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  PREFACE

 

 

            In 2014 A.D. (5:05 pm on August 22, to be exact) the first aliens landed in Boston. They walked in across Boston Harbor towing their ship behind them on a string. The students hadn’t returned for the fall yet, this meant you could park occasionally, and so people were wandering up and down the avenues, wondering what they would do if the recession ever lifted. For such a happy summer’s day, an alien landing was too good to be true.

            In 2016, the people who didn’t think it was too good to be true burst out with the most savage demonstration ever seen in North America. A hate group calling itself the Uprising gassed thousands of people to death in a morning raid, then fled to India to be pursued through jungles and deserts for the next twenty years.

            By 2034 we were losing our culture to the alien products as surely as we were losing our buildings to the sea. After the Uprising, you couldn’t breathe a word against the aliens without bringing the embarrassed wrath of HALO (the Human/Alien Liaison Office) down on your head. Or Cusp-Box. Or whatever you had. But my marriage was going to hell, my holos weren’t selling, and I had just about had it with playing “Take my culture—Please,” along with the rest of the city. So I decided to raise my voice and put a stop to it. Come hell—or high water.

 

 

 

 




  PART 1

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER 1

 

 

March 23, 2034, 4:00 pm, Westboro, Massachusetts

 

            I found sand in the toilet. Sand. Nobody shits sand.

            Only aliens shit sand.

            And they don’t shit it. They flake it off as they walk down the street. It mingles with the crud in the gutter, you don’t notice it, it’s gone. But it propagates; it goes off and does whatever it does. And there you have it. They’re taking over our world.

            Now I ask you: Would you like to be yanked into the future against your will? Wait, there’s more—you won’t know what any of the machines do. The food will be weird. The clothes will be ridiculous. You probably won’t even be able to speak the language.

            Still sound like fun?

            Okay, let’s have the future delivered to your door: an alien species shows up in Boston, just a little old alien species, wandering through the neighborhood. Their space ship breaks down—damn!—And so they check into little old Motel-o Earth-o to see if they can find a new conduction bolt for their night-drive. And the next thing you know, alien technology and ideas are erasing the cultures of Earth forever.

            But you know this already.

            I stalked over to the window. There on Route 495, the traffic whipped by at a hundred and twenty miles an hour: stone-faced Earth workers staring out their windshields or lolling back and reading the paper, whooshing to work in their wire-guide cars three feet off the ground. Westboro, MA, human racetrack to prosperity. They’re trying to keep up with the aliens, keep the aliens in Boston, keep the boom, keep it, keep it, keep it. Oh it was so good back in the eighties; oh it was so bad in the teens; now it’s so good again. Oh please don’t take it away.

            But you know all this too.

            Looming over it all, the emissaries from a dozen worlds, who peer down on us from their positions on high—on our world. Who look like fire plugs and sprays of aluminum siding and willow trees. Who have names like numbers. Who slice clothes from huge salamis and hand them out as souvenirs. Who don’t run the place yet–

            But we aren’t exactly the sole proprietors any more.

            Yes, we worked hard to get where we are—we, as a people, have worked hard to become who we are—We’re the people of Earth. But things have changed. Things have gotten out of hand. Things—things have disappeared. The hamburger, for instance—gone the way of the mosquito. And it hasn’t even done anything wrong! We can hardly pay attention to one thing before another comes along—The first one’s gone—what can we do? Write it down and stick it up on a shelf somewhere, so we can remember it was here once? Things are going so fast now. Alien objects and alien ideas are blowing our cultures away, like dust from the sill of an open window. Talk about an endangered species—we’re going to be gone like the wind and frankly, Scarlett, I don’t think anybody’s gonna give a damn.

            And what am I doing about it? How am I going to alert my fellow Earthlings to this tidal wave of oblivion? How am I going to tell them, “If you don’t care about it now, you won’t even know it existed five minutes later.”

            I don’t know.

            Somebody else out there must care.

            Some of them care in the wrong direction, true. They want more and more alien stuff—all they can get, in fact. In fact, they hate what I’m saying so much that they burned me out of my last office. I opened the door one morning and found myself standing in a fireplace: recordings, film, diaries—ashes.

            All gone. Just for trying to remember. I’m getting back together now, getting back into it now. I’ve got a new holo I’m working on. Back in business; back on the street.

            The doorbell rang.

