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Chapter 1 President Claus
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THREE FIGURES IN HEAVY white arctic suits stepped out of the tracked sled and started toward the largest of dozens of domes that made up this strange city in the middle of a vast glacial wasteland. The outlying domes were quite large in their own right, most of them averaging around twenty acres inside. The domes had once been painted white and lined with red and green lights. Now they were a dingy grey color, and the factory-domes, with their smoke stacks belching flame and soot into the northern sky, were almost completely black. Several of the domes appeared broken, like monstrous cracked eggs lying half buried in the snow; judging from the smoke still tapering out of their cracks the damage was recent. Despite their size, these outlying structures were dwarfed by the massive central dome which covered several square miles and rose several hundred feet in the air. 

A pair of twenty foot tall pillars, crooked at the top, flanked the heavy metal doors that served as the main entrance to the massive structure. In better years these iron pillars had been striped red and white to look like candy canes. Now the paint had peeled away, revealing the black wrought iron underneath and numerous indentations, marking where bullets had ricocheted off the surface. 

Outside the massive doors, just inside the black candy canes, two soldiers in heavy arctic suits stood guard. Behind them lay a pair of tiny one-room guardhouses, with doors much too small for either man to enter. It was difficult to imagine that this place had once been guarded by jolly elves, armed only with a smile. 

Seeing the three men approach, both guards shouldered their M16s and gave a quick salute. The guard on the left turned and shouted a password into an antique looking intercom. A metallic clacking sound came from the other side of the wall. Iron and steel groaned as the heavy metal doors slowly creaked open. 

Once the doors were open, the three men quickly made their way inside the dome. 

The temperature inside was a comfortable sixty degrees, a stark contrast to outside, where it was fifty below. Ace began removing his heavy arctic suit; the two guards flanking him did likewise. He glanced around, taking in his surroundings; his cold grey eyes absorbing every inch of this new environment. The inside of the dome was in somewhat better shape than the outside. Here, at least, an effort had been made to hide much of the combat damage and haul off most of the excess debris. The inside of this, the Palace Dome, was laid out like a moderately sized town with numerous brick buildings making up the interior of the dome. The buildings were laid out in a grid system, just like that of any other town. The massive walled Presidential Palace stood at the center, fully taking up fully a quarter of the dome's inner surface. Ace placed his suit in a small compartment set into the interior of the dome's wall. Underneath the suit he was wearing his trademark attire—a battered leather jacket and khaki pants. His hair, which had started turning grey over a decade ago, was pulled back in a short ponytail. Even past his prime, Ace Hawkins was still one of the deadliest men in the world. 

As usual, Ace was armed to the teeth. A sawed-off double-barreled shotgun was slung over his back along with a razor-sharp katana; a semiautomatic Colt .45 hung from his hip—and these were just the weapons that were visible. 

Giddy with excitement, a nearby mercenary started spreading the word. "It's Ace Hawkins!" he said in a peculiar tone that was part whisper and part shout. He scampered inside a nearby store called Potpourri and Hand Grenades and shouted, "He's here! Ace Hawkins is here!" 

A dozen mercenaries stumbled over themselves as they clambered out of the shop. For several seconds the grizzled veterans in arctic-camo fatigues gazed at their hero with stupefied wonder before scurrying over to him, giggling like schoolgirls. 

Word spread like wildfire—mercenaries started arriving by the truckload. Four armored personnel carriers arrived; the APC's riders unloaded and joined the crowd while their crews opened the top hatches so they could enjoy a better view. The adoring crowd became a shifting mass of humanity as the fans in the third or fourth row pushed and shoved at the first and second row for a better view, while the first and second row pushed back, trying not to accidentally bump into the mythic adventurer before them. Behind the fourth row it was even worse—a mass of surging chaos. Some ingenious mercenaries in the rear tried standing on each others' shoulders, but the constant flux of the mob before them meant that these human towers were short-lived. 

