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TIME CONSUMING

I’m jacked into cyberspace, deep into Virtuous Reality. The moment I’ve been waiting for has come. My probability equations match the stats. I’ve hacked into, for the only game show in town: ‘Who Wants to be Mostly Real’? Its pay-back time. Which means time to jack out. The descent is fast: my consciousness slammed back into the cortex, like the stock of a Nike Laser-Uzi, recoiling into my shoulder. I already feel an aching rage of flesh as I plummet past the rainbow. The rainbow is a sure sign I'm coming out of Virtuous Reality. It means the flexing cyber-muscle of a zillion tetrabytes of data are leaving my mindscape and the speed of datamation is slowing to thick bands of visible, electronic waves. I brace myself for 'landing'; for the return to flesh. It has been a long time. Only the GOLFS (Galactic Opposition to all Liberal Fronts in Space) who reside high up in clean air orbit, have wealth enough to jack-out permanently and roam the galaxy in all their full and glorious meat. The rest of us, the CHAVS, carpet the Sprawl; blanketing the ground levels as sleepers in the micro-cubes which rust the outer-cities of the underclass: the Conglomerate of Human Active Viruses.  

They call it Virtuous Reality because it costs less to live in electronic consciousness, all functions of the flesh slowed to near-suspension. A man can earn a cruddit while he’s in there by answering questionnaires for Sky TV, controlled by the GOLFs. It’s the only work around. It buys you time for outings into the stale noon air of decayed reality, to refuel the meat in the syringeo-diners of the Sprawl. Or to breed from hidden alleyways. Estrogen was eradicated eons ago: male genes being most suited to exist for instant gratification. So we breed as single sex organisms, dropping out the sprogs in the dark alleys of twisted wreckage. Mankind is an infinite consensual masturbation. Mainly we live in a scramble to get onto ‘Who Wants to be Mostly Real’? All that time in Virtuous Reality and the only animation time we get, is squandered on another screen of lies.

I gasp as I leave cyberspace. I fold over from the waist. My shoulders creak under the weight of my lolling head. Even the weight of atrophied muscle is too much to carry. And then the cassette of syringes strikes its life-giving venom into my nape. The jack-out station flicks an LED smile across the neon dust-beams, falling through my micro-booth.  'Welcome: you have sufficient cruddits for twenty four hours of animation. Your animation point has been provided by Blockbusters'. I open my eyes. I can feel air on my pale, grey skin. My nostrils take in the muted sting of city rust and excrement. Most of all I can feel real time. It is almost physical in its rapid passing; like the caress of a poison wind on your cheek as a vacu-sweeper passes over the twisted metal of the conglomerate multi-ways. 

Twenty four hours animation. I check the time, splashed in LED across a passing gas cloud. 20.5 hours, 40th September, minus 2330. Time works backwards from the small bang: the predicted implosion of a shrinking, self-consuming universe. Only Pluto hangs up there complete, blinking in defiance, not yet having been decimated by mineral mining. The rest of the planets in the solar system, when viewed through a didgi-scope, hang in the celestial filth, their shapes appearing like half-eaten syntho-biscuits.

The cityscape rises as a mass of twisted plastics and alloys: bullied into an eternal still-shot by the ravages of oppressed rebellions. Only the sweep and curve of the roads seem to move into the horizons. The city lies like damp, twisted tinsel on a forlorn concrete stage. Much of the rubble consists in rusting AdPods, once dropped on the conglomerates by the SPAM Corporations in the Milton Keynes Nebular. On impact they released electro-ads; memories fused into the cranial blood streams by means of electric charges; bringing false memories and desires into permanent consciousness with the thousand nano-spears of an electric charge. Once ninety nine per cent of our lives became a fantasy conducted in Virtuous Reality, they became as obsolete as we are. Aside from these, no artifice remains; no visual image to interrupt the mangled forms of obsolete function. 

A deranged howl wails out, plaintiff, from empty floors above my head. Language is lacking in the conglomerates. Only the GOLFs remember all the words of actuality, the identification of the real. A CHAV falls, arms stretched out like an angel, from the top story of a micro-block. It is clear from the agonised screech that this guy went overboard on the flesh-loan while in Virtuous Reality. He’s stayed out too long, his limbs mutating to a fizzy black mass, as he falls. Not one cruddit left to maintain the last human strand of DNA. By the time he hits the ground his limbs and torso have mutated to the closest approximation they could find. He bursts onto the pavement as a swarm of fruit flies, dizzy and confused in the afternoon darkness. 