            These interruptions drive me crazy. Every time I hear an unusual sound now—why the hell can’t I find a place to work? It was probably one of the squatters from the other offices, come to borrow a copier. The only inhabitants in this wreck of a high-tech office building are other good-deed-doers who, like me, are trying to crank out their little pamphlets and hold their little meetings, to bring peace and happiness to whomever will listen. No one knows how to care for the building any more. The artistic riff-raff and miscellaneous non-profit try-hards think the mold on the ceiling is “characteristic”. Ceiling, huh? We should have drained the puddles but, hey—every room has a beach now.

            I opened the door. A tall alien in a cap and sunglasses stood in the hall.

            He was an Adjaw, wearing the usual disguise. Long jaw, darker skin, waist too high, eyes too low. Clothes adjusted to cover these things.

            What was he doing out here in Westboro? Most of the Adjawi lived in Cambridge. That was where the military insisted on running the city from. By wearing the right clothes and getting a little plastic surgery, these aliens could pass for human on a dark night.

            Then I caught a glimpse of the far wall through his stomach—it was only a hologram.

            I slammed the door and ran back through my office. As I passed the bathroom, the alien dropped down out of the ceiling panels—he must have been hiding there the whole time. He was dressed as himself now: dark blue suit, gray plastic coat, some kind of light-weight running boots. And then I saw the HALO insignia on his chest: Human/Alien Liaison Office police. Now I knew what he wanted.

            I tried feinting past his head.

            He tried lassoing my neck with a wire. His tiny, too-wide-set eyes looked at me with calm patience.

            I threw it off and ran out into the hall. Hunted like an animal—I should call the SPCA and demand a refund. But wait—no, he couldn’t burn me out. Could he? To fly or fry? Ah the heck with it, I had everything I needed in my pocket: my notes, recordings. There was nothing left in this office worth burning. I’d learned that much.

            I ran up a stairwell and outside, onto the roof.

            It was winter, bright and cold. Very cold. The alien should have tried for my legs with the wire; then he could have grabbed me around the neck and jammed a stunner anywhere he wanted to. Too late now.

            A few moments later, I’d scrambled down to my motorcycle and ridden it over the river, through Grandma’s Pancake Park, and to the Marlboro Woods wire-guide train station. The alien stood on the roof, watching me ride away.

            By the time I got to the station I was numb from cold. I ran up the steps as the wind tore around me like an invisible whip.

            On the platform, I glanced at a phone booth. I wanted to call Dana. Did I have time? She’d understand my urgency; she knew the game of hide-and-seek in the real world, not just in the paper landscape of business and bureaucracy. She would enjoy this little episode.

            There was another person I wanted to call, too—Vubré.

            But they would have to wait until I got to a safer place.

            A private train whipped by on the fast wire overhead: dealers coming in from Leominster and Greenfield. Politicos. Lawyers. People wearing real clothes, not paper. A public train pulled in. I got on. I’d call her when I got into the city. Now I had ten minutes on the Adjaw in case he tried following me, five if he followed by air.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER 2

 

 

            The wire-guide train whooshed into the Lexington Common station. Two hundred and fifty years ago, it was Paul Revere hightailing it out of town, a few hours ahead of the British. Now it was me, booking it back into the city, pursued by the colonists from Wolf 359.

            I ran through all the alien species that were now on Earth. Only a few made public appearances; the rest tended to stay at the universities and colleges or were kept busy by the military (in whatever terrible places they saw fit to hide them). The Adjawi were the only species who were here in any numbers. Aside from their role as HALO police, they occupied jobs up on the satellite belt, advised us in our affairs with other aliens, and generally tried to pacify the population, as all the aliens did. They weren’t the key power group—that was the Varp/Human/Thinker-Bank Troika— but they were significant.

            Most people on Earth were so freaked out by the presence of aliens that they simply lumped them all together in one group and thought whatever the government told them to think.

            But the aliens weren’t all one group, they were very different, more so from each other than they were from us, in some cases. For example, the Cisos, or ‘Screechies’, were mile-long silver snakes who traveled by darting through the air at high speed. Not your average humanoids at all. Normally they traveled high in the stratosphere. But when they insisted on traveling underground, they made horrendous grinding and scraping sounds, which sent shivers through the surrounding buildings, not to mention everyone in them (including the Harbor Reclamation Authority, who went completely mental). It was deafening. Nobody liked them, not any of the other aliens and certainly not us. But people said, “Oh, that’s the aliens,” as if it were the perfect explanation of their numerous sins.

            The train pulled out, heading for Boston.

