Chapter 1

Pal e enptiness stretched fromhorizon to horizon before him Despite the
ni ght and the heavy overcast, the world was dimy lit by reflected gl ow,
trapped between clouds and snow, the sun would not be seen here again until
t he approach of spring, but there was still a faint |ight.

A strong wi nd was bl owi ng down fromthe north, howing like a living thing,
as if the air itself were in pain fromthe cold. Fine powdered snow, frozen as
hard and sharp as ground gl ass, whi pped across the icy gray desolation in
bitter swirls and eddies.

Taro kept his head bent, shielding his face fromthe wind and cold, as he
trudged across the wasteland. He didn't need to see very far to know where he
was goi ng; despite the drifting, blowi ng snow and the dimlight, he could see
the tracks of his runaway.

The snow was packed down by wind and frozen into ice, so that Taro wal ked
on a surface as solid as bare ground, and his prey's tiny hooves hadn't
pierced it any nore than his own heavy boots did. The sharp tips, though
whi ch had evol ved to keep rei ndeer from skidding on the ice, had chi pped at
the surface here and there, and the tiny nmarks had caught the snow as it bl ew
across. Mniature drifts had fornmed in shifting chevrons a few centineters
across, growing fromthe chips like crystals growing in a supersaturated
sol uti on.

At the end of the trail Taro knew he would find his mssing reindeer. He
suspected that he would not find it alive-a healthy aninal woul d not have
wandered off aimessly into the taiga, |eaving the herd behind, and Taro
expected to find this one dead or dying.

Still, it was his duty to find it and to retrieve whatever mght still be
of use. If the neat was unfit to eat there would still be the hide and bone.

If he lost the trail he would turn back, and hope to stunble across the
carcass on sone other, warmer day.

Anot her man, accustoned to a warner clinmate, mght have worried about
spoi l age ruining the neat, or about pilferage, if he left the carcass for a
week or two, but Taro had grown up in this Siberian wastel and, had spent his
life here; nothing ever spoiled here, nothing rotted, and there was no one, no
thief or predator, to steal anything. The dead could |ie untouched for
mllennia. Mammoths found in the ice near here had still been fit to eat.

He gl anced up as sonet hing caught his eye, a glinpse of novenent, a flicker
across the ice. He blinked and peered upward.

Sonet hi ng was novi ng across the sky above the cl ouds, sonething that gl owed
brightly enough to be seen faintly even through the gray overcast.

A new Anerican plane, perhaps, testing the borders? There had been runors
for years of a craft the Anericans called "Aurora" that could evade every
Russi an defense-but that was supposed to be invisible fromthe ground, flying
too high and too fast to be seen

The gl ow was brightening steadily, descending through the clouds and novi ng
nearer at a fantastic speed.



It had to be Aurora, Taro thought; what else could nove so fast? He had
seen Russian planes many times, on patrol, on maneuvers, bringing in the nen
and equi pnment for the pipeline and the drilling sites and the punping stations
all along the Assyma section of the Yarmal oil fields, and none of them had
ever nmoved anywhere near so fast as this.

And then the thing burst out of the clouds in a ball of brilliant orange
flame, washing the pale |l andscape in vivid color. It roared overhead before
Taro could see it clearly; the air itself rippled visibly with the ferocity of
the thing' s passage

It was huge, and nmade a sound | ouder than anything Taro had ever before
heard, far |ouder than the how of the worst stormhe could renenber. Inits
wake the air seened warner-but what sort of craft could warmthe Siberian
winter itself? That had to be an illusion, Taro told hinself.

And then the thing crashed, with a boomthat made the roar of its passage
seem a nere whi sper

Taro turned and stared after it.

The hori zon gl owed orange, and again he thought he could feel heat, as if
froman i mense fire.

That had been unmi stakably a crash, not a nmere landing. |If that had been
the American Aurora spy plane, then it was down, and the authorities in Myscow
woul d want to knowthe long Cold War mi ght be over, but that didn't nean the
Russi an authorities would pass up a chance to get a good close | ook at sone
top-secret Anerican technol ogy. The Russian governnment woul dn't mnmind a chance
to score a few noral points against the Americans, either-a polite conplaint
about Anericans spying on peace-loving post-Comuni st Russia night coax a few
face-saving trade concessions out of sonebody.

There m ght even be survivors, and a heroic rescue could be very good not
just for Russia, but for Taro. He m ght be fanobus, night be taken to Mbscow
and given a nedal or sonething. Wile he was reasonably content as a reindeer
herder, he wouldn't mind a taste of city life, or at |least a chance to pick up
a few nodern conforts.

I f he headed back to the village and the radio there was working, he could
contact the arny squad stationed at the Assyma punping station, and they could
send out a truck or helicopter-but that would take three hours back, and at
| east an hour for the truck or copter to find the crash site.

If he headed for the site directly, though, he judged that he could reach
it in an hour and a half to two hours. If there were injured survivors that
extra hour or two might be crucial. If there were val uables to be sal vaged, he
woul dn't mnd getting to themfirst rather than nerely guiding in a bunch of
sol diers

He set out across the ice, wal king straight toward the orange gl ow and
abandoning his hunt. H s | ost reindeer woul d keep

In the Siberian cold anything woul d keep

After he had been walking for a little over an hour Taro began to notice
the warnth nore than ever. At first he still told hinself it was his
i magi nati on, that he was dream ng that cookfire heat; after all, the gl ow had
faded away, and he was steering now by nore ordinary |andmarks. He coul dn't
really be feeling any heat fromthe downed aircraft, not when he was still, so
far as he could judge, about two kilometers away, and when the craft had been



down for so |ong.

Ten mnutes later, though, he could no | onger deny it; he was sweating in
his heavy furs. He threw back his hood, and neltwater dripped down his brow.

He blinked it away and stopped in his tracks.

He was still a kilometer or so fromthe |ong, crooked ravine that cut
across the icy plain, but he could see it ahead. That wasn't what troubl ed
him he had known the ravine was there. No, he stopped because the ice between
himsel f and the ravine didn't look right; it glistened, not with the hard
crystalline glitter it ought to have, but with a slick wet gleam

Taro frowned, took several steps, then carefully knelt down. He put a
gl oved finger to the ground, then picked it up and | ooked at it.

The tanned | eather of his glove had darkened with noisture. The ice was
wet .

He wasn't dreaming the heat. It was real

He didn't like that at all. A thawin the Siberian w nter? Sonething
nelting the permafrost? Even the American Aurora superplane surely coul dn't
generate that much heat!

The rifle he carried on his back was rarely used. He had it not because he
really needed it, but as a mark of status anmong his people, a rem nder that
hi s grandfather had fought the Nazis in the Great Patriotic War. There were
few predators to defend against out here on the ice, either human or beast;
the stories of wolves prowing the vicinity dated nostly fromhis
grandfather's time and m ght just be the lies of old nen who wanted to
reaffirmtheir own clains to nmanhood when they could no | onger act as men.

Taro had on occasion fired the rifle in celebration, he had fired it
several tinmes in target practice, and twice to put injured reindeer out of
their suffering, but he had never used it in self-defense. He had never had
any need to defend hinself with anything nore than words or fists.

Now, though, he pulled the weapon fromits fur-lined sheath and checked it
over carefully. It seemed to be, as always, in perfect condition

Wth the rifle ready in his arns, he advanced cautiously toward the ravine,
careful of his footing on the nelt-slicked ice.

The thing that had fallen fromthe sky in a fireball had | anded inside the
ravi ne ahead, he realized. He frowned. He knew that crevasse; he had |ost a
yearling there once. It was a long, narrow, rocky canyon; in the sunmer thaws
it carried a trickle of neltwater north to the sea. In winter it was as dry
and frozen as anywhere el se, but too wide and deep for the snowto bury it
conpl etely.

The edges of the canyon were treacherous-drifted snow and built-up ice
woul d extend out beyond the supporting rock, and a man or reindeer who got too
close might well tunble in and be unable to clinb back up the icy sides.

If the fallen object was down there, any investigation would be difficult.
Taro frowned and sl owed his pace.

Sonething flickered, just at the edge of his vision. He turned, startled,
and brought the rifle to bear..



On nothing. There was nothing there, just the enpty plain of ice.

Taro blinked and thought he saw a shimmer in the air sonewhere to one side.
He jerked the rifle over a few centinmeters, thinking he nmust have caught a
reflection on the ice-but a reflection of what?

Then a light sparkled, three noving dots of red that skittered across the
ice alnost too fast to follow, then skimed up his body and settled onto his
forehead, the three of them wavering about until they settled into a tidy
little triangle. Taro could feel themas tiny spots of warnth, could see the
red beans, but he could not make out where they were coming from could not
t hi nk what they could be. They seenmed to be coming froma patch of enpty air.

Then something flared blue-white, lighting the snow on all sides, and Taro
knew no nore.

Chapter 2

Li eutenant Ligacheva was six nonths into her first conmmand, and felt that
she had settled in nicely. She was the Ione officer in charge of the enlisted
men of the little guard detachment at Punping Station #12 on the Assyna
Pi peline on the eastern fringe of the Yamal oil fields, and as such, she was
responsi bl e for making sure that the dozen pipeline workers at the station
didn't go on strike, that the local reindeer herders didn't get into fights
wi th anyone at the station, and that the Americans weren't going to invade
across the polar ice. If anyone tried to sabotage the pipeline, it was her
duty to make sure the attenpt failed.

The nmen weren't interested in striking, though, nor were there any
terrorists or invading Arericans to be seen, and the villagers were nore
concerned with cadging liquor off the workers than in fighting with anyone.

Her job therefore was not particularly denmandi ng-but then, she was a newly
pronoted |ieutenant, and she couldn't expect anything nore. She hadn't yet
proven hersel f capable of handling duties beyond the drudgery of a routine
guard post on the northern frontier

The easy job didn't nean that she hadn't had any trouble at all, though
She was the only wonman in the entire place, and when she first arrived, she
had feared that that night cause problens-the old Soviet Union had paid lip
service to equality of the sexes, but nodern Russia didn't even do that nuch
A worman al one anong so many men, a woman in a position of authority, could
expect to encounter a certain anount of unpl easantness.

Her sex had indeed made a few difficulties at first, but she had handl ed
them and they were past and done. She had avoi ded bei ng raped, which she had
seen as the nost basic part of establishing herself; she had managed it by
mai ntai ning a fierce, asexual front. To do so she had had to give up any hint
of romance and remain strictly celibate, of course, but that was a price she
was willing to pay for her career

The facade had worked. As they had before her arrival, the nen took any
opportunity they could get to visit the accomopdating, if expensive, widows in
the nearby village of aboriginal reindeer herders; they left Ligacheva
al one-or at any rate, they left her alone sexually. She wasn't socially
i sol ated, thank heavens. Loneliness would be far worse than nere sexua
absti nence.

She dealt with the nen, both workers and soldiers, as if she were one of
them as much as they and her rank would all ow her to. There had been a few
i ncidents, but her refusal to be of fended by coarse behavior, her calm



flattening of the occasional rowdy drunk, and her prowess on the soccer field
behi nd the nmotor pool had established her as deserving of respect.

She was fitting in, and was pleased by it. No one tried to go around her or
subvert her authority; anytine a mlitary natter came up, she was inforned.
When the station's seisnoneters picked up a disturbance not far fromthe nain
pi pe, she was summoned i mredi at el y.

She did not see at first why this disturbance concerned her-how was an
earth trenor a mlitary matter? Wen the nmessenger insisted that she had to
cone at once and talk to Dr. Sobchak in the little scientific station she was
tenpted to argue, but then she shrugged and cane along; after all, now that
winter had closed in and it was too cold even between storms to want to go
outside, there wasn't all that nuch to do at Station #12. Last sumer's soccer
ganes were nothing but a fond and di stant nenory, and she had | ong since gone
t hrough everything of interest in the punping station's tiny library. Even
t hough she didn't |ike Dr. Sobchak, talking to himwould at | east be a break
in the routine.

She did pull on her coat first, however, ignoring the messenger's fuming at
the delay, and she took a certain pleasure in keeping the annoying fell ow
wai ting while she made sure she had everything straight, the red bars on her
col l ar perfectly aligned.

VWhen she was satisfied she turned and nmarched out imedi ately, al nost
tranpling the nessenger, who had been caught off guard by the sudden
transition.

The coat was not nerely for show. The nmaze of tunnels that connected the
station's buildings-the separate barracks for soldiers and workers, the punp
roomitself, the boiler plant, the extensive storeroons and equi pnent areas,
the scientific station-was buried three nmeters bel ow the snow, but was not
heated; the corridors' tenperature, mdway between buil dings, could drop wel
bel ow freezing.

The Iieutenant wal ked briskly as she strode down the tunnel, partly to
mai ntain the proper inage, but partly just to keep warm

The scientific station was at the northernnost point of the conplex;
Li gacheva had plenty of tinme, walking through the corridors, to wonder what
had Sobchak so excited. "A seisnic disturbance," the nessenger said-but what
did that nmean? Way call her? If there had been a quake, or an ice heave, or a
subsi dence, that might threaten the pipeline, but a threat to the pipeline
didn't call for the arny; Sobchak woul d have called Gal yshev, the crew
superintendent, to send out an inspection squad or a repair team

And if it didn't threaten the pipeline, who cared about a seisnic
di sturbance? Ligacheva had heard Sobchak explain that the instruments detected
noverent in the permafrost fairly often-usually during the sunmer thaw, of
course, which was still an absolute m ni mumof two nmonths away, but even in
the dead of winter, so what nade this one so special?

She stepped down a few centineters fromthe tunnel entrance into the

ant eroom of the science center. The antechanber was a bare concrete box, enpty
save where small heaps of litter had accunulated in the corners, as cold and
unwel com ng as the tunnels. Half a dozen steel doors opened off this room but
four of them Ligacheva knew, were permanently | ocked those sections of the
station were abandoned. The days when the Soviet state could afford to put a
dozen scientists to work out in the mddle of the Siberian wlderness were

| ong gone; Mother Russia could not spare the resources, and only Sobchak was



left. The other scientists had all, one by one, been called away-to honel ands
that were now i ndependent nations, to better paid jobs in the wi der world
outside the old Soviet bloc, or to nore inportant posts el sewhere in Russia,
posts deserted by Ukrainians or Kazakhs or Lithuanians, or by mercenaries
selling their tal ents abroad.

Only Sobchak was left.

The official story behind keepi ng Sobchak was that Russia's oil conpany did
need one scientist, one geologist, to remain here to nonitor the equipnent
t hat wat ched over the pipeline, but the |ieutenant suspected that the truth
was that no one el se wanted Sobchak. The little man with the thick glasses and
ugly nustache was sl oppy, ponpous, vain, and aggravating, and Li gacheva wasn't
especially convinced that he had any great abilities as a scientist, either

She opened the door to the geol ogical nonitoring station, and warmair
rushed out at her Sobchak kept his tiny kingdomas warm as he could, and old
orders giving the scientists priority on the steamoutput fromthe boiler
pl ant had never been rescinded, so that was quite warm i ndeed.

The geol ogi st' s wor kroom was good-si zed, but so jamred wi th nachi nery that
there was al nbst no space to nove about. Exactly in the center sat little
Sobchak, perched on his swivel chair, surrounded by his equi pnment-neters and
di spl ays, switches and dials on every side. He | ooked up at her; the fear on
his face was so exaggerated that Ligacheva al nbst | aughed. Hs beady little
eyes, wide with terror, were magnified by his glasses; his scraggly attenpt at
a mustache accentuated the trenmbling of his upper [ip. Hs narrow jaw and weak
chin had never | ooked any worse.

"Li eutenant Ligacheva!" he called. "I'mglad you're here. Cone | ook at
this!"

Li gacheva stepped down the narrow space between a file cabinet and an
equi prent consol e to see where Sobchak was pointing. It was a paper chart,
unscrol ling fromone drumand w nding onto another. A pen had drawn a graph
across it, a graph that had suddenly spi ked upward not |ong ago, and was now
hoveri ng well above where it had begun

"This is your record of seismc activity?" Ligacheva asked, uninpressed.

Sobchak | ooked up at her, startled. "Seismc activity? Ch, no, no," he
said. "That's over there." He pointed to a | arge bank of nachinery on the
other side of the room then turned back to the first chart and tapped it.
"This chart shows radiation |evels."

Li gacheva blinked at him "What?"
"Radi ation," Sobchak said. "Radioactivity."
Li gacheva stared. "Wat are you tal king about?" she demanded.

"This," Sobchak said, pointing. "This, Lieutenant. | don't know what it is.
What | do know is that sonething happened that nade the ground shake about
twenty kilonmeters northeast of here, and that when it did there cane this
burst of radioactivity. Ever since then the background radiati on has been four
times what it should be.”

"Four tinmes, you say," Ligacheva said, fingering the paper chart.

"Yes," Sobchak said. "Four tines."



"And you want nme and nmy men to go find out what this thing is, that's
radiating like this."

"Yes," Sobchak repeat ed.

Li gacheva stared at the chart.

It m ght be dangerous, whatever was out there. She didn't know what it was,
and all her guesses seened wild-an Anerican attack? A fallen satellite?

VWhatever it was, it was not any part of the established routine.

Per haps she should report it to Moscow and await orders, but to report it
when it was still just readings fromold equi pnent that the authorities would
say could not be trusted would be asking to be ignored. Sobchak's pay stil
canme through, but Ligacheva knew that no one in power thought nuch of the
little geologist, and as for Mscow s opinion of herself-well, if you were a
general in Mdscow, you didn't send a young officer out to the nmiddle of the
Yanmal Peninsul a because you wanted to pay close attention to her and encourage
her career. General Pononarenko, who had assi gned her here, had never done
anything to nake her believe he respected her opinions.

If she took her nen out there and they saw whatever it was with their own
eyes, though, that would be harder to ignore. No one could say that the
phenomenon was the result of Sobchak's imagination or of poorly maintained
noni toring equi pnent if she had half a dozen eyew tnesses confirmng ..
what ever it was out there.

She knew that no one advanced quickly in any armny, let alone in the new,
post - Sovi et Russian Army, by staying timdly in the barracks waiting for her
superiors to tell her what to do

"Right," she said. "Were is this nysterious radi oactive disturbance,
exact|y?"

Chapter 3

The tenperature out there is thirty-four degrees below zero, and it's
snowi ng again," Sal ni kov said as he strai ghtened his gunbelt and reached for
his hat. "That weather is just right for a pleasant little twenty-kiloneter
stroll, don't you think so, Dmtri?"

Dol zhi kov snorted. "Ch, yes, Pyotr, just delightful,"” he said as he yanked
on his second boot. "I'mso pleased we're all being sent out on this little
errand!" He stanped the boot into place. "I wonder, though, Pyotr, if perhaps
our bel oved Sobchak's instrunents would be just ever so slightly |less
sensitive if he were the one sent to investigate every little knock and
tunble.”

"That's not fair, Dmitri," Ukin said nildly, |ooking up fromchecking the
action on his AK-74. "How nany tines before has Sobchak sent us out now? Two,
maybe three, in the past year?"

"And how many times have we found anyt hi ng?" Dol zhi kov retorted as he rose
fromhis bunk and reached for his overcoat. "Last tine, as | recall, a
rei ndeer had tripped over one of Sobchak's sei snmographs. How very inportant it
must have been to investigate that and report every detail to Moscow at once!"

"Now, Dmitri," Salnikov said, grinning. "That m ght have been an Anerican
rei ndeer, spying on us!" He clapped his gloved hands together. "Besides, is it
Sobchak who sends us out, or is it the bold Lieutenant Ligacheva?"



"At |east the lieutenant comes with us,"” Dol zhi kov muttered, funbling with
his buttons, "while Sobchak stays huddled in his little | aboratory, watching
all the gauges on his precious machines.”

"Wat ching the gauges is Sobchak's job," Lieutenant Ligacheva barked from
t he doorway. "Sonetines finding out what the readings nmean is yours. Now stop
your griping and nove! Get out to the truck! "

Ut ki n and Sal ni kov charged out the door to the waiting snow truck while the
other men hurried to get the last few straps and buttons fastened; Ligacheva
wat ched them fromthe doorway, settling her snow goggles into place so the
others could not read her eyes.

The nmen had no idea why they were going out on the ice, what made this
particular trenmor any nore worthy of investigation than any other. They could
hardly be expected not to grunble, under the circunstances.

Li gacheva knew that, and saw no reason to change the circunstances. She
could live with grunbling. She hadn't told the nen anything about the
radi oactivity because she saw no need to frighten them These were not
experienced warriors who could put fear aside or who woul d be hardened by it;
they were nostly children, boys of eighteen or nineteen with only a few weeks
of arctic weather training anong themall and with no know edge of science at
all. Better, she thought, to let themgrunble than to panic them

Just children-with the bold Lieutenant Ligacheva to | ead them across the
i ce, she thought bitterly. She was no child, yet she was out here, too, her
career as frozen as the ground around her

She could still renmenber what General Pononarenko had said the day he
assigned her to the Assynma oil field. "This is an inportant duty, Ligacheva,"
he said. "Do well and there nay be a place for you on ny staff."”

She could still remenber his condescending snmrk as he said it. A place on
his staff, indeed. And perhaps she coul d grow oranges in her spare tine here.

Ponomar enko had known where he was sendi ng her-out of the way, where
failure could be hidden or ignored. Such faith he had in her, sending her
somewhere no one would blame himif she fouled up! And all the while he was
undoubtedly patting hinmself on the back for his enlightened policies, for not
openly trying to ruin her just because she was a woman and an out spoken
denocr at .

"Conme on," she called to the nen. "The snow won't |let up for hours, and the

tenperature's still dropping. The | onger you wait the worse it'll be, and the
sooner we get this over with the sooner you'll get back to your cards and
liquor."

The men cane and cl anbered onto the "truck"-an oversized tractor on snow
treads, hauling a personnel ,carrier. Salnikov was in the driver's seat, with
t he engi ne running; as soon as the last boot left the ice he put the tractor
in gear, and the ungainly vehicle [urched forward.

Li gacheva sat silently beside himas they headed out of the punping station
conpl ex, out to the pipeline. As they approached the i mense pipe Sal ni kov
| ooked at her for confirmation of their direction. She pointed. He nodded, and
turned the vehicle northward. Fromthat point on the tractor chugged steadily
al ong the service road beside the pipeline-not the shortest route to their
i ntended destination, but the path that would be least likely to get them I ost
in the arctic night.



There were just the two of themin the cab; the others all rode in the
trailer, no doubt exchanging jokes and bawdy stories. Ligacheva would be
surprised if no one had managed to snmuggle in a liter of vodka; she inagi ned
they' d be passing that around, giving no thought to their commander and the
driver up front.

Li gacheva | ooked out at the swirling snow and the cold darkness beyond, at
the I oom ng concrete and steel barrier of the pipeline that bl ocked out half
the world, all of it white and gray, devoid of color, just shapes picked out
inthe glare of the tractor's headlights. She felt the fierce cold beginning
to seep into the cab with her and Sal ni kov, despite the desperate bl ow ng of
t he heater.

Qut here on the ice the grandstandi ng and naneuvers of generals and
bureaucrats and politicians back in Mscow all seened a distant, stupid,
poi ntl ess ganme. Reputation didn't natter. Power didn't matter. Staying warm
staying alive, that was what mattered.

"Here," she said as the eighteen-kilonmeter marker cane into view, the sign
on the pipeline a sudden spot of red in the black, white, and gray w | derness
outside. "Turn east. Four kilonmeters." She tapped the map she held on her
knee, then pointed to the dashboard compass. "Four kilonmeters," she repeated.

Sal ni kov | ooked at the map, then at the external thernoneter. He hesitated,
peering out into the enpty darkness to the east.

"It ... it's getting colder, Lieutenant," he said uncertainly. "Forty bel ow
zero, and the snow i s heavier. Perhaps we should head back, try again |later

"It's just four kiloneters farther, Salnikov," Ligacheva said, keeping her
annoyance out of her voice. "That's nothing. Enjoy the fresh air."

Sal ni kov bit back a reply and turned the tractor, away fromthe conforting
solidity of the pipeline and into the unrelieved gl oomof the Siberian
wi | derness. Wien he had, Ligacheva reached down into her pack and pulled out
somet hi ng she woul d have preferred not to have needed.

"What's that?" Sal ni kov asked, gl ancing at the device she held.

"Just drive," Ligacheva said. There was no need to tell himyet that it was
a Geiger counter

It buzzed briefly when she directed the probe ahead, but the radiation
| evel was not dangerous yet. In fact, Ligacheva judged it was only a little
hi gher than nornmal. Perhaps whatever had caused that spi ke on Sobchak's graph
was gone now.

She gl anced at the thernonmeter outside Sal ni kov's wi ndow. Forty-two bel ow.

In extrene cold, she had heard, engine steel turned brittle and could snap
i ke bal sa wood. More than eighteen kiloneters fromthe station, in snow and
dar kness and extrenme cold-if they lost the tractor out here, nobst of them
maybe all of them would die before they could get back to shelter

She frowned at the thought, but said nothing. The engi ne tenperature gauge
was still in the nornmal operating range, despite the cold outside.

A few nminutes |ater she glanced at the outside thernoneter again. Wiat she
saw caught her gaze, and she stared intently, trying to understand it.



Twenty-ei ght bel ow But just a kilonmeter or two back it had been forty-two
bel ow.

How could it be so nmuch warnmer here?

She lifted the Geiger counter and ained the probe. The machi ne crackl ed,
the needle on its gauge junping slightly before settling down. There was
radi oactivity here, nore than nornal-but far bel ow dangerous | evels. The
stol en cigarettes she had snoked as a girl had probably been nore of a
long-termri sk.

Still, why was there anything nore than the usual background radiation?

"Li eutenant!" Sal ni kov cried, and his voi ce sounded strai ned and unnat ur al
Li gacheva | ooked up, through the wi ndshield, as the w per cleared away the
| atest snmear of snow, and saw what had triggered Sal ni kov's excl amation

"Bozhe noi," she said. "Ch, ny God."

They were nearing the top of a low ridge. Ahead of themin the headlight
beans, on the ridgetop, a broad patch of snow shone a vivid red; a sprinkle of
snowf | akes had powdered it with white, but the red still showed up, shockingly
bright. Above the red patch dangled a dark shape, swaying in the w nd,
speckl ed white with snow.

"Stop the truck!" Ligacheva ordered-unnecessarily; Sal ni kov had al ready
shifted into neutral. "Keep the engine running," she said. If the engine were
shut down, they might never get it started again out here.

The cold hit her like a gigantic wave, sucking the warmth and life out of
her, as she unlatched the door of the tractor and clinbed out. She shivered
i nvoluntarily as her body struggled to adjust. The wind how ed in her ears, as
| oud as the steady runble of the tractor's engi ne-no, she corrected herself,
| ouder.

Behi nd her the nen were junping down fromthe trailer, guns in their hands.

"Wait," she called, holding up a hand. She drew her own side armthe heft
of the 9nm was conforting.

Sal ni kov had clinbed out the other side of the cab, inching forward into
the pool of light fromthe headlights, his AK-74 in his hands. Ligacheva
didn't stop him when he glanced over at her she notioned himforward.

A splintered pole rose fromthe ice at a steep angle, reaching a hei ght of
maybe three nmeters above the very peak of the rise; the dark, swaying shape
was tied near the top of the pole, dangling there in the night.

The shape was a man's body, suspended by a rope |ashed around both ankl es;
his outstretched arns hung strai ght down, fingertips brushing the snow.

H s head was gone. Wiere his head shoul d have been was a thin, dark icicle
of frozen blood. Below himlay a broad pool of the sane substance.

Sal ni kov stared at the corpse for a nonment, then down at the frozen pool
then at the snow around it.

"Footprints,"” he said. "Footprints everywhere, Lieutenant. Big ones, see?"
Then he | ooked up at the corpse again.

"What happened here?" he wail ed.



Li gacheva didn't answer directly-she couldn't. The only answer she could
gi ve woul d have been "I don't know," and she couldn't say that in front of her
nmen, not yet.

"Who is it?" she asked. "Anyone know?"

"One of the villagers," Ukin replied. "Look at his clothes."

Li gacheva | ooked at the dead man's clothes, she realized she had been
staring at the frozen blood, the headlights nmaking the pool glisten |ike
snol dering coals on the snow, rather than at the victim Sure enough, the
corpse wore the reindeer hide garments of the local tribesnen.

"Whi ch?" she asked. "W is it?" She wondered whether this mght be sone
tribal ritual she had never heard of, some frenzied rite or prinmtive custom
a formal vengeance, perhaps, or a sacrifice to whatever brutal arctic deities
the local s m ght worship.

"Taro, " Sal ni kov said.

"How can you tell?" Dol zhi kov said, his voice cracking. "His head is gone!"

"Hisrifleis there," Sal nikov said. He gestured.

"That's Taro's rifle. He was very proud of it, never |et anyone else carry
it."

Sure enough, a fine old hunting rifle lay half-buried in the snow behi nd
t he corpse; Ligacheva had not seen it until Sal nikov pointed it out.

That elimnated the possibility that any sane human bei ng had done this,
Li gacheva thought. No one but a madman woul d have | eft so val uable an item out
there in the snow

A madman ... then this was no tribal ritual but merely berserk slaughter
"Foot prints?" she asked Sal ni kov.

He nodded. "Hundreds of them" He | ooked around, then said, "They go that
way." He hesitated. "And, Lieutenant," he added, "I have never seen such
footprints. They're too big. And there are other nmarks, in front of every
print, as if something had clawed at the snow "

"Perhaps sonething did. Do you nean it was a beast that did this? A beast
that ties knots?"

Sal ni kov shook his head. "No, these are boot narks, or shoe marks but there
are claw narks with them as if there were claws that stuck out the front of
each boot."

"More likely the killer had some sort of trained animal," Ligacheva said.
"Fol | ow them And be ready-whoever, or whatever, did this is dangerous." She
waved to the others. "Utkin, Vetrov, you go with him If you see anything
nmove, anything strange, fire tw ce-don't take chances.™

Ut kin and Vetrov nodded and foll owed Sal ni kov reluctantly as Ligacheva
called, "The rest of you, help ne cut himdown. W'I|l take himback to his
peopl e. "

The pole was firmly fixed in the ice, and none of the nen could reach high
enough to untie the ropes fromits peak; instead two nen held Taro's frozen
corpse to keep it still while a third sawed through the bindings with his



kni f e.

It took |onger than Ligacheva woul d have t hought; she resisted the urge to
order Kazaryan, the knife-wi elder, to hurry. The bl ade was probably brittle
with cold; hurrying mght snap it. She shivered and gl anced after Sal ni kov and
t he ot hers.

They had noved on down the slope to the east, following the trail; the w nd
carried away their words, and Ligacheva could not hear themas they shouted to
one anot her.

"Look how big these prints are!" UKkin said. "Woever made them nust be a
giant!"

Vetrov knelt by the trail and shook his head. "Look again," he said. "The
ice nelted with each step, then refroze---that's why they're so big."

Ukin stared at him "Do you have any idea what kind of heat that would
take?" He | ooked at Sal ni kov, who had noved on ahead, then turned back to
Vetrov. "Besides, they nust have been huge even without the nelting-Iook at
them "

Vetrov shrugged. "Maybe," he adnitted.

"The trail goes on past that next rise," Salnikov called back to them
"Perhaps fromthe top we can see sonething. Come on!"

Rel uctantly the others followed, struggling up the next slope-it wasn't
steep, or particularly high, but the wind was agai nst them

"We shoul d have brought a light," Vetrov nuttered.

"Yes," Utkin agreed. "I would like to see these footprints nore clearly.
do not think anything could have nelted the ice as you suppose.”

"Feel themfor yourself," Vetrov retorted. "The bottom of each print is
slick ice."”

Ut kin stooped and did as Vetrov suggested. "Mybe," he conceded. "But | do
not think that was what nade themso large, Igor. | think it is a giant that
we fol |l ow "

"Conme on, you two," Salnikov called as he struggled up onto the top of the
little rise-it wasn't really nmuch nore than an overgrown snowdrift, but it did
provide a slightly el evated vantage point.

Sal ni kov paused, peering out into the gloom He did not say so, but he,
like Vetrov, wished they had brought a light. The night here was not utterly
bl ack, not with the clouds and snow to reflect and nultiply every slightest
glinmer of light, but he still could not see far through the swirling snow and
the nmidwi nter gl oom

At |east, at any distance he could not be certain what he was seeing. A
jagged bl ack gap in the snow cover ahead might be a ravine or nmerely a shadow,
he couldn't be sure. He stared, but still couldn't decide whether the canyon
he thought he saw was really there.

He was sweating, he realized abruptly. His face was danp with perspiration
and wasn't freezing.

He pulled off his hat and crunpled it in one hand. No ice crunched, no snow



fell; instead he could see the fur was danp

"My God," he said. "You two, can you feel it? The heat?" He stared into the
dar kness. Where was the warnth coming fron? He saw no lights, no fires.

He could feel the heat, though-and somnething el se.
"Sonething's out here," he said. "Sonething ... | can feel it..."

Hi s vision seenmed suddenly distorted, even nore than the snow, the night,
and the wind could account for

"What..." he began.
Then he screaned and fell backward, sliding down the icy slope.
Vetrov and Utkin had been crouched over the footprints as they advanced,
not really listening to Sal ni kov; now they | ooked up just in time to catch him

as he tunbled into their arns.

"Pyotr!" Utkin cried. "What ..." He felt something warm and wet | eaki ng
into his heavy gl oves.

"Look at his face!" Vetrov said.

Ut ki n | ooked.

Two parallel slashes had cut Sal nikov's face open, slicing from cheekbone
to throat, laying the flesh open right down to the bone-and in fact, Ukin
could see a notch in the cheekbone itself, a notch that vani shed beneath
wel ling blood. Blood was spilling from Sal ni kov's ruined face across Ukin's
hands-that was the warnth he had felt.

"What could have..." Ukin began, |ooking out past the top of the rise.

He saw only a flicker as the blade carne down at him

Vetrov had tine to scream

Once.

Chapter 4

They had Taro's frozen body | oaded hal fway onto the truck when Lieutenant
Li gacheva heard the scream It was faint and distant, nuffled by the w nd, but
there was no mistaking it for anything but the screamof pain it was.

"What in the ..." She looked up in tinme to see sonmething flare blue-white
in the darkness beyond the ridge. "Pyotr!" she cried.

Then she renmenbered where she was, who she was, and who was with her

"Al'l of you," she barked, "follow ne! Now"

Dol zhi kov hesitated, holding Taro's |egs.

"Forget him" Ligacheva shouted. "Wt can tend to himlater!"

Dol zhi kov obeyed and dropped his burden; the frozen corpse teetered, then

rolled slowy out of the truck and onto the ice. Dol zhi kov joined the others
as they charged up the ridge, past the pole.



Li gacheva was shouting orders as she ran. "As soon as we reach Sal ni kov and
the others, take up defensive positions! Use the ridge and the drifts for

cover, if you can! No firing until | give the order!"” That |ast was an
afterthought; she didn't want anyone accidentally shooting Sal ni kov or Utkin
or Vetrov if they were still alive out there in the dark

She tried to i magi ne what coul d have happened, what the three nen could
have found, what could have |left those huge footprints and the strange
scratchy marks. There had only been the single trail |eading away fromthe
pol e, yet she had not heard any of her nen fire their weapons, and no single
lunatic could have defeated themall before they could shoot-did Taro's
nmur der er have conpani ons? Was there an entire conpany of nmadmen waiting for
then? Was this sone insane invasion by Anericans, or a terrorist attack by
sone extrem st faction-Chechens, or Georgians, or Jews? Thoughts and i nmages
tunbl ed through her nmind too quickly to nake sense of any of them to choose
any as nore likely.

And then Starostin's head bl ew of f.
Li gacheva staggered and stared.

One nonent Private Anton M khail ovich Starostin had been running up the
ri dge beside her, eyes bright with excitement, with anticipation of his first
taste of battle, and the next noment there was a blue-white flash and
Starostin's head was gone, just-gone. The light had flashed through tissue and
bone as if they weren't there. Starostin's body ran another half step and then
col l apsed in the snow, blood spattering across the white ground.

But there was no eneny, nothing to shoot at. The white flash had cone out
of nowhere.

"Where are they?" Dol zhi kov cri ed.
"Fire if you see them" Ligacheva shouted back

Then the white Iight flashed again, and Dol zhi kov was gone, his chest bl own
apart, one arm vani shed, head flung back at a hi deous, broken angle.

"We can't fight this!" soneone call ed-Ligacheva didn't see whom and didn't
recogni ze the voice over the howing of the wind and the incoherent shouting
of her panicking troops. She turned to see soneone running for the truck
"W've got to get back to the..."

And then the light blazed again, but this tinme it did not shear through
flesh; instead it struck the tractor's engine conpartnent, and the vehicle
expl oded into flane.

Li gacheva knew then that she was going to die, they were all going to
di e-but she still didn't know why or who was responsible.

She wanted to know but nore than that, she wanted to take sonme of themwth
her. She snatched up Dol zhi kov's AK-74 and rel eased the safety-he hadn't even
had time to do that before dying.

Li gacheva couldn't see the eneny, couldn't see her own nmen, but she knew it
didn't natter anynore. Her nmen were as good as dead, with the eneny out there
sonmewhere in the Siberian night; she opened fire, spraying steel jacketed |ead
into the darkness, in the general direction the bluewhite fire had cone from

Fire cane again as her foot slipped on the ice and she began to tunble.
White light and searing heat tore through her shoul der, and the AK-74 went



flying in one direction as she fell in the other

Snow gave beneath her, and she rolled down the ridge; the world wheel ed
madl y about her, a chaos of snow and cold and darkness and |ight, the hot
orange flashes of guns and the cold white flare of the eneny's weapon, until
she | anded hard on wi nd-scoured ice, her owmn w nd knocked out of her. Snow
tunbl ed down upon her, al nbst burying her; one eye peered out through her
goggles, while the lens protecting the other was covered by bl ank whiteness.

She was dazed, stunned by inpact, by the shock of her shoul der wound, by
the bitter cold that seeped through her heavy coat and down the back of her
neck. She lay for a noment, unable to think or nove, as the viol ence around
her died away until the only screami ng was the wind, until nothing flashed or
bl azed. The truck was burning, there before her-she could just see it at the
edge of her field of vision but it had settled down to a slow, steady glow, no
nore expl osions or flare-ups. The fire's glowlit the icy |landscape a hellish
red-orange, giving her light to see.

Only one of her squad was in sight, lying notionless on his belly on the
ice near the truck she couldn't tell if he was alive or dead. Feigning death,
per haps, so as to take the enemy by surprise? Perhaps.

Most of the nen were dead, she knewbut all of thenf? Could sonme have found
cover? M ght sone be Iying low, waiting for a chance?

They had no chance, not out here alnost twenty kilonmeters fromshelter in
the mddl e of winter, obviously outgunned by an eneny they could not see. If
the eneny did not kill them the cold would.

She was still having trouble breathing, she realized; even now that she had
had time to recover, she was having difficulty getting air into her |ungs.
Snow was bl ocki ng her nose and nmouth. She was |lying on one arm while the
other, the one that had been injured by the blue-white bolt, would not nove;

t he wei ght of the snow held her down.

Then she heard the crunching of heavy footsteps on the slope just above
her, and she stopped trying to nove.

The enemy. The eneny was there, no nore than a neter away, |ooking over his
handi wor k.

She held utterly still, waiting, staring out at the narrow area she could
see through her one uncovered eye.

The man still lay there, and she tried to nake out who it was-M khai
Al exandrovi ch Barankin, was it? Yes, young Mkhail, alnost certainly-a
repl acement, only arrived a fortnight before, the youngest boy in her comrand.
Did he trenble at the sound of the approaching footsteps? Was he still alive,

after all? She could see no mark on him no bl ood anywhere.

The footsteps paused, no nore than a nmeter or two from her head. Had she
been spotted?

No, after only a second the footsteps proceeded; she watched intently,
eager for a first clear | ook at their foe.

She didn't get one; instead her vision seened to distort, so that the inmage
of Barankin and the burning truck wavered. She blinked, trying to clear her
eyes, and sipped at the air, trying to force her lungs to draw.

The distortion did not vanish, but it seened to contract, to shrink into a



smal |, defined area that noved across the snowfield toward Barankin. She stil
could not see an eneny, but now she thought she saw footprints appearing from
nowhere, as if the distortion were sonehow causi ng them

That could not be so, she told herself. She was inmagining things. The
fight, her wound, her fall, the cold, they were all affecting her
di sorienting her, and now she was seeing things that weren't there.

And then suddenly she saw sonet hing that she could not believe was a
hal | uci nation, that she could not accept as a trick of the cold or a smear on
her goggles or anything but either reality or the onset of utter nadness.

