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CHAPTER ONE
 

1.
 

Frontis nulla fides.
 

Appearances are deceitful.
 

The passengers who had just arrived on the New York-Stockholm flight were predominantly American. First came an excessively large woman in hot pants, which miraculously had not yet ripped at the seams. At her heels walked a freckled man with his wife, an athletic blond, and two children. The boy had braces on his teeth; the girl had a picture of Justin Timberlake on her t-shirt. Behind them stalked a stately dame, well beyond seventy and as thin as a rake, but heavily made up. Just one man, who looked like a yuppie, might have been Scandanavian. He was followed by a young girl toting a small backpack.

“I can’t see our Dutchwoman,” Ruslan said.

He stood twenty steps away from Marisa, avidly peering into the crowd of American tourists.

“Well then, you should have brought a sign with her name on it,” Marisa advised coldly.

The high-tech covert communications device, which connected her to her partner, reflected every undertone of her retort with relentless precision.

“You can’t rile me up,” Ruslan said, offended. “You’re just trying to get on my nerves because you’re in a nasty mood. And you’re in that nasty mood because you aren’t playing first fiddle like you usually do. You’re just too independent. Sorry, but I’m in my element here, leading the operation.”

In part, he was correct. But only in part.

“You are riled up, Rus,” Marisa answered. “She’s a professional. There aren’t many of her kind. And I am in a bad mood because you look like a turkey from the side. Your element! You’re supposed to be blending in; you’re supposed to mingle with the crowd!”

“I’m hardly even visible,” Ruslan said proudly. “But women just can’t help staring at me in admiration. They can smell the pheromones in my sweat.”

“Idiot.”

She could never really be angry at him. More accurately, she could never be angry at him for long.

“Scientists aren’t even sure humans have pheromones.”

“Well, whatever, they are my attractions,” the boy blurted out.

“Oh, just shut the hell up.”

And after a moment she added: “Attractants. Sexual attractants.”

“Well, yes, those,” Ruslan replied.

She smiled. He smiled at her in answer. They had no need of their wondrous technology to see each other’s smiles.

Alexander Goldberg, the head of the Homicide Division of CRUSS, in which Marisa and Ruslan served, went by the nickname ‘Papa.’ When they were still students in the Academy, the two young people had often visited his home. Goldberg’s wife made a fantastically tasty stuffed pike. Just as striking at a little over fifty as she had been earlier in her life, Rimma Goldberg loved to sit down at the table and grumble about the convoluted fate that had pushed her into marriage with such a ‘strange, idiosyncratic Jew’; the only one of all the Jews she had ever known who had chosen a career that led him to being in charge of a department that battled against the supernatural. At such moments Marisa and Ruslan energetically nodded in reply to Rimma’s long monologue while they happily demolished the scrumptious fish, which simply melted in the mouth.

However, it was by no means only the pupils who had proven their worth that were received in Goldberg’s home. Papa simply adored his students. He adored all of them, even the most negligent. He fed them, he gave them money, and quite often he was called upon to aid his foster children when one of them got into a jam or failed to talk their way out of some unpleasantness. And the students, of course, paid him back with their loyalty and affection; there was not the slightest trace of irony in Alexander’s nickname. This was all the more true because all the students of the Academy shared one common and unfortunately none too pleasant characteristic– in the past each of them had spent time in an orphanage. This was one of the fundamental requirements for applicants to the Academy.

“Now, you know I’m counting on you,” announced Papa, “She’s Darla Van Glek. Her codename is Dutchwoman. She is highly dangerous.”

Ruslan and Marisa examined the dossier carefully. There was nothing all that unusual, and certainly nothing worse than any other monster they had encountered. She was mixed up in two murders and had numerous ties with the American, Italian, Korean and Russian mafias. She had an apartment in Manhattan, a house in Beverly Hills, a country house in San Marino and a cottage in Haninge. She had at least three passports – American, Swedish and Russian. She had traveled all over the world. She had a penchant for rare books, antiques and luxury, which was not surprising considering how much money she had. She was single and never married.

“She’s gorgeous.” Ruslan said. “She looks like a movie star.”

“She’s a stump in disguise,” said Marisa. She had not yet come to the photograph of their objective.

“Huh?” Ruslan did not understand.

“I mean, with her money anyone could look like a movie star,” the girl explained to her partner.

“But she’s not bad, is she?” Papa agreed with Ruslan.

“She has a load of names and false passports,” continued Papa, “so let’s assume that no one knows this lady’s real name, but she had the indiscretion to blow her cover as Van Glek. She knows a minimum of five languages. That splendid physical form is a master of martial arts. She has the physique of an athlete.”

“What is she, eight meters tall? An athletic brunette? She is totally hot; I like her even more,” Ruslan commented happily.

Bestowing a baleful glare on him, Papa hurried to add, “Her IQ is off the charts, beyond 200.”

Papa took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. He lit up and took his first drag in a dignified manner. Knowing that her boss was in the habit of sustaining a pause, Marisa deepened her study of the ‘highly dangerous’ criminal Darla Van Glek. There wasn’t much in the dossier. Marisa wondered where her weak spot was. Drugs, perhaps? No, for some reason she didn’t look like a drug user.

“Questions?” Papa’s voice drew Marisa from her thoughts.

“I already asked one,” declared Ruslan.

“But it was entirely without eloquence or thought, yes?” said Papa with a shade of temper, “I’m asking for questions that are substantial and not vulgar.”

That was the signal for Marisa, who was also impatient to satisfy her curiosity.

“How did she get on our radar?”

Papa drew his eyebrows together thoughtfully, ‘Neidan Meyering…. You should acquaint yourselves with his role in this affair a bit later…. But to the point – our American bureau had been trying to get to him for a while… But Van Glek beat them to it. If it hadn’t been for that, Meyering’s corpse would hardly have found its way into one of our top secret dossiers because no one would have bothered to dig all that deeply.”

“Sure, but then I still don’t understand – what does she have to do with CRUSS?” asked Marisa. “What is she, a telepath? Or a witch?”

“A psychic?” proposed Ruslan.

Goldberg’s department, likewise of Marisa and Ruslan, was only part of an enormous organization that paralleled the FSB, the CIA, Interpol and other similar departments that looked after international security. The acronym CRUSS stood for Coalition of Reinforced Unified Special Services. CRUSS incorporated a number of departments and subdepartments in many countries and as a result was a giant ant hill in which people of practically all relevant professions worked in peaceful coexistence – from forensic scientists and big-time hackers to snipers and lawyers of all specialties. But commonplace drug dealers, ordinary serial killers, psychopaths and the individual links in organized crime held no interest for Papa and his kids. The Coalition was concerned solely with identifying and fighting, by any possible means, paranormal phenomena and other devilry.

“Reach a bit higher,” offered Goldberg.

“A member of some satanic organization?” Marisa guessed.

“We suspect she’s is a vampire,” Goldberg informed them in a bored tone.

“Oh!” Ruslan brightened. “That’s makes it even more interesting! Give me the photos, Papa.”

Ruslan lost himself in admiration of the photographs of the victims of the alleged vampire.

“Is everything the way it usually is? Two holes in the neck and no blood in the veins?”

“Don’t jump to conclusions. With the first victim everything is exactly as you say…”

“Aha, it’s this girl, right?” inquired Ruslan, tapping a photograph of a blonde with glassy eyes.

“A prostitute from a New York whorehouse,” clarified Papa. “She was found that evening. While the trail was still hot, as it were.”

“Wow, so our lady is bisexual?”

Ruslan’s delight at this was without limits.

“Ah…well, I’m sure someone’s looking into it,” said Papa uneasily, momentarily flushing crimson.

As a man in his sixties who was educated in the old school, Goldberg did not understand, or more precisely did not want to understand, the meaning of many such neologisms that had entered the popular culture in modern times.

“What about the second victim?”

Marisa decided to come to Papa’s aid. Besides, she was extremely keen to find out what the stake in the heart of victim number two signified. He was a dark-haired man with a face twisted in agony.

“Indeed.” The crimson on Goldberg’s cheeks gradually faded. “The second victim is Neidan Meyering, whom I mentioned earlier. We were thinking that this was some kind of ritualistic murder. But in fact it is not. We received the work-up on the composition of this victim’s blood and we came to the conclusion that he is a vampire.”

“What, this fancy, little prick is also a vampire?” Ruslan was practically clapping his hands from excitement.

“Yes, Rus, today is definitely your day,” said Marisa, smirking.

“Hence the stake in the chest,” summarized Papa.

“But then, why did she kill him? A vampire killing a vampire? It’s ridiculous. It doesn’t make any sense!” Now Ruslan seemed resentful.

“It is for you, my little doves, to understand the reason for this nonsense.”

And with an air of importance, Papa lit up a second cigarette.

On the whole, Marisa agreed with Ruslan. The case they’d been assigned was atypical and odd, even in a department where the agents had become accustomed to witches, psychics, murderous demons, telepaths and even vampires. The last group, however, were considered the domain of the elite. Not every employee of CRUSS had the skills to evaluate, track down, catch and neutralize a vampire, especially if the vampire was a loner. It was easier to eradicate a herd of vampires during a sweep than to trap an individual. On sweeps a team of agents worked together on the objective, and moreover the objective – the target – was concrete. Old, seasoned, individualistic vampires were considered more malicious and more dangerous than the freshly turned ones, who had a predilection for groups. The members of CRUSS studied vampires as carefully as they could. They knew enough about these creatures to realize that the myths of the ‘servants of Satan’ and ‘agents of the Devil’ who slept in coffins filled with dirt and were afraid of crosses and holy water were false. Yet even those employees of the department who were most disposed to incredulity had to acknowledge that every now and then they encountered certain elements of the truth in the numerous literary and cinematic sources. Here and there. Perhaps not an element, but only a washed out inkling of the truth. But regardless of how sparse these inklings were, they could not be ignored. On the contrary, any and all data on these creatures had to be analyzed, studied thoroughly, and correlated to compensate for intelligence gaps. And there were a great many of those. “These creatures do not fear the cross, but our aim is to do everything in our power to make them fear CRUSS, and not simply fear it, but tremble in awe,” Goldberg loved to say. And his agents truly did all they could to achieve this goal.

Yet for all intents and purposes, humans knew practically nothing about vampires. Marisa gazed thoughtfully at the photograph of Van Glek. Rus was right – she looked like a movie star. She was beautiful. Blue-black hair, brown eyes. The arch of her eyebrows was perfect. Her nose was precise, and her mouth was rather large. Just a bit larger and it would be overdone; it would look as if some hack had injected her lips with a double dose of silicone. But it wasn’t overdone, and there was no silicone either. The contours of her face were simply amazing; Marisa was immediately envious. In general, she looked like a European, a southerner, an Italian or…but then there was also an elusive Asian quality about her. It was visible in the shape of her eyes. And what eyes they were, deep beyond deep, and just as bottomless as the sea.

“Listen, what if she doesn’t leave the terminal here?” Ruslan’s voice sounded in her earpiece, and Marisa could clearly discern the faint mockery it held. “If she’s such a professional, then she might have already caught wind of the fact that she’s been fingered. And here we are, standing around like two geeks playing Mulder and Scully.”

But then Marisa saw her. It was impossible not to notice her. Impeccably dressed, with her black hair flowing down her back, she was even more beautiful in life than in photos. And younger. For crying out loud, this ‘highly dangerous’ woman looked the same age as Marisa! She walked fluidly, smoothly, and by the spring in her gait it was easy to see that she controlled her body with irreproachable skill. Her accessories were of the highest quality. The small valise, which the vampire was holding in her hand, was equally as elegant as her stylish sunglasses. Elastic, practiced muscles played under her clothes. That kind of grace – the grace of a panther – was artlessly charming…a strange thing; it even seemed to Marisa that the vampire looked right at her through her dark glasses. It was as if she peered into her soul…

“I see the target,” said Ruslan. And after a second he added in his usual vulgar way, “Oh yeah, that chick’s just like walking Viagra.”

“Let’s begin,” commanded Marisa, trying to shake off her stupor.

Now the most important thing was not to slip up. All they had to do was follow her closely and wait patiently, with the persistence of a vulture, until she made a mistake. She had already made one mistake. That meant she would do so a second time.

But the vampire suddenly stopped, took off her glasses and turned her face to Ruslan. Her full, sensuous lips elongated into a sneer. Ruslan was taken aback and did not manage to turn his gaze away from the target in time.

“Shit, she’s made you!” gasped Marisa. “Run, now!”

But Ruslan did not move. He simply stared at the vampire.

“Go, Rus!” Marisa was now close to yelling.

But the agent, this excellent student of military and political training, stood as if nailed to the spot and gaped at the vampire as she smiled at him. Marisa took it as a positive sign that she could still hear and see his heavy, labored breathing. If she did not know him so well, she would have thought the boy was having a heart attack. Or that he was simply having sex with someone, which of course was, in principle, impossible under the circumstances.

“Ruslan!” Marisa cried out.

And at that moment the vampire screwed up her left eye and – yes, yes Marisa saw this perfectly well – she winked at her! Not at Ruslan, at her! And then she walked towards the exit.

Marisa tried with all her might to chase after her, and that was when she finally realized just how quickly this damned vampire could move. Marisa hastened her steps – and then she was running, weaving in between the numerous people who were arriving and departing. Ruslan was right in front of her. He still stood in exactly the same spot, looking like a wax statue. In despair, Marisa caught one last glimpse of the vampire’s back before she disappeared. A second passed as she considered her course of action, and then she rejected all her doubts and sprinted to her unfortunate partner.

“Ruslan!” yelled Marisa and grabbed the boy by his shoulder.

He mumbled something unintelligible in reply.

“Did she bite you?”

But when would she have had the time? The thought came to her immediately.

From numerous textbooks, and also from the experiences of her more seasoned colleagues in the department, Marisa knew that vampires sometimes had the ability to hypnotize their victims. Maybe that vixen had managed to bite him while they were both befuddled by her gaze, grappling with vampiric charms? But Ruslan did not look as if he had been bitten. All the agents of CRUSS knew the symptoms of the so-called ‘vampire’s kiss’ by heart – pallor, heart palpitations, irregular breathing and, of course, the notorious fang wounds. Ruslan’s heart, judging by his breathing, was hooting like an enraged screech owl. But his cheeks were still ruddy, and there was no visible wound. On his neck, at any rate.

“What a…what a woman,” breathed Ruslan.

Marisa retreated a step, relieved that he’d said something intelligible at last. But in the next moment the insane urge to rage at him overcame her.

“What the fuck is wrong with you – are you out of your mind, you motherfucker?” Marisa roared. “You just screwed up the entire operation!”

“Wha…what operation?” Ruslan blinked his eyes, obviously still in a state of shock.

Marisa clenched her fist with the intention of punching him in the nose. But then she thought better of it. She suddenly felt crushed and completely washed out. Ruslan, in the meantime, was twisting his head from side to side. It seemed that his awareness was returning to him, if the way his face changed was any indication. Marisa experienced an onslaught of malevolent joy. Ruslan suddenly clutched at his holster, but it was in place. As was his gun.

“Am I really that much of a moron?” he asked pitifully and turned as white as a sheet.

