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Chapter 1


Sometimes, if he scrunched up his eyes tight enough and concentrated really, really hard, he could almost taste the warm apple pie. Other times it was roast pork, hot from the oven and spitting delicious, mouthwatering fat. This day, the last day of the rest of Brian Turski’s young life, it was freshly baked chocolate-chip cookies.


In his mind’s eye, they were baked to perfection. Not cooked so much that they were brittle. Just soft enough that when they were broken in two, the chocolate formed drooping, gooey threads between the two halves.


He took a deep breath, savoring the remembered aroma.


The smell that flooded his nostrils was that of diesel exhaust and commingled human body odors. And the cold.


Here, cold was a living thing—assaulting all the senses at once. You could see it, taste it, smell it. On a still night, when the snow fell, you could hear it. Each flake hit like frozen thunder. Mostly, though, you could feel it. Seeping through boots and gloves. Leeching deep into bone.


It was the cold Brian had to deal with every day. His wife’s cooking—including her trademark chocolate-chip cookies—was a million miles away.


Brian opened his eyes. He was in the back of a truck. Fifteen other men were arranged on two benches around him. They were bouncing along a rutted rural road.


“Your wife’s cooking again, huh?” grunted the man beside him. Like Brian, he was tall and thin, his strong arms hidden beneath his heavy parka.


Brian nodded glumly.


“Why do you torture yourself?” his seatmate asked.


More than once, each one of the men in that truck had asked himself the same question. The answer they invariably gave was that it put food on the table and a roof over the heads of their families. For eight months each year, they trudged out into rural Alaska during the long, dark months of winter for the same reason the surgeon went to the hospital or the baker went to the bakery. It was their job.


“If you live in Alaska more than two years, your feet will be frozen in it.” So went the old saying. For Brian Turski, frozen feet were just part of a bitter reality.


Insulated boots stomped the floor for warmth as the big truck drove along the rough access road. Another dry winter had yielded little snow in this part of the Last Frontier. Patches of white dotted the land. When the tired old truck finally rolled to a squeaking stop, brittle scrub grass crunched beneath the tire treads.


Cold steel doors popped open on a featureless plain. A stiff breeze—like icy fingers—curled inside the vehicle. As he stood, Brian pulled his hood over his long, matted hair, knotting it beneath his whiskers with freezing fingers.


There was only one native Alaskan in the group. He had the broad, flat face of an Aleut, with eyes that were weather-battered slits cut deep in dark flesh.


The Aleut was first out of the back. Brian followed, with the others filing rapidly out behind.


The wan light of perpetual dusk painted the landscape in an otherworldly gray. The men ignored the sallow sky.


On the sleeves of their matching parkas, each man wore the APSC insignia of the Alyeska Pipeline Service Company. The same logo adorned both sides of their truck.


Daylight was already at a premium. Their foreman—a burly, urgent man whose once delicate skin had been ravaged by years of exposure to the hostile climate—rounded to the back of the truck from the cab.


“Chopper spotted the break over that rise,” Joe Abady said, pointing with his chin as he tugged on his Thinsulate gloves. “We’ve got maybe a couple of hours if the generators hold. You all know what to do. Let’s do it fast.”


A second truck had trailed the first. The men hurried over to it. Tools and ladders were hauled out onto frozen ground. Plastic canisters were dropped beside them. The sharp smell of gasoline sliced the cold air.


Two men struggled to haul the generators from far back in the truck.


“Can’t we drive around?” one panted as they lowered the second generator to the road.


“Access is too far down,” the foreman explained gruffly. “We’re doing this the old-fashioned way.” Brian Turski and three of the others hefted up the bulky portable generators. The rest of the men gathered the tools and the gas. They left the welding tanks to Joe Abady.


The foreman hooked a pair of leather straps around his shoulders and shrugged the big tanks onto his broad back.


With Abady in the lead, the group of twenty men struck off across the tundra.


Twenty yards off the path, the plain turned to hill. Brian Turski’s breath was labored as he struggled under the weight of the generator. The hill had seemed gradual from the road but quickly grew steeper with each labored step.


“I’m not hauling this back,” Brian panted.


“You wanna carry these?” Abady asked. The strain of the welding tanks stretched his leathery face.


“What I want is homemade apple pie,” Brian said. His heart was straining in his chest. His lungs felt as if they’d been rubbed raw with sandpaper. “Or chocolate-chip cookies.”