            On the overhead screens, the ads began again. An ad for one of the cheaper brothels rolled past. A youngish man in a business suit was poised on the front steps of the YES-SEX Hotel (a realtor’s revenge somewhere down by the waterfront). Behind him, a woman in highly creative clothes peered dreamily out an apartment window. Perhaps she was mulling over the question of covalent bonds in the Langmuir isotherm. “Hey, I can’t complain—” the man said, swaggering up the stairs. “I don’t have time.” He swaggered in the door. Miss Physical Chemistry waved vacantly at him. The final message went scampering across the board: “You Know My Name. Now Look Up My Address.”

            Was it the vestiges of the high-tech boom from the twentieth century that had brought the brothels to Boston? The whole world bought our thinking machines—they spoke alien, cleaned oceans, and found their way to Jupiter without a flashlight. But no one would marry our engineers. So what were these thousands of callow young nerds, who had found themselves making money hand over fist, to do? They were to spend all their money on nice, clean “artists,” they decided in their perfectly logical way.

            And “artists” appeared. Did they ever. It was a coupling made in main memory: gone when you shut off the lights. The city was incensed but it went on for years, and Boston added getting laid to the list of things that it was more expensive to do here than anywhere else.

            But that was back in the old days. All the high-tech hooties forgot how to have a good time without money. The rest of the country went bananas. Boston jokes jumped out of the trees. And when the money went away—when social security collapsed on the heads of the yuppies—

            But that’s another story.

            We’re dazzled by the alien culture. We love it. They came all this way, and they brought all this stuff, for us. And yet, what’s happened to the whole goofy way we used to court each other? To dance around, to flirt, and pine, and run away? A bunch of fools in a garden. We used to dress so coyly: gowns that seemed like unfolding flowers, neckties, swords. We wrote poetry, we sang, we jumped up on stage and hollered, “I love you. I love you! I LOVE YOU!”

            What happened to all that? A kiss is just a kiss, these days; a sigh is just a sigh. Nobody wants to do it anymore. They’re waiting, hoping, that the aliens will take them up into their starships, that the aliens will take us to fabulous new planets, where it will be white and clean and warm, where breezes will blow, and food will drop from the trees.

            The aliens, on the other hand, have started to patronize the brothels now. They think they’re fascinating.

            The train pulled into the fragile mesh of steel bars and taut gleaming cables that formed the Quincy Market station, a hundred feet over the placid waters of flooded Boston.

            Among the passengers waiting on the platform stood two rangy young men. But something wasn’t right. Since the unpleasantness at my office a few minutes before, I was tuned to the slightest signs of aberrance. The plastic surgery had been good—no-one in the crowd seemed to notice—but their skulls were wrong. They were Adjawi. Police. The HALO officer in Westboro had radioed ahead.

            I slid to the floor of the train car and hid amid the boots and umbrellas and shopping bags.

            The two HALO police got on the train and started working their way down the car.

            I slid out the door, scrambled across the windy platform, and swung out over the side. A hundred feet above the water, I hand-over-handed across the beams until I was back underneath the train, clambered up onto the wire-guide ridge, and scurried away out of sight. In the freezing air above the bay I looked down on the city.

            Twilight was giving way to evening. Since the aliens had landed, the night life in Boston had exploded. Shops stayed open round the clock, people thronged through the streets, and traffic took on aspects of creativity not normally seen outside international racetracks. More jobs, more workers, more rush hours, more money—the rest of the world looked on in awe. Directly below me, the buildings were a series of weird square castles jumbled together in the same moat. Between them, a long way down, the lights and laughter of the evening crowds floated up like faint prayers from old cathedrals. Now definitely above their element, the square-shouldered buildings went through the agony of midlife career change just like the rest of us.

            Out to sea, the alien settlements twinkled in the cold night air. Yes, all that sand lay beneath them, too. And there was no way to tell if the aliens had put it there or not.

            But down on the ground, sooner or later, some nitwit was bound to look up and see me. “Hey, look, there’s a dude hanging from the train station.”

            A white wire-guide train came flexing in on the other track. As it did, I poked my head up and hazarded a look back. The two HALO police officers were still on the platform. One was standing with his hands on his hips staring out into space. The other peered down into the water. Above me, the train closed its doors and began to leave. I grabbed hold of the levitating machinery and lifted my feet off the ground. The train began to pick up speed, and then it swooshed out of the station, on its way into the downtown pile, with me clutching the dusty frigid undercarriage.