The people around them were already starting to stare. A pair of officious onlookers even headed towards a group of bored policemen who were leisurely eating near a pastry kiosk. They needed to get the hell out of here, and quickly – Marisa didn’t want to get into a situation where she’d have to flash her badge in public.

“Come on, let’s call Papa,” said Marisa bitterly. “We’ll tell him that we let her get away.”

Ruslan nodded absentmindedly. And then, as if felled by a sudden blow, he crashed to the floor.

2.
 

Feliz qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas.

Fortunate is he who is able to know the causes of things.
 

They showed vampires movies on the flight, an entire series of them. Apparently, one of the crew was a “vampire fan”. Dalana laughed from the depths of her soul as she watched them – it had been a long time since she had been so merry. Though, of course, none of the other passengers noticed her merriment, for she kept it inside. She was especially amused by two relatively recent Hollywood ‘masterpieces’. In one of them, Tom Cruise played a vampire by the name of Lestat. In the other, another actor played the same role; he was younger, and not nearly as good. He lacked charisma. Judging from the enthusiastic reception by the adolescents who were sitting behind Dalana, these movies were screen adaptations of extremely popular novels. Vampire best-sellers. Dalana had read such books on occasion, but sadly, not one of the authors, including Bram Stoker, the so-called father of the genre, had managed to correctly explain the origins of vampires. Some missed the boat entirely, unsure as to whether they were servants of the Devil or extraterrestrials or some other nonsense. Other authors didn’t even bother with the question, being satisfied with the simple idea that they existed. The same confusion and disregard was discernable in the films as well, and both media were peppered with clichés and hackneyed phrases. Fangs grew, but who knows from where and by what means, and the owners of these fangs copulated with and fed upon one and all, as if it weren’t important whether they were male or female. Without fail, they overindulged. They slept in coffins and feared sunlight, crosses and garlic. Some could fly, but strangely, more often they turned into bats, and for some mysterious reason they didn’t reflect in mirrors.

But there were also some things that hit the mark, like fingers of lightning dragging across a clear blue sky. Vampires did indeed drink blood. Vampires…yes, indeed, humans had thought up this word, and by the standards of creatures like Dalana, very recently. So what were they called before? All sorts of things. There were many names, so many that she could no longer remember them all. Dalana began to feel nostalgia for those remote ages when Divinity and Humanity had still lived hand in hand… Could it really be so long ago? Yes, and had it really been like that anyway? Listening to the measured drone of the engine, Dalana thought about the ages of her youth, long ago passed into myth. And now she and her kinsmen, all born into the world in those forgotten times, often called themselves vampires, as a sort of tribute to human fancy.

Yes, vampires drank blood, and vampires really could be killed with the help of a wooden stake thrust into the heart. Why the heart? Well, because the heart is the center of the life force of any living creature. But Dalana knew of creatures who did not even have hearts. They were immortal, truly immortal. Dalana had a heart, as did her numerous brothers and sisters. It almost did not beat at all; instead, it beat very slowly. Only fresh, hot blood could enliven it, but only for a time. As for wooden stakes – the material was immaterial, as it were. They could be made of anything; they could be an iron spike or a stone knife. At one time humans had used stone knives, but then they exchanged the stone for metal. But wood, both then and now, was an easy and expedient material to use.

The same also applied to those pseudo-vampires – ‘the transmogrified’ or transmogs – altered humans who had drunk the forbidden blood. It was possible to kill them by injuring their hearts. Also, they were generally much weaker that those who were Begotten of Old.

Those were arguably the most important similarities between the fancies of the scribblers and movie hacks and the actual situation. There were, of course, some other fortuitous coincidences, but they were all trifling. Dalana, for example, really did love to wear dark glasses, but not because she had vampiric eyes or because she despised the sun. She simply looked good in them. Despite her nostalgia, there were many aspects of modern life that pleased her.

Of course, there was yet another irrelevant correlation. Transmogs were almost always excessively salacious. Humans generally kept their nature when they were converted, and Man is often tarnished by his nature. So it is. But even if it were not, life is long for the transmogrified and the days flow monotonously into the years, the years into the centuries…. Plus, the transmogrified were usually rich, extremely rich. What else is there to do when you are rich and you are dying of boredom? Naturally, you turn to depravity.

And so on the screen a certain Akasha, the supposed ancestress of all vampires, was making love to Lestat in a bathtub full of blood. The adolescents behind her were nearly dying from titillation. Gilded American youth. Dalana wondered where their parents were. And now Lestat was crawling along the ceiling. Dalana could also crawl along the ceiling. Once this had seemed like a genuine miracle. But now gigantic white birds called airplanes prowled the sky, and human scholars had explained much that was once arcane, including the ability of certain creatures to cling to vertical surfaces. It apparently had something to do with surface tension and adhesion, and it allowed small geckos to run along ceilings, as well as flies and cockroaches. So these learned scholars had placed Dalana in the same category as insects and lizards. Outside, it was the twenty-first century of the Christian era and any miracle had an entirely rational, scientific explanation. Well, almost any miracle.

Dalana looked around and again marveled at the quantity of phantoms residing in the cabin of the airliner. For some reason, there were always many more of them on airplanes than anywhere else. Several of them animatedly watched the ‘moving picture’, from time to time violently arguing amongst themselves about what they were watching, while others sat with gloomy visages and did not converse. Basically, they were the souls of dead humans, but Dalana also noticed among them a few lower spirits. Now they were resting in their natural, ‘firstborn’ guise – in the form of black, faceless clouds with thin feelers that sluggishly meandered along the floor of the cabin. Such spirits were invisible to humans and nearly invulnerable in their natural form, but it cost them to take on human shape because they immediately became mortal. In the old days, where Dalana’s kin came from, humans had called these creatures the Lus. The majority of the Lus, just like these who were now in the plane, preferred not to show themselves to humans even if they lived among them. But there were also others who married, bore children, grew ill, grew old, and died. They kept a portion of their divinity when they assumed human form: having power over gold, they were all filthy rich. A particle of this gift manifested in their descendents. Humans in whose veins flowed even the smallest drop of a Lus’ blood were able to make money as if from air.

“Would you like something to drink?” asked the stewardess with a perfunctory smile.

Lord, what hair you have…. What do you use to wash it?

“It doesn’t have anything to do with shampoo,” said Dalana.

The stewardess was struck dumb. The smile slowly slid off her face.

“Excuse me?” She could barely get the words out.

“Try omitting sweeteners from your diet. That’s your problem, the reason your hair is dull.” Dalana gave a conspiratorial wink to the woman. “And bring me a mineral water, please.”

Nodding her head in agreement, the stewardess walked away on stiff legs. Dalana grinned. Fear had caused the girl to forget to ask if her mineral water should be sparkling or still. It was an unpardonable error, especially considering the price of a ticket in business class. But it really did not matter to Dalana what the stewardess brought her – it could be mineral water, cognac or even toilet cleaner for all she cared. They were all equally tasteless to a vampire. Dalana could have chartered an airplane and flown in the solitude and luxury that is known only to pop stars, CEOs and presidents. But what was the point of all that ostentatious waste? She had long ago learned not to hear the thoughts of the humans surrounding her except when she wanted to. In case of an emergency or, well, for the sake of amusement.

The stewardess brought her some mineral water. It was still. The woman moved on calmly, but her heart was beating like a rabbit’s. Dalana wondered what her reaction would be if her sight could encompass, even for just a fraction of a second, who and what traveled with her on board the airplane. Dalana swept her gaze over her fellow travelers. It seemed that a new guest had joined their diverse company. And it seemed that, unlike the Lus and the phantoms, which wandered aimlessly through the human world, it had a specific purpose here. The new creature had numerous feelers and its head reminded Dalana most of all of an amoeba. Dalana recognized it and knew it had come here on the orders of its Master; one didn’t often see this type of animal. Hundreds of millions of microscopic virus molecules of a fatal disease, known to humans as smallpox, lived in the bowels of this amoebic creature. Of course, humans already knew how to vaccinate against smallpox, but what they didn’t know was that the beast slithering through the plane had received a clear order from its Master – to kill. For He who sent it desired that a fresh human soul be gathered away into his dark palace. And this desire did not leave the victim any chance of recovery.

Dalana followed the movements of the creature intently. It slid into the economy class cabin and inexorably slithered towards an attractive young woman in a window seat. However, the goal of the beast was not the woman, but rather the cute, fair-haired little girl who was snuggling up to her mother in the adjacent seat, unaware that her fate had just been decided. The little girl was astonishingly sweet and pretty. Dalana’s keen preternatural vision allowed her to view every detail of her smiling baby face, even through the shutters that divided the cabins. Had she managed to learn or experience much in her seven short years?

The girl shuddered; apparently she was subconsciously aware of the approaching danger.

Leave the child alone, Dalana commanded with her thoughts.

One of the amoebic tentacles slowly extended towards her.

Mine is not to listen to you, came its answer after a few moments. Like all the lower creatures, the wretch had trouble formulating sentences.

Leave the child and take another soul! Dalana ordered imperiously. She knew who this creature’s Master was. It did not matter to Him who was taken: the golden-haired girl was the choice of the amoeba.

Mine is wanting this soul! the creature declared obstinately as it stretched its loathsome feelers towards the girl.

Dalana instantaneously transformed a portion of her awareness into a long, blood-red spear and deftly cast it into the squirming, feculent blob.

The beast howled like a thousand wounded wolves. The shockwave of sound instantly blanketed the entire celestial expanse for a radius of several kilometers. The Lus froze, dissolving into spherical clots. The dismayed specters hurriedly abandoned the plane. Even the humans, whose ear drums were not designed to perceive such sound waves, shivered uncomfortably in their seats.

The amoebic beast tried to escape, but Dalana thrust her weapon ever deeper into its body as if she were pinning it to the floor. The creature whined piteously now, but Dalana was in no hurry to release it.

How dare you defy me, she bellowed in the creature’s mind. Me, whose generation stems from the Red Sovereign Himself!

The Red Sovereign, a Supreme Divinity – the Overlord of the sanguinary gods, of the true ancestors of the creatures that humans call vampires. The Red Lord had also been named in many ways by many peoples. In Dalana’s homeland he was called Ata Ulan, the Red Tengri. Humans who were not too well versed in matters of Christian terminology would probably glorify him as Satan. Others of a more whimsical, ‘literary’ persuasion might call him Enkil, spouse of Akasha, Hollywood’s King of the Damned. Of course, who had damned them and why still remained unclear.

However, the beast writhing on the floor had never seen a Hollywood movie, much less a Hollywood vampire movie. Be that as it may, even though it understood little of the world in which it was hunting, it understood Dalana perfectly. The language of pain is universal.

Mercy on mine, begged the creature. Mine is to serve You.

That’s how they were, these lower spirits. Times flowed on, but with them nothing changed. They betrayed their Masters as soon as they could, regardless of the era and level of progress.

I have no need of an unfamiliar, Dalana thought contemptuously. I’m simply commanding you to leave the child alone and take a different soul for your Master.

Mine is taking who You is saying, the creature consented obediently.

Dalana pondered how she should act: should she release the wretch to hunt wherever it pleased, or should she keep it captive for a while longer? And why did she suddenly take pity on this human child? Dalana looked at the girl. She was slightly pale and sleeping fitfully, snuggled up against her mother. Most likely, she would be ill for a few days. But she would recover.

“Good morning, passengers of flight 2483,” The stewardess’ voice resounded over the loudspeaker. “We are about to land in Stockholm’s Arlanda Airport. Please make sure that your seatbelts are fastened and that any items are safely stored in an overhead bin or under the seat in front of you.”

Well, well – Dalana hadn’t noticed how quickly the time had gone…yes, and just so do the ages pass by, replacing one for another.

Follow me, Dalana snapped severely as she pulled her spear out of the creature’s body. I will decide what to do with you later.

Its only reply was a subservient whimper.

The walk from the gate to the arrivals hall passed by without incident. But for some reason Dalana was seized by an unpleasant foreboding that appeared as soon as the landing gear touched Swedish soil. Perhaps someone on board was tailing her? Dalana once more probed the consciousnesses of each of the passengers, including the crew. No, none of these humans were following her, and moreover they were all really humans. All the non-humans had fled except for the amoeba creature who was now following at Dalana’s heels.

The customs officer, who returned her blue passport and smiled nastily at her, did not call forth alarm either, even though, judging from the thoughts that tumbled about in his narrow-minded head, he was focused on the special services. Dalana touched the minds of everyone around her. She needed to be very attentive: the sensation of being tailed increased as soon as she walked out into the airport terminal.

She’s a professional…

There it is! The scrap of thought was completely scattered, but Dalana caught it. That meant that whoever dared to play this game of cat and mouse with her was quite close.

In the next instant Dalana saw them, both of them: a black-haired youth, obviously of southern blood, and a girl. They hadn’t noticed her yet. He was gaping like an idiot at each person who walked by, which seriously irritated the girl. She was full of doubts, as opposed to him: he was almost ready to burst. On a hormonal level the youth reminded her of a mad dog, but the girl called forth sympathy in Dalana. She was beautiful. It was a low-key beauty, understated so she would not stand out in a crowd. She was tall for a human woman and her eyes were dark blue. Not azure, but a dark blue perhaps best called sapphire. Dalana decided to preserve the girl’s life, in so far as that was possible.

However, it was time to emerge from cover.

The girl noticed Dalana just a bit sooner than her partner did.

Even more beautiful than in the photographs. And younger.

Well now, that changes everything, doesn’t it? She wondered how they had found her. Where she had made a mistake.

I WANT YOU!

The boy nearly jumped out of his trousers at the sight of Dalana.

Oh, I would give it to you, oh yeah, I’d give it to you so good.

Well, boy, you’ll pay dearly for your lust. But first Dalana would find out everything she needed to know with the help of his tiny, weak little brain.

I’d lay you out right here in front of everyone.

Dalana paused, took off her glasses and turned her face towards him. Then she peered into his consciousness.

Well, go on then. Do it.

The reaction was ecstasy, which immediately enthralled the boy like a wave rushing through his mind. Yes, it was a genuine tsunami. He stood, unable to move, and devoured Dalana with his eyes. The girl tried to get a response from him through the communications device, not knowing that it was useless. He was ready…

…and a flood of information began to gush into Dalana’s mind.

Vampire. CRUSS. Papa. Assignment. Marisa is jealous…

What a primitive individual!

She probably has long legs. I’m going to fuck her.

The girl was getting very nervous. Dalana needed to hurry.

Meyering. Stupid prick. Also a vampire. Why did she whack him? He fed on ugly Americans. They’ve probably got some real nice classified info over there. But we’re the best. No contest. CRUSS! Classified material. Stupid Americans. FBI. Agent Scully. I’d fuck her.

Now she understood. It was all because of her last mission. Mr. Meyering, that pseudo-vampire, even managed to turn things to shit when he was dead. Well, it was definitely time to get out of here, but first she wanted to bid adieu to the lovely girl. So Dalana winked at her, not really expecting the girl to see or notice. Human vision was still too weak. But strangely, the girl did see. And she rushed straight for Dalana.

Dalana recalled the beast, which by this time had already grown bolder, and now was inching its feelers towards the entranced boy.