The words burned his hoarse throat.


Sweating and cursing, the men crested the hill. As soon as they reached the summit, they saw the problem.


The floor of the long, narrow valley below was stained black. Towering above the ground was a massive pipe that stretched in either direction. And in the side of that pipe, an angry hole was like the open mouth of Hell itself.


Moans rose all around.


“Swell,” one man complained at the sight of the spilled crude oil. “We’re gonna need a vacuum truck up here.”


“Already on its way down from Wiseman,” Abady said, not breaking stride. “Let’s move it, ladies.” Hitching up his tanks, the foreman began to pick his careful way down the far side of the hill to the wounded section of the massive Trans-Alaska Pipeline.


Ten minutes later, crude oil swamped Brian Turski’s boots as he eyed the gash in the pipe.


“That’s not from stress,” he said to Joe Abady. “They only saw the spill from the air,” the foreman replied with a frown. “Not this.”


“Looks like someone took an ax to it,” Brian said. Still frowning, Abady glanced down the broad ravine. Some of the men followed his line of sight. The pipeline slithered off like a great fat snake in either direction. To the north it was a straight run into the nothingness of the Alaskan wilderness. To the south it twisted around a bend in the ravine and was gone.


The forty-eight-inch pipe was built on raised pipeline support members that looked like field posts for Titans. Here and there below the pipeline were dark, uncertain patches and bits of brittle scrub. A few broad streaks of windswept snow hugged the ravine walls on either side.


“Just a rupture,” Abady announced gruffly. “Probably froze, then popped. No one’d be stupid enough to come out here except us. Let’s get to work.”


With the drop in pressure that signified a rupture, the line had been shut down. Twelve pumping stations and two million gallons of crude oil sat idle until repairs could be made.


Stepping carefully through the thick pool of oil, Brian headed for one of the support members. As he walked he cast a casual glance down the ravine. And froze.


Something had moved.


It was subtle, ghostly, caught more with his peripheral vision than anything else. But though his eyes had almost ignored it, his brain wouldn’t let them.


He squinted into the distance.


Nothing. No movement, no anything. Just the land and the sky and the pipeline that ran between them. For Brian Turski, an eerie silence descended on the ravine. The grunts of the men behind him faded to silence.


After a moment he grew less certain. He was about to chalk it all up to his imagination when the air seemed to coalesce. A shape suddenly appeared from the drab landscape where a moment before there had been nothing.


Brian didn’t have time to give voice to his shock.


The instant the figure appeared, there came a flash of brilliant orange.


The bullet struck Brian Turski in the right side of the chest, spinning him. His feet went out from underneath him, and he went sprawling into the pool of black oil. Crude flooded into his gaping mouth. Another shot, followed by another.


Brian pulled his face up, spitting thick oil. The pain in his chest was blinding.


Joe Abady was sliding to a stop next to him, a nickel-size hole in his forehead.


Men screamed and ran. Another flopped on his side in the oil pool, blood streaming from his open mouth. More gunshots crackled off across the desolate Alaskan wilderness. And all around, bodies fell.


A few men tried to clamber back up the hill. Bullets found backs. The pipeline workers slipped and rolled back down to the valley floor.


Back near the pipe, panicked and bleeding, Brian struggled to get up. His arms were too weak, and he dropped back to the ground.


The oil was thick on his clothes, filling his mouth and nose. Spitting, he flopped over onto his back. Using the heels of his boots and pressing one hand to his bleeding chest, he slid back against a metal support member.


The gunfire had stopped.


The dead lay all around him. Steam rose from gaping wounds and slack mouths.


To Brian Turski, they were already a distant thing. As if he were viewing the landscape through a fuzzy telescope. His legs were growing numb. Already there was no feeling in his right arm. He let it flop to the ground.


Something rose before him.


It was as if the tundra had come to life. The figure was streaked with whites and browns.


Others appeared behind it. Phantoms of earth and snow.


No. Not ghosts.


Crude oil caked one eye. Squinting with the good one, Brian Turski peered at the figure.


His dying lips formed a surprised O.


It was just a man. The blurry figure carried a smoking automatic rifle. The other white-and-brown shapes became men, too. They fanned out around the area, kicking over bodies with the toes of their boots.


Sitting in the shadow of their leader, Brian took his last deep breath.


This time, he didn’t smell the cold or the crude or the hint of blood carried on the frigid air. He smelled chocolate-chip cookies. Hot out of the oven. With the gooey brown chips that burned his numb fingertips.


