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SHE REALLY [ 1)

NOW SHE
POSITS MY
ATHEISM CAN
BE TRACEP
TO HER Haw'-
NG PRE-
MARITAL

SEX.

TO MY MOTHER,; AN ATHEIST 1S
RUNNING FROM 7THE TRLTH.

HEY: NICE
AANTIRLE.

WHAT SHE DPOESN'T dNELER-
S7ANZ 1S THAT | NEVER
WANTEL TO STOF BELIEVING.

SOME POINT TWo-
NINE SALLONS --

THE SANCT-
fONS ARE

SHE HAS SOME
EING OF IPEA
THAT MY PER-

SOMAL SFINISN

OF HER HAS
SOURED ME
ON THE
EREEN,

CHILIFHSOP
Was so

LONG AGD
ANEP &0
FAR

Anay,

vy




AS A CHILP | NEVER QUESTIONEP THE
BAS/C THE/STIC ASSLIMPTIONS.

WHO CaN TELL
Lis ABOUT THE
APOSTLE PALL T

0
<h B N

WHAT
WAS THAT

SHE WANTS
TS KMNOW
ABSIT --

TO STURPY WAS ENOUGH.

MAYBE You
ESHOLLLZ WRITE
HER A LETTER.

LET'S HIT
THE POST
OFFICE.

ANDP YET, IT WAS THE S74L2Y
THAT LEADP TO ZL/EST/ONS.

G0 AHEAR...

.
/( e

UL_,{D.
T

/ @I\\\:k\

JESLS HIMSELF
APPEAREDR TO Ll
WHILE HE WAS oN
THE RoAl To
LAHAS S,
THAT'S N
& YR,

a

ndé

IMAGINE MY SURPRISE TO FINP
THAT JLESTIONS WERE MOST

ARE YOU GETTING THIS T'S RIGHT
EROM, AMNYINAYT HERE N
ACTE S

5‘5?.-

EMPHATICALLY MNOT WELCOME,

Y AH TESUS, WHOM YOI ARE PERSECLTING,”
HE BEPLIES., WOW GET 4P ANE &0 INTC THE
STy ANE YOI WILL BE TOLE WHAT YU
HMLEeT B2

THE MEN TRAVELING WITH PALL STODOEP THERE
SPEECHLESS; THEY HEARE THE SOUNE SUT

EiZ NOT BEE ANYTHING. _-"/

/ —

BLy SOT LF EROM THE SRSUNE
ST WHEN 5 OFENED M5 E¥ER
HE COLE S BEE NOTHING,

.~

]

NA/WVE, BUT WHAT AdRM, TRLTHZF

WHAT | TAKE FROM THIS & THAT SOMETIMES EVENM
THE ESTASL/ISHES AGTHORITIES
ARE BLINEG T2 THE TRUTH.

ALL RIGHT;
SHART

HAVE THESE
FESFLE
EVEM
REAZ THIS

STUFFT

IN THE TIVME IT
TOOK ME TS WALK
TS THE PROP-BON

AND BACK

SHE'S SENT
ANCTHER
MESSASE.




IBEET

THERE'S NO GOOP WAY 7& ANSWER.
| WOULPN'T EVEN KNOW WHERE TO
ST4RT. YOU COULDPN'T UNPERSTAND
WITHOUT BEING RAISEP AROUNE IT.
JUST LISTEN TC THIS:

I READP THE ARTICLE YOL SENT ME.
ALL TRAT Wds JsT ABCWT OVER My
HEAD, [ REALLY PON'T CARE. | kNOW
THAT /& THE WRONSG ATT/TUEE, [ A
TLET NOT A CLLUE PERSON. My
MOTHER BA/SEL ME THAT iwdy ANE
ALL THAT POLITICAL STLFEF /8 JTi/eT A
BlE CLLE TO ME, | KNOW WE NEELP
FPEOFPLE WHO ARE CONCERNES ANF
HELFP KEEF ALL THESE Pol/TicdAL
PEOFPLE IN CHECK, BUT IT /s
JLET NOT ME,

]

! SOT PLT ON THE COMM/TTEES
7O REVISE THE B¥-LAWSs FOR
THE S&LARE PANCE CLUS ANP
!/ TUET PIPN'T CARE.

! HALZ ANCTHER SGLESTICN / WANTER
T2 Ask’ YOL BEFORE / RAN ONTE
THE ARTICLE | SENT YOLU. | kKNCW YOL
HAVE BEEN REALPING ASCOLUT REL/IGIONS
OTHER THAN CHRE/STIANITY. MY KLEST-
ON /& WHAT PP JESLS EVER P2 T2
Yo TO TURN YO OFF T2 HIMT | kNOW
YOLU THINK CHRISTIAN FEOFPLE ARE
HYPOCRITES, ANE SOME ARE. NO
ONE /& PERFECT ANG WE ALL R4/
FROM TINE T& TIME. /F YOL THINK
SOME OTHER REL/GION /&8 BETTER
THAN CHR/STIANITY SEECALSE OF
THIS, WHAT PO YO THINK ABCLT
THE PECPLE /N THAT RELIGIONF
ARE THEY FERFECTT ROW PO YOU
REACT TO THEM WHEN THEY FAILT

! TUET CAME LiP WiTH ALL
THESE QLESTIONS SEC--

W/rr—i/

GWVE ME THAT!