Take him and return to your Master, commanded Dalana as she walked away. The future fate of this threesome no longer interested her.

Outside, the first thing she did was chuck her cell phone into the trash. But then Dalana’s nostrils caught the scent of a transmog, a turned vampire. There he was, in the guise of a taxi-driver, standing there, awaiting his next human passenger-victim. Sorry, my friend, but you are going to have to wait a bit for your supper. Dalana walked over to the transmog.

I need your help.

He responded immediately: he grinned at her wolfishly, but in a way that concealed the canines behind his lips. All vampires smiled so, both those who were Begotten of Old and those who had been transmogrified.

What should I do?

He was far from stupid. He took the correct view of the balance of power between them. Most likely he was not less than five centuries old.

I need shelter.

Dalana walked over to his car.

“Do you speak Swedish?” he asked.

Dalana nodded.

“Where do you want to go?”

“To the Metropol,” Dalana said loudly.

This dialogue was for the benefit of anyone listening.

I know a place. It will please you.

“And your luggage?”

“This is it.” Dalana raised the hand holding the valise in an ostentatious gesture. “I always travel light.”

They might follow me.

“Have a seat,” he offered, gallantly opening the door of his car for her.

I understand. I’ll lose them.

Ducking into the taxi, Dalana arranged herself as comfortably as possible. The car swung nimbly away from the curb.

“Excellent camouflage,” she said aloud, complimenting his car.

“I understand that it’s not what you are used to,” he began in an apologetic tone.

“There’s no need,” Dalana interrupted him.

“Filip,” the vampire introduced himself. Will you excuse me?”

And he took out his cell phone, hit two buttons and pressed the device to his ear.

“Lucinda, hi, will you do something for me?” he began without any preamble. “Yes, yes, and warn everyone that this time our guest is quite out of the ordinary. That’s all, see you later.”

He put his phone back in its place and added respectfully, “We would be honored to have a Begotten of Old accept our modest assistance. Are you hungry?”

“No,” she assured him. “And please, Filip, please don’t ask me anything more for a while. I need to think.”

He nodded and Dalana lost herself in her thoughts. The passport under the name Darla Van Glek, which had served her for almost ten years, would no longer be of use. And with it she must forget about the apartment in New York and the Moscow villa on Rublevsky Road, and about much else besides. The FBI must have already been working on that idiot Meyering when she took on the commission. Nice. The client had paid her a million dollars, but the apartment that she had lost, with its views of Central Park – that alone was worth ten times as much! But it couldn’t be helped. Such is the job – what you have today you lose tomorrow. Ultimately, the real estate loss was not the most upsetting result of this mess. Dalana was still a fantastically wealthy individual. She would have no problem securing new documents and new properties, as she had already done many times before. The other result was worse – because of this incident she had to ask for help from the transmogs. Of course, they had no idea that this Begotten of Old was one of the highest paid jewel thieves in the world. Was Dalana a hired assassin? No, by no means. Simple murder was usually too banal for her, and she had rarely engaged in it even at the dawn of her career, but it was often a requirement in the bigger picture of a job. At this point in time, she referred to such work as ‘assistance in the conclusion of an especially delicate problem.’ She had a few extremely serious rivals. An enchanter, a native of South Africa – he had a sublime gift for changing his appearance as did all changelings in principle. A Chinese man, a monk from the Shao Lin Monastery – he could control the wind, for he kept company with Gods of the Ethereal Elements. And mademoiselle Yuriko Ottiker – she was a female half-breed with whom Dalana was personally acquainted. European through her father, Yuriko resided in Switzerland and enjoyed a rabid popularity among the local male population, who were sincerely convinced that the mother of this marble-skinned beauty was a Japanese aristocrat. However, even her father, long dead in the course of time, never guessed that the Mistress of the Sea of Marmara herself had conceived a child from him. Yuriko was also very good at what she did, and she earned quite a bit of money, but unlike Dalana she preferred not to pass beyond the borders of Switzerland, only carrying out local commissions. Chances were that the list of rivals was not exhausted with these three, but to all the other ‘hatchetmen’ Dalana was generally indifferent. Furthermore, her worth was already so immense that she could have quit her profession long ago. She could have, but she did not.

Recalling the transmog who was sitting in front of her, Dalana probed him through and through just to be on the safe side. But she could see nothing dangerous to herself save for the fact that the pseudo-vampire by the name of Filip craved her body, just like that human puppy.

The car, in the interim, had reached a strong, yet showy wall covered in monograms and emblems. Dalana stared at these pretentions of the modern nouveau riche. However, it could all be a bit more complicated than that. Filip slowed the car down.

“We’re here,” he told her.

And the gates in the wall, opened smoothly, allowing the car to pass into a spacious courtyard. A pair of magnificent Dobermans, barking furiously, met them at the entrance of the house. The dogs changed their tune as soon as they scented Dalana’s powerful musk. The door opened and Filip ceded the way to her. For a moment Dalana froze on the threshold.

This house was an abode of vampires. Vampires who, like Filip, had been transformed, who had once been human.

We are delighted to see our guest, Begotten of Old. Henceforth our home is your home.

Dalana stepped over the threshold.

3.
 

Hoc est vivere bis, vita posse priore frui.

To be able to enjoy a lived life means to live twice.
 

“So first of all, it is essential that I have a cell phone and a laptop,” declared Dalana.

They were sitting in a large parlor with an unlit fireplace. It was amusing that here amidst the design elements of the currently fashionable ‘High-Tech’ style, one encountered aspects of a Russian palace style. Dalana immediately recognized that the gilded details of the palatial interior were genuine. As was, so it now seemed, the coat of arms on the front gates. It was a hereditary coat of arms, and the creatures who lived in this house appeared to be members of an ancient, noble Russian family. By some whim of fate Dalana was being sheltered by Old Russian aristocrats…who by a similar whim of fate had become vampires more than seven hundred years ago.

“These need to be obtained immediately,” continued Dalana. “The laptop must be fully loaded.”

At these words Filip rose from his seat and left the room. After a minute the car could be heard leaving the courtyard. The masters of this household knew what cellular phones and plasma televisions were, and what is more – they delighted in making use of all the goods of progress. But they still regarded Filip as their ‘go-to guy’ for that was what he was when, centuries ago, still a human, he sold meat pies at the local bazaar.

“The matter of documentation must be resolved within twenty-four hours. Any documents are fine with me, even if they are obviously forged. The most important thing is that I get them as soon as possible. The only requirement I have is that the name on the passport must begin with the letter D.”

Such an eccentric little kitty.

Vasilisa, Lucinda’s younger sister, was not able to control her random thoughts all too well. She was an entirely spoiled young lady, though she made no attempt to hide this. With an interior smile, which none of those present could see, Dalana remembered the vampire films she had seen not that long ago on the airplane.

You have such pretty ankles.

Would you look at that, the girl was eyeing Dalana up and down! This little grey-eyed rogue would certainly be a worthwhile companion for what’s his name…Lestat!

There’s a party planned for tonight.

It was clear to Dalana that the ‘party’ would involve this child hanging around with her friends – a bunch of freshly made transmogs wheeling their way through nightclubs in an orgy of blood. Extremists.

Would you like to come with me? It’ll be fun.

Not likely. Dalana screwed her face up into a distasteful frown, imagining the prospect of such festivities for a second. She had come here to work, not to roam around Stockholm.

I could show you a couple of things that would blow your mind.

That was even less likely. Dalana was beginning to lose her temper. Transmogs always thought too much of themselves. They acquired their canines, lived for a few extra centuries and began to think they were insanely audacious. But when it came down to it, they still had to creep about in the dark to attack their victims. They did not even know how to fly. Only the Begotten of Old possessed this skill. Only they had sufficiently developed consciousnesses to raise their bodies into the air and move them through any space at their convenience. That was the entire secret of ‘vampiric flight.’

“We’ll resolve the issue of your passport within twenty-four hours,” said Lucinda. The sour expression on her face testified to the fact that she was listening to her sister’s mental monologue.

“Also,” Dalana said. “You will help me find more suitable accommodations.”

“In the countryside or in Stockholm?” asked Lucinda.

“I’ll think about it,” answered Dalana. “But I’ll decide after I see the passport.”

“I see,” replied Lucinda, chewing her lower lip.

She kept glancing at Vasilisa, but it seemed that her expression did not fluster the girl in the slightest.

And why exactly the letter D?

The little lamb was unreasonably curious.

Show me your canines.

STOP THIS RIGHT NOW!

I tell you what, how about you stay out of this and stop crawling into my thoughts!

Dalana would have preferred not to eavesdrop on family arguments, but the sisters were ‘yelling’ so loudly that any Begotten of Old would have heard them, even from a distance.

When Nicholaus returns I will tell him everything. EVERYTHING. Do you understand? About your debts and about the cocaine in your bedroom.

Boring old cow.

Shameless hussy.

Apparently, the third member of their family, the elder brother, was called Nicholaus.

Prude.

GET OUT OFT HERE! GET OUT NOW!

To the Dalana’s astonishment, Vasilisa did indeed get up and walk out of the room.

I’ll be seeing you.

That last was addressed to Dalana – the girl winked at her in her mind’s eye. Of course, she enjoyed behaving willfully, but she didn’t dare rebel against her elder sister entirely.

“Forgive her, please,” Lucinda said apologetically. “She’s gotten completely out of hand in the last thirty years. Such are the times.” She raised her hands, unable to voice her thoughts further.

She’s even more difficult with you around, she thought to herself and immediately flushed bright red, perceiving that Dalana had heard her thought.

The situation was becoming awkward.

“Perhaps you would like to rest from your trip?”

And Dalana had to find some way of extracting herself from it.

“I suppose,” consented Dalana.

Lucinda led her to a spacious, comfortable bedroom. The majority of the Begotten of Old relaxed, when they needed to, beyond the framework of everyday human experience. But transmogs were still humans, or rather, their patterns of thought had been formed while they were still human, which is why they almost always set up bedrooms in their dwellings.

“The sooner I receive my passport, the sooner I will leave your house,” said Dalana. “The name can be anything, just so long as you fulfill my requirements.”

“Most assuredly,” answered Lucinda. “Please let us know if you need anything else. Sleep well.”

And she left.

In the depths of her soul, Dalana did not really despise the transmogs, as did many of her kinsmen; instead, she pitied them. They were miserable creatures, not completely human, not completely vampire. All the more so since many of them were transformed into this borderline state against their will. Excommunicates from the human world, transmogs were never fully admitted into the world of the Begotten of Old, and so all the secrets of that world were unrevealed to them.

Each of the first names on Dalana’s numerous forged passports began with the same letter as her real name. In the Classical Period, the Athenians had known her as Despina. During the times when documents were still not required, some Begotten of Old had assumed names and used them for many centuries, if not millennia. Now everything was different. One thing remained constant – the First Letter of the Name. The ancient shamans knew of the enormous power that resided in the Names of all the living creatures in the Cosmos. Dalana’s requirement that her passport name begin with the letter D ensured that the ancient magic imprisoned in her Name would not be destroyed.

There was nothing to do while she waited for her documents and the other items Filip had left to obtain, and Dalana despised idleness more than all else on this earth. She glanced out the window, and decided that it would be a good idea to take a better look at the lands surrounding the house. It turned out that there was even a forest. A dying forest, to be sure, but a forest nonetheless. All the Creatures which had inhabited the forest since time immemorial had been forced to abandon it when humans had begun to take a fancy to this picturesque corner of the Stockholm region. Soon the humans constructed a slew of their destructive gated communities, but strangely they did not completely destroy the forest.

And yet Dalana felt that someone was still living in this deserted and almost completely dead forest. She wondered who it could be.

Outside, evening was already settling in. But dark came quite slowly in these long August evenings, and Dalana would be at great risk of being seen by the human inhabitants of the community. She could well imagine the ruckus that would commence if someone suddenly saw a woman flying through the sky. Or a vampire soaring, as the case may be. The temptation was very great. However.

Dead leaves crackled softly beneath her feet. Dalana could move almost soundlessly even if the ground was strewn with popcorn.

Soon she saw him – a small Forest Man. The inevitable inhabitants of any forest, these tiny godlings almost never came into direct contact with humans, but every so often they were glimpsed from the corner of a human eye. The little Men did not have faces as such, simply black apertures in a white or blue screen. Humans mistook these holes for eyes. The little Men could be one-eyed, but they could also have three, four, or even five eyes. In so far as Dalana knew, they preferred to appear in groups, not as individuals. But this one sat alone on a rotten log in the center of a glade.

Hello, Dalana greeted the godling.

He turned towards her. He had three eyes of different sizes.

Are you here alone?

Forest Men spoke very rarely, essentially performing the function of passive observers. But the Man comically wagged his head in a misshapenly elliptical pattern.

There were others. They left.

Where did they go?

The Man hesitated. Each his own way. To find a new home.

The godling’s head wagged again. Apparently that was how he demonstrated dissatisfaction.

It’s not easy. There are few forests. And many humans.

And where did the Master go?

The Master did not leave. Humans killed him. Not for food. They liked his large antlers. After this the others left.

Those who existed beyond the borders of the human world were generally alien to excess emotion. And yet…

But why did you stay?

This. Is. My. Home.

Well, that was his choice. The Forest Men died if their Forest, the House in which they lived, perished. The only other option for the godlings was to leave before their forest died in search of a new refuge.

Farewell, said Dalana.

The godling did not answer. He jerked his small, odd head for a moment, and then he disappeared.

“Farewell,” Dalana repeated aloud.

The forest did not answer; only the wind murmured though the leaves on the tops of the trees.

It was time to return to the manor. Dalana sincerely hoped that the sisters had managed to clarify their relationship and that Filip had filled her order.

Everything was relatively quiet in the house, at least at first glance. Dalana decided to take a shower. Any creature, even if it consisted not only of flesh and blood, or not of those at all, required regular cleansing.

Having finished washing herself, Dalana thought it might be a good idea to renew her wardrobe. In fact, she needed a new one entirely. Unfortunately that would not be possible until she settled the matter of her passport and residence. And this time she would not bother with investments in expensive real estate. She would simply rent a house or an apartment. She even thought about making do with a hotel room. It was true that she was now slightly alarmed by the fact that federal agents had her on their radar. Surely, these buffoons from the organization with the idiotic name CRUS (or was it CRUSS – she wasn’t quite sure) would first begin to search all the hotels in Stockholm. Although, to hell with them! Let them search. Dalana would hole up in a short-term rental in the city. Or better yet, she would rent an apartment within the city and a small cottage in the suburbs. Dalana thought she could complete her new mission, the one that had brought her to Stockholm in the first place, within a week, ten days at the most. And then she would leave Stockholm and probably not return for another forty years. It was something else that actually worried her: to what extent were the American intelligence agencies, the FBI and the CIA, aware of her? Which of them concerned itself with that damned Meyering? Yes indeed, she would have to come up with a clean biography, or maybe move somewhere else in Europe and lie low for two or three decades. However, no version of settling in Europe appealed to her. Simply put, Dalana did not share Yuriko’s love for everything European. She loved Asia, the United States and Russia. Moreover, each of her beloved countries fostered a completely particular feeling in Dalana. The Celestial Empire and the Island of Dragonflies – China and Japan – she loved tenderly and tremulously, just as humans usually love in their earliest youth. She felt a wild passion for the USA, comparable only to desires of the flesh. But what she felt for Russia could not be defined so easily. The feeling was like the country itself, unruly and defenseless, loyal and treacherous, proud and cunning…. There, in the very heart of its vast territory, was Dalana’s homeland. A portion of that country, that earth, lived inside the Begotten of Old, whether she wanted it to or not.