A growl.


The man above Brian was speaking. The pipeline worker didn’t understand the language.


Tasting chocolate, Brian looked up.


An angry rifle barrel stared down at him.


It didn’t matter. Death could come and claim him if it wanted. Brian had finally gotten his wish. His belly warm and full, he gently closed his eyes.


He was already dead before the bullet popped his head open like a paint-filled water balloon.


As his body slumped into the pool of black slush, the shadows slipped away. One after another the stealthy figures disappeared, swallowed up by the Alaskan wasteland until all that was left behind were the bodies of the dead and the endless, desolate wind.


Although Brian Turski hadn’t understood the words that were the last to reach his living ears, the language was not new to the Last Frontier. If he had understood them, they would only have confused him in his final moments of life.


For the actual words spoken by Brian Turski’s killer—loosely translated—were a notice of eviction.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he stared out at the world of the living through a dead man’s eyes.


There was a time when Remo would have fought the notion that he was dead. For a long time he had insisted that his dying was nothing more than a ruse. After all, he breathed and walked and ate and loved just like the next non-dead man.


But with the passage of time came a realization—like a hole finally worn through rock by a single, remorseless water drip. In spite of his early protestations, Remo one day realized that he was not like the next man after all.


Yes, he breathed. But it was not a process that involved gasping lungs straining to supply oxygen to a sluggish bloodstream. Remo breathed with his entire body. Every cell alive, alert and aware.


He walked, but it was without the effort of normal men. Remo’s gait was a comfortable glide that flowed naturally. Entirely unlike the rest of the human race, which seemed always to move as if it were wading through wet concrete.


His diet was no longer loaded with fats and sugars—slow poisons all. The food he ate was specific and minimal. Just enough to fuel the perfect machine that was a body in tune with the forces of the universe. The last thing—love—was something that definitely no longer had a home in the soul of Remo Williams as it did for other men. Not that he was incapable of the emotion. Far from it. It was just that his profession didn’t exactly lend itself to the notion that he might one day link arms with the woman of his dreams and go tripping tra-la through a field of summer daisies.


Remo was an assassin. Trained by the Reigning Master of the House of Sinanju—the most deadly line of assassins ever to ply the trade. Feats seemingly superhuman were just a day at the office for the men from Sinanju.


In days gone by Masters of Sinanju dodged hurled spears and rocks. These days it was bullets. All the same.


Sheer walls were just things to climb. Fortresses were built from match sticks. Armies, merely toy soldiers.


The skills displayed by Sinanju Masters involved muscle and brain and bone. Breathing, conscious and unconscious thought.


Remo had long ago stopped trying to figure out exactly what made him different from other men. Better would have been the word his teacher used. Remo didn’t think he was better. Just different. Of the world, yet apart from it.


And so Remo had one day realized that the man he had been was, in fact, dead after all.


Even though acceptance for him had been a long time coming, it had been far easier for the rest of the world to come to terms with the death of Remo Williams. Part of the reason for that was the grave on which he now sat.


The headstone was a simple no-frills number. Just a granite slab with a plain carved cross and his own name etched into the smooth, cold surface. The edges of the letters had begun to wear with age.


Remo had rarely found the need to visit what—to the world—was the final resting place of Remo Williams. There were only two other instances where he had stood above this grave and contemplated its significance.


Six feet below the spot where Remo now sat was a body. Little more than a few scattered teeth and bones by this point in time. Some faceless indigent who thirty years ago had unknowingly become Remo’s stand-in so that Remo might be free to pursue his new calling.


America had been at a crossroads. Social and political upheaval were threatening to tear the nation apart. Down one path led anarchy. Down the other, a police state. In order that the republic could survive, a third option had to be tried, a new and treacherous trail blazed.


A new agency was created by a young President who would himself become an eventual victim of the incipient anarchy that plagued his nation. Called CURE, the organization would work outside the strait jacket that was the United States Constitution in order to preserve the very document it subverted.


The existence of CURE was known to only four men at any given time. Remo was one of those four. And in order that the secret be preserved, all traces of his former existence had been eliminated, including his life itself.


Framed for a murder he did not commit, honest beat cop Remo Williams had been sentenced to die in an electric chair that didn’t work. Only when he awoke in Folcroft Sanitarium in Rye, New York—the secret home to CURE—had Remo learned the truth of what his lifework would be.


