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CHAPTER ONE
“I really like your weapons,” said Martin Gnoji.
Karen Warat smiled and leaned towards him as though to share a secret.
“They’re not really mine,” she stage-whispered.
Gnoji let his eyes drop to her artfully arranged cleavage.
“They look real to me,” he said, and tipped his head back and laughed. It was an ugly laugh. Louder than necessary, even in a noisy room, full of chattering idiots and a jazz band. Karen knew what he was doing. She had seen men behave this way many times. Beautiful women saw it every day. All women did.
It did not bother her. She was in control, although she was not trying to sell him anything. He might well leave her gallery tonight having purchased some artifact, or painting or even one of the exquisite and ancient weapons which were the object of the evening’s exhibit. Many of her guests would. But Martin Gnoji was not merely Karen Warat’s guest.
He was Colonel Ekaterina Varatchevsky’s target.
A waiter appeared bearing a silver tray crowded with champagne flutes, chilled coconut water, and a couple of designer beers of impressive obscurity. Karen took a champagne for herself and one for the owner of the fourteenth largest biotech firm in the United States. The glasses appeared to be identical but were not. The drink she carefully lifted from the tray for herself was in fact apple juice and the crystal flute in which it sparkled had been delicately etched with a small identifying mark: a two-headed eagle from the old imperial Russian coat of arms.
Colonel Varatchevsky’s idea of a useful joke.
A hundred and fifty people crammed the small two-storey gallery now, and most had thrown themselves at the complimentary drinks as soon as they’d cleared the velvet rope. An unusually warm day and an open bar made for a lively evening and a quantifiably greater number of commissions. For every crate of Bollinger she laid on, the gallery would make 1.4 additional sales. A crate of Bollinger was expensive, of course. But the fine wares of the Warat Gallery were even more immoderately priced.
The largesse was already working. The early buzz of conversation had climbed up into something just short of a roar, as the increasingly tipsy guests spoke in louder voices to be heard over each other. The band, a kicking little four-piece from Brooklyn, specialized in riffing on iconic TV show tunes of the 1960s and 70s. They picked up the tempo as the room started to take off. Gilligan’s Island segued to Mission Impossible, and a few red dots, denoting a confirmed sale, appeared next to a number of paintings, an Etruscan shield and a sixteenth-century Kris dagger from Surabaya. Most of the serious offers, Karen knew, would come over the next hour as she worked the room. The largest sales would be made in private the following week.
Karen Warat would do well out of this evening. She would look after the small and very select stable of artists she had gathered over recent years. The critics and media mavens, who had enjoyed a private showing earlier in the day, would not be so gauche as to openly fawn, but their carefully restrained praise would add another layer of significance to the reputation of the Warat Gallery, enabling the well-regarded owner to further her reach and her power within the city’s art world; all done with the intent of drawing men like the braying, breast-ogling Martin Gnoji into her circle, and into the targeting reticule of the Main Intelligence Directorate of the Russian Federation, whom she served with great distinction as Colonel Ekaterina Varatchevsky.
Karen linked her arm through Gnoji’s, drawing him away from the small circle of vulture capitalists and merchant wankers with whom he’d been talking. One of them tried to complain about the wi-fi reception, but another glass of champagne put an end to that. Karen, or Karin, as she was in her secret heart, where she imagined she could still hear that name being called by her mother and father, said, “Come with me, Martin, there’s a young lady you simply must meet, one of my artists. I think you’ll like her very much.”
And because Martin Gnoji was a little drunk, and Karen Warat was both very beautiful and possessed of a strangely irresistible force of will, he did as he was told. The man whose private company had just developed a working prototype for an implant which could accurately measure an individual’s calorie intake, and who had set all of America’s tech giants against each other in a frenzied bidding war for an exclusive license to the technology, allowed himself to be led into Colonel “Karin” Varatchevsky’s honey trap like a gormless teenager.
Karin did not know why Moscow had deemed Gnoji and his invention a suitable target. The implant was a consumer technology with few military or security applications that she could imagine. Perhaps the targeting order had come from the GRU’s Economic Security Department, perhaps from the Science and Engineering Service. The precise origin of her tasking was irrelevant. Moscow did not often directly reach out to her, one of their prime assets in the US, not after the disastrous exposure of the SVR’s deep cover operations in the Anna Chapman case. When they did, however, she knew her orders to be matters of the highest import to state security.
###
They negotiated the shoals and eddies of the slowly moving crowd, the small conversational knots of privileged guests, and the ever-changing groups of admirers that gathered around this or that objet d’art. Karin-as-Karen kept up a smooth line of small talk, leaning in close to Gnoji to impart some diabolical titbit of gossip or scandal as the object of her gentle slanders came into view.
“That’s His Honor, Judge Herbert, who sat on that Apple and Xaomi thing,” she whispered. “You know, don’t you, that the auditor he put into Apple was the boy he used to share reciprocal hand jobs with under the desk in the law library when they were both at Northwestern?”
Gnoji loved it of course, not least because of the perceptible lensing effect which chased them through the gallery. Everywhere they went, heads turned to follow. All except one, Karin noticed. A striking young woman, with an even more striking facial tattoo. She looked an exotic mix of races in her black leather pant suit, a child of some imperial misadventure perhaps. Indochinese and African-American, thought Karin Varatchevsky, whose own lineage was nearly pure White Russian with a leavening of Nordic genes to account for her naturally blonde hair color. The woman seemed engrossed in her screen, which was odd, given it was merely a static image. The champagne she was most definitely not drinking had gone flat. And unlike most of the other guests, she seemed so deeply invested in not noticing her host that Karin’s own attention was inevitably drawn to her.
“Oh Martin, you absolutely have to meet Jon Maberry,” Karen cooed by way of delaying their passage across the room. “Jon runs a charming little money mine up in Vermont, don’t you, darling. I remember him telling me all about you and your diet gadget before it was on HuffPo.”
Jon Maberry had done nothing of the sort, but he was not about to pass up an introduction to the man sitting between converging tsunamis of Apple and Google money. He had been fiddling with his iPhone, looking as though he was having trouble with it, but he put the device away as soon as Karen introduced Gnoji.
“Look at this guy!” smiled Maberry, showing off at least forty grand worth of dental work. “Hottest woman in the city on his arm, hottest tech in the world in his back pocket.”
Gnoji beamed happily, hamming it up by patting his pants and crying out with mock panic, “Oh no! It must have fallen out on the way here.”
Karin let the rich white men enjoy their mutual self-regard while she discreetly observed the woman who was discreetly trying to remain unobserved in turn. Unlike the tattooed girl, Colonel Varatchevsky’s trade craft was extremely well-honed. She only needed to keep the American agent within her peripheral vision for a few moments to be certain she was no art student or goss-blogger playing out of her league. There was the issue of her fascination with the lock screen. But more telling was the Hello Kitty purse she had tucked under one arm. It seemed rather heavy for such a childish affectation; undoubtedly because of the handgun she’d tucked away inside. Karin caught only the merest glimpse of the pistol grip poking up out of the purse, but that was enough.
“Oh, you boys,” she scoffed at some slightly off-color joke Gnoji and Maberry had just traded between each other like a note passed in class. “Jon, I’m sure you and Martin will get up to all sorts of capers and hijinks, but I simply must introduce him to Cally.”
“Is she hot? Why not introduce me to Cally? I thought I was your favorite?” grinned Maberry.
“You are my favorite, Jon,” Karen said. “But Martin adores her Nantucket series, don’t you Martin?”
“Those cool fucking paintings of the old flintlocks? Hells yeah. I’d buy them all! I like art when I can tell what it is.”
“I’ll bet you do.” Karen’s eyes twinkled with good cheer. “Come along.”
She linked arms with him again, letting her hip brush against his as they threaded through the crowd. Gnoji pushed his own hip back into hers so strongly that she had to adjust her step or be shunted into a table full of finger food. She rubbed a hand up his arm, certain that if she looked down she would see the effect she was having on him.
She did not look down.
“Cally!” she called out over the crowd, waving and drawing the attention of a tall woman in her mid twenties with a spectacular mane of black hair. Her eyes were large and they widened in obvious delight when they found the gallery owner who had done so much to advance her career.
“Hi Karen! Hello…you,” she grinned goofily and innocently at Gnoji, refusing to stare at the bulge in his pants as plainly as the girl with the facial tattoo had refused to look at Varatchevsky.
Karen felt the pressure on her hip fall away as Gnoji was drawn into the orbit of this new and exotically beautiful creature. She would normally have been pleased. The fly had landed in the middle of her web, but her internal alarms were singing loudly. She did not know where the Asian girl had come from. She had no idea which agency had sent her. But she was certain one of them had placed the woman inside the gallery, probably at short notice. She wasn’t very good at her job, indicating a rushed and poorly resourced effort on behalf of American counter-intelligence.
Unless she was private security for one of the one-percenters gadding about, drinking too much champagne and contemplating a vanity purchase. Unlikely, thought Karin. There was private security here tonight, but all of them had checked in with her own people.
No, this girl was doing government work and doing it poorly.
She sensed Cally straining to keep a smile fixed on her face. Martin Gnoji had quickly moved the conversation from her exquisitely detailed pen and ink drawings of flintlock muskets onto a topic where he felt more confident: the fascinating fellow who was Martin Gnoji.
Болтуна язык до добра не доведёт, she thought in her native language. A fool’s tongue runs before his feet.
“Martin was just telling me earlier how your work had caught his eye, Cally,” Karen Warat said, taking Gnoji’s empty drink and deftly replacing it with a fresh glass of Bollinger.
“Fuck yeah,” said Gnoji. “They’re sexy fucking drawings, Cal.”
Cally’s smile was still strained, but at its edges there was the genuine pleasure of every artist who has just been paid a compliment for their work. Karen had taught her well, and she didn’t immediately implore him to buy one. That tawdry exchange would fall to the gallery owner.
###
“Now you two stay right here,” Karen said. “I’m not running away. But I do have to love you and leave you for just a moment.”
The sudden fright in Cally’s wide brown eyes was matched only by the expression of rat cunning that crossed Gnoji’s face. He would be thinking, Karin knew, that a poor young artist was no match for a master of the universe like him. He would be thinking that the twelve billion dollars Business Insider had just valued him at made him the most interesting and irresistible plate of man meat in New York. It was exactly as Karin had planned. And when he reached peak tumescence she would whip away the delicious and unobtainable young artist, switching her out for an even more apparently unattainable prize.
No. Not herself.
Another trained artist. An entrapment savant.
But the presence of the tattooed counter-intel officer had queered that move, at least momentarily. Karen slipped away from Gnoji and Cally with practiced grace. She smiled and exchanged brief pleasantries with nearly everyone she passed, but did not allow herself to be drawn into conversation. She gave the impression of a woman diligently ensuring all her guests were properly looked after. As she crossed the room, her phone buzzed. A BlackBerry, the latest model. She opened the image file attached to the message she had just received, a picture of an Egyptian dagger with a price and consignment number.
It was a prearranged signal that her cover had been blown and she was ordered to exfiltrate the city as quickly as possible. The unusually high price of the artifact told her that American security officials were already en route. The consignment number was an encoded address; a safe house.
Colonel Ekaterina Varatchevsky maintained her poise and stayed in character as she scoped the crowd, seeking out those facial tattoos, and scanning for any support the spy catcher might have. It was possible, even likely, that her pursuers had put the woman into the scene because she was so conspicuous. She would draw the eye away from other, better camouflaged operators. Karin smiled a passing hello at the judge she had defamed to Gnoji a few minutes earlier. If the tattooed and slightly inept agent was a decoy, that spoke to an adversary with more finesse than the FBI. It might mean she had come to the attention of Clearance or even Echelon.
She veered off the path she had been taking, headed for her office in which a small go-bag waited inside the safe. If the Office of Special Clearances and Records (OSCAR) had her in the crosshairs she would not have time to collect even a basic escape kit. She would simply have to move quickly and pray to evade the initial sweep. At least she could be thankful she had almost certainly not come to the attention of Echelon. She knew of a whole FSB network liquidated seven years ago by just one of their operators, a woman who had disappeared nine cell members without ever appearing on the threat detectors herself.
Karin was sweating now—but only lightly, the thinnest sheen making her forehead shine under the gallery’s LEDs, and most of her guests were red-faced and mopping at their brows already. It was a warm night and the old building’s A/C struggled with the body heat of the crowd. She weaved around a stand displaying a nearly complete set of armor from an officer of the Eastern Han Dynasty, but found her way blocked by a knot of revelers who were so deeply engrossed in discussing House of Cards that they did not even notice her.
They did notice the first scream, however. Everyone did.



CHAPTER TWO
Special Agent Rudy Comeau had filled a quarter of the Big Gulp soda cup and he was still pissing up a storm while his partner kept an eye on the old, two-story warehouse across the street. The facade was fashionably weathered, but the interior had been fitted out to high spec when the Warat Gallery took over the space.
“What’s happening now?” he asked, loudly, to cover the terrible noise of epic urination. Stakeouts were hard for a man with a weak bladder. All the Comeau men were cursed with weak bladders. And that monster cup of soda hadn’t helped. “Any sign of the target?” Rudy called out.
“Clocked her twice through the windows on the second floor, workin’ the room,” said his partner, Special Agent Dee Madigan. “She’s really good, Rudy. I don’t know whether she takes her cover super serious, or whether she actually needs a second gig because the GRU pays like shit…”
She paused and reached up to thumb the button on her headset.
“Overwatch Three,” she confirmed. “Another four entrants, two Caucasian female, one Asian female, one African-American female. I make that 147 civilians. Over .”
Comeau rejoined her at the window.
“Did you wash your hands?” she asked.
He held up a moist towelette from KFC. He always carried a couple with him. Special Agent Comeau might be comfortable pissing into a paper bucket when the need arose, as it did with inconvenient regularity in this job, but he was quite fussy about his personal cleanliness.
“I dunno how you eat that stuff,” said Madigan, taking her eyes off the gallery across the street for a moment.
“I only buy the wraps,” Comeau retorted, a touch defensively.
They were perched a few floors above the event which their boss was intending to raid and ruin in a couple of minutes. Double-height windows afforded them a good view of at least a third of the gallery’s floor space. Just as importantly, the added elevation—they were on the fourth floor—gave them good tactical coverage of the whole block.
“Fucking Trinder,” said Comeau. “We could have grabbed this babushka this afternoon when she was setting up. Or when it’s all done. He just wants the media.”
Madigan did not disagree.
“They’re four minutes out,” she said. “What the hell is that?”
Comeau glanced where she was pointing, just in time to see an unmistakable surge pass through the crowd in that part of the gallery.
“What the—”
Gunshots cut off whatever he might have been about to add. Screaming and cries of alarm and distress reached them, muted by distance and glass and the low rumble of the city.
Madigan was already reacting.
“Overwatch Actual, this is Overwatch Three, come in. Overwatch Actual, this is…”
Comeau moved quickly towards the door, leaving her behind to report in, and to seek new orders. He wasn’t running towards the sound of the guns, just down to the next office, also vacant, which they had taken over as a second observation point. It afforded a slightly better angle on the main gallery floor, but didn’t have aircon or comfy antique office chairs to sit in. He could hear Overwatch Two downstairs and a little further along the corridor. Or rather he could hear the hammering of somebody’s shoes along the bare wooden boards of the corridor. Had to be Two.
The door to the empty office stood wide open. A small video camera rested on a tripod, angled down across the street, its red “Record” light glowing steadily. He hurried to the window, resisting the natural urge to stop and rewind the video, to see if the cam had captured anything. Comeau gave the recorder a good two feet of clearance. It’d be his ass if he knocked it over at this point.
Instead he tried to use this slightly better vantage point to see if he could pick out what was happening.
Nada.
In the few seconds he’d taken to move to this office, whatever was happening had spun even further out of control. The pressure wave he’d seen surge through the party had broken up, and with it the coherence of the crowd. People now ran in every direction. He heard more gunfire and screams.
OSCAR had two agents in there. Both armed. The mission brief identified only two GRU operators: Varatchevsky and another woman, name unknown. They were not expected to be armed, although it was assumed they would have access to a weapons cache somewhere within the building.
Even so, a couple of sidearms blazing wild on semi-auto would not account for the volume of fire he could hear across the street. One of the giant floor-to-ceiling windows exploded, sending a storm of glass down towards the street and amplifying the jackhammer sound of gunfire. Somebody was rocking on full auto down there.
###
Shosanna Nguyen’s gun was in her hand before she knew she’d reached for it; before she knew what she was shooting at. Not the target, that was for damn sure. Warat was gone. Disappeared into the chaos of the milling crowd. Special Agent Nguyen, now feeling less special than ever, dropped into a shooter’s crouch, only to be knocked off her feet by some hysterical clothes store dummy come to life. The woman hit Nguyen with a bony elbow as she ran past. It would have been a textbook strike if she’d meant it, but the crazy biatch was out of her mind.
Everybody was out of their minds. A pleasant, civilized evening had unraveled in blood and derangement. Nguyen struggled back to her feet lest she be trampled. She had to pull herself up off the floor, virtually climbing the display case she’d been standing next to. It had been showing off a couple of old fighting knives or something. One of them was gone, but she didn’t think this was a robbery.
Didn’t even think it was Trinder’s raid gone wrong. He was still a few minutes away. No, this was…
Her mind froze when she saw exactly what it was.
Rational thoughts were impossible. The processes of reason were jammed up like rusted gear levers.
She stood and stared in the widening gyre of confused violence.
The…thing…
She searched for a name and found nothing. It was a thing. A squat, ugly horrific beast of a thing. Reason failed her. Intellect fled. She was left with simple nightmare imagery, understood in the most childlike ways. The enormous hunched body of the thing vaguely recalled the shape of a toad. The eyes, there were so many of them, they swam on the end of long, fleshy stalks. And the mouth.
“Oh god….”
The mouth was a giant maw, ringed not just with shark’s teeth but…
The teeth were moving in there, like the teeth of a chainsaw, and instead of a tongue to catch giant flies, the creature lashed out at all around it with some sort of grotesque inner mandible, itself alive with even more fangs and thorns. The thing had tiny arms, reminding her stupidly of the dinosaur models her brother had once liked to build. The leathery little arms seemed withered and useless attached to such an enormous mass of heavy, bloated flesh, but the creature still put them to use. In one set of wicked fore-claws it clutched the limp body of a young man, his torso fearfully torn open. Nguyen shuddered and began to shy away from the awful sight.
