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		ZERO

		Aliens suck at music. And it’s not for a lack of trying. They’ve been at it for eons, but have yet to produce even a faintly decent tune. If they had, we’d have detected them ages ago. We’ve been scanning the skies for signs of intelligent life for generations, after all. And we’ve actually picked up thousands of alien anthems, slow dances, and ballads. But the music’s so awful that
it’s always mistaken for the death rattle of a distant star. It’s seriously that bad.

		Or more accurately—we’re that good. In fact, humanity creates the universe’s best music, by far. We owe this to a freakish set of lucky breaks. For instance, the combined gravitational pulls of the various bodies in our solar system tug the fluids of our inner ears in juuuuust the right way to give us an exquisite sense of rhythm. Certain deeply bewitching tonal patterns are meanwhile wired right into our brain stems, because they map to the sounds
that our distant ancestors’ ancient prey once made. These two, and several other long-shot rarities combine to give us musical superpowers that no other civilization can match.

		The irony is that in every other artistic form that matters to the rest of the cosmos, we’re the dullards. In sculpture, fashion, and synchronized swimming, we rank in the bottom percentile, universe-wide. Découpage and pyrotechnics aren’t even considered to be high expressive forms here, grotesquely stunting our development in those fields. And while we did manage to get off to a decent start in stained glass, we lost all interest in it just a century
before LEDs and nanopigments would have taken it to radical new levels. Meanwhile, the plays, dramatic series, and films that we make are in the “so bad, it’s good” category, with our crowning achievements providing ironic late-night amusement to smirking hipsters on countless planets.

		All of this is according to the standards of the Refined League—an obnoxiously brilliant and peaceful confederation of alien societies that spans the universe. To join it, primitives like us first have to attain a certain middling mastery of science. Pull that off, and we’ll be promoted to the Refined ranks. We’ll then be handed all of the technological secrets that we haven’t yet cracked for ourselves, as a sort of cosmic graduation gift. And that
will free us up to spend the rest of eternity creating and consuming great art—just like every other Refined species.

		The bad news is that most societies destroy themselves with nuclear, biological, or nanoweapons long before achieving Refined status. And when this happens, Refined observers do nothing to stop the annihilation. This may sound heartless. But it’s actually a prudent form of self-defense—since any society that’s violent and stupid enough to self-destruct on H-bombs might easily destroy the entire universe if it survives long enough to invent
something with real firepower.

		Humanity first drew attention to itself back when the Pioneer 10 probe crossed a certain threshold out beyond the orbit of Jupiter. When a planet lobs something that far into space, it tends to mean that intelligence has arisen on it. And so the Refined League’s equivalent of an admissions office—which was already dimly aware of the Earth’s existence1—decided to check in to
see if we had any artistic potential (as well as to see if we planned to keep throwing crap into space, because at some point, we might hit something). A scouting craft soon entered our solar system. It detected several broadcast signals, and routed the strongest one (WABC-TV in New York) to a distant team of anthropologists—who then found themselves watching a first-run episode of the hit sitcom Welcome Back, Kotter (the one in which Arnold Horshack joins a zany youth cult).

		Before I get into what happened next, I should mention that music is the most cherished of the forty so-called Noble Arts that Refined beings revere and dedicate their lives to. It is indeed viewed as being many times Nobler than the other thirty-nine Arts combined. And remember—their music sucks.

		The first alien Kotter watchers initially doubted that we had music at all, because everything about the show screamed that we were cultural and aesthetic dunderheads. Primitive sight gags made them groan. Sloppy editing made them chuckle. Wardrobe choices practically made them wretch.

		And then, it happened.

		The show ended. The credits rolled, and the theme music began. And suddenly, the brainless brutes that they’d been pitying were beaming out the greatest creative achievement that the wider universe had ever witnessed.

		Welcome back, Welcome back, Welcome back. On Earth, these lyrics were a humble cue to hit the bathroom before What’s Happening!! came on. But everywhere else, they were the core of an opus so sublime that the Refined League reset its calendars to start counting time from the moment it was first detected. And so, October 13, 1977; 8:29 p.m. EST became the dawning moment of Year Zero to the rest of the universe.

		Countless Refined beings perished before the new era was even a minute old. The delight triggered by the Kotter song released so much endorphin-like goo in their brains that they hemorrhaged, bringing on immediate, ecstatic death. Welcome back, Welcome back, Welcome back! Others died from neglecting sleep, meals, or bathroom breaks as they obsessively replayed the Kotter theme over the ensuing weeks.

		The period following the “Kotter Moment” (as it’s known) passed in a haze. Everyone was so stunned that it was months before they thought to scan our TV spectrum more deeply. Once they did, more waves of rhapsodic joy swept the cosmos. Good Times. Happy Days. Sanford and Son. Each new theme song added to the ecstasy—and to the casualties. Soon they discovered the Top 40 stations of the AM spectrum. They listened to
“Stayin’ Alive” by the Bee Gees, “Seasons in the Sun” by Terry Jacks, and the immortal “Boogie Oogie Oogie” by A Taste of Honey. More rhapsodic joy. More hemorrhaging brains.

		But with every deadly new discovery, the survivors got a bit hardier. Kotter was like an inoculation that toughened everyone up for Olivia Newton-John, who in turn prepared the cosmos for Billy Joel. So as the music got marginally less awful, the mortality rate paradoxically dropped. And by the time they started exploring the FM frequencies, most Refined beings were ready for what they found. By then it was mid-1978. The FM dial was jammed with what we now call Classic
Rock, and some stations occasionally played entire albums from start to finish. The last big die-off occurred when WPLJ broadcast both sides of Led Zeppelin IV. And anyone who survived that had what it took to safely listen to even the most stellar rock ’n’ roll.

		Decades later, the exaltation inspired by our works had barely diminished. But the universe had ignored its inboxes, errands, and to-do lists for decades. And so, everyone reluctantly started returning to business. Politicians started governing again. Accountants started accounting again. Most significantly, alien anthropologists began studying other aspects of human society.

