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BOOK I


MUSIC OF THE SPEARS


YVONNE NAVARRO









In memory of Patty Wold, and music ended far too soon.


“Miz Von, do you have time?”









PROLOGUE


He couldn’t believe she wouldn’t turn on the lights.


For this occasion, Jarlath Keene had dressed in the best of his well-appointed wardrobe. He’d wanted to convey all the most important attributes—money, power, influence—and the brushed technosilk Paoletti suit he wore expressed all of that and more—as well it should for the fifty-five hundred credits it had cost him. In that respect, Keene’s strategy had proved disappointingly ineffective; while the room he stepped into was completely without light, there was a feeling of expansiveness to it that Keene had never encountered in an apartment or condominium before, especially in the small and hard to find buildings in overcrowded Manhattan. He felt immediately and utterly dwarfed.


Illuminated only by the smoggy night sky shining through the penthouse’s floor-to-ceiling windows, the lightlessness of the interior made no difference; there was an undercurrent of opulence in the place, of decadence, that



could not be disguised. Keene was drenched in it with every sense but sight: the carpet beneath his fine Italian pseudoleather loafers was thick and springy, the air laden with expensive perfume. He wished he didn’t have to grope his way across the room—it made him feel awkward and put him at a distinct bargaining disadvantage—but when he did, his fingertips sped across genuine silk and leather upholstery on the plush furniture. His desire to see made him check all the switches and lamps, but none of them worked. The frantic, faraway city lights did little to illuminate the condominium, but they would have to do. Obviously, the woman had the switches wired to some master control to which only she had access. It seemed he would have no choice but to conduct his business in the shadows.


“Mr. Keene.”


Her voice was soft and absolutely feminine, a whisper in the dark as delicate as a filmy scarf falling through the air. Keene caught himself before he whirled, turned instead with as much dignity as he could muster given the fact that he was standing in the dark and talking to a woman who seemed no more than a specter from across the room. He cleared his throat. “Yes, Miss—uh…”


“Mina.”


“Mina, then. Thank you for agreeing to see me.” Something about that sensuous voice made the perfectly tailored suit seem suddenly too small, too hot, despite the meticulously filtered and cooled air in the penthouse. “I know it was short notice—”


“My time is quite valuable, Mr. Keene. What do you require?”


Now she was only ten feet away from him, with her



back to the row of huge windows. The silver-and-gold sprinkled expanse of Manhattan outside the glass faded to darkness behind her, outclassed by her inky silhouette. Only the woman’s eyes were visible, glitter-black, indescribably mysterious. Her hair, unbound in defiance of Japanese tradition, fell to her hips in a straight line broken only by its own muted shrine. Mina was a legend among the highest echelon men on earth—those with fortunes numbering in the billions—and a speculative fantasy to everyone else. Why had she agreed to see him?


“I… have a proposal,” he managed. She said nothing but Keene imagined her raising an eyebrow in doubt—it would be finely shaped and the color of a midnight ocean over eyes like oil. “Of a business nature, of course. Regarding a… mutual acquaintance.” Keene twisted his neck, the collar of his custom-made shirt suddenly uncomfortable. “I would compensate you more than generously for your efforts.”


Mina didn’t have to laugh for Keene to sense she was more than slightly amused at his clumsy verbiage. Like the scent of her perfume, his words hung in the air between them, though not nearly as pleasant as the fragrance of Charielle. “‘Efforts?’ What an interesting choice of words, Mr. Keene.” She sank onto a chair in front of the window, her descent very much like the smooth, flowing dip of a snake dancer’s rope… or maybe the cobra itself. Oddly, the condominium was completely silent, as though it had been thoroughly soundproofed. For some reason, Keene had expected soft background music, something romantic and hard to come by… a harp, perhaps.


“Maybe,” Keene suggested silkily, “the… ah, gentleman



with whom you are associated is not attending to your needs. There are more complexities than wealth that impact upon the liaison between a man and a woman, and I have sources who tell me that there is another gentleman of means who greatly desires your company.” Not bad, he thought. The lines were rehearsed and delivered almost flawlessly; only the gentleman part tripped over his tongue—no surprise there considering his personal feelings regarding the man in question. “I am prepared to grant you a substantial bonus for your consideration.”


“I see.” Mina turned her face toward the window and now Keene could see her profile, barely: high forehead, small straight nose, the rounded line of lips above a classic chin. “And what of the man I leave behind, Mr. Keene? What of him?”


Now Keene was thankful the telltale lamps were off, glad that there was nothing but moonlight to show the foxlike grin that tried to play across his face. He fought and won the struggle to keep any hint of glibness out of his tone. “Life sometimes deals unfortunate hands, does it not? One must learn to deal with the twists and turns of fate. Many people believe their destiny is preordained from the moment of birth.”


“And you—what do you believe?”


That voice, so sensual and sweet, like warmed dark chocolate flowing from a spoon. In itself it was dangerously distracting. “I—I believe a person controls their own life,” he said. “Everyone’s existence is unique, formed by the billions of experiences that happen to them and no one else.”


“Really.” Mina was silent for so long that Keene had



begun to think she’d lost interest, the allure of the deal just hadn’t done it for her. What would it take? he wondered. Drugs? More credits? He hadn’t quite drained himself dry for tonight, but it wouldn’t take much more to do it.


“All right,” she said suddenly. “I’ll do it. But absolutely no one must know of our conversation tonight. If our meeting tonight became public knowledge, there would be… severe repercussions for both of us.”


“You can trust me comple—”


“And,” she interrupted, “you will have the bonus you mentioned converted into straight currency. But you will hold this currency until I call for it after I make the appropriate arrangements. Do not deceive me, Mr. Keene, or you will see an entirely different outcome to your wishes. It will not be pleasant.”


“I assure you—”


“You may leave now, Mr. Keene.”


He opened his mouth to speak but a door opened somewhere behind him, sending his heart into a double set of jumping jacks within his chest. White light spilled into the room and stopped abruptly, as if it didn’t dare go beyond the stretch of its own three-foot rectangle.


“My assistant will show you out. I will contact you when the time is right. Good night, Mr. Keene.”


He wanted to protest, to demand the right to see her face-to-face. Hundreds of thousands of credits—his lifetime accumulation—were on the line here. Did he not have the right to look into her eyes and see exactly who she was?


In the end, Jarlath Keene walked out of Mina’s apartment with his head held as high as he could, a proud



duelist bested but not killed by the opponent. The feeling gave credence to his thirst for vengeance, and that was all the better. To him, Mina was the hair-line crack in the foundation, the kind that worked its way at a level far deeper than the trappings of mere money and business. He would sleep well tonight knowing that his hand had initiated that tiniest of fractures.


With enough care and patience, a crack could become a chasm.









1


MANHATTAN, 2123


Jarlath Keene’s office at Synsound Corporation was in “the Tower,” which was the generally accepted term for the offices of the vice presidents. While Manhattan was its home—and thus most lavish—office, Synsound was a huge company with bases around the world. There were thirty-four other vice presidents in this building alone, and Keene felt a lot like one old goat in a herd of younger ones; that he was fifth or sixth from the top of the ladder, depending on whose head was on the hierarchy chopping block at any given time, rankled him constantly. As far as he was concerned, his title of Vice President of Music Development meant nothing more than the fancy brass nameplate on the wall outside his office door and the private secretary who sat at a desk nearby. Every important decision that cost over two thousand credits still had to be submitted to someone else for approval.


Dusk had fallen early tonight, brought on by a denser



than normal layer of smog that mixed with the low-lying, dirty-looking clouds that spit a constant, gritty drizzle onto the miserable people stuck on the streets far below. Two more stories up and the floor-to-ceiling windows in Keene’s office would have been blocked by the sickly mist that signaled the first of the clouds. As it happened, Keene could still see—lucky him—the MedTech Building three miles away, the air encircling it cleared of vapor by the constant spikes of electricity that zapped through its private airspace, generated by a MedTech patented device that sterilized the air around the building’s intake vents before it ever reached the precious lungs of its employees. When MedTech had first put their little toy into operation six years ago, the electrical noise and static feed-back generated sound spikes on every master syndisc in the recording studios at midlevel in the Synsound Building during the first hour and damned near wiped Synsound out; only an emergency injunction had halted the Atomsterilyzer. The court battles had been hot, heavy, and expensive, and the outcome a split: MedTech could continue using its Atmosterilyzer—after all, it was only looking out for the health of its employees and the cleanliness of its medical testing facilities—but it was required to pay damages to Synsound for the re-recordings that were necessary, and before it could put its device back in use, it had to develop and install a force field system that would limit the electrical spikes that were output to its own grounds. Now the two companies were bitter rivals, and that suited Keene just fine. He hated them both.