Ace affixed the crowd before him with a crooked smile that was one part amusement, one part condescension, and all cocky. He fished a .45 bullet out of his jacket pocket, rolled it around in his hand for a few seconds, then tossed it into the crowd. The mercenaries dove after the bullet with all the enthusiasm of Metallica groupies diving after a Hetfield guitar pick. A small melee developed as several mercenaries fought each other for possession of the trophy. From the back of the crowd a voice called out on a megaphone, 

"Okay, boys, that's enough. Calm down before you piss him off and he ends up killing every one of you." 

Ace thought he recognized the voice. He craned his neck to see if he could catch a glimpse, but the crowd was too thick. It took several minutes before the man with the megaphone—the mercenary leader—could force his way through the crowd. The newcomer was dressed in white fatigues similar the other mercenaries, except instead of a helmet, he wore white baseball cap with a Colonel's eagle on the front. He smiled at Ace as he stepped into the open. The artificial light overhead reflected off the tiny metal surfaces in his mouth. 

"I'll be damned," Ace said with a smile. "If it isn't Metalmouth Wallace." 

Forty years ago Eugene Wallace had been a brace-faced nerd who sat in the back of his high school classroom reading Mercenary Monthly Magazine and Rambo Digest. An unrepentant geek, he told anybody who would listen that he was going to run away and join a mercenary unit. Needless to say, no one believed him until one day he did just that—he packed his bags and headed for Cambodia. His nickname stemmed from the fact that when he left for a wild life of adventure he still had braces, and, since none of the third world countries he'd served in since then have had an orthodontist, he had yet to get them removed. Over the years Metalmouth had served in various positions all over the world, rising to command Nigeria's Elite Para-Alpine-Frogman Battalion before being offered overall command of the mercenaries in the United People's Democratic Republic of the North Pole. Metalmouth hated cold weather and the North Pole was as cold as one could get, but the new job included a substantial raise as well as a promotion; he could hardly have turned down the offer. 

The crowd of mercenaries fell silent at the shocking revelation that their commander was actually an old friend of the legendary hero. After a few seconds the soldiers started murmuring among themselves in disbelief. They had the utmost respect for Colonel Metalmouth and they knew he had a storied past, but they'd had no idea he knew Ace Hawkins. 

Although some would consider it hypocritical, Ace actually didn't care for mercenaries. He was an adventurer, a loner by nature. Mercenaries worked in groups and were often uncontrollable and unreliable. Metalmouth, on the other hand, was a little better than most and Ace respected him for it. 

"Ace, you old dog," Metalmouth said with a smile. "How long has it been?" 

"Too long," Ace replied. 

Metalmouth walked up to Ace and shook his hand while the now docile crowd cautiously shuffled closer for a better look at living legend Ace Hawkins. 

"Please, follow me," the colonel said. The crowd of mercenaries parted before him as he led the way toward the massive palace standing in the center of the dome. 

The metal cleats on Metalmouth's arctic combat boots echoed throughout the dark and spacious hall, but Ace's footfalls didn't make a sound. Although Ace appeared relaxed and at ease, his eyes continually inspected every dark nook along the way. Most people would feel safe inside the fortress of their employer, but Ace Hawkins had made too many enemies in his long career to let his guard down. Besides, he didn't exactly trust this new boss. His money was good, but he was known to be a manipulative backstabber. 

The hall seemed to go on forever. After several minutes with only the echo of Metalmouth's footsteps to break the silence Ace asked, 

"What do you know about the job?" 

Metalmouth chuckled nervously. "You know the rules. I can't say a word." 

"Now when have I ever played by the rules?" 

"You can get away with it; it's a different game for me. I have to play by the rules. Sorry, Ace." 

"Halls bugged?" 

The mercenary colonel nodded, but didn't reply out loud. The hall ended in a pair of heavy ornate wooden doors. Without a word, Metalmouth opened the doors and motioned for Ace to enter. Once Ace was inside, the Metalmouth turned and left, closing the door behind him. 

The office was exquisitely furnished. The furniture was made of the same dark mahogany as the doors. An elaborate Persian rug covered the massive floor and a crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. The walls on either side were covered with Expressionist paintings that must have cost a fortune. Directly ahead, eight trophy-mounted reindeer heads adorned the wall, four on either side of the desk. Beneath each of these trophies was a brass plate, each bearing a familiar name—Donner, Blitzen, Cupid, and so on. 