		And that’s when it hit them. They owed us an ungodly amount of money.

		
			

			1. Our planet was previously visited by some kids on a joy ride during a time geologists call the Cryogenian period. The kids were looking for fun—but the only cool thing about the Cryogenian was that its name could be rearranged to spell things like Organic Yen, Coy Grannie, and Canine Orgy. The Earth itself was nowhere near that fun back then, being barren, rocky, and home only to some microbes. So the kids
took off. But they dutifully logged our planet’s coordinates with the appropriate authorities, who in turn set up the tripwire that Pioneer 10 hit eons later.

		

	
		ONE
ASTLEY

		Even if she’d realized that my visitors were aliens who had come to our office to initiate contact with humanity, Barbara Ann would have resented their timing. Assistants at our law firm clear out at five-thirty, regardless—and that was almost a minute ago.

		“I don’t have anyone scheduled,” I said, when she called to grouse about the late arrival. “Who is it?”

		“I don’t know, Nick. They weren’t announced.”

		“You mean they just sort of … turned up at your desk?” I stifled a sneeze as I said this. I’d been fighting a beast of a cold all week.

		“Pretty much.”

		This was odd. Reception is two key-card-protected floors above us, and no one gets through unaccompanied, much less unannounced. “What do they look like?” I asked.

		“Strange.”

		“Lady Gaga strange?” Carter, Geller & Marks has some weird-looking clients, and Gaga flirts with the outer fringe, when she’s really gussied up.

		“No—kind of stranger than that. In a way. I mean, they look like they’re from … maybe a couple of cults.”

		From what? “Which ones?”

		“One definitely looks Catholic,” Barbara Ann said. “Like a … priestess? And the other one looks … kind of Talibanny. You know—robes and stuff?”

		“And they won’t say where they’re from?”

		“They can’t. They’re deaf.”

		I was about to ask her to maybe try miming some information out of them, but thought better of it. The day was technically over. And like most of her peers, Barbara Ann has a French postal worker’s sense of divine entitlement when it comes to her hours. This results from there being just one junior assistant for every four junior lawyers, which makes them monopoly providers of answered phones, FedEx runs, and other secretarial essentials to some truly desperate customers. So as usual, I caved. “Okay, send ’em in.”

		The first one through the door had dark eyes and a bushy beard. He wore a white robe, a black turban, and a diver’s watch the size of a small bagel. Apart from the watch, he looked like the Hollywood ideal of a fatwa-shrieking cleric—until I noticed a shock of bright red hair protruding from under his turban. This made him look faintly Irish, so I silently christened him O’Sama. His partner was dressed like a nun—although in a tight habit that betrayed the curves of a lap dancer. She had a gorgeous tan and bright blue eyes and was young enough to get carded anywhere.

		O’Sama gazed at me with a sort of childlike amazement, while the sister kept it cool. She tried to catch his eye—but he kept right on staring. So she tapped him on the shoulder, pointing at her head. At this, they both stuck their fingers under their headdresses to adjust something. “Now we can hear,” the nun announced, straightening out a big, medieval-looking crucifix that hung around her neck.

		This odd statement aside, I thought I knew what was happening. My birthday had passed a few days back without a call from any of my older brothers. It would be typical of them to forget—but even more typical of them to pretend to forget, and then ambush me with a wildly inappropriate birthday greeting at my stodgy New York law office. So I figured I had about two seconds before O’Sama started beatboxing and the nun began to strip. Since you never know when some partner’s going to barge through your door, I almost begged them to leave. But then I remembered that I was probably getting canned soon anyway. So why not gun for YouTube glory, and capture the fun on my cellphone?

		As I considered this, the nun fixed me with a solemn gaze. “Mr. Carter. We are visitors from a distant star.”

		That settled it. “Then I better record this for NASA.” I reached across the desk for my iPhone.

		“Not a chance.” She extended a finger and the phone leapt from the desk and darted toward her. Then it stopped abruptly, emitted a bright green flash, and collapsed into a glittering pile of dust on the floor.

		“What the …?” I basically talk for a living, but this was all I could manage.

		“We’re camera shy.” The nun retracted her finger as if sheathing a weapon. “And as I mentioned, we’re also visitors from a distant star.”

		I nodded mutely. That iPhone trick had made a believer out of me.

		“And we want you to represent us,” O’Sama added. “The reputation of Carter, Geller & Marks extends to the farthest reaches of the universe.”

		The absurdity of this flipped me right back to thinking “prank”—albeit one featuring some awesome sleight of hand. “Then you know I’ll sue your asses if I don’t get my iPhone back within the next two parsecs,” I growled, trying to suppress the wimpy, nasal edge that my cold had injected into my voice. I had no idea what a parsec was, but remembered the term from Star Wars.

		“Oh, up your nose with a rubber hose,” the nun hissed. As I was puzzling over this odd phrase, she pointed at the dust pile on the floor. It glowed green again, then erupted into a tornado-like form, complete with thunderbolts and lightning. This rose a few feet off the ground before reconstituting itself into my phone, which then resettled gently onto my desk. That refuted the prank theory nicely—putting me right back into the alien-believer camp.

		“Thank you very kindly,” I said, determined not to annoy Xena Warrior Fingers ever, ever again.

		“Don’t mention it. Anyway, as my colleague was saying, the reputation of Carter, Geller & Marks extends to the farthest corner of the universe, and we’d like to retain your services.”

		Now that I was buying the space alien bit, this hit me in a very different way. The farthest corner of the universe is a long way for fame to travel, even for assholes like us. I mean, global fame, sure—to the extent that law firms specializing in copyright and patents actually get famous. We’re the ones who almost got a country booted from the UN over its lax enforcement of DVD copyrights. We’re even more renowned for our many jihads against the Internet.1 And we’re downright notorious for virtually shutting down American automobile production over a patent claim that was simply preposterous.2 So yes, Earthly fame I was aware of. But I couldn’t imagine why they’d be hearing about us way out on Zørkan 5, or wherever these two were from.

