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  SILICON EMBRACE




  Prologue




  Peter, James, and John followed Jesus of Nazareth, whom they called Yeshua, up the mountain trail and into the gathering dusk. To one side the legions of night, all the shadows that had waited for the day to end, gathered in the hollows of the mountains; in the far distance, smoke twisted upward from the settlements near the inland sea of salt. Was that an olive grove far below, on the lower slopes of the mountain, that blur of jade and beaten iron?




  Peter alone had been so high up before, had in fact once been to a mountain that had snow on it, and he was not afraid here. Was there not a trail?




  “A trail for goats alone,” said James, the brother of Jesus, who was often dour.




  “Master,” John asked, tentatively, “might we stop, and eat? I hunger, and I have brought some bread and cheese.”




  Yeshua seemed not to have heard him, but strode confidently on, just as if he’d been here before, though Peter thought it likely that he had not.




  They rounded a crag, and the trail became even thinner, and steeper, and rougher, and a ground mist trailed here. A permanent dew glittered like a shed snakeskin on the dull red and gray stones.




  Peter’s feet hurt where he’d struck them on stones, and his sandals were coming apart. But he would have followed Yeshua across a plain of fire if the Master had asked it. And somehow, in the presence of Yeshua, all discomforts seemed like just so much discordant natural sound, like the night-calls that the animals of the mountains were beginning to make among the twisted little trees. With Yeshua, one found another center of gravity, a detached place within onself that was like the austere perspective of this mountaintop itself. Or so it was for Peter.




  But James, though he seemed drawn after his brother Yeshua like a leaf in a wind, looked at Yeshua differently from the others, and could not forget the child he had known before the awakening of the Man.




  “Yeshua,” said James, “I’m tired and it grows cold; the night is coming. Surely we...”




  But James said no more, for they’d come to a shoulder of the mountain, a flattened place, and a great light was arising here, seeming to coalesce in the air itself, a light that had been waiting for them to show itself.




  Yeshua stepped boldly into the collected light. It was as if stars could come down like the rain; and that rain of light fell onto Yeshua, and he was transfigured.




  Yeshua turned toward them, and he was still the same man, the same craggy black eyes and beaky nose, the same bristling black beard, the back a little hunched from childhood rickets; yet in that moment he seemed to take another meaning into himself, like the meaning in numbers and astronomy; like a figure in the clay tablets used by the practitioners of the Egyptian mysteries.




  And his face—it blazed like the sun! And his clothing became as light!




  And then the light above him gave birth somehow, so that something that had been there, unseen, was now visible: a cloud, perhaps, but a cloud solid as a ship, and made of the finest silver; or so it seemed to Peter. And from this cloud, descending, came two men, in white robes and flowing white beards.




  These two, Yeshua said to Peter, with the voice of his mind, are but Elijah, and Moses, come to bring light. And walking alongside the Prophets came what must be imps, or child-angels, for these smaller beings were no larger than a child, and their eyes were ovals of dark stone, and their raiment was silver that changed color as they turned, iridescent as mica. Their heads were larger than the heads of men; their bodies smaller; their fingers numbered only four, on each hand. When Peter looked into their eyes he thought he saw something there that, if it was not evil, was just as hard and unyielding as evil. Were these fallen angels, given to Elijah and Moses for servants?




  Yeshua spoke with the two men in white, in voices inaudible, and Peter thought he heard one of them laugh softly as he turned to look at the small black-eyed ones; and Peter saw Elijah slap Yeshua upon the shoulder, as if they were drunken comrades. Then Yeshua turned toward Peter, his face still bright, though the light was bearable now.




  James and John fell to their knees, weeping with fear.




  Though his mouth was so dry it was hard to speak, and though his knees trembled, Peter remained standing and said in a croak, “Master... Lord... it is good that we are here. If you wish, I will make three shelters: tabernacles of wood, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.”




  He heard his own voice as if in the distance, and he thought: Why am I babbling so?




  And then came another cloud of light, another kind of chariot above the silvery chariot of the little black-eyed ones and the light of this Higher chariot seemed to spill out like a weightless luminous liquid, washing over, them, carrying with it logos, as on a wave, and a voice was heard: Behold, this is my son whom I love, and in whom I am well pleased. Listen to him. Listen to him....




  The words rippled through the disciples like the shimmy of an earthquake; the words threw them to the ground; they lay trembling on their faces, and never had Peter been so afraid: it is not given for man to hear the voice of God, and lesser visitations have left men raving and broken.




  And the light—it seemed to search through them, so that every unworthy thought was brought out of its noisome cubby and examined.




  Peter squeezed his eyes shut, as if that would block this painful scrutiny, but only after he prayed for release did it ebb away...




  And then Peter felt Yeshua’s hand on his shoulder; he knew without looking, from the nourishment in the touch, whose hand it was.




  Peter opened his eyes, his head aching, his vision swimming, and saw that the cloud-that-was-solid was gone, and the Higher cloud chariot was gone as well, and departed also were Elijah and Moses and the little black-eyed angels.




  “Rise up and do not fear,” Yeshua said. “Our purpose here has been fulfilled. Let us return to the village.”




  Numbly, Peter and John and James started down the mountain. They glanced at one another, as if looking for answers, and there were none.




  Walking beside Peter, Yeshua said softly, “Do not speak of the vision you have seen until the Son of Man is raised from the dead...”




  James asked Jesus a question about Elijah, but Peter was not listening to the question or the reply. His mind was still full of the voice and the light—and the onyx eyes of the little angels, if angels they were.




