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Chapter 1

“A slave performs the work of its
master.

Not because it wants to, mind,

But because I damn well say so.”

- Marcus

 


Nothing is the ultimate abstraction. The human
mind is incapable of grasping the full meaning. At best it will
think of associative concepts like darkness and silence, an absence
of stimulation for the senses.

So encompassing and powerful, the
notion of nothing is more incomprehensible than everything.

Still, the term is all we have to
describe a state without dimension, without time, without
boundaries or obstacles, a state where the terms
past,
present and future, alive and dead,
have no meaning since they do not exist.

Ottavio swam in his world of nothingness for
an eternity, reaching out across time with his fingers, seeking
anything firm that he could grab. He was not falling, nor was he
moving. There was no wind. There were no stars. His presence was
everything. Anything else that may have once been was no
longer.

He still existed, certainly. That was
reassuring. What was disconcerting was that he did not know where,
or even when, he was existing.

As a youngster, so many lifetimes ago, he
thought about where, exactly, he existed. During quiet times of
introspection, or when he was drunk or stoned, when all
abstractions made sense, he would ponder on where he was. Not just
the general region in space, rather an exact location.

He knew that if he had trimmed his
fingernails and cast them off, he would not exist within the layers
of discarded keratin. If he had removed a finger, or cut off his
hand and thrown it away, he would continue to exist in the rest of
his body, however he might lament the loss of his limbs. Naturally,
his imagination progressed its way inward, cutting off his feet and
arms and legs. Throwing these bits away, he was left with his
abdomen, chest and head.

He would then proceed to work his way up from
his crotch. He did not exist down there, nor in his intestines or
stomach. But it was with greater and greater reluctance that he
discarded them. When he reached his chest, things began to get
worrying. If he sliced himself across the chest, just below his
heart, then part of him would leap in defiance. Even assuring
himself it was merely hypothetical, it still felt wrong.

He would changed tack, and looked instead to his head. Removing his
scalp, ears, eyes and nose, what was left was his skull, and he was
still in there, void of sensation, but still there.

He felt he existed somewhere behind his eyes.
A little lower down, perhaps, and further in, but somewhere around
there. His throat? No. But close. He figured, then, he would exist
solely within his head were his chest removed. But, again, his
chest would disagree mightily.

And that was when he came to a startling
possibility. Perhaps he had been thinking about it incorrectly.
Perhaps he did not exist as an infinitesimal point in space, a
single, dimensionless entity. Perhaps, instead, he was a
distribution. He was dispersed across his body.

Not evenly, not at all, but he was convinced
that he existed throughout his body, in some proportion or another.
Maybe some kind of bell-curve, dominated in his geometric center,
diminishing toward his extremities, yes, even to his fingernails in
some minuscule quantity.

By separating his head from his chest, he was
dividing himself, and thus it was wrong.

Was existence some kind of probability
distribution, a region of space where he was mostly likely to be
found at a given point in time?

He was confined to the obscure, undefined
dimensions of his own existence, trapped in its walls, like he had
been all his life. It stretched on forever, it seemed, but he had
nothing against which to reference, so he could easily have been a
planet, or a grain of sand.

There was nothing to look at, and, he
decided, nothing really he could do except wait out his eternal
sentence. His thoughts were all he had with him, and, quite
rightly, the only tangible things in this world.

They vied for his attention. Like excited
children baying for their father's attention, they danced around
him. How long would he exist? Did time mean anything, anyway? If he
did not exist as a single point, did that mean he existed
everywhere? Was the universe, the one he used to know, a
conglomerate of beings or thoughts or...

A spark of brilliant white light whipped by,
coming from nowhere, and leaving at the same time. It was followed
by another, then another. The universe shuddered. Dimensions, time
and space, sensations and environment. Somaesthesia, hitherto
unacknowledged, infected his consciousness.

“Oh, crud,” he moaned as reality sunk
its claws deep into him and tore him toward a cold, dimly lit
room.

Fire and ice gushed through him, making him
gasp in pain. The anesthetic had worn off and his memory came back
and hit him squarely behind his eyes. They shot open. The
brightness dazzled him. Reluctantly he opened them again and
focused to take in his surrounds.

His optical display kicked in, calibrated and
overlaid its usual statistics. He was fine, no real problems except
for a high heart rate, light wounds and an intense thirst. His lips
and tongue were swollen, and swallowing provided little relief from
the sandpaper in his throat.

He went to rub his face but found that his
hand was bound. The same was true for his arms, legs and chest.

Whatever he was latched down to was
unyielding. He could not bend around enough to see, not without
breaking something. Straining, he began to panic.

Metal, pushing through worn leather, ground
into his skin as he struggled. He was getting more and more
frantic. A shrill beeping sounded, followed by the noise of static
and feedback.

“Good morning! Settle down, now,
settle. Hey, is this thing on? There you are. Can you hear me? Stop
with the struggling,” said a voice, not unfamiliar, “Sorry about
the restraints. It seems to be the only way to deal with
you”

Ottavio controlled his breathing. The fact
that there was someone else around was encouraging.

“I'm OK. I'm not going to fight or
anything. Let me go.”

“No. Not until we've cleared stuff up.
It's for your own safety. If you're not strapped down, you tend to
run amok, break stuff, kill people. You know. Blood and guts and
stuff. We can't have that.”

Ottavio coughed to clear his throat, “Who are
you?”

“Wow! Already with the
questions!”

“What am I doing here? Where's the
transport? Is this Tsang-Tao?”

“Oh-ho! The who's and the what's and
the where's. Let me fill you in and we can skip all the theatrics.
You're not very good at them, anyway.”

A monitor hovered its way over into Ottavio's
field of view. Ottavio's optical display surrounded a mockingly
serene face in deep red.

“Ah-ha! I can see you know who I am.
You shouldn't squint like that, though, you'll get wrinkles,”
Marcus said, “You remember my voice, don't you? Remember? Let's
see, I think the last time we had chats was when you were on your
way to pick up Von Braun. How is he doing, by the way?”

“No idea.”