A small, emaciated man with a wispy lock of white hair atop his wrinkled head sat behind the massive desk at the other end of the room. His shoulder blades thrust upwards against the bright red cloth of the robe that was draped over his bony frame. Despite the deep laugh lines in his wrinkled cheeks, there was no sign of merriment. The years hadn't been kind to the President of the United People's Democratic Republic of the North Pole—the man known to the rest of the world as Santa Claus. 

A snooty-looking elf in a grey Italian suit stood behind the desk on President Claus's left. Despite the fact that he was standing on a stool, the elf was only visible from the chest up. He must have been barely two feet tall, short even for an elf. He had a regal and lofty air about him as he casually glanced about the room, seemingly uninterested in the newcomer. 

The man on Santa's right needed no stool. The hulking albino stood a full 6 feet 6 inches tall. He too was dressed in a sharp Italian suit, solid white instead of business-like grey. Two bulges protruded on either side of the albino's jacket—guns, no doubt. And from the size of the bulges they were probably something bigger than pistols. This was Santa's right-hand man, the infamous Mister Snowman. Ace Hawkins knew Mister Snowman quite well; they had crossed paths before the albino was employed as President Claus's bodyguard. 

The albino's piercing pink eyes grew wide as soon as Ace entered the room. 

"Ace Hawkins!" The Mister Snowman shouted. Moving amazingly fast for such a big man, his hands flashed inside his jacket, reaching for his guns. 

The snooty elf suddenly became not-so-aloof. With a sharp squeal of fear, he jumped from his stool and dove under Santa's desk. 

"Restrain yourself, Mister Snowman!" Santa snapped. Ace was unfazed. Although his right hand did inch closer to his pistol, the sarcastic smile never left his face as he spoke to his old adversary, "I see you haven't changed, still ugly as ever." 

His hands still in his jacket grasping his weapons, Mister Snowman growled, "I should kill you right now." 

Still smiling, Ace asked, "Let's see, where did I see you last? Oh, that's right, Nepal. How did you ever get out from under that avalanche?" 

Mister Snowman didn't answer the question. "Let's settle everything right here and now," he said. 

"I'm not too busy," Ace replied coolly. Still smiling, his hand inched closer to his pistol. 

Santa's face was flushed with anger, but his voice was calm and measured. "Gentlemen, we have business to attend to." 

Without taking his eyes from Ace, Mister Snowman spoke to Santa, 

"You never mentioned hiring him. That wasn't part of the deal." 

"Mister Snowman," Santa sharply replied, "I am the President of the United People's Democratic Republic of the North Pole. I, and I alone, make personnel decisions, especially during this time of national crisis. You will cease this display of insubordination at once." 

Mister Snowman's hands slowly slid out of his jacket and away from his guns. 

The snooty elf poked his head out from under the desk. He dusted himself off, adjusted the seams on his slacks, and then regained his position on the stool behind the desk. Despite having completely lost his composure only a few seconds ago, he once again lifted his nose and regained his regal bearing. 

"I see you are already acquainted with my bodyguard," Santa said to Ace in a surprisingly calm tone. He motioned to the elf on his left. 

"This is my chief butler and accountant, Rich Goldleaf." 

The elf raised his nose a little higher as he feigned complete disinterest in the filthy adventurer before him. 

Santa turned to Goldleaf. "Could you please assist me in briefing Mr. Hawkins on his mission?" 

Goldleaf sniffed haughtily then hopped down from his stool, causing all but the top of his head to disappear behind the desk. He made his way to a screen against the far wall. He pressed a button in the wall, causing a hidden projector across the room to start playing. The film was black and white and quite jumpy, like that of an old reel to reel. There wasn't any sound. The first scenes seemed like an old propaganda film. Happy elves worked at their stations while fat, jolly old Santa looked on; he was a lot healthier in these pictures—the film was obviously made long before Santa's bout with cancer. There were scenes of happy children opening presents by the fireplace, and smiling parents waving from balconies as Santa's sleigh flew away into the night. There was even a scene in which Mrs. Claus lovingly kissed her jolly husband on the cheek. Santa watched this scene without the least sign of remorse, despite the fact that it was well known that he had ordered her put to death for selling trade secrets to a major toy company in the States. 