  After a time, John and James, eager for food and rest, were hurrying ahead of Peter and Yeshua, and Peter thought it safe to ask, “Master—you and I, we are friends, are we not?”




  Yeshua looked at him with mild surprise. “Yes.”




  “And if I ask you to tell me something, and promise to reveal the answer to no one, will you trust me, Yeshua rabbi?”




  “I trust you, and would trust you even as you sundered my heart with a knife.”




  Peter decided not to let himself be deflected by paradox and parable. He spoke softly, so the others would not hear. “Then Yeshua, friend and Master, tell me this: the small ones with Moses and Elijah—were they angels or demons?”




  “Demons? Not as you mean it. They are those who think they control my power, only because they released it in me. And they suppose they are the fathers of Elijah and Moses, and they are not. They released a power, and they deceive themselves that they created it. They are those who live on the shores of Heaven and see it not. They are those whom God has chosen as his instruments and who yet believe that God is their instrument, that God is a dream of their own creation. They are those in whom Knowledge has outweighed Being as the moon outweighs the temple in Jerusalem. But I say to you that they have their own amazement coming, as surely as spring follows winter; though it will take two thousand years and more, their amazement is coming.”




  Peter sighed; it was one of those sayings of Yeshua, who was also called Christos Jesus, which he would never recount to others, for he did not understand it himself. And he set himself to forget it.




  PART THE FOIST




  * * *




  CHAPTER ONE


  His Head, His Head




  Only about—what?—two thousand years after Yeshua’s chat with Peter on the mountain. About when you’d think it would be: the twenty-first century is still in its early twenties.




  #




  Quinn Helden was driving south down the California coastal highway, slowing now for the roadblock. A whitebread young man, gaunt and stringy blond, Quinn squinted through the sudden wash of sunlight as they emerged from the bluff’s shadow. Was it a military roadblock?




  Riding with Quinn in the old Volvo sedan was a small woman, pierced and tattooed Zizz; and the black guy Qarma, mid-thirties, scowling; and the fortyish, black-bearded, German-lrish Mahler, and no one else.




  Up ahead were two jeeps parked sideways across the road. The dented and dirty green US Army jeeps were back to back, and mounted in the rear of one of the jeeps was a 16MM machinegun. It looked polished, and appallingly functional.




  There was a shaggy slack-mouthed gunner in a US Army uniform sitting on a stool behind the machinegun, squinting at them in the slant of the afternoon sun off the gunmetal sea. One side of the Pacific Coast Highway was sheer cliff down to black rocks and indigo ocean; the other side was a steep muddy hill, rising to a bluff. There was no way around. And Quinn figured, looking at these guys, that there was no going back North. These pricks would follow—they looked too interested. When people were interested in you, now, along the fractal frontiers of the Second American Civil War, they hunted you.




  There were guns in the trunk of the Volvo, of course, but Mahler had insisted they carry only the one pistol in the front of the car. For a guy who styled himself a revolutionary, Mahler could be a candyass, Quinn thought.




  Buy with his beard and shaggy brows and eyes with all the warmth of digital readouts, Mahler looked the part of the postmodern Bolshevik; the apotheosis of the early-mid twenty-first century’s doomed revival of Communism. Quinn thought Mahler’s face should go on a postage stamp under a red star.




  Zizz, now, was a cultural chimera. She was with them only because her Dad was one of the directors of the Alternative Media Channel; Zizz with her slowly rotating nose rings and neopunk animated tattoos—one of the tattoos showed smirking dancers kicking at 3D words:




  BORN TO BE IRONIC




  Zizz: with her crossgender bodystylings, vintage poodle skirt and heels, labia polymorphously pierced; but she had ladyparts and the soldiers would want them. Whether or not they were really soldiers. Whatever the fuck they were.




  Qarma was a black drifter who’d deserted from the Muslim Militia. He’d claimed to have worked “side by side” with Black Betty, the so-called Media Terrorist, but Quinn suspected Qarma was full of shit. He wore the tatters of a Farrakhan suit, and he had gone from grateful that Mahler had talked them into taking him along when they left the South San Francisco Muslim Nation Refugee Camp, to sulky and increasingly imperious in his demands as they’d traveled together. It was he, he kept reminding them, who got them the car. Who stole it.




  And Quinn...




  Quinn, used to have some kind of media-franchised cultural identity, thought of himself as a child of filmmaking, the arts, since his mom had been a moderately successful movie actress, his absentee dad a flame-out rock star. Quinn had been an underground witch-rap artist, with a “substantial dark-internet following.” And now all that seemed ridiculous. Now he was just trying not to get killed crossing the Syria-style social fracture-lines of a California outside the FedControl umbrella of the Consolidated United States. Trying to survive and keep his smudgy dignity was all that concerned him, at the moment. He had a small beard and long hair only by default, and he had the leathers, but he was just trying not to grovel to his fear of being beaten to death or set on fire or something; he was trying to be a mensch for Zizz and trying not to hate Mahler and right now trying not to whip the car into a U-turn in panic because the guys at the roadblock could start shooting any time, they could open up the car and blood and gas would mingle—




  But Quinn pulled up at the roadblock. “Hey fellas,” he said. “Whuzzahaps?”