After a rocky start, he had accepted his destiny fairly easily, all things considered. He had even agreed with the bulk of the rules governing his behavior as set forth by Upstairs. At least in principle.


It made sense that he should never again try to visit the nuns from St. Theresa’s Orphanage, where he had been raised. Ditto his fellow cops from the old precinct. But one of the things he was absolutely never supposed to do was come to Newark’s Wildwood Cemetery and sit on the frozen ground and stare at his own headstone.


Two out of three wasn’t bad.


In his defense he had a lot on his mind these days. And although most people wouldn’t have the opportunity to know it, sometimes your own grave was the best spot to sit and sort through life’s real important stuff.


It was the third week of February, and already most of the winter snow had been chased away. In another month it would be gone completely, wiped from the landscape by warming sun and drenching rain. The exposed ground was brown and cracked. Leaves from autumns past rotted to compost at the sturdy concrete base of the nearby wrought-iron fence.


The surface leaves were frozen stiff. Remo could smell beyond them, to the rich loam being born beneath. Deeper still, he could feel the worms twist in their winter slumber. High above the ground the soft scent of pines carried to his nostrils. His sensitive ears registered the flicking movements of the farthermost wind-tossed needles.


So was it to be trained in Sinanju. Even in the dead heart of winter, the world was still a vibrant living thing.


Although Remo was aware of all that was going on around him, he did not allow it to distract him from his thoughts.


He was trying to sort through something. Just what exactly, he had no idea. He thought it might have something to do with his last assignment.


A few days ago, Remo had been sent to California to pull the plug on an old Soviet superweapon that had somehow fallen into the hands of a group of radical peaceniks. That the first thing they had done upon acquiring such a device was blow the hell out of everything they aimed it at was an irony completely lost on these aging pacifists.


While on this assignment Remo had been stunned to encounter an old flame, a beautiful Russian agent who had also been sent to defuse the situation. Bumping into Anna Chutesov after more than ten years would not have been so shocking had Remo not thought her dead. She wasn’t. And as was the case with most things in Remo’s life these days, complications had ensued.


Sitting alone in Wildwood Cemetery, pale white moonlight shining down across his shoulders, the cold wind snaking around his lean frame like the tendrils of some invisible beast, Remo pictured Anna Chutesov.


The real Anna had looked pretty much the same as he remembered her, yet it was her younger face he now summoned.


She came to him in his mind’s eye. Icy blue eyes, blond hair, strong cheekbones. An ageless beauty. There was a time when he thought he loved her. Now she was just another face.


Nope. The something he was after didn’t have anything to do with the Russian agent.


He placed her mental image carefully aside.


It was a frustrating process. There was something he felt he should know, something he should do. Yet the more he tried the more certain he was that he was just forcing it further and further away. But it was important.


The feeling that there was something big looming on the horizon had first come to him in California. It was a moment come and gone. Now it was like trying to remember a dream.


After leaving California two days ago, there had been a brief side trip to Russia in order to take care of some unfinished business. He had only returned to U.S. soil late the previous afternoon.


Once he’d landed in New York, Remo had sent his teacher back to Folcroft while he came out to the cemetery alone. To think.


Afternoon had long since bled into the post-midnight hours, yet Remo felt no closer to an answer.


Maybe it was nothing. His life hadn’t exactly been a piece of cake lately. And according to a source he didn’t really care to think about at the moment, it was only going to get worse. Maybe that’s all this was. An unconscious concern for what might be.


After a few more minutes of trying to chase an inchoate thought around his brain, he finally threw up his hands.


“Ah, hell,” Remo grumbled.


With a feeling of deep frustration he un-scissored his legs and rose to his feet.


Even though he had sat in the same position for more than ten hours, there was no crack of bone or strain of tired muscle. With just a simple fluid motion he was up.


Dark eyes read the name etched on his headstone one last time before he turned abruptly away.


He had taken not a single step before he heard a sound.


The creaking of a gate. Hurried footfalls scuffed a gravel path. Hushed, nervous voices carried to his ears.


Remo’s internal clock told him that it was 2:37 in the morning. Not a likely time for anyone to be paying a visit to the grave of a departed loved one.


Curiosity piqued, he took to the path. On silent feet he followed the sounds of the voices.


The path led through a knot of sighing pines and up a short incline. By the time Remo came to the top of the hill, a fresh sound had reached his ears. It was a grinding of stone on stone followed by a heavy muted thud.


