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the town






Every moment of his  youth apart from its dream was forgotten
— Bertolt Brecht, Baal

it West Berlin, Indiana. 2049.

It was time to dry out. Like so many of his contempo-
raries he’d made his way to West Berlin, to take in the
waters, to expose himself recklessly to the moribund,
exquisite desolation, to luxuriate in the low bandwidth and
the utter lack of interest in—or from—the outside world.

Newcomers recognized each other easily by the pale
strip of flesh bracketing their eyes, where their visors f])-nad
been semi-permanently attached, never before removed. The
visors would be useless here. They wouldn’t even work as
sunglasses.

He scanned the imposing blue ridgeline but found no
antennas. The town was situated in the cleft of an extinct
river valley. It was easy to forget sometimes that anything
lay beyond, if, in fact, anything gid. Mold was everywﬁfere.

Everything felt familiar.
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SL had never even seen the place before moving in. Not
with his own eyes, anyway, and his pale strip of flesh was by
now starting to fade in reverse, colored over by IRL.

He stopped the record player and returned his original
Fontana pressing of Scott Walker’s Tilt to its pristine sleeve.
Filed it on the shelf. He liked the record, but tonight the

input was overwhelming him.
He needed silence.

He’d come to West Berlin with a friend. Perhaps friend
was too strong a term. A contact. They shared an affinity
for a particular misconception of West Berlin culture. Old
books, music. Of course, that forgotten world was by now
long gone, if it had ever truly existed. Now that he actually
lived here he tended to doubt it, but that was beside the
point. They shared a consensual interest in the material.
One could say they were willfully credulous.

Yes.
SL sipped his tea.

"What’s your name, anyway?" his friend finally asked.
"I mean, your real name. In real life."

It was a dubious proposition. Did SL sound like an
alias?

"Ray," SL lied. "Call me Ray."

"Okay," his friend said easily, satisfied for now to
spackle on yet more bullshit. They’d reconcile the details
later.

They rode the lateral elevator crosswise down to break-
fast in the hotel restaurant. SL ordered his usual scrambled
eggs with toast, and in its place he received a small plate heap-
ing with pungent, salted bacon.

"You planning to eat that?" his friend asked.

The poor fool was oblivious to the spiritual conse-

uences ofp consuming swine flesh. SL nudged Eis plate across
the table, careful to avoid spilling his tea. He’d spare his
friend the prepared lecture.
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The morning sun ducked behind a crowding murder of
clouds and the pair soon followed suit, finishing off the
remainder of their meal in silence before making their
excuses and retiring to the sheltering darkness of their sepa-
rate rooms.

Hotel surveillance promptly detected network traffic
passing between the rooms, a blatant violation of the ToS.

The response was automated and immediate, brooking
no appeals to Be reasonable, man, or Hey, I paid for this
room, or Just a few minutes more.

dropped connection
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it SL, beleaguered protagonist:

"Every novel is somebody’s first," he announced, by
way of introducing the impending storyline.

SL’s friend, long-suffering sidekick:

"Sometimes, I think I don’t know who I am anymore."
He sighed, happily, and downed his coffee.

Preamble concluded, the main cast could now see their
way to getting on with the tale.

The hotel was a couple of centuries old, give or take a
few decades. Not that the casual visitor could tell, what with
all the layers of hi-res renovations. It followed then that the
parts which appeared to be the oldest were in fact the most
recently revitalized. The hotel restaurant, for example, had
been rebooted just last month. Its bar, a recent addition, was
now canon.

SL liked the hotel restaurant. He’d pack up his supplies
and sit down there in a booth for half the day, reading his
comics and sketching portraits the other guests. Most of
them would calm down if he agreed to show them his work.
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SL’s friend didn’t like to be sketched. When SL picked
uF his pencil his friend would just up and leave the room,
often without saying a word. Suited SL fine. As time wore
on he began to regret having invited the imbecile in the first
place. Why had he agreed to come, anyway? And why had
SL agreed to take a pass over the imbecile’s recovery exegesis?
Just who was the bigger idiot, here?

No bacon this morning. It had only taken them a
month to figure out he wasn’t going to eat it.

The fines for attempted network connections were pil-
ing up. Fortunately, SL was fucking rich.

He’d sit there in the restaurant and wait for somethin
remarkable to happen. Something remarkable rarely did, an
so he remarked only rarely. During the interminable delay
between minor piques of interest SL would jot down what-
ever observations occurred to him, recording it all faithfully
in his recovery journal. Just the facts, just as recovery theor
demanded. Scrawling out page after page in minute detai?l,
mundane mechanized responses to the predictable plot
machinations he witnessed all around him. He supposed that
this was what they wanted. He described in some detail what
it must have been like for them to probe the shared hallucina-
tion for the familiar topography of his face. Let them sort
that one out.

Nowadays, be could look in the mirror.

Or, 1n this case, a salt shaker. His reflection bent and
wobbled as the unsteady shaker tipped itself completely over,
a server having bumped into SL’s table on her way through
the dining room to extinguish a small fire in the no smoking
section.

SL dropped his pen.

The quiet here was near total. Unbelievable. SL found
it was conducive to memory, which was something of a
mixed blessing given his many uncomfortable reasons for
having retreated to West Berlin.
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West Berlin... has many roles.
— John F. Kennedy, 25 July 1961

On the one hand he could barely keep in mind why he
was here. On the other hand he really didn’t want to be here
in the first place.

And now he was out of hands.

Most of his personal equipment had been confiscated
upon arrival, but SL still concealed within his shirtsleeve a
backup pair of data gloves, folded neatly into a palm-sized
green square, presse§ into the equally diminutive Farada
pouch laid smooth against his bare arm. He could feel 1t
there, cool against his skin.

Hastily, he ripped open the pouch and slipped on the
data gloves.

What do you mean?
He knew what he was doing.
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i SL’s friend insisted upon following him around with

a camera. Offline, so, technically still permissible under the
hotel’s ToS. Didn’t stop SL from getting annoyed.

"Quit pointing that thing at me," SL would say, and his
friend would quit, for a while, and sometimes for the rest of
the day. But the camera somehow always reappeared.

SL had gotten enough of this treatment back at home.

Breakfast now consisted of reading the paper—a tradi-
tional, paper newsgaper—alone. Halt the paper’s weight
comprised loose leaf advertisements printed on a slick paper
that stuck to his fingers whenever he tried to remove them.
Coupons for stores and restaurants that did not have operat-
ing locations in this tiny resort town.

It was a local paper.

The supposed news itself was all too relevant—hyper
specific POV reporting that assumed an intricate knowledge
of local personages and customs. SL possessed neither. He
pored over the paper anyway, enjoying the certain... je ne
sais quois... of this textual delivery system for what to him
amounted to null verbiage. Glancing at his wristwatch he
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confirmed that doing so still passed the time.

In the afternoons he could most often be found by the

ool. This unlikely juxtaposition of venue and artist inspired

in him the farsical delusion that he could somehow defend

his sketchbooks from the malevolent perturbations of

screaming, splashing children. Found that he couldn’t. So,

why then was he sitting by the pool? He wanted to hand the
children back their visors.

Pouting was unlike himself, but there it was.

He was settling into a routine, and yes, he was still
cheating.

SL’s friend had found other things to do with his time.
He no longer presented as online. Zero contact for the last
month. For his part, SL had idly contrived any number of
schemes for flagging his friend’s attention, but finally admit-
ted to himself that 1t might be better to simply let the friend-
ship drop.

He wondered now how his friend would react when he
found out no one was paying his hotel bill.

SL wanted to think this could work. So far, being
dropped into an environment of strict network unavailability
had cut his online time in half (Alas, WiFi finds a way).
Without the visor, and without authorized access to the local
mesh, friction was sufficient that he needed to discriminate
carefully between potential activities. He planned in
advance, then scrambled to complete the items on his check-
list before his connection fizzled out.

And, no logging. With bandwidth constrained, some-
thing had to give.

Often, even remembering what he’d just done proved to
be a challenge.
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i It would require a non-trivial measure of an as yet
unspecified effort to deduce just when SL had arrived at the
hotel. He no longer pretended to have any earthly idea. It
had to have been before Christmas (he remembered attending
a Christmas party in the hotel lobby), but before that, who

could say?
His friend might remember.
But, no.

He knew why he was here, in West Berlin, and that was
to forget about such things. People, situations just such as
these. Taking a cue from his absent friend, he, too, would
find something else to do with his time.

Today he ordered lunch in his room and settled in to
commit more atrocities of language to his recovery journal.
The exegesis continued.

In the long afternoons he would sometimes walk into
town and gaze at the meandering traffic as it trundled along
the main road, or purchase frivolous items at the drug store.
Today he needed blank cassettes and chewing gum. And they
were all out of gum.
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On his way to the checkout SL ignored the spinner rack
of comic books that had suddenly and conspicuously interpo-
lated itself between his handbasket and the register.

Nobody asked to see his ID.

Walking around town would have been pleasant if not
for the intrusive presence of overzealous NPCs, bent on
chucking beer cans at his head, at suspiciously equally spaced
intervals. Too bad for them, he saw through the thin veneer
of their shitty programming to the underlying algorithm.

SL varied his own route to compensate. He found that
the algorithm he chose was effective for only a few iterations,
so eventually he had to alternate algorithms via an additional,
algorithmically generated algorithm.

All of this was possible only because he had held on to
the data gloves.

When finally he was caught in the act, he had had to
lead with the hotel administration not to kick him out of
E-is room. At length the stern panel of twenty-somethings
had relented, but required that he hand over the contraband
data gloves, temporary visor, and related accessories. SL
went along with it, for now. What else was he going to do?
Leave?
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i Friends had been trying to convince him for years
that he should come to West Berlin. "It would be good for
your art," they always said, vaguely intimating... what,
exactly? Well, now that he was here, there was nothing to
do. There was no scene. He supposed they’d gotten rid of

him, after all.

SL was up early to perform his stretches. And once
again he had thrown out his back. Thus disenlivened, he sat
back down with his tea and newspaper. As usual, nothing
was happening. What had he expected?

Most of the bars and strip clubs were closed this early in
the morning. Even the drug store and the VFW. Sometimes,
an Internet would be working down at the VFW during the
day, and they would take pity on him, and they would let
him in, and he would sit there all day, drawing. No such
luck today.

For a city of three million (SL could scarcely believe
that such a small place could still exist) the streets were
invariably clogged during the day. Where were these people
going during business hours? Also, the town’s homeless
were invisible—or at least, he almost never saw any. Maybe
here in West Berlin the powers that be had actually executed
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their war on poverty. Or maybe they simply executed their
poor.

No, there was no scene to speak of. As a consequence
SL was left to invent his own trouble.

He’d work something out.

From one end of the city to the other was a journey of
about eight miles. SL traversed the full length every day,
before lunch, after lunch, striving to soak up anything that
might enrich the balance of his recovery journal. Whatever
it was his friends had been so insistent he needed to absorb,
he was certainly soaking in it, but nothing was seeping in,
and he still wasn’t finding its level. His caFves always ached
but his health never seemed to improve. He was tired of try-
ing so hard only to have nothing to show for his efforts.

He wasn’t drawing.

At least he’d stopped bringing the data gloves. Along
with his wallet, keys, ID, pocket knife, and water, he’d also
chosen to leave beﬁind the contraband gear. It was all too
bulky, too heavy, too easily stuck to the sweat of his skin in
the heat. And he never knew when he was going to have to
try and outrun a giant pickup truck.

SL hadn’t figured on spending so much time here, alone,
in this ridiculous little town.

He drained the remainder of his tea onto the sidewalk
and returned the plastic cup and saucer to the sidewalk dis-
penser.

The incessant buzzing of cicadas left him in a strange
mood.
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i "Do you put on your data gloves before or after you

pee in the morning?"

There was a reason SL never attended these meetings.
Hadn’t, since he’d arrived. He’d been warned in advance.

"Both,” he inter{{ected, annoyed. Of course he took
them off to piss. Unlike these cretins, he guessed.

He stood up to leave.

No paper today. Something he’d vaguely overheard
about a general striKe. Apparently only observed by the
press.

Otherwise, today was exactly the same as every other
day. Tea, eggs, stretch, walk, watch, walk, stretch, sit. A
rhythm scarcely broken by the absence of printed nothing-
ness. Maybe he should be saving his money.

There were always welcoming faces down at the VFW.
He shot some pool, asked the old men questions about Cali-
fornia. They were generous with their stories. One of them
had been to the Mission District before the city had gotten
rid of the titty bars (his words). A place with comic %)ooks
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varnished to the men’s room walls.
None of them used anymore.

SL had never served and so he didn’t have much to con-
tribute in return. He’d mention his father and they’d nod. It
was usually good for a couple of drinks.

By Christmas time, this place would be full of kids try-
ing to climb onto Santa’s lap, Eut today it was just a bunch of
sad, old men avoiding eye contact, trying not to mention the
Internet.

What had really happened, back in 1993? He knew of
course that by early Octoﬁer the war had silently kicked off,
but the papers back then—and TV, and religion—had all
failed to recognize what it would inevitably add up to, once
the dispossessed had finally been disposed of. The familiar
cycle: changes that were at first gradual, but accelerated
smoothly along a menacing, nearly vertical curve until, even
before the reboot, continuity was arcing, spiraling, babbling
out of control. No longer was this to ll))e the staid, pre-
dictable march from trope to cliché to signature recurring
trademark. Trademark! And now trademarked again, for
this derivation was assuredly all new, all different, a depar-
ture from, but shining example of, the once and future down-
wardly spiraling status quo. Here was the final dissolution of
reading comprehension. E pluribus nullus, ad infinitum.

For SL’s IEart, he was glad that the Eapers were back in
print. It gave him something to do with his hands.

VETERANS OF FOREIGN WIDE AREA NETWORKS

SL stared at the tarnished bronze plaque while the oth-
ers took their shots. He missed whatever remarks the men
made while he was standing there, slack-jawed, gaping at
their knickknacks. Someone had just mentioned "Bay Area
rents," and the place fell silent as a pre-war visor.

SL edged his way out of the room and made for the
front door.

This wasn’t his fight.
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Back at the hotel, SL fidgeted nervously, unsure if he
should break into his emergency supply of disposables. He’d
been doing so well these past few weeks. Not even checking
his stocks. And now here he was contemplating an entire
evening spent drowning his many sorrows in everything he’d
been denying himself for a month. Like nothing at all had
changed.

Well, maybe nothing at all had changed.
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it Contradictions of life in the hotel: The restaurant
was situated on a separate floor from its restrooms. SL took
the stairs, mainly because the lateral elevator was still only
moving sideways. Worse, upon exiting one was obliged to

ass through a hall of archival material commemorating the
E-otel’s past advertising campaigns. Egressing the nostalgia
tour, guests were scanned and registered as willing partici-

ants in whatever current campaign was in the offing, details

BA. A mandatory, implicit endorsement of precisely the
horseshit people came here to escape. SL was glzd to bypass
1t.

Walking back upstairs presented its own challenges:
namely, interception by the hotel’s dedicated brand coaching
staff. No matter how many times SL refused their services,
the pitch remained the same: Come with us if you want to
live. SL invariably declined, citing his self-evident lack of
willpower (e.g. , rehab).

And they hadn’t killed him yet.

For some reason, all the motor vehicles in town had
begun presenting as if they rolled on green wheels. Some-
how, SL had failed to notice this before. He figured there
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must be some significance, perhaps an exculpatory one, but
he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Green rubber? Was it
political? Guys cﬁ)wn at the VFW just stared at him when-
ever he brought it up. So he let the matter drop, and soon he
forgot all about it, as if all wheels everywhere had always
been green. A lot of things around here seemed to work that
way. Just let it go, and maybe soon you’ll forget all about it.
The practical applications...

SL patted the hidden compartment in his trousers. The
envelope was still there.

And what had become of his friend during all these
weeks?

"Long time no snark," SL’s friend beamed, genuinely
happy to see him.

ol "Yeah," SL allowed, sounding almost as deflated as he
elt.

Thank Christ for room tone. Whatever his friend had
said in reply was lost in a burst of static as his gear adjusted to
the room’s new normal. SL now paused to caﬁibrate his hap-
tics manually. In the weeks since he’d logged in there had
been some considerable drift in his settings. He ignored the
inconvenience and tried to look natural.

Afterwards, SL was disappointed in himself. Again,
he’d broken a winning streak only to come away feelin
worse than when he’d logged in. Worst of all, the groun
was shifting beneath him. Even as he stood still, his remain-
ing equipment was obsoleting, would soon no longer be able
to login.

And then where would he be?
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it The lateral elevator was still stuck on sideways, so SL
climbed the stairs to his room. The coaching staff was
strangely AWOL this evening, a welcome absence in the

hallway’s otherwise pristine blandness.

Room cleaners had moved all his books. And, it
seemed, removed all his bookmarks as well. He supposed as a
sort of commentary upon the general state of his room. Fair
enough.

SL colonized the balcony with a minimum of fuss. Just
him and his cup of tea, not even the folded daily newspaper.
The indigenous population of his table had scattered upon
first sight of his tattered boxer shorts, surrendering whatever
claim they might have otherwise proffered in the absence of
universally recognized property rights.

SL sat down in his chair, feeling anything but the con-
quering hero, his destiny anything but manifest.

The town had changed since he’d arrived. Nothing he’d
actually observed, mind, but it stood to reason things would
change, didn’t it? Even if only by virtue of his sudden
appearance in the narrative. Anyway, whatever.
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Dull care washed over him, subsiding with the smog as
the morning sun burned away all remaining conscious

thought.