A creature appeared out of nowhere, a creature that stood upright like a
man, but was clearly not human; arcs of electric fire crawl ed over its body
for a nonment as it appeared, and then vani shed once it stood fully exposed.
She could see its shape clearly in the firelight.

It was taller than a man, well over two neters in height. Its face was
snoot h, angular netal, and for a nonent Ligacheva wondered whet her the
Ameri cans had devi sed sone sort of killer robot and sent it here for testing.

The thing did not nove |ike a machine, though, and its body was
proportioned and constructed al nost like that of a |iving being.

Then she | ooked at the rest of it and saw that it was no nachi ne; the netal
face was a nask. It wore a belt and sone sort of shoul der harness that held
equi pent; black cuffs covered its forearns.

But the rest of its body was al nost bare, nmuch of it hidden only by sone
sort of mesh. Its skin shone an unhealthy yellow in the firelight-and she
could see plenty of skin through the nmesh. She narvel ed at that; how could
anyt hi ng expose bare flesh to this burning col d?

This was obviously the creature that had |l eft those tracks in the snow, she
could not see its feet clearly, but she thought she saw not boots, but
sandal s, and curving bl ack claws. That expl ained the claw marks-but how coul d
it stand to expose its feet to the cold? Wiy wasn't it dead of frosthite?

It wasn't; she sinply had to accept that.

It stood over Barankin, then suddenly stooped down. One hand gripped the
boy's head-his entire head fit neatly in the thing's palm

The ot her hand drew back. Two jagged bl ades slid out of the black wi st
cuff and snapped into place, protruding past the creature's closed fist, both
bl ades glittering red in the gl ow of the burning tractor.

Up until then Ligacheva had hoped Barankin was still alive and unhurt; now
she prayed that he was al ready dead, that he would not feel what was
happeni ng.

The thing lifted Barankin's head, and the boy shouted, "No! No!" shattering
Li gacheva's hope that he woul d not feel anything. Then the twin bl ades swept
down and sliced into Barankin's back, and the shout turned into a wordl ess
scream of agony.

It didn't last long, though; a second later the creature lifted up
Bar anki n's head, the boy's severed spine dangling, and | et the headl ess body
fall to the ground.

A pool of blood began to spread.



Then Li gacheva fainted, and that was all she saw until strong arns pulled
her half-frozen fromthe snow human arnms, friendly arns.

The villagers, Taro's people, had snelled the snoke fromthe burning truck
and foll owed the orange glow. They saw the bodi es, the bl ood, the tracks;
pragmatically they nmade no attenpt to follow the tracks back to the source. If
sonet hing was out there that could wi pe out an entire squad of the nodern
Russian Army, they weren't interested in pursuing it armed only with knives
and a couple of rifles.

They didn't see any yell ow skinned creatures. They didn't see anything that
coul d explain the slaughter

They did, however, recognize sonme of the nmarks in the snow on the ridge,
mar ks where sonething had fallen and been buried, and they found Ligacheva and
dug her out.

She was too far gone to talk, to tell them what had happened, so they took
her back to her own people at the punping station; this all took place in what
seened |like a single feverish nonment as the |ieutenant slipped in and out of
consci ousness.

She saw the famliar corridors as she was hurried inside to the infirnary.
She glinpsed Gal yshev's face, red with anger and fear, as he bent over her bed
and tried to coax sense out of her. And then she woke up in a different bed,
|l ooking up at a different ceiling, a cleaner, whiter, nore brightly lit one,
but she never renenbered the trip, and it wasn't until the doctor told her
hours | ater, that she realized she was in Mdscow, that they had fl own her out
at fantastic expense in a special energency flight.

The nmassacre on the w ndswept Siberian ice seened |ike sone hideous fever
dream but one she could not shake from her thoughts; the inmage of that jagged
doubl e bl ade biting into Barankin's back, the crunching sound as the bl ades
cut through the boy's ribs, the sight of that creature lifting its bl oody
trophy high so that it gleaned in the firelight, would not go away.

When at |ast they put her into a clean uniformand sent her to see CGenera
Ponomar enko the vision of M khail Barankin hung before her, |ike sone unholy
apparition, as she answered the general's questions.

She stood at attention during questioning; in light of her condition they
did allow her to hold on to a rail for support as she spoke. She thought she
under st ood why she was not permtted to sit. Wen she had fini shed her
description of the nightmare she had wat ched from beneat h her bl anket of snow,
she did not stop, but went on to say, "An entire arny squad has been w ped
out. Soneone has to answer for it. | know that. The circunmstances of ny
promotion and transfer just make it that nuch easier to hold ne responsible,
and | accept that. You need make no pretenses.”

Ponomar enko snil ed hunorl essly and | eaned back in his chair. He took a |ong
drag on the inported cigar he held, then took a nonent to carefully knock the
ash into an ashtray before he | ooked back at Ligacheva.

"I make no secret of it, lieutenant,” he said. "I did think your pronotion
was a mstake. Your actions in the field, and the results, only confirmny
belief." He took another puff on his cigar, then | eaned forward.

"You're wrong, though, about one thing," he continued. "W aren't | ooking
for a scapegoat this tinme. W don't want sinple retribution. W want nore than
that. We want to know what really happened, and what's out there. And whet her
you have told us the truth or not, Lieutenant, you know nore of what happened



out there than we do." He stubbed out the cigar and pointed at her. "So, ny
dear," he said, "we don't want your blood. It's worse than that." He smled
col dly.

"W want you to go back."

Chapter 5

What in the hell?" the technician said as he | ooked at the conputer
di splay. He frowned. Then he glanced up at the technicians seated to either
side of him They were quietly scanning through data downl oads from spy
satellites nmuch like the one he had been receiving.

No one el se seened to see anything out of the ordinary; no one el se was
nmaki ng comments or even | ooking up. That neant that whatever was responsible
for what he was seeing, it wasn't a whol e-system network-w de problem
Whet her it was accurate data or a glitch, it was |ocal

He | ooked back at the screen, considered for a nmoment, and typed in a
conmmand.

He studied the result, tried another comand, and another, then finally
switched back to what he'd started with

The results didn't change. The conputers said that he was, indeed, seeing
what he thought he was.

He stared at it for a nmonent |onger, then pushed back his chair and picked
up a phone. It buzzed once before a voice said, "Yeah?"

"Ceneral Meeters," the tech said, "I've got something on nmy screen down
here that | think you should see.”

"Talk to nme," Meeters said

"It's satellite infrared of the Yamal Peninsula in northern Siberia. The
oil fields. A big hot spot. | think you should have a | ook."

"Why?" Meeters asked. "You think it's a well fire? W haven't heard
anyt hi ng. "

"I don't know what it is, General, but I really think you should | ook at
this."

Meeters frowned. "I'Il be right down." He dropped the phone and rose from
hi s desk.

He was a week behind on his paperwork, and this wasn't going to help any-if
he'd known how nuch paperwork was invol ved he woul dn't have cel ebrated when he
made brigadi er six nmonths ago. Still, he knew his people wouldn't call him
down to the surveillance roomif there wasn't sonething there worth checking
out .

He slammed his office door on the way out; noving quietly on this
particul ar corridor was not considered good form as no one wanted to do
anyt hing the guards night consider stealthy or suspicious. Meeters strode
bol dly and openly down the corridor to the surveillance room where the guards
[ et him pass wi thout a word.

Shearson was the technician who had nmade the call; Meeters had recognized
the voice. He headed directly for Shearson's station, where he | ooked over the



tech's shoul der at the readout on the screen
"What have we got?" he asked.

Shearson gl anced up, confirnmed that it was indeed the general who was
asking, then tapped a quick series of keys. The screen i medi ately displ ayed
an outline map of the Yamal Peninsula, with the known towns and installations
neatly | abel ed. That was all done in fine black |ines superinposed on bands of
vivid col or.

"This is the infrared, sir," Shearson explained. He pointed to a bar scale
in the corner that explained the colors-dark green, blue, indigo, and viol et
were areas bel ow freezing, and nost of the screen was awash in deep, dark
violet. Warner areas were chartreuse, yellow, and so on up through orange and
two shades of red.

The marked vill ages and pumnping stations were nostly little patches of
chartreuse, with a few shading to yellow. None of them showed a single pixe
of orange.

However, centered on the screen, in enpty wilderness a few kiloneters from
a greenish dot narked ASSYMA PS #12, was a fiery red spot.

"So what the hell is that?" Meeters demanded. "Is there visual ?"

Shear son shook his head. "It's night there,
cl oud cover. Probably snow ng."

he said, "and there's heavy

"Anything putting out that much heat should be bright enough to see at
night," Meeters pointed out. "How |l ong has it been there? Was it there before
the cl ouds noved in?"

Shear son shook his head again. "W don't know, sir. Wth the budget cuts
and the lowered priority for that area, and with RIS-34 off-line right now,
we' ve only been going over the feed for that area twice a week. Wasn't a dam
thing there except ice three days ago."

"Cotta be a well fire, then," Meeters said, straightening up

"No, sir," Shearson said. "I don't think so. W have visual from| ast
week-t ake a | ook."

He tapped keys, and a new i mage, conposed of gray shapes, superinposed
itself on the existing one. Shearson pointed to the |location of the red dot.

"It's at least a couple of kiloneters fromthe pipeline and twenty or nore
fromthe nearest well-head. The Russians didn't sink any new wells in |ess
than a week in the mddle of an arctic winter, General." He tapped nore keys
and added, "And besides, look at this."

The grayish Iines and bl obs of the satellite photography vani shed, then the
bright colors of the infrared scan. Then a new scan appeared over the sane
outline map.

Again, a single bright red dot gleaned on a field of greens and blues, in
that sane | ocation

"What the hell is this one?" Meeters asked.

"Radi oactivity," Shearson said. "Whatever we're |l ooking at is hot in nore
ways than one. | haven't seen a mx like this since Chernobyl-though this



one's different, the radiation's dropped off quickly and the heat hasn't

"Radi oactivity?"

"Yes, sir.

"Son of a bitch," Meeters said. He straightened up again, turned, and
shouted at the guard, "Sergeant, | want this room secured, nobody in or out
wi t hout emergency authorization." Then he turned back to Shearson. "I want
hard copy of all this on nmy desk in five mnutes, and I want this wired to the
Wii te House and NORAD. Flag any intelligence reports on anything in the area
mlitary, political, anything."

"Ceneral ... ?" Shearson asked, startled. "Wat's going on? Wwo is it?"

"I don't know who it is," Meeters said, "or what they think they're
doi ng- mi ght be sone kind of Soviet |eftovers, might be terrorists, mght be
Russi an nationalists gone overboard, but it's sonmebody out there."

"But whatever it is, why ... ?" Shearson groped unsuccessfully for words.

Meeters | ooked at the tech in exasperation. "Think, Shearson---don't you
see what that is? | nmean, what the hell else could it be? You said yourself
you hadn't seen anything like it since Chernobyl, and nobody buil ds power
reactors in the niddle of an oil field. Heat and radi ati on neans that someone
just cracked open a nuke and out there in the middl e of nowhere that neans a
bonb, Shearson." He jabbed a finger at the conputer screen. "Someone's hauling
nucl ear weapons around the arctic, and it's nothing the Russians have told us
about. Sure, we know they've got stuff they don't tell us, selling goodies to
the Third Wrld, and we don't like it but we live with it-but you don't
snuggl e nukes from Russia to Iran or Pakistan across the fucking polar ice
cap. Think a minute, Shearson-what's straight across the ice cap from
Si beri a?"

"North Anerica," Shearson said. "But..."

"Damm right," Meeters said, cutting himoff. "W are! Maybe they've got
m ssil es hidden out there, or maybe sonme damm fool's hauling them over the
pol e by dogsled, | don't know, but | do know that I, for one, don't want any
nukes coning into ny nei ghborhood unannounced. "

"But, Ceneral, that's crazy," Shearson protested. "W aren't giving the
Russians a hard tinme. Why would anyone try to attack us now?"

"Way not?" Meeters said as he headed for the door. "You got a better
expl anati on? Since when did being crazy nmean it's not happeni ng?" He charged
out of the room

Shearson stared after himfor a nonent, then turned back to his consol e and
began typi ng commands.

H s hands shook as he typed.

Ceneral Enory Mavis, U S. Arny, frowned as he | ooked at the report Meeters
had sent over.

Meeters thought it was a bunch of Russian crazies smuggling nukes over the
pol e; he didn't see that any other explanation of the data was possible. Once
upon a time Mavis mght have thought so, too.

Now, though, Mavis took a broader view He had |earned that a whole slew of



supposedl y i npossible things were possible after all. Unlikely, maybe, but
possi bl e.

That under st andi ng was what had | anded himhis current position, one that
exi sted of f the books; officially he was retired. Unofficially he was, all by
hinsel f, a black-budget item listed in what few records existed as "Esoteric
Threat Assessnent Capability." Part of his job was to | ook at unlikely things
and figure out just which unlikely possibility was fact. That was his
specialty; that was why the Wiite House kept himon call. That was why they'd
called himoff the golf course to look at this stuff.

Anot her part of his job was to advise the president on just what the hel
to do about the esoteric threats that Mavis assessed, and if necessary to take
charge and see that it got done.

Meeters thought it was a bunch of crazies smuggling nukes, but that was
unl i kely enough that the boys in the Wiite House basenent had gotten Mvis off
the best run at the back nine he'd ever had at the Burning Tree Country C ub
to take a |l ook at the report, apply his expertise, and cone up with something
to tell the president.

Heat and radiation in the mddle of the Siberian w | derness-yes, Russian
war heads were the obvi ous expl anation, but were they the right one?

He reached for the phone on his desk, lifted the receiver, and tapped in a
nunber .

Wien he heard soneone pick up on the other end, before the other could
start to speak, Mavis barked, "Mavis here. Get ne Charles Wstfield."

He didn't bother listening to the reply; he waited until he heard
Westfield' s familiar voice say "Hell o?"

"Dr. Westfield," Mavis said. "I need to know what sort of heat and
radi ati on you'd see if one of the Russians' |argest warheads cracked open. Fax
me the figures ASAP."

"Toni ght?" Westfield said, startled.

“Now, " Mavis told him "As soon as we're done tal king. You have the
nunber ?"

"I mnot sure ..."
"CGCot a pen?"
Ten mnutes later the fax machi ne whirred and began extrudi ng paper.

Mavi s | ooked at the nunbers. He wasn't a physicist hinself, but he'd worked
with enough of this sort of material to be able to make sense of what he saw

It didn't match what the satellites showed for Assyma. It wasn't even
cl ose:

Mavi s had expected that. Five mnutes |ater he had Westfield on the phone
agai n.

"You're sure of these figures?" he asked.

"Yes," Westfield said. No hesitation, no qualifications--just "yes.

"Suppose a Russian nuke were danaged, enough to trigger a neltdown ..



"\War heads don't melt down," Westfield interrupted. "You' ve got severa
times critical mass of highly enriched netal there-you put it together and
it's going to explode, not just nelt into slag."

"All right, it's not a warhead, then," Mavis said. "Let ne fax you
sonet hing, and you tell ne what you nake of it." He pulled out the printout of
the raw satellite data, before Shearson or Meeters had added any comments or
interpretation, and fed it into the fax.

"I't's not a warhead, danaged or otherwi se," Wstfield told him "And it's
not a meltdown-too nmuch heat, not enough neutron em ssion for a neltdown.
M ght be a |lowyield burst of sone kind-are there any seisnic reports?"

"CGood question,” Mavis replied.

It took hours and dozens of calls-to seisnologists, Cl A analysts, and
several agencies that weren't supposed to exist--before General Mavis was
sati sfied.

What ever was out there in Siberia had appeared with a shock wave that fit
the profile of a fair-sized neteorite inpact rather than any sort of
expl osion-but if sonething big had fallen fromthe sky, there was no trace of
its descent. It hadn't shown up on the tracking radar that constantly scanned
the skies all over Earth. The inpact profile, working from sei snographic
records, indicated that the object had been traveling southeast at a fairly
shal | ow angle when it hit; if it had been a neteor, then it should have been
spotted on several radar screens.

The heat of inpact should have dissipated fairly quickly, but that wasn't
what the infrared showed. The radiation profile didn't fit a neteor, either

The CIA didn't have nmuch to tell himabout human activity; the technica
stuff was conparatively easy to get and safe to pass al ong, while ground-I|evel
reports were risky. However, they said that a | owranking officer had been
rushed from Assyma to Moscow just hours ago, and was debriefed by severa
general s. Sonething was going on out there, all right but the CIA didn't know
what it was. They didn't think the Russians knew exactly what was happeni ng,
ei t her.

Mavi s nodded as he consi dered that.
It all fit.

Sonet hing hot had fallen fromthe sky, sonething that hadn't shown on
radar, something that didn't act |ike any sort of natural object, something
that the Russians seened as puzzled by as anyone ..

A spaceshi p, Mavis thought.

He had dealt with spaceships before. It was something everyone kept qui et
about, for several reasons, but Mavis knew about some previous visits by
spaceshi ps. None had been quite like this, though. Some parts of the profile
mat ched, others didn't.

Assuming that this time the ship hadn't | anded under its own power
expl ai ned the m snmatches perfectly.

Al the other visitors had been the sane species; Mavis wondered, as he
| ooked over his own scribbled notes, whether perhaps Earth was their private
preserve. Maybe there were cosmi ¢ NO TRESPASSI NG si gns out there that kept
away everyone el se



VWet her there were signs or not, Mavis guessed that these were probably the
same fellows, back again. And if that was the case, then Mavis knew who to
call in to deal with them

He reached for the phone.

Chapter 6

Ceneral Philips sat at his desk and stared at the enpty shot glass, rolling
it back and forth in his hands, trying to decide whether to refill it.

There was a tine when he woul d have sworn he woul d never drink on duty. He
snorted quietly. He'd been a naive little punk back then

And after all, was he really on duty? Ch, sure, they said he was. They said
he was on call. They gave himthis little space here, his own little cubbyhole
of an office, with nothing in it but a desk and a phone and the shot glass and
a bottle of bourbon, and said he was on call, that he'd be getting new orders
any day.

They had lied to him of course. He wasn't on duty here; he was just out of
the way. And nobody ever said a man shouldn't drink when he'd been shoved
asi de because his superiors thought he'd screwed up.

And Philips didn't doubt that his superiors thought he'd screwed up big
time six nonths ago, when big-ganme hunters from outer space had been using New
York City as their private preserve.

The brass had known for years that the aliens existed. They'd known t hat
the nonsters had been hunting humans in tropical jungles for decades, and
they'd kept it all quiet-but you can't keep it all quiet when people start
getting butchered in the mddle of an Anerican city!

They' d done a damm good job covering it up; Philips had started it hinself,
before his "transfer." Still, there were runors, there were people who'd seen
too much, and Philips was pretty sure that his superiors thought that those
runors and witnesses were his fault.

Hi s superiors hadn't been there, damm it. They hadn't been there on the
streets, watching a bunch of alien nonsters shooting it out with cops and
hoodl uns. They'd been willing to wite off a couple of dozen civilians gone
for trophies if it nmeant avoiding trouble with the aliens, but they hadn't
been there, watching it happen, seeing innocent people sl aughtered.

Philips had been there, and at the end he'd come in on the human side,
fighting the nonsters, in defiance of his orders. He'd had to.

But it hadn't made any difference-the creatures had | eft because they got
bored and the weat her turned cool, not because they'd [ost or gotten angry.

The big brass didn't believe that. They thought Philips and those two cops,
Schaefer and Rasche, had chased the aliens away. They'd wanted a piece of the
aliens' gadgetry to play with, and they thought Philips had screwed up in not
getting them sonet hi ng.

But they hadn't seen how careful those dammed extraterrestrials were about
maki ng sure their precious technology didn't fall into the hands of the people
they preyed upon. There hadn't been a chance to capture anything.

The brass didn't know what it had been |ike. He hadn't screwed up, dam
it-he'd been handed a di saster, and he'd done everything he could to keep it



fromgetting any worse than it already was. No one coul d have done better
wi t hout just shooting Schaefer and Rasche-and no one could have known to do
that until it was too |ate.

O course, his superiors had never told himto his face that he'd screwed
up-they'd probably been afraid that he'd go to the press if they booted him
out or dressed hi mdown. No, they'd just waited a couple of weeks, transferred
him given himthis office, and told himto wait here until they called with
hi s new orders.

He'd asked about the prograns he'd started, whether he'd still be training
Captain Lynch's team whether Smithers and the rest of the New York office
woul d still be tracki ng down possible incidents, whether the Pentagon team

woul d continue checking incoming electronic intelligence for signs of the
aliens, and they'd said not to worry about any of that; it would all be taken
care of. He was just to wait until they called.

That was al nost six nmonths ago, and the phone hadn't rung yet.

He'd finished up all his paperwork the first nonth. Then he'd started
bri ngi ng books he'd always wanted to read. Around the third nonth he started
bringing a bottle of bourbon along with the books.

By the fifth nonth he was just bringing the bourbon. Another couple of
weeks and he doubted he'd bother coming in at all. It had taken a while, but
he'd gotten the hint. That phone was never going to ring. Lynch was probably
training antiterrorist teans somewhere, and Snithers was probably training
terrorists for the CIA. The whol e thing was over

He couldn't go to the press now. The news wasn't hot. The people in charge
had had all the tinme they needed to cover everything up, to get all the
stories to match, all the nesses cleaned up, and all the evidence neatly
tucked out of sight.

He could argue with them of course. He could conplain, he could denand
sonething to do, he could go all the way to the president if he had to.

There wasn't any point in it, though. If he nade a stink, they mght give
hi m something to do, or they mght just retire him but one thing seened
pretty sure-they weren't going to put himback on the assignnment he'd had
before, the one he really wanted, dealing with those things, those killers,

t hose nonsters from outer space

That was what he really cared about. There was so much potential there. The
technol ogy to travel between stars, all those incredible weapons the things
had, their invisibility screens-if the right people had all that, it would
nmean a whol e new world, a whole new universe. |If one of the starships those
t hi ngs used coul d be captured and reverse-engi neered, the Apollo flights to
t he noon woul d | ook Iike a soapbox derby by conpari son-people would go to the
stars. Entire worlds mght well be out there for the taking-resources and
weal th beyond inmagining! If there were other alien civilizations besides the
hunters sonewhere out there in the galaxy, friendlier ones, then humanity
woul dn't be al one anynore. That woul d change everyt hing.

Even if that wasn't possible, even if hunman beings didn't get a stardrive
out of it, at the very least those things had weapons and technol ogi es that
could put the U S. so far ahead of the rest of the world that dealing with
bozos |i ke Saddam Hussei n or Muamar Qaddafi would be no nore trouble than
swatting a few flies.

This was the biggest thing anyone had ever been involved in-it had been his



own private playground, and they had taken it away from him

He hoped they hadn't just abandoned everything. Maybe they had put soneone
el se on it, sonmeone they trusted nore. Maybe soneone |ike Lynch was in charge.

He hoped so.

Maybe, he told hinmself, it wasn't as bl eak as he thought. Maybe they really
did intend to call him and those things just hadn't been back to Earth since
the New York affair, so there hadn't been any need for him Maybe they'd get
around to calling himeventually.

O maybe the big brass honestly thought those things were gone for good.

Hel |, maybe they were gone for good-that whol e nmess nust've been
enbarrassing for them too. They'd cone to Earth | ooking for a good tine, or
maybe to avenge the hunter Dutch had killed all those years ago, and they'd
wound up getting two or three of their boys notched; if they were an outfit
runni ng the equivalent of paid safaris, that wouldn't have | ooked good in the
ads back honme. O if they had sone sort of noninterference rules, they'd bl own
those out of the water when they |anded their ship in the mddle of Third
Avenue.

Hushing all that up nmust've been a bitch, Philips thought. Even on a Sunday
norni ng, there nust have been a hundred w t nesses.

Maybe the top brass thought that the trouble had all happened because
people had tried to interfere. Maybe they thought there was no way to get that
technol ogy, so they just wanted to ignore the aliens now Even when Philips
had been running the show he'd usually had orders to |l et the hunters have
their fun, kill a few people, take a few trophies-don't nake 'em mad. The
brass had al ways been nore worried than eager, nore concerned that they not
get the aliens nad enough to start an actual war than w th having anyone |earn
anything fromthe spacefaring bastards.

And now they weren't giving Philips a chance to interfere and naybe piss
the creatures off. The big brass was keeping himwaiting here, at an enpty
desk, staring at a phone that never rang ..

The phone rang.
At first Philips didn't even notice. He heard the sound, but it didn't
register. He didn't recognize it as anything that concerned him it was just

nore of the background noise that was al ways present.

Then it rang again, and that tine it penetrated. He jerked as if he'd been
shot, dropped the enpty gl ass, and snatched up the receiver

"Philips here," he barked into the receiver.

He was trenbling.

Chapter 7
Rasche awoke slowy, his mind hazy; he didn't really renmenber where he was.

He lived in Bluecreek, Oregon, he renenbered that nmuch-he and his wife,
Shari, and their two boys. They'd noved out here to be safe, after that ness
i n New York.

He wasn't at hone now, though, was he? Whatever he was lying on, it didn't



feel like an ordinary bed. He opened his eyes.

At first he saw only darkness. Then bright |ight, painfully bright, cut
t hrough the dark, blinding him He closed his eyes again, still trying to
coll ect his thoughts.

That mess back in New York ... who were those things, really? Wat were
t hey? Wiy were they there? Wuld they conme back?

Woul d they cone back for hinf

Schaefer had had themall figured out, but Rasche had never really
understood it. Hunters from space, yeah-but why? How did they decide who to
hunt ? Where woul d he be saf e- anywhere? Was Bl uecreek far enough away?

He coul dn't stop thinking about them couldn't stop renmenbering the strange
masks and the hi deous faces underneath, their yellow fl esh and bl ack tal ons,
the dripping blood and nmutil ated bodies of their victins.

He blinked. He felt as if he had been drugged, had he? He coul dn't
renmenmber. He still couldn't renmenber where he was, how he had gotten there. He
tried to see through the light, through the nental haze

A mask-he saw a mask hovering over him And |long yellow fingers were
reaching toward his face

It was one of them he realized-one of those things from outer space!

"He's awake..." soneone sai d.

Rasche forced hinself to act, suddenly and decisively. He wasn't a young
man, he | ooked overwei ght and out of shape, but he could still nove fast and
hard when he needed to, and he noved now, |lunging at the thing in the mask,
his hands reaching for its throat as he shouted, "Not again! You won't get
away again! This tine |'mtaking you down with nme!"

H s foe went over backward and tunbled to the floor. Rasche | anded on his
opponent's chest, and that unbearably bright Iight was behind himinstead of
in his eyes, so that he could see clearly again.

A woman shrieked, "Sheriff Rasche, please! Stop it!"

Rasche | ooked down and saw that the shadowy figure wasn't what he had
t hought. The nmask was white paper over gauze, not alien netal; the throat in
hi s hands was human. The yellow fingers were rubber gloves. And Rasche knew he
couldn't have knocked over one of those alien predators anywhere near so
easily. He released his hold.

Then at last the nmental haze cleared, and Rasche realized he was kneeling
atop his dentist.

"Dr. Krelnmore," he said, suddenly renmenbering the man's nane.

Krel nore made a choki ng noi se.

"I"'msorry," Rasche said as he got off his victim "The gas ... | nean..."
"The gas?" Krelnore said as his hygi enist hel ped himup off the floor

"l was imagining things that weren't there," Rasche said. "Hallucinating, I
guess. "



"Hal | uci nati ng?" Krel nore brushed hinself off. "I'"mjust a dentist,
Sheriff, but | never saw anyone react like that just to the gas." He coughed.
"Your filling's all done, but maybe ... maybe you' d be better off consulting,
you know, a psychiatrist or something."

Rasche shook his head. "I've seen enough psychiatrists to diagnose the
entire state of Florida," he said. Mre to hinself than the others, he added,
"Jesus, | really thought | was over it." He |ooked at Dr. Krelnore. "I had
this real bad tine..." he began

Then he caught hinself. Telling his dentist that he'd been involved in a
secret war against alien nonsters on the streets of New York was not exactly a
good career nove.

"Look, Doc," he said, "I"'mreally sorry for what happened. |... I'd
appreciate it if you could keep this under your hat." He managed a sickly
smile.

"I"ve been under a lot of stress lately, y'know? New place, new job, I'm
still getting settled in."

"Sure," Krelnore said, rubbing his neck-the red marks left by Rasche's
chokehol d were already fading. "Sure, no problem Sheriff. Your secret's safe
with ne." He forced a weak grin in response to Rasche's smle. "Every tine
t hey show Marathon Man on TV, it's the sane dam thing. You'd think I'd be
used to it by now "

"Nobody' s ever t he hygi eni st began, then stopped as both nen turned
unhappily to face her, afraid she was going to say sonething they'd al
regret.

"Well, we've had sonme upset patients before," she said, "but | think you're
the first one to actually take Dr. Krelnore down |ike that."

Krel more's smile reappeared. "Best two falls out of three?" he asked.
No one quite managed to | augh

Ten nminutes |later Rasche was out on the streets of Bluecreek, thinking hard
as he automatically scanned his surroundi ngs, cop fashion

He didn't like losing control like that. Yeah, he'd been out of it fromthe
gas, but trying to strangle a harm ess tooth doctor was not a good sign, even
so. He'd been the local sheriff in Bluecreek for a little over four nonths
now, and he'd nostly thought he'd been settling in nicely. He'd thought that
he'd left all the freaks and crazies behind when he quit the NYPD and went
west, but now he wondered whet her maybe one of the craziest hadn't noved out
west right along with him right inside his own head.

He wal ked on automatically as he thought, taking in everything around him
unconsci ously cl assifying everyone he saw into one of three categories, the
traditional New York cop triage. The three categories were cops, citizens, and
scum back in the Big Apple he'd al ways seen a nix, but here in Bluecreek he
only seened to see citizens

That had been the whol e point of noving here, of course, but it stil
didn't seementirely natural. He'd spent alnost his whole Iife in New York; if
it hadn't been for those nonsters fromPlanet X, he'd undoubtedly still be
there, probably still working homcide or narco with his partner Schaefer
finishing out his tine until retirenent.



The spaceships and the all-out firefight on Third Avenue had been too nuch
for him though. He'd left. He'd found the job as sheriff, gathered up Shari
and the kids, and cone out here where it was safe.

O safer, anyway. He glanced at the sky. He couldn't be sure anywhere was
really safe, but Bluecreek seened |like a pretty good bet. Rasche had been
pl eased to get the job offer. He'd sent out his resume fromthe hospital, and
the reply from Bl uecreek had been waiting when he was rel eased. He'd grabbed
it.

He'd asked Schaef to conme with him but the big nan had refused. Rasche had
even offered hima job as deputy, and Schaefer had smiled so broadly Rasche
t hought he might actually | augh which woul d have been a first, Schaefer
actual ly laughing at anything Rasche said.

Rasche had to adnit that the idea of Schaefer playing Barney Fife to
Rasche's Sheriff Taylor was pretty absurd, but he'd kept asking as long as he
coul d.

It hadn't worked. Schaefer had stayed in New York

It wasn't that Schaefer loved the city all that nmuch; he didn't. Sonetines
Rasche thought Schaefer hated the place. And it wasn't that he'd never |ived
anywhere el se; Schaefer wasn't a native New Yorker. Rasche thought he'd grown
up i n Pennsyl vania sonewhere, though he wasn't sure-Schaefer had never really
sai d where he carne from

No, Schaefer stayed in New York because he wasn't going to |l et those alien
things drive himout, and he wasn't going to let the governnent order him
around. Rasche knew that and understood it, other people had wanted Schaefer
to go away, people Schaefer didn't like, and that was the surest way there was
to get Schaef to stay put. As long as the feds wanted Schaefer out of New
York, he wasn't going to |leave the city-not for Rasche, not for anyone.

Besi des, Rasche thought, Schaefer was still pissed off about the governnent
covering up the nmess, still pissed off that they hadn't told hi mwhat had
happened to his brother Dutch, the covert operative, after Dutch had
di sappeared on a rescue nission in Central Anerica. Staying in New York neant
t hat Schaefer would have nore people to take that anger out on

Rasche unl ocked the front door of the split level that still didn't quite
feel like honme, the split |level that was about three tines the size of their
ol d place in Queens, and stepped inside. As he did, a photo of Schaefer and
hi nsel f, standing on an end table in the living room caught his eye; he
anbl ed over and picked it up

That was right after they'd taken down a vicious little bastard who had
called hinself Errol G Rasche renenbered it well as he | ooked down at his own
face. There he was, a big grin making his nustache bristle while Schaefer's
face coul d have been carved out of stone.

He wondered what Schaefer was doing right at that nonment. He wondered
whet her Schaefer still had ni ght mares about those creatures.

He wonder ed whet her Schaefer ever had ni ght mares about anything. Schaefer
didn't seemthe nightmare-having type, sonehow

Ni ght mar e- causi ng, yeah; Rasche could think of a few people who m ght have
ni ght mares about Schaefer. He smiled at the thought.

He'd have to call Schaef, just to chat, sonetine soon



The smile vanished. He needed to talk to sonebody about those things,
somebody ot her than the psychol ogi sts who thought the aliens were stress
i nduced hal | uci nati ons, sonebody ot her than Shari, who, sweet as she was,
never knew what to say about the grimer aspects of Rasche's work.

Yeah, he'd call Schaefer soon

Very soon

Chapter 8

Det ective Schaefer stepped into his own office and stopped dead, staring at
the man seated behind the desk

The stranger, caught off guard, stared back, frozen there with one hand
reaching out for a framed photograph. H s expressi on was snothered surprise.

He was a man in a conservative and expensive suit, with a conservative and
expensi ve haircut, a man who | ooked as if he'd be nore at hone on Wall Street
than Police Plaza. Right now, though, he was at 1 Police Plaza, in the
headquarters of the New York Police Departnent, sitting in Schaefer's chair,
hol di ng a photo of Schaefer and Rasche that was the only ornanent on
Schaefer's desk, and staring at Schaefer.

After a nonment of utter silence, Schaefer said, "Go ahead, nake yourself at
hone. Take a | ook around. Maybe you'll find sone quarters under the seat
cushion. "

"Ah," the stranger said, carefully putting down the photo he'd been | ooking
at. "My nane is Smithers, Detective Schaefer." He rose, holding out a hand to
shake as he cane around the desk. "I've been sent "

Schaefer ignored the hand. He had recogni zed sonethi ng about the other's
attitude. "You're one of those arny goons," he interrupted. "Like Philips and
the others. The ones who thought they could handl e our friends on Third Avenue
| ast sunmmer:"

"I, ah ..." Smthers began, quickly lowering the proffered hand.

He didn't deny the connection, which was all the confirmation Schaefer
needed. Schaefer cut himoff. "I've got work to do, Smithers," he said. "Rea
wor k. Whatever it is you cane to say, spit it out. Then leave." He pulled off
his jacket.

"Yes, |..." Smithers said. Then he saw Schaefer's face and cut to the
chase. "There's been an incident, Detective Schaefer. An entirely new
occurrence. W believe your expertise, due to your previous experience in
related matters, could prove invaluable should the event devel op beyond
current expectations ..."

"Jesus, do you people spend your |unch hours nenorizing a goddam
t hesaurus?" Schaefer demanded as he turned and opened his | ocker. "Let ne
guess what you're actually telling me, shall 1? The boys are back in town and
you'd like ne to check it out, for old tines' sake."

"Exactly," Smithers said. "There are sone new el enrents, however..."

"Fuck new el enments," Schaefer said as he hung up his jacket and slipped off
his shoul der holster. "lI've got a job to do here."

"Of course, we would clear your status with your chief and any ot her



appl i cabl e agencies ..

“I"1l bet you would." Schaefer unbuttoned his shirt, speaking as he did.
"You don't seemto get it, Smithers, so let ne spell it out. The Schaefer boys
have put in their time as far as Philips and the rest of you are concerned. If
you and the rest of your gang of hotshot special agents, or whatever you cal
yoursel ves, want to go for another tag-team nmatch with those ugly nothers from
out er space, you go right ahead, have at it." He pulled off the shirt and slid
it onto a hanger, exposing a body that woul d have done Arnold Schwar zenegger
proud. "But you can leave nme right out of it."

"But, Detective..." Smthers began.

Schaefer taped a wire to his chest, holding a tiny mnicrophone in place.
"No, " he said.

"I"'msure that if..."

Schaefer continued to install the surveillance equi pnent as he said, "Wat
part of "no' didn't you understand?"

"Dam it, Detective, will you let ne finish a sentence?" Smthers shouted.

"Way should 1?" Schaefer asked. "Besides, | just did." Wth the wires
securely in place, he reached in the |Iocker and pulled out a gaudy
pi nk-and-green shirt, the sort of thing the tackier pinps on Seventh Avenue
wor e.

Smithers fumed for a nonent, then said, "lI'd think you'd want a chance to
get involved in this."

Schaefer started buttoning the shirt, then | ooked at Smithers. "Wiy? Are
they in New York agai n?"

"Well, no," Smithers admtted.

"I knew it," Schaefer said, |ooking back down at the buttons. "I'd have
snelled themif they were here." He finished buttoning the shirt, pulled a
brown | eather coat out of the |ocker, then turned to Smithers and said,
"Listen up, arny boy. If they aren't in New York, I'mnot interested. | don't
like those sons of bitches, but there are a lot of people in this world
don't like, including you." He tugged on one sleeve. "I|'ve done ny tine,
Smithers. So did nmy brother. He lost his entire squad to them | got ny city
shot up and lost nmy partner. We took down a few of those ugly bastards al ong
the way, we did our best, and I'mwilling to call it even if they stay off ny
turf. You tell me they're not on ny turf, so you can just go to hell, and take
CGeneral Philips with you." He pulled on the other sleeve.

"Your “turf' is just New York?"

"Damm right." He straightened the coat. "I may think I"mpretty hot shit,
but I"'mnot up to playing cop for the whol e goddammed world. New York's big
enough for anyone."

"So you won't consider hel ping us?"

"I told you "no' once already."
"That's your final word?"

"My real “final word' would probably get ne arrested," Schaefer said,



giving Smithers a shove toward the door. "Now get out of ny office before
sprinkle you with salt and watch you nmelt on the sidewal k Iike the slug you
are." He pushed Smithers out and cl osed the door

That done, he glanced at the clock. Despite that little chat he still had a
few mnutes to spare before he had to be in position

He | ooked at the closed door. The man in the suit was naking no effort to
get back in, which was good-but that didn't nean it was the end of the natter.

Even if Philips and his buddies were willing to let it drop, that didn't
nmean Schaefer was. He'd been looking for Philips in his spare tinme for nonths,
and hadn't found hi mbut now he mi ght have a fresh | ead.

"Smthers, huh?" he nuttered to hinself. "If that's a real nane, | just
m ght want to | ook himup later. W mght have a nice little chat about
Dutch." He fished a scrap of paper fromthe pile on his desk, found a pen, and
scribbled a quick note to hinself just two nanes, "Smithers" and "Philips,"
with an arrow connecting them

Schaefer's brother Dutch had di sappeared years ago whil e working for
Philips. Schaefer was certain that Dutch had run up agai nst one of those alien
bi g-gane hunters, down there in Central Anerica where Philips and his boys had
been playing around in the local politics. Dutch and his boys had wal ked ri ght
into its hunting ground, and the thing had butchered Dutch's entire team but
Dutch had apparently killed it and gotten out alive.

And then he'd vani shed, and Schaefer was pretty dam sure that Philips knew
nore about that di sappearance than he'd admitted.

And after |ast sunmer's debacle Philips had di sappeared, too-into the
Pent agon sonewhere, probably. Schaefer had resented that; he had wanted to
have a friendly little talk with Philips.

This Smthers mght be able to lead himto Philips, and maybe they could
make sone kind of a deal. He mght just help Philips out after all, if the two
of themcould agree on a few details. He didn't |ike those big ugly bastards
fromouter space, and despite what he'd told Smithers, a rematch wasn't
conpl etely out of the question

Any deal they might nake woul d have to be on Schaefer's terns, though. He
wasn't going to come runni ng whenever Philips called. And sending Smithers
here to fetch himhad just pissed himoff

Schaefer would deal with Smithers and his boss when and where he
chose-whi ch wasn't here or now. For one thing, he wasn't going to tackle any
sort of serious negotiating here at Police Plaza, with a couple of hundred
cops around who night have their own ideas about what was appropriate
bar gai ni ng behavior. No, they'd neet sonmewhere private, at a tinme and place of
Schaefer's choosi ng, when he was good and ready, and when that happened the
agenda was going to start with Dutch, not with those alien freaks.

And it wouldn't be any tine all that soon, because Schaefer had a bust to
attend to, one that he and his nmen had been setting up for weeks. Once that
was out of the way, then he'd have tine to worry about Dutch, General Philips,
and a bunch of bloodthirsty goons from space.