Dodging moonlight, Remo came up beside a granite angel. The statue’s wings were folded back, and the fingertips of its delicate hands brushed together in eternal prayer.


Ahead, more headstones dotted the landscape. Remo saw three figures slipping between the distant headstones.


Although it was dark, Remo’s eyes took in enough ambient light to make it seem as bright as midday. The three intruders were older boys. Probably no further along than sophomores in high school. Breaking away from his companions, one of the boys crouched and vanished from sight. Remo heard a sharp rattling noise, followed by a faint hissing. Remo recognized the sounds.


As he watched, the other two walked up to a big grave marker. Giggling nervously, they planted their shoulders against its rough side. Grunting at the effort, they shoved the stone off its base. It thumped heavily back to the cold ground. Panting happily, they moved on to the next grave.


The dark lines of Remo’s angular face grew hard. Leaving his stone angel to her private supplications, he darted across the frozen ground.


Delicate crusts of ice had formed on the surface of the few patches of snow that yet clung to the ground. Where Remo came in contact with them, the soles of his loafers didn’t even crack the crystalline veneer.


The boys failed to notice his approach. He halted a few yards from the trio of vandals, a shadow among shadows.


As he’d suspected, the crouching boy held a can of spray paint in his hand. He was in the process of painting a dripping swastika on the front of a big stone marker.


While the first boy worked, the other two laughed anxiously as they put their backs against another headstone.


Unseen by the trio of youths, Remo’s face grew cold.


Increasingly this kind of desecration was becoming common. In years gone by it would have been big news if a cemetery was vandalized. Certainly statewide. Maybe even nationally. Now it barely rated a blurb on the local news.


Remo decided that it was high time someone spoke up for all the voiceless dead out there.


His expression more fixed than any name carved in granite, Remo slipped through the shadows toward the boys.


“Hurry up,” one of the youths urged, laughing. He already had his shoulder braced against the next stone in line. His companion quickly joined him. As before, the two boys pushed in unison.


Although they put all their weight against it, this time something was different. This time when they shoved, the headstone seemed to shove back.


With a pair of startled grunts, the two boys toppled over onto their backs. The wind rushed from their lungs.


“What’re you doing?” the kid with the spray can asked when he saw the others rolling on the ground. Not terribly imaginative, he was painting yet another swastika.


“Something pushed us,” one of the others said, getting to his knees. There was a slight quaver in his voice.


With a frown the first boy stopped spraying. He looked to the headstone the others had been working on.


It was just an ordinary hunk of rock. All around was nothing but shadows and wind and swaying pines. They were the only living things at Wildwood Cemetery.


“Don’t pussy out,” the first youth growled at the others. He returned to his spraying.


The two kneeling boys glanced at each another. “You must’ve pushed me,” one accused.


“What the hell do you mean?” challenged the other, his nerve returning. “You pushed me.”


They scurried back to the headstone.


The frozen ground at the base of the stone seemed suddenly to have gone all brittle. One of the boys felt the ground crack beneath his right foot. With a jolt, he sank ankle deep in the earth. When he tried to pull his foot out, it wouldn’t budge. It was only then that the honor set in.


“C’mon, hurry up,” his companion groused. He had his back braced against the stone.


The second youth refused to move. He just stood there, his foot stuck up to the ankle in a gopher hole. When the boy at the grave marker glanced up, he found that every last drop of blood had drained from his friend’s face. A look of fear like none he had ever before seen in his young life had flooded the boy’s features.


The silent youth’s lower lip stuttered in place. It was as if he were trying to speak but couldn’t.


With an angry expression the second boy straightened. “What’s the—” He sniffed the air. “Dammit, did you piss your pants?” he demanded.


Before his friend could manage to respond, the angry youth felt the earth grow brittle beneath him. His own foot abruptly cracked through the frozen surface. The first hint of concern had barely brushed his soft features when he felt something cold and unseen wrap around his ankle.


It felt like a hand.


His face grew ashen. He tried to scream but no sound came. And suddenly the world turned upside down and the two boys were flipping backward onto the frozen ground.


The boy with the spray can glanced over once more. “What the hell’s wrong with you fag—”


The words died in his throat.


As the three boys watched, frozen with fear, the ground before the haunted headstone cracked and split apart. Clods of hard-packed dirt fell away. And with an unearthly silence that seemed to dull the beating of their very hearts, a dark figure rose slowly up into the chill night air.


