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        Moscow, Soviet Union

        December 15th, 1970

      

      

      The apartment smelled wrong.

      Alek Politov stood by the door, afraid to enter the cold cluster of rooms which for the last three years he had called home. The key chain hung unused in his hand. He had locked the apartment this morning when he went out. He was sure of it.

      So why was it open?

      The air that drifted out was too warm. Centrally controlled heating turned up generously high during winter evenings was difficult to contain unless the thick curtains were pulled across the bay windows looking down to the languid waters of the Moskva. Politov hadn’t closed them; Soviet policy required that they remain open during daylight hours.

      There was no sign of forced entry, but the door, not quite clicked shut, told its own story. He had been in a rush this morning, he remembered, but even so, he would have remembered to close it. Even in better suburbs like Arbat, leaving your door unlocked risked the intrusion of tramps seeking shelter from the cold.

      Politov gave a slow sigh, his breath condensing on the scratched white paint of his front door. His legs trembled, and in other circumstances he might have thought he was sick; now though, he felt just a creeping inevitability. He fought down the urge to scramble back down the stairs and off into the snowy streets. He could run forever, but eventually he would arrive right back here. It might be a different door peering into the darkness of a different room, but the result would be the same.

      He was so tired of running.

      He pressed his palm against the door and pushed, feeling the familiar resistance as the poorly fitted carpet dragged on the bottom of the door. He stepped inside then pulled the door closed, standing silently on the mat in the cramped hall, giving a knowing nod at the sight of the drawn curtains in the living room through the open doorway at the end.

      So. The time had come.

      Politov trod the five paces to the living room like a man walking to the gallows. He paused as he stepped through the entrance. Only a sliver of light framed the curtains, and Politov wished for the inspiring night view of Moscow. Measured breathing came at his shoulder as he slowly turned around.

      The shadow in the corner loomed impossibly huge, the man’s head bowed to avoid the ceiling that rose too high for Politov to touch. Politov gave another deep sigh as his eyes rose over the figure’s black boots and jacket to the face glowing like a silver pond in Gorky Park at night, the twin crimson eyes like hot coals. He gasped at how much the boy—boy, what boy?—had changed, even in the short time they had been apart.

      ‘Hello, Massi,’ Politov said, his voice as weak and hollow as a dying child’s. ‘I wondered when I would see you again.’
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        Moscow, Soviet Union

        Autumn, 1947

      

      

      The hulking beast of a man on the stage seemed to press out from behind the podium as if it had been built for a mere boy. Huge arms gestured at the crowd like a teacher pulling his class in towards him, muscles pressing at the stiffly ironed military uniform. Several polished medals glittered on the man’s chest under the electric lights.

      From a seat midway to the back of the room, Alek Politov listened to the man recount tales of bravery on the western front as the Nazis pushed forward, how the mighty Red Army had built walls out of their enemy’s corpses at the Battle of Stalingrad.

      ‘For every man who died, we took ten of the bastards with us,’ the man intoned, his voice echoing up into the high stone rafters. ‘We stood against Hitler’s best and we danced toe to toe, and with rifle and grenade and bayonet we cut them down one by one.’

      Politov had been at Stalingrad. He remembered events differently, how every yard conceded to the Germans had come at a high price, and how sheer weight in numbers coupled with the brutal weather conditions had turned the tide of a battle the vastly inferior numbers of the Nazi Sixth Army had come close to winning. Comrade Stalin had drawn a line that would not, could not be crossed, and he had marked it with his people’s blood. The Red Army indeed.

      ‘They will come again, mark my words,’ the man on the stage bellowed. ‘We have fought for our fair land but we will soon be forced to fight for it again. We will no sooner have returned to our farms when a new enemy will be upon us, and they will fight with weapons far more powerful than their Nazi predecessors. This new enemy will come from America, and we must be prepared once again.’

      Politov didn’t dare to turn his head away from the stage, but he let his eyes pass across the rows of young officers around him, their rapt expressions fixed on the speaker. The war had been over two years, but Politov still felt the weariness of life on the front line, holed up inside the shells of bombed out buildings, the rattle of machine-gun fire always only ever moments away from breaking open the doors of exhausted sleep. He had watched too many men die or lie maimed and dying on the icy ground as the distant shadows of the German forces inched forward. Even after the surrender of the Nazi divisions the horrors hadn’t stopped, as many hundreds of enemy soldiers were executed in the streets to avoid the cost of keeping them alive. Politov remembered icy tears in his eyes as he stared down the barrel of a gun and committed boys as young as himself to a final resting place among the snow-covered rubble of Stalingrad’s once elegant streets.

      Yet now there was famine in the countryside, and only a military officer’s salary could provide for one’s family. Alek Politov had taken down a wooden box from a cupboard above his mother’s bed, donned his old uniform, and headed for the station, where a grumbling, creaking train had taken him to Moscow.

      ‘Our key to success is our vast store of natural resources,’ the speaker boomed, throwing one hand out extravagantly behind him. ‘The wastes of Siberia, are you sure? An endless field of minerals, precious metals, and oil, all for the Soviet army to harness. It is east, my friends, where we must look for our salvation.’

      Politov let his thoughts drift as the officer droned on, condemning the West for its interference in the war, defining America as the great enemy, and emphasising the worth of Siberia for its unharnessed natural power. He knew what was coming; he had come here with no other expectations. As a captain in the Red Army he could hope for a position of lower management in these vague times of peace, albeit one that might be several thousand miles from home.

      Still, when your family was starving, money was money.

      Politov was almost caught by surprise when the crowd rose as one to conduct a thunderous round of applause, and he didn’t even see the officer leave the stage behind the flurry of hands raised into the air. A few minutes later, as he was filing out of the great hall, a hand fell on his shoulder.

      ‘Captain Politov?’

      ‘Yes?’ he said, turning. ‘Oh, it’s you … sir.’

