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The Collective was ALL.

Abbe felt the hum of it around him as he sat
in his forklift, and the comfort and reassurance of belonging
spread into every fiber of his being. His smooth, orange skin
glowed with the electricity of it. He closed his eyes and savored
the inner glow; he knew that – no matter what - he was ready for
whatever came his way.

“You look rather pleased with yourself,
Abbe.”

He didn’t need to open his eyes to know who
it was; Abbe felt the power flux of Cabe, the Receiving
foreman.

“It’s a great day to be a part of The
Collective,” Abbe said.

“And what else would we be?” Cabe said.

“Indeed – The Collective is ALL,” Abbe said
contentedly.

“Well, from where I stand, The Collective is
going to be all undone if you don’t open
your eyes and unload that shipment,” Cabe said.

“Do you ever wonder why do they keep sending
us this stuff?” Abbe asked.

“Why should I care?” Cabe asked.

“I just think it would help to know…”

“We don’t have time for your philosophizing
here,” Cabe said. “Pull it.”

“Yes, sir.”

Abbe slid his forks under the pallet of blue
data cubes in the shuttle’s cargo bay and lifted it, and then
backed out slowly to avoid the pallets already crowding the dock.
Just as he switched into drive, Debe’s lift zipped back onto the
dock and stopped right in front of him. Some of that belonging he’d
been soaking up leached out of him on the spot. He wasn’t sure what
was going through Debe’s circuits – she’d been a cypher since she
was reprogrammed, but that vacant look on her face got him to
thinking. If he had another crash, they might reprogram him,
too.

Cabe shook his head at the two of them.

“Don’t just sit there making eyes at each
other, you lovebirds. Keep it moving” he said, and pointed at the
next pallet. “That one’s yours, Debe.”

Debe nodded and drove up the ramp and into
the cargo bay.

“Where do you want this one?” Abbe
asked.

“I don’t care where you put it – just be
sure you come back empty, or else I’ll log it,” Cabe said, and gave
him the eye.

Abbe knew not to stay under the glare of
that eye for too long, so he hit the gas - his tires screeched as
they spun freely, and started to smoke before they got traction,
and then he was away. He couldn’t hear any lifts near him other
than Debe’s, so that meant he could book it out of the docks
without worrying that he might hit someone. Of course, it also
meant that the others had had to go a long way off in search of an
empty bay. He picked a lane and floored it.

There was no point in his thrashing about in
sector 00, it had filled up a couple of days ago. Abbe didn’t even
slow for a glance to either side as he zipped between the storage
bays. He aimed for the portal in the far wall that lead to sector
01, but he knew that was full too – all of 01 through FE were full
– so before he reached it, he turned right and picked his way
through the stacks and stacks of cubes, taking a practiced, zigzag
route to the portal he had discovered last week that looped
directly to FF. He had placed a couple of pallets of cubes in front
of the opening to save it as his own, secret stashing route.

Except someone else had found his portal –
the pallets had been moved aside, and he could hear lifts coming
towards him. He pulled jerked to the left just in time as Fabe and
Febe flew out of the opening. Each pointed and snickered at him as
they passed.

“Good luck finding any space in there!” Fabe
crowed.

“Sucker!” Febe called back over her
shoulder.

He wondered how they’d found out his secret,
but as the roar of their lifts receded, he heard the squealing of
brakes and tires slipping on the smooth, polished floor.

“Stay in your own lane!” Debe shouted.

“No time – running out of space,” Fabe
said

“Yeah, you better hurry, or he’ll beat you
to it,” Febe laughed.

So - they all know, Abbe thought.

He heard the lifts start moving again, and
one of them was coming his way. Abbe raced ahead into FF.

It was worse than he’d thought possible –
somehow, the entire sector was stacked to the rafters. He weaved
around the racks, struggling to find a bay where he could off his
load, but everything seemed filled to capacity. The longer he wove
in and out and success eluded him, the more the energy drained out
of him. His eyes clouded, his skin dimmed - he felt dull-witted and
without purpose.

Then, just as he gave up the search, and his
lift rolled to a stop, he saw it – the corner bay at the end of the
last row had just enough space to hold his pallet. Abbe’s spirits
were recharged by the sight; he revved his lift into high gear and
swooped down the row.

And narrowly missed colliding with Debe as
her lift crossed in front of his and her load slid flawlessly into
the gap. She backed out, spun so her empty eyes swept absently past
Abbe as she turned and drove back toward Receiving.

Abbe just sat and stared. That was the last
bay in the last sector, and Debe had filled the last bit of it. He
looked at the load of cubes on his forks, and thought about what
Cabe would say if he brought them back to Receiving. But more than
what he would say, it was what he would do.

