Upgrades
“Let me get this straight…you want ME, to step into that freaky blue light, and enter some realm that might not even exist?” 
Oliver, or Ollie for short, computer genius, and my official best friend, casually folded his arms across his chest, and leaned back against the wall. 

“Yeah. I’m giving you the chance of a lifetime here.”
I glowered at him. “Right… Sounds like you’re doing me a really big favor.”
I stared into the glowing vortex. 
‘Is this thing going to break me down into millions of tiny particles…? What happens if I don’t change back into…me, when I reach the other end?’ I gulped. 
‘How did Ollie make this thing, anyway!’ 
“Your brain is too advanced for your 17 year old body,” I told him matter-of-factly.

He merely smirked and looked at me with his hazel eyes while he took off his thick-rimmed glasses and wiped the lenses with his lab coat.
“Whatever. So, are you going in or not? I’m just sending you to the year 2109. Go take a tour around your school, then come back. Not too difficult, see?”

Defeated, I sighed and weakly nodded my head.

Ollie grinned. “All right! We’re on!”
He strapped something onto my wrist and shoved me into the time machine before I could change my mind.
The last thing I remember before being engulfed in blinding blue light was Ollie waving goodbye and pointing hysterically at his left wrist.
When I opened my eyes I was surprised as my face was close to some weird, glowing surface. 
‘Am I still in the time machine...?’

Taking a few steps back I almost tripped over something. Looking down I realized that something was undeniably a toilet bowl. Or a very high-tech looking one least.
“Wait…what…? Where am I?”

“Welcome to St. Francis’ Canossian College, 2109.” 
A voice echoed from my left hand. It was the device Ollie strapped on not long ago. 
A communication device, huh? 
“Genius…” I muttered jokingly.

“You’re currently in the basement female toilet.”
With that, he added a chuckle.
I ignored him and closely examined the sparkly material in front of me; I concluded it was what we would call a door. It looked like a piece of sparkly fabric made out of tiny shimmering blue lights. It also rippled like the surface of a lake when I pressed my hands to it.
“Ollie…How do I get out of this cubicle…?” I asked sheepishly.

“Just walk straight out,” he replied.

Slowly pushing my way out through the material, I was out of the cubicle. Once the cubicle was empty, the “door” vanished as well. 

“All right, now just go explore on your own, don’t let anyone see you and please don’t touch anything…” Ollie instructed.

The toilet alone was so intriguing I had already started ignoring his instructions.

I was still curious about that “door” so I tried pushing at it from the outside of a currently occupied cubicle. It zapped and crackled with shimmering lights at a single touch but it would not open up. I pushed harder and the next thing I knew, I collapsed on top of another girl who was apparently on her way out of the cubicle.
So much for remaining unnoticed…
I hastily stood up and pulled the girl back on her feet, while apologizing non-stop.
“Its okay,” the girl smiled, “Haven’t seen you around here before…and you’re not wearing our uniform…are you new here…?”

‘Oh no…what do I do now?’

Willing my brain to come up with some excuse, I started blabbering, “I’m uh…touring around this school…yeah…planning to transfer here soon…got lost while finding…the…toilet…yes…I got lost…”

“Allow me to take you on a tour around our school then!” she giggled without further questions. She introduced herself as Omega.
I followed her out of the bathroom silently and I couldn’t help but notice the socket-like opening at the back of her neck, and the Bluetooth-like device embedded into the right side of her skull, which faintly glowed and blinked once in a while.

“May I ask what’s that at the back of your neck and on the side of your skull?”

I asked politely, afraid I might be insulting her outfit or some sort of disability.

“The socket at the back is for connecting into the computer systems during lessons so we may enter the virtual world for more realistic learning experiences. This device,” Omega pointed to the device on her skull, “is for us to keep in contact with other people. It also acts as a tracking device and sometimes an external memory disk. It also has lots of functions besides these.”

“Must’ve hurt to implant those…” I winced at the thought.

“90% of the human population has these now. We’re tranquilized while they implant it, but it does hurt a little whenever we connect to the computers.” She smiled again, but it soon turned into a frown, “You’re the same age as me…all students have to implant these devices now or they won’t be able to catch up with the school curriculum… ” She eyed me up and down. Her gaze was somewhat chilling. 
She reminded me of…a robot.

“I…I was…home schooled. My parents didn’t want me to get involved in all this technology nonsense…”

I crossed my fingers, hoping she’d buy that reason.

The frown morphed into a broad smile again as Omega pulled me along the corridor without saying another word. 