      The man standing behind him had a wicked scar from his right eyebrow down to the left edge of his jaw. In its progress across his face it had left him with a glass eye and the tip of his nose missing, the red scar tissue flaring red every time he breathed. It would be comical if General Marin wasn’t the kind of man to inspire nightmares. Leading from the front at Stalingrad, the most common story about him was that he had personally executed over a hundred German prisoners with a bayonet, gutting them first and then cutting their throats when they begged for mercy.

      ‘It delights me that have you decided to offer your services, Captain, to our new world military order. Your record of bravery in combat is exemplary.’

      ‘Thank you, sir. It is my honour to serve.’

      ‘And my commiserations on the loss of your father.’

      ‘Thank you, sir,’ Politov said without hesitation, although the knowledge of his father’s death just two weeks before could only have come through intelligence channels. Hesitation suggested discontent, which in turn might suggest betrayal, something that could see even the most loyal of officers thrown into the Lubyanka. It was joked that the Lubyanka was the tallest building in Moscow, because the Siberian gulags could be seen from its basement.

      ‘The military has need of good men like you,’ General Marin said. ‘My personal friend, Colonel Ivanovich, has requested that you be allocated to his team for an upcoming expedition. He needs a man of stability and nerve to run the camp from where his expedition will be based.’

      Refusal was not an option. Politov ducked his head in affirmation, hoping against hope that it wouldn’t take him too far from his family. While the military allowed annual leave, sometimes the remoteness of the outposts were such that leave was only as far as the nearest town with a bar and a brothel.

      ‘Sir, if I were able, I would begin the walk to serve right now.’

      General Marin guffawed and clapped Politov on the back. ‘The Colonel has found his man, then,’ he said. ‘I will let the Colonel brief you, but let me explain that you are now part of something about which few outside the government know.’

      Politov felt quite sure that whatever they were about to do, the right people knew about it. The people who didn’t were the ones likely to suffer from the diverted social funds or the military fallout. Again, he gave a sharp nod.

      ‘It is my duty to serve, sir,’ he said.

      Marin gave a grotesque half-grin, the scar on his left side preventing his lips from moving. ‘Then let us go and meet the Colonel,’ he said.
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      A short taxi ride brought them to another grey, concrete building. On the second floor they found Colonel Ivanovich sitting behind a wide desk with a glass of fine German cognac in his left hand, an expensive Cuban cigar smoking in an ashtray near his right.

      ‘The spoils of war, gentlemen,’ he said, standing up and giving a powerful salute. He was even bigger in person than he had appeared on the stage, twice as wide as Politov at the shoulder and some way over seven feet tall. The little office seemed crowded with the three of them, and Politov felt a tickle of concern brush at his neck.

      ‘Captain Politov has agreed to join your team,’ General Marin said. ‘I felt it best to let you give him the full details.’

      ‘Politov,’ the Colonel boomed, immediately dispensing of formalities. ‘You enjoyed my little lecture, yes? Those Yank bastards will come swooping into our fine land on their wings of democratic justice if we don’t stand up for ourselves. As I’m sure you know, the old war is over, but the new war is about to begin. And this time we’ll be the aggressors!’

      Politov wasn’t sure what else to say other than ‘yes, sir.’ He was already certain the Colonel was quite mad.

      ‘We’re tired of losing good men to their attritional warfare, Comrade. Stalingrad was enough of that. When they come we’ll destroy them with as little of our fine Soviet blood spilled as possible.’

      Politov felt a creeping sense of dread as he awaited the Colonel’s punchline. Beside him, General Marin stood like a sentinel of the dead.

      ‘We’re going to fight them in ways they can’t imagine,’ the Colonel continued. ‘We’re going to crush them like the oppressors they truly are. But right now, we’re battle-weary and tired. We need to develop new weapons, and we’ve found something out in the East that we need to investigate.’

      The East. Politov’s heart sank. The East meant Siberia, home of bleak mining towns and gulags. He had been hoping against hope that the Colonel’s expedition was a little closer to home.

      ‘A few hundred miles south of Norilsk some prospectors came across something in the hills. Something they considered important enough that Comrade Stalin ought to know about it.’

      ‘What did they find, sir?’ The question was out before Politov could control himself.

      ‘Ha, an eager one, that’s good to see,’ General Marin said.

      ‘Captain, you’ll soon be able to find out. We leave in two days’ time for Ikursk on the shores of Lake Baikal. We’ll clamber over the still warm corpses of our country’s enemies, and we’ll dig ourselves up a knife to strike at our enemy’s heart.’

      Politov forced a smile, but inside he was dying. Ikursk was six thousand miles from Moscow, almost as far as it was possible to go from home without crossing into China.

      Everyone in the military knew of the Road of Bones and the thousands of prisoners who had died in the long marches up to the mining gulags on the edge of the Arctic Circle. Wartime had seen an almost unending river of human suffering stretching from Moscow to the Siberian Plateau, but even now Stalin’s regime condemned thousands of dissenters every year to the nickel mines around Norilsk.

      The Colonel wasn’t joking. If they were following a prison caravan, the ground might still be warm.

      There were few certainties in life, but one of them was that Alek Politov was about to set off on a trek from which he might never return. His family was once again the Soviet Union; what dreams he might have had of a home life were as good as over.
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        Siberia, Soviet Union

        Autumn, 1947

      

      

      The fluffy, dry snow was blowing in from the east. They had been passing through flatland for the last couple of days, and even inside the slow, labouring trucks there was no respite from the biting cold. All the stories about Siberia seemed true, that it was a bleak, uncompromising land, one that would smother all visitors with bitter, subzero temperatures and blanket their remains with drifts of dry, moisture-less snow.

      The convoy numbered more than twenty trucks, but they moved at less than fifteen miles an hour as they followed markers poking out of the snow at hundred-metre intervals to guide them along a road otherwise impossible to see. Since leaving the Trans-Siberian at Irkutsk, they had been heading north with the frozen shores of Lake Baikal occasionally visible to their right, although for most of the journey it was impossible to see where the snowy landscape ended and the lake began.

