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			For Rian, Jace, and Kai.

			Because every world worth saving starts with family.

		


		
			Prologue

			Sentence

			1,500 Years Ago

			This place is called the Veyrion….

			The boy had no conception of how he knew that. Nor did he understand how he knew that the shafts of white-blue lights in which each of the nine massive figures was contained were restraining shafts that functioned like individual cells of molten energy. Those figures were so tall and muscular they strained the limits of their electromagnetic bonds.

			“Do any of you have anything to say before sentence is pronounced?” a disembodied voice demanded of the nine figures standing to his right, the words bouncing off unseen walls in a hollow, tinny echo.

			The boy looked up and saw a ceiling of dull light in the shape of a convex cone. He knew he wasn’t here physically. The experience felt like a dream of something that had happened in the past on another planet light-years from Earth, another lesson in the many teachings of Gaia he did not yet understand the significance of.

			“I ask again,” the disembodied voice boomed when the nine figures remained silent, each syllable seeming to hang suspended in the air, “do any of you have anything to say before sentence is pronounced?”

			The demand was met by silence again. The boy also knew that in eras past, the Veyrion would have been overflowing with citizens packed in to watch these prisoners being sentenced and punished for their transgressions against the State. They would be made an example of for all this world to see, those not present to view in person required to watch over their personal screens. Now, the boy understood the unfolding scene would be beamed directly into the minds of the entire population, so they might experience what was to come instead of merely watching. No option to disregard it was provided, an example that functioned as a warning to anyone who dared to question or rise against a ruling body known as the Overseers.

			Beyond the nine figures, the sprawling Veyrion was shrouded in darkness, as if a black curtain had been drawn over all that lay beyond the center of the floor that seemed to hover in the air, rolling slightly as if atop currents of water. The boy knew he was dreaming, so there was no reason to be scared. He was used to experiencing things in his dreams he was not meant to fully grasp yet.

			“Do you renounce your belief in the old ways and a higher being who is no more than myth?”

			Silence.

			“Do you renounce your subversive actions against the Crown Arc and fellow citizens of this world?” the disembodied voice asked the nine figures restrained in their shafts of light.

			Silence.

			“Do you understand the sentence about to be dispensed as punishment for the offenses of treason and subversion against the greater good?”

			Silence.

			“Because you refuse to accept accountability for your crimes, you will surrender your very identities so you might be repurposed for a task determined by the Overseers. You will cease to exist as who you were. You will know only what is required and hold no memories of what came before. But first you must bear the loss of everything you hold dear, so your final experience will carry a pain you will carry forever in the black pits of your being.”

			In the dream, the boy watched the families of the nine figures materialize out of thin air, herded along within funnels of light, one for each of the groupings, that kept the family members squeezed against each other. He could hear the sobs and shrieks of the children and spouses, parents, and anyone else touched by the same blood as the prisoners. As punishment for the nine figures’ crimes, their entire bloodlines, their very legacies, would be wiped out as the last sight their current memories would ever behold, to keep with them in blurred awareness for eternity.

			“Now, bear witness to what you have reaped with your transgressions.”

			The boy met the terrified gazes of the families that would linger in agony forever in the deepest recesses of nine figures’ minds, like an out-of-focus picture. In one of the funnels of light, he saw the tearstained face of a terrified boy about his age. In another, he watched a young girl squeezing a doll so tight her hands were pale from the blood being flushed out.

			Wiping their memories clean would vanquish the experience from their consciousness, but not their souls, where the pain would carve its own dark void. They did not close their eyes because their doomed loved ones deserved to have them bear witness, to meet their pleading gazes this one last time, to take that final memory with them to whatever lay beyond, a gift these nine figures could not deliver onto themselves.

			Five men and four women, the boy identified, noting that a man and a woman standing alongside each other in matching bright shafts pushed their hands as far as they could extend toward each other before those hands sparked against the borders of their electromagnetic confinements.

			All at once, the nine funnels of light enclosing their families burned brighter and hotter until a single blinding flash seared the darkness in a white-hot fireball. The cries and calls for mercy were swept away in a single gush of silence, a sizzling followed by a crackling sound as embers cast by the remains of the nine families floated away to disappear into the ether. All that remained was the smell of burned skin and hair, accompanied by a corrosive, metallic stench hanging in the air that left the boy queasy. The funnels of white light were tinged by deep red slivers before they too were sucked up. He could see the nine figures struggling to remain stoic and still, but their expressions had twisted into inconsolable anguish mixed with suppressed rage and tortured resignation. The man and woman had stopped trying to stretch their hands toward each other, their expressions frozen in misery and shock.

			The rank odor lingering in the air made the boy retch and, in that instant, one of the nine figures, their leader, he somehow knew, looked his way in a glimpse of acknowledgment.

			He can see me! This isn’t a dream! I’m really here!

			Then the disembodied voice returned, the words launched in a rattling bellow as if the volume had been turned up too high.

			“Hold this moment of grievous loss wrought by your own hands as your last remaining thought, a final reminder before everything you are and have been is stripped away to erase the black pit at the depths of your being so you may serve the State in a mission for the betterment of the encompassing all you sought to betray in your resistance and rebellion. May you find renewed purpose in that task and redemption in fulfilling it.”

			The boy heard a deep humming noise that made his ears bubble and filled his skull with air. He watched as the expressions of the nine huge figures seemed to lengthen, flattening out. Their eyes that just moments before had bulged with torment and anger had gone empty, no thought or emotion lurking behind them. Nothing to be kept hidden, because there was nothing at all.

			“You are the Nine,” the unseen voice boomed. “And your mission is to serve the interests of the Crown Arc on a distant planet we have been preparing for ten million of their years. Your time will be measured by theirs, as you await the occasion your service is required in a black void you have wrought for yourselves.”

			With that, the boy heard Gaia’s voice in his head, soothing in its familiarity.

			“And your service will be required too.”

		


		
			Part One

			The Chasm

			“Across an immense ethereal gulf, minds that are to our minds as ours are to the beasts in the jungle—intellects vast, cool, and unsympathetic—regarded this Earth with envious eyes and slowly and surely drew their plans against us.”

			—Orson Welles, original War of the Worlds broadcast, 
October 30, 1938

		


		
			Chapter 1

			Missed Delivery

			Juneau Icefield, Alaska

			“So, is all I’ve heard about you true?” Alaska State Trooper Tom Dennehy asked his fellow trooper, who sat behind the wheel of their police-issued Ford Explorer.

			“Probably not,” Sakari Muhtuk told him, “if it’s the same shit I’ve heard.”

			“That you kicked the asses of some Hells Angels in a bar fight.”

			“They kicked mine too.”

