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New York was sweltering through the worst heat wave in years. The descendi ng
sun reflected off a mllion windows in orange fire, turning the asphalt and
concrete oven hot. Heat shimered over the streets |ike an enornous
transl ucent ocean-but felt nore |ike a swanp.

As any cop will tell you, tempers fray when the tenperature rises. The
normal aggravations of life in the Big Apple are all a little nore aggravating
when it's 90 degrees Fahrenheit and ninety percent humidity, especially when
the air-conditioning quits, or was never there in the first place.

A disagreenment that would end in a quick apology or a grunbled curse in
February isn't so easy to stop in August, when the thick hot air is holding
the traffic fumes and the stench of uncoll ected garbage cl ose around your
face. Little things that wouldn't nmean nuch on a calmspring day get in there
with the sweat that's sticking your shirt to your back, and itch and itch and
itch and they just won't go away until you find a way to scratch

It was all just the little things that finally got to Al Napolitano, that
drove hi mover the edge. They were nothing, really-the | ast beer gone fromthe
fridge, the unwashed di nner dishes, the noise and stink of the city spilling
in through the wi de-open wi ndows, Rose sitting there in front of the TV with
the renpte in one hand and that |ast can of beer in the other, and Christ, she
wasn't even finishing it, she was letting it get warm what a goddam waste
that was . . . they were nothing, really, just little neani ngl ess annoyances,
Al could have handled it, he was pretty sure he could have handled it, they
were adding up all right, they were getting on his nerves, but they weren't
too much for him even with the heat. He could have handled it-if it weren't
for what she was watching as she sat there letting the beer get warm

If she'd been watching the Home Shoppi ng Network, he could have taken it, no
problem Her bow ing shows, hell, those woul d' ve been just fine, he'd have
maybe even pulled up a chair hinself.

But she was watching Green Acres, sonme goddamm idi ot cabl e channel had
programed reruns of Green Acres back to back, and she wouldn't swtch
channel s or even turn down the sound, she wanted to hear it over the traffic,
and it was when the second one came on, with that idiot theme song, that Al
Napolitano couldn't take it anynore, and scratched that awful itch with a
t wel ve- gauge shotgun at point-bl ank range.

Both barrels. One for Rose, one for the TV

Det ective Rasche, there to collect Al and otherwise do his bit toward
keepi ng the peace, | ooked over the bl ood-spattered weckage of the TV, and of
Rose, after Al had explained it all to him

"Durmb son of a bitch," Rasche nmuttered to hinself. "I |ike Geen Acres."

Then the uniforns cuffed Al and | ed hi mdown to the street, Rose's bl ood
still red on his sweat-soaked undershirt, and the anbul ance crew col | ect ed
what was | eft of Rose on a stretcher and foll owed.

Rasche had given Al his Mranda rights, not that it nade a whole hell of a
ot of difference in a case like this, so he wal ked al ongside and |istened to



what ever Al had to say, just in case the poor bastard said sonething that
could be used to screw the inevitable insanity plea-anything Al said now was
admi ssi bl e.

"First tinme we'd had decent reception all week," Al shouted as they |left the
ol d brownstone, "and she had to watch that, for God's sake! | nmean, Jesus,
when | heard the part about “fresh air, Tinmes Square,' sonmething just went!"

Rasche nopped sweat fromthe back of his neck with a thoroughly saturated
handkerchi ef. No question, there wasn't any goddamm fresh air within twenty
mles of Tines Square, but so what?

"Everybody's a goddam critic," he said.

He hated hom cide work. So much of it was |like this-no nystery, no suspense
just sone poor son of a bitch who lost it for a nonent. There was nothing for
a detective to do but try to clean up the ness, and who needed a detective for
t hat ?

He hat ed Hom ci de.

Narcotics, nowhe'd |iked narcotics work. There you were doi ng sonething
positive, stopping the stuff fromreaching the street, not just nopping up
when it was too dam |late to hel p anyone. You were saving kids, maybe Kkids
like his own two boys, you were saving lives, not just watching the victins
get carried out in a bag or under a bl anket.

And you were up agai nst peopl e who fought back, not sone poor schmuck with a
gl azed ook in his eye who'd barely had the wits to drop the shotgun when the
cops burst in. It took some real detecting to nove up the chain follow ng the
drugs back to the source, to know what was goi ng down, to know who was
i mportant and who was nothing, to know where to be when; it took guts, too.

O course, you could get carried away in narcotics work. Rasche knew that,
no question. He'd seen it. He'd been there when his partner had pitched the
district chief of the Cali cartel off the roof of that fancy brownstone
apartment house, and he had to admit that Schaefer had been just a bit over
the line, doing that.

Schaef hadn't been out of control or anything; Rasche didn't think he'd even
been angry. Heaving the guy over the parapet had seened |i ke a good idea at
the tinme, under the circunstances, and the sw tchblade that was still in the
smarny bastard's hand when he | anded, despite all the bones in that hand being
br oken, had convinced the powers that be in the NYPD that it wasn't that nuch
of an overreaction

But it had gotten Schaefer and Rasche transferred to Homi cide, because that
little incident had struck a nerve in the coke-dealing community, and things
had gotten just a little too hot-even before the stinking heat wave began. The
two detectives were on the hit list of every anbitious deal er or desperate
doper in the city; anyone who wanted an in with the Col onbi ans and coul d poi nt
a gun would be only too happy to bl ow them both away.

The captain had figured that if they stayed on the street working narco, it
was just a matter of tinme before someone got |ucky, and though |osing Schaefer
m ght sinplify Captain McConb's life in some ways, it wouldn't be good PR, and
it wouldn't hel p norale.

So Rasche and Schaefer were working homicide and hating every mnute of it.

At | east Rasche was; Schaefer had no comment.



Ceneral | y speaking, Schaefer wasn't nmuch for unnecessary comments on
anyt hi ng. Rasche respected that.

Rasche got Al Napolitano properly on his way, safely tucked into the back of
a prow car, then found his own unmarked vehicle and clinbed into the
passenger side. Shadows had stretched across the streets and were clinbing the
buil dings; the streetlights were com ng on

Schaef er and Rasche were on the evening shift at the noment; they woul dn't
be getting off for another five hours, and that was assuning they didn't pul
any overtime.

Schaef er was behind the wheel, staring straight ahead. He hadn't bothered to
cone up to the Napolitano apartnent.

Rasche didn't mnd. Schaefer was always there for the inportant stuff, and
he did his share on the paper pushing, so Rasche didn't care if he blew off
some of the little things on occasion

"Yo, Schaef," Rasche said. "You want to take care of the paperwork now, or
let it wait and get sone cof fee?"

"Cof fee," Schaefer said, putting the car in gear

Rasche nodded. He sat back in the seat, w shing he'd never seen A
Napol i tano, and wondering what was happening on their old beat a little
farther south on the Lower East Side. What were the druggi es, the gangs, the
dealers, the inmporters up to since Schaefer and Rasche's transfer? Had the
Col onbi ans managed to take any turf fromthe I ocal outfits, the way the word
on the street had said they wanted to? Had that sliny little cipher Lanb
patched things up with his chief rival, Carr, to keep the Col onmbi ans out? The
two had been fighting over nmarket share for two years now, Lamb running his
organi zation with calm cool precision, Carr keeping up his side through sheer
psychotic viol ence.

Carr had al ways been a lunatic.
Rasche wondered where Lanb and Carr and the rest were, at that very nonent.

And as he wondered, Carr and four of his lieutenants were marching down a
fifth-fl oor corridor six blocks farther downtown, in a boarded-up tenenent. A
hol stered .357 hung on Carr's hip; three of the others carried sawed- of f
punp-action shotguns, while the last cradled an M 16.

The two men who nmet them at the door to the neeting roomwere armnmed as
well-one with a .38-caliber seni-auto, the other with an Uzi. The weapons were
all conspicuously visible, but not ained at anyone.

Yet .

Carr stopped, his garishly painted face inches fromthe guard with the . 38.

"Tell that pussy Lanb |'mhere for the peace talks," he said.

The two figures were a striking contrast-the guard stood alnost as tall as
Carr's six foot three, but weighed perhaps half as nuch; where Carr wore a
sweat - soaked sl eevel ess T-shirt, jeans, and bl ack bi ker boots, the guard was
nattily dressed in a blue pinstripe suit and red power tie, his only
concession to the heat being the lack of a vest. Lines of red war paint that
m ght have just been lipstick were slashed across Carr's face, and gold rings
gleamed in his nose and left ear; his red hair was recedi ng, but what was |eft



was pulled back into a foot-1ong braid. The guard's face was cl ean and
redol ent of expensive aftershave, his hair in a hundred-dollar razor cut.
Carr's eyes gleamed with madness; the guard' s were cool and dark

The guard was a man who'd seen dealing drugs as a way to earn noney and
respect; Carr, so far as anyone could figure out, had gotten into the drug
busi ness, with its guns, noney, and violence, purely for the guns and
vi ol ence.

For fun, in other words.

The guard nodded to his partner without turning away from Carr for an
i nstant .

The man with the Uzi knocked tw ce on the door

"Carr's here," he call ed.

A muffled voi ce answered, and a nonent |ater the door swung open

The room beyond was | arge, but as ruinous as the rest of the buil ding;
shards of glass were scattered on the floor, mixed with fallen ceiling
pl aster. Three enpty wi ndows were sloppily boarded over, with light fromthe
lingering twilight and the remaining streetlights spilling in through
three-inch gaps between planks. Enough air seeped in to layer the city's
di stinctive petrol eumbased stench on top of the building' s own dusty,
m | dewed reek

An overturned stove sat in the center of the room and a dapper young nan
| eaned casually on the stove. Four others stood ranged behind him all of them
armed.

"Carr," the young nan said coolly, "I'"mglad you could nake it."

"Cut the shit, Lanmb," Carr said, striding into the room "W got nothin' to
talk about. I'mjust here because | figured you mght want to surrender."

"Wong, Carr," Lanb replied. "W've got everything to talk about. W' ve got
the whole damm city to tal k about-not to nention our own survival."

Carr stopped a yard or so away from Lanb, planted his feet, and folded his
arnms across his chest. H's four men straggled in behind himand took up
positions around the room dividing it into tw arned canps. Edgi e and Bonanp
took a corner near the door, Hatcheck stood at Carr's right hand, and Crazy
Charlie settled hinmself onto an ancient radiator, his back to a gl assl ess
wi ndow

"Carr, just look at the situation," Lanb continued. "The cops are taking us
down piece by piece, and what they miss, we finish for themw th this stupid
turf war. We're both pulling down serious noney with our street operations,
and throwi ng nost of it away on this crap-there'd be enough for both of us if
we stopped shooting at each other. There's enough that the Col onbi ans woul d
just love to step in and grab it all."

Even with the boards there was a faint whiff of a breeze there in the
wi ndow, and Crazy Charlie was enjoying the feel of it on his back under his
vest as he listened to Lanmb's speech. He wasn't wearing a shirt, not in this
heat, and even the vest was hot, and that air felt good. He was payi ng nore
attention to that, and to the taste of the Canel he was snoking, than to the
little winp's spiel. He could see sweat on Lanb's forehead, but he had to give
the runt credit it was probably the heat that did that, not fear. Lanb m ght



not be much of a man, but Charlie knew he didn't get control of half the |oca
drug traffic by being scared.

And Charlie knew that if he were in Lanb's position, he'd be scared-anyone
who wasn't scared of Carr had to be crazy. Crazy Charlie was crazy, but not in
that particul ar way.

"So?" Carr said. He | ooked bored.
"So we can do better, Carr," Lanb replied. "W can have it all."

"Yeah?" Carr grinned briefly. "You got any suggestions as to just how t hat
m ght work, Lanb?"

Charlie took a drag on his cigarette and tapped ash on the floor

"“Yeah, Carr, as it happens, | do," Lanmb said. "I know we're never going to
agree on boundaries, not and make it stick-you know that, too, and |'m
i npressed that you're here. It shows that maybe you're as sick of this
fighting as | am and you're |ooking for another way. And there is another
way, Carr! "

Carr just stared at his rival. Charlie allowed hinself a grin. He knew that
stare.

"I"mtal king about a nerger,” Lanb continued. "W put it all together
conbi ne our organi zations, you and | split the net even. Together we can set
prices, consolidate the police payoffs-the savings on that alone will be
enor nous! And the Col onbi ans-the only way the Col onbi ans can get a toehold in
New York is by pitting the gangs agai nst each other. If we nerge, we can keep
themout until hell freezes over!"

Carr shifted his weight fromone foot to the other. "Only one small
problem" he said.

Lanb stopped, hands spread questioningly.

Carr smiled. "One problem Lanbikins,"” he said. "I don't give a shit about
t he Col onbi an nuchachos, and | couldn't care | ess about naxim zing profits or
cutting overhead or any of that crap. Screw your nerger. I'min this for the
ki cks, and you and your suits are bullshit, if I had to work with you, 1'd go
batfuck in a week."

Lanb' s hands dropped.

"So," Carr said, "why don't we just cut this " peace' shit and get on with
it? What say we have us a dainty little gane of w nner-take-all "

As Carr spoke, Lanb's hands were behind his back, and Crazy Charlie didn't
think it was just so he could twi ddle his thunbs, he'd have bet his eyeteeth
that the sneaky son of a bitch had a piece back there, and besides, it sounded
like Carr wanted to make this one big shooting gallery in here, which Charlie
didn't think was that great an idea, if the truth be known, but Carr was the
Man, and Charlie was just nuscle.

If there was going to be any shooting, Charlie intended to be on the sending
end, not receiving;, he started to bring his shotgun around, but as he did, he
sensed sonet hing, he wasn't sure what. He turned and glinpsed three little
spots of sone kind of red light, like those | aser beans in the checkout at the
7-Eleven, crawing across the wi ndow frame and onto his back



"What the . . . ," he began, interrupting Carr

And then white fire flashed and Crazy Charlie's chest exploded, spraying
gore across the roomas the blue-white blast tore through him
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Everyone whirled at the sound of the blast; everyone saw Crazy Charlie's
body twitch convulsively and fall to the floor, chest blown apart, bits of rib
and heart and lung scattered |ike confetti in the plaster dust.

"It's a setup!" Carr bellowed as he drew his Magnuny a streaner of Crazy
Charlie's blood had drawn a dark red Iine across his boot.

"It's not, Carr, | swear . . . !I" Lanb began

"Someone' s outside," Lanb's second in commuand shouted. "Cover ne!" He kicked
a half rotted board off the nearest wi ndow and | eaned out, assault rifle ready
in his hands. "1'l|l take care of it, Lanb," he said. "Woever the shooter is

That was as far as he got; the sentence ended in a gurgle and a grunt as the
man was yanked out, tearing nore boards away as he was dragged upward, |egs
ki cking wildly, spine arching unnaturally.

Hal f a dozen weapons were cocked and ready now, searching for targets as
Carr grabbed Lanb's tie and shoved the .357 up under his rival's chin.

"You son of a bitch!" Carr roared. "W're five floors up! W the hell is
out there?"

"I don't know!" Lanb shrieked. "Not ny nen!'
Then realization dawned in Lanb's eyes. "Col onbians!" he said.

"Fuck the Col onbi ans!" Carr replied. He shoved Lanb away and | ooked over his
men, Hatcheck and Edgi e and Bonano, standing with their weapons ready, ained
at the wi ndows, just waiting the word.

Lanb's men were | ooking at himexpectantly, and their weapons were ained at
t he wi ndows, too.

"You and ne' ||l finish up later, Lanb,"” Carr said. "Right now |'mfor blow ng
the balls off whoever's out there, and | don't give a shit if it's the
Col onbi ans or the cops or fuckin' Santa Claus." He waved to his nmen. "Do it!""'

The room exploded in gunfire, in an unbearabl e chaos of sound and fl ash, as
Carr's and Lanmb's nen all opened fire on the rooms outer wall. Splinters
flew, planking shredded under the hail of gunfire, and plaster showered from
the ancient walls. Wndow frames cracked, sagged, collapsed, |lath and studdi ng
shattered, and the brick veneer beyond crunbl ed as the barrage conti nued,
round after round of high-caliber amm blasting at the aging structure. Carr's
delighted yelling as he punped rounds from his Magnum was al nost i naudi bl e
over the noise.

At last, as ammunition was exhausted, fire ceased; the echoes died away,
boom ng down through the streets below, and the l|ast fragments of wood,
pl aster, and masonry rattled to rest.

When his ears stopped ringing and he could hear again, Carr exclai ned
happily, "That was fun (" He blinked drifting dust and gun snoke from his eyes



and | ooked at the gaping hole where two of the three wi ndows had been; they
were gone conpletely, leaving a hole seven feet high and ten feet w de through
whi ch New York's fanbus skyline glowed in outline, black against the fading
sunset .

"N ce view," he remarked.
"Jesus," Lanb said, surveying the destruction

There was no sign of the nan who had been yanked out the wi ndow, he noticed;
the body nust have fallen to the street, along with the remains of whoever had
done the yanking. Nothing could have lived through that firestorm

Edgi e, Bonanmpb, and Hatcheck | ooked at the weckage, at their |eaders, and
began rel oading; Lanmb's nen did the same. Crazy Charlie's corpse lay ignored
under a coating of debris, in a surprisingly small pool of bl ood.

Each side had | ost a nan, but the | eaders were still talking; nobody ained
anyt hi ng.

Lanb stepped forward, toward the hole, with the intention of |ooking down at
the sidewal k to count the bodies; Carr's heavy hand on his shoul der held him
back.

"Now, about that treaty . . . ," Carr began, grinning.

Lanb didn't turn; he still stared at the hole, at the broken line of bricks
where a wi ndow had been. "Ch, ny God," he whi spered.

Carr glanced at the hole. Just |like that sorry excuse for a man to be
i npressed by a blown-out wall. He and his nen carried guns; hadn't they ever
seen what they could do before?

Then Carr saw where Lanb was staring

There was a hand holding on to the bricks-or was there? It seenmed to flicker
as Carr | ooked; at first he saw a big yellowi sh hand with | ong black nails,
then a ghostly blue flicker like faint sparks junping, and then the hand was
gone, and there were just the bricks and a shimering in the hot air.

"What is that?" Lanb asked.

The hand was back, and this tine it stayed-a big, strong hand, bigger than
Carr's own, with nails like claws, and Carr realized it wasn't hunman, it had
to be a fake, one of those costunme gloves you could buy in the discount
stores.

It was noving; sonmeone was trying to clinb up into the room Sonehow,
soneone had |ived through the barrage

VWhoever it was rmust have been on the floor below, out of the line of fire.
Carr let go of Lanb's shoul der and stepped back, .357 at ready.

VWoever it was in the nonster gloves nust've thought he was being cute with
t hose t hi ngs.

"Son of a bitch thinks it's Halloween," Carr said as the fingers flexed and
a shadowy shape rose into view "Hey, bozo!" He pointed the heavy pistol
"Trick or treat!"

He pulled the trigger.



Then the world fell in on him

Si x bl ocks away Rasche handed Schaefer a plastic cup that was not steani ng
Odinarily, that m ght have pissed Rasche off, but in this heat he didn't
think he cared if the coffee was cold. At |east sonething was.

He took a gulp fromhis own cup and al nost spat it out again. The stuff
tasted like raw liver.

"Jesus," he said, "why would anyone pay gang prices for drugs? A cup of
this'll make 'emfeel just as awful for half a buck." Wen Schaefer didn't
respond, Rasche gl anced at himand saw that Schaefer was sitting notionless,
staring up out the car window, the coffee untasted in his hand.

"What is it?" Rasche asked uneasily. Schaefer had been acting weirder than
usual lately, and while Rasche didn't believe in any of that psychic shit, he
knew Schaef could pick up on stuff other people missed; his weird noods
usual |y neant trouble. Wrried, Rasche | eaned over and | ooked out past
Schaefer's shoul der

Al he saw was enpty sky, darkening to indigo. The first few stars were
appeari ng.

"Sonet hing's wong," Schaefer said. "The city doesn't feel right."

Rasche snorted and straightened up. "That's |ike saying battery acid doesn't
taste right, Schaef. This is New York, renenber? The city where we busted a
satanic cow cult last nonth? Where good "ol Al Napolitano blew away his wife a
coupl e of hours ago because she woul dn't change t he channel ?"

"I know that," Schaefer said, "but this is sonething el se. Was that thunder
a few m nutes ago?"

"I didn't hear anything," Rasche said. "I was in there." He jerked a thunb
at Bud's Deli and D ner

"I thought you mght've heard it anyway. Loud. Didn't sound right."
Rasche stared at his partner in disgust.

They' d been together for six years, but every so often Rasche still forgot
just how weird Schaefer could be when he started getting nystical. "How the
hel | could thunder not sound right? It was probably heat |ightning or
somet hi ng. "

"Sounded |i ke guns," Schaefer said. "Like a fucking army. But it nust've
been thunder, right? Wo'd be firing that nuch at once?"

Bef ore Rasche could reply, the car radio crackled. "Al'l units in vicinity
respond-shots fired, corner of Beeknan and Water."

"That was it," Schaefer said, and Rasche al nost thought he coul d see
Schaefer's face relax in relief. "Like a fucking arnmy. Roll."

That woul d figure, Schaef being relieved that the sound really was guns.
Anyone el se woul d be scared, but Schaef was nore concerned that he m ght be
losing his feel for the city than that they were about to drive into a war
zone.

Rasche clinbed into the driver's seat and sl amed the door. "At least it'll
be that much | onger before we have to wite up Al the TV critic," he nuttered



as he turned the key.

The streets were running the wong way, and traffic and the junk al ong the
curbs were thicker than usual but not bad enough to make Rasche use the lights
or siren, so by the tinme they arrived on the scene, four other cars were
al ready there, uniforns cordoning off the area around an abandoned five-story
wal k-up tenenent. One of them junped in front of Schaefer as he clinbed out of
the car.

"Sorry, Detective Schaefer," the officer said, "lI've got orders to keep the
buil ding clear of all personnel until Captain McConb arrives. He wants to
handl e this one hinself."

Schaef er nodded once, slowy, but Rasche didn't like the set of his
partner's shoul ders. He knew that Schaef wanted to get in there, get after
whoever it was had put out that roar |ike thunder

Wll, he'd have to wait.

Rasche | ooked up at the building, just a casual glance, but he found hinself
staring.

A chunk of brick wall on the fifth floor had been blown out, littering the
sidewal k with debris; it |looked as if a bonb had gone off, not |ike anything
done with firearns. And he could hear distant thunmping somewhere in that
direction-not guns, sonething else. "Wat the hell," he said. "Shots fired?
Not an expl osi on?"

One of the uniforns heard him "Yessir," he said. "Alot of shots."

"That wasn't a bonb did that?" Rasche asked, pointing at the hole.

The patrol man gl anced up. "W don't know," he admitted, "but we heard shots.
Lots of 'em Like a gang war or sonething." He shrugged. "So far we've got 'em
tagged for reckl ess endangernent, illegal discharge of a firearmwithin city
limts, God only knows how nmany violations of the Sullivan Act, disorderly
conduct . . . Hell, we can thrown in exceeding noise restrictions . '

Just then a sharp crack sounded as boards burst out from one of the
fifth-fl oor windows, followed by a gurgling scream as the man whose body had
burst themout sailed across the street and plumeted to a hard | anding atop a
police cruiser, shattering Iight bar and w ndshi el d spectacul arly.

Shocked into silence, the cops all stared for a noment as shards of gl ass
and plastic tinkled to the pavenent and across the cruiser's hood, and as
br oken boards thunped and clattered to the nei ghboring sidewal k.

Then the silence broke as men hurried to check on the condition of the
fallen figure, and soneone called in for an anbul ance-no, several anbul ances.

The patrol man who had been tal king to Rasche swal | owed and said, "Guess we
can add destruction of police property to the list."

Sonewhere above, gunfire rattled, and a shrill scream was suddenly cut off
short.

Cal My, Schaefer drew his 9mm service pistol and chanbered a round.
"Screw McConb, " he said.

The officer who had net himat the car door stepped back. "I guess we can



make an exception on that no-admittance thing, Detective Schaefer, if you fee
it's warranted-1 rnean, you're here, the captain isnt."

He was still babbling when Schaefer pushed past and trotted into the
bui I di ng, pistol ready

Rasche followed, grunbling and tugging his own piece fromits hol ster

The door was open, the ground-floor hallway enpty and dim Rasche foll owed
Schaefer to the stairwell, pistol gripped firmy in both hands. Up above- he
coul d hear hoarse shouts and | oud thunps.

"Sounds like a ninja nmovie up there," he said quietly. "Wio the hell do you
think's up there, Schaef? Isn't this Lanb's turf?"

Schaefer grunted affirmatively. "Gang-bang central," he said. "Lanb uses it
when he takes his goddamm neetings." He took a | ook up into the darkness, then
headed up the stairs, weapon ready.

The. middle floors were dark and silent; Rasche took a quick glance down
each hal Il way, pistol ained at nothing, and saw only garbage and enpti ness.

Schaefer didn't bother even to | ook; he was headed where the action was.

On the fifth floor dimlight spilled into the hallway froman open door; the
t hunpi ng had stopped, but soneone was scream ng steadily, a scream of pain and
terror |ike nothing Rasche had ever heard before. Gun snoke was drifting in
the air, and the whol e pl ace reeked of it.

"Jesus, you hear that?" Rasche asked, crouching on the top step

"Yeah," Schaefer said, standing in the hallway. "They're really starting to
ss me off in there."
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The scream ended in a choking gurgle.

"Cover ne," Schaefer said as he approached the door, his back to the wall.
"I"'mgoing in."

Rasche didn't bother to reply; Schaefer didn't give himtine, anyway. Al npost
as soon as he'd finished speaking, Schaefer was around the door franeg,
charging into the roomw th his gun ready.

Rasche noved cautiously up the corridor, back to the wall, trying to ignore
the fact that there were a dozen goddamm bullet holes in that wall, and his
back was sliding right across them begging for another few high-velocity
rounds to conme punchi ng out.

He heard Schaefer's footsteps go in, then stop somewhere in the mddl e of
t he room

And then he didn't hear anything but a thick dripping sound, |ike steak
sauce goi ng on.

"Ch, Christ," Rasche nuttered to hinself, very quietly.

He i magi ned that he could feel that wongness now, the same thing Schaefer
had mentioned back at Bud's Deli. Sonething wasn't right. The all-out
firefight, the blown-out wall, now that heavy silence, and sonething
i ntangi bl e and i ndefinably wong, in a way the city had never been wong
before, in all the years Rasche had lived there.



Just as Schaefer had said.
"Schaef ?" Rasche called quietly.

Schaefer didn't answer; Rasche heard his boot scuff on grit, but, Schaefer
didn't say anything at all

Rasche stepped forward, pistol ready, and swung around the door frane.
Then he stopped, frozen, staring into the room beyond.

It's odd, what goes through a person's head at certain tinmes-or at |east
Rasche thought so, as he took in what |ay beyond the doorway. Because what he
i medi ately thought of, upon seeing it, was his nother

He renenbered her holding him crooning soothingly to him when he was maybe
four, five years old: He renenbered the soft touch of her hands, and how | ong
and thin her fingers seened, and how one curl of her hair brushed against his
forehead as she held himcl ose.

The rest of the nmenory cane back, and he decided that maybe it wasn't so
very odd after all.

Because the reason she'd been hol ding himand conforting himis that he had
woken up screanming in the darkness, shaking uncontrollably w th nanel ess
terror, after some nightmare he couldn't renenber, sonething about nonsters in
the night, about suffocating in his own blood, about the things that wanted to
hurt him

And she had rocked himgently in her arns and had told himsoftly, "Those
bad things are just dreans, they're not real. They can't hurt you. There are
no nonsters in the night, not really"

As he | ooked at the big roomon the fifth floor, the roomwhere one wall had
been party shot away, the roomlittered with broken glass and spattered bl ood
and pl aster dust, the roomwhere his unflappable partner Schaefer was standing
dunbstruck, Rasche knew that his nmother had |ied.

Because the nonsters had to be real. Nothing else could have done this.
The two cops stared silently for a | ong nonent.
Final |l y Schaefer spoke.

"Gang war, my ass," he said.
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The bodi es were swaying gently in the breeze fromthe bl own-out wall, and
the bl ood that dripped fromtheir dangling red fingertips drew | oops and
whorls on the floor.

There were eight of themin all, hanging by their feet; sonething had
smashed away nost of the ceiling and tied the corpses to a joist. Even in the
dimlight of the city outside they were all bright red, fromheel to head.

It was obvi ous what had been done to them what the nonsters in the night
had done, but Rasche had to say it anyway.

"They' ve been skinned," he said.

Schaef er nodded.



"Sone of themare Lanb's nen," he said, "and sonme are Carr's. An
equal - opportunity nassacre, that's what we have here.”

Rasche stared at hi mwhich was better than staring at the bodi es, anyway.
"Jesus Chri st,

Schaef," he said, "how can you tell? They don't have their goddamm faces
anynore!"

"They don't have the skin, the faces are still there," Schaefer said.
"That's Edgi e, and Hatcheck-Carr's boys. That's Fiorello, one of Lanb's--and
here's the real kicker, Lanb hinself. Look at the eyes, they're still there."”

Rasche | ooked before he could stop hinself, before he could rem nd hinself
that maybe he didn't want to, and he felt a sudden surge of nausea. Sweat
dri pped down his face, cold sweat despite the heat, and he couldn't make
hinsel f nove to wipe it away. He couldn't take his eyes off the bl oody bodies.
He couldn't nmove his feet, either; if he stepped forward, he'd be walking in
bl ood, and he couldn't step back, he wasn't sure why but he couldn't, it felt
as if the nonsters in the night would get himif he stepped back

And there were cartridge casings everywhere, and guns were lying in the
bl ood, covered with blood, blood coating the grips and barrels, and the room
stank of gun snoke and neat. These nen hadn't died without a fight.

"Jesus," he said again. "Schaef, who . . . It would ve taken an arny to .

He didn't finish the sentence, because there was a sound, and in Rasche's
condition just at that noment any sound he couldn't account for had to be
nonsters, and you didn't talk to nonsters. He crouched and whirled, gun ready.

A fallen section of ceiling was noving, a broad chunk of | ath and plaster
that had been torn away and flung aside to uncover the beamthat held the
hangi ng bodi es.

And when a bl oody figure rose slowy out of the fallen plaster, it was al
Rasche could do not to fire, his finger was squeezi ng down on the trigger but
he stopped it, it was |like stopping a runaway truck, it was the hardest
struggle of his life to keep from squeezing that last fraction of an inch, but
the figure was a hunman being, it wasn't the nonsters, and he was a good cop, a
good cop didn't shoot the last survivor of a massacre, not w thout know ng who
it was and what was happening, not unless it was the only way.

This was a man, a man with long red hair tied back in a thick braid, but he
was so covered with blood and bits of debris stuck to the bl ood that Rasche
couldn't nmake out his face at first.

He rose to his knees, dazed, staring wildly about, and then his eyes focused
on Schaefer.

Schaefer's 9nm was hangi ng at his side unthreateningly, and Rasche thought
to hinmself that maybe he should | ower his own weapon, but he couldn't bring
hinmself to do it.

Wiite teeth gleaned through the bloody ruin of the nman's face; he coughed,
then said, in a voice thick with dust and enotion, "Well, if it isn't ny old
pal, Detective Schaefer." He groped for sonething in the weckage. "You nissed
one, Schaefer. The wong one."

"Carr?" Rasche asked, wonderingly



Carr was | ooking around at the dangling bodies and the debris, but all the
time one hand was still searching for something.

"Hey, Schaefer," he said conversationally, "I've seen you cops pull a lot of
crude shit, but nothing like this. Man, |I'minpressed.”

"You're crazy, Carr, you're fuckin' insane," Rasche said, unspeakably
relieved to have a hunan opponent to shout at. "Cops didn't do this, cops
couldn't begin to do this . "

"You didn't see then?" Schaefer asked, his flat, cal mvoice cutting Rasche
of f short. "You didn't see who it was that did this?"

"Al'l I saw was sone geek in a trick-or-treat mask clinbing in through the
wi ndow, then sonmeone brought the ceiling down on nme," Carr said. "Maybe it was
cops and you're covering, maybe it wasn't, | don't know and you know,
Schaefer, | don't give a shit. It doesn't really matter. 'Cause | nmay be
crazy, | may be fuckin' crazy as a bedbug, but while |I'mcrazy, you're just
pl ai n dead!"

And his hand finally cane up with what he'd been | ooking for, and the
sawed- of f punp-action shotgun cane up fast, Carr pushed hinself to his feet
and brought the gun to his hip and fired all in one notion

Rasche had been on a hair-trigger since he'd first set foot in the building,
he didn't need to have the ceiling fall in on him he dived the instant he saw
Carr's hand conme up full, he was rolling for cover in the shattered plaster
before Carr's finger could tighten on the trigger

The roar of the shotgun seened to shake the weakened building right down to
its foundation, and Rasche's ears rang even before the second bl ast put
buckshot through a space where Schaefer had been standing a fraction of a
second before. He couldn't hear Carr's footsteps as the gang | eader started
running, couldn't hear if Carr had said anything el se, couldn't hear himcurse
when he ratcheted the punp and got an enpty click and realized the goddam
shotgun had only had two shells left init.

Then Rasche's hearing began to cone back, and he did hear Schaefer bell ow,
Freeze, you son of a ---"

Schaefer's 9nmm barked three tinmes, and by that time Rasche had finally
gotten hinself turned over and headed back to bei ng upright, and how t he hel
had Carr gotten so far down the corridor already, and how d Schaefer get into
that solid shooting stance?

But Schaefer wasn't as calmand in control as he | ooked, because he nissed
with all three shots, and while Schaefer wasn't exactly Annie QGakley, he
didn't generally mss three tinmes at that range, and it sure as hell wasn't
due to any worries about wanting to hit his target, not when Carr had just
tried to bl ow him away.

Carr was yelling when he went through the wi ndow at the far end of the
corridor, but he wasn't hit, it was pure adrenaline, a scream of challenge,
not pain, and Schaefer was already running after him and Rasche wondered as
he often did, how the hell did Schaef do that? How coul d anyone be that
strong, that fast, when he spent his tine at a desk or in a car, instead of
wor ki ng out at the gyn®

Rasche got to his own feet and trotted heavily down the passage, to find
Schaefer standing in a shattered wi ndow franme, his hands on either side of the
sash and one foot on the fire escape beyond, staring up the street.



Rasche stepped up beside himand watched as Carr dodged the four cops
assigned to watch that particular alley, watched as they hesitated, conferred
anong thensel ves, and didn't |eave their post to pursue.

son of a bitch!" Schaefer said, stepping out onto the fire escape.
"Dam! We lost him" Rasche said as Carr vani shed around a corner

"Not | ost," Schaefer corrected him "just msplaced. There's nowhere he can
hide that we can't get himeventually." He | eaned over the rail of the fire
escape and called after Carr, "To be continued, punk! "

He stood like that for a nonent, then started to turn back to the building

and froze.
"What ?" Rasche said, | ooking down, expecting to see Carr coning back.
"Shut up," Schaefer said. "Listen."

Rasche shut up and |i stened.

"I don't hear anything," he said-which wasn't literally true, because of
course he heard the wind and the distant traffic and the voices of the cops
surroundi ng the building and all the other noises of New York by night, but he
didn't hear anything that could account for Schaefer's behavior

"Sonet hing's out there," Schaefer said.

"Li ke what ?" Rasche asked:

"l don't know," Schaefer said.

Rasche | ooked around at the enpty alleyways, the waiting cops, the broken
glass and rotten wood of the shattered wi ndow, the dimcorridor that |ed back
to that bl oody scene straight out of hell

He didn't see anything wong-except the obvious, of course, the broken
wi ndow and the room where the nonsters had done whatever it was they did.

But he didn't see anything that might begin to explain it, and he didn't
hear anything that could nean anything, while at the same tinme he coul d al nost
feel whatever Schaefer was tal king about.

Sonet hi ng was out there. Sonething w ong.

"This is starting to scare nme, man," he said.

"I"'ve got a feeling that's the whole idea," Schaefer answered, stepping back
into the building.

And then there were footsteps pounding up the stairs, but neither Schaefer
nor Rasche bothered to rai se a weapon, because that was the famliar sound of
police boots; no one else stonped quite Iike a squad of cops.

"Seal it up!" a voice shouted, a voice that Schaefer and Rasche both
recogni zed. They | ooked at each other wth expressions of resignation

"All of it!" the voice continued. "Seal everything! Nobody gets in here!"

"McConmb, " Rasche said. He grinmaced. "I nean, Captain MConb."



Then a stream of blue-clad nmen burst out of the stairwell, rifles at ready,
fanni ng out through the building.

One tugged at another's sl eeve and pointed, and Captain MConb turned to see
Schaefer and Rasche standing in the end of the corridor, in front of the
denol i shed w ndow.

For a nmonent McConb just glared; then he stepped forward and grow ed, "You
stepped in it this tinme, Schaefer-orders were to secure the building from
out si de, not cowboy around |ike sonme danm TV supercop! | heard shots-if you
fired that piece of yours, you better be able to wite up a convincing report
of why. | want it on my desk by midnight, and | want it in triplicate."

Schaefer pointed down the corridor. "Have you seen those bodi es, MConb?"
"So there's sone dead punks? You think that justifies disobeying ny orders?"

"It's not just sone dead punks, MConb. This was a slaughter. It's like a
butcher shop in there."

"So the gangs play rough-"

Schaefer cut McConb off. "Don't give me any crap about a gang war," he said.
"You go take a look in there and tell me what kind of weapon these gangs have
that' |l do that kind of danage. You | ook at those holes and tell me that was
just ariot gun or an Uzi did that."

McComb stared at Schaefer for a nonent, then shook his head and said through
gritted teeth, "You don't have a clue, do you? | don't give a shit what's in
there-that's not the point. The point is, | told you to keep the fuck out, and
you didn't. This isn't your case, and don't you worry your pretty blond head
about it, Schaefer. You just stay the hell out of this one, you got it?"

Schaefer didn't answer; Rasche patted himon the back and said, "Cone on
Schaef . "

Toget her, the two detectives pushed past McConb and started down the stairs.

When they were out of earshot, Rasche nuttered, "If they sold stupidity on
the stock exchange, we could bust MConb for illegally cornering the market."

Schaef er grunted.
Rasche | ooked at him the grunt seened to nmean sonet hing.

"You think he's hiding something, maybe?" Rasche asked. "You think he got
paid off by someone to let this happen?"

Schaef er shook his head. "Not his style," he said. "Someone night be hiding
somet hi ng, but not that."

As they stepped out of the building, Schaefer added, "And whatever it is, |
don't think it's gonna stay hid."
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It was two o' clock in the goddamm norning, but the streets outside were
still sweltering hot.

McComb wasn't on the streets, but he was still sweating. The
air-conditioning in his office was working just fine, but he was sweating al
the sane as he dial ed the nunber he'd been given



"Yes?" said the voice on the other end. No nane, no greeting---just "Yes?"
"This is Captain McConb,"” MConb said. "Let ne talk to General Philips."

"Just a nonent," the voice said.

After a pause a new voice, one MConb recogni zed, barked, "Philips."
"McConb here, Ceneral,"” the police captain said.

"Co on."

"You were right, General," MConb said. "There was an attack." He swal |l owed.

Philips heard the swallow, noted the pause. "Bad?" he asked.

"Yessir," MConb replied. "Real bad. Eleven nen dead. Eight of themwere
ski nned alive and hung upsi de down inside the building, one was thrown out a
wi ndow, and the other two were on the roof. The two on the roof had been
decapi tated and badly mangl ed-we haven't found the heads."

"You won't," Philips said.

McConb was silent for a monent, taking that in.

"Who are they?" Philips asked. "Your nen?"

"No," McConb said. "A bunch of hoodluns. Gang nenbers, worked in drugs."”
"No great loss, then," Philips said. "They were heavily arned?"

"We found enough weapons lying around . . . Yes, heavily arned."

"That fits."

For a monment McConb sat silently in his office, staring at the closed door,
trying unsuccessfully to think; then he asked, "CGeneral, what the hell is
goi ng on? \What happened to those nen?"

"I told you before, Captain,” Philips replied; "I can't tell you that. It's
a federal matter, and out of your hands-all you do is keep us posted and keep
everyone else out, and we'll take care of it."

"So . . ." MConb hesitated. "So there are going to be nore attacks?"

"Maybe," Philips said. "W don't know, not for sure-but there could be,
yes."

"You don't know?"

"No, Captain, we don't. This isn't sonething we're responsible for, it's
just sonething that we saw ni ght be coning."

"But if you saw it coming, couldn't you . . . can't you see whether it's
goi ng to happen agai n?"

Philips sighed. "Look, Captain, | can't explain why, but it's dam near a
mracle we know as nmuch as we do about this, and it's just dunb luck that we
spotted . . . that we got a hint sonething like this mght happen in New York.
We have no idea whether it'll happen again, or how often, or for how | ong-and
it's not your job to worry about it. It's your job to keep everyone away from
the scene, and to keep everything quiet, and that's all. W don't want any of



your nen involved, and we sure as hell don't want the press to get even the
slightest whiff of this."

"Just keep it quiet," MConb said.

handl e it oursel ves.
be conducting the

"That's right," Philips agreed. "OQther than that, we
"Il be coming up there tonight with ny people, and we
i nvestigation. You just keep your nen clear."

"Yessir," MConb said.
He hung up and sat back, the sweat starting to run down his back

He didn't |ike being ordered out,- he didn't |ike being told what to do by
the feds-but this was a special case. It wasn't the FBI or sone of the other
Treasury boys this tinme-Philips was arny, sone kind of special unit, and
McConb's instructions to listen to himhad cone fromthe mayor, who'd said
that his instructions came fromthe Wite House.

And this wasn't just some drug bust. At first MConb had t hought that was
it, that the feds had decided to turn the whol e goddamm arny | oose on the drug
traffic; but then he'd seen what was in that tenenent on Beeknan.

The arny hadn't done that. Not the U S. Arny, anyway. Sone third-world
terrorists might do sonething like that, if they had the tine and were nad
enough, but MConb sure hoped that Anerican soldiers wouldn't.

And it hadn't been a gang war, either. Drug traffickers killed each other
sure, and they'd nutilate each other sonetinmes, whack off an ear for a
souvenir, maybe even cut off sonme poor guys' balls to make a point; but they
didn't skin people and hang themup to dry.

And even if sone lunatic had decided to skin his conpetition, gang-bangers
didn't kill eleven heavily arnmed people w thout putting any bullet holes in
t hem

Ch, there night have been bullet holes in the two on the roof-they were so
chewed up no one could tell without a mcroscope. The eight inside the
bui | di ng, though, had been killed with bl ades.

They'd all been armed, they'd fired off thousands of rounds, and they'd been
killed with bl ades.

And the forensics boys who had gotten a | ook before the feds chased everyone
out said that it |ooked as if one of those eight had still been alive when he
was ski nned.

Even drug dealers didn't do that. Not even the crazy new bunch out of
Janui ca.

Wio the hell did?

Philips had contacted himthe day before and told himthere m ght be sone
ki nd of unusually vicious nassacre about to happen, one that didn't seemto
make any sense. He'd said it would probably be somewhere that wasn't
air-conditioned, that the victins would probably be armed, that it would
probably be well above street |evel

And that's all he woul d say.

How had Philips known? What the hell was going on?



McConmb didn't have any idea, but the nore he thought about it, the nore
relieved he was that it was out of his hands.

Let Philips and his feds have this one-God knew that McConb didn't want it!
About 240 nmiles to the south, Philips stared at the phone.

Maybe he shoul d have told Mc:Conmb what was goi ng on-but the reports on
McConb, and Philips's own inpression of the man, weren't encouragi ng about how
he'd take it.

It wasn't as if it was easy to believe. Hell, Philips hadn't wanted to
believe it hinself when Dutch Schaefer had told hi mwhat had happened out
there in the jungle eight years ago, even though Philips knew and trusted
Dut ch.

