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Moscow: Monday morning, August the 20th, 1991

The soldiers on the back of the personnel carriers stared around, wide-eyed, clutching
their rifleslike drowning men hanging on to buoyant life-rafts. They were out of their
depth, teen-age conscripts from the sticks being trucked in by the Grey Meninthe
Kremlin, none of them sure what they were meant to be doing here. The emigre group
seemed to betaking it quite well asthe BMPsrumbled past their hotel. They clusteredin
the bar, taking quietly in smal groups, occasionaly pestering avodka out of the
distracted staff. Reporters swarmed and darted everywhere, like wasps around a rubbish
binin summer. And Oleg Meir ...

Oleg Meir ignored the soldiers as he left the temporary safety of the hotel. The phones
were down, only internationa callsfrom the city's contingent of foreign correspondents
getting through. They must be crazy, he thought: cutting off communications et atimelike
this. Trembling with achill, he thrust his hands deep into his coat pockets as he walked
back towards the University. He glanced up at the clock jutting from the face of one of
the office buildings on the opposite side of theroad. It was amost ten o'clock! Hed have
to hurry. Oleg increased his pace until it waslittle short of atrot. Got to get the papers,
destroy them or something. Change myself, get lost in the crowd. That way they won't
find me. If | can do it before Andrei catches up with me....

Y esterday's events had brought everybody out onto the streets; everyday life had ground
toahdt. Theair wasfilled with tenson, asif an abscess was about to burst. Never had
he seen crowds of people who all looked so angry; it scared him amost as much asthe
horror of aremembered guilt, the phone cal in the early hours from his mysterious patron
-- just before the public lines went down.

Tankswere drawn up in the square outside the University, their enginesticking over,
soldiers milling around uncertainly in front of athrong of defiant youths, they made no
attempt to detain the bespectacled professor as he made his way past them towards the
concrete monolith of the Ingtitute of Space Sciences. Nobody stopped him as hewent in,
but he noticed afew anomdies: adigtinct shortage of staff, asurfeit of sudents milling
around the foyer and chattering.

Can't be good. Oleg made for the eevator, haf-remembered skills blending him with the
shadows like athird element of light and darkness. Too many people about. The elevator
began to rise. He yawned uncontrollably. The elevator stopped; its brass gate did open.
"Professor Meir?'

Oleg jumped. "Who is-- oh, Anatoly. What isit?"

The student stared at him. "Y ou looked abit preoccupied, isal,” he said. "About the
coursawork, | know it's overdue --"

"Don't worry about it." Oleg looked away. "Heard the news?"
"Which news?'
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"Dont worry." Moving down the corridor towards his office, the student following him:
Oleg had things on hismind. "Have you got afew minutes?'

"For you, professor?' The student's e aborate shrug was wasted. Oleg was too busy
unlocking hisofficeto notice.

"Thesefiling cabinets. Do me afavour, get everything out of the top drawer there,
stacked in order, and put it on the table. Please? I'll make it worth your while."

"How worthwhile?" Something nudged Oleg's attention, but when he looked up Anatoly
looked back a him innocently. " A regrading?"

"Yousadit, not me." Anatoly turned to thefiling cabinet eagerly. "Now if you will excuse
me--"

Thetermina on Oleg's desk was an antique, but it still connected him to the machinesin
the basement. To hissurprise, Oleg found that his palms were sweeting as he sat down
and logged on. This has gonetoo far. He shivered and glanced over his shoulder. If
Andre gets hisgrubby hands on these there won't be an excuse under heaven that'll save
me! Still he hesitated. Something in the air tickled his nodrils, scent of woodsmoke and
gasoline far away, screams remembered in the moonless night. From her. Behind him,
Anatoly was sysemdticaly siripping hisfilesfrom their stee nest. Oh well. It had to
happen -- now or later.

Oleg began to type, carefully -- the duggardly machine could bardly keep up with his
keypresses -- ashort e-mail message. He stared at it for afew minutes after he finished
it, trying to understand what he had done. To KGBV A X, the police monitor on the net.
User: Vaentin016. An anonymous label. Danger. HEd been swesting before he sarted.
Now he pressed enter, consigning the message to the invisible guts of the connected
mainframes, where it would find it'sway eventudly to the destination --

To Vaentina. Who'd know what to do, if anyone did. Oleg logged out and turned round,
stood up and stretched, stared at the student working on hisfiles. Time to think about
avoiding Andrei. Why did | ever let it get thisfar? he wondered. Hands deep in pockets,
he wandered over to the window and stared out towards the distant Kremlin. Dancing
withthe devil ...

Twenty five year s ago:

Oleg had first met Andrei back in sixty-three, sixty-four, back when he had been ayoung
student of astrophysics, fresh in from the sticks. Always the terrified compulsion to look
up a the gars -- attending Shklovskii's bull sessions about intelligent life in the universe
made him fed out of control, histhin veneer of sophigtication in danger of cracking open
to reveal the depths of his superdtitious fear. The fedling had a shuddery attraction to
Oleg, who was unableto join in the merry banter of his colleagues.

"Y ou see, comrades, if we are not donein the universe, the very fact of our lack of
uniqueness hasimplications for our way of lifel No longer are we part of an isolated,
unique trend. Other intelligences, once thelr existence can be proven, would provide a
powerful stimulusto our exploratory tendencies. Such intelligences, should they be more
advanced than us, may be expected to be in constant communication even if physica
interstellar travel isimpossible -- yes? What isit? Meir, again?"



Oleg cleared histhroat. "1 think you overlook something,” he said, suddenly aware that
his heart was pounding. "Perhaps, al is tillness and quiet not because we are done.....
but because they are scared. After all, ideas can be dangerous, can they not?-- Just as
socidist ideas are considered dangerous by the capitalists, so may there be, darker things
lurking among the gars. Thingsthat listen, like us, for the transmissons of the unwary ..."

"LikeVoice of America?' some wit interrupted, and the whole room burst out laughing.

Oleg sat down, hisface turning beet red. He looked round, searching for support against
the hilarity -- there was aman he had never seen before at the back of the hall, and his
expression was set and thoughtful. Something about him was vagudly familiar, likea
half-remembered family photograph. Oleg looked away rapidly, and tried to ignore the
good-natured joshing he received after the lecture from those who believed that the laws
of didecticd materiadism applied to interstellar communication. But somehow the face
stuck in his mind; and he was not surprised when, two days later, he was awakened by a
peremptory rap on the door of hisroom.