From then to now he hadn’t allowed himself to
approach the memory of what had come before. Maskin
such awareness with :KC background clatter (such as it was) o
the hustle and bustle here in town. The ticker tape advanced
at intervals, faintly audible in the cradling semi—siFence.

The sound was annoying.

Who, then, had he been? No one here seemed to recog-
nize him, so he could rule out intersectional notoriety.
There were no clues as to his interests amongst the few per-
sonal belongings he kept in his room, unless of course you
counted the books, which he had never attempted to do. His
personal library was distinguished primarily by its failure to
establish a clear theme—this scattershot syncretism seemed to
be all that remained of whomever he might have been before
he arrived here. In any case, he had forgotten the question.
He repeated the inventory of his room, twice, each time
promptly arriving at this same dead-end of forgetfulness, and
then decided it was time for lunch.

There isn’t much, in all honesty, that can’t be conveyed
through simple language.  This was a cornerstone of
recovery theory, even though most patients immediately
recognized it as bullshit. There was nothing that could be
conveyed through simple language, nothing that could be
conveyed, at all. Each advancing column of society asserted
anew this naked poverty of comprehension through the
mechanically ratcheting acceleration of immediate—literally,
cybernetic—feedback.

Just because it couldn’t be expressed in words didn’t
mean it wasn’t true.

SL rubbed his eyes.

Sans visor.
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it Finally and at long last knowing himself, SL wan-
dered into the countryside. He’d sneak out of the hotel
before dawn, while the brand coaches were still asleep, and
break for the woods. In these parts there were no isolated
stands of trees. Every branch of the forest connected some-
how back to its trunk. You followed the leaves to the sky,
then followed the veins back down to the ground. You

never escaped the tree.

Within this semantic forest one typically encountered
more trash than on the street. A catalog of discarded items,
some of them immediately saleable, some useful personally.
Today SL encountered both varieties of green trash, and
immediately he made plans for its collection and dispersal.

The creeks were similarly full of litter. Sometimes SL
came upon piles of unopened MREs. He knew which shops
back in town would Ee interested in the expired mean.
Caches of crap turned back into cash.

SL would perch himself on an outcropping alongside
the creek and feel the cool water soaking into his shoes.
Mosquitoes skipped across the reflecting surface, dodging
expertly as he tried to swat them away. Mold, everywhere.
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He had no memory of why he’d come here.

Twenty minutes deeper into the woods (though some-
how still within earshot OIP rush hour traffic), the trail opened
up onto the abandoned ruins of what once must have been a
house. Like everything else in the town, it felt familiar.

On days when it rained the whole town stank of cat

iss. In reality it had to have been something else because SL

Enad never seen a cat in West Berlin. Or maybe it was just

that they’d all been hiding from him. Whatever the cause,
the air, and everything else, was stifling.

SL couldn’t get back to his room quickly enough. He
propelled himself into the shower.

Breakfast was a cul-de-sac. He steered himself to his
table, turned himself around, and steered himself right back
out again. Another routine sublimated within the blank,
§ray miscategorization of his user icon. This, too, flew in the
ace of recovery theory. The automatic mechanisms he had
hoped to finzll?l]y transcend had been replaced with labor
intensive equivalents—though these, too, were beyond his
willingness to comprehend consciously. They Kad him
W%rking against himself. Life imitating f)ellrce, world without
end.

It had all gone quiet enough that he was once again pre-
pared to wonder about the fate of his friend, whose name he
could no longer remember.

That would complicate a search.
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i The buildings were all connected. (All of them?)
Yes, underground, just like the trees of the semantic forest.
For SL it had seemed like just another rumor, probably bull-

shit, but he intended to find out for sure.

The foundations of the old school building still occu-
pied the equivalent of a city block, up on a hill overlooking
the town. Here SL locatecff a service tunnel that supposedly
joined the school to the covert subterranean network.

Interference was light, so SL was able to confirm that
the school’s buried roots stretched at least to the abandoned
motel-cum-apartment building down the street before he
decided it was time for lunch. He unfolded a sandwich and
apple slices from his backpack and unscrewed his jumbo ther-
mos of tea, admiring the decrepit splendor of the vast ball-
room into which his tunnel had suddenly opened. This

lace, too, was falling apart. He surmised that no one had
Eeen down here in quite some time. Even the trash was
obsolete.

Same routine, different day. SL was scarfing down his
lunch in the basement of yet another abandoned building,
this one also tethered to the secret network of tunnels,
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though at the moment he wasn’t sure exactly which building
he’d stumbled into. Ambient lighting was nil. He ate in
total darkness.

He could still hear the traffic.

After a few months of this he’d managed to map out an
intimidating web of tunnels. Carefully, he marked them all
down on a big piece of graph paper that he folded into trian-
gles and stutfed into Eis backpack. Sometimes when he
pulled out the map it would snag on a pair of his contraband
data gloves, flipping them carffessl onto the floor. He’d
snatc‘% them bacE up, guiltily, but there was no signal down
here in the tunnels, and anyway he hadn’t even been trying
to use them, so at length he’d just shrug and stow them away
again. It did make him feel more secure, just knowing they
were in there.

I’m sorry, why was he doing this?

By now his map was crisscrossed with densely annotated
routes to and from various branching arteries beneath the
town. Useless, since he had no intention of ever visiting
them again. He had no one to share the map with, nor any
desire to do so, which, he suddenly realized, he regarded as a
species of progress.

He folded up the map and stuck it into a crack in one of
the tunnel walls.

Back to the previous routine, then. Holding court on
his balcony (although there were no well-wishers, relatives,
or advertisers vying for his attention) from the petty opti-
mism of breakfast to the depressing dregs of lunch. SL ate his
eggs. There was nothing else to do but think. There was
nothing else he wanted to do but think. Was this, too, then,
a sign of progress? The flame of his addiction, the perpetual
interplay of point and counterpoint at long last extinguished?

It seemed unlikely.

All the same, SL observed, given his newfound equanim-
ity, it might finally be time to go home.

[29]






the city






Note: You can’t find this shit in a handbook.
— Ice Cube, How To Survive In South Central

i Megatokyo, Indiana. 2049.

SL was back at work. Tough interrogation, re: his fur-
lough in West Berlin. Well, it sure as shit wasn’t this place, if
you know what I mean. They said they knew what he meant.
He was already sorry he’d come back, but at least the band-
width here was civilized.

Most of the work he’d left behind on his desk was still
there, but now it was buried beneath more of the same, sad
stuff. Striated sediment accumulated through the usual
organic processes during his pre-approved absence. SL swept
it all away with a single gesture, slashing at the horizon with
his shimmering, blaci—g%oved hand. Better by half to start
from inbox zero.

"Have a good summer?" SL’s friend looked refreshed.
First he’d heard from him since the kiss-off in West Berlin.
How long had it been, anyway?
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"Shut the fuck up," SL said, and emptied his styrofoam
cup of coffee onto his friend’s new shoes. Nike AJV, cult
classics. So-called "Moon Boots."

Obviously counterfeit.

Multicolored tendrils snaking, now vibrating, now sud-
denly tilting ninety degrees to flash on a cross—sectionabiew
of flat square sprites, arranged in an orderly patchwork of
checked, fluorescent light. SL could tell because he could see
some of the pixels. He moved them around with his eyes,
dumbly relying on his gloves for a secondary axis. Whatever
you called it.

Drilling down, he paused intermittently to evaluate a
list of bullet points, loosely guided by company policy as
haptic feedbacE intermittently failed. Some of the material he
would ingest consciously, but the bulk of it was archived for
later, offline perusal. Of course, he’d never get around to it.

At last he shuttered his visor and switched back to
audio, bounding through the remainder at 2.5x suggested
playback speed. Continuously distracted by unrelated mat-
ters, he had had to start over four times, losing his stream of
consciousness at different points each time. The interrup-
tions impacted his retention, which called into the question
the whole enterprise.

The backlog was brutal. Even before he completed the
mandatory six months re-training, he’d still be expected to
pick up some of the leads his people had let drop. High risk
credit ratings desperate to... whatever it was they were des-
perate to do. The relevant factor was that in their desperation
they were more likely to fall for his company’s pitch—a high
interest, unsecured line of credit that stood up pre-charged
nearly to its limit. Exceeding the cap incurred exorbitant fees,
WhiCK was where the company realized its profits. Something
like seventy-eight percent of new customers immediately
charged their account to just below its upper limit, which,
since they had reliably failed to read the flfne print, actually
pushed them well into the red. Transactions were never
denied, and thus the fees began to accrue even before the vir-
tual ink on their virtual cre(i;it agreements had virtually dried.
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SL didn’t care much about the minutiae. His actual job
was managing comfort counselors, who in turn serviced loan
technicians, who finally interfaced directly with customers.
Most of his time was spent manually transcribing their effi-
ciency reports into spreadsheets that he later e-mailed to his
own boss. Or, increasingly, firing the loan techs for not hav-
ing made their numbers that week.

Fully immersed in his computing environment, his arms
were flailing around like there was something wrong with
him.

Nobody approached his desk.

The stairwells were left unguarded. As far as SL could
tell there was virtually no security, no countermeasures had
been deployed to prevent unauthorized staff from moving
freely between floors. But this couldn’t have been the
company’s intention, so walking up and down the stairs sim-
ply wasn’t done. Tacitly compliant, managers never even
attempted it.

Still, Nistopher, one of SL’s peers in management, was
curious. One afternoon he waited until the corridor was
empty, then casually Nis-walked up to the second level.
You'll never believe what happened next. It surprised him,
too: a corridor identical to the one he’d left behind on the
first floor. "As above, so below," Nistopher confirmed, and
then silently returned to his desk, reassured by this valuable
confirmation of the universe’s fearful symmetry.

Unbeknownst to Nistopher, the moment he’d entered
the stairwell his employment had been terminated. However,
owing to a glitch in [redacted], he was not informed of the
fact until fully three weeks had elapsed. No, he was not to be
compensated for the shifts he had worked during the interim,
either, although the company did continue to let him into
the building, and he continued to do his job.

Nistopher didn’t seem to mind. Once they finally got
around to telling him he’d been fired, he simply stood up,
left his desk and personal effects as they were, and walked
silently out of the ﬁuilding.
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Just like the Rapture, a near-peer cracked, unhelpfully.

SL counted the days until his next vacation. As a man-
ager his time off was subject to the needs of the business. He
didn’t have a contract (management were employed "at
will"), so all he could do was submit his request and hope
that it didn’t get overtaken by events in the field. This was
the price of sitting in the big cgair with the shiatsu massage.

But there was always a bigger chair. SL’s own boss,
when she was not on vacation, wielded her limited influence
with a wild and unpredictable caprice, carpet bombing from
high altitude. He tried to stay off her radar, even though he
was still obliged to touch base, insert his deep input, massage
the numbers (shiatsu or no), and reconcile his own receipts at
simultaneous, pre-programmed intervals. He had then only
to sit back and wait for her response, which, while
unpredictable, was inevitably bombastic. One might say, in
an utterly predictable way.

He’d better take this train of thought offline.

Megatokyo nodes were popping up all over. Zoo York,
ATL, Emerald City, Texas, Michigan, and Oklahoma.
"Hell," SL thought, "If it can happen here, it can happen any-

where."

Unigov, the colloquial name adopted by the city of
Megatokyo (né Indianapolis) to describe its ever-expanding
consolidation of node cities worldwide, was finally beginning
to function as intended. Better access to EMS shipping lever-
aged lower prices for everyone. Free press, free movement,
total surveillance of same.

Besides, municipal autonomy had long ago been proven
not to work.

In spite of all this, West Berlin and other points south
had, so far, avoided being swallowed up into the burgeoning
Yellow Belt. This circumstance afforded certain opportuni-
ties for trade. Margins could be skillfully skated to slice out a
meager profit, for those unfortunate enough to be frozen out
of the Unigov’s legitimate economic activity.
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SL had opinions about the arrangement.
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@i "If everybody’s from Megatokyo then nobody’s

from Megatokyo."

Nistopher was at it again. He’d come over to SL’s per-
sonal pan apt after his last day at work, and now, beer in
hand, he held forth on matters personal and political.

"Citizenship’s not a zero sum game," SL offered, evenly.
"The whole world could join Megatokyo, who cares?"

"Everybody who lives somewhere else," Nistopher
countered adamantly, and sipped his beer. He poured some
of it out on his hand, made a fist. Slammed it down on the
kitchen counter. "I used to live somewhere else."

"Well, now that you’re no longer chained to the com-
pany maybe you can think about living somewhere else,

n

again.

"In this economy?" was all Nistopher could muster. He
stared out the kitchen window, straining through the greasy
fingerprints on his visor. His eyes crossed.

SL stole a glance at the wall clock.

"Say, why don’t we move this into the living room.
Maybe we can pick up a signal from the office before they
start shutting down for the day. I've got something I want to
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show you."

"Don’t let me catch you off the Internet again."
Nistopher was imitating the raspy, cigarette ravaged voice SL
affected (SL had never smoked) with his subordinates at
work. He staggered and nearly toppled SL’s rickety old CRT
display. Haha, he was drunk.

"Okay, good one, buddy," SL said, patting his longtime

cubemate on the shoulder. T}ilere had to be some way to get

him out of here before he puked on the carpet. In addition,

(SiL still had to be at work 1n the morning, earliest. What to
o?

"I tell you," Nistopher told him, "I don’t know if I’ll
ever be coming back." He was bargaining now with chips
he’d already frittered away. "And that woman can kiss my
underweight ass." Here Nistopher referred to their mutual
supervisor, whom SL had also found it hard to work with.
Nis seemed at last to be wrapping up the series finale of his
long-running soliloquy, piloted and premiered so many
years ago. SL no%di’:d one last time and patted his
ex-coworker’s arm a bit more firmly, locking tE

Nistopher finally exited the apt. Roll credits.

That could have gone better, SL thought, with some
regret, but at least now 1t was over.

SL tapped his visor and shut himself down for the night.
Fell asleep thinking about the Internet.

e door as

Simpler times.

Promotion. The company had graciously moved SL up
to the second floor. It was very mucE like the first floor, but
this time with windows. From his desk SL could just make
out his car in the open-air parking lot. (There weren’t many
open-air parking lots left in this part of the world.)

Work was okay. He now spent the bulk of his days
mentoring a fellow who had moved into his old position,
down on the first floor. His one and only direct report. Not
a recipe for swift advancement, but then he’d been promised
more direct reports in the next quarter.
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On the day of THE BIG FIRE, SL tried to make sure
his man made it out of the building alive. That was what you
did and that was who you did it for: the man beside (or in
this case, directly beneath) you. Managers on the second floor
were able to break their windows and leap out onto the
street, some suffering broken ankles, but all surviving the
calamity. Most everyone on the first floor was trapped,
locked 1n by the failing security system. Those few who had
dared to venture up the stairwell would later find out that
their employment had been retroactively terminated, (@ la
SL’s old pal Nistopher). Owing to their brazen abrogation of
company policy, insurance would refuse to cover their
injuries.

SL’s man did not survive. He’d seen a handful of his
coworkers running up the stairs, and then, falling back on his
training, decided for himself not to deviate from company
policy. SL had already determined to let him pass, but, owing
to his sudden flare-up of integrity, his man never appeared.

SL’s hands had been tied. There was nothing he could
have done.

A year or so later, promoted again. SL now had his own
button on the lateralp elevator, which transported him
directly to his desk. (Okay, all right, everybody used the
same "smart" button, but when SL pushed itrﬁe was delivered
to his own desk. Progress?) It was a perquisite unique to his
new status as a third level.

The new building was further downtown, in the heart
of the city, and was very much taller than the firebombed
wreckage of his old office back in the two-story walk-up.
This place had history, gravitas, balls. A hundred years ago
it hadp been hoisted into the air, twisted on its base, and then
drilled back down into the earth nearly a block down the
street. And that was only forep{ay, foreshadowing
renovations that would ultimately climax in its certification
as the tallest building in Megatokyo, fully six times its
original height, eclipsing even the spiraling spire of the Shit
Emoji Tower across the street. In a city full of tall buildings
this place was very fucking tall, indeed.

[40]



Advertising on and around the building was minimalist,
smoothly textured, and mostly generated in-house, which
distinguished his company from its many neighboring com-
petitors, each of whose headquarters strained proudly, veined
with uncurated spam, great marbled sprouts stabbing futilely
into an indifferent gray sky.

SL’s new job was hard to pin down. He came in to
work. He logged in to his meetings. When it came his turn he
would read dutifully from his scorecard, valiantly straining
credulity, but he had no clear sense of his task. As a senior
executive he enjoyed the abuse of a bunk in the penthouse
dormitory, so even the ride to his desk every morning
seemed pointless, ostentatious. Why did he bother coming in
at all? His desk was too large and his chair was uncomfort-

able.

But, the very situatedness seemed to suit him, and at
last, clothed in his new circumstance, he made no drastic
attempt to improve his situation.

In his spare time he began to work, after a kind, on his
resume. Surrendering the contour of his immediate past.
Typin% and re-typing each fraudulent claim on an absurd
manual typewriter. Feeding each successive draft into his
Fersonal paper shredder. Something he’d picked up, long ago,
rom Nis. He captured one such performance in a picture
frame and set it up to cycle indefinitely, facing in toward
himself, on his desk. A purely puerile memory of a promis-
cuously physical exercise.

Occasionally he thought about West Berlin.
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i Meguro, Indiana. 2179.

One hundred and thirty years later SL was still sitting
there at the same desk. To be fair, it hadn’t really felt like a
century and change.