			Her name, translated from her native Inuit to English, meant sweet. But anyone who knew her would say there was nothing sweet about Sakari Muhtuk. Concerning the story her new and younger partner referenced, she had not bothered to tell him that the three bikers in question had beaten a fellow trooper she’d gone through the academy with into full disability upon learning he was an informant within their ranks. The trooper in question had stuck up for her through six months of rigorous training where she had proven herself the equal of any of the male trainees. She figured she owed him that much after a visit to the hospital revealed the extent of his injuries. He had given her the names, and she had taken it from there. She was tempted to shoot the bikers but figured going old school on them would leave more of an impression; being battered senseless by a woman would render them disgraces and lead to their banishment from the gang, something she took as much pleasure in as beating them senseless.

			Muhtuk had also not told Dennehy that, although the incident had been kept under wraps outside the department, it had left a black mark on her record and explained why she was still just a senior trooper into her late thirties. And, in retrospect, she supposed she had known that would be her fate from the moment the first punch was thrown.

			And it was still worth it.

			“We’ve been riding together a month now, right?” Muhtuk asked her younger partner.

			“Just about.”

			“So why did you wait that long to ask me what you’ve been itching to know?”

			Dennehy gazed at her across the seat. “Because if it was true, I didn’t want to piss you off.”

			“So now you know it’s true.”

			“You pissed?”

			“Haven’t decided yet.”

			Dennehy’s eyes fixed forward again, widening as he pointed out the windshield. “There he is, boss.”

			“I’m not your boss. We’re the same rank.”

			Dennehy smiled thinly. “But you can kick my ass. That makes you my boss.”

			Behind the wheel, Trooper Sakari Muhtuk gently applied the brakes of their Ford Explorer to ease it to a halt alongside the Amazon delivery van, which had come to a stop amid snow cover that climbed to the top of its front tires. After the van had strayed off course into the middle of nowhere, an Amazon dispatcher had called Alaska State Police headquarters in Juneau with the GPS coordinates, but the dispatcher could not reach the driver via text or phone.

			The Explorer slid to a stop atop the snowpack instead of grinding to one, thanks to the Track N Go snow tracks installed on all four wheels. Those tracks effectively turned the five-thousand-pound vehicle into a snowmobile capable of handling the hundred-plus feet of snow that fell in the southeastern rim of Alaska every winter. Muhtuk doubted they would have gotten here on regular snow treads and had no idea how the Amazon van had made it so far along the icefield riding on an ordinary set of tires.

			She plucked the mic from its stand atop the Explorer’s police radio. “Dispatch, this is Unit Fifteen. Please inform Amazon that we’ve found their wayward delivery van.”

			“Roger that, Fifteen. Approach with caution.”

			“Will do,” Muhtuk responded.

			“Drunk, you figure?” Dennehy said as he opened the door to a frigid blast of biting wind, the windswept snow dotting the black interior white.

			“Or plum crazy, a real cheechako,” she noted, joining him outside their vehicle.

			Muhtuk noted Dennehy unsnapping his pistol restraint before he approached the van’s passenger side through the blowing snow. Muhtuk took the driver’s side, moving through what many would call a storm but Alaskans called business as usual.

			Dennehy lifted his gaze briefly from the transit van. “Cheechako…that’s someone new to the area, right?”

			“More someone who’s never experienced winter up here before.”

			Dennehy cracked a slight smile, hand on his pistol now. “Like I said: drunk.”

			Probably a good idea, Muhtuk thought, given what long snow-swept Alaskan winters could do to a man’s mind. Having grown up here as a native Inuit, she’d seen the effects of those long dreary stretches on display more times than she could count, especially for non-Natives who often never adjusted to the monthslong plunge into the cold and ice. She didn’t know how long the Amazon driver they’d located had lived in these parts. Knew only that his name was Daniel Riggs. According to a screenshot of the driver’s license the Amazon dispatcher had forwarded, Riggs was thirty-five years old, stood five foot ten, and weighed 195 pounds. His license listed a Juneau address, and Muhtuk figured him for a recent transplant, likely experiencing his first Alaskan winter because he needed the work.

			The lack of exhaust from the tailpipe told her the engine had either been turned off or the gas tank had run dry. The windows on both sides were closed and fogged up, along with the windshield. Muhtuk could hear soft music emanating from inside the cab—Frank Sinatra, she thought, flying his way to the moon.

			She drew her pistol an instant ahead of Dennehy. Muhtuk eased her gloved free hand toward the driver’s side latch, nodding toward Dennehy to signal her next move. The younger trooper nodded back and steadied his gun on the fogged-up window on his side of the van.

			Muhtuk lifted the latch and yanked hard, free hand ready on her pistol by the time it drew open all the way, revealing Daniel Riggs shaking in the driver’s seat. His bare hands clutched the steering wheel so hard he’d forced the blood from them. His eyes were glassy, and he was trembling horribly.

			Muhtuk watched Dennehy jerk the passenger side door open, flooding the cabin with more frigid air. “He’s freezing to death, boss.”

			Muhtuk leaned inside the van’s cab and switched off the music before Frank had a chance to sing the next line. Then she checked Riggs’s vitals, trailed by wind-blown snow that dappled Riggs’s face and clothes.

			“No,” Muhtuk said, holstering her gun, “he’s in shock.”

			Muhtuk checked the van’s interior, focusing on the cargo Riggs was out delivering packed into the rear. On one side of the hatch, black, green, yellow, and blue tote bags were lined up. Across from them stood adjustable shelving units stacked full of packages of varying sizes. She knew there must be an operational reason for the arrangement but didn’t consider it further.

			“His pulse is racing,” Muhtuk reported, prying Riggs’s hands from the steering wheel.

			The man’s gaze never moved, no recognition flashing in his eyes of either trooper’s presence.

			Muhtuk gently turned the man’s head so they were face-to-face. “We’re Alaska state troopers, Mr. Riggs, and we’re here to help you. Can you tell me what happened? What brought you out here?”

			Riggs’s expression acknowledged neither Muhtuk’s presence nor her words. His gaze remained vacant, staring forward at nothing and barely blinking.

			“Where the hell you think he came from?” Dennehy wondered.

			“Let’s find out,” Muhtuk answered, easing across Daniel Riggs’s frame further into the cab.

			She smelled urine and realized the man must have wet himself. The key was still in the on position, accounting for the soft music and the heater fan blowing only cold air. Since the van’s interior had been warm when she first drew open the door, the vehicle must have run out of gas only recently. Muhtuk switched the heater off and studied the van’s high-tech navigation screen with a flashing dot indicating its current position and a zig-zagging line indicating its last location.

			“Chichagof Springs,” Muhtuk recognized. “Twelve miles from here, according to the map.”

			“Town’s only got, what, a hundred residents?”

			“Less in winter. Maybe half that.”

			“And Amazon delivers there?”

			“Amazon delivers everywhere,” Muhtuk told the younger trooper. “Let’s get him settled in the back of our ride.”