A knock and the sound of the oak-paneled door that led



into his office being opened made him turn. “Yes?”


“Damon Eddington is here to see you,” his secretary Marceena said stiffly. A stout woman in her early forties, she’d undergone a drastic change in her appearance last week. The previous reddish-brown pageboy hairstyle was gone, replaced by a style that was shaved and dyed black on the sides, then crowned with a mop of spring-tight orange curls. She might have had the skin on her face tightened and she’d definitely revamped her wardrobe; today’s new outfit was a tailor-waisted, short-sleeved green suit that looked as if the clothes had shrunk a few sizes while she was wearing them. Completing the ensemble was a purple scarf tied around her pudgy neck and tucked into the collar of the jacket. The whole thing was atrocious.


Thinking back, Keene was sure she’d done it to look more attractive, perhaps thinking that he would finally afford her more than his work-related attention. Not a very pretty woman to begin with, Keene thought that Marceena now looked like one of those antique squashed-face dolls that had recently become popular again and were now soaring in price. The idea that this had been her goal all along nearly made him chuckle aloud. In any event, when he hadn’t commented on her new look, Marceena’s demeanor had gone from polite to cool, edging on frosty. What did she expect—that he would ask her for a date? Not likely; Keene was a fit and healthy fifty-two going on thirty. He tried to feel pity for her but couldn’t; the truth was, he had more female companions than he knew what to do with already, and not one of them was over twenty-five. Did she really think she could compete? Her constant attempts were annoying.


With Marceena standing in his office door as the go-between for him and Damon Eddington, it seemed like the perfect time to give her a reintroduction as to who gave the directives around here.


“I’ll be with him as soon as I can.” He purposely turned his back on her and went back to gazing out the window.


“He’s… quite upset,” Marceena said, a note of uncertainty creeping into her voice.


Keene wanted to grin but didn’t; the reflection might give him away. “I said, I’ll be with him as soon as I can.” He intentionally let a note of nastiness cut through his words.


Another moment of hesitation, then he heard the door close and let the smile flow over his mouth. Let her deal with Damon Eddington for a quarter hour, he thought. She wasn’t a stupid woman and she’d know it was Keene’s way of chastising her. Still smiling, Keene walked to his desk and began clearing it of the Duplidroids, Incorporated contract and acquisition proposal form—it wouldn’t do to have Damon glance down and see that Synsound was paying a single mutadroid manufacturer more than a million credits to re-create a band called Jane’s Addiction in time for the quarter-century mark in two years. With the evidence cleanly swept into the top drawer, he spent a few minutes tidying the contents of the other drawers in his desk, then finally sat back on his chair to wait. The minutes ticked by and Keene fought the urge to laugh aloud; he could well imagine what was going on in the secretarial suite outside his office.


* * *


“What’s taking so long?” Damon Eddington demanded. He leaned on the secretary’s desk, seeing her pull back nervously. “I thought the purpose of an appointment was to schedule time to talk to someone, and Keene said he would see me, damn it!”


“And so he will, Mr. Eddington.” The woman’s voice was honey smooth, utterly professional. “Please, just wait. I’m sure he’ll be ready any minute.”


“Fine.” Damon spun and strode back to the fake leather couch, resisting the urge to kick at the fancy coffee table in front of it. The thing was metal and glass, and he could picture the surface shattering and magazines flying everywhere, another temper tantrum traceable to the not-so-legendary Damon Eddington. Instead of lashing out, he flounced onto the couch, watching the secretary for any sign that Keene was calling for him.


When nothing happened after another ten minutes, Damon dug his flask out of one of the pockets of his vest and took a small swig of sweet blackberry brandy, let it roll over his tongue and momentarily take his mind off how insulted he felt. This was a game to Keene, he was sure, but for what purpose? Synsound—with Jarlath Keene at the reins—already led him around by the proverbial nose; as far as Damon was concerned, forcing him to sit out here like a fool showed that among other things Keene was possessed of a deep and despicable streak of meanness. The secretary—he couldn’t remember her name—had probably been told to stall him for as long as she could. For all Damon knew, she might have been told to keep him out here until he gave up and went away. His lip curled; not likely.


Damon took another swig of brandy and screwed the top back on the plastic flask, then tucked it back into his pocket and forced himself to relax against the softness of the couch. As always, his mind was full of music, a dark composition of his own making that had been in the process of a slow and painful birth since the reviews of his last small concert had been printed on the newsdiscs. After a few more minutes he dug inside another pocket and pulled out his portable recorder; if Keene was going to waste Damon’s entire day by making him wait outside his office door, then Damon would try to use the time as best he could. After all, the secretary was a built-in audience.


He hummed a few notes, then a few bars, letting them swirl like discordant shadows in the air as he warmed up his vocal cords. Already the woman was frowning at him but he paid her no attention; what did her opinion matter when the rest of the world seemed to hate his creativity more? In the scheme of Damon’s life, Keene’s secretary was nothing.


“Hm-mm-Mm-mM-mm—” Stretching his voice and losing himself in the sounds and tones, the pitch of his voice rising and falling until it flowered in full song, not words, but a sort of drawn-out vibration that was as true as he could make it to the original source, the dying wails of jelly junkies in detox centers. Now the secretary’s face was scrunched up in revulsion, her head sinking low on her shoulders like a turtle trying to escape an attacker. As Damon’s voice, a decent baritone in itself, grated the next experimental lyric into the microphone embedded in the recorder, he saw her snatch up the telephone receiver on



her desk and punch repeatedly at a button on the intercom. He smiled to himself; he didn’t have to stop singing to know what she was saying. When she got up and came over to where he sat on the couch, her back was rigid and there were beads of perspiration high on her forehead, just under the line of burnt orange curls. Damon was pleased that his music had affected her; it didn’t matter that she didn’t like it. He’d take whatever results he could get.


“Mr. Keene will see you now,” she snapped as Damon paused and looked at her questioningly. “You know the way.”


That made Damon grin outright. The way? Oh, yes— he sure did. Keene’s way, Synsound’s way… the way of trash as far as Damon was concerned. But it was useless to argue, especially with this nothing little woman, so he nodded and stood, putting away his recorder and ignoring her audible sigh of relief. She didn’t bother leading him to Keene’s door, and Damon didn’t expect her to.


Keene’s office was expansive and as tastefully furnished as the man himself was dressed. Damon didn’t follow fashion much, but the Ricci Matté suit Keene wore was impossible to disregard, and no doubt the matching shoes were just as expensive. His glistening, steel-gray hair was impeccably styled, his exquisite hand-painted tie an insult to Damon’s own well-cared-for but only moderately expensive Danforth padded vest. The man was obviously bathing in credits—Synsound was clearly making more money than it knew what to do with. Why then did they fight for every credit on his contracts and make it so hard for Damon to draw a simple advance?


Keene sat behind an immense maroon Plexiglas desk



cleared of almost everything, but there were too many gold and platinum soundiscs framed on the walls to maintain an illusion of a man with a multitude of leisure time on his hands. Row after row hung in expensive teak frames, with one wall almost covered. And Keene himself: smug, sleek, and ever-patient, he had the look of a man who had resigned himself to the tedious chore of dealing with another annoyance in his life and had dubbed himself a martyr for his tolerance. Even his voice was carefully modulated, without the slightest hint of inflection. “What is it now, Damon?”


The old Damon Eddington, the man he’d been before being suffocated by Synsound for so many years, would have turned and walked out… after telling Keene to sit on it and spin. No—the old Damon Eddington would have walked out of the waiting room three quarters of an hour ago.


The present Damon Eddington walked in with his head bowed as if deep in thought with his hands crammed into the loose-fitting blue jeans that were his everyday uniform, watching his feet work their way across the perfect carpet as though the sight were the most important thing in the world. He sat on the chair in front of Keene’s desk without comment, and when he finally looked up, his dark eyes were soft, his vision focused on something faraway that only he could see.


“I want… an alien.”


The double take Damon expected never came; Keene didn’t even blink. The executive’s hands remained folded calmly on the desk’s highly polished surface, the reflection below his fingers making him look like some double-handed android built to play a newly invented hellrock instrument. “You want an alien,” Keene repeated. Damon squelched the impulse to remind Keene that this wasn’t a psychiatric bull session where the doctor repeated everything the patient said to make sure he had understood it clearly. “Let’s see,” Keene continued. “You’re not into weapons, so that’s out. You’re not into medicine or drugs, either. That puts those out of the picture. So exactly what do you need an alien for, Damon?”