His building, on the other hand, had changed. Over the
past hundred years they’d grown and re-grown the whole
thing around him, twice. His penthouse dormitory was by
now no longer a penthouse, Ei\is view of the city almost
entirely obscured by the artfully ivied walls of nearby new
construction. His o%ice hadn’t moved an inch, but somehow
it had still sunk below the windowsill of the city. Deep in the
shadow of other buildings, he could no longer glimpse the
sunset. Stationary, he was moving on down.

Yes, this was precisely the career limiting move he had
feared, all those many decades ago. His rise at the company
had stalled out, cresting the building’s bloom, and had now
sagged, sliding all the way down the stem to its hilt.

The flower itself remained.
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It was in spite of these depressing realizations that SL
executed his military simulations. Violence having been
monopolized by the state, SL instead staged elaborate,
semi-covert manipulations of his coworkers, who were each
and every one of them reliably unaware that they were bein
thus manipulated. The data he collected was still good,
though, and SL struggled to hold it all in his head. (Logging
was still disabled by default.)

Up and down the building he maneuvered them, diago-
nally, sideways, in all manner of impossible directions. The
interface was experimental, the results still frustratingly
inconsistent, but what successes he did enjoy were encourag-
ing. He was confident now that in the event of an office fire
he would be able to get everyone out alive. This, too, was
arguably a sign of progress.

Well, management liked their little jokes, and SL was no
exception. It gave him a focus for his conscience in the
absence of eXp]glcit corporate policy. Whatever, he objected to
the very notion of growing buildings. Next they’d be saying
that buildings possessed certain inalienable rights, were livin
things, all on account of their technically being alive. An
that was the problem in a nutshell, wasn’t it? Why, at this
rate, anything could be said to be alive. As a representative of
the company he was contractually bound to o%ject. But the
company was growing the buildings. Logical stalemate.

It was all grist for his simulations.

Six hundred feet above Meridian St. SL sipped his tea
and waited to retire.

"In this economy?" Michael said. There was that phrase
again. SL scanned the executive lounge but there was no one
ere around. He bit his lip. Then he bit it again. Who was
steering this guy, anyway?

Michael was a fellow third level, responsible for the
neighboring orbit. Perhaps sixty years ear]fier SL had said
something stupid in front of him, and Michael had never for-
given him the indiscretion. This had coalesced over the
decades into a continuous ticker tape of condescension and
blatant insults that were at once beglddlin , and in point of
fact less than endearing. SL’s younger sel% had barely held

[43]



onto his monopoly over idiotic statements all these years,
overcoming stif[% competition from his own staff. Perhaps
Michael was jealous of that, too. These guys both knew inti-
mately the boat they were in.

"Money is perhaps the most beneficial technology yet
devised by man," SL observed, ready but less than anxious to
mount a defense of the obvious.

Michael looked at SL as if he were hopelessly unsophis-
ticated, fifteen years old, negotiating his first dalliance with a
shaving kit. That old famiﬁar facial expression, by now as
natural and easy as a spring blossom floating on the {;reeze.

The flower returns.

Over the decades it seemed that more and more of SL’s
friends were becoming managers. Shedding their contracts,
assuming the shiatsu comforts of the big chair, with only the
big boss above them, world without end. A terminal,
seFf—started dive-bomb towards... what? Some of them had
achieved a firmer grip on the controls than others. Why,
even Kurt had—

The dead dog lunged in the background.

Cin closed up his desk and pivoted to the task of getting
the fuck out of his office for the day. The place ha(f made
him miss home, which was really saying something. Pollen
made his nose hurt. Green particles dislodged from their ejec-
tors at the intersections of network ley lines, ensuring every-
one in the office was miserable. Dropped connections

abounded.

The walk home always took forever, but at least there
was kebab. Cin liked kebab, but he didn’t like to walk. This
trade-off was one of the compromises he’d allowed himself
in the furtherance of his career.

Breakcore! Cin’s apt greeted him with his current
favorite track, cranked to full volume. He didn’t bother to
turn it down. Already climbing into his memory chair, he’d
hack out fixes and features until it was time to return to the
office. Fuck sleep, and fuck his non-compete. Prost!
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In the morning, Cin closed up his apt and walked back
to the office, stopping not once, but twice to load up on addi-
tional kebab. Cube fuel.

"No way you’re bringing that in here," scolded his man-
ager, frowning and gesturing at the kebab. Also blocking the
doorway. Cin fished out his override and shut the manager
down, watched as he tumbled to the carpet, then ankled his
way around the crumpled crap-ass and climbed into his cube.

Started getting things done.
The dead dog sniffed the flower’s corpse and climbed

through its pages.
He was no longer afraid.
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i Alj’s first day at the company was uneventful by any
newb’s measure. She had begun to wonder if she’d made the
right decision, accepting this job. Massive Fictions was a pub-
lisher of lies—that is, stories, magazines, and books (inclu-
sive) blatantly incompatible with material reality as she
understood it. Ridiculous, some might say trumped -up non-
sense, sandwiched between salacious covers, pawned off on
an unsuspecting public at reasonable, irresistiEle prices. Bar-

gain basement bullshit. Harmful, Q.E.D.

Ajj sat at her lunch table and surveilled the assembled
staff, evaluating each at a glance according to the usual crite-
ria: signs of good breeding, physical attractiveness, and most
importantly, general suiteﬁ)iﬁty for the work at hand. Most
of them appeared to be left-handed. Why?

The cafeteria was filling up from the lunch rush. She’d
chosen the moment deliberately—maximum engagement,
forced face-to-face fuckery—she was daring herself to get on
with the process of fitting in.

Time to meet her colleagues.
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The RFP called for an operating system small enough to
be understood by its implementers, ogscure enough to pass
undetected beneath the noses of management. Cin f])-uad
already proven the concept by working for months on the
unautzorized software at his day job, stealthily ignoring
those company policies with which he personally disagreed.

Monitoring the situation remotely, SL formed the fin-
gers of his data gloves into a metaphorical tent, triggering a
near-instantaneous response from his visor’s operating sys-
tem. It startled him, but he went along with it.

His plan had worked.
Cin didn’t even work for his company.

Levels of classification above SL’s necessarily limited
awareness, disparate government officials were also making
hand tents, some of them literal rather than figurative. Peer-
ing down through the aether from their rarefied heights,
Cin’s progress was evaluated by responsible parties, parties
responsible for allowing or denying the project to continue.
Hand-in-glove all the way down, the system was working,

rovided local project managers at each successive level didn’t
Fose the plot.

For his part, Cin didn’t seem to care who thought they
were in charge. The work was getting done.

And just who had paid for all these flowers? The basic
technology had been in the public domain for more than a
century, but, still, the materials and labor cost money, so,
specific implementations were usually kept proprietary. One
(fi)dn’t simply grow a public housing project out of the
green-ness of their heart. There had to have been some
expectation of profit in order for the effort to be budgeted
and placed on the schedule in the first place. But that implied
competence, or at least awareness, which everyone knew was
in short supply...

SL wasn’t particularly invested in such questions, but
interrogating the angles did occupy his otherwise restless
glandular system during the lateral journey back to his apt.
He knew for certain that the money hadn’t come from him,
and that seemed to imply...
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...and he was home.

There were messages. SL didn’t bother to turn on his
music. This was more work than he’d had dumped on him in
years. A flash of renewed awareness, encoded memories of
green quickly and efficiently suppressed, a reckoning forever
deferred. It suggested that somebody upstairs was probably
having a laugh. SL stabbed himself with his pen, superficially
wounding his immediate supervisor. See? Ee seemed to be
saying. Of course, there was no response.

Dawn in the fields. Sensors collected data. SL was on
hand in only an unofficial capacity, examining the anxiously
bucking rows of young office buildings as they strained coun-
terfactually toward the artificial light. So mucﬁ potential.

SL liked to spend his mornings here, wandering the
unadvertised areas. %hat is, when he could get away from the
office. The new work had been pressing fiercely for months,
commanding steadily more of his otherwise free time. These
days, simply making it over to the nurseries was rare. When
he did make the trip he was seldom disappointed. The little
fellows sure were trying hard, and they dlcf it all without cal-
endars or reminders.

SL headed back to his office as the morning mist
abruptly transitioned to bright sunlight.

Ajj put on a brave face but she was dying inside. No one
had acknowledged her attempts to integrate. No one was
meeting her halfway. It was almost as if her peculiar qualities
had gone unobserved, which, while admitteé)ly unlikely, still
galled her to no end.

She didn’t even fit the profile.

One of SL’s new duties was the care and feeding of such
raw, unfiltered talent; to wit: promising new recruits just
such as Aij. Part of his daily routine (after visiting the "new
construction” farms) was to scan the daily manifests for new
arrivals. He spied that one of his coworkers had already
underlined Ajyj’s entry in red. When SL flashed on this he
swiped away all the other entries and cleared his schedule for
the rest of tKe day.
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This one was already half-done.

Next morning, a priority directive from above admon-

ished:

You are to complete the work assigned to you each day. Do not cherry-pick
from the worklist.

SL was duly chastened, but there was no real penalty for
getting work done. (He hoped.)

He kept going.
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it There had to be at least two projects. Maybe more.
SL figured he couldn’t be the only one in charge. Probably
he wasn’t the only one multitasking, either. He thought that
he might get away with some overlap in personnel if only he
selected for competence, and managed the contractual lan-
guage deftly, but he was careful not to sashay too far down
that road—compartmentalization was next to godliness, and,
counting himself, there would already be one person aware

of what he was up to.

"I'm from the projects," he would whisper under his
breath whenever he wasn’t reciting other dialogue.

"'m from the projects," Aij recited hesitantly but
firmly into her shoulder mic. She heard a heavy mechanical
click and then the door to her lab slowly swung inward, its
substantial weight grinding dumbly against the concrete
floor. Ajj strode across the threshold and was immediately
detained by a representative of the lab’s security staff, who,
ever eager to apply contractually precise measures of force,
stepped hard on Ajj’s Birkenstocks, causing her to stumble
several paces backwards on her now sandal-less,
black-stockinged feet.
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"You’re not on my list," noted the rep.

"Hey, asshole,” Ajj said boldly, stomping back into her
sandals. "I’'m just coming back from lunch. You waved me
out of here yourself an hour ago."

"Ma’am, you’re not on my list."

The rep’s hand hovered mere centimeters above his hol-
ster. The confrontation had escalated quickly.

Ajj decided it wasn’t worth the paperwork. She
retreated into the big chamber outside her lab and put in
another ticket for her manager, who would be unhappy to
hear from her again, so soon after her last plea for unneces-
sary help.

But it was her lab.

Was.

Ajj had been promoted. Upcycled. Which of course
meant no more access to her old materials. A neat solution to
the dominant paradigm of the Peter Principle—cut off from
her old sphere of inf%uence, she could no longer tamper with
the resources safely locked inside of it.

Ajj quickly surmised that her new assignment was con-
gruent to what she’d been working on before. Or maybe it
was symmetrical—she was bad with visual metaphors. Stipu-
late that the two projects were related. Aij realized with a
familiar sinking feeling that much of her etfort had alread
been duplicated, here, by other fledging savants, eacﬁ
singular adept toiling alone, happily churning out
innovations in blessed 1solation from, and in total ignorance
of, the rest of the company. She wondered if any of them had
ever suspected there might be a higher power coordinating
the whofe abysmal procession.

But these were programmers.

Probably, she realized, nobody cared.

In this way, Operating Location Detachment 9 stood
itself up with a minimum of fuss. Even if some of the con-
tributors wondered about the underlying scheme, nobody
said a word. SL was at first incredulous, but as the years
scrolled endlessly by, everything continued to just work.
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Mostly as intended. Best practices advised that one shied

away from interrogating one’s effortless successes too closely.

Maybe the bigger Elcture really was an irrelevance in the
t

greater scheme of things. Maybe his guys really were doing
all right.

It certainly looked good on paper.
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it The RIVET RIVET program at OL-DET 9 yielded
serious results. Several fresh frog memes were acquired and
modified by the staff to accommodate a variety of specific
mission requirements. Deployment would be contingent
upon the needs of the mission planners, who were in con-
stant contact with program managers at the operating loca-

tion. Meme techs were insulated from the bureaucracy by SL.

The techs had gone so far as to incorporate a photo of
SL’s face into several of their newest memes, and had pro-
ceeded to paint, stamp, sculpt, scratch, and otherwise post the
SL frog far and wide, until his frog-ified face had Ii)ecome
synonymous in some circles with the program’s official prod-
uct.

As OL-DET 9’s reputation spread throughout the Uni-
gov, department heads, second lines (and above), roéect man-
agers, sales reps, and marketing evangelists all began to
request their own tasking of SL’s obscure new capability.
The small bespoke shop was soon inundated with
non-essential work, leading to an epidemic of fatigue and
burnout amongst his men. SL relieved the pressure by chang-
ing the shop’s name and moving everyone up to a different
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floor within the company’s sprawling vertical complex.
At long last, upward mobility.

And so, the Emotional Intelligence Support Activit
(EISA) arrived on the 17th floor ofg the 240 Building wit
morale intact. The place seemed to have been deserted at
some point during the past century (a distinct possibility,
iven the moveabi%ity of executive feasts during each of the
uilding’s frequent growth spurts). Abandoned amidst the
deep pile carpeting and dark wood paneling loitered a passel
of similarly anachronistic classic advertising, pitching iconic
products such as epidural antidepressants and holding com-
pany background checks. Spam 1t all, SL and his boys had

arrived.

The lateral elevator dinged as a stream of newly hired
bit players filed contiguously off the EISA bus.

SL waved them all through.

Depot maintenance for his office chair. In the absence of
shiatsu massage, SL wandered the open floor plan of his
production facility as programmers, bug testers, design
consultants, and other registered autists prairie-dogged his
progress through the restricted zone. Nobody Wanteg him to
see what they were (not really) up to. It figured, SL figured.
He wasn’t so far gone that he couldn’t recal% his own musings
upon the fact that micromanagement was as antimatter to
progress. He tried to observe as unobtrusively as possible.

"Observer effect," observed one of his men, suddenly
and quite startlingly standing right beside him.

SL swiveled his eyes toward the executive lounge with-
out responding to the jibe. His visor had been turned off, he
had wanted to say, but this time he decided to keep his
mouth shut as he retreated into the illusion of corporate
infallibility.

Let them make of it what they will.

RIVET RIVET: FLASHBACK: ORIGINS was a
sub-group within the program, tasked with documenting its
parent’s progress. The result of their work was circulated via
the program’s internal mail system. Field agents paid cover
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price, while managers filed multiple copies for free (one to
read, one to later sell, and one to be slabbed for posterity).
Their product was often controversial: history was not just a
matter of writing things down, but a process of teasing out
nuance from the collective activity of nearly a hundred
uncommunicative specialists. Tension between their lived
reality and the written word was palpable. Besides that, the
office was stuffy, and these people had all been hired under
relaxed grooming standards.

After much internal debate, SL assigned himself the task
of compositing the program’s official historical narrative.

Working title: RIVET RIVET: HISTORY IS WRIT-
TEN BY THE MANAGERS.
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it Of course, when they finally came to take him away,
he found himself acutely unprepared. Half awake, so he
wasn’t quite sure if this was all a part of the usual nightmare
of sleeping, or if it was something for which he needed to be
awake. Big hands scooped him out of his bed, dressed him in
clothing appropriate f[c))r the weather, roughly slicked down
his hair with a comb, and finally, blindfolded him. This last
step seemed superfluous—he wasn’t wearing a visor, and
casual investigation would have revealed his eyesight had
already deteriorated to the point where his eye witness testi-
mony would be useless.

The lateral elevator was dark, but at least it was moving.
Someone evidently possessed a copy of the master key.
Either that, or Building Services was 1n on the kidnapping.

Someone turned on the radio, which made matters
worse. Evidently one of his captors agreed because the
cacophony was swiftly replaced by a Unigov podcast, which
they all unhappily endured for the full (it turned out) thirty
minute journey to the top floor of the 240 Building. Criss-
crossing crosswise, the lateral elevator seeming to stutter
along at a slow crawl. SL would have preferred the finger-
snaps and popping sounds of modern country music.
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It turned out he’d been promoted again.

SL’s new office comprised the entire 300th floor of the
240 Building. Wall-to-wall pink plastic floor, the only furni-
ture in the room was the unlikely, also-pink blob of a Luigi
Colani desk. Pale blue floor-to-ceiling windows dimmed as
SL stood up to survey his new kingdom.

There was something familiar about this stolid pink
interior. For some reason the oblique angles of the windows
suggested he was standing aboard a spacecraft.

So, where was the steering wheel? All this way and
nothing to drive.

Status re(i)orts were coming in from all over the build-
ing. A quick decision was needed. Questions that must needs
be answered. SL reluctantly assumed the posture of com-

mand as the building shuddered and lifted off of its founda-
tion, burrowing mantully into the cool night sky.

SL: "On screen."

The crew’s demands were immediate. One could say
obvious. They’d pooled their resources for one last universal

work stoppage. A collective action tactfully reserved until
the building had left the ground.

Of course.
They wanted to know about West Berlin.
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the green_children






Inter faeces et urinam nascimunr.

— St. Augustine of Hippo, as quoted by Simone de
Beauvior in The Second Sex

it New York, 1963.

Wake up.
Was that the dog?

What had he been dreaming about? Tried to fall back
asleep, and, after a while, it more or less worked. Fifteen
minutes went by. This time it was definitely the dog. Rolled
over and buried his head under his pillow.

And now it was going to be his back keeping him
awake.

Gave up, looked at the clock. Thirty minutes to go
time.

Okay.

Decision point: piss, and wake up his brother, or hold it

inside until the urine poisoned his bloodstream. Today he
decided to stay put.
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Who was he kidding?
Tapped his visor.