WATCH THE
R4z

(Sl

NOT FOR A SECONEZ POES SHE CONSI-
PER THAT THERE MIGHT BE REASONS
BEHINZ MY BELIEFS, ONES THAT
CONT PIRECTLY AVEOLVE HER.

[— _,-"‘": —

r-

FROM #&ER PERSPELCTIVE, SHE'S
SOMEHOW RESFONSIBELE FOR HAY-
ING TURMNELR? ME AWAY FROMW
RELIGION --

IT'S
CIRCLLAR.




THAT SLETLE SLETEXT ASAIN. NOW GRANTEL; | £/ FLY OFF THE
SHE'S TAKING IT ALL BACK TCO THE HANDPPLE WHEN | FOLUINE OUT.

LOS/CALLY; THAT WOULDP MEAN
ACT/IONS WERE EVEN WORSE.

TIME | FOUNDP OUT SHE HAP SEX
WITH A GUY SHE WAS PATING.

| APMIT; | GAVE HER QUITE AN
EARFLUL. BUT WHAT PP SHE £X~-
PECTZ I'P BEEN TOLP THERE WERE
WOoRLSS THAT WERE LUNFORGIVABLE...

SHE CASUALLY IGNORES THE PECADE OR ) IN MY EARLY TWENTIES, | PEVELOPED
50 OF CONCERTED (IE VAGUE) THE/SAH | SHE CAN'T REALLY TAKE ALL A SIMPLE AWARENESS OF PR/oR ART;
MAINTAINED BETWEEN 4ER GALFE AND OF THE BLAME, HERE. FORERLINNERS OF OLR THEOLOGY

THAT CALLEDR SVERY THNG INTO
GQUESTION.

MY LOSS OF R4/TH.

I

PAST A CERTAIN POINT; IT BECAME IM- SHE SEEMS INTENT ON PENYING ME RE-

POSSIBLE TO BELIEVE IN THE INERRANCY SPONSIBILITY FOR MY OWN THOUGHTS.

OF MATERIAL THAT SO OBYIOUSLY PE-
RIVED FROM E4RL/IER SOLRCES.

STRANGELY, SHE ARGUES 4S4A/NST SHE /NS/ST78, INSTEAD, THAT OUR DOES THIS MEAN THAT SHE'S FACING
THE .iﬂd'.dﬂ?i}" THAT WAS SEEN AS Sp/- PHILOSOPHIES MUST SOMEHOW BE &EA- HER OWN CR/s/s OF FA/ITHE _—/.
PENCE OF EINSTEN'S BURGEONING TANELEL, IN SPITE OF THE PHYS/CAL
CAND LLTIMATELY; LIMITING) THE/ - L/STANCES INVOLVED,; OLR VIEWS
MUST REMAIN [PENTICAL, INC/ST-

NEL/SHASLE.,

Y
“ M- N“mr—-—\

e J"_J-in.—.—
- _r:
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| PON'T THINK | CAN JUST
/ENORE HER THIS TIME.

W= "l.
\":':'3..\"'--."*,"'
SN v&q
LY l"'-. '\-.:"'A. W,
"":""h-h""xhll.\ ]

IT WOLLDP BE FAR TOO SIMPLE AN ANS-
WER... ONE SHE WOUILDP ESTEEM 7To2
LISGHTLY ... FOR ME TO CONCEPE THAT
HER SINGLE ACT OF HYPOCRISY, OVER
EIETEEN YEARS A&O, TURNELY ME

ANAY FROM &0 ANDP THE CHURCH.

THIS |1& THE SAME KINDP OF PAT EXCUSE
SHE'S ALWAYS LOCKING FOR TO EXFLAIN
WHY | WAS SLICH A SHEE/ICLLT CHLE

EXAMFLE,; THE EFFORT SHE EXFPENPEDP
TO CONVINCE ME | MUST BE &4y SIMPLY
BECALSE SHE COULDPN'T CONCEIVE OF A
HETEROSEXNLAL MALE PARING TO
WEAR A SPRESS IN PLUBLIC.

NG, SHE ABSCLUTELY S/ NOT WANT
ME TO BE GAY... BUT AN LA&M4PFY CON-
CLLS/ON |15 SCMETIMES PREFERASLE
TO ACKNOWLEDPGING AME/SLI/T/ES IN AN
ALREAPY-ACCEPTEP PICTURE OF REALITY.

AN EQUATION WITH NO OBVIOUS RE-
SOLUTION, I'LL ALWAYS FINP MYSELF
SCRUTINZER ON HER SCRATCHPALR.

i
e

—

LY

POUBTLESS, SHE WILL CURSE SILENTLY
UFPCN PISCOVERING THAT THE ANSWER
SHE'S PER/NWEL POES NOT APFPEAR IN
THE COLUMN OF MULTIFLE CHOICES.

THIS; YOU SEE; |15 FURTHER EVI-
PENCE OF MY DPEFICIENCY. WHY CAN'T
| STAY BETWEEN THE LINES#

SPECIFICALLY
THE ONES
FANTES ON
THE Rads

IT WILL TAKE SOME WORK, BUT I'M ACT-
UALLY GOING TO RESPONP TO THIS ONE.