The ghost was dressed all in black. His T-shirt and chinos were shadows that enveloped his lean frame. The face was like an accusing skull, with eyes set so deep in their sockets they seemed little more than empty hollows into an angry soul. A bare arm extended, finger unfurled. The specter pointed accusingly at the three terrified youths.


“Boo,” said Remo Williams.


That single spoken syllable was the key that unlocked three frozen larynxes. In horrified unison the three boys let out a chorus of bloodcurdling screams.


Hearts thudding, synchronized by fear, they tried to run. The ghost appeared before them.


“Keep it down,” Remo said. “You wanna wake the dead?” As he spoke he tapped a spot in the center of two foreheads. Two of the vandals promptly went as rigid as any stone angel.


The third boy suddenly felt the spray can pop from his fingers. So panicked was he, he hadn’t even realized he was still holding it. His mouth was wide in shock. Remo took it as an invitation.


“Dead people have simple wishes,” Remo instructed as he stuffed the spray can into the youth’s mouth. “Really, all we want is to be left alone.”


He jammed the can so far back that the little plastic button compressed against the soft tissue at the back of the boy’s throat. With a muffled hiss, clouds of black paint began discharging from both of the boy’s nostrils.


As the can hissed, Remo considered. “Maybe some flowers once in a while. A wreath at Christmas. That’d be nice. After all, corpses have feelings, too. But it’s guys like you that take all the fun out of being dead. I mean, how would you like it if me and my friends zombied our way into your houses in the middle of the night and started knocking over your Nintendos and spray painting crap on your personal computers?”


“Fffsssss!” said the boy with the paint can in his mouth. With plumes of black paint coming from his nose, he looked like a snorting cartoon bull.


“That’s right, you wouldn’t,” Remo nodded. “Well, we dead people aren’t any different than you, except we waste less space.”


The can fizzled empty. Remo pulled it out of the kid’s mouth, tossing it in some bushes. Wet paint drizzled black from the boy’s slack mouth.


“Now, here’s what you’re gonna do,” Remo said. “When you leave the cemetery, you’re going to flag down the first cop car you see and you’re going to confess to what you did here tonight. Then you’re going to pay for every last bit of damage. If your parents are like all the others these days, they’re gonna try to blame your actions on your buddies, your schools or the NRA. You are not going to let them do that. You are going to stand up for what you did, and you are going to make it right. If not, the next time I grab one of you jerks by the ankle, I won’t stop pulling until you’ve got the room next to mine in the Motel Hell. Got it?”


His darting finger tapped the foreheads of the two paralyzed youths. As one, the three boys nodded numbly. Three sets of knees knocked audibly.


“Good,” Remo said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go knock over some furniture and rattle some chains at Dan Aykroyd’s house. It’s all pretty childish stuff really, but if it keeps him from making Ghostbusters 3 it’s worth it.”


With that he slipped into the shadows and was gone. It was as if the night had swallowed him whole. For a moment the three boys just stood there. Eyes wide, burning from the cold. Their panting breath curls of white in the chill winter air.


All at once they seemed to reach some inner decision.


Wheeling around, they ran for all they were worth. Screaming in fear, they stumbled out of the cemetery gates and raced down the cracked sidewalk. Feet pounding, they quickly disappeared from sight.


Once they were gone, Remo slid out from behind a concealing knot of pines. He turned in satisfaction at the grave from which he’d appeared.


There was a man-size hole in the ground behind the headstone. Remo had only had to burrow a few inches below the surface to come up on the far side of the stone.


He knocked the clods of overturned earth back in the hole, tapping them down with the sole of his loafer.


“It might not be what I was after, but it still felt good,” he said in satisfaction. He turned from the grave.


Out of respect for the dead, he didn’t start whistling until he reached the street.




Chapter 3


The ancient Bell UH-I Huey raced along the jagged length of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline. Swirls of snow flew up in its frenzied wake.


Eleven nervous men lined the rear of the helicopter. Although they all wore bulky headsets, the radios in most of them didn’t work. The headphones were to dull the eardrum-rattling noise of the screaming rotor blades.


Anxious eyes stared out the scratched windows. Below the belly of the racing Huey stretched the pipeline. It ran eight hundred miles down from the wastes of the north. Most people thought it followed a perfectly straight line from point A to point B. Not so. The huge pipe had been built in staggered sections to allow for certain elasticity during earthquake shocks. From the back of the Huey, it looked as if some giant vandal had taken great strides south, twisting the pipe as he went.