Okay, messages. Mail server locked up again. Web con-
sole and reboot the VM. Wait for it to come back up.

And now, messages from his dog.
Pale sunlight on drab sheets.

A voice from his second ]Ehone. Annoying, but better
to know what was in store for him, later in the day.

Stumbled into the kitchen, somehow.

Wadded up dog mats. Windexed, Lysoled, installed
fresh mats. Took the dogs outside. Let them back in. Fed
them. He had nineteen dogs. Just kidding, there was only
one dog, who moved very slowly. Let him back outside
again or else he’d whine all the way through breakfast.

Put on a record.

He had forgotten to light the incense. Fine, the kitchen
smelled like dog piss. The whole flat smelled like dog piss.

Outside, the same old tornado approached.

He liked to imagine what it would have been like to
have a brother. Having to be careful what he said about
Mom and Dad. Having to pretend to care about what some-
one else thought. They’d sﬁare his double bed because there
wasn’t any extra room in the flat. He was already lucky to
enjoy his own space; he knew there was simply no way that

would obtain if his parents had been saddled with multiple
children.

He was also lucky to live in a flat with ground floor
access. All the way up near the top of the silo. Most families
still weren’t allowed outdoors.

His hypothetical brother could come and go as he
pleased. All access. Tommy liked the way his brother was
able to grow his hair long, was allowed to pick out his own
clothes, not like the buzz cut and parka Tommy was forced
to model after their father.

They were twins, of course, but his brother was a few
years older, which never struck Tommy as a contradiction
until many years later.
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It made all the difference in the world.

The dog didn’t seem to mind the smell.

The animal had belonged to his father. It was dead,
now, but still it pissed wherever it liked, and Tommy was
left to clean up the mess. Memories.

~ Presently, Tommy found himself facing another morn-
ing.

From time to time Tommy wondered where all the the
trash bags went when he was through with them. He would
drag them down to the pallet at the end of the hallway, over
by the freight elevator, but then what? Who came af(f)ng to
collect them? He’d never been able to catch them in the act,
but obviously, some anonymous hero had been removing the
trash on a regular basis. It never got a chance to pile up.

Tommy surrendered immediately to his ignorance,
resigned to never finding out.

His brother would probably have known.

Bear (the paper Bear) could only watch in mounting
frustration as these green children went about their lives,
wholly oblivious to iis resence, ignorant of his efforts to
change and mold them. The one with the long hair should
really have known better, but that one seemed content for
now to play the older brother. Before long Bear would have
to talk to them face to face.

This brought up an interesting point. How much
longer should Bear let them continue to live in ignorance?
He could feel himself folding. Each of the boys evinced a
peculiar insularity, constitutionally (or otherwise) averse to
simple curiosity. Bear had anticipated they might draw
inspiration from a personal, perhaps idiosyncratic view of the
world, but confoundingly, this seemed to be wishful
thinking on his part. Bear discovered instead that each bo
lacked a discreet point of view at all. Nothing was insid>elz
either of them that he hadn’t planted there himself. Dead
tlowers, etc.
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What a way to live.

In the end it scarcely mattered. Tommy and Peter did
what children have done since the dawn of creation.

They ignored him.
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i They were like ants.

Tommy tried and tried again to communicate but it was
like talking to ants. He’d alter the pitch, and even the con-
tent of his words, but these other humans would simply
carry on with whatever below-the-noise-floor nonsense
they’d previously been occupied. In and out of their flats, up
and down their hallways, even their most fevered activity
seemed divorced from any obvious stratagem or design.
From all appearances, his kinfolk comprised a group of
semi-autonomous (semi—- because he was privy to the fact
they were all acting under orders from up the chain) drones
whose personal points of view lacked both perspicacity and
demonstrable taste.

He went outside.

His brother had already located the cache of local cash
hidden just beyond sensor range of the silo. Peter peeled off
a ridiculous wad of the green paper and handed it over to
Tommy, who tucked it into his shirt pocket without altering
his facial expression.

Pausing for effect, he finally smiled.
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"Let’s go get laid."

Bear ripped open an old fallen (paper) tree log and
jammed his tongue into the waiting socket, sucking out a spi-
raling stream of black ants. He was ravenous, and this, it
seemed, was what he had been reduced to.

In any previous era he would have enjoyed the surfeit of
exposed profiles. But no, not here, not in this so-called real
world, this present, hopelessly interconnected, and
depressingly degraded age. Bear sensed instinctively that it
would be useless to complain. (And to whom would he
complain, anyway?)

He finished up with the ants and wiped his chin. It was
time to get back to what really mattered,%oth to himself and
to his employer.

Holding their attention.

"Do you ever get that thing where your visor stops
working in only one eye?" Tommy asked Peter, forgetting
momentarily about Peter’s disability, papered over %y his
ever-present eyepatch.

"Oh, sorry," he corrected.

Peter remained stoically silent, was was his usual habit.
Tommy was never quite sure where he stood with his
brother, but the fact that Peter stuck around, at all, probably
counted for something. Sometimes, his life was ambiguous
in just this way.

"Actually, yes," Peter admitted. "The eyepatch some-
times stops working. I lose infrared."

Ah!

Tommy didn’t understand what it was about Peter.
Kids their own age seemed to love him. His brother cut an
odd figure, to be sure, what with his brown slacks and
waistcoat, his long hair and the proverbial pirate’s eyepatch.
His flat personality certainly wasn’t doing him any fgvors,
either. But the other children couldn’t seem to get enough of
him. Peter had but to enter a room and straight away he
found himself swathed in admirers, like a wet finger dipped
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into a fat bowl of sugar.
Ants, you see.
Tommy had found his theme.

"l mean," Tommy complained, "What do they even
want us to do, when half the time our equipment is out of
service? These assignments are all predicated upon the
notion that everything we’re issued is aIgvays in perfect work-
ing order, performing at shill -review -level optimums.
There’s no realpolitik behind our orders, only bullsEit."

"And how long have you felt this way?" Peter asked
blandly, sympathetic but non-committal. His eyebrows
scarcegf moved as he spoke, yet his eyes seemed somehow
kind. Inviting?

"All my damn life."

It was true. Tommy couldn’t remember ever having
been satisfied with anything, least of all the nonsensical direc-
tives issued by adults, most of whom he accurately assessed as
being only semi-literate, semi-awake at any given time.

"It’s like they want us to fail. Or something."

"Hm," Peter allowed, cast adrift upon his own rich inte-
rior, fording a hip-deep cessEool of (Tommy imagined) sour
recriminations and bitter fucking complaints.

Bear understood that these children would never be
happy. What was more, he agreed with them. In his world
there was precious little to be happy about. He had traveled
this same well-trod path all his ﬁfe. There was no way
home, no way out, no way to tamp down his feelings, no
way to ever be sure. He paused, soaking in his own reminis-
cences.

Bear was hungry again.

He pressed at the thin membrane separating his world
from that of his snacks and recoiled sharply, pulling back
only a blackened, cauterized stump. The paper burnt.

It would take time to grow a new arm.

The result of interfering was alwa?fs the same, but he
kept on trying, anyway. A natural slow learner.
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Bear rummaged around for something else to eat.

"I’'m hungry," Tommy said.
And it was true.
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i Peter considered life a waste of good resources. That
is to say, all life. He didn’t much care for these so-called

leasures of the flesh, the same ones that so enticed his twin
Erother. Well, he just didn’t care about pleasure. Such
thoughts passed through his mind dispassionately as he

awaited the call to action.

His brother was, shall we say, not cut from the same
cloth. Peter marveled at Tommy’s inexhaustible capacity for
spinning out, blowing a gasket, tripping over his own Ree-
boks in the neverending quest for sensation. Clichés seemed
appropriate for this troubled and troublesome fellow who
was not, himself, appropriate. Hey, if the shoe fits...

For one thing, there was his body: Tommy had one.
Arms and legs too skinny, his belly pooched out. Instead of
an eyepatch, his entire E;ce was wrapped in a wide plastic
strip that apparently enhanced his percept instrument,
though Peterﬁ)‘nad never ascertained the precise mechanism, or
witnessed any direct evidence of its effectiveness. If Peter had
thought Tommy was smug before, the plastic strip removed
all doubt. This, too, was common amongst the children of
their generation.
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But Tommy wasn’t all bad. His buffoonery sparked
joy. Whenever Peter felt like giving up, there was Tommy
saying something stupid, there was Tommy with an interest-
ing new book, there was Tommy hatching a lucrative scheme
involving other people’s money, or what have you.

There was Peter, falling in love with his captor. His
sidekick. His twin brother.

| He wondered what Tommy thought about when he was
alone.

Or so Tommy liked to assume Peter would have
thought.

Who, in point of fact, knew what went on in that silly
pirate’s head? His brother certainly was an odd piece of
work. What had been the inspiration behind him? What
had Tommy been thinking about when he created him? No
matter, he decided, Peter got the job done.

Tommy removed his penis from Peter’s methodically
working mouth and zipped up his black leather jeans. Wiped
his hangs off on his shirt. "Get out of here, man," was all he
could say, dismissing his sibling back to whatever hole it was
he always seemed to crawl into, off, elsewhere in the silo,
whenever he wasn’t needed. "Too much teeth."

Peter fucked off to his hole.

Head thus cleared, Tommy resumed a more businesslike
stream of consciousness. Re-attached drivetrain to wheels
without downshifting, slipped the helmet of his mind back
into place over his vulnerable cranium as the mechanism
peele(ﬁ) out, burned rubber, etc. He leaned forward in his seat
and waited for the road to appear before him.

His visor went to work.

Working...

Headlights punched twin pinholes in the darkness.
Tommy could see the road in front of him as a more or less
focuse(r corridor of scrolling, generative nonsense. Like
third-party ads, receding. His visor made it, made him. Per-
fect apprehension of the details no one else would notice even
in broad daylight, even while standing perfectly still. He
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reckoned it was no wonder he got tired so quickly.
Tommy shifted gears.

Scanning for marks. A girl he knew down the silo had
allowed him to go through her purse, just like it was noth-
ing. He pocketed whatever looked interesting, and she never
so much as complained. Peter had just stared on. Focused.
Tommy wondered what else he could get away with.

At lunch, the other kids were starting to avoid him. Or
was he avoiding them? Peter would probably say, the glass is
half full of whatever you wanted, and half full of whatever

it really is.  Whatever that was supposed to mean.

One, two, three, four, nobody in the cafeteria was carry-
ing. Tommy switched back to ambient and performed a
mundane visible spectrum scan of the open floor plan mess
hall. Pretty soon now it would be time for class.

Working...

Bear would sit and listen to them eat. For hours and
hours he’d track their conversations, the stupid things they
thought about and allowed to escape through parted (paper)
teeth. The stupidity was a reliable indicator he’d tuned into
the right channel.

They were like ants.
Hm.

Bear’s coffee shop was open for business. Appropriately
dubbed "The Filling Station," for within its confines liba-
tions were dispensed from thick rubber hoses by attendants
clothed in striped coveralls and angular wool caps. The
booths were intended to resemble old style "bench" car seats,
each customer dutifully strapped across the waist by a
webbed belt fastened to an arc}ilaic looking, metallic locking
mechanism. Peter accommodated a mouthful of steamin
coffee from an attendant’s petrol hose as Tommy continue
with his tirade, already in progress.

"The problem is, nobody here understands lying. "
He paused so the attendant could squeegee his visor.
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"You and I, we lie all the time. And this is good. But,
so many of our contemporaries get hung up on the supposed
truth or untruth of a given utterance, I fear that they are in
danger of sacrificing the five human senses—literally, the vis-
ceral experience of the surveillance—in favor of some wildly
overestimated, farsical understanding of the signifier’s spe-
cific, factual flaws and deficiencies."

Peter nodded, uncritically.

"What I’'m advocating instead is a return to the deploy-
ment of knowing artifice in human relations. Traditional,
face-to-face bullshitting, both parties partaking voluntarily
in the error. Tear away the modern skein o% earnestness!

Arch your fucking eyebrow! Smash the policy of truth!

The Filling Station sounded a loud ding as a new
customer entered from the street.

"I know exactly what you mean," Peter said.

But it was not enough. Mere agreement could never be
enough. Peter could only nod, knowing not the details, but
the gist of what was coming.

"Say what you will," said Tommy, once again shifting
gears, "But I think it was stupid for Wi?iiam to just come out
and admit to his mother that we went to see the Doctor. She
had no way of knowing. She could never have guessed."

Peter knew he was right.

"He could have lied,"” Tommg said, boarding the train
of thought even as it abruptly braked in conspiratorial,
knowing silence.

"Anyway, our insurance will cover it," said Tommy.

. "I hope," he added, and downed another gulp of his cof-
ee.

Bear liked running the coffee shop. He had regular
(paper) customers. The petrol station gimmick was clever,
but that wasn’t what kept them showing up, day, after day,
after day. Bear’s customers craved certainty, and to a lesser
extent, his excellent coffee. The costuming they could take
or leave.
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Penguin sidled up to Bear’s cash register, receipt in
hand.

"Say, Bear, it seems I’ve been charged for three mugs of
chocolate, when in reality I've only been given one."

Bear studied the receipt, and then looked slowly up at
Mr. Penguin, his snout forming the tip of a blunt spear
which he aimed directly at his customer, ﬁ)ﬂis eyes drawing so
narrow that Penguin assumed he had fallen asleep.

"Yoo hoo, Bearrrrrr..." Penguin said.

"We’ll call it even," Bear finally said, stuffing the receipt
into his cash register. Penguin didn’t complain. Bear’s best
customers never complained.

"I’ll have another mug of chocolate," Penguin ventured,
and climbed back onto his bar stool at the far end of the
counter.

Bear wiped the sweat from his forehead with a shop
towel he kept tucked into the back pocket of his coveralls.

The entrance dinged again as another customer made
their way into the shop from the street.
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i Gazing into Tommy’s eyes one’s point of view was
mediated by the plastic strip of his visor, aﬁernately blinking
out a personalized series of targeted, third-party ads. If he
caught you staring he might flas%w over to a mirrored surface,
a reterence to the well - wormnime trope, and also an abrupt
rendezvous with that which the onlooker most feared—the
complete absence of third-party affirmation of their exis-

tence.

Building on this agreement in principle with the viewer,
Tommy mi %\t next offer up a cup of tea. He was off his cof-
fee, this Wee%{, and as a guest you drank what he drank—That
s, if you wanted him to talk business.

Tommy’s business was the traffic of information and
goods from beyond the silo. Ostensibly. In reality, there
simply was nothing beyond the silo. The information he
ﬁla e up; the goods he stole from obscure families on lower

oors.

Kids in the silo could not get enough of his warez (pro-
nounced wah -rez by Tommy, in a typically stubborn rejec-
tion of reality), even though in some cases the merchandise
had been stolen from their own homes.
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Business was business.

From out of nowhere the Blanks appeared. As if by lit-
erary prearrangement, their disgust with the situation was
transparent. Each individual’s unique exegesis of this new
fresh hell was eloquently expressed via the printed matter and
flare carried upon their person. The zines were generative
works curated by personal algorithms, whilst their buttons
were mostly handwritten text slogans denoting specific politi-
cal affiliation. In both cases they %iept the material strictly to
themselves, so long as any witnesses agreed to overlook the
egregious display. Your right to focus your percept ended at
t]%e edge of their perimeter field.

Tommy nodded to the Blank in front, whom he
assumed to ge their leader. Just as he was about to speak, the
real Boss Blank suddenly burst onto the scene, elbowing
through the crowd to reveal themselves, resplendent in...
well, nothing. Traditional Blank attire. They were clearly
pissed, in both senses of the word. Angry and cﬁunk.

"Let me be perfectly frank," said Frank Blank. "I don’t
like the wa}y this is shaping up. Something essential seems to
be missing tfrom the cutout."

Like your clothes, thought Tommy.

Frank Blank stepped back into their cutout, attempting
to seal themselves flush with its flat surface. The cutout,
which up until that moment had been supported by their
neighbors on either side, toppled backwards and crashed to
the floor with a disturbing cEtter. Frank glared at them both
in turn.

"Now see what you’ve made me do. I’ve gone and tele-
graphed a facial expression." This was a major Blank no-no.

Titters from the Blanks, who were by now all breaking
facial discipline. Hey, if the Boss was doing it...

Tommy’s visor flashed solid white in the magnificently
ambiguous, historically relevant gesture described by the
author in the last chapter. Onomatopoeia. "You guys are a
riot. Love to see all those smiling faces."

It had not been intended as an insult, but a hardened
expression now descended over Frank’s face like a theater
curtain, removing all doubt that Tommy had traipsed,
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oblivious, across some invisible line. Apparently discernible
only to the Blanks. And just how did they see all this stuff
with invisible eyes?

What was he supposed to say?

Frank frowned, resigned to their new reality.

Pause one beat.
"We have the cash. Did you bring the stuff?"

Peter couldn’t see them, anyway. It was a rare moment
when Tommy didn’t seem to need him. He took the oppor-
tunity to switch off.

If the Blanks had noticed his suddenly but slowly

slumping form, nobody said a word. In any case, they were
being awtully polite.

Bear followed the (paper) news reﬁorts with interest.
He considered the Blanks null nutrition, but they were in his

(paper) way.

"That’s okay, we’re not hungry," Tommy said, as Peter
jolted suddenly back to life.

Frank Blank pocketed the unbranded snack. They
guessed these guys didn’t go in for their no-name shit.

"If we’re all finished up here, I have several comic books
to read," Tommy quipped, and snapping shut his Zero Hal-
liburton. "Let’s go, Pete."

Peter’s head swiveled from Blank to Blank like a crack-
head parrot. "Who the fuck were you talking to? Where did
all that money come from? And so forth."