IT WILL TEST HER A77ENT/ON SEAN;
BUT THEN THAT WILL TEACH HER BETTER
THAN TO ASk” QLESTIONS WHEN SHE
POESN'T REALLY WANT THE dAMSHERS.

| SHALL SIMPLY ENPEAVOR TO TELL THE
TRLTH. AT LENSTH. PROVIPE THOUGHT
MOPELS THAT COMMUNICATE THE PROCESS
WHICH HAS LEP TO MY CURRENT THINKING
ON THESE SUBJECTS...

S\

,',"'
% -

mp
w2
l/

.«.ANP? THUS RELIEVE HER OF THE FP&ER-
CENELP SL/LT SHE MAY HARBOR FOR

HAVING A4/ EL TC SWING ME BACK INTO
HER FOLP (TO TORTURE THE METAPHOR
SOMEWHAT UNWHOLESCMELY).

MOST LIKELY, SHE'LL COME ANAY FROM
THE INTERACTION RETAINING ONLY A
SINGULAR CONCEPTUAL CONSTRUCT:

HE POESNT SEL/IEVE NV GOF

THIS WILL SERVE CHIEFLY AS A R4ET-
OR/CAL EXERC/SE FOR ME. I PON'T
EXPECT MUCH OF IT TO SINK IN.

,<

WHICH OF COLRSE WOULDP BE SOME-
WHAT SES/FE THE FPO/WNT.

THEN WHY EVEN SOTHERT WHY NOT
JUST AV2/Z THE TOPIC ALTOSETHER?
YOU'VE CERTAINLY EXERCISEL? THAT
OFTION 50 FAR. WHY STIR IT ALL UP

SHE'S LITERALLY ASk/NVE FOR IT. SHE
SAYS SHE WANTS TO LNPERSTANE ME.

SO YOU
WaNT TO
SEE IF SHE
Has THE
COURASE OF
HER SOM-
VICTIOMS,

I'VE BEEN MEANING TO WRITE SOME
OF THIS POWN ANYWAY. I'VE BEEN
CARRYING IT ARCUNDP FOR YEARS.

a t .

N

MAYBE THIS ONCE I'LL CHAFP/TLLATES
ACCEPT HER INFLUENCE AS AN EXCUSE.

YES MO,
| WILL 5AY;
/TS ALL

THE ONE WHO'S

ASKING FOR
IT.




Continued next issue
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by Stanley Lieber

book one

01. | TABZ, 1960

02. | CU/IFARLEY

03. | TOWARDS MYTHOLOGIZING THE COMING
RESURGENCE OF COVERT WARFARE

04. | ADVANCE

05. | MEN OF VISION

06. | VISOR TECHNOLOGY

07. | PAPER WINTER

08.| D..V.O.R.C.E.

09. | VIOLET RETURNS FROM THE WOODS
l KUDEN

CLASS 68

DULL CARE

THE BAD STUDENT

UBICOMP

ALL THAT IS

DRIFT

IN THE END, NOTHING WORKS

NOOhAON O

book two
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book three
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ADVANCE

All told, it was three years until | saw him again. Draped in
something reflective, outfitted for gelpants.

He appraised me, amused.

"I don't suppose you objected too strenuously, when they
told you what it was they planned to do to me."

Six years old. Circumcised. Ready to start public school.

"Son, I've been doing my best to provide you a future. You're
getting the best education tax dollars can buy."

"Prove it, Dad. They cut off my stick."
By 1963, the war had started.

"They didn't cut it off. They've trimmed back the excess skin.
Hygienic benefits. Read up on your New Jack Testament. It's
part of the package."

I'll admit, the family tended to shunt Tommy aside. We had
shelled into advanced operations and were channeling most
of our attention to the tactical situation above ground. Probably
some things slipped by unnoticed.

"Nobody ever asked what | wanted.”

Maybe | should have sent him back to his mother. He seemed
more attuned to her.

‘Irrelevant. You're not old enough to have an opinion on this.
Here, hop on up here. Help me parse these filter rules. We have
Incoming."



"You old fuss budget!"

My daughter.

"Why don't you give him a break. He's been studying all summer."
"This wasn't strictly my decision, Violet."

"Lies! You're the ranking officer now."

"He's going to learn a lot more by observing us here than he would
diddling with you and your mother back at home. Praying. Whatever
it is you do."

"You're wearing him out.”

"It's part of the training. He'll endure.”

"Well, gee. | would advise that you get yourself a good lawyer.
Tommy's peer group is quite litigious. See you never."

Violet slammed a lot of doors, that year.

The dream was this:

My wife, my sister and Violet wandering through HQ. Someone |
don't remember from high school walking up and smearing grease
paint on my face, saying "Don't you remember me?"

My wife, my sister and Violet walking through someone's house as

a shortcut. The women stop to pick through the occupants' belongings.
| advise them not to continue but they've become unresponsive. The
occupants of the hovel wake up and sound the alert for their extended
family, who appear from out of nowhere and accost us.

Hometown Security arrives with shock troops and we are all separated

and detained. | am interrogated by Jeff from Curb Your Enthusiasm.

By 1963 | had quit smoking, but still | made routine trips to the balcony
to clear my head and to stare at the snow. There's no telling what my
handlers thought of this. Ten below zero and there | was, out there in
my shirtsleeves.

Well, fuck 'em.

| was close. Ten more months and the agency would have recouped
on my advance. Then | could start in on the mortgage. Savings. Things
would start to look up.

