? Please!” Cried out a voice from behind me. I, as well as everyone else, turned around to see where the voice was emanating from. 

The unfortunate soul was a woman, the age I cannot begin to determine, but her cracked and wrinkled skin betrayed the fact that her pulse was all but gone. She continued to beg, pausing to cry for a few brief moments before resuming her desperate plea. We all surrounded her, in solidarity as well as pity, because not a single soul aboard this train, the miserable train driver included, had a single pulse to spare. 

She started to cry, in pain as well as in sorrow, as she fell and could no longer stand. Her entire body began to tense up, and she spasmed for a few seconds before she died. The rigor mortis set in quickly, and her left shoulder was slightly arched up from the ground, her body settling into a pose that looks like someone trying to stretch the left side of their back while lying on their stomach. We looked at her for a second before turning our gazes elsewhere. 

The poor woman, like the other unfortunate persons whose pulse ran out, will remain there until the cleanup crews get to her, in the case of the woman who just died, they will likely get to her in an hour or two, once the trains finish their runs. The ones on the street and on the apartment complex? They will likely be there until the afternoon, when the cleanup crews will get to them before we return home from our work shifts. 

I myself felt ill, I like everyone else lived with only a few days of pulse at a time. You never grow accustomed to it sadly, the feeling that you are close to death. Our employers love the state that we are in because we are desperate enough to take work under any condition, but still functional enough for them to get some decent value out of our labor. My skin was very dry and flaky, the same as everyone else aboard the train. Luckily, it is not that wrinkled, and it is not at all cracked. Once I get to that point, my death is all but certain. 

The trains run fast, and we arrived at our place of work. Everyone darted out of the train, eager to get their one and only gift of the day, not including our daily pay. This gift? It is a shot of pulse, not that high in quality, but it makes you feel good for a few hours. The pulse is only rated for perhaps an hour or two of life, but the injection of it directly into the muscle makes it feel like it is rated for over a week of life. We walked out of the train station and packed the hallway leading to the entrance of the factory. 

We could see the company doctor in the entrance, injecting a small vial of pulse into each and every worker before they entered the factory. He was surrounded by several fully armed company soldiers, who were guarding the small case of pulse vials that was on a small table behind him. Even though there was perhaps just a month or two of pulse vials in there, the value of that case for desperate people like us is incalculable. Yet even though we are desperate, we are not stupid. Anyone who attempts to nab the case and the injector needed to administer the vials would be shot dead in seconds. 

I continued to walk towards the entrance of the factory, and I opened up the sleeve of my left shoulder as I got closer to the entrance. In a few moments, it was my turn, and the doctor in a quick and clean motion loaded a fresh new vial of pulse into the injector and pressed it firm against my left tricep muscle. It burned sharp for just an instant, and just a second after that, I was hit with an overwhelming rush of euphoria. I could feel my skin tighten slightly, my energy levels skyrocketed, and I walked into the factory feeling like I have just arrived at paradise. 

Straight to work I went. I am a machine inspector and cleaner, my task is to make sure that the machines are working optimally and without problems, and to perform routine cleaning whenever the opportunity presents itself. It is very dangerous work, our lives being so worthless in the eyes of management, they do not even bother to stop the machines in order to let us work. It takes skill, but one eventually learns to clean the pistons, tubes, and hydraulic joints as they spin at thousands of rotations a minute. 

Of course, management does not expect a miracle, and for the most part my job involved opening the machines up, and spraying cleaning liquid and foam into the moving parts. I always get a face full of hot grease and cleaning solution, which burns the skin slightly before I manage to wipe it off. Since this is the first task that I do, the euphoria of the pulse injection that is given to me helps to mask the burning. And in a way, I have my dead and flaky skin to thank as well, because of it, most of the hot grease and cleaning solution is easily wiped off, along with some skin. 

“Aldebaran, come here a moment.” Yelled out a supervisor. 

Normally any involvement with a supervisor is not good news at all, so I dreaded whatever the supervisor wanted of me. I, being covered in grease and cleaning fluid, walked across the factory floor, and climbed up a ladder towards one of the balconies that overlooked the factory floor. The supervisor, being in clean clothes, and most crucially, enjoying soft, clean, and taut skin, the hallmark of a person who does not want for pulse, grimaced as he saw whatever abomination I was in his eyes walking towards him. 

“That is close enough Aldebaran.” He ordered. 

“What do you need sir?” I asked. 

“My computer tells me that block D in line R-5 needs cleaning.” He said, holding up his tablet computer. 

“I’ll get on it immediately.” I replied and made my way down. 

“Thank you, Aldebaran.” Said the supervisor. 

I was right as always; I was going to dread what the supervisor has ordered me to do. The R-5 line was notorious among the machine cleaners for being filled with the hottest of greases and gunk. In a sane world, the entire line would be paused, and a team of cleaners would spend a good hour or two scrubbing the machine parts down until they sparkled. In this world on the other hand, a supervisor who views us downtrodden workers as more beast than man ordered a single cleaner to clean the machine until his tablet computer stops pestering him. 