She gasped when the creature lifted the twitching form to its mouth and bit down. It was like feeding a human being into a giant wood chipper. Blood and offal exploded across the hardwood floors of the Warat Gallery, painting artworks and furnishings.
Conflicting urges warred within Nguyen. She wanted to run, to scream like everyone around her. She wanted to collapse and fold herself into a ball and close her eyes until it was all over. Instead she simply stood, not moving. Unable to save herself or anyone else. The creature tore its meal apart, while keeping an eye on her. Just one eye, out of so many, but she could feel it looking into her.
Not at her. Into her.
Seeing what was there. Knowing…
The stuttering roar of a machine gun going off next to her head broke the spell. A giant black man in a blue suit had unfolded the wire stock of a Skorpion and braced the snubby little weapon against his expensively tailored shoulder. Framed by his immense bulk, the Czech machine pistol looked like a toy, but the bark was loud and fierce. Her fugue state broken, Agent Nguyen uttered one tiny cry of surprise but then her training kicked in and she was back in her shooter’s stance, her Glock 27 held in both hands. She squeezed the trigger repeatedly, but carefully, taking time to drop the sight back on target after the recoil of every shot.
The S&W Hydra-Shok rounds punched into the center mass of the creature, gouging fist-sized plugs of meat from its hide, but it seemed too far gone in bloody gluttony to care.
Beside her the Skorpion fell quiet as the bodyguard swapped out mags. She kept up a steady rate of fire.
“Thanks,” he said evenly. It was as though she’d held a door open for him or offered him a match for a light. He had to be a private shooter, one of the close protectors they’d been briefed to expect with so many of the one percent in attendance.
More like the one tenth of one percent, Nguyen thought, taking in the bodyguard with her peripheral senses. Killers like this didn’t come cheap. He pushed home a fresh clip and shouldered the weapon again, squeezing off short bursts which raked away even more flesh from the thing, exposing bone work and even glistening innards in one or two places.
At last the creature reacted, throwing aside the remains of its meal and leaping out of the torrent of fire.
This time Agent Nguyen did scream.
It hadn’t jumped away from the gunfire.
It was coming at them.
###
“Holy shit, Dee! Did you see that?”
Comeau crouched at the window, his weapon out, but useless at this distance.
Madigan called back from the next room, “It looked like… Shit. Rudy. I don’t know what it looked like.”
His desire to check the video was so great he had to leave the room. Trinder would fucking skin him if they missed something because he was rewinding the camcorder to confirm that he wasn’t mad, that he’d just seen a monster.
And he had, he was sure of that. It wasn’t a trick or a publicity stunt or some sort of internet prank. He’d seen plenty of those, laughed at them like everyone else. He really liked the Spiderdog one on YouTube. But whatever he’d seen in that gallery was no bullshit prank. He hadn’t even caught just a glimpse of the thing.
No. Special Agent Rudy Comeau had himself a good long look at some honest-to-God comicbook nightmare come to life. He turned and ran from the room, back to Madigan.
“Did you fucking see that? Tell me I’m not crazy, Dee. You saw that, right?”
She was standing at the window, her mouth agape, shaking her head.
“You must have seen it! How could you fucking miss it?”
His voice sounded shrill and needy, but Madigan wasn’t denying what he’d seen. She was struggling to believe her own eyes.
Comeau followed her gaze and found the new kid, Nguyen, standing her ground next to some man mountain, the source of the automatic gunfire he’d heard a moment ago. They poured it on. The hired gun sent one burst after another into the body of the creature which was…
“Oh. Damn.”
It was eating somebody.
The bullets weren’t bouncing off it. They were hitting home and hitting hard. He didn’t know what the bodyguard was packing but Nguyen would have carried a standard load of .40 cal Hydra-Shoks for her piece. He could see the impacts as rounds slammed into the monster, digging bloody plugs out of its carcass, but it was just so damned big it seemed content to wear the damage while it fed.
And then it wasn’t.
“Whoa!”
Comeau stepped back involuntarily as the creature leaped forward. It moved with startling speed for something so big. A long dark blur whipped out of its mouth.
“Oh god,” Madigan breathed.
The tongue or tentacle, or whatever the hell it was, reached out at least six feet and punched into the face of the shooter standing next to Nguyen. His head blew apart like a heavy, rotten piece of fruit dropped from a great height.
“Fuck this,” said Madigan. “We have to get her out of there.”
She drew her weapon and ran for the door.



CHAPTER THREE
Unlike OSCAR, Colonel Karin Varatchevsky knew exactly how many armed security men and women were in the Warat Gallery that night; the correlation of forces, to borrow a phrase from the late and much lamented USSR. The guest list of 180 invitees was top heavy with serious money, not just pretenders with a million here, a million there. Martin Gnoji, if he survived the next few minutes, was predicted by the Wall Street Journal to be worth somewhere between eight and nine billion dollars by the end of the year. Less reputable sites made even more outlandish predictions. Nonetheless there were at least six men and two women in this crowd wealthier than him, and that sort of money didn’t go walking around without protection.
There were sixteen armed escorts in and around the gallery. Karen Warat had hired another five armed men and one female supervisor to secure the venue against everything from beggars and freeloaders, to protestors and even jihadi snatch squads. One of her guests, an Iranian exile, was a touch obsessed with the idea that ISIL planned to kidnap him right here in Manhattan. Of course, her security team had no idea they were, in effect, subcontracting for the Russian GRU, but they were seasoned professionals, all of them ex-military with multiple tours of the worst places in the world. They now worked for Final Solutions, a boutique agency, and she had earlier wondered whether they might provide a tripwire or a few minutes confusion should the FBI come blundering in. Not that she had expected the FBI to come blundering in. Making the Asian woman with the facial tattoo as a federal officer had come as a nasty surprise.
Just before the even nastier surprise which had jumped into her gallery through one of the large rear windows and was, even now, eating poor Fernando from Monocle magazine.
She recognized the flat, dense crack of a Czech Skorpion, fired twice on semi-auto, before the shooter flipped to fully automatic fire. When Karin saw him, she found the tattooed girl standing there too, by the Vietnamese fighting knives display. The man was one of the close protection detail the Uber douches—the share ride app guys—had brought with them. Their guy knew his stuff. He used a pistol shooter grip at first, but took the time to unfold the wire stock when he switched to full auto. The Skorpion was a fire hose for bullets. It would spray them everywhere without a strong stance and anchored base. The Clearance agent—Karin had decided she was almost certainly Clearance, and more of a decoy than anything—stood her ground while all around her panic erupted.
Good for you, she thought. Now get out of my way.
OSCAR’s decoy was blocking her path to the nearest exit, and the…well, whatever that monstr was, squatted astride Karin’s other option: the rear fire escape. The two of them poured fire into the hideous creature, tearing raw, bleeding chunks from its hide.
It’s tattooed hide, she realized, making a connection between the ink on the Asian girl’s face and the swirling patterns of runes and abstract characters which appeared to have been etched all over the creature.
What was that monstrosity?
It had the vague shape of some enormous toad, but only suggested in outline. It seemed as large as a hippo. With gigantic hind legs, possibly for leaping, and forearms which seemed almost withered in contrast. Yet they were strong enough to hold the body of poor Fernando like a child holding a chocolate rabbit at Easter. Greedily. And like a child on a chocolate binge the creature seemed oblivious to all except its feast. It cared not for the screams and chaos around it. Nor even for the bullets chewing into its body.
Not until Uber’s shooter unloaded his clip on full auto.
The creature suddenly leaped forward, tossing aside Fernando’s corpse like a chewed-over chicken wing. Its tongue, or some grotesque limb it kept in its mouth, shot out and Karin had the impression of claws or a fist at the end of the tentacle smashing into the bodyguard’s skull.
His head blew apart, splashing blood and gray matter on the Clearance woman, who screamed but kept firing.
Unfortunately she was firing into the space where the creature had been, not where it was.
Karin saw her chance and went for it. She could not move as quickly as she might like in her heels, and did not dare take them off because of the sharp debris which now littered the floor. But she hurried as best as she could towards the rear of the building where she could make good her escape.
Two more security men arrived to add their fire to the ineffectual efforts of the girl, who had recovered enough to stumble away from the immediate danger. She had taken cover behind a display case and was trying to reload her tiny pistol with shaking hands. Karin, whose own composure had been sorely tested by the last few minutes, felt a flicker of sympathy for her, but not enough to spare her life if she got in the way. As the two hired guns, her own she was pleased to see, opened up with MAC-10s, she picked her way through broken glass and shattered exhibits. Food squished underfoot. Glass crunched.
At least the worst of the crowd crush had dissipated as the surviving guests fled the second floor. There were five bodies down that Karin could see. Two of them apparently killed by gunfire, rather than animal attack. If “animal” wasn’t too prosaic a term for this freak of nature. She hastened past an installation of Japanese lacquered armor, taking care to avoid straying into the line of fire. Now that her guys were on the job, however, bullets weren’t spraying around everywhere. The two Final Solutions operators worked the room in their own very particular way, tag teaming the beast. Never staying in one place long enough to let it choose which was the greater threat. One man pumped out three rounds while the other took cover near OSCAR’s girl. Then they swapped over, as the second shooter encouraged the Federal agent back to her feet and into the fight. They fired and moved. Fired and moved. Passing the assault back and forth between each other. OSCAR’s decoy, heartened by the support, set her features in a hard, thin-lipped mask and blazed away. Her fire control and tactical movement weren’t as good as the two men, but Karin acknowledged her spirit. The samurai whose armor and weapons she threaded through would have approved.
###
Her escape route was open and obvious, a quick turn around a ruined buffet table, past a stand on which rested a sword and tantō from the late Muromachi period, and out through the catering area. She might have made it too, if she hadn’t been wearing a pair of Christian Louboutin’s playfully spiked heels.
They were a favorite pair, and reasonably comfortable for high heels, but not at all suitable for this sort of thing. As yet more weapons opened up on the monstr—assault rifles now, carried by American tactical operators in black coveralls, helmets and body armor—the unnamed and horrible thing which had leaped into her gallery, eaten a perfectly lovely young man from an important magazine and ruined all of her best laid plans, suddenly leaped at her. It was not nearly as fast or agile as before and seemed to be carrying its great wounded bulk as a burden now. Dark and viscous liquids poured from its many wounds, the toxic fluids were foul smelling and even sizzling and steaming a little as they splattered and dripped everywhere.
A blob of the noxious ichor landed on the toe of her shoes and started to bubble and smoke. Less concerned about what she might tread on than the demonic stomach acid which was eating her Loubies, she kicked off first one shoe and then the other.
The abomination crashed down in a tangle of uncoordinated limbs and ruptured flesh, landing partly on the buffet table she had just maneuvered around. Shrimp cocktails and Maltese pastizzi exploded into the air. True to their national character, the Americans were still shooting, pouring torrents of fire into the creature, which was now dangerously close to her. Its grotesque eyes, a forest of them, moving like wave-tossed sea anemone, seemed to float around until they locked on her.
Its mouth, a terrifying maw into which she could imagine her whole body disappearing, opened wide and that bizarre barbed tentacle of a tongue quivered inside. Its teeth, she saw, as her bowels threatened to let go, were moving. Not because it was gnashing them in anticipation of another meal, but because they seemed to run on some sort of track in the creature’s mouth. Like a bandsaw made of shark’s teeth.
The volume of fire increased. Dozens of rounds smacked home, ripping raw wads of meat from the creature and spraying her with its thick, inky blood. She felt the liquid start to burn into her exposed flesh and the pain, high and searing, broke the trance she’d fallen into. A trance that had all but paralyzed her in body and mind as soon as the thing laid its many eyes on her.
She could not run, she knew that. To turn her back on this thing was to invite it to fall on her with that devouring mouth. She could not flee, but nor could she fight. She had no gun and even had she been foolish or desperate enough to attempt unarmed combat, she could tell from the way her skin blistered and burned that she was better off not coming to blows with this thing. Without thinking, without questioning the wisdom or folly of the act, she reached for the only weapon at hand.
###
The sword, a 1549 Nagayuki katana, was literally priceless. Unlike many of the exhibits this evening, it was not for sale. Not at any price—a non-negotiable condition of its display that some of her guests found difficult to accept. They were used to having their every whim and desire fulfilled. Karen had arranged its loan from the owner, a private collector from Scotland. The presence of the invaluable artifact had added to the cachet of the evening and helped to draw in some of the larger, more mainstream media outlets.
Now, it would save her life.
Karin’s hands closed around the grip and she withdrew the long steel from its scabbard. She was no kendo or kenjutsu master, but was familiar with most of the principal sword arts, and she had been an A-rated fencer before disappearing from the Russian Olympic program into an altogether more grueling, less public training regime for the GRU. The katana, named for a line of poetry by Yamanoue no Okura, felt as though it had been forged solely for her. It was beautifully balanced and in its perfect heft she felt a universe of possibilities.
So did the monstr.
Karin felt its attention turn to her and her alone. All of those terrible eyes fell upon her and she staggered a little as though struck physically. The creature, dreadfully wounded, perhaps mortally so, tried to leap at her, its jaws agape. She vaulted sideways, a move she had practiced thousands of times in the training hall, a move which her body performed without thought now. The ghastly tongue shot out, slower than before, and poorly directed. It reached into the space where she had been and shouting her kiai she brought the blade—Ushi to yasashi to—down diagonally right to left, a German longsword technique known as the Zornhau, or “wrathful strike”. The razor sharp steel passed through the creature’s tongue with ease, encountering only a brief moment of resistance. The monstr screeched in pain and outrage; she was certain she could hear it deep inside her head, not just in her ears.
The bodyguards, the tactical operators, and the tattooed girl from OSCAR had stopped shooting. She was too close to the thing, which was still thrashing about. Karin could hear them yelling at her to get out of the way, but she knew that she couldn’t turn her back. She had to finish it now or die. It made as if to leap at her again, but it was so weakened by gunshots and the grisly wound she had given it that it could only stumble forward into the range of her sword again. She whipped the gore-stained blade across and down, severing most of the ghastly eyestalks at their base. It shrieked, a piercing, almost psychic howl that turned her stomach, but not the point of her sword. That she drove deep into the creature’s head through the huge wound she had just opened there.
A stun grenade flashed somewhere nearby and she blanked out for a few seconds.
When she came to she was surprised to find herself on her feet.
She was not surprised to find a dozen Americans in black combat coveralls pointing their weapons at her.



CHAPTER FOUR
When the first confused reports of gunfire had reached his convoy as it rolled on Varatchevsky from 26 Federal Plaza, Supervising Agent Donald Trinder had felt his testicles crawl up into his body. They had quickly dropped again, when he remembered that his jewels were well shielded by the three memos he’d sent, warning that unless the op was run exactly as he said, a disastrous anal clusterfuck was inevitable. And here they were. With their anal cluster well and truly fucked.
Had he been granted the full Tac Ops squad, and armored cars and aerial assets he’d wanted, nay, demanded, they’d have put a bag on Varatchevsky without a moment’s difficulty. The streets would not be full of screaming millionaires and their witless minions. But they were, of course, and as the convoy accelerated, with increasingly confused reports arriving from Overwatch, Trinder had begun to scheme and intrigue at turning what seemed an unmitigated disaster into an unexpected fillip. The FBI would pay. The National Intelligence Assay Group would pay. Echelon would pay. And he, Supervising Agent Donald Trinder of the Office of Special Clearances and Records, would collect.
His surety faltered only slightly when the convoy pulled into the street outside the so-called Warat Gallery, and found the hysterical crowd running about like headless chickens while gunfire flashed and roared from the upper floor. His confidence returned with full force, however, when Overwatch confirmed the presence of the GRU spy on the premises.
Overwatch then tried to confirm the presence of some freaky bullshit that frankly made not a lick of sense at all to Supervising Agent Donald Trinder and he handed off his walkie-talkie to a convenient underling. He knew what he needed to know. Varatchevsky had not escaped. And his young protégé, Agent Nguyen had apparently got the critical shots in.
###
Trinder stood in the wreckage on the ground floor of the art gallery and found himself strangely satisfied with this disastrous clusterfuck.
Oh, he knew he was in a tight spot. Curses, gunshots, and various unidentifiable but God-awful bangs and loud noises sounded directly overhead. But this was hardly his fault. The higher-ups had not heeded his warnings, had they? The Bureau had not given him the resources he’d insisted were absolutely necessary to deal with a woman as dangerous as Colonel Varatchevsky. Assay Group had not authorized the Track Two assets within OSCAR that he had been demanding for two years. Echelon, as always, hadn’t even acknowledged his emails. And now, look at this mess.
It wasn’t even a rhetorical mess. It was an actual goddamned real-world shambles. Dead civilians. First responders everywhere, none of them inclined to take orders from him. Media closing in like starving bottom feeders. Crazy talk on the secure comms. God only knew how many freelance shooters running around blowing their wads all over his area of operations. And…and…was that Agent Comeau out of his suit jacket and most assuredly not at his goddamned post?
Trinder was about to begin the ritual humiliation of his underling for such a flagrant violation of operational procedure and dress code when a single piercing scream reached him through the tumult from the second floor. It was followed in short order by even more gunfire and the appearance of the FBI’s Special Agent Preston. Mr Preston had just returned from the second floor, whey-faced and incoherent, babbling nonsense and hogwash of an order to distract Supervising Agent Trinder from the important business of maintaining appropriate grooming standards amongst his underlings.
Trinder filed Comeau away for later action, stomping through the debris and destruction on the ground floor, grabbing a shotgun from an FBI man who merely stared at him with the vacant intensity of someone lost in a hypnotic state. Trinder marched towards a large spiral staircase which would lead him upstairs to his quarry.
Colonel Ekaterina Varatchevsky.
“Yes, she was still up there,” Preston had mumbled. And that meant Trinder would prevail. No matter what the blowback, he would sail through it.
###
Stepping around a screaming woman and the expensively suited man attending her near the top of the staircase, Donald Trinder emerged into Hell. As shambolic as the ground floor had been, with overturned displays and tables, this was worse. Like the aftermath of a frat house party on a devil-worshipping liberal arts campus. He immediately noted the untended corpses, the crawling and crying wounded, the smashed tables and ruined art. His quick professional gaze took in the number of shooters—twelve—and the figure of the hostile GRU agent, armed, with a long samurai sword.
And Jabba the Hutt.
That was his immediate and thus truest response. Colonel Varatchevsky had somehow smuggled into her bogus art gallery a giant talking blob of snot from a galaxy a long time ago and far, far away.