Struggling out of bed, Oleg made hisway to the door. "Whoisit?' he called, half-certain
that it was the gpartment warden about to complain again about himlyinginona
perfectly good Saturday --

"Open up!" caled avoice outside. "We havent got al day!"

Oleg tensed, shivering with more than cold -- muscles bunching and coiling like ropes
benesth his skin -- then opened the door a crack. "What's it about?' he asked. "'l wasin
bed --"

"Never mind that. Y ou can get dressed now. Y ou're going for adrive in the country this
morning, how about that? Don't bother packing, you'll be back before sunset, | promise.
Come aong now!"

Goaded into sudden action, Oleg grabbed his clothes and began to yank them on
haphazardly. "Y ou can comein," he called when he had his trousers belted. The door
opened. "Havewe met?' he asked politely.

The stranger shut the door behind him. " Two nights ago, at the Ingtitute. | wasin the row
behind you."

Oleg's shoulders dumped with something like relief. "I thought you were with the cheka,"
he muttered as he buttoned his shirt.

The stranger looked at him and smiled, exposing histeeth. "Y ou thought right -- sort of.
The people I'm with ... the KGB don't like us, but we don't have to put up with them. Do
theinitids GRU mean anything to you?' Oleg stared uncomprehendingly. "Good. Now
they do. Were going for alittle drive in the country, and well have lunch at adachaand
I'm sureyou'll enjoy our little chat; I'll drop you off back here this evening. How does
that sound, comrade?’

Mouth dry, heart pounding again: "you want meto be an informer?' Oleg pulled on his
boots, not looking at the man from the GRU, whatever that was, trying to memorise his
facein case he had to --

"Don't be anidiot. Were not the fucking MV D; we're the army. What you were saying



about contact with extra-terredtrial civilisationsinterests us ... we just want to ask you a
few more questions, bounce some ideas about, see what you can come up with. And you
know something e se?" Oleg jumped round as ahand landed on his shoulder, then froze.
A faintly familiar smell tickled at hisnodrilslike the memory of aforgotten sin. "1 was
right,” said the stranger who had stolen hisidentity. Then, in alanguage far older than that
of theruss-- "how long have you been living alone among the humans, my friend?

Moscow: Lunch time, 20th August 1991

Cosmology and guilt and ablind fear of the unknown blurred together in Oleg's mind as
he tried to concentrate on what he was doing. A trip to seethe big military radar system
at Semipalatinsk blurred into the dog-eared files he was lifting out of the back of his
cabinet, vast banks of humming tubes meshed with the deek Western computer chained
to hisdesk. Timewas of the essence: panic was...

Possible. The big old radio beside the window was tuned to Radio Free Europe, but the
MVD were jamming it again for the first timein years, the pock-pock-whirr of
microwaves blasted into the ionosphere to stop the people learning of the crimes
committed againgt them. Radar stationsin the hands of Andrei and his dark-worshippers.
Oleg shuddered, uncertain. Just aslong as he doesn't know where to point them. He
looked up, clutching asheaf of papers about Cepheid variables. "Get me everything you
can find under Krasnoyarsk," he muttered.

"Under what?' Anatoly looked perplexed.

"Krasnoyarsk," Oleg repeated. "It'saradar installation. Y ou know? One of the big ones
the military let usborrow.”

"Oh, that. Isn't it one of the ones comrade Genera Secretary agreed with the Americans
to dismantle?’

Oleg sniffed, hitterly amused by the way Anatoly <till referred to Gorbachev by histitle.
"l see. What do you expect to find there, boss? Isthat where they're holding him?*

"Not on another planet,” Oleg muttered, thumbing through notes made years ago. The
pile of paper was inches thick, held together with rough string and stde lies. Some of the
documents were twenty, thirty years old: some were new, and of these anumber bore
CONFIDENTIAL stamps. Oleg had removed these from his safe.

He sighed as he contempl ated the documents with amixture of fear and pride. My life's
work, and thisisdl thereisto it? Itchy fear made the skinin the smal of hisback crawl;
his leg muscles twitched, aching to be e sewhere. If Andrel getshold of these ... they
werethe originds, not the precisay-faked duplicates he had filtered to the GRU Colonel
over the past years. Careful cooperation, playing the useful idiot to find out how much
Andrei knew, who his friends were, that was one thing. But thiswasfor redl; the
probable coordinates of the end of theworld ... he stopped subvocaizing so suddenly
that he nearly bit histongue. Maybe they knew where he came from, what he had done.
Frightened, he looked over his shoulder, but only abust of Lenin waswatching. He
scooped up the bundle and began to squeeze it into his brief-case. Half-way through the
process he discovered that it wasn't going to fit unless he emptied the casefirst; he
up-ended it over the carpet. Anatoly watched with what Ol



g assumed to be amused tolerance. He had to leave out the confidential papers, the ones
about Krasnoyarsk, but finally everything fit together and he bent down to close his
case.

Behind him, Anatoly cleared histhroat. "There's something you should know, professor.”

Oleg turned to Anatoly, who stood behind him, and sniffed, athough he could tell
perfectly well what was happening. His guts loosened abruptly. "What's going on? Where
did you get that gun?' Hetried to concedl his dismay as his companion stared at him.
"What's happening?

"Thisway, academician.”" The gun was smdl, oily-looking, the holein its muzzle horribly
dark; he could seetherifling in the barrdl, which pointed straight at him. ™Y our services
are required. Happenings more significant than the current ... ruckus, are being expedited
under cover of the confusion. Events of cosmic importance. Y ou could say the trigger
just fell into our hands." Anatoly -- the being who wore the student Anatoly's face --
gestured Oleg backwards.

Oleg glanced left and right, but there was no way out. He backed dowly towards the
door. The stranger was holding his brief-case, and Oleg had a gut-deep fedling that his
living cooperation was not essentid. "What do you want with me?* he whispered.

"Just cooperate. Through the door. Into thelift.”

Thelift grillesrattled open behind him. The gunman crowded in close, thrusting the
muzzle of hiswegpon into a coat pocket to conced it from by-standers. "Pressthe first
floor button.”

Oleg did ashewastold, obedient, tense, kneestrembling. "What are you doing?' he
mumbled.

"Taking you somewhere safe.” Anatoly sounded bored by the question.
"But -- thisis crazy! Why are you kidnapping me? Who are you?'