I made my way over to block D, and I could smell the problem. Too much grease in the machine parts. When you have too much grease at too high temperatures, especially when it is contained inside a machine and subject to pressure forces; it tends to coagulate into a rubbery substance, which only adds to the problem as the increased friction increases the temperature, which increases the coagulation. The most likely cause of this problem was a maintenance worker who poured a bunch of grease into the still moving parts, and then went away to fulfil another task. I cannot blame him; I would do the same thing if I were in his shoes. 

I was not going to open the hatch that covered the moving machine parts, no doubt the immense heat inside has increased the pressure of the gases inside of the machine, I open the lid and I will really get a face full of grease, perhaps enough to injure me. And when you only have a few days of pulse in you at a time, injury means death. I instead decided to ease the pressure that was no doubt trapped in the machine by removing some of the bolts that fastened one of the metal side plates. My ingenuity was a good choice, I could hear and smell the gases that were escaping the inner guts of the machine, and I saw some of the excess grease bubble around the exposed edges of the metal side plate. 

I took out a towel and wiped the bubbling grease off of the edge of the side plate. Luckily, the excess grease around the edge of the plate makes for an easy retightening of the bolts, and I press the plate back into position and tighten the bolts without any difficulty. Now that the pressure danger is more or less gone, I opened the main hatch that exposes the machine parts, and I assess the potential problem. 

Years of cleaning machines develops a sharp eye, and even though everything is moving and turning at immense speed, I can tell with just a glance that the machine itself is fine. She is an older model, one of the reasons why the R-5 is notorious for problems after all, but it is still running alright and within acceptable parameters. I listen to the collective orchestra of clicks, squeaks, and vibrations that make up the normal ambience of sound from an operational machine, and it all sounds good. I take some cleaning foam and spray it first among the edges of the machine parts. 

The fast-moving parts very quickly help to spread the foam all over the parts of the machine, some onto my face, but for the most part across the different parts. Now that the foam is present to help break down the coagulation of the grease, I first spray a mist of cleaning solution, to help coat any part that was not touched by the foam, and then I poured some regular cleaning fluid into the machine. The grease and coagulated gunk slipped right off and went all over the place. The machine roared back to life, and the notorious R-5 line was back to full capacity. 

“Perfect Aldebaran, thank you.” Yelled the supervisor from the balcony, who looked at his tablet computer for the next task that needs doing. 

While the supervisor gets to enjoy his merry life of tapping away at his tablet computer, I am not so fortunate. Still coated with grease and cleaning liquid, I worked for another three hours, until the hour of lunch arrived. 

“What do you think we will get today?” Asked someone from behind. 

Turning around to face the individual who asked me a question, an odd event while we are queuing for lunch, I saw that he was just another machine cleaner. Yet something was off about him, clothes were the same, and covered with grease and cleaning fluid, the same as every other machine cleaner. It took a moment, but my sharp eye caught the discrepancy; his skin was too taut, young, and wrinkleless. He must have been one of the youths, one who was fortunate enough to have some decent reserve of pulse in him. 

“The same as always, misery in a bowl.” I replied. 

“Can’t always be all that bad.” Said the machine cleaner, partly in jest, the other ignorance. 

“It is.” I replied, not wanting to make much small talk. 

I waited in line until I got my portion, free and included in my employee package. As I expected, it was misery in a bowl, the stew if one could even call it that was designed to keep you nourished and alive, not to delight your taste buds. The liquid that was given was the same, water with sugar, which had a fruity taste. They sometimes dye it so that it appears to be natural fruit juice, but usually it is colorless, less money spent by the company that way. 

I sat down, in a table that is not frequently visited by others. Everyone was the same, a few had friendships, but friendships tend to take up time, and time costs pulse. Since none of us have pulse to spare, we keep to ourselves, except this greenhorn cleaner, he seems to be the temporary exception. 

After getting his food, he scanned the lunchroom for what I assume is me, and once he found me, he came over and sat down. Whether he is foolish with his excess pulse and is looking to make friends, something we all did when we were young, or whether he is trying to take something from me with guile, I could not tell. He definitely had my interest for the moment, however. 

“Mind if we continue our conversation?” Asked the machine cleaner. 

“I didn’t realize that we had a conversation, but feel free to continue it.” I replied. 

“I apologize, I was just recently assigned here, and I wanted to speak with someone who looks like he’s been here awhile. Just want to get some information in order to avoid any common beginner mistakes.” Said the machine cleaner. 

“Very wise of you, ask away.” I replied. 

