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Chapter 1

“We have two paths that we
may choose:

Struggle up the mountain to
join the stars,

Or slide back down to the
jagged rocks.”

- Father Abraham

 


Grow and decay. A paradox, each must
precede the other for life to continue. Given any point in time,
there will be equal amounts of each, growth and decay, as a
carnivore feeds off the carcass of an herbivore, or as bacteria
thrive on the rotting remains of an eagle, long since fallen from
grace.

Ryan wondered, as he stared at the
ceiling, whether the amount of life in the universe was a constant.
Energy, he reasoned, could not be created, nor destroyed, merely
manifest itself in various forms. Momentum, too, could be shown to
be constant in a system.

Life, that surging, rippling, bubbling
stuff, could behave the same way, surely.

It never stopped moving about and
rearranging itself, giving the illusion of limitlessness. But Ryan
knew better. He could see behind the shroud. With life came death
to make way for yet more life. Grow and decay. Grow and
decay.

Humanity, then, was an attempt at
monopolizing the share of this thing called Life over other
species. That sounded trivial. Perhaps it was.

Perhaps the virtues of humanity, its
society and art, were merely tools developed to further its
advance, in just the same way as tigers had claws and bulls had
horns. Growth.

But horns only grew because of the need
to defend a beast from a foe with teeth. Now that the foe had been
vanquished, humanity would certainly lose that which it had fought
so hard to develop.

The arts would atrophy, religion would
wane, society would crumble, and man would recline into a
technologically induced slumber, content that it had won its battle
in this small pocket of the universe. Decay.

Life was unfair. It had to be. He
looked down and found that he was clenching his fist.

Ryan got off the bed, shaved and washed
his face, daring to look in the mirror. His eyes stared back,
steeled and ready. No longer did he care for the lives that he had
slaughtered.

Brother Marcus was right. Brother
Holland was right. Father Abraham was right. To be as strong as he
needed to be, to be the man to change history, he had to do away
with his conscience. What was it, anyway? Yet another tool to aid
people to get along with other people, to stop societies from
imploding.

He was better than that, stronger than
that. His conscience did not rule him. In the society he would
build, there would be no place for such absurdities.

So long ago he had thrust it to the
bottom of his stomach, covered in gastric juices and other
biological stuff, where it belonged. He could do it again. Father
Abraham would be proud to call him his own.

He would be a Director, he would be
brave enough to save humanity, and he would show the Vigils the
error of their ancient, outdated ideologies.

It was time to grow up, he decided, it
was time to leave the child behind and experience life as an adult.
Puberty was not all that great, anyway, what with the hormones and
emotions and strange ideas.

If there was some kind of definitive
moment defining when he began walking as a man, he had not
experienced it yet. He did not feel that age was a true guide. What
were years, anyway?

Nor could it be some cataclysmic
moment, otherwise every child would need to experience
it.

It was his birthday today, not that
anyone knew, and he had always thought that when he reached his
twentieth milestone, he would feel magically different,
transformed, like a moth from a caterpillar.

Only he did not feel that way. He felt
like he did yesterday, which was pretty much how he felt the day
before that.

He slumped. It was, then, merely a
gradual transition from one to the other. Like a pot slowly
warming, there was no exact point when it left warm and reached a
simmer. He wondered if it was possible that he might never grow up,
that, due to circumstances or lack thereof, he would remain in his
adolescence forever, waiting for the chance to prove his
mettle.

Shaking himself out of his thoughts, he
got dressed and walked to the door of his dormitory. Enough time
had been wasted wondering about things that could not be
answered.

The door hissed and blew cold plumes of
mist about him as the humidity in his room touched the chilly air
outside. Thermally camouflaged, the main areas of the Directors'
stronghold were kept cold with respect to ambient temperatures
making it appear like an innocent subterranean waterway to any
nosey satellites or geoscanners.

He marched along, chest out, feeling
the icy chill against his neck. He resisted the urge to tighten his
jumper, preferring instead to let the cold remind him that he was
not subject to fearing the elements. He was above such base
concerns.

Kahira, her dark, smooth face
contrasting against her white pullover, came up stealthily behind
him and matched his stride easily. She had long legs, a tall frame,
and she put it to use. Against her he looked and felt very much
like a child.

“So, you've emerged at last. You had
better not mistake this as a holiday resort, boy!” she scolded,
“Time flows within these walls the same as it does on the
outside.”

“I was lost in contemplation. Sorry,
Kahira, I did not know that I was on a schedule otherwise I would
have readied myself earlier.”

Kahira lit up a cigarette and directed
Ryan along the corridor. A few strange faces here and there watched
as they went.

“There is no schedule, at least not
yet. Father Abraham has expressed his desire to meet with you again
before you are formally introduced to the rest of the family. But
that doesn't mean you can lie about all day until required,” she
said.

“Of course. I keep my mind trim, and my
body taught.”

She wheeled, “And you can keep your
silly Vigil idioms to yourself!”

He swallowed, “Yes, Kahira. Where are
we?”

They went into a small room dominated
by a large screen on the wall. Kahira tapped on a few keys at a
console and brought the screen to life. It was a streamed report of
an update on the Rhode Island maglev disaster.

“I wanted to show you something,” she
said.

“...after detailed
questioning of the prime witness, security officer Henry
Lancashire, and reviewing security footage, police are on the
lookout for this man.”

An identikit, looking nothing like
Ryan's face, was displayed on the screen.

“That is not me...” said Ryan, staring
at the screen, “How did you...?”

“We did nothing, boy. This is the work
of the Vigils protecting their skins.”

“They could have used the police to
track me.”

“...and are still baffled by
the motive. Luddite activists have distanced themselves from the
attack, not willing to condone the loss of so many lives and openly
condemning those responsible.”