Right now, most of the men in the chopper would have preferred a giant. At least it would be something they could see from a distance. What they were actually after was unknown.


Something had happened somewhere down there in the Alaskan wilds. Something that warranted pulling a group of trainees from their exercises.


One of the men pressed a gloved hand to his headset. He’d found that he could get it to work sometimes if he pushed the loose wire trailing into his right earpiece.


“Sir, do you know what this is all about?”


Most of the men couldn’t hear the question. The ones who could, strained to listen to the reply. “Some kind of problem with some pipeline workers,” Major Race H. Fordell replied over the scratchy headset. Their commanding officer was staring down at the pipeline.


“Couldn’t the Guard check it out?”


The Major shook his head. “We were closest.”


“Lucky us,” another man mumbled.


Since his microphone was broken, the words were swallowed up by the howl of the rotor blades.


The First Civil Support Battalion had been conducting training exercises near the Chandalar River 150 miles north of Fairbanks when the call came. They were scrambled and soaring east in ten minutes.


The pilot was ordered to give it all he had. The vibrations were so great some feared the Huey might start rattling apart around their heads.


The men in the helicopter weren’t true soldiers. Some in the Alaska State Defense Force had some service training, but many did not. Even though the ASDF was considered a military force—to be deployed during state emergencies—the civil servants of the ASDF really existed as backup to the Alaska National Guard.


In the back of the chopper, shaking hands wiped sweat from nervous brows.


A matching patch on each man’s sleeve depicted a swimming wolf. Above was the legend 1st Bn, and below were the letters ASDF.


The Seawolves were based in Juneau. Only sheer dumb luck had plunked them down in the middle of nowhere this day. At the moment none of the men was feeling terribly lucky. A few of them jumped when the pilot’s urgent voice crackled over the headphones.


“I think you’ll want to see this, Major.”


Major Fordell hopped from his seat and swept to the cockpit.


“What have we got?” Fordell asked tightly. He was already scanning the forward terrain.


“Down there, sir,” the pilot said, pointing. “Dead ahead.”


Squinting, Major Fordell spotted a cluster of trucks. They looked like toys. Bunched together, they sat cold and alone on the pipeline access road. A fat hose ran from the back of the last truck, vanishing over the hill that ran parallel to the road.


“Vacuum truck,” Fordell said. “Those are the guys who radioed in.” He pointed to the hill. “Let’s see where they went.”


Nodding, the pilot swept across the abandoned trucks and up the face of the hill. The instant they’d crested the top, the pilot felt his fingers tense on the stick.


“Sir,” he whispered, his voice low with sudden shock.


Beside him, Major Race Fordell’s mouth thinned. His unblinking eyes showed not a flicker of emotion. In the valley below them the pipeline stretched like a metallic serpent. Underneath its massive support members, dozens of bodies lay scattered like abandoned dolls.


Hovering over the hill, the pilot cast a frightened eye at the Major. In the back of the Huey the men had taken sudden sick interest in the gruesome scene below.


“What happened, Major?” the young pilot asked. Race Fordell’s expression never wavered.


“That’s what we’re here to find out,” he said flatly. “Take us down.”


Nodding numbly, the pilot aimed the chopper for the valley floor. At Fordell’s orders, he touched down just long enough for the eleven men in the back to spill out. Skids had barely pressed to frozen ground before the Huey was once more airborne. Buzzing like an angry insect, it soared off down the valley in the direction opposite the one from which it had come.


The hum of the rotor blades faded to silence. Alone on the ground, the eleven ASDF men picked their careful way around the dead.


Stepping cautiously through the pool of crude oil, Major Fordell squatted near a pair of bodies.


Joe Abady was flat on his stomach, his chin resting on the black ground. Almost as black as crude oil, blood had frozen to the hole in his forehead. Near the APSC foreman, Brian Turski lay on his side, his head gaping wide from a single, point-blank gunshot. Wordlessly, Major Fordell stood.


There was no sign of anyone else in the area. They’d detected no other vehicles on the flight up. Snowfall had been too low this winter for snowmobiles. The chopper was searching now in the other direction. If the pilot could turn up nothing from a visual sweep, that left only two possibilities. The hostiles had either been airlifted out, or they were still in the area.