The impression lasted only a moment before the scene resolved itself. The creature, which he would later learn was a Threshrend Superiorae of the Qwm Sect, was obviously wounded. Gravely so. The shooting had stopped. Perhaps because the Russian woman seemed to be in some sort of intimate face-off with the thing—if it could be said to have a face. Its head seemed mostly to consist of jaws that reminded Trinder of movie posters from his childhood. For the film of the same name.
And eyes. Lots of eyes on stalks.
Like a snail’s eyes, he thought, in a weirdly detached moment. Part of him wanted to bring the muzzle of the shotgun around and pump round after round into the monster. And that was the only word for it. Monster. A thing from the nightmares and terrors of childhood.
But the impulse was mechanical. A mindless firing of muscle memory rather than an act of will. His will to do anything seemed to have deserted him. Instead, like the others, the tactical operators and bodyguards and Agent Nguyen, Supervising Agent Donald Trinder watched as the GRU agent performed some strangely ritualistic pantomime which seemed half duel and half dance. Some of them called to her to get out of the way, but their cries were flat and lacking in urgency.
Varatchevsky had retrieved a long sword from somewhere. Some dead samurai’s weapon, Trinder assumed. She knew how to use a sword. He knew that. Her file had included quite detailed information about the Olympic program in which she had been placed after talent spotters identified her as a prospect for a medal. Gymnastics first, and later fencing.
Trinder found himself pondering the details of Ekaterina Varatchevsky’s childhood, even though to do so was a form of neurosis. Madness, even. He couldn’t help himself. It was as though some external force compelled him to ignore the immediate danger and insanity and lose himself in contemplation of bureaucratic minutiae.
He might have done just that. Standing there immobile for hours, lost in his thoughts which seemed to tumble one after the other down deeper and darker rabbit holes. Instead he was shaken from his reverie by another scream, this time not of terror but of defiance. A war shout. From Varatchevsky.
She had moved quickly, with easy grace, as one might expect of somebody trained through their childhood years in the sporting disciplines chosen for her. The alien creature’s tongue shot out, a thick, ugly protuberance which looked like it was covered in thorns and barbed wire, and she dodged to one side before slicing clean through it. He shuddered in sympathy with the creature. Almost as if he felt a reflection of its pain and shock. The sensation, disturbing and even a little sick-making, passed quickly.
Varatchevsky had closed with the animal and another blurring stroke took off the top of its head, severing that disgusting nest of eyestalks. The creature did shriek this time. A hideous scraping sound like a million fingernails on a giant blackboard. Trinder felt it in his meat. He saw the convulsion that shook his own flesh pass over the others. Everyone except the Russian who had somehow leaped high into the air to sink her long steel blade down deep into the skull of Jabba the Hutt.
A stun grenade went off.
Or a giant flash gun.
Or a coronal mass ejection from the surface of the sun, traveling through space at relativistic velocities and slamming into that room at just that moment.
Something like that, thought Trinder as he staggered and fell forward.
###
Agent Nguyen lived clean. She did not drink, smoke, take drugs or indulge in deep-fried carbs or sweet, sweet bakery treats. She made sure to have her seven glasses of water every day, to lift weights three times a week and maintain a regimen of high intensity interval training. She ate her greens. She was young and fit and did not stay up late watching television.
She recovered from the white-out a few seconds before anyone else, including the Russian spy, Varatchevsky. For the second time in less than five minutes, Shosanna Nguyen found herself climbing up off the floor, checking the load in her weapon and reorienting herself in a world that seemed to have tipped off its axis and gone spinning away into madness. Her fellow agents and operators were all down. The bodyguards too, although one of them was at least half conscious, like her.
Varatchevsky, the reason they were all here, was slumped against the corpse of the Swamp Thing. That’s what Agent Nguyen’s febrile mind had settled on as a placeholder until she had further and better information. Colonel Varatchevsky, who was quickly coming around, had killed the Swamp Thing, and a flashbang had gone off or a light had exploded and in a few seconds the most dangerous woman in New York would surely gather her wits and be gone.
Nguyen took a deep breath and squeezed her eyes tight, willing her balance and clarity to return.
“Too bad the second most dangerous bitch in the Big Apple beat you to it,” the Clearance agent croaked at the dead monster, as she forced herself into action. She felt remarkably better for doing so.
“Federal agents!” Nguyen shouted, pleased with how strong her voice sounded. A hell of a lot stronger than anybody else in that room right then, including Supervising Agent Trinder who was grunting and struggling for breath as he heaved himself to his feet. He’d faceplanted into a tray of food and his good suit was ruined.
That more than anything gave Nguyen what she needed to take charge. She wouldn’t want to be on his bad side now.
“Colonel Varatchevsky,” she shouted, “I will shoot. Step away from the…from the Swamp Thing,” she finished, still not knowing what to call the half-headless obscenity with a big-ass sword stuck in its cabbage. Varatchevsky, who seemed punch-drunk, staggered and toppled away, the sword going with her. But even as she stumbled, she too regained her balance. Nguyen could see it, and was a little freaked out by how fast the woman was recovering.
She squeezed off a single warning shot from her weapon, putting it into the roof. The report sounded painfully loud in the quiet which had enveloped the room. It also got Varatchevsky’s attention. The Russian blinked twice and found her focus, the muzzle of Nguyen’s handgun. Just like that, she was back. Her shoulders lifted and then dropped as she sighed. A ghost of a smile played across her features.
“Nice work, kid,” she said, and then in Russian, “А дело бывало—и коза волка съедала.”
“What?” Nguyen said, careful not to get any closer to the woman, who still had the sword gripped loosely in her right hand. The blade was dark with blood. Or what she presumed was blood.
Trinder appeared at her elbow, grinning and holding a shotgun on the Russian. “She said, ‘It’s happening,’ Agent Nguyen. ‘A goat is eating up a wolf.’ Or something like that. My colloquial Russian is rusty.”
He swayed a little on his feet but his aim was rock solid. It never shifted from Varatchevsky’s center mass.
“Good work,” he added and despite the weird banality of it, she thrilled to the compliment. She was not long with OSCAR but the ill temper of the senior supervising agent was legendary, and he had plenty to be ill of temper about this evening. Thankfully, not her.
“This isn’t on me,” said Varatchevsky. Her smile as she indicated the corpse of the enormous and inexplicable Swamp Thing was unexpected and even disarming. Her accent held not a trace of its origins.
Nguyen settled deeper into her shooter’s stance.
“Drop the weapon,” she said flatly.
More of the tactical ops guys were back on their feet, and they brought their weapons to bear too. A private gun, one of Varatchevsky’s mercenary hires for sure, looked from his employer to Trinder who didn’t even bother to show him ID.
“Fancy some time in Egypt, son?” Trinder asked offhandedly. “The security service there, the Mabahith Amn ad-Dawla, they do a damn fine line in the sort of torture the courts just won’t let me enjoy here.”
“Stupid judgey courts,” said Nguyen, getting into her sidekick role, but never taking her eyes or her aim off Varatchevsky.
The bodyguard allowed himself one plaintive look at the Russian but she smiled that strangely soothing smile again.
“It’s okay, Tony. I paid in advance. Go on. You can have the rest of the night off. Oh and nice work,” she added, inclining her head toward the Swamp Thing.
The security man let his gun fall as he backed away towards the spiral staircase. A few halting steps at first, and then he spun around and ran, taking the risers two or three at a time on the way down.
“I believe Agent Nguyen instructed you to lay down your weapon, Colonel,” Trinder said, grinning as though he expected her to refuse. As though he wanted her to.
But she shrugged and lay down the sword.
“Step away from the pig sticker, now, if you would,” he said, before barking at one of the FBI guys. “You. Clear that weapon.”
The man waited until Varatchevsky had moved back, her hands in the air. He shouldered his assault rifle and advanced on her with a pistol drawn. He was about to kick the sword aside when Trinder said, “Just pick it up.”
He did.
Then he screamed.



CHAPTER FIVE
It was almost funny. The decoy had her cold. The little half-caste Asian Miss with the bad henna tattoo messing up her pretty face. The one Karin had made as soon as she’d laid eyes on her. She was the only one on her feet, the only one doing her job—and that included Colonel Ekaterina Varatchevsky of the Main Intelligence Directorate of the Russian Federation.
Karin had blacked but she didn’t think it had lasted very long, a few seconds at most—but long enough. When she regained her senses the decoy had a gun on her and the other Americans were quickly coming to. More and more guns were pointing at her, although the Asian girl’s Glock 27 was probably enough on its own. She’d shown herself willing to pull that trigger when she’d pumped a couple of magazines into…
Superiorae Pr’chutt un Theshrendum un Qwm.
As soon as the name occurred to her in the strange unknown tongue, in a language she now spoke fluently, Karin’s thoughts fell back to her native language.
“Cuchka derganaya!”
Crazy bitch!
She’d given this thing a name now?
No. She had taken its name into herself.
A Threshrend daemon of the rank superiorae, in the sect of Qwm.
“Cuchka derganaya,” she said again, as if repeating the truth would make it less so.
“Colonel Varatchevsky,” the decoy shouted, “I will shoot. Step away from the…from the Swamp Thing.”
From the dead Threshrendum, you mean?
Karin’s head swam as she stepped, or really sort of fell away from…Superiorae Pr’chutt un Theshrendum un Qwm.
The Clearance agent fired a warning shot into the thick hardwood beams of the roof. The solitary blast actually helped Karin focus again. She was regaining her cool with surprising speed.
“Nice work, kid,” she said, smiling at the American, willing her to calm down. It was like she could sense the waves of confusion and fear coming off the young woman, and underneath them the effort it took her to maintain her calm and concentration. Karin had to acknowledge that. The decoy did good, as these buffoons would say. The goat was eating the wolf, and she said so, as much to herself as to her captor.
Another American recovered and joined the tattooed half-breed. He was a mess, covered in food, probably from some tray of hors-d’oeuvres he’d fallen on. He grinned like a timber wolf though, and Karin soon recognized him through the shrimp cocktail sauce as he translated for his agent.
“A goat is eating up a wolf. Or something like that. My colloquial Russian is rusty.”
His Russian was fine. Indeed, it was exceptional.
Donald Trinder.
So it was OSCAR then. Not the FBI or Echelon. If the FBI had come for her, Trinder would have been some anonymous bureaucrat in an off-the-rack suit. Were this an Echelon op, she would likely have been disappeared well out of public view. But the presence of Trinder confirmed her first suspicion.
Clearance. Much worse than the feebs. Not quite as bad as falling into the web of Echelon’s dark Spider-Queen Caitlin Monroe. The Clearance agent ordered her to drop the weapon, by which Karin imagined she meant the katana she still held. She’d all but forgotten it, as though it had grown from the end of her arm many years before.
One of the operators from Final Solutions was back on his feet, and looking as though he’d woken up in the wrong bed. She could almost feel his confusion.
No. She actually could feel it when she looked at him. His name was Tony Keel. An Englishman, ex Royal Marine. He looked to her for orders, for clarification. His supervisor, Clarissa van der Hoeff, was of no use. Most of her body lay facedown near the rear window where the monstr had forced its entry. But now Keel was just as confused and unsettled by the arrival and threats of Trinder as he was by…
Pr’chutt un Theshrendum un Qwm.
Karin wondered what Keel would do if she barked a command at him to shoot them all down, and part of her knew he would do exactly as he was told. However, there were so many firearms pointed at her now that any sudden movements or noises would serve only to get her killed.
“It’s okay, Tony,” she smiled, dismissing him.
Trinder repeated the order for her to lay down the sword, pointedly addressing Karin by her military rank when he did so. She looked into his eyes and understood that he wanted her to resist, to try and escape. She carefully lowered the gore-covered weapon to the ruined floor and took a few steps away from it. At this point in an American movie, as her would-be captors relaxed just fractionally, she would produce two guns from somewhere within her cocktail dress and unload a scarcely credible amount of automatic fire upon them.
But all she was armed with now were her wits, and they had been dulled by the events of the last few minutes. She raised her hands and stepped back from the Nagayuki katana. Trinder ordered one of the tactical operators forward to secure it. The operator looked as though he was about to kick the ancient weapon to one side, and she wondered whether he might inadvertently toe it back within her reach. Again, in a movie she would perform some trick, nimbly kicking the sword into the air and carving a path to freedom through the growing ranks of heavily armed men and women.
In the real world she carefully took another step back away from the man and the weapon.
“Just pick it up,” Trinder said.
The man did and then screamed as his arm fell off, blood fountaining out under pressure.
Karin was as stunned as anyone. Her double take would have been comical had she been able to see her own face. But she could see the faces of the Americans, a horrified tableau of shock, incomprehension and sudden animal fear. The man had screamed more in surprise and violation than pain, she thought, and the idea was not distant and abstract. It was intimate, and again she realized that she knew his feelings, not by guess or intuition, but much more intimately. As though shared between them on some unknown level.
The connection dropped out as the man fainted, blood still gushing from the clean-cut stump of his severed forearm.
And just as she had felt his fright and horrified amazement, she now felt the surging flood of raw emotion from the others in the room, much of it swirling and churning in panic and disorientation, but not all. She tasted hot and bitter iron in her mouth, felt acid roiling in her stomach, and her hands balling into fists. But these sensations were not hers, they radiated, like a burning heat, from Trinder, and Karin Varatchevsky began to fall to her left long before she understood that her fists were not clenching—that was the feeling of Trinder’s hands closing around the stock of his shotgun and his index finger squeezing the trigger.
She did not need to look at the muzzle to know he had it lined up on the center of her chest. She did not have to tell herself to dive out of the line of fire. Time stretched as it will in these moments—the body turbo-charging itself, the senses accelerating, everything outside the warm and cozy world of subjective existence slowing to half speed, and then slowing even more.
The dark, black hole of the shotgun muzzle turned white with the contained explosion of super-heated gases and the swarm of deadly tungsten pellets that rode within it. Karin felt hot claws raking at her shoulder and upper arm. Her cheek and one ear stung wickedly. But she was still moving, still breathing, still diving when Trinder racked the slide and pulled on the trigger a second time. She was moving so quickly that the second shell spat its contents through empty air, save for one pellet which she felt as a distinct puncture in her left calf.
Karin landed in a judo roll. The most basic of the break falls she had first learned in gymnastics class, and then practiced an unknowable number of times in the training halls of the GRU. She had dived, without thinking, toward the katana, which lay next to the severed arm. This was another maneuver practiced again and again in her childhood—diving and rolling on ribbons and batons in the gymnasium—and then with even greater focus and intent as a young woman in training, when Spetsnaz instructors dropped knives and guns on hard concrete floors, barking at her to pick them up mid-roll, and kicking her when she failed.
She did not fail now, gathering the katana, diving and rolling again to pick up the long, lacquered scabbard, and coming up out of the second roll, partly shielded by the bulk of the dead Threshrend. Shotgun pellets ground against torn meat in her shoulder. She expected her injured leg to shriek and possibly even collapse under her weight as she prepared herself to override the body’s natural mechanisms. But Karin found her feet without stumbling. In fact, the pain in her leg and shoulders was fading so quickly she wondered whether she had imagined it.
There was no imagining what happened next though. Karin Varatchevsky lived it and then relived it repeatedly for the next few days, trying to understand the inexplicable.
She took off at a sprint, not thinking, just giving herself over to the flight reaction of her oldest, most primal instincts. There could be no fighting this enemy, and not this many of them. She was overmatched, outgunned, unarmed save for the edged metal artifact she had dived for without conscious thought. Her way clear stood open as it had before; a dash to the rear fire escape. She was aware that Trinder would have more agents closing off that avenue down on the street, but it was marginally more open than any path she might try to cut through the Americans up here.
As she started to run she remembered her feet, now bare, and then ignored the pain as she trod on a broken wineglass. The glass crunched underfoot, jagged slivers sliding into her flesh, oddly painless after the initial sting. Annoying, like a stone in a shoe, but nothing worse.
The Americans opened up, but their fire seemed lazy, as though the shooters were half asleep and reacting slowly. She had the unmistakable impression of the fire falling behind her, as though she were a bird, a fast one, and the hunter had forgotten to lead the shot. Her back muscles tensed, as she expected to be shredded by gunfire at any moment. But she made the corner where a small corridor led away to the catering kitchen. Leaping over the body of Clarissa van der Hoeff, she landed on the balls of her bare feet, clutching the sword and sheath as bullets cracked past behind her.
Karin ran down the narrow hallway, dodging around a waitress cowering against the wall, and a slow-moving man in a suit emerging from the kitchen. A very slow-moving man. His face was a droll study in surprise when he saw her, but everything on it, the widening O of his mouth, the eyebrows climbing his forehead, they all moved with studied lack of haste. It was like watching a video on half speed, except that she was in the video and running in fast forward.
The man, another Federal agent, had been advancing with a pistol in a two-handed grip, but pointed down at the floor. He was raising the weapon now, but with no more speed than his sluggish facial reactions suggested. Karin dodged to her left, using the hard scabbard to sweep aside his nearest arm. She felt his bones break. Both of them, radius and ulna. The dull shock on his face as it drained of color spread no more quickly than his previous expression. She hip-checked him on the way past and he crashed into the wall and then she knew…
The world had not slowed down.
She had sped up.
###
The kitchenette was empty and remained in good order compared to the turmoil out in the gallery. A tray of braised Sardinian lamb rib sliders stood ready to be distributed. The microwave was beeping incessantly, but not slowly, she noted as she reseated the katana in its scabbard. She had no time to ponder the weirdness piling upon the madness of the night. A gun fired and plaster dust fell on her head. She knew without looking that the agent she’d knocked aside and injured was shooting at her. Badly. But all he needed was one lucky shot. She knew because…he knew this.
Karin had set herself to shoulder through the door onto the fire escape, but it was open already, probably to let out the heat of the tiny kitchen, and allow the two chefs to sneak out for a smoke. They were nowhere to be seen now.
A bullet struck the brushed metal door of the fridge, sounding like a hammer on a hollow anvil. She charged through the fire escape, ready to run through anyone out there, but the old metal stairs were empty. They were also hard on her bare feet, but not nearly as hard as they should have been, she thought, as she hammered down them.
The alley flashed and roared with gunfire, but as before it was strangely slow and sporadic. And just as poorly aimed. Trusting her instincts, Karin vaulted the safety rail while she was still ten or twelve feet up from the ground. As she dropped through the warm air she told herself it was no different from the ten thousand dismounts she’d performed as a child. She also imagined herself coming down poorly, a slightly turned foot landing badly and her ankles shattering in a terrible, crippling eruption of broken bone and torn skin.