Damon spread his hands, unconsciously willing Keene to understand, to show the slightest trace of empathy. “For the sound.” The last word carried on the filtered air of the office like a drawn-out whisper, a sibilant floating in the air that teased both of them. Finally, a reluctant crack in Keene’s disposition as the older man unwillingly bonded with Damon’s dreams for an instant, hearing as the eccentric artist did the alien singing from its steel throat and screaming with a tongue of acidic flame.


Damon’s words faded away as he and Keene stared at each other.


Bitter memories flash-danced in Damon’s head as he waited for Keene’s decree, and he remembered the first time an alien’s screams had ever found their way into his ears. It had been on a vidscreen in a store window, a NewsVid item from Channel 86 about an infestation in the Long Island Incarceration Colony, sensationalist crap designed solely to grab the passersby and glue them to a vidscreen. And it had worked on Damon, though not for the reasons the media planners might have anticipated. The footage had shown a clot of aliens bunched in a subbasement of the



LIIC’s main prison, on the defensive against an army troop wearing suits constructed of the same material labs used to store acid and bearing flamethrowers loaded with long-burning jellied napalm. To Damon the creatures’ screams had translated to one thing, unadulterated or diluted: hate.


And Damon hated so very, very much…


How many reviewers had slammed his work as “tiresome,” or “obscure,” or, worst of all, “boring”? The reviewers detested him, the public ignored him, Synsound humored him. All the while he struggled on, trying desperately to reach a public that seemed to want only hellrock or bloodrock, or—God help them—android singers and performers so mutated that they had four arms, multiple heads, and mouths coming out of their mouths in a twisted parody of aliens. The closest John Q. Public came to exposure to the gentler sounds of the past was, again, in recreated androids; before dwindling into ambiguity, Elvis Presley’s duplicate had piqued enough interest to gain a hall named after it, and Caruso’s fabricated double sang for the upper class every night at the NewMet Opera House. A steady trickle of credits from the older generation supported Synsound projects like “Buddy Holly Sings Garth Brooks III” and thousands of other re-recordings of centuries-dead artists—androids of Jim Morrison, Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Kurt Cobain, Charlie Parker, Clifford Brown, Richie Valens, Dwayne Allman, John Lennon, Patsy Cline, and others regularly belted out new hits.


And Synsound, owner of practically every piece of music and musician in the world—including Damon—sat above it all with people at its helm like Jarlath Keene, a



man with virtually no imagination, no vision. As far as Damon was concerned, the stages of Presley Hall were the Manhattan home of hell on earth, filled with appalling reengineered mutadroids that were half android, half mutated instrument, surrounded by the dregs of humanity who flocked to listen to the groups. Few people appreciated Damon’s careful live recordings of serious music, the darker blends from wonderful classic composers like Beethoven, Paganini, Mozart, Vivaldi, Bach, so much beautiful music recorded on rare twentieth-century instruments—violins, harps, dulcimers—all expensive and a struggle to come by. Synsound again, indulging him, using him as a pawn to show the world how it sponsored and supported what remained of the “arts” while it survived—prospered—on the ridiculous, discordant trash for which the people of this century constantly clamored. He hated Synsound almost as much as he detested the concertgoers who appreciated only torture and terror, responded only to the grotesque, frightening androids cavorting and screaming on the stage. If what they wanted was hate, and pain, and the repulsive, Damon decided, he would give them exactly that.


The press conference he’d called was only a stage for him to announce to the country and every place the NewsVid would carry the story how much he hated— John Q. Public, Synsound, everything. His tirade against Synsound and its customers had gone on for as long as he dared before he feared the media would turn away in boredom. “For you all, for Synsound,” he’d railed into their microphones, “I will write the ultimate composition… a Symphony of Hate!” Afterward, his employer smiled its



corporate face and nodded, pleased at the attention its pet artiste had generated and shrugging off Damon’s anger with a humorous attitude. He was an artist after all; they were supposed to be temperamental, angry, excitable. It was those very feelings that made them creative.


Damon’s work on his masterpiece had carried him everywhere. No place was too dark or dangerous: he visited madhouses, prison wards, even execution chambers where he watched killers leave this world shrieking in rage. A favorite haunt was the downtown government detox center where the screams of jelly junkies bruised the eardrums and forced the workers to wear hearing protection.


But it was the news item that made Damon search the sound library for VidDiscs from the Homeworld War of ten years ago. The poor quality and low fidelity of the military recording devices didn’t matter; the screams of the aliens as they fought and were destroyed blasted through Damon’s senses like electricity, burning his mind, stealing his breath. No one and nothing else in the world sounded like an alien, nothing. And nowhere else did the creatures’ shrieks of malevolence belong more than in Damon Eddington’s Symphony of Hate.


And here Damon sat, once again at the mercy of Synsound’s whim.


* * *


“Why don’t you use the sound from the VidDiscs? It’s the obvious answer.” Keene sat back and studied Damon Eddington. While he was tall and medium built instead of skinny and starving, Damon still unwittingly fit



Synsound’s policy of how one of their stable of unorthodox musicians should look. His receding hair was as black as crude oil and pulled back from his high forehead into a thin ponytail. Dark eyebrows arched sharply over darker eyes and his long face ended in a double-cut goatee that grew to a good two inches beyond the end of his chin. Keene already knew what the musician’s answer would be and he kept his expression carefully bland while he waited for Damon’s words.


“Because it’s crap,” Damon said in disgust. “Don’t you realize what the army battalions were using? We’re talking about the government here—they had handheld recorders, for God’s sake. Obsolete magnetic tape and microphones with plastic screens over them to keep the battleground dirt out of the electronics, plus every recording is undercut with tank and weapons fire, explosions that muddy up everything. I can’t re-record that rubbish—I need clear, crisp sound. Presence, Jarlath. I want it to sound like the alien itself is standing in front of the mike and roaring at it.”


Keene rubbed his cheek and tried to look thoughtful. Damon was such an easy toy, up and down, like those ancient yo-yos twentieth-century children had played with. “Then we’ll synthesize it for you.” As he’d expected, Damon looked horrified.


Up and down.


“You’ve got to be joking!” Damon balled his fist and held it up. “You know I hate synthesis. It’s got to be live. I won’t put any of that electronic mishmash into my music!” He looked at his fist and relaxed his fingers, as if just discovering his own hand. Keene could see the composer



visibly trying to calm down. “Listen, Jarlath. This is my masterpiece, the epitome of everything I’ve ever done. I want to do it all myself, even down to recording the alien screams. And for that I need one of those creatures alive, a real alien.”


“I… see.” Keene let Damon dangle for a moment, then gave him a narrow-eyed stare. “What you’re telling me, Damon, is that you want Synsound to spend vast amounts of money to illegally procure an alien for you so that you can use that same creature to create a musical work that will show the world how much you hate us.”


Damon wasn’t fazed. “Exactly. But you’ll do it anyway, won’t you?” He folded his arms and leaned back. “You have to admit that I’m a constant source of advertising even if you and your company don’t appreciate my hard work.”


Ah, such smugness from a man who was too arrogant to realize he was nothing more than a child under Synsound’s disciplinary lash. Keene leaned back himself and waved a hand. “Spend vast amounts, Damon? Hardly. As a reminder, we have an advertising department with budgets and corporate mandates, remember? Forgive me for pointing out that they can handle publicity far more pleasantly than you can. In the end, I’m afraid you’re a low-priority item. I’m limited as to how much I can spend to indulge your inventive aspirations, no matter how far-reaching you… believe they will be. The methods by which we can obtain for our little pet—you—his own little pet are severely curtailed by budget factors.” He was rewarded by the insulted scowl that spread across the musician’s face. “Funding an expedition to Homeworld is certainly out of the question,”



Keene continued, ignoring Damon’s offended expression. “Bribing the military is always possible, but again, far too expensive—too many hands in the financial pie would have to be filled. Still,” he said slowly as the image of a taller building surrounded by the bright beauty of jagged electrical flashes a few miles away filled his mind, “there may be a way.” He smiled for the first time since Damon had come into his office. “I’ll see what I can do.”


Knowing the meeting was over, Damon stood and spread his hands. “It just won’t work otherwise. I need it, Jarlath. The Symphony, it will be a big hit. You’ll see.”


“Good-bye, Damon.” Keene folded his hands on the desktop again, a clear signal that his patience was at the breaking point. For a second he thought Damon would protest—would he actually beg this time? But no, while the musician looked like he wanted to, eventually he turned his back and walked out, his angry footsteps making muffled thunks against the carpeting.