Mostly.

Tommy was still a worry. Soon they'd want to draft him.

| wasn't sure he was ready.

o be condinwed...
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| ACCEPT YOUR o el ——

@(B_\ NOMINATION FOR
N H\’h PRESIPENT OF

THE UNITER
STATES. WHEN | 4l THOSE
WoRRS FOUR YEARS
TONISHT, A AGO; NONE OF LS
REFPORT FROW COULD HAVE ENVISICNELR
Cvd STATING WHAT THESE YEARS
THERE WERE WOULE BRIME.
NO WHED
IN IRA,

%

% BLIMMING
FOR PRES- | AM GRATEFLL TO SHARE

”ff*é'r E‘f;“ MY WALK IN LIFE WITH
S e BILL CLINTON. AMERICANS
ITIVE PLAN HAYE COME TO SEE THE
TO BUILP GEOOPNESS ANP KINP-
A SAFER NESS AND STRENGTH
A T@Lf | FIRST SAW NINETEEN
Hilldr prisis YEARS AGO, AND WE
LOVE OUR FIRST GENT-

=== ,. HOPEFLL
/| LEMAN.

AMERICA,

IN THE LAST FOLUR YEARS, __
YOU AND | HAVE COME TO . .=
KNOW EACH OTHER. EVEN YOU MAY HAVE NOTICEDR
WHEN WE PON'T AGREE, | - | HAVE A FEW FLAWS,
AT LEAST YOU KNOW AN e TOO.
WHAT | BELIEVE ANP -
WHERE | STAND.

FOLR MORE

YEARS !

I'VE MET WITH THE WIVES
ANP HUSBANDPS WHO HAVE
RECEIVEP A FOLPEPR FLAG,
AN SAIP A FINAL GOOPBYE
Umriaiir TO A SOLPIER THEY HAVE
LOVELR. | AWM AWED THAT
T 50 MANY HAVE LSED
THAT D5~ THOSE MEETINGS TO
CUSSION. OFFER ENCOURASEMENT
TO ME.

ary
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"IN RESPONSE TO THE

CLINTON ADPMINISTRATON'S ,
@ @ INCREASINGLY HOSTILE "THE PRESENT REALITY
i\ ,_g PROVES THAT ONLY
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MEN OF VISION

The bombs are still falling when they outfit me with this stupid,
spamming hat and instruct me to cart around young cousin William,
the other male child on the premises, so that he might bask in the
unfiltered sunshine, take in the unfiltered air, be exposed, finally, to
the city above ground. This isn't posed as an elective course of ac-
tion; I'm given formal orders and nudged in the direction of the outer
doors.

| tell them | don't see as how it's a good idea -- what with the declin-
ing birthrates, the continuously falling bombs, the constant danger
of disfigurement and death. But | might as well be set on mute when
it comes to registering above the din of the war room. My thoughts
are not considered.

Children, creatures endowed with no special mastery over the e-
volved traditions of warfare, are expected to find their own way, to
get in where they fit in, to drive unique footholds into this imposing,
existential mountain dubbed survival. Honestly, I've never consider-
ed this state of affairs to be a cause for concern. I've never shied
away from a difficult climb; have preferred, in fact, to traverse peaks
of despair, regarding them as nothing more than clumps of grass
gathered at my feet. The one permanent handicap I've endured is
the responsibility to this cousin, William, who is so young, who can-
not even fend for himself. Others of his age are expected to survive
by dint of their own skills. William, for his part, is basically immobile.
Self-sufficiency has been altogether ruled out.

Tags:
1964,
tab1,
tab2,
william



The war effort consumes most of the adults' attention. Slowly, William
and | have been pushed from one room to another, down long hallways
and through half-open doorways, with barely any recognition paid to
how we are being treated. No one includes us, or keeps much track of
us, now that the fighting has percolated into the city. With new air strikes
arriving daily, we are the least of the adults' concerns.

| work with what | am given.

It is In these streets that I've learned my trade, have begun to earn my
keep. I've developed an affinity for commerce -- an aptitude, you might
say -- and happily contribute a percentage back into the household. Ap-
parently, I'm a natural born hustler. So says my uncle. It has come to the
point where I'm afraid the adults will finally realize their neglect; it's con-
ceivable they may even forbid us, William and myself, to leave the com-
pound on our own. This would negatively impact revenues, which is un-
acceptable. It would also harm our family's standing in the community,
which is equally unacceptable. My products are in high demand. It is
with a constant awareness of this predicament that, over the past few
months, | have striven to make the skills of the street my own. | have
adapted myself to its rhythms, mastered its sundry particulars, bal-
anced weight through the hood until these various criminal activities
have become as second nature to me, a collection of reflexive actions,
as simple as walking to the kitchen or emptying my bladder. This sym-
pathy with the tidal nature of currency is hard won, but allows me to
function freely, wholly invisible to the financial surveillance algorithms
employed by HQ. | should say, invisible so long as | remember to hold
back that reasonable percentage for the family's coffers. It is true |
would quickly gain a reputation for scandal, if ever | became sloppy
enough to arouse the interest of my Father's men. Let us observe

then that my operations have never been brought to their attention.