He dropped the note on the desk and left.

Chapter 9



Schaefer turned and | ooked out through the storefront, trying to appear
casual or as casual as he ever did, at any rate.

He was standing in a small shop in the Village, a place called Collectors
World that sold comi c books, baseball cards, and other such things, all of it
overpriced kid stuff, in Schaefer's opinion. He was pretending to talk to the
shop' s nanager, a bal ding guy nanmed Jon Cohen, but he was actually | ooking out
the front window at the man in the driver's seat of a brown van that had just
parked illegally at the opposite sidewal k.

The van was | ate; Schaefer had been in here killing tine for a good three
mnutes, waiting for it.

"Testing, one two three, testing, one two three," he said in a
conversational tone. "This wire better be working, Raw ings, because |I'm going
in, in about two minutes, before these clowns talk nme into buying any funny
books. "

The driver held up a hand, displaying thunb and forefinger in a circle-the
"okay" sign. The m ke was live.

"Ckay, boys," Schaefer said as he strode toward the door, pushing past a
clerk who'd al so given his name as John, "we're on. Remenber, nobody noves in
until Baby coughs up the dope. | want her for dealing, not just for sone
candy-ass zoning violation."

He marched out onto the sidewal k and across the street, headed for a
ki t chenware shop-a shop that, according to the dealers in the vicinity and
NYPD s own undercover operatives, happened to be the |ocal headquarters for
whol esal e cocaine. A cold winter wind ripped down the street, flapping his
| eat her coat, but Schaefer ignored it.

In the back of the brown van one of the three cops nanning the nonitoring
equi prent nmuttered, "Thank God Schaefer's here to tell us our jobs, hey? For a
second there | was al nost feeling conpetent.”

Hi s conpani ons grinned nervously.
"Shut up," Rawlings said fromthe driver's seat. "You guys be ready."

A bell jingled as Schaefer stepped into the kitchenware shop. He | ooked
around at the cluttered shelves and enpty aisles; the only other person in the
pl ace was the wonman behind the counter, who seened out of place anid saucepans
and spatul as. She wore fishnet stockings, an elaborately teased blond wig, and
makeup as thick as Tanmy Faye Bakker's, and | ooked as much at hone anong
ki tchenware as a coyote anong Kkittens.

Schaef er knew her as Baby. Everyone in this nei ghborhood knew her as Baby.

"dad you could make it, big man," she said. "Could | interest you in sone
Fi esta ware?"

Schaefer grinned. "No way," he replied, doing his best inpression of a
happy-go- 1l ucky kid. "Coke sticks to the Tefl on when you cook it down."

The wonman smiled back. "No problem 1'Il toss in a couple of cans of Pam"

In the truck one of the cops nmuttered, "Asshole. Coke doesn't stick to
Teflon."

"C non, Schaef," Raw ings said, know ng Schaefer couldn't hear him "Don't



swap dumb jokes with the broad, just make the damm buy!"

In the back, one of the techs glanced up fromthe equi pnrent, then nudged
hi s nei ghbor and pointed out the back window. "Ch, great,"” he said. "W've got

conpany. "

A man in a ragged trench coat was approaching the van unsteadily, standing
on tiptoe as if trying to peer in through the windows in the rear doors. The
wi ndows were covered with one-way foil, so he wouldn't see anything, but
still, no one involved with the operation wanted anything to draw any
attention to the van.

"Some homel ess geek | ooking for a smash and grab," the cop nearest the door
said. "Want nme to get out there and shoo hi m away?"

Rawl i ngs shook his head. "Not when we're in Baby's line of sight,"” he said.
"Just keep an eye on him™

"Got it," the man by the rear door said. He turned to | ook out the back
Wi ndow again just intinme to see the derelict pull a .357 fromunder his
trench coat.

"Ch, my God ..." the cop said, just before the bumpulled the trigger and
the plastic wi ndow shattered. Half a second | ater, before anyone could react,
a second shot took the top off the cop's head.

The third shot punched through another cop's throat; the fourth m ssed, and
Rawl i ngs actually got off a shot of his own before a slug went through his
ri ght eye.

Rawl i ngs' s shot nissed the "derelict"” conpletely and ricocheted off the
second story of an office building half a block away.

The last cop, a technician who'd never fired his gun outside the departnent
shooti ng range before, was still funbling with the flap on his hol ster when
the "derelict's" sixth bullet took himdown.

"What the hell?" Schaefer said, whirling at the sound of gunfire.

Sonet hi ng had gone wong; he knew that nuch instantly. He didn't know yet
what had gone wong, but it had to be bad. He'd heard six shots, one after
anot her, from a high-caliber handgun not anything his backup was carrying. For
a nonent he conpletely forgot about the wonan he'd been trying to bust.

That was a m st ake.

"You shoul d have gone for the pans, sweetheart," Baby said, pulling a .45
fromunder the counter. As she did, a big nan with a shaved head, tattoos, and
a punp-action shotgun stepped out of the back room The shotgun was ai ned
directly at Schaefer's head.

"Don't you think so, Detective Schaefer?" Baby said. "If you' d just come in
for a nice set of alumnumware we mght've avoided a whole shit |oad of
trouble."

Schaefer stared at Baby for a nonent, considering the automatic in her
hand, then turned and | ooked over the punk with the shotgun

The gun was held nice and steady, not wavering at all, and Schaefer could
see that finger crooked on the trigger, ready to pull. Baby's hand was steady,
t 0o.



Rel uctantly Schaefer raised his hands. He mi ght have tried junping one
opponent, but the conbination of the two was too nuch

He wanted to know what the hell had just happened outside, where his backup
was, whether he still had any backup, but it didn't | ook as if anyone was
going to answer his questions just now. He had a sneaking suspicion that if he
headed for the door, he'd catch a bullet in the back

Baby strolled around the counter, showi ng off those fishnets and her
bl ood-red spi ke heels. She stepped up to Schaefer and shoved the .45 under his
chin. "Wen are you cops going to | earn?" she said. "Nothing goes down around
here that Baby doesn't know about." She reached out and ran the fingers of her
| eft hand under the |eather coat and across Schaefer's shirt while her right
held the gun in place. The gesture was a nockery of eroticism Schaefer knew
she wasn't fondling him She was | ooking for sonething.

She found it. Her fingertips brushed the wire under Schaefer's shirt, and
she ripped the shirt open, exposing the tiny nicrophone.

"Cute little thing," she said.

"You like it?" Schaefer said. "Keep going-you might find a CD pl ayer
strapped to-"

"Shut up!" she said, slapping the .45 across his face. It stung, but
Schaefer didn't feel anything broken or bl eedi ng-Baby had just been meking a
point. If she wanted to, he didn't doubt she could do far worse, so he knew
she hadn't been trying to hurt him

Not yet, anyway.

Just then, before Schaefer could reply or Baby could comrent further, the
ri ppi ng sound of nearby full-auto gunfire interrupted the conversation

The three in the shop froze.

"What the fuck ..." the man with the shotgun said-the first words Schaefer
had heard hi m speak. He had a squeaky tenor that didn't nmatch his broad
shoul ders. He kept the shotgun trained on Schaefer, glancing uneasily back and
forth, as he headed for the shop's display w ndow.

He didn't reach it; instead, the wi ndow reached him bursting in a shower
of shattered glass as the old man in the trench coat cane flying through it
ami d anot her burst of machine-gun fire.

"Son of a bitch!" Baby said. She turned and ran for the back door, the .45
still in her hand.

Schaefer didn't worry about that; he'd stationed a man out back, just in
case, and if that cop couldn't handl e Baby, then the departnent was in worse
shape than Schaefer thought.

The shotgunner, unaware of his boss's sudden exit, picked hinself up from
the welter of broken glass and punped two rounds into the street at random

"Fuck!" he screamed. "Baby, it's fucked sonehow They got Arturo!

"What do you know, Einstein," Schaefer said. "So they did!" He had no
weapon, since he'd thought they m ght check himout before closing the buy,
and the other man still had the shotgun, but Schaefer didn't hesitate before
[ aunching hinself in a flying tackle.



The two nmen landed in a clatter of kitchenware; the shotgun put another
round through the shop ceiling before flying fromits owner's hands.

The man turned over in Schaefer's grip, though, and | ocked his hands around
the detective's throat.

"Di e, notherfucker!" he said. He squeezed.

Those shoul ders weren't just for |ooks, Schaefer realized. "Potty-nouth,"
he grunted, forcing the words out in a harsh whisper. "And speaking of pots
..." He picked up a heavy-duty frying pan fromthe store's scattered stock and
slamed it down on his opponent's head.

The grip on his neck suddenly | oosened.

"Take a | ook," Schaefer said as he pulled free. He held up the pan
"Drugs," he said. Then he slamred it down on the other nman's head again, just
to be sure. "That's drugs on your brain. Your brain on drugs. \Watever."

He clinbed to his feet, tossed the pan aside, then asked his unconscious
foe, "Any questions?"

"Yeah, | got a question
run, or you gonna die?"

Baby said fromthe back-room doorway. "You gonna

She was hol ding an M 16, Schaefer realized. What's nore, she was pointing
it directly at him She hadn't been fleeing at all when she'd left; she'd just
been goi ng back for nore firepower.

He dove for cover behind a rack of flour and sugar canisters as she opened
fire, and then he began crawl i ng, | ooking for sonething he could use as
shel ter.

Baby continued to spray bullets into the nmerchandi se for another few
seconds, until the click of an enpty chanber told her she'd used up her
amuni tion.

"Damm it!" she shouted as she realized she had nmissed him She yanked the
spent clip and funbled with a new one. "Were are you, big boy? Conme out, cone
out wherever you are!"

This woul d have been Schaefer's chance, while Baby was reloading, if he'd
been sonewhere he could have gotten at her. He wasn't. He didn't have a gun
and Baby was on the other side of two aisles of kitchen gadgets.

By the tinme the fresh clip was in place he had al ready planned his course;
he slithered behind shelves full of pot holders and place mats, out of her
sight, working his way behind the counter

"Yoo hoo," Baby called. "Conme on out and play, Detective Schaefer! | know
you're in there."

Schaefer knew that as the echoes of gunfire and falling crockery faded and
Baby's hearing recovered, she'd be able to track himby sound-there was no way
he could nmove silently in this place, not with all the crap that had fallen
of f the shelves. That meant he had to nove fast. He | ooked for a weapon

There wasn't any. Plenty of nerchants kept a gun behind the counter, the
Sul l'ivan Act notw t hstandi ng, but all Schaefer saw under the register here
were boxes of creditcard slips and the enpty shelf where the .45 had been



An idea struck him There weren't any weapons under the counter

He kicked the wall and said, "Damm!" Then he swung hinself quickly into a
squatting position, braced hinself, and set the heels of his hands under the
edge of the counter.

"I heard that, Schaefer!" Baby called. "I know where you are-now, conme on
out! Don't nake ne conme in after you!"

Schaefer held his breath.

"Al'l right, you son of a bitch, be like that!" she barked. "You're just
making it hard on us both. Christ, a woman's work is never done." She strode
over to the counter and started to |ean over, finger tightening on the trigger

And Schaefer straightened up fromhis squat, hard and fast, putting all the
strength of his massive thighs into shoving the counter up into Baby's face
and sending it toppling over onto her

A nmonent | ater he stood over her, kicked the M 16 aside, then reached down
and yanked the .45 fromher belt. He pulled the clip, then tossed that aside
as wel | .

He gl anced around quickly. The interior of the shop was a shanbl es; spent
cartridge casings, broken glass, and battered nmerchandi se were scattered
everywhere. Cold winter air was pouring in fromthe street. The dead man
called Arturo was spraw ed just inside the remains of the main display w ndow,
t he unconsci ous punk Schaefer had crowned with the frying pan |ay nearby.

And a dazed but still conscious Baby lay right in front of, him glaring up
at him

"You're under arrest," he said. "You have the right to remain silent ..."

The crunch of glass alerted him Schaefer turned to see Smithers and three
other men in black suits and overcoats standing in the shattered w ndow.

Two of them held assault rifles of a design Schaefer didn't recognize, and
Schaefer suddenly realized who'd shot out the front wi ndow-- and Arturo.

"Come on, Schaefer,"” Smithers said. "You're coming with us."
"The hell I am" Schaefer replied.

"We've got our orders," Smithers said. "And all the authorization we need.
| tried asking nicely; now |l ' mtelling you. You' re conming with us."

"And I'mtelling you |'mnot," Schaefer replied. "I'mtaking Baby and her
little playmate in, and I'mcalling the meat wagon for Arturo there, and then
in a day or so, when the paperwork's all squared away, |'mgoing to sweat somne

i nformati on out of Baby."

Smithers signaled to the man who didn't have a rifle; that man drew a 9mm
handgun from a shoul der hol ster, stepped over Arturo's corpse, then neatly,
unhesitatingly, put a bullet through Baby's head.

She hadn't had tine to realize what was coning; the expression on what was
| eft of her face was nere puzzlenent, not fear

“Christ!" Schaefer exclaimed, staring down at the body in shock



"Hm too," Smithers said with a nod, and the shotgunner's brains were
added to the ness on the carpet.

"Smithers, you bastard!" Schaefer shouted.

"Just one less drug-dealing bitch to worry about," Smithers said. "W've
got nore inportant things to discuss."

"Li ke your funeral," Schaefer said. "You asshole, we've been tracking Baby
for nonths! She could have delivered nanes, dates, suppliers..."

"Ch, for ..." Smithers began. Then he caught hinself. "You still don't
under st and, do you;

Schaefer?" he said. "W have a problem a big problem nuch bigger than any
drug network. W need your help, and you're going to give it to us, no natter
what . "

"l understand well enough," Schaefer said coldly. "I understand that |
liked Baby a whole ot nore than | |ike you, Smithers."

"We're up against sonething a lot nore inportant than drug deal ers,
Schaefer," Smthers said. "Something a |ot worse." He nodded to his nen. "Take
him"

"You're worse than the dealers!" Schaefer shouted as the nen with nmachi ne
guns stepped up on either side and trained their weapons on Schaefer's head.
Schaefer froze

The other man hol stered his 9mm buttoned his jacket, then stepped forward,
toward Schaefer, reaching in a pocket of his overcoat as he did.

“"You're worse than all of them" Schaefer said as the agent pulled out a
bl ack case and snapped it open, revealing a | oaded hypoderm c needle. "At
| east the people | bust know they've done sonething wong."

The man in the black coat slid the needle into Schaefer's arm and pushed
down on the plunger.

"You, Smithers, and the rest of you,’
shit about right or wong..."

Schaefer said, "you just don't give a

The sedative, or whatever it was, hit fast; Schaefer stayed on his feet for
several nore seconds before keeling over, but was unable to get out any nore
words or construct a coherent thought.

Even so, he thought he heard Smithers saying, "You're right, Schaefer. W
don't care about right or wong, or any kind of philosophy. What we care about
is the country."

He wasn't sure, though; he decided that he might have inmagined it.

As he began to fall to the floor he was just consci ous enough to notice
that the callous bastards weren't even going to catch him

Chapter 10
Looks like he's com ng around, General."
Schaefer heard the words, but it took a few seconds before he could attach

any neaning to themor to the thunderous beating sound that al nost drowned out
t he voi ce.



Then his m nd began to clear. He knew he was in a helicopter, that someone
was tal king about him and they'd noticed he was waki ng up

"There will be sonme initial disorientation and mnor dizziness fromthe
drug, Detective Schaefer, but that will pass,"” the voice said. Schaefer
blinked and saw that a man in a U S. Arny dress uni formwas kneeling over
himan officer. A captain, to be exact. The man | ooked genui nely concerned,
whi ch Schaefer didn't believe for a minute.

He was, he realized, Iying on a stretcher aboard a mlitary transport
copter-he couldn't be sure what kind fromhere, with the pilot's conpartnment
curtai ned off. The captain was probably a doctor, and Schaefer was now awake
enough to spot the nedical insignia-yes, an army doctor

Schaefer turned to ook to either side. Two other men were crouched
near by- nore nedi cal personnel, in whites rather than military garb. Two
ot hers, soldiers who | ooked |ike guards, sat farther back

And at his feet sat General Philips.
Schaefer stared at the general for a nonent.

He had dealt with Philips before, when those things fromouter space had
cone prowing the Big Apple. Philips was a bastard, no question about it, but
he wasn't such a robot as Smithers or the others. Schaefer's brother Dutch had
actually liked Philips, and Schaefer hinmself had seen signs of humanity in the
ol d war hor se.

"Seems |like | have fewer legal rights than | thought," Schaefer said. Hs
voi ce was weak and husky at first; he paused to clear his throat. "Maybe |I'm
just a dumb cop, General, but isn't kidnapping still illegal in this country?
Not to mention nurder."

Philips gl owered at Schaefer.

He hated dragging civilians into this, especially unwilling ones, but when
he' d been call ed back, after those nonths of inaction, and had seen what
they'd left himto work with, he'd known he was going to need hel p.

Hi s experts had all been reassigned; research had been stopped dead.
Col onel Smithers and his nmen had been wor ki ng count erespi onage and had been
pul l ed off that and put back under Philips's comand just the night before.
Captain Lynch's teamwas still intact, but they'd nostly been marking tine,
training in marksmanshi p and denolitions and unarmed conbat and not |earning a
dammed t hi ng about the eneny they were supposed to fight.

Because with the researchers gone, nobody in the government knew, really
knew, anything about the aliens. They'd given himall the staff he asked for
all the authority to call in any help he wanted, and the only person Philips
had been able to think of who did know anything, and who could be | ocated on
short notice, was Schaefer.

They needed Schaefer. The fate of the whol e goddamm worl d coul d depend on
this man.

And Schaefer wasn't cooperating.

"Don't talk to ne about the |aw, Schaefer, the general retorted. "Sone

things transcend Man's | aws."

Schaefer's eyes narrowed. "And sonme things don't, General, and who



appoi nted you God's judge and jury, anyway? Those goons of yours blew away two
citizens back there!"

"Two citizens who were selling cocai ne and who had just hel ped nurder four
cops, Schaefer," Philips replied. "I didn't authorize Snmithers and his boys to
kill them but don't try to tell nme you really give a danm about what happened
to Baby or Arturo or Reggie."

Philips wasn't happy about how Snithers had handl ed matters, but he didn't
want to |let Schaefer know, this wasn't the time or place to argue about it.

"You know all their names?" Schaefer said. "Hey, |'minpressed.”

Much as he hated to admt it, he was slightly inpressed-he hadn't known
Reggi e' s nane hinself, nor that Raw ings and the others were definitely dead.

Baby and her friends had had it coming, then, but still, they should have
had their fair chance. Arturo had gone down shooting, but Baby and Reggi e had
been def ensel ess; they shouldn't have died.

"I do nmy honmework," Philips said. In fact, he'd been crammi ng desperately
ever since the phone call had cone.

He held up a nanila folder. "For exanple, | read up on you, Schaefer. You
grew up in Pennsylvania, you' re good with |anguages-fluent in Russian and
French, picked up sonme Gernman and Spani sh on the streets." The Russian was a
[ ucky break, Philips thought, but he didn't say so. "Joined the NYPD in 1978,
nmade detective in '86. W've got your military records, your department file,
hell, we've got your nmarks from grade school, right back to kindergarten-
noti ce you got “needs inmprovenment' for “works and plays well with others' for
three years straight. It |ooks |ike you haven't changed all that nuch since,
but | guess we'll just have to put up with you."

"No, you won't," Schaefer said. "You don't need to put up w th anything.
You can just land this contraption and let me off."

"No, we can't." Philips |eaned forward. "I thought Smithers told you
Schaefer. W need you."

"Why?" Schaefer started to sit up, then thought better of it as a wave of
di zziness fromthe aftereffects of the drugs swept over him "I seemto
renmenber you and your boys telling me to stay the hell out of it when those
things came to play in New York-in ny town. Now they're naking trouble
sonewhere el se, and you want nme to get involved?

Way? Maybe it's Washington this tine, and you' re afraid sone senator's
going to wind up as a trophy?"

"You know they're back,” Philips said. It wasn't a question

"OfF course | know they're back!" Schaefer said, sitting up and ignoring the
dizziness this tine. "For God's sake, Ceneral, do you really think |I'm as
stupid as that? What the hell else would you want ne for?"

"You're right, God damm you," Philips said. "They are back, and that's why
we want you."

"So where are they, that you can't just ignore then? Wwo are they killing
this time? Wy should 1 care?"

"I wouldn't have brought you in if it weren't absolutely essential to



nati onal security,” Philips said.

"Christ, it is Washington, isn't it?" Schaefer said. "Well, if it is, you
can all go fuck yourselves..."

Phili ps shook his head. He'd forgotten how quick Schaefer could be, that
despite his | ooks he wasn't just muscle, but this time he'd got it wong.

"Not Washington," he said, cutting Schaefer off. "It's not body counts
we're worried about this time. It's their technol ogy."

Schaefer frowned.

He didn't get it. Sure, it would be nice to have the gadgets those
creatures used, but the good ol U S. of A had gotten along just fine wthout
themfor a couple of centuries now "Wy is it suddenly so urgent to capture
their technol ogy?" he asked.

“"No," Philips said. "That's not it. Not exactly. It's not capturing
anyt hing that we need you for."

"Then what the hell is it?"
"Making sure their technology isn't captured.”
Schaefer stared at Philips.

Schaefer was certain that if it was Americans who captured sone of the
al i en gadgets the general would be turning cartwheels. So it wasn't Anericans
he was worried about. \Wo, then?

There nust be a spaceship down in sone hostile country sonewhere. That was
the only explanation that nmade sense.

But even that didn't nake nuch sense. The things only hunted in hot
climates. Sonehow, Schaefer couldn't see a bunch of Iraqi or Somali camnel
j ockeys, or Amazon tribesmen, figuring out howto copy a starship's main
drive. "Were the hell are they, this time?" he denanded.

Philips nade a face, as if there were a bad taste in his nouth.

"Si beria," he said.

Chapter 11

Li eutenant Ligacheva watched out the wi ndow of the military transport plane
as the lights of Moscow slowy faded in the distance.

CGeneral Ponomarenko had thought he was puni shing her by sending her back to
Assyma, she was certain. He had al nost said as nmuch. Sending her back to the
cold and the darkness and the nonster that had slain her nen-of course that
was a punishment, was it not?

If the general thought so, then the general was a fool-at |least in that
regard.

Thi s was no puni shnent. She was a sol dier, sonething that Ponomarenko
seened to find inpossible to believe, and a soldier's first priority was duty.
Assyma was unquestionably where her duty lay. Assynma was where the nen she had
worked with for the past two nonths were still in danger from whatever was out
there on the ice.



She was a soldier, sworn to defend her people, and those people at Punpi ng
Station #12 were her people. Mscow had sent them out there and forgotten t hem
wat chi ng the pipeline was just another necessary but worthless job that had to
be done, and the nmen sent to do it were nothing to their comranders back in
the capital

But they were everything to Ligacheva. Pononarenko coul dn't have stopped
her fromreturning if he had tried; it would nerely have taken her |onger

She turned her gaze to what |ay ahead of the plane. She could see nothing
out there but haze and darkness. Somewhere ahead of her was Assyma. Sonewhere
out there were her home, her post, her duty-and whatever it was that had
sl aught ered her squad.

She stared into the darkness and wondered what Gal yshev and the others she
had | eft behind were doing about the killer out there in the night.

At that nonment, in the science station of the conplex at Assyma, Gal yshev
was | eani ng over Sobchak, once again angrily demandi ng answers to the
guestions he needed to ask, questions he couldn't put clearly into words,
guestions that Sobchak understood anyway-and questions that Sobchak, nuch as
he wanted to, couldn't answer.

"I tell you, Galyshev, | don't know what happened to the squad," Sobchak
repeated. "You were there when the villagers brought the lieutenant in, and
when they cane to pick her up-you know as nuch as | do."

"NO " Galyshev said. "You spoke to Mdscow on the radio. They asked for
you. "

"But they didn't tell me anything! They just asked questions."
"They didn't tell you anything?"

"Only that they had flown the |lieutenant straight to Mdscow for
guestioning, they told ne that nuch, and they said they'd send nore nen back
with her, but that's all they said, | swear it!"

"That's not good enough!" Gal yshev raged, slanming a gloved fist against
the concrete wall. "You sent for Lieutenant Ligacheva, Sobchak! You told her
about sonet hing out there, she took the squad to investigate it, and no one
cane back! Now, tell me what you sent her there to find! Wat's out there,
Sobchak?"

"I don't know! | told you, | had seisnic readings, radiation readings, and
| sent her to find out what caused them | don't know"

"You don't just |ose an arny squad, Sobchak, not even out here,"” Gl yshev
i nsisted. "They had the truck, the truck had a radio, they had plenty of
weapons and fuel. What happened to thenP"

"I don't know " Sobchak was al nost weeping. "The authorities wouldn't tel
me anything! Al they told nme was that the whol e squad was gone, and the
i eutenant was on her way to Mbscow "

"CGone? How, gone? Were, gone? Are they dead, are they ki dnapped?"

Sobchak turned up his enpty hands and shook his head. "Ya nye znayu --- |
don't know," he said again.

Gal yshev glared at him Sobchak was sweating, but he kept it so warmin



this roomof his that Galyshev couldn't be sure whether that was nervousness
or just because Sobchak was overheat ed.

I f Sobchak got really scared, he m ght start babbling or break down
conpletely; that wouldn't help. Even through his anger, Galyshev could see
that. He tried to force hinself to be cal mand reasonabl e.

"Li sten, Sobchak," he said. "The nmen are frightened, and | can't blane
them There's talk of a strike, of shutting down the punps-tell ne sonething
can use to calmthemdown, to ease their fears of whatever's out there."

"Qut there?" Sobchak asked. He | aughed nervously, recovering hinself
somewhat, and wi ped at the sweat on his forehead. "I would be afraid of
Mbscow, and what they'll do to whoever they choose to blame for this, not of
what Ligacheva went to investigate. Yes, there was sonething out there,
sonet hing that registered on the seisnograph, sonething hot, sonething
radi oactive-but it's out there, whatever it is, out in the snow, it's not in
here. The walls are concrete, the doors are steel-what are the nmen scared of,
Gal yshev, ghosts? Are they chil dren?"

Gal yshev's tenper snapped. He was a big man, he'd worked his way up from
the construction crews that built the pipeline; he grabbed the dirty white
| apel s of Sobchak's lab coat and lifted. The scientist came up out of his seat
and hung in Galyshev's grip like a rag doll

"Damm you to hell, Sobchak!" Gal yshev growl ed. "Locked in here with your
papers and your nmanuals and your neters you haven't felt it, but the rest of
us have!" He shook Sobchak as a terrier shakes a rat. "There's sonething out
t here, Sobchak! W all knowit, we've sensed it. It's out there, watching and
waiting. It took the squad, | knowit did-dead or alive | can't say, but it
took them whatever it is. And steel doors or not, it mght try for us!"

“You're mad," Sobchak gasped.

Gal yshev flung the scientist back into his chair. "Mad?" he said. "Maybe I
am But if I'"'mnot, then there's sonmething out there, and it's not going to
stop with the soldiers. Sooner or later, it's comng for all of us!"

"That's ridicul ous!" Sobchak said. "Ridiculous! There is something out
there, Galyshev, or there was-but it's not some arctic ghost nmonster cone to
eat us all in our beds. My best guess is that it's an Anerican pl ane or
satellite, down on the ice."

"Anericans?" Gal yshev straightened, startled. "Wat would Amrericans want
her e?"

"Who knows?" Sobchak replied. "But the inpact of a downed plane, a |large
one, woul d account for the seismc disturbance. Burning fuel could have been
responsi bl e for the heat, and who knows what m ght have caused the radiation
eh? Isn't sonething like that far nore likely than your ghosts that wal k
t hrough wal | s?"

Gal yshev considered that. "And the missing soldiers?" he asked.

Sobchak shrugged. "Anbushed by the Anericans, perhaps, or caught in an
explosion ..."

Gal yshev frowned. "Was there an expl osion?" He gestured at the sei snographs
and ot her equi pnent.

"Well ... well, it's hard to be sure," Sobchak said, which Gal yshev



i medi ately realized neant there was no evidence of any explosion. "The storm
di storted the readings. But there nmight have been one, | can't tell. A smal
one."

Gal yshev gl ared at Sobchak. "You believe this?" he denanded.

Sobchak | et out his breath in a deep sigh. "I told you, Galyshev, | don't
know. | ama scientist-l believe what | can see, what | can denonstrate,
take nothing on faith. This idea about downed Americans is ny best hypothesis,
but | have no way to test it, not until the storm stops and Lieutenant
Li gacheva returns with nore soldiers."

"Very well," Galyshev said, turning away. "l accept that you do not know
what is out there, that it night be Anerican spies. You will watch your dials
and gauges then, Sobchak, and you will tell ne at once anything you |earn. And
if you speak to the authorities again, or anyone else, you will tell ne that,
as well. Now, I'Il try to calmthe nmen, to get us all back to work."

"Very good," Sobchak said primy as he began reconstructing his custonmary
cal m detachnment. "Thank you, Gal yshev."

Gal yshev marched out through the barren anteroom of the scientific station
and back down the corridor toward the rest of the conplex. After the danp heat
of Sobchak's hi deaway the cool air of the passage was |like a braci ng shower,
clearing away the fog.

The men wouldn't like this, that the authorities had said nothing. They
woul d be pleased to hear that nore soldiers were com ng, perhaps |ess pleased
to hear that the cocky young Lieutenant Ligacheva was returning with themthe
men | i ked her well enough, and Gal yshev included hinmself in that, but they
still had doubts about her abilities. She was still very young for an officer
and despite her efforts to prove herself any man's equal, she was still a
worman, though admittedly perhaps an exceptional one. The nen might well have
preferred a nore experienced, nore authoritative officer in charge, and
Gal yshev woul dn't blame themfor it if they did.

As for the rest of it, they might or might not accept Sobchak's guess that
it was a crew of downed Anericans who were responsible for the squad's
di sappearance. Wiile it might be the nost |ogical explanation, it didn't fee
right to him and Gal yshev knew the others would think the sane.

He could feel the cold seeping into the corridor through the concrete walls
as he wal ked. He even thought he could hear the wi nd how i ng overhead.

Wiy woul d Anericans venture into this white wastel and, this frozen corner
of hell? Americans were soft creatures who lived in warm easy places |like
Florida and California; why woul d they ever | eave their sunny hones to cone to
this cold, bleak |and of nonths-1ong nights?

It was al nost easier to believe in arctic ghosts.

Chapter 12

Mast er pipefitter Sergei Yevgenyevich Buyanov was not at all happy to be
out in the snow, walking the station's pair of guard dogs.

Odinarily he wasn't supposed to handle themat all; that had been
Sal ni kov's job. But Sal ni kov hadn't come back from Sobchak's little errand, so
someone had to take the dogs out, and Buyanov had been ordered to do it. He
had made the nmistake of admtting that he knew somnet hi ng about dogs.



The dogs didn't seemvery happy about the state of affairs, either, and it
wasn't just the cold, Buyanov was certain of that. Instead of trotting al ong
as they usually did, sniffing at anything interesting, they hugged the
station's walls and seenmed to be constantly whining, heads down, or else
staring out into the icy gloomof the arctic night and maki ng unhappy noi ses
in their throats.

At first Buyanov had thought it was just him that the dogs didn't |ike
him that they m ssed Sal ni kov, but when they didn't inprove, and it sank in
that they al ways both | ooked into the darkness in the sanme direction, he
reconsi der ed.

There was sonet hi ng sonewhere out there that they didn't Iike.

But there wasn't anything out there, Buyanov told hinself. It was quiet and
clear. The storm had ended, at |east for the nonent-everyone who had been here
for nore than a single winter seened to agree that this was probably just a
lull and they could expect howl ing winds and blinding snow to come sweeping
back down on themat any tinme, but right now the air was cal mso cold and
still that it seemed alnost solid, as if all the world were encased in
crystal.

Did the dogs sense a new storm coni ng?

That couldn't be it-there were storns here all the tinme, and Buyanov had
never heard of the dogs being spooked |ike this before.

There had been all those stories about the mssing squad, about ghosts or
nonsters or some crazy Anerican commando ni ssion, but Buyanov hadn't believed
any of that-and he didn't see anything. He stared repeatedly in the direction
that seermed to worry the dogs and coul dn't make out anything but snow, ice,
and t he overcast sky.

"What the hell's the matter with you?" he demanded, tugging at the |eashes
as the dogs crouched, staring out into the wlderness. "There's nothing out
there!"

Just then a puff of wind swept down at themfromthe nearby hilltop; snow
swirled around Buyanov's boots. As if that had shattered the stillness gusts
and eddi es began to appear everywhere.

That new stormwas definitely com ng, Buyanov deci ded, and m ght break any
nonent. The stormwas coning, and he wanted to get back inside, where it was
warm where he wouldn't have to worry about these crazy dogs, and where he
wouldn't find hinself half believing children's stories about snow denons or
ghosts. Next thing you know, he told hinself, I'Il start believing Baba Yaga's
out there, comng in her chicken-1egged house to snatch me up for her stewpot.

"Come on!" he said angrily, giving both the | eashes anot her Yank

The dogs didn't nove. The big female growl ed, deep in her throat. This
wasn't just worry, Buyanov knew he di d know sonet hi ng about dogs, or he
woul dn't have spoken up and woul dn't have been given this duty. That was a
serious warning, that grow, and Buyanov knew it. That wasn't playing, or any
sort of lowlevel threat; that was a "back off right nowor 1'Il rip your
throat out" grow, nothing halfhearted or playful about it. If any dog had
ever grow ed at Buyanov |ike that, he'd have backed down inmedi ately.

She wasn't growing at him though. She was growling at sonething out
t here.



"There's nothing out there," Buyanov repeated, baffled and fri ghtened.
"Just the wind."

The dog barked angrily, once, her hot breath a dense cloud in the cold air.
The wi nd picked up just then, and snow sprayed up fromthe hillside,
glittering white in the light fromone of the station's few wi ndows, |like a
flurry of dianond dust.

The storm was coming, no doubt about it, and conming fast. Buyanov realized
suddenly that that eerie stillness nmust have been the cal mbefore the storm
t hat peopl e spoke about. Wnd roared in the distance.

"Cone on," he said, pulling at the |eash

The big dog jerked back, and the | eather strap slipped from Buyanov's
gl ove. The dog i medi ately charged up the hillside, her |egs churning through
the drifts as she bounded away into the darkness and swirling snow.

"No!" Buyanov shouted. "Cone back, damm it!"

The dog didn't cone back, and by the time the echoes of his own shout had
di ed away Buyanov coul dn't hear her anynore over the nounting how of the
Wi nd.

"Cod damm it," Buyanov said as he dragged the other dog growing and
yappi ng around the final corner to the door. The dog planted his feet, but
Buyanov was bi gger and stronger, and with just the one dog now he could rely
on brute force to haul the animal to the door

He shoved the heavy steel door open and caught a faceful of warm danmp air
that felt like a foretaste of heaven; the entryway was unlit, but |ight
spilled out fromsomewhere farther inside, tenmpting Buyanov.

He did not yield. He had to track down and recover the other dog.

"Get in there," he said, shoving the other dog inside. Then he flung in the
| eash and sl anmed the door, shutting the dog inside and hinself outside in the
storm

He woul d have to be careful when he returned, he rem nded hinself, and make
sure that the stupid cur wasn't waiting there to lunge out the instant the
door opened agai n.

Ri ght now, though, he intended to find the first dog and haul her back

"I should let you freeze, you stupid bitch,”" he muttered as he | ocated the
dog's tracks and began following themup the hillside. The wind was fierce
now, already approaching gale force; he shielded his eyes with one gl oved
hand, trying to see clearly through wind and snow and ni ght. He would have to
nove quickly if he didn't want to lose the trail-drifting snow would cover it
in mnutes, he was sure.

"When | find you, I'll ..." he began, but then he stopped; he couldn't
think of any appropriate vengeance that he would dare take on Sal ni kov's dogs.
"By God, |I'Il do sonething, you miserable ..." He peered into the darkness; he

was over the hilltop now

Sonet hing slamred into him sonmething big and soft and heavy that hit him
hard. He toppled backward into the snow and felt the cold crystals spray into
his boots and gloves and collar, felt the icy hardness of the ground as he
| anded flat on his back.



He blinked, clearing the snow fromhis eyes, and saw what had hit him

His missing dog lay on his chest, her face nere centineters fromhis own.
Her eyes were blank and staring, and blood was trickling fromher open nouth.

"What..." He sat up, enough adrenaline punping through his veins that the
dead dog's wei ght nmight as well not even have been there. As he rose the dog
rolled down to he lifelessly across his |egs.

Bl ood was everywhere, on his coat and his boots and his |eggings and
thickly matted on the dog's fur

The dog had been gutted. Something had ripped open her belly in tw | ong
slices, side by side

"What coul d have done this?" he asked, staring.

Then he realized that the dog had not junped on him the corpse had been
flung. What could have thrown it with such force?

He | ooked up, and there they were, three of them standing in the snow,
wat chi ng him

They were bigger than humans; the shortest was well over two nmeters. They
were shaped nore or less like nen, but their faces were hidden by nmetal masks,
their hands ended in claws. They wore no coats, despite the cold, and bristled
with unfam |iar weaponry. Their skin was yellow, where it showed; their hair,
if it was hair, was worn in long, decorated, snakelike braids that flapped
eerily in the w nd.

"My God," Buyanov whi spered.

They stood, notionless, watching him for a | ong nonent. Buyanov stared
back.

Gradual |y sense returned. These, Buyanov realized, were undoubtedly the
snow devils, the arctic ghosts, that had taken the sol diers. Wen he
understood that, he expected to die within seconds of that first sight.

Then he saw that they weren't approaching him They weren't killing him
They were just standing there.

They had gutted the dog, but she had undoubtedly attacked them They had
al nost certainly killed or captured the missing soldiers, but they, too, had
presunably intruded where they weren't wel cone.

Buyanov hadn't done anything to anger them had he? They were going to |et
himgo, he told hinmself; that was why they hadn't killed him He hadn't neant
them any harm so they were letting him go.

He scranbled to his feet, shoving the dead dog asi de, and backed sl owy
away.

They didn't nove.

Buyanov bowed awkwardly. "Thank you, ny lords," he said, stunbling over the
unfam |iar pre-Soviet words. He had never before in his life called anyone
"lord," had never heard the termused except in satires and historical dranas,
but what el se could he say to these creatures, these ice denons?

He turned, trying to decide whether to walk or run. He took two short
steps, trying to naintain sone trace of dignity, then glanced back



The nearest of the denons took a step closer. It noved swiftly, with an
appear ance of inmense power. Its face was hidden by its mask, unreadable, but
Buyanov read hostility in the way it stood, the way it noved; he ran

As he neared the station he began shouting, "Open the door! Help! Help ne!"
He slammed into the door, too hysterical to work the heavy hatchl ock nechani sm
at first, and pounded on it with both fists.

A monent | ater the door swung open, and two worried faces peered out at
hi m

"Sergei!" sonmeone said. "Wat happened?"

"W saw the dog roam ng the corridors,” another said.

Buyanov staggered in, and the |arger of the two nen caught himas he fell,
exhausted from his pani cky run

"CGet that door closed," the man hol di ng Buyanov called to the other. "It
nmust be sixty bel ow outside!"

"Anatoli," the other man said as he slammed the door, "l|ook! Wat's that on
hi s coat?"

"Looks like frozen blood,"” the man hol di ng Buyanov said. "Sergei, what
happened?"

"Devils," Buyanov gasped. "Devils on the ice. |I've seen them Dmitril!"
The ot her two exchanged worried gl ances.

"We've got to warn the oth----" Buyanov began

He was interrupted by a | oud boonm ng as sonething slamred into the door
from out si de.

"What was that?" Anatoli shouted

Then all three nmen froze at the sound of tearing netal. An instant |ater
the gleaming tip of a jagged bl ade punched through the door

"But that door is steel," Anatoli said. "Ten centineters of steel!"”

Al three knew that to be true; the door was a massive slab of solid netal
designed to withstand the mightiest stormor the explosion of the pipeline
itself.

It didn't seemto matter; the jagged bl ade sliced down through the door
slowy, sawing back and forth, like a knife through hard cheese

"My God!" Dmitri said.

"Warn the others!" Buyanov said. He rolled off Dmitri's knees, caught
hi nsel f against the wall with one hand, and started to get to his feet.

As he did the ruined door slamed open, and there were those things.
Buyanov noaned.

"Devil!" Anatoli said.

Then, without warning, noving faster than human eyes could follow the
forenpst of the three creatures rammed a spear through Anatoli's chest.



