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  Maggot in the Apple by Mike Adamson

  
  




You get a feel for them, the maggots.

They’re out there in the warp and weft we call reality, the warm, glowing filamentary nebula that conjoins every human being.

In this amazing age of connectivity, when the direct fusion of the living brain with interbridging cybernetic systems, is an everyday reality, we all swim in a mildly tepid ocean of data. Here we work, we play, we socialize, it’s simply the way things are done now.

The world outside is no good, we broke it, long ago. Nobody wants to go outside except in virtual. Cyber tourism? Of course. Sail the Nile, walk the great art museums of the world, ski across a continent of ice that no longer exists, rent a cabin in woods that died two generations ago, program the perfect lover to do it all with—anything and everything is possible. And as for reality, we do it as few hours in the day as it takes to eat and sleep, to exercise and be healthy. Oh, we consider ourselves normal enough. We have friendships and share at least some hours with our immediate companions.

Home is a habitation cube of ten square meters, high in a sealed tower somewhere on the stormy, over-hot Earth, and I’m glad to have it. Doubly glad it’s temperature controlled and soundproof. I walk down to the communal dining hall each day, share a meal and talk to real, live friends, but you can see it in people’s eyes, reality sucks. They’d rather not be here at all.

And the beauty is, we don’t have to.

When in, I walk through the cyberverse like a god, seeing everything, moving at the speed of thought from one corner of the world to another. My work is a throbbing mass of duty with which I phase and examine today’s agenda—as does everyone else. Refreshment is a bright skittering of impulses through the web, entertainment a warm glow that draws me to it with siren song, promising eternally fresh stimulus to overcome the drabness of ennui.

This is the infinite three dimensional space in which we glide with the effortless grace of the whales that once were, moving from task to task, from gratification to even greater gratification, like angels who look down upon the grid and repository of all that once was; and which now lies in our care for the future we are promised. And we do believe, through the haze and fog of boredom and disillusionment, that one day our confinement will be over and we can step out upon the Earth again, to breathe clean air and drink sweet, fresh water. Not our descendants—that would be too terrible a fate for life to be worth living at all—but ourselves, for rejuvenation biotech has given us the time, the precious time, to wait out the restitution of the biosphere, and reclaim the lives stolen from us. Until then, we have virtual, and virtual has been good to us.

There are always those who abuse the system, though, and that’s where I, and those like me, come in.

I, Janelle Quist, am a Cyber Patrol Officer. My job is to surf through the cyberverse, watching for the strange puddles of gloom that accumulate on the nodes and ramifications of this Ygdrassil of data. For there are backwaters in the currents of the hive-mind, where the drones in their cells become moribund, and are no longer productive members of society. And we don’t want that, for it is the betrayal of all this miracle of unification was meant to be.

The cyberverse is all, other than signal lag one cannot tell if one interfaces with a cubicle next to one’s own, or on another world entirely. They are scattered far and wide, in the encapsulated cities of poor, foul Earth, far out in space on the stations which surround the homeworld like jewels on a thread, and upon the colonies farther out. But Colonials seem less infatuated with the cyberverse, as if the vistas before them bring them some spiritual nourishment which replaces the craving in the soul of the Earther born and bred.

I can believe it, to walk other worlds is one of my favorite virtual experiences, I’m sampling every outpost of the solar system, one by one, in my downtime. Well, one grows tired of sugar-sand beaches, green waves and rainbow parrots. Or perhaps, plains of ice under the Saturnian rings, the orange dust of Mars and the stark majesty of Lunar mountains bring meaning to the other, and remind us how precious it is, for eventually the experienced VR-walker realizes the only place life is ever encountered is here.

I have not found a maggot in weeks. We know it takes time for them to gestate, a process of physical and psychological collapse which can be hard to spot, and we know the immediate social networks of maggots tend to protect them, sympathize with their maggotry, creating a widening pattern of rot. Revocation of cyberverse privilege is a fairly effective penalty, though. Depriving them of immersive contact for even a day can often engender willing rehabilitation, which demonstrates the addictive property of immersion. But some minds have difficulty balancing one input with another, and they’re difficult to spot before the syndrome manifests.