“They've got him, huh? Strange. I
would have thought they'd simply dispose of the slob. Or Sanitize
him. Why? What do they want with him?”

“Like I said, no idea. What do you
want?”

“You've asked me that one before,
haven't you? Remember? It was during a chat over the commlink in,
um, Wheaton. Remember? No? It was a lively conversation. I don't
know if you remember, but you, well, it's a little embarrassing for
me to bring it up, but, ah, you totally lost your shit.”

“You goaded me,” Ottavio said with
gritted teeth.

“Perhaps. But you chose to lose it.”

Ottavio faltered, “I didn't choose...”

He whistled, “You were like an animal! No,
animals can actually show restraint. How many people did you
murder, anyway?”

“Damn it! I -” he began, but he had no
words.

Marcus persisted, “Did they all deserve to
die?”

Ottavio remained silent. He still loathed
himself for what he had done. Reminders were not necessary.

“Well? Did they? Ah, it does not
matter, I guess. What's done is done, and we cannot change the
past. It's one of those things, you know. Once you've committed an
act, whatever it is, you simply can't undo it. It wouldn't be good for the archives
if we could. But, you know what? We can make up for it,” said
Marcus, closing his eyes, “You see – No. We are getting ahead of
ourselves. First, an introduction. My name is Marcus. Can you say
'Hello, Marcus'?”

“I know your name.”

“Yes, I know. You did your homework.
But if you'd done it well enough, you'd know more than just
that.”

“You're a Director...”

“Look at you, you scholar! Anything
else?”

“You're an asshole.”

“Quaint. This is my companion, Ryan,”
he replied, letting Ryan's shy face fill the monitor for a few
seconds, “He helped you out of your sticky situation back there in
Mexico.”

Something twigged in Ottavio's mind.

“Where's Cassandra?”

“You could at least say 'thank you'.
You were cornered. Outnumbered. On a one-way trip to the Tsang-Tao
butcher shop.”

“You have her! Where is
she?”

“All in good time, Mister Manieri, all
in good time. For now we have only done the introductions. It's not
the done thing to launch straight into demands, you
know.”

“Tell me!”

“No. OK? The answer is no. You're in
no position to make demands. Say, that's the problem, I think.
Mister Manieri,” he said, leaning in to the camera, “I want you to
concentrate on these words: You are not in control. Control comes from understanding;
understand what can be controlled and your energies can be put
forth to those endeavors. Fail to understand and you're pissing in
the wind. Paraphrased, of course, but it's one of the first things
one learns as a Vigil. I used to be one, you know...”

“I know.”

“... and they taught me many things
with their idioms and mantras and platitudes. For example,
everything that is available to a human is limited in some way. The
extent of that limitation is, consequently, a limitation. Do you
follow me?”

“I don't care.”

“You should, because it's kind of why
you're here. Heck, it's why all of us are here, really. I say,
Ryan, pour me some of that, would you?” he said, indicating
off-camera.

Ryan handed him a glass of red wine. Marcus
sipped, savored and smiled to himself.

He continued, “Super. That's really something
else. Anyway, where was I? Oh, yes, incomplete information and
limitations and all that crap. You, you see, are an attempt to
circumvent limitations on a physical level. That's all fine and
dandy, but, as you are most definitely aware, given your present
situation, there are limitations even to your amazing
adaptations.”

“Loosen one of these bonds and I'll
show you how limited your lifespan is.”

“Ooh! Nice!” Marcus laughed, “Tough
talk isn't getting you out of those restraints. Listening is.”

“I'm all ears.”

“No, you're not. We've come full
circle. You still think you can control the situation. Your control over this
situation is limited. Very limited. Limited to the point where, really, you
have no control,” Marcus pointed out, “None. If I want you dead,
you're dead. If I want you alive, you're alive. Watch
this.”

A steel sheath clanged shut. Ottavio found
himself in darkness. Marcus held it closed for a minute, then
activated it again.

“If I don't want to see you, I don't
have to. If you get too roudy, I can administer some more gas and
knock you out. See? I control the situation. I control the questions. I control what information
is disseminated to you. I know, unlike yourself, that even my
control is limited.”

“Really? How so?”

“I can't, for instance, control the
weather. That's an easy one, but not really relevant to the
situation,” he said, sipping his wine, “I can't control your
thoughts. I can't control your actions. And that bugs me. Do you
know why?”

Ottavio remained silent. He was going to be
told, anyway.

“I asked you a question.”

“You're going to tell me
anyway.”

“Not until you reply.”

Ottavio closed his eyes.

“What? Was that your attempt to
wrestle some power from me?” he asked, reaching to his console,
“And we were only just then discussing about how you have no
control over – Fine. Have it your way.”

There was a quiet pause, then Ottavio's body
jolted about as a surge of electricity rippled through him. The
voltage applied across his toes caused his legs to spasm and writhe
within their restraints, kicking uncontrollably, bathed in
pain.

Marcus stopped the torture and smiled to the
camera. Ottavio opened his eyes and licked his lips. He had bitten
them in his torment, and the taste of blood was in his mouth.

“That was on low. Does it say low?
It's in German, so I'm not entirely sure. We can find out, though.
Shall it set it to 'Grosse' and find out? Or are you ready to concede that you are
well within my power?”

The monitor changed to reveal an image of
Ottavio lying in an iron sarcophagus. As he looked down upon
himself, the gravity of Ottavio's predicament dawned upon him. He
pulled harder at his restraints, feeling for any sign of give.

Marcus clicked his tongue, “I would not
bother with that. You'll just tear yourself up or pull a muscle or
do something equally as nasty. It would take more than you've got
to break your bonds. I've made sure of it.”

Ottavio relaxed and concentrated on remaining
calm. The adrenaline pumping around his body made it hard, and his
breathing was labored.

“There, now. You are getting worked up
into a state! Relax and listen to what I have to say, eh? You're
here, now. That's it. That's the situation. Then once you've heard
everything, you can, oh I don't know, feel free to do whatever,”
soothed Marcus, taking another sip of wine, “But for now sit and
listen. Hey, you have probably realized that, had I wanted you
dead, you'd be having this chat with Saint Peter right now. But you
are here, now, with me. Eh? Eh? It's not so bad. Put a smile on
that dial and listen up.”