“Well firstly, the factory line machines, is it protocol here to keep them running? The manual back at the academy says that they should always be turned off before cleaning or maintenance is done to them, but here we keep them running at full blast without a care in the world, I don’t understand.” Said the machine cleaner, and I smiled as I realized that it was ignorance that was fueling this conversation, instead of any guile. 

“I have no idea when those manuals were written, the ones that they teach us at the academy anyways. However, they are certainly for another time. My young friend, the machines never stop, they are after all worth more than you ever will be.” I replied, with full honesty and truth. 

“I see.” Said the machine cleaner, he paused as he contemplated the implications of my answer. 

“I don’t usually waste my pulse in pointless conversation, but you are a rare sight, someone who does not want to trick me into giving up either currency or pulse. Because of this, I am going to give you some free advice, you have plenty of pulse in you, thanks to your youth. Slowly but surely, you will lose it, whether it be from youthful error, or just general wear and tear. One day you will end up like the rest of us veterans here, old, and forever hugging the line of death. Enjoy your youth while it lasts.” I ended my advice. 

I clearly soured the joy of the young machine cleaner, because he thanked me for the conversation and got up, going over to another table where no one was currently sitting. Hopefully for him he took my advice to heart, this world is cruel, and it always kills us, much sooner than what should be the case. I finished the travesty that was the company provided stew and drink, and got up to head towards the balcony, in order to enjoy the rest of my hour off. Unfortunately, I saw one of the company soldiers at the balcony, and I knew such a thing was not to be. 

“Sorry worker, the balcony is closed. You are to report to the advertising theatre, company orders.” Said the soldier, and I headed left, away from the tranquil calm of the balcony, and towards the misery that is the advertising theatre.

The advertising theatre was a cruel side effect of a world where a miniscule few have everything, and everyone else has nothing. The advertisements are all the same, vials and treatments of pulse, for exorbitant amounts of money. It is more of an insult than a possible advertisement, but since currency in the end is worthless compared to the near endless life that one can enjoy so long as you have the requisite pulse, the advertisements keep coming. 

All of the markets are completely and utterly saturated, so the mega corporations that wish to sell the most valuable resource known to man, have to find unconventional markets. They know that we cannot afford the pulse, but apparently, they think that we can ‘talk’ about the product to others and develop word of mouth advertising. Perhaps we manage to meet some high-level worker or capital owner and convince him that he should buy pulse from whatever company we last heard the advertisement from. It will never happen, but it does not stop them from trying. 

I walked into the theatre, and surprisingly, there was the doctor again, and my heart nearly died in joy when I realized that he had an injector in hand, with pulse vials behind him on the table. Everyone was walking up and getting a shot, and I was confused at first as to why we are receiving a second shot of pulse, until I got close enough to hear the doctor.

“Courtesy of Nytelife.” Pssh. 

“Courtesy of Nytelife.” Pssh. 

“Courtesy of Nytelife.” Pssh.

He repeated the same thing, and when he got to me, I got the same: “Courtesy of Nytelife.” Followed by a Pssh, only this time I felt a sharp stinging pain, only for a brief moment of course before the overwhelming euphoria came rushing in. For the first time, I enjoyed this advertising theatre. 

I sat down, and we waited awhile until the rest of the work force finished their lunch and joined us. Thanks to relentless pressure by company supervisors over years, we eat quite quickly, that and the desire to get the ordeal of eating the company stew over with ensured that I only had to wait for a few moments before everyone else received their pulse injectors, and the presentation started. 

“Have you ever dreamed about living a great life? Filled with energy, youth, and happiness? Then you want to purchase pulse, in the rapid absorption form pioneered by Nytelife!” Said the advertisement. 

“What use is a hoard of money if you can get bliss and happiness? Money is no use if you are in a grave, get your vial of pulse today, in the rapid absorption form pioneered by Nytelife!” Continued the advertisement. 

The advertisement was more or less the same thing, repeated over and over again, as if it would be any less insulting the thirtieth time that it is said. We all dream about living a great life, filled with energy, youth, and happiness. Do I love my wrinkly cracked skin that gets worse by the day? Or the great feeling of unease that gets stronger and stronger the lower my reserves of pulse get? How many have died, with the words: “Pulse, please!” 

We sat through the rest of the advertisement, all designed to try and get you to remember the name of the company, and the benefits of their respective pulse. They know that we will never be able to afford their products, this entire advertisement, combined with the ‘generous’ donation of the miniscule amount of pulse at the start, is all a charade. Our lives are worthless to them, if one of us manages to convince an elite to change their current supplier of pulse from their current company to Nytelife, then the expense of all of this would be worth it to them. Utterly disgraceful. 

Once the advertisement was done, our lunch hour had more or less ended, and because of this, we all went directly to the factory floor in order to finish the rest of our workday. The whine of the machines started up again, and the supervisors wasted no time in yelling down orders at us, the very instant that their fancy little tablet computers informed them of a slight ‘problem’ with one of the machines. 
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