She landed perfectly, the sword still in her left hand.
There were two cars in the laneway, identical black SUVs.
She felt Trinder’s agents lock in on her. Felt their confusion and lack of clear intent as a real, subjective truth. Like her own hunger. She was suddenly, wildly, ravenously hungry. She hadn’t eaten much before the opening. The cut of the Stella McCartney dress she had ruined left no room—not even for a single cocktail onion.
A crazed, irrational part of her wanted to fly back up the fire escape and into the kitchen to scoop up a double handful of those braised rib sliders. It seemed almost as important as dodging these pindosi of Trinder’s.
Almost as important, but not quite.
“Federal agents!” they yelled. They always did.
And again she perceived their resolve hardening, their bewilderment dissipating. But she could still taste that underlying confusion, actually feel it somewhere inside her. It had weight. It had mass, and…possibilities. It was a real thing and the more she thought about it, the greater its weight felt to her. The more too, she believed she could pick up whatever this feeling was and wield it like a sword.
She launched herself forward, drawing the katana. It was just like before, when she could feel Trinder’s need to pull that trigger on her. Feel his murderous intent as if the hands holding that shotgun were hers. She had that same feeling now, coming from one of the Americans ahead of her. A woman. She stood out in the dark like a glowing ember in a hearth at the end of the night. Where her comrades were undone by their lack of will, by their confusion and even their fear, this one had a will of iron and she was exercising it right now.
Karin leaped to her right a fraction of a second before the woman pulled the trigger on her handgun, rapidly pumping out three shots. When she had avoided the woman whose single-mindedness burned with dull heat, she moved towards the weakest link in the cordon standing between her and freedom. A police officer, in uniform, panicking like a child who has jumped into a pool and found there is nothing beneath his feet but cold and inky depths.
Raising the katana for a one-handed stroke which would open him from shoulder to belly, she bellowed her kiai, which had the effect—she was actually aware of it—of completely paralyzing the man. Karin Varatchevsky did not kill him. She spared his life out of consideration for herself. She had not yet killed any of the Americans and putting one down at this point would do nothing to aid her. It would merely guarantee a more determined response by their security services and needlessly complicate any negotiations for her eventual exchange, should they indeed capture her. Instead of executing the killing stroke she drove a knee into the man as she sped past him. And speed past she did. Karin knew now that she moved with animal swiftness and, although the source of her speed remained a mystery to her, she was resolved to use it to the fullest advantage.
The police officer doubled over. All of the air rushed out of him with a loud oof, and he started to collapse. Karin shoved him into the next man along. A Clearance agent most likely, given his suit and body armor. The cop’s feet left the road surface as he flew into the agent and the tangle of their bodies and limbs as they crashed together created enough confusion and cover for her to leap—yes, actually leap—over the nearest SUV, surprising even herself.
She had cleared greater heights in training as a child and a teen, but she weighed more now and it had been many years since she had spent any serious time in gymnastics training. Still, Karin sailed up and over the SUV with a lot of clear air beneath her feet.
Feet which were not bleeding, or even hurting now. 
She landed lightly on the far side, hearing the shouts and protests of the American pindosi. She was not yet free, though. She knew that well enough. There would be many more agents and police officers, and she had probably just breached one ring of their trap.
Eighth Avenue lay ahead of her, wide open and brightly inviting.
She started towards it but ducked into the first open door she passed, the rear entrance to a Thai restaurant.
The kitchenhands reacted with some surprise to her entrance, but not as much as should attend a gore-splattered woman in haute couture wielding a samurai sword. Some shouting, some clanking of pots and pans, abuse, swearing, but no move by any of them to abandon their places in the production line. There could be no delay in getting the kao pad pu to the tables.
Karin ran through the kitchen and out into the restaurant. She was moving fast, but not nearly as quickly as she had been. The room was too crowded for that. She grabbed a handful of barbecued chicken on wooden skewers from a table as she passed, ignoring the protests of the family whose starter she’d just stolen. A waiter who tried to stop her went flying backward at the touch of an elbow and after that nobody got in her way. She emerged onto W 28th Street and immediately locked onto a hipster about to start his motor scooter. He was carrying a plastic bag laden down with tubs of takeout food. She could smell every dish and saliva jetted into her mouth, forcing her to spit.
She ran up to the man and kicked him from his seat.
“Sorry,” she said. “I need your ride. And your dinner.”



CHAPTER SIX
Karin ditched the scooter a few minutes later. It was too hot and she needed to change her appearance and her transport, fast. Warrants, alerts and bulletins would all be screaming for Karen Warat, last seen riding a stolen moped, the remnants of her evening gown streaming behind her. The safe house on the upper west side was too far away to risk running there in the open.
She headed towards a dive bar near the Javits Center, down by the river. She had her eye on one in particular: Dougie’s, a favorite of the couriers who delivered and picked up at the gallery. There were a couple of larger motorcycles parked outside. Real bikes. Not stupid American choppers, but solid Japanese rides. Reliable, anonymous.
She had to wait in the shadows of an alley across the street, biding her time until a man about her height, with a thin and wiry build emerged from the bar, alone. He was mounting up when she stage-tumbled from the alleyway and called out to him.
“Help me. Please.”
He looked around, possibly noting that there were no other people on the streets nearby.
His head tipped to one side and Karin fell to her knees.
She soon heard his heavy boots hammering on the tarmac.
“Hey lady? You okay? You need help?” he asked.
“Rape,” she said in a breaking voice. Not feeling guilty about it. Nor about what she did next. It was all necessary.
As the good Samaritan leaned over her, Karin raised her arms to him, like a child reaching for its parent, needing to be lifted up. He knelt over her and she smelled cigarettes on his breath, and bourbon and cola—and then underneath them, peanuts, fried potato skins, a breath mint, coffee and pizza. She realized with a start that she could parse out each particular odor. Something else to ignore as her hands shot out like a striking cobra, taking a cross grip on the collar of the man’s riding jacket and scissoring the neck closed. The rider squawked and struggled, but he was the child now. She could tell he had a wiry strength and there seemed very little body fat on him beneath the riding leathers, but she had no more trouble controlling him than she would a small boy. She choked him out in less than ten seconds. It was not just years of training and the application of good technique. She was strong. Much stronger than him. Much stronger than she had ever been, even during the most extreme periods of her earlier training.
A truck drove past but did not slow.
Nobody emerged from the bar.
The courier stopped resisting and slumped down on her. She dragged the unconscious man into the darkness of the alleyway and stripped him. The boots were a size too big for her, but she put them on anyway, stopping for a moment to examine her feet. Another mystery. They were uncut. Indeed they were flawless, as though she had recently enjoyed an expensive pedicure. Karin’s mouth was dry and her heart beat quickly as she changed. This was nothing. Just another data point to consider when she had time, and right now she did not. She still had to make good her exit from this part of the city.
The motorcycle leathers fitted her well enough, a little long in the pants, a little roomy across the shoulder, but not so much that anyone would notice. She collected her sword and fashioned a crude sling from strips of her ruined dress. The weapon sat comfortably on her back under the slightly oversized jacket, only the grip and guard poking up through the collar. It would have to do. She could not conceive of leaving the sword behind. She was unsure why not but it seemed important to have it with her.
Karin left the man without a backward glance, near-naked and stretched out in the street. She walked across the road to the big Yamaha he had been about to start. She looked nothing like the art gallery owner OSCAR was chasing. The key was still in the bike’s ignition.
###
Karin rode to the address she’d been sent, safely cloaked in the leathers of the motorcycle courier, her face and long blonde hair hidden inside his helmet. There were a noticeable number of police cars speeding through the city’s road network, all of them with sirens blaring and lights flashing. Karin rode conservatively, never drawing attention to herself. The safe house was an apartment on the second floor of a three-story walk-up on West 75th, just off Amsterdam. She did not know the arrangements for the property—which front company owned it, to what uses the other floors were put if any—and she had no need to know. The coded message on her BlackBerry had directed her to this place and she trusted in her superiors and their organization. Were any place in Manhattan able to be called safe for her right now, this old brownstone was it.
She parked the bike in among a pod of other motorcycles outside an Italian restaurant across the street. The smell of cooking meat, of garlic and oil, made her dizzy. Resisting the bizarre urge to march into another restaurant kitchen and start laying around her with violence until someone fed her, she memorized the tag on the motorcycle instead. Field controllers would see to the disposal before morning, probably using some criminal gang as a cut out. Carrying her Thai food as though home from a dull day at the office, Karin walked up the front steps and used a key code embedded in the text message to gain entry. Another key code gave her access to the second floor apartment. It was unoccupied; the whole building was.
She shut the door behind her, shrugged off the jacket and unslung the katana. She leaned the sword up against the entry hall table and was about to turn on the lights when she realized that she didn’t really need them. There was enough light from the street lamps outside to see what she was doing.
And then she knew that there wasn’t. The curtains were drawn. Thick, heavy drapes that blocked out most of the street lights’ illumination. She was able to see in what must be near complete dark as though dusk was only then falling.
This of all things brought her undone.
Karin swayed and collapsed against the wall, sliding down and landing on her butt. Her head swirled with images of the night and she felt as though she might throw up, except she had nothing to disgorge. The smell of the cooling Thai food made her stomach growl and, in spite of the nausea, she reached for it, peeling off the lids and scooping out the noodles and meat and rice with her filthy hands. They were sticky with gore but she did not care. She was starving and now that the prospect of eating was before her, she could not stop herself. She finished the stolen meal and slowly climbed to her feet looking for the kitchen, refusing to think about anything else.
It was down the hall, past two bedrooms and a spacious lounge area. Karin instinctively searched for a light switch, and winced at the painful discomfort when the LEDs came on. It was like staring into the sun. She was about to turn them off again but her eyes adjusted quickly. She blinked away a few tears and opened the refrigerator, a large double door unit. It was abundantly stocked with meat, fruit and vegetables. The salad items were fresh enough that she knew a caretaker must have been in during the last twenty-four hours. The lettuce leaves were crisp. Use-by dates on the milk cartons were a fortnight from expiring. There were also freeze-dried rations in the cupboards but she took all the fresh protein—a half leg of ham, a plate of rare and thinly sliced roast beef, and a packet of Canadian salmon—ignoring everything else.
This time she washed her hands before eating, using a squirt of dishwashing liquid at the sink. The Thai food had sated only a little of the terrible hunger she had been feeling, a quite horrifying hunger in fact. She grimaced at the sticky organic coating on her fingers and hands and wondered, as it came off under the running faucet, why it had not burned her skin like it had her shoes.
But her skin had burned, hadn’t it? The blood of that creature—the Threshrend—had sizzled and smoked on her skin at the very first touch. She recalled the burning sensation with a shudder. That shit would have stripped the flesh from her bones, given time. But it hadn’t. It had stopped hurting when…
When she had slain Pr’chutt un Theshrendum un Qwm.
Karin Varatchevsky closed her eyes. Not ready to deal with…with what?
She wasn’t even ready to contemplate that either. Carrying the ham bone by the thin end of the hock she searched out the bathroom and turned on the shower. She would eat while she cleaned herself. And then she would ponder the mysteries and horrors of the evening.
###
The shower helped. It helped so much that she ran a bath, collected the rest of her second—or was it her third?—dinner, and ate a long slow supper in the steaming hot water. There was a bottle of Stolichnaya in the freezer and she took that into the bathroom as well, pouring herself a stiff shot and throwing it back to wash down a mouthful of smoked salmon. It helped too, and on the basis that more of a good thing could only be better, she repeated the dose. After three double shots of thick, sub zero vodka she stopped, not because she was getting drunk, but because she was not.
It could not be that she had eaten so much. No amount of food could soak up the alcohol she had just slammed down. But she had only a slight buzz on, that was all. Her hunger pangs having abated for the first time in hours, she slowed her ravenous consumption of protein and waited for the drink to take effect. To take the edge off. Perhaps then she could examine the events of the night without cutting herself.
But the slight buzz faded quickly.
Karin frowned. She was a good Russian, and a good drinker with it, or because of it, if you like. She could take a belt, but she also knew the fine calibrations of her capacity to drink, and she should be getting drunk by now. Not actually drunk, just getting there. She narrowed her eyes, holding the bottle of Stoli out in front of her in the bath. It had not been watered down. It was as pure and as potent as ever, but it seemed to have no effect on her other than maybe helping to ease her hunger, which was ridiculous. She took a swig right from the neck this time, not bothering to pour a measure into the crystal glass she had been using. The vodka had warmed a little in the steamy bathroom, but it was still beautifully chilled and frost-burned her throat as it went down.
She slugged the equivalent of three or four shots and waited. Again. A slight buzz then nothing. It was like drinking sugar water—without the sugar rush. The taste had not changed and she almost up-ended the whole bottle down her throat, but stopped herself at the last moment. That would be madness. Even a Russian could not take such a drink. It would kill her. She put the bottle aside, ate the last of the salmon and refused to think about anything. It was important to let her body and her mind decompress. They had both been under enormous and crushing stresses this evening.
She meditated, focusing by recalling in exact detail the fencing routine she had been practicing when the three representatives of the Russian Olympic Committee had come calling on her small, rundown training hall in Volgograd.
She had taken up fencing as an escape from the grueling demands of gymnastics training, and because Sergei, the rather good-looking brother of her friend Miryam, had promised to show her some moves. He was a regional champion and had the most divine green eyes.
Sergei had borrowed, or stolen, a few ping-pong balls. Probably stolen. Karin remembered him tying a length of string around one of the tiny plastic balls before hanging it from the ceiling. Standing with her fencing foil in hand, she waited for the ball, now level with her sternum, to become motionless. With a deep breath she exhaled and lunged. Her right foot glided forward as her left leg thrust her body forward. Gravity lowered her center of mass until the right sole slapped the concrete floor. And Sergei was there, pressed up against her, his arms around her arms, his hips brushing hers.
“Like this,” he said.
Forearm and foil extended in attack until the tip tapped the ping-pong ball, pushing it in a perfect arc, straight out. Karin recovered and lunged again, catching the ball just as it centered itself.
Lunge, extend, attack, tap ball, repeat. Lunge, extend, attack, tap ball, repeat.
“Form first,” Sergei said, his breath warm in her ear, causing blood to rush to her neck and face. “With good form, speed will follow.”
Recall like this, deep-diving into her memory, worked surprisingly well to block out more recent and traumatic events, until Karin grasped just how much detail she was able to recall. It was as though, lying in that bath in New York, she could fold time and step through into the training hall itself. She could smell the liniment and old sweat, feel the pinch of the slightly too tight training slippers on her growing feet. The foil in her hand, the heat from the naked bulbs hanging low overhead—they were all as real to her as the water in which she lay, and the wet handtowel she’d placed over her eyes. Ekaterina Varatchevsky seemed not just to recall her distant past, but to relive it, in situ. Sergei’s breath on her neck. His stiffening cock pressing into her thigh. The way she wiggled back into him. God! Were she to leave the hall she could walk all the way home, knock on the door of her parents’ apartment and find them still alive and…
She sat up quickly, swearing.
“Eto mnye do huya!”
But she did give a fuck. She had to. Something strange and terrible was happening in the world. And to her.



CHAPTER SEVEN
There was a Sig Sauer pistol and three spare mags in the main bedroom, secured in a small safe with five thousand dollars. The safe used the same key code as the apartment. She left the money in the vault, but placed the gun and reloads on the small nightstand next to the bed. Karin was exhausted but found she could not sleep until she had retrieved the sword from the entry hall. That was weird, but no weirder, she smiled bleakly, than anything else this evening.
She knew she would have to confront the reality of what had happened. Not just…the Threshrend. She forced herself to say the name of the beast. But also the fact of her discovery and near capture by the Americans. Two extreme situations, one of which she was well trained to face. The other…she shook her head as it hit the pillow.
It was too much, but at least she was not alone in having witnessed the impossible. More than a hundred people had seen…
Pr’chutt un Threshrendum
…smash its way into her gallery and eat a number of New York’s elite inhabitants. There would be images of the thing all over the internet by now. All over the world. Other people could worry about that. She would worry about getting away from Agent Trinder.
She fell into a deep and dreamless sleep with her hand wrapped in an almost childlike fashion around the pommel of the sword known as Ushi to yasashi to.
###
The buzzing of her phone woke her shortly before dawn. Karin rubbed the sleep from her eyes. There was a moment of disorientation, which lasted for one heartbeat, almost two. She did not recognize her surroundings and for that fleeting instant was not sure why, and then it all came rushing back. The gallery, Gnoji, OSCAR and—she paused here and took a breath.
And the Threshrend. Which she had slain.
She swore. It was all real.
The BlackBerry buzzed again. Another MMS. A photograph; this one showed three Etruscan coins, one stamped with the image of a temple, another with a lion, the third showed a swordsman. An offer of five thousand Euro was attached. Decoding the imagery, she was to stay in the safe house. She would exfiltrate in three days. The extraction team coming for her was Europe-based, five strong. They were authorized to use deadly force. She was not to allow herself to be captured.
Throwing back the sheets, she climbed out of bed with a resolve that had been entirely missing during her flight from the gallery. It was time to face realities, however perverse.
The reality of her flight was all around her. She was in this safe house because the Americans had uncovered her operation and now she must flee or die. Her controllers were quite explicit about that. She was not Anna Chapman. The stakes involved in allowing her to fall into enemy hands were much greater. But that was not the reality she was currently resolved to face. Five colleagues were already en route from the continent to deal with that. They had probably arrived in Manhattan while she slept. They would see to her disappearance, one way or another.
No, the reality she must face was more extreme.
The Threshrend Superiorae of the Qwm Sect had made passage from the UnderRealms, breaking through the capstone and manifesting in the Above—in her art gallery, or in the alleyway out the back of it at least. No, it had not materialized in the gallery, she recalled, but had gained entry by the more conventional method of jumping in through an upper floor window. Then it had eaten some people. Poor Fernando. The Americans had arrived like the cavalry of their most fevered culture dreams, in what even Karin acknowledged was an instance of near perfect timing. They had also, she must admit, come close to killing the Threshrend, but not close enough. That had fallen to her.