Kahira puffed slowly,
enjoying the fumes as they caressed her face. “They could have. But
they know that you are not roaming the streets, so giving the
police anything would be futile. Furthermore, they can't risk
having any association with you, on the off chance that an
investigation leads, in any way, via camera footage, fingerprint
analysis, in any way, back to them.”

Ryan nodded, “This means I am free to
be under surveillance once more. Recognition software will
have...”

“A different face, yes. And, we can
assume, prints and physical attributes. I would even suspect any
DNA samples have been either corrupted or swapped. They're very
thorough in these matters.”

“So I have heard.”

Kahira puffed a little more, watching
the television in amusement. She smiled and turned once more to
Ryan.

“They wrap themselves up in a blanket
of smug surety. We can use this against them,” she said.

“...after a string of
several failures at maglev lines across the nation. Authorities
have admitted that the incident at Rhode Island could have caused
errors to occur in other maglev systems. Whether the recent
failures are the result of Luddite terrorism or defective
programming will be revealed in the days to come.”

Ryan's eyebrows popped up.

“There were other incidents?” he asked,
“Other maglevs running off the rails?”

“Yes. Over the course of several days.
Though none of them were performed so sloppily as you did
yourself,” scoffed Kahira, “The Vigils have trained you to remain
hidden while observing, not while enacting. That's the skill of a
Director, that's what you will need to become.”

Ryan frowned, “You are not telling me
everything.”

“Why do you think that?”

She leisurely blew smoke to the
roof.

“Broth... Marcus said nothing about
other sabotages. He would have done so if this were a coordinated
attack.”

Kahira sucked her cigarette, “Need to
know basis.”

“I disagree. I do not think it is that
simple. Marcus said it was a show of commitment, that it would
display my abilities to the Directors and help bring about the
struggle...”

“Yes, he would say that...”

“...But really, really what you wanted
was to have a scapegoat if things turned sour.”

Kahira flicked a bit of ash into an
ashtray. The cigarette smoke was beginning to hurt Ryan's
eyes.

“If we wanted a scapegoat, do you think
we would have bothered breaking you out of the Sanitation
facility?” she asked, “We lost a few good drones in that
assault.”

Ryan stood in thought for a few
seconds. He smirked, “Well, yes. I mean, I performed my part
adequately. My face was on the security camera and I spoke to that
cretin, meaning that the Vigils would need to spend some time and
resources cleaning up the mess. Distancing themselves, as you
said.”

“Very good.”

“But that is not all. The misdirection
to the Luddites? This is not an accident.”

“Isn't it?”

“No. Something tells me that there will
be evidence pointing to the affirmative, that the Luddites will be
blamed, that there will be outrage and violence,” said Ryan,
satisfied, “And the more they deny it, the more they will be
vilified.”

“And pushed underground,” said Kahira,
nodding slightly, “They're mysterious enough to warrant fear in the
general public, disorganized enough to promote fear among
themselves. With a little more prodding, they will be the oppressed
victims, the misunderstood underdogs, attracting all sorts of
die-hards and revolutionaries, ready to unleash their
vengeance.”

“Are they really a force to be reckoned
with?”

Kahira laughed, “Bah! Pathetic. A bunch
of rag-tag misfits armed with keyboards, spray cans and bad
language. A gang of muttdogs is more formidable and organized. But
the public will fear them, nonetheless.”

Ryan watched the rest of the report on
the television impassively. Wreckage from seven other maglev
shuttles, twisted and burning, flashed before him. He did not wish
to think of the many lives lost, so he concentrated instead on the
lives that he had saved, on the souls that he had
awoken.

“What are you thinking?” asked
Kahira.

“Nothing much.”

“Answer honestly,” she
growled.

Ryan sensed her change in mood
correctly.

“I was thinking of the struggle, of how
it could be reignited by tragedy.”

“And can it?”

His mouth blurted, “The
forges within us all are fed by the coals of misfortune, tempered
by oof!”

Kahira followed up her fist to his
stomach by pushing him roughly against the wall.

“I've already told you, keep your Vigil
bullshit to yourself!” she hissed.

Ryan gulped to regain the air that had
been knocked out of him. He nodded apologetically.

“That was a warning. Others in here
will not trust you so easily if you continue to spout their
filth.”

She let him go and lit up another
cigarette.

“What now?” he asked after he was able
to breathe freely once more.

Kahira smirked, stubbing out her
butt.

“Father Abraham wants a word,” she
said.

He sucked in some more air and let his
stomach settle down before he followed her to Father Abraham's
room. Growing up hurt.

 



Chapter 2

“A secret grows when its
roots are covered.”

- Wisdom of the
Vigils

 


Ottavio felt tired. Extraordinarily
tired. His muscles and myoactuators protested painfully as he
lowered himself onto his arms and crawled wearily into
bed.

He thought back over the day, of
Penelope and Cassandra and the escape, of Sister Hanifé, the
assault at the house and the chase through the suburbs.

Out from the transport he had been put
through some kind of decontamination area, allowed to wait in a
holding cell, complete with an auto-turret for company. Finally he
had been brought through a long hall, led to a small room and
instructed to sleep.

He did not need to be told. Gladly he
took to his cot, covered himself roughly with a blanket and closed
his eyes. His optical display faded quietly as he lay back, trying
not to think and yet thinking of everything at once. Within a few
minutes he was in a fitful asleep.

His dreams were violent. They were full
of faces and eyes looking back at him. Some he knew, some he did
not. As he turned away from one, he was presented with
another.

Ali's beetroot red cheeks were
swallowed by Cassandra's own mournful eyes. Simon pushed her out of
the way and clenched his fist in rage.

Simon! He dominated the scene, swearing
and cursing as he flipped his blade this way and that, keen to take
Ottavio on in a fight. He pranced about, advancing on Ottavio,
pushing him further down a flight of stairs.

At the bottom was a basement, with
Emily tied up, bloodied and beaten, hanging over a pile of rags.
Emily's body was messily rendered to pieces by Simon as he danced
this way and that, laughing at each lunge of his short
sword.