			It took both of them to manage that task. Initially, they had to drag him until Riggs fell into an awkward rhythm in their trudge through the snow. The troopers also had to bend him at the waist to push him into their police utility vehicle, at which point he plopped down across the length of the seat behind the metal mesh transport enclosure. He was moaning softly when Muhtuk and Dennehy climbed back into the front.

			“Dispatch, this is Unit Fifteen,” Muhtuk said into the mic held close to her lips.

			“Read you, Fifteen.”

			“We’ve recovered the subject from the stalled van approximately twelve miles across the icefield, alive but in shock.”

			“Does the subject require medevac, Fifteen?”

			“It would take too long to get here.” Muhtuk looked out at the winds whipping the snow into a tornado-like vortex. “And this storm’s not letting up anytime soon. We can handle transport from here.”

			“Roger that, Fifteen.”

			“See if any units in the area are available to meet us in Chichagof Springs, Dispatch,” Muhtuk resumed as she locked gazes with Dennehy. “That was the subject’s last known location and where we’re headed from here. It’s on the way to the nearest treatment center.”

			“Roger, Fifteen. Will have units meet you there.”

			“Roger and out, Dispatch.”

			Muhtuk returned the mic to its stand, glimpsing Dennehy swallowing hard.

			“You sure about this, boss?”

			Muhtuk cocked her gaze out the rear window in the general direction of Chichagof Springs. “I’m sure that’s where our friend Mr. Riggs was last, which means that’s where we’ll find whatever spooked him half to death.”

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Awakening

			Mohenjo-daro, Pakistan

			Chronar waited.

			The artificial entity had been waiting for a thousand years, the passage of time irrelevant to its operating system and mission. It did not measure time in minutes and hours, but in the intervals between the tasks it was charged with performing to ensure the nine life pods were functional and that the world it had been created to protect remained intact and secure. In fact, in the native language of the nine beings in its charge, Chronar meant Pulse of Eternal Time.

			Chronar monitored atmospheric levels and the bioreadouts of the occupants of the nine pods without pause, its reactive systems triggered in the event of the slightest change or deviation. The occupants of the pods were to be awakened only once a precise set of parameters and indications were met. Toward that end, another of Chronar’s tasks was to monitor the world beyond for any sign that its waiting had come to an end.

			Chronar maintained detailed records from past potential alerts for comparison purposes to arrive at an accurate threat assessment. Its instructions were specific in that regard: The occupants of the nine pods were not to be awakened due to a naturally occurring phenomenon in the world above or the human race making war upon itself, as the species was so prone to do throughout its evolution. 

			Only in the event of a threat from, another world, were the Nine to be awakened. A threat man would be ill-prepared to handle and would thus imperil the civilization that dwelled in the world above. Chronar knew all there was to know about the nine beings in its charge. It knew the backgrounds, specialties, and personal histories that had brought them to this place millennia ago. Its constant observation and nonstop monitoring of the Nine meant they would emerge at peak physical and mental condition, if the need ever arose to awaken them.

			Suddenly, Chonar’s sensors were triggered. In the flash of an instant, it evaluated the data and measured it against the criteria that called for the Nine to be awakened. Intercepted communications were analyzed and weighed to ascertain the threat level.

			Through all the centuries, Chronar had never encountered a threat of this magnitude. A low tremor rolled through the chamber. Then came the light, cold and blinding, pouring from nowhere. Unseen machines whirred and hummed. The pods holding the Nine shifted from black to an incandescent light, peeling back the shadows to reveal the shapes of the beings housed within. The lids of all nine pods rose in perfect synchronicity, and breathing sounds split the lair’s silence as the Nine began to stir.

			Chronar’s wait was over.

		


		
			Chapter 3

			Out the Road

			Mendenhall Glacier, Alaska

			“We’re almost there,” the soldier behind the wheel of the Bombardier snowcat told Kai and Jules Bevins, their eleven-year-old daughter Charlie nestled between them, entrenched in her handheld video game. “Less than a mile out now.”

			“Glad we didn’t come here for our honeymoon,” Jules said to her husband Kai.

			“It’s snowing!” a wide-eyed Charlie exclaimed, looking up from her PSP game console with the enthusiasm of a kid certain school would be canceled for tomorrow.

			“Been like this for two days straight,” the driver said. “Been keeping us from getting a clear look at it.”

			“Clear look at what?” Kai asked, prodding him for information he had yet to give up.

			“I’m not at liberty to say, sir.”

			“Like you’re not at liberty to tell us your name, right?”

			“I’m sorry, sir.”

			“It’s not ‘sir,’ it’s ‘Professor.’ Professor of astrobiology,” Kai added, referring to a field centered around the search for, and eventual study of, extraterrestrial life.

			“As a matter of fact, you’ve got two for the price of one,” Jules added.

			“We’re almost to base camp,” the driver said, flipping the snowcat’s windshield wipers up a notch to clear the glass of the strengthening storm. “All of your questions will be answered then.” His eyes fixed on Charlie. “Not the greatest place in the world to bring a kid.”

			“We didn’t have much choice,” Jules told him.

			“It’s not like your people gave us time to find a babysitter,” Kai added.

			Kai and Jules had been awakened the night before in their home near the campus of the California Institute of Technology in Pasadena, where both were tenured faculty members in the astrobiology department they had founded after Charlie had celebrated her first birthday ten-and-a-half years ago. Two men in dress army uniforms were waiting outside with explicit orders when they answered the door, giving them twenty minutes to pack what they needed, just the essentials. With no time to find someone to watch her, they had no choice but to bring Charlie along.

			No, the soldiers couldn’t tell them what this was about.

			No, the soldiers couldn’t tell them what they were needed for.

			No, the soldiers couldn’t tell them where they were going.

			That didn’t become obvious until the private, unmarked jet waiting for them at Hollywood Burbank Airport landed in Juneau. From there, they were driven to the leading edge of the Juneau Icefield, where they climbed into the waiting snowcat and headed northwest.

			“Cool,” Charlie said, as she slid across the seat, pushing past the heavy parkas that were waiting for them in the cab.

			Most kids resembled one parent or the other. But Jules and Kai looked so uncannily alike as husband and wife that their daughter might have been more their clone than their offspring. She boasted the same brown wavy hair—her father’s trimmed short and her mother’s holding at her shoulders—and identical emerald green eyes often described as piercing. Kai stood a bit under five foot ten, exactly four inches taller than his wife. The most distinguishing feature between them was the beard stubble that rode Kai’s face, the result of laziness as opposed to style. He had never forgotten the old story about Einstein having multiple duplicates of the same outfit in his closet to avoid wasting time deciding what to wear. Kai felt the same way about shaving.

			“Maybe I’ll stop shaving my legs,” Jules had quipped once. “What would you think of that?”

			“I’d shave them myself as soon as you fell asleep.”

			She’d patted his stubble-laced chin. “Good idea. I’ll get the razor ready for tonight.”