So, where could she go without fear of falling into the clutches of the world’s intelligence agencies? Europe should be considered only as a last resort. What else remained? Africa? India? Australia? They were out of the question. Firstly, they were too hot for Dalana’s tastes; secondly, they were too dirty. Thirdly, well, they were just hellish. She couldn’t even guess why any creature would want to live in such places.

Dalana bit her lip. Were there really no more places where she could wait out uncertain times? She supposed the globe was not so enormous, after all. True, there was still Canada, especially French Canada. Or was it Canadian France? Dalana had not yet lived there. Perhaps she should try it.

Someone knocked quietly on the door.

“Pardon me,” Lucinda called through the door, “but Filip has returned. He bought everything you ordered.”

After a detailed inspection, Dalana decided that the purchased items were completely satisfactory. She even condescended to compliment Filip. He nearly went mad from happiness. Then a mental bickering match began between him and Vasilisa. Dalana did not listen attentively, even though she had every reason to believe the affair would end in a physical fray. Fortunately for both of them and also for Lucinda, who was unsuccessfully trying to make peace between the two inflamed combatants, Nicholaus returned. However, that peace did not last long.

“Have you seen our collection of paintings?” asked Prince Nicholaus.

Red-haired, with a hooked nose and a tranquil gaze in his large, grey eyes, he could give anyone a run for their money. He was attractive, like his youngest sister, and about the same height as Dalana. Filip, of course, paled next to him.

“Is there something there worth seeing?” asked Dalana, smiling provocatively.

“Ah, but we should find out, shouldn’t we?” Nicholaus narrowed his eyes slyly and then immediately added, “And we might as well let Filip go, he’s late already, aren’t you, Filip?”

“I’m not really in a hurry,” Filip said, spreading his arms akimbo.

“I was thinking that I might watch some television.” It seems Filip was not ready to cede the field of battle.

Get out of here, I said!

To hell with you!

You should both shut your insignificant traps! Vasilisa’s voice joined the fray from somewhere on the second floor. She’s coming with me.

Fie, it’s disgusting listening to the three of you! Lucinda said angrily from a neighboring room.

So don’t listen, recommended Vasilisa.

Filip and Vasilisa burst into laughter. Even Dalana was slightly amused, more at the fact that these three idiots thought they could divide her amongst themselves, than at anything else.

You are loathsome to me! All three of you!

And Lucinda disengaged from the ethereal ‘conversation’.

Filip scrolled through the channels with a vengeance, apparently hoping to find something that would appeal to their guest, and obviously playing for time.

“What do I care what you do with your free time. I would never begrudge you your precious television,” Nicholaus continued aloud. “Please, have a seat, amuse yourself. Just not too loud, mind. My dear lady, wasn’t I about to show you around our gallery?”

“You and your paintings can go to hell!” yelled Filip; Nickolaus’ comment about the television apparently touched a raw nerve.

He sprang towards Dalana, landing dangerously close to Nicholaus. His eyes burned with a mad fire.

“My Lady! Come with me, I implore you!”

“Go away, I tell you, go!” Nicholaus snarled at Filip, baring his worn-out fangs.

What could be done? Every Begotten of Old possessed a certain magnetism that frequently drove people mad. The myths about succubi and incubi had an entirely real foundation. Also, in Dalana’s homeland there were legends about mu-shubuns – spirits of fantastic beauty – who led humans, men and women, their amorous slaves, to inevitable death.

ENOUGH!

Dalana decided to interfere before this got out of hand. Nicholaus’s powerful arms had already lifted Filip from the floor. He was about to fling Filip, who was balefully gnashing his crooked, yellowed fangs, to the far corner of the drawing room.

“You should be ashamed, Your Highness,” Dalana said scornfully, “to sully your fair hands so.”

“I – I beg your pardon,” bleated Nichlolaus, returning Filip to his original position.

Both hero-lovers seemed to recall who was standing in front of them, and they meekly pulled themselves together. Dalana continued frostily: “I am exceedingly grateful that you are all trying so hard to fill my leisure time, but I have already decided where and with whom I will spend tonight.”

Without bloodbaths, without narcotics, and without drunken teenagers. These are my conditions, added Dalana mentally.

It’s a deal! Vasilisa shouted joyfully in reply.

After a moment Vasilisa appeared on the stairs. Glamorous, with a daring hat on her head, she of all of them least resembled a princess or any other kind of blue blood. But this was more a plus than a minus.

You look amazing.

I tried.

“Unship your oars, boys,” Vasilisa declared victoriously, descending the stairs. “The lady has picked me.”

Nicholaus and Filip glared in unison.

“Let’s go.” She turned to Dalana with a smile. “I will show you a wild time.”

Her canines were snow-white. Apparently, this was a manifestation of relative youth coupled with noble birth.



 
  



CHAPTER TWO
 

1.
 

If we do not know life, how can we know death?
 

Confucius
 

After two hours, Marisa did not know what to do with herself.

The imposing hospital structure, dubbed ‘the home away from home’ by the agents of CRUSS’s Homicide Division, as well as the entire staff of the Coalition, was located in Vallingby and consisted of five concourses with ten floors each.

Victims of highly contagious diseases were usually admitted in concourse D. Not even relatives were allowed to visit such patients. So Marisa was forced to wait in a tiny cafe near the hospital. Her watch showed that it was just after five o’clock; by this time Marisa had already managed to drink a gallon of espresso and to smoke a pack of cigarettes. She and Ruslan had started smoking when they were fourteen. It was a common addiction of orphanage children. When they were accepted into the academy, the youngsters had to give up nicotine. A heavy smoker, Goldberg nonetheless kept strict watch: he didn’t even want his kids to use nicotine gum. All the agents of his department regularly had to take a special test to tell if they had been smoking. Two thirds of the agents smoked like chimneys regardless of Goldberg’s interdiction, but strangely they managed to pass the test without consequence to their careers.

Marisa was not usually one of those, but today was a special case. Marisa was sure that Papa would forgive her.

Ruslan had collapsed in a heap immediately after they let that beast escape. The ambulance arrived quickly, but by that time Rus’s condition was already extremely serious. Marisa watched as his body was covered in horrifying blisters, which grew and bulged, and then burst with a disgustingly putrid sound. The smell that they produced was also putrid. Marisa was sure that these symptoms were the result of being burned by some acid and she racked her brains trying to think of when exactly the vampire had had time to throw it at Ruslan. It must have been when they fell into that strange stupor.

It was also odd that when the doctors arrived, they instantly got hold of an epidemiologist, and then they prohibited Marisa from riding in the same vehicle as Ruslan. She was brought separately to an infirmary where she was required to give blood and then wash herself with a nasty antiseptic concoction. The surprising thing was that none of these doctors bothered to explain what all the fuss was about. Physically, Marisa felt excellent, but she was going out of her mind with worry over Ruslan. The CRUSS medics and the doctors from the hospital would not tell her anything. Marisa tried all the methods she knew for getting information: she was rude and threatening; she pleaded and invoked the Swedish Constitution; she even tried to play the pity card. It was useless. Even the invocation of the Statutes and Codes of CRUSS did not help. They dismissed Marisa, but again they did not explain why.

And now here she was, sitting in a café, drinking coffee that was quickly becoming disgusting and smoking like a chimney. Lighting the last cigarette in the pack, Marisa saw Goldberg. He walked over to her table; Papa’s appearance did not bode well.

“Hello,” said Goldberg wearily when he reached her table. “How are you?”

“Let’s see…. I’m smoking.” Marisa couldn’t think of anything else to say.

Goldberg just raised his arms helplessly and flopped down into a nearby chair.

“Have you eaten anything today?” he asked and then turned to the waitress, “Miss, a pork chop with vegetables, if you don’t mind.”

“Papa,” Marisa said sharply, more sharply than she should. “The devil take your pork chop and the devil take your vegetables. What’s going on with Ruslan?”

And, not giving Goldberg a moment of respite, she continued: “Why did they hide him away in concourse D? Do they think his boils are a symptom of avian flu?”

Goldberg remained silent, and Marisa continued to pepper him with questions.

“Have they managed to do anything besides give him an enema and draw blood? It’s a simple burn – that beast probably poured acid on him! Or maybe she has venomous saliva? Like a snake.”

“I read your account,” Goldberg said. “You maintained that neither of you were in physical contact with the objective.”

“I wasn’t, but Rus might have been. Maybe I simply didn’t see it. By the way, why did they keep me in the infirmary for so long?”

“Listen to me,” said Goldberg quietly. “Ruslan had smallpox.”

“Smallpox?” Marisa repeated dazedly. “Who gets smallpox nowadays? And how could he possibly have caught it in two minutes? Did that bitch infect him?”

All at once Marisa caught Goldberg’s look and she paused.

“Papa…why did you say had?”

Goldberg suddenly put his rough palm on Marisa’s hand.

“I’m sorry, my dear,” Goldberg said sadly. “But half an hour ago…Ruslan didn’t make it. Toxic shock syndrome. His heart gave out.”

Marisa felt as if someone had pulled the floor out from under her feet. No, it couldn’t be. She’d heard wrong.

“Alexander Goldberg,” Marisa tried to speak as calmly as possible, “tell me once more, what’s wrong with Ruslan?”

“I’m so sorry,” Goldberg simply repeated.

Marisa sprang up from her seat.

“Where are you going?” asked Papa, quickly grabbing Marisa by her wrist. He tried to get her back into her seat, but she jerked her elbow away.

“Don’t you try to stop me,” snapped Marisa. “I want to see my friend and I will see him and I don’t give a shit about state secrets.”

“Don’t be in such a rush,” said Goldberg mournfully. “You have no idea what kind of sight awaits you.”

“I want to see my friend,” Marisa repeated.

For several tense moments they drilled holes in each other with their eyes. The elderly man and the young woman. The ex-teacher and the ex-student. The superior and the subordinate. He had experience and she had youth, and therein lay their strength…and their weakness. Finally, he yielded.

“Go,” Goldberg said in a tired voice. “I’ll order them to let you pass.”

As far as Marisa Sukhostat, Special Agent of the Homicide Division of the Coalition could remember, she had never cried. Not even when she was in a lot of pain. When she was five, her cheek had been cut and three of her teeth knocked out by a bully. The insult of being beaten had overwhelmed the pain, even though he had been twice Marisa’s age. The event took place in the cellar of the orphanage where the young people struggled for position among themselves by stealing tins of caviar from the food store. Not black caviar, and not even red caviar. Squash caviar. Marisa was quick on her feet, but her agility lost to brute physical strength. The children stood and watched as Sery grabbed Marisa by the hair and pushed her face into the dirty, concrete floor. But she did not cry – she withstood the humiliation, gritting her remaining teeth and swallowing saliva salty with blood. And after a minute a black-browed boy burst into the cellar with the hilt of a shovel in his hands and hit Sery on the back as hard as he could. Sery let out a piecing howl and dropped to his knees, freeing Marisa.

“Let’s get out of here!” said the boy. As Marisa got up, he took her by the hand and dragged her towards the exit. “Make way, you sons of bitches!” he screamed at the children who were trying to block their path.

Apparently, the shovel hilt in his hand dispelled their doubts, and none of Sery’s gang dared to hinder the escapees.

It was Marisa and Ruslan’s first meeting. From that time forward, they were always together. He was a part of her life, and she was a part of his. In their virtues and shortcomings, their advantages and disadvantages, they complemented each other. Marisa was a brilliant student, Ruslan often received D’s. In the end, this disparity cost them both: him because he copied from her, her because she allowed him to copy.

Later, when they were at the Academy, things changed somewhat: he stopped copying completely and eventually received a commission; she, no longer guilty of any infractions, traveled to the US and Europe a few times to acquire experience and exchange expertise with foreign students. The first time they were separated was before the boom of cheap texting. It was the internet that saved them. Every day, Marisa received two short, awkward emails from Ruslan. She sent back two of her own – much longer. They missed each other greatly, even if they never admitted to it openly.

There was also rivalry between them. After the Academy, when they came to work in Goldberg’s department, Marisa and Ruslan burned brightly on the job, completely giving themselves over to their labor of love. Ruslan had received optimal physical training, and he emerged victorious from any scuffle without having recourse to the handle of a shovel. However, Marisa also improved herself every day. She studied languages and the occult sciences, investigated the theoretical aspects of world religions and read a lot of literature, from belles-lettres to the classics. Ruslan was ready and willing to kill time by tailing some follower of a voodoo cult around the clock, but he had difficulty reading translations of the reports of his colleagues in the US, which Marisa could recite from memory. As a result, the victor’s laurels almost always fell to Marisa. Ruslan, of course, suffered because of it, but he never showed any evidence of doing so. And in truth, he was happy for her because their juvenile rivalry paled in comparison to the earnest affection they felt for each other.

Marisa walked up to the glass isolation chamber where Ruslan lay.

Many things had happened in her life to make her feel pain or sadness. But life in an orphanage had hardened Marisa. Later, she knew that she had a friend who would always come to her aid in her hour of need.

But then…Marisa saw him. More accurately, what was left of him. Marisa fell to her knees and wailed. Without tears and without sound. She beat her fists against the glass, knowing full well that it was reinforced and that nothing would break it, and she shook with silent sobs.

Frightened nurses ran up to her and Marisa begged them to open the door and let her into the chamber, although she also knew full well that no one would. After a short while a doctor appeared and ordered that Marisa be given a sedative. Two massive orderlies took her by the arms and led her away from the chamber where the thing that had been her best and only friend now lay.

“Ruslan,” said Marisa, and the tears gushed from her eyes. For the first time in her life she cried for real, gulping down streams of her own tears…

When Marisa came back to her senses, she discovered that she was sitting on a cot in the department head’s office. The personnel had tactfully decided to leave the young woman alone with her pain. Beyond the window it was already dark. Marisa felt dead tired, exhausted to the bone. There were also some strange sensations in the region of the back pocket of her trousers. A moment later, Marisa realized that this was her blackberry trying to get her attention, desperately vibrating. A new email.

In the text of the email a certain sender Z, who Marisa knew quite well, informed her that hundreds of vampires had long been happily residing in one of the communities in the suburbs – the ghouls had arranged a coven there, or in modern parlance, a night club. They were, of course, as always, sure of their impunity and could not imagine that someone might betray the location of their lair.

The tears in Marisa’s eyes dried instantly. She pulled a cell phone from her other pocket and dialed Pavel Volsky’s number. He answered in a matter of seconds.

“Volsky here.”

“Hi, Pavel.”

“Marisa,” Volsky replied. “I heard about Rus. Please accept my condolences; we’re all very sorry. You hang in there.”

News, the good as well as the bad, spread instantly within CRUSS.