            At Park Street station, the passengers waiting on the platform were startled to see a short, muscular holoist hanging from the undercarriage of their public conveyance. One of them pointed at me and shouted, “Is he alive?”

            “Yeah—” I yelled back. “But my shoe is untied.”

            It’s just that I was in a position where people were usually dead. A not uncommon state for us underground figures. When we did surface—on the end of a leash, or perhaps nodding in the hiss of a stunner—we were usually done for. Ready for the last roundup. Detained, defaced, deleted. Defunct. Amen.

            I dropped down to the wire-guide ridge again, jumped up onto the platform, and entered the crowd of wondering passengers—who, like all crowds, immediately forgot I had just been the object of their scrutiny—and walked down the stairs with them to Boston, Level 1.

            The street was packed with shopping machines, personal hovercraft, and the ubiquitous bumper cars. Not to mention bicycles. And the airborne advertising, which jerked up and down over everything.

            On the sidewalks, people in paper pants and plastic coats elbowed each other for access to the cramped, stuffed shops. Only a few still wore genuine cloth: the legislators, the bankers, the professional boobs. The truly well-to-do kept to low-profile cheap mass-produced clothing while they were in the city, saving their silk and quivet for quiet evenings at home.

            People’s breath flapped in the breeze, competing with the DEAL! signs that fluttered in their faces as the bumper cars bumbled by.

            I found a cab and ordered it down to the waterfront. There I boarded a Link-Ray, and for fifty dollars persuaded the driver to head the launch out into the harbor.

            As the thin, trembling vessel left the pier, I looked back at the city. The lights had turned the water into a black mylar sheet. The city stuck up out of the middle of it like a bunch of illuminated candy machines. Why was it sticking out of the middle of the ocean instead of standing responsibly beside it? Because some “unexpected” geological event had caused it to sink almost three feet a decade. Get down, Boss-town. Indeed. The commentators around the world had crowed with delight when the once-proud city began to have fish in its basements, mussels on its front steps, and seaweed clinging to its still-rare-but-now-underwater street signs.

            But since the aliens had arrived, it had become the most complicated, pulsing, dangerous, brilliant mess of authority and learning and dreams.

            It was bitter cold out on the water. The spray came up and rattled the canopy of the dilapidated old Link-Ray. I looked around to see if anyone was following me. Across the dark expanse of chop, a long navy personnel carrier, a luminous worm, drifted by on the horizon. Otherwise the harbor was empty.

            Why would they pursue me? What had I done? Why couldn’t I finish my damned holo!?

* * *

            On Easter Island’s round old peak, a wobbly line of homemade monuments marked the outbreak of intergalactic brotherhood delirium in the banana-brained Bay State. When the aliens arrived, back in 2014, a crowd of bicyclists, boneheads, and intellectual bushwhackers had rushed from their homes out to the island and thrown up little pretend-satellite-antennas. Mock-rockets. Statues of aliens. Stars, pyramids, cornucopia. Old pianos. Things made of styrofoam and trees. Shapeless piles of rubble covered with spray-paint. You name it, there were dozens of them. Heck, we’d commemorated everything else known to man—why not The Refugees From The Beyond?

            One monument in particular had a special meaning for me. Even though it was a 1968 Cadillac El Dorado, two-tone green and fake wood, with a low, low 87,000 miles on the odometer, it did not symbolize intergalactic brotherhood or even cheap gas and rock and roll. Or going somewhere in a ton and a half of steel and leather and rubber. Or organized crime. Or even being rich. It symbolized the fact that people’s culture—however fat, smelly, useless, and incomprehensible it is— belongs to them. For keeps.

            Perhaps you’re wondering why I, skeptic that I am, take this monument so seriously. I don’t—except that this car represents a message from Antonio Vubré. And Antonio Vubré says just this: Don’t make us give up the world; it’s all we have.

            Of the two phone numbers I had tried to call on the train platform, one was to Dana, a woman I’d met at a party in Newton a few weeks ago. I was getting a drink when she walked up to me and said, “Aren’t you the world’s foremost authority on Antonio Vubré?” “Yes, I know a few things about Vubré,” I’d said. What did she want to know? Soon, I was deep in conversation with this nervous little woman. She had a kind of who-gives-a-fuck, let’s-just-talk, I-hate-parties attitude. She wasn’t brilliant exactly, but she had a nice tough local-girl approach. Normal. Which was not always the case at these let’s-save-the-world-you-go-first kind of gatherings.