Anatoli crunpled; with his lung pierced he couldn't even nanage a dying
scream

For an instant everyone renmai ned frozen, Anatoli hunched over the bl ade
that had killed him the other two staring in shock

Then the initial shock passed.
"Bastards!" Dmitri shouted. He ran for the nearest al arm box.

One of the creatures ran after him noving i nhumanly fast, so fast Buyanov
could not properly follow the notion; as Dmitri's hand reached for the alarm
handl e the thing' s hand sl amred down on the top of the Russian's head.

Dmtri staggered and fell to his knees, still reaching for the alarm
handl e. Buyanov watched, still too astonished and terrified to nove.

The thing swung its other hand back, and two curving, crooked bl ades
shapped into place, extending fromits wist past its clenched fist.

Still holding Dnitri's head with one hand, the creature plunged the pair of
curved bl ades into Dmitri's back.

Dmitri convul sed, jerking wildly, then collapsed linply into death-but in
his final spasm his hand cl osed on the al arm handl e and yanked it down.

Buyanov saw all that just before a tal oned, yell ow skinned hand smashed
across his face, knocking himto the floor. He | ooked up and screaned.

The last thing he saw was the approachi ng sandal as the thing set one foot

on his face; then the creature leaned its full weight on Sergei Yevgenyevich
Buyanov and crushed his skull as if it were the shell of an annoying beetle.

Chapter 13

Gal yshev had decided to pay another call on Sobchak, and was just stepping
into the geol ogi st's workroom when the al arm sounded.

The superintendent | ooked up, startled.

“What the hell is that?" he demanded.

"An alarm" Sobchak said.

"Why?" Gal yshev asked sharply. "Sonething wong with the pipeline?"

"Not hi ng that shows on ny equi pnent," Sobchak said, |ooking around at the
ranked gauges. "But |'ve lost the feed fromthe sensors at the east door."

"Sonet hing's breaking in over there?" Gl yshev demanded, tensing.
"I don't know," Sobchak said, staring at the neters. "I can't tell."

"Well, then I'Il find out for nyself!" Galyshev turned and charged out of
the room heading for the passage back to the main part of the conplex.

Sobchak wat ched Gal yshev go, then | ooked at the equi pnent again.

He didn't have any real surveillance equipnent-this was science, not the
KGB--but when this nonitoring station had been set up they'd had the
possibility of accidents, or sabotage, in mnd. There were thernp-sensors and
baronmeters and remcounters and even m crophones scattered through the entire



conplex, along with the seismc monitors. The theory had been that if the
pi peline burst, or a fire started, the station's scientists would be able to
track the effects through heat, pressure, radiation, and sound.

Sobchak reached over and turned on all the interior nonitors, one by one.
Last of all he turned on the speaker for the mcrophones in the east corridor

He i mmediately turned the vol ume down; the screans were deafening.
"My God," he said. He |ooked at the other readings, trying to understand.

Sobchak judged that sonething big and hot had come in through the east door
and was movi ng down the corridor, deeper into the station-the tenperature and
barometric pressure at the sensors nearest the door were dropping steadily, as
if the door was open or even gone, but at the next set the tenperature was
hi gher than before.

And the radioactivity levels in the east corridor were running about tw ce
what they should be, still harnmless, but inexplicable.

The screanms, too, were inexplicable-and terrifying.

Sobchak was a man of science. He didn't believe in arctic ghosts. All the
same, he got up and cl osed the door of his workroom and |ocked it.

"To keep in the heat,"” he told hinmself. "That's all, to keep in the heat."

He | ooked around and noticed that he'd left his coat and boots out in the
anteroomhe didn't like to have themin the workroom the equi pnent was packed
in so tightly that they got in the way. He didn't open the door to retrieve
them though. They could wait out there.

In the main station there were nmen mlling about in the comopn room unsure
what to do, as Gal yshev burst fromthe tunnel

"Sir, what's going on?" soneone called. "Wat's happeni ng? Wiy the al arn®?"

"Somet hing's broken in the east door,"
find out who it is!"

Gal yshev called. "W're going to

The nen gl anced at one anot her uneasily.
"But, sir.. ."
"W're not soldiers..."

"We're still men, aren't we?" Galyshev demanded. "And there are guns in the
arnory, aren't there?"

" Ar nory?"

The gl ances the nmen exchanged now were consi derably nore hopef ul

"W may not be trained soldiers,"” Galyshev said, "but we can still fight
when our hone is invaded!" He marched down the corridor to the soldiers
barracks, and after a brief hesitation the others foll owed him

Li eutenant Ligacheva had not bothered to lock it before | eading her squad
out on their fatal investigation. The squad' s weapons were gone, no one had
recovered themfromthe ice, but the reserves were still there, and nonents
| ater a dozen men were marching down the east corridor with AK-74s in their
hands. Gal yshev had taken a quick roll call as he handed out weapons and knew



that three nen were missing, Sergei Buyanov, Dmtri Veins, and Anat ol
Shi veri ng.

No one present adnmitted to sounding the alarm presumably one of those
t hree had.

"There was nothing on the radio or the teletype?" Gal yshev asked as they
marched. "Nothing to warn us sonme sort of attack m ght be com ng?"

"Nothing at all," Shaporin replied.
"That bothers nme ..." Galyshev began

Then they turned the final corner, and a blast of icy wind fromthe ruined
door struck them It wasn't the wind that nade Gal yshev halt dead in his
tracks and stop speaking in m dsentence, though

It was the bl ood.

Bl ood was spattered all over the floor and one wall, great splashes of
bl ood, still wet.

"What happened here?" Gal yshev demanded.
There was no answer.

"Where are the bodies?" Shaporin asked fromjust behind. "Wwose blood is
it?"

"It couldn't just be paint?" sonmeone asked fromfarther back

Gal yshev shook his head. "It's not paint." He studied the floor, the
patterns of red, the drops and snears ..

"They went down there," he said, jerking the barrel of his gun. "Toward the
pipeline." He flipped off the safety. "Cone on!"

Sure enough, a thin trail of drops of blood led into the tunnel to the
mai nt enance ar eas.

"What's in there?" Rublev asked. "Wiat did this?"

"I don't know," Galyshev said, "and | don't care. Are you coming wth me or
not ?"

Rubl ev still hesitated.

"Come on, Rublev," Shaporin said. "You think it's nonsters in there?"

"Mre likely Chechen guerrillas,"” Leskov, the practical joker in the bunch
said. "After all, it's only what, two thousand niles from Chechnya to the
Yamal Peninsula? If no one told themthe war was over, it might've taken them
this long to get here!"

A few of the nmen grinned, but no one | aughed, that blood on the wall was
too fresh.

"I't's probably Anerican saboteurs," Gl yshev said seriously. "Woever or
what ever it is, you think these won't handle the job?" |lie hefted the AK-74.

The nen still hesitated.



"Well, I'mgoing," Galyshev said. "There are three men m ssing, and maybe
they aren't all dead, and if we hurry maybe they'|ll stay that way." He turned
and marched down the side tunnel

Reluctantly, first Shaporin, then Leskov, and finally the others foll owed
him Rublev cane | ast.

The little corridor ended in a | arge open space, a mai ntenance area under
t he pipeline. The chanber was intended to give easy access to any part of the
pi peline, fromthe huge valves to the i mense punpi ng equi prent at the north
end; it ran sonme sixty neters end to end, alnost the full length of the
underground portion of the station, and was a good fifteen neters w de. Thick
concrete pillars were spaced along the room s length, one every ten neters or
so. The oil-spattered floor was poured concrete, sloping slightly to inprove
drai nage, while the walls on either side were concrete block to a height of
about three neters. Above those walls a conplex nmaze of steel struts and
gi rders wove overhead, supporting and steadying the i nmense pipe, and Gl yshev
had never been sure what the walls up there, hidden behind that framework,
| ooked i ke.

Regul ations required that this entire area be kept clear, so in a crowded,
unconfortabl e station this huge open space renained virtually enpty, and
alnost unlit. CGalyshev reached for the switch at the end of the corridor and
flipped it up; three dimwork |lights cane on, but nost of the cavernous
chanber remnai ned dark

There shoul d have been nore, he knew, they nust have burned out. He'd want
to do something about that later, during the next round of maintenance.

He stared out into the di mess, scanning the i nmense chanber for his eneny,
whoever it mght be; the AK-74 was ready in his hands.

Not hi ng noved, anywhere that he could see. There were no intruders, nothing
out of place. He heard a faint dripping, but that wasn't unusual; not only did
the lubricant fromthe punps sonetines | eak, but the tenmperature differential
between the station's air and the pipeline itself often produced heavy
condensati on on the pipe.

He gl anced up at the pipeline, nore out of habit than concern, and froze.
"Holy Mary," he said
Not all of the spots on the floor, Galyshev realized, were water or oil

Three headl ess corpses were dangling by their ankles fromthe stee
framewor k overhead, dangling and dripping blood into puddl es that were slowy
oozi ng down across the floor into the waiting drains.

"So much for finding themalive," Leskov said, with no trace of hunor in
hi s voi ce.

"But who killed then?" Shaporin asked. "And where'd the killers go?"
"There," @Gl yshev said, pointing. "Rublev, you did your rounds?"
"Yes," Rublev said, trying to see where Gal yshev was pointing.

"See the boil er-room door?"

Rubl ev and the ot hers | ooked. The boiler plant was just the other side of
t he mai ntenance area, closed off by a sinple wooden door, a door that was



supposed to be kept closed at all tines. Woever had the duty of naking the
daily security round was supposed to check that door

"But that was closed!" Rublev protested. "I tried it nyself!

"I"'msure it was," Galyshev said. "Cone on."

"But there aren't any lights on in there,
advanci ng across the concrete.

Shaporin said as the group began

"I"ve heard that the Americans use infrared goggles to see in the dark,"
Leskov said. Galyshev glanced over at him expecting the coment to be turned
into a joke, but Leskov wasn't smling.

Gal yshev renenbered who had had watch duty in the boiler roomthat
shift-Dmitri Vesnin, Leskov's best friend. Vesnin had presumably gone to see
what was happening at the east door, and now his body was one of the three
dangling in the maintenance area.

"Aneri cans?" Shaporin said. "You think Amrericans woul d hang t hem upsi de
down |ike that?"

"Who el se could it be?" Leskov asked.

"Or what else could it be,"” Rublev said. "How could it be anything human?
How | ong woul d it take to clinmb up there and hang themup |ike that?" He
gestured with the barrel of his weapon.

"Let's take a look in there and find out,’
toward the boiler plant.

Leskov said, taking a step

"Whoever did this may still be in there, or they may not,'
novi ng along with Leskov. "You wait here-cover ne."

Gal yshev sai d,

"The others can cover us both," Leskov said. "Those were ny friends."
"M ne, too," Galyshev said. "Cone on, then."

Si de by side, the two men advanced across the maintenance area, stalking as
if the boiler roomwere the lair of some dangerous beast-which, Gl yshev
thought, it mght very well be. He had tal ked bravely about how there were no
nonsters out there on the ice, but he knew they weren't all that far fromthe
ol d nuclear testing ground on Novaya Zem ya, and visions of horribly nutated
pol ar bears were lurking sonewhere in the back of his nind

Sobchak had sai d sonet hing about higher-than-normal radiation |evels back
when all this trouble first started, Galyshev renenbered that all too well.
The scientists all said that the stories of radi oactive mutants were nonsense,
bad American science fiction-but the scientists had |lied before or been wong
bef ore.

And why woul d any human being hang those corpses up like that? It had to be
sone sort of beast!

He crept up to one side of the door, while Leskov took a position at the
ot her. Gal yshev waved to Leskov to wait, then | eaned over and slid one hand
t hrough the door, groping for the Iight switch

"They'd have an advantage with the |ight behind -neg,
Leskov. "I need to see them"

he whi spered to

Leskov nodded.



Gal yshev's fingers found the switch. He tensed, braced hinself-then flicked
the switch and burst through the door, AK-74 ready.

It took hima nonment to understand what he saw.

The door opened on a short passageway, a neter or so long, that led into
the main boiler room That boiler roomwas not well l[it, even with the four
ceiling lights on; it was a shadowy place of hissing pipes, black dust, and
the orange glow fromthe burners.

This was the heart of the heating systemfor the entire conpl ex-here oi
was burned to boil water into steam which was circul ated through a network of
pi pes and radiators to every inhabited portion of Station #12. The oil cane
straight fromthe fields, so it was heavy, dirty stuff, and despite the
chi meys and bl owers soot seeped out into the boiler plant, covering
everything with black grit.

The room was sweltering hot, of course, despite the biting cold outside the
station. The heat radiated off the main boiler in waves of rippling air. The
nmetal sides of the boiler were too hot to touch, new workers arriving at the
station sometines put thenselves in the infirmary with second-degree burns
whi | e di scovering this.

Gal yshev had been working in Assyma for years; he would no nore have
touched the boiler than he would have thrust his bare hand into |live coals.

It took hima nonent, therefore, to realize that he really did see three
bi g, nan-shaped creatures | eaning up against the boiler,, their backs pressed
tight to the unbearably hot netal.

He coul dn't shoot them he realized; his fire would hit the boiler. The
nmetal walls were thick, but the boiler was old, and was designed to hold
pressure in, not to keep bullets out. It mght explode if he shot at it.

These things were unquestionably the killers, though. They held things |ike
spears, there were jagged blades on their wists ...

And they weren't hunman at all, he realized. Not only could they press up
agai nst netal heated to 120 degrees Cel sius wi thout being burned, but they
were huge, their skin was yellow sh, their nails black and hard and poi nted,
like claws. They wore strange netal masks that hid their faces conpletely,
whi | e el sewhere nuch of their inhunman fl esh was exposed.

They not only weren't burned, they seenmed to relish the heat.
"My God," Galyshev said as it sank in just what he was seeing.

The three masked faces turned to | ook at him Sonething noved- not one of
the creatures thensel ves, but something on the shoul der of the one nearest
Gal yshev, sonething hunped and bl ack that lifted up and pivoted to point at
hi m

Three red dots roved briefly before settling onto Gal yshev's face.

A weapon, Galyshev realized, and he started to duck, to point his own

weapon, but the blue-white fireball tore his head off before he had had tine
to fully react.

Leskov had not yet |ooked into the room though he had been tenpted upon
seei ng how Gal yshev was staring; he was holding hinself back, staying in
reserve, letting Galyshev take the |l ead here. Galyshev was the superintendent,



after all.

Then somet hing flashed blue-white, nmonentarily blinding Leskov. Gal yshev's
AK-74 stuttered briefly as the superintendent's finger squeezed the trigger in
a dying spasm and when Leskov coul d see again Gal yshev's headl ess corpse was
falling to the fl oor

Leskov |l et out a wordless scream of rage and fear and swung hinself into
the doorway, firing wldly.

He never even saw them He saw a blur, and then felt the hot shocking pain
of a blade ripping through his belly, and then Leskov died, falling beside
Gal yshev, the AK-74 spraying bullets across the boiler-roomceiling as he
t oppl ed backwar d.

On the other side of the maintenance area the others watched in horror
They saw the blue-white flash, saw Gal yshev and Leskov fall, but they didn't
see the eneny, didn't see what had killed the two.

"What happened to t hen?" Shaporin asked. He raised his voice and shout ed,
"Who are you? Wio's in there? Wiy are you doing this?"

No one answered.
"I don't like this," Rublev said. "I'mno soldier
I"mgetting out of here." He began creepi ng backward up the corridor

Then there was another blue-white flash, this one tearing across the ful
wi dt h of the mai ntenance area, and Shaporin crunpled to the concrete, his
chest blown apart. Rublev turned and ran

None of the nen ever got a clear look at their attackers; the things noved
too fast, the light was poor. A few fired their weapons wildly into the
dar kness, hoping to hit sonething, but without effect.

Five nore nen died before they could even attenpt to flee; Rublev was the
only one to nake it as far as the nmain corridor. He didn't turn to see if
anyone was pursuing him didn't turn to see what had happened to his conrades.

He didn't see the spear until it had punched through his body. Then he
glinpsed the barbed, red-coated blade for only an instant before he died.

Rubl ev' s body hung linply on the spear for a nonent as the creature | ooked
around, scanning the corridor for any further sign of life.

Then it flung the corpse aside and returned to the warnth of the boiler
pl ant .

Chapter 14

James Theodore Ridgely, U S. anbassador to the United Nations, had never
trusted the Russians lie, hadn't trusted them when they called thensel ves
Sovi ets and preached their Conmuni st bullshit about historic inevitability,
and he didn't trust them now when they called thensel ves Russians again and
tal ked about the brotherhood of nations.

He didn't mind if they knewit, either-in fact, he took pride in thinking
he was doing his bit to et the Russkies know they weren't fooling everybody.
That m ght, he thought, help keep themin I|ine.



And soneone, going by the intelligence report he'd just received, was sure
as hell out of line now Four hundred percent increase in background radiation
in the Assyma region on the Yamal Peninsul a? Huge |localized rise in
tenmperature? That didn't happen by itself, or because sone factory worker
dropped a cani ster

He had had to check a map to be sure just where the hell the Yanal
Peni nsul a was. Northwestern Siberia, on the Arctic Ccean-not that you were
ever likely to see any open seawater that far north! That was hundreds of
mles fromthe border with the Norwegi an part of Lapland, thousands of nmiles
fromthe Bering Strait.

The niddl e of fucking nowhere, that's where the Yamal Peninsul a was.

So of course this Assyma place was an oil field. One of the col dest, nopst
barren places on Earth, colder than the North Pole itself, and the Russians
wer e punpi ng thousands of barrels of high-grade oil out of the ground there.

Ri dgely sonetimes, in his nore profanely inmaginative nonments, thought that
God had been pl ayi ng ganes when He deci ded where to put petrol eum deposits. It
seened as if He had gone | ooking for the nost m serable, useless places He
could possibly put the stuff godforsaken deserts, icy hellhol es, underwater

maybe CGod just didn't like oil, so He tried to put it in places where He
woul dn't have to |l ook at it, places that belonged to the nobst unpl easant
peopl e avail abl e.

So, of course, the Yamal Peninsula was just filthy with the stuff.

G| wasn't radioactive, though. That wasn't any oil spill or wellhead fire
that the satellites had spotted. And there weren't supposed to be any nucl ear
power plants anywhere around there.

There probably weren't any power plants. Building a nuclear plant in the
nm ddl e of an oil field a thousand mles fromthe nearest city-now, that would
be way up there on the stupidity lists. It was a safe bet even the Russians
weren't that dunb. Ridgely wouldn't have put it past the lIranians or the
French, but the Russians knew better

The flare-up was too far inland to be a grounded subnmarine with reactor
trouble. The Russians still had plenty of subs cruising the arctic, but there
woul dn't be any reactor |eaks a hundred mles fromthe coast.

Not natural, not a power plant, not a sub-that |eft weapons.

It had to be weapons, and nessing around with nucl ear weapons there was
definitely out of Iine. The Russians swore they were di sassenbling nukes, not
buil ding them and that sort of radiation and heat spill could equally well
have cone froman accident in either assenbly or disassenbly, but all the
of ficial disassenbly was going on in the south, not way the hell up in the
arctic.

So sonebody was up to sonething.

Ri dgely wasn't entirely convinced it was the boys in Mdscow. It could just
as easily have been one of the various |oony factions that were causing
trouble over there, the nationalists or the |l eftover Conmies or the loca
maf i as, but whoever it was, Mdscow had to know about it, and they shoul d have
passed on a quiet word or two to sonmeone, just so no one would get too upset.

They shoul d have tol d sonmeone, and nost likely, they should have told him



Ri dgely had gotten a few sub-rosa reports fromhis Russian counterparts in
his day, and had now and then passed themalong a fewlittle warnings of his
own. Just because he didn't trust the sneaky bastards was no reason to risk
letting the whole fucking world blow up in his face over sonme trivial little
m sunder st andi ng.

He hadn't gotten any word on this one, though
He dropped the printout, picked up the phone, then hesitated.

These were nukes they were tal king about. This was the big time. And on the
arctic coast, the only logical place to ai mnukes was over the pole at North
America. If this was a bunch of Islamic terrorists or sone African government
trying to pick up a little atom c blackmail fodder on the cheap, those
readi ngs woul d have been down in the Caucasus or central Asia somewhere, not
in Siberia.

It mght be Zzhirinovsky's crazies or sonething, but by God Mbscow shoul d
have told them by now, they'd had a couple of days, and Ridgely hadn't heard a
peep. A phone call just wasn't going to do an adequate job of expressing
Ameri can di spl easure at that silence.

This called for a personal visit.
A public personal visit.
He picked up the phone after all and punched the button for his secretary.

"Yes, Anbassador?" she said instantly. Ridgely smled. He appreciated
conpet ence.

"Steffie, honey," he said, "I'mgoing to be paying a little visit on the
Russi an anbassador at.." he glanced at the clock-"at about two, I'd say." That
woul d be after Grigori got back fromlunch, but before he got busy, and if his
lunch ran late, then Ridgely could canp out and nake a show of it. "I think

that if sonme of our friends fromthe press happened to cone by about then
they mght be interested in what |'ve got to say to the old boy."

"On or off the record?" Steffie asked.

"Ch, | think this'll be on the record,"” Ridgely said, |eaning back in his
chair. "Nothing official, though, just a chat we don't mind having reported."

"CGot it, Anmbassador," Steffie said. "So is this a surprise visit, or should
I tell M. Komarinets's staff that you' re com ng?"

Ri dgely considered that. He noticed that she didn't bother asking if she
should try to make an appoi ntnent; Steffie knew her job.

"Make it a five-mnute warning, maybe," he said.

"Yes, sir."
Ri dgel y hung up the phone and smiled a tight little smle of satisfaction

Those bastards weren't going to get away with anything on his watch!
Chapter 15
My gover nnment knows nothing of any clandestine activity of any sort in that

area, M. Anbassador," Gigori Kamarinets had repeated, speaking not to
Ri dgely but directly into the CNN canera.



Ceneral Mavis stood with his hands cl asped behind his back as he wat ched
the report on the big TV in the situation room This Anbassador Komarinets was
good, no question---or nmaybe the folks in Mdscow had lied to him and he
honestly didn't know what was goi ng on

"Meeters," he said, "call soneone, neke sure Ridgely gets a cookie for
hel ping us out on this-an assignnent in Vienna, a shot on Larry King, whatever
makes hi m happy."

"Yessir, " Meeters replied. He stood where he was; Mavis hadn't said to
call now. And there wasn't any hurry; these things were best done discreetly,
not maki ng the connection too obvious. Mavis glanced at him

Meet ers | ooked uneasy, preoccupi ed-but then, why shouldn't he? According to
CNN, they might be working up toward World War 111

And they m ght be, at that, but not the way any of these people thought.

Mavi s turned back to the screen and watched for a few seconds nore, until
CNN cut to a commercial. Then he turned and headed down the corridor toward
his office.

Meeters, after an instant's hesitation, followed; when they were out of
earshot of the officers still watching the TV, he jogged a few steps to catch
up and said, "Excuse ne, sir-mght | have a word with you?"

Mavi s gl anced back at the other, then led the way into his office.

"Close the door if you like," he said as he sat down on a corner of his

desk. "What's on your nind?"

Meeters stepped in and closed the door. "Sir," he said, "I was there when
the prelimnary satellite reports cane in-1 was the one who rel eased that
first report, and at the time | was sure sonmeone was haul i ng war heads out
t here.

"And?" Mavi s said.

"Well, sir, I was wong," Meeters said. "I've been | ooking at the technica
reports, and | don't think we're seeing nmissiles out there. The figures don't

add up."

Mavi s nodded. "You figured that out all by yourself, did you?"

"Yessir," Meeters said. "And if those aren't bonbs or nissiles, then
Anbassador Ridgely and the rest could be stirring up a hornet's nest over a
threat that doesn't even exist. W might be ..."

Mavis held up a hand and cut himoff. "Stop right there." He stood up. "I
like you, Meeters, you're a good man, you take orders but you're not afraid to
nmake deci sions. You've got a good brain. And that's why |'mnot going to have
you arrested and thrown into protective custody."

Meeters blinked. "Sir?"

"Al'l right, that hot spot isn't any Russian -nmissiles,” Mavis said. "Think
it through, then. There's something there, so if it isn't nukes, what is it?"

Meet ers | ooked bl ank

“Think, man," Mavis said. "Wat nmight it be?"



"I don't know, sir."

"Whatever it is, there's a |lot of energy being thrown around, right?"

"Yes, sir "
"Well, then, maybe it's sonething our weapons people wouldn't mind getting
a look at." He decided to go ahead and let Meeters in on it if he picked up

t he cl ues.

"Maybe it's sonething we've had a shot at before and didn't get. Something
you probably heard runors about, but couldn't get confirned. Maybe you thought
those runors were bullshit, well, they weren't."

Meeters | ooked baffled. "I'"mnot follow ng you, sir," he said.

"Last time we saw sonething like this was six nonths ago, in New York,"
Mavi s sai d.

Meet ers | ooked bl ank; then his jaw dropped. "Ch, ny CGod," he said, suddenly
understanding. "I thought . . yes, | heard runors, but | thought it was a hoax
or a cover-up."

"No," Mavis said. "It's real.”
"But, sir-aliens? A spaceship?"

Mavi s nodded. "An entire fucking fleet of spaceships, actually. At |east,
in New York."

"Then ... excuse nme, sir, but what do we hope to acconplish this tinme, when
they're in Siberia? What's the point of blaming it all on the Russians?"

"The point is to keep the Russians busy, let 'em know we're watching
them and to keep our own people fromfiguring out what's goi ng on and
spreading it all over the news. W don't want anyone to know about these
creatures-it'd cause panic if too nuch got out."

"But these ... Doesn't the public..." Meeters paused, not sure where to
begi n; the whole issue was too large, so large that he couldn't quite believe
the mlitary had a right to keep the public ignorant.

"Listen, Meeters," Mavis said, "I don't know how much you heard about the
operation in New York, so let nme tell you a few things. These aren't cuddly
little E.T.s cone to invite us to join the Galactic Brotherhood. They're a
bunch of vicious bastards. W don't know for sure why they cone here, what
they want, or how they'll react to anything we do, but we do know that they
have technol ogy that nakes us | ook like a bunch of aborigines. If we go ahead
and tell everyone yes, we've been visited by nonsters from outer space, and
yes, they are nonsters, then we can guess sone of the reactions we'll get from
the public; we'll have panics and new religions popping up and crazi es bl ani ng
it on the CI A and people screaming at us for covering up and others saving
it's all a hoax. Right now we can't even prove it's not a hoax-those things
cover their tracks. Al that woul d be bad enough, but what worries us is how
they woul d react."

"They?"
"The aliens.”
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"Because, Meeters, we see three possible outconmes if word gets out that we
have these nasty visitors dropping in." He held up one hand and ticked off
fingers.

"First, they m ght not care-they might go on just as they always have.
That's arguably the best case all around, though since they do kill people
it's not ideal."

He raised a second finger

"Second, they mght just pack up and | eave. That means no nore killings,
but it also means we have no chance of |earning any nore about them or about
what ever el se might be out there waiting for us. W don't |ike that nuch. But
it still beats the third option."

He raised his third finger

"Third, they mght invade. They m ght just decide that the cat's out of the
bag and there's no nore point in subtlety. And if they do, Meeters, we're dead
meat . "

Meeters frowned. "Sir, the way | heard it," Meeters said, "we won in New
York."

"More of a draw, at best," Mavis said judiciously. "W didn't capture
anything, and we didn't beat them but they' re gone. They went away-but they
| eft because they were done with their visit, not because we really hurt them
And that was on our own territory, with everything in our favor. Those things
pl ay rough."

"So it's because of that third possibility that we're keeping quiet?"
"That, and ot her considerations."

"But what if they decide to invade anyway? Shoul dn't we be doi ng sonet hi ng
?ll

"We are, Meeters." Mavis sat down again. "That's what this whol e operation
is about. We're trying to get our hands on sone of their technology, to see if
we can't take a few junps forward so that if they do decide to take over, we
stand a fighting chance."

"You said they cover their tracks."

"Sure they do. But they're not infallible. W didn't capture anything in
New York or in the other visits we know about-and yes, there have been
others-but this time it's not a whole fleet. It |looks |Iike a solo, and one
that's run into trouble.” He pointed in the general direction of the situation
room " That landing in Siberia didn't |ook planned, Meeters. W mght be
| ooking at a shipweck rather than an invasion, so this could be the best
chance we'll ever have. W want whatever we can get that's out there. In fact,
we're sending a teamin after it, General Philips and a bunch of his boys."

Mavi s stood again. "And that's what the cover story is about, Meeters," he
said. "If the Russians scream about an intrusion on their territory, we'll
just say we were responding to a terrorist threat. Qur pal Ridgely just set
that up for us, and Konmarinets fell right into it by claimng his bosses

didn't know anything." He grimaced. "If we get what we're after, great; if we
don't, and the Russians don't, because those things get their ship flying
again and get away and cover their tracks as well as usual, we'll live with

that, too. If Philips and his teamget killed or captured, well, it's an



enbarrassnent, but they were an enbarrassnent anyway, and legally that whole
departnment doesn't even exist, it's all black budget-we could even claim
they're freelance. The inportant thing here is that we don't want to wi nd up
with those alien toys in Russian hands, and not in ours."

That said, he stared at Meeters, awaiting a reaction

Meeters stared back, unable to think of a reply; finally he sinply said,
"Yessir."

The helicopter pilot called back, "General Philips? W'll be on the ground
in five mnutes."

"CGood," Philips replied. "Radio ahead, tell Lynch to have the nen ready."

Schaefer snorted. "Lynch," he said. "Good nane, Wuldn't want to |let any
nasty little details like the aw get in the way."

Philips turned on himangrily. "Damm it, Schaefer," he said. "I wouldn't
have haul ed your ass down here if | didn't think we needed you, and nobody
el se. "

Schaefer glared silently at him He was tenpted to ask whether they'd ever
consi dered aski ng Rasche-after all, Rasche had pulled his own weight [ ast
sumer, same as he always did, and Rasche might still be naive enough, or
al truistic enough, or sonething enough, to have cooperated with Philips
wi t hout this nmuch hassle.

He didn't nention Rasche, though, because he didn't want to give the
general any ideas. Rasche had his owmn life out there in O egon, and Schaefer
wasn't about to do anything that could screw it up

"I've got a good team put together,’
actual conbat with those things."

Philips said, "but they've never seen

"What about all those boys you had on Third Avenue | ast sunmer?" Schaefer
asked. "Whatever happened to themthey all take early retirement or get hit by
the last round of “~Reduction in Force'?"

Philips shook his head. "Firing a few rounds at a spaceship isn't what |
had in m nd as actual conbat. You know sonet hi ng about those creatures,
Schaefer. You have a feel for the way they think. My nen don't."

"Teach 'em

"W're trying."

"So what are you doing to prepare 'en?" Schaefer asked. "Screening old
Codzilla novi es?"

"Dam it," Philips shouted, "we're hauling you down here to teach 'em"
"But why should I7?"

Philips gritted his teeth and glowered silently at Schaefer for a nonent.
Schaefer gl ared back

"You want the Russians to get their hands on one of those spaceshi ps?"
Philips said at |ast.

"I"'mnot sure it'd be any worse than you getting hold of one," Schaefer

retorted.



"Even if it's Zhirinovsky's crew that winds up with those shoul der cannon
or with spaceships? O if sone of those starving scientists of theirs sell a
few tidbits to the Iranians or the Serbs?"

Schaefer frowned and didn't answer the question. Instead he said, "I'm
still having a hard time buying this Siberia shit. General, you say you want
me because | know sonet hing about what they're like-well, one thing | knowis

that they hate the cold. So if you're really planning to ship ne out to the
ass end of nowhere, to | ook at a spaceship sonewhere north of the Arctic
Crcle, I'I'l tell you right nowthat I'mnot convinced it's really the sane
things we're dealing with this tine as it was before. Maybe it's sonme ot her
goddamm alien tourists who dropped in on us. Maybe Earth suddenly turned into
the trendy watering hole for half the gal axy, and instead of weapons we'll
just be picking up a bunch of cosmic beer cans."

"Jesus, you really work at being a hard-ass, don't you, Schaefer?" Philips
asked. "You |l ook for any reason you can find to nake this harder on everybody.
You think we're all idiots? You think we didn't check this out, didn't think
of the possibility that it's sonebody el se? Sure, those things like it hot,
but they don't like it radioactive-the ships in New York didn't |eak neutrons
when they | anded. This one did. And the ones in New York weren't spraying heat
around |ike a fucking furnace, and this one is."

"So it's not the sane gang," Schaefer said. "If you can handl e one species
of alien showing up on our doorsteps, why not two or three?"

"Because everything else fits, Schaefer, So they were in trouble when they
came down this tine. Sonething was fucked up sonewhere. It's the sane
creatures; it's just how they came down that's different. We think it was a
forced | andi ng, Schaefer, maybe a crash. Al the stories about the Roswell
saucer are a bunch of bull, but this one's real, which neans we m ght have a
good chance of getting a look at their technology-if the Russians don't get it
first."”

"And if they don't blowit all to hell. Renenber the one Dutch killed in
Central Anerica."

"You think we could forget?" Philips eyed Schaefer thoughtfully. "You stil
won' t hel p?"

"You haven't said anything to change ny mind," Schaefer said. "Wy should
care whether we beat the Russians? W beat 'emto the Mon, and all we got out
of that was Tang."

Philips nodded. "All right then, screw the patriotism approach,” he said.
"I'f you won't work with us because it's best for the country, how about for
your famly? This team these nen, this whole project, they nmean a lot to ne.
You help them help nme, and 1'll do what | can to get you sone information on
your brother."

Schaefer stared silently at himfor several |ong seconds. Then he asked,

"If I go along on this little jaunt of yours, you'll tell ne what happened to
Dut ch?"

"I try. "

Schaefer considered for another |ong nonent, then said, "I'Il think about

it."

Philips | ooked at Schaefer's face and decided not to push his luck. He sat
back and waited for the chopper to |and.



Chapter 16

The plywood targets were cut to roughly hunmanoi d shape and painted with
pictures of the alien predators, but done entirely in a dull blue that was
alnost invisible in the dinmy lit shooting range. Schaefer guessed that this
was supposed to nmake the targets resenble the effects of the things
invisibility field.

It didn't. The invisibility field had nade the damm things invisible, not
just hard to see; with that and how fast they noved, you were |lucky to catch
so much as a faint shinmer in the air before they ripped your head off.

Schaefer didn't bother nentioning this. Instead he watched silently as the
four big men with self-satisfied grins cut |oose with heavy-caliber autonatic
weapons and reduced three of the sheets of plywod to splinters.

The fourth target had one side ripped out, but remained |largely intact.

"This teamis the elite, Schaefer,"” Philips said. "Culled fromall three
servi ces. Wat do you think?"

"I think you're wasting a | ot of good plywood," Schaefer replied.

Philips didn't respond. He had a horrible suspicion that Schaefer was
ri ght.

The six men anbl ed down toward the other end of the range-the shooters to
i nspect their handiwork, and Schaefer because it seemed to be expected. The
four men who were supposed to be his students or teanmates carried their
weapons with themthat would be a violation of safety rules at an ordinary
range, but here it seenmed to be expected. Schaefer watched the way the four
wal ked- sel f-assured, cocky, suprenely confident.

Not good. Overconfidence got nen killed, and until you'd gone up agai nst
your eneny and knew what you were facing, any sort of confidence was
over confi dence.

"What's the matter, WIcox?" one of them asked, pointing at the surviving
target. "Forget your gl asses?"

Wl cox frowned. "Hell, | figured I'd | eave sonmething for the rest of you,
that's all."

Schaefer | ooked at the target. It had been made with one armraised in a
threateni ng gesture; the artist had included the wist blades the aliens used,
t hough he'd gotten the shape of the curve wong. Gven that unless the arti st
had been there on Third Avenue |ast summer, he'd never seen one of the
creatures, he'd done a dam good job getting as close as he did.

W1l cox had bl own away the other side of the target; that hand raised to
strike was still there, and Wlcox was standing directly in front of that arm
trading insults with the other nmen, ignoring the target, ignoring Schaefer

Too cocky, definitely. If these bozos expected to survive an encounter wth
those hunters fromouter space, they had to learn not to ignore anything.
Schaefer reached over and gave the target a shove.

It swung around, and that upraised armslamed into the side of WIlcox's
head. He fell sideways at the inpact and | anded spraw ed on the fl oor

Philips wi nced at the sound.



Wl cox didn't drop his weapon, Schaefer noticed. That was good, anyway. The
weapon wasn't any sort of rifle or gun Schaefer recogni zed-he supposed it was
some sort of special top-of-the-1ine equipnent.

Schaefer stepped over toward Wl cox. "Quess you didn't expect it to hit
back," he said. "Get used to it. These boys play for keeps and follow their
own rules."”

"Who the hell are you?" WIcox demanded, pointing his weapon at Schaefer's
chest. "And give ne one good reason | shouldn't blow your damm head off!"

Schaefer stepped forward and to the side, past the nuzzle of the gun, so
that Wlcox couldn't swing it around to follow. He bent down and offered
W1 cox a hand up

"The nane's Schaefer," he said. WIlcox gripped Schaefer's wist, and a
second | ater was upright again. He transferred his weapon to his |left hand and
reached out to shake Schaefer's hand ..

Schaefer had turned away. "As far as that “blow nmy head of f' business
goes-well, son ..."

Wl cox glared at Schaefer's back in disbelief, the son of a bitch had
knocked hi m down wi thout warning, and now he thought he was too good to shake
hands and nake up? He hefted the heavy-assault rifle in his left hand, then
grabbed the barrel with his right and swung the weapon like a club, aining for
t he back of Schaefer's head. Let the arrogant bastard have a taste of his own
nedi ci ne!

you woul dn't want to do that," Schaefer said, ducking under WIcox's
swi ng-he had clearly expected it. He pivoted on the ball of one foot and
brought his fist up under Wlcox's jaw, driving upward from his crouch

Fist net jawwith a solid thunp, and WIcox went over backward.

"Especially,'
I" m unar ned. "

Schaefer said as he stood over the dazed trooper, "seeing as

"Al'l right, Schaefer," Philips said, stepping forward. "You've nade your
point. Come on, all of you-the briefing room right now "

It took a nmoment before anyone noved, but then the group filed out of the
range and down the hall.

Schaefer | ooked strai ght ahead as he wal ked; nost of the others | ooked at
Schaefer. W/l cox glared at himw th outright hatred; the others' expressions
ranged frommld curiosity to open hostility.

Philips tried to hide his own unhappi ness behind an angry frown. Lynch had
done his best, but w thout supervision it hadn't been enough. These nen were
good fighters, but still undisciplined, with no real sense of who they were,
what their job was. Schaefer had picked up on it imediately, pulling that
stunt with the target-the nen weren't focused on their eneny, they were
focused on thensel ves.

That was bad-but there wasn't tinme to do anything about it.

He led the group into a briefing roomand gestured for Schaefer to join him
up front while the others took seats on a few of the dozen folding chairs. A
man wearing captain's bars was standing at the front, hands cl asped behind his
back; Schaefer ignored himand | ounged confortably against the blackboard,



facing the men.

Phil i ps stood between Schaefer and the captain and announced, "All right,
now listen up!"

Schaefer didn't see any change in the seated audi ence, but Philips seened
satisfied and continued, "This is Detective Schaefer, NYPD. He'll be going
with us on the mission. He was directly involved in the New York incident, and
he has firsthand know edge of these creatures. He al so speaks fluent Russian
whi ch neans we don't need to worry about sending al ong sone hal f-assed
translator or teaching a phrase book to any of you apes."

"Jesus, you're bound for Siberia and you didn't teach any of 'em Russian?"
Schaef er asked.

Philips turned and glowered at him "You said it yourself, Schaefer-it's
cold in Russia, and those things like it hot. W' ve got Lassen there who knows
Arabic, WIcox speaks good Spani sh, Dobbs has sone Swahili-we thought that
woul d probably cover it, and we couldn't teach them every dam | anguage on
Earth!"

Schaefer nodded. "Fair enough, Ceneral."

Philips turned back to the others. "Detective Schaefer's got an attitude,
but hell, so do the rest of you. Take it fromne, he knows what he's doing, so
damm it, listen to himif he tells you sonething about these creatures. Have
all of you got that?"

No one answered, but Philips didn't allow hinself to notice. He turned and
barked, "Captain Lynch-1 want Schaefer conbat-briefed on all our equipnent and
ready to go by 0600 hours. Is that clear?"

"Crystal, sir," Lynch replied smartly.
"Good. Carry on." Philips took a final |ook around, smled, and then
mar ched out of the room

"Lassen, you're with nme," Lynch called. "The rest of you, pack up-you heard
t he general, 0600."