“Thanks,” Marisa replied dryly. “Tell me, are you and your team available right now?”

“Well, I – yes,” said Volsky. “At least Arvid, Genaro, Okahito…”

“How many men?” Marisa interrupted him.

“Well, about twenty…but what happened?”

“My informant sent me a tip,” announced Marisa. “We have a large sweep ahead of us.”

“I see. How many?” asked Volsky in a businesslike tone.

“Two hundred at the most,” said the young woman.

“That’s not so many,” Pavel said. “We can take care of two hundred in half an hour. Ten for each of us. No sweat. They’re teenagers?”

In CRUSS young vampires, those who were no more than one hundred years old, were called ‘teenagers.’

“I suppose,” she replied.

Although young vampires were considered comparatively easy prey, Marisa by no means shared Volsky’s good cheer.

“Pavel, we need to hurry.”

“Don’t worry, I get it,” Volsky assured her. “Take no prisoners, right?”

Marisa just laughed spitefully in reply.

“Okay, get on over here,” Pavel said, and he hung up.

Marisa could always rely upon herself unconditionally. Just as she could rely on Ruslan. Somewhat less on Papa. Volsky was the next person after Goldberg upon whom Marisa could sometimes rely. But in this she was certain – she could rely on him to be ready for this operation. Sweeps were a passion for Special Agent Pavel Volsky and his team.

The employees of the Homicide Division of CRUSS did not strictly specialize, brilliantly combining the roles of both field agents and analysts simultaneously. Some, it is true, would have rather worked exclusively in one field, but the majority successfully coped with the office routine, as well as with fieldwork. The agents worked with partners or in teams. The trainees, the young graduates of the Academy, became agents after an initial performance review, which was essentially a ‘trial by fire.’ The addition of ‘Special’ to their title gave agents a series of privileges and perks, which mainly revolved around the agent’s work situation. Pavel Volsky, a handsome man and in the past an excellent cadet, who incidentally had driven a good half of the female student of the Academy crazy, preferred to work in conjunction with a team of highly skilled professionals. These were thirty men, individually selected by Agent Volsky and instructed by him ‘in his own image.’ As far back as Marisa could remember, Pavel constantly mocked her and Ruslan, regarding them as unequal partners, who labored under the secret motto, ‘the broken horse carries the load’. By ‘broken horse’ he meant Marisa, insinuating that Ruslan had broken her in and was profiting from Marisa’s benevolent attitude towards him. The young woman frequently disagreed with Volsky. Once, long ago, at the very beginning of her training at the Academy, she had been in love with Pavel. But her feeling had quickly faded, yielding to life’s more serious challenges. Now, as professionals, they maintained an excellent collegial relationship, apart from the occasional moment of tension during an operation. Pavel dealt with Ruslan rather poorly, but they both managed to conduct themselves within the constraints of departmental propriety.

Nevertheless, now Marisa chose Volsky and his people. There were nine such immediate response teams in Goldberg’s department. Almost three hundred agents and professional soldiers were ready around the clock, seven days a week, for the most unpredictable situations in the name of international security. But Volsky’s team was the best. And Marisa knew this.

A picture of Ruslan’s disfigured body swam into Marisa’s overwrought mind, followed immediately by the beautiful, smiling face of that beast in the airport, winking at her. Well, tonight her brotherhood would get it good.

2.
 

In hostem omnia licita.

Everything is permissible with regard to an enemy.

An ancient Roman law.
 

The club to which Vasilisa brought Dalana had the annoyingly appropriate name, Bat Wing, though this was usually – thankfully – shortened to Wing. The owner of the club, a transmog with two centuries of ‘life baggage’, according to Vasilisa, apparently did not excel in originality of thought. Many Goths gathered in this nightclub, but every now and then members of other youthful and not so youthful subcultures also stopped by. One thing united the crowd of Wing – they were all vampires, without exception, and Dalana was sure they were all transmogs, though she had yet to verify that. Wing was a ‘members only’ club.

They pulled up to the doors in a stylish, sporty, mulberry-red BMW. Dalana decided to give the girl her due; she did drive quite well, if daringly, but she couldn’t keep herself from pestering Dalana with questions during the drive.

“Can you read the thoughts of everyone around you?”

Yes, when I want to. And it would be more accurate to say ‘hear thoughts’.

Dalana decided to switch fully to telepathic communication. Many transmogs, especially those who were older, were almost pathologically afraid to converse mentally. Others, on the other hand, thought that discoursing mentally was chic. But either way, it was extremely difficult for converted vampires to forgo human speech altogether.

“Wicked,” Vasilisa said. “We can only hear each other. Well, sometimes we can hear humans, but it’s not really all that coherent. But we get by usually.”

Indeed, to begin to have control after eight hundred years! Dalana replied skeptically.

But we do! Vasilisa cried mentally. Don’t you hear me right now? And I hear you. Oh, and we can also close each other out, though poorly.

No doubt, Dalana smirked, with still greater skepticism.

“Oh no,” said Vasilisa aloud. “So that means you heard our entire conversation about you?”

Your sister, I must say, has a healthy temper.

“Screw her. She’s always been a hypocrite.”

And your brother is vulgar.

“That’s not news to me,” snorted Vasilisa. “But I, on the other hand, would never let myself be that vulgar.”

Oh, you lie.

But you are so beautiful…

Watch the road.

The girl pursed her lips – she was offended. But she wasn’t silent for long.

“Well, does anything about our home please you?” asked Vasilisa with hope in her voice.

I rather like the coat of arms, acknowledged Dalana after some thought.

“Yes, many people have commented on it.” Now Dalana noticed the hint of pride that clearly bled through the girl’s voice. “Incidentally, it’s not only on the gates.”

“Yes, I noticed,” said Dalana aloud.

“It’s on our cell phones, it’s even on the soap,” continued Vasilisa. “What else? Oh, I know, I’ll show you!”

And the girl reached for the glove box, not forgetting to graze Dalana’s knee slightly in passing. Dalana pretended that she did not notice the touch. Vasilisa opened the glove box and extracted a chubby little book as large as her hand.

“Here, take a look,” said the girl.

“An address book?” guessed Dalana, taking the thing into her hands. The smooth leather of the binding was pleasant to the touch.

“Uh huh,” answered the girl. “Our emblem is on it, too.”

Truly, the emblem was there. The small mark shone dramatically in silver from a corner of the booklet. A silver emblem on smooth, black leather…

“It’s not human,” Vasilisa hurried to assure her, catching Dalana’s glance. “It’s calfskin. We’re not barbarians.”

“Well, the calf probably thought differently,” Dalana said.

Vasilisa did not know what to say to that.

“The quality is not modern,” continued Dalana, inspecting the item.

“Yes,” the girl acceded readily. “It’s a hundred years old. I acquired it as soon as we got a telephone.”

Dalana smiled to herself. She had a vivid recollection of the first telephones. They had evolved from what they were at first, but Dalana suspected that cellular telephones, too, were far from the limit of the genius of progress. But this address book, bound in calfskin, had preserved its pristine appearance. It, like its owner, had passed through the entire evolution of the telephone apparatus from the first dinosaurs to today’s flashy mobiles.

“And how often have you crossed out numbers opposite names?” asked Dalana.

“I’ve crossed out quite a few, the entire book really,” answered Vasilisa. “This booklet is history, so I cherish it.”

For sentimental reasons? asked Dalana, returning to their mental dialogue.

“Many who are there no longer exist, while others are far afield,” said Vasilisa, somewhat lyrically.

“And everything stems from that coat of arms,” smirked Dalana. “I think I’ll put it back, or else your trip down memory lane is going to spoil the entire evening for me.” With these words, Dalana returned the booklet to the glove box and slammed it shut.

She suddenly realized that she was bored by the monotonous scenery outside.

Is it much farther? inquired Dalana.

“We’re almost there,” Vasilisa told her.

Just as Dalana expected, the club was a private, modern-style villa of fairly stately dimensions, concealed behind a wall just like Vasilisa’s house. The guard dogs here were not Dobermans, but pit bulls. And the security system really left a lot to be desired.

Feeble, Dalana shared her impressions as they walked through the courtyard. Aren’t they afraid that the humans will catch them unprepared?

It is they who should fear us! And there is no way they could know about this place.

Never say never, admonished Dalana.

But Vasilisa only snorted contemptuously in reply.

Such confidence, particular to transmogs, always irritated Dalana. And to be sure, they often paid for their overconfidence with interest. But right now the last thing Dalana cared to do was comment on her companion’s attitude. If she had learned nothing after seven hundred years of life, it was unlikely that Dalana could correct her now. And why should she?

They went inside. It was nothing special, a common club like hundreds of thousands of similar establishments.

“Well, how do you like it?” asked Vasilisa.

Just as one would expect, cheesy, modern, energetic music pumped through the club. And it pumped loudly, so almost everyone here was conversing telepathically. The droning buzz of all that inane chatter was incredible, but nonetheless Dalana decided to probe the members of Wing. Considering all that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, it would do her no harm to exercise caution.

Not at all.

Are you always so arrogant?

Despite the comical results of Vasilisa simultaneously trying to unite two essences within herself – an Old Russian noblewoman and a modern teenager – Dalana was not going to rise to the bait and answer the question. She studied the crowd. Of course, it was comprised mostly of vampires, but not exclusively.

You, the Begotten of Old, are probably all like that, I suppose.

Dalana counted dozens of the deceased, who had clearly stumbled in on this crowd by accident and were accordingly dissatisfied by the lack of the ‘eternal attributes of normal human society’. The souls floated amidst the dancing transmogs who could not see them, in a futile effort to find the feast they expected from death. But here there were no splendid tables full of choice food. In this home they did feast, but somewhat differently than today’s chance guests of the vampiric gathering were accustomed to.

For a wonder, a creature resembling a black toad with venomously yellow eyes had snuck in here also. It sat in the gloom under the stairs that led to the second floor. It was a Creature from a realm of the Middle World that was scarcely safe from human vision. That is to say, theoretically humans could see it, providing, of course, that it did not merge with the darkness, becoming invisible for all intents and purposes with the exception of those nightmarish yellow eyes. Just as now. The creature usually lived in dark, cold, fetid places…and it was notable for its excessively malevolent disposition.

Perhaps you’d like to dance?

Vasilisa was bashfully trying to capture Dalana’s attention.

Is there a bog somewhere nearby?

“What?” asked the girl, slipping back into human speech.

Look. There, under the staircase.

“What’s there?” Vasilisa peered intently into the darkness under the stairs. “I don’t see anything.”

Of course. The creature had concealed its incandescent eyes under its heavy, misshapen eyelids and become invisible.

Show yourself, Dalana ordered it.

Unable to oppose her will, the creature cracked open one eye. But only for a moment and then it immediately closed it again.

“What is that?” screamed Vasilisa.

Her cry was lost in the pounding of the latest electronic pop hit.

They drained my House.

The creature was addressing Dalana. To all appearances it had not spoken with anyone for a long time.

There is a basement. It is damp. But not as it was before. Every night I think. Of vengeance.

Progress. It reigned high and low. The humans cut down the forests to build their dwellings, and the transmogs drained a bog with the same goal.

I can’t help you.

“Is there someone there?” asked Vasilisa. “I’m frightened.”

“But you told me you weren’t frightened of anything.”

Oh no, she was definitely frightened. Dalana felt waves of fear flowing from the girl.

“I said I wasn’t afraid of humans,” the girl quickly corrected her. “But that over there is not a human, is it?”

…yet it will be. Before long.

“Forget about it. There’s no one there anymore,” Dalana comforted the girl.

“You are cunning,” said Vasilisa.

And you aren’t? Women are generally cunning creatures.

The girl moved closer to Dalana.

I’ll say. So, will you show me your fangs?

And again a strange, unaccountable feeling of anxiety intruded into Dalana’s consciousness. It was similar to the feeling she’d had today when the plane landed. At that time the foreboding had proven to be accurate. Unfortunately. And what about now? Was she being followed again?

Behind a false bar, obviously built only for appearance’s sake, a pair of male transmogs were trying to predict the outcome of today’s soccer match. In one part of the club, a group was discussing some new film about vampires with the asinine title Dark Debauch. The opinion was unanimous: the film was the bottom of the barrel. In another room an orgy was taking place. No one was talking on the dance floor – instead they swayed and hopped to the beat of the music. On the second floor they were talking about stock market quotes, oil rigs and some other nonsense. She did notice that the “Stockholm Street Style” was the fashion choice of the patrons—wonderfully weird hats, shorts, workboots and acid-washed jeans seemed to be the uniform of the day. Not her cup of tea, really, but interesting nonetheless.

She came to the conclusion that no one was tracking her. But the anxious feeling did not lessen; it only strengthened with each passing second.

“Let’s get out of here,” said Dalana.

“What? Already? But we haven’t even danced yet.” Vasilisa was upset.

Something was happening outside. What exactly that was, Dalana could not yet determine.

“I see, you think this is all very boring,” said Vasilisa, pouting.

“That’s not it.” Dalana winced, then immediately thought: Although it is true.

But Vasilisa would not relent.

“Can I introduce you to my friends? They’re right over there, see?”

She pointed at the covey of transmogs discussing mounting a collaborative cultural campaign in modern cinema.

“I tell you, we have to leave,” answered Dalana severely.

Oh really, how dare you tell me to do anything?

The girl responded to Dalana with a whirlwind of boiling emotions that began with being peeved that she had not managed to boast of her new acquaintance in front of her friends and ended with a balky desire to remain at the club.

But from outside someone suddenly felt pain, severe pain – the abrupt wave of pain burst into the club and nearly swept Dalana from her feet. Someone was dying or, rather, being killed. The dogs, guessed Dalana.

…came to our home, accepted the best we have to offer, Vasilisa continued to rage. You are simply an ungrateful wretch!

Dalana realized that the girl was about to burst into tears, but she didn’t care. At that second the agony of the dying animals was replaced by a wave of human aggression.

They had to leave quickly.

What feeble security these assholes have.

It’s doubtful they’ll have time to regret it.

Flee, flashed through Dalana’s head. Someone is attacking the villa.

“Run, it’s a raid!” Dalana yelled.

Then, without regard for tact or subtlety, she scooped Vasilisa up into her arms and they soared together towards the ceiling. Dalana had designated a window on the second floor as her goal. Vasilisa, not understanding what was happening, instinctively clutched Dalana around the neck.

One of the dancing transmogs noticed them and stared in amazement, but at that very moment the entrance door flew from its hinges with a crash, bursting into pieces.

“Everyone on the floor, you fucking ghouls!” roared the man in army camouflage who had burst through the doorway. “The house is surrounded!”

Which side fired the first shot, Dalana did not see, as she chose that moment to crash through the glass. Shards showered down in a tinkling rain, but this sound instantaneously dissolved into the bark of guns and the cries of creatures fiercely fighting for their lives.

Dalana was outside by the time the glass fell to earth, but there were humans with weapons there, too.

“Look up!” an angry howl rang out. “That cock-sucker – it’s flying! Shoot it!”

“They don’t fly!”

“Really, then what’s that? They fly! Now fire!”

