
A Pane in the Glass

Travis Wainright sat up in his bunk. He lifted a finger towards the ultra glaze.  An acid rain front had managed to permeate the city. This was the first real weather in three months. Usually weather failed to infiltrate the cloud of pollution which hung over the city like a force field on a Boeing 848. He looked out across the commuter units, and thought he could glimpse actual sunlight somewhere over to the East. A fizzing heat wave, drenched in steaming rainfall, indicated that ozone was being eaten alive, somewhere in the atmosphere above.

Stranger than this, was the finger which now traced a figure in the moisture.  It had become the finger of an older man. A callous had grown on the newly toughened skin. He stared at the digit as if his finger, like his Virtuality Disks, held some secret, novelty coding in the top menu of its skin. Travis squinted for his reflection in the glass. Under a short crop of blond hair, furrows had begun to form across his forehead. He noted a slightly flabbier jaw line where jowls had started to sag. 

To keep up with the morass of information being filtered digitally through the world’s servers, the clocks on which computers run had been altered to speed up processing time and everybody had long been adapting to the technology, hurtling headlong to increased productivity. And headlong to into their own futures.

Travis stood in the self-recycling unit. He listened as the valve opened at the foot of the porcelain cubicle and instantly sucked down minute, shredded particles of skin, stray hair, sweat and anything else to feed into the processing blocks below. A mirror confirmed his ageing. His face had reached that stage already where all his shaves were guaranteed to fail. 

Travis realised he had passed the three minute hygiene period and was bound to be late. This would not sit well with his new interim manager. He quickly took his seat in the front room docking station. The days’ uploads began to hard wire themselves into his neurological hard drive. The smooth plastic of the docking station moulded itself to his behind. Travis smiled as he did every morning, knowing that the station was able to recognise the shape of his buttocks as a pass code to the terminal. All over Tesco City the morning began by reading the arseholes that lived in it. 

His commute to work seemed like slow motion in comparison to his usual, rapid journey. In reality the grimy cages hovered no less quickly than usual, along the rusting underground tracks but the CPU-unit, hard wired into his system, appeared to be operating more slowly. The relay of information direct into his frontal lobes was no longer fast enough to keep pace with the increasing speed of information hurtling around the City. He tried to ignore this, unaccustomed to the questions which this information crunch might bring.

He emerged from the cages at The People’s Bank station and took a crowded platform to ground level. Travel pods rocketed between steel curbs. A sense of urgency fed almost palpable static around the suits of the walkers. Velcro fizzed and crackled. But for all this frenetic movement, this collective terror at falling behind the City pace, he emerged from the station to discover his second phenomena of the morning. 

People standing still. 

Without first being lasered by some passing juve. Without being caught by the instomatic clamps which snapped around the ankles of the loiterer, accused and instantly charged with blocking paving routes to the seething mass. 

The episode of standing still was taking place on the steps of Saint Paris Hilton Cathedral. The figure at the centre of the spectacle was beginning an awe-struck descent to street level. Travis also stood still, which, in the current climate, risked placing him into negative information equity. Already the instruction pdfs. for the latest mobile phones were being wiped from his memory. Surely his bio-hard drive would be compensated by the fact that this new information was unique and future formative? Whether this was accurate or not, Travis couldn’t help standing and staring as the child began to move once more and the crowd’s silent gaze with it. 

It was a boy of eleven or so - barely out of Test quarters. He stumbled down the steep, steel steps, one hand over his mouth and another pointing over Travis’s shoulder, to something which lay behind. It was odd to see a child of this age referring to some factor outside of its own existence. Not a single finger on a touch pad; no facial muscle twitching from the signals in a mobile earpiece, inevitably buzzing information around his digitally tuned Gameboy adapted skull.

Travis turned and saw that the kid pointed to a holo-ad. This seemed to be like any other virtual figure strategically placed in the heaving mass. The image was well targeted by the brand designers. The virtual figure bore the child’s features, but older.  Even the nose was similar, with a crook in the centre of the cartilage. The colour of the polyester suit was merely darker in shade than the child’s clothes but otherwise mundanely similar. But if this was merely some advertising gimmick, why the horrified fascination? 

Travis checked the digital clock on the cathedral dome to see how many seconds he might linger, to find the answer to this phenomena. The hands were spinning faster and faster. 

The kid seemed to have adapted to the new processing speeds with too much enthusiasm. Its future and present were colliding. The kids with the fastest CPU units  were obviously developing the ability to stand on one side of the street in a school uniform while their future selves walked towards them, returning from work twenty five years later. 