Ottavio turned away in horror to see
Lucas, far off, looking through the mass of faces, sporting his
super sniper rifle. He frowned with disdain, fired and caught
Ottavio square in the chest. He fell backwards in pain, thrashing
about in the sea of people who were milling about him.

He turned back around to see Cassandra
hanging in Emily's place, pleading for Simon to stop as he took his
blade to her throat. Blood trickled from her side as everyone
watched, some cheering, others howling, others crying.

One face did not scowl, or cry, or
snarl. One face stood out from the throng.

One face, Miss Penelope's, watched him
with a divine serenity, a beautiful calmness. She breathed, and as
she did blew away all round him, until there was nothing left but
herself.

“Trust in the Lady,” said a voice,
distant but clear.

He awoke with a start. Sister Hanifé
was standing before him, holding a tray. Her face did not betray
anything of what she was thinking.

“You have slept enough, I think,” she
said.

“How long?”

“Long enough. Now take this and eat
it,” she said, handing the tray to him roughly, “You will feel
refreshed.”

She was right. He ate a plate of warm
stew, followed by a long drink of fresh water. It made a change
from the calorie and protein controlled dietary supplements he was
fed back at Houston. The taste, for one, and the presence of real
vegetables for another.

His optical display noted the slow
increase in available nutrients.

“Thank you,” he said, finishing off the
bowl, “Really, Hanifé. Thank you. I know you risked your neck out
there.”

“Reserve your thanks for the Lady
Penelope if you are ever blessed to see her again,” she said, “For
it was she who brought all this about. You are now safe, in my
care. And now I will tell you what you wish to know.
Here.”

She passed him a mug of tea.

“You want to know many things, and now
that we have time and are safe, I will tell you. Firstly, you will
want to know where you are. You are underground in a safe house
under the watchful protection of the Vigils.”

“Of course, makes perfect sense,” said
Ottavio, “That was going to be my second guess.”

“Hmm, did they install a sarcasm
module? This will take a lot longer if you persist with the humor,
Ottavio. The Vigils are an old order, a secret order, of which I am
but one member. No, we do not hark back to the ancient Egyptians or
some strange pagan cult, but we do indeed go back a fair way. War,
you see, war is what brought us about.”

“The Hanean War?” he asked.

“Earlier. Much earlier. Since ancient
times, man has had skirmishes over land, over religion, over
politics, over women! Small battles here and there, fought with
spears and arrows, clubs and swords. All nations partook in the
fighting in some way, but they were isolated to their neighbors, be
they across a mountain range, a field or across the
sea.”

“As technology developed
and new lands were discovered, new lands that held vast economic
resources, like the Americas, Australia, Polynesia and the like,
greater and more terrifying weapons of war were developed. Guns,
cannons, ships of war. Greater and greater were the battles, and
they lasted longer and longer. More deaths, more hardships, more
pain and suffering. Science and technology was put to use finding
better ways of destroying. War lost the allure or
grandeur it once held.”

“In the late eighteenth and early part
of the nineteenth century, in Europe, America and all across Asia
there were a string of conflicts, far greater than had previously
been experienced. Many lives were lost across the world. There was
so much suffering, so much needless death. Torture, rape, brutality
and murder, on such a terrific scale, and all of it in the name of
sovereign pride.”

“It did not take a genius to see that
man was on a downward spiral, plotting his own doom as he sought to
dominate the new world by vanquishing his neighbors. In that time
there was a group of men and women, like minded in their ideals
about the future of humanity. Rather than get involved directly
with governments and diplomats, opening themselves to attack, they
combined their resources, position and skills to subtly convince
leaders to look for peaceful solutions.”

Ottavio interrupted, “Whoa,
whoa. So that's it? You're, what, some kind of militant pacifists? Luddite
extremists?”

“No, Ottavio. Please listen and you
will learn more. This group was centered in Champagne, a region of
France. From there they contacted friends in Britain, Germany and
Turkey, convincing them of their way of thinking. They believed
that, given the right pressure in the right places, humanity could
be saved from the ravages of war and horror.”

Sister Hanifé drank some tea herself
and took out a tin of biscuits. Ottavio gratefully took
one.

“They were wrong.”

“What went wrong?” asked Ottavio
between mouthfuls.

Sister Hanifé breathed deeply, “Human
nature went wrong. Their greed was their undoing. They started to
believe they could manipulate entire nations to their own end. As
they grew bigger, and gained members and momentum, the usual case
of corruption took hold. Cells within the group plotted for their
own financial and political gain. Brother sacrificed brother to
gain something so common as power. And the rivals used the
governments over which they had control against each other, like
pawns. There was a war, a great war; it involved many countries of
the world. Rather than individual skirmishes spread between
bickering nations, the fronts played out on a world
stage.”

“The outcome was that many lives were
lost, and many more were put in turmoil. The path of mankind seemed
doomed to failure, doomed to utter self obliteration. Bombs, guns,
tanks, aircraft, weapons and machines of death, designed for the
sole purpose of destroying man, were produced in factories on an
industrial scale. Entire cities were demolished. Citizens were
displaced from their homes, sent scurrying away as refugees.
Borders moved and moved again as man fought inwardly.”

“All the while the Brotherhood of
Vigils, as we began to call ourselves, rooted out the offending
factions, assassinating them or stripping them of all financial or
political power. It cannot be said that they brought about an end
to the war single-handed, that would be denying the blood shed by
hundreds of thousands of fighting men on all sides, but they did
stop the puppeteers.”

“Determined not to commit the mistakes
of the past, the remaining members were able to agree on guidelines
of conduct of how to best influence decision making based upon
rationalism, thought and compassion, rather than mere greed,
patriotism and ignorance. Checks and balances were put in place to
uphold these ideals. A peace ensued for about a decade thereafter,
but it was a false peace.”