Moments later, Dalana found out that the humans were using special bullets. Most likely, they used metal stakes as the foundation. A couple dozen of these bullets spitefully struck Dalana in the back. It was unfortunate: now her new suit by George Asterian was definitively ruined.

“That thing is still flying!” someone shouted through the horrifying polyphony of gunfire.

“Guys – that flier is mine!” replied a female voice.

The sound of footsteps rang out. Catch me if you can, thought Dalana. But the wave of hatred emanating from the humans was enormous. It seemed that some girl with a terrible hatred of vampires was now in pursuit of Dalana. But right now Dalana did not have the capacity to penetrate more deeply into the thoughts of her pursuer – all of her consciousness was now focused on levitating.

Dalana passed over the road and saw that she could land in a small thicket. Judging from the sounds and the scraps of thought, they were being pursued by three humans, with the girl in the lead. It was hard to fly while carrying Vasilisa. Dalana sank down to the ground.

Are you wounded? She asked as soon as their feet touched solid ground.

“No,” breathed Vasilisa. “But my car’s back there.”

Is your name on it?

“No, no,” Vasilisa stammered in fear. “It’s registered under an alias…”

THEN FORGET ABOUT IT, snapped Dalana.

The girl fell silent. She could barely keep on her feet from terror, but Dalana was in no mood to coddle her. She needed to get away from this mess, the second of the day.

The aerial route was out of the question. It was simply too difficult and insecure. That meant that they would have to run from their pursuers, but those pursuers were already extremely close. There was no helping it: she would have to fall back on the services of a local entity. Luckily, this thicket was alive, and it had a Master. Yes, here he comes, there he is.

Marisa ran, furiously clenching her jaw against the possibility that the vampire motherfucker would get away from her. As soon as she felt even the smallest hint of exhaustion, her imagination obligingly reminded her of Ruslan’s disfigured corpse, who would now be impossible to bury decently. There would be no goodbyes. The reckoning should be commensurably cruel. Not one stinking vampire would get away from them.

“Leave it!” Volsky shouted from behind her, as he began to fade from the swift chase. “There’s a house full of these bastards!”

You’re a disgrace to your badge, Pavel, thought Marisa, not slowing her pace a bit. Spite added to her strength. No matter what, she would catch this flier and its cargo.

Even if she had to chase after them the whole night.

Flying has to be more complicated than running, so it would have to run out of steam first. With this thought, Marisa ran across the road. Dead ahead lay a small forest, and Marisa knew in her gut that the fugitives were around here somewhere.

Dalana saw the Master. A large, grey-black raven with a powerful beak and blazing red eyes, he sat on a branch of a nearby tree and kept a watchful eye on his uninvited guests. Edzen-Sagan, so they would have said in Dalana’s homeland.

May no Outsiders inflict harm to Your House, O White Gentleman of the Forest, Dalana respectfully addressed the Raven.

What remains of my House these days? He replied with bitter sarcasm. Other times, other rules. What do you require, Daughter of the Sanguinary Father?

“I’m afraid of him,” chirped Vasilisa, hiding behind Dalana’s back.

“What did they teach you in school?” said Dalana aloud dryly. “Greet him. Politely,” she added in a tone that brooked no opposition.

“G…Good Evening,” muttered Vasilisa to the Raven, but immediately asked in a whisper, “What kind of thing is he?”

I come to beseech Your Protection, explained Dalana, addressing the Master. Three follow after us. Outsiders from the Human Race. Shelter us against them.

“Whether or not we manage to return to your kin depends largely on him,” said Dalana especially for Vasilisa. “And now be quiet.”

Vasilisa nodded.

Those who are of Humankind are never honored in my House. But Those who, seduced by Long Life, drank from the forbidden chalice are not honored here at all. With you is One of Them. Why should I help you?

The forest around Dalana and Vasilisa literally came to life. A coterie of Forest Men appeared from under the leaves. They rolled their heads on their slight necks, expressing their anxiety at this most recent invasion of their realm. On a rotten stump something caught fire, scintillated, but it was not a glowworm or a firefly, but rather one of the myriad Spirits who so love to lure weary, lone travelers to sinister and fateful places in the dead of night.

Vasilisa watched all this with her mouth open, but, despite the fact that her fangs, as sharp as needles, gleamed eerily in the moonlight, she looked fairly bewildered and forlorn.

I beseech you, Hoary Gentleman,” said Dalana, bowing her head. Render me this service. I swear that one day I will repay my debt to You.

Dalana knew that they had very little time left. She could distinctly hear the rapid breathing of those who pursued them. Very soon they would appear from behind the trees and begin their assault.

At that moment the Grey Raven spread his massive wings.

Marisa clearly saw two dark shadows through the trees. It had to be the two fugitives. She hurried her pace in anticipation of the kill. She would take home two trophies this night. And she would stuff their heads with straw and hang them in her home.

Pavel was about five steps behind Marisa. Arvid was prowling forward to her right. The steely grip of her gun was pleasantly cool against her palm. Marisa held her breath.

A sudden, mysterious gust of wind picked up a piece of turf from the ground by Marisa’s feet and threw it straight into her face. Marisa, who had been caught unawares, skipped to the side and instantly bellowed with pain. Realizing that she had turned her ankle, she tried to keep her balance, but from out of nowhere the wind hit her right in the face, accompanied by clumps of earth.

“What the fuck!” Pavel roared from behind.

Marisa realized that he too had been hit right in the eyes with some wind-tossed dirt. And then suddenly it wasn’t just dirt that was flying at them, but branches, dead leaves, moss and stones as well. Another gust of wind, this time monstrously strong, swept Marisa from her feet. She flopped down onto her back without an ounce of dignity and banged the back of her head against something hard.

“Christ, what the hell is going on?” Pavel yelled, battling his way towards Marisa through the powerful blasts of wind. “Are you alright?”

“Yes,” replied Marisa, getting to her feet. “It seems that someone or something has decided to wreck our plans.”

“It’s a hurricane, damn it,” concluded Arvid, ducking out of the way of a branch as it flew by.

“Hurricanes don’t just come out of nowhere!” objected Marisa, trying to shout over the noise of the wind and rattling branches. Then another flying branch managed to hit Arvid, scratching his forehead.

“You motherfucker!” he cursed.

He meant the branch. Then he roared, “To hell with these flying bloodsuckers and their hurricanes! Let’s get out of here!”

At the other end of the small forest, Dalana could hear the shrieks of the humans quite well. It seemed that the reception the Master was giving them was not to their taste. Well, they should stay where they belong.

“Don’t lag behind,” she ordered Vasilisa.

They were walking very quickly, almost running. The girl had managed to call home and tell them that they had gotten into trouble. Filip was supposed to meet them in a designated place.

“What was that?” asked Vasilisa.

“A hurricane,” replied Dalana.

“I meant who were those creatures,” explained the girl, licking her parched lips.

The road appeared in front of them.

Forest inhabitants.

“But why did they help us?”

Would you have preferred they didn’t?

That’s not what I meant. They were creatures like you, weren’t they? Also Begotten of Old?

“It’s okay, you don’t have to answer, I get it,” Vasilisa added aloud.

They got to the highway just as a foreign-made car was driving by. And before Dalana had time to react, Vasilisa jumped towards the glowing headlights. The breaks screamed shrilly.

“Are you crazy?” cried out a middle-aged bald man, lowering the window of the front door. He was alone in the car.

“Stupid junkie!”

He opened the door, clearly intending to get out and teach Vasilisa some sense. She was expecting this.

With a snarl Vasilisa lunged at the man and pulled him out of the car. Her fangs entered the man’s neck. Fortunately, he had already lost consciousness and thus did not see Dalana seize the girl by her hair and hurl her away. Vasilisa’s head smacked loudly against the asphalt.

“What are you doing? That hurt!” The transmog malevolently snapped her bloodstained fangs.

Are you hungry? Dalana asked idly.

“No,” yelled Vasilisa. “What does hunger have to do with it?”

Then why do you wish to take his life?

“His life?” The girl was shocked. “Those like him killed my friends today. What, have you forgotten?”

“Your friends,” Dalana snapped harshly, “paid for their carelessness and excessive confidence. You must always remember that the victim can become the hunter at any moment. Life is inconstant and volatile.”

“Screw you and your philosophizing!”

And Vasilisa sprang to her feet with the intent of finishing what she had started. Halfway to the car, Dalana caught her and grabbed her by the throat.

Philosophy is entirely unnecessary, Dalana informed her. I think I’ll just squeeze a bit harder – that should crush your neck quite neatly. Though I’ll be annoyed that I had to save your worthless little life just a few minutes ago.

Vasilisa began to wheeze. Dalana waited a bit longer then relaxed her grip.

Sorry… Vasilisa gasped mentally. Forgive me, please. I am an idiot. I did not mean to offend you at all…my friends…I’m simply very upset! I mean, they died! And I wanted to avenge my pain on one of these little humans.

Dalana released the girl’s neck, noticing as she did so the seductive velvetiness of her skin.

“Anyway, I didn’t have time to bite him properly,” said Vasilisa.

At that moment the man groaned. And after yet another moment Vasilisa’s cell phone rang.

“It’s Filip,” she told Dalana even though that was obvious. “He’s already there. Let’s go, it’s not that far.”

“First put him back in his car.” Dalana pointed to the unfortunate man who was already beginning to regain consciousness.

“Well alright, but there is no way I’m taking him to a hospital,” grumbled Vasilisa.

While she loaded her frustrated dinner into car, Dalana once again thanked the Grey Raven for his help. He did not answer, but Dalana knew quite well that he was listening to her. And that was the important thing.

3.
 

Life is like a box of matches. Treated seriously it is amusing. Treated frivolously it is dangerous.

Ryunosuke Akutagawa
 

The passport in the name of Diana Pechorina, twenty-five years old, lay on the bedside table. Dalana had already studied the document and in general she was satisfied. The photo, of course, was pasted on clumsily, but the ID should be just enough for a week. The rest was unimportant.

Dalana stood before the mirror and investigated her back, from which fifty-four metal bars had been extracted. Perhaps they were a worthy alternative to stakes – with respect to transmogs, definitely. As for Dalana, all her wounds had already healed so well that there were no longer any scars.

Dalana recalled the events of last night. She really never should have agreed to go to a nightclub to relax – look at the result! She now knew that CRUSS wasn’t just created in the image and likeness of that American TV show, X-Files. It turned out that the local agents weren’t bad at organizing large-scale operations. They obviously maintained connections with their overseas colleagues, exchanging information. And they conducted cleansings. How many transmogs did they pick off last night? About a hundred? Or maybe even more? At any rate, no less.

Beyond the window the evening of an exhausting day was falling. Nothing special had happened on this day – nothing very special in comparison to the day before – but it had still been exhausting. Having received her new papers, Dalana took out some money and settled the issue of her wardrobe. She now had a fresh collection of wigs that were especially delightful to the eye. She had also dealt with her accommodation: fortunately it was easy to rent suitable places for practically any length of time. Just as she had planned, Dalana rented an apartment in the very center of the capitol and a country house in the South. Then she had said her goodbyes to Lucinda, Nicholaus and Filip. They were definitely bizarre, these transmogs, but all the same Dalana was sincerely grateful to them. The business with Vasilisa was more complicated. The girl didn’t want to leave her side.

“What do you think?” she had asked, extracting a slug from Dalana’s back. “Who could have betrayed us?”

“And how should I know?” wondered Dalana.

“I was so sure,” continued the girl. “We were all so sure that none of the humans would ever catch wind of Wing.”

“Your problem is that you underestimate humans, in particular these Special Forces. You put up an iron fence, release a couple of dogs into the courtyard and that’s it, you think you’re invulnerable. And now you’ve seen the result.”

“All the same, I’m sure there’s a snitch among us. Simply put, the humans would never have been able to find that place on their own.”

“It’s hardly likely that you’ll find out now. Though you could hire a private detective.”

Dalana was not speaking seriously, even if there was a grain truth.

And what if I hired you?

Bingo! That’s the ticket! It seemed that after seven hundred years the girl had picked up something after all. But Dalana did not bat an eye.

Why me?

The last slug dropped into the iron basin with a thud. Dalana stretched her numb back. The wounds did not bleed; they already began to heal.

But Vasilisa did not back down.

I know that I look like a seventeen year old girl, but believe me, I’ve not been seventeen for a long time and I can pay you well. I am very rich. When our family was still human we possessed vast estates. Since then we have only added to them.

I’m happy for you, Dalana replied laconically.

I mean it. Vasilisa was offended.

Then she added aloud, “I need to disinfect your wounds. I brought alcohol.”

“That’s not necessary,” said Dalana, “They will soon heal.”

“Yes, you’re right,” marveled Vasilisa. “Right before my eyes.”

In transmogs the regeneration of flesh was relatively slow, and it was definitely nowhere near as fast as movies would have one believe. Even the flesh of the Begotten of Old did not regenerate that quickly.

Vasilisa touched Dalana’s shoulder with the tips of her fingers.

“And it no longer hurts?” she asked.

“It never hurt. It was just uncomfortable.”

Dalana turned slowly. The girl’s grey eyes gleamed brightly.

So, about my proposition?

Which one?

“All I ask is that you think about it,” said Vasilisa, stoically ignoring the full meaning of Dalana’s reply.

Beyond the window dawn had already broken, and a few birds were warbling sorrowfully, as if mourning the departing summer. Somewhere in the deserted forest a small forest godling roamed in solitude.

“I will pay you ask much as you ask.”

“And why do you think I could do such a thing?” asked Dalana.

“You can do anything.”

“By no means. My abilities are far from infinite.”

“I seems to me that you can do anything,” insisted Vasilisa.

What could one know about the true nature of things? Nothing, even if one lived for thousands of years like some of these transmogs.

“That’s it, we’re done talking about this,” Dalana said rudely.

“As you say,” Vasilisa conceded unwillingly.

Then she reached out towards Dalana in an attempt to kiss her. Dalana intentionally remained indifferent. She did not try to evade the kiss; she simply looked past the girl as if she did not exist. The kiss came off quite poorly. Vasilisa was ready to burst into tears.

“You really don’t like me, do you?”

Dalana stretched. The unpleasant sensations in her back had almost disappeared.

“You know, the problem is something else entirely,” she replied after a short interval. “You are very sweet, but what’s the use of having a dalliance with you?”

“And do you search for utility in everything?” demanded Vasilisa. “What about simple pleasure? What about screwing just for the fun of it?”

“Pardon me, but I think it’s highly unlikely that sleeping with an importunate transmog would give me pleasure,” Dalana snapped.

“Get the hell out of my house!” Vasilisa commanded hysterically, and then she ran out of the bedroom.

Dalana had no desire to recall the scene that had then commenced between the sisters. Fortunately for her, all of that – the vampire house, the nighttime pursuit, the spurned girl – was already behind her.