Eventual |y, though, he'd been convinced, and he'd convinced his superiors.
The evi dence had been there.

He wasn't sure McConb was the sort who'd believe the evidence.

And if he was, Philips wasn't sure he wanted McConb to know. This had to be
kept quiet. If the news ever |eaked out to the general public

Nobody paid any attention to the tabloids when they raved about space
aliens, but if the U S government was to announce that nonsters from outer
space were hunting humans in the streets of New York-well, Philips wasn't sure
how it would go over, but he knew he didn't want to find out. He inagined
pani cki ng crowds, crazed cultists, conspiracy theorists-half the people
woul dn't believe the official story and would assume it was covering up
something illicit, while the other half would probably see it as the end of
the worl d.

And it wouldn't do any good. Unless Dutch had |ied, the things, whatever
they were, had technol ogy that made good old U S. know how | ook |ike kids
playing with sticks and pebbles. The aliens had invisibility screens, energy
cannon, pocket nukes. They could do whatever they wanted to Earth, to the
whol e human race, and the best thing hunmanity could do was ignore it, bear up
under it, and wait for the bastards to get bored and go away agai n.

They sure didn't. want to get the aliens angry. People were no match for
t hose things.

Sure, Dutch had fought one and killed it and lived to tell about it-but
Dut ch was about the toughest specinmen the human race had ever produced, and
he'd been dam | ucky, as well. Philips had listened to the whole story severa
ti mes and knew how nmuch to adjust for Dutch's downpl aying of his own
tal ents-and even so, he knew Dutch had been | ucky.

If the scientists could get their hands on some of those gadgets the
creature had had, maybe things would be different, but so far that hadn't
happened, and it didn't ook as if it was going to anytine soon

After they'd picked up Dutch and heard his report, Philips and his group had
started studyi ng anything and everything that had seened as if it m ght be
rel ated. They had traced the | egends in the area, had | ooked at everything
fromStar charts to nissing-pet reports, had gone | ooking for anything they
could find.

They' d found plenty of evidence of the things, all right, had learned a
little nore about their habits and patterns-but nothing of their technol ogy.



The bastards were apparently very, very careful with their gadgetry-they
didn't | eave any cosm c equival ent of tossed beer cans |ying around, |et alone
anything really inportant.

But there hadn't been any real urgency to the studies. The creatures had
been coming to Earth to hunt people for centuries, and they always hunted in
hot, harsh climates, in the back country, never in any place inportant.

Until now.

Now t he things were loose in New York. The Air Force had picked up
unfam liar radar interference and had put word out to Philips's group in hopes
of finding an explanation; he'd theorized it nmight be the radar equival ent of
the shimrer effect the creatures' invisibility gadgets caused, and had asked
where it had been found.

And the Air Force had told him
New Yor k.

Philips had had a whol e pl atoon of radar anal ysts and stealth specialists
put onit, and they'd confirnmed the Air Force report.

If the radar was picking up what it appeared to be picking up, the things
were in New YorKk.

VWhat the hell were they doing that far north? If they wanted a city to play
in, why not someplace like Rio, or Mexico City?

Maybe there was sonethi ng special about New York, sonething in particular
they wanted there, but what?

It hadn't seened likely that they wanted something specific, sonething that
could be found only in New York. And it hadn't seened reasonable that after
centuries of confining their hunts to hot places they'd suddenly go north.

Philips had considered all that, and he'd thought maybe it wasn't. the
intruders after all, maybe the radar signal was a false alarm but he'd tal ked
to McConmb yesterday norning, just in case-and sure enough, the attack had
happened, the hunt had cone.

The hunters of nen, the predators on human prey, were | oose on the streets
of New York.

And Philips didn't know why.

He still had sone time before his flight; he pulled out the faxed report
he'd gotten an hour before and began reading through it again, |ooking for
sonme clue, sone hint of what the things wanted in New York
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For the next few days the heat wave continued; the thick, hot blanket of
tropical air that snothered the city showed no sign of going anywhere

The investigation of the nassacre at Beeknan and Water showed no sign of
goi ng anywhere, either, as far as Schaefer and Rasche could tell, but they
weren't on the inside. They were banned fromthe scene, and no one they spoke
to knew who was handling the case. There were runors that sone special federa
task force was invol ved



Schaefer made it plain that he didn't |ike the sound of that.

"Hey, it isn't necessarily a cover-up," Rasche remnded him "For all we
know, the whole thing could be taped and ready to go. The feds do the job
soneti nmes. "

"Since when is this their job?"

"Since they said it is," Rasche answered. "Conme on, Schaef, let it go."

"It's not their city," Schaefer said.

"I't's not just yours, either."

"When some asshol e comes in and nmassacres the punks |'ve been trying to nai
for the past three years . "

"Schaef, you're not in narco anynore."

"You think that neans it's over?"

"I think that neans it's not our problem™

Schaefer was clearly not convinced of that, but he stopped arguing.

It wasn't their problem The feds had taken over, and plain old NYPD
homi ci de detectives were not wel cone.

Rasche wasn't very happy about that either; for one thing, he knew that
whenever sonething this weird and viol ent went down once and the cops weren't
all over it, it was likely to happen again.

The idea of |ooking at another scene of carnage like the fifth floor of that
tenement made Rasche sick to his stomach, and he had to admt that he didn't
see much sign that the feds were doing anything. No G nen were conbing the
NYPD files, or questioning the cops who patrolled that beat, or talking to any
of the guys in either honicide or narco.

He considered calling in the press, maybe naking an anonynous call to
Newsday, just to goose the feds a little but reporters were a pain in the ass,
pretty nearly as nmuch his natural enenies as the feds were.

And it wasn't as if he had nothing better to do. He and Schaefer were
keepi ng busy.

The day after the massacre, for exanple, a tourist from M ssouri took a
wrong turn, wound up on the Staten Island ferry instead of the boat to liberty
I sl and, and went berserk, taking three commuters hostage; one of the hostages
kni fed another, and Schaefer and Rasche got to clean up the mness.

Rasche got to spend the evening listening to | awers argue over whether the
tourist could be charged as an acconplice to attenpted nurder, while Schaefer
tried to get the tourist's famly back in M ssouri on the phone and worked
t hrough a nmaze of cousins and friends.

The day after that the big event came when a conplicated deal between
Jamai can drug deal ers, Sonmali gunrunners, and Serbian terrorists went bad in
Tri BeCa, of all places, when the Jamai cans deci ded to keep everything for
t hensel ves. After the dust settled and nost of the participants were haul ed
away to either the | ockup or the norgue, Rasche got to help haul a truckl oad
of confiscated heavy weapons to the police |ab on Wst Twentieth for
i nvestigation.



Rasche didn't even recogni ze sone of the stuff. The plain old automatic
weapons he knew, and the rocket-propelled grenades-though he had no idea why
t he Jamai cans woul d have wanted them but sone of the contraband | ooked nore
like spare jet parts than weapons.

And nmaybe, given the Serbian connection, it was spare jet parts.

Schaefer was ordered to stay away fromthe scene on that one-apparently
Captain McConb didn't trust himw thin reach of three tons of nilitary
ordnance. Instead, he spent his time interview ng survivors, trying to figure
out just who had shot who with what.

That night two punks eager to inpress soneone tried to drop Schaefer from
anmbush; the first shot missed, and they never got a second. Both lived; one
went straight to the Tonbs, the other did a nmonth in the hospital first.

Al that stuff was ordinary enough-at |east by the standards of NYPD
hom ci de-but then the next day there was the police firing range.

Rasche and Schaefer weren't there when it happened; they hadn't had tine to
worry about their marksnanship.

Rasche probably woul dn't have bot hered anyway, in this heat, even if his
backl og of paperwork had vani shed and the whole dam city had gone a week
wi thout so much as a jaywal ki ng.

And Schaefer, Rasche sonetinmes thought, used the whole damm city as his
firing range.

The range was in the basenent of the police acadeny on West Twentieth,
downstairs fromthe police lab. It was open to anyone licensed to carry a gun
inside the city limts; officers were expected to practice there occasionally.
Most of them did, including Rasche and Schaefer.

But neither of themwas there when it happened.

It was |late afternoon, and half a dozen assorted | aw enforcement personne
and civilian big shots were on the firing Iine, blow ng away paper targets and
gri ping about the heat whenever the noise | evel dropped enough to allow
conversation. Fresh targets fluttered wildly in the breeze fromthe
ventilators as they were cranked downrange, but the place was a steam bath,
all the sane. Tailored jackets lay in heaps on the floor at civilian feet, and
none of the blue uniformshirts were buttoned all the way up.

Probation officer Richard K Stillman rattled down the stairs fromthe
street and marched happily al ong the basenent corridor, untroubled by the
heat. Life was good. He'd hit big at OIB yesterday, and he had a hot date
lined up, with an hour to kill

Sonet hi ng seenmed to shinmer in the corridor ahead of him but he paid no
attention; he'd seen plenty of odd effects fromthe heat the | ast few days,
and the air in this place was dusty enough for them

He swung easily through the glass door and waved to Joe Sal vati, who was
manni ng the cash register. He glanced at the display cases and amrunition
safe, and watched t hrough the wi ndows for a nonent.

He didn't notice that the door took nmuch | onger than usual to close behind
hi m

"Hey, Joe," Stillman said as he pulled back his jacket, revealing the butt



of a .45 in a shoul der holster. "How s it goi ng?"
“Not bad," Salvati said.

Stillman drew the automatic. "Figured |'d get in a little practice," he
sai d.

The other man smled. "Can't hurt," he said.
Stillman hesitated; he wasn't in any hurry. He was taking it easy today.

The nuffl ed sounds of shooting could be heard fromthe range; Still nman
gl anced at the windows again just in tine to see one of the doors to the range
shatter spectacularly.

The firing suddenly stopped as everyone turned to | ook at this unexpected
phenonenon.

Stillman's jaw dropped. "Wat in the hell did that?" he asked.

Then someone screanmed, and bl ood sprayed across the carpeted shooting
pl atform at one position

"Hey!" Stillman shouted. He charged through the ruined door, pistol raised.
"What the . . . ," he began

He never finished that sentence-or any other sentence, ever again. He went
down, bl ood sprayi ng.

Sal vati stepped back, startled, trying to see what was goi ng on, but he
couldn't find a clear view He could hear screans, and he saw bl ood on one of
the wi ndows, but half the lights in the range seened to have gone out
suddenly, and all he could make out was frantic novenent, he couldn't see who
was doi ng what .

Was it some kind of braw ? WAs soneone going for the cash register? He
couldn't imagine a stupider crine to attenpt than robbing the police shooting
range-but thieves could be amazingly stupid.

After all, Salvati thought, he was probably the only guy in there who wasn't
ar med.

He hesitated. He had his choice of several weapons, if he wanted one, but he
hesitated. He couldn't see what was happeni ng, but he heard shots now, and
nore screans, and |oud thunping ..

What the hell was going on in there?
The guys back there had guns, they were shooting, at |east half of themwere
trai ned professional s--what could he do that they couldn't, except maybe wal k

into a cross fire?

But maybe sonet hi ng heavi er than handguns woul d hel p. He turned to | ook at
t he di spl ay cases.

Sonething hit himon the back of the head, and Joe Salvati went down.
Down and out.
The next thing he knew was the sound of boots crunching on broken gl ass,

flashlights nmoving in the darkness, and someone | eani ng over himand shouti ng,
"This one's alive!"



And then they were all around him telling himto lie still, the paranedics
were com ng, and had he seen what had happened?

He didn't know what to tell them He tried to ask who was hurt in there, who
was dead, but no one would give hima strai ght answer.

"This one's alive," the voice had said; he waited for the words to be
repeat ed, for soneone to say there was another survivor, but he hadn't heard
anything of the kind by the tinme he was carried out.

He' d heard a man retching, he'd heard hardened cops saying, "Ch, ny CGod," in
shocked tones, but he hadn't heard anyone nmention other survivors.

Detective Rasche had gone off duty at six o'clock that day, on time for
once, and he was at honme alone, relaxing. His wife Shari had taken the kids to
a park concert; Rasche hadn't made it in time to go with them but he'd found
a note and a mcrowave di nner waiting for himwhen he got hone.

He' d t hought about going after them but trying to find three people in the
nob at the park just sounded |ike too nuch effort right now Instead he'd
deci ded to stay hone and enjoy the quiet.

The qui et was good, but he'd really have preferred seeing Shari. It seened
i ke weeks since he'd seen her for nore than a few m nutes over breakfast;
even on his days off she was usually out doing tenp work sonmewhere, doing her
bit to help catch up on sone of the bills.

When the heat wave broke and tenpers cool ed, maybe he'd be honme nore and get
to see nmore of her-or naybe he wouldn't. Maybe it wasn't the heat; maybe it
was just city living getting to everyone, the way it was getting to him

He sipped tepid coffee and tossed the remains of a Heal thy Gournet
her bs- and- chi cken entree into the trash

Rasche had eight years to go till his pension, eight nore years of living in
New York City on a cop's pay, in a neighborhood in Queens that had been pretty
decent when they'd bought the house but was now just the best they could
afford, eight nore years of m crowaved di nners and mni smat ched work schedul es.

Thi s evening was one of those times when he wondered whether it was al
worth it. New York cops generally still had a pretty good rep, despite the
| atest round of scandal s-not |ike sonme big-city departnments he could nanme. If
he deci ded to nove out, he could probably |and a high-ranking job with sone
snall-town force or with the county nounties in one of those big square states
out west.

The Paci fic Northwest might be nice.

Shari evidently thought so, too, as the swarm of stupid plastic magnets on
the refrigerator no | onger held a display of the kids' honmework; instead, they
supported a growi ng constellation of real-estate ads and travel brochures from
Al aska and Washi ngton State.

The hint wasn't |ost on Rasche, but he'd been in New York for so |ong, dam
near his entire life, and he'd put so nuch into the job here, trying to save a
little bit of the city fromitself, that it was hard to think about giving it
up, even for his famly.

Hs fanm |y that he al nost never saw

At | east he had a fanmily, though; there on the fridge, in an upper corner



that Shari hadn't yet got to with her brochures, a yellow plastic smley-face
hel d up a photo of Rasche and Schaefer, taken on the occasion of nailing a
particularly vicious drug kingpin fromuptown, a punk called Errol G

In the picture Rasche was smling so broadly his nustache |ooked as if it
wer e upside down, but Schaefer was playing O d Stone Face as usual, standing
stiff as a |lanppost, his face |like an undertaker's nightnare.

Schaefer didn't have a fanmly, so far as Rasche knew, didn't have any cl ose
friends. He'd nentioned a brother once, but Rasche hadn't asked about him and
Schaefer sure hadn't volunteered anything. There were sone buddies, nostly in
the mlitary or |aw enforcenent, but none of them seenmed cl ose-certainly no
cl oser than Rasche hinsel f was.

And Rasche, after six years as Schaefer's partner, wasn't sure he knew
Schaefer at all.

VWat the hell kept Schaefer going, anyway?

It wasn't a wonan; Rasche had seen Schaefer's apartnent once, and there
wasn't any doubt that Schaefer lived alone. No other human being coul d have
put up with that place-stained ceilings and cracked wi ndows and the TV blaring
from next door through paper-thin walls, but the bed was nmade with nmlitary
preci sion and razor-sharp creases at the corners, the floor was spotless,
everything was fol ded and sorted and filed away. The goddamm coffee cups in
t he kitchen cupboard had all had their handles pointing in the sane direction
for Christ's sake.

Nobody but Schaefer could have lived there.

So what drove Schaefer? Wiy was he a cop? He could have | anded a job
sonewhere el se-there was al ways work for a big, smart, tough guy who wasn't
afraid to tackle anything. So why was he still with the departnent?

He wasn't after any pension; Schaefer never gave a damm about money If he'd
want ed a pension, he could have stayed in the nmlitary instead of beconming a
cop. So far as Rasche knew, it had been Schaefer's idea to switch

Maybe he hadn't been seeing enough action in the arny.

O was it righteous anger that drove him naybe? Qutrage at the things
people did to each other? He tal ked about New York as his city, but sonehow
Rasche couldn't see it as his notivation. He didn't think Schaefer neant so
much that it was his city to protect, as that the city was his turf-the place
where he was the boss nal e, and anyone el se who showed up claimng to be tough
was a chal | enge.

If that was it-it was pure macho dom nance at work, not anger. Rasche and
Schaefer had been partners for six years now, and Rasche wasn't sure at al
that he'd ever yet really seen Schaefer get mad.

VWi ch, when he thought about it, made hima little nervous. Wat kind of man
could go through the crap that Schaefer went through w thout |osing his tenper
every so often?

He'd got that far when the doorbell rang.
"Damm," he said, putting down the coffee.

The doorbell rang again.



"I"'mcomng, I"'mcomng!" he called as he trotted down the front hall

The doorbell rang a third tine.

“I'''mcom ng, goddammit!" he shouted as he grabbed the doorknob

Rasche yanked the front door open and found Schaefer standing on the stoop

Schaefer's expression was exactly the same as in the photo on the fridge,
and for a nonent Rasche had an odd feeling of unreality, as if the past and
present were tripping over each other

Rasche had dunped his jacket and tie the nonent he got in the door of his
house, and was standing there in a sweaty undershirt; Schaefer still had the
crease in his pants, the knot of his tie tight and perfect.

Rasche didn't think that was because Schaefer actually cared about his
appearance; it was because the rules said what to wear, and that wasn't a rule
Schaefer cared enough about to break

"They hit again," Schaefer said in a growl, interrupting Rasche's thought.
"The police range on Twentieth. The goddam police academny! You want to go, or
you want to watch Green Acres?"

"You could say hello,"” Rasche said. He didn't need to ask who Schaefer
neant .

He was shaken and trying to hide it; he knew guys at Twentieth Street, and
the i mage of dangling, skinned corpses with famliar faces was growing in the
back of his m nd.

Schaefer didn't bother to answer; he sinply waited for Rasche to decide, in
or out.

From t hat Rasche knew that he and Schaefer weren't supposed to be on this
case. The feds probably wanted it kept quiet. The feds probably wanted to
handl e it thensel ves.

But those imagi ned faces of fellow cops weren't exactly encouragi ng Rasche
to go along with the feds.

Rasche sighed. "Ckay, okay. Wiat the hell, Green Acres isn't on tonight
anyway. Let me get ny piece.”
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Forty minutes after ringing Rasche's doorbell, Schaefer narched over the
yel |l ow tape, past a protesting lieutenant, into the foyer of the firing range.

Rasche was close on his heels, saying, "Dammit, Schaef, the captain's going
to suspend us if he. "

Schaefer interrupted. "Good," he said. "I need a vacation."

The gl ass door at the entrance was sneared with bl ood, but unbroken; even
so, as soon as Schaefer wal ked through it, glass crunched underfoot, and
Rasche noticed that the display cases along the wall had been shattered.

"No bodi es?" Schaefer said.

Rasche | ooked around.



The devastation was thorough enough, and the blood plentiful enough, that he
hadn't even realized i mediately that there were no corpses in sight.

Schaef er, of course, had never been one to |l et nonessentials distract him

There were three forensics men at work in the |obby with caneras and
tweezers; they were in civilian clothes, so Rasche couldn't tell if they were
NYPD or feds. He didn't recogni ze any of them

One of them | ooked up and said, "The bodies are in the range. W've ID ed
nost of them W had one survivor out here, Oficer Joseph Salvati-he's on his
way to the hospital with a concussion and a broken nose."

Schaef er nodded and studi ed the scene.

Rasche turned toward the firing range, peering through the wi ndows, trying
to ignore the cracks that hadn't been there the last tine he was down here.

The lights were out in the range itself, but Rasche could see enough in the
spillover fromthe foyer

The bodi es were hanging fromthe ceiling girders and the broken I|ights,
swayi ng gently in the breeze fromthe ventilators, blood still dripping here
and there. An unused target was clipped to one dangling finger, a touch of
surreal grotesquerie that fascinated Rasche.

Schaefer stepped up beside himw th a flashlight and pointed it through the
br oken door at the floor of the range; the beamglittered off the polished
nmetal of assorted firearns and cartridge casings, and lit pools and streaks of
bl ood a vivid red.

Rasche | ooked at the scattered arsenal. "They were packi ng enough hardware."
"Didn't do them much good, did it?" Schaefer replied.

Rasche had neant the attackers, but now he realized that Schaefer was
ri ght-the weapons on the floor matched up with the bodies.

Struggling to keep hinmself from scream ng, Rasche said, "I think | knew sone
of these guys."

Schaefer glanced at Rasche. "So did I. This nakes it personal." H's tone was

flat and dead, but Rasche was too stunned to notice.

"Last tinme, when they hit the gangs," Rasche said, talking to keep from
screamng, "I figured maybe it was, you know, some sort of vigilante thing-but
| guess not. This time it was our turn."

"Cuess whoever it is doesn't like much of anyone," Schaefer said.

For a monent they stood there contenplating the situation; Rasche shivered.
The firing range was about a hundred feet |long, but the far end was conpletely
lost in the darkness, so that it seemed to go on forever. A darkened room ful
of dangling, mutil ated corpses, where whatever killed them m ght still be
lurking . . . what was he doing in a place like this?

This was nmuch too close to those nonsters 'in the night that his nother had
told himweren't real.

"Conme on," Schaefer said. He took a step through the denvolished door

Just then the door of the gunsmithing roomopened, and four nen stepped out,



one after the other
One of themwas Captain MConb.

Schaefer turned at the sound of the door, just as McConb saw the two
det ecti ves.

"What the . . . ," MConb spluttered. "Schaefer! Rasche! Wo the hell |et
you i n here? Who gave you authorization for this site?"

"Great," Rasche muttered, as he stood beside Schaefer, "just great."

"Conme on, MConb," Schaefer said, "these were our own people here! Don't
tell me you're going to turn this one over to the feds!"

"Don't you question ne!" MConb bell owed. He gl anced around for support,
then shouted, "I want these two detectives renoved fromthe premn ses
i mediately. If they won't go peaceably, then physically eject them"

A qui et voice from sonewhere behind the police captain said, "I wouldn't do
that if | were you."

McConmb turned. "Why the hell not?" he denanded.

A white-haired man in a runpled arny uni formand a bedraggl ed nustache
stepped forward and said, "You called this nman Schaefer?"

McComb gl anced at Schaefer, puzzled. "That's Schaefer, yes," he said.

"Well, then," the soldier said, "you don't want to try ejecting him Because
if Detective Schaefer's anything like his brother Dutch, he'll probably dike
it, and you can't afford the damage. Especially not here."

Rasche threw a startled glance at Schaefer, then stared at this new arrival
"You knew ny brother?" Schaefer grow ed.
The white-haired man didn't answer; instead he addressed M Conb.

"All that's left here is nmop-up. Think your janitors can handl e that,
MeConb?"

Rasche wat ched, amazed, as McComb nodded and said reluctantly, "Yessir."

McComb was a jerk, and could be relied on to kowow to authority and side
with civilians against his own nen, but Rasche couldn't see why he'd be
deferring so obviously to sone old coot in fatigues, especially here on police
turf. New York wasn't under nartial |aw, and while MConb was always glad to
cozy up to the feds whenever the FBI or DEA wanted sonething, he had never
shown any great fondness for nen in uniform

He and Schaefer had known that the feds were involved in investigating the
nmassacre-o-r rather, the massacres, plural, now but they had assuned that
"feds" neant the FBI, not the arny.

What the hell did the arnmy have to do with it?

And who the hell was this guy?

Rasche squinted, trying to see better in the dimlight, and realized the
arny man had two stars on his cap



Well, at least it took a general to inpress MConb.

"C non, son, we've got to talk," the general said, pointing toward the
passage that |ed back up to the street.

"Do we?" Schaefer asked.
The general nodded. He turned and started wal king toward the stairs.
Schaefer foll owed.

So did Rasche. No one had invited him but they hadn't told himto get |ost,
either, and he wanted to know what the hell was going on, who this general was
and what he was doing in New York, and whatever else Schaefer might be told

No one spoke in the corridor or on the stairs; on the street the genera
poi nted east, and Schaefer nodded an acknow edgnent. They wal ked on to Fifth
Avenue, and uptown, still not saying a word.

Toget her, the three nen got a booth in the back of a bar a few bl ocks away.
Rasche and the general took one side, Schaefer the other-Schaefer was big
enough to rate the whol e bench for hinself.

Rasche had seen the general's nane on his shirt-Philips. It didn't tell him
anyt hi ng. The ribbons and other hardware didn't mean nmuch, either. The guy had
the weathered | ook of a field officer, not a desk man, and kept a cigarette
clanmped in his teeth.

What he was doing on the scene of a nurder investigation-even one as bizarre
as this-was something Rasche coul dn't even guess.

For his part, General Philips was considering the two detectives.

Rasche didn't inpress him He | ooked good enough for a cop-a bit overweight
and out of shape, but there was still sone nmuscle in there, he hadn't gone
soft, and if Dutch's brother had partnered with himfor six years, the way the
personnel files said, he had to be okay.

Still, it wasn't Rasche who interested Philips.

Schaefer, on the other hand, was about the sane size as his brother-which
meant big. And it was all nuscle, sane as on Dutch. The voi ce was deeper, but
with the sane trace of an accent.

And the look on his face . . . Maybe Dutch, tough as he was, was the gentler
brother. Dutch had been able to relax and snile when he wasn't working; this
Schaefer | ooked as if his expression had been carved out of granite.

Phi l i ps had been astoni shed, going through McConb's files, to find out that
Dutch's brother was not just a cop, but a New York Gty homicide detective and
the one who'd been first on the scene at the first nmassacre.

It had been Dutch who'd brought out the word on these things, these alien
killers, in the first place. It was Dutch who had told Philips and his people
everything they knew that was worth knowi ng about the hunters. If it hadn't
been for Dutch, that squad woul d have just vanished into the jungles w thout a
trace, and they'd never have known what happened to it.

Hel | of a coincidence, running into Dutch's brother on this case-if it was a
coi nci dence.

But what else could it be? Those things couldn't have known Dutch's brother



was in New York-not unless they were mnd readers, or sonething.

O course, there was no way to be sure they weren't mnd readers. O they
m ght have m ndreadi ng machi nes. They m ght have any technol ogy he coul d
i magi ne, and probably sone he couldn't.

O maybe they could just snell the Schaefers, sonehow Who knew?
"Bourbon," he told the waitress who had arrived by the table. "Straight up."
He waited until the woman had |l eft, then | eaned across the table.

"Look, Schaefer,"” he said, "I know you think McConmb's being an asshol e about
this, and maybe he is, but he's following orders. W told himto keep you out
of this."

"“And who are you?" Schaefer asked.

"I can't tell you that,"” Philips replied. "And you probably guessed that. |
can tell you that your brother used to work for me, back in the eighties-and
you probably guessed that, too. | don't know if you're as smart as your
brother, but you aren't stupid, you're a detective; you can probably guess at
| east half of what | could tell you, and the rest you're better off not
know ng. "

The waitress returned with the drinks; again Philips waited for her to
depart.

"Il tell ya, Schaefer," the general said, sitting back, trying to rel ax
the atnosphere a little, "Dutch saved ny ass on nore than one occasion. He was
a good nan-a hell of a good man." He sw gged bourbon. "He used to tal k about
you sonetines, brag on his brother back in the States."

"Where is he?" Schaefer asked. He wasn't drinking. Rasche had ordered a beer
to be sociable; Schaefer hadn't bothered. He sat stiff and straight, staring
at Philips-though he had gone so far as to | oosen his tie.

"Where is he?" he repeated. "Wat happened to hinP"

Philips didn't answer. He | ooked down at his drink, took a puff on his
cigarette, then | ooked back at Schaefer

Schaefer had that sane stubborn streak Dutch had al ways had, no doubt about
it.

"This nmeeting is off the record," he said. "It never happened. You got
t hat ?"

Schaefer didn't answer; his expression made it plain that he was stil
wai ting for an answer to his question and didn't give a shit about any record.

"I"'mnot here, I"'mnot telling you this, you never saw ne, all that crap,"”
Philips said, "but | owe you this rmuch, for Dutch's sake. Drop this one, son
Just back away fromit. Forget about it."

"I can't do that," Schaefer said. "You saw that shooting range. Those were
cops. Those were ny nen."

"You've got to drop it,"’
got to, understand?"

Philips replied. He reached for his hat. "You' ve

He didn't dare stay any longer; he'd let something slip if he stayed.



He was tenpted to tell Schaefer all of it, but he didn't dare

So he had to | eave, and | eave quickly. He didn't trust hinself if he
stayed-and he didn't trust Schaefer. He'd read about sone of Schaefer's
stunts.

Schaefer studied Philips. "You al ready know who these killers are, don't
you? You know who was behind both those slaughters. You came to New York to
check themout, maybe to cover themup, didn't you? And you know Dutch, he
wor ked for you, there's some connection there? These killers are sonehow
connected to Dutch?" He started to rise. "Wio the hell are they?"

Philips was on his feet, straightening his hat. He didn't answer.

"Who are they?" Schaefer demanded. He stood, clenched fists at his sides,
towering over Philips. "What the hell are they doing? Wat do they want in New
Yor k?"

Philips shook his head. "I can't tell you anything, Schaefer. Drop it."

"Why now?" Schaefer asked. "Dutch has been nissing for years-why are these
mur ders happening now? Wio is it killing both cops and punks? Wat is it
killing then?" He started to reach for Philips.

The general stepped back, out of reach
"I can't tell you," he said.

"What the hell can you tell ne? Don't say you can't tell nme anything,
Phi | i ps-give nme sonet hing."

Philips hesitated. "They like the heat, damit," he said uneasily. "They

want the sport. Look, leave '"embe, and in two, three weeks they'll be gone.
Mess with them and God only knows what night happen.” He hesitated again,
then added, "And that's all. |'ve already said too nuch."

He turned and wal ked toward the door

Schaefer stood, his hands still clenched into fists, and watched.
In the doorway Philips turned.

"Believe ne," he called, "it's got to be this way"

Then he was gone.

Rasche stood up; he hadn't said a word the entire time. Watever was goi ng
on, it was obviously between Philips and Schaefer

He al nbst m ssed Schaefer's muttered, "It's got to be this way? The hell it
does. "
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They couldn't get back into the firing range, and Rasche figured there
woul dn't have been anything to see there anyway. They coul dn't get anything
nore fromPhilips, even if they'd followed him Rasche figured that was the
end of it, at least for the noment.

But when they were rolling again, Schaefer didn't take the turn for the
bridge to take Rasche back hone to Queens; instead he headed straight
downt own.



Rasche | ooked at the expression on Schaefer's face and deci ded not to argue.
He renenbered how he had been thinking earlier that he'd never seen Schaefer
really angry, and suspected that that was in the process of changi ng.

"So," he said, in hopes of lightening the atnosphere, "just what kind of
of work did your brother used to do for this General Philips?"

"Rescue operations," Schaefer said. "Covert stuff. Their dirty jobs, the
stuff they couldn't do thenselves. Wen they fucked up and needed soneone to
pull their asses out of the fire, they called Dutch."

Rasche didn't need to ask who "they" were.

"He kept it as clean as he could, though," Schaefer said. "That was why he
wor ked freel ance, so he could turn down jobs he didn't |ike. He'd had enough
of that "do as you're told' crap in 'Nam Wrked his way up to major and stil
had to put up with it until he went out on his own."

Rasche wondered where Schaefer had got his fill of that "do as you're told"
crap-he pretty obviously wasn't any fonder of taking orders than his brother
had been, even though he'd stayed in the arny |onger

"There were still screwups sonetines," Schaefer said. "He told ne about a

bad one in Afghani stan once."
"Af ghanistan? Did it have anything to do with these killers?"
No.
For a nmonent Schaefer drove on silently.
Then he said, "There was another thing, though."
Rasche wait ed.

"Last | heard fromDutch," Schaefer said at |ast, staring straight ahead as
they left the avenue and turned into the narrow streets of |ower Mnhattan
"was when he was passing through, - on his way fromnowhere in particular to
somewhere el se. He and | went out drinking. You have any brothers, Rasche?"

"No. Two sisters."
"That wouldn't be the sanme. Dutch and |, we didn't need to talk nuch."
Rasche nodded.

"So | wasn't expecting himto tell nme all the latest shit about what he was
doing or anything. It was enough to be sitting there with hi mdrinking,
wat ching the TV over the bar-you know. But that last time it was kind of
weird. Sonething was different."

Rasche knew what Schaefer neant; he al so knew he didn't need to say so.

"W sat there drinking for a long tine," Schaefer said, "and he started in
telling me stuff after all, not in any particular order, you know, we were
both feeling the booze by then, and he just said whatever he was thinking
about, whatever was bothering him as he thought of it."

"What ' d he say?" Rasche asked.

"He told me about this job he'd had,"” Schaefer replied, "leading his squad
into Central Anerica on another rescue m ssion where sone hal f-assed Cl A stunt



had gone wong sonehow He didn't tell me any details of what it was about or
what he did there-he never did. Wasn't supposed to, it was all top-secret
bul I shit, and besi des, who cared? Anyway, he told me that this tinme it had
gone bad, he'd lost his whole team That was rough, and | figured that was why
he'd been weird-they were good nen, all of 'em

"Yeah," Rasche said, to show he was still |istening. He'd never nmet Dutch or
any of his nen.

"Then he stopped tal king about that and started tal ki ng about hunting,"
Schaefer said. "Just a bunch of crazy stuff. Tal ked about when we hunted deer
as kids. Asked if 1'd ever thought about what it would feel |like to be hunted.
Tal ked about how if you and your equi pnent were good enough, it'd take the
sport out of it, and you'd want to nake things harder for yourself sonetines,
to give the prey a chance-but not much of one, you'd still want to kill it in
the end, that the whole point is to show you're better than it is by killing
it. But you might take on a whole pack at once. O you'd only tackle the ones
that could fight. You'd find the toughest gane you could. You'd want a
chal l enge. | mean, you don't go after squirrels with an el ephant gun

"And then he started tal ki ng about stuff a hunter m ght have soneday-sone
sort of canoufl age that woul d nake you damm near invisible, say. Guns and
kni ves, faster reflexes, be able to mnic sounds.

"I didn't know what he was tal king about, | thought he was just drunk."
"You think you know now?" Rasche asked.

Schaefer shook his head. "No. But nmaybe there's sone connection. That was
the last tine | saw Dutch, seven years ago. | haven't heard from himsince. No
one has. He di sappeared. Never heard another word, from Dutch or anyone el se."

"Shit," Rasche said. He tried to imgi ne what that would be like, losing the
guy who was practically your whole fanily |ike that just one day he's gone,
and nobody ever nentions himagain ....

No wonder Schaefer had an attitude.

And nmaybe there was sone connection. Maybe the berserk killers | oose in New
York were the sanme ones that had taken out Dutch's squad in Central America.
Maybe Philips knew that, maybe he'd tracked them here.

And maybe these people killed for sport, |ike big-game hunters. The skinned
bodi es seened horribly appropriate for that theory.

But who woul d do that? Whay? And if they had this super hunting equi prent
Schaefer said Dutch had tal ked about, where'd they get it?

Had some secret operation of one of the government organizations that
weren't supposed to exist gone wong sonmehow? Were the killers Philips's own
men, nmaybe, gone rogue?

But what did that have to do with the heat? Wiy couldn't Philips send out
better nmen and better equi pnent to stop them instead of just covering up
after then?

It didn't nmake sense

But there alnost had to be sone connection. Schaefer had seen it right away.

Were the killers after Schaefer? Had they gotten Dutch, and cone after



Schaefer in case Dutch had told hi mtoo nuch?

But so far they hadn't tried for himthose two amateurs the other night
couldn't be related to whoever had taken out Lanb and his crew

Were they taunting him sonehow?

It didn't fit together right. There was sone piece of the puzzle stil
m ssi ng.
"So where are we goi ng?" Rasche asked a nonent |ater

"Here," Schaefer said, pulling over to the curb

Rasche | ooked up at the abandoned tenenment, at the hole in the wall on the
fifth floor.

"Ch, great," he nmuttered to hinself. "This place. Here we go again."

He' d had ni ght mares about the place.

O course, he would probably have ni ghtmares about the police firing range,
too. At least this little side trip wouldn't be addi ng any new scenery to his
bad dreans.

And after all, where else was there to go, with the firing range off-linits?
But there wasn't going to be anything left to find here; there couldn't be.

Schaefer was already out of the car, adjusting his shoul der hol ster; Rasche
scranbl ed out of the passenger side as quickly as his incipient paunch woul d
all ow, and said, "Schaef, MConb nmust've had his forensics people go over this
pl ace with tweezers by now . "

"McConb's people," Schaefer interrupted, "couldn't find their asses with
both hands in their back pockets."

"But the feds . . ."
"Screw the feds." He marched up to the buil ding.

The door was chai ned and padl ocked, and crisscrossed with yell ow police-line
tape. For a nonent Schaefer stood, fists at his sides, and stared at it.

"Whoever's doing these killings," he said, "they've nessed with ny city,
they' ve nmessed with ny people, they' ve nessed with the cops, and naybe, just
maybe, they've nessed with ny brother." He raised one foot. "I want them"™

He kicked, hard; the chain snapped, and the rotted wood of the door
shatt er ed.

Schaef er stepped through the ruins.

"You wait outside,"” he told Rasche w thout | ooking back. "Anybody tries to
cone after me-shoot'em Rasche watched Schaefer vanish into the gl oom Yeah
he thought, |I've finally seen himangry. He wi shed he hadn't.
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Schaefer didn't waste any tinme poking around on the |lower floors; he went
straight up to the roomwhere the corpses had been strung up |like so nany
sl abs of beef.



The bodi es were gone, of course, carted away by either the feds or the cops;

so were the guns. Sone of the debris had been cleared away as well, or shoved
asi de.
The bl oodstains were still there-sone of them anyway. They weren't red

anynore, of course; they were dried to rusty brown or powdery bl ack

And no one had bothered to clear away all the spent cartridges; Schaefer
suspected there were just too damm many of them

The holes in the walls and ceiling were still there, too, and that was what
Schaefer wanted a good | ook at, at least to start.

Most of them were bullet holes, of course, automatic weapons had stitched
back and forth across the roomin every direction during the fight.

There were three holes, though, that weren't right. He'd noticed them
i medi ately when he'd cone up here before-he'd nentioned themto MConb; they
weren't right.

For one thing, they were far too big for bullet hol es-each was as big as a
man' s head.

Each was about eye level for Schaefer-he figured that woul d be just above
head hei ght for nobst people, including the gang nenbers who had di ed here.
Nobody was going to be throwi ng punches that high up

| f someone had picked up a nman, raised himover his head |ike a westler
doi ng an airplane spin, and then ramred hi m agai nst the wal

No. These hol es punched right through the wall. Do that with a man's head,
and when you pull himback out, he'll be a bloody ness, and probably dead. The
bodi es, mangl ed as they were, hadn't shown that particular sort of
i njury-Schaefer had managed to read the autopsy reports before MConb nade
t hem vani sh.

Some ki nd of weapon? Sonething |like a nace?
No. The holes were wong for that. For one thing

Schaefer stepped back out into the corridor and around into the next room
where the hole cane out, and | ooked at it.

Then he turned and | ooked at the far wall.

There was anot her hole there; he'd thought, when he'd | ooked through from
the other side, that he'd seen one.

And yes, the two lined up-but the second, snaller hole was below the first
one.

That meant- that whatever had nade them had been angl ed downward.

Schaefer strode back to the bigger room the roomwhere the massacre had
taken pl ace. He | ooked through the opening, judged the angle, tried to guess
where the killer had stood, and then estimated the hei ght of whatever had nade
that hol e.

It looked to himas if sonme son of a bitch nust have been wearing a cannon
on his hat, and had neatly collected the cannonbal | s when he was done.

O did McConb have those cannonbal | s | ocked away somewhere? Schaefer



woul dn't put it past him
He reached out and touched the edge of the hole.

It was charred. That wasn't just powder burns or soot; whatever it was that
had punched the hole had charred the lath for a good half inch around the
openi ng. That had been sonething hot. A bullet wouldn't do that, nor would a
cannonbal | .

I ncendi ari es of sone ki nd?

But then why was the building still standing?
This was sonething different, sonething
strange.

Schaefer renmenbered that |ast conversation with Dutch, renmenbered sone
things Dutch had said that he hadn't nentioned to Rasche in the car, about how
a good enough hunter woul dn't want to bother hunting anything as stupid as a
nere ani mal

He renenbered Dutch tal king about weapons such a hunter m ght use, stuff
that didn't exist yet anywhere on earth, so far as Schaefer knew He'd thought
Dutch was just ranbling drunkenly.

He didn't think so anynore

If the killers had a weapon that woul d punch holes through walls like this,
maybe they had the other things Dutch had tal ked about-perfect canmoufl age that
made them effectively invisible, something that protected themfrombullets.

Schaefer began to see why the army, or whoever General Philips worked for
m ght be invol ved.

He began to feel sonething else, as well, sonmething he had felt before,
somet hing he'd been feeling off and on for days, but never as strongly as
this. It was a prickly feeling of sonething indefinably wong, a feeling |like
somet hi ng brushing the hairs at the back of his neck

He renenbered Dutch asking if he'd ever wondered what it felt like to be
hunted. Ri ght now Schaefer thought he knew exactly how it felt.

He turned; the roomwas enpty.

He | ooked through the hole, and the roomon the other side was enpty, as
wel | .

He stepped slowy away fromthe wall and turned a full 360 degrees, ending
up facing the hol e again.

He didn't see anything-but the |ight was poor
And a good hunter used canoufl age. The prey wasn't supposed to see him
And these hunters m ght have perfect canoufl age.

He started to turn again-and all of a sudden it was there, just at arms
| engt h.

Schaefer knew this was the killer, or at |east one of the killers, and that
he couldn't afford to play nice. He snatched at his automatic and pulled it



fromits hol ster as he said, "Figured you m ght show up. | could feel you.
Can't say I'mthat inpress-"

He was talking to distract it, but it wasn't working; he was in the niddle
of a word, his pistol hal fway drawn, when a huge yellow sh fist slanmmed across
his jaw and sent himreeling backward.

The pistol flew to one side, and Schaefer's nouth filled with blood; the
| ower teeth on one side suddenly all felt |oose. Blood spurted fromhis nose.

He | anded on his hands and knees, facing away fromthe thing that |ooned
over him outlined against the gaping hole in the wall

"Lucky punch," he said.

It wasn't human. It stood on two | egs and was shaped nore or less like a
man, but it was too big, and too fast. As he knelt, half-dazed for a fraction
of a second, he sawits feet in their heavy silver sandals, saw the four toes
with their curving black talons. He started to turn and saw the grayi sh-yell ow
| egs, the gleanm ng netal greaves, the black netting that covered its body.

This was the hunter Dutch had tal ked about, it had to be-the thing that had
killed Dutch's squad.

It wasn't any gang of terrorists that had done these killings-it was this,
this nonster, this hunter, whatever it was.

But it didn't matter what it was, or what it |ooked like; he had to take it
down. This killer had invaded his city, his turf. This thing had attacked him
It was big and strong and fast, it had hi mdown, but he had to beat it.

He couldn't afford the tinme to look at it, not when it was as fast as it
was.

Schaefer threw his weight forward onto his hands and dove a boot upward at
the thing's belly-and if he fell short and caught it in the crotch, he
woul dn't mind that, either

He didn't catch it anywhere; a clawed hand caught him instead. Black tal ons
| ocked around his ankle before his foot had covered half the distance he had
i ntended, and the gl ow of the streetlights outside sparkled off jagged-edged
bl ades that projected fromthe conplicated band of gadgetry on the thing's
wist.

Bef ore Schaefer could even begin to twist, to struggle, to try to escape,
the thing picked himup by that one leg and flung hi m away.

It noved inpossibly fast, but with casual ease and grace, as if this was
nothing for it, as- if it wasn't even trying.