Add to an already-formidable grip my legitimate pay from William's pro-
menades, and |I'm already better than halfway to my new shield jacket.

| count it as a demonstration of utility that I'm able to provide my own
armor. A new shield jacket would doubtless preserve me through count-
less future crises (that is to say, If I'm not found skewered by shrapnel
before the thing is even delivered). Thus | have concluded that even la-
mentable character traits such as my unguestioning greed may be con-
strued as facets of pious virtue. Until | am able to participate in weapons
training, | will content myself to be lost in the paper chase. Keeping Will-
lam and myself alive is merely the start of what | hope to accomplish.

| assume that Mom and Pop are cognizant of all this, to some degree.
In my view, the whole bang-up, this war, is simply an excuse to seek
out and extract ever larger sums of money. The whole conflagration
only serves to increase trade out here on the street. (Fortunately for
me, the family doesn't seem too keen on auditing my activities). The
fact that my relatives' economic interests are currently seen to overlap
with my own is a kind of happy accident, perhaps of the sort depicted
In children's cinema, or in certain of the ancient, sequentially illustrated



pamphlets collected by my Father. In reality, my family's enlightened
self-interest drives a free exchange of goods and services, a market-
place that in turn benefits the entire community. My own present act-
ivities, in spite of the myopic moral objections offered by my sister,
merely contribute to this aggregate effect. Yes, I've done some reading
on the topic. | admit. But the ideas |'ve argued with Father can stand
on their own, without the backing of an intellectual's hem-hawing. |
dare say that they are self-evident. If only | could get him to under-
stand: even in wartime, altruism is beside the point

The kid in the cart doesn't realize I'm only in it for the money. He digs
his fingernails into the palm of my hand, obviously frightened of the
noise. We round a corner and a rather large building comes apart
ight in front of us. He buries his face in my coat just as we're pelted
by a boiling shockwave of dust. For some reason he looks to me for
protection. Of course, this toddler's intellect is not able to assess the
true complexity of our situation -- he's not yet up to the task of cynical
apprehension -- but perhaps in the end he is right to place his faith in
me. It is unquestionably within the realm of my interests to make sure
he survives these trips to the surface. The profit motive is clear. It's
right there in the contract.

| pause to reflect on this, and the brilliant symmetry of our arrangement
dazzles me all over again. | cannot help but marvel as | recount the sub-
tle articulation: William survives; | profit.

| try to gather my thoughts.

Still, the dizzying effect persists. | struggle to get a hold of myself, even

as large sheets of smartglass are de-integrating everywhere around us.
A rapture similar to my own seems to have overtaken William. | am en-

thralled as he adopts a distant, distracted gaze, his jaw falling slack. He
seems serene now in his repose, more contented than either of us have
a right to be, given the circumstances.

| believe that my hand, which he continues to grip quite tightly, is start-
ing to bleed onto my trousers.

Torn from my reverie, | return a gentle squeeze, letting William know
that we're going to be all right. | guide his chair across the street, away
from this perambulating dust cloud that by now has puffed up its chest
to encompass half the block. If the trailing wisps of this mess are not to
gum up the works of William's chair, we'll need to find our way into a
shop or an office or a foyer rather quickly.

Adults are hurling themselves to an fro, generally kicking up more co-
mmotion than is warranted by the simple demolition of a midtown office
building. | reign in young master William and tether him to a banister,
and then | set off to fetch an adult. In short order I'm breast-stroking



through a sea of white lab coats. It's clear to me now that we've ended
up in some sort of medical clinic.

It takes only a moment to evaluate the new surroundings, and | remain
lucid enough not to dust myself off before approaching one of the nurses.
That would be tantamount to chucking my tools in the trashcan.

"There's just no end to it," | hear one of the doctors remark, circumnavi-
gating the perimeter of a nearby cubicle. His voice is filled with work-a-
day resignation. Rotating my body to face him, | size him up instantly.

Half a second passes, and | launch purposefully in his direction. I'm
going to try and get some hand prints onto his coat before he has a
chance to form a dispassionate impression of me. He'll be forced to
take in my appearance, to consider my circumstance. The ploy is
nearly guaranteed to work, given his type.

"This spamming war just goes on and on."

His remark is sympathetic in nature. | take his words as an obvious
cue to redouble my approach velocity, and step fully into the field of
his vision. | wipe my arms across his chest and submit my filthy clo-
thing, runny nose for his inspection.

"Excuse me, sir, might | inquire as to what it is that has just taken
place, out on the street”?"

| let the question hang there, resonating in the stale clinic air. I'm play-
acting now as if I'm stupid; asking after that which | am clearly not equ-
ipped to understand. He buys into this mailbox full of spam because I'm
merely a child, seven years of age, and therefore, self-evidently, not so-
phisticated enough to mount a motivated deception. Oh, the folly of ex-
perience.

| tilt toward him perceptibly, making sure he gets a load of my garb. His
eyes fall upon me in silence and then there is a gap of some seconds
before | finally detect a twinkle in the center of his un-patched eye. At
last, he's picked up on it. He's located the transceiver. He's got a make
on my ID.

This, of course, changes everything. His demeanor, not thirty seconds
ago the sort of bemused half-attention one pays to a poverty-stricken
child, is now replaced with that of a Green hobo ready to snatch a bill-
lon dollar bill from the collection plate. | am well acquainted with this
shift in disposition, immediately recognize his tell, and so may reflect
that my gambit is almost certainly working.

"Well, hello there, young fellow!"

He dings my helmet.