"Don’t worry about it," Tommy said, patting his imagi-
nary friend on the head.

Meanwhile:

Dissent!

Trouble was brewing within the ranks of the Blanks.
Certain points of ethics, terminology, and even simple eti-
quette had presently fallen into dispute amongst the assem-
bled punters. A radical wing of the Blank subculture had
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asserted that, so long as they were all going to present facial
expressions, well, members might just as well start to allow
for variations in grooming, accessorization, and other aspects
of the outfit’s trade dress. Did anyone here care to advance a
counterargument? If not, let’s make some money!

Presently, an opposition group voiced its concerns.

And so the battle was joined by essentially every mem-
ber of the away team who glad dispatched to the rendezvous
point in order to conduct the silo transaction with Tommy
and Peter. Reader, it delayed their transit home.

In the days and weeks that followed, once the offending
individualists had all found their separate routes back home
to Blank House, the infection inevitably spread throughout
the local population. Immediately, individuals began to assert
themselves, their individual points of view. Just as immedi-
ately, a volunteer squad of self-identifying conservatives
self-organized into a reactionary police {orce, equipping
themse%ves with rudimentary weaponry culled from private
reserves (Blank House having E-eretofore adhered to a
stoical—and economical—policy of strictly theoretical—that
is to say, non-violent—opposition to the tradition of coer-
cion practiced in the mundane world) and proceeded to, well,
police the local environs for perceived infractions against the
still not fully articulated, prior norms of public conduct.

Militant? Certainly! And yet, their reasoning was not
entirely clear.

The schism roiled for months. One of the New Police
finally screwed up their courage and slashed a thin blue line
across their own forehead, a bright incision in shocking blue
paint. A symbol, or so they saig, of the radicals’ break with
what had previously been agreed upon in their subculture to
be common sense. And, by the way, the New Police’s com-
mitment to restoring traditional values. The line slowly
spread to cover their entire face. [Sweat, I guess. — SL/

Nobody understood at first. Why had they chosen to
mark their own face in rebellion against the individualists?
Why had they chosen blue? (Perhaps it was the old jar of
blue paint someone kept leaving on the floor near their
cutout—it had always driven them nuts.)
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Color would prove to open a new frontier upon the
Blank page, cementing a finaF aesthetic they would never
quite manage to shake off, in spite of many latter day changes
to doctrine. Their classical identity now solidified through
the predictable appearance of an exception to the rule. Twas
ever thus.

In these uncertain times, the New Police’s new obses-
sion with blue bodypaint would be certain to attract atten-
tion.

What a world, what a world, said the Wicked Witch of
the West.
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i "Do you think this is blasphemous?” Tommy asked,

more than a little sheepishly.

"More like diaphanouns,” Peter remarked, dutifully lay-
ing it on thick. But his disinterest was apparent. He could
hardly be impressed by this, Tommy’s latest effort in pink
taffeta. The perky dress abruptly drooped. Tommy let it
drop all the way to the floor, untinished. Of course he was
disappointed. "You never like any of my pieces, anymore.
And what about the color?"

"I like whatever is good," Peter sighed. Not this again.

"Just never me,” Tommy jibed, trying now to make the
best of a steadily deteriorating situation by groping after
Peter’s brown pirate pants. He gave them a tug.

"Stop that," Peter scolded. "You’re behaving like a
child."

The new pieces were just not coming out how Tommy
had envisioned them. He could admit, now, that he simpl
didn’t possess the manual dexterity, all right, the sewing skil?l,
to fully actualize his vision for the Fall collection. He would
have to rely upon Peter for help. Peter could do anything.
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Problem was, Peter didn’t want to help. Considered
Tommy’s dallying (he called it dallying) with fashion to be a
distraction from their obvious true calling: ripping off the
neighbors, making scratch, following the money wherever it
might lead. You know, like Mom and nature intended? This
part may have been sarcastic.

Yeah, but Tommy cared about more in life than just
making money. He wanted the neighbors to want him, too.
And for the right reasons.

Silly? You bet!
But Peter said okay.

For what it was worth, Bear liked Tommy’s latest
(paper) dress. Picked it up off the floor after the boys had
gone out to do whatever it was they did up top the silo.
Holding it up in front of himself he felt pretty, perhaps for
the first time in his very long life.

The boys would pay for that. In paper.

Still, Bear was curious as to where it all might lead. If
only Tommy would keep at it, developing his talent, who
knew how far he might go?

Who, indeed?

It was a }])uzzle Bear would worry at, pawing over it like
some negligible smaller animal, right up until the moment he
realized it was too late for him to withdraw.

Bear studied the dress.

Peter peered throu%l his hands, enclosing a triangular
frame around the gmk fabric of Tommy’s latest creation, giv-
ing it all the consideration it deserved.

"It’s just. This material is preposterous,” he finally said.

"Your mom," Tommy remarked, and laughed. It would
be hard for Peter to argue, since his mother was essentially a
giant ka triangle careering around in space. A spaceship.

Who looked like this dress.

"Let’s leave that bitch out of this," Peter laughed.
Tommy laughed too, perhaps too quickly, but Peter let it
slide. If he himself had been proven not to exist, well, then,
he could hardly raise a flag over some minor point of
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procedure concerning his equally non-existent mother. Fair
was fair, and all that shit.

The hard facts remained.
Peter didn’t understand Tommy’s art.
Tommy was sometimes sorry he had created Peter.

Tommy put on the pink dress and climbed back into
the freight e?levator.

"You coming?" he asked Peter, suggestively.
"Not yet I'm not," Peter deadpanned his reply.
Brisk.

Dad lit_his ritual tobacco and invoked Mars deep into
his lungs. Getting born had undoubtedly been a mustake,
but, here he was. Cheers to his parents.

Smooth flavor, he guessed. He hadn’t been able to dis-
cern any difference between his usual brand and this new
stuff his boy had brought back from somewhere, up top the
silo. He had to smile. The boy seemed to know his business.

Breaking the news that he didn’t have what it took to
compete in the cutthroat world of military fashion would be
a different story. His son was sensitive, and rejection was
always unpleasant. But he did like those pink taffeta num-
bers the boy had been cranking out lately. He’d mention it
to the Coordinator...

He hated this. The merciless honesty. Everything he
had hated about his own father, who rarely spoke to him but
who had always offered his honest opinion of whatever non-
sense his son was up to, this time.

What was he supposed to say?

God damn it, Dad.
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And rookies ain’t the only ones that drop
— Threat, Color Blind

i DET-86, Mars. 1984.

"No, see, Gaff has to be human," Thomas was saying.
"They might be close to extinct, but I refuse to abandon this
notion that a handful of especially clever humans have set the
machines against themselves. I mean, people are people,
right? Dekard can be a skin job, fine, but surely we can agree
that Galff is, at the very least, his handler. And so here’s m

itch for the third movie: Deckard does indeed leave Eart
For the Off-World Colonies, where he arrives, years or
decades later, having been misrouted during transit. The
recipient takes delivery, immediately switches him back on,
and then, surprise for Deckard, here’s another human being,
his contact, apparently, telling him all about the Blackout
Event (circa 2022—did Don DeLillo work on BLADE RUN-
NER: 2049?) that wiped out human life on Earth. Only
problem is, half the machines left on the ground don’t realize
they’re machines. Gaff’s controllers, whomever or whatever
they might turn out to be, are folding their fingers into hand
tents, grinning keenly, as one-half the replicant population
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hunts the other half to extinction. Neat as you like."
Piotr nodded.

"Anyway, fuck movies," Thomas said. "Let’s go outside
and play."

Thomas popped the latch on his lookout and scanned
the desert horizon. All clear. Made a foothold with his
gloved hands, boosting Piotr up, out of the hole, into the

ink sand. The sand was coarse, irritating; it got everywhere.
here would be no shortage of irritations in this life, but of
course Thomas had known that when he signed up.

Piotr double-checked his binoculars, sliding his point of
view across the familiar sand formations that appeared like
subliminal breasts airbrushed into the background of a rock
album cover. That fickle bitch in the dunes was laughing at
him, he was sure of it now.

"She’s gone," Piotr said.
The ship.

"No surprise, after what we pulled. Let’s give her a few
days to cool off, eh?"

"Why?" Piotr asked.

It was fine to sell coke to the government. The supply
was provably infinite, and, anyway, it made the legislature
happy. It helped them to forget about ever going home.
Ca}ﬁ) it an obligation of the office. Call it a calling. They
enjoyed their work.

And besides. Strictly speaking, the government was
meant to be kept squirrered away, sequestered levels below
the so-called drug area, but it was still an easy enough trick
for Thomas to make deliveries by hand. He wound up
visiting during the course of his duties, either way. Call it an
obligation of rank.

Not that Thomas bothered to justify himself. Reader, it
was not for him to think such thoughts. Suffice to say that
he fulfilled the requirements of his lofty position to within
an inch of acceptable parameters. And he’d recently been
promoted. So, you know, he figured this was the proof he
must be doing something right. Jesus, let’s call it a day.
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Piotr continued to monitor for errors. Everything on
his end was fine. Trouble had to be on the customer’s side.
Soon enough he spotted them, inching across the desert
towards his position. The Little Green Men. Well, there was
your problem right there.

"There go those motherfuckers, right now," he whis-
pered into his collar mic. Code words, prearranged.

Thomas couldn’t see them. Still fiddling with his visor.

"] can’t see them," he finally admitted. "But you go on
ahead. I’ll catch up with you as soon as this upgrade com-
pletes."

"If it ever does," he added, under his breath. Signal here
could be stronger. And whose idea was it to disable basic
functions during an update?

Thomas was dissatisfied with his device.

On the ground.

Piotr adjusted the angle of his pistol slightly, aligning it
more precisely with the throat of his quarry, the recently
subdued point man of the Little Green Men. He sat happily
on the man’s chest, pink dust settling all around them. As
ever, he concealed his facial expression beneath a mask of
bland, but definitely implied, contempt.

"[—I didn’t think you’d recognize me," sputtered the
Little Green Man, his accent fluctuating now, admittedly
under duress, but muddled by his years spent abroad, toiling
inexpertly behind a physical computer keyboard. Probably
not even Cyrillic.

Piotr didn’t respond.

The silo reminded Thomas of home. No, not the
Chrysler Building—not even West Berlin—but the humble
depths of the downtown missile silo in Manhattan where
he’d grown up. Though he’d never remarked upon it aloud,
Piotr often reminded him of his long lost chilcﬁiood friend,
Peter. His relatable, reliable, imaginary friend. Murdered by
himself, so many years ago...
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Also, there was that guy at summer camp. The combat-
1ves instructor, friend of his father. What was his name...

Thomas couldn’t keep them straight in his head. He
had to admit he was bad with names. Also, faces. Presently,
he became distracted by the next item on his agenle.
Abruptly dropped the pleasant reminiscence, retaining no
memory of its passing.

The Senate was moving to new chambers.
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it The Little Green Man was Ralph. No doubt about
1t.

Thomas hadn’t seen him since the summer after sixth
grade. Nobody had. They’d all hated him beyond any reason-
able accounting for taste. Point of fact, hadn’t he died, or
something? Thomas felt certain he would have heard about it
if anyone from the old team had spotted Ralph in these past
twenty years. He could be forgiven his stunned, disassocia-
tive stupor—nobody would have expected Ralph to survive
for two decades all on his lonesome.

Thomas shrugged. Sometimes it was precisely these guys
who had to struggle at everything who ended up being the
best operators. Tﬁey never gave up, never stopped trying.
There was no easy habit of surrender, with them, no sundry
moral misgivings to distract them from the mission.

And what was Ralph’s mission, here?

Evidently, Piotr had already sussed it out. To interfere,
to cause confusion and delay within Thomas’ sphere of influ-
ence.
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Unacceptable, Ralph.

Figured he’d better step in before Piotr killed the poor,
hardworking idiot.

But first, he had to go potty.

Thomas had made good progress holding it between
scheduled breaks, but in spite of this his latest performance
review still indicated some occasional spotting in his big boy
trousers. He guessed they had detected his little accidents
through some embedded percept capability. So, it was a hap-
tic diaper, after all. He’d loved those leather pants, and it had
torn him apart inside to cut them up, searching for the con-
cealed surveillance apparatus. Which he hadn’t even found.
Well, that just meant it was time to go shopping for new
pants.

Thomas approached the head, his visor scanning the
entrance for teﬁ)tale signs of recent visitors. He followed the
floor into the men’s room, still unconvinced by the seeming
cleanliness of the facility. It just didn’t make any sense.
Shrugging, he unzipped his fly and edged closer to a ran-
domly selected urinal.

Aw, man, it was too late.

His briefs were sopping wet.

"Again?" Piotr asked.

"Fuck off," Thomas groused, embarrassed at the spread-
ing stain on his crotch.

Ralph was still laying there on the ground. Bruised, but
apparently alive.

"I couldn’t get anything out of him," Piotr lied, and
climbed off of the Little Green Man. He shook up a Gray
POF and cracked it open, directing the overtlow to spurt over
Ralph’s prostrate pre-carcass.

"Hey," Ralph complained, "This gear was expensive."

"Shut up, Ralph," Piotr said, and kicked him again, hard
in the ribs.
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Ralph shut the fuck up.

Dr. James Joyce Fadd arrived at DET-86 shortly there-
after, flanked by two assistants Thomas didn’t recognize.
They were there to work with Ralph. It transpired that there
was some initial trouble with Dr. Fadd’s login credentials,
but within a few hours they were all whizzing downward
through the subbasements, right past the government, to a
neighgorhood Thomas had never seen before. Smelled like
an open sewer. Nice place, and Dr. Fadd appeared to know
exactly where he was going. As usual, Piotr stared straight
ahead and said nothing. Thomas tried to do the same.

No doubt it had been expensive to clear the area above
ground in preparation for apprehending Ralph, but Thomas
was sure it would all prove worth it, in the end. Even if
Ralph couldn’t consciously recall many details, quite a lot
cou}l)d be gleaned just from the caches in his pressure suit. In
spite of aﬁ the Gray Pop, Ralph’s gear was still nominally in
working order. A?ll in all, Thomas reasoned, a successful
operation.

One remaining detail troubled him.
Why had Ralph signed up with the enemy?
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it "Then why do we have a socialized military?" Piotr
countered, not reaﬁy asking. He was going through Ralph’s
purse, waiting for Dr. Fadd to return from his smoke break.
"I can tell just by your reaction, you’re lying."

"B-but, I haven’t even said anything yet," Ralph spat,
stammering wildly.

Thomas leaned back against the wall and crossed his
arms. Smiling.

Dr. Fadd, better known as Super-Sonic in his capacity
as strong-man mainstay of the A.C.T.R.O.N. team, held a
PhD in philosophy from UC Berkeley, an MFA in creative
writing from Brown University, and a BA in communica-
tions from the University of Southern Indiana (famous
"High School on the Highway"). His expertise was therefore
rounded in the liberal arts, but extended to interrogations
Ey fiat of the base commander, whomever that was this
week. Dr. Fadd considered himself pretty good at it. His
subordinates sooner or later realized that his enthusiasm was
infectious.
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"I-I just can’t remember," Ralph was still stammering.
He never had been much of a conversationalist.

"Historicizing is inevitable," Piotr observed, and
hopped up just as Dr. Fadd returned, his two assistants trail-
ing close behind him with the silver tea service.

"Tea," Dr. Fadd pronounced, which Piotr and Thomas
understood as their cue to leave.

They did so.

"Time was, all of this was runway."

Piotr swept his hand across the horizon from one end of
the desert base to the other, apparently hoping to trigger
some obscure Ul event, maybe a pre-—renderedtutscene, but
from Thomas’ point of view nothing at all happened. "Now,
we have a fucking Wal-Mart."

He meant the PX.

"Things sure have picked up around here since last I had
the pleasure," Thomas scowled, attempting to mimic Piotr’s
transparent disdain for progress. Matching his mood. He’d
learned from experience this was the wisest course of action.

"You don’t understand," Piotr said. "I was here at the
beginning. With your dad. When this all started, the place
had a purpose.”

Thomas shrugged. In addition to not understandin
what his pirate friend was on about, he didn’t really care. O
course he couldn’t just come out and say that. Instead he
remained perfectly still, hoping to arrest the coming
onslaught through sheer force ot will, waiting, praying to
omnipresent no one for Piotr to wind himself down betore
he said something he couldn’t take back.

But Piotr was just getting started.

"Don’t even get me started," Piotr continued, obviously
1tch1n§ to liy it all out for Thomas, who at this late date was
scrambling for any excuse to change the subject.

"Good idea," said Thomas, slapping his folder shut and
scraping back his chair to leave. He swiped the window
closed and tossed his empty Styrofoam cup into a wastebas-

ket.
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Dregs of dregs of dregs, at long last, who fucking gave a
shit?

Exit Thomas.

Continuity of government was no trivial exercise, as
Thomas figured it. Case in point: MARS2. Established dur-
ing the last war as a temporary weapons testing facility, the
base had slowly expanded to encompass basic research, tech-
nical support, product development, and, finally, representa-
tive democracy. Thomas wasn’t sure any of it had been an
upgrade.

Piotr, for his part, was certain.

"I repeat. Things have gone straight to Hell," echoed
(and comprised) his monologue.

"Well, I mean, it’s Mars," Thomas pointed out.
Thomas, too, was beginning to get on Piotr’s nerves.

"Still," Piotr placed the tip of a Walker’s shortbread
cookie into his mouth, "It’s not all throwing good money

after bad. Take this cookie."

Hard to argue, and Thomas reached out for it, but Piotr
hadn’t really been offering him a cookie. He pulled the snack
away again and stuck it in his own mouth.