She had killed the daemon Pr’chutt un Threshrendum un Qwm—she could hear the name spoken in her mind, as if by another voice—and in doing so she had been changed. She did not know how she had been altered, but she had the evidence of her escape to vouch for the irreducible truth of it. She had done the unthinkable. She had healed when healing was not possible. She had known the thoughts, or perhaps the feelings, of the men and women around her, had felt them as corporeal facts. She was stronger and faster, but she was also weaker. She would have collapsed with hunger had she not eaten enough for a troop of hungry men. She might have died from hunger had she not gorged herself so.
And the vodka.
What the fuck was wrong with that? She had downed three-quarters of a bottle on her own and yet she felt as though she had taken nothing stronger than white tea the night before. Indeed, if she felt anything, it was hunger. Again.
Karin did not wait this time. She picked up the sword, which was becoming as compulsive a habit as picking up a purse or phone when leaving the house, and hastened through to the kitchen. Most of the meat had gone the night before. A few scraps remained on the ham bone, and she quickly cut them off and tossed them in a bowl with half-a-dozen eggs. Then she added another six eggs and poured in a packet of grated cheese and a cup of milk, whipping up a crude omelette that she cooked in a deep-sided skillet on the gas stove.
Her stomach was rumbling dangerously as she spooned the meal straight from the frying pan into her mouth. It took another omelette, this one made with chorizo and tomato, before she felt she could leave the kitchen. Nonetheless she took the remaining carton of milk, a block of hard cheese and a loaf of slightly stale wholemeal bread with her into the lounge room. The bread was low GI and would hopefully take some time for her super-heated metabolism to digest. She understood both instinctively and logically that the hunger had to be related to an elevated metabolism. Her body could not have performed such feats last night without expending stupendous amounts of energy.
Satisfied that she had done enough to face the impossible for one morning, she turned on the big wide-screen television. She could not leave the apartment until the ex-fil team arrived so she searched out Fox News for light entertainment. It was so much funnier than the comedy channel. After laying out her second breakfast, Karin briefly eased the heavy curtains aside to peek down onto the street. The motorcycle she had stolen had been taken again. Reassured that Field Control had taken care of that loose end, she settled in to enjoy the racist buffoonery of the idiot fascists on Fox and Friends. They must surely be squealing like stuck pigs about her escape.
They were not. The lead story was some oil rig fire in the Gulf of Mexico and, true to form, the little foxes were somehow blaming it on eco-warriors or terrorists or Greenpeace. All the same in their minds, she supposed. It would be amusing to watch them share the blame for the disaster between the foolish Greens and Mullah Obama, but she thought it best that she scan the other news channels first. She tried all the network news bulletins first, then the cable and affiliate shows.
None of them reported what had happened at the gallery. Not as it had happened at any rate. Some ran with an FBI statement about a raid on a Mafia gathering. She snorted milk through her nose at that. That was such a ridiculous cover story it immediately reassured her that she was not mad. She had not hallucinated the whole thing. It would surely break open in the next few hours.
She frowned though, wondering why it had not broken already. A mere oil rig fire was not enough to push the arrival of monsters in New York off the front page or out of the trending topics on Twitter. There had been so many smart phones at the event last night, and bloggers and…
She remembered Jon Maberry having trouble with his phone. And somebody else complaining about the Wi-Fi which should not have been problematic, given the advanced systems she had installed to siphon data off the devices of everyone who entered the gallery. But of course the Americans had learned hard lessons in Iraq and Afghanistan. They routinely smothered cell reception during operations. Trinder would surely have done no less last night. He would want to control the imagery and message. Her own phone had worked. She had received the warning about the raid via MMS. But her BlackBerry was in no way a standard unit and it was entirely possible the pindosi had allowed her phone to function just so they could monitor any communications with her controllers.
She flicked off the television, knowing she would get nothing from it for many hours, if not days. She had at least sated her appetite. For the first time she felt full. Not to bursting, or even uncomfortably full, but the eggs and bread appeared to have topped off her furnace.
She did not care to think what would happen if she ran out of food. She could not disobey orders and leave the safe house. She could not order in delivery. Best not to think about such things right now, she decided. There were ample supplies of freeze-dried rations to see her through until the arrival of the ex-fil team. She would not starve. But she might go mad.
###
The hours of waiting until the ex-fil team arrived she spent meditating. Not on her childhood or Sergei with his deep green eyes, but on the events of the previous night. And on the entity she knew as Pr’chutt un Threshrendum un Qwm. Pr’chutt was in her thoughts now, her memories. Not as a separate entity, but as much a part of who she was as those thoughts and feelings and memories which she had always carried with her, and which made her who she was. Who she had always been.
There seemed no sense in avoiding it. If she was insane her fate was sealed. She would not be extracted. She would be disposed of.
But she was not mad. She knew that. This was no nightmare or hallucination. The situation was inexplicable, irrational, but that did not preclude questioning it rationally. Such an interrogation might lead to an acceptable explanation.
Karin settled herself into an armchair and closed her eyes, slowed her breathing. However, she could not find her quiet center. Something was caught at the edge of her thoughts, pulling on her attention. After a minute she frowned, stood up and fetched the sword. She felt more at ease immediately. She took her seat, laid the long blade in its lacquered scabbard across her lap. It was real. Not a memory. She could touch it and, unlike the Threshrend, she knew something about it.
She drew out the steel with a soft hiss.
“Hello my friend,” Karin said. “I cannot help but feel you are trying to tell me something. What is it?” she asked rhetorically. And then less rhetorically, “What do we know about you?”
She listed for herself all of the attributes of this weapon which her gallery had borrowed for the exhibition. Not that she imagined herself returning it any time soon. Or ever.
“You were forged by Nagayuki Saku sometime in February 1549.”
As she spoke, her voice which had been light and even somewhat fanciful, grew less so, becoming not deeper but somehow surer with each word, as though she intoned the rites of a ceremony. Goose flesh rose on her arms and she shivered once, but continued to talk. Unselfconsciously addressing the sword now. As though it were a person in the room with her.
“You were originally offered by Master Nagayuki to the Kibitsu Shrine in Hiroshima prefecture and there you lay in state, worshipped for a very long time, even through the tempest of the late Muromachi and Sengoku periods.”
Karin sat up a little straighter. The goose flesh along her arms subsided, but the katana seemed to hum on some barely perceptible frequency as she spoke.
“Your long repose came to an end sometime in 1591 when a band of rōnin attacked and desecrated the village in which the Kibitsu Shrine lay. For ten years you fulfilled the true destiny for which Master Nagayuki had created you. You passed through the hands of many warriors, some of them worthy of you, some not. You were named by one of the journeymen samurai who wielded you for a line in the poem by Yamanoue no Okura.”
She spoke the words like a prayer.
“I feel the life
is sorrowful and unbearable
Though
I cannot flee away
since I am not a bird.”
Karin held the sword up before her, not feeling at all ridiculous about talking to a 500-year-old piece of metal.
“This is who you are. This is what you are. Sorrowful and unbearable.”
The katana did hum then, as though in pleasure. Karin felt it, a warm buzz that spread from her hands where she gripped the ancient weapon, up her forearms and into her shoulders, spreading out through her body like the warmth of a long hug from a favorite grandparent.
When she put the sword down again, she was crying.
She knew what Ushi to yasashi to was.
She knew what she had become.
###
Ex-fil arrived mid-afternoon, only two of the team came up to the apartment, the other three stayed with their vehicles and did their best to secure a perimeter. As far as they would ever know Colonel Ekaterina Varatchevsky was in a good physical and mental state, having evaded the American security apparatchiki.
They successfully extracted the subject from the safe house, removing her to another address, a flat above a small gymnasium owned by a minor figure in New York’s Russian mafia and frequented exclusively by tattooed émigré gentlemen of the same ilk.
Varatchevsky insisted on taking the antique sword she had stolen from the Warat Gallery. It was very valuable, she said. Nobody should touch it. Ever.



CHAPTER EIGHT
For such a terrible place, the gymnasium was strangely reassuring to Karin. It looked as though it might once have been a boxing gym. Faded photographs of old fighters looked down on a ring where two men were sparring. But they fought with knees and elbows. They grappled and wrestled, contending with each other in the mixed martial arts style which had become popular on cable television. She recognized elements of Muay Thai, TKD and judo in their techniques. The thugs and criminals who looked on, waiting their turn in the ring, were of no mind to her. She had dealt with worse. She was worse. But the smell of the place, the reek of hard gain and sacrifice, recalled for Karin the world of her childhood, and the words of her first coach; wisdom beaten into her over many years in the little gymnasium in Volgograd—literally beaten into her, with a long bamboo cane.
“Ekaterina, if you are any good, you will know you could be so much better.”
The bratva, lords of this squalid realm, and their sullen petukh serfs and butt boys studiously ignored her when she arrived with her minders. She wore gray sweatpants and an NYU hoodie, and carried Ushi to yasashi to wrapped in a towel. The gym men were all huge with steroids, grotesquely tattooed and dead behind the eyes. Her extraction team were anonymous in smart business casual. Not suits and ties, but pressed slacks and sports jackets. They could have been real estate agents on a day off, or owners of a chain of garden stores. Nobody would remember them and she knew them only by first names. Vladimir, their leader. Josef, the second in command. And Nikita, Leonid and Yuri.
“So Mikhail just missed out,” she joked.
They did not smile.
Vladimir and Yuri escorted her through the gymnasium where a dozen men punched heavy bags, or grunted and snarled while lifting weights, or just leaned somewhere, smoking. Probably awaiting instructions to shake down a luckless restaurant owner or travel agent. Karin suppressed the sneer that wanted to crawl across her face. They were scum, but they had their uses. And the pindosi would get nothing from them. Not with pliers and blowtorches.
The small bedsit in which she was to stay before extraction was a long way down-market from the safe house where she had first hidden out. It was a bare two rooms, one with a cot and table, the other provincially furnished with a toilet bowl, sink and two kitchen appliances—a toaster and a kettle—on a shelf over the water basin.
A woman waited for her, a doctor to judge by the medical bag she carried. Vladimir and Yuri waited outside the room while the woman examined her.
“Take off your clothes, please.”
She was young, and quite pretty. Anybody else might have speculated on what path had led her to this place, but Karin knew that such paths were many and treacherous and often hidden. She was here, that was all that mattered. A daughter of the Rodina, serving her country. Just like Colonel Varatchevsky.
Like Karin, the doctor spoke with an educated American accent. Refined, east coast. No trace of any foreign tongue contaminated her words but neither did they carry any information such as a regional inflection. She had learned English as a second language and she had learned it perfectly.
“Do you have any injuries?” the doctor asked as Karin peeled off the hoodie and stepped out of her trackpants.
“No,” she answered.
The doctor, who was removing a stethoscope from her medical bag, stopped and looked at her.
“Really? I understood you had been shot, lightly wounded.”
She really looked at Karin now, frowning and casting a glance back at Vladimir, who stood by the door to the little room with his arms crossed and a line creasing his brow.
“We were briefed that the colonel would be injured, but mobile.” He shrugged. “She is mobile.”
“And not at all injured,” the doctor added.
“Doctor, might I speak to you in private?” Karin asked. At this Vladimir’s frown grew darker and more serious.
“This is not standard procedure, Colonel.”
“I have women’s issues I must discuss with the doctor. I am sure if they are relevant to your mission she will brief you.”
As she would, Karin knew. There would be no hiding anything from them, and she did not intend to. But she also thought it more likely she could explain what had happened, up to and including the inexplicable, if she had only to make her explanations to this one woman at first. She was a doctor, a scientist. She would see this through the lens of her particular training. At least initially.
“Fine. Give us a few minutes if you will,” the doctor told Vladimir.
He gave Karin a hard look, and then took his time to pointedly survey the small room, nodding when he had assured himself there was no way she could escape it. The only window was big enough to let a cat through, and that was all.
He pulled the door behind him, but did not close it completely. She knew he would strain to hear what she said. Karin leaned forward, speaking in a low voice, but not conspiratorially.
“What do you know of the circumstances of last night?” she said.
The doctor’s expression changed to one of surprise, and then fright. She actually reared back, shaking her head.
“I know nothing!” she said and then seemed to collect herself, throwing her hands up as though to forestall a reply by Karin.
“Of course I know of the FBI raid…”
(So she did not know it was a Clearance operation.)
“…That you escaped. I know I am to assess your suitability for extraction. Specifically whether any wounds or injuries will restrict your ability to travel or make you more identifiable to the American security services.”
She stared at Karin who now stood before her in underpants and a sports bra.
“But you have no wounds or injuries. You appear to be in remarkable shape. So this ‘woman’s’ issue, it’s…”
“Complicated,” Karin finished for her. “Doctor…?”
She waited for the woman’s reply.
“Oksana will do.”
Another first name, probably invented too, but definitely not American, or Americanized. Like Karen Warat.
Karin took in a deep breath and let it out as she said, “Okay. Oksana. I was wounded last night. Shotgun pellets grazed my shoulder. Here.” She indicated the flawless skin of her right shoulder. “I felt another pellet go into my leg. Here.”
She lifted one foot and pointed at a similarly unmarked area of calf. The muscles flexed and stood out in strikingly geometric contours.
“My skin was burned by some sort of organic acid and I cut my bare feet badly on broken glass.”
She did not bother showing the doctor those injuries. How could she? There was no evidence of them.
“I can tell you what happened, but not how or why. I need you to believe me, and for you to believe me I will have to prove something to you.”
Oksana barked out a short, dry laugh. “Yes, you will!”
Karin held out her left hand, palm down.
“I need you to cut my hand,” she said, and as expected the doctor looked at her as though she was crazy. Even crazier than she had seemed with her talk of invisible injury and missing wounds.
“This is ridiculous,” she protested, getting up as though to open the door and call Vladimir back in.
“Please,” Karin said softly, laying a gentle hand on the woman’s shoulder. Oksana could no more push past it than she could pass through a locked steel gate.
She fell back into her chair, confusion running free on her pretty face.
“Please,” Karin repeated. “A light cut will do. You must have a scalpel in your bag?”
At this the doctor’s expression turned suspicious and Karin struggled to maintain her patience.
“Oksana, please. If I wanted a weapon I could have taken one from any of those gorillas downstairs. They are all carrying handguns and knives. For that matter the Tokarev pistol in Vlad’s shoulder holster is unsecured by any safety clip. Probably to allow a faster draw. I could have taken it from him on at least four occasions in the last half hour. I do not want a weapon. I do not need a weapon.”
Karin smiled, warm light coming into her eyes.
“Look,” she said, pointing to the bundle she had laid on the bed. “But don’t touch. Seriously.”
Karin carefully lifted the bath towel by one corner, allowing it to unroll and spill the katana onto the thin blanket.
“I do not need to trick you into giving me a weapon, Doctor. Now, if you would make a small incision on the back of my hand and have a swab ready to clean away the blood?”
She could tell Oksana was unsettled by all this, not reeling with confusion, but not far off.
She will be reeling soon enough, Karin thought. She knew the doctor’s mental state, not just by the rapid coloring and discoloring of her face, or by the jerky movements of her arms and legs as adrenaline flooded her neuromuscular system, but because she herself could feel it. She could almost taste it in a way. Oksana’s distress was a physical reality to Karin. Something she could hold and even mold.
Vladimir’s voice boomed through the door.
“Are you all right in there, doctor? Is everything well?”
“Yes,” Oksana said, sounding distracted. “Just a minute more.”
She rustled about in her medical bag, eventually producing a small foil packet and a cotton swab.
Her hands were shaking.
“Maybe I should do this,” Karin offered and Oksana gave the items up gratefully. Glad to be free of the responsibility for whatever was about to happen.
The foil pack contained a disposable scalpel blade, which Karin unwrapped carefully. Without delaying she used the razor’s sharp cutting edge to open a shallow wound on the back of her hand. Shallow, but serious enough to allow quite a lot of blood to flow. Rivulets of blood coursed down her hand and bright red drops began to fall to the floor. Before she made any more of a mess, Karin crossed to the small sink and turned on the cold water.
“Come and see,” she said. “Quickly. This doesn’t take long.”
The doctor’s chair scraped on the bare wooden boards and she needed only two steps to close the distance and stand beside her unusual patient. Karin turned off the faucet. The pink water drained away and she held out the cut for Oksana to inspect.
The doctor sucked in her breath audibly as the wound closed up and the flesh knitted itself back together.
“I did this to myself many times this morning,” Karin said. “An experiment. It is always the same.”
She knew Oksana was going to faint before the color drained away from the woman’s face. She moved quickly to grab her under the arms, calling out, “Vladimir, quickly.”
The ex-fil commander kicked the door in and came through with his gun drawn and held out, ready to shoot. His eyes widened only slightly at the sight of her half-naked form wrestling the doctor towards the chair. She couldn’t lay her on the bed. Oksana might come into contact with the sword.
“She’s had a nasty surprise,” Karin said, lowering her into the chair.
Vlad did not drop his aim. He swore at her, in Russian.
She was not “colonel” now. She was “bitch”.
Karin sighed.
“Let’s bring her to and she can explain what she’s just seen. Then I will tell you some things you don’t know, and you will have to talk to our superiors. I do not envy you, Vladimir.”



CHAPTER NINE
Vladimir left an hour later with Yuri. The ex-fil commander looked worried, his underling nonplussed. Yuri had not yet been informed of the new correlation of forces. His turn would come. Vlad’s deputy, Josef, a tall, dark-eyed Ukrainian, had been brought into the impromptu briefing and he remained with Leonid and Nikita who were, at that moment, ordering the occupants of the gym downstairs to get the hell out of their little clubhouse.
Karin could hear the objections, mostly framed as guttural profanities, but she noted that objecting was not the same as refusing. The gym was empty within five minutes. She had been able to hear all this not because anybody had raised their voices but because she’d discovered a disturbing ability to tune into nearby conversations as though turning the dial on an old-fashioned radio. She noted the development, but filed it away for future reference. They had other, more pressing issues to investigate first.
“Nobody touches the sword,” she said as Josef and Oksana left the room with her.
The Ukrainian gave the enchanted weapon a worried look. He had accepted its bizarre, possibly supernatural status even more readily than Karin. He had also crossed himself twice in the manner of the Orthodox faith, when she had demonstrated the skin-cutting phenomenon again. The fear that burned off him in waves was almost as great as the religious awe she sensed behind it.
“Do not worry, Colonel,” he said. “I shall lock the room.”
She was back to being “colonel”, not “bitch”.
“I’m not concerned about anybody stealing it,” Karin said flatly.
“I understand that.”