      Even through the padded jacket he wore and the truck’s heating system, Politov could feel every gust of the wind as it buffeted against the truck, shaking it from side to side. Occasionally the lead truck would get stuck in a drift and they would have to get out and clear the snow with shovels. No one, not even the Colonel, shirked on the duty as the men worked in long, exhausting shifts.

      In general, the snow was light and easy to clear, but the trucks sometimes got caught in icy ruts so deep that even the chains couldn’t get them out. Once, the lead truck became so trapped that the only thing to do was unload its stores into the following trucks, then push it onto its side and leave it to rust by the edge of the road. Its passengers were distributed out among the others, and the convoy moved on.

      At night, the temperatures were far below zero, and while the group attempted to find sheltered areas to rest, sometimes the only shelter was provided by the trucks themselves. With their engines off, they were no warmer inside than out, and only by building raging fires using wood hewn from the pine forests that pressed in from all sides, and erecting canvas awnings between the trucks to keep the worst of the wind away, were they able to enjoy a semblance of comfort. It was a miserable existence, and Politov could only feel for the thousands of Soviet prisoners who had been made to walk this very route to the northern gulags. Occasionally, he saw corpses by the side of the road, their snow and ice coffins disturbed by the relentless wind, their wind-chapped faces and hollow eye sockets staring up at the sky.
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      The northward journey lasted for two weeks, and for all of that time the Colonel refused to give any real information to his group of senior officers. ‘North, north, north,’ was his mantra, as if a place to set up their camp would just materialise out of the trees.

      They had set off in October rather than wait for spring as Politov had hoped, because the Colonel insisted that time was of the essence. Even so, as Politov lay shivering between a pile of wool blankets and animal skins, he could only dream of his family, and pray that they were safe. Thinking about his own situation only dragged him down into pits of misery from which he might never escape. He wouldn’t be the only officer not to wake when the bell rang for morning and the resumption of their journey. The Colonel’s soldiers dumped their own human waste into snowy verges to lie in anonymity among the corpses of the long-dead prisoners.

      Finally, as October passed into November, a day came when Politov, taking a turn in the convoy’s leading truck, spotted lights through the gloom. He radioed back to the Colonel a few trucks behind, and a halt was ordered.

      ‘Let’s complete this journey on foot like the men who bled for this road,’ the Colonel said, a huge grin on his heavily bearded face.

      Politov could only agree, and under the Colonel’s instructions assembled a small party of five officers and twenty guards.

      The snow had stopped, but a hazy fog held sway, covering everything with an ephemeral sheet of ghostly white. The temperature had risen to only a couple of degrees below zero, so that in their heavy winter coats the walk was almost pleasant. Politov, who hadn’t showered since the convoy left Irkutsk, found himself dreaming of hot water.

      ‘Let’s go,’ the Colonel said, and marched off at the head of the column. Two groups of soldiers dragged sleds laden with supplies along behind them, while the others held their guns out, nervously scanning the trees as they followed the Colonel into a gully carved by a river that now lay frozen beneath their feet. Snowy rock walls closed in until they were moving in single file, the Colonel at the front with Politov at the back among the last of the guards. How the Colonel knew the way Politov couldn’t tell, but from the speed of the men in front of him as they gasped and groaned in their efforts to keep up, the Colonel was setting a sure pace, his huge feet striding purposely through the snow.

      Politov looked up at the man beside him, an officer a few years older named Alexov, and met the man’s eyes. ‘Entrance to Hell itself, if I’m not wrong’ the older officer said, giving a shake of his head. ‘Every one of us will be damned forever after for going in there.’

      The gully opened out and Politov emerged onto a plateau where the rest of the men had stopped. The Colonel stood at the front, on a ledge overlooking a wide valley. The haze had cleared, revealing snow-covered hills a mile or so distant, while to the west was a mountain pass leading out of the bowl-shaped valley, probably accessible in summer to vehicles. In these depths of winter, however, the wind had blocked it with snow drifts thirty feet deep. The Colonel had been right about this entrance; from here there was no other way into the valley. The trucks would have to bed down beside the road until a party could clear the pass, if it was possible. If not, they would have to take their chances out in the open until spring came.

      The central part of the valley was just an amorphous field covered in building-sized mounds of snow, but in the centre Politov saw a handful of grey squares and rectangles poking up out of the blanket. For the duration of the journey, he had been expecting their destination to be a gulag camp, all barbed wire and wooden buildings, but the buildings he could see were concrete, and the thought of making camp out of the freezing Siberian nights was like a knot of warmth in his stomach.

      ‘Behold,’ the Colonel intoned, flapping an extravagant hand. ‘Soviet Scientific Research Facility 313. Where once it echoed with the screams of our great nation’s enemies, from now on it will be our base for the expedition that awaits us, and whatever spoils our discoveries yield, we will house them here. The future, comrades, has begun.’

      A cheer rose from the men. Politov looked around for Alexov, but the other man had vanished. He looked behind him at the tracks leading out of the gully, but his own tracks were the last. Had Alexov gone back to the convoy?

      The Colonel led the men down a steep path to the valley floor. Politov found himself glancing back, looking for the missing officer, but the other men were almost running to keep up. Politov imagined that everything looked different in the summer. There was clearly a road, branching off towards the buildings in one direction and towards a quarry in another, from where the rock for the construction had probably come. There were at least ten buildings; this place had once been used for a considerable operation.

      It took about twenty minutes to hike through the snow to the complex. The wooden remains of a couple of watchtowers stood on either side of a wide courtyard, behind which was the first of the buildings. The Colonel marched up to it and jammed the butt of his gun underneath a thick padlock chain.

      With a crunch of rust it yielded under the Colonel’s muscular leverage. A couple of guards pulled the large steel doors open, and Politov found himself looking into a hangar big enough for several trucks.

      The Colonel planted the butt of his gun in the snow and turned to the assembled men.