As soon as the office door closed behind Damon, Keene swung to the VidPhone on his desk. He gave it about thirty seconds—enough time for Damon to walk through his secretary’s area and turn into the hallway leading to the elevators—then buzzed Marceena.


“Yes?”


She sounded as worried as she looked on the monitor, as though he might send her after Damon with instructions to bring him back. Keene liked to hear the note of anxiety in her voice; it kept her respectful. “Get me Yoriku,” he said simply. He didn’t wait for a reply before snapping off the connection.


Twelve minutes. Keene tapped his fingers on the desk and counted each movement of the LED clock display, one by one, as they flashed by. Amazing. How could he forget the time he failed to answer a summons from Yoriku’s assistant for a half hour? Keene had been in the midst of a delicate contract negotiation with one of the country’s hottest new stars and felt it was unwise to give the woman and her agent time alone to pick through the contract undisturbed. Everything he’d done back then had been for the good of Synsound, every waking hour was spent contemplating ways to better the company and his position in it, and increase those corporate profits to the parent. How bewildered he’d been to subsequently find himself with instructions to proceed to a tiny city called Black Lake in the Canadian province of Saskatchewan. Once there, he was ordered to personally supervise the relocation of a Canadian lyric writer to Manhattan—Keene, a so-called high-level vice president, was being used by Yoriku as a damned travel escort!


Finally the private incoming light on the VidPhone flashed. “What is it, Keene?” Yoriku’s face filled the screen, wavering with static. Despite MedTech’s force field, the phones had done that intermittently since the Atmosterilyzer was put into use, something in which Keene took secret, perverse pleasure.


“It’s about Damon Eddington, sir.”


On the screen, a corner of Yoriku’s mouth turned up slightly. “He is an amusing man.” The emotion disappeared as quickly as it had come, and Yoriku’s broad face smoothed out again.


Keene made himself smile in return. “Yes, sir. He is funny, very funny. In fact, after our conversation you may think he’s even funnier. It seems that Eddington has come up with an… unusual idea concerning the project he’s working on. You remember that. I’m sure—his Symphony of Hate? He visited me a short while ago with a request. It’s quite original—I don’t believe anyone else has ever asked for this.” And Keene recounted everything about his conversation with Damon, embellishing where he felt it was necessary to ensure he maintained Yoriku’s attention.


At the end of Keene’s narrative, Yoriku shook his head. His voice grated through the VidPhone speaker, like old rust being wire-scrubbed off a steel beam. He had been in the United States for decades, but his words still carried a heavy Japanese accent. “It is impossible to get Eddington this alien for what I am willing to spend on him.”


Keene let himself grin widely. He was quite pleased with the scheme he had come up with practically as Damon had been speaking. Not many people would have been so quick on their mental feet. “Not necessarily, sir. I believe I have a solution. It will be risky, but…” Yoriku started to shake his head again and Keene risked interrupting him, trusting that his next words would instantly smother any annoyance his poor manners raised. “Of course, it would involve… ah… MedTech.”


Yoriku’s image froze for a moment. “In what way?” His voice, not particularly pleasant to begin with, dropped lower as his thin eyes narrowed all the way to slits.


So Keene told him his plan, in all its exquisite, deceitful detail: setting times and listing the equipment required,



what other things and who would be needed to see it through, fine-tuning the details as he went. “So that’s it,” Keene finished a short while later. “What do you think, sir? Are we in a position to… humiliate MedTech?”


The answer was obvious as Yoriku’s mouth spread in a smile that reminded Keene of the dangerous, toothy grin of a hyena. Keene had heard the rumors but hadn’t dared call attention to himself by acknowledging the stories or asking anyone else in the company if they were true. Now Yoriku’s black expression confirmed them all: one of the most powerful men in the world, yet he had lost the thing most precious to him… his exquisite, legendary lover. It had taken so long to happen that Keene had begun to believe that the woman had lied to him, but, finally, the whispered stories said that Mina now graced the bed of a younger, high-powered executive at MedTech.


“We are indeed in such a position, Keene.” Yoriku unexpectedly pushed his face close to his vidscreen; on Keene’s end, it looked as if the man had snatched up the phone and pressed his nose against it. Keene could see the pores in the man’s skin: it was totally disgusting. “And I want them to know it was Synsound. Not right away, but eventually. Is that clear?”


“They will, sir.” Keene tried to make his voice as soothing as possible. “When Eddington’s Symphony of Hate is released, there will be no mistaking the origin of the sound.” Yoriku backed away from the screen, looking pleased. As the Japanese man leaned back and rested his hands on the arms of a chair that was no doubt real leather, Keene was again reminded of the hyena, this time with



a full belly. “I will need assistance,” Keene hinted slyly. “Someone to—”


“You may send for Ahiro. I will instruct him to be at your disposal in all respects.”


“Excel—” But Yoriku had already disconnected, leaving Keene to glare at the static on the vidscreen and grit his teeth for a moment before he buzzed Marceena again. Up and down, he thought. We all play the game. Problem was, he hated being the one spinning on the end of Yoriku’s yoyo.


“Yes, Mr. Keene?”


“Find Ahiro and send him up.” He didn’t give her a chance to question the order, taking his cue from the way Yoriku had cut off their own conversation. He didn’t want to listen to her whine anyway. Perhaps she’d been with him too long, with Synsound too long. All she did was complain about having to do things she didn’t like or thought were beneath her job duties. Did she think he should hire an assistant to work for her as well? Not likely.


More waiting, but at least when he got here, Ahiro would be much more respectful than Keene’s secretary was. Keene didn’t like working with the man and would have preferred to find someone else, but he had to admit that he’d never encountered anyone like Ahiro, who damned near treated Keene’s words as God’s own. Well… not really; the top command, of course, was Yoriku. There was a connection between Yoriku and Ahiro about which Keene remained utterly clueless, and all his careful inquiries had dead-ended. The inquiries themselves had been dangerous, and he’d been meticulous in his efforts to make them appear nothing more than a healthy curiosity



about the man who headed—well—owned the company for which Keene worked. Useless effort, wasted time. The slender Japanese man with the grave expression slipped around the corporate headquarters with barely a word to anyone and free access to anywhere in the building, and whatever the tie between Yoriku and Ahiro was, it would not be shared with Keene or anyone of his ilk.


Keene stood and cracked his knuckles thoughtfully as he stepped to the window and stared out. Secrets, secrets— everywhere around him. They made him nervous, curious, crazy with wanting to know them all. He’d have to work harder on this thing between Yoriku and Ahiro later on… perhaps next summer, after his first round of questions had been forgotten and a new staff was settled in place inside Yoriku’s private offices. Turnover was a constant in a company this size, especially after the raises and disappointments each spring. There were those inside who could not be bought, true—the ones like Yoriku’s personal executive assistant and file manager, who had been with him for something like fifteen years. Unlike Marceena, however, that woman had an assistant—several, in fact. When Keene had built his savings back up to speed, he would go to work on those two, as he had on Mina.


Keene didn’t know how, but the next time he glanced away from the window—a mere three minutes later—the mysterious Japanese man with the ragged scar across his right eye was standing in front of the desk.
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CHRISTMAS EVE


It was a warm and miserable holiday in Manhattan, the worst that Ahiro could remember spending in this hellhole. In his own home country there would be clean, crisp snow on the mountaintops if not the streets themselves, and the sidewalks and buildings would be just as crowded as they were here but cleaner. Ahiro had not been to Japan in many years, but he could still remember the sweet smells of evening meals drifting from the paper-screened windows of the freshly scrubbed tenement houses that had grown like mushrooms in the neighborhood where his childhood home had once stood. Scents of sake and green tea, hot rice and fried vegetables; clean, comforting, welcoming. Not like here, where the smells of aircycle exhaust and trash rotting on heated sidewalks overwhelmed everything, ignorant of the barriers of class and property value as it drifted on the air currents.


Tonight multicolored lights blinked in the show



windows of the department stores while hundreds of miniature androids in festive costumes obediently followed the commands of their loop programs to dance and make merry in the displays. In the window of the Manhattan branch of Macy’s, a four-foot-high Santa Claus belted out three-syllable rounds of “Ho-ho-ho!” as he checked off names on a list spewing continuously from a computer in a room that was supposed to be a replication of his office at the North Pole. Across the street, the Montgomery & Sears conglomerate had its own presentation going in blatant competition for the shoppers’ eyes—a full dance troupe of twenty-four-inch ballerinas and brightly dressed soldiers performing The Nutcracker Suite, complete with a synthesized version of the original musical score blaring from high-fidelity speakers.