		“So, what area of the law do you need help in?” I asked in a relaxed, almost bored tone. Feigning calm believably is a survival tactic that I perfected as the youngest of four boys (or of seven, if you count our cousins, who lived three doors down. I sure did). It made me boring to pick on—and useless as a prank victim, because I’d treat the damnedest events and circumstances as being mundane, and entirely expected. It had also helped me immensely as a lawyer (although by itself, it had not been enough to make me a successful one).

		Sister Venus gave me a cagey look. “It’s sort of … an intellectual property thing.”

		“Of course,” I said. “Is it media? Patents? Trademark?”

		“It’s kind of a … music thing.” She and O’Sama exchanged a furtive look.

		“I see. Is it related to royalty payments? Piracy?”

		Now O’Sama jumped into the action. And I mean that literally—he leapt to his feet, and practically screamed in my face. “Who said anything about piracy?”

		The nun hit him with a lethal glare. “Zip it,” she hissed. He plunked right back into his chair, giving her a hurt, sullen, but obedient look. Impressive, I thought. It was like seeing that dog whisperer guy make a pit bull back down.

		“I do have an extensive background in music law,” I said, clenching my nose to stop the sneeze molecules from breaking out.

		Sister Venus rolled her eyes. “No duh, Mr. Carter. We’ve done our homework.”

		Well, yes, up to a point. True, they’d chosen a fine law firm from an impressive distance. But I was beginning to suspect that they had mistaken me for the Carter in Carter, Geller & Marks, rather than a lowly associate who happened to have the same last name as the founding partner. And did she seriously just say no duh?

		“Also,” O’Sama added breathlessly, “we simply adore ‘Show Me the Meaning of Being Lonely,’ and every one of your other songs.”

		“Excuse me?” I asked.

		But I knew exactly what he was talking about. And if you’re a woman born between the years 1984 and 1988, you probably do, too. Otherwise, you’re hopefully only faintly aware of the Backstreet Boys—the vilest confection ever to emerge from a “boy band” factory. Like me, one of their alleged singers is named Nick Carter. He’s two years my junior, so I was here first. And I got as far as age twenty-one with a wonderfully anonymous name. Then Nick and the boys unleashed an abomination called Millennium that sold more than forty million copies. I still get about a dozen Backstreet Boys jokes per week.

		That said, something told me O’Sama wasn’t joking. He just seemed too … earnest. “I do not have, never have had, and never will have any relationship whatsoever with the Backstreet Boys,” I said, hoping to forever banish the topic from the intergalactic agenda.

		“Really?” O’Sama’s obvious devastation confirmed that he had been completely serious.

		Sister Venus gave him a shocked look. “You didn’t honestly think—”

		And that’s when we got Rickrolled. If you’re not familiar with the aging prank, it’s a sonic ambush that causes you to hear a snippet of Rick Astley’s foppish late eighties hit, “Never Gonna Give You Up.” Rickrolling had its heyday during the late Bush era. But like bell-bottoms, it stages occasional resurgences, and we were in the midst of one. I figured that the culprit was my unattainably gorgeous neighbor, Manda Shark. We’d had drinks the night before, and at some point she must have slyly changed my phone’s primary ringtone. And now someone was calling, filling my office with that cheesy chorus.

		Normal reactions to Rickrolls range from eye rolls to ironic sing-alongs. But my visitors started trembling, almost convulsing. And as they clung to their chairs for support, they took on an ecstatic air that was almost smutty. I instinctively grabbed my phone and muted the ringer.

		“Big … music fans?” I ventured as they calmed down.

		The nun nodded, catching her breath. “Almost any of your music can prompt that sort of reaction from us. Which is why we chose outfits with headdresses. They conceal devices that can completely silence our hearing when we’re not in a sealed room, to protect us from the ambient music that fills the public spaces in your society.”

		O’Sama reached a finger under his turban and made a flicking gesture. “You see, I can’t hear a thing now,” he bellowed, then flicked his finger back the other way.

		“Then I better change a setting on my computer,” I said, sliding over to my keyboard. “Otherwise it’ll play some Michael Bolton whenever an email comes in.” That was a lie. Neither of them could see my monitor, and I was actually launching the software that I use to record depositions and other interviews. If they wouldn’t let me shoot the meeting on my cellphone, an audio recording would be better than nothing. “Anyway. You know my name. Do you mind if I ask for yours?”

		“You can call me Carly,” the nun said.

		I nodded agreeably, although I’d been hoping for something a bit more exotic.

		The mullah smiled gently. “And you can call me Frampton.”

		“Pleased to meet you both. So anyway—it sounds like you’re big music fans. And you need representation. In what specific ways can Carter, Geller & Marks be helpful?”

		Carly leaned toward me, almost conspiratorially. “We need a license to all of humanity’s music. One that will allow … a rather large number of beings to play it. Privately and in public. And to copy it. And to transmit it, share it, and store it.”

		Decades of marveling at Hollywood aliens hadn’t prepared me for this dry request. But my career at a sharp-elbowed copyright and patent law firm absolutely had. “That should be feasible,” I said, managing to sound like Carly was the third extraterrestrial to make this request today. “And exactly what music are you seeking licenses to?” I struggled not to sniffle as I said this. I failed.

		“Every song that’s been played on New York–area radio since 1977. Or has ever been sold or widely traded on the Internet.”

		“That would be … complicated, but quite manageable.” This thigh-slapper came straight from my firm’s equivalent of a cunning marketing script. The partnership owes much of its lavish income to conversations that begin a lot like this one (albeit with Earthlings). A prospective client imagines that our music-saturated society must surely have a rational and well-defined set of rules governing music licensing. They come to us because we famously know everyone in the industry. So naturally, we can get them their licenses in a trice—right?