"You see, recently, some bad men have taken it upon themselves to
provide our city's skyline with a series of aesthetic enhancements. You
may learn in school, in the coming year, about a social interaction often
referred to -- referred to in the literature, that is -- as politically motivated
violence. Or, for short, PMV."

"Splendid and fascinating!" | exclaim, masking a considerable amount
of mental activity with a merely adequate portrayal of child-like wonder.

Let me explain. Throughout all of this my mind has been occupied, sim-
ultaneously, on three fronts: affecting to extract details of the bombing
attack without also giving away my real aim; shuffling through numerous
possible non sequiturs with which to counter his inane stammering, none
of which must come across as excessively practiced lest | inadvertently
alert him to the fact that I'm on the grift; and, to complicate matters, keep-
Ing an eye on what's going on around us In the office, paying particular
attention to my physical location relative to all possible exits. It has only
been in situations like this that | have, after so many years, felt well and
truly engaged with the world. A fickle melancholy descends over me,

and | resist the urge to withdraw, to run outside, to find myself peering
over the railing and thoughtfully evacuating my stomach. Characteristic-
ally, | maintain my hold on the situation. | press on.

The doctor, for his part, sinks into a portrait of exquisite confusion.
"Say, what are you two doing in my clinic?"

William's chair is knocking back and forth gently, blissfully unaware of
the limits set for it by my tether. | turn my eyes back to the man very s
owly, straightening my posture and raising my voice.

"Sir, | was carting around my little brother here when the building at
25765 St. Aecstopher's Cross did fall down nearly on top of us. I'm af-
raid | have sustained some sort of injury, as my arm seems to have
gone missing."

| do the trick with my shoulder, slipping my arm, and he gasps as it
re-appears in my sleeve. Absentmindedly, | look down and say, "Oh,
there it is."

He fails to laugh. Instead, he puts in a respectable effort to wrinkle his
eyebrows, to grow more concerned with each passing moment. Priv-
ately, | want to be disappointed with this reaction, to ask him if some-
how the humor hasn't translated, but | will not break character over

a single flat joke.

Now, this fellow knows when he smells a five-star dinner. Oh yes,
he's recognized which house we're from. Dad's pressure screen is
probably glowing red even as we commence negotiations. | think |



can actually feel the chips twitching in my wrist and neck, as both re-
gions are crying out to be scratched. Or maybe it's just my allergies.

Without warning, something seems to click into place in the doctor's
head, and he lunges toward me.

Almost before | can unlatch William, the man's taken me up into his
arms and is ferrying me into an examination room. He unloads me
gently on the table and smooths me onto its stiff, white paper, pre-
sumably there to stem the spread of various bacteria. It will be int-
eresting to hear which perilous -- though certainly, at this clinic, tr-
eatable -- allment he has diagnosed me with, now that he realizes
I've membership in a truly superlative health plan. That's when he
notices my eyes.

"Son --" His own eyes get stuck gliding over William's gilded chair.
'Son, are you... blind?"

"Of course I'm blind, you jack ass!"

Okay, | admit here that I've broken character. | wrench my face back
Into a pathetic sulk and twitch only once, trying to restore equilibrium.
| remind myself to act my age. Let him guide the scene.

"How long have you been wandering the streets out there, without be-
Ing able to see where you're going?"

An easy one.

"It's never really been an issue. | mean, | seem to know my way ar-
ound the neighborhood pretty well. Everyone here knows me. And
twenty-twenty vision isn't a panacea against belly-flopping architect-
ure, as | think was proved out there today."

"Hm. | suppose it was. | admit, you do seem capable. But still, blind-
ness is a serious complaint for one who spends so much time out-
doors. | would imagine it's also quite demoralizing, when your ob-
structed vision is rated against that of your peers, wouldn't you
agree?"

Like | said, I'm a billion dollar bill lying face-up on the sidewalk.

Presently, he claps me into another chair, this one missing the sani-
tary strip of paper, and begins attaching things to my face. | open
my mouth to try another pitch but he simply reaches down and plugs
It with a wad of medical gauze. | suppose we'll have to continue our
discussion once he's finished tinkering with my eyes.

He's a few hours getting on with it, and so, by the time he's taken



down my numbers and confirmed them multiple times against his
network queries, William and | are left to amble along home. Once
again | have to point out: here we are, children, alone on the streets
after dark, where war is still being waged. (Admittedly, the firing us-
ually stops when the sun goes down.) Sure, plug me into a machine
to fix my eyes, then send me right back out into the war zone. What
was the point? | could get this treatment from the boys at HQ. In any
case, | have now been outfitted with an outlandish plastic headband.
It encircles the top half of my face and displays a pleasant array of
colored shapes, monochrome to onlookers and passers-by. Aside
from the cosmetic effects, my vision seems unchanged.

We exit the clinic without having gathered any useful intelligence.
Ditto for the tally of unburdened credits we have to show for our tr-
ouble. No doubt this will have been a complete waste of an after-
noon, distinguished only by the irritation of a needless medical pro-
cedure. I've wasted a lot of time that could have been devoted to
shoring up my grip. William looks up at me, visibly disappointed.

At an intersection, | am surprised to note that | can now see things
I've never been able to see before.