      ‘Comrades,’ he boomed, looking at each man in turn. ‘We have arrived.’

      When Politov’s turn to meet those eyes came, he struggled to hold the Colonel’s gaze. Inside those dark eyes, the signs of madness he had suspected long ago in Moscow had begun to take root.
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        Siberia, Soviet Union

        Winter, 1947

      

      

      The Colonel sent half of the men back to the convoy to bring the larger part of their party which had stayed behind. Politov, still yet to discover the source of the lights he had seen that brought them to stop, volunteered to lead them.

      When his group finally reached the halted convoy, the remaining men were waiting with excitement for news. They left the trucks by the side of the road, loaded up their supplies and headed for the mountain pass.

      As he led the men back towards the abandoned research station, Politov heard an odd sound over the howling of the wind. He cocked his head but didn’t stop, straining his memory to place what was such a familiar sound. Gasping breaths followed by watery sniffs. Crying. He stopped to look back. The nearest men to him had their heads lowered as their bodies jerked with sobs.

      ‘What is it, man?’ he barked at the nearest soldier, refusing to concede to his own feelings of hopelessness and join them in their misery.

      The man didn’t need to answer, but he did: ‘Can’t you feel it, sir?’

      Something dark and oppressive was with them in the gully, at the shoulder of every soldier, waiting there, a shadow hiding at the corner of every man’s eye. Politov found himself snapping his head back as if to catch it, but whatever had grown in presence to take away Alexov from the rear of the party was all around them now, touching and caressing, stretching its unseen claws around the throats of every man, trying to pull them back into the haze of fog that was closing in.

      ‘Hurry, damn you,’ Politov shouted, waving at the soldiers dragging sleds, urging them forward. He saw one man fall in the snow and lie still. Boots trampled over him as if he were just part of the ground underfoot.

      Running hard, Politov reached the exit of the small gully and slid to a stop. Suddenly the world seemed brighter, and he realised the snow had stopped again. Overhead, the sky was clear but darkening toward an early Arctic Circle evening. He had barely noticed the falling temperature, but now he felt a wind chill that seemed to ignore the presence of any clothing, and his teeth chattered like the clacking bones of the dead.

      Behind him, other men had gathered. One quick glance told him that whatever had afflicted the party in the gully had claimed around a third of the men, their bodies fallen and lost. The Colonel might want to send a search party to recover them, but Politov knew there was no point. He had the sense of having run a gauntlet, that those who had been left behind had needed to be, that the soft flesh had been stripped from the bones of their party, leaving only the lean, necessary muscle beneath.

      ‘What’s that, sir?’ one of the men asked, pointing towards the ridgeline to the north. ‘Is that the aurora?’

      Politov looked up, and finally saw the source of the lights he had seen. He had once been shown black and white photographs of the Northern Lights over Siberia but they were nothing compared to the sight that beheld them; a vast, wondrous curtain of shifting, weaving colour, blue and green and gold and red, an immense tapestry painted by the hand of nature. It was awe-inspiring, jaw-dropping. Several men pulled their padded caps off their heads despite the freezing winds, yet despite its wondrousness there was something wrong. Something that … shouldn’t be.

      One of the men called it just before he realised it himself. ‘They’re going up, sir. Is that some kind of signal?’

      As he watched the rising lights, Politov whispered under his breath. ‘What have you found, Colonel? Damn you, what have you found?’
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      By the time Politov and the rest of the party arrived at the research station, the Colonel had found a way to turn on the power. Electric lights lit cold concrete corridors and empty rooms, and heating ducts pumped warm but musty air around the complex. Everything stank of disuse and age, but artificial heat was worth any number of horrors in return, as the remaining soldiers set up a temporary kitchen and sleeping quarters in one of the larger rooms that had once been a mess hall. There were old sinks and cookers but most were rusted beyond immediate use and the old gas tanks were dry. The men were able to cook up some of their own supplies, and dinner under a real roof with a real heating system warming the room to around ten degrees made it almost pleasant. As he stood in line with the men to collect his portion of bread and soup, Politov heard the rare sound of laughter. Perhaps when many of these men lay down to sleep, their fallen comrades would be mourned in their nightmares, but for now there was a collective sense of relief, that a journey that had begun weeks before, and had borne the brunt of some of the worst weather known to man, was now at an end.

      The Colonel took the officers off to a smaller room further down the corridor, which still held a large wooden table in the centre and enough useable chairs for them to conduct a war council of sorts.

      ‘Congratulations, Comrades,’ the Colonel said. ‘We made it. We’ve survived that bastard nature and made it here. Captain Politov, what’s our head count?’

      ‘Eighty-four soldiers, seven corporals, nine officers,’ he said. ‘More than thirty men fell in that gully. I can’t explain it, sir.’

      The Colonel nodded. He glanced across at another officer, Radovitch, who just shrugged. ‘I think it’s best to leave it as it is,’ he said. ‘Whatever bastard is out there we can tame it, but we’ll wait for a break in the weather first.’

      ‘What is this place, Colonel?’ Politov asked. ‘Why did they abandon it, sir?’

      ‘At ease, Comrade,’ the Colonel said, waving away the formalities. ‘The only Soviet records I could find for this station was that it ceased operation in 1935. Allegedly there was an outbreak of some disease they were culturing. All the staff and guards died.’

      Radovitch sat up. ‘Colonel, you’ve brought us here to a place where an entire Soviet garrison died? Are you mad?’

      The Colonel’s eyes narrowed as he turned to glare at the younger officer. ‘You’ll do well to watch your tongue, Comrade. Don’t tempt me to cut it out.’

      Radovitch ducked his head. ‘My deepest apologies, sir. I fear the harshness of the journey has soiled my thinking.’

      The Colonel held his stare for a few seconds longer. He’s marked, Politov thought. He’d be as well to take a walk out in the snow tonight. Then the Colonel turned back to the other officers.