Ottavio muttered, “Alright.”

“Sorry? I couldn't quite hear
you.”

“Alright!”

“Good. Good. We can finally
progress.”

Marcus dropped his finger onto a button.
Ottavio's body contorted as best it could under the restraints, to
the point where they were digging themselves into his skin. Marcus
released his finger from the button.

“Whoops! Sorry about that. Wrong
button. Ha ha. I guess that's a lesson for us all. Something like,
ah, with great power comes great responsibility. Yeah, something
like that.”

Ottavio panted, “That wasn't necessary!”

“It wasn't deliberate. I actually hit
the wrong button. Honest mistake. I meant to press this
one.”

The screen moved back from Ottavio, letting
him have a view of the room.

“Now, before I lose my spot, we were
talking about your thoughts and how I cannot control them. Your
thoughts are your own, and they belong to you, and not I, nor
anyone else, may touch them.”

Ryan, behind him, was listening intently.
Marcus' voice changed a little, like it was not him speaking. His
words became more deliberate, he measured his intonation carefully.
He sounded, oddly enough, like Master Theodore giving a
lecture.

“You can express them, if you wish, or
I can coerce them from you, but, ultimately, what you choose to
share or not to share is your matter. What you decide or do not
decide, is your matter. What you think or do not think, is your
matter. In this, you have at least some control. Be thankful that you are not an
individual that has lost its ability to control that which is
inherently his own,” he said, “For that is what I am striving to
stamp out!”

“Ha! You started the ACS
program.”

“The Directors, indeed, have had a
hand at encouraging its development and, I must say, they've got an
interest in keeping it going. I, on the other hand, want nothing of
the sort.”

“Bullshit!”

“It's true! I want people to live, to
breathe, to use their mighty brains and exercise that thing they
call 'free will' and do all the things that are naturally
human. The Directors, well, they've got other plans. I mean,
they still talk about saving the human race and driving it to the
stars, blah, blah, Isaac, blah, blah, Salvation, but it's just a means to an end, you know, just
a way to justify their brutality,” he said, talking as much to Ryan
as to Ottavio, “It's one giant pile of steaming shit. If you
dissect what they're up to, it adds up to little more than
terrorism.”

“Really? Then why are you with them?
Why do you call yourself a Director?”

“A means to an end. I couldn't abide
the constraints of the Vigils. The freedom of the Directors at
least affords me a little room to breathe, a bit more control you
know, but the air reeks of corruption. And it is corruption.”

“What do you want?” Ottavio asked
again, tired of Marcus' ranting, “Just say it.”

“You know, you really need to learn a
little patience. But, since you asked so nicely, and since I don't
want to waste this glass while yapping to you, I'll move along. I
guess there will be time afterwards. So, where were we? Or, where
are we? Where are you? You, my dear friend, are secure, safe from the
hands of Tsang-Tao. Rejoice! Well, go on. Start rejoicing. Dance.
Wave your hands and clap... No? Oh, the restraints, of course!
Where is my head? They would make things difficult. The restraints and your
suspicions. Let me alleviate some of your concerns,” he said,
taking another sip.

He swirled around the glass and watched the
candles of alcohol walking down the side.

“Firstly, you say that I am a
Director. This is true, for the moment, but it won't be for too
long.”

Ottavio's eyebrows popped up, “You're a
double agent? Are you still a Vigil?”

“Hmm, yes and no. Let's just say that
I am neither locked into the old fashioned ideals of the Vigils,
nor the blinded zealotry that the Directors are always banging on
about. My goodness, they can be such bores. Both parties view
mankind as a third party, as if they don't belong to it and are
overlords, despite what they preach. I, on the other hand,
understand that I am made of flesh and blood, like everyone else.
Well, ah, ahem, almost everyone else.”

“You have a problem with my implants?
Are you some kind of Luddite?”

Marcus shook his head, “Far from it.
I embrace technology. I think that man's intellectual fruits should
be shared with all, not just a select few. Everyone should have
access to a television, a kettle, a toaster. Some things are merely
conveniences, others change the course of progress. Why, one of the
greatest advancements in man's history stems from the commercial
invention of a refrigerator. And my, what a glorious
refrigerator you are.”

“I'm not a damned
appliance!”

“I suppose that was unfair. I mean,
look at those Tsang-Tao brutes. I can't decide whether to run from
them, or pull up a comfortable couch and watch a movie on them.
They don't have the same subtlety that you have. And that, I think,
is why you are such a special refrigerator. You are a blend, a
perfect mix of humanity and technology. In some kind of poetic way,
hmm, maybe artistic, I don't really know, maybe it's the wine. Hmm.
You are a representation of man's achievements, the next stage of
his adaptation over his world, his crowning glory. Here's to
you.”

He held up his glass and drank.

Ottavio shook his head, “I'm just an
ex-Agent.”

Marcus lowered his glass down.

“No! No, you are much, much more! Do
you know how much money Houston put into you? Not just directly,
but over the course of decades? All that research and fiddling and
simulations and... Oh, you couldn't possibly imagine it. You are
the product of the collective intelligence, some of it stolen, some
of it borrowed – details – of the single greatest Entity in the
world. Do you see? Do you understand why you're so damn important?
You are man's role model. His aspiration. We cannot reject
technology, it's part of us, it's our child. We cannot become
technology, because then we lose our humanity and replace it with
flashing diodes and black metal. But we can, as you are living
proof, embrace it. We can form a synergy, a confluence. Humanity
and free will and software and robotics.”

“I'm not a robot.”

“No, you are not. I wouldn't even go
so far as to call you a cyborg. Both imply some kind of freak, some
kind of Frankensteinian creation. Humanity and technology need not
be mutually exclusive.”

Ottavio closed his eyes. Ever since he had
his adaptations he had regretted his decision. Honestly, he had
felt like a freak, like an experiment inside a test-tube. Marcus'
words, although annoying, brought a new light to his
understanding.