“The Vigils pushed too hard to keep
opposing forces in check. Instead of maintaining the balance, they
shifted it to and fro, raising tensions and losing their control
over key figures. It was like a pressure cooker ready to go off.
Very soon, another war exploded, destined to be greater than the
first, a real bloodbath. Hell on Earth.”

“The Second World War,” said Ottavio,
sipping his tea.

“That is correct. The history books
make an attempt to describe how terrible it was, the abominable
cruelty, the immense scale of it all, but the reality is beyond
description. All over the world, a new age of human degradation
began as humanity discovered just how far back it could regress.
Power shifted immensely, quickly, beyond the fumblings of the early
Vigils. Many died as they tried their all to rectify their mistake,
but it only made things worse.”

“They were called spies, conspirators
and traitors. Those who were not shot were driven away or forced
into hiding. It would have been the end of it all if certain key
figures, namely Masters Egbert and Fishbourne, had not influenced
the president of the United States at the time to reconsider his
assault on Europe. The act swung the tide of war back and reset the
balance.”

“From those early days,
from the blood of millions, the Vigils learned a great many
lessons, one of which is that direct intervention is to be avoided.
Man is too unpredictable. Rather, persuasion, subtle nudges in the
right spot, can make all the difference in the world. Another is
that, with all the different factions of the world, the facets, the
political parties, religions, opinions, gangs, lobbies, with all of
these opposing, complimentary and complex forces,
none should have absolute
power. Balance, Ottavio, balance is to be maintained. Like a house,
the tower of balances rests upon a great foundation, the
Fundamentals.”

“Fundamentals?”

“The balance of Life and Death. The
balance of Feast and Famine. The balance of Master and Slave. Over
the years we have whittled down our model to show that each
decision we make will affect, in some way, the set of fundamental
balances. If these were to swing too far in any direction,
instability will occur. Instability leads to change, to fear, to
despair, to war.”

Ottavio shook his head, “War is
inevitable. Man will always be in conflict with himself. It's just
nature.”

Sister Hanifé shrugged, “It
is part of human nature, I agree, but that highlights one of the
great differences between man and beast. We have the ability
to choose to act,
or not to act. We are not slaves to our instincts. We must believe
that man can move past the ingrained selfishness.”

He looked at her. She was passionate,
for sure. Not crazy, wild eyed, but steeled and sure of
herself.

She continued, “If mankind is to move
forward, it needs balance to make sure it does not advance too
quickly nor too slowly. For thousands of years man has debated and
legislated, put forward ideas and scrapped others, be it in a
parliament or around the village well. It is what has kept his
moral compass working and his mind sharp.”

“Slowing down advancement? So you want
to restrict technological progress?” asked Ottavio.

“No, not as such. For man must advance.
It is what he does. We aim to slow progress to a safe level and let
man catch up with himself. The Brothers and Sisters of the Vigils
understand full well that if man is to survive, it must certainly
move forward, develop and grow, but we seek to measure the steps so
he does not lose balance,” said Sister Hanifé, “And so we come to
you.”

Ottavio's eyes darted quickly to
Brother Janus standing in the doorway. A yellow square flashed
around him on Ottavio's optical display. He tensed
himself.

Sister Hanifé noted his trepidation and
calmed him, “No, nothing like that. Believe me, if we wanted you
out of the way, we would have left you to the hands of Houston.
Yes, you are the pinnacle of technology, for now at least, and yes,
we do have strong reservations about Houston's Project
Adaptation.”

Brother Janus spoke up, “Good to see
you up, old chap. Sorry for the intrusion Sister, really, but I do
think it best if we got discussions underway in a more formal
environment. Not least because Masters Pietro, Jacob and Theodore
will be keen to meet our guest, yes?”

“My good Brother, have they been
informed of our arrival?”

“Yes, yes. It took a bit of persuading,
mind. They wanted us to hold here for a few more days until the
coast was clear.”

“And you do not consider that wise
counsel?”

“On the contrary, good Sister, I think
it best that we get him, and ourselves, somewhere a little safer
than underneath a piggery,” he said, “Someone was on his tail the
moment he left, which means that someone might have a good idea of
where he is right now.”

Ottavio looked up questioningly. Sister
Hanifé placed her hand on his shoulder and glared at Brother
Janus.

“My dear Brother, there is no point
putting ideas into his head. He is safe. You are safe,
Ottavio.”

“He will be safer still within the
walls of the compound. That was quite a chase we endured, and must
I mention that recent event at the Sanitation...”

“Yes, yes. Very well, Brother, if the
Masters have approved, then I, too, approve. Prepare the transport.
We shall be along shortly,” said Sister Hanifé.

Brother Janus bowed low and left the
doorway, leaving Sister Hanifé and Ottavio alone.

The square around Sister Hanifé's face
turned from yellow to green as Ottavio relaxed a little. She was
right, if they really wanted him dead, they would have had plenty
of opportunities to take him out.

He decided to play along, “Who
are...”

“Masters Pietro, Jacob and Theodore are
well respected Vigils. They have selflessly served humanity, shown
utmost wisdom at critical moments and maintained the balance for
more years than I have been alive,” said Sister Hanifé, standing
and clearing away his dishes, “I encourage you to listen to what
they have to say. Mind your manners around them. Come.”

Ottavio followed Sister Hanifé down a
gloomy hallway to where Brother Janus was powering up an AePC. Its
engines whined a little as he let them warm up.

Within five minutes they were airborne,
flying quietly and gracefully over the treetops.

 



Chapter 3

“The crabman cannot yet be
considered

a species in its own
right.

… [the DNA] cannot yet be
accurately traced

to any particular
hierarchy.”

- WWF Official report on
'Crabman'

 


Father Abraham, the crisp pleats in his
pants hardly yielding as he strode along, dabbed his forehead
lightly with his pocket handkerchief. He led Ryan down a flight of
stairs as the mist swirled around their feet with every
step.