Then Schaefer slanmmed into the wall and stopped noticing details; he heard
pl aster and lath crunch on inmpact, and for a mllisecond or so he hoped that
he hadn't heard any of his bones breaking.

Then his head snapped back and hit an exposed stud, and he wasn't able to
hope anyt hi ng.

He tried not to pass out, tried to force hinmself back to full alertness. He
was on the floor, |ooking up through a haze, and he saw those yell ow sh cl aws
reaching for him that blank thing that wasn't a face | ooking down at him..



It wasn't a face. It was netal. The thing was wearing sonme kind of mask

Then its fingers, or claws, whichever they were, closed on Schaefer's
brui sed jaw and wrenched his head sideways, exposing his neck, turning his
eyes away so that he couldn't see anynore, and Schaefer tried to force
defiance out through the blood in his throat.

"Asshole," he said as he tried to bring hinself to fight, force his hands to
stri ke at the thing.

Then something bit into his flesh below his Ieft ear, and Schaefer screaned,
not so nmuch at the pain it hurt like hell, like three hot knives had just
punched into his neck-but he could handl e pain. He screanmed at the violation
The thing wasn't killing him it was doing something else.

"What the hell . . . ," he gasped as the thing stood up and stepped back, ".
did you do . "

Schaefer's hand cl osed on a broken two-by-four, and his anger gave him
strength.

to me!" he shouted as he cane up swi ngi ng.

The bl ow of the two-by-four caught the thing on the side of its head, and
the mask wrenched to one side. It reached up to straighten it, but Schaefer
was there first, followi ng up his attack

The crooked mask, or helnet, or whatever it was, was blocking the thing' s
vision. It was blinded.

If he could keep it blinded, he mi ght have a chance.
He grabbed for the netal mask and got both thunbs under the edge.

The thing reached up and ripped hi maway, but his grip held, and the mask
tore free as well.

Sonet hi ng sparked, and Schaefer heard a hiss |ike escaping gas, but he
didn't have time to worry about that; he was falling backward, toward the hol e
in the wall where the wi ndows had once been

The mask was in his hands, and he was staring at a face straight out of a
nightnmare, a huge nottled face franed in bl ack snakelike |ocks, a face with
great bal eful eyes and a fang-rimed nouth that worked in layers, |ike that of
sone unspeakabl e deep-sea horror

The fangs flexed, as if reaching for him

Schaefer |landed on his feet this time, caught his bal ance by slamming the
mask against the floor with a ringing clang, and stared at his foe.

Those nouth parts noved again, the outernost ring of fangs opening |ike sone
ghastly flower, an inner menbrane vibrating, and the thing spoke.

"Trick or treat,” it said in a voice Schaefer knew, in Carr's voice,
anplified to deafening vol une.

Then it cane at himagain, and even Schaefer knew better than to charge the
thing or to stand his ground; he took a step backward, trying to dodge, and
his foot |anded on sonething hard, sonething that shoul dn't have been there,
sonet hing that went out fromunder him and as he tunbl ed backward out the
hole in the building's wall he realized that he'd tripped over his own dropped



pi stol .

And then he was out the window and falling, falling head-first toward the
street five stories bel ow
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Cops in New York tend to get used to things, Detective Rasche thought. There
isn't nmuch that can faze a person after a few years on the city payroll

The nuggers, the everyday crazies, the street people, they were nothing;
even the civilians were used to them Cops got to handle stuff civilians never
t hought about.

Like the time sone live wire tied a cowto the chairman of Federal Beef and
pitched "emboth off the Chrysler Building. It was supposed to be sonme sort of
protest against fattening up beef with antibiotics, but when that Jersey had
pancaked onto Lexi ngton Avenue, all anyone cared about was cl eaning up the
Ness.

City sanitation nust have gone through a dozen nops, but they didn't care-it
nmeant free steaks for Christmas. Sure, it was a ness, but they dealt with it.

It was just part of the job. Wien weird stuff went down, you couldn't let it
get to you. You just had to learn to deal with it.

When the real crazies were running |oose, you couldn't let it throw you
couldn't waste tine getting upset; you just had to deal with it before it got
too far out of hand, and worry about what the hell it all meant |ater

And when you hear a yell and you look up to see your partner conme flying
backward out of the fifth floor of an abandoned building, arnms flailing,
| ooki ng for something, anything, that would break his fall, you don't waste
your time wondering how it happened, you deal with it.

Rasche had been standing out on the sidewal k, w ping sweat fromthe back of
his neck, trying not to snell the garbage, wonderi ng how | ong Schaefer was
going to be in there, thinking that he wasn't going to find anything and that
was goi ng to make hi m nadder than ever-and Schaefer had sailed out through
that hole Carr and Lanb and the others had blown in the wall, shouting
Rasche' s nane.

Rasche's mind kicked into high, and he was thinking three or four things at
once the instant he saw Schaefer, up there in the sky, catching the light from
the streetlanps so that he seened to gl ow agai nst the night sky.

There had been soneone in there, one of the killers, which was crazy why
woul d anyone come back here?

But it had to be one of the killers; who else could it be?

Maybe it was a guard the feds had posted, but why would a guard throw
Schaefer out of the building?

For that matter, who the hell could throw Schaefer out of the building?

And in any case, Rasche thought, he had to do sonmething right nowif he
didn't want to see his partner splatter on the sidewal k. This wasn't exactly
the Chrysler Building, but a five-story fall was nore than enough to kill a
nman.



As Schaefer fell he grabbed for an old wire that stretched across the alley
at third-floor height. Rasche watched as he caught it, but couldn't hold
on-the ol d phone line, Rasche thought, this building-was old enough it
woul dn't have al ways been buried, and they'd never cleared the old one away.

Even as he saw Schaefer reaching for the wire, Rasche was noving, he had
al ready grabbed up garbage bags with both hands; now he heaved t hem under
Schaefer, then snatched up two nore, thanking God for the | atest garbage
strike.

He had a third pair in his hands when Schaefer hit, but wasn't in time to
use them

Bl ack plastic exploded with a gigantic pop, and hal f-rotted garbage sprayed
everywhere; Schaefer slanmed through the trash onto the pavenent.

Rasche dropped the | ast two bags and ran to Schaefer's side, calling,
"Schaef! Jesus! Are you all right"

Schaefer was obviously not all right, but he was breathing, sort of-and he
was still conscious.

"Just dandy," Schaefer wheezed, spraying blood with each word.

Rasche didn't stay to argue; he ran for the radio in Schaefer's car

Two minutes |ater he was back at Schaefer's side, |eaning over. Schaefer was
unconsci ous, but Rasche said, "Hang on, the anbul ance is com ng, hang on."

He | ooked up anxiously, and when he | ooked back, Schaefer's eyes were w de
open agai n.

"I slipped," he said. "On a banana peel." He coughed out a nouthful of
bl ood. "You hear me? Wasn't anyone up there. | slipped. It was an accident!"

Rasche nodded.

"I hear you, man. It was an accident." He noticed for the first tine that
Schaefer was clutching something in one hand, sonething strange. "Wat the

hell is this?" he asked, reaching for it.
Schaefer rel eased the mask and gasped out, "I stole . . . the son of a
bitch's hat . . . ."

Then he was out agai n.
Rasche | ooked at the "hat."

It could be a mask or hel met of some sort, all right, but if so, it was too
big for anyone but a giant. It was nmetal, with a snooth, dull finish; inside
Rasche coul d see gadgetry. There were little tubes along the sides, and oddly
shaped plastic fittings here and there on the inside. The eyehol es were not
open, but covered by nulticolored | enses of some kind.

Rasche couldn't inmagine what the hell the thing was for; the cl osest guess
he could come up with was that it was sone kind of high-tech night-vision
equi prent, but even that didn't seemvery likely.

What ever it was, Schaefer wouldn't be able to hang on to it in the hospital
but sonmehow Rasche didn't think he'd just want it turned over to MConb and
t he gang.



If the feds got it, it would probably wind up in a warehouse sonmewhere,
right next to the Ark of the Covenant.

Rasche didn't know what the thing was, or what use it m ght be, but he
didn't think it would do anyone any good | ocked in a drawer sonewhere.

He wrapped the mask in his jacket, and when the anbul ance arrived a nonment
later, he had it tucked securely under his arm It stayed there as Rasche
wat ched the paranedics strap Schaefer to the stretcher and | oad hi maboard the
anmbul ance.

Even McConmb woul d have troubl e believing Schaefer had slipped and fallen out
a wi ndow, but that was what Schaefer had said his story was, and Rasche woul d
stick toit. He'd seen the look in Schaefer's eyes. He'd seen what Schaefer
had | ooked |i ke when he'd gone charging in there.

VWhat ever the hell was going on, Schaefer intended to deal with it, and
Rasche was sure that Schaefer didn't give a damm what McConb or Philips or
anyone el se-includi ng Rasche-had to say about it.

McComb might try to stop him but Rasche knew better. You couldn't stop
Schaefer when he got set onto sonething, not without killing him and no one
had ever yet nanaged to kill him The best thing to do was to hel p hi mwhen
you could, and stay out of the way the rest of the tine.

Philips couldn't stop him MConb couldn't stop him and whoever just threw
hi mout of the building couldn't stop him not w thout killing him

Rasche didn't think Philips or McConb was ready to kill Schaefer over this;
he wasn't so sure about whoever was in the building.

He'd stashed the nmask and was back at Schaefer's side when the anbul ance
pul I ed up.

The crew woul dn't nake any guesses about whet her Schaefer would live, or
whet her anyt hing was broken. "No offense,"” one of themsaid, "but we don't
need any mal practice suits, so we just do our jobs and keep our nouths shut."

They wouldn't let himride in the anbul ance with Schaefer, so when it pulled
away, lights flashing, Rasche |ooked around, thinking.

He could go up in that building, |ooking for whatever "banana peel" Schaefer
had slipped on, up there in the roomwhere Lanb and the others had died, where
t he bodi es had dripped blood in graceful spirals across the plaster dust-the
room he'd had ni ght nares about.

Schaefer's pistol was m ssing, and he should | ook for that, too.

Rasche didn't like to think of hinself as a coward; hell, he knew he wasn't
a coward, not really. Al the sane, he wasn't about to go into that building
again alone. Maybe if he had sone serious backup-but how could he call for
backup when his partner had slipped and fallen?

He shoul d do sonet hi ng, when your partner was beaten, you were supposed to
do sonething, but he just couldn't.

Besi des, he had to know what was happening to Schaefer. How badly was he
hurt?

He stopped at a pay phone to call Shari and tell her enough to keep her from
worrying too nuch; then he headed for the hospital in Schaefer's car



They told himthey didn't think Schaefer was going to die right away, though
they wouldn't put it in witing, and no, he couldn't see the patient, but he
could wait if he wanted, and there was sone paperwork he coul d take care of

After that it was all waiting and filling out reports and fornms and
appl i cations.

Rasche hated waiting. He hated hospitals, thought they all snelled Iike
death mixed with Iinoleum

Odinarily he hated filling out reports, too, but at least it made the
waiting a bit less tiresone, and gave himsonething to | ook at other than
bl ank wal s and human nisery.

He was pacing the floor for the hundredth time when a young doctor in
wire-rimed gl asses and a neatly trimred beard asked, "Are you Detective
Rasche?"

Rasche | ooked up and didn't bother to answer. The doctor's firmbelly and
tidy appearance made Rasche unconfortably aware that his own gut was bigger
and softer than he liked, and his nustache was | ong enough to chew on-he
hadn't had tine lately to worry about trinmmng it.

How the hell did this guy look so tidy at this hour of the mnorning?

"l read your prelimnary report," the doctor said as he took Rasche by the
arm and marched himtoward Schaefer's room "So Detective Schaefer tripped,
huh? | haven't seen an explanation that |ame since third grade.”

Rasche shrugged. He allowed hinself to be led--after all, he wanted to see
how Schaefer was doing, and if the doctor wanted to show hi m sonet hi ng, so
much the better

"Look," the doctor said as they reached the door of Schaefer's room "I
don't care what you tell your superiors. I'mnot a cop, and it's not ny
busi ness what you say officially, but I want sone answers. | can't do ny job
properly if you lie to me. So what the hell happened?"

"What does it matter?" Rasche asked nervously. "Look, the guy's banged up
but a few stitches, a little rest, and he'll be good as new, right? He's not
gonna di e and make you | ook bad or anything." They stepped into the room "I
know Schaefer, Doc," Rasche insisted. "He carries liability insurance in case
cars run into him This isn't anything."

He hoped, very nmuch, that it wasn't anything, that Schaefer wasn't going to
di e.
"Look, enough of the bullshit,"” the doctor said wearily, pulling aside the
curtain around Schaefer's bed and reveal i ng Rasche's unconsci ous, but stil
breathing, partner. "It's late, I'mtired, and you don't get sonething |ike
that fromfalling out of a building."

He thrust out a finger and pointed to Schaefer's neck, just below the left
ear.

Rasche had been taking in the nmonitors, the tubes up Schaefer's nose, the
bandages across his nose and forehead and around his jaw even though he'd
| anded on his back when he hit the pile of trash. Now he | ooked where the
doctor's finger indicated.



It was a lunp of dully gleam ng netal, about the diameter of a nickel, but
rounded |i ke a beetle or the head of a bolt-Rasche had a sudden nental inage
of Schaefer as a Frankenstein's monster, with el ectrodes on either side.

By now he probably had about enough stitches for the part, too.

The nmetal thing was rimred with bl ood fresh bl ood, fromthe col or
everywhere el se the bl ood had either been wi ped away or dried to an ugly
red- brown, but here was a circle that was still bright, bright red.

As Rasche watched, a thin red trickle ran down Schaefer's neck and dri pped
onto the pillow

This wasn't anything Rasche had seen before; either Schaefer's shirt collar
or the scattered garbage had hidden it when he had knelt over Schaefer on the
pavenent of Beeknan Street.

Rasche | ooked questioningly at the doctor

"W can't get it off without surgery," the doctor said. "Muybe not even
then. It's got these barbed claws dug into the carotid artery, and any tine we
pull at it, they start nmoving. If we tear it off, maybe even if we cut it off,
it'll chew the blood vessels to pulp, and he'll bleed to death before we can
repair them"

"Jesus, " Rasche said, |ooking back at Schaefer

"We've x-rayed it, looked at it every way we know, and we can't see inside
it or get any idea how it works. Now, Detective," the doctor said; "would you
mnd telling ne what the hell that thing is?"

"I"'d like to, Doc," Rasche said honestly, "but | swear to God, | don't know
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It took fifteen m nutes to convince the doctor that Rasche didn't know what
the thing on Schaefer's neck was, or howit got there.

It took another fifteen mnutes to finish the paperwork, and forty nore to
get home. Even though the sun wasn't yet showing nore than a faint glowin the
east, the norning traffic had begun

Rasche didn't bother cursing as he drove, or trying to make time. It wasn't
as if he was in any hurry. He needed sl eep, but he knew he wasn't going to get
any right away, not while the inage of that gadget on Schaefer's neck was
stuck in his mind, not while he kept imagining those claws the doctor had
descri bed .

The drive gave Rasche himto think, but he didn't think of anything useful
He just kept seeing that ring of blood, or Schaefer's body falling, or the
dangling, nutilated corpses at the police range.

He | eft Schaefer's car at the curb and haul ed hinself wearily into his
dar kened house.

Shari and the kids were still asleep, Rasche figured. At |east Shari hadn't
tried to wait up for himshe wasn't Iying on the |iving-roomcouch with the
television still on.

For a monent he was tenpted to take a quick | ook upstairs, nake sure they
were all right, but that was crazy, he'd just risk waking them up



They were safe here-as much as anyone was safe anywhere in New York

He trudged into the kitchen, where he hung his hol stered gun on a door
handl e while he found a bottle of bourbon-he was acting on the theory that a
good stiff shot of booze might help himsleep

Bour bon. General Philips had been drinking bourbon. Just who the hell was
Philips, anyway? Wwo did he work for? He knew what was going on here, or at
| east part of it-what was his connection with the killers?

Schaefer's brother, Dutch, was connected to it sonehow, too-and so was
Schaefer. It couldn't just be a coincidence. The killers had taken out a bunch
of Schaefer's enem es, then a bunch of Schaefer's allies-they hadn't touched
anyone in New York that Schaefer didn't care about, one way or another

And they'd been waiting for himat that tenement-or soneone had. They nust
have guessed Schaefer would go back there after the massacre on Twentieth
Street.

What had happened to Schaefer up there? Rasche had never seen himtake a
beating like that, with his nose and jaw both smashed before he went out
t hrough the hole in the wall.

And that thing stuck on his neck-did Philips know what that was?

VWhat was it Philips had said? "They like the heat . . . They want the
sport."

Sport ?

"Makes it sound like the Anerica's Cup or sonething," Rasche nuttered.
"Did you say sonething, hon?" Shari asked himfromthe doorway.

Rasche started and al nost spilled the whiskey.

"I heard you cone in," Shari said. She was wearing her old pink terry-cloth
bat hr obe.

"Sorry," Rasche said. "I didn't nmean to wake you."
"I"d be getting up in fifteen mnutes anyway. So did you say sonethi ng?"

"No, no," Rasche said. "It's nothing." He gul ped bourbon and gl anced at the

cl ock, and saw that Shari was right about the tine.

"Isn't it kind of early to be drinking like that?" she asked.

"No," Rasche said, "it's late. Very late." He swallowed the rest of the
whi skey.

"Do you want sone breakfast?" Shari asked, reaching for a cupboard door
Rasche shook his head. "I'll be going to bed in a few m nutes."
"You' ve got the day of f?"

"I"'mtaking the day off. I've been up all night." He | ooked at the enpty
glass and the half-full bottle, then put the cap back on the bottle, and the
glass in the sink

There was sonmeone or sonething out there in the city, sonething that had



thrown Schaefer off the fifth floor, something that had butchered a dozen
armed nmen-and according to Philips, it had done it for sport.

For fun.

What ever it was, he didn't want to be drunk into a stupor if he ever had to
face it-and it could show up anyti me.

"Did you eat anything?" Shari asked.
"Yeah," Rasche lied.

He sat and watched as his wife got her own breakfast-cornflakes and ml k.
She didn't bother cooking if he wasn't going to eat.

Sonetimes he wi shed she didn't care so nuch for him if he ever did get
hinself killed, she'd suffer for it, and he hated thinking of that even nore
than he hated thinking of his own death.

He knew he shoul d get sone sleep, but he wasn't ready yet. He wasn't sure
why not. He sat there by the table as if waiting for sonething-but he didn't
know what .

He was still sitting there when soneone began pounding on the front door

Rasche was on his feet in an instant, grabbing his gun and shouting, "Shari
get upstairs with the kids, now "

Shari threw hima terrified glance, then scanpered for the stairs.
Pistol in hand, Rasche crept down the front hall

VWhoever it was, was still knocking-but just knocking. No one had broken in
t he gl ass panes in the door, no one had kicked at the door, no one had picked
or smashed the | ock, no one had cone in through the wi ndows. That was

prom si ng- but Rasche still kept his gun ready.
"All right, all right, I"'mcomng," he called as his hand cl osed on the
knob.

He coul d see the outline of two nen through the white curtain that covered
the glass; carefully, he nudged the fabric aside with the barrel of the
revol ver and peered out at the faces. One was out of his line of sight, but
t he other he recognized.

Schaef er.

H s face was hal f-covered with bandages, but there was no question it was
Schaef er

For a nonent Rasche's weary mnd went bl ank-what the hell was Schaefer doing
t here?

The poundi ng conti nued, and eventually that penetrated Rasche's confusion
He opened the door, pistol still in his hand.

"“Bout tinme, Mac," the stranger said.

He was a young bl ack man of undi stingui shed size, and he was struggling to
keep Schaefer upright with one armwhile he knocked with the other

Schaefer was barefoot, still wearing his green hospital gown. He coughed.



"Hey, Rasche," he said, "pay this creep, will you?"
Rasche | ooked past them both at the city cab waiting at the curb

Schaefer had gotten out of the hospital and found a cab. He didn't have any
noney, didn't have his goddamm cl ot hes, but he'd gotten a cab

"Let's get himon the couch," Rasche said to the stranger, ignoring
Schaef er.

Toget her, Rasche and the cab driver got Schaefer onto the sofa in the living
room his head propped up on a throw pillow, Shari's crocheted af ghan thrown
across his bare legs. Atwenty fromthe housekeepi ng noney covered the fare
and a tip, Rasche didn't want to keep the cabbie around | ong enough to worry
about change.

As he showed the driver out, Rasche saw Shari at the top of the stairs and
signaled to her that everything was okay. She crept down the steps and saw
their guest. She relaxed slightly upon recognizing him but his condition was
enough to keep her nervous.

“I"1l get you sone tea," she said.

Rasche pulled a chair up beside the couch and sat, |ooking down at his
part ner.

Schaefer was still in bad shape-that had been obvi ous at the door. He was
bandaged half a dozen places, and coul dn't speak w t hout coughi ng- Rasche
guessed that cane from pressure on his lungs froma broken rib.

He was consci ous, though
"How did you get out of the hospital ?" Rasche asked. "The doctor said-"

"Screw the doctor," Schaefer interrupted.
Then he went into a brief fit of coughing.
Rasche waited for it to pass.

"So what're you doing here?" he demanded.

Schaefer held up a bandaged hand. "I'm going to need sone help for a few
days," he said.

"Hel p?" Rasche asked. "Hel p doi ng what?"

Schaefer coughed. "I need a place to stay where | can do sone thinking, get
sone things done. Can't do shit in that damm hospital. Besides, the feds can
wat ch ne every goddamm mnute there."

"But, Schaef, you're all busted up . . . ."

"That's why | didn't fucking go hone, Rasche," Schaefer said, lifting his
head. "I can't manage by nyself yet. Come on, give ne a break."

"Right, you can't go hone like this . . . ," Rasche agreed uncertainly.
"So can | stay, or not?"

"You're welcome to stay, Schaef, but what is it you want to do that you
can't do in the hospital? | nean, you're in no shape to . . ."



"I"'mgoing to find the ugly son of a bitch that did this . . . ," Schaefer
i nterrupted, before being overtaken by nore coughi ng. Again Rasche waited for
t he coughing to stop.

"I"'mgoing to find him" Schaefer said, "and I'mgoing to kick his ugly ass
fromhere to Jersey"”

Shari appeared in the kitchen doorway, holding a cup. "I . . . | nade you
sonme tea, Schaef. I . . ."

Schaefer, already sitting up to ease the coughing, turned slightly and
accepted the cup.

"Thanks, Shari," he said.

A voi ce spoke fromthe hallway.

"Ww, just look at his neck!" the boy said. "It's all bloody!"
"Cool !'" anot her voice answered.

Rasche | ooked up- and saw his two sons standing in the doorway, staring at
Schaefer.

They were right; the thing on Schaefer's neck was oozing fresh bl ood again.
The coughi ng had probably done it.

"Honey, please," Rasche said, "could you get the boys out of here?"
Shari obeyed, dragging the pair of themto the kitchen for breakfast.

VWen they were gone, Rasche asked, "Wat about that thing on your neck?
We've got to get it off before it kills you."

"I don't think it's there to kill ne," Schaefer said. "At |east not yet."
"So what do you think?"

"I think |I've been tagged, |ike sonme kind of baby seal," Schaefer said.
"Quess he wants to keep tabs on nme." He grinmaced, coughed, then added wyly,
"I guess the bastard |ikes ne."
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Schaefer, Rasche thought, was one tough honbre.

If | had been beaten up and thrown off the fifth floor, he thought, 1'd
spend the next few days sipping chicken soup and watchi ng Love Boat reruns.

Schaefer just wanted to get back to work.

Oh, they'd both slept nost of the day and taken it easy that evening; Rasche
had nade a run down to the hospital and tal ked the nurse into turning over
Schaefer's clothes and wallet, nade a stop at Schaefer's apartnment for a
fresher outfit, then cone home and tried to coax a coherent description from
Schaefer of just what he had fought in that tenenent.

They' d tal ked over what it was, where it came from what it was after-all of
it guesswork, of course, but Schaefer had that |last chat with Dutch to help
hi m

He thought the thing was a hunter, the kind Dutch had tal ked about - probably



the one Dutch encountered; after all, how many could there be?

Schaefer told Rasche the thing wasn't human, but he admitted he hadn't
gotten that good a look at it, had only been in the same roomwith it for a
few seconds in poor light; Rasche didn't coment on that.

But Dutch had run into it in Central Anerica, and this one was in New York

Well, it had had seven or eight years to find its way north. Maybe it had
al ready gotten Dutch and was going on after his famly. O maybe Dutch had
gotten away, and it had mi staken Schaefer for his brother

In any case, Schaefer figured that it was toying with him playing
cat - and- mouse games, killing Schaefer's own natural prey at the downtown
tenenment, killing Schaefer's allies on Twentieth Street, marking Schaefer

Schaefer didn't think it had intended to knock himout of the building; that
had been an accident. And it hadn't bothered com ng down after him because it
want ed the chase to continue a bit longer, it didn't want to kill himwhile he
was hel pl ess.

It wanted the sport of hunting him

It was all guesswork, all just talk, and that was all Schaefer and Rasche
did that first evening.

But the next norning, bright and early, they were in Schaefer's car again,
driving back to Manhattan.

Schaefer planned strategy on the way as Rasche negoti ated New York's
traffic.

"W can't let that thing call all the shots," Schaefer said. "W have to
track it down, get at it when it isn't ready, catch it off guard."

"How the hell are we supposed to do that?" Rasche asked.

"We need to find out nore about it," Schaefer said. "W've got to backtrack
Philips. He knows a lot nore than he's telling-he's plugged into this sonehow
He knew that thing was in town. And he's hiding sonething about Dutch
somet hing nmore than I know. | can feel it."

"I can feel that we're going to be canned if we don't bring McConb in on
this," Rasche replied

"Look, Schaef, | haven't pushed you because | figure you have your reasons,
but I've got to know what we're really up against. You saw that character up
there, | didn't you nust have sone idea what's going on. Ckay, so it's sone
ki nd of superhunter -- who sent it? Wiy was it after your brother? Wo'd he

piss off, the nob? Terrorists? Sone foreign governnent? Sinatra's bodyguards?"

"How about, "~ None of the above' ?" Schaefer said. "You want the truth,
Rasche? The truth is, | just don't know It could be some kind of mnutant
nonster on the ranpage for all | know, it could be fromouter space. Muybe
Philips is involved because it's some kind of biowar experinent gone wong. |
just don't know. "

Rasche started to ask another question, then dropped it. If Schaefer didn't
know, more questions woul dn't hel p.

At Police Plaza they didn't need to go | ooking for MConb; they were



scarcely inside the building when he spotted them and came chargi ng down the
corridor at them fists clenched.

"There you are!" he bellowed. "About tine you put in an appearance!”
"You coul d've called-" Rasche began

"You shoul d' ve stayed in the goddanm hospital where you bel onged, Schaefer
I warned you! |'ve got the chief crawing up ny ass, wondering why one of nmny
hom ci de detectives was pissing around a federally sealed crine scene-"

"Gve it a rest, MConb," Schaefer interrupted.
"That's Captain McConb, Detective," growled McConb. "In my office. Now "

Nei t her of them paid any attention to Rasche, and that suited Rasche just
fine. The order to McConb's office was directed at Schaefer, and as far as
Rasche could tell, he wasn't wanted.

He was just as glad not to get caught in the cross fire in there. He headed
for his own desk, ready to turn if either McConb or Schaefer shouted at him

Neit her of themdid; instead, the two men marched into McConb's specially
soundpr oof ed office.

McConb sl amred t he door behind them then turned to the detective.

"Lenme nake it sinple," he said to Schaefer, "since you don't seemto listen
real good. I'mtelling you, you keep nessing with ne and I'Il have your job.
Hell, 1'll have you up on charges-"

"I want to talk to Philips,
confirm"

Schaefer said, cutting McConb off. "I want to

"You're not hearing ne, Schaefer!" MConb shout ed.

Schaef er stopped tal king, and McConb continued. "This isn't an official
i nvestigation. There are no feds involved here, as far as you're concerned.
Phili ps doesn't exist. Nobody's going to confirmshit."

"And those dead bodies . . . how are you expl ai ni ng those?" Schaefer
demanded. "Suicide? They all fired off all their anmunition, then skinned
t hensel ves?"

"It's not your problem Schaefer,"” MConb bellowed, "or mine either. It's a
federal matter, and you just keep your fucking nose-"

"Look, MConb," Schaefer interrupted. "I want to talk to Philips. It's
personal, all right? Maybe it's nothing to do with this case-it's about ny
brot her. "

"I told you, Philips doesn't exist," MConb replied, glaring.

Schaefer stared back silently for a nonent, then said, "Fine, he doesn't
exist. So let me talk to a fignment of nmy goddamm i magination!"

"You want to talk to anybody on personal business, Schaefer, that's your
busi ness, you do it on your time-1'mnot going to bother the general on your
behal f."

"You're my only contact with him asshole!"



McConb stared at Schaefer
"What did you call nme?"
"Look, McConb, |'ve got to talk to him"

"Fuck off, Schaefer," MConb replied. "Listen, you shut up right now, you
give me your word you'll stay the hell away fromthe feds and from Twentieth
Street and fromthat tenenent, and you can go-"

"You can go to hell, MConb," Schaefer said, cutting himoff. "Were do
find Philips?"

"Al'l right, that does it," MConb said. "You're history, Schaefer-you're
goi ng down, you're out of the departnent." He snatched up his phone and
bel | owed, "G ve ne the desk sergeant, | want-"

Before he could finish the sentence, Schaefer's fist cane down on the
phone's base, smashing plastic and circuitry.

"Bad connection," Schaefer said.

For a monent McConb stared down at the broken phone, the receiver stil
clutched in his hand.

Then Schaefer grabbed himby the front of his shirt and picked himup and
sl ammed hi m agai nst a bookcase; | aw books and old reports tunbled down around
hi m

"Listen," Schaefer said calmy. "You probably could have nme fired, just the
way you think, despite the union. | might even do a little tinme. Lose ny
pensi on, six nonths behind bars, and you know what woul d happen then?"

He waited while McConb stared down at himin terror; then Schaefer answered
hi s own questi on.

"Then | mght get nmad," he said.

McComb managed a gl ance at the door and saw no sign of approachi ng rescue.
He had had this office rebuilt to his own specifications, to ensure conplete
privacy-he hadn't wanted of ficers eavesdroppi ng on confidential business.

He regretted that now.

Then he | ooked back at the expression on Schaefer's face. He saw the
bandages on the nose and jaw, but nost of all he saw those cold blue eyes.

Sonething in them | ooked dead, M:Conb thought-and Schaefer had told the
truth. He wasn't angry.

Not vyet.

"Jesus," MConb said. "Look, I'mtelling you the truth you'll never find
Philips. He's not regular arnmy or special forces or even CIA he's sone kind
of army freelance that isn't supposed to exist. And | swear, Schaefer, | don't
know what's really going on, he wouldn't even tell me, he just ordered us to
keep everybody out, to go through the notions and then forget it all. He
wouldn't tell ne a thing!"

"No?" Schaefer dropped McConb; the captain flung out an armand spilled a
shelf to the floor in a useless attenpt to catch hinself, and | anded sitting,
sprawl ed on, a pile of |edgers and reports.



"Can you reach hin®"

"Not anynore,"” MConb said. "I had a phone nunber, but it's been
di sconnect ed. "

"So he doesn't trust you. Smart man, Philips," Schaefer said. "I guess I'lI
have to try something else.”

He marched out before McConmb could nove to stop himnot that MConb had any
intention of stopping him

He marched on out through the squad room

Rasche junped up and foll owed him

At the curb outside Schaefer turned and saw Rasche.
"Good," he said, "you can save nme the cab fare."

Rasche had just wanted to ask what had happened wi th MConb, whether they
still had their jobs, but the expression on Schaefer's face wasn't anything he
wanted to argue with; he went to get the car

After all, they could talk while he drove.

A monent | ater he pulled up at the curb; Schaefer clinbed in, slamred the
door, and said, "Kennedy."

"Kennedy?" Rasche turned to stare at him "Christ, Schaef, you nean this has
sonething to do with the assassination? Was the CIAin it, after all? | always
t hought that was just another crackpot conspiracy theory"

"Kennedy Airport,"” Schaefer said.

"Ch," Rasche said. He put the car in gear, pulled out into traffic, and
headed for Queens, too enbarrassed to say anything nore right away.

They were crossing the WIlianmsburg Bridge when he asked, "So what'd MConb
say?"

"Not hi ng," Schaefer said, staring out the w ndow,
"He didn't fire us?"

Schaefer shrugged. "Not you, anyway," he said.
Rasche considered that as he turned onto the Brooklyn-Qeens Expressway.
"So you're going to the airport?" Rasche asked.

Schaefer didn't bother to answer.

"No | uggage?"
"I't"s in the trunk. | keep a suitcase there."
Rasche grinmaced. They were still using Schaefer's car, and that was just

i ke Schaefer-always ready for disaster.

And of course he hadn't nentioned it sooner and saved Rasche that side trip
to his apartnent.



Rasche drove on, nmade the turn onto the Long Island Expressway, then asked,
"So you're flying somewhere?"

Schaefer didn't bother to answer that, either

"Washi ngt on?" Rasche asked. "Did you get an address for Phillips?"
Schaef er shook his head. "Central America," he said.

Rasche sl amred on the brakes. "Central Anerica? Are you out of your m nd?"
Horns bl ared behind him he pulled to the shoul der

"Keep driving," Schaefer said.

"You tell ne what you're doing, or | stop again,
back into traffic.

Rasche said as he pull ed

"Dutch told me the rescue mission where he lost his men was in Central
America, and | think I remenber enough of what he said to figure out just
about where," Schaefer said, ticking off the first of three raised fingers.
"So if we'reright that it's the same one, then the killer was there once,
right?"

Rasche nodded rel uctantly.

"Philips said the killer likes the heat-and Central Anerica's hotter than
hell. Maybe it's home for whatever we're up against." A second finger cane
down.

"That's pretty weak, Schaef," Rasche said.

"And finally, Carr and Lanb were neeting in that dunp, and why woul d they be
doi ng that? Because they were maki ng peace, maybe? Wiy woul d they do that?
Because they had a comon eneny. And who could that be? That could be the Cal
cartel, or the La Costa, trying to pick up where the Medellin used to be. Carr
and Lamb were cutting out the Col onbi ans, and the Col onbians didn't like it
that's the first notive we've got for that massacre that nakes any sense. So
the Col ombians run a lot of their stuff up through Central Anerica-the Cali
especially. So maybe there's a connection. Maybe they hired this killer there.
O if he's not soneone they hired, maybe they found himthere-or he found
them" Schaefer held up a clenched fist.

"And maybe this is all coincidence!"

Schaefer al nost shrugged. "Maybe. But it's the best shot |'ve got, w thout
Philips. Sonething happened down there eight years ago that ties into Dutch's
m ssion, the murders, Philips, that thing |I fought-all of it. It's the only
thing that nakes sense."

"It doesn't make sense to ne," Rasche protested. "That killer isn't in
Central Anmerica now, it's here in New York!"

"Yeah," Schaefer said, "but where? It's a big city, Rasche, you know t hat as
well as | do. If we're going to find that thing, we need a | ead of sone kind."

"And you think you'll find one in fucking Central America?"
Schaefer didn't bother to reply.

They were hal fway down the Van Wck Expressway when Rasche said, "W ticked
of f some heavy players down there when we worked narcotics, you know sone of



t hose Col onmbi ans you nentioned. |If any of our conpaneros catch you, they'l
peel your tan with a straight razor."

"Screw 'em" Schaefer said.

It was Rasche's turn not to answer; he drove into the airport and | ooked for
an appropriate term nal

He eventual |y decided that American woul d do.

"How are you going to pay for this?" he asked as he | ooked for sonmewhere to
pull over. "Is MConb going to okay departnmental funds?"

"Hell, no," Schaefer said. "I've got credit cards. I'Il put it all on
pl astic and worry about payi ng when the bills cone."

"Schaef, that's-"
"That's any busi ness, Rasche."
Rasche couldn't argue with that, so he didn't.

As Schaefer pulled his suitcase fromthe trunk, he said, "Listen, Rasche,
get Shari and the kids away fromthe city until this is over. Have them stay
with your parents or sonething-tell themit's a vacation. Tell them anything,
just get them away"

"I't's a big city, Schaef

Schaef er shook his head. "l've got a feeling sonething ugly' s coming down
here," he said, "sonething that's going to nake our Col onbian friends | ook
i ke sonmething out of a Dr. Seuss book. | saw that thing, you didn't." He
touched the bandaged lunp on his neck. "If it picked me because |'m Dutch's
brother, and it's not just a coincidence, then maybe it went after Lanmb and
Carr because | wanted them naybe it hit Twentieth Street because I'ma cop
If any of that's true, then it might decide it'd be fun to go after you,
too-partner. And like you said, | may be going to Central America, but the
killer's still here in New York. So get out of the city, Rasche, you and your
fam ly. Go somewhere cool."

Then he turned and al nost jogged into the term nal

Rasche wat ched him go. Schaefer's nose and jaw and one hand were all stil
swat hed i n bandages, but he noved as if nothing had happened.

When he was out of sight in the airport crowds, Rasche got back into the car
and started the engine.

He sat thinking for a nmonment before he pulled out into traffic.

He had sonme vacation time saved up. He hadn't planned to use it this soon
and McComb might not like it, the department wasn't real fond of short-notice
vacati ons, but maybe a vacati on would do Shari good, he thought.

Maybe, it would do themall sone good

And, he thought, wiping at the sweat on his forehead, it would be nice to go
sonewher e cool
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Ceneral Philips | ooked over the | atest weather reports and frowned.



The heat wave was still hanging on. Summrer was slipping away, but the hot,
hum d air was hol ding steady over the city, and tenperatures were staying in
the nineties or above.

The pollution count was well into the unhealthy range, but New York's
unwel cone visitors wouldn't give a shit about that; hell, according to Dutch
they wore those masks-they probably didn't breathe the local air in the first
pl ace.

Though they apparently could if they wanted to.
They could do just about any damm thing they pleased, it seened.

The radar reports showed that faint, unnatural interference was stil
there-not that he really needed that; he could just turn on a TV that didn't
have cable and see if reception was still lousy. Philips was pretty sure,
despite all the funfering fromhis scientists, that that interference cane
fromthose damed al i en shi ps.

The police reports were the only encouraging sign-there hadn't been a third
massacre yet.

At | east not that anyone at the NYPD knew of, but who knew what sort of
sl aught erhouse scenes m ght be | urking undi scovered in sone attic sonewhere?
It was a big city, and it had been a long time since nost New Yorkers could be
bothered to be their brothers' keepers.

O course, usually those things let their victins get a few shots off, just
to make it interesting, and that nmight still draw attention in nost
nei ghbor hoods.

So maybe they really hadn't struck again.
But if that was the case-why hadn't they? Wat were they waiting for?

Philips read down past the summary, into the body of the report-usually he
left that for underlings, but he didn't want to risk missing anything on this
one.

Sealing off the scene at Twentieth Street had nade sone trouble-that was no
surprise. He'd tell his boys to hurry it up and get that place reopened.. The
| ocal cops were never going to stop hassling about it as long as there were
rem nders there in their own basenent.

And hassling those things would just get nore good nen killed. The only way
to deal with the creatures was to | eave them al one, let them have their fun
when they'd had enough, they would go hone.

That rem nded hi mof Dutch, and Dutch's brother; he began flipping through
the report, looking for sone nmention of Schaefer. That stubborn son of a bitch
woul dn't | eave anything alone, Philips was sure.

He spotted Schaefer's nane and paused, then stared.
"CGoddanmit," he said.

Captain McConb had ordered Detective Schaefer dism ssed fromthe NYPD. The
union was fighting it, but for the nonent Schaefer was off the force.

That woul d just make Schaefer nore determined than ever to get whatever had
trashed the firing range, and now he'd have all the tinme he needed for it,



wi t hout any paperwork or office politics to worry about.
That asshole Mc:Conb .

He punched a button.

"Perkins," he said, "get a squad together and send themto fetch Detective
Schaefer."
"Yessir," the radio replied.

"Make sure they're arnmed-he may not want to come. Warn 'em who they're
dealing with."

"Yessir."
Philips turned back to the report.

Detective Rasche had put in for his annual vacation, and McConb had
agreed-after all, Rasche's partner was gone, and he mght as well take sone
time off before they found hi msomeone new.

Was Rasche hel ping Schaefer? Wre the two of themup to sonething that m ght
stir up trouble?

"Dam, " Philips nmuttered. He took the stub of cigar out of his nouth and
threw it at the wastebasket.

He spent the next hour going through reports, reading a sunmary of every
unsol ved murder that had taken place in New York Gty or northern New Jersey
si nce the heat wave began

He was just finishing up when his aide, Perkins, appeared in the door of the
of fice Philips was using.

"Sir?" he asked.

Philips tossed the report aside.

"We can't |ocate Detective Schaefer,"” the aide said. "He hasn't been seen
anywhere in the NYPD since McConb fired himnot at One Police Plaza, not at
the acadeny on West Twentieth, not anywhere. He isn't at his apartment, and
his mail hasn't been picked up for at |east the past two days. He's not at
Det ective Rasche's honme in Queens, or if he is, he's not answering the door or
t he phone. ™

Philips stared at himfor a nmonent.
“Shit," he said.

He thought it over, then said, "All right, put a trace on him-get a search
warrant. Wen they ask for probable cause, tell "emflight to avoid
prosecution for assault, and that he's wanted for questioning in a nurder
i nvestigation. Search his apartment. Check phone records, bank records,
credit-card records, everything. Find him And find Rasche, too-if anyone
knows where Schaefer is and what he's up to, Rasche does."

"Do you want Rasche brought in?"
Phil i ps chewed his nustache.

"Yeah," he said. "If we ask questions and then don't bring himin, he'l



warn Schaefer."
Per ki ns nodded. "And if he doesn't want to cooperate with us?"

"Shit," Philips said again. "Look, bring Rasche in, but don't rough himup
we want himto cooperate, and naybe he will eventually if we play nice."

"Yessir." Perkins saluted, turned, and |eft.

Philips stared norosely after him

This whol e setup stank. This wasn't how it was supposed to work. There were
nonsters loose in the city, and Philips wasn't trying to stop them instead he
was trying to stop a couple of good nmen who were just trying to protect their
hormes and families.

But it had to be like this. The nonsters couldn't be stopped. The best he
could hope for was not to nake them angry, and to keep their presence a
secret, so there wouldn't be any panic, wouldn't be any harebrained attenpts
to fight them wouldn't be a |ot of endless recrininations about who didn't
prevent what, wouldn't be congressional investigations and i ndependent
prosecutors and reporters prying into every nook and cranny of the governnent
operation, investigations that wouldn't do a dam bit of good as far as
stopping the aliens, but would blowthe lid off every secret the government
had left in covert operations.

Maybe it would have been smarter to have built up a whol e separate operation
to deal with the alien hunters right fromthe start, instead of using the
existing structures at first; but at the tinme, eight years ago, no one had
known how fast they'd have to act, or what they mght need to do. It had
seemed better to take a little piece of everything that was already up and
runni ng-Cl A, FBI, NSA, everything.

VWi ch neant that if the shit hit the fan arid the reporters began turning
over rocks to see what they could find, they' d expose the dirty laundry in
every branch.

A single all-new bl ack operation would have been better, all right.

Hi ndsi ght was al ways twenty-twenty. Sir.

Perkins was in the door again. Philips |ooked up expectantly.

"The radar-anal ysis group reports they' ve found sonet hi ng anonal ous-a
readi ng for something splitting off fromthe main group and headi ng south.”

"Christ, now what?" Philips stood up. "Show ne what you've got."
He foll owed Perkins out.

Twenty minutes later he was studying a fax of a chart showi ng a radar
signature of something that |ooked like a small swarm of insects, sonething
that woul dn't even have registered on any ordi nary equi pnent, sonething that
woul d ordinarily have been disnissed as a bit of cloud, or a bunch of bees, if
it was noticed at all.