I glide through the dataverse from my work-couch, eyes closed and mind wide open, and abruptly sense the kind of spoor I’m looking for. A gloom appears on the edges of a scintillant tower of information, a roaring cataract made up of a million conversations, which I surf over with consummate ease, and find the twilight spot to be a nexus of input flows. Yes, this is the familiar pattern, and I review activity logs. This point in cyberspace has been saturated with input for several weeks, and output has amounted to command prompts and low level converse. In reality, my physical brow draws down behind my neural helmet’s faceshield, and I dive into the cataract, catch glimpses of interactions in microsecond bursts, to come up on the locus obliquely, from within its adjoining mega-conduit, and tap into the main input channel.

Ah.

A certain distaste always floods my systems as I come into monitoring distance of a maggot. The input is entirely gratificatory, an avalanche of sensory stimulus. I track a fluctuating balance between extremes as first the pleasure center of the maggot’s brain is impacted from the simulated perception of food and drink, in endless volumes which would overwhelm any living organism and bring about death from organ failure, to impacts on the sexual channel, varying through forms and styles in accordance with the individual’s preferences.

Then the input spikes toward addictive substances, as the body’s reactions to a cocktail of designer drugs are simulated, and moments later I see the senses of sight and hearing are being overloaded at the neural level with a bombardment of stimuli. No living organism, much less its consciousness, was meant to withstand information flow at such baud rate and amplitude, and marked degeneration in physical and mental capacity are noted as characteristic of Gluttony Syndrome.

I hover outside the data shell, not wanting to know what is actually happening in this person’s brain, much less their mind, which surrounds the body like cloud storage. I simply patch through to the physical intervention services and report tiredly,

“Officer Quist registering malcontent at the following coordinates.” I send my location in the cyberverse on a parallel channel, a torrent of alphanumerics relating to some unknown place in the physical world. “Requesting immediate intervention, we have an individual in Stage 3 addiction. Recommend intensive self-control therapy and monitored future connective privileges.” I pull up the logs for the individual at this locus and find productive interaction became sporadic some time ago. When the syndrome raised its head it took hold in a binge which killed quickly. Thousands throughout the human interweb perished before the problem was understood, and agents like me were set to patrol the communal space of the species in response. We have our brief, our duty and our tools, and are always anonymous: our life expectancy would not be long if addicts out there could ID the watchdogs.

I launch the suspension protocol—a weaning out of sensory overload. To cut the feed completely would bring about systemic shock, but a gradual reduction in volume of sound, brilliance of light, quantity of food, strength of intoxicants, buffers the system. In a while the subject will realize he or she is not getting the jolt they expect, and find they can no longer ramp it up from their own controls. The node will be suspended in a few minutes as input ceases, and I know local responders will be at the individual’s physical location by then. I sigh and back away into the sweet ocean of the cyberverse, let myself luxuriate in the warm rush of data, and keep at arm’s length the reality I uncovered.

That’s the trick—not letting it taint you.

Though… Part of me, I admit, is curious. I know my personality is not an addictive one. Perhaps in the interests of thoroughness I should experience what so captivates these people, draws them into that whirlpool of decay and, if we cannot reach them in time, dooms them to synaptic shock and death.

I’m strong, after all… I can disengage at will.

Can’t I?

Very carefully, I open the still-active datastream… What harm can it do? To sense food on my tongue, so much of it, satisfying not one’s physical hunger but the mind’s demand for gratification. I shy away from the blinding lights, the thundering sounds… I can leave chemical aberration alone, it holds no attraction for me. The sexual channel is barely even titillating, I find, but that is of course someone else’s taste. The food channel is the one I come back to and spend a few minutes savoring aromas and flavors such as I had never realized existed.

Then I cancel it and slip back into patrol mode, surfing through the coursing cataract of the interweb. I’m safe, untouched, and better understand my fellow human being as a result.

But, damn, that food channel had been good, I admit to myself…

I’ll be back.

I’m not hooked, I’m
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