The nen rose and scattered; a noment |later only Schaefer, Lynch, and Lassen
remai ned. Lynch waited a few seconds, then | eaned over close to Schaefer. He
gri maced, produci ng what Schaefer thought mi ght have been intended as a
conspiratorial smle.

"Look, Schaefer," he said, "this squad's been training as a teamfor six
nmont hs. We don't need sone second-rate gunshoe telling us our jobs. The
general wants you al ong, you cone along, and maybe we'll use you as a
translator if we need one, but otherw se, you just stay safely out of the way
and everything' |l be fine, okay?"

Schaefer stared coldly at him

"You're a civilian," Lynch said, trying to explain hinself. "You aren't
being paid to risk your neck."

"I'ma cop," Schaefer replied. "You think I'"'mnot paid to risk my neck?"

"Yeah, well," Lynch said,
your jurisdiction, okay?"

so | phrased it badly. Siberia' s still outside



Schaefer stared at himfor a second | onger, then said, "You know, 1've
al ways heard that it's up to the officers to set the tone for the whole unit.
Maybe that's why your nen are all assholes.”

It was Lynch's turn to stare angrily, fighting to keep control of his
tenper. Finally he wheel ed away and shouted, "Lassen! The general wants this
man briefed; brief him already!"

"This way, sir," Lassen said quietly, pointing at a side table that held a
vari ety of equi pnment cases.

Schaefer anbl ed over and watched as Lassen opened case after case and
lifted out various itens.

"Type 19D Ranger-wear snowsuit," Lassen said, holding up a shiny
[ight-brown junmpsuit. "Thin and practical, with none of the standard bulk to
i nhibit novenent. Tested to fifty bel ow zero."

Schaefer crossed his arns over his chest.

"The suit is warnmed by high-pressure, thernmally charged fluid punped
through the fabric by an electrical unit worn on the belt," Lassen expl ai ned.

"Cute," Schaefer said. "Does it come with matching punps and a purse? And
if it's neant for the snow, why the hell isn't it white?"

Lassen ignored the questions and set the bodysuit aside. He picked up an
automatic rifle.

"M 16S nodified ice-killer," he said. "N ce piece of work-you won't find
one of these at your local sell 'n' shoot! The barrel and firing nechani sm
have been crafted out of special alloy steel, perfect for col d-weather
firing-again, dowmn to fifty below. It's a ..."

He stopped in midsentence; he'd | ost his audi ence. Schaefer had turned
away.

"Hey!" Lassen called. "Were the hell do you think you're going?"

"Toys "R Us," Schaefer answered. "They have a better selection of toys."
He turned at the doorway.

"Listen, | don't blane you, Lassen," Schaefer said, "but you've been
brai nwashed by this high-tech crap. You and the others think this stuff nakes
you superior to those things, ready to handl e anything they throw at you
You're wong; you don't know them don't know what they're |ike. You' ve heard
the stories, but deep down you don't believe them you still think you're the
t oughest thing going, with your Anerican know how and guts and your fancy
equi pnment. " He shook his head.

"That's not howit is," he said. "Wien it cones right down to it, it's
going to be you agai nst wal king, death just you. And when it gets to that
point, all the fancy knickknacks in the world won't mean shit, and how tough
you think you are won't matter. What nmatters is whether you're ready to do
anything to take '"emdown. | killed one of themonce, Lassen, and you know how
| didit?"

Lassen shook his head.

"Wth a big pointed stick," Schaefer told him "I had guns and |ots of
other toys, and so did it, but it was a wooden stake through its heart that



punched out its lights once and for all." He waved an armat all the cases.
"This crap won't matter. You'll see. It'Il probably just nmake you
overconfident and get you all killed."

"No, | ..." Lassen began.

Schaefer didn't stay to hear what the soldier had been going to say; he
marched out, intent on getting a hot neal and a little sleep before they
shipped himoff to the arctic.

Chapter 17

Rasche sat at the breakfast table, reading the newspaper. The front-page
headl i ne was about the Anerican anbassador to the U N publicly calling the
Russi an anbassador a liar and insisting that there were nukes bei ng noved
around illicitly in the arctic, but Rasche was nore interested in the
funni es-"For Better or For Wirse" was his favorite.

He sipped coffee and | ooked up at the clock: 7:20. It would be three hours
later in New York, the mddle of the norning.

He | owered the paper. "Shaef never called back, did he?" he asked.

"No," Shari said. She was standing at the sink, rinsing the kids' breakfast
di shes.

"That's not |ike him" Rasche sai d.

He'd tried calling Schaefer three or four tinmes the night before and hadn't
gotten an answer.

He'd | eft a nessage on the nmachine at Schaefer's apartnent.

"Maybe he's on a stakeout," Shari suggested. "If he is, he could be gone
for days." She didn't nention all the tinmes Rasche had been gone for-days on
stakeouts, or that there hadn't been any since they had noved to Oregon

"Maybe, " Rasche adnitted. He smiled at Shari to show he wasn't worri ed,
that everything was fine and that he was happy to be out here in Bl uecreek

Then the smle vani shed. "What the hell," he said,

“"I'"ll give himanother try." He tossed the paper aside and reached for the
wal | phone. He knew Schaefer's office nunber by heart.

Soneone picked up on the fifth ring, and Rasche started to relax-but then
he realized that the voice on the other end wasn't Schaefer's.

"Detective Schaefer's office, Oficer Wston speaking," the voice said.

"West on?" Rasche frowned. "This is Rasche-is Shaef around?"

"No, he.. ." Weston began. Then he recogni zed the nane. "Rasche? My God,
you haven't heard?"

"Heard what ?"

Shari | ooked up at the sudden change in the tone of her husband's voi ce.

"Schaefer's gone," Weston explained. "H s whole squad was wasted in a drug
sting that went bad-we still don't know what the hell went down, but we wound
up with a van full of dead cops, three dead perps, a shitload of questions,



and no Schaefer. Raw ings and Horshowski and a couple of techs bought the farm
on this one."

"What about Schaefer?" Rasche denanded.
"What do you nmean, “no Schaefer'?" The possibility that Schaefer might have
been included in the vanful of dead cops sinply didn't occur to Rasche.

Schaefer couldn't have died that way; it wasn't his style.

"Schaef's di sappeared,” Weston said. "Gone without a trace. One reason |'m
on his phone is in case soneone calls with a lead."

"Schaefer doesn't just vanish," Rasche said.

"He took off to Central Anerica that tine without telling anyone here,"
West on count er ed.

"Yeah, but he told nme," Rasche replied. "Look, check around his desk, will
you? Appoi nt ment book, cal endar, naybe he left sone kind of note."

"Jeez, Rasche, | don't . : ." Wston didn't finish the sentence; Rasche
could hear, very faintly, the rustling of paper as Weston poked around on
Schaefer's desk

"There's sonme stuff about the sting," Weston said at last, "and a note here
on top with no explanation, just a couple of connected nanes ..."

"What nanmes?" Rasche asked. He'd been Schaefer's partner a long, tine; he
t hought he mi ght recogni ze nanes that had never nade it into any official
records.

"Philips and Smithers," Wston said.

That first name struck Rasche |like a thunderbolt. "Philips?" he said.
"Philips?"

"Yeah, Philips, one L," Weston said. "Does that mean anything to you?"
Rasche hung up the phone wi t hout answeri ng.

In New York Weston called "Hello?" into the nouthpiece a few tines before
he gave up and did the sane.

Rasche was staring at the wall
"Honey?" Shari asked. "What is it?"
"Schaef," Rasche replied.

"What about hi n?" she asked, putting down the |last cereal bow. "Is he
okay?"

"He's mssing."

"Ch," she said quietly, staring at him

"I have to go, Shari," Rasche said.

"But if he's missing, howw Il you know where to go?" Shari protested.

"It's nore than that," Rasche said. "It's not just that he's missing ..."
He stopped, unsure how to explain.



Schaefer was his friend, and nore than just a friend; he was Rasche's
partner, and that held true even if they weren't working together anynore.
Schaefer was soneone who'd al ways been there for Rasche whenever he needed
him no matter what, and Rasche had tried to do the same, to always be there
when Schaefer needed him

And if General Philips had turned up again, then Schaefer damm well m ght
need Rasche's hel p.

If Philips was involved, then two things were certain-Schaefer was in
trouble, and it had sonething to do with those things, those nurderous
nonsters fromouter space that had been haunting Rasche's nightmares for the
past six nonths. Those were Philips's special province.

Schaefer being in trouble was nothing new, Schaefer |ived and breat hed
trouble, and was a match for just about anything he ran into.

If there was anything on Earth that Schaefer wasn't a match for, though, it
was those damed alien creatures-and CGeneral Philips.

"I have to go to New York," Rasche said

"But how ..." Shari stared at him "I nean ..

"I have to," Rasche said sinply.

Shari sighed. She'd lived with Rasche | ong enough to know not to argue.
Usual |y he was a good husband, a thoughtful man, a |oving father-but sonetines
somet hing woul d come al ong that made hi m suddenly push all that aside, and
when that happened there wasn't any point in argunent. H's sense of duty, of
responsi bility, was stronger than anything she could say-and that sense of
responsibility was part of what nade himthe man she | oved.

"I'f you're sure," she said.

Rasche pulled on his coat. "Call the mayor for me, would you? Tell himit's
a famly enmergency," he said. "Tell himwhatever it takes. |I'll be back as
soon as | can." He headed for the garage.

Shari wat ched hi m go

"I hope so," she said quietly.

Chapter 18

The plane was a nodified B-2 "Stealth" bonber, nodified to carry paratroops
rather than bonbs.

It hadn't been nodified enough to be confortable, though-the seats were
smal | and hard, the air was dry and cold, and there wasn't anything to drink
but water and fruit juice. WIlcox and Lassen had conpl ai ned about that for
nost of the last few hours, making the sane stupid w secracks over and over
before they finally ran out of steam and shut up

Schaefer didn't care whether the seats were confortable or not; the only
thing that had been bothering himhad been Wl cox and Lassen bitchi ng about
it, so he couldn't get sone sleep

Now t hat they had stopped, he had been enjoying the silence, up unti
Philips emerged fromthe forward hatch and said, "Well, that's it we've
crossed over into Russian airspace, and the pilot's taking us down | ow and



slow for the drop. ETA at the dropsite is three m nutes."

Schaefer stretched and stood up. "You sound pretty danm nonchal ant about
it," he remarked. "I thought we spent all those billions on defense because we
were worried about stuff |ike Russian radar."

Philips snorted. "They can't even nake a good copyi ng nmachi ne, and you
think we can't beat their radar net? This plane's part of what we spent those
billions on, and we got our noney's worth."

"You think we got our noney's worth," Schaefer corrected him "W won't
know for sure until we see whether they shoot it down."

Philips ignored himand gestured to Captain Lynch.

Lynch got to his feet. "All right, you crybabies,” he said to Wl cox and
the others, "tinme to earn sone of that exorbitant salary we've been paying
you. Make your final equipnment check and let's boogie." He tripped the switch
and the hatch slid open

Wnd how ed; nothing but gray darkness showed through the opening, though
Schaefer stepped up cl oser

"Looks like a long drop," Lynch said. "Cetting nervous, cop?"

Schaefer snmiled a tight little smle. "Yeah," he said. "I forgot to set ny
VCR to record this week's Melrose Place. Maybe you'll let nme watch yours when
we get back."

Lynch glared at himfor a noment, then turned away in disgust. "Al right,
boys," he said. "Do it!"

One by one, the seven nmen leapt fromthe plane-first the four enlisted nen,
then Schaefer, then Lynch, and finally Philips.

Frigid air screaned up around Schaefer; his goggles protected his eyes, and
his high-tech snowsuit protected his body, but the rest of his face stung
fiercely, then went nunb as he plumeted through space. He jerked at the
handl e on his chest.

Schaefer's chute opened just the way it was supposed to when he pulled the
cord, blossomng into a big off-white rectangl e above his head and jerking him
suddenly upward, turning his downward plunge into a gentle glide-but the cold
didn't go away. He grinmaced, then tugged experinentally on the lines, and
di scovered that yes, it steered exactly as it should. So far, so good.

He | ooked down, trying to pick out a good | anding spot, but all he could
see was bl ank grayness. At first he thought his goggles had fogged up, but he
could still see the other nen and their parachutes clearly; there wasn't
anything wong with his vision, there just wasn't anything to see in the
frozen wastel and bel ow.

Wel |, one patch of snow was as good as another, he thought. He adjusted his
lines slightly to keep fromdrifting too far away fromthe rest of the team
then just waited for his feet to touch down.

As he descended, he | ooked around at the others: Philips had really cone
all this way with them which surprised Schaefer; the general had to be in his
sixties, which was pretty damm old to be junping out of airplanes over eneny
territory or hunting alien nonsters.



Philips had guts, anyway.

Schaefer | ooked down again. The ground was coming up surprisingly fast. H's
feet were nere yards above the surface, and Schaefer concentrated on turning
his controlled fall into a run, getting out fromunder his chute before it
col | apsed onto the ice.

Then he was down on one knee in a puff of powder, the chute spread out
behind him He stood up, dropped the harness, and began reeling the whole
thing in. He could tell that the chute was scraping up several pounds of snow,
but he didn't worry about it.

The others were | anding around hinm because of his size, Schaefer had been
the first to strike ground. Captain Lynch canme down less than fifteen feet
from where Schaefer stood

Lynch threw Schaefer a glance, then | ooked around for the others.
He spotted one of them hel ping another up

"Lassen!" he called. "Wat happened to WI cox?"

"I think he [anded on his head," Lassen shouted back

"CQuess he didn't want to injure sonething inportant," Schaefer said.

Lassen whirled and charged toward the detective, fists clenched. "W're
t hrough taking shit fromyou, Schaefer!"

Lynch grabbed Lassen, restraining him

Schaefer didn't nove. He said, "That's funny, | figured you were up for a
ot nore yet."

"Al'l right, that's enough!" Philips shouted fromatop a snowbank. "W've
got a job to do here!"

Lassen cal ned enough that Lynch released him the whole party turned to
face Philips.

"There's an oil pipeline that runs just west of here, the Assynma Pipeline,"
he said. "Watever it was we spotted | anded right near it, north of here.
There's a punping station just two klicks fromhere, with a small garrison
some wor knen, and maybe a coupl e of geologists stationed there-that's the

closest thing to civilization anywhere in the area. W'll take a | ook there,
see what the Russians have been up to-if they' ve been doing anything with our
visitors, they'll have been working out of that station, because it's al

t hey' ve got. Keep your nouths shut and your eyes open, and nove it!"

Philips turned and began marching, |eading themtoward the punping station
No one bothered to say anything as they followed.

For one thing, Schaefer thought, it was too damm cold to talk. The spiffy
el ectric underwear really worked, and fromthe neck down he was as toasty warm
as if he were hone in bed, but the suit didn't cover his hands or feet or
head, and his gl oves and boots were plain old heavy-duty winter wear, wth
not hing particularly fancy or high tech about them He wore a thick wool en
hood over his head, with a strapped-on helnet and his goggles on top of that,
but nmost of his face was still bare, exposed to the Siberian wind, and it
wasn't rmuch better down here than it had been a mile up



It was like having his face stuck in a deep freeze. H's body was warm but
his face was already just about frozen. His skin was dry and hard, the sweat
and oil whipped away by the wi nd; when he opened his mouth it was |ike gul ping
dry ice, burning cold searing his tongue and throat. Hi s eyebrows felt
brittle; his nostrils felt scorched.

Qdd, how intense cold burned Iike fire, he thought.

He wondered how the hell Philips could find his way through this frigid
gl oom The night wasn't totally dark; a faint gray gl ow seened to pervade
everything, reflecting back and forth between the clouds and the snow, though
Schaefer had no idea where it cane from Still, everything Schaefer could see
| ooked alike, an endless rolling expanse of ice and snow, how did Philips know
exactly where they'd | anded or which way the pipeline |ay?

Schaef er supposed the general had his conpass and some Boy Scout tricks. He
seemed pretty confident.

And he had good reason to be confident, Schaefer saw a few mnutes |ater
when the radio tower of the punping station cane into view

Wthout a word, the soldiers spread out into scouting formati on, the men on
either end watching for Russian patrols or sentries, all of them noving
forward in a stealthy crouch. Schaefer didn't bother-there wasn't any place to
hi de out here. If they were spotted, they were spotted.

They weren't spotted, though, so far as Schaefer could see. They crested
the final ridge and got a good long | ook at the punping station

Gray bl ocky buildings stood hal f-buried in the drifting snow, arranged
around the central line of the pipeline. All were dark; no lights shone
anywhere. Not hi ng noved

The pl ace | ooked dead.

O course, inthe nmddle of a Siberian winter Schaefer didn't exactly
expect to see anyone playing volleyball or sunbathing on the roof, but this
pl ace had that indefinable sonething, that special air that marked abandoned,
enpty buil di ngs.

"Check out the door, sir," Lassen said, pointing.

Lynch and Philips both lifted pairs of binoculars and | ooked where Lassen
i ndi cat ed; Schaefer squinted.

He frowned and started marchi ng down the slope, his M6 ready in his hands.

"Hey, Schaefer!" W] cox shouted. "Were the hell do you think you're
goi ng?"

"Down to take a good | ook at that door," Schaefer shouted back

"He's right," Philips said, sliding his binoculars back in their case on
his belt. "Come on." Together, the seven Americans noved cautiously down the
slope and up to the ruined east door

Schaefer didn't hurry; it was Lassen who reached the enpty doorway first.
"I"d knock, man," he said, "but | don't think anybody's hone."

Schaefer didn't respond; he'd turned aside to | ook at sonething, at a spot
of color in this dreary gray and white | andscape.



A drai npi pe energed from.the base of a wall beneath the pipeline itself.
The frozen puddl e beneath the drain was dark red-the color of dried bl ood.

O in this case, Schaefer thought, frozen bl ood.

"Schaefer, over here," Philips called.

Schaefer turned and joined the others at the door

Jagged strips and fragnents of steel lay on the snow, only the hinges were
still attached to the frane. Schaefer |ooked at those hinges, at the way they
were twi sted out of shape, and at the rough edges of the scattered pieces.

"This was cut with a blade," he said. "It's steel, though you don't chop
through that with a pocketknife. And the way these hinges are bent, whatever
punched t hrough here went fromthe outside in." He glanced at the bl oody
drai npi pe. "They've been here," he said. "I can snell it."

"Lynch, get some light in here," Philips said. "W'|| take a | ook inside."

Lynch stepped forward with a hi gh-powered flashlight. Cautiously the party
i nched into the corridor

This took them out of the wind, but Schaefer noticed that inside the
building didn't really seem nmuch warner than outside. The heat was off.
VWhat ever m ght be the case el sewhere in the conplex, this one building was
dead and deserted, you didn't stay in an unheated building in weather |ike
this.

The power was off, too-flipping light switches didn't do anything.

Lynch shone the light around, and al nost imrediately they spotted the bl ood
on the wall and the floor it would have been hard to niss, really, there was
so nuch of it. They glanced uneasily at each other, but no one said anything;
what was there to say?

"Down that way," Schaefer said, pointing to a side tunnel

Lynch gl anced at Philips for confirmation; the general nodded, and Lynch
|l ed the way around the corner, into the side passage.

"CGennaro, you wait here," Philips ordered one man, pointing at the corner
"You watch our rear."

CGennar o nodded and took up a position at the T of the intersection; he
stood and wat ched as his conpani ons marched on down the corridor they had
chosen.

The six nmen enmerged into the maintenance area, and Lynch shone the |ight
around-then stopped, pointing the beamat a drying puddl e of sonething
reddi sh-brown. Slowy he swung the |ight upward.

"Ch, ny God," he said.

Schaefer frowned. "Looks as if those bastards found sone tinme to play," he
sai d.

Lynch noved the light along the row of corpses. To the men below it seened
to go on forever, three, five, eight

Twel ve dead bodi es hung there-twel ve hunman bodi es, and to one side, two
dead dogs. Crooked lines of something sparkled here and there on their sides,



and hung fromtheir heads and dangling fingertips, giving thema surrea
appear ance-icicles of frozen bl ood and sweat.

"Hsst!" Gennaro call ed.

Schaefer whirled; the others, fascinated by the grisly sight overhead, were
sl ower to react.

Gennaro was in the corridor, pointing back toward the denolished external
door.

"Somet hing's noving out there!" he whispered. "I heard engines."”

"Damm, " Philips said. He glanced around, clearly trying to decide who to
station where.

"W need to stay together, Ceneral," Schaefer said. "If it's those things,
they're experts at picking off sentries or stragglers."

Phili ps nodded. "Cone on then, all of you
up the passage.

he said, |eading the party back

A moment | ater they were in the outer corridor, grouped along the walls;
Schaefer peered out into the dimgrayness of the outside world.

"I don't see anything," he said.

"I"'msure," Gennaro said. "Over that way." He pointed toward the pipeline.

"Cone on," Philips said.
Toget her, the party noved back out into the wind and cold, inching al ong
the building' s exterior wall in the direction Gennaro had i ndi cat ed.

A sharp crack sounded, and then the singing whine of a ricochet; a puff of
powdered concrete sprinkled down over Schaefer's nodified M 16.

"Drop your weapons imediately, all of you!" soneone shouted in heavily
accented, high-pitched English. "You' re under arrest!"

Schaefer turned and saw the line of soldiers crouching at the top of the
slope, rifles trained on the Anericans. The Russians were used to w nter
condi tions; they had been able to nove into position undetected, and they now
had the Americans trapped against a blank wall, conpletely unsheltered and
vul nerable. And there was no telling how many of themthere were; they could
have an entire division behind that little ridge.

Schaefer put down his weapon, slowy and gently. At |east, he thought,
t hese were human enem es.

They mi ght have a comon f oe.

Chapter 19

The |ieutenant who approached the Anericans with an AK-100 at the ready was
small, even in the bul ky Russian Arny greatcoat, but it wasn't until she
lifted her snow goggl es that Schaefer realized he was faci ng a wonan.

"You are under arrest," she repeated.

"I don't think that's a good idea," Schaefer said in Russian



"But | do," the Russian |lieutenant said, switching to her native tongue.
"You speak Russian. |'minpressed. But whatever |anguage you use, you're stil
trespassing. Anerican soldiers in full gear, here in the Mtherland, tearing
up our installations? It won't do."

"We didn't tear up anything," Schaefer replied.
The lieutenant jerked her head at the door
"You didn't tear up that door? What did you use, a grenade?"

"W didn't do that," Schaefer insisted. "W found it |ike that. Listen

your countrymen in there are all dead. We'll all be dead if we don't
cooperate."

"Dead?" The lieutenant's voice caught for a nonment; then she continued, "If
you are telling the truth, and ny friends are all dead, I'Il kill you last."

She shoved the AK-100 in Schaefer's face.

He backed off a step

"Look for yourself," he said.

The lieutenant glared up at himfor a nonent, then said, "W will." She
shifted her grip so that she held the assault rifle with one hand while she
beckoned with the other. "Steshin!" she called. "Take a |look in there!”

The man she called Steshin ran up and past her, past the cornered
Anericans, and through the ruined door into the punping station. Schaefer
could hear the sudden heavy thudding of his boots as the soldier's feet hit
concrete floor instead of snow, the sound faded gradually as he advanced into
t he darkness of the corridors.

"Along the tunnel to the right!" Schaefer called after himin Russian

"The lights don't work, Lieutenant," Steshin shouted back. "I see blood on
the floor."

"Lynch," Schaefer said in English, "give themyour flashlight."
Lynch denanded, "Wy should I ?"

The |ieutenant swung her AK-100 to point at Lynch. "Because you will very
regrettably be shot while attenpting to escape if you do not give Sergeant
Yashin that light," she said in clear but accented English. "W have lights in
t he vehicles, but yours is closer."

Lynch gl owered, but handed over his hand | anp. The sergeant who accepted it
followed Steshin into the station, and Schaefer could hear two sets of
footsteps nmoving off into the building's interior

For a |l ong nonent the Americans and their captors sinply stood, waiting,
while the cold soaked into their faces. Schaefer wondered whet her those heavy
wool en greatcoats the Russians wore kept out the arctic chill as well as the
fancy plastic suits, probably not, he thought, but that m ght not be a bad
thing. The contrast between his warm body and his frozen face was not
pl easant .

Then one set of footsteps returned-uneven footsteps. Schaefer turned to see
Steshin stagger. out of the doorway, his face al nbost as white as the snowy
ground.



"Lieutenant,"” Steshin said, "they're all dead, as he said. And worse.
They' re hanging |ike butchered sheep. Blood everywhere."

The |ieutenant glanced from Schaefer to Steshin and back, obviously torn
then she ordered, "Quard them carefully. Shoot anyone who reaches for a weapon
or takes a single step. 1'"'mgoing to see.”

"Don't nove," Schaefer translated for the other Anericans. "She just told
themto blow our heads off if anyone noves." He put his own hands on his head,
just to be safe.

The |ieutenant nodded an acknow edgrment, then | owered her weapon and strode
to the door.

Steshin foll owed as Lieutenant Ligacheva marched down the east corridor and
turned right into the passage to the central naintenance area; the route was
dark except for the faint glow of the Anerican's torch ahead and the arctic
sky behi nd, but she knew every centinmeter of the punping station

She found Sergeant Yashin standing in the doorway to the nmintenance area,
AK-100 ained into enpty darkness; the light was on the floor at his feet,
poi nted upward at an angle, up toward the pipeline.

She foll owed the beam of |ight and saw the corpses hanging fromthe
girders, brown icicles of frozen blood glittering.

"l saw spent cartridges on the floor,"'
whoever did this."

Yashin reported. "No other sign of

"Shaporin," Ligacheva said, recognizing a face under its coating of ice and
gore. "And Leskov, Vesnin ..."

"Al'l of them Lieutenant. Twelve workers on the crew, twelve corpses. Even
Sal ni kov' s dogs. "

Li gacheva stared up at them

She renenbered when she had first arrived at Assyma the previous sunmer.
She renmenbered how both the soldiers and the workers had nade fun of her, the
only wonan at the station; how nost of them sooner or later, had tried to
tal k her into bed-even the narried ones, whose wi ves were sonewhere back in
Moscow or St. Petersburg. She had refused their advances and resigned herself
to alife of lonely isolation-but it hadn't happened Her rebuffs were accepted
gracefully; her silence in the face of derision was silently acknow edged as a
sign of strength. The abuse had faded away.

In the brief Siberian sumrer the major formof recreation had been soccer
ganes between the soldiers and the workers, played in the nuddy open area
south of the station. She had pl ayed, perversely, on the side of the workers,
as an officer could not be expected to take orders froman enlisted nman even
if he were team captain, and as a worman she was not thought a good enough
player to claimthe role of captain herself. Wen she'd denonstrated that she
could hold her own on the soccer field, she had been accepted by nost of the
wor kers as a worthy conpanion. And with tinme, she becane nore than a
conpani on; sonme of these workers had been her friends.

She tried to renenber the smling, sweaty faces she had seen then, in the
sl anting orange sunlight after the ganes. She tried to hold those inmages in
her mind, to not let thembe replaced by the frozen horrors trapped in the
cold Iight of the American | anp.



"Steshin,” she called. "Take two of the men to the furnace roomit's
directly across there." She pointed. "See if you can restore heat to the
conpl ex. "

St eshin sal uted and headed for the door

"Filthy Anmericans," Yashin grow ed. "They sl aughtered these oil workers
like cattle!"

"These nen were slaughtered," Ligacheva agreed, "but not by the Americans.
Wiy woul d the Americans hack them apart? Why woul d they hang themup there in
plain sight? Do those | ook like bullet wounds? And why are there no Anerican
cor pses?" She stooped, picked up the Iight, and shone it across the floor
pi cking out a blood spattered AK-74. "Qur nmen were arned and fired many
rounds-why were no Anericans harmed?" She shook her head. "Something el se did
this. Go out there, bring everyone inside, start searching the conplex for any
sign of who or what mnight have done this. Bring the big Arerican to ne; put
the others in the workers' barracks under guard, but bring the big one here. |
want to talk to himbefore whatever did this decides to conme back."

She did not nention anything about nonsters, about the creature that had
but chered her squad out there on the ice-Yashin would not have believed her
She knew, though, that that thing had cone here.

Had it cone | ooking for her, perhaps?
"The Americans did this, Lieutenant!" Yashin insisted. "Barbarians!"

"I don't believe it, Yashin," she said flatly, in a tone that brooked no
ar gunment .

Yashin gl owered at her, frustrated-she was the officer; he couldn't defy
her openly. Still, he had another objection to her orders. "Then if the
Americans did not do it, how do you know t hat whatever is responsible is not
still here, elsewhere in the conpl ex?"

"I don't," Ligacheva replied. "That's why | want it searched. Now, go get
the nmen in here and bring ne the Anerican!"

Yashin grunbl ed, but he went.

Not |ong after, Schaefer and Li gacheva stood side by side in the
mai nt enance area, |ooking up at the corpses. The other Anericans were being
| ed past, under guard, on their way to captivity in the workers' quarters.

"I wondered how long it would take you to figure out that we weren't
responsi ble for these Christmas decorations,” he said in Russian. "Now maybe
you'll listen to reason.”

"Per haps," Ligacheva said as she began to anble across toward the boiler
room Schaefer followed. "Perhaps you know who did kill these nen?"

"Monsters," Schaefer said seriously. "Boogeynen from outer space."
"You expect me to believe that?"

"No," Schaefer admitted wi thout hesitation. "But | hope you'll admt that
you don't have a better explanation, and you'll play along until | can prove
it to you."

"Then perhaps | have a surprise for you, Anerican," Ligacheva said.



"Perhaps | do believe in your nonsters fromthe stars. Perhaps | know nore
about themthan you think."

"And maybe you don't," Schaefer said. "Wat you think you know can get you
kill ed. These things nean busi ness, sweetheart."

"Yes, |I'msure they do," Ligacheva retorted. "Thank God the brave Americans
have conme to save us, with their fancy guns and gaudy suits!"

Schaef er grimaced.

"And of course, the Americans have only cone to help," Ligacheva went on.
"Your intentions surely couldn't be | ess than honorable! You flew here
secretly and without permission only to save tinme, | amcertain."

Bef ore Schaefer could conpose a reply-he spoke Russian fluently, but not as
qui ckly as English-the two of themwere interrupted by a thunp, a whir, and
then a low runble fromthe far side of the pipeline. Overhead the |ightbul bs
flickered dimorange for a nmonent, then brightened.

“I't would seem Steshin has restored power," Ligacheva remarked. "Let us
hope heat will follow " They had crossed the naintenance area under the
pi peli ne; now she knocked on the door and called out, "Steshin, will we have
heat now?"

"Not i mmediately, Lieutenant," Steshin called back apol ogetically. "Someone
ri pped out pieces here and there-flow control valves for the oil punps,
capacitors ... it nmakes no sense what they took. Nothing seems to have been
snmashed deliberately, but parts were taken away." He opened the door, allow ng
Li gacheva and Schaefer to peer into the boiler room Schaefer noticed that a
certain warnth still lingered here, despite the ruined external door and the
fierce cold outside.

He al so noticed spent cartridges scattered on the floor and sprays of dried
bl ood on the fl oor and door frame. Soneone had put up a fight here-not that it
had done any good.

"The mssing parts aren't on the floor?" Ligacheva asked, |ooking around at
the clutter of tools and plunbing that Steshin had strewn about in the course
of his repairs.

"No, Lieutenant, they're gone, gone without a trace," Steshin told her. "I
had to patch the energency generator around the nain board directly into the
lighting circuits to get us any power. To get oil to flowto the boiler |
woul d have to rig replacenents for those nissing valves, and | don't know
how|'m a soldier, not a nmechanic."

"Well, do what you can," Ligacheva said.

"Li eutenant!" soneone called fromthe far side of the mmi ntenance area.
Li gacheva turned to see a figure gesturing wildly fromone of the corridors.
"Back there! Down the other tunnel! He's ... he's..."

Li gacheva saw the direction the soldier was pointing, and a sudden
realization struck her. She dashed forward far enough to see past the pipeline
and | ooked up at the corpses, nore hideous than ever in the restored |ight.

"Twel ve of them" she said, counting quickly. "Twel ve workers, Galyshev and
his men but there was Sobchak!"

"Who?" Schaefer asked.



"Come on," Ligacheva told him striding down the passage toward the
scientific station

Schaefer hesitated, glanced around at the Russian sol diers standing on al
sides with weapons held ready, and then followed the Iieutenant through
corridors that gleaned white with hoarfrost in the unsteady gl ow of the bare
lightbulbs. Icicles hung in glittering lines fromthe overhead pi pes; Schaefer
had to smash them away with one gloved hand to avoid ducking his head, and his
progress was plainly audible as ice rattled to the floor and crunched
under f oot .

The final tunnel opened into a bare concrete room the floor slick with a
thin layer of black ice. A soldier was standing at an open door on the far
side of the rooma nere kid, Schaefer thought, cold and scared despite the
machi ne gun he held and the uni formhe wore. He night be eighteen, Schaefer
supposed, but he didn't | ook a day over sixteen

"Lieutenant," the soldier said, his voice unsteady but relieved at the
appearance of a superior. "He was lying there, he wouldn't let ne touch himhe
woul dn't even tell ne his nane..."

"Sobchak, " Ligacheva said. "Ch, God. H's nane is Sobchak." She pushed past
the soldier and stared into the room expecting a scene of blood and
devast ati on, expecting to see that the nonster had attacked Sobchak

Not hi ng was out of place; nothing had been di sturbed. Many of the neta
surfaces were white with frost, instead of their normal gray, but the
equi pment was all in place. Mdst of the neters and screens were
dar k- apparently soneone had shut many of the devices down, or the cold had
ruined them or perhaps the restored power Steshin had provided was not
sufficient to power everything. Certainly, the lighting throughout the station
seened di mrer than usual

And the air in this |laboratory was far, far colder than the rest of the
station, alnost as cold as outside. Ligacheva frowned.

"Where ..."

The sol di er pointed, and Li gacheva saw Sobchak, |ying on his back on the
floor, his hands and feet bare-and horribly discolored, red and purple and
bl ack.

Severe frosthite. Ligacheva had seen frosthite a few tines before, though
never a case this bad, and she recognized it instantly.

"So tired of white," Sobchak muttered, holding one of his ruined hands
above his face. H's voice was scratchy and thin-the cold had damaged
sonet hi ng, Ligacheva was sure, his lungs or his throat. "So tired of the cold
and the white," he said. "Isn't it pretty?" He waved his arm and his dead
hand fl opped linply. "See? Isn't it pretty?"

Li gacheva hurried to the scientist's side and knelt. "Sobchak, it's
nme- Li gacheva, " she said. "Wat happened? You' ve got to tell us what happened."

Sobchak turned his head to | ook at her, struggling to refocus his eyes. She
saw that his left ear was black with frostbite, too. "Ligacheva?" he said.
"Yes, yes, yes. | renenber you."

"Sobchak, what happened?"

"I hid," Sobchak replied. "I was scared-|I heard the screans, and the door



was | ocked, and | didn't dare ... My boots were outside, but I ... and the
cold, the heat stopped and | still didn't dare..."

"Yes, | see," Ligacheva said. "I see conpletely, but you're safe now W'l
get you to a doctor."

She knew it was probably far too late for that; Sobchak was al nost
certainly dying, and even if he Iived he would | ose both his hands and feet,
which might be a fate worse than death for the little scientist.

"They left," he said. "I charted themw th the equi pment, the seisnographs
but | was still scared. And | didn't know how to fix the heat anyway."

"I understand, Sobchak," Ligacheva said.
"I drew a map," Sobchak said

"Here," Schaefer said, spotting the one piece of paper that had not been
touched by the frost that had condensed fromthe once-npoist air. He picked it
up and turned it to catch the light.

"You, " Ligacheva said, pointing at the soldier at the door. "I want a
nmedi cal crew up here on the double!"

The kid saluted and hurried away. Schaefer watched himgo, then said, "Qur
friends seemto be based in or near a canyon or ravine about eighteen or
twenty kilonmeters fromthe station." He added, "That's assum ng your pal here
was better at drawing maps than he was at keeping his socks on, anyway."

Li gacheva jerked upright, then turned to glare at Schaefer. She rose to her
feet and snatched the map out of his hands without |ooking at it; she stood
staring angrily up at Schaefer. The top of her head didn't quite reach his
chin, but that didn't seemto matter

"A man's dying and you talk as if it's some petty inconvenience," she said.
"What kind of a nan are you, to nake a joke of this?"

Schaefer stared down at her for a nonent without speaking; then a voice
fromthe doorway interrupted.

"Li eutenant, on the radio-an urgent nmessage from Moscow. Cenera
Ponomar enko! " The voi ce was Sergeant Yashin's.

"Com ng," Ligacheva answered w thout turning. She stared at Schaefer for a
second nore, then pivoted on her heel and strode away.

Schaefer silently watched her go, then nodded once to hinself.

"Tough chick there," he said in English. "Asks good questions."

Chapter 20

Sergeant Yashin stood by inpassively, listening as Lieutenant Ligacheva
argued with her superior. The two of themwere alone in the cranped little
radio room the lieutenant operating the equi pment while Yashin watched the
door.

"CGeneral, you don't understand," Ligacheva said desperately. "Yes, we have
Sobchak's map, we know where their base is-their ship, or whatever it is. But
we can't attack it yet-it's inmpossible!l™

"Nothing is inpossible," Pononarenko replied.



"We've just arrived, sir," Ligacheva insisted. "W haven't even secured the
Assyma compl ex, haven't even cut down the bodies, |et al one done any
reconnai ssance. W don't know anythi ng about what's out there ..."

"You do not need to know," Ponomarenko interrupted. "Soldiers are often
faced with the unknown, ny dear. The arrival of these Americans necessitates
an i mredi ate attack-we nust have firsthand i nformati on on whatever is out
there before the site is further conprom sed. W have no way to be certain you
have captured all the Anericans."

"Ceneral, if we go out there now, it nmay well be a repeat of what happened
to ny previous squad. | cannot accept the responsibility ..."
Ponomar enko cut her off. "Is that your final word, Lieutenant?"

Li gacheva hesitated, then straightened up. "Yes, sir," she said.
"That's nmy final word."

"I'n that case, Lieutenant," Ponomarenko said, "you may renmin at the
punping station with the prisoners." Ligacheva began to relax, then snapped to
attention as the general continued, "Sergeant Yashin will |ead the attack."

"Sergeant Yashi n?" Ligacheva turned and watched as a wol fish grin spread
over Yashin's face.

"Yes. |Is he there?"

"Yes, he's here, sir," Ligacheva said slowy.

"You heard your orders, Sergeant?" Ponomarenko asked.
"Yes, sir," Yashin replied happily.

"That will be all, then, Lieutenant."

"Yes, sir," Ligacheva said. She put down the m crophone and stared at
Yashi n.

"You planned this, didn't you?" she demanded.

"l thought an opportunity might arise," Yashin said calnmy, hands clasped
behi nd his back. "I let the general know that he could put his faith in nme."

"Just in case he had any doubt of it," Ligacheva said bitterly.

"I ndeed, " Yashin said, rocking gently on his heels. "You may be content
wi th your present rank and status, Lieutenant, but | amnot-1 have hopes for
advancenent. One can scarcely live on a sergeant's pay these days, and they do
not give comm ssioned rank to men who sinply do as they're told and show no
initiative."

"Your initiative may get you killed out there," Ligacheva pointed out.

"I do not think it will," Yashin sneered. "I amno nere wonan, frightened
of the cold and the dark and caught unawares. | will confront our eneny
bol dly, as you could not. Wiile you' re here tending the Anericans, let rea
soldiers take the field, Lieutenant-we'll show you how it should be done, so
we can finish this natter and return honme to our warm beds, our wonen, and our
drink."

Li gacheva stared at her sergeant for a | ong nonent.



Maybe, she thought, Yashin was right, even if he was a traitorous bastard.
Maybe he and the other nmen were nore than a match for their enemy. Mybe they
woul d capture whatever was out in that canyon. She hoped so.

She didn't believe it, though
She believed that Yashin would lead themall to their deaths.

But there was nothing she could do about it. He had his orders, and his
opi ni ons-he wouldn't listen to anything she had to say.

So she didn't bother saying it. She turned away w t hout another word and
went to find the American, Schaefer-and the bottle of vodka that Gal yshev had
al ways kept put away in the cabinet in his office.

Chapter 21

Rasche had caught a cab from Kennedy to Police Plaza. He wasn't on the
force anynore, but he still had friends, and he was still in |aw enforcenent,
and | aw of ficers cooperated with each other; he had known that Police Plaza
was the place to start.