It didn’t seem to matter to anyone that it was after ten o’clock, the end of the preholiday shopping season, and the weather was wretched; there were plenty of people on the overlit streets to hear the blasting music. Most, huddled under umbrellas or inside rain-slickers dripping crud-filled water and clutching their plastic-wrapped gifts as close to themselves as possible, paid little attention. Spurred by a slight and carefully timed upswing in the country’s economy, the crowds this year had been enormous; millions of people, cars, and aircycles choked every shopping district in the city and quickly resulted in the worst smog storm Manhattan had endured in half a decade. Now the streets were filled with the debris left by the shopping sprees of the masses, the air was clogged with dust and pollution, and Ahiro and his men were forced to



wait patiently as the last of the die-hard patrons bought their wares and scuttled along the sidewalks like common mutant cockroaches in the muck.


Finally, with only a quarter hour left before midnight, they slipped out of a smelly alcove in the back entrance of the decrepit building at 103rd and Manhattan Avenue and headed into the heart of Central Park. The last refuge of grass and pigeons in the area, it was still open to the public only because of MedTech’s public relations policy; the corporation had pulled the City of New York out of yet another bankruptcy in 2075 by leasing Central Park for the next half a millennium. While they continued to allow the general public to roam its patrolled walkways during the day, the nightly rapes, muggings, and murders had ended abruptly at 12:01 a.m. on January 1, 2076, when Med-Tech’s Elite Security Force powered up the newly installed wireless fence at its boundaries and loosed several thousand GuardTech Robots within the park’s limits. Manufactured to look like Doberman pinschers and rottweilers, the robotic dogs ran on internal solar timers that followed the daylight hours from season to season. They were virtually indestructible and attacked anything that moved on two legs and weighed over thirty pounds—unless you wore a MedTech identification transmitter that was accepted by the program currently powering the internal computer in the Guard-Tech dogs… the key word being currently. Elite Security changed the program regularly, and MedTech employees were accustomed to reporting to their supervisors to pick up newly programmed transmitters at unpredictable times.


Tonight, Ahiro and his team were at once surrounded by a dozen GuardTechs drawn by their movement, red crystal eyes gleaming and metal mouths yawning wide… before they turned away and trotted off. Silent, the men crouched in the darkness and watched them go, and only the youngest showed his nervousness by fingering the transmitter Ahiro had given him earlier. Another few minutes and they continued on their way, sliding through the shadows like night mist until they reached the park’s center and the pride of MedTech—its home office building. The chromed steel and glass tower gleamed even in the midnight smog, stretching one hundred twenty-three stories into the sky to show the upper research laboratories eternally surrounded by a halo of electricity.


Ahiro did not need words to tell his ninjas what to do; handpicked, personally trained, the tiniest of nods said it all and was instantly obeyed. Entering the building was nothing, like passing through dry water for all the difficulty it gave them. Likewise were MedTech’s carefully placed security cameras useless; Ahiro knew the location of every one, the direction in which it would point at what time, which way to duck and how long to do it. So easy… but not a setup; Ahiro had a nose for those and tonight every one of his instincts was saying “GO!” Unlike the often dispassionate regime at Synsound, MedTech was a jealous employer and it guarded its employees like a mother lioness watching over her cubs. Someone was always unfortunate enough to draw holiday duty, but never would MedTech have sacrificed two of its night watchmen to the razor-edged swords of Ahiro and Yosako



as it did tonight. The corporation’s choice would have been to substitute a battalion of heavily armed soldiers with instructions to shoot on sight to kill.


The descent was short and swift, through clean corridors that smelled of disinfectant and were lined floor to ceiling with easily sanitized stainless steel. Ahiro found the surroundings pleasing and infinitely more preferable than Synsound’s overused hallways. Down here it was clear that a limited number of people were granted access, whereas Synsound was overrun with people and dirt—performers, stagehands, marketing, sales—thousands of people went everywhere. Had his circumstances been different, Ahiro would have liked a position where he could work in an environment like this one. But life was as it was, and wanting what could never be was a waste of time.


As they moved on, effortlessly avoiding the cameras, overhead sprinklers began to regularly mark their passage. Shortly after the appearance of the sprinklers, flame nozzles began jutting ominously from the walls at random heights starting at floor level. Staggered every twelve feet on each side of the passageway were fireproof safety chambers protected by hardened steel doors and locking mechanisms that engaged automatically when the door was opened and shut a single time. After that, only a MedTech computer program would release the titanium tumblers and free the person who had shut him or herself inside.


Five levels underground, Ahiro and his men stopped in front of the final door. The massive piece of metal was three times wider than any of the escape hatches and weighed at least a ton, and this morning the card reader embedded



in the wall next to it would have accepted the cardkeys of only a half-dozen people at MedTech. Tonight one of those six would be used to gain entry, and tomorrow its owner would discover in his pocket a useless plastic substitute.


Without a second thought, Ahiro slid the cardkey from the waistband of his black suit and slipped it into the slot. A breathless moment as they waited for the red warning light to come on and an alarm to go off; instead there was a hum that was felt more than heard and the green light on the opposite side of the mechanism blinked. They heard a dull clang as the massive internal bolts slid free of the door and retracted into the wall. Ahiro slipped the cardkey back into his inner pocket with deliberation. Like the doors to the chambers that lined the corridor, this one would also relock automatically; without the cardkey, they would be trapped inside the inner chamber. He gave a moment’s consideration to intentionally dropping it on the way out, then changed his mind. There was no sense in destroying that connection… yet.


When the door slid quietly to the side, the seven of them spun through without a sound, swords ready. Behind them, the laser sensors in the door waited for a beat of five, then triggered the auto-close. In the space of a heartbeat, they were cut off completely from the rest of the MedTech Building. From the world.


Knees bent, weapons raised, they crept forward. They were in another corridor, wider than the one outside and made of a series of huge pipes joined to each other, like the sewer mains that ran under the city. The surfaces here were strangely slippery, not steel like the outer passageway, but



coated instead with some sort of beige industrial plastic. The rounded ceiling was higher and held a tangled mass of steel-encased tubes—water, electricity, coolant, perhaps flammable gas. Barely visible behind the tubing were heavily screened air ventilation grates, each no bigger than six inches square.


As the antechamber widened again—still with those same odd sections and alcoves—Ahiro saw three, then four titanium-barred enclosures branching off the main passage—feeders. Closed now, empty of the animals that were probably periodically loaded into them. Beyond that… nothing. No robotic watchmen, no androids, no security.


This is wrong, Ahiro thought, as they moved quickly toward another door at the far end. There should be guards, men with guns—


Ten feet behind him, Higuchi gave a strangled cry and Ahiro heard the man’s sword fall to the plasticized surface of the floor. He whirled and his breath caught in his throat. Higuchi had lost his balance, slipped in a puddle of something greasy; always the slowest of Ahiro’s ninjas, now he cowered, frozen, as something huge and multisegmented bent over him.


Defense meant something different in this lab.


Shades of black cut by pools of slime the color of translucent green leaves, the alien was over seven feet tall and impossibly fast—far too fast for Higuchi. For a moment that nearly cost him his life, Ahiro saw in his mind’s eye what Higuchi saw, heard what the already dead man heard—


A mouth full of teeth like white swords, and another within



that one, snapping wetly as the creature’s thick, ceaseless saliva swirled in the air. The noise of the beast blotted out everything but the gnashing of its teeth as they sank greedily through Higuchi’s skull as though it were nothing, and Ahiro thought not of swords but of spears—long and deadly and dripping with the blood of multitudes on the music of its battle cry, the sound of huge and angry gods screaming out the symphony of their rage.


There were three aliens, and now only six men. They charged out of the alcoves where they’d been wrapped around reinforced water pipes like giant snakes. Ahiro had never fought an alien before—few civilians had— but he was a quick learner and amazingly swift with his sword. Not so for Yoshi, Ahiro’s second in command, and a detached part of Ahiro watched the battle as if he were outside himself and studying it for the future, then was surprised that his prized pupil would be so clumsy with his blade when the weapon was expected to be another appendage, a part of the warrior. But Yoshi was too slow and the alien was monstrously quick, its armored black claws slicing away the front of Yoshi’s nightsuit and taking half his chest with it, then finishing the job with those terrible, glistening teeth.