            There was also the other phone number. I’d found it smudged into the margin of a poster from a talk he gave a couple of years ago. I’d tried the number once—a male voice answered and then hung up. I knew the voice wasn’t Vubré’s; it was far too young. But it was a working number.

            Who is Vubré? I’ll tell you about him in a minute. The Vubré people and I gather here. We do all our secret dances and talk to the bushes and pull all kinds of crazy things that nobody knows about out here in the dark. We don’t come out here that much anymore. Most of the time we’re underground. Literally.

            I was alone on the island. The grass and bushes seemed to be saying: Don’t sit on us, this is our time now—

            I decided to give Dana a call.

            Inside the monument, the other reason for its existence hung from the dashboard: a phone, one that couldn’t be traced because it didn’t belong to anyone. We’d liberated it from a booth in the airway. I took out the phone and dialed her number.

            Dana’s face swam into view on the pale screen. Behind her were shelves of books: the Traveler Bookshop. The store was open around the clock, like most of the businesses up in the airway. She would be there until six the next morning. “Hello?” she said.

            “Dana?”

            “Wow. Let me—adjust my set. What a surprise.”

            “Yep.”

            She was glad to hear from me. “Where are you?” she asked.

            “I’m in the city.” I didn’t want to tell her where; there would be time for that later. “So—how are you?” I said.

            “Fine, fine. Wow, it’s great to hear from you. You know I never dreamed we would be talking like this so soon.”

            “I get around. Especially when the HALO Police are after me.”

            Her face turned solemn and she said, “What exactly are they pursuing you for, Bob?”

            “Because of the Alien Watch demonstration,” I said.

            We should have named it the Uprising-Watch Demonstration. If we had been watching them and not the aliens, we might have avoided all the insanity that came after it.

            The Uprising was determined to make a comeback, hit all the hot spots, revive its former triumphs. At this demonstration it seemed clear that, far from saving Earth from the aliens, they just wanted to trash Boston. Again.

            At the demonstration, I had been standing on a soap box, explaining that we didn’t want violence or confrontations or any of that, but that we did want pretty much everything else we could get our hands on. To live our lives in peace, with all the washing machines, TV dinners, cop shows, and income tax we care to have. Oh, and how about real clothes? We would like to wear some real clothes again, too. Not the food-wrapping that passed for underwear. Not the garbage bags that people tried to call jackets. Not the shower curtains we wrapped around our shoulders to have our friends say, “It’s you; it is.”

            It wasn’t.

            It was intergalactic puchiuau. The aliens unrolled them from the backs of their ships, dipped them in water, and then sliced them very thin, like big salami. Flop-a-dop: have a suit. It’s you-hoo, baby. Next!

            Behind me was a bunch of placards and pictures and banners, the usual paraphernalia necessary to put across unpopular but crucial ideas—especially those of Antonio Vubré. I look back on this thing and wonder how I could have done this, how I could have thought a demonstration was the way to put across the message.

            Down in front, some popcorn aliens were trying to sell popcorn. They were giving their usual absurd sales pitch. “HEY POPPA-POPA-POPOP! WO—getcha-getcha-WOO!” one said. The other one tugged on its companion’s sleeve and yelled, “Here—sell back to me! Come on! No? A dollar here’s! Sell to dollar!”

            “LET GO ME? Where you? OH POP-CO-O-ONE!” the first one continued.

            The crowd laughed and fell back a little, arms up against the popcorn cascade. But they were used to the short wildly-dressed creatures and didn’t mind. Each time I said something to them, the popcorns jumped up and down in each other’s arms, sprayed popcorn hither and yon, and howled, “OH MI GOODENES! OH MY GODNEES!” Cute. Harmless. They weren’t going to take over Earth.

            Anyway, as I was standing there, dealing with it, I noticed a hard suntanned man wearing an EPF banner on his sleeve but who looked nothing at all like any EPF member I had ever seen. He could have been a worker from the waterfront—he had a wet suit and a tool belt and was covered with mud. But something was wrong. On the fringe of the crowd I saw a couple more big guys. They were wearing EPF banners, too, and they, too, were wrong. You’ve heard the phrase “outside agitators”? “Agents provocateurs”?

            “I’m saying we’re different,” I was declaiming, coming up to my conclusion. One of the popcorn aliens was jumping up and down and waving a sign saying, “I’M FROM DOG-BONE CITY AND I’M TALKING CHINESE.” Probably got it from a music store. The hard-guy in front of me pulled a meat cleaver and hacked the popcorn alien to pieces.