"Okay," Santa said, and Goldleaf pressed the button again, stopping the film at a scene in which the happy elves were busy packing toys into bags and loading them into the sleigh for delivery. 

"Those were the good old days." Santa said. "Sure, there were seeds of trouble here and there. In 1953 the elves in Workshop 17 went on strike, demanding that their hours be cut back to sixteen a day, but after a little public torture and a few executions everything returned to normal." 

Santa turned to the wet bar behind his desk, and poured himself a tall scotch on the rocks. After taking a long drink, Santa turned back around and nodded toward his chief butler. Goldleaf press another button on the wall. The sound of busy movement came from the hidden room that held the film projector. Ace assumed that they were changing out the film. However, when the next picture to appear on the screen was a still shot, he realized that the film projector had been replaced with a slide projector. The picture was one of North Pole City itself—the Domed City. However, in this picture the signs of war were even more apparent. Almost every dome was in flames. Even the Palace Dome was cracked in two or three places. 

"The elf revolt of '72 caught us by surprise." Santa said. "At that time the closest thing the North Pole had to a military unit was the police force, which numbered only around one-hundred and fifty men and a few loyal elves; they were mostly armed with clubs, sidearms, teargas and a handful of rifles. They could do little to stop the revolt as it spread to every workshop in less than a week's time. I was forced into exile in the United States. 

"I wasn't off my feet for long. I returned with a crack mercenary unit and started slowly turning the tide of the revolt. Once peace was restored we gassed a few of the more troublesome workshops. Needless to say, this cut down on productivity, but we felt that sending the message that we wouldn't think twice about wiping out entire communities would discourage future rabble-rousers. 

"At first it appeared to have done the trick. On the surface it seemed as if everything was back to normal, but the elves had tasted victory. After remaining quiet for only a few years the rebels surfaced again. This time it wasn't a full rebellion, just acts of terrorism and sabotage, but it was enough to force me to maintain a permanent mercenary force. This added expense, combined with increased competition from American and Taiwanese toy manufacturers, halved my profits by the early '80s. 

I was able to rebound somewhat by informing the United States that the revolt had been backed by the Soviet Union. Fearing another communist uprising, the U.S. provided my mercenaries with better arms and specialized training. I was then able to regain some of my profit by joining forces with the Swedish Mafia in a lucrative drug trafficking ring in Alaska and Canada. Things were finally getting back to normal. The money was beginning to trickle in and it looked like I would be making a full recovery." 

The next picture was of an angry elf grimacing as he aimed an assault rifle at a child who was kneeling and begging for mercy. The picture was an obvious fake. In fact, the forgery was downright terrible. The half of the picture with the elf in it had snow covered rubble in the background, while the picture of the child was a springtime setting with flowers and clouds in the background. Whoever had concocted the picture had probably used a picture from a church's prayer book for the child and attached it to a picture of an armed elf. However, it wasn't the picture itself that bothered Ace. He cleared his throat and said, "You do recall the deal we made over the phone." 

"Yes," Santa replied, waving his hand as if it was an old topic he had grown weary of. "I knew full well about your connections with the elves when I hired you. While your mission indirectly deals with the rebellious elves, you will not be called on to attack them directly." 

Santa pressed the remote that controlled the projector several times, quickly shuffling through several similar propaganda pictures. Even at such a quick glance, it was easy to tell they were all fakes. The projector finally stopped at a rather oddly out-of-place picture. At first it seemed to be a facial shot of a frostbitten corpse. The face was completely without pigment; it was bluish white skin with black frostbitten patches on the cheekbones, eyebrows, and nose. A tube ran out of the corner of its mouth. The oddest thing about the picture was the eyes. The eyes weren't cloudy like a corpse's; they were bright and alert. This "corpse" was very much alive. 

"Are you familiar with Dr. James Frosenburg?" Santa asked. 