Except this particular swarm of bees or bit of cloud had apparently been
nmovi ng south at roughly six hundred mles per hour

Philips gl owered at the fax.

"Six hundred," he said. "Since when are spaceshi ps subsonic?"



"Since never, sir," a technical sergeant replied.

"Qur previous tracks were all at hypersoni c speeds."
"So what the hell was this one doing?"

"We don't know, sir," the sergeant replied. "Except . . . well, conmercial
airliners cruise at about that speed.”

Philips | ooked up fromthe paper. "So is this a goddam airliner?"

"No, sir, it's not," the sergeant said, "but . . . well, it mght be a
shadow of sone kind, or an echo. W're dealing with stuff right on the edge
here, sir, right at the limts of our equipnent.”

"So it may not have anything to do with our unwanted visitors?" Philips
asked.

The sergeant shrugged.

"I wsh | knew, sir,” he said. "I really wish | knew"

"I wish, too," Philips said, flinging the paper aside. "I wish to God
sonebody knew what those things are doing!"
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Rasche turned into the drive and pulled the famly car into the notel
parking |ot.

"Here we are again," he said cheerfully. "Qur home away from hone."
"Can we go swiming in the pool now?" Steven asked fromthe back
"Later," Shari answered.

Rasche parked the car neatly in front of room 112; a space was open in just
the right spot.

The boys i medi ately junped out on either side, but Rasche sat behind the
wheel for a nmonent and | ooked over the white-painted concrete walls and the
flat-pink doors. "This place is a bit tacky, isn't it."

"It's fine," Shari said. She | eaned over and squeezed her husband's arm
"Thanks. "

Rasche turned, startled. "Thanks for what?"
"For bringing us here. For taking a vacation."

"Hey," Rasche said, "I figured we were due. And it was about tine the boys
got to see the falls."

"I thought so, too," Shari agreed. She hesitated. "This didn't have anythi ng
to do with, you know, Schaef getting beat up, did it?"

"He wasn't exactly . . . ," Rasche began, then stopped.
"Honey, |'ve been a cop's wife for along tinme. | didn't listen in or
anything, | don't want to know all the details, but | saw what Schaef | ooked

i ke, sonething bad happened to him" She shuddered. "There nust've been a | ot
of them to beat himup like that!"



"He wasn't beaten up, he fell out a wi ndow," Rasche said. "Fifth floor."

"And then he left the hospital and came straight to our door and spent a day
talking to you," Shari said, "and then you went into work with himand cane
hone early w thout himand said we were taking a vacation, and how did Ni agara
Falls sound . . . Honey, are you in trouble?"

Rasche | ooked her in the eye and adnitted, "I don't know'
"I's Schaef okay?"

"l don't know that, either. | swear, Shari, | wish |l did." He | eaned over
and ki ssed her cheek. "Look, don't worry about it," he said. "We'll all be
fine. Just relax and have a good tine."

"Are you sure?"
"Absol utely."

Soneone rapped on Rasche's window, and he turned to find their younger son's
face pressed up against the glass. "Cone on, you guys!" he shouted.

Rasche snmi |l ed and opened the door

An hour |ater Shari and the boys were splashing in the notel pool, but
Rasche didn't feel like staying in the water. Despite what he'd told his wife,
he couldn't really relax; he was still thinking about his work.

He got up and dried hinmself off, then headed back to the room

There was sone kind of superhuman killer |oose in New York, and he was up
here on vacation with his famly, and that just didn't feel right.

And Shari's questions were nagging at him Was he in trouble? How nuch?
Was Schaef er okay?

Schaefer was off in Central Anerica somewhere, and Rasche hadn't heard a
word since he |eft.

Rasche had left word with the department of where he was going, of course
and after they'd arrived and gotten settled in, he'd phoned back and given the
desk sergeant their room nunber and the name and phone nunber of the notel; if
anything cane up, they'd call him.

Woul dn't they?

Well, no, they wouldn't. It wasn't his case. It wasn't Schaefer's case,
either. And if Schaefer called and asked for Rasche, the desk man woul d
probably just tell him "I ain't your goddamm answering service," and hang up

Rasche frowned as he dressed. Maybe, he thought, he should head back to the
city, just in case Schaefer did call. Shari and the boys could stay up here,
where they'd be safe, or go to her nother's place in Elnira.

O course, they had only the one car, and Shari didn't |ike driving-she'd
lived in the city for a long tinme. She drove well enough when she had to, but
she didn't like it.

As he buckled his belt, he shook his head. This was ridicul ous; he was being
par anoi d, worryi ng about nothing. The feds would get the killer, whoever and
what ever he was. They obvi ously knew what was going on; Philips had said to



wait a couple of weeks and it would all be over, and Rasche had to admt
Philips was probably telling the truth. Schaefer was on a w | d-goose chase
he'd poke around the jungles for a while, then come hone.

And by then, when everything had bl owmn over, Schaefer could sue for
reinstatenent and the union would back himup and he'd get his job back, and
everything could go on the way it was before, and in eight years Rasche woul d
retire and collect his pension and he and Shari woul d pack up and head out to
Portl and or Anchorage or somewhere.

He was sitting on the bed and had just tied his shoes when he heard
f oot st eps outside; he glanced up.

The shadows of two nmen-two big nen-were visible on the drawn curtains,
passi ng by the w ndow.

Then the footsteps stopped, and Rasche judged that the two nmen were just
outsi de the door of his room

Suddenl y nervous, he reached over to the |lower shelf of the rickety little
ni ght stand and found his pistol-he'd brought it with him of course, but he
hadn't expected to touch it while he was here.

"One-twelve," one of the men said in a | ow voice, barely audible through the
paper-thin door, and Rasche froze. "Do we knock?"

"He's probably out sonmewhere," the other said. "Maybe we should just wait."

"Let's see if he's in there first."

The men couldn't have realized how thin the door was, that Rasche had heard
t hem

They were after him
Who were they?

If this was sonething legitimate, if the departnment needed to reach him
t hey' d have phoned, they'd have |l eft a message-so this had to be sonebody
el se.

Li ke whoever was behind the two nassacres.

They just | ooked |ike ordinary nmen through the curtains, not |like the
eight-foot-tall nonster that Schaefer had described, but that nonster coul dn't
be operating alone, could it? And maybe Schaefer had been hal |l uci nati ng, maybe
he'd been drugged sonehow, and why hadn't Rasche thought of that sooner?

For an instant he thought about his choices. He could sit here and let them
cone in, but if these were the killers, cone to skin himalive because he was
Schaefer's partner, that would be suicide: He could shoot it out with them he
checked, and yes, his weapon was | oaded-but if they weren't the killers, that
woul d be a disaster.

The best thing to do was not to be here at all
He headed for the bathroom praying the w ndow there woul d open

It did; by the tine the knock sounded on the door, he was hauling hinmself up
and through it, wishing he'd stayed in better shape. This shouldn't have been
such a struggle; he really did need to | ose sone wei ght.



A moment | ater he was standing on a strip of poorly maintai ned asphalt
bet ween the back of the notel and a tall wooden fence; to one side sat a big
bl ue Dunpster, and Rasche could snell sonmething rotting. Flies were buzzing
over the Dunpster

He wrinkled his nose in disgust. It wasn't anywhere near as hot here as it
was down in the city, but it was hot enough that sonething in the trash had
gotten very ripe.

He ducked bel ow t he wi ndow and |istened for a nonent, but heard
not hi ng- apparently the men hadn't heard himand thought the roomwas enpty.
They hadn't broken in to check; maybe they didn't want to be that obvi ous.

He turned and hurried-not running, but wal king fast-the other way, toward
the notel office

He had to nake sure of what was happeni ng-and he had to protect Shari and
t he boys.

And then he had to get back to New York, because obviously, running away
from what ever was goi ng on wasn't working.

He reached the back door of the notel office and walked in, trying to | ook
casual .

"Any messages for ne?" he asked. "Rasche, room one-twelve?"

The clerk | ooked up, then glanced down at the desk

“No, sir," he said.

Then it wasn't McConb who sent those two. McComb woul d have call ed.

But they'd known his room nunber, and they hadn't had to ask here at the
office, either. They nust have gotten it from soneone at the departnent, but
no one had phoned, so this wasn't a friendly official visit.

Rasche | eaned over and | ooked out a wi ndow, along the row of roons; the two
men were still there, one standing alertly, the other |ounging against the
wal | .

They wore dark suits that | ooked conpletely out of place in this paste
tourist trap, especially since even up here the weather wasn't exactly cool -no
sane person would be wearing a jacket.

At | east not unless he wanted to hi de sonething, such as a shoul der hol ster

They were obviously not just a couple of locals here to award hima free
pi zza or sonet hi ng.

They m ght be feds--but if so, it wasn't a friendly visit, if they were
comng to get himinstead of phoning himto come in and tal k.

Rasche had to get away, get back to the city to straighten this out-but he
al so had to nake sure that Shari and the boys would be all right, whoever
those nen were. And he hated to leave all the |uggage that was back there in
the room

"Thanks," Rasche told the clerk. "Can | use the phone?"

The clerk pointed to a pay phone on the far wall



Rasche pawed through the yell ow pages bel ow t he phone, then dialed the
nunber of the | ocal Budget car rental.

When he got an answer, he said, "l need to rent a car-can you drop it off
for me?"

"When woul d you need it, sir, and where are you?"

"I need it right now, and |'mat the American Maid Mdtel on Route
Thirty-one."

The rental agent was dubi ous, but Rasche argued. The agent insisted he
didn't have any cars right there on the lot just now, but eventually conceded
that there was a van avail able, and after further negotiation it was agreed
that the van would be at the notel in twenty m nutes.

That settled, Rasche went back out to the pool

Shari waved to him and Richard, the ol der boy, tried to splash him Rasche
was a foot or two out of range.

"Shari!" he called, beckoning to her
She swam over and hung on the side of the pool; he knelt down.

"Li sten, honey,"
was in troubl e?"

he said, "sonething's conme up. Renmenber you asked ne if |

She nodded.

"It looks as if maybe | am So |'m heading back to New York to see what |
can do about it-1"mrenting a car, I'll leave ours here for you. And | think
it'd be a good idea if you and the boys packed up and went sonewhere el se,
anot her notel, or maybe down to Buffalo, or go visit your nom whatever. Stay

anot her two weeks-1 hope that'll be enough."”
"Are you . "
He held up a hand. "I'mfine, I'mjust being extra careful, okay? But

there's one other thing. If there's a guy in a suit anywhere in sight when you
go back to the roomdon't go back to the room Go to the notel office and cal
the local cops, tell "emthe guy's been harassing you, and you think he's
dangerous, and then don't go in the roomuntil the cops get here. You
under st and?"

"Of course | do... but are you sure... ?"
“I"'msure. | love you; you be careful, okay?"
He stood up and | ooked around.

No sign yet of his rental van; no sign that the nen in suits were watching.
The pool was on the far side of the office, out of sight of Room 112,
fortunately.

He strolled out toward the road, glancing casually toward the room then
wander ed back, out of sight.

The two were still there, still waiting.

He had to | ead them away, so that Shari and the kids could get out.



Five mnutes later a white van turned into the parking lot and pulled up to
the office. Rasche trotted over

The driver was a pinply teenager. "M . Rasche?" he asked hopefully.
Rasche nodded.

A moment | ater the paperwork was done and the teenager was settled in the
office, waiting for his ride back into town.

Rasche accepted the keys, went out to the van, and headed it over toward
Room 112. Deliberately parking farther away than necessary, he got out, but
| eft the engi ne running.

Then he wal ked casually toward the room

The nen spotted him al nost i nmedi ately; Rasche heard one of them say,
"That's him"

Rasche didn't wait for anything nore; he stopped, stared, and turned and
dashed for the van

The nen dashed after him as he had thought they woul d.

They were still a dozen feet away when he put the van in reverse and pulled
out .

He watched in the rearview mrror as they turned and scranbled for their own
car-a blue sedan, down at the end of the row

He didn't wait, though-he wasn't any Hollywood stunt driver. If he wanted to
| ose his pursuers, he needed all the |lead he could get.

Lose them he did, by dodging into a suburban shopping plaza a few bl ocks
away and pulling out onto a different road. After a few nore tw sts and turns
he was able to doubl e back past the notel

Steven was standing in the door of Room 112 and spotted Daddy's van as it
went by; he waved, and Rasche waved back

Shari was already |oading suitcases into the trunk of the famly car, and
there was no sign of the men in suits; Rasche drove on toward the east, back
toward New York, fairly confident that he'd pulled it off, that Shari would
get away, that everything would be fine.

At least for the nmonent.
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Perkins's expression was wary as he waited for the general to notice him
Philips saw that as soon as he | ooked up

He wi shed Perkins wouldn't do that; sure, it let himknow there was bad news
comng, but it nade it look as if Perkins were scared of him He didn't |ike
to think he'd take out his annoyance at bad news on the nessenger, or that
Perkins would think he mght. He wanted his nmen to respect him not be scared
of him

"What is it?" Philips denanded, annoyed.

"It's Detective Rasche, sir," Perkins said.



"What about hi nP"

"Sonet hi ng spooked him" Perkins said. "He took off before our nen could
talk to him and while they were chasing him his famly checked out of the
not el and di sappeared. W've lost him and them conpletely.”

Phili ps shrugged. "Doesn't matter,'
annoyi ng Philips further.

he said; Perkins rel axed visibly,

"l thought you needed Rasche-"

"We just wanted himto tell us where Detective Schaefer went," the genera
said. He gestured at the faxes on the desk. "I think we've figured that out on
our own. His credit cards show that he charged an airline ticket for a flight
to Panama City, and the flight schedules match that radar trace we couldn't
explain-it |looks |like one of those things followed hi msonmehow, matched speeds
with the airliner.”

"I don't understand," Perkins said. "Wiy would Schaefer fly to Central
Anerica?"

"Dutch nust have told himsonething about the mission there,”" Philips
expl ai ned, "and he's put two and two together and gone off to find out what
happened to his brother, to see what it has to do with our friends here in New
York." Philips sighed. "And that radar trace neans that one of the aliens went
after him" He shook his head. "So now it |ooks as if our friend Detective
Schaefer is dead neat. Qut in the jungle that thing'll be right inits
el emrent, and a New York City cop'll be as out of place as a priest in a
whor ehouse. It's a dam shane, Perkins. "

Perkins hesitated. "Shouldn't we do sonething about it, sir?"

"Not much we can do, son," Philips said. "Maybe send soneone out to keep an
eye on the situation, make sure nobody el se gets caught in the cross
fire-guess we should give that a shot."

"Couldn't we . . ." Perkins hesitated. "I nean, he's Dutch's brother
Shoul dn't we do sonething to give hima fighting chance?"

Philips shook his head. "No, son," he said gently. "W can't do that. Think
it through. One of the aliens followed Schaefer from New York. That means they
want hi mnot just anybody, but Detective Schaefer specifically. So they're
going to get himsooner or later; we can't stop them It's a safe bet they've
got the technology to take out that whol e goddam country if they want to."

"But you said there was just one that went after him. . . ," Perkins
pr ot est ed.

"That's one ship,"” Philips pointed out. "W don't know how big the ships
are, how many of those creatures are on each ship-we' ve never actually seen a
ship, remenber, just picked up the radar traces. Besides, even one of those

things is enough to kill anyone. And you aren't going to stop it short of
killing it."
"Well, sir, if we arned Schaefer and told hi mwhat he was up agai nst "
"Then it's just barely possible he might kill it, yeah," Philips

acknow edged. "And if he did, then we'd all be in deep shit. How do you think
the others would react if Schaefer killed one?"

"I don't know, sir, but . . . well, Dutch killed one eight years ago, and



nothing came of it."

"Dutch killed one that as far as we can determne cane to Earth all by its
| onesone, " Philips said. "Dutch killed one that proceeded to bl ow up about a
square mle of jungle while it was dying. Any of the others that m ght have
been around, or that cane to check on their buddy, nust have thought Dutch was
caught in the explosion and killed-hell, he damm near was. O nmaybe they
figured their buddy tripped over his own feet and broke his neck, naybe they
didn't know who killed him™"

"But then why would . . ."

"Way woul d they be after Schaefer? Okay, they figured out something sonmehow,
and they canme to get the mad-dog human that was able to notch one of their
people, and they got it a bit wong and went after his brother instead. Fine.
Thi nk that through, Perkins-they knew who did it, out of five billion humans
on this planet, even though they didn't see what happened, and they were able
to find a cl ose approximati on of the right one. Think about the kind of
t echnol ogi cal sophistication that inplies.

"And this tine, judging by the radar reports, they didn't just send one |one
hunter out for a good tine; they sent a whol e goddamm fleet."

"Are you beginning to see ny point?"

""" mnot sure, sir.

"Well, think about it. Think about what happens if we hel p Schaefer defend
himsel f. They'd know it. | don't know how, but if they could find Schaefer
then they nust have ways of finding these things out that we can't inmagine. To
them Schaefer's a nurderer, a man-eating tiger |oose in the ganme park. W know
he's the wong man, but how coul d we convince themof that? They can't be
bothered to talk to us-we've seen that: They treat us |like aninmals, they hunt
us for sport, but if we start organizing agai nst them then we start to | ook
these things aren't even hunman; how coul d they have guessed?"

"Who knows? Maybe they read m nds, Perkins; and there's no question those
bastards are smart, probably smarter than we are. Does it really matter?"

Agai n Perkins didn't answer.
"CGet nme a plane, son," Philips said, turning anay fromthe window. "It'lI

take a while for Schaefer to get hinself outfitted and find the right
pl ace-even if Dutch told himwhere it is, it's the ass end of nowhere."

"But if Schaefer's as good as dead, sir, what can you do for him. . . ?"
"I can pick up the body and make sure he gets a decent burial,” Philips
snapped. "It's the least | can do for Dutch's brother." dangerous, maybe too

dangerous. They'd wi pe us out."
Per ki ns consi dered this unhappily.

“I"'mnot sure about this, sir; seens to nme you're naking a | ot of
assunptions-"

"Damm right | am" Philips agreed. "I know it. But it hangs together, it
wor ks-and are you willing to bet the whole goddamm pl anet that |'m w ong?"

Perkins didn't answer that. He stood silently as Philips got to his feet and
wal ked over to the window, to take a |ook out at the city.



"You know," Philips said thoughtfully as he | ooked down at the taxis and
pedestrians on the avenue below, "I think I mght want to supervise operations
down there nyself just to nmake sure nothing gets out of hand. After all, it
doesn't look as if the aliens are doing anything nore here in New York. Maybe
the attacks here were just neant to lure Schaefer to the jungle, so they could
execute himon the sane spot that Dutch killed the other one.”

"Way woul d they want to do that?"

"A sense of what's fitting, son. Make the crininal return to the scene of
the crine."

"But how coul d they know Schaefer would react this way?" Perkins asked.

"They think he's his brother," Philips answered inpatiently. "They think he
knows what they are, and they think he's smart enough to recogni ze what's been
killing those people, and to go back to where he fought one before.”

"But | still don't see . . . | nean, General, | wouldn't have expected
Schaefer to do that."
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Rafe T G Mko strutted the enpty streets feeling good. He was packing
serious heat, he had a good buzz on fromsanpling the |atest shipnent, he had
a hot new bitch waiting for himall was right with the world.

He | ooked up, smiling.

The sky was still thick with snbg and sumer heat, but Rafe didn't really
give a fuck about the weather, he felt too good to let that worry him

The buil dings seened to dance against the dirty sky -as he wal ked, a
conbi nati on of his footsteps and sonething in the drugs playing with his mnd
and he loved it. The whole damm city danced to his tune, all right. Wrd was
out on the street that Lanb was dead and Carr had | ost sonme of his best boys,
and that neant there were opportunities to be had, roomto nove up, and Rafe
intended to find hinself sonme space at the top, sonewhere he could rake in the
bi g nmoney, get hinself a place to live that | ooked Iike a goddamm Hol | ywood
novi e set, take his wonen two at a tine.

Sonething flickered overhead, |eaping fromone building to the next, and
Rafe blinked. H s steps sl owed.

Wasn't anything up there, man, but he thought he'd seen sonething ....

Just a bit of hot air, he told hinself, or a fart fromsome car's exhaust,
playing tricks with his eyes in the heat. He strolled on, but just to reassure
hinsel f, just to scare off any fools m ght be on the roof planning sonething,
he pulled out the Uzi he'd scored, pulled it out and checked to nake sure it
was | oaded, and held it out pointed at the sky while he | ooked al ong the
roof t ops.

Heat shimmered along the sunlit parapets, in one spot in particular, and
Rafe stared at it.

He coul d see through it, no question-he could see the chimey behind it.
So it wasn't really there. Unless the stuff he'd taken was giving him

goddamm X-ray vision, that shape was nothin', just a trick of the light, a
side effect of the drug.



But, hey, real or not, he didn't need to let it bother him He fired a
burst, three rounds, and sure enough, the shi mer was gone.

Rafe smi | ed.
Wasn't anything gonna ness with him nan!
Sonet hi ng t hunped on the sidewal k behind him and he turned, startled.

Wasn't anything there-but the air was shimering, just a few feet away. He
| ooked to see if there was a grating or vent or sonething where hot air m ght
be com ng up, but it was over solid sidewalk.

"“Shit," he said.

This had to be the drug, nessing with his head. This wasn't good, he didn't
like this-they nmust've cut it with sonething weird, those bastards who sold
himthe stuff.

Then the shinmer noved, and sonething slashed across his chest, sonething he
couldn't see, and he | ooked down at the twin red slits in his mcrofiber
shirt, red on the blue fabric, and it sank in that that red was coning out of
him it was blood, sonething had cut him The pain couldn't penetrate the haze
of drugs, but he was cut, he could see it and feel it.

He swung the Uzi and sprayed the street with bullets but didn't hit
anyt hi ng, and he was scared now, there wasn't anything there, so what had cut
hi n

He turned, |ooking for his attacker, and a pair of blades plunged into his
back, one on either side of his spine.

He flexed once, horribly, and. the Uzi flew fromhis hand to land rattling
on the sidewal k; then he slunped and hung linply froman invisible claw

The bl ades sl ashed upward, cutting through ribs.

A few nonents |ater a boy turned the corner and spotted the shape |lying on
the sidewal k in a puddl e of sonething red.

A drunk lying in spilled wne?

Wne wasn't that red.

Pai nt, maybe?

He edged cl oser.

"Ch, shit," he said.

It wasn't a drunk.

Drunks have heads; this guy didn't. Something had ripped his head right off.
The boy inched away, then noticed sonething el se |ying nearby.

"Awesone! " he said as he snatched up the Uzi.

He | ooked both ways; no one had seen him unless it was sone nosy old wonman
| ooki ng out a wi ndow somewher e.

This was a fine weapon here-should be worth a hundred bucks or nore!



He took the gun and ran

Five mnutes after that a woman found the body and ran screaning into the
deli in the next block; the man behind the counter called the cops.

When the body had been | oaded into the neat wagon, O ficer Brownl ow gl anced
at his partner.

"Think this is one for the feds?" he asked.
Otiz |looked up fromhis notepad. "Wat, the feds?" he said. "Wat for?"

"You know, that special bunch with the notices," Brownl ow said. "They said
they wanted to know about any really bizarre killings."

"They sai d bodi es hung upsi de down, and peopl e skinned, and like that,"
Otiz said. "They said people with guns. You see any guns here?"

"Some shell casings back there."
"So someone dropped 'em | don't see no guns. Nobody got skinned or nothin'."
"CGot his head pulled off."

"You call that bizarre? Cone on, they turn a guy inside out, maybe |'d cal
it bizarre. Those feds, nan, they're too busy for us to bother "emwth every

little detail. Too fuckin' busy with our own god damm shootin' range they
seal ed of f, too goddamm busy pokin' their noses into our business. No, man, |
don't want to tell 'em about this one, any nore than Lieutenant Thomas told

"em about the two last night!"

Br ownl ow nodded.

"Just maki ng sure we understood each other,’
not ebook away.

he said, tucking his own

And at Kennedy International, General Philips told his aide, "It's just
Schaefer they're after, otherw se there'd have been nore killings by now

And | ater that night, when Philips's plane was sonewhere over the Qulf of
Mexi co, word reached Carr that someone had taken down Mako and kept his head
for a souvenir.

"Shit," he said. It took an effort not to blow away the snmirking son of a
bitch who'd brought the news, but Carr resisted the tenptation

Besides, it wasn't as much fun with this wissy .38 he was carrying-he'd | ost
his .357 back on Beeknan Street, and he was still royally pissed about that,
too. He'd get another, but he hadn't got around to it yet, he'd been busy wth
nore inportant shit.

Like these killings. T G Mko wasn't the first. He wasn't even the second.

Carr had been thinking Mako m ght take over Edgie's old post, and now Mako
was just as dead as Edgie.

"Shit," Carr said again.

Soneone was out there cutting down the baddest dudes around-except for Carr
hi nsel f, of course, who'd been missed in that first big throwdown.

Wrd on the street said that whoever it was had hit a bunch of cops, too, so



it wasn't the feds or the cops deciding to screw the rules and get serious,
the sel f-proclai med good guys wouldn't play that rough, not even if every cop
who' d gone down turned out to be on the take.

But it mght be sone bunch of rogue cops out on their own. It mght be that
son of a bitch Schaefer and some of his buddies. He was crazy enough to try
sonething like this, Carr thought.

He'd denied it, but that didn't nean shit.

After that first massacre Carr had figured it was a onetine thing, sonething
nmeant to scare the crap out of him put the fear of God out on the streets,
and he'd gone back home and tried to get back to business as usual, tried to
put together the |eadership he needed to run the whol e goddamm show now t hat
that winp Lanb was neat on a slab. He'd wanted to nmake sure none of the
survivors in Lanbikins's bunch got ideas about picking up where Lanb | eft
of f-they were his boys now, he didn't need fresh conpetition

But then someone had iced Tony Blue, ripped his head off in a loft on St
Mar k' s.

And soneone got Q Q at his wonan's place on Avenue B, and his head was
gone, too.

And there were people saying it was Carr's boys finishing off Lanb's gang,
and others who said one of Lanmb's punks was trying to show how tough he was.

That didn't explain the first nassacre or the reports of dead cops, though
Carr didn't know who the hell it was, or why, but he knew one thing.
He had to stop it.

He wasn't going to be able to do any nornal business, wasn't going to get
t hings straightened out, until it stopped.

So he stopped worryi ng about business. He started |ining up ruscle.

Sooner or later the killers were going to screw up, and Carr would find out
who they were. Wen that happened, he intended to come down on them hard, take
themall out in one big hit.

To do that, he needed the baddest nmen in the city-not just his own people,
not a regular gang, but nuscle he could call on once; for this one job. He
needed to have them standi ng by, ready to nove on a nonent's notice. He
started conpiling a list of phone nunbers-his own boys, the toughest of Lanb's
survivors, uptown nuscle who didn't mind a little freelance work, hard-core
nmuscle fromout on the Island, serious bad news fromall five boroughs.

Maybe it was Schaefer, maybe it was the Col onbi ans, nmaybe it was soneone
el se; Carr didn't care.

When he found out who it was, he'd be ready.

16
The town, such as it was, was called Ri osucio.
It had taken Schaefer sone tine to get there.

On the flight from New York to Panana City he had worked out a course of
action, fromwhat he renenbered of what Dutch had said and his own know edge



of how the drug trade operated in Central Anmerica; he couldn't be sure there
was any connection between Dutch and the drug-runners, but it was the way he
was betting it, at |east for the nonent.

First stop had been an old friend from Special Forces who'd got hinself a
job in the DEA; Schaefer had stayed in touch, since it's always useful for a
cop working narco to have contacts in the DEA. That was a good way to pick up
i nformation that he might mss otherw se

It wasn't information Schaefer was after this tine, though. It was weapons.

He'd seen that thing in the tenenent; he'd felt its fist. He'd heard Dutch
tal k about how unstoppable his theoretical superhunter would be, and Schaefer
didn't doubt that the killer he was up agai nst was the sanme one.

He wasn't about to tackle it bare-handed. He wasn't even planning to take it
on with ordinary armanments if he could help it. He wanted sonething with rea
st oppi ng power, something that woul d take down anything he ran up agai nst,

i ncluding an ei ght-foot nonster

A Vul can Gatling gun would have been about right, Schaefer thought, but
Hanson, his friend at the DEA, couldn't get himone on short notice.

He did all right, though, and not just with weapons, Hanson was able to get
Schaef er enough cash, both dollars and the local stuff, to cover whatever
ot her expenses mi ght cone up.

O course, he'd put it all on Schaefer's credit cards, but Schaefer had no
conpl ai nts, about the noney or the ordnance. He owed Hanson a big favor now.

Once he was arned, he had to figure out where to go and how to get there.

He was doing all this because he wanted to know nore about what he was up
agai nst. Dutch had fought it sonewhere and had gotten away alive. He'd | ost
all his nen, and maybe the son of a bitch had caught himlater, nmaybe Dutch
had been skinned and hung upsi de down sonewhere eventual ly, but he had gotten
out alive once.

Maybe he'd. left some clues about how he'd nmanaged it. Maybe they were stil
there, even after eight years, and maybe Schaefer could | earn enough fromthem
to ensure that he'd survive, too-and nmaybe even take the bastard down once and
for all.

First, though, Schaefer had to find where it had all gone down.

Dutch hadn't given hima map, but he'd tal ked about his rescue m ssion, and
Schaefer could renenber damm near every word. Dutch had tal ked about coptering
in over the Pacific, then going up over a ridge and across a border, then
headi ng nort heast down a valley to nake pickup

Schaefer had put that together with whatever other information he could cone
up with, had bought hinself a ride north out of Panamm, and had followed his
conclusions as far as he could, into the back country, to where the roads
ended and there was only jungle-and that had eventually brought himto
Ri osuci o, where his last ride had refused to go any further no nmatter what
Schaef er pai d.

Schaefer had shrugged and put out word of what he wanted through all the
| ocal channels. He'd settled in and nmade a table in the local saloon his
headquarters.



It had all taken tine, tinme when that thing mght be killing innocent people
back in New York, but Schaefer had to live with that-he didn't see any ot her
way to get at the thing, and besides, it gave himtinme to heal up. He didn't
much care to go into the rematch with his ribs still aching or his jaw stil
sore.

Ri osucio was little nore than a clearing in the jungle where a dozen huts,
built in the traditional palapa style, were gathered. The polite |iberals back
inthe Big Apple could call the green hell a rain forest if they wanted, but
as far as Schaefer was concerned, and as far as the locals were concerned, it
was jungle, sweltering hot and thoroughly hostile, and it was all around.

The sal oon where Schaefer made hinself at hone was the showpl ace of
Riosucio; it had a floor of snpoth black dirt with good drainage and not hing
growing on it, and the roof was tin over planking, rather than thatch. It
didn't |eak enough to water the drinks, which Schaefer considered a plus,
since the bartender watered them enough to begin with. The wi ndows had
shutters, but no glass which didn't really matter, since the screen door had
hol es big enough to let in buzzards, and even the biggest of the nutant
nosquitoes in the jungle outside could fit through if they tried.

There were no ceiling fans, no electric lights, and the idea of
air-conditioning was the w | dest of fantasies here; the air felt as hot and
thick as soup, and the inside of the saloon was no different in that regard
fromthe jungle outside. The |l essened air circulation was roughly bal anced by
the greatly reduced sunlight.

Far nmore inportant than any of this, from Schaefer's point of view was the
fact that R osucio was built at the foot of the ridge that marked the border
between this particular stretch of malarial rain forest claimng to be a
nati on, and the next, equally backward chunk of jungle.

As the real -estate fol ks said, |ocation, location, |ocation. R osucio m ght
not have nmuch, but as far as Schaefer was concerned, it had the right
| ocati on.

Dutch had gone over that ridge, Schaefer was sure. Dutch had said that his
rescue m ssion was hush-hush stuff because of the risk of starting a war, and
at the tine, this particular pair of banana republics had been closest to
escal ating their perpetual disagreenents and border incidents into sonething
bl oodi er and nore fornal.

They weren't anynore, and as Schaefer sat at his chosen table, he wondered
whet her Dutch had had anything to do with this inexplicable bout of
reasonabl eness, or whether it had just been one snall part of the genera
political shifts of the |ast decade

"Ora cerveza, senor?" the bartender asked.
"Si," Schaefer replied, |ooking up. "And don't spit init this tine."

He had no idea whether the bartender understood the English; around here
Spani sh was usually a second or third | anguage, after the local Indio dialect
and maybe Maya, and English was a | ong shot at best.

He noticed a shadow on the screen and turned to face the door

A man in green fatigues, tire-tread sandals, and a w de-brinmred green hat
stepped in-tall, by local standards, and bearded. He stood for a nonent,
letting his eyes adjust, while the bartender delivered Schaefer's beer



Schaefer paid for the bottle without ever letting his attention | eave the
newconer, and left the beer sitting untouched on the table.

The man in fatigues had no visible weapons any where, but that | ooked
sonehow unnatural -he was plainly a man who ought to be arned

He spotted Schaefer quickly enough; there weren't many nmen in the place, and
of those few there was only one of Schaefer's size and with his blond hair.
Even in the di nmess Schaefer was very obviously a norteanericano.

The stranger crossed the roomto Schaefer's table and | ooked down at him

"I understand that you are |ooking for a guide," he said in clear but

accent ed Engli sh.

"Wrd travels fast," Schaefer replied, finally picking up the beer and
taking a swig. "Sit down."

The man sat.

"I"'mtold you're a policeman from New York," he said after a nonent. "That
you have many eneni es anong the La Costa, the Medellin, the Cali."

"You have a problemw th that?" Schaefer asked.

"No," the guide said with a toothy smle. "It just neans | charge nore."
Schaefer shrugged. "It shouldn't matter anyway. |'mnot interested in drugs
this time; |I'mlooking for sonme norteanericanos who di sappeared over the

border eight years back."
"Ei ght years?" the guide asked.
Schaefer nodded. "That's right."
"Eight years is a long tinme senor."
Schaefer shrugged. "I've been busy. Didn't get around to it until now
"These nen-they were all nen? No wonmen?"

"The norteanericanos, si, all men. Six of them" Dutch's squad had been six
nen.

And five of themhad died somewhere in this goddanm steam bat h.

"The way you say that,’
| ooking for these six.

t he gui de asked, "were there others? You say you are
"There may have been others, but that's who I'm |l ooking for," Schaefer
agreed. "Them and sonething el se, sonething that cones with the heat."
The gui de consi dered hi mthoughtfully.

"And what would this be, that comes with the heat?" the guide asked. "A
man?"

"l don't know," Schaefer said. "That's what | want to find out."

"Ah," the guide said, smling. "I see. You're mad, M. New York policeman
Whi ch neans | charge even nore."



Schaefer sm | ed back

"I think we're gonna get along fine," he said.
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It took another day in R osucio to put everything together

Schaefer had thought he had all the supplies he needed, but the guide had
ot her ideas. He found two nules and stocked up on rope, blankets, canping
gear, and arcane herbal renedies, as well as nore nundane concerns such as
food and fresh water and a few boxes he didn't bother to open for his
unappreci ative gringo enpl oyer

No weapons were visible anywhere in the guide's acquisitions, though, not
even a knife. Schaefer noticed that and asked about it.

The gui de shrugged. "You have already done that, senor. | will trust you to
have what we need."

Later, as they were clinbing the ridge, the mules zigzaggi ng back and forth
up the slope, the guide told Schaefer that he used to do recon work for the
US nlitary. Schaefer didn't argue with that or ask for proof-but he didn't
necessarily believe it, either

The guide might trust Schaefer as far as the armanents went, but Schaefer
didn't trust the guide, about weapons or previous recon work or anything else.

But, then, Schaefer didn't trust nmuch of anyone, and nobody at all in that
particul ar hell hol e.

"What you're | ooking for, these six nen who cane here eight years ago," the
gui de had said, "I think for that, you want to head up to Mangabe."

Schaefer decided not to ask what gave himthat idea. He just shrugged and
fol | oned.

They camped in the jungle, on the south side of the ridge, each night a
little higher than the night before.

Early on the third day after |eaving Ri osucio the guide announced that they
were crossing the border; Schaefer took his word for it. One stretch of hilly
jungl e | ooked |ike another, as far as he was concerned, and crossing the
border didn't make . the air any cooler, the humdity any |less, the
undergrowth any easier to get through

The only difference Schaefer could see was that the ground was now nostly
sl opi ng downward, rather than up. They'd crossed the top of the ridge, as
wel | .

Half a day later the two nen and their pack nules arrived at a spot in the
jungl e where the guide stopped, snmiling, and waited expectantly.

He didn't say anything, just waited, and it took Schaefer a noment to
realize that he was supposed to be seeing sonething, that something here nmade
this particular place different fromthe rest of the country.

He | ooked, but at first he saw only nore of the dammed jungle; then he made
out the straight lines in the greenery ahead, the colors that weren't quite
right, and put it all together



This was what the guide wanted to show him what the guide had been ai m ng
for. Schaefer was |ooking at the remains of a canp of sone kind.

He grunted, to let the guide know that he had eventually figured it out.
Then he di smounted and wal ked cautiously forward.

It had been a good-sized encanpnent once. There had been several buil dings,
wal I s of banboo or corrugated tin over wood franme, roofs of thatch-the
traditional Central American pal apa design

Here sone of the floors had been stone and concrete, though, and that was
not anything any of the ordinary villagers around here woul d bother with.

Ei ght years of neglect and tropically enthusiastic plant growh had reduced
t he pavenents to nere fragments, of course, as well as ruining just about
everything el se. Two buildings, off to one side, were still standing,
overgrown with greenery; the others were nostly green nounds of w eckage, ful
of rustling birds and squeaki ng rodents and an occasi onal snake that fled when
Schaef er cane near

As he poked around in the ruins, Schaefer found a rusted bl ackened neta
obj ect he eventually identified as the burned-out remains of a helicopter
O her, snaller objects m ght have been a flatbed truck and a generator, and
el sewhere there were fragnents of steel druns, pieces of anmmp boxes, sections
of stone flooring, some of it burned, all of it encrusted with nbss and vi nes.

There were no bodies, but after eight years there wouldn't be.

The gui de sai d sonething about guerrillas and rebels; Schaefer didn't bother
to listen to that. It was clear enough, even now.

This had been a staging area of some sort, and soneone had come calling with
some heavy-duty shit. Brass shell casings, turned to green and bl ack
corruption by the jungle, were strewn everywhere; Schaefer could see bl ast
patterns in the debris and rapid-fire trails in the burned-out and rusted
remai ns of vehicles and nachi nery.

Schaefer had a pretty good idea who it was who'd dropped in. It snelled |like
one of his brother's operations-nessy, but thorough

He wondered why. Dutch had been in the rescue business, not
sear ch-and-destroy; had there been hostages here?

There coul d have been, certainly.
So if Dutch had gone in after hostages, had he gotten them out?
Did it mtter?

How did this relate to the thing Schaefer had fought in New York, the thing
that had sl aughtered Lanmb and his nmen and butchered everyone in the police
firing range? Dutch wouldn't have lost all his nen in an operation like this,
an ordi nary hostage recovery-that sort of stunt had been his bread and butter

Had that nonster been one of the canp's defenders? O night it have been
sent to retrieve the hostages after Dutch rescued thenf?

Schaefer frowned, then returned to his nule. There wasn't anything here that
was going to help him he could spend weeks diggi ng through the rubbish, and
he doubted he'd find a clue if he tried it.



"There are no winners in a place like this,
"Only the jungle.™”

t he gui de said sententiously.

"Shut up," Schaefer told himas he swung hinself awkwardly into the saddle.
He wasn't in the nood to hear bad novie dialogue. If the guide thought that
sort of crap was going to inpress anyone, he'd picked the wrong enpl oyer

"Whi ch way?" he asked when he had his nount under control again.
"How am | to say, senor?" the guide asked.

Schaefer turned in the saddle and glared at him

The guide's sm | e vanished.

"Ah . . . perhaps this way," he said, pointing.

Schaef er nodded and foll owed as the gui de rode on

A mle or tw past the canp they headed north-east, down a narrow valley it
didn't look like the best route to Schaefer, but the guide led the way, and
Schaefer didn't argue.

The jungl e | ooked di fferent here-thicker, and sonehow al nost alien. Schaefer
could see it in the trees, the plants, everything.

And it was hotter than ever

On the fourth day after |eaving R osucio they crossed a small river, then
pi cked their way down the side of a cliff into a broader valley where a
good-si zed river flowed. Here the jungle was even stranger. Schaefer |ooked
around warily, trying to decide whether the strangeness had anything unnatura
about it.

"Do you feel it?" the guide asked, noticing Schaefer's disconfort. "You said
you were | ooking for a thing that comes in the heat?"

It was hot enough, certainly.

"This is where the natives say the sun appeared at midnight once, on a very
hot night eight years ago," the guide said with a sweeping gesture.

Schaefer didn't answer; he was staring ahead.

There was a break in the jungle, a hole where gol den sunlight poured in.

There was nore than that, Schaefer saw as his nule energed into the |ight.

There was a crater.

Most of it was green, of course-nothing could hold the jungle back for Iong.
At the bottomlay a pool of nud and water, but ferns and creepers covered the

bowl, the trees around the rimwere already well over Schaefer's head.

It was still plain that sonmetine not all that very |ong ago, something had
cut a hole in the jungle a quarter mile across, had bl asted away everyt hing.

Any normal explosion big enough to do that should have taken truckl oads of
expl osi ves, and there should be visible weckage, even now, and there wasn't.

"My God," Schaefer said, staring, "what the hell happened here?"



He sat and | ooked at the devastation for a nonent |onger, then demanded,
"And what the hell did that bastard do to ny brother?"

He wondered whet her he was | ooking at Dutch's grave.

Probably not, since he knew Dutch had gotten out of here alive once, but had
he come back? Had he died here?

If not Dutch, had his nen died here? Billy, and Hawkins, and Blain, and the
rest?

And he al so wondered what a Geiger counter would register here. That crater
| ooked bi g enough to have been nmade by a small nuke.

Who woul d be throwing that kind of ordnance around?

He spent the renmai nder of the afternoon crisscrossing that crater, |ooking
for sone sign of what had happened, something that might tell himwhat he was
up agai nst.

He didn't find it. There were no fragnents, no scraps of weckage, nothing
he could find to indicate what had made that hole.

At | ast he sl ogged back up out of the nud and asked the gui de, "Now what ?"
The gui de shrugged. "I do not- know," he said. "The trail ends here."

Schaefer knew that for bullshit; the guide hadn't been followi ng any trail
He had known where to go. Schaefer supposed the destroyed rebel base and this
crater were fanmous; all the locals woul d have heard of them would know t hey
dat ed back to eight years ago. This would be the natural place to | ead soneone
who came | ooking for men who had vani shed ei ght years ago

But that seened to be all this man knew, or at least all he would admt to.

It looked as if it m ght be another dead end-but Schaefer wasn't in any
hurry to give up.

"W canp here," he said.
The gui de shrugged.

That night Schaefer sat up late by the fire, thinking-thinking, and
remenberi ng.

He renenbered that Dutch had tal ked about the thing as a hunter

He remenbered how, as kids, he and Dutch would hunt in the woods behind
their father's cabin. They hadn't | ooked on it as a sport, exactly-it was a
chal | enge, being on their own, testing thensel ves agai nst nature.

One year, on the opening day of deer season, the two of them had cone across
a bunch of l|ocal boys shooting up the woods. The |ot of them had been drinking
si nce daybreak, fromthe look of it, and they had this weird look in their
eyes.

Schaefer had figured they were all trying to inpress each other with how
wild and tough they were.

Then Schaefer saw what they were shooting at. They'd cornered a buck and
took turns punping slugs into it, watching it bleed in the cool COctober air.