The rough wals of the lift shaft rose up on either sde. "Don't be naive, Oleg. Y ou madea
bargain years ago. Y our research to be alowed to continue, with our support, in return
for obedience -- when the time came. And what happens? Y ou call your KGB kitten!
That'snot what | call obedience. And the fal sehoods you've been feeding usthis past

year have not amused us greatly. Anyone would think you were trying to play atwo-way
game ... and you know what happens to people who get caught in the middle.”

Thelift cameto astop. Oleg looked around frantically. Thelobby outside the eevator
cage was deserted but for four Interior Ministry soldiers, rifles a the ready. One of them
crossed the floor and pulled the doors open. Anatoly gestured him back with hisfree
hand. "Forward, professor. We have along journey ahead of us." He smiled as one of
the guards opened the front door to reveal an armoured personnel carrier backed up
agang it, engine running. "Glad you could make the party!"

Leningrad: Monday morning, August the 20th, 1991.

Vaentinawas waiting impatiently in the station lobby at the airport, awoolen coat pulled
tight around her; when she saw the uniformed officer she waved. He gpproached her



rapidly. "This had better be good,” she said.

He looked away from her. "Maybe not," he said, so quietly that the words were nearly
lost in the omnipresent traffic roar. Louder: "there'samessage for you from Mascow,
high priority. Y ou want to read it here?'

Vdentinagtared a him. Just another uniformed flunky. "Giveit to me."

He passed her the sedled dip and hung around, evidently pleased with himsdlf. She hadn't
bitten his head off, which was an unexpected bonus. Mgor Vaentina Paviovawas
notorious for expecting of her subordinates the same efficiency that she was known for
hersdf.

She read the message quickly, face expressionlessin the gloom. The officer glanced
around, nervoudly; there were few peoplein the airport today, and when he looked at
them they turned away pointedly. "What's going on?" he asked. "First the putsch, then
thispriority traffic --"

She stopped him with a brisk shake of the head. "I wouldn't worry about the coup if |
wereyou. It will al be over soon. | need to get to Moscow as soon as possible. Take a
messagel When you see me leave, tell Mgor Gromov I'll report back in three days, until
then I'll bein deep cover."

"Youll be--" she stared at the messenger until his eyes watered and he looked away.
"Don't ak. Tel himit'surgent. Isthat understood, sergeant?”
He dtraightened up: saluted. "Yessr!”

"Good." She was dready moving, walking towards the check-in desk, coat billowing out
behind her.

"What isit?" he caled over her shoulder.

"Got aplaneto catch," she said, hurrying through the door.
"Authorisation --"

"No problem.”

"Papers? Channels?"

"Notime."

"Asyou say. Sir." They gpproached the milling crowd at the ticket counter together. The
queue was long and agitated, worried travellers anxiousto return to their own republics;
but when Vaentina produced her officia pass everybody scattered. Despite the resentful
glances, some things never changed.

"Yes? What isit?" sniffed the clerk. Shelooked tired and irritated.
"This. Whereisyour manager?'

Shethrust his badge under the clerk's nose. It didn't have the desired effect. The woman
snorted, asif amused: "Y ou don't expect that to get you anywhere, do you? Chekist.



Weve had enough of your kind ..."

Vaentinareached out with afluid motion and grabbed the clerk by onewrist. "You do as
| say," shesad quietly. "Otherwise | break your arm. Do you understand?”

The clerk mouthed something slently, her eyes growing round with surprise and sudden
pain. "What -- what do you want?" she stuttered.

"To seewhoever isin charge here" she said. "Of the air defensefacilities. | have aplane
to catch, for Moscow."

"But no flights are scheduled!" protested the clerk. Vaentinalet go of her wrist, but
continued to stare a her unblinkingly.

"Now thereis. | repeat; where isthe manager? | have aplaneto catch.”

The clerk picked up atelephone handset and began to did, glancing up warily a
Vaentinaasshedid so. "I'll seewhat can be done, but | make no promises," she said.

Vaentina caught the sergeant’s eye; he nodded imperceptibly. "Tell Gromov," she
emphasized. "It isessentid "

The clerk paused. "But why?" she asked, curiosity getting the better of her fear. "What's
S0 important?'

Vaentinaglanced over her shoulder at her assistant. " She asks what's so important,” she
sad quietly, dl the time conscious of the crowd watching over his shoulder, not yet nasty
but quite capable of turning if they saw something not to their liking ... "what'simportant?
I'll tell you what'simportant,” she said. "If we don't get to Moscow by noon, both you

and your boss can look forward to an extended holiday in Siberia... whoever'sin charge

M oscow: Three o'clock:

The ancient Kamov chopper sheld requisitioned clattered into the Moscow air defense
region. The phones were down: whether it would have made any difference was
questionable. Vaentinasat in the middle of the narrow, glassed-in cockpit, beside the
pilot. Her jaw wasrigid, astense as sted; her eyes were focussed on apoint amillion
miles away, replaying cinemareds of memory. Glacia, dow memories. Memoriesof an
interview, not long after shed come to Moscow: memories of amilitiaman long forgotten,
one of the kin, who'd helped her change her life....

They'd been lucky to find her. Not so much gone to the dogs as abandoned to the
humans ... twenty-nine, addicted to heroin, living as a street prostitute, amember of the
officidly non-existent underground encouraged by the Brezhnev faction during their
twenty year reign of hypocrisy. My, but they did agood job of westernizing usfast! All
the vices and none of the virtues ... lost in her memories, she blinked, astonished by the
strange va ue systems her own mind was capable of throwing up. Hey, live among
humansfor long enough, you even start thinking like one --

It had been pure coincidence. One of the street-sweeps they'd been so keen on under
Andropov; the weerde who findly found her was amilitia lieutenant assigned to mopping
up the untouchables who weren't meant to contaminate the crime sheets of the



sgueaky-clean new order -- after adl, progtitution and drug abuse were western
problems, weren't they? She remembered the cigarette smokerising in spirds from the
ash tray on the scarred desk, the long interviews by lamp light asthey tried to work out
who she knew and why she had been tolerated for so long: unable to admit publicly that
al cultures have adark side, that everyone needs something to be afraid of , to lust fter,
some forbidden fruit ...

The woman in the fur coat, black mini-dress, tights and make-up that weren't evenin the
shops for people to queue for; the first thing that had caught the policeman's atention
was how attractive shewas. Thin, but not gaunt, young-looking but not achild. She
shouldn't be pretty, not with the kind of life-style sheled -- athree needie aday habit,
not to mention the chak mixed with the damned Afghan dust by her scumbag dedler.
"Weknow al aout you," he said, tapping her folder meaningfully, and she had laughed
a him like awalf in the depths of the winter forest.