I hail a mini-chav. CHAVs seen across the silicon divide in GOLF territory are invariably shot on sight. No driver is insane enough to go south of the silicon river. So I hail this one with a Nike Lazer-Uzi pointed at his eyeballs. So little time, so much to do. As we hover over the black tide of roads, Sky TV perpetually casts its unreal images across the stratosphere. News bulletins stopped long ago. We don’t know what’s happening to anybody else outside our almost perpetual sleep. But that’s about to change. In the back of the mini-chav, I slip the fake GOLF corneal prints over my eyes. Fake ID is the only way to get onto the show. You can’t hold a media studio to a single weapon. By the time you’re looking at ‘my people and my people’s people, meeting your people, to set up a meet with their people’ - there’s just too damn many of them. What they don’t realise yet, is that the reason so many channels exist, is about to be this: just before a civilisation dies, its life passes before its eyes. 

My ID gets me all the way to the studio. My probability calculations hold fast. I easily win my place in the chair with the cyber host. The hover-lights move over the head of the host and myself as they adjust to the mood of the audience as the difficulty of the questions increase. 

Soft shafts of neon descend on us over the first, easy questions: “The genetic fusing of Hybrid King, Camilla-William the Third, was undertaken for tax reasons, after which war? The audience knew it was the pensioner wars. The Sony speedcam splashes their pixels on Sky TV, across the sweeping gas clouds of a dozen Sprawls: an audience sitting tight and smiling. 

But the image is false, manipulated by the speedcam. Shining steel clamps slide smoothly over the thighs and wrists of the real, seated audience. They stop smiling when this little addition to the programme, reveals how things really work in here. Security stand between the aisles, wearing black shock vests and levelling their laser sights at the slightest sign of anyone being restless. Because now the host has laid down the options: annihilate a friend, vaporize the audience. One wrong answer and its good-bye to all that meat. I’ve done my homework. Had to, because the speedcam never broadcasts this. The contestants are usually actors of the GOLF corporation, only too willing to witness destruction. Only the audience are CHAVs, shipped in during animation periods. The show is designed to give us our only hope in real time, yet simultaneously wipe out more of us.

As we proceed to the million cruddit question, the presence of security has increased and everyone’s feeling edgy. 20.45 hours, 41st September, minus 2030. Five minutes to change the world. The hover-lights are sweeping us with a swathe of apocalyptic neon. The cybernetic jaw of the droid host spits it out: “Which of the following opens the New Testament of Frankenstein? 

Is it:

The book of Paris-Hilton

The book of Google

The book of Bush-Laden

The Book of  I Pod therefore I am?

I know the answer but I’m not going to give it. I sit tight watching the blinking blue light flashing behind the steel ray-bans of the cyber host:

“Would you like to use one of your options, Sir”?

I know his trigger happy circuits are itching for the kill. But I’m all for making history and my desire to usurp his little freak media circus is on the rampage in my veins.

“No, I don’t wish to use any of my options”.

I stare the little metal bastard down. I’m not even going to blink.

“Then you have to play”.

“No; you don’t understand – whole point is, I don’t have to play at all”.

Cries of surprise from the audience. The cyber-host’s jaw drops, databanks frozen in complexity. I yawn into the speedcam with a lack of interest. The hover lights freeze in a red wash. 

The show is linked to the central computer of the GOLF mainframe because it’s the only control they need to exercise over the Sprawls, these days. But it hasn’t been programmed to cope with a lack of interest. Simply does not compute. Nobody, but nobody, in all the history any of us can remember, have refused to be interested in a game show. It’s the one gremlin in the system they were least expecting.

The host’s digi-speech slurs. Systems begin to crash from the studio outwards, control beginning to break down in a ripple of spreading, global chaos. Cruddit records eradicating, allowing people to jack out without a time limit: without being controlled. They will be staggering amongst the twisted wreckage of the Sprawl like pale, vengeful ghosts. Looter’s cries are already audible from outside the gated studio complex. 

The speedcam has lost its connection to the GOLF mainframe. It continues filming in error when the crashing systems of the cyber-host hit the vaporize button. No longer capable of showing manipulated, selective images, it speeds backwards and forwards like a spider weaving a last desperate web, filming without control. Across Sky TV, everybody will see the silent screams on a hundred faces turning into ashes in the shining, chrome studio, neat and efficient for death. I afford them a wince; just that. So little time and so much to do. 

20.5 hours. Zero time. I feel the lurch of mutated cells creep beneath my flesh. Any second now and the audience gets to see my twisted, mutated form splashed across Sky TV for the fallen angel it has always been; for the long dark walk away from paradise that we all are, plunging headlong into a dark apocalypse. Only difference is, this one’s ours…