		You’d think. But music licensing is an arcane thicket of ambiguity, overlapping jurisdictions, and litigation. This is a disastrous situation for musicians, as well as for music fans and countless businesses. In fact, it suits absolutely nobody—apart from the cynical lawyers who run the music labels, the lobbying groups, the House, the Senate, and several parasitic law firms like my own. Collectively, we are wholly empowered to fix the entire mess. But that would result in a needless loss of extravagantly high-paying legal work for all. So we indignantly denounce the situation to our respective patrons, wave our fists at each other in public, and then privately chuckle slyly over drinks.

		In this environment, conversations with prospective clients need to be handled delicately. You don’t want them to look back later and think that you were overpromising in a no-win situation. But you certainly don’t want to talk them out of attempting the impossible.

		“Why would it be complicated?” Carly asked. “Is it … hard to get this sort of music license?”

		“No, I wouldn’t say hard.” This part of the pitch calls for offering some misleading relief. But as I started to deliver it, I recalled with a pang that the firm was about to trim some deadwood, and that I was a likely victim. They didn’t hate me around here; I just wasn’t viewed as being partner material, and would probably be shown the door within weeks. So why should I loyally push their greedy agenda until the bitter end? Particularly to a pair of extraterrestrials who probably lacked American currency anyway?

		Carly tugged impatiently at her crucifix. “So, if it’s not hard, what is it?”

		“Utterly impossible,” I said, with the reckless swagger of the noble corporate renegade that I’m not. “You can get close to a license as sweeping as that. But it’ll cost you a fortune. And it’ll take months at best—more likely years. And once you think you’re done, there will always be lots of loose ends. Thousands at least. Ones that people can sue you over. And when they do, your defense could drag on for years—at four to nine hundred dollars per billable hour.”

		“But what if we want a license for places where no rational person would expect any of your music to ever sell, or even be played?” she pressed.

		“Like where?”

		At this, Frampton got to his feet and leaned across my desk. “The far side of the Townshend Line,” he intoned, with the gravitas of a wizard invoking dungeons deep and caverns old.

		Carly glared at him. “How would he know about the Townshend Line? You and I are the only beings who have ever crossed it.” She turned back to me. “The damn thing’s completely overrated anyway.”

		“Completely,” Frampton agreed, retaking his seat.

		“Anyway,” Carly continued. “We want a license to regions that your record labels can’t possibly care about. Specifically, all points one hundred forty-four light-years beyond your solar system.”

		Frampton stretched his arms wide. “That’s over a hundred trillion times the distance from here to Staten Island!”

		“I’m afraid the music industry actually cares immensely about even the remotest markets,” I said. “In fact, almost every contract that it generates contains language like this.” I picked up a document at random from my desk and gazed at it. “ ‘The terms of this contract shall apply past the end of time and the edge of Earth; all throughout the universe; in perpetuity; in any media, whether now known, or hereafter devised; or in any form, whether now known, or hereafter devised.’ ” I actually know this clause by heart, and can reel it off like a cop reciting the Miranda rights. But unless I pretend to read it from a document, people think I must be joking.

		A brief, gloomy silence followed. “Well, if that’s the case,” Carly finally said, “it’ll be a lot harder than we thought to save your melodious asses.”

		Save our asses? “From what?” It took every bit of self-control that I’d honed as a kid at the bottom of the testosterone pyramid to say this with professional calm.

		“Self-destruction,” Frampton said grimly.

		“Yeah,” Carly said, then mimed ironic quotation marks with chilling enthusiasm. “Self-destruction.”

		“Oh, that,” I said languidly, while teetering on the brink of terror. “But why come to me about this?”

		Carly’s testy façade dropped, and admiration flitted briefly across her face. “Because we need to enlist the greatest copyright attorney on Earth. If not … the universe.”

		I allowed myself to savor the sound of this for a few moments. But there was no sense in pretending they had the right guy. “Then you really ought to talk to Frank Carter, who started the firm back in the seventies. Old guy, rich as hell. Sits in a huge corner office two floors up. Although he only comes in about once a month these days. No relation to me, I’m afraid.”

		Carly looked horrified. Frampton looked terrified. She pointed at me and fixed him with a murderous look. “I thought you said he ran the firm.”

		Frampton quaked. “I thought he did.”

		Carly paused, apparently putting two and two together. Then, “No, you thought he was a Backstreet Boy, and were looking for any excuse to meet him!”

		“Well—not entirely.”

		Carly looked like she might hit him.

		“Because there’s the firm’s name! It’s Carter. And something, and something!” Frampton pointed at me. “Nick Carter!”

		“You honestly thought a Backstreet Boy was moonlighting as a lawyer?”

		“As a music lawyer!”

		“Seriously?”

		Frampton just grinned obsequiously and gave her a terrified shrug.

		Carly turned her withering gaze to me. “Why doesn’t anybody ever tell me anything?” she demanded, as if I was part of some conspiracy.

		I shrugged neutrally and turned to Frampton, angling to keep the spotlight on him.

		Carly kept staring me down. “Mr. Carter,” she continued, after reining in her outrage somewhat. “How senior are you around here?”

		“Well, it’s hard to say exactly. But out of a hundred and thirty attorneys, for now I’m probably …” I thought for a moment. “Top hundred?”

		Frampton cringed further. Carly glowered as if I’d somehow arranged all of this just to spite her. “In that case,” she said, “it seems that my colleague and I have pulled you into deadly waters that are well over your head.”

		Whatever you might think, it’s no fun when aliens talk about drowning you, even metaphorically. “But luckily there’s a lifeguard out there, and his name is Frank Carter,” I said brightly. “His old assistant has all of his contact info. So why don’t we track him down and pass the baton to him?”

		“Because it sounds like he’s retired, and probably half senile,” Carly snapped. “And besides, we don’t have time. The gateway back to our planet closes in one minute. If we don’t leave before then, we’ll be stuck here with you for almost a day before it opens again. And I don’t think you want that.”

		You got that right, I thought. In fact, I wanted nothing to do with these extraterrestrial freaks. Ever. “Well, then,” I chirped. “We better get you into that gateway of yours pronto, huh?”