Now it was down to Ahiro and four men. Ahiro felt like he was circling an enormous praying mantis, and the feeling was intensified when Matsuo took the offensive with one of the creatures and struck—the tempered steel of his ancient sword, passed from generation to generation in his family and said to bring tremendous luck—slicing his foe from neck to hip in a single lethal cut. Matsuo paid dearly for his exuberance when the alien gave a death shriek and



acid blood splashed from the gaping wound and bathed his face. His mask disappeared instantaneously… as did his lips, the skin on his face and neck, even the cartilage of his nose. He might have screamed, but no one would ever know; he had sucked in a mouthful of alien blood and burned away his tongue and vocal cords.


Four men to two aliens now, and the remaining ninjas had learned a valuable lesson. Swords flashing, they changed tactics and aimed for the joints of the legs and arms, crippling their enemies as blow after blow separated the gangly limbs and split the ridged black shells that cupped the creatures’ equivalent of elbows and knees. Even the tails whipping in the air fell victims to the merciless blades, their sharp-spaded ends twitching uselessly on the gore-splattered floor. It wasn’t long before Ahiro and his three remaining men stood over the spasming, maimed aliens, dismissing the claw-tipped fingers that clutched uselessly at the floor in agony. To Ahiro, these were nothing more than overgrown insects, not worth the measure of his time that it would take to put them out of their misery. The only thing that mattered was…


The nest.


It was beyond the doorway at the far end, and when Ahiro and his men stepped through it was like entering a place unlike anything he’d seen on this earth. As with the previous chamber, the ceiling was high and lined with industrial tubes and cables, the same ones that fed through the wall from the outer room. In here, however, they were no longer accessible, buried as they were under layer after layer of shimmering resin. Strands of it twisted



and turned overhead and around the walls, forming into hundreds of knobs that looked more like human vertebrae than anything else. Miles of the stuff, encircling the room and looping back over itself to spill onto the floor until it bunched into little hills at irregular intervals. Atop each small hill, perched like an immense, obscenely bloated and elongated lump of flesh, was an unhatched alien egg.


Ahiro moved as rapidly as he dared. His men hung back, their wide, terrified eyes searching the shadows of the outer chamber for movement and flicking back to him and the half-dozen ovals of living death that faced them. Ahiro didn’t blame them; just the scent of a human within six feet of an alien’s egg was enough to make the knobby cross etched deep into its top split and fold back like the flowers of a poisonous flower. He chose as his target the closest one and sprinted over to it; on the way, he pulled a specially designed locking clamp from his belt. By the time he reached the egg, Ahiro had it unfolded and ready, and he jammed the four prongs of the clamp over the ‘X’ in the egg’s surface and pushed the white button on the device’s top. Spikes shot from each side of the four extensions and buried themselves on either side of each slit, digging deep and holding like prehensile teeth; ready to be born or not, the egg could not hatch until the proper code was punched into the clamp’s miniature keypad.


Ahiro nodded to his men, then gritted his teeth and slipped his arms around the egg’s slimy surface. A hard tug and the egg broke free of the resin with a sound like brittle plastic being torn; around Ahiro, a few of the eggs began to quiver, the smell of the nearby humans triggering



their instincts. They had to leave now, before they were overrun by the scuttling, eight-legged creatures that looked vaguely like spiders but could catch a man in less time than it took to scream.


Another five seconds and they were out of the nest, stepping nimbly among the shattered limbs of the still living and hissing aliens and the bloodied, melting bodies of their comrades. Half of his men would never leave this room, but Ahiro did not stop to consider if the prize had been worth the price. Keene had told him that an egg must be obtained, and then mapped out the strategy by which Ahiro could do it; Keene was allowed to order Ahiro to do these things because Yoriku decreed that Synsound needed the alien egg and he himself wished that it be done.


The men who had died here today had died for a great cause. Ahiro would honor their memory, and he would forgive them the stupidity that had led to their wasteful demise, but only because they had died for Synsound, and in so doing, they had died for Yoriku.


And Ahiro would do anything for Yoriku.
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CHRISTMAS DAY


“This is a helluva way to celebrate Christmas morning, Phil.”


MedTech Elite Security’s Chief of Operations Phillip Rice leaned against the locked door of the Alien Resources Lab and waited for his men to catch up. “If you men would pick up your pace,” he retorted, “we could get this over with and go on about our lives.” The man who’d first spoken, Eddie McGarrity, gave him a sullen look but didn’t answer. “Open it, “Rice said.


“Don’t you have your cardkey?” McGarrity asked.


“I left it in my office,” Rice answered. “You have yours, don’t you?”


“I’ve got mine.” Ricardo Morez, the third man on Rice’s team, began working his hand past the outer layers of his heavy security suit.


“Forget it,” McGarrity growled. “Mine’s right here.” He yanked the piece of white plastic from the breast pocket of



his suit and double-flipped it around his fingers smartly, as though it were a playing card. In an uncannily swift move, he snapped it forward and rammed it into the card reader on the wall.


In response, the mechanism’s red light began to blink rapidly and a short, shrill alarm went off somewhere over their heads. McGarrity jumped and yanked the card back out. “What the hell!” he exclaimed.


Rice stared at him. “What’s the matter with it?”


McGarrity peered at the cardkey. “Beats me. Maybe it’s got something on the surface.”


“Sometimes they demagnetize if you put ’em next to your cash card,” Morez offered. “I did that to the cardkey to my house once.”


“Yeah, well, I don’t exactly keep this one in my wallet, if you know what I mean.” McGarrity scowled and shoved the cardkey into the reader slot a second time. This time as the red light blinked, the alarm gave a longer, more pronounced ring.


Rice’s eyes were dark. “Don’t do it again or the alarm will stay on. It thinks you’re someone unauthorized trying to get into the lab. We’ll use Ricky’s to get inside.” He held out his hand. “Let me see that thing.”


McGarrity handed it over as Ricky found his cardkey and inserted it into the reader. A half second to process the information, and the reader’s light glowed green. There was a hum of electronics and hydraulics as the bolts moved and the door slid open.


The smell was atrocious… enormous. Blood, human waste, the scent of acidic alien decomposition; Rice was



glad for the temporary delay this cardkey business would give them. Intentionally diverting his gaze, he reached around the door to a small keypad on the wall inside and punched in a code to disable the automatic timer that would shut the door in five seconds. Then he turned his attention back to the cardkey. “Look again, Eddie,” he said after a moment. His voice was sharp as he held up the square of white plastic. “This isn’t a cardkey—it isn’t anything.”


“What the hell are you talking about?” McGarrity demanded.


“Just what I said. It’s not your cardkey.” Rice gave his man a steely look. “So where is it?”


McGarrity’s mouth opened and closed. “I—I guess I don’t know, boss. I had it the last time I looked—”


“Which was when?”


“Well, I guess it was when we got the clean uniforms. I… maybe I didn’t look close,” he admitted. “I just, you know, emptied the pockets of the dirty one into the clean one. I didn’t inspect every single thing in there.”


“Good job,” Rice said sourly. “Let’s go see the fruits of it.”


“Just a damned minute,” McGarrity protested. “I don’t see your cardkey readily available either.”


“I know where it is.”


“Yeah?” McGarrity’s face was nearly as red as his hair. Morez looked like he wanted to say something, then wisely decided to stay out of it.


“You got a problem with me, Mr. McGarrity?” Rice asked. His tone was low and calm, vaguely ominous. “If so, tell me now. The three of us will go up and I’ll get it.



On the way back down, we’ll stop and clean out your locker. In case you haven’t figured it out, we’ve got a major security breach here and it seems to be directly traceable to your careless loss of a highly classified cardkey.”


All the anger seemed to drain out of the Irishman’s face. “Nah—I’m sorry, Phil.” He looked pained. “I guess coming down here’s just got me on edge, that’s all.”


“Fine.” Rice turned on his heel and motioned at the doorway. “Let’s go in.”


* * *


Without looking up, Rice pulled a scalpel from a pocket of his security suit and began cleaning his fingernails as though he were using nothing sharper than a nail file. The other two men were still moving through the carnage in the lab, casting occasional quick glances across the room to the door at the far end. Rice didn’t blame them for being nervous, but he wished they’d get past it—after all, they’d been down here for almost three hours. While he had disabled the door to the lab when they’d first arrived this morning, after a quick glance inside to make sure there were no bodies lying around with face-huggers on them and no empty eggshells. Rice had made damned certain that the entrance to the nest was closed and locked; only the personal password of the head of the Bioscience Division would open it now. Finally, he’d ordered that the remaining cardkeys that allowed access to the Alien Resources Lab be canceled and new ones issued.