We passed by a few classrooms, and I curiously eyed the interiors as Omega explained details about the interior designs and classes and such. Students were all seated in armchair-like seats and plugged into a main computer system at the front of the classroom. Even teachers were plugged into that same system, which made me even more curious about the so-called “virtual world”. 
It seemed like school rules weren’t that strict about appearances anymore. And its obvious trends had changed a lot since 2009.
Neon colored hair, neon colored contacts and multiple piercings were very popular now. 

We walked around the whole school, and everything was upgraded to a really high tech level. Boards were replaced by Plasma screens, doors were replaced by electronic ones, and even the stairs were removed and were replaced by space portals.

I could tell that a wide variety of stuff from daily items to sports had been reinvented too.
The last stop was the Music Room. Omega entered and I followed. Several students eyed us curiously but soon went back to their work. 
It was a whole new story compared to my old music lessons. The students were allowed to create different types of music, and the musical instruments had been redesigned and upgraded to a whole new level. 

One black and red haired student was creating funky beats from a glowing orb which seemed to be a combination of a drumset and a DJ’s spin table. I watched in awe as the girl beat her palms onto different sections of the orb, creating different sounds and beats. At that moment when she raised her head, neon green eyes met with mine. I took a step back. That girl looked a lot like…well, me. She took off her headphones and motioned for me to come over. 
“Hey there. I’m Jan. Are you new here?” 

I nodded. 

“Can you play the guitar or some other instrument?”

“I can play the guitar...” I mumbled quietly.
“Cool. Let’s jam then!”

Jan picked up a guitar from the corner and held it out to me.

I reluctantly raised the guitar strap over my head, and to my surprise, it was a lot lighter compared to the 2009 guitars.

Jan started creating new beats, and motioned for me to join in. My guitar riffs and her drum beats started to harmonize. Students had started crowding around us.

“Watch,” Jan winked.

I stared at her. 
“Watch what?”
Before I knew it, small glowing orbs and stripes started to revolve around both of us.
“That’s the power of music.” Jan chuckled. “Seems you have quite a talent.”
I grinned, and strummed the guitar strings with more force, creating even more rocking guitar riffs. But by using too much force, I had cut one of my fingers on the strings. Blood started to flow out of the wound, and I sucked on it to stop it from getting infected. While I was doing so, the room fell into an awkward silence. I looked around, and the looks on the students’ faces were quite terrifying. They all had this blank look and their eyes all turned red in unison. The devices on their heads glowed with a menacing crimson light and slowly and silently, they started chanting. 

“Not one of us…Not one of us…Not one of us…”

“What..? It’s just blood…”

“Red.Blood.Not.Silver.Like.Us.”

Zombie Omega muttered. 
The haunting chants rose to a crescendo, and I raised my wrist to my mouth, calling into the device for Ollie’s help.

No answer.

I cast a helpless glance at Jan. 

She was not moving… Wait. Why didn’t she have that thing on her head?

Before I could say anything, Jan had grabbed my hand and created a few soundwaves with her “beat box”, which temporarily opened up an escape route in the midst of the crowded students. She pulled me out of the Music Room, and headed for the basement, while the zombie-like students continued their chants and pursued us.
We reached the basement, and Jan pulled me into the toilet.
Wait. The toilet? 

Sudden realization. The time machine!

As expected, Jan pulled me into the last cubicle, where I had first landed in this realm.

Despite the fact that the chanting could already be heard outside, Jan remained calm and silent. She pulled the communication device from my wrist and dialed for Oliver.

“Oliver. Open Portal 11281. Now.”

At that moment, a glowing blue light appeared in the wall, and Jan started pushing me towards it.
“Wait! How did you know?!”

She paused. And gave a sad smile. She did not answer. She pushed me into the portal. 
The last thing I saw before I was engulfed in the blue light was Jan mouthing what seemed to be the words “I.Am.You.”

I regained consciousness with tears pouring down my face and sputtering for breath.

Ollie’s emotionless face looked down at me. I was temporarily in shock at the blank stare in those hazel eyes.
He stood up and went back to his work desk as though nothing had happened. Still in a state of panic, I tried to talk to Oliver. To tell him what I had seen. As I fired a thousand questions at his back, he did not move one bit. 

“Ollie! Answer me!”

I pulled at his shoulders, but froze when I saw what was at the back of his neck.
A socket.

Just like the ones I saw implanted in those students in the future.

Why hadn’t I noticed before? 

“I was planning for ‘them’ to upgrade you…But oh…the faults of artificial intelligence…” He started chanting and chuckling.

I slowly backed away from the figure.

Oliver slowly rose to his feet, screwdriver in one hand, chainsaw in another.

*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*

“I will fully upgrade you into one of us now…No more mistakes this time…Yes…The ultimate perfection…Unlike Jan…Yes…The failed experiment…Another chance…”

Natalie Ong 
 Form 4C (2008-09)

PAGE  
5