		Carly shook her head. “We still have forty-nine seconds. And we need to arrange our next encounter with you, because it looks like you’re all we’ve got. The gateway will reopen for roughly twenty minutes tomorrow morning. Since you’ve now met us, we won’t need to come in person. Instead, we’ll connect to an Earth-based dataspace. You will meet us there. And you will need these.”

		She held up a set of pink, wraparound safety lenses. They looked a lot like the odd specs that Bono always wears.

		“They have been specially built to interface with one of your primitive computers. We will teleport this pair to you tomorrow at eleven oh-three a.m., and simultaneously email you instructions for joining us in the dataspace exactly three minutes later. Frampton and I will now exit by way of a Wrinkle. Don’t be alarmed.”

		“By way of a what?”

		“A Wrinkle,” she said. And then added enigmatically, “The universe is pleated.”

		And that was when I finally sneezed—while making a botched effort to rein it in, which only made it sound like I was gagging on a pool ball.

		“We could probably help you get over that cold,” Carly said, cocking an eyebrow. And with that, the two of them knelt to the floor and bent low, as if praying toward Mecca. Then, in the course of about three seconds, they faded entirely from sight.

		
			

			1. No, we haven’t stopped the spread of pirated music or movies online, nor have we slowed it even slightly. But we do get paid pornographically vast sums for trying our very best.

			2. Our client didn’t have a leg to stand on. But the Big Three paid a half billion dollars to get rid of us rather than cede the market to the Japs (their word, not mine) while awaiting trial. Within the firm, this is remembered as our finest hour.

		

	
		TWO
PIECES OF EIGHT

		I used to think that English-speaking aliens who conveniently look, dress, and act human only turned up in lazy science fiction. But as Carly and Frampton dematerialized, I became grimly aware of how well they’d also fit into a psychotic hallucination. My distant uncle Louie blathers constantly about aliens. He’s completely unhinged when he’s off his meds—and they say that stuff runs in families.
Meanwhile, no physical trace of my close encounter remained. There was no blinking ray gun carelessly left on a side table. No dropped Space Pesos made from strangely durable alloys that would confound scientists. My iPhone was also in perfect working order. And even if I turned out to be entirely sane—well then, great, it meant that an alien advance party was suddenly nosing around my planet. Worse, they were lawyering up.

		Then I remembered my audio software. I couldn’t have imagined the meeting if my computer recorded it! I giddily tapped the space bar to get rid of my screensaver. Nothing happened. So I clicked and jiggled the mouse. Nothing again. Then I jabbed several times at the keyboard. Finally, I twisted my fingers to hit the defibrillating CTRL, ALT, and DEL keys—a gesture I associate so strongly with both annoyance and panic that my hand now reflexively
makes it when I’m caught in traffic, stuck in a long line, flying in extreme turbulence—you name it.1

		Click. Click. Click!

		Several seconds of blank screen were followed by a flurry of digital Post-it notes. The top one declared that ∼e5D141 .tmp has encountered a problem. Next we had Windows is currently in the middle of a long operation. This was followed by Cannot delete ysh53qch .3w4: There is not enough free disk space, and so on. The gist of this trove of insight was that my audio software’s recording
(if there ever was one) had drowned in the maelstrom of the Windows OS. I was about to ritually denounce the entire Microsoft empire when the door flew open.

		“Dude, got a moment?” It was the guy from the next office over, Randy Cox. Not waiting for an answer, he slid onto the chair that Frampton had just vacated. Six-two, brawny, and with a thick head of wavy brown hair, Randy’s a decent guy who joined the firm two years after me. “Fido’s coming to New York the day after tomorrow,” he said, fixing me with a meaningful look. “I thought you might want to know. Given that you’re
due for the Omen, and all.”

		Our firm has so much internal jargon that we could probably foil a wiretap with it, and I know its terms as well as I know the names of the states. But I was too frazzled to muster anything more than a shell-shocked gaze.

		“Fiiii-do,” Randy repeated, as if teaching a new word to a thick preschooler. “Coming to town. Senator Fiiii-do. Fido.”

		I nodded mutely. Fido is our hazardously impolitic nickname for a man who can only be described as the music industry’s pet senator—a high-ranking Republican. I think he honestly views himself as a fiercely principled advocate of The People. But he’s firmly on our leash. And like any good pet, he obeys his master’s voice.

		“He’s coming through town the day after tomorrow for some fund-raising,” Randy continued. “Judy’s got an hour on his calendar.”

		“Of course she does,” I said, partially regaining my wits. Judy is one of the firm’s most powerful (and dreaded) partners, and manages our relations with countless outside bigwigs. She meets privately with Fido almost monthly.

		“I thought you’d find this interesting. Given that it may be your turn.”

		I nodded again. Each year, our firm hacks mercilessly at its cadre of long-serving associates, dropping the ones with no hope of ultimately making partner. And I was now in my seventh year—a notoriously lethal time. You know you’ve survived year seven if (and only if) you receive The Omen. This comes when a senior partner (like Judy) takes you around to meet privately with some of the firm’s most prominent outside allies (like Fido). If you don’t get
The Omen by early March, you never will. And with February almost over, I was running out of time. I was also battling political headwinds that were bigger than me—and even Judy—in that our firm’s patent litigators were starting to eclipse the copyright group that Judy heads. Our group was still printing money. But with patent troll clients shaking down businesses for ever-larger payouts over ever-more questionable patents, we were no longer the
firm’s ascendant team. This made it that much harder for copyright associates like me to survive.

		I managed to give Randy a calm, skeptical look. “Do you honestly think Judy will let me through the gate?” She had been openly hostile toward me for months.

		“Of course she will. She’s like a lazy seventh grader. She only bothers to be mean to the people she really likes.”