      ‘The Party in Moscow has no explanation for what happened to the men of this station,’ he said. ‘But I do.’

      ‘Sir?’ Several earnest faces sat forward at once.

      ‘They mine nickel in the hills north of here,’ he said. ‘It’s a bleak, soul-crushing occupation, as I’m sure you’ve guessed, which is why we use enemies of our great State to do most of the work. They dynamite the perma-frost to get to the softer rock underneath, searching for mineral-rich seams. When they find one, they build a shaft. If they find nothing, they move on.’ He paused, turning to look at each of the men in turn. ‘A few years before the war, a team of prospectors discovered a series of caves, unearthed by their explosives. They go on for miles, deep underground. They went in to explore, and they reported rock structures and mineral patterns unlike anything ever recorded.’

      ‘What was it?’ Politov asked.

      The Colonel laughed. ‘It weren’t no rock, Comrade.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘Calcified metal alloys, but no metal known to man.’

      Another officer said, ‘I don’t understand.’

      The Colonel reached into his pocket and pulled out a cigar. It was as thick as Politov’s thumb and twice as long. The Colonel bit off the end then struck a match and lit it. He nodded as he puffed smoke out into the air.

      ‘What these men found for our greater cause was something monstrous that crashed into the Siberian hills so long ago its whole structure had begun to turn back into rock. We’re talking hundreds of thousands of years, maybe more. Whatever that bastard was, he’d been there a while.’

      The Colonel stood up suddenly, his chair falling backwards, making Politov and several of the other men flinch. The Colonel, cigar poking out of one side of his mouth, planted his massive hands on the tabletop and stared at each man in turn.

      ‘You know what that bastard did, Comrades?’ he said. ‘You know what that bastard did to those men?’

      There were a few muttered ‘no, sirs’ and some slight shakes of the head, but no one dared to question the Colonel, nor draw attention to themselves.

      ‘It ate them,’ he said, his voice suddenly quiet, little more than a whisper. The soft sucking of his lips on the cigar was louder. ‘It ate them, body and soul. How did that calcified ruin of a thing do that, might you ask? Well, I’ll tell you. Because it ain’t dead.’

      ‘What’s our strategy to deal with this threat, sir?’ another officer asked.

      The Colonel tapped a finger on the tabletop. ‘Simple, Comrade. We kill this bastard. Then once it’s dead, we strip its bones for whatever we can find to aid the war effort. If this is alien technology, then we harness it, ready for when those Yank bastards come for us. We’ll wipe them off the face of the Earth.’

      The Colonel’s hand crashed down on the tabletop. He gave a sadistic laugh then headed for the door. After a few seconds, Politov and the other officers stood up to follow, assuming that the meeting was now over.
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      The snow worsened as winter came on, and there were days when leaving the main cluster of compound buildings was near impossible. The research station’s deepest storerooms had yielded only a few sacks of musty grain, but there were a number of barrels of vodka, so as supplies began to dwindle and the rations became tighter and tighter, the men were allowed to fill their aching stomachs with the warmth of their homeland.

      Aside from the diminishing supply of food, the organisation of the former scientific research station into a base for the Colonel’s coming expedition progressed well. The remaining soldiers were separated into guard shifts and each unit assigned a barracks room. When the snow cleared, teams took saws and headed out into the forests further along the valley, where they felled trees to build wooden bunks, tables and other necessary items. Other groups were charged with repairing the watchtowers and the encircling barbed wire fence, which had rusted through in places. The officers were assigned rooms in the lower levels, while the Colonel took for himself a large room on an upper floor with a window looking out over the courtyard below. Politov chose two adjoining rooms on the second of five basement floors which he fashioned into a small living quarters and an office room for his ledgers and reports. Some items of furniture remained from the original research station, so he commandeered a desk and chair and several bookshelves.

      As December turned into January, teams of men were sent to the frozen lake at the middle section of the valley to ice-fish, bringing back a small but essential catch which helped to ameliorate dietary problems that had begun to break out on a forced diet of bread, dried vegetables, vodka, and water. Several men were sick, stumbling out into the snow to the latrine block in a corner of the courtyard, where the pipes were long blocked and frozen. Some never returned. As several others lay groaning on their wooden bunks, Politov wondered how many would last the winter.

      The Colonel raged against the weather as if he could personally turn it away, howling his anger up at the sky from the main gates, sometimes stripped to the waist as the snow swirled around his muscular torso. He was impatient to get the expedition underway, but in the depths of winter, and with a sick and suffering group of men, any attempt to go over the ridge and head north into the wilds would be akin to a death march.

      When they weren’t overseeing the construction projects and repairs, Politov, Radovitch, and the other officers spent their days poring over maps of the area. There was a long, winding mining road that led up the site but was inaccessible in winter. Their trucks were now encased in snow on what was the main highway from Ikursk to Norilsk, and that had been reduced to a single icy track. Without specialist snow-clearing machines they were trapped until spring. The Colonel, on the infrequent occasions he joined the rest of the officers in their meetings, railed for bringing prisoners down from one of the three gulags within a hundred-mile radius, but even though they were able to establish a radio link with the commanding officers at each, the death toll involved with moving a large group of prisoners on foot during midwinter proved counter-productive, and the plan was shelved until spring.

      The few dozen healthy soldiers that were left carried a heavy workload as the research base was forced back into working order. The ventilation shafts were cleaned, the water pipes repaired, electric light fittings fixed. Heaps of old furniture were brought up from storerooms, and what couldn’t be used was thrown into the restarted incinerator. As February faded into March and clear days became more frequent, the courtyard and the main road down to the head of the valley were cleared of snow, and then finally at the end of March, the trucks that had survived the winter were brought up to the station, and what was salvageable from those left abandoned was retrieved.