            The alien fell to the ground like a broken clay pot. The crowd gasped and fell back; an oil slick around a bar of soap couldn’t have formed a more perfect circle. Some of them looked up at me. Someone yelled, “Hey—is this part of the demonstration?”

            What the heck could I say?

            These aren’t EPFers—

            But the man with the meat cleaver had waved to his friends. “Come on, help me!” And then one of the EPF suits slipped and I saw underneath it the bumpy red Uprising insignia crawling up the arm of his black pressure suit. These were not just pressure suits; they were the “work clothes” of the The Uprising’s action squads.

            If the Uprising lunatics had worn their own uniforms out in the open, they would have been seized immediately. The government would put them away and never let them go. But here they were.

            The crowd was oh-ing and ah-ing. The Uprising guys were closing in. “These are Uprising goons!” I yelled, “Get them!” And then I heard someone mutter, “No, kill the cornball.” They wanted the popcorn alien dead. The crowd was siding with the Uprising.

            How could this be happening? Why had they chosen my demonstration? I wanted to run, to escape—the irritation of the authorities and the necessity to keep my ass on ice in some spavined office building out in West Nowhere awaited me. And yet there was the alien, lying in pieces on the sidewalk. We had to help it. But where were we going to find an alien doctor?

            A woman in the crowd looked at me: What should we do now? The other alien was racing up and down, singing, “Ma-chu Pic-chu Ma-chu Pic-chu.” It was the worst moment of my life.

            Then the other alien, who looked like a puppet show trapped in a pillowcase, picked up its senseless companion and screwed it back together again. Whereupon the newly-assembled popcorn wobbled off, shaken but not much the worse for wear, followed by the screwer, who whispered, “Pip-pop? Poop-poop?” plaintively in its ear.

            But the Uprising action squad was not about to let them go. The six or seven who were in front of the stage surrounded the two little popcorns, and before anyone could do anything they had thrown the two aliens to the ground and were stamping them to pieces.

            The crowd was thrilled.

            Red-faced with rage, the goons yelled their absurd political slogans in strangled, hurried voices as they jumped and kicked the popcorns, until there was nothing left but a few shreds of cloth and a pile of clay.

            “Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!” the crowd egged them on.

            But the Uprising goons knew their time was short—they had attracted the attention of the crowd, and now they had only a few minutes to make their play. One of them yelled, “Give me the microphone!”

            I snatched it back.

            He shook his fist in my face. “This is what you should be doing—not wasting your time with little slogans and placards.” He pointed a pocket flame-thrower at the floor, and the signs and placards behind me exploded into flames. He jumped down and began to bash his way through the crowd.

            I took off in the other direction—somebody threw me from the stage past the first wave of people. I fought my way to the edge of the crowd, and then ran.

            How could I explain that I was peaceable and they were not? That it was faked? That the Uprising were wearing counterfeit uniforms? That they had chopped the alien and I had not? That they were the Uprising and I was not?

            For twenty years they had been in hiding. Now they were back; they were trying to use my organization as a cover—my organization. The last thing I wanted was to be associated with them.

* * *

            Dana was mulling over my answer. “So that’s why you don’t want to tell me where you are.”

            “Uh-huh.”

            “You’ve been on the run since the demonstration.”

            “Yup. Sure have,” I said.

            “Like, living underground?” Her face was serious and controlled.

            “It’s a habit,” I shrugged.

            “I’ll bet you’ve had some wild adventures,” Dana nodded.

            “Oh yeah,” I said. “They were after me today.”

            “They were?”

            “Yep. They ambushed me. In my own office.”

            “Wow. What happened?”

            I told her the story of finding sand in the toilet and then getting attacked by the Adjaw HALO agent. And of how I escaped by using Ninja Under-Train Evasion Technique.

            “The Liaison came chasing after you.”

            “You bet.”

            “So—they really want you. You must be pretty valuable.”

            “Yeah—yeah.” I tried to sound modest. I didn’t want to think about the demonstration now, though. I had the HALO police on my trail. “How’s the bookstore today?” I said.

            “Oh, boring. I only had a few customers. A kid came in last night at 3 am. He looked like he’d just gotten out of bed with someone. He wanted to know if we had any textbooks on Heavy Metal Oxides; he forgot he had an exam the next day and wanted to study for it. What a dope.”

            I laughed.

            “But it’s so exciting what you’re doing,” Dana said. “Do you know who it was?”