He tal ked to Weston and to half a dozen other old friends and acquai ntances
and got the gory details of the bad bust that had | eft Baby, her two flunkies,
and four good cops dead. On the basis of ballistics, Forensics had tagged one
of the victins, Arturo Velasquez, with killing the four cops, but had no solid
| eads on who had taken out Arturo and his friends-none of the bullets nmatched
any of Schaefer's known personal arsenal or any of the weapons found at the
scene.

Baby and Reggi e had each taken a 9nm sl ug through the head, execution
style; no 9mm guns were involved el sewhere in the incident, however. Schaefer
owned several handguns, but none of them were 9mm

No one nentioned the fact that nost federal agents carried 9mm pistols.

The crime scene had been nessy, but nothing |ike the slaughterhouses those
creatures had |l eft behind the previous sumer; this carnage was clearly al
the work of human beings, not nonsters from outer space.

The guys who had been working in the com cs shop had been
i ntervi ened- Rasche coul dn't keep straight who was who in the statenents, since
they all seenmed to be named John, but it didn't matter, since their stories
mat ched. They reported seeing nmen in dark suits out front, but had no usefu
descripti ons beyond that-they'd dove for cover as soon as the shooting
started, and they had stayed down, out of the field of fire, until all the
shooti ng had st opped.

And no one had any idea what had becone of Schaefer in all this chaos. Wen
the shooting had finally stopped he was sinply gone, and the nmen in the dark
suits were gone with him The |ab said that none of the bloodstains at the
scene were Schaefer's; all of them matched neatly with one or another of the
known dead. That neant that Schaefer had probably still been alive when he
vani shed.

Rasche was pl eased to hear that-pleased, but not surprised. He wasn't
entirely sure it was possible to kill Schaefer

He was a bit |ess pleased that none of the bloodstains or fibers provided
any |leads on the nen in suits. "Feds," Rasche nmuttered at the nmention of the
dark suits. Everyone knew that federal agents generally favored dark suits.



"Philips," Rasche said.

As soon as Weston had nentioned the nane Philips, Rasche had known that
sonehow Schaefer was involved with those things again, those sadistic
predators from outer space.

Who the hell was Smithers, though? Rasche had never heard of any fed naned
Smi t hers.

Smithers was his | ead, that was who Smithers was.

Rasche didn't have | egal access to the NYPD conputers anynore, but his
friends did, and they were glad to "denonstrate"” the systemfor a visiting
sheriff. Mlitary records brought up 212 entries under "Smthers" for
personnel on active duty; Rasche was able to elinm nate nost of themat a
gl ance.

When he got to one of them he stopped | ooking. The match was good enough
that Rasche didn't see the need to | ook any further

Smithers, Leonard E., age thirty-four, US. Arny colonel, involved in CIA
operations dating back to the Reagan adm nistration, present assignnment
classified. Comanding officer, General Eustace Philips.

Philips. Philips and Smithers. That had to be the right one.

Smithers had an office address in mdtown |isted-and, Rasche decided, it
was tinme for a certain Oregon sheriff to pay that office a visit.

Getting a cab was easy-that was one thing he had m ssed about New York. If
you wanted a cab in Bluecreek you phoned Stan's Taxi and waited forty m nutes.
You didn't just step off the curb and wave. And you could just forget about
buses or subways.

On the other hand, in Bluecreek he didn't have to listen to Geek
cabdrivers tal k about how everyone bl aned the Serbs, when it was the Al bani ans
who caused all the trouble. It was a relief to escape onto the sidewal k and
into the nondescript office tower.

The building had a nmilitary guard in dress uniformin the |obby; Rasche
fl ashed his badge. "Rasche, Bluecreek sheriff's department-1'm here on police
busi ness. Col onel Snithers, please."

"Yes, sir," the guard said, hauling out a register bound in dirty blue
vinyl. "Room 3710. Please sign in, stating the reason for this visit."

Rasche sniled and signed in; for his reason he scrawl ed, "To kick sone
ass. "

The guard either didn't read it or didn't care; he didn't say a word as
Rasche stanped down the corridor and boarded an el evat or

Rasche didn't like seeing the military involved in Schaefer's
di sappearance. Schaefer's brother Dutch had di sappeared wi thout a trace years
before, when he'd been on sone secret rescue mission and had run up agai nst
the alien hunters; he'd lost his squad but come out of the whol e business
alive, and then he'd vanished. The |ast thing anyone admitted seeing of him
was when he'd gone in to be debriefed, for the unpteenth tine, by the
mlitary.

Maybe the U S. Arny had taken a hint fromthe old Argentines or Sal vadorans



and had di sappeared Dutch. And nmaybe now they'd done the same thing to
Schaefer.

O whatever had happened to Dutch, nmaybe it had happened to Schaefer.

Except that Rasche wasn't about to let it, despite what the U S. Arny m ght
want. Yeah, he was all in favor of a strong mlitary, but there were linits,
and he intended to point this out to Colonel Smithers.

Room 3710 was a small office |ocated hal fway down a |ong, drab corridor
The wi ndow ess, off white door was ajar, and Rasche pushed it open

A big, short-haired man in a dark suit was sitting on the corner of the
desk, holding the phone. "... got a tee-off time at six," he was saying as
Rasche entered. "W can..." Then he spotted Rasche and stopped in mdsentence.

"Col onel Snmithers?" Rasche asked.

“I'"ll call you back," Smithers said into the receiver. He hung up the
phone, then turned to Rasche and demanded, "Wo the hell are you?"

"Concerned taxpayer," Rasche said. "CGot a minute?"
"Hell, no." He started to say nore, but Rasche cut him off

"Think you could find one? It's inportant.”

"Listen, mister, whoever you are," Smithers said, "I'mnot a recruiter or a
P.R officer. Was there sonething you want ed?"

"As a matter of fact, yes," Rasche said. "My nane's Rasche, Colonel. Maybe
you can guess what |'m after.”

"No, I ..." Smithers began. Then he stopped, and his tone changed abruptly
from annoyance to uncertainty. "Did you say 'Rasche'? Detective Rasche?"

"It's Sheriff Rasche now, actually,"” Rasche said, shrugging diffidently. "I
don't want any trouble, Colonel. | was just wondering whether you could tel
me where ny old partner has got to. Detective Schaefer."

"CGet out of here, Rasche," Smithers said, getting up off the desk. "You
don't want to be involved."

"Ch, now, don't be too..." Rasche began as Snithers approached him

Then Smithers reached to grab Rasche's shoul der and shove hi mout of the
of fice, and Rasche made his nove

In all his years on the NYPD, Rasche had always |eft the tough-guy stuff to
his partner as nuch as he could. One reason he had |iked being partnered with
Schaefer was that Schaefer was so good at the tough-guy stuff. Schaef was
about six and a half feet tall, classic buzz-cut Aryan with big broad
shoul ders and visible layers of nuscle; he | ooked |ike he'd been carved out of
stone by a sculptor with a body-building fetish. Schaefer didn't have to hit
peopl e much because one | ook at himconvinced nost folks that they weren't
going towinif it came to blows-and they were right, too, because Schaefer
was at | east as tough as he | ooked.

Intimdating people just by |ooks saved everyone a | ot of trouble, and
Schaefer did it better than anyone el se Rasche had ever net.

Rasche, though ... Rasche was about average height, with a potbelly w der



than his shoulders, with bony arnms and a Captain Kangaroo nustache. He | ooked
about as intimdating as one of those inflatable clowns with the weighted
bases that kids used to punch

That had its uses, too. He couldn't intimdate anyone with his | ooks, but
he could catch themoff guard. In fact, he'd nade it his specialty. Tough guys
al ways underestinmated the fat old cop when he sniled and shrugged and tal ked
in that polite, vague way he'd worked so hard to perfect.

Smithers was just one nore. He reached out for Rasche's shoul der and nade
no attenpt at all to guard hinself. Rasche's hands, |ocked together, came up
hard and fast and took Snithers in the side of the head with nost of Rasche's
two hundred pounds behi nd t hem

Smi t hers staggered sideways, caught off-balance, but he didn't go down
until Rasche kneed himin the groin and then ramred both fists down on the
back of his head.

Rasche shook his head as he closed and | ocked the door; was this the best
the feds could do? Smithers had recogni zed Rasche's nane, so he'd probably
read up on sone of what Schaefer and Rasche had done together. Had he thought
that it was all Schaefer, with Rasche just going along for the ride? The hoods
on the street had always thought so, which was just the way Schaefer and
Rasche had wanted it, but the feds ought to know better

It was al nbost enough to hurt his feelings, he thought as he haul ed the
noani ng, sem conscious Snithers into the chair behind the desk. How the hel
did Smthers think Rasche had ever namde detective in the first place and
pi cked up his several commendati ons?

Five mnutes later Smithers was fully conscious again and tied securely
into his chair with the cords from his phones and conputers. Rasche smled
across the desk at him

"Darn it, Colonel," he said, "I thought this could be a friendly chat.
After all, all | want to know is what happened to ny friend."

Smthers stared at him

"You'll go to prison for this, Rasche," he said. "Assaulting an on-duty
federal officer is a felony ..."

Rasche cut himoff. "Yup," he said, nodding. "It sure is a felony, and a
serious one. But are you really going to want to go into court and testify in
front of a judge and jury and your superiors about how an over-the-hill smal

town sheriff caught you off guard and trussed you up like a Thanksgi vi ng
turkey?" He sniled again, and that walrus nustache bristled; his eyes
narrowed, and he really didn't look a thing like Captain Kangaroo anynore.

"Besi des," he added, "I have a hunch that your boss, my old friend Genera
Philips, really wouldn't care for the bright lights of a civilian trial, since
if it cane to that |'d be doing ny best to turn it into the biggest nedia
circus since O J. Sinpson.”

Smithers frowned uncertainly.

"Anyway, " Rasche continued, "that's all beside the point." He reached under
his jacket. "I want to know what happened to Detective Schaefer, and | want to
know now." He drew the .38 Police Special out slowy, and then, noving with
careful grace, brought it out to armis length and ainmed it directly between
Smithers's eyes.



"That gun doesn't scare me, Rasche,” Smithers said scornfully. "I know
you're a cop; you wouldn't dare pull that trigger."

Rasche shook his head. "Yeah, I'ma cop," he said. "And cops don't go
around shooting people who don't answer questions-at |east, good cops don't."
He pull ed the gun back for a monent and | ooked at it contenplatively. "So you
know I'm a cop, Colonel, but are you ready to ganble your life that I'm a good

cop? I've had a pretty bad tinme lately, you know, |I left the force here in New
York after that nmess on Third Avenue, but that didn't really end it. It's

still bothering ne. | alnost strangled ny dentist the other day." He ained the
gun again. "I'mnot sure just what |'m capable of anynore. |'ve gotta say,
though, that I'mpretty sure |'mnot that good a cop anynore. Renenber that
I"mjust full of surprises, Colonel-1 took you down a few mnutes ago, didn't

| ?"

Smithers cleared his throat but didn't speak

Rasche | eaned forward across the desk, bringing the .38 s nuzzle to just an
inch or two fromSnmthers's face. "I've heard about you mlitary guys who get
assigned to the CIA for their dirty tricks," he said conversationally.
"Speci al training, psychol ogical counseling-you think you can handl e just
about anything, right? Well, | didn't have all that. Wat | had instead was a
dozen years on the streets, where | learned all about what people will and
won't do. Maybe you | earned sone of the sanme things | did in those fancy

cl asses of yours." He |leaned closer, and Smithers pulled as far away fromthe
gun as his bonds would allow. "I want you to ook into ny eyes, Colonel,"
Rasche said, "and | want you to use that special training to see inside ne, to
understand exactly what |I'mfeeling right now and what |'m capable of. If you

read nmy file, | want you to think over everything it said in there-1 got sone
conmendati ons, yeah, | got pronoted, but | also got in ny share of trouble,
didn't 1? Insubordination, brutality ... you think about that."

Rasche's voi ce had gradually dropped froma normal tone to a whi spered
grow, and Sm thers had begun to sweat. "Think about all the things that make
life good, Colonel," Rasche murmured. "Oreos, moonlit nights, the |aughter of
friends over a few beers, the soft touch of a woman's hand. You think about
all that very carefully, Colonel, and then | want you to ask yourself a
guestion.” Rasche paused and adjusted his grip on the .38 so that there was no
chance it would jerk out of line if he pulled the trigger

"Ask yoursel f,"’
t oday?"

he said through gritted teeth. "Do you really want to die

And Snithers started talking.

Chapter 22

Si beria!" Rasche said as he charged out onto the street. "Christ almghty,
Si beria?" He | ooked both ways for a cab, didn't see any-but when he briefly
consi dered taking the subway the newsstand besi de the subway entrance caught
his eye. A stack of papers displayed the headline RUSSI ANS DENY U. S. M SSI LE
CLAI M5

He' d | ooked through a Chicago newspaper on the flight east and caught the
usual snatches of news fromradi os and CNN and the like-it was hard to
conpletely miss a major story in a news, saturated American city. Now the
pi eces fell into place.

"Shit," Rasche said. "Siberial"

There weren't any illegal nukes being noved around, no Russian nationalists



or separatists or terrorists threatening the U S., he realized. That was the
cover story, fabricated by someone in Washington to hide another nonster
hunt -and the Russians weren't willing to counter it with the truth because
they wanted to get their paws on the aliens' high-tech goodies, too. That
stuff could put their econony back on track, make thema real world power
again without having to actually teach their people how to run businesses.

Hal f a dozen cabs finally appeared, a platoon of bright yell ow Chevys
chargi ng up Sixth Avenue, vying with each other for position-they still seened
to hunt in packs, Rasche saw, the same as when he'd lived in the Big Apple. He
flagged one down; it swooped in toward the curb, spraying Rasche's pant |egs
with dirty slush.

"Where to?" the driver asked as Rasche clinbed in.
Rasche hesit at ed.

The feds weren't going to be cooperative, Smithers had nmade that plain.
They' d shi pped Schaefer off to Siberia to help out their team of
nonster-hunters, but they weren't interested in Rasche, or he'd have heard
fromthem al ready.

And it was a little late to volunteer, in any case-the mi ssion had gone in.
So he'd need to get to Siberia without any help fromthe feds.

In theory, he could go back to Kennedy and book a flight on Aeroflot to
what ever conmmercial airfield was closest to the Yanmal Peninsula, wherever the
hell the Yamal Peninsula was, but what would he do fromthere? He didn't speak
Russi an, didn't know a thing about getting around there, didn't know exactly
where the alien ship was.

If he wanted to find this place where the alien ship had | anded, he'd need
a gui de, soneone who knew his way around, knew what was goi ng on

And he had an idea howto find one.
"The U.N.," he said.

The cabbie didn't ask any questions or start tal king about Serbians; he
just swung east at the next corner and headed downtown.

Rasche sat in the back of the cab, watching the fanmiliar streets and
bui | di ngs stream by, thinking over what he was getting into.

From what he'd heard on CNN and seen in the headlines, Pentagon spokesnen
had been maeking threats, tal king about a preenptive strike. The Russians had
been countering with warnings of retaliation for any uninvited intrusion.

Comment ators tal ked about the sudden chill in U S./Russian relations, and how
even if this particular problemwere cleared up there mght be | asting damage.
The whole world was closer to World War |11 than it had been at any tine since

t he Sovi et Union coll apsed.

And all al ong, Rasche thought, the people in power, the people naking
threats and counter, threats, surely knew that there weren't any m spl aced
nukes i nvol ved.

He used to wonder sonetines what had nade Schaefer so bitter, what had
happened to convince himthat the human race was worthless, what had made it
so hard for himto feel, to care about anything.

At that particular nmoment, Rasche thought he knew.



He didn't give a shit about the politics involved in this ness; he was a
| oyal Anerican, but that didn't nean he had anythi ng agai nst Russians, or that
he thought much of General Philips and conpany. Those clowns weren't fighting
for Rasche's idea of freedom denocracy, or America-they were acting out of
sinmpl e greed, out of a quest for power. They wanted to have the mlitary
strength to tell the rest of the world to go to hell, and they didn't care how
they got it.

Not that the Russians were nmuch better. Somehow Rasche doubted that Myscow
was going to share the alien technology with the peoples of the world, should
t hey happen to acquire it, and if soneone |like that |oon zhirinovsky ever got
el ected president over there it could be bad news-but that wasn't Rasche's
problem The generals could snack each ot her around until doonsday for all he
cared.

What he cared about was Schaefer. He was dealing with the world on a
snal l er, nore personal scale than the generals and bureaucrats. He'd al ways
figured that if everyone did that, if everyone minded his own affairs and
lived up to his own responsibilities without getting any big ideas, the world
woul d be a better place.

Rasche didn't know much of anything about politics, but he did know that he
wasn't going to |let anyone-not the feds, not the Russians, not the aliens-ness
with his friends or famly while he sat by and did not hi ng.

He paid the cabbie and marched into the U N Secretariat Building.

"Where do | find the Russian anbassador?" he demanded at the | obby
i nformati on desk

The guard started to give himthe standard brush-off, but Rasche pulled out
hi s badge and went into his "serious problenf speech

Ten nminutes later he was pounding his fist on a receptionist's desk,
demandi ng i medi ate admittance to the inner office.

"You can't barge in on the anbassador w thout an appoi ntnent," she
pr ot est ed.

"Just tell Boris, or lvan, or whatever the hell his nane is, that | know
about that thing in Siberia," Rasche told her. "Tell himthat, and he'll see

me. It's on the Yamal Peninsula at a place called Assyma -- | know all about
it. I know about the American teamthat's gone in..."
"Sir; | don't know what you're tal king about," the receptionist said.

"But | do," a deep voice said.

Rasche and the receptionist turned to | ook at the grayhaired man standing
in the inner doorway.

"I heard the commtion," the gray-haired nman said.

Rasche had expected that; that had been the whole point of being | oud and
obnoxious in the first place.

"I"'msorry, M. Anbassador," the receptionist said. "He was very
i nsistent."

"It's all right, ny dear,
policeman in."

the gray-haired man said soothingly. "Send the



Rasche sm | ed.

"Ch, and please, Sheriff," the anbassador said as he ushered Rasche inside,
"ny name is not Boris or lvan. | am Gigori Komarinets."

Chapter 23
Li gacheva slid the brimm ng shot glass across the table to Schaefer
"Here, American," she said bitterly. "A toast to Yashin's success."

Schaefer stared expressionlessly at the drink. The vodka was Stolichnaya,
of course, and the gl ass was reasonably clean, but he didn't pick it up right
away.

Li gacheva lifted her own glass and contenplated it. "So eager to engage the
enemnmy, ny Sergeant Yashin. So eager to taste first blood," she said.

"They're all going to die," Schaefer said flatly. "All those nen."

Li gacheva paused, her glass of vodka in hand, and stared at him

"Yashin is acting just |like those things," Schaefer told her. "He lives for
the fight, the thrill, the blood." Schaefer picked up his drink and swal | owed
it. "Hell, maybe we all do." He thunped the enpty gl ass down on the table.
"The thing is, they're better at it than we are. So Yashin and the rest are
all going to die."

Li gacheva | owered her drink and set it gently on the table, stil

untouched. "I thought you Anericans were the world's great optinmists," she
said. "You talk of freedom and peace and col or television, and you go about
your lives happily certain that someday you'll all be rich..." She shook her

head and stared at Schaefer. "So what happened to you?" she asked.

Schaefer reached for the bottle. "I got a ook at the Anerican dream" he
sai d. "Two-car garage, June C eaver in the bedroom one and three-fourths
kids-and a Smith & Wesson in the dresser drawer, just in case things don't
quite work out." He poured. "Except lately it seenms the cars are in the shop
June's on Prozac, the kids are on crack, and the Smith & Wsson's getting
pl enty of use."

"l don't know this Prozac," Ligacheva said. "And | don't know what you're
t al ki ng about . "

"It doesn't matter," Schaefer said. He bolted the second shot. "Look, you
think I don't care what happens to your nmen-naybe | don't. Maybe | can't care
anynore. But that's nothing. What matters is that nobody cares. The peopl e who
put us here sure don't give a shit. W're just nunbers to them an all otnent,
anot her piece of equipnment; we're low tech and easy to naintain."

Li gacheva shook her head and gul ped her own first drink. "That can't be
true," she said. "Sone don't care, maybe-there are always bad ones."

"Nobody cares," Schaefer insisted. "Except those things out there. That's
why they're going to wi n-because they believe in what they're doing here.
Nobody sent them Nobody ordered themto cone. Nobody screwed t hem out of
their jobs, or their freedom or their lives. They cone here because they want
to, because it's fun."

Li gacheva frowned. "You seemto believe you have a special understandi ng of
these creatures. You say these things as if you know them ™"



"Maybe | do," Schaefer said. "l've survived dealing with them once, anyway,
whi ch npbst people don't. | understand enough about themto know there's
somet hi ng wong about their being here, in this place."

"Expl ain."

"They don't care nmuch for the cold," Schaefer told her. "I should knowthe
last tine we net, the only thing that saved ny ass was a half inch of sunmer
rain. They like it hot-so what the hell are they doing here? And they cone
here to hunt, to kill people for fun, to collect our skulls as trophies, well,
| don't see a lot of people around here, do you? Besides, if they were here to
hunt us, if they really wanted us dead, we'd have been hanging fromthe
yardarns hours ago, |ike your friends down the corridor."

"Way are they here, then?" Ligacheva asked. "Wy did they butcher Gal yshev
and the others? My squad-they killed them too, but naybe we were intruding,
getting too close to their base. But what did the workers do? You say they
hunt for fun, as we hunt aninmals-all right, where is the sport in such a
sl aughter? And why ruin our heating systen?"

Schaefer shook his head. "Those workers were just in the wong place at the

wrong tine, would be ny guess,"” he said. "Wiatever they were after, | don't
think the aliens were | ooking for those nmen. Hell, | don't think those things
wanted to be here at all. | think this is a detour, the wong exit, sonething

went wong and | anded them here, and they don't like this shitty weather any
nore than we do. They're in a bad nood, and your buddies got in the way,
that's all."

Li gacheva shudder ed.

"They took things," she said. "Pieces fromthe punps and the wiring."

"Spare parts," Schaefer said. "Their ship ... maybe sonmething' s broken, and
they're trying to fix it." He considered the bottle thoughtfully, and then put
it down without pouring a third drink. "Must be like trying to repair a
Porsche with whal ebone and baling wire," he said in English. He didn't have
the Russian vocabulary for it.

"Surely, these things are capable of great ingenuity," Ligacheva said in
Russi an

"Surely," Schaefer agreed. "Aren't we all?"

As Li gacheva and Schaefer spoke in the punping station's conmon room the
other Anericans sat dejectedly in the military barracks.

"This is enbarrassing," Dobbs said. "The Russkies took us down before we
could get off a shot! "

"I want to know what happened to that |ousy cop,” WIlcox said. "We're
freezing our asses off in here while he's kissing up to that butch
lieutenant..."

"Shut up, WIlcox," Lynch said. "Al of you shut up."

"Why?" W cox denanded.

"So we can plan how we're going to get out of here and what we're going to
do once we're out,"

Philips told him "Did anyone see where they put our gear?"



"That storeroom across the hall,’
we're going to get out of here.”

Lynch said. "But, sir, | don't see how

"Qur orders were to secure the alien ship," Philips said, "and we sure as
hell can't do that fromin here, now can we?" He reached down and pulled a
flattened cylinder fromhis boot-the Russians had taken their packs and had
patted them down, but the search hadn't been very thorough. "So we grab our
equi pnment, we secure the station, and then we head out for that ship. Now,
give me a hand with those mattresses ..."

A few nonents later the guard at the barracks door heard shouting and
bangi ng. He turned, startled.

He had had English in school, of course, everyone did. He hadn't used it in
years, though, and he had never actually spoken English to anyone outside a
cl assroom He struggled to make out words through the | ocked door

One voice seened to be doing all the shouting. "Hey!" the American call ed.
"You out there! You speak English? Ever seen a Super Bow ? You watch X-Files?
What's the capital of Sacramento?"

The guard could not follow that. He struggled to renenber the words he
want ed.

"Slow," he shouted back. "You talk slow, please!"
"The door!" the Anmerican shout ed.

The guard frowned. He knew that word. It was al nbst |ike the Russian
"Door" neant dvyer. He unslung his AK100 and stepped closer to the door
"What, door?" he asked.

"It's got termtes, bozo!" the Anmerican shouted. The guard had no idea what
the American was tal king about, or what "termites bozo" m ght be. He stepped
up and put a hand on the door

It seemed solid enough. It was cold to the touch-extrenely cold-so the
crazy Anerican wasn't worried about a fire.

"What, door?" he repeated.
"C4 termtes!" the Anerican said.

The bl ast smashed the door upward and outward-the | ower hinge was torn from
the frame instantly, since the C-4 charge had been al nbost at floor |evel, and
the I ock gave as well, but the upper hinge held at first, so that the upper
two thirds of the door pivoted up like a gigantic pinball flipper and snashed
the guard off his feet. The expl osion reduced the bottomthird of the door to
bits and drove four-inch splinters into the guard's legs, belly, and groin.

I nside the barracks the bl ast was absorbed by the stacked nmattresses that
had been piled on top of the little surprise package from Philips's boot. The
sound was still startling, alnost deafening.

"Cone on," Philips barked, |eading the way over the resulting heap of
cotton stuffing, broken wood, and bl ood.

Chapter 24

Li gacheva and Schaefer both jerked upright in their seats at the sound of
t he expl osion. "The barracks!" Ligacheva said. She called to the guard at the



door, "Gal an, stay here-be ready for anything. I'll take the American wth
ne."

She rose, beckoned to Schaefer, and headed briskly down t he passage.

Schaefer followed, noticing that Ligacheva was not bothering to keep a
close eye on him He wasn't sure whether to take that as a conplinent or an
insult; she seened to trust him but when it cane right down to it, she had no
busi ness doi ng so.

If he turned aside and | ost hinself sonewhere in the nostly enpty conpl ex,
she might never find himbut she wasn't the eneny, despite what Lynch and
conpany m ght think, despite what she herself might think

Besi des, he wanted to know what the hell had bl own up. He could always slip
away | ater.

The two of them headed down the station's central corridor at a fast trot,
then turned the corner into the passage to the workers' barracks.

There they both stopped dead. There was no need to go any farther to see
what had happened, where the expl osion had been. The Russian guard | ay
spraw ed on the floor, staring sightlessly at the ceiling, and the snell of
expl osive and charred wood filled the passage.

No Anericans were in sight.

"I't would appear that your friends have escaped,” Ligacheva said. "As has
my guard, in a different sense.”

"They're soldiers, Lieutenant," Schaefer said. "That's their job."

She didn't answer right away. |Instead, she started to step forward for a
cl oser | ook at the debris.

As she did, she heard the scrape of boots on concrete. Before she could
take a second step, an American appeared in the doorway of the nearby
storeroom and pointed an M 16 at her-the American captain, Lynch. Ligacheva
started, and realized that her hands were enpty, that she held no weapon. She
had. | eft her AK-100 back in the conmon room

Annoyed with herself and seeing no alternative, she raised her hands in
surrender. The American captain smled.

"They do their job better than | do mine, it would seem" Ligacheva said.
"For the moment," Schaefer agreed.

"Hey, cop," Lynch said, "speak English."

"I wasn't talking to you," Schaefer said.

"Fine, then. Talk if you like. I don't know what you two are jaw ng about,
but you know what? Right now | don't nuch care. W've got our thermal suits
and our col d-weat her guns and enough amb to take down Rhode Island, so
don't guess it nakes any difference what you're saying." He gestured with the
M16. "Gve ne a hand with sonme of this stuff, and we'll go join the others."

Schaefer stepped up to the storeroom door; Lynch tossed hima heavy
backpack, which he caught one-handed.

"So Philips is running the show agai n?" Schaefer asked, slinging the pack



on hi s shoul der

"The general's talking to the brass, and until he's done with that, I'min
charge," Lynch said. He hefted anot her pack. "You know, Schaefer, sonehow, as
long as we've got this stuff, | don't think the Russkies will give us any nore
trouble. Yessir, there's a new sheriff in town around here."

"Your playsuits and your weapons," Ligacheva said in Russian. "Ah, you have
your precious toys back, and now you are invincible!"

Lynch gl owered unconprehendi ngly at her. "Shut up and nove," he barked,
poi nting eastward down the main corridor. "Schaefer, what's she sayi ng?"

"She's admiring your aftershave, Lynch," Schaefer said. "Shit, who cares
what she's saying? The Russians aren't the problem Lynch! Can't you get that
straight?" He started striding down the corridor. "Where's Philips? He'll tel
you.

"I told you, the general's put ne in charge while he sets up our satellite
uplink," Lynch interrupted.

"So tell this Russkie lieutenant to have her boys surrender ASAP, or we'll
spam'eminto dog food."

Schaefer grimaced. Lynch had apparently forgotten that the |ieutenant spoke
good English. Somehow, given what Schaefer knew of Lynch, this did not
surprise him

"What does he say?" Ligacheva asked in Russian. "His accent is too thick
and | don't know all those words."

"This asshole wants ne to tell you that if you and your nmen don't give up
we're all dead." They were approaching the side passage to the pipeline
mai nt enance area-apparently that was where Lynch was directing them

Li gacheva didn't reply, and Schaefer glanced at her; sonehow, he didn't
bel i eve that she was quite as resigned to capture as she appeared.

"CGot any ideas?" Schaefer asked.

"Just one," Ligacheva said in Russian. "Fuck him" she concluded in
Engl i sh. She grabbed Schaefer by the shoul der and yanked himin front of
Lynch's M 16, then started running for the smashed east door

Schaefer was caught off guard and allowed hinself to be shoved between
Lynch and Li gacheva. He gl anced back at Lynch, then at the fl eeing Russian
worman, and in an instant he deci ded he preferred Ligacheva, and to hell with
nationalities; he'd rather join her out in the snow than hang around with
Lynch and the other assholes Philips had brought al ong. He began running
hi nsel f, follow ng Ligacheva

Behi nd them Lynch hesitated, unsure whether Schaefer was chasing the
Russian or fleeing with her; in either case the cop was between hinmself and
the wonman, and he didn't think the general would be pleased if soneone shot
his civilian advisor in the back.

The two of themran out into the wind and snow while Lynch was stil
debating with hinself, and then the opportunity was gone.

The bitter wind tore at Schaefer's face as he ran; his cheeks went numb
al nost instantly, while fromthe neck down he remained eerily warm



"Jesus, it's cold,"” he nuttered as they charged up the sl ope, and the
nmoi sture in his breath froze into ice on his upper lip alnost as soon as the
words left his nmouth. His short-cropped hair provided al nbst no insulation
and he didn't have his helnet-his scalp tingled with col d.

"The tenperature has been falling," Ligacheva said.
"Christ, it wasn't cold enough? Wasn't it about sixty bel ow?"
"Sixty ... ?" Ligacheva gl anced back at him "Do you nean Cel sius?"

"Fahrenheit,"” Schaefer said as they topped the ridge. "Not that it matters
much. Where are we goi ng, anyway"

"To join Sergeant Yashin, perhaps?" Ligacheva suggested. "He, at |east,
fights the right foe. Sixty below zero in Fahrenheit would be minus fifty or
so, wouldn't it? That sounds close. But it's colder now, nuch colder."

Schaefer did not want to think about the fact that he was exposing bare
skin to sonething significantly nmore than sixty degrees bel ow zero. That was
col der than any place in North Anerica ever got, and this Russian seened to be
taking it right in stride. "So where's Yashin?" he asked.

Li gacheva pointed to the tracks in the snow, then ahead, to the northeast.
"Halt!" someone called in Russian

Li gacheva stopped dead instantly; Schaefer stunbled another few steps, then
dropped flat to the snow at the crack of a rifle shot.

He got cautiously to his feet to find the Iieutenant facing a young Russi an
sol dier with a snoking AK-100.

"Kazakov, " Ligacheva denmanded, "what are you doi ng out here?"

"The sergeant left me on guard,"” the soldier explained. "Wy are you here,
Li eut enant ?"

"The Americans have escaped and captured the station," Ligacheva replied.

Kazakov blinked at her, and Schaefer noticed that his | ashes and eyebrows
were white with frost. "Wat should we do?" he asked unsteadily.

"You have a radio?"

"Wait a minute ..." Schaefer began, but before he could say any nore,
Kazakov swung the AK-100 to point at the American's chest.

"Don't shoot him" Ligacheva said. "He's our translator, and the only one
of the Americans with any sense. Call Sergeant Yashin."

"Yes, sir." Kazakov | owered his weapon and reached for the radio in his
shoul der pack.

Schaefer got slowy back up on his own feet and picked up his dropped pack
realizing as he did that he didn't know just what Lynch had given himto
carry, or whether it was worth hauling al ong.

This didn't seemto be the tinme and place to check it out, however, wth
the two Russians watching him Instead he stood and waited as Kazakov managed
to make intermttent contact with Yashin's expedition



Schaefer couldn't nmake out the conversation over the how ing of the w nd,
and didn't seriously try; instead he watched the ridgetop, waiting to see if
Lynch or one of the others m ght be comi ng after them

"They're on their way back," Kazakov reported a nonent |ater

"So now what ?" Schaefer denanded. "You trying to work these idiots up into
a pitched battle?"

Li gacheva stared up at himcalmy. "You said they would all die if they
went to face the nonsters unprepared,” she said. "I amtrying to prevent that.
Perhaps we can all work together and find some way to defeat these things."

"The best thing we can do is just |eave them alone and |let them go,"
Schaefer said. "They don't want to be here, and either they' re going to |eave
as soon as they can, or the cold s going to kill them™

"And you want themto sinply depart?"

Schaefer sniled a vicious, tight snile. "No, I want the bastards dead," he
answered. "l never liked themmuch in the first place, and | saw what they did
to your people back there. Nobody should do that to good nen and get away with
it. | don't give a shit about their technol ogy, though, and | don't think
we' ve got what it takes to take themall down, and | don't want to | ose nore
good men trying. |I'mhoping the cold will get themall."

"And if it does?"
"Then you and Philips can fight about who gets to study the shi pweck."

"I would prefer that we not fight at all--except, perhaps, against those
creatures. Do you really think there is nothing we can do?"

"Ch, we can fight," Schaefer said. "If they cone after us I'll fight them
But I'mnot going to walk into any traps if | ..." He paused, |istening.

He coul d hear the runble of engines over the w nd.

"Yashin," Ligacheva said. "Cone on." She turned and led the way up to the
ri dget op.

Schaefer foll owed.

Lynch and the others had taken up defensive positions around the east door
he sawthey had | earned fromtheir earlier mistake not to be caught out in the
open. Schaefer spotted WIcox crouched behind a huge pipe; Dobbs had dug into
a hollowin the ice beneath a vent, while Lassen stood at the southeast corner
of the building, and Lynch himself crouched in the doorway. Gennaro was
clinbing a service |adder to a post on the station's roof.

Phili ps was nowhere in sight.

"What do they think they're doing?" Ligacheva asked. "Wy are they trying
to keep possession of the punping station in the first place?"

"It's their turf now," Schaefer said in English. "They're challenging
Yashin to a pissing contest, that's what they're doing."

"“Pissing contest'?"

Schaefer could not renmenber a Russian equivalent. "Never mind," he said.
"Look. "



He pointed as a Russian APV ground into sight over a snowdrift and headed
for the station, its headlights throwing spotlights on Lynch and Dobbs. A
second vehicle followed cl ose behind.

"That's Sergeant Yashin," Ligacheva said, pointing to a man clinbing out of
the first vehicle. "He had not gone as far as | thought."

As she spoke, Schaefer heard a noise behind them he turned to find a
third, much smaller vehicle pulling into the shallow valley where Kazakov had
been standi ng guard.

Li gacheva waved to the driver; he was, Schaefer saw, alone in the vehicle.

"I was sent to fetch you, Lieutenant," the driver called. "You and

Kazakov. "

"Thank you, Masl enni kov,
nonent, however."

Li gacheva replied. "I think we had best wait a
She turned to | ook down at the confrontation bel ow

Just then a single shot sounded, clearly audible despite the w nd.

They didn't see who had fired first, but seconds later the air was full of
the rattle of autonatic weapons fire and the red lines of tracers.

"Shit," Schaefer said as he dropped to his belly to make hinmself a smaller
target.

Li gacheva was right beside him Kazakov stunbled back off the ridgetop
into the darkness, while Maslenni kov stayed in his vehicle.

"So much for international cooperation," Schaefer said. "Looks like we'll
kill each other before those alien bastards get the chance."

Li gacheva nodded. "Yashin has been ready for a fight since he arrived,
eager to defend the Mdtherland; your nmen seemto be happy to oblige him"

Schaefer watched for a few seconds, then squinted. "Do you have
bi nocul ars?" he asked Li gacheva.

She turned and called into the gl oom "Kazakov! Field glasses!"”

The private scranbl ed back up the ridge and handed the |ieutenant the
gl asses, which she passed to Schaefer. He peered through them

It hadn't been his imagination; where Wl cox had | eaned agai nst the pipe
somet hing yell ow was dripping fromhis arm A snear of the stuff was on the
pi pe, too.

It wasn't blood; WIcox m ght be an asshole, but he was human, and in the
light fromthe Russian vehicles there could be no question that that seeping
fluid was yell ow, not red. Then what

The suits. Schaefer |ooked down at his own arns in the brown plastic
thermal suit. The suits were filled with circulating fluid, and that had to be
what that yellow stuff was. Had W/l cox been hit?

He lifted the gl asses and wat ched.
Gennaro, up on the roof, flung hinmself prone, and yell ow goo sprayed up as

if he'd belly flopped into custard. The seans along either side of the suit
had burst.



Schaefer snatched off one of his gloves and prodded experinentally at his
own suit with rapidly freezing bare fingers.

The plastic had gone brittle. The suit hadn't been intended for weather
this cold, for the strains of warm ng and cooling, for the stress of battle.

Si beria, Schaefer knew, was the second col dest place on Earth, behind only
Antarctica-the North Pole itself, thanks to the Arctic Ccean, wasn't as cold
as Siberia in mdwinter. Nothing in North America canme close; the arny could
have tested the suits in the worst weather Al aska or G eenland could throw at
them and never had any problem but that didn't nean they'd hold up here.

Al the seans in Gennaro's suit nust have split open when he flopped down
like that.

"Shit," Schaefer said as he pulled the glove back on

And then Gennaro's gun expl oded, spraying netal splinters that gouged into
his face, barely mssing his eyes.

More of the sanme, Schaefer thought, as he watched Gennaro roll onto his
back, clapping his hands over his injured face. Steel goes brittle in extrene
col d-that was what had done in the Titanic, he'd heard; the cold water of the
North Atlantic had turned the netal brittle, so a nere brush with the iceberg
had popped rivets in all directions, and the ship had snapped right in tw as
she went down.

Modern steel was a lot better than the crap they used for hull plates in
1912, and the M 16s were neant for cold weather, sure, but not for anything
this cold.

"M nus sixty, Celsius," Ligacheva said.

That woul d, Schaefer realized, be about seventy-five bel ow zero,
Fahrenheit. Lassen had said the equi pnent had been tested to minus fifty
degr ees.

Not good enough.

Dobbs's gun bl ew next. After that it wasn't nore than five mnutes before
the Americans, disarnmed by the same General Wnter that had defeated Napol eon
and any nunber of other woul d-be conquerors who had dared to invade Mbther
Russia, threw up their hands in surrender

"I'f you keep the weapons warm whenever you aren't actually firing, under
your coat or in a vehicle, they're less likely to malfunction," Ligacheva
remar ked conversationally. "And you nust keep themwell oiled, of course-oi
is a fine insulator.

When the gun feels dry to the touch it isn't safe in weather like this."

"The voice of experience,"- Schaefer nmuttered as he watched Yashin and his
nmen round up Lynch and the others. "Too bad Philips spent so rmuch tinme
recruiting me, instead of someone who really knew cold weather." He remarked
al oud, "Looks like your sergeant has everything under control."

"Yes,
it."

Li gacheva agreed. "Yashin has wanted control all along. Let him have

Schaefer | ooked at her. "Aren't you going to go down there and take
char ge?"



"No," she said quietly. She turned to Kazakov and cal |l ed, "You and
Masl enni kov, go down there and tell Yashin he's done well,"” she said. "I'I|
cone presently. Leave the vehicle; 1'll drive it down."

Kazakov saluted. A nonent |ater he and the driver marched up over the
ri dgetop, waving and shouting so that they woul dn't be m staken for an eneny.

"Presently?" Schaefer asked.

"It is a word that neans nothing specific," Ligacheva said. "I will return
when |'mready."

"And what are you planning to do now?"