The ASDF men were looking everywhere, clustered tightly around Fordell, their rifle barrels fanned out. “This was an ambush,” the Major said with certainty. He kept his voice low. “We’re looking for foxholes, burrows, trapdoors. Stay alert. Let’s move.” Swallowing their fear, the men spread out across the narrow valley floor. Their eyes trained on the ground, they began moving south.


Major Fordell studied not just the ground. Every now and then his eyes flicked up to the pipeline. It hung above their heads, big and menacing.


A few hundred yards from the massacre they found nothing. Some of the men were allowing the first slip of relief to hiss from between their chapped lips. Major Fordell remained tense. As he walked along the frozen ground, his eyes and ears were alert to everything around him.


There was no doubt in his mind this had been an ambush. The hole in the pipe back there was manmade, designed to lure the pipeline workers into a trap.


Could be whacked-out environmentalists trying to shut down the pipe. Hell, maybe it was agents of OPEC trying to screw with domestic oil production. No matter who it was, there was no way they were going to get past Major Race Fordell.


A flash of movement to his left drew the Major’s attention. For an instant the air seemed to gel into a fuzzy solid. The instant it did, Major Fordell felt a rough tug at his hands.


His gun disappeared.


Just like that. Disappeared. Vanished as if sucked into a parallel dimension.


His fingers clenched empty air.


Panic flooded his hollow belly. Before he could even give voice to his shock, before he could alert his men, Fordell felt a blinding pain crack the side of his head.


He dropped to the seat of his pants, stunned. When he grabbed at the injured area, his gloved fingers returned slick with blood.


“Major, what happened?” a nearby ASDF soldier asked worriedly. His young voice suddenly dropped low. “Oh, God.”


Nursing shock, Fordell looked up woodenly.


His gun had reappeared. It was clutched in the hands of a swirling figure. The barrel was aimed at Major Fordell.


The Major tried to blink the figure into focus. He wasn’t sure if it was head trauma or something else, but it seemed impossible to see the man clearly. Then all at once the intruder seemed to snap into reality.


The strange figure wore winter combat fatigues. A matching ski mask covered his face. His eyes were hidden behind a pair of black goggles. The gun aimed at Fordell’s face never wavered.


Whoever he was, his intentions seemed clear enough. Race Fordell wasn’t taking any chances. “Shoot him!” the Major yelled.


His men ignored the order.


Still sitting on the ground and staring down the barrel of his own rifle, Major Fordell glanced at his men. What he saw made his heart freeze in his chest.


There were more of the commandos. All around. Dozens of them. They had somehow stepped out of the air to ambush Major Race Fordell and his ASDF weekend warriors.


“Oh, God,” repeated the young soldier nearest Race. He was frozen in place. Three commandos stood like somber sentries before him, their guns leveled at his chest.


A twitch of movement came from the commando standing before him. Eyes darting, Race Fordell saw a gloved finger tighten over a trigger. His trigger. His own damn gun was about to kill him. Cold fury flooded his blood-streaked face.


“Shoot them, dammit!” Major Fordell ordered an instant before a bullet from his own gun ended his life.


As the Major fell, the rest of the commandos opened fire. Guns crackled. One by one the ASDF men fell.


Panicking, some men threw down their weapons and flung up their hands. They were slaughtered where they stood.


The few Alaska State Defense Force men who tried to defend themselves found their targets impossible to track. They always seemed to be everywhere other than the path of the bullets.


The commandos disappeared and reappeared. Some abandoned guns for knives, materializing next to a terrified ASDF man just long enough to slit his throat.


When there was only one ASDF man left standing, the slaughter abruptly ceased.


The Alaska State Defense soldier had already thrown down his gun. He stood whimpering and defenseless, as the crowd of masked men formed a circle around him. He didn’t even hear the hushed words from the commandos. Didn’t see the crowd part. Didn’t notice the lone man who strode into their midst.


The last arrival was dressed like the others, save one distinction. He wore no mask.


His features were delicate enough to be considered pretty. His eyes were powdery brown mixed with flecks of red. Although he was young, his close-cropped hair was prematurely white. He had the confident, graceful stride of a gymnast. With a perfect economy of motion, he stepped up to the last ASDF man.


The soldier was babbling incoherently. His eyes were unfocused as he stared blankly at the ground. The white-haired commando paused before the man. He cast one pale eye around the circle of faceless soldiers.
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