“Three dead watchdogs and three dead dirtbags,” McGarrity growled. They were five sublevels down and the



air should have been naturally cold; instead it was heated to nearly ninety degrees and saturated with moisture from the in-ceiling humidifiers because the eggs did better in a tropical climate. The temperature and muggy air were doing wonderful things to the corpses scattered around and Rice could hear the nasal tone Eddie’s voice had taken on as he breathed only through his mouth. The other man grimaced and shoved aside a stiff tangle of alien limbs, probing underneath the rigid remains for anything that might give them a clue.


Rice looked up. He was a big African-American with bulging muscles and the lower half of his hair dyed a stylish pure white. Most people avoided making him angry, and for good reason. Right now his face was calm, but his eyes were hooded and nearly as dark as the top part of his coal-black hair. No one else knew that fury was making the washboard muscles of his stomach ripple beneath the fabric of his shirt. “Hardly seems like a fair trade.”


“No shit.” Ricky flipped another sheet on his clipboard, then let it drop back and began rapidly pressing buttons on the MedLink Port he pulled from his utility belt. “Especially since they got an egg.”


“Don’t remind me,” Rice retorted. The scalpel disappeared and he plucked a pair of heavy rubber gloves from the tool bag his team had brought in and set by the main door. He snapped them on, then bent and locked his oversize hands on the shoulders of the body nearest him, the only one with any semblance of a face remaining. He hauled it up easily and held it in front of him, scowling as he studied the dead man’s lolling head. Another trained Japanese ninja; whoever



he’d been, his martial arts instruction hadn’t gotten him squat in here. “Who are you, you bastard?” Rice hissed into the slack face of the corpse. “And where the hell’s my egg?” No answer—obviously—and after a moment he shook the body once, then turned and tossed it atop the heap in the center of the room with the remains of the two others that had been scraped off the floor.


“Nice try, Chief.” Eddie sounded amused and Rice dearly wanted to belt him. That man had the strangest sense of humor he’d ever come across. “Did he whisper his secrets in your ear?”


“Up yours, McGarrity. One way or another, we’ll find the sons a bitches. And when we do, they’ll think fighting these aliens was a picnic compared to what I’m going to do to ’em.” Rice glanced around the chamber again and saw Ricky still peering at the MedLink Port; abruptly the oliveskinned man’s mouth turned down and he snapped the Port off-line and clipped it back onto his belt. Rice already knew what the answer would be, but he had to ask anyway. “You get anything at all from the prelim checks?”


Morez gave a negative shake of his head. “Not a thing. No identification on the bodies, of course, but we knew that. It shows a serious desire to hide when you have your fingerprints lasered off, but I was still sure we’d pick up something from the CityWide computers, a physical for grammar school, something. Shows what I know—the DNA checks are coming up stone empty. As far as MedTech knows, these guys don’t exist.” Morez stared at the three cadavers curiously. “You think we missed something?”


“No, and the odds are the rest of the tests won’t find



anything either. I figured these guys would be ghosts.” Rice waved a hand at the bodies of the ninjas, then carefully nudged one of the alien carcasses. “We’ll go for the usual, just for giggles—retina scans, WorldWeb DNA searches, palm and footprints, whatever. This is a pro job though. We’re not going to find anything.”


Morez looked doubtful. “I don’t know, Chief. Once the research department taps into the main network in Washington, then moves onto the WorldWeb—”


Rice’s shrug cut him off. “Suit yourself, Ricky, but look at these guys. I’d bet my next paycheck that all three are illegal imports. Hell, chances are that when they were alive, they probably didn’t even speak English.”


“What makes you so sure of that?” McGarrity reached a gloved hand down and lifted a bottom jaw clear of the puddle of melted flesh and blood around it. “Can’t exactly tell what language courses the guy took from his dental records.” He gave the other two men a dark grin, then glanced at Morez just to be sure. “You pick this up on the Port’s scanner?”


Morez pointed to the MedLink Port. “Yeah, I got ’em, safe and snug.”


“These ninja types almost always come from out of the country,” Rice told them. “Completely untraceable, usually government or corporate. A government job doesn’t make sense in this instance, though. We would’ve gladly donated an egg to keep the grants flowing. It’s got to be corporate. But who?”


“This is as much cleanup as I’m doing,” McGarrity announced. “I’m not a friggin’ housekeeper. Sanitation can



pick up the rest of this crap. For this, they ought to bring in a mini-plow.” He shoved the last severed alien limb to the edge of the pile of dead flesh, then straightened with a groan, eyeing his handiwork with disgust. “I dunno, Chief. You sure it’s not junkies?”


Rice motioned to his men and they followed him out of the chamber gratefully, stripping off the soiled gloves and dropping them in a moist pile inside the lab door. “I doubt it. The only thing that would do druggies any good would be a queen—that’s the only place they’d get the jelly. Dealing with a queen is impossible for a layman—the diet and the environment’s got to be just right, plus the jelly around the eggs isn’t any good unless the eggs are fertilized. That means they’d also need at least one drone. We’re not exactly talking about a hobby you can keep in a basement somewhere. By itself, an egg is nothing but death.” Rice’s expression turned thoughtful. “Unless that’s exactly what they’re looking for.” They passed a couple of men dressed in SaniSuits and Rice nodded his permission for them to go in and do the final mop-up and disposal.


“What do you mean?” Morez asked. “Seems like a lot to go through for suicide. Hell, why not just walk in front of a monorail? At least that would be quicker.” He grimaced. “I can’t imagine having something like one of those things growing inside of me, then chewing its way out. When I go, I want to do it in my sleep.”


“Coward,” McGarrity said flippantly. Morez shot him an astonished look and the larger man laughed. “Just kidding, you fool.”


“Who knows why these religious fanatics do what they



do?” Rice asked. “But the queen freaks are almost always junkies, way too buzzed out to pull a job like this. Those people don’t have resources—they pour everything into getting more jelly and drink it as soon as they get their hands on it. This had to be a professional job—how they’d get into the Alien Research Lab itself, huh?”


“I think we’ve got an idea,” McGarrity said.


Rice smacked a fist into his palm. “Exactly—the bastards got their paws on your cardkey. Isn’t it just too fucking convenient that all the bioscientists have ironclad alibis for themselves and their security keys, yet one of ours turns out to be missing?”


“That is pretty snaky,” McGarrity agreed as they left the subcorridor behind. “I don’t know what to say about mine, Chief. I know I had it the last time I changed suits and I can’t explain where it went.” In front of them was the elevator door on the left, and the staircase on the right; they headed for the elevator by unspoken agreement. None of them wanted to climb five flights of stairs after sweating in the re-created tropical air of the lab for nearly three hours. After a couple of minutes of silence, McGarrity spoke up again, his tone of voice less cavalier. “Phil, do you… do you think I’m going to be canned for this? I guess I’d understand if you had to, it being your responsibility and all.”


When Rice hesitated before answering, McGarrity swallowed. “I don’t think so, Eddie,” Rice finally said as they boarded the elevator. They were all large men, and their combined weight made the elevator bounce appreciably. “Since you can trace the cardkey back to the locker room, I think that shows it could have been any



one of our cardkeys that turned up stolen. That’ll be my position, and I won’t take it further unless I’m backed against the wall. If that happens, I’ll try to give you as much advance notice as possible. But I’ll do my best to pull for you, and as things stand how, I think you’ll be all right.”


For a moment the big redhead’s face looked as relieved as a lost little boy’s after being reunited with his parents. “Thanks. I really appreciate it.”


“Ricky, I want you to keep on top of MedLink,” Rice said as the car began its ascent. “Help the research department go as deep as they can, rattle some suits in City Hall if necessary. Put the fear of God in whomever you have to without actually breaking anyone’s toes. Step on ’em a little, but I want these bastards.” The three of them stood silently, drinking in the cooler, filtered air of the elevator as it carried them to the seventieth-floor Security Center. As it stopped, Rice spoke again. The tension in his voice made it clear he wasn’t in the mood for arguing. “If I can’t get what I want from the DataSystems,” he said darkly, “we’ll put the bloodhound on their trail.”


“The alien?” Morez said in surprise.


Rice’s black eyes glittered in the crystallized beams thrown by the reception lights as they stepped into the stark black and white decorating of the Security Center’s lobby. “Your alien,” he said softly.


“My bloodhound.”









4


Damon Eddington thought there couldn’t be a drearier time or place in the world than Manhattan at dawn on the day after Christmas.