Dalana looked out the window – the view was quite lovely. It never ceased to amaze her, modern Stockholm was a city built on islands, connected by bridges. Here you were, on a prestigious street in the center of the city, with solid, high-quality buildings, chic apartments, and then suddenly you encounter old courtyards and the remnants of a bohemian neighborhood. Interesting, diverse, very clean…and a nice place to hide from prying eyes. Nicholaus had suggested that she rent an apartment in a ‘deluxe’ building. According to him, these buildings had sprung up all over Stockholm in the last several years like mushrooms. Moreover, they were suited to every taste – from futuristic skyscrapers that looked like the background of a Japanese anime to low-rise penthouses. But Dalana would never allow herself to reside in such a place. The problem had nothing to do with money. All these ‘deluxe’ buildings shared one characteristic: quality security. Two levels, if not more. That implied dozens of unreasonably curious security guards who enjoyed tracking your every step. No, Dalana categorically refused to put up with such a state of affairs. Alas, it was always necessary to sacrifice something for the sake of the endgame. At the given moment the sacrifice consisted of Dalana having to give up luxury for safety.

I wonder whether there is a Master of this building, thought Dalana. And in the same breath she realized there was. But Dalana could not discern what kind of a creature it was– too many floors divided them. Generally, the Masters who were in charge of houses and buildings, landfills and junkyards, and any other place that was in essence the work of human hands were extremely strange creatures. Even Dalana would prefer to avoid encountering such creatures. In the past she had run into a few of them. For example, a couple of centuries ago, she stumbled upon the Spirit of a London dump. Dalana had wandered there in search of dinner, but she had paid dearly for her carelessness and had almost become someone else’s dinner herself. The disgusting thing nearly tore off Dalana’s head. Though it took great effort, Dalana did manage to kill the Spirit, which, contrary to popular belief, was not at all ephemeral or bodiless. Usually such creatures had two features – stink and hunger. They were constantly hungry and devoured everything that came their way. And everyone that came their way. Dalana smiled to herself. Humans always vanished. But few humans knew that in nine out of ten situations the blame for these disappearances did not belong to accidents or the heroin cartel or even to serial killers, but to malevolent monsters that lived right alongside humans.

Dalana intended to live in the apartment for the next two or three days. It was time to think about her new assignment. Dalana turned on the television; she thought best with its background noise as accompaniment.

On one of the main channels there was a debate involving two well-known politicians. The first, Simonsen, was scandalous, but of no consequence. He’d done nothing but indulge in some cheap antics that most people paid no attention to. Then he had distinguished himself and achieved notoriety in the wider world by insulting the mother of the American president. It was obvious that now Simonsen was beginning to lose popularity. He hadn’t done anything even remotely scandalous for a long time.

His opponent was Alexander Soigu, a businessman. He originally hailed from Eastern Siberia, but he had been firmly settled in Stockholm for several years. It wasn’t surprising, really. If things became too hot at home, the road of greed and vice could lead him to Stockholm, a safe haven. Dalana tried to examine the handsome, charismatic face with broad cheekbones, but the camera operator kept changing the camera angle. Simonsen stamped his feet and accused Soigu of embezzling state funds. Soigu listened impassively to this virulent abuse. Simonsen yelled that Soigu was a thief who once despoiled the entire stock of Norilsky nickel together with his one-time partner, a certain Mr. Khluss in Russia. Soigu grinned, knowing that Simonsen was right. The fat host with the bull neck also knew that Simonsen was right. The entire studio crew knew that Simonsen was right. But the farce continued because Simonsen needed publicity, the host needed ratings, and the channel needed the money of its sponsors. The talk show ‘Knock Down’ was a meticulously planned PR ploy in which every man eventually came out a winner. Except, of course, the audience. But that detail had no bearing on the business.

Soigu’s smile was the smile of a masterful and covetous man who was aware of his own worth.

Indeed, in the end, everything had its own worth. Popularity, ratings, a block of ads. Or someone’s life.

Alexander Soigu’s life was worth eight million dollars. But before killing him it would be a good idea to find out why all previous assassination attempts had been unsuccessful.

For this was the mission that had brought Dalana to Stockholm.

While Dalana reflected on her work, Marisa’s thoughts were by no means idle.

The ancient townhouse was in no way different from hundreds of others that were located in the historical center of Stockholm. But for Marisa it was a special location because here was the base of operations of the clairvoyant Zemfira – a stylish, sorceress with an international reputation and Marisa’s part-time informant. Zemfira occupied a vast apartment of seven rooms with a floor space of two hundred fifty square meters. She both lived and received clients in this mansion. Zemfira’s business prospered partly because of her calculating mind and business acumen, and partly because of her abilities. The fact was that, as opposed to her numerous colleagues – charlatans, black and white mages, hereditary sorceresses and witches – Zemfira truly was a sorceress. Or more accurately, she was a medium. As a real medium, who abilities were inborn, Zemfira could establish a link between worlds, a kind of visual and audio coupling from this world to another world. Avaricious and greedy for profit, the witch used her gift solely for money. She could put a price on success and she practiced sexual match-matching, therefore she never lost clients. Superstitious, second-rate businessmen and aging housewives from Europe and Russia who had been cast aside by disloyal husbands regularly visited Zemfira’s parlor. And everything would have been fine for her, but alas, human avarice knew no bounds. Zemfira took in quite a bit of money for her infernal services, but at the same time she cheated on her taxes. So, one fine day, the Swedish Enforcement Administration descended upon her home office in Fredhall.

This was how Zemfira found her way into Marisa’s files. Having been caught under the eagle eye of CRUSS, the witch now worked directly under agent Sukhostat. Zemfira industriously reported to Marisa anything that, in her opinion, could render fundamental benefit to the necessary and noble mission of the Coalition. True, in the depths of her soul, Marisa was sure that the witch served as an informant for her own mercenary motives, but, in the end, whose business was that really? The result was what mattered, and with Zemfira it was always superior to the norm.

“That’s it. That’s all I know,” declared Zemfira in lieu of a greeting, nodding to a coffee table where a couple of sheets, covered in handwriting, lay.

“It’s no good trying to get rid of me,” replied Marisa, grinning. “I will not leave until I hear how it all went down.”

“There’s the report,” Zemfira repeated nervously. “What else do you need from me?”

“You are too kind,” grinned Marisa.

“I have two clients today,” said the witch, almost crying. “I just gave you all the information, word for word! I wrote the report…Well, what else do you need?”

“Make me some coffee,” ordered Marisa, ignoring her informant. “The report, it goes without saying, is for Goldberg. But I want tohear how it all happened and not read an official report. So lay it out for me. In your own words.”

“You are such a pain in the neck,” said Zemfira.

“Less whining, more talking,” advised Marisa. “The sooner you tell me everything, the sooner I will leave. And don’t forget about the coffee.”

The witch sighed as she poured the brown grounds into a Turkish coffee pot. Soon the entire living room, which was stuffed to the brim with the latest interior design and was integrated with the kitchen zone, swam in the delightful aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

“No office dishwater for you,” muttered Marisa.

“What?” asked Zemfira as she approached.

She set all requisite elements of an evening coffee break on the table in a dignified manner.

“Nothing,” Marisa cut her off. “I was praising your coffee.”

“You don’t say?” countered the witch darkly.

“So, how did you find out about the club?” continued Marisa in a matter of fact voice.

Zemfira sat on the edge of an enormously expensive, very posh settee by Umberto Aleri. It could not be denied: the witch loved to live well, regardless of how much it cost her.

“Two days ago,” said Zemfira, arranging herself more comfortably, “I was cleansing the aura of the apartment…well, you know, I must…after every client, otherwise…”

“Keep to the point,” Marisa interrupted her.

“As you wish.” Pursing her lips, the witch continued: “So then, at the height of the ritual, my crystal ball suddenly began to shine, to sparkle…”

“You can leave out the details,” decided Marisa.

“In short, I realized that someone was attempting to establish contact with me. It turned out to be some ghastly beast.” Zemfira screwed up her face. “It was almost completely black, and it looked like a large toad… And its eyes – horrible! Just thinking about them terrifies me.” The witch took a slow sip of her coffee and then continued, “Well then this slimy frog told me an address. It said that vampires gathered there.”

“Why?” asked Marisa.

“Well,” Zemfira began importantly. “I am, as you know, one of the most powerful mediums in Moscow, if not the most powerful. Perhaps this warthog also tried to get into contact with someone else and it didn’t work…”

“You don’t understand,” interrupted Marisa. “I meant, why would some otherworldly beast want to give away the safe house of some random bloodsuckers?”

“How would I know?” the witch retorted resentfully. “The creature did not explain its motives to me. It simply spoke, that’s all.”

“And then?” asked Marisa.

“What do you mean, then? It disappeared, naturally. It spoke and disappeared. The ball was very warm, almost overheated. That means that the one who contacted me had a very powerful aura.”

“I see,” said Marisa, who realized that she would not succeed in drawing anything else out of Zemfira.

As she returned home, she thought about the strange black toad. Something told Marisa that the matter was not finished. She wondered what Goldberg would say when he read the report together with the testimony of informant Z.

Marisa was driving up to her house when her cell phone announced itself with a polyphonic ringtone derived from a popular television series. Marisa, piqued at the interruption, raised the receiver to her ear. Arvid, an agent from Volsky’s team, was calling.

“Hi,” the man said, and then instantly, without pause or equivocation, he added, “Are you planning on coming in anytime within the next hour?”

“Not on your life,” Marisa replied.

“Ha, think again,” declared Arvid. “We’ve dug something up. We’re waiting for you in Okahito’s closet of an office.”

Cursing everything on the earth, Marisa turned her car around and sped to CRUSS headquarters.

“Really, we’re tired of waiting for you, my friend,” smirked Arvid when Marisa burst into the small pigeonhole, which was a smoking room and a museum for miscellaneous junk. Okahito was in the habit of gathering up anything that lay in temptation’s way, sometimes useful, sometimes not, and storing what he had found in the closet which command had allotted him through Volsky’s intercession. Eventually, his agents, those who were not afraid of Goldberg’s nicotine tests, began coming here to smoke. If, of course, they could find the time.

Currently, both Arvid and Okahito were in the closet. The smoke was thick.

“Smokers are disgusting,” was all she said.

“Yikes, don’t tell Papa,” Okahito pleaded with pretend plaintiveness.

“Well, I’ve got no time to tell him now,” smirked Marisa. “But I’ll let him know tomorrow for sure. Where is it?”

“You should first ask: ‘What is it?’” advised Arvid.

His forehead was partially covered by a bandage, and this endowed his face with a somewhat comical aspect.

“Don’t jerk me around,” spat Marisa impatiently.

“Alright already, look,” said Armen and he held out a small, rectangular object.

“We found this in that fucking Beamer,” explained Okahito. “In the glove box.”

Marisa examined the object in her hand. The small black address book was surprisingly pleasant to the touch. A silver monogram shone on its perfectly smooth surface.

“It’s made of human skin,” Marisa stated.

“We still have to verify that,” said Okahito doubtfully.

“Yeah, I don’t need to verify anything,” she said glumly. “What, you can’t tell by the way it feels?”

“Most likely you’re right,” agreed Arvid. “Still, I sent it to experts for testing. We’ll know for sure tomorrow.”

“Who’d the car belong to?”asked Marisa.

“A phoney name.” Arvid waved his hand. “Lydia Tidlund.”

“An alias,” sneered Marisa.

“Yeah, well, I’d be surprised if they hadn’t registered the car under a false name,” interjected Okahito. “I think the address book is also forged. They’re trying to set us upon a false trail.”

“You’d be surprised,” Marisa mocked the young man. “But I wouldn’t be surprised about anything after yesterday’s hurricane, and those flying vampires. Anyway, it’s my opinion that it isn’t a fake. Call it intuition, if you like, but it seems to me that this little book is a very valuable piece of evidence.”

“Uh-huh, we’ll see,” smirked Arvid. “And you in the meantime go home and rest.”

By the time Marisa left CRUSS headquarters all her thoughts were solely occupied with the small, black booklet with the silver monogram in the corner.

In her apartment, Dalana was watching the end of the talk show ‘Knock Down’. Based on a so-called viewer’s poll, Alexander Soigu had won. Grinning, Dalana switched to a different channel just in time to catch the beginning of the brilliant musical, Chicago. Dalana adored this movie, especially, curiously enough, its Russian-language version, in which the role played by Richard Gere is dubbed over by the Russian pop star, Filipp Kirkorov. This version was also loved by the majority of Russian-Americans living in New York – Dalana had a great many connections to that diaspora.

Well, at least the evening of this difficult day was graced by a good film: life wasn’t all bad. Ultimately, business would wait until tomorrow, and in the meantime she could to relax with the help of ‘the most important of the arts’, as Lenin had called film… Dalana expected to spend the next two hours or so in the company of the crooked lawyer Billy Flynn, his effervescent girls Velma and Roxy, and the jaunty music of John Kander. She found such company extremely agreeable.



 
  



CHAPTER THREE
 

1.
 

It is possible to exceed your reputation.
 

Ovid
 

The sharp smell of alcohol wafting from his wife’s bedroom was so unpleasant that he wanted to fling open the front door, slip out of his hateful clothing and run; to run headlong into the darkness, taking refuge in the gloom of the summer night, and to grasp after every rustle of the living forest…

He moaned quietly from the foretaste of the sweet languor that would overtake him when he thrust his fangs into trembling flesh. He would tear his prey to pieces with his enormous, frightful claws; he would be bathed in the blood that gushed from ruptured veins. He would inhale the sharp, sticky smell of death; he would absorb it with each and every single one of his pores, and it would fill him, overwhelm him, make him whole…

But it was not time yet. It was still too early; there were three more hours until it began to get dark.

“Papa?”

Jan, his twelve year old son, stood in the doorway. Without turning around, he felt the boy’s frightened gaze.

“Go to your room,” he said.

“Shouldn’t we eat dinner?” asked Jan.

“Tell your mother,” he snorted. “She’s been drinking so much that you should be used to eating alone. The refrigerator is stocked full. What’s the problem?”

“There’s no problem,” said Jan. “I just meant…don’t you want to eat something with me?”

“No.”

He still did not turn towards his son. Instead, he instinctively felt for the anger boiling up in the boy’s soul. It was an anger that bordered on malice: a good sign. Of course, being the son of a human woman, half of Jan was nothing more than human. But there was also the other part, as of yet still dormant and scarcely discernable; one day soon it must awaken…

Jan stood there a bit longer, as if waiting for his father to change his mind. And then he left, carrying within himself that germinating seed of rage.

For the time being, the boy’s entire stream of consciousness was an open book for his father, but the boy was growing. And already it was obvious that he had inherited the gift to hear others’ thoughts. And that gift kept improving, growing ever more complex and strong. Jan had even tried to crawl into his father’s consciousness a few times. These were still timid, uncertain attempts, and they were naturally fruitless, not because Jan was weak, but because his father was too strong.

The sound of breaking glass came from Stella’s bedroom. Apparently, she had managed to get so wasted that she couldn’t hold on to anything. Of course, she may also have been doing it to spite him. The thirteenth year of their marriage was coming to an end. Stella was thirty-eight. Three years ago their family doctor had diagnosed her with alcoholism. Stella had tried to get treatment, and from time to time she even succeeded in taking herself in hand. She wrote a novel with the pretentious title Harmonia praestabilita – Predefined Harmony. The book was about the life of the modern elite, the wives of millionaires, and not only the legal ones. Published by a notorious Moscow publishing house, this circumlocution on the theme of ‘the rich also cry’ achieved massive sales, almost instantaneously becoming an international bestseller. At least, that’s what the tabloids reported. People longed to know about the suffering beauties of the rich and famous.