"No matter how much you think you know about me you will never know dl about me,”
shesaid. She stared at him with black, glittering eyes, ice cubesthat didn't melt under the
lamp.

"Redly?' he asked. To ahuman it would have sounded like something between a cough
and agrunt.

Her eyes had widened, but not from fear: he had seen her fingersflexing to strike, and
tensed. "If my brother sent you to get me back," she had said, "you can tell him I'm not
interested.”

The cop had leaned forward, exposing histhroat: "redly?' he asked. "And why would
your brother do athing like that?*

"Because heloves me. Or hethinks he does. | don't think he would know love if it bit his
throat out. All he'sinlovewithisthedark.” She rdaxed her hands, looked down; noticed
for thefirst time how bony they looked. Asif her skin had become atranducent film, a
winding sheet for her skeleton, in the undead time since she came out of the forest.
"That'swhy | left. After our parentsdied.”

The cop had leaned back, the hardest bit of the interview over: making her decide to
talk. "And since leaving, istha when you began to hang out on the street?”

She shrugged. A certain tenson had gone out of the interrogation; now it was more likea
conversation. "It'saliving. | have no papers, asyou may havenoticed ..."

"That can beremedied.” She blinked rapidly, surprised by astab of resentment.
Trapped. "But firgt, it would help if you would answer a couple of questions. Strictly ona
cooperative basis; it makesit look better on the record.”

"Likewhat?' she asked, forcing herself to relax. The sense of being caught in atrap
intengfied.
"Like beginning with when did you last see your brother?"

"Huh." She snorted. It would have been alaugh if shed been human. "He wrote to me
until ayear or two ago; | burned the letters. He dways knowswhere | am; where heis|
don't think even the KGB know." She stared a him. "Do they?"



"Redly!" The kin who was aso amilitialieutenant shrugged. "Hey, don't look a melike
that. The word has gone out from on high that people like you don't exist. So what are
you going to do about it?'

"Why should | do anything about it?" she asked, feding achill run up and down her spine
as shemet hisgaze. Thiswas what sheld been afraid of for along time, sncetheicy
nights so long ago: theloss of her freedom of action. "'I'm doing very well asitis”

"No you're not." He had stared at her until she was forced looked away. "Y ou'reill.
Y our shit-head of apimp is cutting your fix with chalk, you know that?Y our apartment
has dime on the walls and the residents hate you -- that'swhy you're here. Y ou were

fingered.”

"So what busness of yoursisit, how | go about destroying myself?* she asked, mustering
acam asbrittle as her paper-fine skin; "why do you want to stop me?"

The cop reached out and took her hand -- gambling that nobody would be watching this
interview, that it was not a hidden test of somekind -- "because you're one of us and
you've been hurt by those fucking animas," he grunted. Her eyesflickered left and right,
but she didn't pull awvay. She could fed his pulse againgt her skin, fast, like any other of
her kind. "How long isit since you had a proper mea ?*

"What's one of those?" she asked. "Hey, don't lay that shit on me!" Now she pulled
away. "l canlook after mysdf. What are you after?’

Thelieutenant glanced at the celling, abashed. "Nothing," he said after amoment. "I don't
want anything from you. At least nothing you can give me. | just thought --"

She reached out and touched hishand. "Okay," she said. "Comrade. So that's what it
is?' Shelooked a him askance. "That'sall it is?'

"And afull list of dl your partnersin crime," he added; "but that's no reason to run avay
from me. I'm not amonder. I'll settle for just the humans.”

"Uh-huh."

They sat in sllence for aminute as Vaentina collected her nervesfor the next step in the
process. Therewas an inevitability to it, a determinism, which scared and exhilerated her;
will everything begin to get better, now?" Thereisonething, though,” she said quietly.

"What'sthat?'

"For the records, we need an excuse. | can't just disappear.”

"S0?" Thetemperature in the cell seemed to drop a couple of degrees.
"l want to cut adeal."

Then Vd leaned forwardsintently. "My help,” shewhispered, "in return for yours. I'll
need a hand afterwards, you see. I'll give you everything you want. But in return | need
something.”



"And what would that be?" asked the cop, leaning back in his chair, staring a her with
cool expectation.

Shelicked her lips. "I've been thinking," she said. "Thisisno career for alady. But tell
me, do you know how easy it isto get ajob in the undercover police?’

She was awakened by the change in engine noise as the chopper camein to land. From
the military fied it was ahdf-hour driveinto the city. She was out of the police car as
soon asit pulled up outside the Ingtitute building; before she reached the doors some
students emerged. They gathered in front of her, blocking the path. "What do you want
here?' demanded one of them, afat, balding man with abeard and the look of an agitator
about him. "Who the hell areyou?'

She stared a him, breathing hard. "1s Academician Meir in his office today?" she asked;
"I need to speak to him urgently."

"I'll bet you do," began the fat man, only to be cut off by one of hiscompanions, a
woman; "Wait! Who are you? Why do you want to see the professor?

"He'sin danger,” she said smply. Nameless emotions threatened her control; she fought
back ruthlesdy, steding hersdlf for the big haf-truth. "1 want to get him out of it."

Almogt a once the students crowded in. "Y ou'retoo late," said the woman. "Militiacame
for him oh, haf an hour ago! Inan APC." She positively bristled. "Fuckers threatened to
shoot anyone who got in their way --" There was an angry rumbling from behind.

"Do you have any ideawhere they were taking him?' She asked, excitement and dread
washing through her.

"No, but, hey! What -- "
She pushed past the fat man. "Where's Oleg's office?’ she asked.

"Here. I'll takeyou." It was the woman student again. They hurried indoors, then waited
interminably for acreaking lift to arrive. "Weve barricaded the sairs -- if they try to root
usout well shut off thelift motor,” said the student. "Who areyou?"

"A friend of Oleg's. Not al the security forces are againgt you,” said Vd. Thelift doors
opened and they crowded in. "Where did they go?'

"One of them -- an informer, looked like one of us -- came and took the Academician
downgtairs. Oh, thereshis office."

"Lookslike heleft inahurry," observed Vaentia, asthe student swung the lift doors
open and darted into the room. "Hey, what amessl What ..."

The woman leaned over the desk, concentrating. "These are dl his papers. Shit."

Vaentinastepped closer, her right hand thrust deep into her pocket. "What are they
about?' she demanded.

