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In the Not Too Distant Future

There’s a spark of purpose that comes from holding a simple sheet of white paper between two hands that brings instant clarity. It’s an act so rigid that it solidifies and gives shape to scrambled thoughts – a little like dropping an egg in a frying pan, thought Admiral Hunt. A cluttered digital screen, where one could swipe left or right, down or up, could never do that. He much compared it to aiming a heavy-duty flashlight at a shadowy corner – one strong, precise beam of light able to cut through the disarray and bring to the forefront what needed to be relevant.

His eyes darted up into the taut, worried face of General Roe who’d just handed him the brief hand drawled message. The information it contained was much too sensitive to print out through a computer. Even uttering those jotted words was a serious matter of consideration from fear of being overheard – not that anyone would understand, outside the two, but the name of Travis Howard was simply never to be mentioned just like a uniquely dangerous thought was best left unspoken, buried, and forever abandoned to the end of times. 

Both men’s attention drifted to the oversized, mega liquid-pixel screen at the far end of Admiral Hunt’s large office. The news channel was showing footage of the horrific scene. Not even half an hour had passed since the sharp explosions. Debris was still smoldering and thick smoke was rising from a part of the mangled fuselage. There was no doubt that it was a terrorist attack. The Pentagon and various other government agencies already possessed solid leads. The plane was directed to London, from Philadelphia, and had barely lifted off when at about eighteen hundred feet two quick blasts cracked the air. Witnesses saw what remained of the plane literally fly off in every direction as the pieces eventually plummeted to the ground. 

When Admiral Hunt first saw a clip of the event from one of the Pentagon’s secret surveillance satellites in low orbit above the Earth, he was convinced that all the three hundred people on board were dead. Ten minutes later, the first rumor of survivors surfaced. The minutes that followed were rather hectic as government staff went on high alert, concentrating on filtering intelligence data and securing departure points across the country. When he heard, in the background, that one lucky bastard had survived the explosion, he rather scoffed at it, believing it to be a press misinterpretation or one sick individual’s attempt to get his fifteen minutes of fame. 

He had barely stepped foot back in his office from an emergency briefing when General Roe came rushing on his heels with the scrawled note. The survivor’s name was Terrence Holden. General Roe needed not etch anything else down, even if he did. Terrence Holden was Travis Howard’s step-brother.

Admiral Hunt kept his pondering eyes riveted on the screen. The news channel had been able to get a high quality amateur clip of the exploding plane. No one could have survived that crash – not with that intensity and at that height. He was either in the presence of the greatest miracle that he’d ever witnessed or somehow Travis... but Travis had no knowledge that he even had a brother. 

***
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Travis Howard sat on a small, cold-metal chair at 23:59:00 hours precisely, like he did every night, and waited quietly for the two words that would designate his existence to materialize on the miniature black and white terminal screen in front of him. For the first few weeks, the exercise had been intriguing, almost amusing, to speculate which name he’d be consigned for the new day. 

Not that Travis guessed. He had no concept of guessing. He supposedly didn’t even understand what the word meant. At least, that’s what his medical file read. Chance, hazard, luck, call it what one wanted, was not a part of his essence and he needed to accept this as a fact – even if – it bothered him not being able to experience this human trait.

One of his three ongoing thought processes in his mind stopped. While one continued to contemplate the conversion of solar energy by the body to repair cancer cells by utilizing the natural bacterial fauna of the intestine and the other worked to solve the final steps to convert salt water to power mechanical engines, the other questioned what it meant to be human and if he could be considered as such.

He dimmed his other two thought processes to concentrate on the problematic matter, but within seconds, he discarded the argument as being unsolvable even if relevant. Of course he was human – and he wasn’t. He was missing one significant detail to be able to answer that simple question with – was he an anomaly of human evolution or simply the next stage of the species development? He didn’t know, and if he didn’t know, then what was the purpose of pursuing that thought?

The name game, for instance, had been a puzzle to solve and there had never been any doubt that he would find the answer. He supposedly had a logarithmic mind capable of narrowing down the possibilities in an abstract, logical sequence that came naturally to him. 

Robert Halenk, he thought, and in the next second the name Robert Halenk flashed on the screen. That would be his designated name for the next twenty-four hours. It brought him no satisfaction knowing that he had successfully cracked this supposedly artificially intelligent induced, security failsafe program. Then again, they probably had expected him to do so. That’s why he lived alone, secluded from the world. That’s why he would never see another human being again. 

Travis Howard knew too much and that made him the most dangerous man on Earth.

***
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Sam pushed his knuckles against the wall as if he wanted to puncture the thick barrier in front of him with the pure pressure of his thoughts. He banged his head, comforted by the dull noise of the impact, even if the irritation that he felt continued to pervade him. He breathed heavily as he looked outside of his girlfriend’s apartment down to the street below. He shook his head as irrational thoughts ran through his mind. 

Why was he feeling so miserable? Why did he have this throbbing malaise deep in his heart which he couldn’t escape no matter how much he wished to? Everywhere he looked, he saw the futility of life. People running, people working, people loving, people convincing themselves that they were satisfied with their lives – why, what for? Didn’t they understand that everything was pointless? Didn’t people understand that societies are just mazes that men built to define reality because people didn’t know what to make of their lives once they were born? 

He was young, in the prime of his life. He could fool himself that everything he touched, that everything he smelled and that he saw in front of his eyes was real and had its importance in the universe. He could even think there was a God – yes, that would make survival more comfortable and answer every doubt. Mystery is such a wonderful word when one ponders a question that no one has an answer to. Who is the only one that knows every mystery? God, of course. 

Yes, he could fool himself to live, because he had youth on his side, but one day, he’d be old and lonely. He was terrified about being alone, about being boxed in a one room, tiny apartment waiting for the breath of death to come extinguish his feeble life. 

Alone and forgotten – was that any way for a human being to end up? He imagined himself wrinkled and bent, shunned by young people and ignored by the mass. He saw himself walking among the crowd on a bright sunny day, a fearless face pretending to be brave which would fool no one, not even the shadow of death strolling lazily next to him in his foolish attempt to elope the winter. He imagined the crowd resolutely marching around him, with their impassive faces, that detached safe distance that people observed when a slow, old person was in the middle of their path. 

Sam was already feeling the pain of the world fast forwarding around him, ignoring him, leaving him behind to saunter with his own graying memories. Or, worse yet, he imagined the young with that flickering sign of impatience on their healthy faces as they walked towards him, almost imperceptible, as if telling him that he shouldn’t be out in the middle of a crowd at his age, but should instead shunt himself to the side – like a wrinkled, dry autumn leaf.

Tears were forming in his eyes as Sam anticipated his lonely future. He would have his memories
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