Ryan was happy to be walking. Standing
too still for too long in the halls was uncomfortably cold. Kahira
had left them and waited at the top, quietly enjoying her
cigarette.

“So,” said Father Abraham, “People need
to be led.”

“Yes, Father Abraham.”

“This is a profound statement, some may
say questionable, but profound nevertheless. History shows us that
people, in general, are no better than sheep. Blank eyed, wrapped
in wool, they will quickly lose sight of everything but the grass
they are eating and the bottoms of other sheep they're bumping
into. And so they must be led. If they are not, they become lost.
Left to their own devices, they will just as soon revert back to
squatting in huts and throwing stones at each other. No, whether or
not people need to be directed is not even debatable, no matter
what the liberalist do-gooders may say.”

“What is open for discussion is the
best method to entice their following. If they are left to lead
themselves, for instance, corruption will seed. If they are
forcibly directed, resentment will grow. Corruption and resentment
can't be eradicated. They are like weeds. The spores fall about
everywhere, polluting and destroying societies. It's a paradox,
Ryan.”

“A paradox?”

“Yes. The only thing that
stands between the sheep and the wolves is the shepherd, yet the
sheep despise his crook. You see, people need to be motivated and
manipulated and directed, but they also want to think that they
themselves are in control. And that's the key word,
control.”

He turned into another corridor and
into a darkened room and flicked on a switch. The fluorescent light
blared on. Something scuttled around further in, awoken by the
glare. Ryan looked about nervously.

“Control of the economy,
control of their own destiny. It is all an elaborate illusion, an
illusion that they will cling to like anemones to a rock. The sea
of reality may smash against them, knocking them this way and that,
but they'll persevere, nestling closer to their rock of control,
fighting for it, dying for it. Democracy, they cry!
Society!”

He placed his shiny, black cane next to
the wall and faced Ryan. He took out his handkerchief and applied
it to his head again.

“I use metaphors, Ryan, of animals, of
plants. But they're not animals, nor are they vegetables. They are
humans. And that's the gag: they just don't know it. They've
forgotten what they are. It's up to us, the Directors, your new
family, Ryan, to bring these poor, ignorant cretins forward with
us. They are of the same stuff as us, do not despise
them.”

“I do not despise them,” he replied, “I
wish to help them. That is why I am here.”

“Yes, you do. Or, at least, you did.
You are in turmoil, Ryan. I know this.”

“I was, I admit, but my thoughts are
clearer.”

“And they shall grow clearer still! You
need to understand why we do things, why we've got to do things.
The Vigils bear the burden of inaction. We must suffer the
opposite, of acting when necessary, whether we agree with it or
not, whether our human nature permits it, or not,” said Father
Abraham, “Did you struggle when it came to shutting down the maglev
controller?”

Ryan thought back. One the one hand, he
did not wish to appear frail in front of Father Abraham. On the
other, he was cautious that he wanted the truth.

“I did struggle. My conscience got the
better of me for a second, even as I was uploading the virus to the
network.”

“But you persevered. You
came through in the end. And that is what counts. That is what will
make you a Director. One who can guide humanity through its
inadequacies and bring it safely through to its glorious peak,
among the stars!” Father Abraham ranted, “And it all starts with
control. Can you blame an ass for refusing to walk forward if all
you do is push it from behind? This is not leading. Can you blame
it for meandering this way and that, if all you do is yell at it?
This is not leading. No, Ryan, for the donkey to move, it
must choose to
move, and we must give it the right motivation to make the right
choice.”

“The carrot and the stick?”

“Yes. It's an age old concept, but it
works. What do you think the carrot is?”

Ryan thought a little.

“Security?” he guessed,
“Prosperity?”

“No, boy, no. That is our
goal, of course, to secure the future of humanity, to ensure that
it thrives in spite of itself. No, that is the global picture, that
is our motivation,
but the donkey can't see that far. The donkey doesn't know where
it's going. Think simpler, think baser, more immediate!”

Ryan shook his head. He could think of
many possible ways to motivate a person, but he had a feeling that
none of them would be what Father Abraham had in mind.

Father Abraham smiled,
“Yes. I am sure you could have cited many paltry examples, and each
would have been correct in its own way. Sex, you would have said,
and food, and money. Power, property and success. Love, acceptance,
peace, oh! All those fuzzy words and fluffy feelings. All of those,
Ryan, all of those are indeed positive motivators. But really, they
all come down to one thing: the self.”

“The self?”

“The self! It is a wonderfully powerful
motivator. It is tucked away inside all of us, we all have
it.”

“Yes, but how...”

Father Abraham chided, “Tut-tut. Let me
finish. If one develops the sense of the self, it will serve as a
ravenous beast, forever seeking more praise, more gratification. It
will guide the man to perform deeds he could otherwise not be
bothered doing. It provides justification to act on any whim. The
self, such an extraordinary, exciting little beast, must be
promoted and exploited.”

Ryan looked into the gloom of the room,
probably a storage area, with mild interest. Something definitely
moved back there. Of all the places Father Abraham should bring
him, this was not what he would expect.

Father Abraham daubed his head
again.

“It has taken a long time, my boy, a
long time indeed, but the self is winning out. Once, the family
unit, you see, was at the center of the human existence. After that
it was the communal one. The animalistic tendency to huddle to each
other worked fine when there were wolves and lions and such, when
survival was as much about finding something to eat as well as not
being eaten. But gradually that has become less
important.”

Father Abraham sighed and sat down at a
small table. Ryan did the same. He watched as Father Abraham
carefully folded his handkerchief around the other way and dabbed
himself again.

“Are you feeling alright, Father
Abraham?” he asked.

“My health is none of your concern!” he
snapped, then added, “I'm fine, Ryan, just fine. Don't worry about
this old man.”

Ryan sat back and put his hands on his
lap. Father Abraham was obviously building to something.