  He thought about the fact that the car was stolen. But these guys—seven of them, looked like, seven scraggly-ass half starved soldiers in grimy uniforms—these guys were not going to be hooking up into any relevant law enforcement computer-cloud in the first place and in the second place there was no real law enforcement south of Sacramento in 2027, with the Famine and the new American Civil War, Separatists tearing California into shifting shreds along racial and religious lines—the Christian Funs and the Islamic Funs and the Hispanic Nation ripping at each other’s scrotums and in between all the warlords gnawing on the leavings—and law was open to armed interpretation, and—




  “Get out th’ car, sir,” said the guy in the officer’s outfit. He had red eyes and a pint of something in his coat pocket. The wind snapped at his beard.




  Were they really military, Quinn wondered again, or were they scraggers who’d ambushed some military patrol and taken their gear? Probably didn’t matter; most of the supposed military peacekeeping forces in California had devolved into gangs. It was probably all the same.




  Quinn tried to figure out how to get the other weapons out of the trunk. But no, these guys wouldn’t let them get anywhere close to that trunk.




  Qarma muttered, “Gonna have to shoot some motherfuckers, Zizz...”




  Zizz reached into her purse for the pistol.




  “Don’t be stupid,” Mahler, in the back seat, muttered to her. And he glared at Qarma.




  Her hand froze on the gun. “Quinn?” she asked.




  Here it was again. He was supposed to be the mast for their sail; he was supposed to stand up and catch the wind and get them through this.




  He felt like he wasn’t there enough to stand up to it anymore. It was all unreal except for the fear. After the San Francisco Food Riots; the bodies folded into the shopping carts, bleeding through the silvery metal mesh. Since then, he’d felt like he was caught up in some inexorable, unconquerable current...




  “You going to get out of that car, sir?” the officer asked. Quinn decided this dude probably had been real military, once. The shell of the behavior was there.




  “What we wanted to do,” Quinn said, having trouble talking with his mouth so suddenly dry, “is go to Long Beach, find some friends of ours, get some transportation for back East. We’re journalists.”




  “Journalists,” snorted the guy at the machine gun. “Who the fuck cares.”




  Quinn swallowed. Should he tell the officer-type some more? Sometimes it was better to tell a hostile interrogator at least some of the truth.




  And the truth was mostly innocuous: He and Mahler and Zizz had been up in Portland, for the Alternative Media Channel, and from there gone down to the Northern California warzone ostensibly to try and interview some refugees from San Francisco, actually to find out if the rumor was true that the activist “Black Betty,” a black woman of potent charisma, had been kidnapped by CIAD for FedControl; the Central Intelligence Agency Domestic had taken her for some kind of closed-door prosecution out of the public eye...




  ...And then a push from the Christian Fundamentalist Army had cut them off, trapped outside the refugee camp, and there was no place north or east to go—not without getting shot—and the only way out had been south of the Bay Area. There they’d picked up some drone-driven wi-fi sources claiming the roads to Los Angeles were open along the coast. The drone-wi sources had apparently been totally full of shit. Or they’d been carefully misled by cadres like this one.




  Quinn decided against trying to explain all this to these uniformed. For one thing, these guys, if they had any residual loyalty to the Pentagon, might well be hostile to the AltMed channel.




  “We heard PCH was unsecured,” Quinn said, “but I guess that was wrong, so I figure we... we oughta turn around, head back to, uh, Monterey...”




  “Yank it and U-turn us now, Quinn,” Qarma hissed.




  “What’s that he said?” the officer asked, looked sharply at Qarma.




  “I dunno, he’s kinda out of his head from being tired,” Quinn said. He turned and mouthed, “Shut up” at Qarma.




  “How come these weasels here ain’t in the Army?” said a red-faced soldier, shuffling up beside the officer; guy who looked like he’d scraped his beard off with a pocketknife. His hair was short but patchy, like he’d hand-cut that too. His eyes were flat as prison paint. “Got a federal crisis, young able-bodied fuckers like this supposed to be all in the Service.”




  “Just get out the car,” said the guy at the machinegun. “All of you. Hey—Lowry?” The guy at the machinegun was talking to the officer now. “Me first. You said I could be first next time.”




  He was looking at Zizz.




  “Big fucking deal,” said the officer, shrugging wearily.




  Now some of the soldiers had moved up from the jeeps, sort of drifted around the car, were looking through the windows at Zizz, leering mossy teeth. “What we got here, we got two recruits,” the machine-gunner said, “and one comfort girl for the barracks—if we pull out all that piercing shit so we don’t get caught on it—” They laughed at that. “And—” he looked at Qarma. “—one hard-labor draftee to help build walls over at the base.”




  “Fuck this shit,” Qarma said.




  At this point, Quinn had to agree.




  Quinn had the car in reverse; he didn’t remember putting it in reverse. “Go ahead, Zizz,” he said.




  She pulled the gun and fired point-blank through the windshield at a leering pseudo-soldier. Same moment, he hit the accelerator. Blood and broken glass and screams followed them backwards down the road. Quinn did what he thought might be history’s fastest three-point turn. He accelerated so quick back down the road, the car fishtailing, he almost went over the cliff.




  Shouts. Gunfire.




  Then the machine gun... Qarma’s head...his head...Blood splashing onto the back of Quinn’s neck.




  Don’t look. Drive, head north, just go.




  The jeeps followed them north a ways, but they were slow, and the soldiers couldn’t get a good shot after that, and finally they gave it up because of the fuel. It was so hard to get fuel in California now, they didn’t want to waste it just for a rape and a few indentured workers. Most military vehicles hadn’t gone solar or hydrogen yet. Gas or diesel.