"This-- these are dl confidentia! | didn't know Professor Meir worked for the army --"

She turned and made adash for thellift; Vaentinafollowed her, grabbed the back of her



coat. "Wait," she hissed. "What kind of papers?’
The student twisted round, then saw Vaentinas expresson. "Uh --"
Breathe. Relax. Va forced hersdf to smile. "What were they about?'

"Uh ... oh. Something about the radar base at Krasnoyarsk. Y ou know it? Big rocket
forces base. They're going to dismantle it soon. Uh. | could have sworn you --"

But Vaentinawasn't there any more, wasn't in the lift; was back through the office then
half way down the stairs and out to the police car before she stopped to think, before the
student could even blink back after-images of what she had thought shed seeninVal's
face.

"Airfield,” Va snapped at her driver: "fast!" Rubber screeched. "I've got aplaneto
catch." Why Krasnoyarsk? she puzzled, consulting her inner oracle, her memory of her
brother. But al he did was shrug and smile and say something: and al she could make
out was one phrase. Three thousand megawaitts.

Threeo'clock:

Oleg Meir peered out of the small, dim porthole and tried to ease the pain in hiswrigts.
The hand-cuffswere too tight, and the fleshy part of his handstingled with pinsand
needles. A smple exercise, thinning out his own flesh, would easeiit -- but his captors
knew who they were dealing with, and there were limits to what could be done in an hour
or two. Besides, with fiststhe size of ababy's he'd bein no position to put up afight.

Thisisthe worst part: the waiting. He looked down across the white emptiness below,
tried to ignore theitching in the back of histhroat and the painin hisears. Outsde the
fusdlage, four giant Turmanskii gas turbines howled across the tundra. The sky overhead
was the deep blue of anice age. Pine trees clustered across the low-lying terrain to the
south, but the flight path of the jet was carrying Oleg ever closer to the Arctic circle.
How long will thistake? He tried to calculateit in his head; assuming an air-speed of five
hundred knots, that would make it ... seven hours. Give or take. To theland of ice and
sky fire, where nuclear-powered pyramids brooded benesth the eternal sun. Vag,
many-tracked crawlers bearing fiery cylinders of nuclear death. Oceans of ice beneath
which submarines crept in cold-war pursuits. Ancient tribes of ice-dwelling hunters,
bemused by the entry of the modern world into their dream of ages, forced out of the
wire-wrapped military reservations. Solzhenitsyn had w

itten about the Gulag archipelago, the idands of prisonerslocked in the seaof Siberia,
but this was something else. Thiswas the continent of the military, gripped in the paranoid
embrance of an eternd winter of the soul.

| ought to stop them from doing it, Oleg told himsdlf for the thousandth time. It wasa
pathetic mantra, but repetition made it seem more practicd; if only the sense of doing it
would not so stubbornly elude him ...

Up front, adoor banged open. Oleg looked up; it was Anatoly, or whoever passed for
him. The shadows standing out beneath his high cheek-bones gave him alupine
appearance. Oleg turned his head away and closed his eyes. His captor ignored this;
seconds later he sensed warm bresth centimetres from hisface.



"Y ou don't have any choicein the matter, you know."
Oleg opened hiseyes. "Don't |?" he asked.

Anatoly -- whoever he was -- seemed to find thisamusing. "Avoid the end of the
universe? Huh!" He drew away afraction and Oleg flinched, expecting ablow. It never
came. "We are not cruel, Professor. We are not the dark. Our intentions are good.”

Oleg hed up hischained wrigts. "Then why ..?"

Anatoly shook hishead dowly. "Y ou don't understand. We can't afford to take any
chances. It has been many years since wetried and failed ... too long ago. Our German
colleagues who st the agenda at the Wannsee conference -- now they were evil. In
human terms, at least. But us? Y ou do me adisservice." He leaned forward until he was
nose-to-nose with Oleg. "We are here to help you."

"Help me!" He snorted. "How?"

"Help you --" Anatoly paused for amoment -- "help you do what you didn't have the
gutsto do on your own. Even though you've known how to do it for years, now ... even
though we gave you dl the facilities you could possibly need. Don't play the innocent,
Professor. Y ou know what I'm talking about.”

"l do?" Oleg found himself unableto look away from Anatoly's dark eyes; the expression
on that face, the shared fear of the pit over which he had been walking these past years,
black ashiswors fears ... "You redly think that | can summon down the Dark?' His
stomach turned over, avast uneasy sense of urgency growing inside him. His heart raced,
and the handcuffs did around hisdippery wrists asif on athin coating of dime.

Anatoly leaned closeto him. "I know you can, Oleg. Because you want to do it, don't
you? Otherwise you'd have turned mein long ago, to that chekist mgor you can't leave
aone, you think we don't know about that?"

Anatoly's face rippled dowly before Oleg's eyes, twisting into another shapethat it had
worn for along time beforeit's owner had chosen to pass for astudent; avisage at once
familiar and frightening. "I know you better than you think, Comrade Academician. You
like your cosy office too much, and youre still afraid of the dark the way they taught you
to be. But part of you wantsto get it over with very badly, doesn't it? Y ou don't like
human people, dthough you try to hideit -- isn't that s0?' Y ou don't even like your own
kind very much. So you crouch in dark corners and search frantically for the key to the
thing that scares you mogt, telling yourself that you need the information in order to hide
better -- such nonsense! I'll tell you what you wanted to know. Y ou wanted to work out
where the Dark had gone, in thoselong aeons sinceiit first came, while the sun svung
around the core of the galaxy -- isn't that right? -- because you knew better than most of
us where the technology was leading the

umans”

Anatoly-Andre turned sinuoudy and sat down beside Oleg. Oleg stared, trying to fix
ever tiny detall in hismind: the poresin Andre's skin, thefaint, acrid smell of thekin, the
dight, nervous way he fidgeted with hisleft hand. Andrel stared back, eyeswideina
display of inhuman concern.



"Another twenty years and their geneticidts, they'll be able to pin us down everywhere.
Have you thought of that? It would mean the end of us, the end of everything. But not if
we have the guts to do what we should do, and use those three thousand megaweaits, no?
If we get our blow in first, we can be safe again. All of us. To deep away another age
without fear of interruption by the hairless gpes.” Andrel -- visbly Andrei now, ill as
youthful aswhen Oleg had first met him in the mid-sixties -- stared like an obsessive, fear
and cdculation mingled in hisgaze. "lan't that right?* he asked. "Don't you know it'strue?
We can't let them carry on --"

"You're--" Oleg stopped, at alossfor words. He thinks he knows everything. Andrei
blinked rapidly, asif looking for afurther justification.