“There are two paths, Ryan, that we can
take. Downward, back to the animals, to the chaos, to the insanity.
Upward, to glory, to unimaginable feats. The human needs to drop
its animal past to bring it into the future. Breaking this bond has
been difficult, mostly because it is so ingrained into the human
brain, into the culture and into the shared memory.”

“The global human...”

“Yes. And with the advent of
international communication, globalization, the internet and so on,
we could finally make the individual appear more important than the
world. After that, it became ridiculously easy to disassemble
political, religious and secular powers. However, as with
everything, it had flow on effects. And that causes a
problem.”

Ryan felt a little uneasy. Kahira had
waited at the top of the stairs. Nothing Father Abraham had said so
far sounded like it should be kept in confidence. If there was
going to be a problem, he would have to be ready for it.

He shuffled his feet to a more stable
position under the table, prepared to jump out of the way or spring
into action.

“But first, the stick, you
must be wondering? Don't guess, don't guess. I shall tell you. The
ultimate stick is fear. It comes in many forms and disguises. People fear what is
not known. They fear what is different. They fear that others have
it better than they. They fear that others will have what that
have. They fear that their own skills are insufficient. Fear feeds
loathing, and loathing feeds fear. Hence, the fear-stick is self
actuating and dangerous, in that its effect can very quickly grow
to an uncontrollable state,” said Father Abraham, gesticulating
with his hands, “It swells and swells until people no longer think
about consequences. In fact they just stop thinking! They stop
being human. Fear is a powerful motivator. It cannot be
underestimated, and therefore must always be administered in
controlled amounts.”

Ryan nodded, looking about, “I can
understand that fear, as a base emotion, can turn a logical,
rational mind into that of an imbecile. But what of the problem
with the self?”

“Nothing! The problem lies in this
globalization. Borders were such a simple tool to define what was
to be feared, and to where the self belonged. Countries. Clans.
Bloodlines. All very well defined. People within borders could be
trusted to be of a similar mindset. Motivating an entire country of
people, then, was merely a matter of pulling the right strings at
the right time in a small subset of people: the government.
Demonizing another country inspired fear, delivering progress, grew
patriotism and love of one's country, and self. In the right
proportions, the people of that country would happily follow any
pursuit.”

“Now the lines have blurred. Borders no
longer define a country. Religion, race, political alignment,
language, skin color, economic success, none of it is
geographically constrained, Ryan, and this causes issues. There is
nothing to commonly bind humanity any more. There can be no common
enemy for a people to fear and no common goal to achieve,” he said,
“Patriotism is atrophied, wealth is distributed and there is
diminishing leverage to aid us. Many of the inequalities we could
previously exploit are useless. The self has grown too powerful,
the fear too weak, and the silly, little donkey of humanity is
lost. Lost!”

“Surely not,” said Ryan.

“But it is, it is lost!
Unless it gets focus. It needs a common enemy, a global enemy, to bring it
together, to temper the strength of the self. It needs an enemy to
inspire. This enemy must be formidable, insidious, to inspire
fear.”

Something moaned. Ryan jumped from his
chair defensively. Father Abraham watched him as his eyes fixed on
the far end of the room.

“What is down here?” Ryan
asked.

“Something to fear, Ryan, something to
fear. An enemy. You can feel it, can't you? Foreboding. Unknown.
Terrifying. It scuttles, it creeps, it can do anything, be
anything. It is the bogeyman! It is the wraith! Are you
afraid?”

“I am not afraid.”

Father Abraham did not
believe him, “Boy, your youth makes you conceited. It is natural to
fear. It's a very human response. If you embrace it, you can control it. If, however,
you deny it, if you turn your back on it, it will control
you.”

“In that case I will face whatever is
down here,” said Ryan obstinately, pushing his jaw
forward.

“Indeed you will, boy. Walk to the
back, there you will see the enemy.”

Ryan stood and walked over confidently.
In the back of his mind he sensed Father Abraham's eyes examining
him, and he did not wish to give him reason to think that he was
afraid.

He approached the back wall. A white
plastic sheet, marred with dark brown stains, hung in his
path.

Pushing it aside, he jumped back a
little, coming face to slobbering mandible with a crabman. It
snarled at him from behind bars, banging them angrily with its
shoulders and stumpy claws.

Ryan looked at Father Abraham, and then
to the crabman. It grappled out with a claw at Ryan, keen to pull
him closer.

“Is this the answer, then?” he
asked.

A dollop of saliva dropped from its
jaws.

“It's a part of the answer,” said
Father Abraham, getting his cane and walking over, “For if we are
to ensure that humanity survives forever, we must assume that the
struggle must continue forever. But for now, yes, this is one part
of the struggle.”

Ryan nodded in agreement,
“Yes, Father. That makes sense. The struggle cannot stop, only ebb
and flow like the tide. But how does this, ah, thing fit in?”

He scrunched up his nose in disgust.
The beast gave up its assault on the bars and hunched down, glaring
at Ryan. A feeble claw, an afterthought of a limb, jutted from its
abdomen. It picked nervously at a festering wound on its
leg.

“Is it not disgusting? Is it not the
vilest creation imaginable? What could compel God to create such a
being?”

“It is indeed disgusting.”

Father Abraham took out a pistol from
his waistcoat and handed it to Ryan.

“Shoot it, son,” he said, “Go on, it's
loaded.”

Ryan took the gun and inspected the
breach, making sure it was loaded. He pointed it at the salivating
wretch and squeezed.

The pistol cracked loudly, and the
crabman squealed and recoiled in fear, but it was otherwise
unharmed. Ryan looked quizzically at Father Abraham.

“Blanks,” said Father Abraham, taking
the gun back off him, “I could not let you destroy one of our vital
specimens.”

“Huh? It is just a filthy
crabman.”

“And what is a crabman,
Ryan?”

“Well... that,” said Ryan, pointing to
a quivering mutant huddling in the corner.

Father Abraham pinched his nose and
sighed. He took the gun back off Ryan.