		Randy wasn’t just being nice, as this interpretation was actually consistent with Judy’s odd temperament. But unlike him, I had read my performance reviews. “Nick gives good meeting,” she had written recently. “But does NO original thinking.” Sadly, I could see where she was coming from. I do give good meeting—a result of my ability to stay weirdly cool under fire, and to make people think that I know what’s
happening when I don’t (another old survival tactic. I defused countless childhood plots by conning my brothers and cousins into thinking I was on to whatever they were planning against me, and had already alerted the grown-ups—when in truth I had no clue). The trouble is that this sets expectations high—so high that when people figure out that I’m occasionally quite clueless, they tend to overcorrect their assessment of me, and decide that I must be a full-time
idiot.

		“Thanks for the warning,” I said, as my phone vibrated from a text message landing in its gullet. I slid it from my pocket. “I assume your info came from The Gretch?” Judy’s assistant Gretchen has a harmless crush on Randy, which he parlays into a steady stream of intelligence about the mighty boss’s calendar.

		“Of course.”

		I glanced at the inbound text.

		Take me to your leeeeeea-der, Earth boy!

		My hands turned to ice as my thoughts returned to my alien-addled Uncle Louie. I meanwhile noticed that my phone had matched the sender’s callback number to “Paulie Stardust”—which made zero sense, because that name wasn’t listed anywhere in my contacts.

		“I figure that if the partners are thinking of Omening you, they may give you a little trial by fire over the next couple of days,” Randy continued. “And forewarned is forearmed.”

		I forced my mind back to our conversation. “I know. I … really appreciate the heads-up.” Randy was in fact doing me a huge favor. If the partners are on the fence about someone, they’ll often stage an ambush at Omen time to see if the person can think creatively under acute, unexpected pressure. Last year, they gave a woman ten minutes to prepare an hour-long rebuttal to a Wall Street Journal editorial that denounced a growing
tsunami of frivolous patent litigation for smothering the tech industry (no mean feat, as the piece was essentially correct on every point). The associate had to present her rebuttal to the full office, and did a great job.2 The next day, she received The Omen, and is now very much on track for partner.

		“I bet if they’re gonna mess with you, it’ll be at the weekly meeting with Judy tomorrow morning.” As Randy said this, my phone vibrated with another message from Paulie Stardust:

		All your base are belong to us!

		“I … I’ll bet you’re right,” I answered.

		Randy rose and opened the door. “So. You may want to brace yourself.”

		The phone vibrated one last time as he left:

		Come directly to Eatiary. All will be revealed.

		This was followed by an address I didn’t recognize. I looked it up on my phone’s map as Randy left. Eatiary, whatever it was, was on the Meatpacking District’s outer fringe. Spooked to the core, but determined to get to the bottom of this, I headed to the elevators.

		Soon I was down on the icy, bustling streets. New York in February is New York at its worst, unless you count those hundred-degree August weekends when everyone’s off at the Hamptons but you.3 The cheery buzz of the holidays is long gone, and the spring thaw is too distant to provide any solace. Add a three-inch layer of blackened slush, and it can feel like Moscow without the twelve-cent vodka.
I started walking toward the Meatpacking District.

		Eight blocks on, I found a cab. The crosstown traffic turned out to be so bad that walking might have been faster. But it was nice to get my stricken sinuses out of the freezing rush-hour air. As I settled into the backseat, my phone started humming from a flurry of inbound texts.

		OMG, EATIARY? I’m sooooooo jealous.

		That came from a girl I faintly remembered from college. Next in the queue was this from the cousin of a long-ago roommate:

		You must must must have the Stuffed Marrow Rings with Aduki Bean reduction!!!

		And on it went—fifteen texts from distant acquaintances, as well as an actual friend or two. After wondering if everyone I knew was in on some ingenious belated birthday prank, I figured out what was happening.

		Phluttr.

		Phluttr is a smartphone app that lets you trumpet your every thought and action to an enraptured world by pushing out mini press releases via Facebook, Twitter, SMS, email, and, for all I know, telegrams and carrier pigeons. Being this fascinating can be taxing, even for clinical narcissists. So Phluttr makes it easy by infiltrating your phone and automatically publishing whatever it learns. In my first twenty minutes of experimenting with the service, every classmate and
co-worker that I’d ever had was told that “NICK just arrived at 200 Park Avenue!” and, “NICK just called United Airlines!” and, most embarrassing, “NICK is listening to ‘Bye Bye Bye’ by ’N Sync!”4

		However awful this sounds, the reality is far worse, and I soon quit the service. I’d since uninstalled its diabolical software a dozen times, but somehow it kept reappearing. This time I thought I’d finally foiled it—by quite literally buying a new phone. But now, after a month’s sulk, Phluttr was baaaaaack. It had apparently matched the address that I’d looked up on my phone to Eatiary (a faddish restaurant, it seemed).
And once my GPS signal indicated that I was actually heading there, it had informed my breathless public.

		When I got to the texted address, I found a cheap, bustling, overly lit restaurant. Outside was a gigantic mural of several figures raising a Greek flag in poses cribbed from the Iwo Jima Memorial. I faintly recognized them as the cast of an old sitcom set in a Nazi prison camp (isn’t it amazing what they used to get away with?). The sign above them said Hogan’s Gyros. No hint of anything called “Eatiary.” Inside, the restaurant was packed with
pierced kids in ball caps ironically touting mideighties metal bands. As I puzzled over this, a six-foot goddess of the night strode through the front door. Dressed for Miami weather, she was barely of the same species as Hogan’s crowd, and made a beeline for an unmarked green door toward the back of the tiny dining area.

		Could it be …? I opened the door myself, and entered a darkened oasis of LED lighting, leggy models, and thirty-dollar appetizers. All the young dudes in the Twisted Sister caps stayed out with the short-order pita chefs—this side of the green door was for bosses, hotties, and investors. Years ago, my jaw would have dropped at the drastic shift in scenery. But these days, Manhattan is late into a romance with ironic speakeasy entrances from incongruous premises. I
had entered a throbbing nightspot through a shabby taqueria’s kitchen closet, a high mixology temple via a phone booth in a hot dog hut, and even a boutique hotel through a unisex bathroom in a bowling alley.