"He was an eccentric scientist who pioneered cryogenic research in an attempt to gain immortality." Ace replied. "He died in 1963 while running experiments on himself." 

"He didn't die," Santa replied. "This is a rare picture of the doctor without his protective gear. It was taken only two years ago." 

"That's impossible. He was in his eighties when he died. He would have to be at least one-hundred and twenty years old." 

"One hundred and twenty-eight, to be precise. And, yes, he is very much alive." 
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"So his experiments were successful?" 

"In a way, yes. His life has certainly been prolonged; however, his obsession with immortality, combined with constant pain, caused the doctor's already precarious grip on sanity to slip away." Santa pressed the button again, changing the picture on the screen. "He now calls himself Jack Frost." 

The figure on the screen looked as though he had been pulled straight out of the pages of a comic book. It was a dark blue suit of body armor, with splashes of light blue added in strategic locations in order to accent the muscles that were shaped into the suit. The helmet was wickedly demonic. The ears were pointed, and the chin thrust outward. Its eyes were large and colorless. A permanent evil smile was etched across the helmet's face. 

Santa continued. "After the accident Frost tried to return to his experiments, but found that even inside his protective suit he was unable to stand the heat of normal temperatures. He moved his lab to a more comfortable climate, the North Pole. From this new hideout, his experiments became even more sinister. He performed experiments on elves, turning them into hideous mutants," Santa said, sadly shaking his head. "At that point I ceased all contact with the evil Doctor." 

"Wait a minute. I believe I'm familiar with this part of the story," 

Ace said slyly. As always, he knew more about his assignment that he was letting on. He hadn't known the identity of Jack Frost, but he was already aware of some of the circumstances surrounding Santa's dilemma. Ace continued, "You sold him the elves, knowing full well what his intentions were. In fact, you only stopped supplying elves when he refused to pay tribute to your government." 

At first Santa seemed caught off guard. Then he once again waved his hand dismissively. "That's beside the point," Santa pressed on. "Not long after our falling out, he began supplying the rebels with military arms. We had enough trouble while the elves were limited to whatever they could build in their workshops—mostly slingshots and BB guns, and an occasional crossbow or explosive device. Now that they have access to military arms, the revolt has reached a new peak." 

Santa turned to Ace. "This is where you come in. I want you to kill Jack Frost." 

"Easy enough." 

"No, it's not. Jack Frost's hideout is one of the most heavily guarded facilities in the world. That's why I must insist that you take this mission with Mister Snowman as your assistant." 

"Like hell. I make it a point never to work with anyone whose shoe size is higher than their I.Q." 

Mister Snowman growled, but didn't say a word. Santa reached under his desk and brought out a hard, leather-bound briefcase. "Perhaps this will change your mind." He opened the briefcase and spun it to face Ace; it was filled with gold bars. "You will work this job my way, or you can go home. It's your choice." 

Ace, of course, went with the money. 

After seeing Ace to his quarters, Metalmouth returned to the Palace. When he stepped into the main office Santa, Rich, and Mister Snowman were deep in conversation. However, as soon as the colonel entered the room all conversation ceased. Metalmouth stood at attention before the desk, wondering just what exactly they had been discussing before he entered. 

Santa glared at Metalmouth from behind his desk before finally saying, "At ease, Colonel Wallace." 

The colonel relaxed only slightly. 

"How long do we have before the troops are ready?" Santa asked. 

"The training is coming along rather well, but we need a few more weeks. I'd say a month and we'll be ready to go." 

"You have two weeks." 

"Begging your pardon, sir," Metalmouth said cautiously. "I need more time to properly train the men. They need to acquaint themselves with the new equipment and once a plan is devised we will need to practice the operational aspects..." 

"It's not open for discussion, Colonel," Santa said, "You have two weeks." 

"Yes, sir." 

"And keep our new guest occupied," Santa added. "I don't want him sneaking around." 

"Yes, sir." 

"Now, if you'll please leave us, we have important matters to discuss." 