"The function systems, Professor. Weve seen your interest in Lyupanov space and chaos
theory. We even heard about those programs you ran -- after you erased them and
shredded the results. We can guess. Y ou know exactly how to go about summoning the
dark; where to point the antennae, what message to send, how long it will take. The
radar Site at Krasnoyarsk interested you, so we guessed. Big, powerful transmitters.
That'sit, isn't it? Y ou are our people's only hope, now."

"Why?| don't understand. Whet'sin it for you?'

"Nothing, probably. Freedom from fear." Andrei shrugged, suddenly abashed. "Come
now, professor. Were al afraid together, aren't we? Those who think the Dark will kill
us, and those -- like you -- who fear it but understand the need. | just --" he sighed and
looked away for amoment. Then: "I just want to get it over with. The fear, not knowing.
We live among animalswho could turn on us at any time. What could be worse than
that? Faceit, professor. When it comesdown to it, we are dl kin. And that's al the
humanswill seeif they learn of us”

Oleg held up hishands again. "With these, how can | trust you?' he asked, smply.

Andrel hed up akey. "How can | trust you, if you won't even tell me what you're running
from?" he asked. "Say it. Y ou cant hide forever.”

"Say what ..." Oleg's mouth was dry, his heart pounding; he barely noticed that the
tension of yearswas melting away from him as helet hisred face peep through, let the
darknessthat had been raised in his childhood soul revedl itsdlf to his captor.

"We know about thetaiga.”

"Thetaiga..." Oleg swallowed, breaking out in swest. "What do you mean?' He looked
at Andrel, terrified beyond rational cause; he had expected them to kill him, not dig up his

past.

"We know what you did. All we want you to do isto do it again. How does that sound?”
It was aplearather than athreat, and it spoke to Oleg. "Isit so bad that you must forget
even who you were, what you did?"

"Youremad," Oleg whispered, falling back on hislast defense.

Andrei shook hishead sadly. "If | am mad, then so areyou,” he said, turning away.
"Think about it professor: it's not o much. And you will do it, don't you? Because you
want to. Seeyou later ..."



Heleft. And Oleg swested out the rest of the flight, cold asice and frightened as aghost.
Because, when he forced himself to confront the issue, Andrei was substantidly correct.
Nothing would please him more than do to away with these turbulent humans, except for
the cost of returning to hisown worst nightmare ...

"They took off two hours ago, outbound for the Kola peninsulaon a 192 with long-range
fuel tanks and a detachment of military police. Looks like they're clear of you."

"Shit." Vaentinathumped the table so hard that the telephone on it bounced. "Can't you
do anything about it?"

"Likewhat? Take then down?' The voice on the other end of the line was sardonic. "Be
sensble! Hesonly adissident --"

She hung up angrily. "Well?' caled the base politica officer from across the room.
"Air Defense saysno," she muitered; "wdl fuck ‘em!”

"Y ou could follow them,” suggested the captain, complacent in hisinsularity. "It'sonly a
dow cargo plane.”

"No. I'd still betoo late. All they need isthe authorization to run aquick sky-search;
that'swhat Oleg had. An astronomer. Then blast three gigawatts of pulsed microwave
energy inthedirection of ..." she shuddered, searching for an excuse. "The American
early warning satdllite.” What agood lie. We should never have let them discover the
whed ...

"I didn't know it wasthat serious,”" the politica complained. "If they'd warned us, through
proper channgls --"

"Forget it," she snapped. She stared out the window of the office, towards the runway
where the MiG-29's squatted on their landing gear like menacing green wasps. "Those
birds. Any of them ready to go? With a passenger?'

"But they're aingle-seaters --" the political stood up, paused for amoment of indecision --
"| think one of them's atrainer, though. Y ou're going to requisition afighter?"

Vaentinaturned and stared at him. "Why not?" she asked, deceptively innocent. "The
man's got to be stopped. He's dangerous. I've got to get where he's going -- fast. Can

you suggest anything better?'

"Canyou?' chalenged the captain. "I mean, it'sal very well for you, but me-- I've got to
answer to the bossl Who will be unhappy, unless--"

"Name aprice. Bill Department Seven Specia Circumstancesfor the budget.” Shewas
aready haf-way to the door when she paused. "Where do you keep your flight suits?'
she asked.

The base security officer was smiling. "Thisway,” hesaid. "Y oureredly going after him?
To get therefirgt and arrest him?' Vdentina nodded, unwilling to trust her own tongue.
"That's grest! Just likein the movies!" And he held the door open for her as shewent to
collect her flight kit.

Six twenty-three:



Almost before it taxi'd to a halt beside the despatch termind, apersonnd carrier drew up
beside the jet. The evening sun scattered in orange shards from the truncated pyramidsin
the distance; afine powder of snow dusted the runway benegath the aircraft'snose. An
ancient military stairlift drew up beside the cockpit canopy asit swung open. As

Vaentina clambered down the ladder she discovered awelcoming committee. "Mgor
Vdentina Pavlova? Mgor Rostopov, base security. | hope you have an explanation for
this." The spokesman wore a coat with mgjor's epaul ettes and asmile ascharmlessas a
rattlesnake. His guards were decked out in full winter combat gear, riflesheld at the

ready.

"Therés an explanation dl right. Who areyou?' Vaentinashivered in her flight suit: it was
asummer's evening, and the temperature had aready dropped bel ow freezing.

"Your papers--"

Vaentinagtared at him coldly. "Contact Leningrad Central KGB. The exchange codeis
gold nine zero five. Ask to be connected to the office of Marsha Dmitri Y azov. Explain
that Mgjor Pavlovais here and you require clearance to proceed.”

Rostopov recoiled dightly, then caught himsdlf. "And if | don't?' he asked sharply. "This
isacold country, mgor. Have you noticed which way the wind is blowing?'

"Or you can contact Moscow Parliament. Ask for the office of the President. Tl
Comrade Y eltan's secretary to read you Presdential Emergency Decreeforty --"

"Enough." Rostopov raised his hands abruptly, asif surrendering. "If you would careto
get insgdethe carrier -- I'm sure we can discuss thisin my office --" He looked asif he
had tasted something extremely bitter.

"Notime. | want to go to the Priority Instdlation, not the airfield. Can you take methere
directly?'