      The first day that the temperature was above zero was April 15th, and Politov would never forget the comforting drip-drip-drip of slowly thawing snow at the end of the hardest winter of his life. Only sixty-four soldiers and four officers had survived, and many of them were emaciated through dysentery and malnutrition. Politov suffered frequent stomach cramps, but his slightly favorable officers’ rations had made a large difference. He pitied the soldiers, and vowed not to let the Colonel’s rash enthusiasm kill any more. How he would stand up to the Colonel was something he struggled to figure out, but too many men had already died.

      The first prisoners showed up bedraggled and starved at the end of April, together with a couple of tons of foodstuffs and clothing from a gulag fifty-eight miles to the west. Chained in pairs behind a slow moving lorry, Politov was appalled at the number of empty cuffs dragging in the snow by the time they arrived. The sixty-five men who could still work were put under the soldiers’ relieved command, quarrying stone to build more outbuildings, and digging over the wild, overgrown fields to the research station’s north. The women were employed in the kitchens and in making, repairing, and washing clothing and bedding, while all those of a desirable age were rotated through a comfort station set up in an outhouse down the lane toward the incinerator. Politov tried to dissuade the Colonel, but the Colonel, who had already selected a woman to share his own private apartments and suggested Politov do the same, just laughed at what he considered Politov’s quaint sense of honour. ‘Don’t you care about your men?’ he said. ‘Keep them happy or we’ll have a mutiny on our hands.’

      Politov, aware of his own position’s frailty should he appear too soft, could do nothing for the poor convict women except try to ensure they were well fed and their dormitories were clean and comfortable.

      By the first of May, the old mining road was useable once more. The Colonel called a council of the officers to announce his intentions.

      ‘We mount our first expedition tomorrow,’ he told them. ‘I will lead a party of twelve men. Captain Politov, Lieutenant Radovich, you will be the other officers to accompany me. I will leave it up to you to hand pick the rest of our party. Ensure they are suitable. While we are gone, Captain Igorovsk, you will have command. We could be gone a week or more, so I will trust you to keep the rebuilding process here at the camp under control.’

      Igorovsk nodded. Politov was already thinking about which soldiers would be best to take, while Radovich’s Adam’s apple rose and fell as though he were close to hyperventilation.

      The Colonel declared the meeting closed and left immediately, his heavy boots clacking on the old tiles of the corridor, heading back to some poor convict woman who dreaded his return. Politov glanced around the room at the other officers, and gave a quiet nod. ‘As the Colonel ordered,’ he said. They shuffled out, heads down, but Politov knew their thoughts didn’t matter. Any sign of disloyalty would see them added to the chain gangs.
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      They set out by road the next morning, but less than an hour into the journey, they came to a frozen river where the bridge had collapsed under the weight of the snow, its old timber broken and crushed, making it irreparable. There were stands of trees nearby, but no one in their company had the engineering skills to design a structure capable of carrying the weight of the truck, and the Colonel refused to turn back. So, barely after midmorning, they had piled their equipment onto three sleds, which were pulled by two men at a time, rotating every half an hour.

      In front of them lay a small range of hills, forested in the valleys and on the east-facing slopes, barren on the ridgelines and the west-facing areas that took the brunt of the wind. The company followed the line of the road, dragging their sleds through snow that was still knee-deep in areas left in afternoon shadow by the hills. At nightfall, they made camp close to the hills, in areas sheltered by trees or overhanging cliffs, but even so, the Siberian winter wasn’t done, rattling around their tents and battering their fires with its icy hands. Politov, who had hoped the freezing nights by the roadside were a thing of the past, sank into an uneasy, unshakable misery that followed him through the day, walking at his shoulder. Radovitch, too, had the grace of the doomed, lying under his blankets with his eyes wide open and staring at the rippling wall of the canvas tent as if imagining a thousand horrible deaths being played out in shadow puppetry.

      At first light they packed up and carried on, even though the temperature was at its lowest, and pulling their weary limbs from beneath their blankets was as hard as waking the dead. Politov wondered if the few months of relative comfort hadn’t made the men soft, coupled with the months of near-starvation stripping the muscle from their bones. During the second night, two men disappeared from their tents, getting up and leaving without a word, never to return. All that was left of them in the morning was the remains of their supplies, and two trails of footsteps in the snow heading away from the camp in opposite directions, one north and one south, that eventually faded, obscured by snow blown by the buffeting wind.

      As they lay under their blankets on the third night, the last, Politov hoped, before they reached their destination, he heard Radovitch shuffling closer. He didn’t turn to look at the other officer, but he made a slight incline of his head to let his comrade know he was listening.

      ‘Can you hear it?’ Radovitch asked.

      ‘Hear what?’

      ‘I don’t know what it is, but I can hear it.’ There was a slight tremble in his voice. ‘I can’t make out any words I can understand, but I can sense it beckoning me.’

      ‘It’s the cold,’ Politov said. ‘It’s getting into your head and rattling around in there. Try to ignore it.’

      ‘I’ve tried,’ Radovitch replied. ‘But it’s worse when I sleep. Don’t you get the dreams?’

      Politov had woken to a chill-defying cold sweat a couple of times on the previous two nights, but he could never quite remember what his dreams had been about. There had been faces and voices and strange, barren landscapes, but nothing he could clearly remember. They were just dreams. He’d been plagued by them since Stalingrad, and he expected the memories of those long, bloody days to haunt him for the rest of his life. Radovitch was a young man who had enlisted at the tail end of the war. He had never seen active duty.

      ‘I get plenty of dreams,’ Politov said. ‘But they’re just dreams. Dreams can’t hurt you.’

      ‘I disagree, Comrade,’ Radovitch said. ‘I think they can hurt you very bad if you let them.’

      ‘Go to sleep.’

      ‘I’m trying.’

      ‘Try harder.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      A couple of times, Politov was woken by Radovitch’s screams, but he was so weary that he just pulled his blankets tighter over his head and waited for the other officer to go back to sleep. When morning came, Radovitch’s eyes were bloodshot and there were scratches on his face.

      ‘I’m afraid,’ he told Politov, as they ate a light breakfast.