Schaefer'd been disgusted by it, by the unnecessary sloppy viciousness of
it, the waste and the pain, but then he'd realized that those boys weren't
really all that different fromDutch and hinself. They were out there, pitting
t hensel ves agai nst nature by killing deer

The only difference was that those boys needed to be wired up, needed to
drive thenselves into a killing frenzy, needed to see the blood. They had to
make it into a perverse sort of fun, or they couldn't do it at all.

Schaefer had thought that over carefully. He'd thought it over, and he'd
decided that there was a world of difference between killing because you have
to, to do whatever it is you're out to do, and killing because it's fun

Schaefer had decided he didn't want to kill for fun, and after that day he
never had.

But that didn't nean he hadn't kill ed.

He was staring into the dying enbers of the fire, thinking about that, when
the thing in his neck suddenly jabbed at himnot digging into the artery, but
doi ng sonet hing, sonething that hurt.

Even di stracted by the pain, he knew what that had to nmean. He hadn't felt
anything like it before, but he'd have to be an idiot not to understand.

The thing that had marked hi mwas getting his attention, letting himknow it
hadn't forgotten him

And it wouldn't bother doing that if it was still back in New York; it mnust
have foll owed him

"Son of a bitch," he grow ed, clenching his fists in pain. "He's here!"
He | ooked around, scanning the jungle.
He didn't see it anywhere.

He knew it was out there, though. Maybe he wasn't going to find any clues to
the thing's origins here, maybe the crater wouldn't tell him anything, but
he'd have a chance to tackle it again.

And if he could kill it, who would care where it had cone fronf
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The gui de watched with interest as Schaefer unpacked and checked out sone of
the little presents he'd gotten fromhis pal in the DEA. He'd built the fire
back up enough that both nen could see what Schaefer was doing.

"That is a very bigrifle," the guide renarked at one point as Schaefer
assenbl ed the contents of a steel suitcase.

Schaefer hefted the weapon in question. "This?" he said. "This isn't a
rifle. It's a shotgun-full auto. Six rounds a second. You hear it popping, you
get the hell out of here, conprende?"

"Conprendo, " the guide replied.

That shotgun was the centerpiece of Schaefer's arnmanent, but he also had a
nore ordinary automatic rifle slung on his back, and grenades and knives on
his belt. He wanted to be ready when he net that big ugly sucker



The twangi ng sensation in his neck was getting stronger; Schaefer assuned
that nmeant the thing was getting closer, and he tried to hurry. He didn't want
to be standing there chatting with the guide when it came for him he didn't
want the mules to get caught in the cross fire.

He didn't want to screw up by rushing, either; he checked each weapon
carefully but quickly. He had to work by firelight, which didn't help any

There were flashlights and a lanp in the packs of supplies, but Schaefer had
no intention of using them That would make hima bit too visible.

When his preparations were conplete, he told the guide, "Stay here." Then
with the auto shotgun held at ready, he charged off into the jungle, choosing
his direction nore or |less at random nore concerned with getting away from
the nules and finding someplace with cover so the bastard couldn't just pick
himoff froma distance |ike some stupid two-point buck hangi ng around a
clearing, than with getting to any particul ar destination

The t hrobbi ng | essened slightly as he noved into the bl ackness of the
surroundi ng jungle, and Schaefer began to weave back and forth, nmoving slowy
and as silently as he could in the tropical darkness, trying to figure out
fromthe sensation just where his eneny was, and which way it was novi ng.

It wasn't hard to estinmate; when he noved toward it, the gadget hurt nore
and when he noved away, it hurt |ess. Sinple enough. Before he'd covered half
a mle, he thought he knew where the creature was.

It had caught him by surprise, back there in New York, but this tinme he was
ready; this tinme he knew what he was up agai nst-oh, maybe not what the thing
was, or where it came from or what it was doing here, but he knew roughly how
bi g and how strong and how fast it was.

Bi gger and stronger and faster than he was, Schaefer knew that, but sonehow
he didn't care; he was sure he could handle it anyway.

For one thing, the arrogant bastard was probably planning on sonme kind of
one-on-one duel, a "test of wills,"” all that macho crap. Wiy else would it
have warned himw th the gadget on his neck? That was bluster, a challenge, an
invitation to conme out and fight like a man. It wanted to prove how tough it
was in a fair fight.

Schaefer wasn't worried about proving his nanhood; he just wanted the thing
dead.

The best way to do that, he figured, would be to conme up behind it and bl ow
its head off. Wth that in mnd he was circling around, trying to cone at it
in a contracting spiral; it would know he was getting closer, but with any
luck it wouldn't know which direction he was in.

"You want a nono a nmano, creep?" he nuttered to hinself. "That it? Hand to
hand, may the best man win? Wll, fuck that, you can just kiss ny. . ."

Blue-white fire exploded froma tree behind him turning the forest darkness
to bl eached-out chaos. The roar echoed through the darkness beyond.

"Wha . . ." Schaefer whirled. "Shit!" He dropped, diving behind the nearest
available plant life.

The thing fired again; this time Schaefer saw the flash as he dived, saw the
charge, whatever it was, coming in; the instant he touched dirt, he flung
hi msel f asi de.



The blast tore through another tree; for a nmoment it hung, suspended by the
tangl e of vines and branches, then it sagged and toppl ed.

By the tinme the echoes of the initial explosion had faded, and well before
the shattered tree thunped into the surrounding jungle, Schaefer had taken
cover behind a |ow ridge of stone that thrust up through the undergrowth.

"So much for mano a nano," he nuttered, annoyed at hinself for making
assunptions about what the thing wanted.

But on the other hand, that first shot hadn't been anywhere near hima
war ni ng shot, he guessed. The bastard did want the hunt and the kill to be a
chal | enge.

The second shot had been serious, though. The hunter wasn't going to be
obsessi ve about making things hard on itself.

And that shot had been damm cl ose, despite the darkness. Could the thing see
in the dark? Was it using infrared or sone other sort of high-tech stuff to
ai n®?

Anot her shower of blue-white fireworks bl ossomed up fromthe other side of
t he rocks.

"Ckay, that's two," Schaefer said. "My turn!"

He junped up, shotgun ready, and cut |oose, spraying slugs at the point
those bl asts had conme from He couldn't aimproperly in the dark, not. wth
the risk of incoming fire, but he'd gotten a pretty fair idea where that | ast
fireball had cone from

The roar of the gun on full auto was deafening, and its flash lit the jungle
a sick yell ow green.

Schaefer was aining at the crotch of a tree, but he realized he couldn't see
anything there but flying wood chi ps and | eaf fragments as his slugs tore
t hrough the greenery.

He rel eased the trigger and dived sideways, |ooking for cover

Hi s hearing was no use to him his ears were ringing fromthe shotgun's
t hunderous report, and he cursed hinmself for not considering that when he
chose his weapons. Hi s eyes were slowy adjusting to the darkness again, now
that no weapons were flashing; he crept forward through the underbrush.

He didn't hear any novenent-but his ears weren't working. He couldn't see
anything noving, either, but it was fucking dark. The nonster m ght be right
on top of him and he wouldn't knowit-or it mght be back in its tree.

It wasn't shooting at him though

Had he hit the thing, knocked it right out of that tree? Killed it, or at
| east wounded it?

O was it hiding somewhere? Had it dived for shelter in tine?

Could it dive out of a tree that high without injury? Schaefer knew that he
coul dn't have.

But the creature was bigger and stronger and faster than he was.

He couldn't tell if he had hit it, so he decided to take the battle to it,



to try to take the initiative. Shotgun in one hand, assault rifle in the
ot her, he charged out of conceal nrent toward the tree.

Bad nove.
He didn't even see what hit him

He didn't understand that; how could he not see sonething that big, even in
the jungle dark, if it was close enough to hit hin? Hs ears were still out,
but his eyes were okay, weren't they?

But he didn't see it just something slamed himacross the chest and he went
over backward, weapons flying.

He | anded rolling, he had enough self-control for that, and he cane up with
a grenade in his hand.

Sonet hing shinmrered faintly in the nmoonlight, and he pulled the pin, but
then he held the grenade, trying to see his target before he threw

It wasn't the creature he had fought in New York, with its yellow sh skin;
that woul d have shown up at this distance. Instead, there was sonething green
and bl ack and hard to see even though it was only a few yards away. ..

Canouf | age. That dammed perfect canouflage. It was the sanme creature. The
size was right.

He threw the grenade.

The thing dived aside in plenty of tinme-he couldn't really see it, but he
could make out the faintest flicker of novenent, |like leaves in the wind; he'd
forgotten how fast it was. Dodgi ng grenades was easy for it, Schaefer thought
as he flattened, covering his eyes against the grenade's flash to preserve his
ni ght vi sion.

VWhat little hearing had returned was gone again, and the ringing in his ears
was an entire carillon; shredded bark and | eaves and dirt showered over him

The instant the debris stopped falling, Schaefer lifted his head, scanning
the jungle quickly. The bastard had been noving that way..

Bl ue sparks were crawl i ng through the darkness, ten feet away; ribbons of
electricity were twisting around a dark outline, and the whole thing flickered
like a TV screen in a thunderstorm sonetines the green-and-black section of
jungl e, sonetimes sonething el se

It was moving closer.

And then it flashed once, and the flickering was gone, and the creature he
had fought in New York was standing there over him | ooking down at him

It had replaced its mask, he saw maybe it needed it to breathe.

It had maybe changed its clothes, too-Schaefer hadn't gotten a really good
look at it in his few seconds in that dimfifth-floor room and he wasn't
exactly studying its qualifications for M. Blackwell's |ist now, either, but
sone of the details seened a bit different.

For one thing, sonething was dripping fromits arm sonething greenish
yell ow that glowed Iike Iliquid neon; either the shotgun or a grenade fragnent
had hit somrething wet.



And the grenade nust have taken out the canoufl age-as he had guessed, it
wasn't just face paint and fancy clothes, but sone kind of electronic gadget,
practically an invisibility screen.

If that worked as well with asphalt and concrete as it did with trees and
vines . . . Schaefer understood now how the thing had been able to nove
t hrough New York so easily w thout ever being spotted.

And if that glowi ng stuff was the creature's blood, and not just the
equi val ent of hydraulic fluid for its gadgets, Schaefer thought, it was hurt.
If it could bleed, it could die.

He cane up fast, as fast as he could, conbat knife in his hand, and the
bl ade punched through the thing's nmesh and into its grayish flesh.

"This is for Dutch!" Schaefer shouted.
The sound was nuffled; his hearing was still shot.

The creature roared in pain, and that, too, was dull, alnost inaudible.
Bef ore Schaefer could even think about dodging, its foot cane up and ki cked
hi m away, hard. The knife stayed in its side.

Schaef er guessed that the bastard hadn't expected anything |ike that.

He had it figured; this thing chased and killed people for the sport, like a
bi g-game hunter. It didn't expect to get hurt. The gane was supposed to
struggle, but it wasn't supposed to fight back; to the creature, people were
prey, not conpetition.

So he'd surprised it.

But the surprise was all done now Wen he |anded, he scranbled up and
headed away fromthe thing; he couldn't fight it on even terns, not even wth
a knife inits side. He'd Iost both his guns; the nonster hadn't, it still had
that weird little cannon on its shoul der, the one that had bl own hol es through
the walls back in New York and had chopped down trees here in the jungle.

Schaefer thought it wouldn't want to use the cannon, not at close range-that
woul dn't be sporting. But if he came at it again, while it was wounded, it
m ght decide to play it safe and bl ow hi m away.

So he ran and hoped that the thing would be too busy with the knife wound to
cone after himright away.

He figured that while it was distracted, he could get back to the nules and
put together enough firepower to handle the son of a bitch-even with the auto
shot gun gone, there was plenty nore in that case from Hanson at the DEA.

Then his foot slipped, and he caught hinself at the |ast second.

He'd | ost track of where he was, which way he was goi ng, and had just cone
within inches of charging right off a cliff into the river.

"Ch, shit!" he said, and he still couldn't hear his own voice.

And before he could step back, the thing's claw closed on his head from
behind, its fingers over his eyes, the long black talons digging into his
cheeks.

He hadn't heard a thing, hadn't known it was there. Even without its
invisibility gadget, it was better at concealnent than it had any right to be.



It picked himup, lifted himup by that grip on his head, and for a nonent
Schaefer dangl ed as hel pl essly as a puppy; then it flung himagainst the
nearest tree.

He | anded hard and sat, stunned and unable to nove, as the thing marched up
to him

He | ooked up at it and spat, still defiant despite his hel pl essness.

"You ought to tell your hairdresser,"” he wheezed as he saw the bl ack, banded
tendrils dangling down either side of the creature's head swayi ng and catching
the nmoonlight, "that Rasta shit's been out of style for years."

He didn't know whether he had actually spoken aloud or not; his ears were
still out.

Then the thing reached down for him and Schaefer flung his hand up
grabbi ng the bottom of its nmask

After all, it had al nrbst worked in New YorKk.

This time, though, the mask didn't conme free. It tw sted, and the thing
stepped back to straighten it, stepped away from Schaefer, and he had the
second or two he needed to recover his wts.

Schaefer rolled and grabbed up a fallen branch as thick as his own leg. He
came up swi nging and caught the creature solidly on the side of the head with
the Iinb, twi sting the mask back out of I|ine.

The bl ow woul d have killed a nman, but this bastard didn't even stagger. It
just flung up an armto ward Schaefer off and turned away, using its other
hand to strai ghten the crooked hel net.

It was standing on the edge of the cliff, facing away fromhim partially
bl i nded and thoroughly distracted, its canouflage still not working, and
Schaefer knew this had to be the best shot he would ever have, nmaybe his | ast
shot; he lowered his nmakeshift club into a spear and charged.

The wood splintered with the inpact, and Schaefer was knocked backward; the
creature tottered, swayed, and then fell over the brink

Schaefer's hearing was beginning to return, finally-enough that he heard the
sound of the inpact.

At first he thought his ears were still fucked up sonmehow, because it wasn't
a thud, like a body hitting the ground; it was a crunch

He waited, dazed, for the creature to clinb back up

When it didn't, he crept forward and peered over the edge, half expecting a
blue-white fireball to take his head off at any minute, or a clawto grab his
face.

Not hi ng hit hinm nothing noved.

The creature was lying there notionless, spraw ed across the trunk of a
fallen tree, with a big snear of that yell ow green goop across its chest,

glowing in the darkness and lighting the scene.

And thrusting up fromthe center of that |umi nous snear was a pointed,
br oken-of f tree branch that had punched right through the bastard.



That didn't necessarily mean the fight was over, Schaefer tried to tel
hi nsel f. Maybe that wasn't where the creature's heart was. Maybe it was not
just bigger and stronger than anything human, but tougher in ways Schaefer
couldn't even inmagine. Maybe there were still sonme surprises init.

But nmaybe not.

To Schaefer, the thing | ooked deader than hell
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The guide was sitting on a tree root beside the fire, waiting.
He wasn't really sure just what he was waiting for, dawn, perhaps?
Not for Schaefer, certainly; Schaefer wouldn't be com ng back
He supposed he might hear a scream
He hoped not, though. This whol e assignment was bad enough wi thout that.

He | ooked around the canpsite once again, his hands nervously checking his
pockets and belt to make sure he had no weapons, nothing that could be
m st aken for a weapon. If he stayed unarned, he should be all right.

The thing that had killed all those nen eight years ago had | et the wonman
wi th them go, because she wasn't arned. And they'd told himthat the one that
had sl aughtered all those cops in New York had | eft that one cop, Salvati,
alive, because he wasn't arned.

The guide did not want to be arned.

He didn't have so much as a pocketknife, which had made it a little tricky
to keep the fire going, but he had managed it-and he had been careful never to
pi ck up anything that was burning, as a brand could be a weapon.

He suspected there were nore weapons in Schaefer's baggage, which was one
reason he never touched it, never even considered searching it or pilfering
anyt hi ng.

If a jaguar or a snake attacked him he'd have to rely on his bare hands- but
it was worth the risk.

Leaves rustled, and he | ooked up warily.

Sonet hi ng was approachi ng, sonething that wal ked upright, a dark shadow
agai nst the noonlight; he froze.

It stepped out into the circle of firelight, and he recogni zed Schaefer
Detective Schaefer, alive and with all his linbs intact.
The gui de's jaw dropped.

"Shit, you're alivel" he said. He saw the gun Schaefer was carrying, and
t hat was anot her shock-Schaefer was alive, and arned. "But what about the
| nean . "

The only possi bl e expl anation sank in.

"Ch, ny God!" he said.



He sprang up as Schaefer dropped the gun and settled heavily against a tree.

"Umm. . . ," Schaefer said wearily, "is it ny imagination, or is your
Engl i sh suddenly i nprovi ng?"

"Laugh it up, Schaefer," the guide said as he threw open the | eather flap on
one of his saddl ebags and pulled up a tel escoping antenna. "Christ, | don't
believe this."

Schaefer sprawl ed confortably and watched, anused, as the guide worked
controls.

A crackl e of white noise cane fromthe saddl ebag, and then an el ectronic
voi ce said, "This is Capa-Al pha, over."

The gui de picked up a m crophone and said, "Capa-Al pha, this is Decoy-Ni ner
Get me the CO now. "

He waited, staring at Schaefer.
"You really did it, didn't you?" he asked quietly. "You killed it."
Schaefer sm | ed and nodded.

Maybe, Schaefer thought, he could get sone answers now. Maybe he coul d get
an explanation as to what the hell was going on, what that thing was he'd
killed, what had happened to Dutch, all of it.

O maybe not, but what the hell, he'd got it, he'd beat it, and it wasn't
going to leave any nore flayed corpses hanging fromthe rafters in New York
not in Schaefer's city.

Sonewhere of f the coast a radi oman told General Philips, "Sir, |'mgetting a
signal from Decoy-N ner-says he wants to talk to you."

Phi I'i ps nodded unhappily; he'd been expecting this call, but not | ooking
forward to it. He crossed the roomand picked up the nike

"This is Philips, Niner," he said wearily. "Prepare whatever's |eft of
Schaefer's body for transport back to the States, and . "

The speaker crackled, interrupting him

"Sir, you don't understand," Decoy-N ner's voice said. "Schaefer's alive. He
killed it. Repeat, Schaefer's still alive!"

In the jungle, in the little ring of firelight, Schaefer smled and threw
his gui de a sardonic salute.

The guide stood by the placid nule, staring at Schaefer, the microphone in
hi s hand.

"Ch, my God," Philips whispered. He went pale.

Anot her one of the creatures had died. Last tine that had nmeant a miniature
nuke took out a chunk of jungle, but this time it wasn't just one |one
hunter-the things were all over New York.

Anyt hi ng m ght happen now.

"Stand by, Niner," he said. He turned. "Perkins," he shouted, "radio
Washi ngton, scranble everything-we're going on full conbat alert. And get ne



the President-the shit's about to hit the fan!"
Perkins hurried, and Philips tried to think

One of the things was dead but there hadn't been any blast. Dutch had
descri bed how the one he had killed had done something with the device it wore
onits left wist, and that that had caused the expl osi on-perhaps this one
hadn't had tinme to set the device before it died?

But, then, it was still lying out there in the jungle somewhere, with al
that alien technology, just waiting to be found ....

"Ceneral ," someone called, "we have a report fromthe radar anal ysts-they're
pi cking up activity of sone kind."

"Shit," Philips said. He | ooked down at his hand and realized he was stil
hol ding the butt of a cigar; he stubbed it out and tossed it away in disgust.

Was it starting already? Did the things know about the death? Wre they
al ready preparing their retaliation?

What woul d happen if Philips could get his nen to the corpse before the
aliens could collect their fallen conrade?

Was it worth the risk?

"The President, sir," Perkins said.

"Dam, " Philips said. "Get nme those radar nen-1'1l want to talk to them as
soon as the President hangs up." He picked up the nicrophone.

"Sir," he said, "I'mafraid | have bad news."

He expl ai ned the situation quickly; the President had been briefed before,
of course, and he foll owed the explanation readily.

"You know the situation better than | do, General," he said. "I'lIl trust
your judgnent on this, but you know ny position. W can't afford to fight; we
can't afford to conme out in the open. | don't |ike appeasenent any nore than
you do, but in this case | don't think we can afford anything el se-so give
t hem what they need to keep them happy"

"And the dead one . . ."

"l don't have the information | need to nmake the call on that, General. Do
what ever you think best, but let's keep the risks to a nmininum W' re playing
for stakes we can't afford to | ose."

"Yes, sir."
The connecti on broke.
And that left Philips holding the bag.

The radar report was next.

Sonet hing had | eft New York-and not at any measly six hundred mles per hour
this time; it was nmoving so fast that the radar had lost it al nost
i medi at el y.

It had been headi ng south, though



"Was it all of then?" Philips asked.

"No," cane the reply-surprisingly unequivocal, for once. "No, nost of
are still in New York."

em

Hol ding the city hostage, Philips thought.

Maybe two could play at that ganme. Maybe he could find something to trade,
something to give themin exchange for New York

The aliens had never wanted to conmmuni cate, and there'd never been any way
to force the issue, but maybe, just maybe, that had changed. There m ght be
somet hing out there in the jungle those bastards wanted enough that they'd
talk in order to get it.

And if he could get themto talk, nmaybe he could get themto lay off New
York, stay out of Anerican cities. Maybe he could barter for sonme of their
gadget s.

This mght be a disaster, they mght just torch everything in retaliation-or
it mght be the greatest opportunity humanity had ever had.

"CGet a squad ready," he barked. "Choppers |oaded. W' ve got a pickup to
make." He snmiled grimy and reached for another cigar

"Maybe two," he added as he lit the cigar

Then he reached for the mcrophone to give Decoy-N ner his new instructions.
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After a day back in the city, doing nothing but worrying about Shari and the
boys, Rasche decided he couldn't stand to stay hone any | onger

There weren't any calls on the answering machine at the house; a call to the
department told himhe hadn't had any calls there, either

So there was no word from Schaefer

He did call Shari's nother-froma pay phone, just in case-and she reported
that everything was fine, Shari and the boys were there in Elmra, safe and
wel | .

Rasche talked to his wife, and the sound of her voice was a relief. He
reassured her that he was fine, too.

But he couldn't talk to her forever-his supply of change woul dn't hol d-out,
and he didn't want to use a calling card, since that would | eave a record

He went hone, and after a day he couldn't stand it anynore; he phoned in to
say he'd cut his vacation short and would be in the next day.

McComb grunbled; it was obvious he'd just as soon never see Rasche again,
but he could hardly argue.

Then Rasche went down to Police Plaza and picked up a portable police radio
and spent the evening installing it in the rental van, just in case.

That first nmorning back at work was disnal -the paperwork had piled up during
hi s absence, but he couldn't concentrate on it. He kept thinking about Shari
out there in Elmra, hours away, and he kept remenbering those swaying flayed
corpses on the fifth floor on Beeknan Street and in the basenent on Twentieth,



and he kept having nightmare visions of Shari hangi ng upsi de down with her
skin peeled off, dripping blood in slow circles on the floor of her nother's
front hall.

He coul dn't even inmagi ne where Schaefer night be, or what m ght have
happened to him

Sonme kind of hunter, Schaefer's brother had said but what did that nean? How
was that different fromany ordinary hit man? Wiy did this hunter skin his
victins?

Did he always skin his victins?

And how many had there actually been? Did Rasche know about all of them or
were there sonme the feds had nmanaged to keep quiet?

It was on the way back fromlunch that O ficer Brownl ow caught himin the
hal | way.

Scuse me, sir," he said as he brushed Rasche's sl eeve. "You' re Detective

Rasche?"

Rasche adnmitted it. He'd been taking a cup of coffee back to his desk, and
he sipped it, then asked, "And who're you, the Easter Bunny?"

Br ownl ow i nt roduced hi nsel f.

"I understand you're Detective Schaefer's partner? The one who got thrown
out at Twentieth Street?"

"I't was the scene at Beekman where he got thrown out," Rasche corrected. "At
Twentieth Street they just politely asked us to go away"

Br ownl ow nodded. "Right," he said. "Wll, | thought you night be interested
in a couple of recent cases, sir. Nothing special, you understand, nothing
that would interest the feds, but | thought you m ght want to take a | ook."

Rasche stared at himover the rimof the coffee cup

"Oh? What sort of cases?"

"It'd be easier to show you the files, sir." He held up a thick sheaf of
mani | a fol ders.

Rasche figured he wasn't going to get anything nore inportant done anyway;
he nodded, and the two nmen returned to Rasche's office.

Brownl ow woul dn't tell himanything nore; he left the folders on the desk
and depart ed.

Rasche sighed and opened the first folder

He spent the afternoon going over the cases that O ficer Brownl ow and ot hers
like himin the NYPD had deci ded woul dn't interest the feds.

Brownl ow was right, though; the cases definitely interested Rasche. And they
answered the question he'd wondered about earlier

No, Rasche saw, it seenmed that the hunter-hit man didn't always skin his
victims-not if that was really who was responsible for these killings.

But when he didn't skin them he took their heads and spines-he didn't just



detach them he took them None of the heads had been found anywhere.

And, Rasche realized, they'd never found any of the skin fromthe other
victins. It was just gone.

Heads . . . that wasn't unheard of. Killers had done that often enough. From
anci ent conquerors to sex killers, lots of people had cut off heads and taken
them as trophies

But spi nes?
O skins?

This guy-if it was just one guy, which Rasche was begi nning to doubt,
despite what Schaefer thought-was very weird indeed. He renenbered what
Schaefer had said about the fight on Beekman-that his opponent hadn't been
human.

Maybe Schaefer was right.

Hours after his shift ended, Rasche was still at his desk, but he was no
| onger even pretending to work. He just couldn't bring hinself to | eave the
of fice.

After all, where would he go? Hone, to an enpty house? Shari and the kids
were upstate; going hone would just be depressing. It was too early to go to
bed; the sun hadn't even set yet; it was one of those |ong sunmer afternoon
that seens to go on forever

And there wasn't anything to do at hone but sl eep-assum ng he could sleep
knowi ng that that killer was out there sonmewhere roanmng the city, ripping
peopl e apart and taking pi eces as souvenirs.

And if Schaefer called, he'd probably call the office-at |east Rasche
t hought so, but he could never be sure. Even after six years he didn't
under stand how Schaefer's m nd worked. Sonetines Schaefer was smart and sharp
and right on top of everything, and sonetines he'd be off in the twilight zone
sonewher e

And right now he was off in Central Anmerica or Col onbia or sonme goddammed
pl ace, and he hadn't bothered to call in.

Unl ess he'd tried calling the house while Rasche was here at the office.
But if he couldn't reach Rasche there, he'd have tried the office.

So he hadn't tried. He was still playing it solo. Rasche hated that; he was
supposed to be Schaef's partnner

Not that he was about to fly off to Central Anerica; he was too old and out
of shape to go sl ogging through the jungle with Schaefer |ooking for nonsters.

And Dut ch had been Schaefer's brother, not his; Rasche had never nmet him He
woul dn"t know what he was | ooking for, following Dutch's trail

And Schaefer was the one who'd been Special Forces; Rasche's military career
had consisted of a couple of years at Fort Bragg picking up cigarette butts.
If it cane down to sone kind of pitched battle, Rasche wouldn't be nuch hel p.

But Schaefer still should have call ed.

So Rasche sat in his office, ignhoring the stack of unfinished reports and



the case files on three dozen unsol ved nurders, and stared at the screen of
his -battered old portable TV

The TV was supposed to be there in case there was sone breaking news story
that concerned police, but nostly it was there so Rasche coul d watch WADR when
he didn't feel |ike pushing any nore papers and there wasn't anything for him
to do on the streets and he didn't want to think any nore about the killings
he was supposed to be investigating-or, in the present case, killings he was
supposed to be ignoring.

And right now WACR wasn't conming in, no matter how nuch Rasche fooled with
the rabbit ears.

Reception had been lousy for the last two weeks even by New York standards,
bad enough that the local stations had done news reports in which scientists
from Col unbi a and NYU nade wil d-ass guesses about sunspots and radi oactive
pol l utants trapped by the tenperature inversion, but today the interference
was worse than ever.

Rasche sl apped the set in frustration, and M. Ed vanished in a blur of
SNOW.

"Shit," he said. He got up and stared around the tiny roomin frustration

Maybe there was sonething in one of the desk drawers that he could distract
hinself with for alittle while; he pulled one open at random

He gaze fell on a bundle stuffed into the drawer-his jacket, wapped around
that hel met-mask thing that Schaefer had given himfor safekeeping, the thing
Schaefer had pulled off the killer's face just before being thrown out of the
fifth floor of that enpty buil ding.

He had forgotten it was there; he had been too busy with other matters, I|ike
getting Schaefer to the hospital, and then to the airport, and then getting
Shari out of town. He'd dunped it in there that norning when he and Schaefer
had come in and McConb had call ed Schaefer in his office, the nmorning Schaefer
had left for Central Anerica.

Nei t her of them had ever really | ooked at the thing.
Maybe it was time sonebody did.

Rasche didn't expect nuch; it was probably just a fancy hard hat, nothing
but a chunk of inert netal, but it wouldn't hurt to | ook

He unw apped it.

The thing | ooked as if it was neant to cover a face and the top of a head,
but the shapes and proportions were wong-nobody had a face angled |ike that,
and it was bigger than it needed to be.

It was snooth gray netal, with a dull finish but with no scratches or scars
that Rasche coul d see. The eyehol es weren't just hol es-they were | enses, dark
gl ass, nmaybe red, Rasche couldn't really be sure.

He turned the mask over

The inside was Iined with sonething he couldn't identify, sonething slightly
spongy, slightly leathery. There were netal insets that |ooked as if they
m ght be decoration, or might be something electronic. There were little tubes
on either side that |ooked as if they were nmeant to connect up to sonething,



but they weren't quite right for any of the standard plugs or connectors
Rasche had ever seen

And sonething was glowing faintly beside the left eyepiece, a small yell ow
shape he couldn't identify.

Rasche frowned
This wasn't just a mask, it was a gadget of sone kind. But what did it do?

He held it up to the light fromthe w ndow and peered through those
eyehol es.

Then he blinked. He | owered the mask

He saw the street, the sky awash in the orange fire of a spectacul ar sunset,
t he wi ndows gl eani ng gol den, the towers above the rooftops across the street
shadow bl ack to the east, mdday bright to the south and west.

And that was all he saw.

He turned back to his office-the desk, the TV, the bookshelves. He raised
the mask and saw themall, eerily changed, but still recognizabl e-the desk,
the TV, the bookshel ves, nasses of strange col or that al nost seened to
vi brate.

The mask changed what he saw, sonehow | i ke those night-vision scopes the
mlitary used. Infrared, was. it?

VWhat ever it was, he was still seeing what was really there, it wasn't sone
sort of conputer sinulation. He held the nask up to his face-he couldn't put
it on, his head wasn't big enough, wasn't the right shape, but he could hold
it so that he saw out the eyehol es.

Desk, TV, bookshelves, chair, door, lanmp, the TV antenna |like blue Iines of
light, the TV itself hot pink; he could even read his own nanme backward on the
gl ass of the door, purple-blue on green-blue.

Then he turned and | ooked out the wi ndow agai n.

And he saw the ships, cruising over the city-gigantic and alien, huge
red-gol d shapes agai nst a deep-red sky.

Rasche wasn't stupid. He could recognize the incredible when his nose was
rubbed init.

Spaceshi ps. Invisible spaceships that he could see only through this alien
hel net . .

Schaefer had been right all along. The killer wasn't human at all.

No, not "the killer." "Killers," plural. He could see three ships just from
this one w ndow.

And he coul d guess now why TV reception sucked.

"Sunspots, my ass," he said softly.
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When dawn broke, the guide wanted to see the thing, to be sure it was really
dead. He insisted on leading the mules to the edge of the cliff, and then



clinmbing dowmn for a good close | ook at the nonster's remains.

Schaefer had no problemw th that; he wasn't much for braggi ng, but he
didn't mnd showing off his handiwork if the other guy asked.

Just for the hell of it, he clinbed down the cliff to |look at the body, too.

The creature was still lying there, still dead; the pool of yellow green
bl ood on its chest, the snear on the branch that had inpaled it, and the
trickle that had spilled down one side had all faded to a greener, |ess
| um nescent hue.

Schaefer was interested to note that none of the local wildlife had nade any
visible attenpt to feast on this particular gift; there were no flies, no
ants, no beetles crawling on the corpse.

He was no scientist, but he could guess what that neant-this thing wasn't
anything that had ever lived on Earth, and its chem stry was sufficiently
different that the local fauna didn't recognize it as food.

Maybe it wasn't food; its flesh nmght well be as toxic as its attitude.

For the first time Schaefer was able to get a really good look at it, at the
bl ack mesh covering, the cannon thing, the netal-bound braids-if they were
brai ds; now that he saw them he wasn't sure. They | ooked alnost solid, as if
they weren't hairs plaited together, but some sort of thick tendrils.

That m ght have just been sone sort of oily covering, though. He wasn't
curious enough to renove the nmetal bands and see what happened.

The netal mask, the leathery guards at wist and ankle with their intricate
gadgetry, |ooked very high tech, but barbaric at the sane tine. The string of
skulls it wore slung over one shoulder-nostly animal skulls, but with a hunan
one at the end of the string-was just barbaric, wthout any tech. Schaefer
noticed that there were a |ot of blades and sharp edges involved inits
vari ous equi pnent.

Thi s character had obviously considered itself a real badass.

Schaefer had run into people a few tinmes before who thought that way. Most
of themwere wong. This son of a bitch had at |east had sonme justification
for considering itself serious bad news.

"My God," the guide said, staring at it. "You really killed it."

Schaefer glanced at him "You say that as if it were a bad thing," he
remar ked.

"You weren't supposed to kill it," the guide told him "You weren't . . . W
didn't think you could kill it. You and your dammed brother. Do you have any
i dea what this means?" He knelt by the body, carefully not touching it, as if
he were afraid it would burn him or pollute himsonehow.

Maybe it woul d, Schaefer thought. Maybe he'd caught some weird alien disease
by fighting the thing.

O maybe the guide was just a wuss.

"Yeah, sure | know what it neans,
Mller tinme."

Schaefer said. He grinned. "It neans it's

"Ch, laugh it up," the guide said bitterly. He pulled sonething fromhis



pocket, a gadget of some kind that Schaefer didn't recognize, and set it down
by the dead creature. "Jesus, Schaefer, this isn't professional westling,
t hese guys play for keeps!”

"So do I," Schaefer said, his smle fading. "You think I'"mgoing to
apol ogi ze for not dying? Get real." He turned away, disgusted, and started
clinmbing back up the cliff, using the vines as ropes.

"Thi s whol e business was a setup fromthe nminute | |eft New York, wasn't
it?" Schaefer asked as he haul ed hinself up. "The reports | got that took ne
to Riosucio, you showing up, the way you led ne right here-it was all an act.
"Native guide;' huh? That's cute-what are you really? Cl A? DEA?"

"Neither," the guide said, gasping slightly with the effort of clinbing as
he foll owed Schaefer up the cliff. "You never heard of us."

"Don't be too sure of that."

"Ch, we're sure,"” the guide said. "I don't suppose it matters anynore, so
mght as well tell you, we're new, fornmed after your brother net one of those
things. He killed his, too-but he lost his entire squad doing it, and it died
nore slowy, slowy enough to use a self-destruct that made that crater you
saw. '

"Lost his squad?" Schaefer turned as he reached the top and | ooked back down
at the guide. Here was confirmation of what he had suspected. "That thing
killed all of then? Blain, Hawkins, all of thenf"

"All of them" the guide confirned:
"And Dutch? Did it get hin®"

Schaef er knew Dut ch had survived the first encounter-had killed it, the
gui de sai d.

But that neant that there was nore than one, that the one Schaefer had just
killed was not the one that took out Dutch's nen.

So had it gotten Dutch? Had it been after revenge for its dead buddy?
"Dutch got out alive," the guide said, "but that's all | can tell you."

That wasn't necessarily so, Schaefer realized; it just neant that the
gui de' s people didn't know whether the second one had got Dutch

Either that, or they knew but weren't saying.
"And it's all secret as hell, right?" he asked.
"Yeah," the gui de agreed.

"So when | started poking around, you people decided to feed ne to that
bastard? Gve it what it wanted?"

"Damm t, Schaefer," the guide said as he stepped up onto solid ground,
"you're the one who decided to conme down here and play tourist! W didn't set
that up! You practically volunteered for a suicide mssion."

"Yeah?" Schaefer sneered. "And what about Dutch? WAs he another of your
vol unt eer s?"

"W didn't know back then!"



"But you do now, so you sent nme to play pattycake with that thing."

"Look, we don't like this any nore than you do," the guide said, "but it's

here, it's real, and we're forced to deal with it."

"And just what is it you think you re dealing with?" Schaefer demanded. He
paused and | ooked back .down at the dead thing as the guide pushed past him

"W don't know," the guide said. "W can only guess. But what we guess is
that these things cone to Earth every so often to have a good tinme, play the
great white hunter, collect a few trophies-and then they go honme again and
| eave us alone for years at a stretch.”

"Cone to Earth," Schaefer said as he took a final | ook down at the creature.
"From out er space, you nean? Like in the novies?"

"Sonmething like that," the guide said. He reached the waiting nules and
pul | ed out Schaefer's gun.

Schaefer turned away fromthe cliff at the sound of the safety being
rel eased and found the guide pointing the weapon at him

"Come on," the guide said. "The general wants us out of here, away fromthat
t hi ng- he doesn't want you fucking up anything el se. W've got six hours to
make t he rendezvous down at the end of the valley. You just keep your hands
of f the packs, don't touch any weapons, and we'll be fine. Maybe we can stil
sal vage sonet hing out of this ness.”

Schaefer stared at himsilently for a nmonent.

"You know, chief," he said at last, "you're really beginning to get on ny
nerves. That thing's dead. It's over."

"Jesus, you don't have a clue, do you?" the guide said, amazed. "You think
that was the only one? Cone on, nove!" He waved the gun

Schaef er sighed and began marchi ng.
Yeah, he'd thought that was the only one but so what if it wasn't?

He'd be glad to take on however nany m ght be out there.

22

"You really think those things are going to fucking invade, just because
killed one of themin self-defense?" Schaefer asked as he pushed aside yet
anot her over hangi ng gi ant fern.

The two nmen had been sl oggi ng through the jungle for hours, arguing off and
on; Schaefer's suggestion that they at least try riding the nmules had been
vet oed as nmeki ng an escape attenpt too easy.

They had heard a copter overhead at one point but had been unable to see it
t hrough the canopy, and the sound had faded away again. Schaefer had | ooked at
t he guide, who had just shrugged and kept wal ki ng; apparently that hadn't been
their intended pickup.

"W don't know what they're going to do," the guide said, "but we don't
expect themto just ignore it.

"So why didn't they blow us all away when Dutch waxed one ei ght years ago?"



"Because it blewitself up," the guide said. "They nmust have thought your
brot her bought it in the explosion. He damm near did."

"Or maybe they figured their buddy knew the risks," Schaefer suggested.

"Conme on, Schaefer," the guide said, "these things are from another pl anet,
t hey' ve got starships and shit, they're maybe a million years ahead of us-you
think they're going to et a bunch of apes like us blow away tourists?"

"Way not?" Schaefer asked. "You seemto think we should | et them bl ow away
our people-wasn't that what was happening in New York? Let the boys have some
fun, and so what if they kill a few of the natives."

"Better they take out a few than the whole |lot of us," the guide said.

"Better they not take out any," Schaefer replied. "A point | was trying to
make when | canme down here | ooking for that son of a bitch."

"Ch, right. Did you really think you could waltz down here and end it as
easy as that?"

Schaefer didn't reply, and the guide went on, "You' re not in Kansas anynore,
pal . You can't roust these guys |like your standard-issue gang-bangers or drug
push-"

The sound of a rifle shot interrupted the guide in md-wrd, and Schaefer
turned, startled, to see blood spurt fromthe man's shoul der

"Pushers," the guide said, swaying unsteadily, trying to bring the auto
shotgun around, trying to | ocate the source of the shot.

Schaefer didn't wait for any nore surprises; he dived for cover, throw ng
hinsel f as far fromthe guide and the mules as he coul d.

As he hit the ground, the jungle erupted in gunfire.
The guide tottered and went down.

Schaefer |istened, |ooked at the shots he could see hitting, and counted at
| east four shooters concealed in the jungle, all within thirty yards.

One of the nules went down-a stupid waste, in Schaefer's opinion, but he
wasn't about to try to do anything about it. He lay still, half-hidden in
ferns, and waited for the shooting to stop

At | east whoever was shooting was using ordinary guns, and not that
hi gh-intensity alien shit-this wasn't the revenge of the invaders from space
that the phony gui de had been so worried about.

Smal | consol ation, Schaefer thought; the poor son of a bitch was just as
dead as if he'd caught the alien's firewsrks in the chest.

He shifted, very slowy, very carefully, turning to see what was happeni ng.
The firing trailed off and stopped.

The guide didn't so nuch as twitch; he was pretty clearly dead. The downed
mul e was still kicking, though, and a man in green fatigues stepped out of the
bush, put a gun to the animal's head, and snapped off a single, final shot.

The other mule had skittered off into the jungle; Schaefer couldn't see it
as he watched the nen appearing out of the forest.



Four of them all right-two with MAC-10's, two with Chinese AK 47's.

The choi ce of hardware and sonet hing about their attitude convinced Schaefer
t hese guys were Col onbi an drug-cartel nen-but what the hell were they doing
here? This place wasn't on the regul ar snmuggling routes, so far as Schaefer
knew.

Maybe they'd shifted the routes again, though; the DEA and the local policia
m ght' ve done that nuch.

One of the gunnmen lifted the guide's head and | ooked at the bl oody,
nmud- snear ed face.

"Este marrano estd nuerto,"” he said.

Anot her, just behind the first, gave a sharp bark of disgusted |aughter
"Eschevera to quiere vivo."

Eschever a?
Schaef er knew a Col onbi an naned Eschever a.

Eschevera had tried to be a big nman back in New York, acted |ike one of
t hose suave M am Vice types, but as far as Schaefer was concerned, underneath
the spit shine Eschevera was just another two-bit drug-dealing prick

Back when he and Rasche had still been working narcotics, Schaefer had heard
about Eschevera from a coupl e of underlings. Schaefer and Rasche had put in
sone |l egwork trying to get something on him sonething that would stick, and
word nust have got around; a couple of Eschevera's boys had shown up with an
invitation.

Schaefer had gone along, just for |aughs.

Schaefer and Rasche had net with Eschevera in the rooftop garden of a fancy
Manhat t an br ownstone, surrounded by tropical plants that were dying of the New
York cold. It had been just the three of them the bodyguards had stayed out
of sight, as a sign of trust and respect.

Rasche had | et Schaefer do the tal king.

There' d been sonme prelimnaries, each man denonstrating how t ough he thought
he was, and then Eschevera had spilled a mllion dollars in snall bills across
the bark dust and told Schaefer that he and Rasche could have it, that very
day, if they'd just back off and | eave hi m al one.

And he'd had a switchblade in the other hand as a warning of what m ght
happen if they didn't take the noney.

A mllion dollars, he'd said, and Schaefer had believed himthe pile of
bills hadn't been small

Schaefer had thought it over for a couple of seconds, just to be fair to
Rasche. Half a million could have kept Shari and the boys confortable for a
long tinme; Rasche wouldn't have had to worry about his pension

But Schaefer had seen the | ook on Rasche's face, and he knew t hat Shari
woul d just have to put up with New York a few years nore. He'd expected that.

That settled, Schaefer had grabbed Eschevera and thrown the son of a bitch
of f the roof.



Only three stories. Eschevera lived.

And Schaefer'd wal ked out untouched whil e the bodyguards were running in
circles.

Schaefer'd reported it as an accident, said Eschevera tripped. There weren't
any other wi tnesses. Eschevera hadn't pressed charges, he'd packed up and gone
hone to Colonbia to lick his wounds.

Schaefer had figured he'd bunp into Eschevera again sooner or later, though
the people of the Cali cartel were known to carry grudges.