They filed down the narrow staircase, returning to the main floor of the gym. Leonid pulled down the steel rolling door. It moved reluctantly, with a grating rumble implying it was rarely if ever closed. Karin’s eyes adjusted to the sudden darkness quickly. Fluorescent lights flickered on overhead and she winced in discomfort, but then adjusted to that too.
Josef went into a close huddle with his men as Oksana took a digital recorder from her medical bag and a large phone from her purse. A Samsung.
Karin was back in her sweats. She ignored the incredulity in the voices of the two ex-fil team members Josef was trying to brief. Their turn, too, would come. Indeed it was here.
“Jumprope first?” she asked, and Oksana nodded. “Three minutes, as fast as you can.”
The rope broke after only two. She was jumping so quickly, the cheap plastic cord began to heat up and smoke after a minute and a half. It broke with a crack and the two pieces flew apart. One of them whipped her in the shin.
Oksana, who had recorded the whole thing on her phone camera, moved in to take Karin’s pulse and blood pressure. The ex-fil team stared gape-mouthed at her. To them it must have seemed as though she were in a video running at five or six times its normal speed. She tossed the ruined jumprope to one side. She was not even sweating. Oksana’s face was pale and her breathing shallow as she took Karin’s measurements.
“Heart rate fifty beats per minute,” she said. “Blood pressure one-ten over seventy.”
“Normal then?”
“Better than normal. Kettle bells next.”
“Of course.”
The miracle gym equipment of the last few years was an old Russian favorite and Karin was familiar with many routines from her early days in the gymnasium, and later training with GRU. She still used the bells at her local gym in Manhattan. They were an excellent conditioning aid.
“Best stand back,” she warned.
Oksana moved well away from her subject and, even though they were already halfway across the gym, Josef and the other ex-fils took a couple of precautionary steps back too.
Karin searched out the biggest pair of kettle bells available and found them over near the weights benches. A pair of fifty pound behemoths. She checked that she had enough space around her for the routine, lifted both weights as though they were hollow plastic facsimiles, and worked her way into a Girevoy sequence, a fluid procession of swings, squats, deadlifts and presses that she gradually accelerated to fashion a blurred and impenetrable steel cage around herself. She slowed down and stopped after three minutes.
Her muscles had warmed but were not fatigued. She was, however, beginning to feel peckish.
“I will need protein bars,” she told Josef. “All of them.”
Josef ordered his men to fetch as many boxes as they could find in the office. They returned with an armful each. Probably stolen from a warehouse or a truck, Karin thought. She waited while Oksana took her vitals again, then stripped the wrappers from half-a-dozen Lean Body Gold bars. The ex-fils now regarded her with awe. There was something like a spark of worshipful revelation in Josef’s eyes.
“Normal,” Oksana announced. “Which is pretty fucking abnormal, if you ask me.”
Karin could not help but smile. The doctor was recovering her equilibrium. Running these “standard” tests, was undoubtedly helping with that. She could lose herself in familiar routine, even if the results were anything but familiar or routine.
“Lift some weights now!” Nikita cried out with unalloyed enthusiasm. He was the youngest of the team and seemed more excited than anything else. “I’ll bet you could top Kashirina’s max.”
“Pah! Kashirina?” Josef said soberly. “She could beat Lovchev. I am certain of it. Try, Colonel. Show us what you can lift.”
Josef, as it happened, was correct.
###
They were done with her physical examination in less than an hour. Karin and Oksana returned to the small apartment while Nikita was dispatched to fetch sustenance. He hurried away like a small boy eager to please his parents and returned with four bags of hot food from two nearby restaurants, a Balkan seafood diner and a Baltic carvery.
Karin was glad of the meal. She had burned a lot of energy for the doctor’s exams, but also she could feel her body burning even more as it underwent some fundamental change. She was fit before all this happened. She had not been raised in a fashion that would allow her to sink into sloth and flabbiness just because she was not competing any more. And of course, she was always competing, in a fashion.
She competed with men like Donald Trinder. Or women such as Monroe of Echelon. She competed with the NSA, the CIA, the British, the French, whoever might stand in defiance of the Rodina’s rightful place in the world, whoever would work against the interests and destiny of her country. She may have spent many long years in America, establishing herself and her operations, but she had not become soft like an American. She still trained with the discipline of her early years in Volgograd, and her later instruction in the many facilities of the Main Intelligence Directorate.
She was fit for purpose, and her purpose was war.
But she had never been this fit.
She could feel her very sinews burning and hardening, like good iron smelted into stronger, purer steel. She was conscious of her senses growing ever more acute, ever more powerful. And she was all too aware of other, newer senses which were also developing within her, and becoming more powerful. This last she thought of as her Rasputin-like ability. A faculty for sensing the thoughts and feelings of others as materially as you might hear their voice, or smell their sweat or cologne.
She did not know what these things would cost her in the end, but for now she did know enough about the unusual demands on her body that she was of a mind to keep it fueled. She could feel her metabolism running at white heat; burning, always burning.
The others shared her meal in the bedsit, but restrained themselves out of deference to her needs and because, in the case of Josef and Leonid, they felt themselves in the presence of something profound and awesome, something potentially divine. Nikita talked a mile a minute, and Josef slapped the back of his hand as he reached for a second piragi, a bacon roll done in the Latvian style.
“That is for the colonel,” he warned, sounding as though he was shooing a beggar from the kitchen door of his boyar.
“Have the bacon roll, Nikita,” Karin said. “You are still a growing boy.”
“In his pants maybe,” said Oksana, and bright red blush crawled up the young man’s face as the older ones laughed just a bit too loudly. Hysteria lurked somewhere in the back of that laughter.
Nikita took the roll.
The gym rats had been allowed to return downstairs, and the sound of weight plates crashing into each other and gloves pounding the heavy bags shook the tiny room. Leonid and Nikita left to patrol the neighborhood while Josef maintained the reverent distance which had quickly become his default posture towards Colonel Ekaterina Varatchevsky.
“Will you need more food like this?” he asked as she plowed through a large plastic bowl of fish stew. “In this volume, I mean? We should be prepared if that is so.”
“I do not know,” Karin answered honestly. “I was hoping the doctor might tell me.”
Oksana shook her head.
“You say you have been eating like this since you killed the monstr? It could be that the transformation you are undergoing will eventually be complete and then perhaps your metabolism will return to normal, or something approaching a new normal for you. But I cannot say. This has no precedent.”
“This thing you killed,” Josef said.
“The Threshrend daemon.”
He crossed himself in the old Eastern Orthodox fashion, two fingers, right to left. Karin could feel his acid reflux. She had to concentrate to dial it back, allowing her to continue eating.
“Yes, this daemon. It is like…” his face contorted and she felt his difficulty and embarrassment as a tightness in her own chest. “It is like a werewolf or a vampire,” he asked, as though such things were as real as Tokarev pistols and kettle bells. And of course, they were, she now knew. “Will it…. Will you…?”
“No,” she smiled kindly, sending him her reassurance as a parent might soothe a child who has woken with a nightmare. The effect was instant and observable. The tension ran out of his body as though a string had been cut. “No,” she continued. “I am not turning into a Threshrend. Or wampyre, or wulfin.”
She frowned. She had spoken in the Olde Tongue. The language of Pr’chutt un Threshrendum.
“A vampire or a werewolf, you mean?” Oksana asked. She too was frowning. “I cannot check for blood contaminants here, but perhaps we should. Perhaps there is a reasonable explanation after all. The Americans experimenting with biological weapons? Something gone awry that—”
“It was nothing of the sort,” Karin said gently. “It was a monstr. From a world of monstrs. A world I have up here now.” She touched two fingers lightly to her temple. “I need to get home, my friends. I must talk to our superiors, make them aware of this threat.”
She dabbed at her mouth with a clean napkin.
“I hope Vladimir returns soon.”
But Vladimir did not return until the following day and by then the world was only too aware of the threat it faced.



CHAPTER TEN
Karin finished most of the food Nikita had brought and Josef sent him out for more late in the afternoon. This time he returned with a selection of Bangladeshi curries and Vietnamese stir fries.
“I did not think they had food in Bangladesh,” he joked. “So I had to see.”
This time, her appetite was sated halfway through, and the others were able to eat their fill in company with her. Josef paid the gym manager for the protein bars she had eaten earlier and gave him money to get more.
“Immediately.”
The man did not argue and a dozen boxes of the tasteless energy slabs now sat in the corner of her crowded room in case of emergencies.
Karin had stowed the enchanted katana in the corner behind her single bed, where nobody might brush against it by accident. She had taken to shortening the sword’s name. To her it was now simply “Sorrow”, and the blade seemed pleased with this. No, the blade was pleased with this, she knew. It was not a lifeless artifact. It had a soul. The soul of a fallen champion. Karin could feel this presence as a constant sub-aural hum coming from the long steel, as though it were a great tuning fork she had used to strike the universe.
The crashing and clanking of weight plates continued late into the night under her bedroom, but for a second night running she found herself so tired after eating that she fell asleep halfway through a conversation with Josef and Oksana. She slept heavily until woken by Nikita in the early hours of the morning.
###
“Colonel Varatchevsky. You must come now.”
She came awake not entirely oriented to the world. It took a second for her to recall her surroundings and the circumstances which had led her to them.
“Come on, Colonel. You need to see this. There are monstrs. More of them.”
Her head was thick with deep, dreamless sleep. The sleep of redemption, but even through that she felt Nikita’s excitement as an electric buzz under her skin. It was not entirely pleasant and she closed off the connection with an effort of will.
The room was empty, the mess from dinner cleared away. Oksana was gone. A bare, low watt bulb shone in the corridor outside. She still wore the same clothes as yesterday, the gray sweatpants and NYU hoodie. Somebody had taken off the trainers she had been wearing but they were placed neatly by the cot and she quickly pulled them on her feet. To what end, she thought dully. Her feet did not need protecting.
She felt the pull of her enchanted, ensouled katana as she left the small room, but she did not take it with her. The gym goons downstairs would inevitably want to examine it and it would be inconvenient to explain so many magically severed limbs to any survivors and onlookers. This was a good decision, as it transpired. The gym was crowded with hugely muscled criminals, all of them gathered around a television set hung from the ceiling.
Karin supposed they would normally have watched MMA fights on this. Or pornography. Now a great number of them, many more than she remembered from her arrival yesterday afternoon, stood gaping at a news program. Josef stood with them, saying nothing. Leonid was nowhere to be seen. Doubtless he was spooking around the local streets, looking for any sign that the American authorities had found them.
It took her a few moments to understand that the television news had nothing to do with her adventure at the gallery. It concerned an entirely different incident. The CNN dateline said “New Orleans”. She had never been to the city, and what little she knew of it was not on screen. Helicopters hovered over some inner city neighborhood, not the few blocks of the old town familiar to outsiders and tourists. Bourbon Street, that was the name, she thought.
This was not Bourbon Street.
The ticker crawling across the bottom of the screen described it as Central City, New Orleans. A misnomer for sure. That was no CBD in the news imagery. It looked like any depressingly squalid inner-city slum occupied by the enormous underclass of this grotesquely unfair country. They could have been watching an episode of COPS, save for the bands of Hunn battling marines on waste ground near an old Pizza Hut.
She recognized the clan markings and battle order of the Hunn immediately.
And their leashed Fangr.
She recognized Lieutenants Grymm.
She looked upon the Horde.
“Hooy na ny!” she said.
No fucking way!
“What are they, Colonel. Are these the Threshrend?” Josef said in her ear, his voice urgent. All around them young and not so young Russian mobsters cheered every time they saw an American go down under the edged metal of the Horde.
Fucking idiots, she thought, in her American voice. Karen Warat’s voice.
“No,” she told Josef quietly. “They are much worse than any Threshrend. Although I would not doubt there are Threshrendum with them. Sliveen scouts too. Perhaps even Gnarrl.”
Her voice was flat, empty of emotion. This was much worse than she had allowed herself to imagine. She gripped Josef by the upper arm but let go immediately when he yelped in pain.
“Sorry. But I must study this. I will need another television. Or a computer or tablet with an internet connection. I don’t think we can kick these assholes outside again. It will cause trouble.”
“Agreed,” said Josef, rubbing at his tricep. His face looked washed out in the light of the television. “Give me one minute.”
He disappeared into the crowd while Karin watched the live news feed. The commentators were confused. They hesitated again and again, trying to describe precisely what they were seeing.
Monstrs.
A few of the men around her noticed her presence and elbowed each other. They had not been here when ex-fil brought her in. To them she was just a pretty woman within grabbing distance. She hardened her shell, the emotional wall all women learn to build in the face of unwanted male attention. She hardened it with such speed and strength that a small invisible blast wave seemed to travel out from where she stood. Most of the men suddenly struggled to get away from her, to be anywhere but near this off-putting bitch. One of them, the one who had elbowed his friend with a leering smile, doubled over and vomited, spraying the legs of the men around him. Karin moved away as a small fracas followed. It did not escalate. The on-screen violence proved more compelling.
Josef returned with one of the men she did recall seeing this afternoon. A brute of a fellow, stupidly large with steroids and weight training. He would be slow and not especially agile, she thought. Easily defeated in combat, even without the change which was upon her.
He was not of a mind to fight however. He had an iPad he handed over to her. Fully charged.
“I have entered the wi-fi code,” he said.
She took the tablet from him and said thank you.
“I will return it in the morning.”
“Don’t worry.” He shrugged. “Is not mine.”
###
She retired to her bedsit with Josef. Nikita stayed downstairs to watch the battle with the crowd. They were growing very rowdy as beer and bottles of vodka passed from hand to hand. Some of them, she could hear, the smarter ones probably, were cheering for the Americans now. This occasioned some discord among the audience but Karin could sense the mood of the men downstairs shifting as they saw more and more of what was really happening in New Orleans.
The Horde was killing everyone.
She had seen this before. Or rather Pr’chutt had.
This was the Queen’s Vengeance. Something had obviously caused She of the Horde to launch a punitive raid into the human realm.
And that something, she was sure, was this man identified as David Hooper. The newsmen had learned enough to concentrate their cameras on him. A man flying through the sky, moving at inhuman speed, and laying waste to giant monstrs with some form of war hammer, or battle-axe, will draw the attention that way.
Who is he? Karin asked herself. And then, What is he? Is he like me?
It was Pr’chutt un Threshrendum un Qwm who answered.
A champion. The monstr in her head recognized him as a champion. More so, it thought him the ur Champion.
What did that even mean? One Dave to rule them all.
Karin shook her head, chasing that ridiculous thought away. She did not exactly collapse onto the bed, but she did sit down heavily.
“Are you alright, Colonel Varatchevsky?” Josef asked, his voice serrated with anxiety.
“I am fine, Josef. Thank you,” she said. “A little dizzy. Perhaps a chocolate bar will help.”
“Pah!” he scoffed, fetching one of the joyless protein bars from the stash in the corner. “This is not chocolate. The Americans lie. They always lie.”
“Yes, but let us pretend otherwise,” Karin said, absentmindedly unwrapping and chewing at the energy-dense snack. She watched the news feed from New Orleans, explaining what she could to Josef and then to Niki, who eventually rejoined them.
“Why did they allow themselves to be led to the slaughter like that?” the young man asked an hour later, as they watched video of the final gunship attack on the defeated ranks of the Horde. The Vengeance had been broken and had obviously submitted to terms. Death waited for all of them when they returned to the Realm. Either in the pits of the Inquisitors Grymm, or on the white fangs of the Scourging Rocks before the walls of the Low Queen’s redoubt.
Part of Karin thrilled to see the Horde laid low. The part known as Pr’chutt. But she was no vassal of the Qwm. She was Colonel Ekaterina Yurievna Varatchevsky and she had a duty to the Rodina to understand what had just happened in New Orleans.
“I do not imagine they expected the Americans to betray them,” she said.
“So they are stupid then?” Niki said.
“Ha,” Josef grinned. “You make humorous comment then, Niki. Very good.”
“No, they are not stupid,” she said. “They are just very set in their ways. Particularly this sect. I would hazard one of their surviving officers, perhaps a Lieutenant Grymm, decided it was more important some of their host survive to carry word back to the Horde. They would not have expected to be defeated so easily.”
Josef looked at her steadily then nodded gravely. He seemed as though he knew the enemy a little better now. “We must report all this as soon as possible,” he said.
“You have not heard from Vladimir?” Karin asked.
No, he frowned.
And they would not for another two days.
###
When Vladimir returned he did not come with orders for her to report to their superiors with all dispatch. He would not discuss what had happened while he and Yuri were gone or where Yuri was now.
Karin did not need to press him. She knew Yuri was dead and Vladimir had paid a heavy price for the wild story he had taken back to Field Control.
She did ask if Oksana was okay and once more she could tell Vladimir was not lying when he replied, “The doctor is well. But she will be exfiltrated too.”
None of the ex-fil operatives asked after Yuri, or inquired how Vladimir had acquired his black eye and swollen features. The atmosphere in the little bedsit above the gym, which had been at times tense, at others tedious, while they waited for Vlad to return, now turned sternly professional.
“We must leave here for another location,” Vladimir informed them. “That will not be our staging post for ex-fil. I have activated three more safe houses.”
“Why are we delayed?” Josef frowned. Only he had the authority or perhaps the courage to question his immediate superior.
Karin was impressed that Vladimir did not dissemble or hesitate.
“Everything is in disarray because of New Orleans and the attack on Biden’s aircraft,” he said, turning to Karin and adding with the ghost of a smile, “and because of you, Colonel.”
“They did not believe you, did they?” she said.
The specter of his smile grew into something more real and he touched the tips of his fingers to his injured face.
“No. Not at first. Mr Hooper helped my case. And the dragon which attempted to fuck the vice-president’s plane. A much wilder story than yours, Colonel Varatchevsky.”
“So,” surmised Karin. “We must wait until they know what to do with me and with the information you gave them.”
“You are correct, Colonel. Also, superintendence of this mission has been transferred from Field Control to the Ministry of Defense.”
The ceaseless crashing of weight plates and dull thudding of fists on bags continued beneath the floorboards. There are some people who will never miss a gym session, no matter what the circumstance.
The Russians crammed inside the small bedsit apartment remained silent.
The GRU did not cede tactical control of field operations underway to anybody. Ever.
“I understand Moscow seeks a cessation of hostile activities in our matter,” Vladimir said at last. “Only the highest levels of the ministry have the authority to talk to the Americans in this way.”