			He had attended Harvard while she earned her degree a short distance away at MIT. Despite that, they hadn’t met until both interned as juniors at NASA’s Ames Research Center in their Space Science and Astrobiology Division, forty miles south of San Francisco in California’s Silicon Valley. They celebrated being hired full-time upon graduation by getting engaged and were married just after they earned their first promotions on the same day a year later.

			“Are the two of you twins?” their new supervisor had asked them at the time.

			Kai was roused from his flashback when the snowcat crested over a jarring rise in the landscape, an apt metaphor for the past few years of Jules and Kai’s lives. He saw they were still trudging through the snow, which thickened the further northwest they drew. The vehicle’s heaters, blowing on high, made little dent in the cold that permeated the cab from outside.

			“We’re headed to the Mendenhall Glacier, aren’t we?” Kai asked their driver. “You want to give us a hint about what’s waiting for us there?”

			This time, he drew a finger across his lips. “Sorry, sir. Orders.”

			“The answer’s obvious,” Jules told him. “There’s nothing else out here.”

			“Yes, there is, ma’am,” the officer said, cocking his gaze back briefly toward both of them as the snowcat crested over another natural rise in the tundra and settled back down with a thump.

			Kai looked over and saw Jules squeeze her eyes closed, settling herself with a series of deep breaths. “How are you holding up?” he asked her.

			He watched her open her eyes and force a smile, tilting her gaze toward their daughter in an unspoken message. “Just a little motion sickness. Nothing the Dramamine I should have taken couldn’t have solved. Bumpy ride,” she added as an afterthought.

			Kai held his gaze on her. “I guess you could say that.”

			The Mendenhall Glacier, Kai knew, was thirteen and a half miles long and occupied nearly six thousand acres. It was officially part of the Tongass National Forest, though nothing green could be spotted anywhere through the long winter months. Kai and Jules didn’t have to be geologists to know the glacier’s retreat, since its formation around four thousand years ago during the Little Ice Age, was increasing yearly due to climate change. Both were aware of significant cave-in activity as of late, including a rumored large crack that had appeared on the ice as a harbinger of a much larger collapse. For that reason, the Mendenhall Glacier recreation area had been closed to all visitors and tourists several days back.

			Kai looked toward Jules and could tell from her gaze that they were thinking along the same lines. That wasn’t unusual, given they maintained a virtual psychic connection to accompany their physical resemblance, often knowing what the other was thinking. In this case, that was to wonder if the area had been closed off for another reason entirely, the same reason that accounted for why they had been brought here.

			Sure enough, Kai spotted several more snowcats, painted white to blend into the scenery, stationed strategically about the ice shelf. Their driver cast the soldiers inside each a wave they returned with a tilt of their assault rifle barrels. They surged past the perimeter defense line, their snowcat’s windshield wipers fighting a losing battle against the elements. Each time the glass was briefly cleared, Jules and Kai spotted surveillance drones patrolling assigned grids in what looked to be a circular pattern.

			Signs of life appeared first as mere specks against the stark white landscape. Drawing closer, Kai could see the base camp their driver had mentioned was composed of as many as a dozen mobile trailers, army vehicles, small Quonset huts, and large tents flapping in the stiff wind, testing the posts drilled into the ice. The camp looked like it could accommodate around fifty to as many as a hundred personnel, quite a feat to set up out here in the height of winter amid a storm raging for two days straight.

			The snowcat lurched down a makeshift road carved between taller piles of snow, straight into the center of camp in front of a trio of the mobile trailers colored white that blended seamlessly into the scenery. A man stood waiting before another pair of snowcats flanked by two other vehicles that looked like armored, heavily armed personnel carriers that made Kai think of Humvees shot up with a heavy dose of steroids. Whatever had been uncovered here on the glacier must have required the attention of more than just scientists, as evidenced by the squat, stocky figure standing with hands clasped behind his back as if he were impervious to the storm.

			“He looks like a snowman,” Charlie said.

			The figure stood stark still in foot-deep snow, wearing an army-green uniform powdered with white. Behind him, Kai could see the makeshift command post formed by the trio of what looked like high-tech motorhomes, with two bracketing a third in an upside-down U shape. Beyond the assemblage of structures was a makeshift fence line, steel rods drilled into the ice with twin rows of steel cable looped through them. Though the storm kept Kai from seeing how far the fence line extended, what he was able to discern fit the pattern of a semicircle enclosing a vast space that included a portion of the Mendenhall Glacier itself. And whatever was contained within the space must have been the source of their being roused from bed the night before to be whisked here.

			They climbed down to the ground, Jules helping Charlie out last. Kai could see that the male figure was no more than average height, with a barrel-shaped chest and shoulders that stretched the bonds of his uniform. He wore no overcoat, just an army snow cap, and gloves revealed when he eased his hands out from behind him. It looked as if he was tempting the wind-whipped snow of the storm, appearing impervious to it.

			“Thank you for coming, Professors Bevins,” he greeted, saluting both of them before noticing Charlie and saluting her as well. “I’m General Avery Timur. I won’t bother telling you what division I’m with because you’ve never heard of it.”

			“We also haven’t heard why we’ve been brought here,” Jules said tersely, the stress of the long hours of travel catching up to her.

			“That task falls upon me, ma’am. Let’s head inside and get you warmed up. How’s a cup of hot chocolate sound?” he added toward Charlie.

			“Yum!”

			As soon as they entered what must have been the command trailer, the other personnel gathered behind the array of advanced computers and other machinery saluted General Timur and abruptly left, except for a single man who approached them stiffly.

			“Professors Bevins, I’d like you to meet Major Smith from the scientific arm of the Defense Intelligence Agency,” Timur said by way of introduction.

			“I’m no scientist,” Smith told them as he shook their hands. “Just regular DIA attached to the department that oversees a particular kind of research and development.”

			“Nice to meet you, Major Smith,” Kai said, enunciating the man’s clearly fake last name.

			“How much do you know about the Mendenhall Glacier, Professors?” Timur resumed.

			“That the large crack reportedly found was just a ruse to give the army an excuse to close the area down,” advanced Kai.

			“Unfortunately, the crack was real. So was a truly epic collapse that ranks with the largest ever, resulting in a chasm that extends down the length of two football fields.”

			“The wonders of climate change,” Jules muttered, then spoke louder. “The bedrock layers become compromised and the surrounding permafrost gives way, and you’ve got your chasm. But you didn’t need to bring a pair of astrobiologists here to tell you that.”

			“No,” Timur told them both while Charlie worked an automated hot chocolate and coffee dispenser. “I brought you here because of what we found inside.”

		


		
			Chapter 4

			Nobody Home

			Chichagof Springs, Alaska

			“Too bad there’s no sheriff or LE officer we can dial up, right?” Dennehy posed.