This wasn't quite how or where he'd expected the encounter, though
Had Eschevera's nmen been after hin®

He coul dn't see why they'd want the guide in particular, or what drug
deal ers would have to do with aliens, so, yeah, they'd probably been after
him and nailed the guide just because he was there.

So how d they known he was anywhere in the vicinity?

He wondered if Hanson had sold himout, told Eschevera where to | ook for
him it was possible, though he'd always thought Hanson was still straight.

Maybe one of Philips's nen had | eaked.

O it might have just been a coincidence, a stroke of bad luck-but if so, it
was one hell of a coincidence.

"Yo voy a mirar aqui," someone said, remninding Schaefer where he was.

The gunmen were | ooking around now, whether they were after Schaefer
specifically or not, they apparently knew the gui de hadn't been al one. Not
that it was hard to figure that out, when there were two nules, and they both
had saddl es.

They weren't being too bright about the search, though; they'd spread out
and weren't watching each ot her

Schaefer noved slowly into a crouch, ready to spring. One of the nmen was
appr oachi ng.

Then he was right on top of Schaefer, and the detective burst up through the
ferns, planting a solid right on the man's jaw, the Col onbian went down, and
Schaef er snatched up his MAC 10.

By the time he'd untangl ed the shoulder strap fromthe dazed nman's shoul der,
t hough, the other three had turned and opened fire; Schaefer dived for cover
agai n.

He checked the gun quickly, found the nmagazine still half-full, and returned
fire.

The thing wasn't very accurate; it was nmeant for spraying fire across an
area, not for hitting targets. Schaefer didn't really expect to hit anything,
but it would nake the Col onbi ans keep their heads down.

Now t hat he'd been spotted, there was no point in staying quiet or trying to
hi de; he worried about cover, but not conceal nent, and he kept noving, cutting
fromone tree to the next in short dashes, spraying bullets each tine.



The Col onbi ans fired back but usually only succeeded in putting a dozen
rounds through the space between trees after Schaefer had al ready reached
cover. That didn't nmean they were stupid, just human-reaction times weren't
fast enough. They didn't know when he'd nove, or which way.

If they'd had the firepower, they could have kept up a steady fire and
pi nned hi m down whil e one circled around behind-but they didn't. There were
just the three weapons, and they'd probably shot off half their amo taking
down the guide and the nule.

The one mule, the guide's mule. The other one, the one Schaefer had ridden
originally, was still alive and unhurt, and Schaefer figured his best
chance-his only chance, really-was to get to the aninal, and to the rest of
the arsenal he'd brought up from Ri osucio. The Col onbi ans hadn't touched it
yet. Wth that stuff he could | ay down enough fire to maybe take out one or
two of his enem es, despite the thick jungle, and if that didn't scare the
others off, it would at | east keep them down | ong enough that he coul d nount
up and make a run for it.

He wi shed the danmm nmule would hold still, preferably behind sone sort of
cover; it was wandering slowy through the jungle, staying well clear of the
| arger trees

It didn't seemto-be bothered by the gunfire, and Schaefer wondered just
where the guide had got it, and how much experience the aninmal had had with
this sort of thing.

He worked his way closer to the animal, and when he thought he had a chance,
he made a run for it

The nmule started and shied away at his approach-gunfire hadn't scared it,
but Schaefer apparently did.

"C mere, damm you!" he shouted, grabbing for the bridle. He got a hand on
one | eather strap, and the nmule pulled away, rearing slightly.

"Down, dammt!"

Hol ding the bridle with one hand, he reached for the gun box with the other
turning the mule to keep it between hinself and the Col onbi ans as he pulled
out his reserve shotgun. Hanson had been generous, and Schaefer appreciated
it.

"Al'l right," he said, "ny turn."
steel touched the back of his head.

He lifted the weapon-and froze as hard

"Drop it, marrano," a cold voice said in his ear, "or | fear that Senor
Eschevera will be deprived of his evening's entertainment."

Maybe they hadn't been able to pin himdown, but one of them had circled
around anyway, and Schaefer hadn't heard or seen a thing.

His grip tightened on the shotgun as he considered his next nove-and then a

gun butt hit his head with a sharp crack, and Schaefer, no | onger considering
anyt hi ng, went down.
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"The transponder signal's coming in fine," Doheny said as he swng the radio
locator in a narrow arc. "Now |l et's hope Niner put it in the right place."



Behi nd himthe other three nmen of the pickup squad were unl oading the neta
mesh basket that was supposed to hold the dead alien

The copter had set down in the crater it was the closest thing to clear
terrain anywhere in the area.

"Over that way," Doheny said, pointing.

"Cone on, then," Johnson barked.

Toget her, the four nen pushed their way through the jungle, hauling the
basket between them the chopper waited, engine idling.

The general had said to keep the engine running, to be ready to run at any
nonent -t he aliens mght be com ng to nake the pickup thensel ves.

No one knew if they cared about their dead the same way people did, but
judging by the bonb the first one had used, there was sonething they didn't
want to | eave |ying around-bodies, equipnment, sonething.

Doheny knew all that. He'd been working with Philips's group for years, and
he knew the aliens were supposed to be very real and very deadl y-but sonehow,
deep down, he didn't quite believe it. Intellectually, sure, the aliens were
real, but enotionally the idea just hadn't sunk in.

He swung his machete-the briefings had said they'd be safer unarned, but
he'd insisted they needed to be able to clear the way to get the basket
t hrough. And there m ght be nore nundane nenaces than the killer aliens around
here; besides the nachete Doheny had his sidearm as did the others.

Philips had advised against it but Philips wasn't out here in the jungle
with the snakes and vi nes.

When the four nmen reached the cliff edge, Romano, hol ding one of the front
corners, al nost went over before he caught hinself. Johnson swore at him

Doheny | ooked over the edge and spotted the creature al nost imediately,
lying at the bottomthirty yards off to the right, draped across a fallen tree
with a five-foot linmb stuck through its chest.

"Shit," he said quietly.
It was real.

And it was going to be a royal bitch to get it off that chunk of wood and
into the basket.

And there was no way in hell they were going to haul it up the cliff by
hand, through all that brush; they'd have to rig a harness, get the chopper
over with a Iine and hook, and hoist it up

At least with the river right there they'd be able to get a hook down
wi t hout snagging in the canopy.

"Cone on,
withit."

he said, starting the clinb dowmn the precipice, "let's get on
Rel uctantly, the others followed, tipping the basket up and sliding it
carefully over the edge in a controlled fall

Doheny was hal fway down when he gl anced over at where the dead alien |ay,
and froze. He blinked, hoping it was some sort of illusion, maybe sonme kind of



refracti on caused by spray fromthe river, sonething that woul d di sappear
It didn't di sappear.
"Shit," he said again.

Johnson, Romano, and Sturgill glanced at him saw where he was staring, and
turned their own gaze.

Al four nen froze, staring.

There were four of the things-five, counting the dead one. The four of them
were standing in a circle around their fallen conrade.

Then one of them | ooked over at the nen, hanging there hal fway down the
cliff.

Johnson let go his hold on the basket and began clinbing upward. "Go!" he
called. "Get out of here! Back to the chopper!"

Sturgill, caught by surprise by the sudden increase in weight when Johnson
rel eased his share, slid several feet farther down before he was able to free
hi nsel f of the basket. The basket crashed downward past him tearing through
| eaves, flipping end for end every tine it hit an obstruction, until finally
it landed with a splash, half on the bank, half in the river

Sturgill hung for a nonment, nmaking sure his hold was solid; then he turned
to find that Johnson and Romano had al ready scranbl ed hal fway back up

Doheny was waiting for him though

"You okay?" Doheny call ed.

Sturgill nodded. He gl anced over at the eneny, then blinked.

"They' re gone," he said.

Doheny | ooked, startl ed.

Sturgill was right-the four live aliens had vani shed.

Had they imagined it, then? Had the creatures been an illusion of sonme kind?

No, that was nonsense-all four men had seen themthere. Johnson and Ronano
woul dn't be fleeing in panic otherw se. They'd seen sonethi ng.

So where had the four creatures gone? Doheny hadn't heard anything, hadn't
seen any novenent, just suddenly they were gone; could they be that fast, that
silent?

He remenbered the briefings.

Yes, they were that fast, that silent. Doheny had di scounted it when he'd
heard the story, had figured that |one survivor fromeight years ago had
dressed up his account to nake himself | ook good, but now, very suddenly,
Doheny believed it all.

They were fast, strong, silent. They could nove through the jungle as well
as anything on earth.

And they had their invisibility screens, too.



And they killed people just for fun
"Ch, God," Doheny whi spered as he scranbl ed upward.

He' d dropped his nachete-he was glad of that now He wondered if it was too
late to ditch his pistol and decided not to worry about it.

If he could reach the chopper, he'd be safe; they couldn't catch that, no
matter how fast or strong they were. They didn't have wi ngs, they couldn't

fly.

At the top he turned to see if he could lend Sturgill a hand Johnson and
Romano were al ready running through the jungle, smashing through the
under growt h, naki ng enough noi se to wake the dead, sending birds and insects
flying in all directions as they ran for the crater and their ride out.

Sturgill wasn't there

Doheny had thought Sturgill was right behind him he | eaned over and peered
down.

Sturgill was alnost at the bottom he saw, down by the abandoned basket - he
nmust have slipped again. He wasn't noving-was he hurt?

Pani cky, Doheny threw a glance at the dead alien. There was no sign of the
l'ive ones.

He | ooked back down at Sturgill and realized that that red he saw down there
all around the fallen man wasn't part of the jungle, it wasn't flowers or
insects or butterflies.

That was Sturgill's bl ood.

Sturgill was already dead.

The things had gotten him

"Ch, shit," Doheny said as he turned and ran for the copter

About hal fway to the crater he alnost tripped over Romano-or what was |eft
of him Doheny recogni zed himby his size and his gear, not by his features;
Romano' s head was gone.

"Ch, Jesus," Doheny cried, stunbling on

Johnson had made it as far as the edge of the crater; he lay on his back
his chest ripped open.

Doheny hardly gl anced at hi mthe chopper was there, waiting, hovering a few
feet off the ground. The pilot must have seen Johnson die and he'd gotten
novi ng, gotten off the ground, but he was staying |low, staying in reach
waiting for the others-a brave nman, Doheny thought gratefully.

And there was the copilot, JimWatt, |eaning out the door shouting
somnet hi ng- Doheny coul dn't nake it out.

He ran down the slope, stumbling on vines, and when he was cl oser, he heard
Watt call, "Wiere the fuck are the others? They comi ng?"

"Dead!" Doheny shouted back. "They're all dead! Back there!™

"Conme on, then!" Watt called, holding out a hand, and Doheny ran, getting



ready to junp, to grab Watt's armand be pull ed aboard.
And that was when the bl ades sl ashed through his side.

He coul dn't run anynore, he wasn't dead but the pain in his side was too
much, he could feel hot blood spilling down his |leg and his side was suddenly
icy cold despite the jungle heat, he couldn't nmake his | egs work; he folded up
and fell.

He saw Watt hesitating, saw himinch forward, he was obviously thinking
about jumping down to help, but he wasn't sure he should, and just then the
pilot's nerve finally broke, before Watt could nove any farther

The chopper began to rise, to pull away fromthe earth, and Doheny knew t hey
were | eaving himbehind, leaving himto die, to become another grisly trophy
for the aliens, and he began to cry, his eyes filling with tears, his breath
com ng in gasps.

He was bl eeding to death, he knew he was bl eeding to death, and they were
abandoning himto save their own worthless lives, and he hated themwi th a
sudden intensity he hadn't known possi bl e.

For an instant he was al nbst gl ad when the blue-white fireball hit the
copter's fuel tank and the craft bl ossomed into an orange inferno before
pl umreti ng back to earth. He could hear Watt's scream saw Watt try to dive
free of the weckage, his uniform already burning.

And then sonething grabbed himby the hair and lifted himup, and a jagged
bl ade fl ashed, and Doheny was dead.

M| es away a radi oman reported, "General, we've |ost the chopper.™
"Damm." Philips glared. "Wat happened?"

"l don't know, sir. The pilot didn't have tine to say much. The
transponder's out, though; it's gone."

"Find out . . . no, forget that. | know what happened."

The aliens, of course. The nonsters from outer space had been displ eased
t hat humans had been poking around their dead conrade.

Any chance of giving themthe body as a goodwi || gesture was gone. Any
chance of getting a |ook at the technology on that body was gone.

And six good men were gone, too.

"Should | send a rescue nmission to |ook for survivors, sir?" Perkins asked.
Philips turned, startled.

"Hell, no," he said. "There aren't any survivors."

"According to the radio reports, the pickup crew wasn't onboard when the
chopper went down, sir "

"They were probably already dead,"” Philips said.
"But . . ."

"Al'l right, look," Philips said, "if they're on the ground, they'll be okay
for a while-we'll go in and | ook after those things have had tine to finish up



and | eave. But I'mnot sending nore men in to be slaughtered.”

"Yes, sir," Perkins reluctantly agreed.

The general saw his face, knew that Perkins thought they should at least try
to rescue the pickup crew

Phili ps knew better. Maybe Schaefer had managed to kill one of the aliens,
maybe Dutch had nanaged to kill one, but the nen of the pickup crew had been
ordinary nortals. And they'd been arned. Philips wi shed he had ordered themto
go in unarnmed, maybe then the aliens would have | et them go-but maybe they
woul dn't have. This wasn't a hunt, this was defending the dead; the rules
m ght be different.

And besides, he'd wanted volunteers, and if he'd insisted on no weapons, he
m ght not have got any.

That m ght have been better all around, of course. Because despite what
Perkins m ght think, Philips knew those nmen were dead.

Well, there was still Schaefer and his "guide," and Philips intended at
| east to get to himbefore the aliens could.

24
It seened to Rasche that he'd been staring out the wi ndow for over an hour
Maybe he had been, and he still couldn't believe it.

Those ships cruising over New York, visible only through the hel net-nask

They showed up gol den-red; Rasche wondered what col or they were really. The
mask tw sted col ors, changed them and the resol ution was weak, shapes becane
soft-edged and indistinct; details vanished -- or appeared, set in sharp
relief by the shifted col ors.

For a long tine Rasche couldn't really accept what he was seeing. He knew it
had to be true, nothing el se nade sense, but this stuff happened on My
Favorite Martian, not in the real world.

Not on My Favorite Martian, either, he corrected hinself. They never had the
budget. Maybe Star Trek or one of those other sci-fi shows-he never watched
them O the bl ockbuster novies with Schwarzenegger.

It all fit together, though. Schaefer had said the killer wasn't human, and
Schaefer had been right.

The killer had been a goddamm Marti an

And the feds nust have known all along. That explai ned everything. They knew
that those things were out there-Rasche didn't know how, but they knew

Schaefer's brother-Dutch must have found out about the Martians.
Had the aliens killed hin®

O worse, had the feds killed him to keep those things secret?
O was he still out there sonewhere? Was he hel ping the feds?

That was one thing Rasche couldn't figure out, but it didn't matter-he saw



the rest of it. Those ships out there had brought sone kind of superhunter to
earth, sonething that hunted human beings just for fun. The feds knew about
it, but they were keeping it hushed up

Wy ?

That one wasn't too difficult to figure-all those UFO nuts, who nmaybe
weren't quite so nutty after all, had an answer for that. Hell, they had half
a dozen answers. The feds didn't want anyone to panic. Maybe they wanted to
capture the alien technol ogy for thensel ves. Maybe they were dealing with the
aliens. Maybe they'd all sold out to invaders from another gal axy. Maybe they
were aliens, Martian shape-shifters who'd replaced the real hunans.

Rasche had al ways thought that was all a bunch of crazy paranoid fantasy-but
t hose ships were out there.

Shi ps, plural. Schaefer had thought there was just one killer, one of these
hunters from outer space-but Rasche could see four ships just fromthis one
wi ndow, and they | ooked big, not like anything that would carry a single
passenger.

Jesus, Rasche thought, if one of themtook out Dutch's squad, if one of them
sl aughtered the gang-bangers at Beekman and Water

He put the mask down, and the ships vani shed; picked it up and | ooked
through it, and they were back

At last he put it down and went for a cup of the sludge that served as
cof f ee.

"Man, you look awful ," a voice said as Rasche tried to pour wi thout
spilling; his hands were shaki ng enough to make it very tricky. He | ooked up

"I've seen mnes with a better tan, Rasche,” the other detective said. "You
all right?"

"Beat it, Richie," Rasche answered, picking up his cup-it wasn't full, but
it was good enough.

Ri chi e shrugged. "Just trying to help," he said.

"You can't," Rasche answered, shuffling back toward his office, walking as
if he were afraid the floor mght tip and throw himoff at any nmoment, hol ding
the coffee as if it m ght expl ode at any second.

And how did he know it wouldn't? The whole world had gone nmad on him He
pi cked up the nask.

Maybe it wasn't the world that was nad; naybe it was him Mybe he was
| osing his m nd.

He needed to tal k to soneone.

Shari was still in Elmra, and besides, how could he talk to her about this?
She al ready worried about himso nmuch-she'd think he'd finally cracked.
Sonething like this on top of his behavior at N agara Falls-she'd assune he'd
gone nuts, becone a conplete paranoid | oon

He didn't think he'd gone nuts-the mask was solid enough. And those nmen had
been | ooking for himat the notel.

They coul dn't have been the killers, though, not if the killers were alien



nonsters. They nust have been feds, after himfor sonme reason
O maybe the aliens really were shape-shifters.

He had to talk to sonmeone about it. And not by phone; he needed soneone who
could see the nmask, touch it, know that it was real

The feds?

But they already knew. They would just take the mask away and go on hushing
it all up, and that wasn't enough

He tucked the mask under one arm the coffee in his other hand, and headed
downstairs to see McConb. He smled unconfortably-he nmust be | osing his nind
he thought, if he was going to talk to McConb about something like this.

McComb didn't answer the first knock, but Rasche knew he was still in there,
that he hadn't gone hone. He kept poundi ng, and eventually the captain opened
t he door.

"What the hell is it?" he denanded.
"Captain, | need to talk to you," Rasche said. "Now I nside."

McComb stared at himfor a nonent, then said, "All right, you have one
mnute. And | ose the coffee-I don't want any oil spills on the new car pet.

Rasche tossed the cup in a nearby trash can-he didn't really want to drink
it, anyway. He stepped into McConb's office with the alien mask hel d out
before himin both hands, |ike an offering.

"If you've conme to apol ogi ze on behal f of your partner, Rasche, you can save
it," MConb said as he closed the door. "You're days too late. | filed for
di sci plinary action against Schaefer and requested dism ssal just as soon as
he wal ked out of here, and where the hell did he go, anyway? WII| you | ook
what he did to nmy phone?" He gestured, but Rasche didn't bother to | ook
"Don't touch it, it's evidence against that son of a bitch . "

"I know we've had our problens, Captain,"” Rasche said, "but this is big."
McConmb st opped tal king and gl ared at Rasche.

"There . . . there's sonething out there," Rasche stanmered. He coul dn't
quite bring hinmself to say right out that there were spaceships-if he thought
he mi ght be going crazy, what would MConb think? MConb al ready suspected
Rasche was nuts, just for putting up with Schaefer

He hel d out the nask. "Schaefer snagged this fromthe thing he net at the
scene of the first massacre, on Beekman," he said. "W . "

"Hold it!" MConb held up a hand. "Are you saying you've been w t hhol di ng
evi dence?"

Rasche stared at McConb for a nonent, then lost it. He was tal ki ng about
entire worlds, and McConb was worryi ng about |egal details?

He sl amed the mask down on the captain's desk. "Wuld you listen to ne?" he
shouted. "There are dozens, nmaybe hundreds, of those things out there, just
waiting-all you have to do is |ook-"

"I'"'mnot |ooking at anything," MConb bell owed, "except your ass in a
hol ding cell pending a full departmental review GCoddanmit, you're going down



for this, Rasche, sane as Schaefer did! Trespassing on a sealed crinme scene,
wi t hhol di ng evidence, lying in your signed statenent "

"Fine!" Rasche shouted back, snatching up the helnmet. "Fine, I'll have ny
little chat with the chief!"

He stormed out of MConb's office.
"Hey, Rasche, you're not going anywhere." MConb called after him

Rasche paid no attention-except to change his intended route, taking the
back stairs to avoid any attenpts to interfere. He was going to take this to
the chief, to the mayor, to anyone who would listen. It was obvious that
McComb had all the good sense of a possum crossing an interstate-New York was
under siege by alien nonsters, and McConb was worrying about stains on his
car pet .

"Jesus, Schaefer," Rasche nuttered to hinself as he trudged down the
concrete steps, "where are you when | need you? Central fucking Anerica, for
Christ's sake!"

Hi s only chance of getting anything done wi thout Schaefer there to nmake
t hi ngs happen was taking his case to MConb's superiors-but as the steel fire
door at the bottomof the stairs slammed open with a crash |ike thunder
Rasche realized that Philips and his people woul d know t hat.

And McConmb woul d call them He still had the phone Schaefer had broken on
hi s desk, but he had a replacenent, too.

The three men in suits and sungl asses who had burst in at the foot of the
stairs had the junp on hinm Rasche didn't reach for his pistol

"Federal agents,"” the one with the 9nm autonati c announced. "That's far
enough, Detective Rasche." He flipped open a credentials case in his |eft
hand, but Rasche was too far away to read the badge.

One of the others lifted a walkie-talkie and told it, "It's okay-we' ve got
him"

The third man had a pistol and an outstretched enpty hand; the first waved
at himand said, "Hand ny friend the hel net, Rasche."

Rasche grimaced and haul ed back to fling the hel net.
Three pistols pointed at his gut.

"Easy, easy," the first fed told him "Just hand it over easy, you won't be
needing it."

Rel uctantly, Rasche |owered his hand and handed the mask over
"Good," the fed said. "Conme on, then; you' re comng with us."

"Where?" Rasche asked. "Can | call ny wife first, or at least tell soneone
upstairs?"

The agent shook his head. "Unh-uh, Rasche. No calls, no one sees you | eave.
Car's waiting."

Rasche frowned. "That's not standard procedure. That's nore |ike
ki dnappi ng. "



He al so realized that even if MConb had phoned the instant the door closed
behi nd him these bozos couldn't have gotten here and set up so fast.

They nust have been waiting for himall along.
"Never m nd what you call it," the fed said. "Just cone on."

One of the others took Rasche by the arm and gave hima shove in the right
direction.

Rasche cane, but as they left the building, he protested, "You have to be
shitting ne-you can't kidnap a police officer fromthe mddl e of Police
Pl aza! "

"The hell we can't,"” one of the feds nuttered.

"You're not regular feds," Rasche said: "Even those pricks fromthe FB
woul dn't pull this. Who the hell are you?"

"You don't need to know," the spokesman told himas he shoved Rasche roughly
into the backseat of an unmarked bl ack sedan

25

A pan of dirty water flung in his face brought Schaefer around; as the cool
wet ness shocked hi m back to consci ousness, he heard a voice saying, "Tinme to
wake up, puppy dog."

Schaef er blinked and | ooked around.

He was sitting in a | ow wooden chair, feet on the floor and his knees
sticking up, his wists tied behind himwi th sonething stiff-it felt |ike coat
hanger wire.

VWhat ever it was holding his hands, it was strong and tied tight; he couldn't
even cone close to snapping it, couldn't slip it off. Eschevera, if that was
who was responsible, wasn't taking any chances.

His arms were bound to the chair's back with plain rope.

The chair stood near the center of a fair-sized, dimMy |lit room one with
plank walls and a plank floor; it wasn't anyplace Schaefer recognized.
Dayl i ght was conming in under the eaves; there were no wi ndows or | anps.

He guessed he'd been out for hours, nmaybe days-1ong enough for Eschevera's
men to drag himback to whatever they were using for a base, anyway. \Woever
had cl outed hi m had known what he was doi ng; Schaefer had a headache, but his
t houghts were cl ear enough, he didn't think there was any concussi on

He wondered where the hell he actually was-and how hard it would be to get
out. If they'd hauled himall the way down the full |ength of Panana and this
was the Cali canp just across the Col onbian border, and if the DEA reports
were right, the place was a goddamm fortress, and his chances of escape were
right up there with the odds of St. Peter giving Htler the benefit of the
doubt. If this was just sonme little cabin sonewhere along the snuggling
routes, though, he m ght be okay.

He'd beaten a nmonster from outer space; he had no interest in dying at the
hands of a bunch of drug-dealing punks who clainmed to be nmenbers of his own
speci es.



The man who had splashed himtossed the enpty pan at Schaefer's feet with a
clatter; then he checked the wire on Schaefer's wist, gave it a twist to
tighten it further, and said, "Bueno."

Schaefer felt the netal biting painfully into his flesh, felt blood start to
ooze from beneath. He grow ed in anger and pain.

"Perhaps the wire is too tight?" the nan said in good English. "Not to
worry-we're only just beginning. Inalittle tine you won't even notice so
mnor a pain." He turned, |eaned out the room s one and only door, and
signal ed to soneone Schaefer couldn't see.

A monment later a taller man in military fatigues stepped into the room he
nodded a greeting to the man who had spl ashed Schaefer

The first man saluted and left the room the new arrival crossed slowy to a
spot beside the chair, where he stood and smled down at Schaefer

Schaefer knew the face; he'd seen it before, back in the Big Apple. Seen it,
hell, he'd been tenpted to punch it in. This was Eschevera.

Schaefer took a certain pleasure in seeing that Eschevera |inped as he
wal ked.

"Detective Schaefer,"” Eschevera said. "I'mhurt you canme all this |ong way
to Central Anmerica, you passed so close to ny honme, and you didn't stop by to
pay your dear old friend a visit?"

Schaef er grunted.

"Per haps you sought ne but were msled?" Eschevera suggested. "You nade a
wrong turn sonewhere, soneone gave you faulty directions? After all, what el se
coul d have brought you to this corner of the world but a desire to renew our
acquai nt ance?"

"Sonmehow | nmanaged to avoid that particular desire," Schaefer said.

Eschevera grinned. "The last tinme we net, | made you a very generous of fer
Per haps now you're sorry you responded as you did?"

"I"'monly sorry we didn't neet on a taller building," Schaefer snarl ed.

The grin vanished. "That's very funny, Detective Schaefer," Eschevera said.
"You' ve al ways had a good sense of hunor, haven't you? | regret | won't be
able to appreciate it for very nuch |onger."

Eschevera turned as the other man reentered; he was hol ding sonething in one
hand, sonething black and bright orange. In his other hand was a coil of black
cable; he was paying it out as he entered.

He hel d up the bl ack-and-orange object.
"Bl ack and Decker," he said. "Very sharp."

It was a power saw, circular blade, one-half horsepower notor; the safety
shi el d had been renoved.

Schaefer didn't like that; for one thing, it neant this place had
electricity, which neant it was nore than just some stopover on the trail

Eschevera smiled again. "I'll be back in a bit, after Paolo's had a few
mnutes with you al one. Perhaps you can entertain himw th nmore of your



anusing stories." He saluted sardonically, then turned and |inped out.

The sadist with the power saw grinned. He revved it a fewtines, just to
test, and light glinted fromthe spinning blade. "So little time, so nmuch to
do," he said.

He circl ed around behind Schaefer, put a hand on his head, and pressed,
ti ppi ng Schaefer's head down and exposi ng the back of his neck, |ike a barber
preparing to trimthe hairs there.

Paol o revved the saw again, then clicked the switch into the | ock-on
position; the blade and notor settled into a steady hum

"Yeah, | know the feeling," Schaefer said, and he | eaned farther forward,
pul i ng away from Paol o' s hand.

Then he pressed his feet against the floor and stood up, chair and all. One
of the back | egs caught Paolo in the kneecap, hard.

"Wha . . . ?" The Col onbi an torturer staggered back, |inping and startl ed.

Schaefer squatted and then threw hinself backward, snmashing Paol o agai nst
t he wooden wall. He drove his wired fists into Paolo's belly; Paolo nade a
strangl ed noi se, barely audible over the power saw s hum and doubl ed over.

Schaefer dragged the sharp ends of the wire across Paol 0's stomach and felt
bl ood dri pping; then he | eaned forward and | et Paol o fall

The saw was still running; Schaefer tw sted around and pressed the chair
back agai nst the spinning bl ade.

The notor howl ed and sawdust sprayed as the saw cut into the wooden chair,
and in seconds Schaefer was able to break free and stand upright.

Paol 0 was stirring, struggling to get up; Schaefer kicked himin the gut,
and when he'd curled into a ball, Schaefer kicked himin the head.

Bl ood sprayed from Paol o' s nose across the scattered sawdust.

"Fun's fun, Paolo," Schaefer said, "but | don't have tine for this

bul I shit."

He put his hands on the floor and stepped back through his arns to get his
hands in front of him then began picking with his teeth at the wire on his
wists. After a noment he managed to get one end | oose; after that it was
easy.

Hi s mouth was bl eeding in four separate places where the wire had cut him
and his wists were bloody as well, but he didn't worry about any of that.

He moved the saw around, then kicked Paolo a couple of times to nake sure he
was out, and to provide sound effects for whoever was guarding the door. There
was no reason to think Paolo and Eschevera had been alone; after all, there
were the four nmen who had brought himin. They were probably still around, and
there m ght be others.

Then he took a flying | eap, booted foot first, at the cl osed door, hoping it
wasn't any stronger than it | ooked.

It wasn't; the latch and upper hinge gave, and he tunbled through to find
hinsel f sprawl ed on top of a startled guard.



The guard was hol di ng a Kal ashni kov. Schaefer punched the guard in the jaw
and tore the gun out of his hands, then | ooked around.

He was in an enpty corridor with a door at each end and three doors on
either side; he'd just energed fromthe center of one |ong side.

That was bad; it neant a bigger building than he had hoped. This place was
definitely nore than a nmere way station

Schaefer figured that his only chance to get out of this alive was to
di sappear into the jungle and make his way back to sonewhere civilized,
somewhere he could get a plane back to the States.

That woul d probably take weeks.

And the bigger this place was, the harder it would be to slip away unseen in
the first place

Vell, it wasn't as if he had a choi ce.

The guard on the fl oor was noani ng; Schaefer brought the butt of the
Kal ashni kov down on his head, and the npani ng stopped.

He didn't risk shooting, though; that would draw too nmuch attention

He | ooked at the seven closed doors, saw daylight under the one at the |left
end of the corridor, and headed for it.

The narrow strip of daylight wasn't broken by the shadows of feet; if there
was a guard, he was standing to one side, not directly in front of the door

Schaefer put an ear to the wood and heard voi ces, but he couldn't nake out
words, couldn't tell who they were, how many, or how far away.

Cautiously, he lifted the atch with one hand, weapon held ready in the
ot her.

Not hi ng happened.

He swung the door inward, as quickly and silently as he could, and stepped
t hr ough.

And froze

A dozen nen were waiting for him rifles trained on hinm he was facing a
broad, open courtyard, with no shelter, nowhere to hide, nowhere to run. The
courtyard was surrounded by solid tile-roofed buildings of stucco or adobe,
separated by narrow all eys. Watchtowers stood at the corners, watchtowers
equi pped with searchlights and heavy nachi ne guns.

Thi s was obviously Eschevera's hone canp, the one the DEA intelligence
reports had said was staffed by over a hundred nmen, with equi prent capabl e of
repelling a full-scale military assault.

"I't's not going to be that easy, M. Schaefer," Eschevera said from behind
two of the riflemen. He sniled. "Paol o was careless, as | thought he night
be-1 know you're a resourceful man, but Paolo . . . well, Paolo was not
i mpressed. Perhaps now he will be, if you have left himalive."

Schaefer stared at Eschevera, thinking. They obviously expected himto drop
t he Kal ashni kov and put his hands up, and that woul d probably be the smart
thing to do, but if they were going to kill himanyway, why not try a dash for



the gate? He wouldn't nake it without a mracle, but mracles could happen
and whet her he got a mracle or not, he mght manage to take out Eschevera on
t he way.

He hesitated, though. Sonething felt wong.
It was a feeling he'd had before, both in the jungle and back in New York

Schaefer | ooked up at the nearest watchtower, where a man in a bush hat had
a machine gun trained on him That wasn't what was bothering hima machi ne gun
was worth some thought, but that wasn't what felt wong. There was sonething
in that general direction, though. Schaefer blinked and stared at the
machi ne- gunner.

The man's chest exploded in blue-white fire.

Half the riflenmen turned, startled, at the sound of the explosion; the other
hal f were sufficiently well trained to keep their eyes and weapons on
Schaefer.

Eschevera was one of those who turned to | ook, and then turned again as a
second white fireball blew the head off the rifleman on his right.

"Son of a bitch!" he said, staggering on his bad leg, trying to see what was
happeni ng.

Then a real barrage began, and the riflemen scattered.

O her men began pouring fromthe buildings. The watchnen in the towers had
swung their guns around and now began sprayi ng nmachi ne-gun fire into the
surroundi ng jungl e, but Schaefer, renenbering the dead nonster's canoufl age
devi ce, doubted that any of the gunners had a clear idea what they were
shooting at, or where it was.

He noticed that the fireworks cane fromnore than one direction. So the
gui de had been right, after all-the dead one nust have had friends, and now
they' d conme to play.

Eschevera was shouting orders at a group of men doing sonething to a snal
out bui | di ng near one of the far corners of the courtyard; as Schaefer watched,
the walls of the building fell outward, revealing an antiaircraft battery.

Eschevera really had been ready to fight off just about anything, up to and
including a full-scale mlitary assault--but how could he have prepared for
what he was up agai nst?

The heavy guns began firing, throwi ng shells randomy into the bush. "donde
denoni os este el ?" one of the gun crew shout ed.

Eschevera's nmen couldn't see the eneny, and it was spooking them
And in the excitenment and confusion, they'd forgotten all about Schaefer

Still, Schaefer hesitated for a monent |onger. Even if Eschevera' s nmen were
drug-dealing slime, those outer-space things had no right to treat them as
pl ayt hings, animals to be killed for sport.

Then a line of white fire stitched across the courtyard, walling up to the
antiaircraft enplacenent, cutting nen down, and Schaefer realized this wasn't
sport. They weren't playing around anynore.

They were pissed.



The gui de had been right. Those things didn't like |losing tourists.

But on the other hand . . . they were still doing this up close and
personal, they weren't just sitting back and nuking the canp fromorbit, and
sonehow Schaefer didn't think that was because they couldn't.

It might not be sport, but it wasn't war, either, and he renenbered those
drunken hunters back hone, |ong ago, punping shells into that deer

The heavy guns expl oded then, distracting himfromhis thoughts; the
shrapnel took down a dozen nen. Eschevera had been hobbling about, trying to
organi ze resistance, but now he fell headlong on the dirt.

After the battery went, the concerted alien fire focused on the watchtowers,
and within seconds two of the four were flam ng ruins.

"Jesus, " Schaefer said.

It was definitely tinme to get the hell out of there-especially since those
t hi ngs had probably cone | ooking for him and they'd renenber it sooner or
later, and he still had the tracking device enbedded in his neck, and they'd
renmenber that eventually, too. And Eschevera's nmen weren't about to waste tine
on stopping himwhen they were under this sort of attack; they were too busy
staying alive.

He turned to the right and ran for one of the alleys between buil di ngs,
hoping it led to a way out.

Behi nd hi m Eschevera | ooked up, dazed. He saw Schaefer running and called
out, "Schaefer! H s people nust have followed himhere, it nust be them
Schaefer's doing!" He raised a hand, pointing after the fleeing
nort eameri cano.

A bolt of blue-white plasma took his hand off at the wist; Eschevera
screanmed and rolled onto his back

One of his nmen, gun in hand, ran up

"CGet him" Eschevera shouted, waving the cauterized stunp. "I want hi m dead!
He did this!"

The gunman hesitated, | ooked around, then charged down the alley after
Schaefer.

"He's mine," he called back
As he vani shed down the alley, back in the courtyard Eschevera | ooked up as
sonet hing crackl ed and el ectric sparks danced.

A nmonster appeared out of thin air, a nonster that wal ked upright on two
| egs but had a face of blank netal and nottled skin a color no human bei ng had
ever had, a nonster taller than any nan. Something perched on its shoul der
like a parrot on a pirate captain, and sw vel ed about.

And there were at least three other nonsters, visible now, walking calnmy
through the fire and snoke that bl anketed the courtyard, carrying things |ike
bl ades and spears; they noved with power and assurance, alert but not
troubl ed.

"Mbt her of God," Eschevera gasped.

Three red dots appeared on Eschevera's forehead, weaving about for a nonent



before settling into a precise little triangle. The black thing on the
nmonster's shoul der pivoted and pointed directly at Eschevera's face, and
Eschevera's very |l ast thought was to recognize it as not a pet, but a weapon,
a gun of some kind.

Then it fired.

The creature | ooked up fromthe snoking corpse, and in a perfect
reproduction of the dead man's voice shouted to the world, "Mther of God!"
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In a way, Schaefer thought as he ran down the alley past the conmpound's
latrines and out into the jungle, Eschevera was right he had been followed to
t he canp.

Just not by his people.

He no | onger heard as many expl osions, and the gunfire seened to have
stopped conpletely, to be replaced by the sound of nmen scream ng

Fromthe screans Schaefer figured that those things were taking the tine to
enj oy thensel ves with Eschevera's surviving nen. That woul d keep them busy for
alittle while, but it wouldn't be long before they remenbered why they were
there and turned their attention to him

And when they did, the thing on his neck would | ead themright to him
"Goddamm dog col lar!" he grow ed.
He ran on, trying to think

He still had the Kal ashni kov, but sonmehow he didn't think it was going to do
hima whole hell of a lot of good against those things-not when they could
take on Eschevera's whol e private arny.

He was alone in the jungle, didn't know where the hell he was-not even what
country he was in, really-with no, supplies except a stol en Kal ashni kov; he
still wasn't conmpletely over the injuries fromhis fight back in New York, |et
al one the batterings he'd gotten here. Hs wists and mouth were bl eedi ng. For
all he knew the goddamm gun wasn't even | oaded, he hadn't had tinme to check
Hal f the drug dealers in Col onbia m ght be after himby now, the fucking alien
nonsters were after him and Philips and his goddamm secret agents probably
want ed Schaefer dead as wel |

He paused to catch his breath and deci de whi ch way he should go

He | ooked around at the jungle and saw nothing but green in every direction
except the one he'd just cone from He could still hear nmen scream ng, but the
shots and expl osi ons had stopped conpl etely now.

Oh, he was in great shape, he was. What was the old saying? "It's always
dar kest before the storm™" was that it?

New Age shit, Schaefer thought, as he was knocked to the ground by a flying
t ackl e.

The Kal ashni kov went flying.
Schaefer rolled over and | ooked up

He was royal ly pissed at hinself; he hadn't heard the guy coming, hadn't



seen a thing. He never used to let the bastards sneak up on himlike that.

At least it wasn't one of the nobnsters. It was one of Eschevera's nen, in a
| eat her vest, brown Levi's, and a T-shirt. He was standi ng over Schaefer
straddling Schaefer's legs and grinning, pointing an AK-47 at Schaefer's head.

"What the hell do you want?" Schaefer denmanded. "You planning to drag ne
back there? Think that's gonna do Eschevera any good?"

"Eschevera's dead," the nan said.

At | east he spoke English-but, then, nost of Eschevera's nen seened to.

"You don't sound real upset," Schaefer said.

“"I"'mnot," the nman said. "It neans there's room for advancenment. The Cal
cartel will be seeking a new liaison for the Mangabe district-that's what
Eschevera did after you drove himout of New York. And if |'mthe one who
brings them your head, Detective Schaefer, the choice will be obvious."

"What about those things shooting up your canp?" Schaefer asked. "If we
don't get the hell away from here, you aren't going to have a chance to take
ny head anywhere."

"Your friends? Wiy shoul d they bother about us? They have the camp, the
drugs-they mght |ook for you, but come after us into the jungle?"

"They aren't ny friends,
agai nst ?"

Schaefer said. "Didn't you see what you were up

"Ah, the pretty fireworks," the nan said. "Yes, the authorities have brought
nore firepower than usual, but who else could it be? It's obvious."

"You like that word. "obvious.'

The man shrugged.

"Speaki ng of the obvious," Schaefer said, "lenmme show you sonething." He
brought his boot up in a sudden kick that would have done a Rockette proud,
and caught the Col onbian in the crotch.

The man doubl ed over, and Schaefer swarned up and | anded a fist on his jaw,
knocki ng hi m spraw i ng.

Schaefer grabbed the AK 47 and tossed it away, then grabbed the Col onbi an up
by his | eather vest.

"You seema little unclear on the concept here, pal," Schaefer said. "Those
things playing | aser tag with your buddies don't give a shit about your
stinking cocaine. They're not human, conprende?”

"G to hell, you lying . The man was still clutching at his crotch

"Goddam it," Schaefer said, shaking him "lI'mtelling the truth!" He
dropped the nman and stood over himto the side, though, not where the
Col onbi an coul d use Schaefer's own tactic against him "Look, you son of a
bitch, I"'mtired, I'"'msore, and | haven't had a decent cheeseburger since
left New York. So just don't push ne, dig?" He turned away and picked up the
Kal ashni kov.

Even before the other man spoke, Schaefer knew he'd done sonething stupid.
He didn't know why he'd done it, exactly-usually he had nore sense than to



turn his back on an eneny, no matter how beaten the eneny | ooked. Maybe, he
t hought, he just wasn't thinking straight-or maybe he was just so bl own out he
didn't care anynore.

What ever the reason, he'd turned his back on Eschevera's boy, and the
Col onbi an had imedi ately rolled over and grabbed the AK-47.

"Hey, pig," he said, grinning, as he got to his feet and ained the gun

Schaefer turned, know ng he'd done sonething stupid, knowi ng he was probably
about to be shot, knowi ng he'd be lucky just to get off a few rounds hinself
before he fol ded .

He heard a burst of automatic fire, like a gigantic steel zipper, and he
didn't even have tine to tense

And he saw the bl ood bl ossom fromthe Col onbian's chest and realized that it
hadn't been the AK 47 that had fired.

The man who had wanted Eschevera's job wasn't going to get it; he folded up
and fell to the ground, the AK 47 beneath him bl ood soaking the snooth netal.

St andi ng behi nd hi mwas General Philips, a snoking gun in his hands.

"Whatta ya know, " Schaefer said, marveling. "The goddamm cavalry."

Philips frowned: He was in no nood for attenpts at wit. This had been too
damm cl ose- he needed Schaefer alive if he was going to trade himto the
al i ens.

He shoul d have just picked himup at the crater, instead of getting fancy
with the separate rendezvous and pickup-both parts had gone bad on him

At least it hadn't been the aliens who took out Decoy-N ner and got
Schaef er.

Philips didn't know just who it was, and he didn't nmuch care-the inportant
thing was that he'd been able to track Schaefer down, and Schaefer was stil
alive.

But the aliens were back there at that canp, |ooking for Schaefer, and they
could be along any ninute.

Hell, they could be all around right now, with their damed invisibility
screens. There was no tinme to waste on idle chitchat.

"You want to live?" he shouted at Schaefer. "Then shut up and follow nme!" He
turned and started dogtrotting through the jungle, not bothering to | ook back
to see if Schaefer was follow ng.

Schaefer was foll ow ng-he wasn't stupid enough, or exhausted enough, to pass
up a mracle like this.

A monent |ater, as blade-like | eaves whi pped agai nst him Schaefer caught a
flash fromthe corner of his eye; he turned his head and saw fl anes and white
fire erupting somewhere in the direction of Eschevera's fortress.

The roar canme a second | ater

"Hear that racket back there?" he shouted to Philips. "Your foreign friends
are taking down Eschevera's drug enpire piece by piece!"



Philips glanced back at Schaefer, then at the mounting columm of snoke.
"Drugs?" he said.

That nmade sense-who el se woul d have a base |like that out here in the mddle
of nowhere?