Technology did not need to be intrusive, or
all consuming. It could, like a radio or a television – like a damn
refrigerator – exist comfortably alongside humanity, enabling it,
freeing it.

“Anyway, this is about
you.”

“What about me?”

“Tsang-Tao can't have you. They would
waste the genius. They'd merely tear you apart to look at the
gizmos and decrypt the software then throw away all the squidgy
bits. They aren't interested in the co-existence of technology.
They want to be technology,” Marcus pondered, “Have you seen them? Have you
seen the monstrous abominations they create? They would lose their
hand so that they might have an attachment for a gun. They
sacrifice their eyes for the latest in shining, mechanical balls.
They reached deep into their pockets and paid their last coin of
individuality just to get fitted with the latest gear. It's
appalling.”

He sipped, “At the other end of the spectrum,
there are the Luddites. Not ones for technology. I doubt they'd
accept you with your nuts and bolts.”

“I reckon I'd stand a good chance,”
Ottavio muttered, “We've already met. We sorted out our
differences. They're decent people.”

“Eh, nice folk, I'll grant you that,
but their days are numbered. Even if you were accepted, unlikely as
that is, they wouldn't know what to do with you. They haven't got
any real foresight, you see, because by rejecting technology, they
reject the future. They can protest as much as they like, but, when
the big machine comes along to grind them up, they'll have nothing
with which to resist.”

“They have the power of the people.
That's something.”

“Not if the people don't exist any
more. Can you imagine what would happen if Tsang-Tao stormed middle
America, bringing with it its modified agents? The Luddites would
get plowed into the ground to feed their crops!” he cried, becoming
animated, “And the people power that was supposed to save them would have been bought off
by Tsang-Tao's marketing department. Flash a few funky gadgets here
and there, and the population is too busy enjoying a virtual
reality to give toss about a handful of yokel
benefactors.”

It was true. The Luddites had placed
themselves in a precarious position. Antagonistic with all of the
major Entities, relying on antiquated ideals of legislation and
fairness, they would be the first to be destroyed should another
war break out, or if an Entity made a territorial expansion.

“The extremists can't have you.
Houston can't have you. The Directors can't have you – ha! That
would be asking for trouble, and all they'd think of would be to
make you another of their ACS robots, gloat to themselves and stuff
it all up. And the Vigils certainly can't have you, and, from what
I've heard, they don't really want you,” he said, stroking his
chin, “So where does that leave us?”

Ottavio asked, “Do you want to sell me
off?”

Marcus laughed, “Oh, no! I'm not
going to sell you. I've worked too hard for that. And you're not a
possession... Ah, I don't think it's sinking in. Ryan? Is it
sinking in? No, I didn't think so. Very well, since your intellect
clearly can't handle the ins and outs of reason, I'll cut to the
chase. Listen, here's the deal. I'm going to send in Ryan to loosen
your restraints.”

Ryan looked over with alarm.

Marcus added, “At the first sign of trouble,
I'm activating your collar. It will take so much longer if you
resist, and you're going to want to see what I have to show you,
so, for the sake of brevity and all of that jazz, please find it in
your heart to behave. Yes?”

Ryan slipped out of the room and walked
slowly into the corridor. Marcus' house was deceptively large. From
the outside, it looked rundown, just another forgotten house in a
forgotten suburb. Inside it was spacious, even if under-appointed,
and each room had a functional purpose.

That was a control room, complete with
observational equipment and security monitoring. Next was the
stasis chamber, housing Marcus' collection of people on ice.
Further down was the kitchen, the bedrooms and living room,
possible the most 'normal' rooms in the place.

Over this way, though, was the containment
room. Secure, sterile, lit with white lights, it was tiled from
wall to wall, with a drain at the center. That was prudent, for any
biological specimen had a tendency to issue fluids.


Chapter 2

“The latest in refrigeration technology.

Deep freeze your meals in minutes,

locking in the goodness and the love!”

- Froze-o advertising material

 


Ryan's head appeared around the corner of the
doorway. Ottavio could only just make him out in his peripheral
vision, since the sarcophagus he was in allowed only a limited head
movement.

“How's the leg?” he asked.

Ryan looked down at his bandaged limb. It
hurt. It was annoying him that he could not walk on it without
limping.

“It is fine.”

“You needn't look so scared. I'm not
going to try anything,” Ottavio reassured.

“I am not scared.”

“You look it.”

“I am repulsed. I have seen what you are capable of,”
Ryan said, timidly taking steps toward him, “You will forgive me,
then, if I do not rush to be near you.”

“I've seen what you can do,
too.”

“What?”

“You killed Doctor
Winifred.”

He held up his hands, “That – that was not
me.”

“Sure it was. And then you helped load
him onto the gurney.”

“I did not kill him.”

“Maybe you didn't put the needle in,
sure, but you're running with the same bunch of assholes who
did.”

Ryan did his best to ignore him, looking
steadfast at the sarcophagus. He prodded a cable with his finger,
unsure of how to loosen it all.

Marcus, watching on from the safety of the
observation room, palmed his face, “Aw, geez, Ryan. It's the
reverse of how we got him in there. You pushed down on that main
clip, right, so to undo it, pull up. Then do the same for the one
close to the legs. It's like a big suitcase. Clip, clip, clip, then
swing open the casing, then work on the legs, then neck, then
hands. Got it?”

He took a swig of his wine, then added,
“Leave the collar on, but. Not until we're sure he'll behave
himself.”

Ottavio rolled his eyes, “I'm fine.”

“For now, maybe. You've got that
Berserker under control, yet? Eh? Just hop to it, Ryan. We don't
have all day. Opportunity is knocking.”

Ryan got to work and fairly soon Ottavio was
sitting up, assessing the damage he had sustained. He rubbed his
wrists and arms and tugged at the chain that was attached to the
collar around his neck.

His wounds from Monterrey were wrapped in
fresh medistraps.

“Hey, where are my boots?”