      ‘What of?’

      ‘Of this place we’re heading for. That’s where the voices are coming from, I’m sure of it.’

      Politov looked up towards the ridgeline, where the tiny silhouette of the Colonel was outlined against the morning sky, and wondered if he should reassess his estimation of who was insane and who wasn’t.
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      Politov had plenty of time to appreciate the landscape around them as they trudged onwards through the snow with the Colonel leading the way, a distant figure always some thirty metres ahead. It had the air of a place that never truly thawed, even though even this far north there were patches of ground where the snow had melted off, and tough, highland grass was poking through. Away from the road—little more than an icy track—lines of hills rose and fell, the valleys dark with forest but the high areas patchy or completely bald.

      Other than spruce and pine, there were few varieties of tree, and only a light covering of undergrowth, leaving beds of needles underneath the tightest thickets, crunchy underfoot. They saw no wildlife, but they passed lines of tracks in the snow, and heard the occasional call of a bird. There were deer in the hills, so the Colonel had claimed, and Politov had set the men to building an enclosure at the rear of the research station in case they should happen to capture some. Nothing would cheer the men up more than a supply of fresh meat.

      Finally, as the third day drew to a close, Politov reached the top of another rise and found the Colonel waiting , staring out towards the far end of the next valley, where shadows had fallen to obscure whatever might be there.

      ‘We’ve arrived, Comrade,’ the Colonel said with a satisfied smirk. ‘There she is.’

      Politov squinted into the dusk. All he could see was a cluster of wooden buildings that must have been shelters built by the original prospectors. Miners in these parts came in all shapes and sizes; some were affiliated with huge Soviet companies, while others were lone operations, or groups of native Siberians.

      ‘That’s the colony on the map, Comrade,’ the Colonel said. ‘We make camp there tonight and in the morning we’ll see what’s under that hillside.’

      Politov shivered. He looked up at the darkening sky, and wondered if it had ever really been light.
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      That night terrible dreams afflicted him, and he awoke to find himself soaked in an icy sweat, unable to remember exactly what he had seen, but that it had contained images of a giant, beating heart, huge areoles pumping a thick, viscous liquid into the limbs of some massive, sleeping beast. On the other side of the tent, Radovitch was moaning, and Politov knew the nightmares weren’t his alone. They were coming from somewhere like a radio frequency transmitted right into their heads, haunting each and every one of the men.

      Upon rising he learned that four more men had disappeared. This time, they decided to ignore the tracks leading off into the snow.
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      They reached the huts about midmorning. The four ramshackle structures, their roofs partially collapsed, contained the bare bones of existence: a long-iced up stove, piles of animal skins and chopped wood for burning, a couple of sacks of frozen grain and some Soviet-issue cans of stewed meat stacked in a corner. There was no sign of the previous inhabitants, although there was a ledger of some kind in the drawer of a crude desk against one wall. Politov opened it to read the last entry, getting just one look before the ancient, cold-damaged paper broke apart in his hands:

      
        
        I am alone. I am leaving now.

      

      

      Another shiver ran up his spine. He pushed the book out of sight behind a pile of writing instruments and went back to join the rest of the party outside.

      A frozen waterfall created an ice curtain over what the Colonel insisted was the way in to the caves, and he had set some of the men to hack through it with axes. The others were gathering firewood or setting up the tents.

      ‘Those woods tempting you yet, Politov?’ Radovitch said, leaning close. Politov shook his head and stepped away.

      ‘Don’t be a fool,’ he said.

      ‘All of us are fools for being here. Mark my words.’

      Something howled in the forest nearby. Politov hadn’t thought wolves could survive this far north, but perhaps they’d come to feed on the still-warm flesh of the missing soldiers. Politov wondered if his own body would soon join the feast.

      ‘Colonel!’ one of the men shouted.

      They had broken through. The Colonel, a look of triumph on his face, began ordering the men to gather.

      ‘Prepare flaming torches,’ the Colonel said, ‘and mark our passage with rope. We don’t know how deep this bastard goes and I want answers before it becomes our tomb. Got that?’

      After a few more brash words of encouragement, the men set to oiling rags and tying them around arm-lengths of wood to make torches. The Colonel sent two men into the small opening first, following after. Politov went next, but when he joined them inside a small ante-chamber seemingly hewn out of rock, he knew that artificial lights would not be necessary.

      ‘May the Yanks bleed beneath the Soviet onslaught,’ the Colonel breathed. ‘What in Comrade Stalin’s name have we found here?’

      The cave was clearly made of rock, but what kind of rock, from Earth or elsewhere, Politov couldn’t say. Shifting rivers of light moved through it like great luminous worms, and they lit the cavern with a rainbow of colour. From floor to ceiling, everything appeared to be moving, and even as he felt his stomach churn with the sensation of tumbling over and over, he heard a soldier vomiting nearby.

      As the man sank to his knees, the cavern’s strange lighting reacted, pausing a moment, before seeming to turn in the opposite direction, like a multi-coloured ship shifting with the roll of the waves.

      Even the Colonel was lost for words, although his bearded, weather-worn face was split by a massive grin, his eyes wide with delight. ‘We have arrived, Comrades,’ he growled at last, patting a hand against the rock. As his fingers made contact, the colours surged and flared.

      ‘What the fuck is this place?’ Radovitch said at Politov’s side. ‘This is nothing from God. Not our god at any rate.’

      ‘Find an opening,’ the Colonel said. ‘Let’s see what this bastard has to hide.’

      The soldiers explored the cavern, working in pairs, gradually moving away from the entrance. Politov sensed a nervousness overcome by wonder, that they were privy to something not witnessed before by human eyes. They had given up on their torches, but still fed out a length of rope they had found in one of the buildings, tying it around outcrops rising from the floor to fashion a rough path.