And the child’s morality chip had no doubt upgraded its systems instantly, to see through all the lies: every state initiative on curbing time-obesity, selling to its workers the joys of intense production. The beleaguered figure coming along the pavement the other way shattered all illusions and removed motivisation protocols. The kid stumbled and fell down the steps, rolling along in a flail of limbs and gadgets, as if self destructing along with its young, digital, belief system.

A thousand pairs of polished, black, sustainable brogues, turned away and marched quickly towards the central financial institutions. It was as easy as experiencing an ad-shock: the monotonous pain was welcomed for its normality; the jump of the veins below the elbow firing information on a new product, direct into the bloodstream, almost suggested a vague electronic cosiness. They clung to this illusion now, that all was as it should be. After all, the only possible protest was against themselves.

Travis continued to move with the crowd; away from the source of new truths on the Cathedral’s steps. He picked up his walking pace, his Interim Head of Deptartment, Mona X, already preying on his mind. He even managed to beat the automated count of the floating green man: ‘one, two, three,…please complete your crossing, citizen, seven, eight...’
Travis landed on the eighty fifth storey, relieved as ever that he didn’t work on the top floor. Rumour had it the CEO regularly slipped into an oxygen tent to acclimatise for long meetings. 

Mona X tilted her head forward and stared at him disapprovingly, beneath sawn off bi-focals. Her over-neat bunch of digitally recreated hair seemed stiffer and older than yesterday and her eyes larger, surrounded by more wrinkles. He fiddled with his newly calloused finger in his pocket as he waited for the inevitable blow of underwhelming sarcasm:

“You didn’t see fit to log your late arrival and update me on the impact on your workload”?

Travis checked the digital clock above her head. All information indicated he was indeed two months and five hours late. Travis looked around at the frantic manoeuvring of staff. News of crying children, raising a trembling index finger to point at their future selves, was hurtling data into his inner ear. Five million school kids had broken down in tears while crossing the road. Riot police had needed to fire air-borne Prozac into the sobbing crowds.

Surely even Mona X would now perceive the lie of their mutual existence, above the crunch of ephemeral water based snacks? But he knew Mona was safe from any such self-knowledge. Any such gesture of freedom would deny her power. It was clear she did not want to be reminded of whatever heart or flesh and bone remained as a minute cell in the machine. It might split, mutate, evolve, become like him - regrettably self-aware. Her mind would be torn in half before its time - which would be about three hours later if the rapid clicks of the digital clock were anything to go by.

Travis accepted her criticism as usual, and loped to his workstation in defeat. He dispensed with Attitude Protocol 16, and allowed himself to sigh. Seventy eight research programs squeezed into one financial year; a financial year that was accelerating to condense itself into the next quarter, the next month, the same day, the most recent hour. 

Who knew what damage this would do to the egos of the Directorates, which already circled around each other like two Red Giant stars waiting to explode? Often, the collision was the only important item remaining on the agenda; the meanings of their projects long since forgotten. And any collision of two giant planets needed surrounding nebulous gas and debris to absorb, to pull inexorably into their orbit so that remnants can be reshaped. These debris and emissions eventually gather to be the over-loaded job descriptions for the next financial year. Mona’s daily harangues left Travis in no doubt that he had become the nebulous material caught in the battles. He was needed but simultaneously expendable. His form was manipulated long before today’s warp of time: crushed, re-shaped by the gravitational pull of Human Resource directives, under which this surreptitious destruction was already allowed to continue. The unnatural forces of the office world depended upon people like him to gel themselves together and forge anew each financial annum. Only his energy, inert and outside the gravitational bounds of the super massive egos could gel their clerical world together. And so they all turned around each other in symbiotic turmoil unable to escape their own clutches, and now unable to avoid even their own self destruction. They had expended their lives over thirst-point coffee machines and committee room biscuits. 

Travis’s hands paused momentarily, hovering over the ergo-dynamic keyboard. He was startled by the growing independence of his thoughts. Perhaps, as his neurological capacity for processing information could no longer maintain pace with the centralised, digital feeds, self absorption was proportionately increased. This made him want to cry suddenly; for such liberation was laughably too late. 

He turned to the most mundane, undemanding task in front of him. Mona had thrown a rash of corrections across the e-vitation he had written to the Trustees yesterday (whenever that now was). As he typed he watched his reflection in the monitor. It showed him bony hands beneath a rapidly receding hairline. He sent the corrected correspondence to Mona’s account and waited for her to find something wrong with it. She came back with a shrill rebuke:

“I didn’t intend you include that”!
Travis stared at his monitor as the criticism hung in static. A wide, dusty sunbeam filtered through dirty blinds. This time he was going to transgress the polite bounds he was meant to maintain under bureaucratic duress. Perhaps she might like to stick this little gem under A.O.B.:

“The last time I looked, not being telepathic wasn’t a sackable offence”.