  But after the Volvo had lost the jeep, they were down to about an eighth tank themselves, and they had blood all over the car, and pieces of Qarma’s skull pasted with bloody gray matter to their clothes and they didn’t know what they were going to do or where they were going to go. They couldn’t go south, there was no getting through that roadblock...




  They stopped to bury Qarma’s body, and to clean out the car, and that’s when Quinn spotted the camouflaged entrance to the private road. He didn’t know the road was there, for certain. But he could feel it: hidden access, the feeling said. Hidden access...




  * * *




  Faraday suspected it was important to give the appearance of not being scared.




  He was being escorted by two immaculately uniformed Marines with patent-leather shoes, each one carrying an M18 through an underground base that Congress, what was left of Congress, didn’t know about; through a series of high security checkpoints where he was required to offer up first his thumbprint, then his retinal pattern, finally his quavering voice-ID, to match the identity markers Herrick had taken earlier and sent on ahead.




  Faraday’s every step was videoed; his heartbeat was monitored and his breathing analyzed.




  Was all this necessary? Perhaps, he thought, its real purpose was to do just what it had succeeded in doing: to make him afraid. To scare him into...not divulging something, presumably, which was absurd, since his only skill, really, his whole raison d’etre was divulging, exposing. But then again, his trade also involved downplaying things, even concealment, at times.




  Faraday was a PR man. He was a forty-five year old Public Relations man, hired from the glass towers of Chicago by the United States government under the auspices of the Air Force Chief of Staff; brought by a USMC chopper to Wright-Patterson, from there flown on a surprisingly comfortable troopjet to Nevada. Brought to a Top Secret base so he could plan a promotional campaign, which made no sense, none at all. It was a contradiction in terms.




  Well. The military was famous for its glaze-eyed, deadpan absurdities.




  He was aware that, marching along between the two Marines, (not asked to march, but finding himself doing it), he was trying to thread together some pattern of familiarity in all this, to ease his fears.




  He thought about his wife, Lyn, and the application for childbearing in the offing; he thought about his home on the lake, in Chicago. He tried not to panic.




  They passed sliding steel doors, thick as a bank vault, and strode out into a vast hangar nearly the size of a coliseum, and Faraday had to wonder again how they fit all this into a Nevada mountainside without the vast majority of the government catching on.




  Herrick, anyway, claimed that most of the government didn’t know about this place: Will Herrick, Colonel, USMC, the older black guy who’d recruited him. The guy who knew too much about him, and let him know it.




  * * *




  “You’ve been married eighteen years, got one kid in college, her name’s Della, named after some black nanny you had as a kid,” Herrick had said, the day Faraday had been recruited. “Your kid Della, she’s a Liberal Arts major. Your other kid, your son, died of a drug overdose five years ago. You’ve got an application in to have a new baby, maybe because of the one you lost to drugs.”




  Herrick had reeled off all this, over lunch, a month before.




  And at the same lunch, somewhere between entree and dessert, Herrick had blithely reminded Faraday about the secretary he’d gotten pregnant and the behind-the-scenes hassle he’d had in keeping Lyn from finding out, and getting the baby illegally adopted out, and paying off the girl.




  Herrick recounted everything with an unnervingly jovial cynicism. He was a white-haired African-American man of maybe sixty, maybe sixty-five, vigorous, trim, his eyes yellowing but his teeth like ivory, his uniform spit and polish, a big gold fraternity ring on a thick pinky.




  Lunch had been no-expense-spared, paid for by Washington, at Supermodel, a high-toned restaurant in Chicago—one of the few luxury restaurants to survive the economic downturn that followed in the wake of the Second American Civil War.




  “Your knowing all that is pretty impressive,” Faraday had said blandly, trying to seem unimpressed. That was the first time they’d made him afraid, and he tried not to show it then either.




  “I could talk about your psyche profiles all the way back to the third grade.”




  “Only third grade?”




  “We didn’t get much on the first and second grade, except for the report cards and the basic records, a few interviews. Congratulations, by the way, on getting two gold stars on that second grade oral report about Thanksgiving.”




  “Thanks very much. I couldn’t be prouder.”




  “As for the psyche profiles… Did you know they decided you were a ‘seven-point expulsive’—you hide some things by exposing others. Sort of like a magician distracting with one hand while palming the coin with the other. Makes your motivation for your choice of professions kind of obvious, doesn’t it?”




  “I didn’t know all that.” He had known he had that tendency—but he hadn’t known the school counselor knew it. “Is it really necessary to do this much research into tired, discouraged, slightly overweight tax-paying Mike Faraday?”




  “You do pay your taxes—except for that money that Georgie Harris paid you so you’d drop out of the Death Monkey Vodka account. You never did declare that nine grand.”




  “You trying to scare me?”




  “Trying to let you know out front where you stand with us,” Colonel Herrick said, taking a cigar from a jacket pocket, and looking at it longingly. Not a chance they’d let him smoke in here.




  Man’s been showing me how powerful he is, Faraday thought, but he doesn’t dare smoke a cigar in here.




  “You know what?” Faraday said, testing his boundaries, “All Americans know where they stand with Big Brother. Especially with ‘provisional martial law.’ ”




  “Really? You know where you stand?” Herrick smiled warmly at him. “I don’t think you do, not at all. You see, you’ve been singled out. And once Majestic15—we call it MJ15—once it singles you out, your life is in their hands, totally and completely. Now, understanding that, it’s a situation not without its rewards. You’ll get paid ten times what you’ve ever been paid for any one commission. And that’s just for starts. You’ll get all kinds of special dispensation, and long-term protection. You’ll be secure. But at the price… the price of knowing where you stand, my man...”