“But the Americans remain hostile,” she said, both asking the question and reaching a conclusion.
“Their situation is even more confused than ours.” Vladimir shrugged.
“I see,” said Karin at last. “Then if we are going, we had best go.”
###
Over the next week she did not stay more than one or two nights at any of the safe houses ex-fil arranged for her. Vladimir said he had activated three locations but she eventually stayed in six. Karin did not question or second guess the ex-fil commander. She had no idea how he kept moving her across the chessboard, always one or two moves ahead of Trinder’s pawns and knights. It was his duty and he did it well.
She stayed in a variety of places. A beautiful modern apartment overlooking the water at the northern end of Manhattan. A squalid, roach-infested room above a motor repair shop in Queens. Not all of them were owned by or associated with Russian émigré interests. She stayed one night in a warehouse in Chinatown. Another above a CrossFit gym in SoHo. That was almost like going home, the screams of the crazy people reminding Karin of her days in the Olympic trial squad in Moscow.
The Americans, as far as she could tell, never got the scent of them. She supposed, as much as Trinder wanted her, he now had to compete for resources and attention with whoever was in charge of the American response to the Horde’s incursion.
Not this Hooper buffoon, of that she was certain.
But perhaps the stern-looking black man who always appeared with him. A Navy SEAL, she learned. Or one of the civilians forever in attendance at the same short and infrequent press conferences and interviews.
She moved continually, until the morning Nikita awoke her in the nicest of their boltholes, a brownstone on the Upper West Side, not too many blocks from the Russian consulate. It seemed lived in, unlike the first apartment to which she had been sent, in the empty three-story building on the far side of the park. That felt like an unused hotel. This was somebody’s home, but whose she could not say. It smelled of toast and perfume and ground coffee and a dog.
But there was no dog. Only ex-fil.
“Come, Colonel, come,” said Nikita. Like Josef he had grown increasingly devoted to Karin while watching over her. Almost devout. His near-religious awe shone from him like an aura at times. Karin did nothing to discourage it. Had Moscow determined the national interest was served by it, these men would have killed her and disposed of the body in such a way that it would never be found.
She did not think they would do so now, if ordered. Or at least Josef and Nikita would not. She was sure of them. Leonid, always quiet, always closed off, would almost certainly do as he was ordered. Vladimir? She did not know. His confusion and conflicted thoughts burned hot and radiated from him all the time now. He was not a happy man.
Nikita had brought her breakfast, flatbread wrapped around eggs and sausages. Something she could wolf down as soon as she opened her eyes. They had learned to manage her appetites in this way. She took the breakfast roll and climbed out of bed, wearing only shorts and a T-shirt. Immediately she felt Nikita’s discomfort and attraction.
“Go, I will join you when I have dressed,” she said.
Relief and disappointment hummed from him like a surge through a high tension powerline.
“In the big living room, downstairs,” he told her.
She dressed quickly in jeans and a black T-shirt, still marveling at the impossibly chiseled look of her body now. She was like some action figure in a stupid movie. It was disturbing. Although not nearly as disturbing as finding the lack-wit Hooper on some equally witless breakfast television show, flirting with the air-headed female presenter and dancing around as though he intended to strip on a pole.
“What the holy fuck is this?” she said.
“I will rewind,” Josef intoned severely. “We have been instructed you must study this before you leave today.”
“We exfiltrate today?” she said, her hopes of deliverance raised.
“No,” Vladimir responded flatly. “You are to proceed to the consulate and talk with ministry men. They have come directly from Moscow. We are to leave separately. I do not believe you will be extracted from America, Colonel. I expect they have some other mission for you here.”
Vlad spoke the truth, or his best understanding of it.
The correlation of forces had shifted again.
“All right then,” Karin said, not hiding her disappointment. “Show me.”
Josef had returned the DVR to the start of the segment with the super clown. Nothing Karin had learned of this man gave her any confidence in him. Quite the opposite. He had undeniably been gifted with the same enchantments as her, she had seen that in New Orleans; the whole world had seen that. But unlike her he had no obvious sense of purpose. He boasted of partying in a casino of all places! She could not sense him the way she could the feelings of the men around her in this room. Just seeing him on the television screen was not enough for that. But it was more than enough to recognize a man with no honor or sense of duty or even basic decency.
“This Hooper,” she said to nobody in particular. “Does he strike anybody else as the worst sort of American asshole?”
Yes, they agreed. He was.
Josef’s face was especially thunderous.
“I am sure that man is without pants,” he muttered. “Has he no dignity?”
They watched the interview together three times, and Karin watched it by herself twice after that, while the ex-fil team prepared their own departure. She wondered how they would leave, given the flight ban, but assumed Vlad would have some way around that.
She studied Hooper closely. He spent much of the early part of the interview confirming her low opinion of his intelligence. And yet, he was supposed to be an engineer of some sort. Perhaps with a diploma from an internet university? He was holding an old-fashioned microphone, which suggested they had not had time to wire him properly for his appearance. And the male presenter with the expensive haircut said more than once that they had been promising their viewers this interview all morning and now “Fox had delivered”.
To Karin this implied that Davyd Huper had been rushed at the very last moment into the chair in which he sat. The delay was possibly connected to his missing pants. The cameraman was careful not to pan down, but once or twice Hooper’s own unpredictable movement in the chair brought a naked knee or thigh into the very bottom of the screen. Josef was correct.
The man was without pants.
Colonel Varatchevsky shook her head.
What was happening to the world?
And why did the interview end so abruptly? Hooper seemed to relax as this Elizabeth woman flirted with him and flattered him. Again, this did nothing to raise him in Karin’s estimation. He seemed as easily led by his cock as Martin Gnoji. But that did not make them very rare among their gender, did it?
Unlike Gnoji, Hooper had enough sense to at least pretend at modesty, but it was a thin pretense. His avowal of how lucky he had been to slay the Hunn—a BattleMaster no less! Surely an exaggeration!—did not impress her as being even remotely sincere. It was very much an American’s gesture of, “Aw shucks, t’weren’t nothing, ma’am.” All doubtless calculated to reduce the television woman to the same pants-less state as Hooper himself as soon as they met in person.
She was about to watch the recording for the sixth time when Vladimir returned.
“It is time,” he said. “You must go to the consulate.”
She could not help smiling at the absurdity of this suggestion. The building was under surveillance by all of the American security services.
“So I shall just walk up? Or drive. Or maybe catch a cab?” she said.
“No. You shall ride.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
The ex-fil men wished her luck. Little Nikita hugged her, all but jumping on her like a large dog. Josef, always the stern and righteous one, embarrassed Karin by going to one knee and bowing his head, as though venerating a religious icon. Vlad shook her hand, a strong grip, but one she dared not return lest she crush his strong hand to gristle and pulp. Even Leonid parted with a nod that could have been interpreted as something approaching deference.
They did her one last professional service.
“There is a motorcycle in the street outside,” said Vladimir, handing her the keys. “A Honda. Change into these and take this to the consul.”
He produced a large brown shopping bag and a long plastic tube of the sort used to transport documents and blueprints. She thought for a moment that he had kept the motorcycle leathers she’d taken from the luckless courier on the first night of her strange adventure, but these were newer, less scuffed.
“They will fit you better,” he said. “You will not stand out from the couriers who have been coming and going from the consul many times every hour since the attack on New Orleans. Park out the front. A space has been reserved for you. Just walk in as though you were anybody else there on business.”
“Thank you,” she said, addressing them all. “I know you would have taken me home if you could.”
“It is my hope that we will, very soon,” replied Vladimir and she could see through his swollen bruises and blackened eye that he was sincere.
###
There was a slightly unreal aspect to being out on her own again. She had not been alone or unmonitored for a week. She found the city a fantastical place under bright spring skies. Multicolored blooms painted the trees in Central Park, filling the air with a sweet and heady aroma. It was as though nothing had happened. She was isolated within her helmet and leathers of course, and she crossed the short distance to the consulate on E91st Street on a motorbike, further cutting her off from human contact. But apart from the screaming headlines of newspaper stands, there was no evidence that the world was any different.
The street outside the consulate appeared busy, but Karin had never been there and so had nothing by which to judge it. She avoided looking in the direction of the separate observation posts that she knew of, staffed by the CIA and OSCAR. She was simply a courier, delivering banal documents. She would run them to reception and be on her way. There were indeed two bicycle couriers arriving at the same time as her, and one woman on a motorcycle who appeared to be leaving. Her motorcycle was a little moped, however, not a growling power bike like Karin rode.
Colonel Varatchevsky parked in the slot she had been assigned, removed the document tube in which Sorrow slept and hustled up the steps into the consulate and, effectively, legally, onto the soil of her native land. A great weight fell from her mind when she had done so.
###
The great weight returned with crushing suddenness as the third secretary explained what she must do.
“But Comrade Secretary,” she demurred, “surely my place is at home. I assure you, these creatures know nothing of borders or boundaries. They are as likely to appear in St Basil’s or the Bolshoi as anywhere.”
The third secretary was not in fact the third secretary. He was the GRU’s senior officer in the continental United States, the fourth-ranking officer of the Second Directorate, no less. He did not stand on rank or browbeat his underling, however. He seemed almost pained by the orders he had to convey. Next to him, General Podolski from the Defense Ministry, newly arrived from Moscow via London, seemed altogether more true to type; a glowering, colorless man, he gave every impression of personally resenting Varatchevsky for the inconvenience she had put him to.
He did not speak for a long time.
Third Secretary Mikhail Sitnikov did all the talking and likewise took responsibility for hosting the discussion. He offered hot tea and chilled vodka, and quietly pointed Karin towards three trays of sandwiches, “should she feel hungry at any point”.
At first she felt ridiculous, reporting to these men in their Savile Row suits while she was dressed like some cartoon biker bitch. Her discomfort changed to surprise, incredulity and even anger when Sitnikov explained exactly what they expected of her.
“But he is a pig, Comrade Secretary!”
“Yes,” the third secretary sighed. “I too have been following the reports of his exploits. Both in New Orleans and Las Vegas. We are not putting you into a honey trap, Colonel. But we do need to know if this man has the potential to threaten state security.”
She almost laughed.
These were not Sitnikov’s words. They were his orders. She could feel the disconnect between what he said and what he actually thought as a great, hollow space between each word.
“And the Horde? And the Qwm and the other sects? What of their threat to state security? I have much I need to tell my controllers.”
“We are your controllers,” Podolski said at last. His voice was flat and empty of fellow feeling. “You will brief us before you leave.”
“That will take some time,” Karin warned, thinking of all she now knew, of all that Pr’chutt un Threshrendum could tell them.
“We had best begin then,” Sitnikov said almost in apology. “Hooper is already in New York. He arrived with Agent Trinder three hours ago.”
“Trinder! He works with Trinder now and you expect me to cultivate him? OSCAR attempted to capture me and Trinder tried to kill me a few days ago.”
“Things change,” said Podolski.
“Not men like him,” she shot back.
Sitnikov went on in his calm, unhurried fashion. “Colonel, we need you to assess Hooper. You will make the decision as to whether he is regarded as a potential ally against this Horde, or just another threat to the Federation. I remind you, Colonel, that as fearsome as these creatures seem, they are still bugaboos from the Dark Ages. Medieval fright puppets. They fight with bows and arrows and swords. They wear chain mail. Mostly.”
“I wish they would wear more,” Podolski interjected.
“Indeed,” Sitnikov agreed. “As terrible a scourge as they might once have been, Comrade Colonel, one American nuclear warhead could do infinitely more damage to the Rodina than a massed army of these things. And the Americans now have another weapon. This Hooper. We consider it significant that he has passed from civilian control into the hands of OSCAR.”
“Very significant,” said the other man.
“We are aware of intense competition amongst the various security services in this country to secure Hooper for themselves. They see him for what he is. A weapon. You will first determine whether this new weapon is likely to be turned on us,” Sitnikov continued, “and if so, how we might defend ourselves against it.”
Karin sipped at her glass of tea.
“I would hope I was our first defense against him,” she said. “Were he to become a threat it would be my duty, surely?”
The two officers seemed satisfied with that, the Defense Ministry official especially so.
“That is good, Comrade Colonel,” Podolski said. “Because if you conclude that Hooper poses such a danger, you are to terminate him. Immediately. I give you this order now. Please acknowledge.”
Karin put down her tea and snapped to attention.
“Yes sir, Comrade General. It will be done. But what of Clearance? The FBI. Even the New York police? I am still a fugitive in this country.”
Sitnikov waved away the suggestion of any problem.
“Comrade General Podolski is here in America to specifically negotiate your free passage and ongoing cooperative arrangements to meet the common threat. The Americans have been greatly unsettled by the bugaboos. They have agreed in principle to set aside the issue of your previous operations. We do not expect Trinder will be an obstacle. He is to—”
Sitnikov froze.
###
Karin stared at him, waiting, but not for long, because it was not long before she realized the third secretary had not paused to gather his thoughts, or been distracted by something else in the room. He had not stopped talking. He had just stopped.
Everything had stopped. The two men were frozen as though caught in a photograph. Karin darted a look behind her, but saw only the drawing room in which they conversed. The double doors were shut. She hurried over to the windows and quickly scanned the street outside. Her heart lurched. The city seemed trapped in some magical binding spell.
She shook her head and shivered, forcing acceptance to come. With acceptance she could move forward.
But it was hard.
Of all the nonsense and borderline psychosis of the last week, nothing had threatened to twist her head clean off like this. Trinder’s raid? That was business. The attack of the Threshrend? Yes, that was admittedly deeply strange. But in the end, the daemon was an animal of sorts; sentient, evil, from another world, but a creature nonetheless and one she had slain with her own hands. The enchanted sword? The psychic powers? These things too were deeply unusual and unsettling. But they were not unimaginable. What little girl has not imagined herself a princess with a magic wand? How many stupid books and movies have turned on fantasies of a sixth sense, or some other extrasensory potential. The American author Stephen King had made himself richer than the Tsar with such foolishness.
But this?
The whole world in stasis?
Karin felt herself unmoored and floating away from any connection to reality. Sitnikov and Podolski still stood behind her, but now they were as wax dummies. Not lifeless, but utterly motionless.
“Comrade Secretary? Comrade General?”
Her voice was irresolute. Not yet frightened, but not at all confident. She returned to them and examined her glass of tea. It was hot and liquid. She had been half-expecting a frozen or gelatinous mass. Instead she sipped at it and found it to be no different. Perhaps a little cooler, but then it would have cooled just slightly since she had last taken a drink.
Next Karin carefully placed her fingers against the pulse in Sitnikov’s throat. There was none, and yet there could be no doubt that the warm flesh under her touch still lived.  
Quickly now, Karin retrieved Sorrow from where she had rested her against the empty fireplace. The song of the enchanted weapon was unchanged. The fallen soul which animated the spirit of the blade had not deserted her. But the rest of the world had. Back at the tall windows, Karin could see the city outside still frozen. Except for a lone, blackclad figure striding up the road towards the building.
Hooper.
He was dressed in the tactical uniform of an American special weapons officer. He wore a fighting knife strapped to one leg and a pistol holster on the other side. And he carried before him the war hammer with which he had fought in New Orleans.
“Shit,” she breathed.
Was he responsible for this? Had he somehow stopped the world so that he alone might pass through it. He and Varatchevsky. It would explain the great speed with which he appeared to move on the video from New Orleans. Karin watched him, searching for the carrier wave of his thoughts and…
SHIT!
She recoiled from the force and clarity of psychogenic energy coming off him. This was not like reading other men. It was awful.
This brutish-looking man advancing on her with malign intent had been sent by Donald Trinder. To capture or kill her, no matter what. His mind roiled and contended within itself, but that did not surprise Karin Varatchevsky. Until a few days ago this Hooper had been a normal, if unpleasant human being. But he had fallen in amongst monstrs and now moved in company with men whose schemes were far beyond his limited abilities to comprehend.
She shut out as much of the emotion and as many of the jumbled, irrational thoughts radiating from him as she could. It was like trying to think in the middle of competing rock concerts. Hooper’s signal died away, never disappearing completely, but fading enough that she could think clearly again.
She laughed, a short bitter sound.
Podolski was going to be both very happy and very unhappy.
He had been confirmed in his belief that Hooper was a threat and needed to be put down.
Her first thought was to find a gun. She raced out of the drawing room, the double doors banging open behind her. After wasting precious time running up and down the second floor corridor, she cursed herself and descended the main staircase to the two uniformed men who guarded access to the upper floors. They were as still and lost in time as Sitnikov and Podolski. But they were not armed as she had hoped.
She could hear Hooper in the reception area now. There was no time left to find the armory and Karin had no idea whether a relatively complex system like a machine pistol, or even a simple semi-automatic would fire when she needed it. A pity, but she would have to fall back on her own resources. Hurrying back upstairs as quietly as possible, she stopped and moved a small table with a vase of flowers away from the wall, creating a small visual glitch in the long and elegant corridor, something that would draw the eye and invite consideration, hesitation. She would only need a fraction of a second.
She left open the doors to the room in which she had been meeting with her superiors. They too should draw Hooper’s attention at the moment when she needed. She took up her station in the room across the corridor, angling herself just out of sight.
He was coming up the stairs. Karin heard his breathing, the rustle of his stiff black coveralls. The squeaking leather of his boots and the creak of polished hardwood under their tread placed him on the main staircase. He must have just walked past the two guards down there. But she did not need to listen for him now, she could sense him, and not just the dumb, heavy shape of his feelings, but their very particular outlines and meaning. Hooper’s emotional state and the mindless, blundering train of thought which carried it, always threatening to crash off the rails, were nearly as lucid to Karin as her own thoughts. Being in his head was…unpleasant.
In a weird echoing effect, she found herself in there. Or herself as imagined by the American. That was disturbing, finding yourself floating through a cloud of somebody else’s thought bubbles. Some of them paranoid delusions. Others grossly pornographic fantasies.
She turned her mind away from all but the most relevant images and introspections.
Hooper knew, or thought he knew, that she had picked up most of the same powers as him. Through him, she understood Trinder to be horrified by this, and desperate to contain or neutralize the perceived threat. Hooper simply found the very idea of her frightening, and the prospect of facing her more than a little daunting. He was not a killer, trained for combat like he imagined her to be. In his fevered mind a cold-eyed woman pulled a trigger on him, ran a blade between his ribs, or whipped a wire garrotte around his throat, pulling back hard.
He was scared. He doubted himself. Not his newfound strength or speed, but his ability to put them to any effect against someone like her.