			“Just us,” Muhtuk confirmed, firing up the Explorer’s big powerful engine. “Alaska State Police jurisdiction.”

			“How many residents are we talking again?”

			“Fifty, give or take a few.”

			The Track N Go snow tracks riding beneath the tires meant she’d have to keep the speed slow and steady instead of pushing eight cylinders for all they could give her. It took thirty minutes to reach the outskirts of Chichagof Springs, at which point Muhtuk eased their PUV to a halt to assess the situation with no backup in view.

			Dennehy cocked his gaze back toward Daniel Riggs, who, stirred from his stupor, had suddenly sat up. “You okay back there, sir?”

			Recognition flashed in Riggs’s gaze and he dropped back down across the seat, curling up into a fetal position.

			The first thing Muhtuk noticed was the desolation before her. As her eyes adjusted to the glare of the white-on-white landscape, she could see several vehicles sitting still and snow covered in the middle of a street lined on both sides with small commercial buildings. Modest homes rimmed the town in a neat circle around the main drag. Somewhere beyond lay the continuation of this two-lane artery that connected Chichagof Springs to the outside world via the Dalton Highway, stretching over four hundred miles from Livengood to Deadhorse.

			As Muhtuk’s vision sharpened, she realized that two of the abandoned vehicles were parked diagonally across the road, nearly blocking it.

			“Those vehicles up there,” Dennehy said, stopping there.

			“Yeah,” Muhtuk said, not sure until that moment that their placement wasn’t a trick played by the windswept snow unleashed by the storm. “I see them too.”

			She unclasped the microphone from its stand. “Dispatch, this is Fifteen.”

			“Go ahead, Fifteen.”

			“Have reached the outskirts of Chichagof Springs. Checking on the status of backup.”

			“One vehicle responding to an emergency and the other stuck in traffic thanks to the storm. You’re on your own out there for now, Fifteen.”

			“We’ll take that under advisement, Dispatch. Roger and out.”

			Muhtuk clipped the mic back on its stand to find the younger trooper in the passenger seat staring at her.

			“We’re not going to wait, are we, boss?”

			“Think that story you heard about me knocking the shit out of three Hells Angels in a bar fight was true?”

			Dennehy nodded. “No doubt in my mind.”

			“Then you don’t need to ask me if we’re going to wait for backup, do you?”

			Muhtuk saw a shadow rise behind her and realized that Amazon delivery driver Daniel Riggs had sat up again, his face pressed against the cage.

			“No,” he said softly, fingers looping through the steel mesh. “No.” Louder. “No!” Louder still. “No! No! No! No! No! No! No!”

			Then Riggs tugged at the cage, intent on pulling it down. When that failed, he tried the latch on the driver’s and passenger side doors, only to find both locked.

			“Out! Out! Out! Out! Out!” he screeched this time, pounding on the shatterproof windows.

			“Easy there, pal,” said Dennehy, trying to calm him down.

			“What did you see here, Daniel?” Muhtuk asked, holding the man’s stare. “What scared you so bad?”

			Riggs sank back against the seat, shock claiming his features once more. His flesh tone seemed to pale as Muhtuk watched. Then he squeezed his eyes shut.

			“Daniel? Can you hear me, Daniel?” Muhtuk tried. “I know you can hear me, friend. We want to help you, but we need your help first. What did you see? What’s waiting for us here?”

			But Riggs’s eyes remained sealed.

			***

			“Oh, Great Spirit, as I venture into the harsh landscape, watch over me and guide my steps,” Muhtuk muttered, reciting words from an old Inuit prayer as she aimed the Alaska State Police Explorer down Chichagof Springs’s central artery, called Piedmont Street according to a mounted aluminum sign that mainly had stayed clear of snow. “Keep me safe from the perils of the wild, the cold, and the unseen dangers, and grant me strength and wisdom to navigate this journey.”

			Four times in her fifteen-year, perpetually stalled career, Sakari Muhtuk had found a dead body. The feeling she had when first regarding all four was the same one conjured by the sight of the town before her as she edged the Explorer down Piedmont Street, according to a sign peeking out through the curtain of snow.

			Nothing moved, except when caught by the whims of the swirling wind. Muhtuk could see few lights shining in the ice-crusted windows, and not a single person was in evidence anywhere, no one peering out from behind cracked curtains at the arrival of the Alaska State Police. There were only those abandoned vehicles she had to ease around cautiously, noting the driver’s door of one was open, the front seat caked with snow.

			Muhtuk reached the middle of Piedmont Street, between a small market on one side and a tiny post office on the other, and slid the Explorer to a halt. Daniel Riggs was shivering in the backseat, alternating between moans, sobs, and something in between. Whistling, howling winds continued to whip the snow about, making it impossible to tell what was falling from what was being lifted from the already accumulated piles. Through the gaps in the wind, she saw higher mounds that reminded her of a dirt pile next to a freshly dug grave and ground their vehicle to a halt.

			“You see those?” she asked Dennehy.

			“What? I can’t see shit.”

			Muhtuk pointed through the windshield as the wipers continued to keep the world before them clear. “Three snow piles. There, there, and there.”

			“You’re seeing things, boss.”

			“Yeah?” She looked across the seat and held the younger trooper’s eyes. “Let’s see about that.”

			“We got backup coming.”

			“Not soon enough,” Muhtuk said, pushing open her door against the wind.

			She heard Dennehy’s door slam, the younger trooper meeting her at the back of the Explorer as Muhtuk hoisted the rear gate to grab the twelve-gauge pump-action shotgun from its rack. Then she led the way forward, chambering a shell and poking at the ice-frosted air with the shotgun’s barrel.

			Dennehy grasped Muhtuk’s shoulder. “Hold on a sec, boss.” He pointed straight ahead. “Over there—what does that look like to you?”

			Muhtuk squinted through the storm. “Let’s find out.”

			“Because it looks like—”

			“I know what it looks like, Trooper, but let’s see for sure.”

			Moving closer, Muhtuk spotted a rifle stock sticking out of the snowpack.

			“Winchester Model ’94 lever-action rifle,” Dennehy said, plucking what was left of the rifle up in a gloved hand. “Old-school weapon but plenty of—”

			He stopped when only half the gun emerged from the snow. It looked as if it had snapped apart just past the loading chamber. All that was left beyond the stock was a jagged edge of wood and metal. Usually, Dennehy’s encyclopedic knowledge of firearms annoyed Muhtuk, but this morning, she was grateful for it.

			The younger trooper’s gaze remained locked on what was left of the Winchester. Then he began kicking at the snow with a heavy boot, squatting to retrieve what he had exposed.

			Dennehy rose and held the rifle’s severed barrel for Muhtuk to see. Then he fit the two halves of the weapon together along the jagged edge, revealing a perfect fit before checking the chamber.

			“It’s been fired. Three shots, I think.”

			“Well, if those bullets hit anything, it didn’t stop whoever or whatever was coming.”