"The Priority ..." Rostopov stared at him. "What isthis? Y ou've got the Emergency
Committee and the President in your pocket and ... shit, | don't believethisl” He
clambered into the body of the APC, still muttering vaguely. "Y ou bet I'm going to check
your credentials, comrade, thisis extremely irregular --"

Vaentinafollowed him into the passenger compartment. As she did so she removed her
right hand from her pocket. The Stetchkin automatic that nestled inside had not been
needed -- thistime. It'samazing how gullible the confusion makesthem ...

The carrier rumbled off towards the compound gates, under the gaze of the perimeter
guards. She sat very ill, waiting for the hot-air blowersto blast the chill out of the
rattling meta box. It felt unnaturd, in away that she had never redlly learned to block

out; too much living among humans numbed the senses, trained them to ignore dien
smellsand ways. Sheld have told her brother it was abad ideaiif held ever asked, back
when they were young -- but he wasn't likely to ask such penetrating questions, and she
was not about to volunteer her opinion without it first being requested. That wasthe basis
of dl her rdlationships, after dl. She remembered all too well where bresking that rule
that had got her in the past.

Asthey travelled, Mg or Rostopov tried to wheedle information out of her. This
Vdentinafound vaguely amusing. "What is going on, comrade, that can't wait until the



current Situation blows over? Y ou nearly gave the Colone aheart attack when he heard
what kind of speed that bird of yours was doing -- he thought it was ayankee F-111
coming down histhroat -- what gives?'

Sheyawned. "It's been along day, Mgor. And very unpleasant. Wet working
conditions, if you take my meaning." Rostopov blanched and shut his mouth with an
audible snap, then scrambled forward into the driver's section.

The carrier rumbled through atight turn and stopped while the outer gate opened in front
of it. Rostopov re-appeared; "I can take you asfar as the commandant's office," he said.
"They won't let thisvehicle go any further. Y ou'd better have your papersready.”

Vdentinanodded. "That will do."

The diesdl wound up into afull-throated howl and the armoured personnd carrier went
to full speed. It wasdl she could do to prevent herself from being thrown fromwall to
wadll likearag doll; conversation was out of the question. For a gut-freezing moment she
tried to remember whether sheld set the safety on her gun: a Stetchkin looked like a
pigtal, but it could discharge afull magazinein only asecond, spraying white-hot lead
around the whole compartment. That was why she'd chosen it. | might only get the one
chance. Somehow the thought elated her at the sametime asit scared her to deeth: it
made her think of blood-red nights and flesh-hot mouths, of predatory passionsthat
humans could not and should not understand. Sheld come along way for this,
unimaginably far.

The one chance -- she remembered her brother, the last night. Hed gone away when she
was ababy, leaving her done with their parents: gone away to schoal in the city where
buildings of stone scraped at the sky until it wept stars of blood. Left her to years of
coying intimacy, the family that lived done on the tundrain ahove that froze from the
ingdeout in winter: strange, inbred folk ignored by humans, shunned by everyone but the
nomadic trappers ... it couldn't last forever. When he returned from the unimaginably
distant city she was older and wiser, but not old enough. He took her by the hand: "I love
you, sigter,” hesad, "you're the only one." Twenty years older than she was and he was
right, there were no other kin within five hundred kilometres. When he touched her her
skin caught fire and burned with an dien hedt. "L et me show you why," he said.

They had gone outside in the woods, he and she, alone at dusk in summer, when the
mosquitos bred in swarms above the stagnant ponds that |ay among the roots of decaying
pinetrees. The summer tundrawas stagnant and fetid, like abloated corpse. Hed led her
by the hand, deep into the woods aong a path that human eyes could never follow, to a
small glade surrounded by dead trees. There he set fire to her senses with his hands and
bodly: it was not a new experience, for she was weerde and fey and coming into
adulthood in aland where the ice rarely melted. When she came she bayed likeawolf at
the midnight sun.

Afterwards, asthey lay Sde-by-side together, he said to her dyly: "I have a secret, Ster.
Do you want to know what it is?'

Still warm from his embrace, she had said yes, she did. "It's the humans. The trappers.
Do you wonder why so few have visited usthis spring?!

Sheld nodded, mutely. Thier absence had worried her unaccountably. “They're not our



people” hesaid. "Ancient, primitive ... they think they know it dl. But we scare them.
They mutter curses and keep their women behind the covers of their yurts because they
think we posessthe evil eye. Maybe they'd tell the communigts, but they're afraid of us...
the hex istill stronger than the red star. Y ou know something? They're right.”

He stood, naked, above her: shape meting into the trees like the ghost of something
unimaginably ancient. No longer human, but raw and dementd asthewinter. "1 hold the
key, sster. | know where It dwdls; the thing with no Name, of which the legends speak.”
Leaning down, he helped her rise. Inhuman eyes glittered in the un-night. "One day this
will return, whether we will it or no. They sensed this, | think. | had no dterndive.”

Together they walked deeper into the forest, where the trees wove overhead into a
canopy of darkness and the ground was a rancid mulch of needles, heleading and she
following. "They camein the night to lead the kommunigti to us™" he said.

Deep foreboding chilled her to the core: "What have you done?' she demanded.

"Didn't want to lose you," he said, reaching for her hands. "They were doomed anyway.
In the nature of their people. Look:" she looked. Saw what he had done to the traders
who had been their only contact with the outside world. "I did it for you, my love. Didn't
want to lose you. What'swrong?'

She remembered bending her head forward to kiss the dead thing that passed for an
atar, no longer breathing, gagging on the stench of decomposition -- "One day thiswill
return, whether wewill it or no" -- striking out, changing her face, her mind, her memory
to expunge the memory until the day ayear later when she woke up to see aletter lying
on her raw-filled pillow -- her fingersflexed involuntarily, opening and closing like
talons. Why did it fal to meto be born to the parents of amonster? He couldn't leave her
alone; through al the years held tracked her, from adistance, known whereto find her.
Bracing hersdlf against one green-painted wall, she reached into her pocket for
reassurance. But hed never dared to face her down, to venture an explanation.
Happinessisawarm gun. Y es, thereit was. the sck feding in her somach subsiding
momentarily. A flash of malice made her shudder with itsintensity; | hope he's il there,
the bastard. So many lost years to answer for, and when

efindly cdlsit'sonly totdl me...