Schaefer nodded. "Hell, 1'd put themall up for departnental citations if |
could figure out where to pin the medals."

"They don't give a damm about drugs," Philips said. "They don't give a dam
about this Eschevera, whoever the hell he is. They don't give a damm about
anyt hing . " The two nen burst through a final wall of brush into a
clearing, where a helicopter waited, rotor turning slowy. Philips slowed to a
wal k and turned to Schaefer.

"Except you," he finished, raising the gun.
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Rasche got up fromhis seat on the fold-out bed-he couldn't keep still.

This had been a recurring problemfor sone tine; he just got so fucking
bored, sitting here in this mdtown apartnent with these goddamm G nen. He'd
been hel d prisoner here for days, wi thout so nuch as a change of
clothing-they'd given hima white terry-cloth bathrobe to wear when he want ed
his cl othes washed, and every coupl e of days one of the three nmade a run to
the laundromat. Meals were all take-out-the kitchen was dark and enpty Which
of the three went to pick it up varied, but it was al ways just one who went
out, whatever the errand; there were always two of themthere guardi ng Rasche.

They' d given their nanmes as Smith, Jones, and MIler. They hadn't even
smiled when they said it.

At | east Rasche didn't have to share the bedroomw th them they slept out
here on the fol ded-out couch, never nore than two at a time, taking turns
sitting up on watch.

There was a phone, but they didn't |let Rasche use it, and when he sneaked
out of the bedroomone night at two A M, when the on-watch agent was in the
can, and tried it, he couldn't get a dial tone; watching the feds the next
day, he saw that they were punching in a four-digit code before dialing, and
that the code changed with every call

Rasche wasn't a cryptographer, and they didn't |ike himwatching when they
di al ed; he couldn't crack the code.

There was a TV, but the reception was so bad even Rasche wasn't desperate
enough to watch it, especially because it was a constant remi nder of why the
recepti on was bad.

Those goddamm ships were still out there, cruising over the city.

The hel met, or mask, or whatever it was, sat on the same desk as the trick
phone; that was another rem nder. Rasche didn't know for sure why they hadn't
turned it over to their scientists, but so far they hadn't; they kept it right
t here, which seened st upid.

He'd asked bout it, but for days they wouldn't give himan answer. Finally
one of themsaid, "It stays with you until Philips gets back; you had it when
we found you, so it's part of the package."



That was just stupid enough that Rasche figured it was probably true, but it
opened up a slew of other questions-like where the hell was Philips, and when
woul d he be back?

Naturally, they wouldn't tell himthat. They wouldn't answer any of the
i mportant questions. If he asked how | ong they were going to keep him they
just said, "Until we're told to |l et you go."

And that was one of the nore responsive answers.

Still, it was pretty clear what was going on here. They wanted to make dam
sure that Rasche didn't tell anyone about the ships.

VWi ch neans they knew about the ships, had known all along, just as he had
t hought .

And Schaefer was tangled up in it all, though Rasche didn't know how It was
nore than just that he'd gone after the killer and cone away with the nask
Rasche was sure.

And the whol e thing might be nore conplicated than he had thought. Those
spaceshi ps out there--that didn't |look |ike any nere hunting party, but if it
was an invasion fleet, why weren't they taking out whol e nei ghborhoods,

i nstead of slaughtering individuals or snmall groups and then | eaving?

Was that thing Schaefer had fought an escaped crinminal the aliens were
hunti ng, perhaps?

O did the ships belong to some other species entirely, a different one from
the hunter? If so, who was on which side? Were the ships friend or foe?

And what was the governnent's relationship with those aliens? Wth the
killer?

What the hell had happened to Schaefer? Was he still off in Central Anmerica
sonewhere, or had he cone home? Was he sitting in sone apartnent sonewhere
with a bunch of federal agents, eating bad Chi nese take-out because these
dweebs were too lazy to hike down to Mott Street for the good stuff?

Rasche doubted a nere three agents woul d be enough to hold Schaefer. They
probably had a dozen guarding him

Rasche frowned at that. He wasn't as young as Schaefer, and he'd never been
as big as Schaefer; he'd never had Schaefer's insane ability to handle
vi ol ence. But he wasn't a winp. He'd taken on tough guys in the past.

"Thi s sucks," he said.

M1l er was out getting lunch; Smith was | eaning by the door, while Jones had
a batch of papers spread on the desk

"This really sucks," Rasche said. "How | ong do you think you can keep mne
her e?"

"As long as we have to," Smth replied w thout noving.

Jones didn't even | ook up; as far as Rasche could tell, he was so invol ved
in his paperwork, whatever it was, that he hadn't heard.

And the chain | ock and dead bolt weren't |ocked, since they didn't want to
make things hard for MIler; naybe, after all these |long, boring days, these
guys were getting sl oppy.



"Hey, Smith," Rasche said, "your shoe's untied."

"CGet serious, Rasche,” Smith replied. He didn't | ook down, didn't unfold his
arns. "We're trained professionals. That ruse only works on Cub Scouts."

Rasche glared at him then turned away in disgust. He marched over to the
desk and gl owered over Jones's shoul der at the papers.

"What the hell is this, anyway?" he asked. "Doing your honework?"

"Doing ny taxes," Jones replied w thout |ooking up

"1 n August?"

"I mssed the deadline and got an extension, okay, Rasche?" Jones put down

his pencil and glared up at the detective.

"Ch, great," Rasche growled. "lI'm stuck here with a fucking accountant!"

"Hey," Jones said angrily, pushing his chair back, "I don't like this, you
know. | don't like this assignment, | don't like you, and I don't |ike doing
nmy goddamm tax returns, but | can't afford a fancy accountant, | was busy on a
real case in April, and |'ve got sonme investnents, so | can't use the short
form okay? You got a problemw th any of that, Rasche?"

"Well, jeepers, you're a regular Eliot Ness . . . ," Rasche began
"Lay off, Rasche," Smith said, standing up straight.
The phone rang.

Rasche started at the sound; this was the first time it had rung since he
had been brought there.

Jones snatched up the receiver and listened; Rasche tried to listen, too,
but Smith wasn't having it.

"You just watch that nouth of yours, Detective Rasche," Smith said. "W've
been trying to nake this easy, but we can give you a hard tinme if we have to.
You give us any grief, naybe when this is over, you'll find the IRS taking a
| ook at your taxes-they'll audit you and have you hunting recei pts and check
stubs back to your goddamm paper route . "

"Subur ban boy, aren't you?" Rasche grow ed. "I never had a fucking paper
route.”

Jones hung up the phone and announced, "That was Peterson. Schaefer's due in
six hours. They'll chopper himstraight to the MetLife building and nake
delivery there-"

"Wait a minute," Rasche denanded, interrupting. "Wat do you nean
“delivery' ?"

Jones didn't answer.

Nei ther did Smith.

They both just stared silently at Rasche.
And Rasche put it together

That gadget on Schaefer's neck, the invisible spaceships cruising over the



streets, General Philips telling themto just stay out of the whole thing,
Schaefer's brother di sappearing eight years ago

He didn't understand all of it, there were pieces that didn't fit yet, but
that delivery-.

"Jesus,
you?"

he said, "you're going to give Schaefer to those aliens, aren't

Smith and Jones didn't deny it, and Rasche's tenper snapped. "You |ousy

bastards . . . ," he began

Smith pulled his pistol and shoved it under Rasche's nose. "Back off!" he
bel | owned. "One nore nove and I'Il cuff you to the damm toilet!"

Rasche backed of f; he backed over to the sofa bed and sat down.

"Yeah, yeah," he said, trying to sound harm ess. He could feel his heart
hamering with fury, but he kept his voice down. "Look, I'msorry. I'mjust a
little tense, after all that's happened, waiting here and everything. You have
to understand, Schaefer's a friend of mne ...."

Smith stared at himfor a nonent, then rel axed and hol stered his automati c.

"Sure," he said. "No problem Six nore hours and it'll be over, and you can
go home to the wife and kids."

"Yeah," Rasche said. "Thanks."

He wondered whether the wife and kids had come hone yet. Were they still up
in Elmra? O had they cone back and found hi m gone? Shari nust be pani cki ng,
not hearing fromhimfor so |ong-had anyone thought to tell her what was going
on?

O at least tell her a conforting lie of some kind?

The bastards probably hadn't bothered.

That punped his anger up further, but he refused to let it show.

He sat for a long nonment, letting the tension clear fromthe air, letting
Smith and Jones relax, letting themthink he had rel axed; then he stood up

again, as restless as ever. He wandered to the wi ndow and | ooked out.

He knew where he was, of course; if he could see the street, he could tel
where he was, just about anywhere in Manhattan, and this one was easy. The
Lexi ngt on Avenue subway was only a block away. If he could once get out of the
apartnent and the buil ding

He wandered away again back toward the desk

Smith was back by the door, not noving, his pistol tucked away.
Jones was back at his tax forms.

Mller was still gone, taking his own sweet tinme at the deli.
Rasche | eaned over Jones's shoulder, feigning friendly curiosity.
"Hey," he said, "isn't two plus five seven, instead of eight?"

"Wha . . . ?" Jones | ooked where Rasche pointed, startled--and Rasche's,



ot her hand grabbed the back of Jones's head and slammed his face down onto the
desk, hard.

Rasche heard the distinctive crunch of a nose breaking.

Taki ng a page fromhis partner's book, Rasche snatched up the alien nmask
fromthe desk and smashed it down on the phone, shattering plastic and
circuitry; that would slow these two down when they tried to call in. Then he
flung the mask sidearmat Smith.

Smith instinctively warded it off, costing hinmself a second or so in his
attenpt to reach for his automatic.

Then Rasche | aunched hinself at Smith, slamming the G man up agai nst the
wal | .

Charged with adrenaline, Rasche picked Smth up conpletely and ramed hi m
headfirst through the door. Wod splintered and a hol e opened, giving Rasche a
view of the hall's wall paper; Snith went |inp.

"That's what you get for insulting the Cub Scouts, you son of a bitch," he
said, dropping the Gman. "My younger son's a Wl f."

He snatched up the mask with one hand, yanked out Snmith's pistol with the
ot her, then smashed his way through the broken remmants of the door

"Shoddy modern construction,” he said. "If you' d picked the Dakota for your
hi deaway, | couldn't have done that."

Then he ran for the stairs.

"MetLife building, six o' clock," he said as he heard Smith noani ng and Jones
cursing behind him He took a final |ook back in time to see Jones step into
the hallway, clutching his nose as blood streaned down his face, his 9mMmin
hi s ot her hand.

Jones got one shot off before Rasche was safely through the fire door and
down the stairs, but it wasn't even close-it chipped plaster fromthe ceiling.

Rasche knew he m ght not have a chance; those two could call in the whole
federal governnent. If he'd taken the tinme to tie themup or sonething
but MIler could be back at any tine. That was why Rasche had taken the stairs
i nstead of the el evator

Hi s only chance was that they m ght not expect himto do anything other than
run and hide, and m ght not bother coming after him Searching for a rogue cop
in New York would be hard to keep quiet, and these guys desperately wanted to
keep what ever they were doing a secret. They might just |et himgo.

After all, they needed only another six hours, and it would all be over
28
The feds hadn't noved the rental van-Rasche found it still sitting just

around the corner fromPolice Plaza. He supposed they hadn't thought it was

i mportant, or maybe they hadn't realized it was his. It had been sitting there
untended for days, but mraculously it still had all its tires, no engine
parts were missing, and the only graffiti was WASH ME! witten in the greasy
dirt on the back door.

He' d obvi ously picked the right nei ghborhood--one with plenty of cops



corning and going at all hours.

Rasche had never planned to keep the rental this long. The bill when he
turned it in was going to be a real killer

He needed it a little Ionger, though

He drove the streets for a while, planning, trying to figure out just how he
could keep the feds fromturning Schaefer over to those nonsters from outer
space.

He didn't know enough. He didn't know whom he could trust, didn't know what
it would take to stop those things.

Well, he'd just have to go up there ready for anything, and he thought he
had an idea how to do that.

He left the van doubl e-parked while he ran into the police acadeny buil ding
on Twenti et h.

The firing range was still closed, but Salvati was back on duty upstairs,
despite the fading bruises that made one side of his face | ook |ike an oi
slick. He | ooked up at the sound of the door

"Jesus, Rasche," he said, "where the hell have you been? Peopl e have been
trying to reach you for days, Brownl ow and those guys . "

"I was doing ny taxes," Rasche said. "Look, Sal, | need a favor."

"I dunno, Rasche," Salvati said nervously. "I don't need McConb after ny
ass. "

"I"'mafter those bastards who trashed the range," Rasche said.
Sal vati's expression changed abruptly.
"What do you need?" he said through clenched teeth.

"Fi repower," Rasche replied. "Watever you can get nme. And no paper
trail-this has to be off the record."

"The feds?" Salvati asked. "Are those bastards trying to cover up?"
"Somet hing |ike that, yeah."

"l knew it! Goddamm it, Rasche . . ."

"So what have you got ?"

Sal vati thought for a nmoment, then said, "Anything you want fromthe cases
downstairs that didn't disappear, plus the stuff we took fromthose
Jamai cans-you were in on that, renenber? It's all still in the Iab, the boys
got pretty backlogged with all that shit fromthe Beekman massacre and the
nmess downstairs. There's all kinds of heavy stuff there-the Sonmalis got a bit
carried away on the deal."

"I remenber,"” Rasche said, smiling griny

This was better than he had expected. Chances were half the stuff woul dn't
work, since nost crinmnals were too stupid to take proper care of their
equi prent, but Rasche renenbered how extensive that arsenal was. You could
lose half of it and still have enough to take out damm near anything. Not just



machi ne guns, but grenades, rocket |aunchers, everything.

That ought to be enough to get Schaefer away fromthe feds, or from whatever
was flying those ships.

"Gve me a hand with it, will you, Sal?"
Sal vati nodded. "I1'Il get a cart."

Peopl e | ooked up and watched curiously as Rasche and Sal vati haul ed the
weapons out to the sidewal k and | oaded the van, but no one said anything, no
one interfered. After all, Rasche thought, who would be crazy enough to wal k
out with that stuff in broad daylight if they weren't supposed to?

Rasche snmiled to hinself. He m ght not be as crazy as Schaefer, but he was
getting there.

For his part, Schaefer had been choppered out of the jungle, flown to Newark
aboard sone sort of fancied-up arny jet that looked as if it was neant for
VI Ps, then marched straight across the tarnmac to a waiting copter

He was being treated as a very inportant person, and that made himvery
nervous.

"Al'l right," he said to Philips as they boarded the chopper, "we're back
Now | want sone answers."

Philips | ooked at himbut didn't answer. He did wave off the two guards;
they | ooked surprised. Schaefer guessed they had thought they were coning
al ong.

Maybe that meant that once they were in the air w thout any unwanted ears
listening in, Philips would be willing to talk. Schaefer clinbed aboard and
strapped in wthout saying anything nore.

Once they were al oft, though, Schaefer demanded, "Wat the hell are we
dealing with? What was that thing | killed? W were those things that took
out Eschevera's camp?"

Philips shook his head. "You want a name?" he said. "W haven't got one. You
want a place? Not earth. And that's damm near all we know'

Schaefer glanced at him obviously disbelieving.

"You want theories, though, we've got a dozen, a hundred," Philips told him
"We've got | egends and guesswork up the wazoo. The people back there in the
jungle tell us they've been conming here for centuries-always in the heat, when
it's hot even for the goddamm tropics; they don't like cold, don't I|ike
anything we'd consi der decent weather, but when it's a fucking steambath .

"Li ke this year," Schaefer said.

Phi | i ps nodded.

"Yeah," he said. "Anyway, they hunt. They |ike the chase. W've got people
who think it was these things that wi ped out the dinosaurs-hunted 'emto
extinction. For all | know, it's true-all that Enquirer crap about aliens and
ancient- astronauts, for all we can really tell about these things, it could
be true. There's one guy we've got who says these things may have bred us,
hel ped our technol ogy, started our wars, to build us up into nore interesting



targets, nore challenging prey-and for all we know, the son of a bitch could
be right." He shrugged. "O he could be full of shit. Maybe they've only been
com ng since we started shooting each other, maybe the smell of gunpowder
brought "em W don't know. W don't know shit about them And everything we
t hought we did know . . . Well, we never thought we'd have to deal with them
this far north.”

Schaefer said, "Not our problemif they don't nmess with us, huh?"

"Sonething like that," Philips admitted. "Up until now, going by the stories
we' ve heard, by the radar traces we've nmapped, they've only hit the equatorial
countries-South Anerica, maybe Africa, possibly Asia." He grinmaced. "Goddamm
greenhouse effect."

"Or maybe they just got bored with the jungles," Schaefer suggested. "Hell,
if Earth's Disneyland, New York's gotta be an E ticket."

"Could be that,"” Philips agreed. He hesitated. "Or it could be sonething
el se.™

Schaefer | ooked at him waiting.

"You think it's a coincidence, that thing tagging the brother of the one man
we know has beaten then? Not one man in a nillion ever sees one of these
things, and the two of you do, thousands of niles apart? These things seemto
i ke you Schaefer boys. Maybe they can track the genetic patterns sonehow,
maybe they just snelled you, we don't know, but naybe they cane to New York
| ooking for you."

Schaefer stared at himsilently for a nonent, considering that. "Good," he
said at last. "They'Il like ne even nore after | blow their ugly asses
straight to hell."

Phili ps shook his head and drew his trusty old .45. "I"'msorry, son," he
said, "I'mafraid we've got sonething else in mnd." He | eaned away from
Schaefer and pointed the pistol at him

Schaefer stared again, then said, "I should have guessed. You're giving ne
to them aren't you?"

“I"'mafraid so," Philips said. "You killed one of them Schaefer-if we don't
turn you over, there's no telling what they'll do."

"It was trying to kill ne.

"That doesn't matter. They cane after you, Schaefer-you saw that, in that
canp. They don't care about this Eschevera, they wanted you."

Schaefer nodded. "1'd figured that nuch for nyself," he said. "So why'd you
pick nme up? Wiy didn't you |l et them have ne?"

"Because we need to nake a goodwi || gesture,” Philips replied. "W need to
| et them know we're trying to help them trying to communicate with them'

"They don't seemreal interested in talking, Ceneral."
"W have to try."
"Because you're too goddamm chicken to fight then®"

Philips expl oded. "Danmit, Schaefer, be realistic! W' re tal king about
hundreds of thousands of |ives here-maybe nmillions, maybe the whol e damm



pl anet! We need to show themwe aren't hostile, so they'|Il go away and | eave
us alone! They don't consider us worth talking to, or they wouldn't hunt us,
and we can't |let ourselves be too dangerous, or they'll w pe us out, so we're
trying to find a nmddle ground, show 'emwe're smart but friendly"

"Way? Way not fight back, if you want the bastards to respect you?"

"Fight?" Philips shook his head. "Schaefer, you saw that blast site in the
jungle, that crater-Dutch told us that was done by a gadget the one he fought
carried on its wist! Even if they don't bring in their heavy artillery,

i magi ne the devastation if sonething like that exploded in New York-the city
woul d be destroyed!"

Schaefer glared at him "You say that as if it were a bad thing."
"Christ, Schaefer . . ."

"So you're going to give ne to themwhat do you think that'll do? You think
they'lIl say, “Ch, thank you, sir, sorry we bothered you,' and go away and
never come back?"

"I think it'll get themthe hell out of New York. They'll have got what they
cane for."

"Wasn't me they butchered, Philips. They came for fun, not for ne.
"You were the one they nmarked, though, with that thing on your neck!"

"And maybe they want the fun of finding nme for thenselves. Maybe you're
going to be the guy who gives away the ending of the novie, handing ne over.
Maybe they' |l be nore pissed than ever. Ever think of that?"

"Damm t, Schaefer, we can't |let them chase you through the streets-innocent
people will get hurt! And everyone will see them it'll start a panic! W've
been keeping this hushed up for years . "

"Maybe you shoul dn't have," Schaefer interrupted. "Maybe you should |et
peopl e know what's out there, let 'emstand up for thenselves."

"You can't stand up to these things!"
“l did. Dutch did."

"Al'l right, but nobody el se-npst people just die when they come up agai nst
one of these hunters. Look, Schaefer, this may be our chance to talk to them
to convince themwe're intelligent, to nake real contact "

"They know how intelligent we are," Schaefer said, "which isn't very, in
nost cases. Thing is, they don't care.”

"Yeah, well, maybe if we show themthat we can help them they' |l care. They
want you, Schaefer, and we're going to give you to them"

"I'"ve got a better idea, Ceneral." Schaefer's hands flew out w thout warning
and grabbed Philips's wist, shoving upward; the .45 fired, and the sl ug
punched a hol e through the copter's roof.

"Sorry about this," Schaefer said as he snatched the pistol away with one
hand and knocked Philips aside with the other. The general struggled, tried to
hold on to the gun, but he'd been caught by surprise and was no natch for
Schaefer in any case.



His head hit a steel rib, and the old man folded into an unconsci ous heap on
the floor.

Schaefer checked the general's pul se-Philips was still alive, just out.

Then he took the .45, pulled aside the drape separating the passenger
conpartnent fromthe cockpit, and put the pistol's barrel to the pilot's head.

"H," he said. "Wiere are we headed?"

The pilot started, |ooked up, saw the pistol, gulped, and said, "The MetlLife
buil di ng. The heliport on the roof there. The brass are trying to arrange sone
ki nd of special neeting, | heard.”

"What ki nd?"

"They didn't say just told nme not to be surprised by anything | saw there."

"Right," Schaefer said. "You just keep on, then, you're doing fine.
"Yessir."

Trying to arrange a neeting, he had said-so Philips wasn't really in
conmuni cation with the aliens. He'd probably been planning just to stake
Schaefer out on the rooftop there, like a goat as bait for a tiger

It probably wouldn't even have worked; those things had their own ideas. If
Philips had really wanted to keep them happy, he should have just |eft
Schaefer loose in the jungle and let themtrack himdown there.

Schaefer watched the familiar skyline sliding past; as they approached the
m dt own heliport, he counted six mlitary types on the roof.

He didn't see any of the creatures-but, then, even if they were there, he
woul dn't see them Not with that invisibility gadget they used.

Six nmen didn't seemlike very many; he supposed the feds were trying to keep
t he operation | ow key.

W shful thinking.

Maybe that was their problem Schaefer thought. You don't wi sh this kind of
troubl e away you' ve got to face it. It was tinme to quit pretending there was
some easy solution, tine to show those ugly nothers who was the boss around
this particul ar planet.

They' d had their way | ong enough

"Set it down nice and easy," he told the pilot. "Then just sit quiet and be
a good boy."

"Yessir."

The landing cane off without a hitch; then Schaefer just waited. He didn't
open the door; instead he stood beside it, waiting, with the pistol stil
pointed at the pilot.

Sure enough, the nen who had been waiting on the roof got inpatient; one of
them slid the door open.

Schaefer's fist took himin the face, and in an instant Schaefer was out of
the copter and snatching up the ML6 the nman had been carrying.



He stood and faced the others on the rooftop with a weapon ready in each
hand and shouted, "Drop 'em™

The other five hesitated, then, one by one, they dropped their weapons.

Schaefer sniled. He was back in control. The aliens weren't here, but they
were going to come after him sooner or later, he was sure.

And when they did, he'd be ready for them not staked out and hel pl ess, but
able to give themthe fight they probably wanted

Maybe he could convince themnot to nmess with the Schaefer boys.

He m ght die doing it, of course, but that was nothing new. He could die
anyti ne.

"Put on sone mnusic and open the bar, boys," he said. "It's party tinme!"
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Rasche | ooked up fromthe Park Avenue sidewal k in angry frustration as the
hel i copter descended toward the MetLife building; the dam thing was early! It
was only five forty-five, and the copter was | anding!

He'd been trying to get there in time, he'd been caught in traffic, he'd
gone through hell getting the van parked, he'd finally nade it with ten
m nutes to spare, and the goddamm copter was early!

He didn't have tine for subtlety. He'd been thinking about trying to sneak
up there with a hidden weapon, maybe take a hostage or sonething, but there
was no tinme to try anything that conplicated.

I nstead, he went for the direct approach-he pulled an automatic rifle out of
the collection in the back of the van, slung an anmp belt on his shoul der, and
headed for the MetLife building.

He charged in fromthe north, the side away from G and Central, with the
rifle ready in his hands. Terrified |late commuters scattered as he ran through
t he | obby.

When an el evat or door opened he pointed the weapon into the car
"Police," he shouted, "everybody out! This is an energency!”

The frightened busi nessmen hurried to obey, and a nonent | ater Rasche had
the elevator all to hinmself and was headed upward.

Five minutes |ater he burst out onto the rooftop, shouting, "All right, drop

Then he saw Schaefer standing there, M 16 in hand, guarding half a dozen
unarnmed nen with their hands on their heads.

" "em" he finished weakly.
"Jesus, Rasche," Schaefer said, "where the hell have you been?"
Rasche stared angrily, then smiled.

"CGot held up in traffic, Schaef," he said.

"Well, you're here nowlet's get the hell out of here and get on with



busi ness!"

They left Philips and his nmen sitting on the roof of the MetLife building,
their wists tied behind them and headed for Rasche's rented van

Schaefer sniled at the sight of the arsenal in the back, but he didn't say
anyt hing about it; instead he clinbed into the passenger side, laid his
appropriated M 16 across his lap, and told Rasche, "Head downtown."

Rasche shrugged and started the engine. "You want to tell ne what the hel
happened in Central America, and how you wound up at the MetLife heliport
hol di ng that popgun on a U S. Arny general ?"

"Nope. "

Rasche backed out of his parking spot. "Ckay, it can wait," he said. "Care

to tell me what we're going to do now?"

Schaefer nodded at the weapons. "We're going to use this stuff to blow those
alien shits to hell."

Rasche considered that as he naneuvered the van out into traffic and got it
headed south on Park Avenue.

He considered it very carefully.

Schaef er obviously knew they were up agai nst aliens--Rasche didn't know how
he knew, but he knew. Maybe Philips had told him

But how nuch di d he know about them really?

Tal ki ng about bl owing themto hell-Rasche didn't think Schaefer appreciated
just what he was saying.

As he waited for the light at Twenty-third Street, he remarked, "You know,
Schaef, you' ve been out of town, maybe you're not up on everything. |'ve been
giving this sonme thought, and it seenms to ne we're outgunned.”

"Why's that?" Schaefer asked, shifting the M 16 and glancing at the darkly
gl eam ng weapons in the back

"C nmon, Schaef, you have to ask?" Rasche said. "They're invisible, they've
got spaceships, they probably have ray guns the way they shot up those guys .

"They do," Schaefer agreed. "l've seen 'em
"You haven't seen their ships, have you?"
"Nope. "

"I have," Rasche told him "Big ones, cruising over the city. You can see
"em through that mask you took off the one on Beeknan. | don't know how many
shi ps; or how nmany of those things are on each ship-nore than one, though
|'ve seen at |east four."

n So?ll

"So I'lIl go through doors with you any day, Schaef, but we can't take those
fuckers on alone. It's suicide."

"So who said anything about taking them down al one?"



The Iight changed and Rasche stepped on the gas, trying to figure out what
Schaefer was tal ki ng about.

The feds weren't going to hel p-the whol e damm governnent seened to be on the
side of the aliens, going by the plan to hand Schaefer over to them And
Philips would nmake sure that the rest of the NYPD was out of the picture,

t oo- MConb and conpany weren't about to argue with him

Sal vati and Brownl ow and a few others night have hel ped-except Sal vati
hadn't been out on the streets in years, he'd been running a desk, and right

now he was still banged up enough Rasche wasn't sure he could handl e that. And
Rasche didn't know where Brownl ow was, or how far he'd be willing to go-he and
Otiz and the rest still thought this was sone kind of terrorist deal the feds

wer e hushi ng up.

Besi des, Schaefer didn't know about Salvati or Brownl owhe hadn't asked
where Rasche had gotten all the guns. Schaefer had never exactly had a | ot of
close friends on the force. So he wasn't tal king about recruiting nore cops.

So who did he think was going to hel p?

"Take Fourth Avenue," Schaefer said as Union Square cane into sight. He
turned around in his seat and began | ooking through the array of weapons in
back.

"You mind telling ne where the hell we're going?" Rasche asked.

"Carr's place." Schaefer put the M 16 down and reached back

"Carr?" Rasche's foot hit the brake w thout conscious direction

"Keep rolling," Schaefer said. "Yeah, Carr. Wo else's got a personal grudge
agai nst those things, besides you, ne, and the rest of the departnent?"

"Carr's a conpl ete psycho!"

"I know," Schaefer said, coming up with a punpaction shotgun. He began
| oadi ng shells. "Seens to ne that's what we need for this."

"How the hell do you know where Carr is now? You' ve been gone for nore'n a
week!"

"I don't know for sure," Schaefer replied, "but | have a pretty good idea."

"How?" Rasche demanded. "Wy should Carr be anywhere you know?"

"Because Lanb's dead," Schaefer explained. "Carr's going to try to take over
t he whol e schnear, and that neans he's gotta be where Lanmb's people can find
him so they can sign up-and that includes all the junkies who are down to
their last few brain cells. So Carr's gonna be where Carr always is when he's
not hiding."

"And you know where that is?"
Schaefer didn't bother to answer that. "Turn left,"” he said.

Rasche decided not to argue anynore; he drove, follow ng Schaefer's
directions.

A few nonents later they pulled up across the street from a decaying
tenenent wi th DEATH ZONE pai nted across the door



"That's it?" Rasche asked.
Schaef er nodded.

"He might be out to dinner or sonething."

"He m ght be, but he isn't," Schaefer said. "I can feel it.

"You and your goddamm feelings," Rasche muttered. "Wat if he isn't in
there, Schaef?"

"Then we'll | ook sonewhere else until we find him" Schaefer said as he got
out of the van. He | ooked over the building, then | eaned back in the w ndow of
the van and said, "You wait here. If I'mnot back in ten m nutes, cone inside
and kill anything that noves."

Rasche gl anced back at the arsenal, thinking about the possibilities, .and
smiled grimy.

"My pleasure," he said.

He wat ched as Schaefer crossed the street.

Schaefer seened to know what he was doing," but Rasche had doubts. Yeah
t hey needed manpower, but recruiting off the streets like this

Wel |, Schaefer had always had a knack for bringing out the best in people,
one way or another. Sonetinmes it was their best effort to kill the big son of
a bitch, but hey, it was their best.

The door was open a few inches; Schaefer pushed it open farther with his
foot and stepped cautiously inside, shotgun ready.

The front-hall Iight was out, but lights were on sonmewhere upstairs, and the
glow fromthe stairwell was nore than enough to see by The floor was strewn
with debris, the walls were painted with obscene graffiti that failed to hide
the stains, and the whol e place stank of human waste. A chunk of ceiling had
fallen away, exposing badly corroded pipes; one pipe was dripping slowy.

"Hey, Carr!" Schaefer bellowed. He nmarched forward to the foot of the stairs
and shouted upward, "Carr! It's Schaefer! | know you're here, you son of a
bitch-cone on out! | want to tal k!"

Schaefer heard the crunch of plaster underfoot a fraction of a second before
he heard the shotgun blast; he had started to turn around when the gun booned,
and pl aster dust, sawdust, and water showered down on him

Carr had been in one of the darkened front roons that Schaefer had passed
wi t hout checking and had fired a warning shot into the ceiling. The corroded
pi pes overhead had been punctured a dozen places by the pellets, and only the
| ow wat er pressure kept the spray from blinding Schaefer

By the time he had turned around to face Carr, he had heard the distinctive
ratchet of a fresh shell being punped into the chanber.

Carr was standing there, grinning. "Ckay, Oprah," Carr announced, "if you
want to sing in the shower, |I'mgane. Lose the scattergun, and we can talk."
He shoved the shortened barrel of his shotgun up close to Schaefer's ear

Schaefer dropped his own weapon, safety on, tossing it far enough that it
| anded cl ear of the spray.



"I gotta adnmit, you've got balls coming here," Carr said conversationally.
"I"ve been picturing your brains on a wall since the night Lanb and the rest
bought it. You got a reason | shouldn't get to see that?"

"Come on, Carr," Schaefer said. "My nen didn't kill your punks. Get real."
"Ch?" Carr grinned. "Then whose nen did?"

Schaefer could see Carr's finger tightening on the trigger. Carr, arrogant
bastard that he was, night be crazy enough to bl ow himaway w thout waiting to
hear what he had to say.

"Wasn't men at all," he said. "It was something worse than nmen."

"Good trick," Carr said, and he cl osed one eye, sighting down the barrel

Schaef er ducked, dropping below the gun's nuzzle, and canme up fist first
into Carr's face.

Carr stumbl ed back, and Schaefer was on top of him too close in for the gun
to be any use except perhaps as a club; the two nmen fell to the floor
splashing dirty water in all directions.

After a nonment's struggle Schaefer had Carr in a headl ock and shouted at
him "Goddamm it, listen to nme! | need your help, you son of a bitch!" He
slamed Carr's head agai nst a baseboard. "I didn't come here to fight you!"

Carr didn't bother to answer as he struggled to free hinself.

Schaefer began to | oosen his grip slightly, hoping Carr would listen to
reason-and suddenly agony cut through his neck and up the side of his head,
like a hot knife under the skin, a pressure on his throat al nost choking him

He rel eased his hold on Carr and stunbl ed back

"Aggh," he said, "it's here! Son of a bitch, it's around here somewhere!™
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Carr wat ched as Schaefer staggered down he hallway toward the stairwell,
| ooki ng around wi ldly.

"I't's here!" Schaefer shouted again. "Cone on out where we can see you, you
bastard!"

There wasn't anything there, so far as Carr could see; Schaefer was yelling
and clutching at his throat, but there wasn't anything there.

It had to be sonme kind of stupid cop trick, Carr decided after an instant of
confusion, and he wasn't going to fall for it. He junped to his feet and
rai sed his shotgun.

"Yeah, sure it is, Schaefer," he said as he marched through the spray of
water to get a clear shot at his opponent. "It's here, there, and everywhere.
Tal k show s over, pig-say bye-bye!"

Schaefer | ooked up at the barrel of the gun, at Carr's finger tightening on
the trigger, at Carr's grinning, nmaniacal face-and at the waterfall behind
him the spray fromthe rui ned pipes, where blue sparks were crackling and
craw ing across a fam liar silhouette. He tried to shout a warning to Carr
but it felt as if something were caught in his throat.



And, besides, the bastard was about to bl ow his brains out-why warn hinf

And then any warni ng woul d have been superfluous, as the alien creature
appeared out of thin air, its invisibility screen down for the nonent, one
tal oned hand cl osing around Carr's neck from behi nd.

"The water . . . ," Schaefer said, his throat clear again. "Jesus, the water
shorted somet hing out."

The creature picked up the gang boss easily, and Schaefer ducked again as
Carr fired; the shotgun blast went safely over his head, just as the warning
shot had before.

"What in the hell . . . ?" Carr managed to say. He twisted in the thing's
grip, trying to get a look at it, trying to see what was holding himup by the
throat as if he weighed no nore than a kitten

"That's what killed your boys, Carr," Schaefer shouted. "Those goddam
t hi ngs have been tracking ne ever since. It didn't give a damm who you were,
Carr-your nen were all just trophies to it!"

"Ch, yeah? Trophy this, piss-face!" Carr shouted back, as he struggled. He
spat, managing to hit a corner of the thing's netal nask.

"Say bye-bye," the creature replied in a close approximation of Carr's own
voi ce of a few nonents before. It reached up and placed its other hand atop
Carr's head, preparing to tw st.

Schaefer, |ooking around, spotted his own dropped gun; he dived for it,
calling, "Not yet, pal!"

He cane up with the gun held like a club; he swng it by the barrel and
caught the nonster on the side of the head.

Startled, but clearly uninjured, the thing threw Carr aside and | ooked at
Schaef er.

The gadget on its shoul der popped up and began to swi vel, and Schaefer dived
si deways as a blue-white fireball blew a two-foot hole in the wall.

He rolled and brought the shotgun up, and realized the barrel was bent, the
action twisted into usel essness-he'd hit the alien harder than he had
realized.

A blow that would bend a shotgun woul d have killed a man instantly.

Well, as he'd told Carr, this thing was worse than a man-and a hell of a | ot
t ougher.

He didn't dare fire the gun; it would probably blow up in his face. He flung
it aside and | ooked up at the hunter from outer space.

Its expression was hidden behind its mask; he couldn't tell if it was angry,
frightened, anused, or just bored-and even if he'd seen its face, how could he
read those i nhuman features, that nouth with the |ayers of fangs?

The snakel i ke braids, or whatever they were, trailed down across its
shoul ders; the ray gun, or |laser cannon, or whatever the hell it was on its
shoul der, was pointed straight at Schaefer's face.

It didn't fire.



Instead, the creature rai sed one hand, and the pair of jagged bl ades nounted
to the back of its wist suddenly snapped out into an extended position
projecting well past its clenched fist.

Schaef er had seen bl ades |ike that before, on the armof the nonster he had
killed in the jungle, and on the nonsters that attacked Eschevera's canp.

One swi pe of those could tear out a man's throat, or lay open his chest.

This one wasn't shooting at himbecause it wanted to take himon hand to
hand- nore macho mano a mano shit.

And this tine Schaefer didn't have any way to run or dodge, he didn't have
any surprise weapons; he'd have to fight on the creature's own terns.

Wi ch neant dyi ng.

Vell, hell, he'd known he'd have to die sonetine.

"Cone on, then," Schaefer said, crouching, bracing hinself. "This is what
you' ve been waiting for, isn't it? Your chance to get the one that Kkilled your
buddy? Your shot at one of the tough ones? Go ahead, then-finish it!""’

"Let's not and say we did," called a voice fromthe shadows by the
building's front door, a good thirty feet away.

The creature started to turn

"You're under arrest . . . ," Rasche began as he raised and sighted-in the
Sovi et-built shoul der-nmount antitank gun he had hauled in fromthe van. God
only knew what the Jamai cans had thought they wanted with sonething |ike that.

Then he got a good | ook at the creature and said, "Aw, screw it."

He pulled the trigger, and the rocket tore through the intervening di stance
in a fraction of a second.

Still, Schaefer thought the alien nmight have been able to dodge; it was fast
enough, he'd seen that, but it didn't dodge. Maybe it was too surprised.

The thing's body shielded Schaefer fromthe worst of the blast, but the
entire building shook, and the walls on either side of the hallway buckled
outward; plaster and shattered wood showered down. The flow of water was
abruptly transforned froma scattered spray into a steady spill down one
broken wall as the renains of the pipes above the passage vani shed conpletely
in the expl osion.

When the dust had nostly cleared, Schaefer clinbed to his feet, took one
| ook at the condition of the building, and ran for the door

He al nost tripped over the dead alien, but he didn't stop to gloat; he could
hear wood creaki ng om nously.

Rasche was waiting on the stoop; he'd been farther away fromthe bl ast but
unshi el ded, and his forehead was bl eeding where a bit of shrapnel had nicked
him plaster dust had powdered his hair and cl ot hes.

Toget her, the two detectives ran into the street, back toward Rasche's van
they were about hal fway across when Carr stumbled fromthe weckage, a yard or
so ahead of a great crash of masonry as a wall fell in.

Al three men turned at the sound and stood staring.



"Anyone el se in there?" Rasche called.

Carr shook his head. "None of mine. W were noving out-I was just back here
checki ng. Schaefer here got lucky with his tining."

Hi s voice didn't have its usual sardonic edge; he sounded shaken
"You saw that thing, right?" Schaefer asked.

Carr nodded, backi ng down the stoop as Schaefer cane up beside him
Rasche was back at the van, runmmagi ng for sonet hi ng

"Any of this sinking in, then?" Schaefer asked. "Or are you twi ce as stupid
as you | ook?"

"Ch, | get the picture," Carr said. "And okay, maybe your cops didn't trash
ny men and take out Lanbi kins, but that thing' s pieces, right? So it's over."

Schaefer shook his head. "That was what | thought the first tinme."

Rasche, energing fromthe van with the alien nask in his hand, called out,
"It's not over, Carr, like the song says, we've only just begun."”

He held up the nmask, scanned the streets with it, then turned his attention
to the dark skies above. He growl ed, then handed the nmask to Schaefer. "Over
there," he said, pointing. "Com ng this way.

Schaefer | ooked, tracking the approaching ship's nmovenent, and nodded.
"They're not going to be very happy when they find what's left of their
buddy," he said. "That's two down and counting." He handed the mask back to
Rasche.

"What are you two | ooking at?" Carr demanded. "There's nothing out there!"

Rasche ignored him he was watching the red-gold shape comng in over the
rooftops, comng toward them

It was coming in |ow, and descending even farther
"Not very happy at all," Rasche said. "Shut up and run, Carr!"
He took his own advice and sprinted for the van

This ship wasn't just cruising over the city-this ship was diving for them
in what |ooked for all the world Iike a strafing run

"CGet down!" Schaefer shouted as something flashed.

The three nen dived to the pavenent as the building behind themerupted into
white fire and flying brick.

Rasche rolled over and | ooked through the mask

The ship had veered off and was | oopi ng back for another pass; the
buil ding's facade had a ten-foot hole in it where the door had been a nonent
before, a hole full of dust, firelight, and clattering brick fragnments.

"Come on," he called, leading the way toward an alley that he hoped woul d
provi de some shelter.

The ship came back for its second run, and it was immedi ately obvi ous that



the first had been a sighting shot-this time the thing | aid down a deafening
barrage of blue-white fire that cut the entire building to bits.

The three nen stared, dunbfounded.

"Jesus," Rasche nmuttered as the ship ceased its fire-it was past the
buil di ng now, no longer had a clear shot. "So much for urban renewal," he
said. "No yuppie's ever gonna gentrify that place!"

"And no one's going to sal vage anything of that dead one," -Schaefer said
grimy, "They're making sure no one nakes a trophy out of one of their own!"

"What the hell?" Carr shrieked. "What did that? What are we up against?
still don't fuckin' see anything!"

"Here, have a peek," Rasche said, thrusting the mask in front of Carr's face
and directing his gaze.

Carr stared up at the departing spaceship.
"WIld, huh?" Rasche asked, glancing at Carr. "Just |ike War of the Worlds."

Schaefer snorted. "They all died of a cold in that one, Rasche, but | didn't
notice that thing reaching for a tissue, did you?"

Carr grunted, and Rasche took the mask back

"The feds are scared of them" Schaefer said, "so it's going to be up to us
to bring them down, et them know they aren't wel cone here." He | ooked around.
"W have to get off the streets, find some place to make a stand."

Rasche nodded. He scanned the sky quickly. "I don't see it right now " he
said. "Let's get in the van and nove, talk, while we drive."

"They can track me," Schaefer said, gesturing toward his neck
"I know that," Rasche said, "but nmaybe not that fast. Cone on."
Schaef er nodded, and the three men ran for the van

Rasche took the driver's seat, Schaefer took shotgun, and Carr clinbed back
bet ween the seats-and saw t he weapons.

"Jesus," he said. "You' ve got nore stuff back here than | have in the whole
goddamm city!"

"That's the point," Schaefer said. "Wen those things have swept up what's
left of their pal, all hell's going to break | oose, and we're gonna need al
t he manpower we can put on the streets if we want to still be standi ng when
they're done. That's what | cane after you for in the first place, Carr-we
want you and your boys to help us.”

Carr stared at himfor a nmonent."

"Why us?" he asked. "I nean, we aren't exactly your buddi es, Schaefer-I
always figured you' d like to see me dead. Hell, I knowl'd like to see you
dead. "

"Yeah, well, | need manpower, and your people may be scum but at | east

t hey' ve got sone guts,"” Schaefer said. "So |'moffering a truce, just till
these alien geeks are gone-after that it's back to business as usual."



"I"d have figured for something like this you'd call out the goddamm arny,
not come | ooking for ne."

"The arny's scared," Schaefer said. "They figure to let the aliens do what
they want, and when they're done, they'll go hone. Rasche and | don't think
that way-if those things are having fun, why woul d they | eave?"