“You are correct, full
marks, boy. Now,” he said, “What is
that?”

Ryan looked at the wretched creature
and scowled. It looked back at him, panting. It let out a
grunt.

“An animal,” he said, “A product of
radioactive and chemically induced mutation, possibly introduced by
the invading Chinese. They first appeared after the invasion into
the Louisiana region at the beginning of the Hanean...”

“Yes, I know the history,” said Father
Abraham, “I know it full well. Let me finish it for you. The
Chinese forces administered several toxins into the waterways,
killing much of the local population, and spreading terror among
the rest. Some of the toxins were found to be mutagens, altering
DNA in live specimens, causing local wildlife to turn into strange
beasts.”

Ryan shrugged, “Yes. That is about it.
From there the muttrats, muttdogs and goat-sheep hybrids came. And
the megafauna. I remember there was a report on file about an
alligator that grew feathers on its armor and pigs that were the
size of bears. The crabmen were found a few years after. I think
they said they were wild boar or even dogs, but the DNA was too far
altered to know for sure.”

“Yes, yes. The muttrats are a problem,
I have heard, in many sewers, and the muttdogs are hunted for
sport. They are all curious anomalies for the media, a warning to
how bad things can be if man tinkers with the building blocks of
life, blah, blah, blah. Believe me, Ryan, I know the history
well.”

“Because you were there, I suppose?”
asked Ryan.

“Because we wrote it,” said Father
Abraham with a smile, “We wrote the whole, damn thing.”

“Come again?”

“The history, boy! Pay
attention! These crabmen are
the new enemy, invented solely for the purpose
that they can be hated without resistance. Did you hesitate in
pulling the trigger? Did you even think about your actions? Just a
filthy crabman, you said. I made them as despicable as possible, as
ugly and as hideous as imaginable! ”

Ryan looked a little puzzled. He looked
from Father Abraham to the crabman and back again.

“You made them?” he asked, “How... why
would...?”

“They will become the embodiment of
what's wrong with the world, of famine and disease, of mistrust.
Ugliness, brutality.”

“I am sorry, Father, I am not quite
sure I understand,” he admitted, perplexed.

“People need someone or something to
despise,” said Father Abraham, “Or they will forget their fear.
Give legs to the lame and they will spend so much time dancing,
they'll soon forget what it was like to be crippled. We must
reignite the struggle, Ryan!”

Ryan nodded his head slowly, letting
Father Abraham's words sink in. Humanity in its current form was
lost, a bleating sheep surrounded by the wolves of entropy. If it
were to not just survive, but reach the heights of civilization, it
had to have a constant reminder of exactly what the opposite of
civilization was.

“Adaptation is the key,” said Ryan, “We
have to change to survive.”

“Yes, we must change,” said Father
Abraham, “But change is a great unknown. Change is feared by
all.”

“And so we must make the fear of
stagnation greater...”

Father Abraham nodded, “We need a
bigger stick. These mutants will serve us well.”

“But how many of them can there be?
Surely the mutagens have dissipated by now. And the reports said
that they are sterile. In a few years there will be none left. They
are hunted down, shot on sight.”

“That is quite correct, if the
assumptions surrounding their origin were correct. But you are
mistaken. For they are not a one-off, Ryan,” said Father Abraham,
“I brought you in here to take a close look. It is a rare
opportunity, so don't squander it. A live crabman at your
disposal.”

Ryan inspected the beast a little
closer. The whole creature looked like it did not deserve even to
be alive. Nature had given up on it, its own immune system was in
rebellion, its gonads were merely a lump surrounded in a patch of
filthy, urine stained hair. The claws were malformed and could
never close properly, likewise its jaws.

Each limb appeared crooked, like the
bone had been broken and healed incorrectly. The muscles, well
defined and strong, were attached to the limbs and torso in a
haphazard manner, rendering them overly powerful in some respects,
and utterly useless in others.

Covering the mass was a scaly, ugly
skin. It was taut across its abdomen, loose between the head and
body.

“What am I looking for?”

“Lean in. Get in close. Your stomach
may turn, but try. Go on, look closely. Examine the
beast.”

Ryan leaned near the cage and gazed
with not a small amount of disgust at the pink-gray
creature.

“The eyes, Ryan.”

Ryan continued to look, seeking what it
was that Father Abraham beckoned him to see. The crabman moaned low
and deep, dribbling yellow spittle onto its malformed chest. It
looked back with scared eyes.

“Do you see it?” whispered Father
Abraham, “Do you, my son? There is a human behind those eyes, is
there not?”

Looking closer, deep into the watering
eyes, Ryan caught a glimpse, brief and fleeting, of soul staring
back at him, trapped inside a prison of scaly skin and coarse hair.
Underneath the disgusting exterior was something unmistakably
human.

In a flurry of hatred, it threw itself
at the bars, howling and snarling. Ryan stepped back in amazement,
his breath stolen for a second.

“Yes,” he said, eyes wide, “I did see
it.”

Father Abraham tottered over slowly. He
said, “This one was our first successful trial for the viral
mutagen. He was a drug smuggler, I believe, nothing fancy, nobody
special. Just another of life's bottom feeders. No one to shed a
tear over.”

“Can he understand us?” asked
Ryan.

“Um, it appears so, to an extent. We've
done a bit of research and its cognitive faculties, the ability to
reason and understand, come and go. One minute, you can almost have
an intelligible response to a simple question, the next minute,
it's all incoherent arm waving and moaning,” said Father Abraham,
“But that is almost like asking if a pig can understand common
language. It may respond to simple words or phrases, but,
ultimately, it is still just a pig.”

“You... you
created him!” said Ryan,
looking again to the crabman with a new awe.

“And we can create others. At first it
was trialed on rats, dogs and sheep. We have also performed
experiments with cross breeding, resulting in the production of
that feathered alligator you mentioned. Pigs proved a useful
candidate for our trials on pre-human subjects. There were many
variations we ran through, the most successful yielding a beast far
stronger and more vicious than anything in the wild. They are under
quarantine in a safe location until the time is ripe. They will be
feared, in time, but not as much as these.”