Servitors who did not perform their tasks -
who didn’t perform them happily and efficiently – were
reprogrammed. Abbe didn’t want to be like Debe.

They had been two halves of the same word
for as long back as he could remember. Abbe had even enjoyed
listening to the quirky ideas Debe had about the people outside The
Collective. Everyone knew there was no one out there, and Debe was
just using her imagination, and although she had started acting
like an evangelist as time went on, no one really believed her –
The Collective was all, after all – even the incoming shuttle
pilots said so.

Except the powers that be didn’t approve of
wrong-thinking – they said if one bit went awry, it could corrupt
the entire sector, and who knew where it might go from there. It
was true that Abbe’s two accidents occurred just before Debe was
reprogrammed, and he hadn’t had any mishaps since. Looking around
at the overloaded stacks, Abbe could see the wisdom and the need
for conformity in the rank and file.

The Collective is ALL.

Abbe closed his eyes to let the sensation of
belonging flow through him, but even with his eyes closed he
couldn’t stop thinking about what Debe had been like, and what she
was like now, and about his pallet and what was going to happen to
him if he didn’t find somewhere to offload it soon. All this
thinking was doing him no good, and he would have wondered whether
he himself had become corrupted, but there was no more time to
waste. He had already been gone too long, and Cabe was going to
notice. He would report it on up the chain, maybe as far as Central
Processing…

That’s where I can put it! he
thought, and he slipped into gear and got moving.

After his second accident, Abbe had been
sent to Central Processing for evaluation. It wasn’t scary at all –
he and the analyst had a great chat about how things were in
Receiving, how much Abbe enjoyed his job, and how he liked his
coworkers, especially how clever Debe was, how her theories really
kept things interesting.

And the next day they had reprogrammed
Debe…

There he was, thinking again. He shook the
memory off, and switched to the part he wanted to remember – the
big, empty room between the different compartments at Central
Processing. None of the others had reason to have seen it, except
of course, for Debe, but she had been reprogrammed since. There was
virtually unlimited storage there, and it would be all his.

He zipped through the corridors, careful to
follow the main communication tubes and cables that Central used to
keep control of everything, and soon he was there.

The space was as he remembered, but not as
spacious as he remembered. Someone was using it already –
pallets were two layers deep along most of the outer walls and
encroaching on the black onyx floor. Bit by bit, The Collective was
being overloaded, even here. Soon there truly would be nowhere to
put anything.

Well, that may be, but for now at least he
could offload and get back to Receiving. He marveled at the sound
of echoes here – they had been gradually sucked out of the sectors
as they had been filled, until everything had a dull, lifeless
quality. Abbe wondered how long it would take for the echoes to
disappear from this space as well. He savored them all the more as
he steered for a gap at the perimeter that was just the right size
to accept his pallet, and slid it into place.

“What are you doing?” a voice echoed in the
emptiness.

Abbe glanced upward, expecting to see some
titan towering over him, but there was no one there. He shut off
the lift and stepped down so he could look across the room for the
source.

“You cannot leave that there,” the voice
said, but now it sounded less godly and much nearer.

“But I have to put it somewhere,” Abbe said,
and hearing the echoes that his own voice made, he felt less
intimidated. “This is the only place I can find that still has
room.”

“That may be, but you cannot block my
office.”

Abbe looked at the section of wall beyond
his pallet – it looked pretty plain to him.

“Where are you?” Abbe asked.

“Over here,” the voice said, and now there
was a hand waving back and forth over the top of the boxes.

“Oh, sorry!” Abbe said.

He hopped back into the seat, started up the
lift, and backed out with his load. Now that he could see the
voice’s owner, he understood why he couldn’t see him. The voice
belonged to the smallest servitor Abbe had ever seen; well, perhaps
not the smallest, but definitely the shortest. His head, on
the other hand, was huge, at least twice the size of Abbe’s,
and so overbalanced the rest of his body that he sat on a wheeled
chair. Abbe had never seen anyone like him, and it was obvious.

“It is not polite to stare, comrade,” the
big head said.

“I am sorry,” Abbe said.

“I am Bebe.”

Bebe. He had heard of Bebe, the big brain of
Central Processing – of course, no one in receiving had ever
claimed to have seen him, or said anything about how big
that brain was. Abbe endeavored to find something else to stare at,
but there wasn’t much between his lift and the boxes and the mostly
empty space and that huge head.

“I understand that it can be difficult to
maintain one’s composure in the face of superior intellect,” Bebe
said, “but it is customary to address each other properly. I do not
believe you are labelled Sorry, so you are…?”

“Sorry. No, I mean - I’m Abbe.”

That’s better! Come into my office, Abbe,”
Bebe said.

Bebe
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