Li gacheva | ooked himin the eye. "You cane here as an advi sor on these
nonsters, but it does not seemto ne that either your people or m ne have been

very interested in taking your advice. | aminterested, though."” She pointed
to the vehicle. "I'Il use that. You said to | eave the creatures al one. Wil
that advice I will not take. | amgoing to find that ship and get a good | ook
at these things that have killed so many of ny friends, and if | can, | wll

destroy them To destroy them the nore | know, the better, and | will destroy
them | would therefore be pleased if you cane along as nmy advi sor on how best
to do that."

Schaefer stared at her for a monent, then nodded. "It's that way, yes?" he
said, pointing to the northeast.

"That way," she agreed.

Toget her, they headed for the waiting vehicle.

Chapter 25

It woul d have been conveni ent, Yashin thought as he and his nmen herded the
prisoners through the corridors, if at |east one of the Anmericans coul d speak
Russian. Trying to comunicate in his own miserable, half-forgotten school boy
Engli sh was a nui sance.

Then he stopped in his tracks, thinking. Wen they had captured the
Anericans before, there had been that big Anerican who had spoken Russian, the
one the lieutenant had spoken with so freely.

What had happened to hin?

For that matter, what had happened to Lieutenant Ligacheva? She shoul d be
here trying to reassert her authority, and she wasn't.

She had spoken to Kazakov and Masl enni kov outside, in the valley beyond the
little eastern ridge, and then... then what? \Were was she?

"What the devil is keeping the |ieutenant?" he demanded of Kazakov.

"l don't know, sir,
t hat American..."

Kazakov said. "She was just over the ridge, talking to
"An American?" Yashin frowned. The lieutenant still had the big American
with her?
What was she up to?

This woul d not do, Yashin thought. This would not do at all. Lieutenant
Li gacheva was no fool. She was a wonan, and perhaps in consequence she | acked



a man's true fighting spirit or love for the Mdtherland, but still, she was
not stupid. She knew that Yashin was bucking for a promption at the cost of
her own standing, and she would not want to pay that cost. \Watever she was
doing out there with the big Arerican would not be in Yashin's own best
interests, he was sure-and probably, if it involved that American, would not
be in the best interests of Russia, either

"Kazakov, Kurkin, Afanasiev -- you stay with the prisoners. If they try
anything, kill them" There were still half a dozen other |oyal nen somewhere
in the station, if the Anericans had not killed then that would be enough
"The rest of you, conme with ne."

He turned and headed for the vehicles.

"Sonething tells me this overgrown snowmbile isn't going to nake it,"
Schaefer nuttered to hinself.

Li gacheva didn't hear the words, but she didn't need to. She knew what
Schaefer had to be saying. The little snow tractor was dying; she wasn't sure
whet her it was succumbing to the fierce cold, or whether it was sinply out of
fuel, but the engine was sputtering and bangi ng.

Then it stopped conpletely.

She tried not to think of the eighteen or twenty kiloneters they woul d have
to walk in the unforgiving cold of the arctic night in order to get back to
Pumpi ng Station #12, once they were done with whatever they m ght do here.
First they had to survive their investigation of the alien ship.

"Now we wal k," she said. "W're alnobst there, the tractor wouldn't have
taken us nmuch farther in any case.”

"So we wal k," Schaefer agreed. "After all, we wouldn't want our noisy
engi ne to bother anyone, would we?" He grabbed one of the spare blankets from
the little vehicle's storage conpartnent before clinmbing out into the darkness
and wi nd; he had never entirely trusted the Pentagon's spiffy little electric
suits, and after seeing CGennaro's sleeves dribbling yell ow gook he wanted
somet hing nmore to protect himfromthe wind and cold. He wi shed he still had
his hel met, which was probably back in the punping station's comon room but
settled for pulling the bl anket over his head |ike a hood.

It didn't help nuch; his ears started stinging with cold al nost
i mediately. He ignored that as he stepped forward into the beam of the
headl i ghts and took a good | ook at what |ay ahead, and why they would have had
to stop the tractor soon in any case.

He was able to wal k another fifteen feet or so; then they were standing on
the brink of a ravine, a split in the ice fifty yards across and at | east
twenty yards deep.

Li gacheva studi ed Sobchak's map as Schaefer |ooked over the area.
"They're on the other side?" he asked.

"No," Ligacheva said. "Not according to Sobchak's neasurenents." She
poi nted. "Down there."

"Perfect," Schaefer growl ed as he studied the di mexpanse of jagged rock
and ice, the shadows and cul -de-sacs and natural ambuscades. "Perfect for
them If it was ny ass on the line and this was ny front walk, I'd have this
hol e booby-trapped with all the ordnance | could find."



Li gacheva nodded. "As would |-and sonme things are, | fear, universal," she
agreed. "So-how do you Anmericans put it?" She smled at him a hunorless,
toothy smile, and concluded in English, "Watch your step." She turned and
started to clanber down over the canyon rim

"Wait a minute," Schaefer said. He jogged back to the vehicle, then reached
i nside and pulled out two packs-the one he had been given by Lynch, and one
that had been in the vehicle' s storage bin. "M ght be sonething useful in
these," he said as he ran back up to the rim He tossed the pack fromthe
little truck to Ligacheva.

She nodded and sl ung the knapsack on her shoul der before resum ng her
clinb.

Ten minutes later, halfway down the canyon wall, Schaefer's foot slipped on
an icy protrusion. The sudden jar was enough to snap his handhold off the
wall, so that he slid four or five feet down the slope clutching a chunk of

dirty ice before catching hinself on a narrow | edge.

He wasn't injured, but the rocks left |Iong white scratches down the front
of his snowsuit, and his fingers were bl ackened with dirt.

They woul d have reached the bottomof a nere rock wall in half the tinme, he
thought; it was the ice coating every hold and the snow hiding every weakness
that made the clinb so treacherous and slowed themto a nere craw .

"And this is the easy way?" he said.

"Nothing is easy here, Detective," Ligacheva called frombelow "You should
know that by now. " She |aughed and | ost her own hold, sliding a few
centinmeters, just as a sharp crack sounded.

At first Schaefer thought a |arger-than-usual chunk of ice had broken
sonmewhere, but then he heard the unm stakabl e whine of a ricochet and saw the
puf f of snow where Ligacheva's head had been a few seconds before.

"What - ?" Ligacheva turned her head, staring upward to see what was
happeni ng.

Standing on the rimof the canyon, fifty nmeters away, was a man with a
rifle-a man in the heavy khaki overcoat of a Russian soldier

"Yashi n?" she said, astonished.

She had known that Sergeant Yashin disliked her, known he was anbitious and
saw this m ssion and her all eged weakness as his great opportunity for
promotion, but to attenpt to shoot his superior officer? It was nadness!

But in that case, he was clearly nmad. That had not been a warni ng shot; she
| ooked at the silver bullet scar in the ice above her. That shot had been
nmeant to kill her.

Up on the rimthe hal f-dozen nen hung back and watched as Sergeant Yashin
t ook ai m agai n.

"Sergeant, are you certain of this?" a soldier asked uneasily.

"OfF course I'mcertain!" Yashin barked. "She's a traitor! Wy else did she
cone out here with the American, without any of us, without telling us? They
must be planning to steal the alien technology and sell it to the Anmericans!
O since he abandoned his conpani ons, maybe to the hi ghest bidder-do you want



the Chinese to have it?"
"No..."

"Then she and the Anerican nmust be stopped!" Yashin said, his finger
tightening on the trigger. It was a fairly tricky shot; the |ieutenant was
hal f - hi dden in the uneven, icy wall of the crevasse, and the |ight was
terrible. Still, he knew he had her

Then somet hing bright red flicked across his vision for an instant. He
bl i nked and gl anced down.

Red dots were scanning across his chest, weaving about; then they focused
into a neat triangle.

"Chto eto?" he asked. "What is this?"

Then white fire blazed, and a sound |like thunder echoed fromthe walls of
t he canyon.

To the soldiers behind Yashin the light was blinding; they saw the
bl ue-white flash, then a spray of dark red nist as what was left of the
sergeant's body was flung backward. Then they stood, blinking, eyes trying to
readjust to the gloomof the arctic night.

One of themfinally stepped forward to where Yashin's corpse |ay snoking on
the ice.

Hi s chest had been ripped apart, ribs bare and bl ackened; no nore bl ood was
flowi ng because the heat of the blast had cauterized the bl ood vessels. There
was no question at all that the sergeant was dead.

"What happened?" soneone denanded.
"He's dead," replied the soldier who had first stepped forward.
" How?"

"Li gacheva and the Anerican," sonmeone el se replied. "They nust have killed
him™

"I don't know..." said the man | ooki ng down at Yashin's corpse.

"Who el se could it have been?" the other demanded. He pointed down into the
canyon. "Do you see anyone el se down there?"

The man in the | ead | ooked down into the ravine and could see no one but
Li gacheva and Schaefer, still inching down the rocks-but it was dark down
there, and there were dozens of places to hide ampng the rocks.

"I see no one else," he adnmitted, "but this, what could they have that
woul d do this?" He gestured at the body.

"Sone secret American weapon," another soldier replied. "The Americans |ove
secrets.”

For a few seconds the six of themstill milled about uncertainly; then
Masl enni kov t ook charge and said, "Follow them™"

Meanwhi | e, Schaefer and Li gacheva had conpleted their clinb down into the
dar kness of the ravine. Wth Yashin's shooting and subsequent death as their
inspiration they had descended the last few neters a little nore quickly than



t hey had pl anned; Schaefer had dropped his bl anket and stooped to retrieve it
when he reached bottom H's nowbrittle, scratched, and battered electric
snowsuit had stopped working, he noticed; the power supply had scraped agai nst
somet hing as he slid down the rocks, and wires had torn | oose. Even if the
current had still been flow ng, Schaefer doubted the suit would have | asted
much | onger; yellow fluid was oozing froma crack on one knee, and yell ow
drops seeped fromthe scratches on his chest.

"Looks |ike Yashin got someone down here angry," he renmarked as he w apped
t he bl anket around his head again. "Probably one of their security guards."” In
Engl i sh he added, "Goddam rent-a-cops can be sonethin' when they're pissed."

"Be careful where you step," Ligacheva replied. She had pulled a flashlight
from her pack and was sweeping the beam across the ice ahead of them

"They'l|l see us!" Schaefer shouted when he spotted the light. "The nmen up
there, | nean-the creatures can probably see in the dark anyway, from what
I've seen.”

The Iight stopped on sonething that glittered, sonething that wasn't ice.

"I't would appear that your “rent-a-cops' have left us a souvenir,"
Li gacheva said. "I would not like to step on that, whatever it is."

"Ckay, okay," Schaefer admitted, "so maybe the |ight was a good idea. Now
turn it off!"

Li gacheva did just as a rifle cracked and snow spat up froma bullet
i mpact .

"Jesus!" Schaefer said. "Your boys up there are stubborn! | thought that
even if seeing Yashin's head blown off didn't send them running hone, they'd
take their time about coming after us again." He turned.

The Russi ans had secured ropes, Schaefer saw, and were | owering thensel ves
down the wall of the crevasse. Judging the speed of the shadowy shapes was
difficult, but it appeared to Schaefer that the clinb that had taken Li gacheva
and hinmself fifteen mnutes would only keep these fell ows occupi ed for about
fifteen seconds.

They were obviously a | ot nore stubborn than he had realized. They weren't
turning back or hesitating; instead they were already in active pursuit again.

"Back!" Ligacheva shouted at the descending soldiers, waving frantically.
"CGo back! It's not safe down here!"

An AK-100 stuttered, and bullets shattered ice at the |lieutenant's feet.

"I don't think they're listening," Schaefer said as he swept an arm around
Li gacheva and snatched her off her feet. He slung her over one shoul der and
ran.

He hadn't forgotten the traps, though; he deliberately chose an indirect,
i nconveni ent route, pushing hinself partway up the scatter of debris along the
base of the canyon wall, squeezi ng between outcroppi ngs where those eight-foot
hunters from space wouldn't fit. The instant he found sonething approxi mati ng
shel ter behind a slanting slab of rock and ice he stopped, |owered Ligacheva,
and turned to watch.

The first of the Russians stepped off his rope and charged forward-inpaling
hi msel f al nost instantly on a spearhead that seemed to appear fromthin air.



He gasped once, tottered, and fell forward.

For a nonent the spear supported him then the incredibly sharp spearhead
cut through his spine and he slid forward down the shaft.

Bl ood ran down the shaft ahead of the dying Russian, and he | anded facedown
in a pool of his own blood, cooling quickly on the ice.

The spear was snatched from his back by a shadowy, indistinct figure, and
the second man down cut | oose with his AK-100, spraying bullets at the barely
glinpsed spear-wielding killer.

The thing nmoved so fast it al nost seemed to be dodging the bullets as it
turned and ran back down the canyon. The Russian charged after it, bell ow ng.

He never saw the thing he stepped on, never saw the curving netal strips
t hat snapped up out of the snow and drove spikes into his sides and shoul ders,
trapping himinstantly. Hs AK-100 flew fromhis grip.

One spi ke had rammed t hrough his cheek, so that he could not nove his head
without inflicting further injury; he was caught staring directly ahead. He
could not | ook away as that shadowy figure stopped, turned, and cane slowy
toward him

He coul d have closed his eyes, but he did not, he wanted to see what he
faced, what it was that had trapped him

It wasn't quite so shadowy and indistinct now The soldier could see that
the thing he faced stood two and a half neters tall and was shaped nore or
less like a man, its wists and shoul ders sheathed in jagged bl ack machi nery
t hat | ooked sonehow barbaric, its face covered by a netal mask and ringed by
bl ack tendrils.

The spear in its hand was already red with bl ood.
It raised the spear very slowy as it advanced.
"@uni n!'" one of the Russian's conpanions call ed.

@unin couldn't turn his head to see whether help was com ng; the spike
woul d tear open his cheek if he tried.

"Shoot it!" soneone barked.
"1"d hit Gunin!"
"Shoot it anyway!" the other shouted. "He's probably dead al ready! "

That was Pushkov's voice-that bastard! Gunin had never liked him Gunin
tried to open his nmouth, to shout that he was still alive, but the pain
stopped hi mthe spi ke was pressing agai nst his jaw nuscles.

Soneone, Pushkov or sonmeone obeyi ng Pushkov, fired; Qunin felt burning
lines of pain as bullets tore through his right sleeve and through his arm
but the pain was not bad, not enough to nake himscreamthe spi kes had al ready
hurt hi m enough to deaden his sensitivity.

The creature holding the spear seened to sidestep the bullets easily.
Then it jabbed the spear forward, and Gunin no |onger worried about spikes

or bullets or anything else as the thing cut his heart out with a single quick
gesture.



After that, the alien disappeared, blurring into invisibility.

The ot her Russi ans never saw what hit them but even so, it took severa
long mnutes for themall to die.

Chapter 26

Li gacheva tried to run, tried to | eave the narrow gap between icy boul ders
t hat Schaefer had squeezed themboth into, tried to go help her nen. Schaefer
grabbed her arm and hel d her back

"Let me go!" she said. "Let ne go! My God, Schaefer, |ook at what's
happening to them | have to help ny nen fight that thing!"

"You can't help," Schaefer told her. "You'd just die |ike the others. Those
thi ngs are doing what they do best, and we can't stop them"

Li gacheva tugged usel essly against his grip.

"Besi des," Schaefer added, "a few seconds ago “your nen' were trying to
kill us."
"They're still ny nmen!" Ligacheva shout ed.

Schaefer stared at her for a nonent as she realized the futility of
struggl i ng.

"Do you have any idea just how stupid that sounds?" he asked her

She whirled to face him "Do you have any idea just how cruel you sound?"
she replied. "lIsn't there anything you care about ?"

Schaef er frowned.

"I care about something," she told him "I care about my nmen!"

"Yeah, | care about sonething," Schaefer said. "I care about the fact that
when that thing's done with your friends, it'll probably find us. Do you have
a knife?"

She blinked up at him "A knife?"

"Those things are fast enough to dodge bullets, if they see them coning,"
Schaef er explained. "And even if you hit them they' re damm near bull et proof.
Knives, well ... they can dodge knives, too, if they have a chance, but |
don't intend to give this one a chance."

"There's an entrenching tool in my pack," Ligacheva replied. "I hear the
Spet znaz use them | i ke axes when they need to."

Schaef er nodded. "That'll do," he said. "Gve."

Li gacheva tore open her pack, trying to ignore the high-pitched screans
coming fromthe other side of the sheltering boul der. Schaefer snatched the
entrenching tool fromher before she could pull it conpletely out, and an
instant |ater he was gone.

She blinked. Schaefer had seemed to nove al nost as fast as that thing.

He wasn't invisible, though, and the nonster usually was; how could he hope
to find it? She stared into the darkness, trying to see.



Schaefer didn't worry about finding the creature; he knew where to | ook
Those creatures didn't just kill and nove on; they liked to play with their
prey even after it was dead. Al he had to do was watch the corpses ..

Ther e.

Even in the dimarctic gloomhe could see the faint rippling in the air
above one of the dying Russians. Mst people would have missed it entirely, or
dismissed it as sone sort of optical illusion, but Schaefer knew what to | ook
for, and he had good eyes.

What he did worry about was how to make his attack. The entrenching too
was strong, all in one piece, not like the folding ones Anerican forces used,
and one side was sharpened to a razor edge, but the creature's back was nostly
bone, and those bones weren't necessarily arranged |ike human ones. |f he got
a shot at the thing's belly he'd have a better chance of doing sone rea
damage- but of course, he couldn't sneak up on it fromthe front.

He wasn't sure he could sneak up on it in any case. His only hope was if it
was too busy with its victimto notice his approach

Al the scream ng had stopped. Schaefer wondered if any of the Russians
were still alive

The body the thing knelt over flipped over suddenly, and Schaefer didn't
thi nk that novenment was the Russian's doing-the creature was getting ready to
cut out the nman's spine for a trophy.

Sonet hing flickered blue, and the creature was visible, kneeling over the
corpse; Schaefer wasn't sure whether it had turned off its screen
del i berately, or if something had given out in the cold. At any rate, this was
clearly his chance-or at |east the best he was going to get.

"Hey!" Schaefer shouted, charging at the nonster with the entrenching too
rai sed. "Renenber ne?"

The alien turned, startled, just as a man woul d, and Schaefer swung his
i mprovi sed weapon.

The shar pened edge ski dded across the creature's chest, draw ng gl ow ng
yel | owgreen bl ood, but the blade didn't bite deeply.

Schaefer took another sw ng, backhanded, and reached his free hand out to
grab the thing's mask. He'd tried that trick before, |ast sumrer in New York,
and it had worked pretty well then ..

The nonster was still half-crouched, off-balance, trying to rise. It
grabbed at the entrenching tool and caught it, stopping it dead in mdswi ng --
but it had caught the tool by the blade, and the razor edge sliced into the
pal m of the thing' s hand. Lum nescent yell ow green blood dribbled slowly onto
t he snow underf oot .

Schaefer grabbed the edge of the creature's mask and twisted, trying to
blind it; at the same tine he tried to pull the entrenching tool free.

The tool didn't nove; it was like pulling at a steel post. The nask,
t hough, shifted awkwardly.

The thing staggered, confused. It pulled the entrenching tool from
Schaefer's hand and flung it away, then reached both hands up to straighten
its mask, but before it could recover, Schaefer threw his full weight agai nst



it. It tripped over a dead Russian's |leg and toppl ed backward into the snow,
its mask conming off in Schaefer's hand.

Gas hissed, and the creature roared deafeningly.

Schaefer threw hinmself on top of the thing's chest, his knees on its arns,
pinning it. Then he raised the mask over his head in both hands and brought it
sl amm ng down edge first on the nonster's face.

"Hell, New York wasn't so bad," Schaefer said as he raised the mask for a
second bl ow and saw yel | ow green ooze dribbling fromthe thing s hideous,
mul tifanged nouth. "At least | could grab a hot dog when you bastards weren't
in sight." He swung the nask again. "Siberia, though-Siberia sucks. |I'm
freezing ny fucking ass off out here!" He drove the yell ow sneared edge of the
mask down onto the thing's eyes for his third blow and felt the creature
twitch beneath him "Wat the hell did you want to come here for, anyway? Go
hone, why don't you?"

The thing roared again, and something whirred.
Schaefer froze, the nmask raised for a fourth bl ow.

"Uh-oh," he said as the black shoul der cannon began to pivot toward him He
flung himsel f backward, and the blue-white fireball roared up into enpty
space.

"Go hore!" the creature bellowed, in Schaefer's own voice, as the detective
scranbled to his feet and the cannon began to home in for a second shot.

Schaefer dove sideways, but the white fire, whatever it was, tore the skin
fromone side of his scalp.

"Bastard!" Schaefer said as he staggered, trying to keep the bl ood out of
his eyes. One hand flew up to feel the wound and found hair and fl esh gone.
"You son of a ... That was a new haircut!"

The alien was on its feet now, and plainly in control of the situation
agai n; the cannon stayed up and ready, but didn't lock on or fire again.
I nstead, the creature advanced deliberately toward Schaefer

It was bl eeding froma gash across its chest, and one hand and its mouth
were dripping greeni sh goo-Schaefer was able to see that nuch, even dazed as
he was. At |east he had hurt the thing.

In fact, it |ooked angry. It was so alien Schaefer couldn't be sure, but he
t hought somet hi ng about the eyes | ooked really seriously pissed.

"Conme on, stud," he said, struggling to stand upright and neet the thing
head-on. "G ve us a kiss."

The creature didn't say a thing as it stepped toward him it just raised
its right fist.

Wth a click, those double blades on the back of its wist snapped into
pl ace.

"You!" sonmeone shout ed.

Schaefer blinked away his own blood in tinme to see Ligacheva |eap forward
as the creature turned its head. The thing had been so focused on Schaefer it
hadn't seen the Russian ..



O her weapon. Ligacheva had an AK-100 in her hands, and when the nonster
turned to face her she thrust the nmuzzle into its open nmouth and fired.

The specifications for the AK-100 say it fires six hundred rounds per
m nute, but the standard nmagazine only holds thirty rounds-three seconds at
full auto. Standard use is two- or three-shot bursts, to conserve amunition

Li gacheva, just then, didn't give a shit about conserving anmunition; she
kept the trigger jamed down tight until the full clip was expended.

That was perhaps the |l ongest three seconds of Schaefer's |life as Ligacheva
enptied the weapon into the nonster's face. The creature didn't budge; it
stood and took it as gl owi ng yell ow bl ood and shredded yell ow fl esh and
fragments of white, needle-sharp teeth sprayed out the back of its skull

One cl awed hand reached toward the heavy gauntlet on the opposite wist, as
if trying to reach sone of the controls on the wistband, then fell linp. The
bl ack tube on the | eft shoul der rose up and began to sw vel

Then, at last, as Ligacheva's finger clicked uselessly on the trigger of an
enpty weapon, before the shoul der cannon could lock on to its target, the
creature tottered and fell, toppling forward onto the |ieutenant, knocking her
flat on her back in the snow.

The shoul der cannon jerked and fell still.

Schaefer cleared his eyes of blood as best he could and staggered over to
where the two of themlay. Ligacheva, trapped beneath the thing, stared up at
himwith terror-filled brown eyes.

"Is it dead?" she asked unsteadily, her breath little nore than a gasp due
to the wei ght on her chest.

Schaefer bent down and heaved the thing off her, rolling it to one side.

"I't's not exactly dancing," he said. He sat down abruptly, not caring that
the action split the seams on the thighs of his snowsuit, spilling yellow goo
a few shades lighter than the stuff smeared all over the dead alien

At least the stuff fromthe suit didn't glowin the dark, he thought.

Then he | ooked over at Ligacheva, who was sitting up now, staring down at
her dead foe.

"Ni ce save," he said. "Thanks."

"I's it over?" she asked. "Was this what killed all my nmen and the workers
at the station?"

Schaef er | ooked around carefully before answering, peering both ways down
t he canyon.

"I get the feeling that old Lunchrmeat here was just a security guard," he
said. "A sentry, keeping an eye on things. If there were nore right here we'd
probably be dead by now, but 1'd bet there are nore of them down the road
there, just where your scientist buddy's map says the ship is.”

Li gacheva got to her feet, brushed glowing slinme fromthe front of her
overcoat, and | ooked down at the dead creature. "If it is as you say," she
said, "its friends will not be happy when they learn this one is gone."

Schaefer sniled hunorlessly and wi ped blood fromhis face again. "I'd say



you're right, and that suits me just fine," he said. He spotted his dropped
bl anket and recovered it, wapping it around his head as nmuch to stanch the
flow of blood as for warnth

Maybe it was the | oss of blood affecting his senses, or his recent
exertion, or maybe the ravine blocked the wind, or maybe it was sonething
el se, but right now he didn't feel the cold quite as nuch as he had.

“"Are you all right?" Ligacheva asked.

"I"'mfine," Schaefer said. "You mentioned this boy's pals," he said. He
parodi ed a bow, then pointed down the canyon toward the alien ship's |ocation
"Shall we take a little hike and give themthe bad news?"

"Yes," Ligacheva said. "Let's do that."

She ejected the nagazi ne fromher AK-100, then picked up one that soneone
had dropped during the massacre. She rammed it into place, then | ooked around
at the bodies of her men-or rather Yashin's nen

She stared at the dead nonster again.
"Should we strip this one?" she asked. "Its equi pnent m ght be useful."

"I'f we knew how to use it," Schaefer said. "Sure, the science boys would
love to have it, but let's pick it up on the way back, shall we? There m ght
be booby traps, and |I'd rather not worry about themuntil after we've had a
| ook at whatever's around the bend here.”

Li gacheva hesitated. She reached down toward the nonstrous corpse.
The shoul der cannon swi vel ed toward her

She froze, staring at the black tube. Carefully she pulled her hand away,
preparing to fling herself sideways if the cannon fired.

The tube did not nove again. She waited and watched, but it renained
noti onl ess.

She didn't know whether that final novenent had been caused by sone fina
twitch of the creature's body, or sone unfinished task the device had been
perform ng, or sone sort of autonmatic protective system She deci ded she
didn't care-Schaefer was right, the body m ght be booby-trapped, and stripping
it could wait.

She strai ghtened up slowy, watching the black tube. It never noved.

She stepped back, away fromthe body, then turned to face Schaefer

"Let's go," she said.

Chapter 27

General Mavis?" the aide said. "If | mght have a word with you in private,
sir?"

Mavis tore his gaze away fromthe video nonitors and gl owered at the aide
recogni zi ng himas Wite House staff. He pointed down the hall. "My office,"
he said.

A nmonent |ater, as the aide closed the door, Mavis demanded, "Wat is it?"



"They know, Ceneral,’
everything."

the aide replied i mediately. "The Russians know

Mavi s frowned. "What do you nean, “everything' ? Just what do they know?"

"I mean the president just received a private cable fromthe Russian
president, telling himthat they knew we'd sent in a teamwith orders to
capture or destroy the alien ship. The Russians are pissed as hell; they're
threatening war if we don't get our people out of there or order themto
surrender."

"War?" The general snorted. "Those bastards can barely feed their own
peopl e or keep their tanks running, and they're going to take us on?"

"They still have nost of their nuclear arsenal, sir," the aide pointed out.

"Yeah, with an anticipated seventy percent failure-on |launch rate, thanks
to their manufacture and mai ntenance..."

“"Which they allowed for in building the damm things. Even if only thirty
percent get through ..."

"That's thirty percent that |aunch."”

"Still, sir, the throw weight..." The aide caught hinself. "Wy are we
arguing this? Wth all due respect, sir, we don't want a war with the Russi ans
in any case."

"And we aren't going to get one," Mavis retorted. "They get excited if
soneone says nasty words to the Serbs, or buys a Lithuanian tractor, but we
haven't had a war yet, have we?" He sat on the edge of his desk. "So what did
t he president say about this cable?"

"Well, sir, he was ready to tough it out until some wonk fromthe DOD
nmentioned that it was General Philips and that cop Schaefer running the show
over there. You know how he feels about Philips."

n And?ll
"And he wants the m ssion term nated now. "

The general stared at the aide for a long nonent, then said, "Shit. Any
wi ggl e roon®"

"No, sir. Direct order."
"He knows what we're giving up here?"

"He knows, sir. He also renenbers that crater in Central Anerica and
figures the Russians aren't going to cone out of this |ooking any better than
we are."

"He's putting a lot of faith in how good these things are at covering their
tracks."

"Yes, sir, he is-but not without reason, given the past record."
Mavi s eyed the aide, but the aide didn't say anything nore, didn't explain
the statenent. The lack of further comment, and the aide's blank expression

made it plain that that was the end of that topic.

Mavi s sighed. "Are we in contact with Philips at present?" he asked.



"Yes, sir," the aide said. "He's just now got his satellite uplink in ful
operation in the radio roomof that punping station."

The general nodded. "Figures. |I'd hoped that nmaybe he'd noved on to the
primary site, and we couldn't reach himto pull the plug, but no such |uck
Well, if he's there, give hima jingle and tell himthe show s cl osing out of

town. He knows the procedure for pickup."”
"Yes, sir. WIIl that be all?"
"Unl ess you' ve got some nore bad news for nme, yes, that's it. Thank you."

The aide turned and left, and General Mvis stared nmoodily at the map of
the world on one wall of his office. He focused on the Yamal Peninsula, in the
m ddl e of Russia's usel ess, icebound northern coast.

"Too bad," he said to hinself. "lInvisibility, spaceships, energy
cannons-all those toys we can't have ... and it m ght have been rea
interesting to go toe-to-toe with the Russkies and find out once and for al
who's top dog." He sighed and stood up. "I wonder who spilled the beans?"

Rasche ran a hand over the sl eek |eather upholstery.

He' d gotten over his brief feelings of disloyalty about dealing with the
Russi ans-after all, his governnent was up to sone pretty dirty tricks here,
but he was still adjusting to the reality of being here, on the other side of
the world, in the Russian heartl and.

He had, up until now, bought into the usual mnedia i nage of post- Sovi et
Russia, all those newspaper stories and TV reports about the collapsed
econony, the organized crine, the hard times. He had thought that the Russians
were all on the verge of starvation, begging in the streets for bread and
using their worthless rubles for wall paper to keep out their infamus w nters.

Maybe sone of them were hurting, he thought, but judging by this linop
Anbassador Konarinets was doing just fine, and Moscow i n general had | ooked
pretty solid.

They weren't in Mdscow now, though-they were pulling through the gate of
some mlitary installation in the back end of nowhere.

"I amafraid, M. Rasche, that fromhere on our transportation will not be
so confortable,"” the anmbassador renarked

Rasche resisted the tenmptation to remark that the fourteen-hour flight on
Aerofl ot hadn't exactly been luxurious, and the mlitary transport that got
them from Moscow to wherever the hell they were now had been a flying
Frigidaire. The linos, in Mdscow and again here, had been a wel cone change.

He shoul d have known it wouldn't |ast.

"l don't want to sound |ike a whiner, Anbassador," he said, "but are we
al nost there?"

Komarinets smiled. "You don't sound like a whiner, M. Rasche," he said.
"You just sound |like an American-spoiled and inpatient. At |east you Anericans
understand | ong di stances, not |ike nost of the Europeans, all jammed together
intheir little countries.” He offered a cigarette, which Rasche refused with
a gesture.

"To answer your question," the ambassador said as he snapped his cigarette



case closed and tucked it back into his coat, "yes, we are alnost there. From
here, though, there are no roads open at this tine of year, so we nust take a
vehicle that can travel on snow. " He waved at the tinted car w ndow behi nd
him and Rasche saw a line of ugly mlitary-green vehicles standing beside the
linp as it slowed to a stop

They | ooked |i ke a god-awful hybrid of snowrobile and senmi, but Rasche
supposed they'd do the job. A group of soldiers was standing, waiting, beside
one of the tractor things; fromtheir attitudes, Rasche guessed that the plunp
one in the nmiddle was sone sort of big shot.

A sol di er opened the |linm door and Rasche clinbed out; the anbassador was
doi ng the sane on the other side. Konmarinets spoke to the plunp officer, but
Rasche coul dn't make out a word; he'd never had any gift for |anguages, and
had never tried learning Russian in the first place. He renenbered a few words
of high school French and sone choi ce phrases of gutter Spanish he'd picked up
on the streets of the Big Apple, but that was about the full extent of his
i nguistic prowess outside - his native English

He stood and shivered while the Russians tal ked.
After a nonent's conversation the anbassador turned to Rasche.

"This is General Ponomarenko," he said. "This entire mlitary district is
under his command, and he personally selected the officer in charge of
operations at the site, a Lieutenant Ligacheva."

"I regret to say that that is correct," the general added, speaking slowy
and with a heavy accent. "Her perfornmance has been a di sappointnment. | | ook
forward to relieving her of her conmand as soon as we |ocate her." He gestured
at one of the snow tractors; as he did the engine started with a roar, making
further conversation inpractical

"Cone, we board now, " Ponomarenko shouted, holding open the tractor door

Rasche shrugged and cli nbed aboard.

Chapter 28

Schaef er paused, bal anced atop a ten-foot slab of rock, and | ooked back at
Li gacheva, with his "borrowed" AK100 held easily in one hand. She was noving
slow y, creeping across the rocks. "W have to keep noving," he called. "As
soon as those things figure out that we killed their sentry, they'll be coning
after us!"”

"Keep nmoving," Ligacheva repeated, nodding as she shifted her own weapon to
the other hand so that she could better steady herself against the rock wall
"Ah. This nust be what you Anericans call a “strategy.' Very good."

Schaefer sniled slightly, then | ooked around at the icy walls of the
canyon.

Anot her reason he had wanted to keep noving was so he wouldn't freeze to
death; his fancy plastic suit was |l ess and |l ess use with each step, as nore of
the insulating fluid | eaked out, and he'd | ost nore bl ood than he |liked. The
bl anket wrapped around his head was stiff with blood; he was pretty sure the
flow had stopped, but if he'd been safe at honme he knew he'd be in bed-or a
hospital!--resting and recovering.

He sure wouldn't be out here in subzero weat her



Li gacheva had her heavy overcoat and fur hat, so maybe the cold wasn't such
a problemfor her.

He paused, noticing sonething.

Was it really a problemfor either of then? The air didn't have the sane
vicious nunbing bite to it that it had had before. True, the canyon walls shut
out the wind, but

"I's it ny imagination, or is it warmng up out here?" he said.

Li gacheva gl anced at him "Wy do you ask?"

"Because the ice ahead |ooks like it's nelting," Schaefer said. "And unless
I"mhallucinating fromloss of blood, | hear water dripping sonewhere. It's
mdwinter, this is Siberia-ice nelting?"

"I ndeed, " Ligacheva said, staring. "And beyond that, the ground is bare."
She poi nt ed.

Schaefer | ooked at the area the Russian indicated and saw earth that was
not just uncovered, but torn up and raw. "Sonething tells ne that's not shown
on your friend's map," he said.

"Your something speaks the truth,” Ligacheva agreed. She watched as the
Ameri can trudged ahead.

Schaefer was an enigma to her. He was endlessly bitter and cyni cal
constantly nocking any sort of authority, loyalty, trust, even sinple humanity
yet he was here, pushing on into the unknown against a fearsone foe. He had
fought the alien sentry with little nore than his bare hands-and for what? He
professed no love for his fellow man, no devotion to his homel and. The ot her
Anericans plainly hated him he had nentioned no famly or friends ..

Perhaps his life was so enpty that he had no fear of losing it. He seened
to exist in a friendless world of pain and death; perhaps those devils from
the stars were all he had left to give his existence nmeaning or purpose.

"It's warm" Ligacheva said; renoving her hat and shoving it into a pocket.

"It's nmore than warm " Schaefer replied, unclipping the collar of his
plastic suit. "Something' s got the tenperature way up-it must be pushing sixty
degrees ..."

"Si xty?" Ligacheva exclai med. Then she realized that the Anerican nust be
using the foolish, archaic Fahrenheit scale, and quickly worked the conversion
in her head. Fifteen or sixteen degrees Cel sius-yes, that was about right. She
unbuttoned her coat as Schaefer unzi pped.

They were wal king on bare, noist stone now, w thout even lingering traces
of ice. Something had not just nelted the ice and snow, but had boiled nost of
it away, heating the canyon air in the process.

"What coul d possi bly produce so nuch heat?" she wondered al oud.

Schaefer, in the |lead and scranbling up onto a boulder just at a bend in
the ravine, stopped in his tracks and pointed around the corner

"How about that?" he asked.

She stepped up on the boul der beside him to where she could see around the
corner, and she, too, stopped dead.



They had, beyond question, found the alien ship. It lay in a pit ahead of
them the heat it radiated had nmelted the permafrost, and its weight had | et
it sink down into the formerly frozen mud that lined the bottom of the canyon.
It was half-buried in dirt, nud, and gravel

It was gigantic. It was an i mrense nmass of sonething, but neither Ligacheva
nor Schaefer could decide, upon looking at it, whether it was netal or sone
other material entirely-to Ligacheva it | ooked al nost |ike bone. Its shape was
curving, organic, inpossible to describe. Large parts of its surface were an
eerie red that seenmed to glow dully in the darkness of the arctic night; the
rest was |lost in shadows, black against that |um nescent crinson.

And one arched area, roughly the size and shape of a |arge door, glowed a
brighter red and appeared to be an opening into the ship's interior

"I think it's a different nmodel fromthe ones | saw in New York," Schaefer
said. "Can't be sure, as | didn't get a |l ook at those fromabove like this."

"Is that ... that opening, there ..." Ligacheva struggled to phrase the
guestion she wanted to ask

"Looks like the welcome mat's out," the American said, answering her
"Shoul d we go in?" Ligacheva asked.

Schaefer hesitated, considering his answer, and saw the air shimer
slightly just beside the opening. The shinmmer seenmed to nove away, across the
hull -then the rock bl ocked his view and he |ost sight of it.

It could have been that dizziness fromloss of blood had nmade hi minagine
it, but Schaefer didn't think so. He thought it was real

"No need to hurry," he said, stepping back down off the boul der. He ducked
back out of sight and settled confortably onto a rock

If that shinmer had been an alien, and it had already seen him they were
as good as dead-but he was hoping it hadn't seen him

Li gacheva j oi ned hi m behind the bend in the canyon wall and | ooked at him
puzzl ed.

"Now what ?" she asked.

"Quiet," he said. "And try not to nove. | thought | spotted one of those
t hi ngs."

Li gacheva tensed; the two of them sat notionless in their sheltered corner
for a | ong noment.

Schaefer was just beginning to decide that he had imagi ned that shimer
after all when he saw it again, noving along the far wall of the canyon. He
wat ched.

Li gacheva saw the American's eyes focus on sonething across the ravine; she
turned her own head and searched, but couldn't spot it.

Then it was gone, and Schaefer rel axed.

"I think our boy's gone to check on his buddy up the canyon," he said.

"The sentry we killed?"



Schaef er nodded.
"Then it will know we are in the area," Ligacheva said. "Wiat will it do?"

"That's a very good question," Schaefer said. "And figuring out an equally
good answer is why I'msitting here trying to think."

He | ooked around, studying their surroundings-which were alnost entirely
bare rock. This entire stretch of the ravine had been cooked free of ice.
"That thing's radiating an unbelievabl e anount of heat," he said. "That woul d
explain why the satellites picked it up on infrared."

Li gacheva nodded. "W knew this," she said.

"But when those boys stopped by the Big Apple to play |ast year, we
couldn't spot themwith infrared,"” Schaefer pointed out. "W couldn't spot
themw th nuch of anything. They've got stealth technol ogy that nakes a B-2
bonber | ook |ike a fucking Goodyear blinp wapped in neon."

"Then | would say that something nmust be broken in there," Ligacheva said.
"This ship is hardly invisible."

"That's another thing," Schaefer said. "The ships that cruised Third Avenue
were invisible, but we can see this baby just fine. 1'd say a | ot of things
nmust be pretty broken up in there."

Li gacheva nodded. She gestured at the sides of the ravine, where the rock

had been broken and scarred by sonme recent inpact. "As you said earlier, | do
not think they intended to I and here at all, and fromthe appearance of this
pl ace, | do not think they | anded well."

Schaefer nodded. "That's right-it's pretty clear that this wasn't a planned
visit. That might explain part of their attitude problemit nust have been a
rough ride bouncing down this canyon."

"Understanding their ill tenper does not tell us howto deal with it."
"Ch, | don't know," Schaefer said. "Knowing that they're pissed at the

whol e damed universe gives us a clue that they aren't going to want to listen
when we ask themnicely to surrender.”

Li gacheva frowned. "If you actually saw one of themjust now .." she began
"Ch, | sawit, Schaefer said. "And I'mglad it didn't see us."

"When it finds its dead conpanion, it will return here," Ligacheva pointed
out. "It will then be angry at us, as well as the universe, no?"

"Coul d be," Schaefer conceded.

"And while it did not detect us this tine, we cannot count on being so
fortunate a second tinme."