            “The guy who ambushed me—sure, I know him. He posed as a mailbox once. Tried to grab my hand when I dropped a letter in. He’s an Adjaw alien.”

            “Wow.”

            “He’s been pursuing me for years. He’s a specialist. They assigned him to me.”

            I could see her smiling, and then she shook her head. “I’m glad I met you,” she said. “I’m glad there’s an organization like yours. I mean, I think the EPF is great.”

            “Great,” I said. “I was wondering maybe if we could get together— you know, just informally.”

            “Yes?” she said. “Yeah, that would be nice.” But she wasn’t sure. There was something different in her voice, something older and more cautious.

            “Because one thing I called to ask you about was, if you’d like to help me do some research—on a holo I’m making. I mean, we could have dinner.”

            “You’re married, aren’t you?”

            “Oh yes. That’s not what I meant.” It was what I meant, but I didn’t want to say it. “I meant just getting together as colleagues.”

            “Oh. Sure—let’s get together. Not tonight. But sure, sometime.”

            “Fine. Well, I’ll call you.” I tried to sound reassuring but still awkward.

            “Good. Listen, I have to get off the phone. Customers. You know.”

            “Right,” I said. “Have a good night.”

            We hung up.

            I put the phone back under the dashboard. I gazed out past the upended El Dorado towards Boston again. The city glittered in the distance: the floating tube of an elevator, the wink of a helicopter, the white crawl of traffic, the shiver of an alien dwelling.

            Dana was fine. Her enthusiasm, her charm—the average Vubré follower was a melancholy student who wandered around the school in blankets trying to understand what had happened since the aliens arrived. They were serious but not fun.

            Karen, my wife, didn’t care about Earth People First, either. She was a mechanic who had taken a part-time job as Mrs. Bobby Reynaud. Sometimes it was just about unbearable to come home with a head full of ideas and have her put her hand on my arm and explain the latest radio she’d taken apart. I mean she fixed them, it was true. She never complained about my politics; that was true too. It was one of the reasons I’d married her. We’d met a few months after the Alien Watch. She’d picked me up in a bar, and the affair blossomed without seeming to. After we’d been sleeping together for a few weeks she told me her father was a member of the Uprising. Member was a slight understatement. “It has nothing to do with me,” she said. “I’m not part of it. My father is. It’s not my fault. It’s like being born with blonde hair.”

            Over the next few weeks, I learned that Nailon Loya was still active, that he was in the Boston area, and that under his tutelage The Uprising had regained some of its former strength. Somehow, she had kept him from finding out where she lived. “It’s the only way I can live with him. With it,” she said. “He understands; he accepts it.” So maybe, I thought, naive young idealist that I was, what with her father running the Uprising and having to hide from the police, with growing up with the terror and the hair-trigger reflexes of life underground, she’d find living with me a snap. On the other hand, maybe it was why she tinkered with radios; maybe she’d had enough. I hadn’t really thought about that. But I married her anyway.

* * *

            Somewhere on the other side of the island I saw the twinkling of a fire. People had landed since I’d called Dana.

            I crept through the bushes until I was a within a few yards of the line of monuments. There, seated in a circle around the great statue of Doris Day, were a bunch of typical tea-tipping liberals. I even thought I spotted a couple of my students. They were singing lustily in the frigid air. At Doris’s feet was a small fire made of flashlights and little strips of thermal plastic. They twiddled in the artificial light like errors trying to escape from a master’s thesis. What idealistic dorks. They thought they were happy. They thought they were changing the world. They didn’t think they were sitting out on a dark little island wailing their meaningless songs into the void.

            I drew back into the bushes a little more.

            “Oh how love-ly is the a-li-en…” they were singing.

            I wanted to shout, “How do you know you’re getting real alien culture?” No, I wouldn’t say that, it was too abstract. They could be happy with Obflocterian T-shirts and Kaanka knee-soap. But how could they tell the difference between real alien culture and fake alien culture? Had they ever been to Wolf 359?

            No. Bogus culture: get yours now, tomorrow may be too late.

            Amazingly enough, the Link-Ray driver returned at the appointed time. I got in and told him to head back to Boston.

            “Where?”

            “Anywhere. Just go,” I said.

            He cleared his nose inward with a huge snort and then lunged out into the water like a seagull going for a French fry.

* * *

            The city looked hard and cold: sand, buildings, pipes, cables, and the ubiquitous seawalls.