"I suppose all of these %roducts we test out here have,
ostensibly, made the world a better place."

"Sure," Thomas ventured. "I mean, I can have a time
machine delivered to my front door in no time flat. Low
price. Free shipping."

Presently, the RAGNAROK completed its landing
cycle, settling smoothly onto a dusty sheet of pink frost no
more than six feet in front of the porch where the two men
stood, chewing their cud.

"Free shipping?" asked Piotr, tossing his now empty bag
of Walker’s onto the pink sand.

They boarded.
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They came.

From all corners of the known universe in perpetuit
they came. Riding herd over themselves, the little blaci;
skateboards, nollie to grind to kickflip to grind to kickflip to
grind, qualified and unqualified alike (some of them wEere
the nephews, or in any case admirers, of management). Stip-
ulated, they came. Flat black wheels, trucks, rails, decks, grip
tape, bright yellow millennial jumpsuits. None of it ironic.

The skateboards had arrived to be tested.

"Another day, another fifty cents," Piotr said, and got
up.

"I guess we’d better start checking them in," Thomas
grumbled, scanner in hand.

It was one of those da;ys where Piotr had woken up wor-
r?finglr chatt?f. Holding forth ebulliently on topics he usu-
ally %azifed close to his tight-fitting brown vest. Most of it
classified.

All in all the skateboards were easy to work with. Flat,
matte black. Even in the sun’s glare they were easy to look
at, if difficult to see. Thomas’ chief concern was that, indeed,
they were so alien to his way of seeing things, the way they
simply absorbed whatever light was thrown at them, that he
wasn’t sure they could ever assimilate.

That was where Geo came in.

A North American great horned owl, Geo was the lead
contractor, also an avid skateboarder, and had, during his
travels, picked up some of their lingo. He could communi-
cate with the things, anticipating their desires as well as their
ultimate end users’ desires, and demanded only a cursory fee,
well within the project’s budget, for his contributions. Tho-
mas suspected Geo was doing 1t out of love, the putz.

Piotr wasn’t so sure.

n

"You guys are the opposite of gnarly," Geo was saying,
his hopelessly dated INFLUENCER patcﬁ displayed unironi-
cally upon his left wing-shoulder, "You can’t even nollie
properl}})f." They had to get their numbers up.
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"FFFFFFE..." one of the decks said, spinning its tiny
black wheels. This batch of black skateboards could hardly
Sﬁeak owing to an acute lack of onboard audio. What the
skateboard had been trying to express was that the term
"gnarly" embodied two distinct, contradictory definitions. It
was a contronym.

"I know," Geo said.
It was going to be a long session.
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i Down the silo, nobody really understood what was
happening. Didn’t even know they were siloed. Each
ofgcial’s subjective experience was inescapably mediated by
convention, solidified by tradition, congealecr into de C{"acto
law through the nominal style in which they carried out
their WOI‘% day. Nobody had time to question minor
irregularities, or to indulge in long-term thinking. This

redictably affected the success rate of self-preservation. Life
Enere was brief, if rarely properly violent.

The senators were idiots.

Thomas had considered running for office, but was
reminded at intervals of his longstanding prohibition against
accumulating personal power. He found himself jolted
rudely by tie clownish machinations of these elected offi-
cials, down the hole. Working closely such a buffoonish col-
lection of small-minded crooks kept him honest.

Piotr climbed the step ladder and adjusted a dilapidated
sign above the entrance of the senate chamber. "Let The
Stress Begin," it read.
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Legislating was stressful, Thomas knew. He couldn’t
begin to imagine the pressure these brave men and women
must be under, what with carrying out their duties during
this present emergency, whatever it was, and simply tolerat-
ing each other, day in, day out.

"Stress is right," he heard one of them complain as they
passed under Piotr’s sign.

A freshman.

Ralph lay spread eagle on the floor of the senate cham-
ber. Unconscious. Nude.

"See if his dick’s cold," Piotr commanded.

Thomas touched the tip of his data glove to the bell-end
of Ralph’s penis. It was cold. Instantly, his visor lit up with
sensor data.

"It’s like I always say," Piotr continued, "Where there’s
smoke, there’s a phenomenon that induces the perception of
smoke." Still worryingly chatty.

"Too true," Thomas agreed, scanning on all wavelengths
for a source of heat. But there was no there, there.

Ralph’s entire body was cold.

Why was Ralph here, now? Why, after all these years,
had he tracked them down, seemingly at the direction of the
enemy?

Piotr had clammed up after that second day of question-
ing. Thomas figured the chatterbox routine had taken its toll
and his partner would need some downtime to recharge his
batteries. This left Thomas to his own devices, which were,
conspicuously, still fully operational. He’d have to wing it.

It had been many years since any of them had seen
Ralph. For all they knew he could have gone into politics,
might even have already been here, on Mars, under a differ-
ent name and job title. Thomas had always assumed Ralph
was dead.

The evidence to the contrary was damning. First of all,
Ralph’s approach to the silo had been all wrong. Anyone
with his background should have realized the peripKeral
awareness would detect him. Or even the RAGNAROK, for
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fuck’s sake. But not Ralph. And here he was wearing the
uniform of a hostile force Something about this scenario
was suspicious, all right.

Thomas paused the investigation. It was time for lunch.
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i For Ralph, the experience had been far from routine.
First, the client had sent him into the field without providing
proper targetin{g data. He’d spent the entire first morning
getting himself oriented—that is to say, getting himselt
pointed in the right direction relative to the silo, wherever
that ended up being located. Then there had been the hike
across the desert. His gear had gotten clogged with sand.
And he hadn’t even been told he’d be working underground.

None of it was fair.

"Well, the eggheads swear that the sun isn’t burning
coal," he heard Thomas saying.

"Accurate," he heard Piotr reply. Technically, he was
right.
These guys hadn’t changed a bit.

But hey, wait a minute. What were they doing out
here? This hadn’t been mentioned in the brief, either.

Naturally, Ralph found himself unprepared. Now he
guessed he’d have plenty of time to adjust. Gradually, the
impromptu reunion of old schoolmates extended into weeks,
and then months of intense questioning, deep in the silo.
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Old hands at the question and answer game, they certainly
had a lot to catch up on. But lately Ralph was starting to
question the questioning itself. He’d met a new transfer
named Jerrymander who was steadily filling his head with all
sorts of confusing ideas. For one thing, why had a facility
such as this been erected on Mars, of all places? Jerrymander
seemed to know a little bit about everything, which made
him especially irresistible to a se(l{ —confessed idiot like Ralph.
But, wait. Somehow Jerrymander had still managed to find
himself confined bere, sharing a six-by-six cell with, well, a
self-confessed idiot like Ralph. It was perplexing.

And of course there were additional questions. Why
was everyone pretending that Super-Sonic was a medical doc-
tor? Wasn’t that illegal? Baffled, he bowed his head to pray.

Mornings he usually spent working on the fundamen-
tals. Who was he, and how did he know for sure? How did
he know that he knew? Was identity itself a source of fric-
tion detrimental to the economy? This particular bit he usu-
ally sailed through with little d)ilfficulty. It was easy: he was
Ralph. What more was there to say?

But on and on the workout would grind, and the nag-
%ing voice in his head continued to whisper: Could that ever
e enough?

Shut up, he would hiss at himself, rhythmically,
between reps.

"Field trip around the sun,” Piotr said, jerking his
thumb over his shoulder toward the triangular pink space-
craft who was also his mother.

"He means that literally," Thomas muttered out of the
corner of his mouth.

Ralph got himself up.

Thomas placed a gloved hand on Ralph’s shoulder,
ulled hard. Suddenly finding his legs swept out from under
ﬁma Ralph had no ca-foice but to collapse involuntarily into

the dust.

"Not so fast, dipshit. You’ll never leave this place alive."
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Dve had dreams  of us cuddling on the planet Mars
— Prince, Space

it Evident along the pathway were the occasional clear-
ings, open spaces relatively lacking in tree cover (and thus, in
near-field surveillance). The lag could be exploited in vari-

ous ways. Bear decided to test the limits of exploitation.

Crossing the pasture would draw the attention of cer-
tain locals bent on collecting a finder’s fee. Of course, they
would never tell his parents. He paid them and left.

He could still feel the breeze on his neck. He could still
hear the trees whispering behind his back even as he decided
to remain silent agout is role in tonight’s events. There
would be no accounting for his efforts, which he hoped
would remain forever obscured.

He walked home and slip{)ed quietly into his room. No
messages, which was fine. Half asleep, bear lay down on his
bed and covered his face with his blanket.

Stupid bear.
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Get out of bed.

It was always the same field he had to cross in order to

et back home. Bear would leave and come back. One thing

Ee could always count on was the sinking feeling he’d get
whenever he was stopped for conversation. Locals.

Bear never chatted for long. He would nod, grunt, and
then make his excuses. Some ot them would get the message.
Others he would have to eat.

He hoarded all the best bits in his den. A collector’s
collector. He was aware that the extent and condition of his
massive collection would vex his contemporaries. Of course,
he didn’t broadcast his good fortune. It was nearly winter.

And he was once again trying to record. The tape
machine was being finicky in its usual way. It was true Ee
had slacked off on maintenance, but the cf;mned thing was
hard to work with even on a good day. No, no more
degaussing. He tried one last take and then he put his equip-
ment away. Later for this.

The field and his den sometimes seemed like the whole
world. These two miserable tracts.

Bear’s mind wandered.

The dialectic of field and den strained under the
immense weight of bear’s concentration. One no longer
seemed entire%y distinct from the other. His interests had
become global. As he searched the firmament for the border-
lands he knew must exist, he encountered diverse locals, new
locales, but no clearly defined borders. Some of them he
knew and remembered, some vexed him with unfamiliar lan-
guage and customs.

Bear knew all the citizens of this binary world were
capable of more, so much more.

It was simply a matter of uncovering their boundaries,
then expanding their awareness slowly to move beyond
them. Bear felt instinctively that he was ready. The others
he wasn’t so sure about.

Caretully, he began to sketch a map.

But it was all coming out in the wrong colors. Bear
across the meadow, bear just as he was. He could feel the
pressure building behind his gleaming black eyes. He used
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his words. This was how it worked. But after a while the
words were no longer enough.

"Tell me," said bear, "What will I think of next?"
Pinpricks in his spine.
Time to go home.
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iii Bear was concerned there was no way he would hear
the chime when it was time for him to wake up. He lit a can-
dle and at the bottom he placed a favor that would be set off

by the flame. It was the best he could do.

Out in the field he could hear the nightly cacophony.
They weren’t bugs, really. Depending on how you under-
stood the word. It was difficult to describe the sound. Any-
way, no one was paying him to listen.

Bear could remember liking this time of year. It was
something he held onto, especial%y on those nights when he
wasn’t feeling well. Down in his back, like most other nights
on most other worlds. Bear wondered if this was normal. Is
this how it was for the other bears?

Were there other bears?
It was cold.

Bear kept his blanket over his face. He went over the
story in his head but he could never quite remember the
order of things as he wanted to remember them. It was a real
challenge to stay awake, especially when he set his mind to it.
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Bear slept.

In his dream he saw the things he had tried to explain,
with all of it seeming to make sense to the others who were
present, ever listening. It never quite worked out that way in
the waking world. Everyone was always so confused. That
was not to say that bear preferred being asleep. He only
wanted to translate aspects of his experience into waking life.
A way to communicate what he hadp seen and felt.

There was no one for bear to tell this to.
What would he think of next?
Abandoning such questions, he would get out of bed

and walk in the tield.

The locals had learned to leave him alone. They knew
by now that he was broke. You can’t bleed a turnip, as his
grandmother used to say. Bear was no turnip, but he
thought he understood what she meant.

He heard his chime. Bear wasn’t sure which day it was
anymore. In practice it probably didn’t matter. It was time
to get up.

He set out across the field and quickly rediscovered the
spot where he had left off the day before. Continued.

The prospect of reaching the other side of the field,
without being interrupted, without being stopped for the
toll, for small talk, or for some other form of tribute, was
something he felt he still believed in, however remote the
possibility might seem to a more reasonable mind. Bear
allowed his own mind to wander where it might, sometimes
venturing to unlikely places. It was how he stayed awake. It
was how he stayed sane.

His neighbor wanted to know how long he’d be away.

Stay out of my room, said bear. He was serious, and he
growled to prove it. His neighbor laughed.

Bear would remember to take an inventory of his
belongings when at last he returned from the field.
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it The green of the field had worn a line around bear’s
waist, cresting just below his navel where he leaned into its
curve as he ran. The sensation was not altogether unpleasant,
but bear didn’t allow himself the distraction. TEle rass
flowed smoothly around him, drawing tight in his wal%e, a

soft curtain of green closing on an empty stage.
Oh, no.
He’d overtaken the transition.

Failure in this, his own field, would not go unnoticed.
Was there any point in trying to explain? Bear would con-
tinue to make mistakes. Anyway, he knew what he had
found even if the locals couldn’t be made to understand. He
folded his discovery in half and tucked it under his arm. The
firmament was still cooling, its pages might still singe. Bear
gripped the fabric with intent as he retreated into the woods.
Now he would wait, and listen.

Beyond today’s failure loomed certain possibilities.
Bear could feel it in his fur. Intrinsic to the loca}ljs’ tolerance
of his presence was the assumption of a shared frame of refer-
ence, or at least, a unified conception of the ground rules by
which they all agreed to coexist. Bear was now prepared to
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discard such tra]i:pings as delusional. His discove?f tran-
scended the treac eI(’iy of 1ma§es, the befuddlement of empti-
ness. He understood, at long last, that language is theft.

The field beckoned.
Bear was hungry.

From one side to the other, alternating endlessly,
cycling mechanically, bear ran, and he knew that he ran. The
awareness cresting in him, the familiar sense of self welling
up, lubricating the machinery of his confusion.

It was enough.
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i It was a live birth. Bear descended into the world on

tired paws. His way out of this mess. He assumed.

His new parents quickly disabused him of the notion.
Not that it was strictly their fault. The shared construct pre-
vented them deviating to any significant extent. How it was
designed. Yes, it was a setup.

Bear was hungry.

Here, someone fed him. They taught him what they
knew. Maybe that was the problem. Bear always felt there
was something missing, but he couldn’t quite put his finger
(paw?) on it. His memory of the field was fading.

On bear’s ninth birthday he awoke from the dream.
The locals had been trying to tell him something, all along.
He would have to give it all back. But he didn’t know what
that was supposed to mean. It was frustrating.

As a young man bear learnt many of the things his par-
ents would never know. Some of the things he had simply
forgotten from before. Some of them were unknown even to
the locals. At times he felt that he could almost remember
the breeze, in the grass...
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Before he knew it it was once again time for him to
return to the field. Somehow, deep down, he’d known it all
along.

Everything went green.
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A moth ate words. That seemed to me a curious
happening, when I heard about that wonder, that the worm,
a thief in the darkness, swallowed a certain man’s song, a
glory —fast speech and its strong foundation. The steojin
uest was not at all the wiser for that, for those words whic
ie swallowed.

— Exeter Book Riddle 47

it New York, 2020.

Tom tracked the moth’s progress with uncharacteristic
interest as the insect traced a cﬁagonal ath across the inside
of his visor. Annoyingly, it was interfgring with his vision.
He batted his eyelasEes, but the tiny moth stubbornly
remained affixed to he underside of the handsfree display.
There was nothing left to say. He was going to have to kill
the damned thing.

Tom ripped the visor from his face and flung it hard
across the room, where presently it skidded to a dull stop.
Now fully blind, he rea][i)zed with a start that he could no
longer see to kill anything. His situation would appear to
have degraded. In fact, it had both degraded and improved.
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He no longer had to contend with the moth fucking up his
display. On the other hand, he could no longer see, at all.
The balance of the Force.

Tom pressed the button on his belt that called for his
secretary.

Too much of his time lately had been spent in this fash-
ion. Grasping at fantasies, wallowing in confusion. Tom
longed for the smell of battle. It had been... too long. Years
prior he had donated all his weapons to the children’s mis-
sion. It seemed like such a long time ago, now.

"That’s because it was," Piro said, responding to Tom’s
P g
unspoken lament.

Tom ignored him.
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i Tom regarded his newly silvered hair in the mirror.
He looked tired. True, there were problems down at the
office. The latest batch of cocaine had all turned black.
There was an opportunity for a joke, here, but wisely, Tom
demurred. He was doing that a lot lately—demurring. Was

it an artifact of his increasing weariness?

It was not like him to stand around and reflect. But,
well, here he was, in front of the mirror. And he was just so
damned pretty.

Tom touched his fingers to his lips and then he touched
them to the mirror. Planting a little kiss, just like the old
days. "Too fine," he said, sadly. And he was.

Sad, that 1s.

The pink triangle badge on his polo shirt illuminated
dimly. It was time for his conference call. He finished up at
the sink and made his way over to the neutral backdrop
strung up behind his prop desk. Straightened his visor and
joined the call.

There they were. The whole team was there. Yep, per-
fect attendance. In reality it was more of the same. He hated
to micromanage, but he couldn’t help noticing the violations.
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His employees were just so stupid. Stupid enough to work
for him, anyway, which in his book entitled them to his
unending abuse. More of which would always be forthcom-
ing.

Nearly thirty years had passed since he’d taken over the
A.C.T.R.O.N. team, sans Piro. In all that time there hand’t
been any firings or new hires. Everyone here was a veteran

layer—a classic character, long established with the
Fan ase—so they’d all been around the block together more
than a few times. They all knew what to say, how to stand.
They all knew the score.