  In that moment, Herrick had signaled the waiter for the check, and the restaurant noises seemed to dim away, and all Faraday could hear was the classical music playing, a string quartet by Bruckner that he’d never heard before, but he would always remember; a light tune, for a composer like Bruckner, but for Faraday it had the reverberation of a dirge.




  Now...




  * * *




  Now. In Hangar 18 of their favorite, shiniest underground base.




  Herrick had been the white rabbit checking its watch, luring him down the rabbit hole. And Faraday stood in this echoing amphitheatre of a building, with men scurrying everywhere, techies looking in their yellow jumpsuits like Goldfinger’s minions, and around the edges were the armed Marines, two stationed at each door, another in front of each of the giant toy tops...




  Tops? They looked like tops to Faraday, three-story children’s tops for a giant child to spin: brushed chrome, forty yards wide in the central bulge, two yards wide where it stood on its “spinner” on the floor. Stationary but waiting to be spun...




  “Yeah,” Herrick said, shaking his hand, “the simulators do grab the eye, don’t they though?”




  “Simulators?”




  “Yeah. These aren’t the real thing. What you see there are just training devices. One thing at a time, my man. Good to see you again. Let’s grab a cup of coffee. I want you to meet one of The Boys.”




  We’ve had the iron hand, Faraday thought. Now it’s back to the velvet glove. Or anyway, simulated velvet.




  They walked off through a lot of technical activity that looked as staged as anything else, and maybe it was staged—or maybe it was real.




  It dawned on Faraday that all this might be one big mind control test; some kind of elaborate disinformation ploy to push the public’s buttons, the civil crisis had gone on for two years and the bastards were getting desperate. And what Herrick had told him about The Boys might be pure bullshit. He might meet a couple of guys with Hollywood special effects contact lenses that he was supposed to believe were—




  The extraterrestrial was suddenly there, standing in front of him. He’d come out of the “simulator,” walked down the metal stairs, was looking gravely—if that’s what that look on his face meant—up at Faraday.




  He? Was it a he? Faraday thought of it that way because they called the aliens “the Boys.” But who knew if this creature had gender at all?




  This was not special effects. This was not a costume. If it was, it was the greatest cosmetic robotics, the greatest costume ever created, and—but no, he knew it wasn’t: he could feel the otherworldly life of the thing, the way you can feel a powerful electromagnetic field if you stand next to a Tesla generator.




  It was a Gray, the classic Gray described in close encounters, an alien in ordinary human clothing: Calvin Klein jeans, short sleeved white Arrow shirt, slippers; it was an alien with disproportionately big oval eyes of whiteless onyx, and something that might have been a nose, and the slit of a mouth, and no hair, and holes for ears, and its hands...




  He stared at its hands. Four fingers, one hand moving restlessly, the other eerily still.




  There was flexibility in the thing’s face, but the meaning of its expression wouldn’t resolve in his mind.




  He felt a ripple of disorientation go through him. But not so much disorientation as all that, really: they’d been prepared for this. By Steven Spielberg, who’d been under orders, and perhaps by calculated leaks.




  Herrick’s voice spoke to him, but not from Herrick. “How do you feel? Are you adjusted to me?”




  The thing’s mouth didn’t move; the voice came from its throat, he could see it vibrate.




  Herrick grinned. “Just when you think you’re used to the idea, Jaron here talks to you in my voice. He learned it when I first met him.” He shrugged. “That’s just how they do it. Some kind of ancient survival strategy they evolved, send another creature’s voice back at them, and they don’t attack. Something like that.”




  “Something like that,” the alien said in Herrick’s voice.




  “Some of them are scholars of our ancient languages,” Herrick said. “Others only learned English in the fifties, when the real face-to-face communication first happened, between MJ15 and the Zetans. They communicate with one another with graduated telepathy. Or... it’s closer to biological radio, I guess. They can be very selective about what they transmit or receive, talking to one another.”




  “Uhhhh...” Faraday said.




  “Would you like some chocolate?” the creature asked.




  * * *




  Twenty minutes later, they were sitting in an otherwise empty cafeteria, under bright fluorescent lights, drinking hot chocolate. The alien never blinked; it had no eyelids. But there was a sort of iris, a darker place in the blackness, which shrank under brighter lights.




  “The Boys can eat only very select human food, and it has to be all in liquid form. They have some other way of eating, some kind of skin osmosis thing, for their own food, there’s a membrane under the neck... But they can take a little bit in through their mouth...”




  “Ummm...” Faraday said.




  “But they do like chocolate. Chocolate’s their favorite Earth food. And they know about all our foods. They’ve been surveying us for two hundred thousand years.”




  Faraday was gazing frankly at the alien; it was dabbing leftover drips of chocolate into its mouth with a forefinger. If that rubbery digit was a finger. Somehow, the humanlike motion, like a kid with a treat, put Faraday more at his ease. The clothes hadn’t done that; to Faraday it looked more alien in human clothes than it would have in, say a skintight silver spacesuit. Maybe because he had difficulty separating it, otherwise, from the Media Extraterrestrials. It was as if the Media ETs, from The X-Files re-runs of his boyhood, were so familiar that in the popular mind they were just a black-sheep member of the human family. And after all... maybe...