“In another room. You're not going to
need them just yet. The collar only goes so far, but you've got
everything you need. Toilet's there, shower's there and you're
lying on your bed. Used to be in a Vigil interrogation room,”
Marcus said, “I liberated it some time back. No one else was using
it so, as you can imagine, I took it.”

“This is Vigil hardware?” Ottavio
asked, eyes growing a little wider.

“Yes, it's old hardware, from the
Schism,” he said pointing to Ryan, “You, stand back if you're
finished.”

“Yes, but...”

“But nothing. Is he unrestrained?
Collar on tight? Good. That, Mister Manieri, was my token of
goodwill. As you can see, you are free, now, from your little box,
although you cannot move about as freely as you wish. You have
afforded yourself some more space, but not a lot more control,”
Marcus grinned, “Do you see the difference? Freedom and control are
not the same thing, whichever way you look at it, but neither are
they opposites. They're sort of room mates. Bunk buddies. As we
grow to trust each other, I shall be happy to relinquish more
freedom to you, but I reserve the control for myself.”

“That's alright,” Ottavio snorted,
“That pretty much sums up my life to this point. Won't be much
different.”

“Oh, it'll be different. For a start,
I won't try to pull the wool over your eyes and feed you bullshit,
letting you think that you have any sway over events. I will be
honest and upfront.”

“Makes a refreshing
change.”

“It does, doesn't it? I bet it's a
whole lot better, brutal honesty that is. I'd say it's better than
stumbling about cloaked up in the assurances of others,” said
Marcus, quite seriously, “Ryan, can you please give our friend here
some refreshments. He has been through quite the
ordeal.”

Ryan fetched a tray with water and a
sandwich. Ottavio drained the glass and asked for another then,
having nothing else to do munched and drank.

“You know, you and I, we're not so
different,” Marcus began as Ottavio ruminated on a crust, “We've
been lied to. We've been ordered to perform acts for a purpose we
know nothing about. And each time we question it, it's always that
we don't have enough information, that we are not in a position to
make judgments, that we cannot see the bigger picture. Want to know something funny? There
is no bigger picture. Not an absolute one, anyway.”

Ottavio stopped chewing for half a second,
his eyes fixed off somewhere past the walls of the room. It was
only a small pause, yet not small enough to escape Marcus' keen
eye.

He continued, “And so we're pushed this way
and that, never masters of our destiny, only slaves to someone
else's. Then what? We die. We are cast aside. Kicked out. Thrown on
the heap to be recycled. A rusty appliance. A broken
refrigerator.”

“Stop referring to me as a fucking
fridge!”

“Sorry. No, you're not a fridge. Not
to me, you're not. But to them, you are! To them you're an asset! Chattel. Stock. The
same with me. The same with Ryan. The difference between us,
though, is that I decided long ago that that wasn't me! I'm a human
being, damn it! I think! I feel! I make decisions and, whether
anyone cares or not, I do what I do because that's what I believe
is right!”

Ryan could not tell if Marcus was acting to
gain sympathies from Ottavio, or whether his outburst was genuine.
It certainly sounded bitter enough.

“So, here's the deal, Ottavio. We work
together. We go over the heads of the Vigils. We side-step the
Directors. We break their stranglehold on humanity.”

“Then what?”

“Then we take the rudder and
steer!”

“What about Cassandra?”

Marcus rolled his eyes, “Come on, man. She's
safe. Forget about her for half a second. Think about the bigger
picture...”

“I don't want to think about the
bigger picture! I want to see her!”

“In good time! Didn't I tell you to
stop thinking that you've got control? Didn't I mention that your
freedom would come as you earned my trust? Listen, if this is what
it takes to clear your mind, then so be it. I need you to perform a
task.”

Ottavio nodded, “Yeah. I thought you
might.”

“See? You've got that mindset,
Ottavio, you do. It's self-defeating. You want to be told what to do, so much so, that
unless someone's doing it, unless you've got a comfortable hand up
your butt, you're lost. So, fine, whatever,” sighed Marcus,
throwing his hands up, “Maybe once you've done your little
errand...”

“Maybe if you show me
Cassandra...”

“Sheesh, you're like a broken record!
Alright, you do job, you see Cassandra. Everyone be happy. Simple
enough?”

“What's the gig?”

“I need you to help me accelerate the
demise of a Director.”

“Who is he and why should I
care?”

Marcus chuckled to himself, “Who? It's more
like what. Father Abraham. Old Abe is an institution. He is a
misguided, self-absorbed wretch. He uses his position in the
Directors to further his own agenda. He has nothing to contribute
the advancement of the human race. He desires one thing, and one
thing only: power.”

“Is he any different from you,
then?”

“Oh, don't start with that. You
clearly have no idea what's going on here. Hmm. Let me put it in
terms you can understand. Your merry band of Vigils are a bunch of
toothless tigers. They have this whole communal, brotherly love
thing going on, it's all very warm and fuzzy, but, in the end,
that's all it is. Vague, fuzzy, do-nothings. They hand pick people
who agree with their sentiments, and spend their days working out
how to agree with themselves,” said Marcus, swirling the glass,
“Mutual masturbation if you'd prefer a more crass term. Their
ideology just bounces from one empty skull to the next, like a
perennial virus. One big boys-club.”

“I've seen as many women as
men...”

“Oh, shut up. That was a metaphor. Sex
has nothing to do with it, it never has. And that's a raw indicator
of their failings right there.”

“What, so you think that one sex is
more suitable for running the world than the other?”

“Yes. It's a factor. Women deal with
situations differently to men. Better, in many instances. It's not
the only factor, but it does play a part, just like everything
else. Just like past experience. And intelligence. And, I guess,
that's the problem. The problem is the whole balance thing they keep banging on about.
It's been twisted and turned and bastardized, so now, rather than
balance meaning actively keeping things in check, it has come to
mean keeping things equal. And that's not the same thing, not at
all. The Vigils spout the misconceived idea that everyone is
equal,” said Marcus, sipping.

Ottavio lifted his head to look at him.

“And we aren't?”