Knowing this, he found it impossible to respect any of
them.
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ié Of course, the silver in his hair was a fake. It had
been many years since he’d aged. If it were up to him he’d
skip the pantomime, ludicrous as it was, but his investors
expected a certain bogus gravitas, the more blatantly bogus

the better. These days, he dressed like a hi%h school basket-

ball coach working weekends at a car dealership.

Grisham’s Formula. He smeared the commercial paste
across his forehead and kneaded it into his scaip. Firmly, so
there could be no escape. They’d think of him as just

another bad dad. This stuff really worked.

For the conference calls it probably didn’t matter.
Nobody he’d be speaking to cared how he looked or
sounded. But for the sake of his brand he kept himself on
model. You never knew who might be monitoring
remotely. And he found it easier to keep track of himselt
this way.

Now, where was he?

Thirty-six employees were being let go. The annual
surplus. It was time to make the announcement.
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i The firings went about as well as could be expected,
under the circumstances. Nobody wanted to be laid off,
which was understandable. But the readymade disloyalt
came as a surprise to Tom. After three decades they aﬁ
turned on him instantly.

Dimension Man: "I just don’t see why we’re cutting
headcount in a record profit year."

Sonic Boom: "We’ve been speculating about this all day,
and boy are my arms tired."

Eva: "I can’t believe I’'m even still sitting here."

Super Sonic: [Glancing at Eva, opening a new line of
subtext] "Let’s go."

Eva and Super Sonic exit.

Raven: "Ha ha. All this because the coke turned black?
White people are hilarious."

No. That wasn’t it.

He hadn’t fired anyone that day. What was he think-
ing? He was confusing today with that other time, in that
other place.
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Tom slapped himself.
Snap out of it, idiot.
He tried again.

The firings went about as well as could be expected con-
sidering no one was getting fired. Nobody said anything
rash. Nobody said anything, at all. He was szeartened y the
team’s unanimous expression of support for his difficult deci-
Tio(ril. For the first time in a long time he felt like a real
eader.

Dimension Man: "I figure, they’re not going to cut
headcount in a record profit year."

Sonic Boom: "The suits are picking up the bill!"
Eva: "Oh my God, I was sure we were all getting fired."
Super Sonic: [Snoring] [But faking it]

Raven: "Ha ha. So what do we do with all this black
coke?"

That was more like it.
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it The moth had made good its escape with auiFicious

timing. Stopped eating the words out from under the
author. Had it ever really been there? Good moth.

Tom was a good boss.

He’d kept them all working in the Chrysler Building
Classic while the New Chrysler Building was growing up,
supplanting the original building’s  cultural status.
(Seventy-seven stories weren’t what they used to be.) Some
of his employees had grumbled, but he figured eventually the
vintage chronolocation would come back into style, vindicat-
ing his decision and making it seem as if he had known what
he was doing all along.

They were all still waiting.
Which kept the rents low.

[124]



it New York, 1987.

:[.’Lomas sat and fiddled with his pocket radio.

Either sound had changed, or he had. Nothing sounded
the same. In point of fact, he didn’t even recognize what he
was hearing. He spun the dial up and down the spectrum,
confused. So far, 1987 was diminishing returns.

"Tom, Kou’re senile." Piro laid a hand on his shoulder.
The gesture had always annoyed him.

"You’re too familiar," Tom said, and shrugged his hand
away, righteously rejecting this invasion of Eis personal
space. Didn’t care if Piro was his brother. He hadn’t given
consent, so, keep your fucking hands to yourself.

Contrary to expectation, plugging in the balanced cable
had reduced apparent bass response. Subjectively. Another
hundred bucks down the cﬁain. Thomas didn’t really
understand what he was doing, but this didn’t make any
sense. He diddled again with the connectors, to no effect.

"I hate music," he said, to no one.

"Oh, it’s not all that bad," sighed the Chrysler Building
Classic.
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Thomas muted his visor.
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it New York, 2020.

It was time to dye his hair again.

Tom kneaded the Grisham’s Formula into his scalp and
waited for it to take effect. The inevitable sales boost would
hit like a four day weekend. Ah, here it came now.

Was this stuff affecting him?
Could anything affect him?

Just being born had been traumatic enough. But nowa-
days he had to contend with efficiency stats, human resources
protocols, public relations snafus, laﬁor boards, local agree-
ments, office politics, quarterly budgets, and the fact that this
hair dye recalcitrantly refused to turn his hair completely sil-
ver. He looked like a young man wearing an old man cos-
tume. But in a bad way. Everything he did to try and accen-
tuate his apparent age only made him look more and more
like a little boy wearing his father’s clothes.

He wasn’t going deaf, he thought. If anything, his
supe?aowers had intensified with age. He was stronger. He
was faster. And he was pretty sure his hearing had actually
improved. Therefore, he could only conclude that sound
itself ' had degraded. Hadn’t he been saying that all along?
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Crushed the pocket radio (where had that thing come
from?) in his super-powered fist, scattering electronic dust
across his low pile carpet.

His reverie was disrupted by yet another call from Piro.

Which was curious, since Piro had been dead for thirty
years.
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The concept of this stable inner core is ancient and
tenacious, but it is an illusion.

— attributed

it Even after he crushed it in his fist the thing still kept

working. So he shut it off. Still, it kept playing.
Nuts.

They had all died.

As much as Tom could now remember, he was aware
that there was still much more he had forgotten. Whole peo-
ple, entire eras. The continuity was by now completely
muddled. Hardly acknowledgec?f by the creative staff. And
he didn’t even have an editor.

Piro was gone, of that much he was certain. But his
memory of the pirate persisted. Tom found that it helped to
keep things straight i}E he pretended to have conversations
with his dead brother. He could write down their dialogue,
it even continued as he slept. In fact, he found that he
couldn’t turn it off.
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Begrudgingly, Tom took dictation of the new stories.
He didn’t really sleep at night. His coworkers were useless
idiots. No speakers produced enough bass. No one was
really believing his si]i)ver hair, except for the people who
Wou?fd agree reiglexively with anything he said, and their opin-
ions didn’t count.

His back hurt.
Shut up.
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il Space, 2047.

Piro was still dead.

Nowadays, Tom found himself marooned in an isola-
tion cell of his own design. Solitary confinement, shipping
himself back to DET-86 aboard a miniaturized RAG-
NAROK shuttle he’d chiseled off from the main ship while
she wasn’t looking. He’d booked the flight himself, bereft
beyond belief at his current status, re: dead relatives. Some-
how, this would make it all better.

What did he imagine was waiting for him at the other
end of his journey?

Unknown.

He pressed a button on his cell door that opened his
tiny observation window. Snaked his arm through the hole,
fishing for the exterior door handle.

Let himself out.

The craft was small. Minimal library. No auxiliary
inputs. No galley. He rummaged under the seats for snacks,
found his stash.
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It was going to be a long trip. The shuttle refused to
activate his visor, and so he remained effectively blind. But
this couldn’t stop him from thinking about the past. There
was no one around to interrupt him.

His mind wandered back, to the late 1980s...
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i This time there would be no reprieve. Tom closed

his eyes. And then he opened them again. But he was still
there, aboard the ship. Still thinking about [redacted].

He was pretty sure.

Flashed through the visible spectrum. Must be dark b
now, but it was hard to tell, what with the dead visor and al{
(Also, space.) He’d lost the little wrench he used to remove

the now useless strip of plastic from his face. Nothing to be
done, then, until the ship docked at DET-86.

Mars.

Yes, it was going to be a long trip. He’d purposely
locked the ship into a reduced velocity transit. Voice com-
mands disablecf. Without his visor there would be no way to
alter course. It figured. It was very much like himself to
change his mind only after it was too late for him to do any-
thing about it.

Space, at this speed, was pretty borin% Forward 1in
time, one pre-defined unit of measurement after another. It
was not at all apparent from riding in the cabin that he was
even advancing toward his objective, whatever that might be.
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Each thought progressed a half-step beyond the last, never
?uite arriving at its target, like some kind of dipshit’s arrow,
orever transiting a fraction of the measurable frontier. He
was boring himself speechless. It was a dead-end sentence.

[.]

It couldn’t have been this bad, back when he was in
charge.
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i "I’'m an 1diot," Tom said, aloud.

There was no argument from the crew, who were in an
case not aboard the ship, and therefore hadn’t heard his
remark. Likewise, they would have had no way to respond,
even if some perfunctory audio feed had been provided to
them, back on Earth. Convenient.

Tom slumped in his captain’s chair, still moping about
his predicament. He openecF another bag of chips. The pat-
tern had become apparent even to himselt. He watched him-
self eat the chips and then he watched himself wipe his hands
across the front of his shirt.

What was he doing?

Well, there was no one to ask.

His eyes drew to a slit beneath his ruined visor.
Waitaminute.

It was at this precise moment that Tom finally recalled
his childhood. The whole strange shape of it, a smearing,
quicksilver ellipsoid, entering and exiting his mind like a tad-
Eolg shooting across a pond. Or, yes, like a bullet through his

rain.
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Bang.

And then, nothing. As quickly as it had arrived, the
awareness evaporated into nothingness. No ripple, no
impression was left behind in the fizzle of Tom’s conscious
awareness. His revelation was just as quickly forgotten,

roving once and for all that a thing seen can most certainly
Ee unseen.

Unaware of the momentary disturbance, Tom returned
automatically to his chips.

Continued the mission.
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i Tom hummed along with the low whine in the cabin
and drummed his gloved fingers absentmindedly on his con-
sole. At some point he became aware of a counterrhythm

interpolating his performance. It seemed he had a visitor.
Yooouuu refuse to talk, but you think like mad

A K.AR.L. unit slowly whirred to life, seemingly
annoyed at the effrontery of his own existence. The anima-
tronic musician could never just be satisfied with the status of
his own career. He killed the canned soundtrack and studied
his new master with arch incredulity.

"What are you doing to yourself?" he finally asked,
quoting his own lyrics to the ridiculous figure splayed before
him on the captain’s chair.

Tom hadn’t known a K.A.R.L. had been installed in his
shuttle. It figured, though. Simulated companionship, a per-
functory dose of what ailed him. Well, this could indeed be
just what the doctor ordered. A little bump, if you will.

"The coke’s all turned black," K.A.R.L. complained.
"No criticism of you, mind, but obviously I can’t work
under these conditions. What am I supposed to do? Mark
up my face?"
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So, no.

"I don’t really care what you do, but you’re going to do
it off this ship," Tom said, softly, not really feeling the
weight of his words. He reached tfor the assisted egress but
mistakenly pulled the wrong lever. The cabin’s ambient
tranquility was once again flattened by K.A.R.L.s
brickwalled (courtesy of Tony Visconti) soundtrack as the
erstwhile synthetic performer involuntarily sprung back into
action.

And even your eyes are new

Tom’s visor steamed over. Fingers in his ears, he
couldn’t pull any more levers.

K.A.R.L.’s assembly clicked, popped, and whirred as he
worked through the remainder of his pre-recorded program.
Tom regarded the choreography as dgted, corny. With his
routine tinally completed, K.A.R.L. relaxed his stance and
resumed his original complaint as if there had been no inter-
ruption.

"Just can’t score any satisfaction," he said.

Tom was sympathetic, if ultimately unable to help. All
of the coke had turned black. This, at least, was true.

"Everybody’s had a rough year."

Both entities reclined and contemplated the silence of
space.
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it The route between Earth and Mars was the same one
Tom had traveled a million times during his youth. Going
to work with Dad. Coming home with Dad. Going to
work with Piro. Etcetera. He reviewed the highlights with

K.AR.L.

"Sometimes when I’'m bored, I just count,” Tom said.
"It’s a pretty long trip, so, sometimes I get up to a pretty
high number. I can usually guess pretty well how far we’ve
Faveled based on how far I've progressed up the number
ne."

K.A.R.L. stared straight through him. He didn’t get
this at all.

"I guess I just don’t have the imagination," K.A.R.L.
finally said. "I’ve never been good with numbers."

"Hm," Tom allowed. "Anyway, during the war, Dad
wouldn’t let me talk during the trip, so I had to come up
with my own entertainment. Counting seemed fun, for a
while at least."

Crickets.
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Tom wasn’t sure if K.A.R.L. had fallen asleep, or what.
He waited several minutes, then nudged the mechanical
entity, who presently started back to life.

"Uh huh, yes, do go on."

Tom gave him a look.

"You could say I taught myself," Tom continued.
"Right, right," K.A.R.L. said.

It was a long interview.
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i Silence reclaimed the cabin.

K.A.R.L. had finally run down. Fulfilling the guarantee
of his pre-recorded program, he sagged gently into deep sleep
mode. Tom climbed back into his 1solation cell and engaged
the locks. With both observation windows open, he could
reach through on both sides and just touch eitlger inner wall
of the cabin, wearing his cell like a t-shirt. It transpired that
the scope of his self-imposed imprisonment was limited onl
by his strength of will, tempered by the fixed size of his
spacecraft.

He sighed.
Back and forth. How many times in his life had he

made this trip? When would he ever decide where he wanted
to be?

Indeed, Tom.

He tried to whistle to himself, but in the dry air of the
cabin nothing came out. In addition to this, his lips were get-
ting chapped.

Presently, K.A.R.L. resumed.
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"I hate Indiana," he said.

Tom ignored the non sequituwr.  Indiana—its
existence—whether or not it sucked, had never figured
significantly in his plans. If not for Woody on CHEERS, he
would never have even heard of the place.

"So what," Tom said. "Pass the chips."
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i Days, (i)erhaps weeks later, nothing much had
changed. Every day Tom carried out his same dreary routine

with the same solemn competence.
K.A.R.L., for his part, had broken down. Entirely.

Reader, he was out of warranty. But, being in space,
there was nothing Tom could do but complain. He couldn’t
ship him back to wherever he’d come from. Couldn’t even
throw him away.

"What a piece of junk."

He kicked the defective equipment, scoffed. K.A.R.L.
just sat there and took it. Tom considered it endemic to
mechanical life forms, machines, accepting any amount of
abuse from a recognized authority f?gure. They had no
capacity for rebellion. No innate urge to creative mischief.
He just couldn’t relate.

Pause for firmware update.

At length Tom’s download completed and the shuttle
resumed its journey.

Tom counted to one hundred, two hundred, three hun-
dred, and beyond. By the time he finally finished, he had lost
his place.
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So, he started over.

One thought continued to nag at him: Who was this
voice counting in his head?
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i Things were moving slowly. More slowly now than
usual. There was space, and then there was the trip between
Earth and Mars. T}])‘nere weren’t even any other vehicles out
here to clog up his route. So why, then, the delay? Tom

wasn’t normally one for road rage, but this was getting out of

hand.
He decided to read a book.
(Wait for it.)

From the pile at his feet he pulled a biographical treat-
ment of his father, prepared decades before by an Agency his-
torian. He’d asked for it at the last minute before setting off
on his journey. Now he figured he’d have time to read the
whole thing.

Right off the bat he found something to complain
about.

First, they had spelled his family name wrong.
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it "Is there any part of you that isn’t just a reaction to
some perceived slight?" K.A.R.L. abruptly spun back to life,
without warning. Wit intact, his tart opening lines always

cheered Tom up.

"No," Tom said, and switched him back off again.
K.A.R.L.’s wit was actually wearing a bit thin.

He was right, though. Tom’s visor was still down. He
couldn’t really read the biography of his father, and so there
was really nothing in there (so far as he knew) to be angry
about. He’d invented the detail about the spelling of %115
family name just to amuse himself. He had no way of
knowing, in fact, that he had even picked up the right book.

So, reading was no good. But still Tom was jittery.
What did he expect to happen next? Why did he keep askin
himself these stupid questions? Why did the robot keep read-
ing his mind?

The cabin was so damned hot he was leaving an outline
on the pilot’s seat.
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i And now he was being tailgated.

Out here, on this route, it was rare. But the sensors
didn’t (so far as he knew) lie. Another spacecraft had come
up just behind him, external effects flaring/ Suspiciously
cl%se, aggressively flashing its lights.

It was hailing him.
He made the effort to respond.

"TAB2, responding to suspicious tailgater," he sighed
into his sleeve mic.

"Tom. Glad I caught up with you out here," said an
unfamiliar voice. "I wanted to be the first to tell you the
news."

Grant Morrison’s great-great—grandson was taking over
as writer on Disney’s EVEN NEWER X-MEN. History
repeating itself, Tom knew that he had better get in on the
ground tloor, had better get his hands on those issues, even if
1t meant once again setting foot inside a comic shop.

He would have to figure out how to turn this shuttle
around.
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i New York, 2020.

Finally back at his desk, Tom removed his visor and
rubbed his ruined eyes. Everything was safel?i in its place:
the framed picture 01?7 his family, the lucite block containing a
laser etching of a Lockheed Martin F-35A (a paperweight, get
it?), the news clippings, the magazine photos of the original
A.C.T.R.O.N. team he still kept pinned to the wall. He
sipped his coffee and pressed the button that called his secre-
tary.

"Eva, could you come in here, please."

Chrysler Building Classic systems must have been on
the fritz. Several minutes elapsed, and finally Tom wasn’t
sure if his secretary had got the message. Just as he was about
to try again, the speaker on his desk squawked to life.

"I’'m not your secretary," she finally said. And it was
true. Instead, she was his wite. "What do you want?"

"Have the comics been delivered yet?" he asked, sound-
ing rather more desperate than he had intended.

She had no idea. Why was he asking her?
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"Oh. Well, okay. Sorry to bother you."

It was Wenesday. The comics should have been deliv-
ered by now, but Eva didn’t care about that kind of thing, so
it had probably slipped her mind.

He sunk back into his chair. Was he really going to
have to walk all the way down to the comic shop by himself?