"Yeah, I'd thought of that."

"W nust act quickly then, before it returns.”
"Act how? What woul d you suggest we do?"

Li gacheva' s nout h opened, then cl osed agai n.

"1 don't know," she adm tted.



"Neither do I," Schaefer said. He dunped the pack from his shoul der. "I
think it's time to check out just what General Philips and his high-tech boys
packed us for lunch; nmaybe there's sonething here that will give us an idea.

After all, the general got all this fancy equipnment to deal with that ship
down there-maybe sonme of it'll actually work. |I've lugged this stuff all this
way on the off chance we'll need it, so let's see what Lynch handed nme to

carry." He opened the pack's top flap and reached in.

Most of the pack was filled with solid chunks of sonething heavy. Schaefer
pull ed out a few and inspected them then poked at the gadgets underneat h.

"C-4," Schaefer said. "Denolitions grade. And detonators, tiners, inpact
fuses ... we've got a whole wecking crew here. Tasty stuff."

"Useful against that?" Ligacheva said, pointing at the alien ship.

"If it were detonated in the right place, yes," Schaefer said thoughtfully.
"At least, if their vehicles are anything |ike ours, and not conpletely
i nvul nerable.” He reached into the pack again and brought out several ammop
clips. He hefted them feeling their weight, and read the | abel on one.

"Tefl on-coated," he said. "Depleted uraniumshells, magnum charge. These
t hi ngs ought to punch through steel plate as if it were cheese.” He fitted one
magazi ne to the AK-100. "And interchangeable," he said. "Smthers and Lynch
and the rest may be a bunch of assholes, but the general's tech boys think of
everything."

"The Kal ashni kov Design Bureau, you nean," Ligacheva said. "The AK-100 was
designed to accept al nbst any standard |ight round.™

"These things may be small caliber, but they aren't light," Schaefer said.
"We'll let everyone share the credit, shall we?" He turned the pack over to be
sure he hadn't nissed anything, then | ooked at the booty he had, spread on the
rock. "Now, what can we do with it all?"

Li gacheva | ooked ar ound.

"The permafrost is nelting," she said. "That's what holds this place
together-the ice. If you planted sonme of your explosives in the canyon wal |
you nmight be able to bring the whole thing down on top of them"

Schaef er | ooked up and around at the rocks. He stuffed the expl osives back
into the pack, slipped the AK-100 onto his shoul der, then stepped back up on
t he boul der overl ooki ng the downed shi p.

Li gacheva stepped up beside him

"You think the rocks are ..
Vi ew.

Schaefer began, | eaning forward for a better

He didn't finish the sentence. The boul der abruptly gave way beneath them

Toget her, man, wonan, and rock tunbl ed down the side of the pit and sl anmed
heavily onto the top of the spaceship, landing with a resounding crash. A
full-blown aval anche foll owed theminmedi ately, showering stone and debris
onto the hot surface of the ship.

Schaefer |anded flat on his back, then slowy sat up. His plastic junpsuit
pull ed away fromthe hot netal only reluctantly, |eaving an oval of sizzling
goo-the outer layer of the plastic had nelted away.



Li gacheva had | anded on her side and had clinbed quickly back atop the
fallen boul der, burning the pal mof one hand in the process and scorching a
| ong streak of black onto her overcoat. The ship was hot.

Schaefer joined her atop the rock. before the rest of his suit could nelt
away, and the two of them crouched there, staring at the opening into the
ship's interior, scarcely a dozen neters away.

"Do you think anyone heard that?" Ligacheva asked.

"You coul d have been front row center at a Who concert and heard that,"
Schaefer said. "If there's anyone still aboard, let's just hope they're too
damm busy with repairing everything that's busted in there to conme check out
anot her rockslide." He pointed at a few scattered rocks that had apparently
fallen onto the ship earlier as the ice had nelted. Then he hefted the pack
that he had sonehow nmanaged to hang on to and scanned the sides of the ravine.

He didn't see any suspicious shinmer, but that didn't mean nmuch-it was dark
up there.

It was light inside the ship, though-the red glow was al nost alluring from
this angle. And if that one he had spotted was the only one left, if there had
only been two aboard this ship, then right now the ship was deserted.

Even if there were others aboard, they might be too busy with repairs to
notice intruders. They certainly wouldn't expect intruders--walking straight
into the eneny's hone woul d surely seeminsane to them

Hell, it probably was insane, but that didn't bother Schaefer at all
"As long as we're on their front porch,” he said, "let's drop in."
Li gacheva turned to stare at him Schaefer hefted the pack full of C 4.

"And while we're in there," he said, "we'll give thema little sonething to
remenber us by."

Chapter 29

He must be here soneplace,” Kurkin said as he peered down an enpty
corridor, his AK-100 at the ready. His breath formed a thick cloud in the cold
air, and he suppressed a shiver. "He wasn't with the others, and we didn't
find any tacks in the snow .."

"This is mad," Afanasiev said as he swng his own weapon about warily. "He
could be anywhere in the entire conpl ex! How can so few of us hope to search
it all without letting himslip past us? Especially when one of us nust guard
the ot her Anericans!”

"And what woul d you have us do instead?" Kurkin asked sarcastically.
"Let himgo!" Afanasiev said. "He is only one old nan, what can he do?"

"One man with a weapon can do quite enough ..." Kurkin began. Then he
stopped. "Listen!" he whispered.

Af anasi ev stopped and |istened. "Voices," he said. "But ... do | hear two

voi ces?"

"The radio room" Kurkin said. "He's in the radio room and he has
contacted his people, perhaps with his own satellite |ink, perhaps wth our



equi prent. That's the other voice you hear."
Af anasi ev frowned thoughtfully. "That room has only one door, yes?"
Kur ki n nodded.

"We have himtrapped, then."

"Let us take no chances,"” Kurkin said. "I have had enough of these dammed
Americans and their tricks. I say we go in shooting."
Af anasi ev considered that, then nodded. "I have no objection,"” he said.

"On ny signal, then."

Toget her they crept up toward the radi o-room door, AK-100s at the ready.
The voice fromthe radio grew | ouder as they approached.

read you, Cold War One, and acknow edge your situation. W reiterate,
new orders per Cencom the m ssion has been scrubbed, repeat, scrubbed. Over."

Kurkin's rusty school book English wasn't enough to nake sense of any of
that he could only pick out about one word in three with any certainty.

He hoped that whatever the voice was saying wasn't of any real inportance
t o anyone.

The radi o voice stopped, and the trapped American didn't reply-he was
undoubt edl y, Kurkin thought, considering his answer.

The sil ence was unacceptable, though if they waited, the American m ght
hear their breath or the rustle of clothing. Kurkin waved.

The two of them swung around the door frane, weapons firing in short bursts
as they had been taught. A dozen slugs smacked the concrete walls, sending
chips and dust flying in all directions.

Then they stopped shooting as they both realized they had no target. The
radio roomwas enpty. The radio was on, and a netal case stood open on a table
with wires and a small dish antenna projecting fromit-the Anmerican's
satellite uplink, obviously.

The American wasn't there.
"Where is he?" Afanasiev asked, baffled. He stepped into the room

The open door swung around hard and slammed into him knocking himoff his
feet, and before Kurkin could react, he found hinmself staring at the nuzzle of
an M16. He had | owered his own weapon and could not bring it up in tine.

He coul dn't understand what the Anmerican said, but the situation was clear
enough. He carefully placed his AKL100 on the floor, then stood up again, hands
rai sed.

Af anasi ev, on the floor, turned and sat up-and saw the nan with the M 16.
He put down his AK-100 as well.

"You boys are noisy," CGeneral Philips remarked. "I heard you coming a
hundred yards away. Took you | ong enough to get here."” He kicked the AK-100s
away, then | ooked over his two prisoners. He frowned.

"Ordinarily," he said, "I wouldn't do this to unarned nen, but you did cone



in wth guns blazing." He flipped the M 16 around and smashed the butt agai nst
t he standi ng Russian's tenple.

Kur ki n dropped.

Af anasi ev cringed, and Philips paused. He took pity on the nman and settled
for tying himup, using a rifle strap to bind his wists and a glove held in
place with the helmet's chin strap as a makeshift gag.

Then he turned back to the radio.

"Cold War to base,"” he said. "Sorry about the interruption. Please repeat
| ast nmessage. "

"Base to Cold War," the radio said. "There have been najor changes in the
operational dynamic. NORAD has tracked a special Russian transport on approach
to your position; intelligence sources place a high-ranking political official
on board. Further, Moscow has threatened fullscale mlitary retaliation if
there is any incident on Russian soil that violates their national security.
The secrecy of the mssion has been conpronised.”

"Shit," Philips said.

"You are hereby instructed to gather your nen, avoid further hostile
contact with alien life-forns, and pernit their vessel to depart without
interference. W don't want the Russians to get their hands on that alien
technol ogy, better both sides lose it. Understood?"

"Shit!" Philips said, nore forcefully.
"Say again, Cold War?"

"Understood," Philips said. "W pack up and get out and | et the bastards

go.
"Affirmative."

"And what if they don't |eave?" Philips muttered to hinmself. "I guess we'll
just have to wait and see." Aloud, he said, "Acknow edged. Cold War One out."

He shut down the transmitter, packed up the equi pnent, picked up the two
AK-100s, then waved a farewell to the two Russians. He figured the unconsci ous
one woul d wake up before too much | onger, and the bound one could work his way
| oose, but neither one was going to be an inmmedi ate threat.

Taking a lesson fromthe pair of themhe noved as stealthily as he could
the entire distance fromthe radio roomto the maintenance area under the
pi pel i ne where his men were being held at gunpoint-their captors hadn't relied
on wall's and doors this tine.

Al the same, it wasn't hard for Philips to get the drop on the Russians;
t he guards had been watching their captives, not their backs.

"Freeze!" he shouted as he stepped out of the shadows with the M 16 at
ready.

The Russi an guards probably didn't understand the word, but they got the
nmessage and stood notionless as the Anericans took their weapons. Everyone
there was half-frozen already, and fighting spirit was in short supply.

Once the weapons had changed hands and it was settled who was once again in
charge for the nonment, Philips addressed his nen.



"I"ve been in touch with Cencom" he began. "Qur mission's been ..." He
stopped, blinked, then said, "Wait a mnute. Wiere the hell is Schaefer?"

"Who cares?" W/ cox asked. "Let's toe-tag these alien geeks and get the
hel| out of here before we freeze our fucking balls off!"

"He split with that bitch |ieutenant when the shit cane down," Lynch said.

"Damm him " Philips grow ed. He chewed his lip, considering, for a few
seconds, then announced,

"Look, we have new orders. The cat's out of the bag, soneone let the-
Russki es know we're here, and we're shifting to CYA node. Sonme kind of Russian
big shot is coming up here for a | ook-see, and Cencom doesn't want himto find
us. W've been instructed to abandon our mission and hightail it hone w thout
engagi ng either Russian or extraterrestrial fire. Well, if | know Schaefer
he's out there kicking alien butt, and he isn't going to quit just because we
tell himto. W need to stop himbefore he starts World War 111."

"Who the hell's going to fight a war over a cop killing spacenen?" Lassen
pr ot est ed.

"Nobody, " Philips said. "But if he | eaves an abandoned starship sitting out
there on Russian soil, there'll be one hell of a war over who gets to keep it.
Now, conme on, all of you! W'Ill |eave these boys tied up to give us a | ead,
and then head out and see if we can stop Schaefer before he does any nore
danage. "

Rasche | ooked out at the Siberian wilderness as the snow tractor plowed on
t hrough the darkness. He reached up and touched the w ndow gl ass.

It was cold as hell out there; even with the heater on full blast, stinking
up the cabin with engine fumes, the glass was so cold his fingertips burned
where they touched it. Rasche was no hothouse flower, no California beachboy;
he'd lived through a few subzero winters when the wind tore through the
concrete canyons of New York like the bite of death itself. This, though-this
cold was a whole new | evel of intensity.

Even worse than the cold, though, was the sheer desol ation. The surface of
t he noon coul dn't have been any deader than the | andscape beyond the gl ass.
Rasche was a city boy, born and bred; until he'd noved out to Bluecreek his
i dea of roughing it had been driving through a town that didn't have a
7-El even. He knew he wasn't any sort of wilderness scout, but this place ..
this was the end of the Earth. This was the end of |ife and hope and I|i ght
made nanifest. It was hard to imagi ne anything surviving out there.

Even Schaefer.

Then one of the Russians patted his shoul der and poi nted, and Rasche
squi nted through the fog on the wi ndows, trying to see what the man was
i ndi cating.

There was some sort of structure ahead.

"The Assyma Pipeline," Komarinets said. "W are alnost to the punping
station."

There was a sudden burst of noise fromthe front seat, the two nen there
babbl i ng excitedly in Russian and pointing to somewhere ahead.

"What is it?" Rasche asked, tensing. He was unconfortably aware that he was



unarmed; he had left his famliar .38 behind at the anbassador's request, to
avoid any international incidents. If those things, those hunters fromthe
stars, were out there sonewhere..

"The driver thought he saw sonet hi ng novi ng up ahead, on the horizon,"
Komari nets expl ai ned.

"The aliens?" Rasche asked.

Then he remenbered. They wouldn't see anything if the aliens were out
there. The aliens were invisible when they wanted to be.

At | east, assunming their gadgets worked in weather this cold, they were
i nvi si bl e.

Komari nets shook his head. "I think he inmagined it, or perhaps sone bit of
scrap paper or old rag was blowing in the wind."

That statenment, intended to reassure him nade Rasche far nore
nervous- per haps those things were out there, but hadn't activated their
invincibility gadgets until they noticed the approachi ng convoy.

"What ever he saw, there is nothing out there now, " Konarinets said.

"I hope so," Rasche said with heartfelt fervor. "I really hope so."
Chapter 30
Schaefer took a cautious step onto the ship's hull. "Warm" he said, "but

ny boots seemto be holding up.”

"You told ne they |ike the heat," Ligacheva said.

"So | did," Schaefer said, taking another step. "Didn't know that included
their ships. You know, the hull feels alnost alive."

"Maybe it is alive," Ligacheva suggested. "W don't know anythi ng about
it."

"So if we goin there, we'd be wal king down its throat?" Schaefer grinaced
"I can think of a fewthings I'd like to ramdown their throats."

"You want to nmake it warm enough for them eh?" Ligacheva | aughed
nervously. "Well, why not?" She slid down off the boul der and began narchi ng
toward the opening, her AK-100 at the ready.

Schaefer smiled after her. "Wy not?" he asked no one in particular
Toget her, they wal ked into the ship.

Schaefer had expected sone sort of airlock or antechanber between the
opening and the ship's actual interior, but there didn't seemto be any;
instead, they sinply walked in, as if the opening were the nouth of a cave.

Once they were inside, though, the environnent abruptly changed. The air
stank, a heavy, oily snmell, and was thick with warmfog, reducing visibility
and naking it hard to breathe. The light was a dull orange-red gl ow that cane
fromthe red walls, walls that were conpletely covered in el aborate,

i nconmpr ehensi bl e patterns. Wether those patterns were nachinery, or
decoration, or sonething structural, neither Schaefer nor Ligacheva could
guess.



VWat ever the patterns were, they were ugly. Schaefer didn't care to study
themclosely. He felt sick and di zzy enough al ready.

He wondered whether there were forcefields or sone other device that kept
the foul air in, or whether it just didn't want to mx with Earth's
at nosphere.

"I't's FM" he said in English, renmenbering sonething an engi neer had once
told him "Fucking magic." He | ooked around at the ghastly light, the oozing,
roiling fog of an atnosphere, the insanely patterned walls. He peered ahead to
where the curving corridor opened out into a |arge chanber; patterned red
pillars joined floor to ceiling, while other curving passages or rounded bays
opened off every side. The place was a naze, all of it awash in baleful red
[ight and stinking mst.

"No wonder they're such jerks," he said. "If | spent fifteen ninutes
tooling around in a madhouse like this, I'd want to kill sonething nyself." He
hefted his AK-100. "In fact, | do."

"Wait," Ligacheva said. "Look over there."
“What ?" Schaef er asked.

Li gacheva pointed at one of the rounded bays. Schaefer followed her as she
led the way into it.

He saw, then, what had caught her eye. One section of wall here was not
entirely red. It was hard to be sure, in the hideous red Iight, whether the
pi eces they were | ooking at were green or gray or black, but they weren't red.

The original red wall was torn open here; to Schaefer it |ooked as if
somet hi ng had expl oded, but he supposed it mght sinmply have been ripped apart
by the aliens in their efforts at repair.

And parts of the pattern had been replaced, not with nore of the red
substance, but with ordinary pipes and valves and circuit boards. Schaefer
could see Cyrillic lettering on several of them

"Those filthy bastards," Ligacheva said. "The attack on the refinery, the
wor kers sl aughtered, ny squad, ny friends, all of themkilled for this?"

"Cot to give themcredit," Schaefer said calmy. "They're resourceful
Sonet hi ng bl ew out here in the crash, or maybe caused the crash, and they
needed to nmake an unschedul ed pit stop. Your little punping station served as
their version of Trak Auto."

"But they killed all those men for a few pieces of machinery!" Ligacheva
shouted. "It's not even anything secret, anything special just plunbing! They
coul d have asked! They could have bartered! They could have just taken it
wi t hout killing-we couldn't have stopped them and why would we care about
junk?" She slamed the butt of her rifle against the pipes. "It's just junk!"

Schaefer grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back. "Stop it!" he
ordered. "Dam it, that's enough!”

She struggled in his grip. "But ..."

"Just shut up! There may be nore of them aboard! If you want us to have a
chance to do any good here, shut up before any of those things hear us!"

Li gacheva qui eted, and Schaefer rel eased her



"Now, | admit," he said, "that our friends here have not been on their best
behavior during their visit to your country. | agree conpletely that before we
| eave their ship, we should nmake sure to leave thema little sonmething to
remenber us by."

"What sort of something?" Ligacheva demanded.

Schaefer hefted the pack. "Ch, a few of these toys in the right places
ought to do wonders."

Li gacheva stared at the pack for a nmonent, then turned to the nakeshift
repair job.

"Yes," she said. "But ..."

Bef ore she could say any nore, a blow from nowhere knocked both of them
down. The choking m st seened to be thicker down at floor |evel, and Schaefer
was coughi ng even before the alien appeared out of nowhere and picked himup
one- handed, by the throat.

It was as big and ugly as any of the others Schaefer had ever seen. It wore
no mask, presumably it had no need for one here aboard its own ship. Its
yel l ow fingers and bl ack claws cl osed on Schaefer's neck, not tight enough to
inflict serious damage, but tightly enough that it lifted himeasily and
i nescapabl y.

Li gacheva canme up out of the fog with her AK-100 in hand, but before she
could squeeze -the trigger, in the second she took to be sure she wouldn't hit
Schaefer, the nonster slapped her back with its free hand. She sl anmed agai nst
the wall and sl unped, dazed, back down into the mist.

Schaefer struggled in the thing's grip, but resisted the tenmptation to pry
at its fingers. He knew these things were too strong for such a maneuver to do
any good; strong as he was by human standards, he wouldn't be able to free
hi nsel f. He needed to find another way to fight back. Bare-handed, he coul dn't
do anything; his AK-100 was out of reach; he needed sonme ot her weapon.

He reached back behind hinsel f, stretching.

The creature growed at him a grating, unearthly noise. The fingerlike
outer fangs around its nouth flexed horribly, and the vertical slit of its
nout h opened wi de, revealing its inner teeth.

"Dam you to hell," Schaefer said as his hands cl osed on a shard of the
shattered red wall of the spaceship's interior. He gripped it, felt the
razorsharp edge where it had broken, and yanked at it.

It came away in his hand, and without a second's hesitation he plunged it
into the alien predator's side.

The creature screaned in pain and flung himaside as if he were so nuch
junk nmail, tearing the makeshift dagger fromhis grasp

Schaefer rolled when he | anded and canme up gasping but intact. He started
for the broken section of wall, hoping to find another sharp fragnent he could
use.

"Just tell ne," he said as he watched the bellowing alien, |ooking for a
chance to dodge past it toward the weckage, "why Earth? Wy is it always
Earth? What's wong with the big game on Mars, or Jupiter, or the goddamm Dog
Star, or whatever the hell is out there? It's a big fucking galaxy, isn't it?



Way can't you just..."

Then he saw t he shadow in the fog behind his foe, and even before the new
arrival turned off its invisibility shield, Schaefer knew he was facing a
second eneny in addition to the wounded one.

Then the creature appeared, and Schaefer saw that it was carrying a corpse
draped over its right shoulder-an alien corpse, the corpse of the sentry he
and Li gacheva had killed out in the canyon

"Ch, shit."

He backed up agai nst the broken section of wall, know ng that he was
letting hinself be cornered, but not knowi ng what el se he could do. The
wounded predator was staggering slightly, holding its side, but still upright;

the new arrival was ignoring its injured conpanion and staring directly at
Schaefer, but not yet noving to attack. It lifted its dead conpanion off its
shoul der and | owered the body gently to the floor, all the while keeping its
masked eyes directed straight at Schaefer

Then the uninjured alien reached up and di sconnected sonething fromits
mask; gas hissed for a few seconds. It lifted the netal nask away and reveal ed
its ghastly face; those hideous nouth parts, |ooking |ike sonme unholy hybrid
of fang, finger, and tentacle, were flexing in anticipation. It took a step
cl oser to Schaefer as he groped unsuccessfully for another sharp piece of
wr eckage.

Then Li gacheva canme up out of the reeking nmist again, her AK-100 at her
shoul der, and fired.

The aliens, Schaefer knew, could shrug off nost small-caliber bullets;
their hides were incredibly tough. Depleted uraniumcoated in Teflon, however,
was somet hing new to them Ligacheva's shots punched through the nonsters as
if they were nerely human, and gl owi ng yell owgreen bl ood sprayed froma dozen
sudden wounds.

The previously unharned creature went down at once; the fog swirled up in
cl ouds. The other alien, presumably already heavily dosed wi th whatever these
t hi ngs used as the equival ent of endorphins, snapped its jagged double wi st
bl ades into place and tottered several steps toward Ligacheva before
collapsing into the mst.

"They aren't dead!" Schaefer shouted. He had seen before how tough these
t hi ngs were.

"I know that," Ligacheva said, irritated. She stepped forward, pointed the
AK-100 at one alien's head, and squeezed the trigger.

Yel | ow gore sprayed.

She turned her attention to the other alien; it managed to roll over and
rai se one clawed hand as she approached, but that only nmeant that it took her
| ast eight rounds directly in the face.

The echoes of the gunfire were oddly nuffled in the foggy atnosphere and
di ed away quickly.

Li gacheva stood over the three creatures-the two she had just taken down
and the one she had slain earlier. She stared down at themthrough the nist,
getting as good a | ook as she could at their ruined faces.



"Now t hey' re dead," she said, satisfied.

"Probably," Schaefer agreed. "Let's not hang around to be sure, though. If
there are any nore of these joyboys aboard this nmadhouse, they could be here
any mnute."

"I can reload while you make your bonmb ..."

"I think we'd be smarter doing that outside," Schaefer said. "They coul d be
here nowrenmenber their little invisibility trick."

Sonet hi ng hi ssed sonmewhere. Ligacheva hesitated another half second, then
turned and sprinted back up the corridor they had entered by.

Schaefer was right behind her

A monent | ater they enmerged into open air, Earth's air. Even the cool
flavorless Siberian air, utterly devoid of any scent of life, was far better
than the stuff they had been breathing aboard the alien ship, and once they
had scranbled fromthe hot hull up onto the familiar boul der they both paused
for a few seconds to savor it.

Schaefer glanced at Ligacheva. She wasn't beautiful, but right then he was
glad to be |l ooking at her. "Pretty good shooting in there, conrade," he said.

"Credit your American technol ogy," Ligacheva said. "And of course, ny
dammed good aim" She ejected the spent magazi ne fromher AK-100. "And give ne
another clip of that technol ogy, would you?"

Schaefer sniled and opened the pack. He handed her another clip, then
started pulling out blocks of G4 and plugging in wres.

“I'f we wire this all into a single charge and put it back down inside
there, it ought to tear their ship up just fine," he renmarked as he worked.

"And we can scavenge the w eckage, and our governnents can fight over it,"
Li gacheva sai d.

Schaefer shrugged as he wired a detonator into the series of charges. "I
don't give a shit about that," he said. "I just want to make it plain to these
bastards once and for all that Earth isn't a safe place to play."

Li gacheva didn't answer; she watched thoughtfully as Schaefer finished
assenbling his bonmb and stuffed it back into his pack

"Perhaps we should think about this a little further," she said at |ast as
he strapped an electronic timer into place on top

He | ooked up at her

"I want themto pay for their crinmes, too," Ligacheva said. "But | do not
want Anmerican nissiles to make sure my country does not use this starship to
restore us to our forner place as a world power."

"Washi ngton hasn't got the guts to nuke anyone," Schaefer said. "W'Ill just
steal it fromyou, and then everybody'll have it."

"And woul d that be a good thing?"

Schaefer started to answer, then froze. He was crouched on the boul der, the
pack-t urned-sat chel -charge in one hand, facing the opening into the ship's
interior.



Li gacheva whirl ed.

One of the alien nonsters stood in the opening, |ooking out at them It was
vi si bl e and unmasked, it hadn't come out to fight, Ligacheva realized, but
only to see what the hell was going on

That didn't nean it wouldn't kill them both, given half a chance. It nust
know that they had killed its conpanions; she was suddenly horribly aware of
the AK-100 she still held in her hands, the very gun that had bl own the other

nonsters' heads apart.

If she shifted her grip to firing position and swng the weapon around, she
m ght be able to shoot the alien-or it might take her own head off first. She
had seen how fast those things could nove, how fast they could kill

She didn't try. She kept the gun pointed away. She | ooked at Schaefer to
see whether he, too, was still frozen

He wasn't. He was still working on his bonb.

"That's right," Schaefer called to the creature. "Cone out and play! This
C4 will turn you into hanmburger faster than UPN cancel ed Legend!"

Li gacheva turned to stare at Schaefer's fingers as he punched codes into
his el ectroni c detonator.

"But if you set it off nowto kill that thing, the explosion will take us
down with it!" she excl ai ned.

Schaefer didn't | ook at her; he was staring at the alien, his attention
focused entirely on his foe. "I'mtired of your ganes," he said. "I'mtired of
all this crap! This time we're going to finish it "

Li gacheva realized that he nmeant it, that he was ready and willing to
di e-he wanted only to give his death meani ng, the nmeani ng he seened unable to
find inlife, by taking his foe with him

She wanted to stop him but he was too far away for her to reach the
detonator in tinme, and even if she had been able to think of the words to
shout, she knew he wouldn't have listened to her

Then a shot rang out, and a bullet snacked off the starship's hull inches
away from Schaefer's feet. Ligacheva, Schaefer, and the alien all turned
si mul t aneously, | ooking for the source.

Five nen in tan snowsuits stood on the rimof the ravine, |ooking down at
them A sixth man knelt, holding a snoking rifle.

"Drop it, cop, or the next one's right between your eyes! And drop your
gun, too, Russkie!" the kneeling man called in English.

Chapter 31

Schaefer stared at the man with the rifle. "Wlcox," he said. He | owered
the pack gently to the boulder; it slid down onto the ship's hull

"I"msorry about this, son," General Philips shouted. "It's over

Li gacheva dropped her AK-100 and stared up at the nen on the canyon rim
The Americans had tracked them fromthe punping station, but they had not cone
to hel p against the nonsters; instead they were preventing Schaefer from



ending the alien threat.

It wasn't that they cared about Schaefer's life or Ligacheva' s -- the words
of that man Wl cox had nade that plain. It was ... what? They wanted the alien
alive? They wanted the ship?

Perhaps they sinply didn't want the Rodina, the Modtherland, to have the
ship. They preferred that the alien fly away safely, to return and sl aughter
at whi m

Li gacheva began to understand just how Schaefer, the panpered American, had
become as bitter as any Russian survivor of wars and revol uti ons and endl ess
dark winters.

And what of the alien? Did it want to just fly away in its jury-rigged
shi p? She glanced at it.

It stood watching the nen on the rim watching and waiting, its hideously
i nhuman face unreadabl e. She wondered what it was thinking.

It hated the cold; it probably did want nothing but to | eave.
"What's the story, General ?" Schaefer call ed.

"You aren't going to like it," Philips called back. "And | don't like it
any nore than you do, but we've been ordered to let themlift off w thout
interference. So back away, nice and easy."

Li gacheva wondered what the alien thought of all this. Did it understand
the words? Was it confused? Did it think this was all sonme sort of trap?

O was it just fascinated-or anused-by the spectacle of its prey fighting
anmong itsel f?

"l1've been dancing to your tune since this whole thing began, General,"

Schaefer said. "Wat the hell has it ever gotten ne, listening to you? You
peopl e have taken everything that ever neant anything to ne-ny job, ny honeg,
ny brother. VWat'Il | get if | do what you tell nme nowa bullet in the head?
Screw it!"

Schaefer dove for the pack

On the canyon rimW I cox sniled coldly as he squeezed the trigger. "Been
| ooking forward to this since that day on the firing range,"” he said as the
rifle bucked in his hands. "Adios, cop!"

He had mi sjudged Schaefer's speed; the bullet tore through the flesh of
Schaefer's outer thigh, nowhere near any vital organs.

It was enough to send Schaefer rolling out of control across the
scorching-hot hull of the alien spaceship, though; he tunbled down past the
pack and sprawl ed at the creature's feet, a yard fromthe open doorway.

He | ooked up at the thing, at the twitching nouth parts. He took a deep
breath and snelled his own flesh starting to burn fromthe heat of the ship.

"Yeah, conme on," he said to the creature. "Let's finish it!"

The nonster |ooked down at him its eyes narrowi ng, then glanced up at the
canyon rim

Then it turned and ran down into its ship, |eaving Schaefer lying on the



hul I'.

"No, you bastard!" Schaefer shouted after it. "You alien son of a bitch
Better | die fighting you than let that asshole Wlcox get ne!" He tried to
struggle to his feet and succeeded only in falling and rolling, this tine
tunbling clear off the side of the ship, landing in the gravel and nud that
surrounded it.

"First shot was for God and country,
Schaefer's head. "This one's for ne!"

Wl cox said, sighting in on

Besi de him General Philips clenched his teeth.
A rifle shot sounded, echoing fromthe walls of the ravine

And W cox suddenly tunbled forward, blood running freely fromthe fresh
wound where a bull et had punched through his shoul der

Phili ps spun and | ooked uphill.

"And that one was for ne," a voice called-a famliar voice with a bit of a

Br ookl yn twang.

Philips spotted the man with the snoking rifle-an overweight man in a
Russi an Arny overcoat and furlined cap, carrying an AK-74. Sonehow, despite
t he equi pnent, Philips had no doubt that the man was American

"Howdy, General,"” the riflenman said. "Meet the other general." He waved
with his free hand, and Philips saw another twenty or thirty men in Russian
uni forns approaching, their rifles trained on the small band of Anericans. One
of them a big nman in an officer's coat, did not have a visible weapon, and
t he speaker gestured at him "General Pononarenko, of the Russian Arny."

Ponomar enko stepped forward. "You nen are trespassing!" he shouted in
heavily accented English

Bel ow, standing on the boul der, Ligacheva |listened and watched what little
she could see fromher place in the pit. She recogni zed Pononarenko's voi ce
and knew she ought to feel relieved that her people had cone to the rescue,
but instead she felt a wave of despair, the sanme sort of bitter despair that
she thought the Anerican detective nmust have felt. Right and wong were being
| ost here; all that mattered was who had the drop on the other side, who had
t he weapons and where they were pointed. No one up there cared about the good
men those things fromthe stars had sl aughtered; all they cared about was
political advantage. They didn't see the aliens as nonsters, but as a
potential technol ogical treasure.

Her people-which is to say, all humanity, not merely Russians-were fighting
anong thensel ves while their true eneny killed with inmpunity and was al | owed
to escape.

What had so nmany died for? What had they suffered for? Wen this was over
what woul d anyone truly have gai ned?

Not justice, certainly.

She was suddenly distracted fromthe drana being played out above. The
stone beneath her feet was starting to vibrate, and sonething was whining, a
sound al nost like a jet engine warming up

She knew i nmedi at el y what was happeni ng and dove for the side, trying to



get off the ship before it could |l aunch. On her way she snatched up Schaefer's
expl osive-fill ed backpack-she didn't know why, but acted out of instinct.

The whining grew | ouder as she slid down beside Schaefer. He was
struggling, trying to get to his feet, but his wounded | eg woul dn't support
him and his burned fl esh made any novenent painful.

"They're getting ready to |aunch," he said.

"You think I don't know that?" she replied angrily. "Cone on, we have to
get clear!" She grabbed Schaefer's armand threw it across her shoul ders, and
tried to heave them both up out of the pit the ship lay in.

She couldn't do it; Schaefer was too big, too heavy.
"Need a hand?" a voice said in English

Li gacheva | ooked up and grasped the of fered hand. Together, she and the
stranger haul ed Schaefer up across the rocks.

Schaefer, weak from burns and bl ood | oss, |ooked up at their savior and
sai d, "Rasche?"

"Yeah, it's ne," Rasche replied. Ligacheva thought he sounded as if he were
on the verge of tears. "For cryin' out |oud, Schaef," the American said,
"we've got to quit meeting like this!"

"Christ, Rasche," Schaefer asked, "how the hell did you get here?"

"I heard a few things and t hought naybe you could use sonme hel p," Rasche
said as he and Ligacheva pulled Schaefer farther up the side of the ravine.
"CGood friends are hard to find, y'know?"

Schaefer didn't answer. Ligacheva stared at himfor a nmonent, then up at
t hi s Rasche.

Schaefer evidently wasn't as alone in the world as he had thought.

Li gacheva suddenly felt that she was intruding; once the three of themwere
safely off the steepest part of the slope, she left the American to his friend
as the two nmen sought shelter in the rocky side of the canyon. They had found
their peace for the nonent, she thought. Schaefer had had his friend cone for
him hal fway around the world and through conpeting arm es; even he could not
find the universe conpletely bleak and wi thout value in the face of such
devoti on.

For her own part Ligacheva had never doubted the existence of human warnth
even in the Siberian wastes. It was justice that she sought and that seened so
el usive, justice for the workers of Assyma who had been butchered by those
things sinply because they were in the way. She heaved Schaefer's backpack up
and | ooked at the el ectronic detonator

It seened sinple enough. She knew enough English to read the SET and START
buttons, and of course nunerals were the sanme in English and Russian

Bel ow her the runbling and whining grew | ouder, rising in pitch.

She typed in 45---she couldn't have given a reason, but sonehow forty-five
seconds seened right. She glanced down at the alien ship.

Openings at the stern were glowing blue, lighting the arctic night al nost
bright as day. The openi ng she cared about, though, the entrance to the ship's



interior, was still a dull red-and still open, so far as she could tell

She could throw the pack into it, she was sure. From where she stood, on a
| edge on the canyon wall, it would be a long, difficult throw, but she could
do it. She reached for the START button

"That's quite enough, Lieutenant," General Pononarenko's voice said from
above.

She | ooked up at the nuzzles of half a dozen rifles and Pononarenko's
unsmi i ng face.

"That is obviously an expl osive of sone sort," he said, "and you
unquestionably intended to use it against that ship." He snorted. "l suspected
your incompetence in Mdscow, and now you' ve denonstrated it conclusively. You
don't destroy this kind of power! Drop that devicel™

Rel uctantly Li gacheva obeyed, dropping the bonb to the | edge. She half
hoped the | edge woul d crunbl e beneath her as the permafrost continued to nelt,
and that she and the bonb would tunble back onto the ship, where she could
fling it into the opening before anyone could stop her

The | edge renai ned solid.

Ponomar enko announced, "W hereby claimthis trespassing alien vessel in
t he nane of the Russian people!"

Li gacheva gl anced at Schaefer. He was slunped on the rocks a dozen neters
away, supported by his amazing friend Rasche, but he was watchi ng her

She thought he mi ght say sonething to her, might offer her a few words of
i nspiration or encouragenent, but all he did was smle.

The ground was shaking as the ship powered up
"Ceneral, | don't think the pilot heard your claim" she said.

"The air force is on the way," Ponomarenko replied. "They will attenpt to
force it back down, should it launch. And if they fail-well, we wll
undoubt edly have ot her chances in the future."

"You think so?" Ligacheva said. She | ooked down at the ship, at the
pack-she couldn't stoop down and throw it fast enough, not before those guns
fired.

But she didn't have to throwit. She was no Anerican, raised on their silly
basebal | and basketball. She was a Russian, and had spent every free hour of
her chil dhood pl ayi ng soccer

"Ceneral ," she said, "screw that!"

She turned, swung, tapped the START button with her toe as if setting a
ball, then kicked hard in the nost perfect, nost inportant shot on goal she
had ever nmade in all her years on the soccer field.

Despite the pack's utter failure to adhere to regul ations regarding the
wei ght or shape of the ball, it sailed neatly down into the opening, exactly
where she wanted it, down through the starship's open door

And then the whine turned into a roar and the world filled with blue-white
fire as the starship finally launched itself up out of the nud and rock, out
of the ravine, up into the arctic night.



Chapter 32

Li gacheva blinked dust from her eyes and sat up, unsure how she had conme to
be Iying on her back in the first place, unsure where she was.

She | ooked and saw that she was still on the rocky ledge in a Siberian
ravi ne. Below her a hundred snall fires Iit the alien ship's launch trail
behi nd her, a dozen neters away, Schaefer and Rasche crouched ami d the rocks,
sheltering their heads from showering debris.

And far above, in the east, a speck of light was the departing starship.

Sonehow she didn't think that the Russian Air Force was going to be able to
catch it. Scarcely thirty seconds had passed since the | aunch, she was
certain, and yet it was al nost out of sight.

Thirty seconds ...

Had the pack fallen out when the ship |launched? Had it penetrated far
enough into the ship's interior to do any real danmge?

And then the distant speck bl ossoned into a tiny fireball. The bonb had
detonated ...

And then the fireball exploded and lit the entire sky white in a tremendous
bl i nding fl ash.

That was no C-4 expl osion, she knew. The ship's power source, whatever it
was, nust have gone up-the C-4 nust have done enough to set it off, or maybe
t he makeshift repairs had gi ven way.

What ever the cause, she was sure there would be no weckage to anal yze, no
pi eces to pick through and puzzle over, after such a blast.

She cl osed her eyes and waited for the afteri nage of the explosion to fade.
When she opened them agai n, General Pononarenko was | ooki ng down at her

"Do you have any idea what you' ve done, you fool ?" he bellowed at her
"Your military career is finished, Ligacheval There will be a hearing,
official inquiries, questions in parlianment..."

"I'"'mlooking forward to it," she retorted. "I welcome a chance to tell the
worl d the way the new denocratic Russia treats its soldiers and workers, and
how we lied to the Americans about our visitors!"”

"I"'msure that won't be necessary," a new voice said. An aristocratic
civilian stepped up beside the general. He switched from Russian to English
"I"'mGigori Komarinets, Russia's anbassador to the United Nations. | think we
can count on General Philips to cooperate in clearing up this little incident
wi t hout involving parlianent or the press. There's no need to worry the public
with details-is there, General ?"

Li gacheva didn't need to hear Philips's reply or any further conversation
She turned and spat, clearing dust fromher face and bile from her heart.

Nei t her side would want to admt how far they had been willing to go to
steal alien technol ogy--or prevent the other side from doing so. Neither side
woul d want to discuss the farcical, homicidal behavior displayed by Yashin,
Wl cox, and the rest. And neither side wanted to admit that the aliens even
exi st ed.



So they woul d keep everything quiet. Philips and Kornarinets woul d concoct
a cover story, lranian terrorists staging an incident, perhaps-and everyone
woul d abide by it.

She, too, would stay silent about the truth, because if she did not her
mlitary career would be over, and she might well die suddenly in an
"accident," or perhaps a "suicide" while despondent over the |oss of her
conr ades.

And besi des, no one would believe her. Alien nonsters crash-landed in
Si beria? Who could accept such a thing?

She sniled bitterly at Schaefer and his friend. They understood the truth;
Schaefer had tried to tell her. They understood-but they carried on anyway.

A dozen yards away Rasche smi | ed back, then asked Schaefer, "What the hel
was that all about? | heard the anbassador planning to hush it all up, but
what were the girl and the general talking about?"

"He was threatening her, and she told himto go to hell," Schaefer
translated. "Kid learns fast. If the Russians don't want her anynore, nmaybe we
can find a place for her on the NYPD. "

Rasche snorted. "You'd do that to her? And here | thought you |iked her!"

Schaefer sniled. "Funny thing, Rasche," he said. "I think |I do."