He tapped on his space bar and waited. Surely this was an argument she couldn’t win? However, a smile stretched the skin across Mona X’s increasingly translucent jowls. The metallic sheen of her skin seemed to glint with pleasure. He turned to see her response on his VDU.

He was unable to compute the new directive at first. But it certainly appeared to be ratified by the IT Helpdesk. Not being telepathic was now a sackable offence. Their systems had moved on so rapidly since the distant morning, the neurological memories of the entire workforce had been pogrammed towards the advent of mind reading. He could only guess this was an attempt to process information in advance of when somebody might actually be about to think it. 

He raised a calloused hand to his ear. The fingers came away dabbed in blood. His brain felt as if it shook in his skull, as he experimented with the unfamiliar method. He slowly stopped typing, as if the gesture was informed by a hundred similar impulses across floor eighty four. Blood began to pound behind his ears.  He concentrated hard and tried to converse with Derek from accounts; desperately trying to retrieve a sense of tangible normality:

“Do you think Chelsea-Kiev will win the league…”?

He caught Derek thinking back and wished he hadn’t:

“When only the people with home security RPGs are eating, a fantasmagoria of memory will condemn us all to hell as we reabsorb the nightmares of our past. The terrible dreams of our errors will haunt our last waking moments as the acceleration continues and we descend headlong towards non-existence ...therefore I no longer give a shit who‘s in midfield… “
Derek had obviously been processing a little too much information.  

The Senior Researcher moved slowly past, examining her own shadow. It was merging with her body as she tried to move away. As if indicating some last piece of worldly knowledge that desperately needed communicating she said:

“Creases”…
Remaining neural capacity left on his hard disc filled the information gap with the murmur of explanation from a hundred simultaneous realisations throughout the building. Co-workers had begun to notice how the sharp creases in their branded polyester trousers stuck outwards anti-clockwise, towards the same point, as if some invisible wind sucked at their shins. Cheryl from reception said it was the beginning of an anomaly in space and time which would eventually suck the Facilities team into a dense black hole, never to be seen again. And did anybody want a Snickers from the machine before they went off?

Two neon, fizzing dots, each the size of a pin head, began to play around Travis’s web-cam. It took him a month or two to tune into the voices and realise these minute points of light were actually the full compliment of two regional offices, crying out their sense of futility across a virtual stock exchange floor. Mona had increased the speed of virtual video conferencing exponentially and his head hurt at the sound of these hundred voices thinking at once. 

Travis could no longer maintain contact with a hyper driven future-present. He disconnected and slipped into a mist formed only of nebulous, biological  memory. He allowed himself to wallow in this, as a man freezing to death, with no hope of rescue, might welcome final sleep. 

He saw a figure traced in condensation on a window. Some android character from the future, from a Virtuality Disk archive, come to destroy the human race.

Travis moved slowly from his desk and looked out of the office window, to groups of people scavenging far below. TravelPods lay rusting and deserted, left stranded on the transport rails. Their ageing occupants spilled into the streets. They seemed to merge with the tarmac and rise out of it, melting their human form into the wide avenues of broken roads. Steel constructions had begun their collapse and warping metal could be heard singing under a vile sun. A lament for a dying civilisation. The people’s weary, arthritic marching seemed to carry with it, everything he had once known. A dust storm gathered from some way behind, rushing to overtake them with its dull and blinding shadow. 

A cracked, metallic voice came from somewhere behind him, suggesting he had better things to do than look out of the window. The voice was a croaked whisper, desperately trying to assert a deadline for second quarter performance indicators. 

He turned slowly and saw a half metallic, half human shadow standing behind him. He felt the hybrid shadow fall across him. He took its hands. The hands tried to resist but he began to dance. He whirled the broken figure around the room. They turned in their half human shadow, burning sunlight falling across them in stripes through rotting blinds. He danced in desperation - one last exaggerated gesture trying to liberate the human. Eventually he let go.

It seemed he could not remember either the name which belonged to that figure he danced with, or his own. He could remember only that android figure traced on glass, years ago. And he understood now, why he had drawn this: some part of him already knew that no android would ever come to destroy the human race; such imaginings were only ever the reflection of themselves…