Metalmouth didn't move at first. He knew they were probably discussing the mission, and he wanted to tell them that as the head of the military forces he should be a part of that discussion. However, he couldn't build up the nerve to speak out. He didn't want to cross the president. Santa Claus could be quite vindictive and ruthless with those who didn't please him. 

"Colonel Wallace," Santa said, now with some firmness in his voice, "You may take your leave." 

"Yes, sir." 

Metalmouth saluted, turned on his heels and marched out of the office. 
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Chapter 2 Hell on Earth
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THE TOURING CARRIAGE WAS a ridiculous contraption built to carry visiting dignitaries from dome to dome throughout the city. In his usual fit of twisted nostalgia, Santa had ordered that it be constructed to look like a one horse open sleigh, but, as always, the end result looked downright silly. The rigid metal horse used a large set of wheels that were situated between its unmoving legs to pull the vehicle. The carriage was also much taller than its designers had anticipated. This was due to the fact that while there was a driver in a top hat holding the reins, the real driver was an elf below in a cramped compartment. The one saving grace was that the carriage did have a bubble canopy that protected the riders from the harsh elements. However, this canopy didn't extend to cover the poor ornamental driver. Although his position was for appearances only, Santa felt it was an important touch. The tuxedoed driver rarely lived through one or two trips outside, but President Santa Claus always got his way. Besides, he viewed it as an easy way to get rid of troublemakers in his military. A "promotion" 

to carriage driver was the equivalent of a death sentence in the United People's Democratic Republic of the North Pole. Metalmouth sat on one side of the carriage, smiling as he tried to play the part of the happy tour guide. He would have much rather been training his men—it wasn't like they had a lot of time to prepare. However, Santa had decided that letting Ace inspect the mercenaries would occupy the adventurer's mind and keep him from getting into trouble. And, of course, Santa always got his way. Ace sat on the other side of the carriage, slumped in his seat. It was obvious that he too wished he was somewhere else. The metal rails grated loudly and sparks flew as the motorized sleigh went from packed ice to concrete upon entering the Barracks Dome. Metalmouth had to raise his voice almost to a shout to be heard over the racket, "The troops coming up on your right are the U.P.D.R.N.P. Infantry Regiment. They're a rag-tag group, but they get the job done. In fact, they've proven to be quite a match for the rebels—they can even hold their own in tunnel warfare." 

The troops stood at attention in a mostly organized column. Decked out in a mishmash of arctic camo and dirty white fatigues, they were armed with a mixture of Soviet and Chinese arms. Their faces were every bit as mixed as their equipment and uniforms: a blend of all races and even their ages varied from late teens to middle-aged. 

"So they can beat toymakers in a stand up fight. Big deal," Ace muttered. 

Metalmouth pretended not to hear the sarcasm. Once they were past the Infantry Regiment another group came into view. This smaller group of soldiers was dressed similarly to the first, but only wore sidearms. 

"This is U.P.D.R.N.P. Heavy Artillery Battalion," Metalmouth said, still trying to sound like a jolly tour guide. Ace glanced at them, then sarcastically commented, "I'll bet heavy artillery comes in really handy in tunnel warfare." 

"Actually, these boys will be important in the upcoming fight with Jack Frost. Their six-inch howitzers will be able to bombard his fortress while staying safely out of range of his lighter 155 millimeter pieces." As they passed the artillery unit, Metalmouth added, "There was also one battalion that was unable to attend the review—a security battalion based in the Palace Dome itself." 

"I saw them earlier. Not very impressive." 

Metalmouth nodded but kept on smiling. "I admit the security detachment is our weakest link, but you're about to see one of the finest units in the world." 

With its skids still screeching and throwing sparks, the Touring Carriage made a turn around a building and entered the parade grounds. A small unit of about three-hundred-and-fifty men stood at rigid attention here. These troops were different from the first two. They were smartly dressed in winter camo and were all armed with the latest American arms. Even, the soldiers themselves even seemed uniform. Instead of a mix of all breeds of mercenaries, these were all tall, lean ebony faced soldiers with grim expressions. 

A little over two dozen boxy armored personnel carriers were lined up behind the troops. Although these APCs had recently been painted
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