            State Street was clean and empty, and well it should be. A foot of smooth elegant mud, dotted with a few seashells, ran from one end to the other, which made it essentially an extension of the Atlantic Ocean. At the end of it I found an elevator, and took it to the airway. I got off at Level 10 and stepped out into a cool white cylindrical corridor. Through a spray of little portholes and viewports that straggled away down the tube, I could see the rest of the city all around me. Across the way, the HALO building, isolated from the rest of the city, glittered like a bunch of fish in a bottle.

            I knew I couldn’t spend the night up here; I had to find a place, someone who could put me up for a while. I decided to try Elias Tsao, my best friend and sometime bodyguard.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER 3

 

 

            There were several doors of different shapes on the front of the Topyl/HALO building. Inspector David Ackett touched the access panel to the door he always went in. He had no idea what the others were for. Alien—things.

            The door admitted him to a huge granite lobby and a few seconds later he was at the catwalk floor. The elevators stopped, the passengers got out, everyone walked to an open-air structure that looked like it was made of chalk, they trudged up one floor—a brief windblown interlude—and re-entered the building, this time to a reception area on the forty-second floor.

            Along the walls, traditional garments hung in glass cases. Beside them, products of the local industry vied for space with stiff, carefully-worded placards showing coronations, sieges, flights from bondage, portraits of famous leaders, symbols of faith, economic graphs, diagrams of governments. Across the ceiling, a vast chart showed the various alien arrivals (and arrivals-to-be) of all the peoples that currently inhabited Earth. The ceiling itself was painted like an enormous beach (green-violet water rolling up peach sand while a tranquil turquoise sky gleamed in the distance). The museum-like exhibit was the idea of the Varp/Human/ Thinker-Bank Troika; they hoped to make sure no one felt slighted in this building devoted to all peoples.

            Ackett hurried by, ignoring it all. In a few hours he would be with his family on his way to Bermuda for a long weekend—vacation. He just had one more thing to do: hand over the Reynaud case to someone else while he was away.

            Why did they have to go through this shit? he wondered. He already had his team in place, they didn’t need Estabrooks. When the Reynaud operation was terminated, they would go their separate ways. He hoped he never had to see Estabrooks again.

            The door opened and Ackett stepped into the drab corridors of the HALO Police Department. The man he was handing the case over to shared a tastelessly-decorated cavern of an office with three other detectives. None of them were in at the moment except Estabrooks; Ackett sat down in front of his desk.

            Without looking up, the big detective said, “Nice tan.” He was a fat slob who had been on the job for fifteen years and didn’t seem to care one way or the other about anything. He didn’t care whether his clothes were plastic, salami, or real cloth. He didn’t seem to care who he was taking money from, as long as he got it and didn’t have to think too much to get it. He didn’t seem to care what he was doing—it was this that bothered Ackett the most—or why, no more than a dog checking fire hydrants. He pissed on what he liked and didn’t even bother with what he didn’t. He should have left the force years ago. But he didn’t seem to care, one way or the other.

            “Nice tan,” the big detective said again, still not looking up.

            “I had it when I went down,” Ackett replied. He gazed at the wall screens behind Estabrooks. “How’s business?”

            “Eh,” Estabrooks shrugged. He finished his paperwork and then sat forward and slung an arm across the wide desk. “So what have we got here, babe? What’s going on?”

            Inspector Ackett smiled. He tapped his pockets as if looking for a match. “The Reynaud case.”

            “The Reynaud case.” Estabrooks sat back.

            “One of my people is coming over today,” Ackett said. “He’s been working on the case. I’m going to hand him over to you until I get back from vacation.”

            Estabrooks readjusted himself in his chair. “This guy is one of us.”

            “An alien cop.”

            “Not one of those water demons? Undertones, whatever they are?”

            “Çisos. Screechies. No. Adjaw.”

            “Doesn’t have diseases does he? Metropolis—?”

            “Cities. Cities. No, he doesn’t have cities. It shows on their skin.”

            “Uh-huh.” Estabrooks stared around the corners of the ceiling. “OK. Hey, you know what we oughtta do? Play hard-to-get, Uncooperative. Know what I mean? Just to give him a hard time.”

            Ackett shook his head. Uh-uh.

            “I mean, we don’t want to give ’em the idea they can have whatever they want here. Huh?” He grinned. “Besides, I like to push ’em, see how far they’ll go.” Estabrooks smiled triumphantly and laced his fingers behind his neck.

* * *

            Lur was wearing a
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