“Of course not! Nobody is equal to
anybody. Not twins. Not triplets. Take the grand scheme of
genetics, throw in the multitude of environments, experiences,
talents and all that, all of it, there's no such thing as equality.
Never has been, never will be. Otherwise we wouldn't have leaders
and followers. We wouldn't have managers and workers. No artists.
No writers,” said Marcus, “That's just one of their contradictions:
Equality, but at the same time, individuality. The two are mutually
exclusive! Look at yourself, for instance. Are you equal among
men?”

Ottavio remained silent.

“Well? Are you? Placed among the
general populace, you are a god. You are an imbalance. There is no
way you can claim to be equal with the shmuck on the street, nor he
you. You are this colossal, monumental, amazing... thing, this
machine-man hybrid, this artificial abomination. In what way are
you equal to some bum in the wastes? You aren't.”

Ottavio frowned.

“Of course you're not. If you were,
you wouldn't have the power you have. You wouldn't have the
responsibility you have. Choices you make actually matter. Choices
a bum makes matter only to him. From inequality comes power, and to
use this power to create equality is self defeating.
Ipso
facto,
presto
changeo, e
pluribus unum, deus ex machina and all that, equality is a fallacy. And that's
why the Vigils are misguided. They let an ideology stand in the way
of actually achieving something.”

“I don't know. Maybe it's as simple as
they believe everyone has equal potential?”

“Pah! That's just the same thing in a
different tense. Ryan, take that tray away, will you? And see if
there's anything in the deep freezer you can thaw out for our
guest. Something with protein. Now, equality is an illusion at
best, and the Directors know and exploit this,” he said, adding
with a wry smile, “For the good of humanity, of course.”

“Oh, of course,” said
Ottavio.

“I know your little mind is trying to
pigeon-hole everything into good or bad, but do try to keep up.
There are such things between the extremes, you know. For example,
both the Vigils and the Directors both want the same thing for
humanity, fundamentally at least, only that each goes about it in
different ways,” said Marcus, “If the end result is the same, and
the origins, believe it or not, are the same, then surely the
disparity between the two cannot be that great?”

“I know that one side despises
destruction and murder, and the other uses it like a
weapon.”

“A tool,” Marcus corrected, “A
powerful tool. Destroy the rot, force the good to grow stronger and
the weak to perish. That is the mantra of the Directors, that is
how they operate.”

“By sanctioning murder.”

“By pruning. Cut off the infection, throw it away,”
said Marcus, “Burn it. Turn it to ashes and begin again. Cauterize
the wound. Do what must be done, etcetera. But that's not all. If
it were, then the Directors would be called the Vigilantes. No,
there is more to it. The human mind responds to compassion with
contempt. No sooner will you teach a man to fish, than he'll start
scratching his head about how he can get someone else, or rather
something else, to do the fishing for him.”

“You're talking about
machines...”

“Machines, yes. And computers. And
processors and robots and telephones and automatons and drugs and
all that crap that man has made so that he doesn't need to make any
more. It's one of the strangest conundrums in nature: The most
intelligent and powerful being uses his amazing attributes to
become the stupidest and the weakest.”

“So what's the solution?”

“There is no solution! No magic bullet, anyway, only
cycles.”

He twirled his finger, “Cycles of
progress and procrastination. It flows and ebbs and flows again.
Progress, Ottavio, progress. But the direction of progress, the
rate, that is what must be controlled! We can keep spurring
humanity on. We can direct it forward into the future. If it is too lazy to move, we
must move it. If it prefers to sleep, we must light a fire
underneath it. If compassion is not a motivator, and history again
and again tells us it's not, mind, then the Directors are tasked
with finding something else.”

Marcus held out the bottle up to the
screen.

“Do you want some? It's Chilean. Come
on, I'll pour you one and send it down.”

“I'm not thirsty,” said Ottavio,
shaking his head.

“Thirst? That's got nothing to do with
drinking wine. One doesn't drink to quench a thirst. One tastes,
and smells, and feels the wine. It has spent its life inside this little bottle,
waiting for someone to pull the cork and taste. It is a shame to
waste even a drop, it is a shame to let it turn to vinegar, and a
shame to drink more than one's share,” he said, his eyes
darkening.

He looked through the blood red contents at
Ottavio.

“One does not guzzle from the bottle
to lose one's mind in a stupor. But that is exactly what Abraham,
that old sod, that's what he does. He's addicted to power, and
everything that comes with it, while at the same time ignores the
responsibility that comes with it. He is, if you'll forgive the
term, misdirected. Ha! The most misdirected Director, misdirecting the rest
of the misdirected Directors. That's a good one.”

Marcus moved in close to the camera.

“Don't you get it? I've seen both
sides. I was a Vigil. I couldn't stomach their procrastinating
bullshit. I was a Director. I can't stand their squabbling,
backstabbing, self-serving tripe. The Vigils I can do nothing
about. Neither can you. They are far, far too stuck in their ways.
The methods are ingrained into their daily lives. They cannot be
defeated, and I would not wish it.”

“Isn't that what the Director's
wanted? In Tucson?”

“Ah, Father Abraham's finest hour. He
still yaps on about it. Yes, it's true, if he could he would put an
end to the Vigils, but, again, he is mistaken. They cannot be
destroyed, not utterly, and they provide too much of a service to
humanity.”

“So how do you plan to deal with
them?”

“I don't. They will always be
background noise. They keep the boat from rocking too much, like
buffers. That suits me just fine.”

He pulled away and resumed his wine, “But the
Directors, although not as strong as their forebears, could be
turned from a pack of bickering monkeys into a properly functioning
motivator for humanity. But that all rests on one thing.”

Ottavio answered for him, “Deposing the
leader and putting you firmly into the helm. Putting another rat in
charge of a rat pack.”

Marcus clicked his teeth.

“You know?” he said, swirling the last
bit out of his glass, “I'm in a prime position to make right so
many wrongs, and, quite frankly, I am not about to let your
short-sightedness get in the way. You will help me. You have no
choice. I hold all the cards. I have knockout gas. I have you
collared and chained. I have Cassandra, tucked away safe and
sound.”