			Muhtuk muttered some Inuit words under her breath, a simpler prayer her mother had taught her as a little girl when she was too frightened to sleep at night. She was always scared of something until she took up martial arts and football. Then, people were scared of her.

			“Boss?” Dennehy said, when Muhtuk started toward the stalled vehicle abandoned diagonally across Piedmont Street with her shotgun leading.

			The driver’s door of this car was cracked open, and Muhtuk used her free hand to open it all the way. The driver’s seat was empty, but the lap belt and shoulder harness had been torn from their fittings.

			“What the hell?” she heard Dennehy mutter from just behind her. “We gotta call this in, but what the hell do we say?”

			“Let’s take a look at that first,” Muhtuk said, gesturing toward the nearest of the three snow piles ten feet straight ahead.

			Dennehy fell in step alongside her, still clinging to her side when she poked at whatever the snow was blanketing with the barrel of her twelve gauge. It felt soft, spongy, almost like pliable rubber, but not quite.

			Behind them, the troopers heard Daniel Riggs pounding on the window, shouting something neither of them could distinguish through the wind.

			“Hold this,” Muhtuk said, handing Dennehy the shotgun.

			Then she crouched gingerly over the mound, feeling every bit of the damage playing high-school football had done to her knees. There were two other girls on the team, but Muhtuk was the only starter and the only one to be invited to play in the Indigenous Bowl for Native American high-school football players.

			She brushed the accumulated snow aside, careful not to disturb whatever lay beneath it. Finally, a plaid shape was revealed. At first glance, it looked like the fabric of a Mackinaw jacket, making Muhtuk think she had poked nothing more than a pile of clothes that somehow got dumped in the middle of Piedmont Street. She felt relieved and allowed herself a deep breath as she continued wiping the snow away with a gloved hand.

			Muhtuk’s relief fled with her breath. It was a Mackinaw jacket all right, wrapped around the remnants of what had been a human being.

			“Jesus,” she heard Dennehy rasp, “is that a man?”

			“What’s left of him,” Muhtuk said, unsure what to make of the flattened body before her.

			She pressed down lightly with a gloved hand and felt the torso contained in plaid wool compress. This sensation reminded her of pressing down on sliced elk or caribou meat to tenderize it, as her mother had taught her.

			Riggs’s pounding on the Explorer’s window had intensified, his screeching from the backseat slicing through a break in the wind.

			“Get out! Get out! Get out!”

			Muhtuk’s knees were on fire now, but she crouched to smooth away the snow from the Mackinaw-garbed figure’s face. She first saw the matching plaid cap clinging to a head that looked like a balloon with the air let out. A pair of frozen-over, gaping eyes the size of big marbles stared back at her, absurdly large when set against flattened features that didn’t resemble a man at all.

			Muhtuk wobbled to her feet, ignoring the fiery pain in her knees, as Dennehy staggered backward at the sight revealed.

			“What the fuck, boss, what the fuck?”

			“Get out! Get out! Get out!” Riggs continued, still pounding on the glass.

			Too late, Muhtuk thought.

		


		
			Chapter 5

			The Ship

			Mendenhall Glacier, Alaska

			General Timur directed Kai and Jules’s attention to a wall-mounted flat-screen television, holding the remote like a pistol as he turned the monitor on. For his part, Major Smith from the Defense Intelligence Agency hung back, hands clasped behind his back, content to yield the floor to the general.

			“This is courtesy of a drone we’re currently holding stationary over the find,” Timur explained. “I’m the only one authorized to share information with anyone lacking a proper security clearance.”

			“Ours is pretty high,” Jules reminded.

			“It’s not high enough for what you are about to see,” the general said, freezing the drone in place so the picture on the monitor stabilized.

			“Oh my God,” Jules said, speaking for both her and Kai before her hand moved involuntarily toward her face.

			The dull ache in the back of her head that had started inside the snowcat had grown to a steady throb. She tried to tell herself it was the altitude, the fatigue, or the drastic change in climate from what they had left in Pasadena, but she knew that wasn’t the case. She caught General Timur’s glance flashing with momentary concern and made herself hold his gaze.

			“Not quite,” he said, “but close enough.”

			The hovering drone was perched high enough within the chasm carved beneath the Mendenhall Glacier to capture an alien ship’s entire sprawl through the blankets of wind-tossed snow. A white, frosty mist was left as residue in its wake, allowing view of the ship when the snow gave way to clear air. At first glance, it looked circular, like a classic flying saucer from science fiction–film lore. But further scrutiny revealed it to be more oblong, with ridged extensions that looked fastened into place.

			Timur noted Kai’s interest in those and worked the drone’s controls on a separate remote to lower it to provide a better view.

			“Care to hazard a guess at what we’re looking at here, Professor?”

			“I’d say those extensions serve the same purpose as flaps on a commercial jet, likely used to slow the craft down upon entering a planet’s atmosphere.”

			“But they’re locked in the open position,” Jules noted.

			“And what does that tell you, Professor?” Timur asked her.

			“This ship didn’t land; it crashed, making a desperate attempt to slow its rate of acceleration, which didn’t stop it from crashing deep into the ice beneath what would eventually become the Mendenhall Glacier around four thousand years ago.”

			“I assume you’ve taken measurements,” said Kai.

			“The ice volume indicates it’s been here for between a hundred and fifty and two hundred thousand years. We have the ice thaw and cave-in to thank for the collapse that suddenly made its presence known.”

			Behind them, Charlie had found a seat at a narrow table, alternating sips from her hot chocolate with smashing aliens to smithereens on her handheld video game. Her earbuds kept her from hearing anything but the sounds of the game.

			“My drone operator will bring it down as far as he can,” the general told her. “The ship has some kind of magnetic field around it that sucks in anything metallic.”

			“By sucks in, you mean….”

			“Absorbs, like a sponge soaking up water.”

			On the monitor, the drone lowered, and almost instantly, the ship’s surface enlarged as the camera drew closer.

			“Completely seamless,” Kai said.

			“But it doesn’t look metallic, more like pressed leather. Slightly ridged instead of a smooth, flat surface,” Jules added.

			The image captured by the drone flickered on the screen, battling the mist and snow that cast the ice in an incandescent blue hue, creating the illusion that the ice was blue. Kai regarded the obsidian-hulled ship as a dormant titan, a silent testament to some distant civilization’s artistry and engineering.

			Suddenly, the picture started wobbling, then shaking.

			“It’s the magnetic field,” Timur explained. “The drone’s been snared. Watch what happens next.”

			Timur switched to the picture provided by a drone perched higher up, safe from the field. The lower drone plummeted, spinning wildly. Jules and Kai awaited the expected crash, but instead, the leathery surface of the hull receded slightly on impact, with no trace of the drone left to the eye.

			“Thoughts, Professors?” Timur prodded.