It made him think of his long-dead grandmother. At first he didn’t know why, as it’d been years since he thought of her or his parents. Then memories from decades earlier surfaced, and he recalled that for a few years when he was a kid, before his grandmother died, his parents had shipped him off to her for the holidays. He’d thought he would hate it—she was a dried-up old woman who lived in a four-room apartment in the Bronx, a convenient holiday babysitter for his mother—but after the first year he’d wanted to go. Christmas itself was always a disappointment, a flashy holiday that held no religious implications for him or his family, and certainly less gratification from the childish viewpoint of gifts. His grandmother had little money to buy toys or soundiscs for her strange grandson, and



Damon’s mother and father seldom troubled themselves with anything other than the necessary clothes. A couple of pairs of socks and some underwear usually, once a small gift certificate to the Synsound Circle Store that made his mouth drop open in surprise. That pretty much summed up the history of Christmas gifts during the childhood of Damon Eddington.


But at Grandma Sheridan’s he’d felt… okay. Not as though he belonged—never that—but that it was all right with her if he was different. She wasn’t trying to hide him from her friends or coworkers, and if she had someone else against whom she was comparing him, the grandchild of someone in her building or perhaps a card-playing companion, she never showed it or mentioned anything. He had worked enough odd jobs to buy himself an inexpensive disc player and a decent set of headphones a long time ago— headphones were the only way his parents would tolerate his music—but Grandma Sheridan waved the headphones away and told Damon he ought to be listening to the music the way it was meant to be heard—floating on the air in front of his ears, not reduced to a bunch of unseen electrical impulses forced through wires. “Damon, my boy,” she’d said in her shaky, ancient voice, “I’m half-deaf anyway. Unless you turn it up so loud it puts cracks in the walls, I probably won’t pay any attention.”


Dawn on Christmas morning… that’s what had brought the memories back. Looking out the soot-smeared window of his sixth-floor loft, he could see the rooftops of a few smaller buildings scattered down the block, like crumbling mushrooms struggling amid the high-rises that were



inexorably infringing on the neighborhood. Post-Christmas then had looked pretty much the same as it did now—gray, damp, sometimes with dirty snow piled against the curbs from the plows. About the only things that made it visually any different now that Damon was an adult were that there were more high-rises—always—and no cars around here, because nobody drove the old clankers in the poor neighborhoods anymore. Everyone around here stuck to air-cycles and express rides on the monorails.


If Damon closed his eyes and concentrated, he could still bring the sounds and smells back clearly in his mind: on December 26 and with barely enough light to see by, his grandmother would get up, make a pot of strong coffee for herself, and as she did every year, pull from the refrigerator the carcass of the small turkey she’d cooked the day before. With a full-length apron in place to protect her housedress, Grandmother Sheridan would sit at the table and patiently poke and prod the bones of the turkey until they were stripped clean of meat. That done, she would carefully divide the leftovers into small piles, wrap and label them in her unsteady, spidery script, and store them in her freezer. She always set one packet aside to be made into a tried and true recipe of homemade turkey tetrazzini for dinner that night. How many times had Damon spent the day after Christmas just listening to his favorite music on the disc player and waiting for that wonderful dinner, not to mention the creamy, semisweet chocolate pie that always followed?


Only three. Damon hadn’t smiled much when he was growing up, but he remembered being twelve years old



and smiling at Grandmother Sheridan the morning his parents came to pick him up from her place the final time. He could still feel the smile on his lips as he waved goodbye to her the last time he saw her alive, a stretch of his mouth as it adjusted to something odd and poorly fitted but still so very special. “See you next year!” That’s what he had said, and she had smiled in return, her sagging, wrinkled face pulling up as she nodded. Standing at his window now, three decades and some odd years later, Damon wondered if the old woman had possessed any inkling that there wouldn’t be a next year for her. Had she known that late on a rainy night in March of the following year her lungs would simply get too tired to work? Some times Damon thought about the look on her face and wondered.


She was the only person he’d ever loved, and he still missed her.


Damon turned away from the window. His home was a room in a warehouse-turned-apartment building off West Thirty-eighth, something the artists and musicians down in Greenwich Village insisted on calling a loft. In reality it was cold, crawling with the smaller breed of building cockroaches that did everything but carry off his sheet music, and had four leaky spots in the roof and the decrepit outer brick wall. He couldn’t decide if the biting cold of winter was worse, or the dampness of spring when he had buckets all over the apartment to catch the water that dripped from the ceiling. Each spring was a crap shoot of trying to guess where the leaks would turn up and if more would appear, plus there was always the question of whether or not this would be the season that the rotting



ceiling would finally give way. Getting his cheap-ass landlord to send up heat in the winter was likewise a constant battle, and as far as the summer months went… in a word, Damon cooked. Personally, he was disgusted with the idea of being a “starving musician.” He was tired of being hungry for better food than vegetables from the Five Boroughs Genetic Hothouse and the soyburgers that the manufacturers swore tasted just like beef—he thought they tasted like dry, mashed beans with beef-flavored salt; he wanted to taste the real vegetables that were still freshly grown in pockets of South America and try the experimental fruits that were coining out of the irrigated portion of the Mojave Desert. Somehow he doubted that Jarlath Keene ate soyburgers and tuna meat farmed from aquatic clones four nights a week like Damon did; the executive looked far too well satisfied for that.


Damon shivered and stepped away from the multipaned window and its profusion of drafts. This is it, he thought bitterly as he wandered back to the unfolded futon that served as both his couch and bed and lowered his shivering body onto it. My life. After a few moments he crossed his legs and pulled the blankets around his shoulders, watching vacantly as his breath misted in front of him in the nearly frigid air. His landlord lived in the larger apartment two stories down, and if nothing else, today was still part of the holiday weekend; in a couple of hours the greedy bastard would be up and moving around, and Damon would get some heat—if the old man hadn’t gone out of town to visit relatives. Occasionally he pulled that shit and no one could get in touch with him for days.



Heat generally rose, and by all rights Damon’s apartment should have been the warmest in this piece of crap called a building; that it was always freezing fed Damon’s suspicion that the landlord had run electric baseboard heaters in his own place to cut down on the overall bill for the building. Damon had considered buying his own but ultimately couldn’t afford it or the higher electric bills that would result.


Speakers and crude recording equipment surrounded Damon’s futon, stacked against the walls in a jumble of wires, plastic cases, labeled and unlabeled soundiscs, and old cassette tape machines, his testing ground for new music and a self-critic’s hell for the old. None of the electronic equipment he had here was good enough to generate recording-quality stuff, of course, but he could work with it enough to start projects, even output a few demo tapes to offer to the state-of-the-art mixer, digital recorder, and signal processor that the corporation let him have constant access to, flaunted at him at every opportunity. Someday, he thought, I’ll be able to—


“Knock it off,” Damon said out loud.


So far this morning nothing else had broken the silence and his voice was shockingly loud in the chilly loft. He hated that word. Someday. Someday I’ll do this, and someday I’ll do that. As a boy, he’d always thought like that, in terms of that elusive something that was going to happen at any time, as though all those things, those wonderful accomplishments, were close enough to reach if he only managed to stretch enough. It wasn’t as though there was anyplace but Synsound to which he could offer



his creative output; the company had swallowed up its competition long before Damon was born. New music companies popped up, of course, but Synsound’s business plan worked—quite aptly—on the greed factor: when a tiny new competitor popped up, the megacorporation bought them out by offering them too much money to refuse, under-the-table deals made to avoid the federal monopolization laws.


Someday… always that.


Someday I’ll make my parents proud of me had, over the course of a decade and a half, evolved into someday I’ll make them notice me. But they’d never done either, and it didn’t matter that his music grew more despondent or dark or strange. Nothing Damon did made him anything to his parents but what he was: a nuisance, a slipup in birth control that they were bound by governmental laws to look after for eighteen years, a continuing, quiet embarrassment because of his strangeness. They probably hated him all the more because of his unpredictability: he hadn’t acted like a “normal” teenager, hadn’t been into whatever syndrugs happened to be on the street at the time—and there was always something available—hadn’t even gotten into the usual adolescent trouble with girls and VR gangs and bloodrock music. He was a shadow in their lives, a shadow over their lives.


Damon had started working longer hours as soon as he could. Unemployment be damned; there were plenty of shit jobs available if you were willing to wash dishes, bus tables, and haul trash—plenty of dirty and usually illegally run restaurants tucked between buildings in the



neighborhoods. As a teenager he’d scrubbed trash bins, gutted fish, and scraped thousands of layers of grease off stoves and griddles to pay for his guitars. As much of an outcast as he was, he’d still met others like himself during high school, music lovers and rockers, pickers, a few singers. He’d come a long way from being a zit-faced, gangly kid with dark hair, white skin, and a guitar that seemed as much a part of him as one of his arms.
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