In some ways, it is confusing, this trying to peer between the fat
cubes of light that gyrate before my eyes. At first | am not quite
sure how to adjust, even as | attempt to keep walking. Slowly the
iInput begins to make sense. To help, rather than hinder, my navi-
gation.

On balance, | will say that there is much to recommend in these
additional streams of information, all dancing betwixt each other
and pouring unstoppably into my face. The interface is intuitive,
hands-free. | can see where such a device could be considered
useful. I'm even getting telemetry now from HQ. What has this
motherspamming optometrist done to me?

| seem to have gotten quite a ways down the street on my own. I've
iInadvertently left William back at the intersection, his chair bobbing in
sync with the traffic. When | return to his side, | see that he has pulled
out his knapsack and begun to tear off little strips of paper, creasing
them into slim, rectangular folds that bear a striking resemblance to
llegal tobacco cigarettes. He offers one to me and | accept, gripping

It between my second and third fingers, leaning back against the enor-
mous smartglass windows of the FIRST MULTINATIONAL BANK. Ev-
entually, | bring the sliver of paper up to my lips, deftly feigning inhala-
tion. Smooth flavor...

William looks up at me with those preposterously large eyes and, for the
first time today, puts forth the effort to straighten out his spine and stutter
a few words. In spite of the pain it causes him, he wants to speak to me.



You have to admire his grit.

"T-T-Thomas, it's been a fun day, and it is r-r-rather late -- ungt! -- but, if
it's all the same to you... |... | would prefer that we tarry here for a while,
and p-p-pickle in the ebb and flow of the... c-c-cool night air."

| raise my cig to him and nod respectfully. We both jump as a building co-
llapses, somewhere off in the distance. On this night, the city will not be
afforded its usual dusk-to-dawn reprieve.

Gingerly, | work the length of gauze out of my mouth and begin to unroll
Its damp wad of fabric onto the sidewalk. William's glassy eyes reflect a
light that seems to originate from no obvious source. He recognizes wh-
at it is I've managed to smuggle out of the doctor's office. There i1s more
here than just the blood and spittle sopped up by the rags.

A selection of tiny hand tools glistens in the light of the street lamp. These
are the final pieces we'll need to render our reverse-engineering shop, hi-
dden for now in a vacant ammo closet on the sixth level, fully operational.
Once | can get a hold of a few more classified schematics, we can begin
undercutting the importers, kick our minuscule operation into full gear.
We'll even be able to outfit William's chair with its own shield jacket and
an independent comms package, all of our own design. No more relying
on the adults or outsiders for our gear.

| briefly consider cutting Father in on this action. That notion gets dispers-
ed along with the echoes of mortar fire still reverberating across the river.
ry as | might, | know he just couldn't be made to understand. This world
we've arrived at, crowning from the great, vaginal maw of nothingness
bequeathed to us by our ancestors, brooks no quarter for the elderly, or
for those sad individuals still nostalgic for the unambiguous adversaries
of eras past. Pop would be happier lobbing rounds at the enemy, claw-
Ing defiantly as he sinks into his grave, still convinced he's making some
sort of falsifiable, empirical contribution to his generation's most moment-
ous struggle.

What a load of bollocks. Dad has wasted his entire life on this nonsense.

| decide it's best to keep my opinions to myself. William tends to be sen-
timental when it comes to family.

Speaking of which, the boy has gotten busy, grunting and drooling into
his shirt. All evidence of his brief flash of lucidity is gone, vanished. Might
as well never have happened. He's making a mess of his clothing.

| snatch up the little bundle of tools before he spoils them, too. Some-
times you wonder why you even bother. With William, the sentiment is
amplified. | suppose | do feel for him.

We're both of us looking forward to the end of this war.



No, really. Hear me out.

I've grown weary of the grind. | want to be free of William, free of this
duty.

| worry that the adults have already compromised our security. | can't
imagine the Green insurgents will ever give up. Do you see what I'm

saying? It's frustrating that the family pursues this stagnant vision of

religious purity. We can't all be ideologues. Or not of the type my fa-

ther admires, anyway. We have to be in this to win it. We have to get
In where we fit in. And that might not include the Church.

As for now, I'm content to focus on having a smoke and getting rich.

I'm convinced. It's the only way I'm going to survive.

-
o be condinued. ..
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HALF/DEAD

Real Name: Dr. Fred Drift

Occupation: Terrorist, robotics engineer
Identity/Class: Human

Legal status: citizen of the United States
with a criminal record

Aliases: None known

Marital status: Single

Known relatives: Father (U.S. military,
killed in action)

Group affiliation: ACLU, Skeptic Soc-
iety, DeMolay International

Base of operations: New York City,
Baghdad, Riker's Island

First appearance: ACTRON vol. 3, #5
(1980)

Other appearances: ACTRON vol. 3,

#6 (1990)

History: DR. FRED DRIFT is the son of a
Special Forces veteran, and a survivor of
the 9/11 attacks of 1981. Abandoned by
overburdened rescue workers, the trauma
of the event triggered his latent telekinetic
abilities, which he leveraged to dig himself
out of the rubble. DRIFT's father went on
to distinguish himself in Afghanistan, but
did not survive his first tour of duty in Irag.
DRIFT has what one could describe as a
chip on his shoulder about American inter-
ventionism in the Middle East. Today, a br-
illiant child in a supremely powerful cyborg
body, he routinely causes extensive prop-
erty damage to the city he calls home.
Comments: HALF/DEAD's intelligence is
quite literally off the scale. Within two years
of his father's death, DRIFT had completed
his PhD in advanced robotics at the Mass-
achusetts Institute of Technology. In a sh-
ort period of time he accepted a position
as MIT's youngest ever tenured professor.
It is unknown if campus politics played a
role in his eventual adoption of the HALF/
DEAD alter-ego.