      Several tunnels led out of the first chamber, and the Colonel had the men explore them one by one. Once the initial excitement had subsided, despite being a marvel of geology, the caves looked much the same. Some chambers were larger than others—one or two the size of concert halls—and the colours moved from blends of pinks and reds to blends of blues and greens, but there were no things, no artifacts, no objects to pick up and remove and examine. The rock appeared radioactive, and Politov wondered whether it wouldn’t prove a new fuel source, but that alone wasn’t a marvel. Beautiful though it might be, it was just rock.

      Then, after several hours of picking their way through the caverns, exhausting each pathway until its end, then retracing their steps and winding up the rope as they went, the Colonel stopped, cocked his head and whispered, ‘You hear that?’

      The men, who had been quiet anyway, fell silent. Politov held his breath to listen, and it seemed there was a distant noise coming from ahead, a slow, steady beating. He suspected it might be a subterranean waterfall, but the Colonel placed his ear against the nearest wall and said, ‘It’s coming from up ahead. I can feel this bastard moving. We’re close now, Comrades.’

      Politov felt sure he could even see a slight vibration in the rock as they got closer to whatever it was they were approaching, and he began to fear that there might be some kind of tunnel collapse imminent. Beside him, Radovitch was muttering quietly under his breath. Politov couldn’t quite hear the words, but he could sense the anti-Soviet sentiment. Radovitch had a death wish, but for now, the Colonel was preoccupied with the hunt, striding in front of the party, his imposing shape a mixture of shifting colour and shadow.

      And then they came to a room where the light was almost blinding.

      Even the Colonel gasped, lifting one hand to shield his eyes. ‘Now, what in Comrade Stalin’s good name is that, I ask you?’

      Neither Politov nor Radovitch could reply. One by one the men gasped as they entered the cavern, stepping into the light to regard the thing in the centre.

      Beating heart indeed, Politov thought.

      The thing in the centre of the cavern was roughly a square, but dozens of tendrils snaked away from its sides and upper surface, melting into the walls and ceiling of the cavern like huge arteries. Some were barely threads, others were as thick as a man. Every one of them pulsed and shifted with colour, as the vast engine house in the middle did its work.

      Whatever that was.

      Politov had never seen a living human heart, but if he could envisage a giant, alien version, he would be facing it now. Nothing he had ever imagined could fit the image so perfectly.

      It was beautiful and terrifying at the same time.

      The Colonel had sunk to his knees as if in prayer. Nearby, Radovitch was breathing sharply, almost hyperventilating, while from behind came murmurs and gasps from the soldiers.

      The moment seemed to last for hours as they stood there in front of the huge, shifting mass that flexed and pulsed with colour and light. Politov felt a growing weight behind his eyes, as if something was pushing into him, probing, testing him out like a hand fitting into a glove for the first time. Beside him, Radovitch began to whimper.

      The Colonel stood and took a few steps closer, muttering under his breath as if whispering to the thing itself. Politov tried to hear, but instead he sensed thousands of other voices all beginning to grow in volume, as if a box of souls had been opened.

      As the Colonel approached, the thing’s colours collected in front of him, solidifying like thousands of little fish pushing at the front of a tank.

      ‘Captains,’ the Colonel said, waving them forward without looking back. ‘It looks malleable, don’t you think? A volunteer, please. Touch it.’

      Politov felt his heart leap into his throat. He glanced at Radovitch as if it was something they might discuss. Radovitch was making tiny shaking motions of his head as he muttered, ‘No, no, no, no,’ over and over again.

      The Colonel’s shoulders heaved as if he was waiting for a decision. Politov started to move forward, aware that it might be death not to offer himself, but then something hard pressed into his hip.

      ‘Captain Politov,’ came Radovitch’s wild, shaking voice, ‘has volunteered.’

      Politov looked down to see the other captain’s pistol pressing into the soft down of his jacket. Radovitch’s hand was shaking, and he was using his other to steady his arm.

      ‘Radovitch, don’t be foolish—’

      ‘Move!’

      Politov stepped forward as Radovitch shoved him with the gun barrel. Several of the men gasped, one or two lifted their guns.

      ‘I don’t like cowards in my command, Captain Radovitch,’ the Colonel growled. ‘I think you might want to reassess your decision.’

      He spun, a bayonet held tight in his hand. It slashed down across Radovitch’s face, the Colonel’s powerful strike cutting through skin, bone and sinew. Radovitch screamed as blood sprayed out of his neck, but all Politov heard was a soft, watery BOOM and then he was floating, floating, floating, staggering forward on wooden pegs for feet as pain filled his body like wine poured into a stone jar, and as his vision wavered and blurred, myriad colours came up to meet him.

      A sudden viscosity enveloped him, and he felt like he was underwater. He tried to struggle but his arms felt held in glue. The voices of the Colonel and the men, and Radovitch’s screams went suddenly faint, as if they were coming from behind a closed door.

      Politov closed his eyes, and let the thing claim him.
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      Not a single crackle of sound had trickled from the speakers for more than fifteen minutes. Finally, the taller man of the two, the one with hair cropped short to his scalp that left only the faintest frame for his thick, bullish head, thin, grey mouth, and cobalt eyes, nodded.

      ‘It’s over,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’

      The second man, identified as a scientist by the lab coat that hung to his knees, was older and leaner than his companion, his face the shape of a blunt pencil, his pointed chin speckled with grey stubble. He tapped a pale finger on the tabletop. ‘I hope this was necessary, Colonel.’

      Colonel Ivanovich didn’t reply. He took his own cue, standing up and walking in brisk, military strides to the door of the small, tidy office. He jerked it open and strode out, leaving the scientist in his wake. As the older man stood to follow, only the slightest inclination of his chin to the right might have been perceived as a shake of the head, and with it a treasonable gesture of dissatisfaction. Although there was no one to see, his eyelids flickered for a moment like a fly trapped between panes of glass. Then he took a deep breath and hurried after.

      At the end of the bland, functional corridor, the twin black doors glittered beneath the clinical compound lighting. The scientist resisted the urge to gulp as he thought about what might be
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