			Jules and Kai looked at each other as they spoke.

			“The ship must be constructed of organic materials,” Kai proposed.

			“You already know our next question.”

			“Have we found any signs of life on board? The magnetic field only extends around the ship’s immediate perimeter. Smaller drones we were able to get inside have managed a pretty thorough mapping of the ship’s interior. I’ve got the recorded footage keyed up for you to view next. But the answer to your question is no, not yet. But there are areas of the ship the drones can’t penetrate, so we waited until the two of you got here to get an up-close-and-personal look.”

			“You’re talking about venturing on board,” Kai realized.

			“It’s the only way to see what’s inside, Professor.”

			Jules took a step closer to him. “Which suggests you’ve managed to locate an entrance, first for the drone and now for us. Some kind of doorway.”

			“Not a doorway, Professor, a breach. The hull must have ruptured in the crash, exposing whatever was inside to our atmosphere and the glacial environment. Our working theory is that any living organisms that made the journey here perished. As a result, their remains are likely long lost to the ages, unless they’re confined to one of those other areas of the ship we haven’t explored yet.”

			“Can we see this breach?” Jules asked.

			“We’ve got a battery of still shots,” Timur said, working his remote to bring up a series of those frames taken by drones from different angles. “Our artificial intelligence software took in all the pictures and extrapolated a three-dimensional rendering of the breach.”

			Another flick of the remote brought that rendering to the screen, rotating about so its entire shape and contours could be viewed. It looked lifelike, more like a recording, even though it was a computer-generated collation of all the data the AI program had observed.

			“Measurements,” prodded Kai.

			Numbers appeared on the screen, either thanks to Timur’s remote or the AI program responding to his prompt. Whatever the case, the breach measured twelve feet at its highest point and nearly ten feet at its widest.

			Jules moved closer to the screen as if about to extend her hand through the simulated breach. The steady throb in her head was gone, the dull ache back in its place. “If the collated depiction is correct, this breach wasn’t the result of the original crash, General.”

			Timur’s gaze narrowed on her.

			“You can see from the angle of the ruptured substance,” Jules continued, “whatever its composition, that the edges are pushed outward, not inward as the effects of a violent crash would cause.”

			“If you’re right,” Kai said, moving to his wife’s side to better regard the breach. “If you’re right….”

			“If I’m right, something got off that ship,” Jules said to Timur and Major Smith. “The only question is when.”

		


		
			Chapter 6

			The Nine

			Mohenjo-daro, Pakistan

			“Faster! Faster!” Usman urged his Marwari horse as the animal’s hooves pounded the sands of the Thar Desert.

			He was racing his older brother Ayan, whose name meant “gift of God,” while his translated as “baby bird.” Two years his brother’s junior at twelve years old, Usman had never once bested Ayan in a race across the desert. Marwaris were known for their stamina, speed, and ability to adapt to harsh desert climates.

			They were racing toward Mohenjo-daro, an archaeological dig that had unearthed one of the largest settlements of the Indus Valley. Some believed it was the most ancient of the world’s cities. It had been abandoned around 1700 BCE for reasons long lost to history. If nothing else, Usman possessed a keener intellect than his brother, excelling in his studies that included a fascination, obsession even, over what led to the residents of Mohenjo-daro fleeing their homes and never returning. Its abandonment remained an unsolved historical mystery since the archaeological dig had unearthed ruins of a city extremely advanced and meticulously constructed for its time, the kind of place people would flock to and not flee.

			No archaeologists had been on-site to dig further in months. Since the boys’ father relied on his income as a guide to put food on the table, Usman and Ayan were well aware of the tension the lack of dig teams coming to Mohenjo-daro was causing at home. There had been rumors of unauthorized teams working the site without a guide or the necessary permits, and the boys thought they might catch one doing just that this afternoon.

			Usman was two hundred feet behind his brother when the ruins came into view, a blotch of life upon the stark desert landscape.

			“Ayan!” he called from atop his Marwari. “Ayan, slow down! I’m coming!”

			Ayan glanced behind him, then picked up his pace even more. Usman kicked at his horse to do the same but fell further back.

			“Ullu ka patha!” he cried out. “Stupid loser!”

			Then, the ground began to quake. Usman had felt tremors before in this area but never anything this strong that lasted for more than a moment. His brother had just reached the outskirts of Mohenjo-daro when a fissure opened at Usman’s feet, the world seeming to crack down its center.

			“Ayan!” Usman screamed.

			He could see his brother had drawn his horse to a complete stop. Beyond Ayan, the dome atop the unearthed ruins of Mohenjo-daro seemed to be shaking, plumes of its hardened, sand-shrouded shape coughed into the air. Then it collapsed, sinking into the desert sands right before his eyes.

			Usman’s first thought was that it must be a trick of the sun, a product of his overactive imagination, or a combination of the two. Then he watched in terror as all of Mohenjo-daro sank into the ground, dragging Ayan and his horse with it.

			“Jee nahin!” Usman cried out in Urdu as his Marwari reared up and threw him.

			Usman hit the still-quaking ground hard as his horse tore away back toward town. The boy lurched to his feet and took off in a dead sprint across the desert to find his brother.

			“Ayan! I’m coming, Ayan, I’m coming!”

			He could only hope his brother could still hear him.

			Reaching the edge of where Mohenjo-daro had stood, he could see nothing but the thick cloud of dust rising from the abyss into which the ruins and Ayan had disappeared. He realized one of his ankles was throbbing horribly and sank to his knees, too shocked to cry, unsure of whether this was really happening or the product of a dream he’d soon awaken from.

			“Please be a dream, please be a dream,” Usman prayed with his eyes closed, feeling a fresh quake shake the earth.

			A gush of hot air struck him from the pit that had swallowed Mohenjo-daro. A cloud of blanket-thick dust appeared where the surface had been just minutes before. He heard the whir of a machine, first distant, then humming.

			Usman jumped to his feet and stumbled backward. Then the humming stopped, and he thought he glimpsed shapes emerging from the dust. He tried to reel further backward, but his leg gave out, and he hit the scorched desert sand hard.

			Looking up, the boy saw shapes emerging from the cloud, having risen from the pit Mohenjo-daro had vanished into. Their dust-shrouded frames were garbed in black; they couldn’t be men because they were all giant in size, a foot or more taller than any person Usman had ever seen. The figures were broad too and thick with muscle. Even the four women who stood among the nine figures would have towered over his father. One of those, who looked younger than the others, had an x that looked tattooed onto the back of her hand, a black sheen in the blistering sun. The biggest of the male figures had what looked like a crease running across his skull that ended at the start of his forehead.

			The nine dust-shrouded shapes approached him in a tight cluster that made them appear to be living, walking parts of the desert. The giant in the front, with black eyes and thick hair unruffled by the wind, had something tucked under his right arm that looked like a twisted sack of laundry. Usman watched him drop whatever it was at his feet, then continue on without breaking stride.