At the mention of her name, Ottavio's eyes
blazed. Ryan, who had come back into the room to put a frozen meal
in the oven quickly bolted. If looks could kill, Marcus would have
been but a stain on the wall.

He held his hand up, “Don't be like that,
Otto, my good man. She's well looked after. Actually, if you really
want to know, she's in stasis. Secure stasis. All vitals taken care
of. That's it, relax. No good getting yourself worked up, it won't
do any good. It won't allow our relationship to bloom. That's
right. While I am forcing your hand now, I do hope that, after a
bit of experience, you will come to understand that I am not the
monster you think I am. What's more, if you help me with my little
matters, why, I will help you with yours. It's not like you and I
are enemies, Ottavio, not really. It's just that I must use you and
your abilities to reach my goals, and for this I am not
ashamed.”

“I'll make you a promise. Let
Cassandra go, and I'll kill this Father Abraham for you. No
problems.”

Marcus laughed, “Ho ho, no! No, that
can't happen. And before you get worked up again, I'll tell you
why. Because if she is released, where will she go? To Houston? To
the Directors? To Tsang-Tao? GT-United? It is for her own good that
I keep her safe, safe until you come to your senses and realize
that I'm not the boogieman. I'm not out to get you. For now, you
will work for me, but afterwards we - we, including Cassandra - can work
together.”

Ottavio looked at him silently. Part of him
wanted to tear him limb from limb. Another part of him wanted to
believe Marcus. The prospect of getting Cassandra back, unharmed,
was too good to ignore. If it meant killing this Father Abraham
guy, well, what was one more body to add to the count?

“Together, Ottavio. Imagine! Imagine
for just a second what you could do if you got to call the shots
for once? Hey? Imagine the power! You could fix all those
injustices!”

“Alright,” he muttered.

“What? What was that?”

“I said, alright, I'll kill him. Give
me a weapon, point me in his direction and he's as good as
dead.”

“Hmm. That's tempting. It really is.
But it's not that simple. You see, I don't like going in full-tilt.
I need some insurance.”

“What kind of insurance?”

“I'm not entirely sure.”

“That's not very helpful.”

“I'm hoping you might be able to fill
in the blanks?”

“Me? What do I know?”

“It's not what you know, man, it's
what you can find out. Did you ever wonder, as a kid, what it would
be like to dig for treasure? Finding a sparkling chest full of
jewels?”

Ottavio snorted, “Cut the crap. What do you
need?”

“Like I said, I don't really know but
I'm dying to find out.”

Ottavio lay his head back on the bench and
sighed. Once again, his hand was forced. Once again he was a pawn
in a game he did not understand.

He resigned himself to his fate.


Chapter 3

“Gas, as a recreational drug, is far less
addictive

than its forebears.

Oddly, this makes its use more popular than

other drugs.”

- Council for Narcotic Control, Monterrey

 


Mohmet stepped over the burned and bloodied
bodies, peering through the billowing smoke. Seymour scuttled
around him like a dog let off his leash, holding his gun out in
front and looking for the faintest sign of movement.

“Keep your gas mask on, idiot!”
growled Mohmet, securing his a little tighter, “This room isn't
safe yet.”

Tsang-Tao's men lay on the other side of the
room among the bricks and twisted metal. During the fracas a stray
grenade had been launched into the gantry support beams, rupturing
the central weld. It brought an avalanche of machinery and twisted
steel down upon the warring parties. The ceiling partially
collapsed, indiscriminately crushing those below.

Tsang-Tao had hastily retreated to lick their
wounds. The Directors were busy dragging out their own.

Inside the dropship, commands were
being pushed forth to the crew, “Seventeen is not responding. Twenty-two,
retrieve seventeen. Eighteen is not responding. Twenty-three,
retrieve eighteen...”

A handful of the Director's men stood to
attention, waiting their next order. Two of them, weapons drawn,
flanked Mohmet as he inspected the carnage.

Tsang-Tao were wise to retreat, he thought to
himself, given the nature of the Director's onslaught. They would
not know what hit them. He knelt over the bloodied body of number
thirty-four.

No insignia. Perfectly loyal. Unconcerned
with his own welfare, this trooper followed commands to perfection
each and every time. Tsang-Tao may have mechanized their troopers,
and succeeded, as a result, in creating a synergy of man and
machine, but the overriding compulsion of free-will, of decisions,
still existed within their skulls.

And that free-will, evident from the
over-representation of Tsang-Tao bodies, was a factor in their
defeat. Tsang-Tao had superior fire-power, for sure, and the
advantage of entrenchment.

Any deviation from command was detrimental to
the fight. The whole unit had to work as one.

If the arm moved half a second slower than it
should, if the finger failed to move as fast as the brain required,
then the collective efforts of the body would be lost.

He checked the figures on his console and
grunted. They were running low on ACS troops. Time for a visit to
Houston. He stood up and looked over at Seymour who was gayly
picking through the weaponry, armor and limbs that had been
liberated from the mauraders.

He gave the hard shell of a Tsang-Tao heavy
trooper a solid kick.

Deep inside the corpse, the Tsang-Tao
operating system refused to shut down. Seventeen of its sixty four
sensors reported capacity, two more than what was required by the
software to define a living host. The weapon accelerometer reported
motion again.

Administering pain relief had no effect. Life
support did not seem to be functioning. The brain to which it had
been tied no longer hammered out commands. Frustrated, it resorted
to a series of diagnostics, determining that, indeed, the being to
which it was connected was either detached or no longer viable.

It switched over to heavy diagnostics, used
for weapons calibration, and awaited its connection to a
mainframe.

No connection came. It was concerning,
considering that a fluctuation from the weapons positioning system
meant something external had moved the weapon. It was as if it were
still connected, while at the same time, not being connected. The
system gave another burst of communication, trying in vain to reach
the cerebral cortex that usually answered promptly, and the sensor
array.

It received, in response, only a smattering
of digital gibberish.

Among the other bodies, the systems had
reliably detected a termination of life and had internally erased
all data. This one had missed that signal. This one did not know it
was supposed to be dead.