  “They’re related to us, aren’t they?” Faraday blurted, though some instinct told him he wasn’t supposed to know that.




  He was right. It was all in the sullen blankness of Herrick’s look, just then.




  “This is not good security,” the alien said, to Herrick—in Faraday’s voice.




  Faraday shivered.




  “Where’d you hear that, Faraday?” Herrick asked.




  “Nobody told me,” Faraday said. “Well—there’s a lot of folklore about that on the internet. But anyway, looking at him, it’s just... obvious. What’re the chances of another biped developing on another world, with two eyes, skull like ours, mouth; breathes our air, can eat some of our food...”




  Herrick started to interrupt him, “Well actually—”




  “Oh I know the theory. Only a limited number of utilitarian forms and the humanoid biped is high probability. I don’t buy it. We’re related. I might have to know this stuff to do my job.”




  “You know, we don’t have to tell you any damn thing,” Herrick said softly, looking flatly at him, “except what you need to know. And that genetic question is... not need-to-know.”




  “Sure it is. Because you want me to break all this to the public, right? Isn’t that why I’m here? And we’re going to have to explain why the aliens look like us.”




  “The utilitarian-humanoid explanation will float,” said Herrick.




  “So does shit.”




  “Shit?” said the alien.




  “They won’t buy it—” Faraday persisted.




  “We just are not going to tell the public every damn thing we know,” Herrick said with finality. “In fact we might not tell them anything—we might decide this whole public relations Embrace project is not going to happen at all. And then you’d be sworn to life-or-death secrecy, my man. And frankly I’m beginning to be alarmed by your attitude.”




  “I’m sorry... but if you checked me out you got to know I like to get all the facts. Knowing all that, why’d you hire me?”




  “Because we thought that meant we could trust you. A perverse interpretation of the facts, I agree, but I personally didn’t pick you.”




  Faraday didn’t like the look on Herrick’s face. Like he was considering options.




  Faraday knew instinctively what one of the options would be—Mike Faraday turning up dead, from an “apparent suicide.”




  “Look—I’m just testing the envelope here,” Faraday said quickly. “To see what’s, uh, for distribution and what’s not.”




  “You will be briefed on what’s for distribution.”




  “I’m a civilian, colonel. I’m not used to your procedures. I’ve never been in the service.”




  “No, no you haven’t. Very true. We’ll take this step-by-step. We’re not going to be telling you what our overall objective is right away... Generally, of course, you’re going to find a gentle way to break the Zetans to the public. But more specifically...Well, we’ll see. We’ll see.”




  Herrick reached into his coat, took out a large Cuban cigar, and a single cigarette.




  “Care for a smoke, Jaron?” Herrick asked. And he offered the alien the cigarette.




  “You won’t tell General Wescomb?” the alien asked, in Herrick’s voice, his tone ingratiating.




  “No, no, just between you and me.”




  The alien reached for the cigarette; Herrick lit it for him with an antique Zippo, then lit his own cigar.




  A young Marine, with Cpl. Collins on his shirt pocket, looked through the door, frowning.




  “There is absolutely no smoking in this facility—” Then he recognized Herrick. “I’m sorry, colonel, I didn’t realize it was you.”




  “Look before you leap, son. Now go away.”




  “Yes, sir.” Collins said, going away.




  “The Grays smoke?” Faraday asked, not a bit ashamed of asking about the obvious.




  “A few of them experimented with it, over the years, out of curiosity. They’re not supposed to smoke. They’re a precious resource, the Boys, and General Wescomb—head of our Non-Department here—he doesn’t approve. The nicotine has a more powerful effect on them.” He puffed on the cigar; the alien sucked at his without moving its mouth; its eyes moved, as it looked from face to face; its chest moved slowly, in and out, like a man’s. It made a loud sucking sound. It was like a little boy trying to smoke his first cigarette, though evidently it wasn’t the first. “By the way, we don’t call them Grays. You can call them The Boys or you can call them Zetans. They are from a planet around the star Zeta Reticuli.”




  “Zeta Reticuli.... The Betty Hill star-map.”




  “Betty Hill,” Herrick echoed, musing aloud, to Jaron. “The first ‘abductee.’ She wrote a book, Interrupted Journey about her and Barney Hill being abducted—did you ever see the book, Jaron?”




  “Yes,” said Jaron in Faraday’s voice. “Very amusing.”




  So they can be amused, Faraday noted. Or perhaps it’s only pretending it can be amused.




  “But you know—” the alien added, “we don’t like the word ‘abductee.’ We prefer ‘guest.’ ”




  “Right—you should make a note of that, Faraday. We may as well get into this abduction thing right now. Ninety-nine-point-ninety-nine percent of it is horseshit. Most of it never happened—and just between you and me that’s the absolute truth, that’s not the ‘public truth.’ Nobody ever got anything rammed up them, either. No ‘probes.’ But there have been a few abductions—like the Betty Hill thing—and they were specifically carried out by the Zetans so that the word would get out. They rigged up the star-map for her, the whole thing. She and her husband were supposed to tell the public.”




  “Hell, they’ve been getting us ready for the Embrace for about generations now.”




  “The ‘Embrace’?”




  “Codename for the hypothetical occasion when we finally tell the public about the Zetans. And we’ve geared up to tell people about it three or four times and it keeps getting vetoed by the CIA or the NSA. Intel’s afraid we haven’t got the technology in control enough and maybe the Chinese or the United Muslim Republic’s gonna get in touch with the Zetans and get a jump on the technology and all that... power. But this time I think they’re ready...”