“There is the possibility of breeding
within the population if a stable mutation can be generated. Hence
the growing population of Muttrats,” said Father Abraham, “We are
yet to experience a non-sterile pig or human subject. Most
mutations were too powerful, and caused the DNA to be far removed
from its original state. It creates some interesting proteins, many
of which are toxic to the host, sparking various auto-immune
problems, none of which are deadly, just hideous. Life, you see,
doesn't like to be fucked with.”

“But you succeeded.”

“The virus had nearly been perfected,
and trials in isolated pockets of the wastes showed great
promise.”

Ryan looked back from the beast and
furrowed his eyebrows.

“You are using the past tense?” he
asked.

“It is a thorn in my side.
International restrictions on human-viral experimentation are under
greater scrutiny. It's not as easy as it used to be to get
permission from authority figures. In the old days, you could get a
grant and the blessing of governments and Entities just by
mentioning the phrase 'genetic engineering' to the right people,”
he lamented, wiping his head, “And after that, a wad of dollars
would change minds and make eyes blind.”

“People are still corrupt,” protested
Ryan, “Surely bribery is still an option.”

“Yes, that is true, but the more red
tape that gets piled up, the more pockets need to be lined and the
more questions get asked. Besides, an unfortunate calamity stole
our most advanced stockpile, putting us back several decades in
terms of development. The advances we made, the hundreds of
iterations and trials we went through were all lost,” he replied,
“Nevertheless we shall prevail. Such flies in the ointment need
only be picked out with care.”

Ryan wondered, “I still do not
understand. If a dog mutates, nobody will care. But if this thing
was a human once...”

“Ah, yes. Infecting a few thousand
people in small towns in Louisiana was laborious, to say the least.
The virus did not spread quickly enough. We had to cordon the
population into the various town halls and meeting places to give
it a fighting chance. And it worked, on a small scale. What we
need, though, is a way to administer to the population on a grander
scale. Humans get over death too easily now. Destruction does not
have the same motivational power as it once did,” said Father
Abraham, tapping his cane, “One or two mutants wandering in the
wastes is a freak show, four or five is an anomaly. The thousands
that we let wander across the globe, from Australia to Zaire, have
managed to raise eyebrows. The time is right to spread some real
fear.”

“Our initial goal was to encourage the
growth of the mutant population through birth defects, but too much
splicing and dicing of the genes makes them sterile, and the child
would most likely be ostracized, limiting the chance of furthering
the gene. So we turned to other means of distribution and came up
with a viral carrier. It seeps past a cell's defenses, binds with
the nucleus and copies out the mutated DNA sequence, making further
copies of itself while at the same time permanently altering a
subject's make up,” explained Father Abraham, “It takes a day for
results to begin to show, appearing first as flaking skin and hair
before lesions form into lumps and ulcers. It's a horrible
transition, drawn out over the course of a week or two. Horrible
and agonizing in every way.”

Ryan closed his eyes to settle is
stomach. He opened them again, “I still do not see how they will
cause fear. Like you said, they are considered an anomaly, a benign
and disgusting mistake of war. They are only deadly in numbers,
cannot use weapons...”

“Think broader, son! Until now, any
witnesses to the transition have either been mutated themselves, or
destroyed. The population still thinks they are animals. At best
they are a sport, at worst a danger. Now, imagine a family that
must watch their neighbors, their cousins, their friends, their own
children, slowly and painfully mutating into one of these beasts!
Now imagine that they flee in fear, bringing the sickness with
them, and undergoing the transformation themselves. No longer are
these beasts anomalies, they are the mothers and fathers and
children of communities!” said Father Abraham excitedly, dabbing
his head once more.

“This can't be ignored. It's not a
silent killer. Rather it's a growling, howling terror that strikes
horror through societies,” said Father Abraham, “They will feel
compassion at the same time as disgust. They will not know where to
turn as they are forced to face this menace, however much they
rationalize. Their loved ones live on, not snatched by the merciful
hands of death, but trapped inside an evil shell. And of those that
they had shot, and rammed, and bludgeoned, the memory of them will
come flooding back!”

“Fear...”

“Indeed! They will scream for a cure.
Committees will be created to deal with the threat, panic will set
in, and in that time, we will have everything organized to step in
and save the day. For a price.”

Ryan looked at Father Abraham sideways,
“A price? A price? What, is this about money?”

Father Abraham laughed, “Of course not!
Why orchestrate such a perfectly good opportunity to secure the
trust of the globe only to waste it on something as useless as
money? In the maelstrom of panic, we, and I mean our allies in GT
United, Redden and of course Houston, will demand, and be granted,
unlimited freedom in dealing with the menace. We shall be able to
take Project Adaptation to the next level.”

“Project Adaptation...”

“For too long the restraints on genetic
modification of humans have kept us to playing with toy blocks when
we should be creating castles.”

Ryan shook his head, “I thought Project
Adaptation is about synergy between a human and software and
mechanical implants, not genetics.”

“It is. It is. But that's just the
point. The technology can only be configured so far as the human
body permits. Processing of images and sounds, reflexes, thought
patterns, these all come with limitations. Severe limitations.
Pushing the technology further to compensate for the shortcomings
of the body is an expensive, time consuming and error prone
process,” said Father Abraham.

He took out a bag of nuts, cracked a
pistachio and ate it. He flicked the shell at the beast. It
scrabbled at the ground, trying its best to grab the salty husk off
the concrete floor.

Father Abraham continued,
“Candidates have to be picked very carefully. The right physique,
the right mental temperament. Bone density, muscle mass, blood
type. It's all too variable. And even then, we cannot realize
anything near the full potential of human capability. Our brains
can process so much more, yet we are limited with archaic sensory
organs. Our physical make up is designed
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