"So here you are, talking to ne."

"Here we are. Wth the guns back there."

"And you'll let us use all this hardware?"
Schaefer nodded. "That's the deal just for the duration. | don't know if we
can take out their whole damm fleet, | don't know how many of them are out

there, but maybe we can make it a little less fun. So what do you say, punk?
Feel like a little rock and roll?"

Carr grinned. "You got it, Schaefer. Cops, aliens, | don't care who it
i s-nobody off's nmy nmen without sone serious payback. You supply the guns, and
et me handle the rest!™
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Traffic was |ight as Rasche headed uptown. He wasn't sure just where he was
goi ng, but there was nore of the island uptown than down, so he'd turned
nort h.

Behi nd them they could hear the alien spaceship naking a third pass at
Carr's building, but Rasche figured by now they were just naking the rubble
dance-there wasn't anything still standing.

He pulled onto FDR Drive at Houston Street, |ooking to make better tine, and
for a few nonments the breeze through the van's wi ndows cut the stifling heat.

The air was heavy with hum dity; Rasche felt as if he could al nost touch the
noi sture, and off to the west, between the towers of the city, he could see
dark clouds on the horizon and distant flickers of heat |ightning.

The danp air seenmed cooler, and the clouds had the | ook of an approaching
storm he thought the heat wave night finally be about to break

The lightning rem nded himof distant artillery, though, and he renenbered
t he spaceshi ps-he couldn't use the mask while he was driving, but they could
be up there, anywhere, watching, scanning for the thing on Schaefer's neck
and the van was exposed up here on the el evated hi ghway, an easy target.

And besi des, where the hell was he going that he needed to make tine?

He got off onto Twenty-third Street and headed west, then turned north again
on Third Avenue.

The police radio Rasche had installed in the van was chattering-Carr's
buil di ng was gravel by the tine anyone got there, gravel that was stil
chur ni ng.

McComb came on and said that was settling, but McConb wasn't there-the
officers at the scene said it |ooked |ike sonething was shovi ng debris around,
searching for something.

They stayed the hell away--settling or searchers, it didn't |ook safe.



Rasche thought that was a good idea. The novenent would be the invisible
aliens, on the ground now, recovering the body of their fallen conrade. Anyone
who got in their way woul d be hanburger.

At Schaefer's directi on Rasche got off the avenue and found a place to park
on a cross street sonewhere in the thirties.

"Carr," he said, "how many nmen can you get us? You |lost Edgie and Hatcheck .

"I lost more than that," Carr interrupted. "Those bastards have been taking
nmy peopl e down one by one for weeks. Mst of ny boys who aren't dead are |ying
l ow. "

Schaefer stared at him

"You said you could help us;" he said accusingly.

"That's right," Carr said. "I was figuring sonething big was gonna cone
down. Whoever was picking ny people off wasn't going to keep it up forever
just getting 'emone or two at a tine."

Rasche gl anced at himbut didn't say anything.

"Sooner or |ater whoever it was had to cone out in the open, and | figured
on being ready for '"em"

"And?" Schaef er asked.

"And | |ined up sone mnuscl e-not nmy people, |oaners and freelancers." He
grinned. "Just what we need to use those toys of yours."

Schaef er nodded. "So what do you figure you'll need to get us the nen we
need, a week?"

Carr | aughed.

"You're not l|istening, Schaefer-1 said | wanted to be ready. Couple of hours
should do it."

Schaefer | ooked at himsilently for a noment. "No shit," he said at |ast.

"No shit," Carr agreed. "Cotta make some calls, but we can get this over
with tonight."

"Go ahead," Schaefer said, pointing at a pay phone, "make your calls."
It was busted, of course, but they found a working one two bl ocks up

"Yo," Carr said, holding the receiver, "gime sone change-1 left ny wall et
at hone." He grinned again.

"Rasche?" Schaefer asked. He was freshly back fromhis little vacation in
Central America and hadn't had time to worry about things |Iike noney.

"How many calls you nmaki ng?" Rasche asked, digging for quarters.
“"Alot," Carr answered.

"Just give himyour card, Rasche," Schaefer said inpatiently.

Rasche frowned, then dug out his MC card and handed it over



Carr took it, still grinning, and began punchi ng nunmbers. "Wy don't you
boys go sonewhere else for a few m nutes?" he said. "I got stuff to say that
maybe you m ght not want to hear.”

"You don't . . . ," Rasche began

"Cone on, Rasche," Schaefer said. "W'Il|l get a bite to eat." He jerked his
head toward the hole-in-the-wall diner down the bl ock

Rel uctantly, Rasche foll owed.

"CGoddammi t, Schaef,"” he said as they stepped through the door, "he's gonna

run up God knows how nuch of a bill, and I'Il never get reinbursed, you know
what an asshol e M:Conb is about unauthorized expenses. That son of a bitch
could be calling his nother in Hong Kong for all | know'

"Yeah," Schaefer said, "but nore likely he's calling every cheap hood, dope
deal er, and gangbanger on the Lower East Side, and next nonth you'll have an
itemzed bill right there in your mailbox with every one of their private
nunbers on it, ever think of that?" He snmiled thinly. "Carr's just as stupid
as he is cheap.”

Rasche shut up, reluctant to adnit that no, he hadn't thought of it.

They sat at the counter and ordered sandw ches and coffee, and while they
ate, they brought each other up-to-date on what had happened whil e Schaefer
was out of town. Rasche was mildly pleased to hear that Eschevera was dead;
Schaefer was | ess pleased, but very interested, to | earn about what Rasche had
seen through the mask-he'd seen one ship for hinself half an hour earlier but
hadn't really had tine to think about it.

They were just finishing when Carr came in and announced, "Let's go."
"Wher e?" Rasche asked.
"You just drive," Carr said. "I'Il tell you."

They got the van rolling, and Rasche followed Carr's directions, arriving a
few mnutes later at the entrance ranp to the |lower | evels of a parking garage
a few bl ocks farther up Third.

Sonehow Rasche found it appropriate to be neeting Carr's friends bel ow
street |evel

"Stop here," Carr said as Rasche pulled onto the ranp.

Rasche stopped. "Wat," he said, "we need the password or sonething?"

"No," Carr said. "You two wait here. 1'll drive down alone; then we'll see.
My peopl e were expecting a bl ow off, yeah, but against cops, not a bunch of
little green nen. Some of themaren't always easy to convince; you gotta give
nme sone time to sell this."

"You' ve gotta be kidding!" Rasche protested. "W're carryi ng enough ordnance
in here to start a small war-1"mnot going to let you pass it out to your
scunbag pals |like party favors!"”

Carr grinned, and Rasche wi shed he had the strength-and the nerve-to knock
those teeth out.

"Let himgo," Schaefer said as he picked up the mask and his appropriated
M 16 and opened his door. "Do it his way for now, and if there're any



problems, we'll kill himfirst."
He got out of the van

"Wow, ultimatums,"” Carr said. "My little heart's palpitating in fear. Maybe
when this is over, Schaefer, we can get together and see who's really king of
the hill."

Schaefer grinned back at him and Rasche reluctantly clinbed out of the van.

Carr slid into the driver's seat and started the van down the ranp; Rasche
and Schaefer watched hi mgo

"I'd like that, Carr," Schaefer said quietly. "I'd like it a lot."

Rasche sat down on the narrow curb at one side of the tunnel. He gl anced
down after the van but could see nothing-the entrance ranmp curved. He sighed.
He gl anced at his watch and saw that it was hal f-past mdnight-Carr's calls
had taken wel|l over an hour

So here he was in the mddle of the night, sitting in a parking garage,
hopi ng to nake a deal with an i nsane gang boss to join forces in a hopel ess
battl e agai nst nonsters from outer space.

How the hell had it cone to this?

These things fromthe spaceships were |ike sonething out of one of those
paranoid sci-fi novies fromthe 1950's, killing just for the sake of killing

No, he corrected hinmself, they weren't; those nonsters had had reasons. They
wanted to conquer the world, or they killed people for food-they didn't kil
just for fun.

These things did.

In the nore recent novies the aliens were usually the good guys, cone to
save humanity fromitself, or just paying a friendly visit.

These things obviously weren't doing that, either
It didn't seemright, sonehow
"It's funny," he said.

Schaefer was still standing in the roadway, staring down the ranp after
Carr; he didn't respond.

"I't's funny," Rasche repeated. "Those things are way past us,
technol ogi cal | y-their ships nake the space shuttle |l ook |ike a Matchbox toy,
they've got ray guns and invisibility and God knows what el se-and yet they
still get off on hunting and killing things, they take trophies, they seemto
| ove bl ood and pain. | wonder why. | nean, shouldn't they be nore advanced
than us socially, as well as technol ogically? Wuldn't they have outgrown al
t hat ?"

Schaefer glanced at him then went back to staring down the tunnel
"You think that's sonething you outgrow, Rasche?" he asked a nonment |ater

"Isn't it?"



"Maybe." Schaefer paused for a nonment, then said, "Maybe they're just |ike
us. Technol ogy renoves us fromour true selves, lets us pretend we don't have
to kill to eat, lets us forget we're all a bunch of killer apes. It takes us
away fromthe beast inside. People talk about getting back to nature, and they
just nean going out in the woods sonewhere and treating it |ike a fucking
garden, a bunch of birds and bunnies and flowers, and they forget that Mt her
Nature's a bitch, that claws and fangs and bl ood are natural, and gardens
aren't. Nature's a jungle, not a garden.”

"well . . . ," Rasche began

Schaefer cut himoff. "Maybe those things up there don't forget what
nature's like. Maybe the hunt is their way of getting back to nature, their
way of keeping the beast alive, keeping that conpetitive edge that |lets them
devel op their spaceshi ps and ray guns. Maybe they need an edge-naybe they're
worried about natural selection selecting themout, if they get soft. Maybe
t he whol e goddamm gal axy's a fucking war zone, a big bloody free-for-all, the
| aw of the jungle on a cosm c scale, and those bastards need to stay tough to
survive." He shrugged.

"Or maybe," he added after a second's pause, "they're just naturally
sadi stic sons of bitches."

Rasche stared up at his partner. That was about the |ongest speech he'd ever
heard from Schaef er

"You really think we can beat then?" he asked.
Schaefer didn't answer

They sat, and thought, and waited, but Rasche didn't ask what Schaefer was
thinking or offer to share any nore of his own thoughts.

He thought about Shari and the kids and hoped they were safe, up there in
Elmra or back home in Queens, wherever they were. He hoped they weren't too
worried about him

He thought about those files Brownl ow had shown him about the string of
hi deous nurders that m ght have been committed by the aliens-or mght have
just been an unusually vicious serial killer

Carr thought that was the aliens.
Rasche hoped it was the aliens.

It bothered himthat he couldn't be sure it was the aliens. Wiat kind of a
species did he belong to, that he couldn't be sure people wouldn't do that to
each ot her?

And what kind of species did the aliens belong to that they apparently not
only conmtted such atrocities against other intelligent species, but saw
nothing wwong with it? Those ships weren't just a couple of desperate
crimnals or crazed degenerates running | oose; those ships were an organi zed
party of some kind, a big one, and that neant that whatever they were doing,
it was just fine with the fol ks back hone.

O maybe it wasn't; maybe when those nonsters got hone, they'd find
t hemsel ves facing the alien equivalent of a picket |line, placards reading SAVE
THE HUMANS, angry denonstrators throwi ng bl ood or paint at the hunters the way
denonstrators attacked wonen in fur coats ...



Peopl e didn't have fur, but those things sonetinmes skinned their
victinms-what did they do with those skins? Did they wear then? Was Lanb's face
going to wind up on another planet, stained with extraterrestrial paint?

Rasche was tired and hungry, and this chain of thought was naking himfee
slightly sick to his stomach-he was in great shape to save the world fromthe
Martians, he was.

O even just to tackle Carr and his buddies if they'd decided not to help,
after all.

And besi des everything el se, his ass was sore fromsitting on the hard
concrete; he shifted unconfortably and scraped a shoe across the pavenent.

Schaefer raised a hand for silence.
Rasche |i st ened.
Foot st eps were approaching, com ng up the ranp.

Rasche turned and watched as Carr cane into view, an assault rifle slung on
hi s shoul der, a nachine pistol on his belt. At |east a dozen other young nen
wer e beside and behind him all of themarned to the teeth with the contents
of Rasche's van, with the weapons Salvati had given him everything the
Somalis had sold the Janmicans, all of it |oaded and ready to go. Ammunition
belts were draped across tattooed chests, automati c weapons were tucked under
muscul ar arms, shotguns were clutched in sweaty hands.

"Hey, Schaefer!" Carr called. "W put it to a vote, and it was unani nous.
Hummans one, alien shits zero!l™

Schaefer snmiled, a hunorless baring of teeth that Rasche didn't like at all
"Good," he said. "So listen up while | tell you what you're up against."

A couple of Carr's buddies glanced at one anot her; someone said derisively,
"Qooh, tell us, M. Policeman!"

"The things we're fighting are invisible, except through one of these."” He
held up the alien mask. "They all wear them| figure they're invisible to each
ot her without them sanme as they are to us."

"You got those for all of us?" a black kid with a shaved head and an AK 47
cal | ed.

"Nope. Just the one. But you take one of 'em down, you want to get its
mask. "

"How we take 'emdown if we can't see 'enP"

"You'll see a weird shinmrer in the air when they're near," Schaefer
explained. "Aimfor it with all you' ve got. And don't wait-these things are
bi gger and stronger and faster than you are, and | don't care how big and
strong and fast you think you are, they're nore."

"Faster and stronger and we can't see 'en®?" soneone munbled. "Shit."
"That's why you've got the guns," Carr said.
"If they're invisible, how do we know they aren't watching us right now?"

"We don't, not for sure,"” Schaefer said. "Except if they were, they'd



probably have already started killing us."

"Hell," another nman said, hefting a tripod-nounted, belt-fed nmachi ne gun, "I
didn't cone here to hear no fairy stories about invisible bogeynen. Wy don't
we flash this pig and test-fire our new toys over in the dianond district?" He
turned and | ooked around at the others for support.

Schaefer stared at the nan for a second, then | ashed out wi thout warning-a
singl e blow of the fist.

The man went down and | ay gasping on the asphalt.
"Any nore questions?" Schaefer demanded as he picked up the mask again.

"Yeah," Rasche said. "How are you planning to find then? How are we going to
lure themin where we can get at then? Showgirls and dancing bears? A big
sign, “Today only, everything half price to killer aliens'?"

"I had an idea on that," Schaefer said. "A couple of ideas, actually. First
of f, you said you saw them cruising over the city, right?"

"Right," Rasche said, not sure where Schaefer was going with this.

"So they aren't hiding. They don't realize we can actually see themthrough

this thing-they've got no reason to hide. They're probably still up there,
cruising around-all we have to do is watch. Second thing, they' re stil
tracking ne." He touched the device on his neck. "I figure they're probably

cruising over this place every few mnutes, keeping an eye on ne."

"So they're cruising overhead," Carr said. "You didn't bring us a goddam
F-16, Schaefer-how the hell do we get them down here? O did you want us al
to help you watch the pretty ships go by?"

"I think the arrogant bastards are getting cocky," Schaefer said. "Sure, we
took out two of themso far, but they' ve trashed a | ot nore of us, and nost of
the tine we've been running fromthem not fighting. | figure if we get their
attention, they'll come down here after us-that'd be the sporting way to get
us. Shooting us fromtheir ships would be |like hunting deer with a
bazooka-it'd work, but it wouldn't be any fun."

"Yeah, yeah but just how do you figure to get their attention?" Carr asked.

Schaefer pointed to the Soviet antitank gun that Rasche had used to kill the
one at Carr's place.

"Wth that," he said. "I don't knowif it'll punch through whatever arnor
they've got on their ships, but ten to one they'll notice it."
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It hadn't taken long for one of the soldiers to get free and untie the
ot hers, and Schaefer and Rasche hadn't tied the knots all that tight to begin
with, but Philips kept rubbing at his wists as he sat in the copter

He'd gotten the reports over the radio, heard how Detective Rasche had
snmashed his way out of captivity, how he'd made off with a cache of heavy
weapons, and he didn't need to be a genius to figure out what that neant.

Schaefer and Rasche were planning to fight the aliens, even if it neant a
goddamm war .



Philips couldn't figure out how the hell Schaefer and Rasche had worked it
out, how they'd conmuni cated when they were both being held in protective
cust ody, but sonehow or other they nust have planned it all. He stil
renenber ed Schaefer standing there on the rooftop saying, "Jesus, Rasche,
where the hell have you been?"

Schaef er had expected Rasche, had known what was happening, and he, Philips,
t he supposed intelligence big shot, hadn't had a cl ue.

And then there was the nmask-the agents who'd picked Rasche up and held him
while Philips was off in Latin America said that Rasche had had one of the
aliens' face nasks.

And they hadn't done anything with it.

A piece of the alien technol ogy had been right in their hands, and they
hadn't done anything with it.

And when Rasche broke out, when an out-of-shape New York cop took two highly
trai ned federal agents by surprise and beat the crap out of them he took the
mask with himthe thing was gone agai n.

Philips didn't even know why Rasche wanted it, where he'd gotten it, he
di dn't know anyt hi ng.

And those goddamm shit agents didn't know, either, they'd never bothered to
ask Rasche about it, never asked hima damm thing.

Christ, Philips thought, what a bunch of fuckups.

This whol e thing was going bad-no, it had started out bad; it was getting
worse. It was, in fact, going straight down the tubes. They didn't have a damm
thing to give the aliens-and they never had, not really. The aliens took what
they wanted. They'd taken back their dead conpani on, and when they wanted
Schaefer, they'd take him too.

And they hadn't even shown up for the rendezvous. Philips's men had been
transmtting every kind of signal they could think of as bait, to get the
nonsters interested-and as far as Philips could see, the aliens hadn't paid
any attention.

They nust have known what was goi ng on. They coul d have had soneone at the
heliport if they'd wanted to.

So they didn't want to. They didn't want Schaefer as a gift. If they wanted
himat all, they wanted himon their own ternmns.

Maybe they didn't want him maybe the one who'd tagged hi mwas the one he'd
killed, and the others didn't give a shit

Too goddam nany "naybes"!

The truth, Philips finally adnmitted to hinself, was that he and his experts
didn't know a damm thing about how the aliens thought.

The Schaefer boys had both seened to have sonething of a handle on it,
t hough. For all the good that did.

And Schaefer had wanted to fight back. He'd thought that just waiting for
the bastards to |l eave was a nistake. He'd thought trying to propitiate them
as if they were a bunch of little gods, was a m stake.



Maybe Schaefer was right.

The President had said they couldn't afford to fight-but what did he know?
He'd also said he trusted Philips's judgnent, and right now Philips judged
that Schaefer was right-they couldn't afford not to fight.

For one thing, Schaefer and Rasche were out there sonmewhere with a vanl oad
of heavy weapons, and they were going to fight. A fight was going to happen
it couldn't be stopped.

And as far as Philips was concerned, if he couldn't stop the fight from
happeni ng, then his job was to do everything he could to help the right side
Wi n.

He didn't really think he could pull if off; how could he fight a bunch of
i nvi sible spaceships, fight nonsters wi th shoul der-nounted energy cannon?

But he had to try

Schaefer and Rasche were trying-they were out there fighting back, sonehow.
And Schaefer, who seened to understand how the aliens thought better than
anyone except maybe Dutch, didn't think it was suicide. He didn't think they
were going to | ose New York.

O maybe he did expect to die, did expect to |ose New York-and didn't care.
Schaefer was a crazy bastard. Dutch had been stubborn, but Schaefer was just
plain nuts.

Maybe that was why he could understand the aliens; maybe they were crazy the
same way he was. Maybe he was nore like themthan he was |ike an ordinary nman

Maybe that was why they'd tagged him
Phili ps shook his head.

It didn't matter now why they'd tagged Schaefer. It didn't matter why they'd
cone to New York, instead of staying in the tropics. Al that mattered was
that the final showdown was com ng, and Philips's job was to get whatever
force he could out there to help.

He couldn't get the entire arny in on this, there wasn't time, but he could
at | east put together enough to |l et those damm nonsters know they'd been in a
fight.

"Turn on the damm radio,"” he told the pilot. "Get ne Washi ngton."
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The sky was turning pale in the east, and before he slid the alien mask into
pl ace, Rasche could see the top of the Chrysler building, a few bl ocks uptown,
beginning to glitter in the light of dawn. Half of Carr's nen had dozed off,
sprawl ed here and there along the garage entrance walls, surrounded by their
weapons.

Schaefer knelt on the sidewal k, the Soviet antitank gun ready beside him
whi | e Rasche took a turn watching the skies above Third Avenue.

"Come on, Schaefer," Carr growl ed. "Take your goddamm shot, for Christ's
sake. You've let half a dozen of the bastards go by-if this was baseball,
you' d have struck out watching 'em hours ago!"



"If this were baseball I'd have wal ked, not struck out," Schaefer replied
calmy. "I want something | can hit if |I mss, a rocket-propelled grenade is
going to make a pretty big hole in sonebody's storefront.”

"So who gives a shit?"
n I do- n
"The insurance will cover it. Take a shot, for Christ's sake!"

"Here it comes again," Rasche called. "Lower and slower this tine." He
handed the mask to Schaefer

Schaefer took the nask, held it up, and grinned. He raised the antitank gun

"CGot it this tine, Carr," Schaefer exulted as he hefted the weapon and
sighted. Rasche held the mask for him so that Schaefer would have both hands
free to work the gun.

"He's cruising right up the mddle of the avenue, just where | want him™"
Schaefer reported. "I can put this baby just where | want it, right "

He pulled the trigger, and the rocket spat out of the tube.

t here!l"

A fraction of a second |later the boom of the RPG echoed fromthe buil di ngs
on either side, and shrapnel rained down across Third Avenue, rattling off
asphalt and taxi cabs.

The sound woke the dozi ng hoods; hands grabbed for weapons, heads whirl ed.

For a monent after the flash everyone in the garage entryway glinpsed the
outline, of the ship, flickering above the streets in a shower of blue sparks
and burning rocket fragnents; then it vani shed again, to everyone but
Schaefer.

"Didn't do nmuch nore than scratch the paint," he said, "but | didn't expect
any better. At least that should get their attention |" He took off the mask
and waved to the others. "Cone on, let's nove out! Get ready for "em! They'l
be com ng to see who took a shot at them™

"Move yer asses!" Carr shouted, and the notley collection of New York's
worst stirred, rose, and noved.

The little squad of New York's defenders trotted out into the street and
found a thin scatter of people on both sidewal ks-early risers and di ehards
fromthe night before who had been going about their business and had been
drawn out by the explosion, curious about what new peculiarity the city had
come up with.

"Clear the streets!" Schaefer bellowed. "Now " He gestured to Carr's
recruits. "Half of you on one side of the street, the other half conme with ne,
get the civilians out of here before the aliens arrive!"

"You heard the man!" Carr shouted. He fired a burst in the air, half a dozen
rounds. "Get the fuck outta here!"

Rasche charged out with the rest, but a bit less enthusiastically. This sort
of action nmight be his partner's cup of tea, but Christ, he was just a cop
he'd never even worked Energency Services. He watched Carr's nen houndi ng
citizens into doorways and down alleys, and wondered what the hell he was



doi ng here--armed assaults on bug-eyed invisible saucernen were never part of
his job description

He realized suddenly that sonehow, out of all that hardware that had been
handed out, he'd wound up with nothing but his own famliar pistol

He held it ready in one hand, but sonehow he doubted it was going to do nuch
good.

He paused in the doorway of a canera shop, between signs readi ng ONE DAY
ONLY and OUR BI GGEST SALE EVER! and scanned the sky-pointlessly; the goddamm
spaceshi ps were invisible, he knew that.

A security guard energed fromthe shop behind him "Hey, Mic," the
rent-a-cop called, "what's going on? W the hell are you?"

"Police," Rasche said, fishing his ID fromhis pocket and flashing the
badge. "We're being attacked by nonsters from outer space."

"Right," the guard said after a pause. "Big green ones, | suppose?"

Rasche turned. "Look, bozo, you asked," he said. "This is for real, okay?
You're in a fucking war zone."

The guard stared at him

"Just get out of sight, will you?" Rasche said. "Believe me or not, but this
whol e nei ghborhood's going to be full of flying lead in a few m nutes, and you
don't want to be here."

"Jesus," the guard said. "You're serious? And on the big sale day?"

He turned and ran back inside, |ocking the door behind himthe glass door

Lot of protection that was going to be when the shooting started, Rasche
t hought .

Still, it was probably better than being out here in the open, the way he
was.

This wasn't anything he'd ever wanted. Schaefer had his own reasons for
being on the force, maybe he'd al ways been | ooking for some kind of big
apocal ypti c shoot-out, but Rasche had just wanted a steady job where he felt
he coul d do some good. He | ooked at one of Carr's gang waving some kind of
machi ne gun around and felt a chill that wasn't just the breeze fromthe west.

It was fear.

He had a wife and children. He wanted to nmake pension, find a place upstate
somewhere, settle down and watch his kids grow up, hear them | augh

He didn't want to die, and it | ooked very nuch as if he was about to. He'd
taken out one of these space predators down at Carr's place, but that one had
been al one and he'd caught it by surprise, not to nention he'd been arned a
bit nmore heavily; sonmehow he doubted he was going to be anywhere near as | ucky
agai nst whatever cane out of that ship Schaefer had just taken a shot at.

Hell, if they wanted to, the aliens could probably take out all of m dtown
wi t hout even warm ng up their heavy stuff. If this turned into a real fight,
it woul d be because the aliens wanted to fight.

Rasche was beginning to think seriously about why he was still there, why he



hadn't turned and run for his life, when he heard sirens.
"Oh, shit,"” he said.

Soneone must have called in about the explosion and the lunatics running
around wi th guns. Maybe a prowl car had seen sonethi ng. Watever the reason
the cops were com ng

And somehow Rasche didn't think they were conming to join the war against the
nonsters.

The fam liar blue cars were charging up Third Avenue in an unbroken phal anx,
lights flashing and sirens at full blast-and Rasche was in deep shit with the
departrment, he knew that. McConmb was in with the feds on this, siding with the
nmonsters in hopes they'd go home happy-and even if no one cared about that,
Rasche had wal ked off with about half a ton of illegal heavy weapons fromthe
police |lab, and he'd passed themout to a bunch of the worst hoods in the
city.

McConb was going to | ove that.
Rasche faded back into the shelter of the doorway.

Al'l along the block Carr and his nmen were doing the sane-only Schaefer was
still standing out there in plain sight on the east sidewal k, watching, as the
cop cars pulled up

And sure enough, just as Rasche had expected, it was Captain MConb, wearing
a flak jacket and carrying a bullhorn, who clinbed out of the lead unit.

"This is Captain McConb of the New York Police Departnent!" he announced.
"W have the area sealed off-you're surrounded. You have ten seconds to throw
down your weapons and give yourselves up, and then we're conming in after you!"

Schaefer stepped off the curb, M16 in one hand, the alien nmask in the
ot her.

"You don't know what you're doing, MConb!" he called. "Those things have to
be stopped!"

"What in hell . . . ?" MConmb asked. He snatched a shotgun fromthe car and
pointed it at Schaefer. "Schaefer? You're running this?"

"Soneone has to!"

"You've lost it this tine, Schaefer!" MConb shouted. "I'I|l probably nake
assistant chief for taking you out-and |'mgoing to enjoy it!" He raised the
shot gun. "Last chance, Schaefer--drop the . . ."

Then, as Rasche watched fromthe canera-shop doorway, several things
happened si nul t aneously.

Schaefer suddenly jerked his head sideways and clutched at his neck, at the
devi ce enbedded there.

McComb stopped in mdsentence and stared, open nouthed, up the avenue.

A shadow appeared from nowhere, instantly covering the full width of the
avenue, bl ocking out the pink Iight of dawn.

Schaefer twi sted to | ook behind hinself, up at the i nmense spaceship that
rested heavily on the pavenent of Third Avenue, its central landing rib



gouging into the asphalt, its curving surfaces shading the street and al npost
touching the buildings on either side. An oily black stain on the white hull
back near the tail, nmarked where Schaefer's RPG had hit it.

"Well, what do you know, " Schaefer said. "Conpany! "
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For a few seconds everyone on the street or huddled in the doorways stared
silently up at the ship. It had not |anded; it had sinply appeared. Rasche
realized it nust have |landed while still invisible, and once it was down, the
aliens had turned their gadget off.

He felt a sudden renewed chill. If the creatures were giving up an advant age
i ke that

Then the first blast struck-one of the police cruisers exploded in
blue-white fire and, an instant later, exploded again in yellow flame as the
gas tank detonated. Cops ducked and dived in all directions, |ooking for
cover.

That had apparently been a test shot; before the echoes had di ed, away the
actual barrage began. Blue-white flared up on all sides as vehicles were
scattered |li ke toys and buil ding facades crunbl ed.

Schaefer ran, dodged, and dived for cover, |anding beside Rasche in the
shel tered doorway of the canera shop

"Jesus," he said as he sprawl ed on the sidewalk, "I think they're upset."

"This isn't just for fun, Schaefer!" Rasche shouted. "They're going to bring
down half the city!"

Schaefer | ooked at him then rolled over and | ooked up at the ship and the
ongoi ng pyrotechnics. He saw that the buildings on both sides were stil
standing; the aliens were shooting at the vehicles in the street, and at the
entrances, but they weren't really doing anywhere near as nuch damage as they
m ght have.

Schaefer had seen what a group on foot could do when they'd taken out
Eschevera's canp; he'd seen a ship reduce Carr's building to rubble in a
matter of mnutes. Sonehow he suspected that the ship out there could have
done a lot nore danage if that was what the bastards really wanted

"You know," he said thoughtfully, "maybe | was w ong-nmaybe they aren't
upset. | think they're just clearing the area so we won't anbush 'em as they
energe. Hell, if they chase enough people away, maybe I'Il finally be able to
afford a decent apartnent! "

Rasche was too shocked to react to Schaefer's attenpt at hunor.

Qut in the street Captain MConb crouched by one of the cars that was stil
intact and shouted into the radio, "Sweet Jesus, we need help up here! [|'ve
never seen anything like it-that son of a bitch Philips . . ."

Then, abruptly, the barrage stopped; echoes rolled away down the avenue and
up the streets on either side.

In the sudden silence the survivors on the ground peered cautiously from
what ever shelter they had found.



"Now what ?" Rasche asked.

"Now t hey cone out after us,
back. Look."

Schaefer replied. "That was just to drive us

Rasche | ooked and saw an opening appear in the side of the ship. Sonething
shimered in the shadow there; then the shimer dropped to the street bel ow

A second shimer followed, and a third
Rasche ducked back out of sight.

McComb didn't notice the shimerings; he didn't know what to |ook for. He
saw t he door open, but he didn't see anything energe.

"What do you want?" he shouted. "You want soneone to cone in there and
parley? Is that it?"

"I's that it?" his own voice called back

And then, suddenly, one of the creatures was standing over him | ooking
down, its face hidden behind a netal nask

"What . . . what are you?" MConb gasped.

The nonster didn't answer. The black thing on its shoul der swivel ed, ained,
and fired, blowing a hole through Captain McConb's chest.

"There's one of "em ™ one of Carr's nen shouted. "Over there!" He lifted his
Uzi and sprayed bullets at the creature standing over the dead cop.

It flickered and vani shed.

The hood stopped firing, |owered the gun, and stared. "Jesus," he said, "he

di sapp-"

Then the blue-white bolt fromthe shoul der cannon tore through his side,
spinning himoff his feet; he was dead by the time he hit the sidewal k.

"McConb' s dead!" Rasche shout ed

"And we're next, if we don't keep noving," Schaefer said. He stared through
the mask. "They're not keeping any kind of formation, they're just mlling
around out there, picking targets at randomif we can lay down a fire pattern
drive 'em back. " He | ooked around for allies and spotted a cluster of
Carr's nen, spraying bullets in all directions.

"Lay a pattern, he shouted. "Push them back toward the ship!"

The thugs paid no attention; Schaefer swore and charged out toward them
firing wildly to cover his own novenents.

He had al nost reached the group of outlaws when the shape of one of the
aliens, red and gold through the mask, reared up before him

"Ch, shit . . ."
The thing hit himw th the back of its hand, sending himflying; then, when
he | anded, it stepped over to him reached down, and snatched the mask away

fromhim

That finally got the attention of the nearby humans, and a barrage of



gunfire drove the nonster away before it could finish him

"Dam!" Schaefer said as he crawl ed for shelter. "helnet's gone-we're blind,
and they know it!"

Bl ue-white cannon fire took down two of Carr's recruits, and in the
instant's distraction Rasche dashed forward to hel p Schaefer up fromthe
paverent. Together, the two ran for shelter

A wild shot tore through Rasche's shoul der, and he fell back, shattering
what remrained of a broken display w ndow. Schaefer called his name and | ooked
wi |l dly about for somewhere he could take his fallen partner, sonewhere safe.

He didn't see anything like safety, but he did see reinforcements com ng
At | east he hoped they were reinforcenents.

A squad of nmen in olive drab were charging up Third Avenue, M 16's firing
And one of the men, Schaefer saw, was Ceneral Philips.

"Schaefer!" the old nman called. "Goddamm you, you son of a bitch, you had to
do this the hard way! The shit's really hit the fan now"

"What's next, GCeneral ?" Schaefer shouted back. "Gonna take out ny boys for
"en? Still hoping to negotiate?"

"Shit," Philips said. "Maybe that's what they want down in Washington, but |
was never much of a diplomat. | nmay not have shown it, Schaefer, but | do know
what side I'mon, and it isn't some goddamm nonsters'-I1've got gunshi ps,
hel i copters, coming this way."

"Think it'll hel p?" Schaefer asked. "You know how many ships they have,
where they are?"

"Nope," Philips replied. "Can't track '"emthat well-they nmake our stealth
technol ogy |l ook like bright-red billboards with targets on 'em But goddanmit,
it's our planet!”

The second-story wall bl ew out of the buil ding above them just then; neither
man had seen whether alien cannon fire or a wild shot fromone of the
def enders' heavi er weapons was responsi bl e, but they both bent over and
sheltered their heads with their arns as debris pelted them

Then Philips | ooked up and | ooked around.

"Can't see a goddamm sign of '"em" he said. "These dammed foreigners are
really starting to stick in ny crawwhy don't the yell ow bastards show
t hensel ves?"

"Why shoul d they?" Schaefer asked as he scanned the street. "It's . . . Wit
a mnute." Something had caught his eye, and conbined with a nenory. "You
wat ch Rasche, " he said.

He ran forward into the street before Philips could react, and began paw ng
t hrough the weckage of one of McConb's cruisers. He found what he wanted-a
fireman's wench. He hefted it and ran for the nearest hydrant.

He twi sted the cap off the front, then turned the hydrant on full.

Water sprayed out, against the side of a burning cruiser, and then up
arcing into the street; as the water showered back, blue sparks craw ed across



shimering outlines, and two alien nonsters appeared.

Carr, a block away, saw what Schaefer had done; he didn't have a wench, but
he had sonething el se-he blew the top off another hydrant, sending anot her
spray of water spilling into the street.

That evened things up a little both soldiers and gang bangers had targets
now. Big, fast-nmoving, arnored targets, but targets.

Rasche, lying in the store window with Philips standing by his feet, heard a
rhythm c beating somewhere overhead; at first he thought it was sone new
attack, then that it was the bl ood pounding in his head.

Then the first chopper cane into view over the rooftops, and Philips began
shouting, "Clear the streets! Cear the streets, goddamrt!"

Rasche forced hinself to sit up, to watch what was happeni ng. Everything
seened darker than it should have been-the dawn seened al nost to have faded
back into night.

Rasche hoped his eyes were okay. He blinked and | ooked out at an expanse of
twi sted nmetal, burning weckage, and bl oody corpses. Human fighters were
dodgi ng and hi ding, fading away, while the aliens stood proudly in the street,
novi ng i n sudden qui ck zigzags whenever they sensed a threat or a target.

One was closing in on Schaefer, cutting off each attenpt at retreat the big
man nade, cornering hi magainst the building on the opposite side of the
street from Rasche's perch

"Schaefer!" Rasche shouted, but his shout was lost in a sudden new, | ouder
runbl e from over head.

He | ooked up, past the spaceship, past the rooftops, past the V formation of
a hal f-dozen gunshi ps, at the black clouds above.

Li ghtning fl ashed, and thunder runbled again, and the first fat drops of
rain spattered down. A cool wind blewin fromthe side streets, rustling
clothing, sending litter skittering in the gutters, twisting the flames from
the wecked vehicles into spirals.

The heat wave had finally broken

The predatory creature pursuing Schaefer stopped, and |ike Rasche, it | ooked
upwar d.

Al'l around, the aliens stopped.

Rasche wat ched them watched them considering the weather, the choppers, the
city. He wondered if they were comunicating with each ot her sonehowt hey
weren't speaking, but naybe they were tel epathic, maybe they could read each
other's scents, or heat patterns.

"I's that it?" one of them bell owed abruptly, in MConb's voice.

The one that had cornered Schaefer turned back toward the detective for a
monent. Its right hand, the one with the two jagged bl ades, sl ashed out,
drawing two red |lines across Schaefer's chest-not to kill, but sinply to mark
to |l et Schaefer know he was beaten

Then the thing's other claw | ashed out, but in a far subtler and nore
conplex notion, as it picked the homi ng device from Schaefer's neck



Schaefer screanmed, fell to his knees, and clutched at a bl eedi ng wound- but
t he bl ood was seeping, not spouting; the carotid had not been cut.

He knelt, his hand on his neck, and watched as the alien hunters narched
back to their ship. One by one, they |leaped lightly up into the open hatch
casual ly junping a height no human coul d possi bl y nmanage unassi st ed.

Three of the things had been taken down in the fighting, one way or another
the survivors gathered these three up as they returned to the ship. The humans
wat ched as the nonsters withdrew, taking their dead with them

VWhen the | ast of the aliens was aboard and the hatchway cl osed, the hunans
enmerged slowy fromcover, noving warily out into the open

Unearthly engi nes screamed, and the spaceship began to nove, to push south
down Third Avenue, then to rise, quickly gathering speed and altitude; its
belly fin sliced a yard-w de twenty-foot path through the asphalt before
com ng cl ear.

The ship vanished fromsight before it had cleared the buildings on either
side, and the sound cut off abruptly, as well-the invisibility screen was back
i n place.

"Maybe . . . maybe we scared themoff," Philips said. "They're too smart to
start a fight they can't finish."

"Can't finish?" Schaefer stared at Philips in disbelief. "Shit, they could
have scragged the entire city without breaking a sweat if that was what they
want ed. "

"So why didn't they?" Carr asked.

"Because that's not what they were here for," Schaefer said, |ooking upward
to where the ship was faintly visible as a hole in the intensifying rain.
"They weren't here to weck the city, they were here to have a good tine. It
got out of hand, though-it wasn't sport anynore. It's wet, it's cold-it's just
no nore fun." He turned away. "That's what they wanted, General-no invasions,
no treaties, just sonme good of boys out on a tear. And when it isn't fun
anynore, you pack up and go horme. You go | ook at your fancy radar, Ceneral

"Il bet the whole fleet's leaving." He grimaced. "And, Carr, |'d suggest you
get lost," he said.
"Lunchtinme today, |'mconing after you, but right now you're still clear as

far as |I'm concerned. "

Carr grinned. "See you then, Schaefer," he said. He turned away and began
swaggeri ng west on Thirty-seventh, a machine gun on his shoul der, and Schaefer
and the soldiers just watched him go.

The ot her surviving outlaws al so began to fade away into the side streets,
some taking their weapons, others dropping themhere and there along the
avenue.

Schaefer turned back to Philips. "General, call off your choppers-hunting

season's over, and the hunters are going hone." He grimaced. "See you next
year."
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As Rasche's stretcher was | oaded into the anbul ance, he raised his head,
straining agai nst the straps, and took a final |ook around at the scene of the



battle. "Jesus, what a ness," he said.

Schaefer | ooked around as well and saw hal f-denolished buil dings on either
side, weckage strewn along a dozen bl ocks of pavenent, abandoned weapons and
dead bodi es |ying about, not yet collected or covered. Fires were stil
burning in several places, despite the steady rain; the water running in the
gutters was dark with bl ood and ash

"Yeah, | ooks like they'|ll be rewiting the tourist guides for this
nei ghbor hood, " Schaefer said. "Cone on, partner, let's get you out of here."

"Partner, ny ass," Rasche said. "Only until | have a chance to resign-to
hell w th maki ng pension. Soon as they let nme out, |I'mtaking Shari and the
ki ds and goi ng sonmewhere safe you know, Beirut, South Central LA, Sarajevo,
anywhere but New York."

Schaefer smled down at hi mthe warnest snmile Rasche had ever seen on that
stony face. "Suit yourself," Schaefer said. "You done good here."

The attendants slid Rasche's stretcher in and slamred the doors, and
Schaefer stood and wat ched as the anbul ance pul | ed away.

Then he turned to Philips, who had been directing the mlitary side of the
noppi ng up.

"Starting the cover-up?" he asked.

"Best as we can,"” Philips said. "After all, you think we can tell anyone
what happened here? W' ve got no evidence-those things didn't |eave any of
their fancy hats behind, not so nmuch as a pocketknife. No one's gonna believe
it unless they sawit."

"Seens to nme you have enough w tnesses on this one. You could convince
people if you tried."

Philips shook his head. "W don't want to convince anyone. \Wat good woul d
it do? W chased the bastards away"

"They' Il be back," Schaefer said.

"You seem nighty damm sure of that. You seemto think you understand these
critters.”

Schaefer | ooked up at the clouds. "I think | do understand them GCeneral
They're hunters. If a few hunters run up against the wong prey and get
t hensel ves killed, you don't shut down the gane preserve-you just issue a few
war ni ngs, make sure the next group's got the best equi pnrent and sone conmon
sense. And the other hunters aren't scared off, you nust know that. They take
it as a challenge. We've nmade Earth nore fun than ever, do you realize that?
Sure, they lost a few, but that just adds excitement. The cities have the

jungles beat all to hell for excitement. | figure they tried New York as an
experiment, and believe ne, fromtheir point of viewit was a rip-roaring
success. So you bet on it, Ceneral, they'll be back, all right, and in a city.

Maybe not here in New York, but somewhere-and the next batch may be tougher.™
"And we're gonna try like hell to be ready for '"em" Philips said.

"But you're keeping it hushed up?" Schaefer asked. "You aren't going to warn
anyone?"

Phili ps shook his head. "Nope. W issue warnings, trigger-happy farnmers will



start shooting their neighbors every tine it gets warm We'll|l leave it to the
professionals to handle this." He sighed. "It'd be easier if we understood
somet hi ng about that, technology of theirs.™

"Maybe next tinme you can get your hands on sone sanples," Schaefer said. He
| ooked around. "So how are you going to explain this?"

"Plane crash," Philips said imrediately. "Fighter cane down, blew up, threw
a bunch of ammunition around. Terrorist sabotage suspected. Think it'll play?"

Schaefer stared at himfor a monent, then back at the w eckage.

"Yeah, that'll play," he said. He shook his head. "Good luck with your Iies,
General . "

Then he started wal ki ng away, headi ng uptown toward t he nearest subway
ent rance.

"Hey," Philips called angrily, "wait a mnute, where the hell do you think
you' re goi ng? W've got sonme questions for you, Schaefer!"

"Stuff it, General," Schaefer called back

"Goddammi t, Schaefer,” the old man shouted, "Manhattan's a disaster area, a
dozen bl ocks of m dtown have been | evel ed, and you just wal k away? New York
wi Il never be the sane!"

Schaef er paused and turned back. He smled at Philips, not the warmsnile
he'd gi ven Rasche, but an expression that mght as well have been carved from
i ce.

"You say that as if it were a bad thing," he said.

Then he turned and wal ked away, into the canyons of the city