  “The time has come,” Jaron said in Herrick’s voice. He stubbed out his cigarette in the dregs of his cocoa. “Enough years.”




  “Years...” Faraday murmured. “How old is... Jaron? How long do they live?”




  “They won’t tell us either thing,” Herrick admitted.




  “It is a need-to-know question,” Jaron said in Herrick’s voice. “There is no need-to-know for such a question.”




  So the aliens kept the government in the dark about some things, Faraday thought. Maybe it was just intelligent caution.




  Or maybe there was some other reason.




  CHAPTER TWO


  That Distasteful Alien Autopsy Film




  “I keep seeing Qarma getting shot,” Zizz said, her voice lifeless.




  Mahler made one of his infamous cold-comfort reassurances. “Qarma’s death was better than being tortured to death, like Johnny Castro.”




  “I’m sorry Qarma got killed, but we’re better off without him,” Quinn said, as he climbed the rubble pile beside the road. “To me, seemed obvious Qarma never knew Black Betty, he never got anywhere near her Media Terrorism Project. He was just hustling a ride to L.A. from us. Or thought he was.”




  “I kind of liked him when he wasn’t bitching,” Zizz said, lazily making a cross with her foot on the shallow grave they’d dug in the ditch.




  Hidden access... Quinn felt it again. Hidden access...




  When the intuitions came, they came on strong, and they were almost always right.




  Working from the intuition, Quinn had climbed to the top of the high mound of rubble and disintegrating trash to get a look around, and, balanced atop a rusted, overturned gas-pump, he saw the road.




  The wreck of an old service station, complete with the Shell sign, had been pushed up to the junction with some sort of earthmover, probably to camouflage the road from the Warlords and the Crips’ “road boys.” The cracked open, cheese-yellow sign now hosted a hornet nest.




  He looked at the hornets’ nest inside the sign and began to get another one of his feelings: he could read the nest’s peculiar orderliness in the chaos around him: its patterns spoke to him.




  People with guns were near. People were...




  Then he lost it.




  He looked back at the road. “Definitely a road back here, and it looks like it’s more or less maintained.”




  “Probably some Warlord base,” Mahler said.




  “Maybe. But they have a way of slapping their graffiti all over everything... and I don’t see any.”




  The other two clambered clumsily up the rubble after him, and looked. Zizz spotted an old plywood sign lying face down in the dirt by the road. She climbed down the cracked concrete slabs, and ran to the sign like an excited kid. She turned it over, squatted beside it, brushing red dirt away.




  WESTWARD CONDOPLEX


  High Comfort, High Security




  Quinn walked up to her and looked the sign over. And found himself looking down Zizz’s dress-front, at her cleavage.




  Nearly getting killed is an aphrodisiac, he thought. For me, anyway. Maybe for her it makes her want to close her legs and roll up like a potato bug.




  She’d never offered herself to him and he’d never asked. He’d taken her for one of those girls who freely and knowingly radiate sexiness, who enjoy male attention enormously, and have no intention of really hooking up.




  Okay, he told himself firmly, you can respect that. Don’t be a sexist asshole.




  Aloud he said, “There are some settlements around where people either couldn’t get out or didn’t want to. Heavily defended but, you know, civilized. Maybe it’s one of those. Could be we can get some help there...”




  “Or it’s Warlords and they rape me again and again, and they kill you guys, and I of course, eventually become the queen of their gang,” said Zizz cheerfully, standing and kicking an old plastic Shell Motor Oil can. Born to be ironic.




  Quinn turned to look at the road. “We’re gonna have to take the chance. You know? And I got a good feeling about this place.”




  Something fluttered in the debris pile; a yellowed piece of print-out newspaper, seeming to beckon to Quinn in the breeze. He strolled to it, pulled it out from under a dirty chunk of asphalt. There was a headline.




  MEDIA TERRORIST INDICTED IN ABSENTIA




  And there was a picture of Black Betty. Synchronicity.




  He remembered the first time he’d become sharply aware of Black Betty. A few years earlier, at a Mono-Rave. A dance where they played the same song all night. They’d been playing a Jerome-X acid-dub dancemix version of an old Iggy Pop song, Raw Power.




  And on one of the ravehouse’s screens, the ubiquitous, translucent, multi-image, wafer thin monitors, each one big as a billboard, was an image of Black Betty, from one of her video incursions: she had overlaid her image on a live C-SPAN transmission from Congress. There was Black Betty’s video performance art, so-called media terrorism, really a kind of Frank Capra character she’d created: just a superimposition of her dancing, tall and slim and black and robed like a bedouin; Betty pirouetting among the oblivious Congressmen, a spirit unseen to them and, significantly, visible to the rest of humanity; Betty doing a kind of urban voudoun conjuration, putting a “spell of honesty” on them. You couldn’t hear it during the rave but later he’d downloaded a recording of the transmission online.




  “I call you in the name of all your inner demons, I call you to become real, become real, finally real: you are only half real; you are men and women, Senators and Representatives, living in one corner of yourselves; you are incapable of self honesty and hence incapable of honesty with the people you were elected to represent. I conjure you to exorcise your lies; to give birth to the underlying truths; to tell us how you are bought and sold and who owns you and who you’d really like to belong to, if you dared: how you secretly yearn to belong to your higher selves... How you have betrayed your ideals; how you have looked the other way as racial and religious scapegoats were led into these chambers for the slaughter... You are the living dead; you are trapped in sleep; your desks are your beds; I conjure you with the raw power that God gave the People: awaken! Awaken and speak the truth!”