She noticed Mgjor Rostopov was back. He was staring at her. Shelet hersalf smile back
at him; let it dl shine out, then closely observed the fear sketch livid shadows benesth his

eyes.
Seven fourteen:

Tracking Control was a cavernous chamber in abunker deep beneath the permafrost,
protected by layers of air defense missiles and interceptor squadrons against the day
when the B-52's came over the horizon. Oleg Meir felt anything but safe, though. Even
with Andrel behind him, smoothing theway at every turn and smiling-joking with the
Colonel in charge, it felt wrong. Perhapsit was guilt. Oleg knew exactly what he was
doing ... and he had afeding that Andrei, however strong hisfaith in the Dark might be,
did not. Besides which, Oleg knew who was coming. Fear and guilt roiled ingde him until
he fdt dmost hollow. What if she'sright? He worried. What if she hasn't forgotten?



"So | would likeit if you could load the ephemerides and begin transmitting for a period
of one hour as soon as the messageis loaded. Think you can manage that?" asked
Andrei.

The captain in charge of the post nodded. "And bill the Indtitute ... for SET1? Think well
find anything, comrade Academician?' He seemed to be more bemused than anything
dse

Oleg shrugged uncomfortably, glancing at Andrel, who smiled down a him with
tight-pursed lips. "It'satheory. We need to completeit for athess, big international
conference, you know the sort of thing. Anyway, the Americans haven't doneiit yet --
they've listened, Project Ozma back in the sixtieswasthefirst -- but transmitted? If this
trid isasuccesswell be able to get backing for afull research project. Who knows? We
might even get to keep the big dish, whatever arms tresties they come up with."

The captain's eyes glittered. Like far too many of the hairless apes, Oleg redised, he
thought of his machines as being more human than other people. " So what isthe text of
the message, exactly?' he asked.

Andrei nudged Oleg surreptitioudy. Oleg tapped a couple of keys on the shielded
termind, calling up alisting. Hed |oaded it off tape bardly an hour since, under Andrel's
wary eye. He hadn't given him an inch of dack, whatever he might have said on theflight
in; Oleg was precisdly as free as he had been before, handcuffed or otherwise. "It'sa
fractd. Random looking, in the most unimaginably deterministic way. There are very few
waysyou can decodeit, and dl of them imply that it isno coincidence ... the messageis
the medium, in this case. With three gigawaits punching it out, it should be quite desfening
out to a couple of hundred light year'srange. If | get the chance to repest, well need to
sudtainit for afull year." But we won't need to, thought Oleg. Not if the old legends are
correct. If thoughts aone could summon it, even afraction of amegawait beaming the
right message should be overkill ...

"That's settled, then,”" said the captain. "All | need isthe authorisation -- oh." He stopped,
looked up.

Andrei leaned over Oleg's chair and turned the full force of his persondity on the hapless
officer. "I'll seetothat a once! I'm sure Colone Blavatsky will agree; after dl the project
release has been signed by the ministry, hasn't it?" He smiled, baring spotlessteeth, and
the captain nodded back helplessy. "Perhaps you'd like to load the transmission
sequence now and run it through the modulator stage, just to check that there are no
unforseen problems ... you're sure you can transmit on twenty-one centimetres? The, uh,
water hole?"

"H-band, yes." He nodded so violently that one of the technicians glanced round
inconcern before bending back over his diagnostic station. "Of course. Y ou want meto
load it? Sure.”

He began tapping keys on histermina at asurprising rate. Oleg watched, fascinated and
terrified a the sametime: his authorisation on this system didn't extend to actudly issuing
commands. It was al automated -- a phased array radar was nothing more than a series
of pulses propagating through silicon, after dl -- but till it made him catch his breath, to
see apdid-looking captain Sitting at a desk steer a billion roubles of eectronicsto point
at an ephemerisfrom which no American missile could possibly originate....



There was abanging, someway off in the building. Oleg ignored it, watching instead the
big wall screen that painted the beam path across a polar map of the Union. The
highlighted strip jumped, suddenly, pointing inwards and upwards, a searchlight beacon
of microwaves pouring energy out towardsthe sars. "That'sgood,” he said,
encouragingly.

The young officer grinned back. "We can point it anywhere," he said; "even down here, if
we wanted to fry our brains out. Hey --" He made asif to stand up, but Oleg caught his
hand and held it.

"Stdown," hesad softly. "L et the colond ded withit." Behind him, Andrel was moving
towards the door. "Y ou don't actudly think thisisagood thing to do?' he asked the
captain, suddenly curiousto hear this young man pronounce upon his own species
demise.

For amoment doubt flickered across the young man's festures. "What makes you ask
that, comrade? Isthis somekind of political thing?'

A shadow of exasperation crossed Oleg'sfeatures. "They don't tell you anything out
here, do they? About the coup? It'll collapse, you know, but the Union will go oninone
form or another. No, not palitics. Just ... think what might lie out therel What hideous evil
we might be summoning down when you transmit thet cal sign ..."

But the captain shook his head and grinned. "But you must be wrong, comrade! Look --
" before Oleg could stop him he punched keys. "1 send it now! And you know, of course
if they can understand what they are reading in decades time from now, they must be
moreintelligent than us, more civilized! Mustn't they?"

Oleg stared at the anonymous soldier, utterly aghast. There was a staccato banging noise
in the distance. For amoment ice water coursed through his veinsinstead of blood. What
have you done ... "Of coursg, if you are wrong, you might have killed the human race.
Hefdt agiant laugh, two-thirdsrelief and one third terror, rumble through the back of his
head like an echo of thunder, the humour of amad god. Acutely aware of the guards, the
guns pointing ever inwards, hisguts melted to jely. Y ou fool! The most important event
inthe history of your species and you do it because of adiscredited political theory! It's
humans like you who screwed us over so badly that thisisthe only way out -- agrand,
manic hilarity bubbled up insde him, thirty years of terror set freein asingle moment.

The captain, oblivious, shook his head and smiled. "Rubbish, comrade! Any diens
sophisticated enough to read your message, of course they'll be good communists, won't
they? 1 mean, it dandsto reason that al intdligent life must be evolving towards --"

Oleg felt asudden gust of cold air on his neck. The captain stood up, mouth hanging
open, as Oleg spun round in his chair to face his sster, her frozen vengeful face, the
ridiculoudy smal pistol she clutched in her hands -- "you can't be serious,” hetried to
say, smiling with embarrassment and fear: "I didn't do it. They did it to themselves! After
al theseyears| never even had to raise afinger!” Staring down the barrel of aloaded
gun, wondering asif for thefirg timeif he might be held accountable: "won't you be
reasonable? Tak to me!”

His sster took a step forward; and for amoment Oleg thought he saw her smile. "What's
thereto talk about?' she asked.



"Everything --" he began.

But hewas much too late.
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