			“Ayan!” he realized, as his brother stirred before him. “Ayan!”

			Usman swung toward the nine figures that had strode past him after emerging from the pit with his brother in tow.

			“Shukriya!” he cried out to thank them.

			But they were gone.

		


		
			Chapter 7

			Crime Scene

			Chichagof Springs, Alaska

			The Explorer’s warmth did little to diminish the chill that left Sakari Muhtuk trembling slightly as she closed the driver’s door behind her. She had just taken the mic from its stand when the passenger door rattled shut behind Tom Dennehy, startling her enough to lose grasp of it.

			“You okay, boss?” he asked.

			“What do you think?”

			Muhtuk had left the Explorer’s engine on to keep their passenger warm. For his part, Daniel Riggs sat stiff and still in the backseat, breathing rapidly and staring blankly straight ahead.

			“What did we just see out there?” Dennehy wondered, sounding as dazed as he must have felt too.

			Muhtuk was having trouble processing the fact that it had been a body.

			Before returning to the vehicle, they had checked the other two mounds in the snow to find another pair of remains in the very same condition. There had been no need to perform a detailed inspection to confirm that; pressing down with the shotgun’s tip and then brushing the snow away to confirm their findings was more than enough. Two men and one woman, if Muhtuk’s initial assessment was correct.

			“No bones,” she muttered.

			“What was that?”

			Muhtuk retrieved the microphone and cleared her throat. “I said no bones. That’s what we just uncovered, bodies that had no bones.”

			“So, so is this a crime scene, boss?”

			“I don’t know what it is, Trooper.”

			Muhtuk pressed the call button on her radio.

			“Dispatch, this is Fifteen.”

			“Go ahead, Fifteen.”

			“We have a Code Orange in Chichagof Springs. Repeat, we are reporting a Code Orange,” Muhtuk said, using the call signal for a mass casualty event.

			A pause followed.

			“Say again, Fifteen.”

			“I repeat, we are looking at a Code Orange here with special circumstances,” she added this time. “Request status on backup.”

			“The ice storm in your area has grounded all vehicles, including air support. Are there survivors?”

			Muhtuk looked through the windshield at the assemblage of structures barely visible in the blowing snow and ice. “Unknown at this time.”

			“Observe and report, Fifteen. Use caution.”

			Muhtuk glanced at Riggs in the rearview mirror. “Our Amazon driver is unstable and likely in need of medical treatment stat. Please advise.”

			“After recon, you are to remain on-site and secure from a safe distance until backup arrives.”

			Muhtuk almost reminded the dispatcher that there was no backup. Instead, she said, “I will observe and report back, Dispatch. “

			“Roger, Fifteen. Over and out.”

			Muhtuk snapped the mic back onto its stand.

			“Are we really going to do that?” Dennehy asked her.

			Muhtuk was already reaching for the door latch. “We need to check for survivors.”

			Dennehy didn’t budge in the passenger seat. “Whatever did that to those people might still be out there. What if it’s a disease or some biowarfare shit that blew in from Russia?”

			“You think somebody fired three shots from that Winchester at a germ?”

			Dennehy shrugged.

			“You were in the army, right?”

			“Reserves, yeah.”

			“Means you know your way around the AR-15 we’ve got in the back.”

			Trembling anew from the cold that had permeated the cab, Muhtuk turned to Daniel Riggs in the backseat. His angular face was a patchwork of segments through the iron mesh grid.

			“What did you see before you hightailed it out of this town, Mr. Riggs?” she asked him. “Is there anything out there waiting for us?”

			“Waiting,” he intoned.

			“That’s what I’m asking you.”

			“Waiting,” he repeated. “DSP.”

			“What does that mean, Mr. Riggs?”

			“Amazon delivery service partner. Me. That’s what I am. DSP. My job. Mentor app.”

			Muhtuk glanced across the seat at Dennehy. They both waited for the man to continue.

			“ABCDS,” Riggs said when he finally did. “Acceleration, braking, cornering, distraction, and speeding. Everything monitored. Everything recorded.”

			“When you were here earlier,” Dennehy started, “was that recorded?”

			Muhtuk watched Riggs nod a single time and got back on the radio.

			“Dispatch, this is Fifteen.”

			“Go ahead, Fifteen.”

			“Please contact Amazon headquarters to see if they can access the camera footage from the van we located earlier. If affirmative, please advise and send it to my phone for inspection.”

			“Roger, Fifteen.”

			“Over and out, Dispatch.” Muhtuk looked toward Dennehy. “Let’s get you that AR-15.”

			***

			The storm abated slightly, and snow fell instead of pellets of ice. However, the swirling wind continued to whip about, confusing Muhtuk’s vision by conjuring shifting shapes that vanished as quickly as they appeared.

			“Are we treating this as a crime scene now, boss?” Dennehy repeated.

			“Only because I don’t know what else to call it. Whatever did that to those bodies….” Muhtuk let her remark drift off, unable to conjure the rest of her thought.

			She and Dennehy walked down Piedmont Street side by side, a yard or so between them, rotating their weapons and gazes about, Muhtuk with her twelve gauge and the younger trooper wielding the AR-15 that looked comfortable in his gloved hands.

			“That thing gonna freeze up on you?” she asked him.

			“So long as we avoid a full-fledged ice storm, it’ll work just fine.”

			“Not your first rodeo up here, then.”

			“My Army Reserve unit out of Anchorage trained for cold weather ops. That’s how I got assigned to this posting straight out of the academy.”

			“Lucky you.” Muhtuk had meant her remark to sound funny, but the words didn’t emerge that way. Having covered another third of Piedmont Street, they hadn’t come upon any more bodies yet or glimpsed any sign of life or motion except for the swirling snow.

			Dennehy squinted into the storm. “Fifty people here in the winter, you said.”

			“Give or take.”

			“No sign of any of them in the windows looking out onto the street.”

			“We’ll check the buildings on our way back.”

			Suddenly, Dennehy ground his boots to a halt in the piled snow and raised his AR-15 to firing position, steadying it.

			“Trooper?”

			“Straight ahead, boss. Something’s coming.”

			Muhtuk squinted into the storm. “I can’t see shit.”

			But then she did: a shape visible only as motion through the snow. It was tall and bird-like, with extremities flapping on its sides that looked like wings.

			“What is that?” Dennehy gasped, finger pawing the trigger of his assault rifle. “What the fuck is that?”

			He edged forward, then burst into a sprint that cut a tunnel through the falling snow.

			“Trooper, no!” Muhtuk shouted against the wind, thinking of the Winchester that had been broken in two. “Stop!”

			But Dennehy had disappeared into the storm.

			A scream rang out, followed by a burst of fire, muzzle flashes looking like pinpricks of light through the curtain of white as Dennehy’s gunshots echoed through the air.

			Then nothing.
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