  Quinn remembered; and remembered why he’d come here, after all. Looking for Black Betty.




  He folded the paper up, and put it in his pocket.




  * * *




  Just now he was moving in a crouch through the brush, trying not to be seen or heard.




  Just now Anatole was moving in a crouch through the brush around the Condoplex, trying not to be seen or heard.




  The five acres of grounds around the Westward Condoplex were wooded with graying palm trees, great droopy eucalyptus, and small purple ornamental plums grown wild.




  Among the trees were the dagger-clusters of yucca; mossy, lichen-painted outcrops of sandstone; dusty red clay, fallen palm boles and stiff yellow grass.




  It’d be a natural playground for a thirteen-year-old boy like Anatole, if not for the constant adumbration of invasion and death.




  Anatole was a kid with hair the color of the grass, and almost as thatchy, and cobalt blue eyes. He was wearing cut-off jeans; his T-shirt asked the world to WATCH FOR BLACK BETTY. His tennis shoes had been wrapped in duct tape to keep them from falling apart. His hands were red from the dirt.




  Creeping along, he came to a place where the tree cover parted for the sky.




  He looked up. You never knew: once or twice he saw drones fly over, robot reconnaissance drones looking for Separatist troops.




  Other times he thought he’d seen silvery flecks, high up in the sky, that might be manmade vehicles. And might be UFOs; might be a damn flying saucer. You really never knew. Someday he’d see a for-real flying saucer.




  He vaulted over a high, fallen log, dived for cover, listened, looked... Then moved on, bent over...




  And stopped at a series of electric wires half-hidden in the brush. He set himself, then rolled deftly under the lowest wire, came up running, sprinted toward the nearest terrace of the condoplex—




  “Shit!”




  He thought he felt the laser-sensing device, though that was probably his imagination; you couldn’t usually feel them when you broke the beam. But then he heard the recording, the woman’s scratchy voice:




  “INTRUDER! THE LINE HAS BEEN CROSSED. THE LINE HAS BEEN CROSSED. LOCATION, YARD SEVENTY-TWO E-SIX. ALL INTRUDERS ARE WARNED TO TURN BACK BEFORE...”




  #




  The voice shut off, and Jack Sullivan stepped out of the brush, assault rifle in his hands. “All intruders are warned to turn back before I turn your ass into hamburger,” he said, grinning at the boy.




  Sullivan was a big, effortlessly buff guy, who would have had movie-star good looks if not for ragged hole that remained where his right ear had been shot away, and the long scar that bisected his mouth under his right eye. He wore a sleeveless khaki shirt, jeans, workboots; his long, thinning, white-streaked hair tied back; cobalt eyes like Anatole’s crinkled with amusement at the face the boy was making.




  “Okay,” Anatole said, “blah goddam blah, so the beam works. What about the video surveillance? I don’t think that’s worth the maintenance, Dad.”




  “Not much, no. You found the blind angle, son, I couldn’t see you—but maybe the cams we got’ll spook people into thinking they’re being watched everywhere.”




  “If we had some roving cameras, maybe.”




  “Yeah well—if I ever get a supply corridor reopened...”




  Sullivan saw the look of fear flicker over the boy’s face. He’d said if. And his son knew that if they didn’t reopen the corridor, they would likely be dead in under a year.




  As Sullivan put his arm around his son he wondered, again, if they should just plain make a run for it, cross-country. The odds, though, of making it alive—not even fifty-fifty...




  Eventually, if he waited, federal troops would get here. Some days it sounded as if the fighting, the shelling, was getting closer.




  If it got close enough that might mean help—or it might mean death. Depended on the troops. Some were just gangs with uniforms. Other outfits were loyal to FedControl.




  “Come on,” Sullivan said. “Let’s go back.” He turned toward home.




  “We still have some vibration sensors we haven’t put in,” Anatole said, as he moved away from his father to tight-rope-walk a fallen tree trunk.




  “Those vibers are too sensitive. Squirrels set ’em off. I don’t want to waste ammunition on an animal. Not that kind of animal.”




  They walked on, finally emerged into the open area Sullivan had cleared with the road grader. The U-shaped condoplex, fifty yards on the other side of the exposed red soil, was cordially falling apart, a little more each season. Only a handful of people remained in the whole ’plex. It was a big place, three stories, thirty units in each building; three buildings originally, two of them remaining more or less intact.




  “Anyway,” Anatole said, “we’ve got a roomful of ammunition.”




  “Yeah. But we still have to conserve it.” Sullivan looked up at the roof as they trudged across the rutted dirt.




  “Pretty soon, we’ve gotta teach Kian to shoot.”




  “I hate to do it. His grandma wanted him kept away from guns. But I guess I’ll have to.”




  Sullivan thought about Kian with a gun. Kian was young, was half Korean, half Mexican, was entirely a sweet kid, if impatient and pushy, like all little kids. They took care of him. It was hard to imagine him with a gun.




  They glanced up, at a flare of light.




  The solar power panels on the roof flashed with the late afternoon sun.




  * * *




  Quinn drove the car around the hill of rubble, and down the road, and around a curve—and stopped at another sign. This one was six feet by four feet, still standing, made of a big piece of sheet rock on two by fours planted right in the dirt at the end of the road, the words stenciled in slightly runny red letters.




  DANGER!


  TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT!


  WE CAN TAKE NO CHANCES


  Westward Condoplex
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