		My path was blocked by a towering hipster whose ironic, midcentury math teacher glasses were thick enough to stop bullets. “And we are joining …?” he asked, with an arch mix of deference and disdain. Clearly a lowly suit like me was somebody else’s plus-one in this postmodern nightscape.

		“Paulie Stardust,” I said, feeling like a complete ass.

		He squinted at his list. “I see. The Stardust/Carter reservation. Walk this way.”

		He led me around an intricate series of waterways. Some rushed under Lucite beneath our feet, others along shoulder-high aqueducts hammered from distressed iron and brushed steel. The water flowed above, around, and under the diners, setting each table apart from its neighbors, and drowning every sweet nothing, deal term, and harsh ultimatum in its busy murmur. It was all just some Tiki wood and a barnacle-covered treasure chest short of god-awful tackiness. But the
goth-industrial fixtures and the steampunk plumbing made for a masterful effect. Every table was full.

		“No music?” I asked. You’d think the place would be pulsing with smooth Euro-beats, but there was nothing but the sound of running water.

		The host shook his head. “The birds don’t like it.”

		As if on cue, a bright red parrot landed on a nearby railing. “I’m sustainable,” it chirped. Then, “Biodiesel!”

		Another free bird zipped by overhead, then another—and I got it. Eatiary was a dine-in aviary (I could barely see the soaring ceiling), and home to dozens of chattering birds of paradise. Several seemed to be entertaining diners with their stock phrases. And all of them were brilliantly trained—none were swiping any food, and their bowel control was a marvel.

		The host took on the air of a bored tour guide. “All of the winged fauna at Eatiary are rescues. None were bird-napped from the wild. Many were liberated from abusive domestic situations.” He gestured at a footbridge. “The timbers used in our interior were reclaimed from long-ago shipwrecks in the Great Lakes. No tree was harvested for the building’s renovation.” What a relief! Although the place must have had the carbon
footprint of a small county. Arctic evening be damned, it was mai tai weather in here—sultry and humid, with fertile scents percolating from a tropical jungle of potted trees that ringed the dining area.

		A sky-blue parakeet landed on an aqueduct as we turned a corner. “Bikes, not bombs,” it urged. Moments later, we arrived at a spacious table with one other diner. And as I recognized him, I reeled from a strange mixture of ecstatic relief and moral outrage. “Paulie Stardust” was apparently Henry Pugwash—the youngest, smartest, and most obnoxious of my three smart, older, jackass cousins. No doubt he was behind everything that had happened that
evening—including those awful thoughts about losing my mind. Muttering into his cellphone while skimming the news on his iPad, he nodded absently as I took my seat. “What’s up, Pugwash,” I murmured. No one calls him Henry (including his brothers and parents) because he just looks so … Pugwashy. All of five foot six, he’s always been chunky. And he has dark, narrow-set eyes under this dome of coal black hair that always manages to
contort into something like a bowl cut, regardless of how it’s styled.

		The host unfurled my napkin for me as I took my seat. “Tonight’s special is a grass-fed, free-range Wagyu petite fillet. It’s sourced from an agrarian coöperative that’s run by differently abled ranch hands. Waitstaff will bring you some Hopi blue corn piki bread shortly. Meanwhile, you may wish to examine our butter list.” He handed us two heavy cards that were no doubt repurposed strike posters from a hemp factory.
They listed twenty separate butters, broken down by region and species of “milk-giver.” “The beurre du jour is a clarified preparation derived from Tibetan yak milk,” he added.

		“I’ll just have the whale burger and panda ears again,” I said. I caught the host stifling a chuckle as he left, and savored the low-rent thrill of a tourist making a Buckingham guard smile.

		“Dude, that’s sick,” my cousin snapped, setting down his phone. “The most sustainable restaurant in town, and you’re making jokes about our ecological crisis.”

		I was tempted to ask him what was so ecological about sustaining a little patch of Singapore in wintry Manhattan—but I let it go. My cousin’s a master of progressive rhetoric and loves to lure moderates (fascists, as he calls us) into political debates. He invariably wins these with a deft mix of data, wordplay, and self-righteous sloganeering. At heart, though, he’s a true social Darwinist, and his other hobby is protecting his prodigious wealth
from government attempts to tax and redistribute it. He’ll never admit it (above all to himself), but Pugwash really only dallies on the Left because he’s heard there’re some easy chicks there.

		“So, how’s business?” I asked. Although I was dying to learn about Carly and Frampton, I couldn’t let him know this, or he’d be sure not to mention them until dessert.

		Before he could answer, a smug cockatoo landed on the back of the empty chair next to him. “Go solar!” it demanded.

		An instant later, something swooped in low from the far side of the restaurant, grazing the hair of a waiter as it zeroed in on our table. It landed on the back of Pugwash’s chair, then swatted the cockatoo on the beak with a muscular wing. The smaller bird tumbled backward, and fell almost to the ground before fluttering off jaggedly, like a dazed housefly. The newcomer was twice the size of all the other birds. It was mostly yellow, with a stark
white face and chest, and a black targetlike pattern around its left eye. “Pieces of EEEEEEIGHT!” it cawed.

		“Holy crap,” Pugwash yelped, pulling back reflexively.

		The parrot saw this and jumped right onto his shoulder. “Swab the mizzen-mast!” it commanded in a thick Scottish accent. “Scurvy me sextant! All hands to the Lido deck!” Clearly this one had been liberated from a marauding corsair, instead of an eco-boosting reëducation camp. Pugwash tried to slide away, but the parrot held on tight. So he brushed frantically at his shoulder. This irked the bird, who grudgingly hopped over to the back of the
empty chair that he’d just evicted the cockatoo from. “Tree-lubber,” it snorted.

		“So … you were about to tell me how business is going,” I said.

		The parrot cocked an ear and struck an attentive pose.