He was not entirely stupid then, she conceded. Most men would assume they could defeat a woman, even one schooled in such arts as she. What was it de Beauvoir had written of them, of their entire oafish gender? That they feel in their fists the will to self-affirmation, the confirmation of their sovereignty. How much more imperative would such a presumption be in one like Hooper, raised to real power? Strangely though, he had no such assurance and swagger to him. He came hunting for her, not entirely sure that he was not the prey.
She felt him searching for her, pushing out his senses, and she withdrew her own thoughts, made them small, slowed her breathing. She did not fear that he could divine her thoughts or feelings as she could his. Pr’Chutt un Threshrendum was an empath daemon. The BattleMaster which Hooper had chanced to kill was not. The Hunn would have been more than a match for the Superiorae of the Qwm in single combat, but the Threshrend did not seek or enter battle on those terms. It was not their role.
 Karin held Sorrow before her in a basic guard, ready to strike as soon as Hooper moved into her line of attack. If he fought with the power of a BattleMaster of the Hunn, he would be stronger than her. But slaying Pr’Chutt had still gifted Ekaterina Varatchevsky with strength and speed many times that of a mortal being. And she had her own very particular set of skills which were somewhat better suited to this encounter than Hooper’s undoubted facility with chug-a-lugging cans of beer and lighting farts for the amusement of his redneck friends.
“Karen,” he shouted.
She almost jumped at the sound of her name. It came as a jolt on her raw nerve-endings, already frayed by the unearthly silence and stillness. But she let any nervous surprise flow out of her body, remaining utterly relaxed, so that she might move with terrible swiftness and fluidity come the moment to strike.
He was on the second floor now. She distinctly heard the heavy fall of his boots. He was not even attempting to move with stealth, although she did sense his caution. His fear. The tightness of his hands around the long, hardwood shaft of the giant hammer…
…Or was it an axe?
No, it was a crude combination of both, she realized. A block splitter, she had heard them called, a long time ago.
In her own hands, Master Nagayuki’s beautifully crafted weapon rested quietly. Sorrow’s disengaged presence gave no impression of having any real investment in what was about to happen.
“Karen Warat,” he called out again, using the American form of her name. The cover under which she had lived for so long in his country. “My name is Dave Hooper. I’ll guess you know who I am. They sent me in here to get you…”
He was even more of an idiot than he had first appeared. His blundering approach, so loud and graceless, allowed her to track him almost to the inch. And she could have done so without any sixth sense. Trinder had sent a ham-fisted troll after her. The only thing to be said in his defense was that he was demonstrably ignorant and out of his depth.
It would not save him. This thing he had done, this huge and dreadful power barely hinted at in New Orleans, it could not be allowed to stand. Not now that he had so brazenly used it to walk in here, violating the sovereign territory of the Russian Federation. It bespoke an arrogance which was shameful even for an American. He was not provoking her. He was mocking her and the Rodina.
That is good, Comrade Colonel, Podolski repeated in her memory. Because if you conclude that Hooper poses such a danger, you are to terminate him. Immediately. I give you this order now.
“If you can hear me, perhaps we could just…”
Hooper came into view outside the room where she waited and Karin launched her attack. She did not explode with a war cry in her throat. She saw the way his head was turned, his attention drawn to the oddly out of place flower arrangement, just as she had intended. His neck, thick and sunburned, was exposed to the killing stroke—the same lethal strike she had used to cut down Pr’chutt un Threshrendum. Sorrow’s sub-aural hum suddenly turned into a madwoman’s shriek and Karin was shocked to feel the irresistible force of her downward stroke intercepted at the very last moment by some immovable shield.
The hammer!
Hooper had somehow used the steel head of the sledgehammer to ward off Sorrow’s cutting edge. A lesser swordswoman might had faltered at that point, tripping on the surprise of an unexpected defense, but Karin allowed the momentum of her attack to flow around the obstacle, ignoring the inexplicable blast of light and sound which seemed to come from deep within Hooper’s weapon, not just from the impact of steel on steel but from the energy of two souls attempting to annihilate each other. She pivoted on her left leg and drove the blade of her right foot into his exposed rib cage, feeling the satisfying crunch of bones breaking, and then marveling at the kinetic effect of the American’s body flying away from her, as though hit by a wrecking ball.
He flew, literally flew, across the corridor, yelling in pain and outrage, crashing right through the wall on the far side with a booming eruption of masonry and plaster dust. That did stop her, if only for half a second. The force needed to do that to a large man was…unfeasible. The damage he must have sustained from the impact would be…
Well, he should be a mound of pink jelly across the hallway.
But he was not. She could see him through the open double doors, hear his pain and distress, feel at a distance the awful damage she had done him, and he to Comrade General Podolski, who appeared to have been struck by flying debris and perhaps even the body of the American in flight. The general was nowhere to be seen, and Karin had no time to look for him. She could feel the dizzying heat that suffused Hooper’s body as it repaired itself at a rate that was frankly impossible to believe—even for she who had seen what her own body was capable of doing to mend itself.
This was intolerable. She attacked again. Meaning to finish him. She held her sword on high in preparation for tobokami-waza, the appropriate technique when attacking an opponent of weak spirit or vigor. She did shout her kiai now, to fix the downed American with the spear point of her intent.
Using her inhuman strength, Karin leaped into the air, calculating the arc of her descent to deliver another stunning blow to his failed defenses, preparatory to taking off his head. Mortal terror throbbed off him in sick-making waves and she could visualize the result of her attack even before it was complete. But then she was flying, pinwheeling uncontrolled away from Hooper. Pain erupted through her body, as though a neutron star had birthed itself somewhere deep inside her. Bones cracked like boulders sheared apart by earthquakes. Her organs liquefied, their structural integrity destroyed by whatever he had done.
No. By whatever that fucking hammer had done.
Ushi to yasashi to was singing now. Sorrowful and Unbearable, fully awakened to the fight. And in an instant her enchanted blade had told her without words that she was locked in a death struggle not just with Hooper, but with the soul of the fallen champion animating the weapon with which he fought.
The room where she had of late conferred with the third secretary and the comrade general turned upside down and around and around and now it was her body which burned with a terrible healing heat.
To no avail.
She crashed bodily into the heavy oaken desk where Third Secretary Sitnikov had done his work, splintering the enormous piece of furniture. She cried as waves of devastation roared through her body, followed by waves of heat and healing. But not fast enough. Hooper was over her, his weapon raised on high, the cutting edge of the block splitter already descending towards her skull. He cried out and stumbled, lost his grip or his footing, and all the force of his hammer blow went into the remains of the desk, which exploded as though it had been rigged with dynamite. Vicious splinters flew outwards, one of them embedding itself in Sitnikov’s thigh. He did not move or respond in any way.
Dizzy and disoriented by the furnace burning at white heat to repair the damage done to her body, Karin rolled away from her attacker, hooking his legs out from under him as she went. The effect was almost comical, upending Hooper like an idiot cartoon character. The man had no idea of even basic close combat. He crashed to the floor as she regained her feet and counter-attacked.
“Stop!” he cried out pathetically.
But she did not. Karin raised her sword again and again it flickered down on a trajectory to cut him in two.
Again the damnable shield of the steel hammerhead intervened, throwing off a shower of sparks. The American seemed to lever himself away from her, a move that must have taken great strength and speed given the awkward position in which he had been lying. But she had regained her feet and her balance now and Sorrow sang in her ears, filling Karin’s head with hymns of violence and negation as she advanced on her enemy. The ancient steel fang bit into the air, cleaving it with a hissing whisper and driving Hooper back across the room, his footing uncertain, his face a mask of desperation.
She wasn’t even looking at him anymore. She was looking through him as though he were irrelevant. And in a very real sense he was. Karin knew it was the weapon and the soul of the weapon she must first defeat. Best this foe and she could deal with the lesser problem of Hooper at her leisure.
He was panting, begging her to stop as metal clashed and clanged and bright blue and white sparks flew from the metal maelstrom that engulfed them. Hooper backed into the third secretary losing his balance and his concentration. She felt him do something she did not understand but which she guessed was related to the stasis field in which they fought. It was futile, she could feel her way through every fumbling move he made now, and respond in kind. The din of their battle was deafening as they danced around the room, destroying everything they touched upon.
Including Third Secretary Sitnikov.
A glancing block from Hooper’s war hammer turned her blade aside and before Karin could adjust her flow, the Sorrow had sliced cleanly—or perhaps not so cleanly—through the torso of the fourth-ranking officer of the Second Directorate of the GRU. There was nothing for it but to press on and she went at Hooper through the disintegrating remains of her superior.
He swung the hammer at an antique globe which had so far escaped destruction. It came apart in the threshing machine that encircled her.
And then, as though using the chaff of the ruined globe to cover his advance, the American, or rather his lunatic hammer-axe was at her again. Jabbing and swinging and forcing Karin to give up ground. She retreated in a controlled fashion, but there was no denying it was a retreat—all the way back to the gigantic hole she’d made in the wall by virtue of kicking him through it. She broke off contact by reverting to an earlier discipline, gymnastics, leaping backwards through the breach to escape the assault of the weaponized berserker.
Hooper punched through the breach in a storm of debris but by then she was gone, down the main stairwell, past the guards and into an alcove to regain her breath and balance. A rumbling shock announced his landing on the ground floor. He was a fucking show-off too, then. He charged after her, heedless and unthinking, naturally. Karin launched herself from hiding at the lumbering redneck fool, smashing into the shaft of the hammer, which seemed to wrench itself around into a guard position without Hooper’s conscious help. The impact still sent him through another wall and she accelerated after him, leaping with a flying sidekick.
She almost cried out in victory as the stunning blow landed squarely, his rib cage collapsing like rotted floorboards beneath her heavy boots. Then she cried out in frustration as the bastard flew through a window, which disintegrated around him. Nothing for it but to press on, through the yawning hole of the ruined window. She landed lightly on her feet, raised the sword and closed on him at a rush before his ensouled weapon could respond.
Lucille, she thought. He called it Lucille?
And then the enchanted splitting maul blurred around like the hyper-accelerated sweep of a great clock hand and slammed into her thigh.
Karin screamed as the bones shattered and now she flew sideways, slamming into the wall of the consulate like a bag of old rotten potatoes tossed into a cellar. Sorrow fell from her hands and, before she could respond, Hooper was up. He knocked the katana away with his own weapon. She’d hoped he might kick it. Maybe his leg would fall off, giving her victory at the last. But the sword simply clattered away. She heard its mourning song as they lost contact with each other.
Hooper’s eyes grew wide as he watched her leg heal itself. This close, so intimately known to each other now, there was no blocking his thoughts or feelings. Like her he was exhausted, but the American was also confused, conflicted. She stared at him coldly, panting for breath. Her face was ashen and she did not attempt to regain her feet. The leg was still healing and numb. It would collapse underneath her weight she was sure.
Hooper reached into one of his pockets and recovered a small tube. Energy gel.
“That faith-healing trick, it tires a body worse than getting kicked through a wall,” he said. “I’ve done both today.”
He surprised Karin by tossing her the gel.
He introduced himself as she warily bit the cap off the tube of gel.
“Dave Hooper.”
He put up one hand. He was still winded, drawing in great, deep breaths as he spoke.
“I don’t fancy…going another nine rounds…with you…lady. You got my number… If it’s all right with you…I’d like to talk about what’s been happening. To us…to the rest of the world.”
Karin struggled for her own breath against the pain and fever which filled every part of her body. When she spoke, she did so in the voice of Karen Warat. The woman he had been looking for.
“You fought well,” she said, searching him for signs of deceit and treachery. She found none. Just pain and weariness and free-falling confusion.
“No,” he replied, as though they were in the confessional. “Lucille fought well. I was just the donkey she rode into battle.”
She frowned, unsettled by his honesty and insight. She had not expected him to understand that his weapon was not merely enchanted, but ensouled.
“My friend here,” he said, oblivious to her puzzlement. “Mind of her own. Like yours, I suppose?”
He nodded over to where Sorrow lay.
“You give it a name yet?” he asked. “That’s what seems to power them on. Naming them.”
“It had a name already,” she said carefully. It seemed he did not know the soul within his weapon. She could tell as she examined him that this barbarian cowboy understood only a small fraction of the lore which now presided over them, and that only because he had somehow guessed at it based on empirical evidence.
The BattleMaster he had slain had been a thoughtless brute, not well versed in the lore of the Scrolls. As most indeed were not. Hooper and he would be well suited to each other.
She explained the origin of Sorrow’s original name, without explaining that she knew the sword by its less formal, single word translation.
In names lay power and she was not about to cede any power to this man.
“Look,” said Hooper. “Let’s not get off on the wrong foot.”
She smiled then. Genuinely amused.
“Little late for that, cowboy,” slipping back into her cover persona as easily as she would throw on an old coat or jacket.
“Okay. Zing,” Hooper said. “But let’s try again anyway. I know who you are. I know what you are.”
“Back at you,” said Karen Warat. “Although I thought you stuck to monster killing, not politics.”
She turned all her passive sensors up to full again, reading his response to this. He dropped to one knee and opened another energy gel pack before replying.
“Yeah. I don’t much care for politics. I got a feeling that sort of shit might be redundant now. Might even get us all killed.”
Karin said nothing. Watching him, letting him fill the silences.
“They sent me in to get you, Karen. Is that what you prefer. Karen, not Karin or Ekaterina? I was supposed to bring you out, or bring your body out.”
“Karen,” she lied. “I’m Karen, in here.” She touched a bloodied finger to the side of her head, and almost laid the same hand over her heart, but stopped herself. She might have coughed up blood laughing at him if he had bought such poor and obvious play-acting. “Not such a great first day on the job for you then, Super Dave?” teased Karen Warat, everyone’s sweetheart. Everyone’s favorite. She found the fires of residual suspicion within him and very carefully and deliberately doused them. Giving him a push in the direction where he wanted to go. Of liking her.
Colonel Varatchevsky eased herself up into a slightly more comfortable position while Hooper burbled on.
“I figure if you and I don’t kill each other,” he said. “Maybe we could help each other out. Maybe kill a few things that desperately need killing. Like the daemon that you put down.”
“A Threshrend daemon,” she said.
“And who told you that?” he asked.
“It did. After I killed it.”
There was no loss in giving him this intelligence. She knew he’d had the same experience with the Hunn.
He nodded in turn.
“I thought I was the only one,” he said, as much to himself as to her.
“So did I, for a day or two. Until I saw you in the news out of New Orleans. That was when I knew I had to exfiltrate. Get home.”
“What are you going to do, Karen? I think we both know I can’t stop you.”
She saw the path into his trust opening up before her.
“I’m going to kill more Threshrend,” she said. “And Morphum, and Krevish and Djinn and whatever needs killing, I suppose.”
“In Russia?”
“That is my motherland. I am vowed to defend her.”
He sighed.
“Well, I’m supposed to put a bag on you, but I think we can both see that’s not going to happen. And you’ve already figured out I’m not good enough to do that anyway.”
He spoke the truth but Karin shrugged noncommittally.
“Do you think you and I could talk for a bit, before you go?” Hooper asked. He was almost childlike in his need for somebody to whom he could pass off the responsibilities which had been laid on him.
“About what?”
“All of it. I know some stuff. I killed a Hunn. You must know different stuff. Don’t suppose your Threshrend had any idea what the fuck you turned into. What we are.”
She shook her head and lied to him.
“No,” she said.
“Any idea if there’s any more of us?”
“I think there might be twelve,” she answered, truthfully this time. There was no point to telling him a lie he would soon find out.
He was surprised enough by her answer to make a face in response.
“Why?” Hooper asked.
“Because there are twelve realms. You knew that right? Maybe it’s as simple as there being one of us for each realm?”
Dave blinked at her. Stunned.
He thought she had revealed some Great and Terrible Truth, but she hadn’t. Colonel Varatchevsky had merely fed him a morsel of information that would confirm her good offices in time.
“I never thought of that,” said Hooper. “And Urgon sure as shit wouldn’t. He’s kind of a dumb lug. Like me. So the thresher you killed… Where was it from? Which realm? Or sect or whatever?”
“Qwm Sect,” she answered simply.
“I’m Dave ur Horde,” he smiled thinly. “Pleased to meet you, orc-sister.”
“I think we’re supposed to be blood enemies, not allies.”
“Dar ienamic?”
“Yeah, that’s it,” said Karen in her dedicated, liberal American accent.
Dave nodded, thinking to himself.
“So what do you say we get our bosses to work out some sort of detente while we get a few things straight.”
Good grief. This was even better than she had imagined. It would not matter that they had killed Sitnikov and Podolski. This buffoon would clear the path for her. Still, she had to stay in character.
She disappeared the smile from her eyes.
“Your bosses want me dead.”
Hooper had the good grace to look uncomfortable, perhaps even a little guilty.
“Yeah, well, they’re not gonna be real happy with me either. Come on. Worth a try. You can always just warp out if it doesn’t take.”
“Warp out?” she asked, instantly intrigued. “You mean, like this?” She gestured around them, taking in the frozen city.
“Yeah.” He frowned. “I’ve never held it as long as this.”
“Nor I,” she improvised.
“So you can warp on your own?”
“Not like this. This is you.”
“Huh. I don’t get it. I thought you did this…”
Karin’s face was blank, but her thoughts raced ahead of him. He seemed to know even less about this ability than she did. She would have to investigate further.
“Look, we got stuff to talk about, Karen,” he continued. “But we’re going to need to chill some folk the fuck out first.”
She grimaced.
“I will need to explain why the third secretary is in so many pieces now.”
“And I need to prepare Trinder for disappointment. At least he’s still in one piece. Can we agree to meet in an hour? And if shit gets out of hand, we go to warp and catch up and talk to each other without starting a war this time?”
She eyed him as though weighing up the potential downsides.
He would not be far away and if she worked quickly, focused solely on what he was doing to stop the world, she might learn enough of it to master the skill herself.
“An hour,” she agreed, already working furiously to understand the strange power Hooper had deployed and which she intended to have from him.
It took less than a minute, as you would expect with one raised to the power of dar Threshrendum Superiorae.
A good thing really.
Well before the hour was done they needed her fully powered up.
This Hooper idiot was hopeless.



This is the end of Soul Full of Guns.
If you like it, please leave a review. It really helps.
Dave Hooper will return in Stronghold.
If you would like a free book, and early warning of discounted releases in future, join me at my book club: www.jbismymasternow.com
You can get all my other books at jbsbookshelf.com
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