“Looks like we showed them, hey?”
Seymour said, giving the body another boot.

“Quit fooling about and look for the
primary candidate!”

Seymour, though, was in too much of a good
mood. He rarely had the chance to go on real missions, and he was
absorbing the glory of the situation, getting drunk on the fumes of
carnage.

“It's kind of weird. All that
training, all that advanced tech, and for what?” he gloated,
peering into a pair of hollow, black eyes, “To get drilled by a
bunch of mindless idiots.”

The eyes detected his face, dutifully sending
a snapshot to the main processor which, in turn, attempted to place
it against a database of known or important faces. After failing to
place the features against anything, it stored the face, along with
contextual metadata, to be uploaded to the Tsang-Tao main server
when convenient.

Seymour stood up and gave another kick to the
husk. He felt a sense of superiority, his gaunt frame standing over
the heavily modified hulk of flesh and robotics.

He felt philosophical, “It's pathetic,
really. The life of a warrior. Bred to kill, or die doing it. It's
not like...”

Mohmet was in no mood, “Keep looking, you
dolt! If he's here, we need to find him now!”

“What if he's dead? Everyone else
is.”

“Only those that didn't get –
shut up and
look!”

Seymour shrugged and landed one last kick on
the Tsang-Tao body. Tired of the series of obvious communication
errors, the system rebooted itself. With nothing responding to its
interfaced electrodes, the central processor, in a bid to reach
some sense of normality, went down through its subroutines, trying
them one by one, until something responded.

It was not the fault of the diagnostic's
program that the weapon discharged. If it had run to protocol with
the arm properly secured before the diagnostics routine started,
then the interlocks would have prevented it from firing.

As it was, the grenade launcher on the body's
arm powered up, obediently clicked over a new round into the
chamber and fired.

The shell shot past Seymour, flew to the rear
and exploded, jolting the walkway off its supports and sending it
crashing to the ground, adding to the rest of the mess.

A fresh plume of dust floated over the
throng. Seymour's gun flashed rapidly. The Tsang-Tao soldier's
system gratefully accepted the fresh reports of damage to its
sensors and, subsequently, erased its onboard systems and shut
down.

Mohmet looked over and growled, “What did you
do?”

“This one was still alive,
Mohmet!”

“Was it our man?”

“Uh. It's a Tsang-Tao. So,
no.”

“Quit fooling around!”

“Sorry, Mohmet,” said Seymour,
sheepishly.

The blast awoke Dax to consciousness. He was
pinned between a steel beam and the wall, feeling like a stepped-on
bug. He looked up wearily to see the party skulking through the
dust.

Rami lay next to him, knocked out cold. The
rest of his men had either fallen, been crushed or wisely fled
through Ryan's breach.

Dax grunted with the pain as his nerves
called out in a violent chorus. He fought to wiggle his hand free.
A brick slipped and fell noisily, attracting Seymour's attention.
He made his way over the rubble to investigate, holding his gun out
in front of hum lest another grenade come flying out.

Inside Dax's body, blood oozed out of his
spleen. His kidney, too, complained that fluids normally housed
within were running free. His spirit was failing him, but his urge
to fight still pulsed. As Seymour approached, he fumbled about in
the dust for a weapon.

“Hey! Hey!” said Seymour, waving his
gun, “There's someone here! He's still alive.”

“So announce it to the world,” huffed
Mohmet, coming over with heavy steps, the two ACS troops
behind.

Dax, dazed, scrabbled about in earnest. From
when he was a new comer in the world of gangs, he had never been
without a gun at his side. It was such a natural extension to his
hand, he felt lost without it.

The steel beam pressed him tightly, so the
best he could do was gurgle and cough the dust and blood from his
mouth.

“He's still moving! Look! He's still
alive!” squeaked Seymour, looming over him, “Hold still! This one
isn't Tsang-Tao, is this him? Is this him?”

Mohmet carefully picked his way over.

He barked orders to his protection, “If he
tries to get up, shoot him in the limbs. You, wipe that dust off
his face.”

His guard moved forward and did as he was
commanded. Dax looked back angrily.

“No, that's not him. Just another
lowlife with not long to live,” said Mohmet, “Keep
looking!”

“Hey!” coughed Dax, “Hey! Who you
calling a lowlife?”

Mohmet looked back, “Oh, it's got a
voice.”

“Don't you know who I am?”

“No, you pathetic creature, I don't
know who you are, were rather, but I know who you're not.”

“What is it with you guys, man?” he
coughed again, spat out a gob of blood and dust, and smeared his
mouth over his sleeve, panting shallowly, “I don't get what you
want with that piece of shit gringo, anyway.”

“Gringo?” Mohmet stopped, “He's
here?”

He held out a picture of Ottavio.

“This him?”

“Yeah, man. I seen him. Punk kicked my
crew, then comes down here, and then a fight breaks out with you
guys and them other dudes.”

Mohmet rolled his eyes. Common scum were hard
to listen to.

“And then what? Where is he now, in
the room somewhere?” he asked.

“Hey, I ain't saying shit. He's
trouble, man.”

Mohmet put his foot on the steel bar and
pushed hard. Dax groaned. He took his foot off again.

“I can guarantee you, whatever trouble
he has given you, I can double it,” he menaced.

Dax caught his breath and began to laugh. It
ended in a fir of coughing. He lifted his head up with a
blood-stained grin.

“Aw, man, if you're gonna put a bullet
in me, go ahead. I'm screwed anyway. I know it,” he said, “But
maybe if you help a brother out...”

Mohmet scowled, then smiled.

“Seymour, help this wretch,” he ordered.

Seymour got to work pulling Dax from the
rubble. He assessed his injuries and administered a stimulant. Dax
held still as the needle went in.

“What's that stuff, man?”

“A special formula. Helps with the
clotting of blood. You are bleeding internally. You'll be dead in a
few minutes if I don't.”

“Geez, man. It burns a little. Oh,
what the?”

Dax felt a glowing fire take hold in his
chest. It grew in intensity.

“Holy shit! Oh, man
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