Height: 5" 11°

Weight: 250 Ibs

Eyes: None

Hair: None

Known superhuman powers: Telekinesis
Weapons: HALF/DEAD wields an energy
staff that serves as a targeting focus for
his telekenetic force blasts.

Accessories: As a part of his regular cos-
tume, HALF/DEAD wears a clip-on "mo-
hawk™ hair weave. |}

ACTRON,
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SUPER-SONIC

Real Name: John W. Ratcliff
Occupation: Poet, enforcer
Identity/Class: Human

Legal status: citizen of the United States
with no criminal record

Aliases: John Alcmena (pseudonym)
Marital status: Single

Known relatives: Hercules (ancestor)
Group affiliation: ACTRON, INC., Greek
Pantheon

Base of operations: The Chrysler Build-
ing, New York City

First appearance: ACTRON vol. 1, #1
(1986)

Other appearances: ACTRON vol. 1, #2-
3 (1986-1987); ACTRON vol. 2, #4-10
(1988-1989); ACTRON GRAPHIC NOVEL
(1988); ACTRON vol. 3, #1-6 (1990), HOU-
SE OF HERESY #1 (1994); ACTRON CITY
vol. 1 (1998)

History: Little is known about SUPER-
SONIC's background, apart from his app-
arent status as a descendant of the Greek
Pantheon. He was recruited into the AC-
TRON TEAM by PIRO while living as a re-
sident poet in Venice, ltaly.

Comments: JOHN ALCMENA's poetry in
the ltalian language has garnered numer-
ous awards in the European literary press.
His presence on the ACTRON TEAM has
been credited with the group's immense
popularity with the ltalian media.

Height: 6" 4"

Weight: 360 Ibs

Eyes: Green

Hair: Brown

Known superhuman powers: Invulner-
ability, Class 100 strength

Weapons: SUPER-SONIC wields a mys-
tical sword of solid gold, which is sheethed
in an unknown substance that renders it
one of the most durable objects known to
man. On occasion he has used the sword
to slice through industrial steel with little
evident difficulty.

Accessories: SUPER-SONIC’s solid gold
belt and gauntlets are thought to be some-
how connected to his invulnerability and
strength. His left gauntlet contains a dig-
ital watch beneath one of its jewel facings.
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VISOR TECHNOLOGY -

The new gear seemed to suit Tommy fine.

Indeed, over the past month he'd hardly complained. The visor all-
owed him to dominate. Sometimes even with the older boys. Now,
he came home with money in his pocket.

He still hadn't been drafted.

When I'd sent him to the Mold Clinic, | was only vaguely aware of
what they might install in his head. The modern equipment was be-
yond my expertise. Above my paygrade, as we used to say. Now,

it looked as if some improvements had been pushed to Tommy's
firmware, even in the last fifteen minutes. All | could do was shake
my head.

The tactical advantage was clear. | was just glad HQ had agreed

to pay for it all.

Reagan was starting to concern us. Would he poison the public on
Bush? John Kerry Rowling might run for President in 1968. Natur-
ally, something had to be done.

| decided to involve Tommy. | was allowed complete discretion when
it came to personnel. | thought that with the enhancements he'd pr-
ove useful. At least as useful as before.

And he had been pretty useful, before.

| got him out of bed and brought him in to work.

The Chief was having a bit of problem with a can of bi-partisan



gravy.
"| can't get this spamming thing opened."

Tommy quickly found a weak spot in the can's lid, using his visor.
"No problem," he said, and opened the can.

"Next time, I'll just go with the low-fat DeliSchticks."
"None of that stuff is very good for you,” Tommy chided.

The Chief could only roll his eyes.

"Well, shit on my Christmas! The boy's found another one."

Campaign contributions. We'd put Tommy on the trail of JKR's back-
ers. The financial streams were now running through the boy's sys-
tem. He was even better at this than the machines.

"It's old man Gerrymander."
"The Molds," | said, making eye contact with Tommy.

We'd had a hell of a time keeping this guy out of the race. Strictly sp-
eaking, he wasn't even legal; an immigrant from some border state
that had been excluded from the New American union. But he'd lever-
aged his wealth to rig local rules in one of the communities he con-
trolled. We'd missed it before it was too late. It had caused some fric-
tion here at HQ. Who was to blame? We all had a bit of a problem
with Mold's politics.

"So | guess if he can't run, he'll put up a guy who can. Sounds like
a good strategy to me."

"No, not analysis," | ordered. "You concentrate on the streams."

"Yes Father," Tommy replied.

After a while he seemed to tucker out. | brought up some comic
books on my leaf and sent him over to a corner. The Chief had allow-
ed his own son to tag along that day, and so the two of them spent a
few hours together, chewing on DeliSchticks and catching up on back
iIssues of Actfron. Harmless entertainment, in my opinion.

But Tommy had hit on something important. If Gerrymander Mold
really was angling again to get his claws into the election, we could
expect a lot of activity down south in the next few weeks. It was likely
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