		“Business? It’s awesome!” This conveyed zero information, since Pugwash would claim it from the very throes of bankruptcy. That said, business does tend to go rather awesomely for him. He graduated college three years before me, with so-so grades from a no-name school (smart as he is, he’s even more lazy). He moved back into his parents’ home with no discernible prospects. But just as he was starting to delight his sibling rivals by amounting
to nothing, a Magoo-like stroke of random fortune swept him into a job at Google. It was 1999, and the company had about thirty employees. Within a few quick years it had over ten thousand. This happened through absolutely no fault of Pugwash’s. But his stock options became outlandishly valuable as a result, and he’ll coast forevermore.

		“So how’d you score this table?” he demanded, clearly as close to being impressed with me as his constitution would allow. “Eatiary’s tougher to get into than the Waverly these days.”

		“How did … I get this table?” Even as I said this, my spirits collapsed as I realized that my cousin hadn’t sent the chilling texts that had brought me here. He just saw that I was going to a hyperexclusive restaurant on Phluttr, and showed up to leach on to my reservation.

		“No, I’m talking to birdbrain here.” Pugwash jabbed a sarcastic finger at the chair next to him.

		The rowdy yellow parrot was still perched there—far enough back that my cousin couldn’t see his face. Apparently taking advantage of this privacy, the bird caught my eye, and winked conspiratorially. Entirely freaked out, I looked away, trying to write this off as a standard parrot trick, like saying hi or mimicking the ring of a telephone. I mean, all parrots can wink. Conspiratorially. In perfect sync with your conversation. Right?

		“By the way, you don’t have a cold, do you?” Pugwash instinctively cringed back in his chair—and he had good reason to be worried. Whenever any guy in our family got sick growing up, we’d all catch it within minutes. To this day, Pugwash and I can swap a cold back and forth just by passing through the same room.

		“Guilty as charged,” I confirmed. “You’ll be a sneezing wreck by midnight.” I chanced a second glance at the parrot. The little fucker gave me another wink.

		“Well, being a good cousin, I got you something other than a disease for your birthday.” Pugwash pulled an oddly shaped cigarette lighter from the pocket of his plush cashmere jacket. It was bulbous, almost spherical. “I picked it up last week, down in Pahrakhwai.” It sounded like he was gargling with marmalade when he hit that last word.

		“Paraguay,” I corrected. An obsessive traveler, my cousin’s always zipping off on quick, pricey journeys. No place is too random for him. But Paraguay? He must be running out of countries to visit.

		“Yes. Pahrakhwai,” he said, with an even harsher gargling sound. Pugwash can’t bear to mention any Latin American location without making some pathetic gringo stab at sounding native. He thinks it makes him sound worldly and liberal—like those NPR reporters who make pretentious gagging noises whenever they utter a faintly Hispanic name.

		“Well, thanks,” I said, looking at my fabulous gift. “But you … know I don’t smoke. Right?”

		“Of course. But this is no ordinary lighter.”

		I flicked it suspiciously. Your basic flame leapt up from its nozzle.

		“It’s the world’s first carbon negative lighter,” Pugwash continued proudly. “It’s shaped like a khwa-ra-NAAA seed. And it’s made by indigenous persons.”

		“So it … takes CO2 out of the air?”

		He shook his head. “For every one you buy, a tree in the rain forest is conserved. Carbon sequestration. Much more efficient. And I’m gonna make a fortune by investing in the tribe that’s making them.”

		I nodded politely, sliding the lighter into my jacket pocket. Pugwash left Google years ago, and these days he fights boredom by pumping his winnings into business ideas. He’s had some surprising successes (e.g., Amish vs. Aliens—a maddeningly addictive Facebook game). He’s had some awful flops (e.g., Forever 29—a store for older women who liked to dress like trashy youngsters, and lie about their age). And he’s had one
monstrous win (Phluttr, in which he was the first investor). Rather than launching businesses himself, he invests in start-ups, and trolls Union Square bars for entrepreneurs like a pederast cruising bus stations for runaways. He generally positions himself as a “tech guy.” But Internet fortune aside, he has no hard technical expertise. His Google job was in “business development.” From what I can tell, this is a worldwide backslapping society whose members jet off to
conferences, discuss strategic partnerships among their companies, and then race home to ignore each other’s emails.

		Before I could ask how the Indigenous went about sequestering trees, Pugwash’s phone started vibrating so violently that it almost leapt from the table. He grabbed it and gazed at the screen. His eyes went saucer-wide, then platterwide. And then he took off at a trot, without a word.

		With that, the parrot hopped right onto the back of his vacant chair, regarding me at eye level. “So who invited dat guy?” he asked, the Scottish brogue suddenly replaced with Dodgers-era Brooklynese.

		Practically gagging from shock, I managed a blasé tone. “Phluttr.”

		The parrot nodded.

		I gestured at the table. “Your reservation, I assume?”

		The parrot nodded again.

		“So why meet here?”

		“Where else can a guy like me connect up without stickin’ out? Apart from a pet store.” As if on cue, a forest green parakeet flew past us, nattering about urban composting.

		I nodded absently as if this was just an obvious, throw-away fact. But I was furiously analyzing the parrot’s every word. Hundreds of depositions had taught me that idle chitchat can be a great source of useful information—and I wanted to learn everything I could about this guy.

		“Anyways,” the parrot continued, glancing from side to side, “I guess this is how they roll … on the richest planet in the universe.” His eyes narrowed as he made this bizarre statement, and he looked at me intently—and I realized that we were playing a similar game. He’d probably just said something that was mundane and obvious in his circles, to see if it confused or surprised me (a technique I often use myself).
If I was a nobody, I’d respond with a silly and basic question. Whereas if I was plugged in, he probably hadn’t betrayed any facts I didn’t already know. It was a no-risk way to get a sense of who he was dealing with.

		“I hear it’s the best restaurant on this side of the Townshend Line,” I said, like a fellow tourist sharing a tip. Carly and Frampton had used this term, and it seemed like it would fit here.

		The parrot opened his beak to say something, then clammed up. Then he did it again. Was I getting to him?

		“But why’d you drag me out tonight?” I continued, pressing him to talk before he could come up with something cunning.
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