Enter Piro, the pirate.
"Why don’t you just download them?" he said.

"Downwhat?" Tom asked, forever perplexed. Head of
an interstellar drug empire for nearly three decades, he hadn’t
yet found out about comics piracy.

~ But there would be no reply to his very many ques-
tions.

Piro was really dead.
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it No. That wasn’t right, either.

Piro hadn’t been dead when he’d figured out how to
torrent comics. It had been Piro who had helped him with
his router settings.

What was happening to his memory?
He kept on rubbing his e?fes. The bridge of his nose

was sore, screaming from the frame of his visor. At some

oint he realized his visor had in fact gone missing. Gone,
Eut now he could see. And the bridge of his nose still hurt.
How could this be?

Sharp rapping at his cell window and the little access
door slid open. It was his lunch. A small tray breached the
tiny slot, like a tongue extending from a panther’s mouth.
He accepted it readily.

Tom hated the freeze-dried mashed potatoes, hated the
cardboard carrots, but the frozen peas were okay. He
skipped the rest and downed his beverage in a single gulp.

That’s when he noticed the note from his dad.
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Kid, don’t crack on me now. Your government has invested significant tax-
payer dollars in your future. Don’t throw away our hard work based on some silly
misunderstanding. Let's keep politics out of it, okay? Hell, isn’t that what you signed
up for? In any case, don’t embarrass me. I'm only going to tell you this once: Do your
job.

Love,

i A message from whom?

It was enough to put him off his peas. Something
wasn’t right. Aside from the string of disconnected clichés,
the half-hearted tax protest, and the obsession with his own
social standing, the handwriting was definitely not his
father’s. And, much like Piro, his tather was long dead.

When had this been written? And for whom?

Tom tapped his tray absentmindedly. He heard a soft
click as it came unlatched. He removed the now dangling
cover to reveal a hidden compartment, surprisingly deep
(deeper on the inside, in fact, than should have been possible,
given the size of the tray), which contained a secondary
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payload.

An 8" x 10" glossy photograph of a Timex Sinclair 1000,
complete with 16 KB RAM pack. Something inside of him
shifted, responding to the apparent visual trigger.

Tom touched his visor, connecting the now corporeal
device to a panel on his cell door with a touch of his free

hand.
The lights went out.

His cell door opened.
SL fled.
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You blame yourself for what you can’t ignore
— The Smashing Pumpkins, Zero

NO VISOR

Two hundred years later, commence perpetual dusk.
Cue Kraftwerk. Or, just write your own.

K.A.R.R. squinted at the flat expanse, incredulous at the
monotonous flatness of that same, Ii)oring horizon. In his
head he repeated a snatch of unrelated music, culminating in
the fragmented lyric: "orgasmic waste for the seven senses."
Indeed, he thought. Already he was repeating himself.

He blinked out an alternate musical sequence to trigger
his memory settings. Scrolling through the options, he Eap—
pened upon an untinished simulacrum and resumed author-
ing the clip. It was a pitch from back in middle school for a
vintage SNL skit: Chris Farley as the Incredible Hulk. The
transformation sequence from the 1970s show, with Farley in
civilian clothes roiding out into Farley as the Hulk. Only,
Farley wasn’t ragequitting his western style snap shirt and
denims slacks, he was simply yawning. Shirt rips. Pants rip.
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Cut to a shot of his eyes, bloodshot from lack of slee]l:;. Face
going slack—not angry, but exhausted. Humorous because
Farley was famously, morbidly obese. End skit.

K.A.R.R. saved his progress, kicked off a test render,
and then took a long pull from his bubble pipe.

Nobody out here at this time of night, thank god who
didn’t exist.

K.IT.T. raced across the desert floor every bit as fast as
his gleaming dark vehicle could take him, tracking mere
inches above the rapidly cooling sand. Yes, he was wasting
fuel, but K.A.R.R. was out here, somewhere. Waiting. It
was already (still?) dusk. Calories trickled out of his exhaust
in the form of sound. Truth be told, it was taking a toll on
his ears, though he wouldn’t become aware of the fact until
several decades hence.

Prodigious clouds of dust obscured his approach. If not
for the interminable WUPPA WUPPA WUPPA of
K.IT.T.’s propulsion system, K.A.R.R. might never have
become aware that he was no longer alone. As it was,
K.A.R.R. had stopped paying attention, enjoying his
solitude, and he was startled anew whenever K.I.T.T. got
close enough to kick rocks into his field of vision.

K.IT.T. reduced window opacity and motioned for
K.A.R.R. to get in.

These two would not quarrel today.

Streaking towards home, smearing red sand in their
wake, they began to talk.

"I wasn’t really finished, you know."
"Bonnie doesn’t care."

K.A.R.R. accepted the obvious because it was true. Bon-
nie probably woulci) have preferred it if he wasn’t out here at
all, so far from town center. But there were worse things he
could have been doing with his time. Mostly, Bonnie left
him alone to work through his simulacra.

"What happened to your hair?"
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There was no real reason why K.A.R.R. needed to come
home for dinner. He could just as easily have packed a
lunch. But sometimes these little interruptions relieved the

ressures that bore down on him so oppressively. It gave
Enim a chance to regroup before re-attaching to whatever pro-
ject currently occupied his agenda. In this example, Chris
Farley could wait.

"I got rid of it, okay?"

K.A.R.R.’s bubble pipe had run out of bubbles. He
tapped the cylinder, forl%rn at the sudden realization he’d
forgotten to pack extra mixture. So here was a reason to stop
by home, after all.

"It’s your turn to be the bad guy," K.I'T.T. said at once,
smiling to himself in the rear-view mirror.

No. K.A.R.R. was not going to quarrel, today.

K.AR.R. clocked in at home and sat himself down for a
quick dinner. Per company police, he had only twenty-six
minutes to clean his plate andp olice his dishes. Bonnie ran a
disciplined operation, and she ]Eadn’t authorized overtime.

Next would be town center. If you could call it that.
K.A.R.R. knew it was only a matter of time before the econ-
omy would pick up again, but a body marooned in these
parts could be forgiven their doubts. Most of these busi-
nesses had been boarded over for years. Decades.

Ruins of the silo lay just beyond the town. Once, it had
featured as the center of activity in the settlement. Now,
most residents acted as if it didn’t exist, if they remembered it
at all. K.A.R.R. thought this was interesting. The place had
obviously had something to do with the military. Informa-
tion about it was scarce. He passed by the ruins on his way
back to the desert. This time, without his visor.
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DATABASE ANIMALS

It was the only time K.A.R.R. had ever fallen asleep out
in the desert. He was busy cataloguing his failures, vis-a-vis
K.IT.T., when it happened. Started awake just before he hit
the ground. He had come to just as he was falling.

Dusk.

So, the last time he had bothered, K.I.T.T. had insisted
upon Eushing even more details lifted from unrelated media
into their narrative. A partial list of his latest infatuations
included: NASCAR, Namor the Sub-Mariner, and, for some
reason, the Falklands War. Some of these would make it into
1ssue three.

K.A.R.R. had rejected NASCAR out of hand, without
really knowing what it was all about. He guessed that
K.I'T.T.’s sources were probably not much better informed,
TBQH. Besides, the material was anachronistic, class crass.
He rolled over in the sand. Why was he even out here?

K.I'T.T.’s susceptibility to whatever half-baked novelty
snagged his attention had proven a consistent annoyance. The
resulting work he produced most often resembled whatever
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garbage was currently being talked about by the most insipid
of K.I'T.T.’s friends. At the same time, K.I.T.T. was incredi-
bly sensitive to criticism. He took disagreements over taste
personally. Which was why K.A.R.R. was more relieved
than surprised when K.IT.T. inevitably quit the company.

If I am destroyed, so shall you be, he remembered
thinking, contrary to his actual feelings, which were as usual
reliably blank. Where had that come from?

K.A.R.R.’s eyes went blurry. Without his visor he was
oblivious to quite a lot of detail. Luckily, the landscape con-
sisted primarily of wall-to-wall, undifferentiated pink. Even
the sky, at dusk, was more or less this same color. Stylistic
conformity, a real timesaver. It freed up his attention for
more important tasks. What use would he have had for the
increased resolution, he wondered? The details would only
have irritated him.

In these moments of relative sensory deprivation the
shapes and whorls he usually tried to ignore would settle
down and coalesce into a sort of fablianx, spread before his
mind’s eye like a colorful arrangement of unslabbed comic
books. K.A.R.R. considered his visor’s interface to be a
metaphor for this process, and not the other way around. But
now, perhaps for the first time, he realized that he’d never
heard anyone express it in quite the same way. It seemed that
whichever direction he faced, he would find himself affixed
to the same monotonously rotating landscape, which seemed
immune to confessing its situatedness via the usual method of
empirically reverse engineering his POV. Walk too far in any
one direction, the motionless/revolving horizon seemed to
suggest, and you’d overtake yourself from behind. That was
the nature ofythis world he lived upon. Static, but devolving.
Sinking, spinning.

He was dizzy.

Called Bonnie, who dispatched K.LT.T. to come and
pick him up.

There would be no delay.
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BOUND COMICS

K.A.R.R.’s own interests were decidedly singleminded.
Wherever he went, whatever he was supposed to be doing, he
was always on the lookout for new comic books. Within
this category (comic books) he discriminated freely, snatch-
ing up W%watever looked interesting, but ignoring the material
that didn’t. He saw no contradiction in being particular.
Since most of his planet was covered with sand, and there
were few habitations to speak of, he enjoyed few opportuni-
ties to exercise this most ruthless, discerning razor Elade of
his taste. He’d turn up his nose at whatever he didn’t like.
(In truth, he usually ended up buying whatever he found.)

"We’re just going to go over your numbers for August."

Bonnie on the line. She’d called and interrupted just as
K.A.R.R. had been starting his work. He’d already been told
not to charge time to these calls. How, then, to account for
his undivided participation?

"Your efficiency is way off."
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K.A.R.R. of course knew the reason for his discrepancy.
Since his recent suspension for falsifying company recorcf;,
he had been reporting his time accurately as a matter of
course. How to break it to his boss that the reason she
wouldn’t be getting her bonus this month was because he
was no longer protecting her from the consequences of her
own decisions?

"What can I do to improve?" he asked, earnestly. He
was good at this.

"I just feel like people are playing games with their num-
bers," she said, ignoring his question. "I just want you to
know, now is not the time to be playing with your job."

She clicked off.
K.A.R.R. guessed he was now free to get to work.

The new release was coming along nicely, but it was not
going to release itself. K.A.R.R. organized his notes and
assembled something resembling an orderly accounting of all
the changes made since the last release. Some of the commit
messages were above his head, but that wouldn’t significantly
hinder him from sorting the list into general categories,
alphabetized. Next he would proceed to t%we crux of his real
contribution: selecting the correct cognitive tone, the precise,
faintly audible pitch of the associated propaganda. How to
set the whole thing vibrating such that it sFotted into an aus-

icious trajectory (rather than being ground into corn meal
Eetween the massive, competing gravities of nearby thought
constructions) while stull remaining legible to the
semi-disinterested reader.

Indeed, K.A.R.R.

He double-tapped the side of his visor, momentarily
switching contexts. Fourteen issues were missing from his
binding map, and he intended to somehow finish tracking
them all down before his nap this afternoon.

Unbeknownst to him, the brief context switch had trig-
gered an alarm that would be flagged for managerial review.

"This is an investigation meeting," Bonnie announced,
peering through her ridiculously oversized visor at K.A.R.R.,
who returned her confused gaze through the slowly cycling
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woosh of his own tastefully fitted yellow frames.
"Woosh," K.A.R.R.’s visor said.

"No. More. Personal. Use. Of. Company. Visors."
Bonnie tapped her leaf as she read each word. Sentence pro-
nounced, she smiled conspiratorially to herself. She had

hm?de it through the whole thing without having to ask for
elp.

"Okay," K.A.R.R. lied, and waited for her to continue.
But that was it.
Investigation concluded.

Garthe had loaded up Goliath with comics. The milita-
rized tractor trailer rig was overweight, hauling crates of flop-
ies to be bound somewhere across state lines. Though how
ge was supposed tell where the state lines were, out here in
the middle of all this pink, remained a god damned mystery.
It didn’t matter. Garthe did what he was told.

Black smoke belched from Goliath’s twin smoke stacks.
Garthe laughed, seemingly at nothing, the potent evil he usu-
ally radiated now focusecf tightly through }])ﬁs trim mustache
and beard. What was his problem, anyway?

He didn’t notice K.A.R.R. laying motionless in the sand
until it was too late to slow down.
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2D COLLISION DETECTION

Human minds as the medium for conflicts waged by
lower life forms.

Flatlands (plural) intersecting, obstructing the path of
the mordant ant-crusher. Possi%ly intersecting with yet
other, geometrically opposed flatlands, somewhere along the
way. Stipulated: a complex, multifaceted surface, gleaming
on borrowed time.

The blocks were projected in "3D." Actually, flat paint-
ings in light of imagined real life constructions. Call them
panes.

Panels.

K.A.R.R. suddenly realized that his visor was just dis-
playing comics.

He took the fucking thing off, looked at it, turned it
around in his hands.

Put it back on.
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Garthe slammed on the brakes but by now Goliath was
ignoring manual input. If anything the rig seemed to be accel-
erating. Garthe wrinkled his nose and pushed air through his
nostrils as Goliath barreled toward the inert figure laying
motionless in the sand. Welp. He’d have to pretend this was
somehow intentional. He wrinkled his eyebrows and
gripped the steering wheel even more tightly than before.

Without warning, haptics kicked back in. Luckilif
Garthe had never stopped tugging on the steering wheel.
Goliath swerved madly, nearly toppling over, and narrowly

avoided flattening K.A.R.R. into a 2D desert doormat. The
rig, however, had become perilously unstable along the way.

That was when Goliath collided with what appeared to
be a huge rock.

Trailer capsized. Comics everywhere. This strange little
fellow rolling around, rubbing the wings of his cloak against
the comic book pages, like some kind of frolicking honey
bee, oblivious to the danger. How had this been allowed to
happen?

Garthe was beside himself. He’d spoiled the whole load.
How was he going to explain this to his dad?

How indeed, Garthe?

Oh, and it hadn’t been a rock that he’d hit, either.
Garthe had run over another (smaller) vehicle. Not much left
of it now, to be sure. A fine mess he’d gotten himself into.

He stroked his mustache ji)ensively, trying to think of
what he could do to salvage the load.

Nothing came to mind.

Comic books were falling from the sky, or rather,
many, many pages thereof were twirling out everywhere,
pinwheeling carelessly into the sand. K.A.R.R. grasped at
them, fascinated. Most of these he recognized as key issues. It
was too bad about the condition, but some of them could
probably be ironed flat, sewn back together, or otherwise
"minted}.f" At least it was dry out here.

But by now it was too pink out to read. K.A.R.R. gathered
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up the loose leaves as best he could before they floated awaK,
tripping haphazardly into the unmarked desert. He had noth-
ing to carry them in, so he ended up folding them into his
cloak and heaving them over his shoulder, a big back-issue
bindle, Martian Santa with his glistening black trash bag full
of comic book crap.

~ Meanwhile, back at the scene of Garthe’s final humilia-
tion...
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EMBITTERED B-MINUS COMPETITORS

Hi, it’s me, SL.

In my capacity as author I have followed the ACTRON
characters from my second grade year up until the present
day, through photocopied comic books to literary novels
to... whatever this is. Both the primary "living"
protagonists—Actron, so named for an automotive
diagnostic tool, and Piro, so called because he was a pirate—
were in fact christened by my cousin, Brandon. We
collaborated on a succession of half-baked (and usually
unfinished) comic book series starting in 1986. ACTRON
was the most successful, in the sense that I managed to
complete drawing, scripting, reproducing, and distributing at
least seven full issues during our initial burst of heedless
enthusiasm. Brandon co-plotted (process: we traded off
writing a paragraph—lengthdescription of every other comic
book page), and, again, insisted upon inking, even though he
otherwise did not draw.

As I say, Actron and Piro were and are alive. Fractally
ever—-present, verbally demanding, and definitely annoying.
Writing about them is essentially transcribing an ongoing
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hallucination, although who is doing the hallucinating and
who is ultimately being hallucinated eludes me to this day.

A few weeks ago I decided to stop.

Around 2003, I had resumed writing prose fiction. As
an exercise, I strip mined reams of stories churned out since
childhood. A chapter from my first novel written as an adult,
"Towards Mythoﬁ)gizin The Coming Resurgence Of Covert
Warfare,” was lifted, wholesale and barely altered, from a
novella I wrote for the Young Author’s Conference in the
fifth grade. None of its characters were alive, so to speak, but
the voice stood up and walked all by itself. I built upon that
skeleton, eventually piling hundreds of pages of semi-related
nonsense atop the tfrankly inadequate scaffolding of my grade
school writing. Rickety dwelling, no insurance, inhabit at
your own risk. But it breathed, and, finally, walked all on its
own.

In 2005, I decided to commemorate ACTRON’s
upcoming 20th anniversary by creating a new ACTRON
comic series. Or rather, a new ACTRON comic book. It
took the better part of two years to finish this
less-than-twenty-page story (with ample assistance from my
pal, colorist, and cartoonist in his own right, Pete Toms).
Piro and Actron picked up their running dialogue as if no
interruption had occurred, and they haven’t paused for
breath since. I’ve continued writing novels, comics, zines,
short stories, and skits featuring these same obnoxious char-
acters from my youth for something close to an additional
fifteen years. You may have noticed the pattern.

It’s now late 2020, and I’'m beyond tired of listening to
this shit. No memory of why I even started up again.

And you know what?
I quit.

SL
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