But neither the tabloids nor Stella’s new hobby bothered him. Her escape from reality did not last long – half a year after the publication of Harmonia praestabilita, Stella was once again drowning herself in drink. She no longer wanted to write the novel’s sequel. The spark had vanished. When their neighbor in the exclusive community, the renowned film producer Gunnar Otuzan, came to their house and offered to turn the bestseller into a movie, Stella somewhat sluggishly said she would think about it. In the end she did sell the film rights, but since then she had never even asked about the fate of the project.

Stella stared at her husband with clouded eyes. She’d just noticed that he was standing in her doorway.

“What’s with…coming in here…without knocking…mon cheri,” Stella babbled drunkenly.

He carefully pushed the door shut and walked deeper into her bedroom. Stella was lying on her bed dressed only in her underwear. Next to her on the bedside table there was a dish of black caviar. Shards of glass were strewn all over the floor, apparently from a broken wineglass. An overlarge bottle of vodka was wedged between Stella’s thighs.

“Do you know,” began Stella with a thick tongue, “people who live in simple, common apartments…walk to the factory every day at six in the morning …they probably think, ‘I wonder what those rich folks eat? Probably fancy caviar.’”

Stella burst into sobs. For several minutes he stood and watched as she cried, or more accurately, as the alcohol within her cried. Tears flowed abundantly down a face that had lost its looks long ago. Then Stella dried her eyes with a corner of a silk sheet and for greater effect blew her nose on the expensive fabric.

“They don’t know,” he said, suppressing his disgust with difficulty.

“What?” asked Stella. She had already managed to forget what she’d been talking about a minute ago.

“Those who go to the factory at six in the morning,” he said. “They haven’t the slightest clue what caviar tastes like.”

“And they’re happy because of it… Oh, you’re such a bastard,” said Stella and again began to cry, this time mournfully.

Calculating slut, he thought.

On the second floor, Jan could clearly hear his mother’s piteous howling, and she of course knew full well that he could hear her. She was counting on it.

“I advise you to finish that bottle and go to sleep,” he said calmly.

“Drink up and go to sleep, huh? And what’ll you be doing?”

Stella seized the neck of the bottle in her fist and jerked her hand up and down several times in an illustrative gesture.

“Shove it up there yourself,” he sneered. “It will be of more use. Perhaps it’ll calm you.”

“You’re an asshole!” she yelled.

Stella yanked the bottle out from between her thighs and in a flash hurled it at her husband. He ducked. The bottle hit the wall behind him and flew apart into hundreds of glass shards.

“You fucking queer!” Stella added.

He looked at her consideringly. Stella was so close, a mere step away…A mere step and just one motion of his hand were all that separated the woman from a broken neck.

“What are you looking at?” Stella asked, spreading her arms wide. “You want to hit me? You think I’m scared? Let me remind you, mon cheri, that six servants are living in our guest house. How would that be for your PR? They’ll tell everyone about how you beat your own wife at night. All of Stockholm will know tomorrow! Not to mention that you son is sleeping upstairs, and he…”

“Shut up.”

In a flash he found himself on the bed grasping her by the arm. He squeezed so hard that she whined from pain.

“Shut up,” he repeated. “You are not an idiot, Stella. You have a fat, easy life. Just one of your cars costs more than most people earn in their lives. Why would you want to lose all that? Think about it. Buy yourself a publishing house, engage in business. Or just drink yourself under a bit more. You can’t immediately drink yourself to death on the kind of vodka you’re used to guzzling. Live your life however the fuck you want. And let me live my own.”

“Your life?” sneered Stella. She began to sober up. He heard how the thoughts that swarmed in her head were changing from chaotic to ever more perceptive. That was not good. It didn’t enter into his plans at all.

“Your life?” said Stella again. “And what does your life consist of, really? Of machinations with budgetary funds? Or of scorn for me and Jan? Or perhaps of your nighttime excursions?”

He hit her across the face. Stella yelped and fell backwards onto the bed. Blood gushed from her nostrils, bathing the pillow. He inhaled the salty-sweet, dizzying aroma and a shiver of approaching rapture passed over his entire body.

“But do you know what the most horrible thing in our relationship is?” screamed Stella, wiping blood from her face with the back of her hand. “It’s not even that you don’t want me, it’s that I don’t want you! You’re repulsive to me, do you hear? You disgust me!”

This time Stella received a brief, but heavy blow to the head. Then he grabbed her by the hair and pressed her forehead to the headboard of the bed.

“If you so much as squeak, I’ll kill you,” he warned her.

She silently tried to fold herself up, to protect herself from him with arms streaked with her own blood. For good measure he cuffed her yet again.

“Now you will get up, pour yourself a full glass of vodka, drink it all, then go to sleep,” he ordered, carefully enunciating every word. “Do you understand me?”

Stella nodded. There was horror in her eyes. The blood that streamed over her face in some strange way beautified the woman; it added a hint of charm to her face, as well as a hint of the grotesque. She was restraining herself, trying with all her might not to cry out. He also restrained himself, or rather he restrained the animal within himself that was always trying to break free, obstinately desiring to savage…But he mustn’t let it, it still wasn’t time, he needed to wait just a bit longer…

Stella rose from the bed like a sleepwalker and walked over to the bar in the corner. The sound of vodka gurgling into a glass filled the room. Then the character of the sound changed – Stella was pouring the liquid down her throat. Somewhere around halfway through, Stella gagged and spilled the contents of the glass. The fresh smell of alcohol spread through the entire room. But it could no longer overcome the tart, salty-sweet aroma of blood, that aroma that called to him…

“Wipe off the blood,” he commanded, swallowing convulsively.

Stella obeyed. She wiped at the blood with napkins. The aroma did not go away, even though it did disperse a bit.

“Drink another,” he said.

Stella was once again looking at him with dull eyes. The sobriety that had returned for a short while again retreated. Stella obediently filled the glass up to the rim and tossed it back in one draught. This time she did it without spilling a drop.

“Bottoms up,” Stella mumbled inarticulately, and then she belched lustily. She was once again drunk.

Then, staggering, she turned around and lay down without a single sound, covering herself up to her chin with a sheet. At roughly the same moment he detected a growing agitation beyond the door. Naturally, Jan had felt the argument and now he longed to find out if something had happened to his beloved mama.

But Stella had already disappeared into a tumultuous dream, as evidenced by her closed, slightly twitching eyelids.

“Good night, dear,” he said and he left the bedroom.

Jan was standing beneath the arch that connected the spacious foyer with the dining room. A large frying pan was in the boy’s hands, and there was a substance of inexplicable origin stuck to the bottom of the pan. It was obviously burnt, judging by the sharp, unpleasant smell.

“What do you want?” he, scowling.

“Blintzes with meat,” replied the boy, nodding towards the pan. “I brought them for mama. She hasn’t eaten anything all day.”

“You know very well that your mama is ill,” he said, trying not to raise his voice. “And right now she isn’t interested in your blintzes.”

“You’re lying,” Jan claimed stubbornly.

“I’m lying?” he said, sneering. “Ah well, come here.”

Jan did not move a muscle.

“Come, come,” he called. “I will show you your mama.”

“You hit her.” Jan was barely holding back tears.

And then it became clear to him why the boy was carrying a frying pan. Jan was dead set on attacking him.

“You are a rat,” continued Jan, squeezing the handle of the frying pan more tightly. “If you hit mama one more time I will kill you.”

A very real, animalistic rage burned in boy’s eyes. This little creature loyally and obsessively loved the human woman that was its mother. In all its twelve years it had walked on two legs, slept at night and not once in its life had it killed. But now it stood there and looked at him with his own savage, burning eyes, in which there was nothing except a single passionate desire – to kill.

He laughed softly. This creature was his son. Everything was as it should be.

“I understand you,” he began, but then he suddenly felt a powerful, interior jolt. The time had come.

“Go to sleep,” he ordered. He knew that his voice would begin to change in a few seconds. “But we will return to this conversation.”

Jan began blinking fearfully. His eyes were once again the eyes of a normal twelve year old child. Turning, Jan swiftly ran up the stairs to the second floor, still holding the frying pan with its burnt blintzes. Soon the boy disappeared from sight.

That’s it, he did not want to, could not delay any longer. Right there in the foyer he ripped the clothes from his body and sprinted from the house into the coolness of the night.

Outside there was not a single light burning – all his orders were followed to the letter, and he had expressly ordered every single light on the entire grounds of his mansion to be turned off at night. The servants, of course, considered this just a strange caprice of a wealthy master. But he was assured that no outsiders would be able to discern his true form in the impenetrable darkness. There were precedents, but those who saw him so would never again have the ability to tell of it.

The prohibition against turning on lights was not the only precautionary measure of his residence. He also had a Sentinel with whom he had reached an agreement. The essence of the agreement boiled down to a mutually advantageous cooperation, a certain symbiosis, a coexistence that was to the benefit of both sides. The Sentinel was the best security known to him. Upon contact with any living creature, his corporeal mantle emitted a certain poison. This poison could penetrate anything, even though the protective layers of specialized clothing; it was mortally dangerous and acted almost instantly. The poison destroyed humans, animals, and birds, but was harmless to him. In exchange he fed the Sentinel. It feasted on human emotions, exclusively negative ones. Terror, hatred, envy, agony – all these were nourishment for the Sentinel, as well as plentiful in his home.

The categorical taboo against walking on his beloved lawn was perceived by the maintenance staff just like the prohibition against illuminating the grounds. True, some people were astonished that this grass was always so impeccably cut since there was no gardener in the household. They were astonished, but readily supplied an answer to their own question – it must be a special kind of grass. Genetic engineering, an exclusive personal commission, a powerful lot of money – whatever. In the final analysis, how was the master’s excess any of their business? The wealthy have their whims. And for them the main thing was that their wages be paid on time. As for Stella and Jan, they had not asked him about anything in a long time.

At a brisk pace, almost a run, he passed by the guest house and in a single, powerful leap, he jumped over the high, blank wall. Just for a moment a large black shadow appeared in the heavens and then it dissolved back into the darkness.

However, human curiosity knew no limits. His rivals in business, his political opponents, journalists, and his neighbors in the housing community asked with envious regularity about his lack of bodyguards, or even security guards. How could he get by without a single bodyguard? In just the past year there had been seventeen attempts on his life. But even more strange was the fact that each time he remained safe and unharmed. How could that be? He always shrugged his shoulders and said he’d been lucky since birth. His health was sound. Plus, he did not drink, he did not smoke, he stayed fit.

He imperceptibly brushed past the guard booth and was outside the boundaries of the development’s territory.

Meanwhile, his appearance changed. The soft, baggy human body, which for the past decade and a half had been serving as refuge for his preternatural essence, gave way to that which was inside. Now he was a head taller in height and wider in the shoulders. His gnarled, muscular legs ended in huge seven-toed paws, and the strong, grey-yellow claws on his deformed toes no longer had anything in common with human nails. The skin on his whole body coarsened and now resembled scales.

The muscles on his torso bulged to such an incredible extent that they would have caused envy in the most prominent and steroid-ridden bodybuilder in the world. His arms, which were also overgrown with muscles, lengthened and ended in paws. His fingers themselves elongated into wickedly curved claws, which could rip his prey in half with one swipe.

Even his penis changed, transforming into a thing of gigantic proportions that now hung down between his scaled thighs like proof of his incontestable and inhuman masculinity.

His face also became different. More accurately, it was no longer a face, but a hairless, almost skeletal muzzle. His dreadful jaws, when opened, displayed two rows of razor sharp fangs. Above, the yellow eyes of a vulture gleamed wickedly and hungrily.

The monstrosity running through the night was the living embodiment of the most macabre human nightmares. The monster savagely snapped its murderous jaws, pulling air in through its nostrils. He was hungry, and he searched the wind for the scent of decent prey.

The man in which the monster lived was called Alexander Soigu. The monster itself had a completely different name, a name that was as ancient and terrible as he himself was.

The nostrils of the fiend inflated as he inhaled. Then he exhaled noisily, not for a moment lessening his pace. He smelled iron and rubber. After several more meters a car appeared. A new sports car stood on the roadside by the entrance to a small copse of trees. The scent of heated flesh hit his nostrils – the humans inside the vehicle were having sex. This meant he would have two victims tonight. The lips of the monster expanded into a mischievous, malformed grin. Well, they’d meet death at the peak of bliss.

2.
 

Qui desiderat pacem, praeparet bellum.

Whoever desires peace, let him prepare for war.
 

Just as Marisa expected, she was awake all night. She understood full well that the likelihood that Volsky’s men would call her in the middle of the night to announce the results of the test was near zero. Yet for all that, she could not fall asleep. In addition her appetite was running so wild that at six in the morning she had to run to the supermarket and restock her groceries. At seven a full breakfast was ready: eggs, sausages and a couple of cheese sandwiches. Tucking away at the sunny side-up eggs and thinking about the small, black address book, Marisa turned on the television and saw that one of the channels was showing a beloved Russian film of her youth, Mary Poppins, Goodbye!

“People all around are getting older, but still I do not age,” gaily sang the heroine of the film.

When she was eight Marisa adored this song and always sang along with it, regardless of her complete lack of vocal talent. But this morning she chewed her breakfast with a scowl and thought about how strange that phrase sounded to her right now. ‘Still I do not age’ – how strange! What, was the lady a vampire?

The ringing of the telephone did not startle Marisa at all. She quickly grabbed the phone sitting next to her.

“Hi there. The news I’ve got is going to make you so happy,” Arvid said briskly. “The skin is not human, but calfskin, but that’s not important. There was a ripped-out first page on which someone had written an address. But the writing bled through onto the next page and we can read it. Of course, we had to separate the overwriting from the actual writing on the page – there were a bunch of addresses there – and while we determined which one of them we needed…”

“Get on with it – where are they?” Marisa impatiently interrupted him.

“It’s the suburbs again,” Arvid declared and instantly added: “I bet we’ll find at least two of these fucking vampires there.”

“How do you figure?” asked Marisa, scarcely able to suppress the joyously nervous thrill that rushed through her body. “In theory, the thing could belong to a victim.”

“It could,” agreed Arvid. “They often have fetishists and collectors among them. But not this time.”

“Give me the details!”

“I’m getting there,” replied the man on the other end of the phone. “Well, first of all, that little book is ancient…”

“That tells us nothing,” Marisa shot back.

“Secondly,” Arvid continued imperturbably, “the handwriting is the same throughout – our graphologist confirmed it. And thirdly, there are many crossed out numbers, some of which haven’t existed for at least seventy years.”

“Pre-war numbers?” Marisa asked.

“Even better,” said Arvid. “Right back to the beginning of the Twentieth Century.”

“Vampire,” said Marisa with glee, and then she added seriously: “I’m coming in.”

“We’ll wait for you,” replied Arvid.

Marisa glanced at the framed photograph of Ruslan that stood on her bureau. Then she closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head, trying to drive unnecessary images from her head. The day before yesterday those creatures had managed to escape her. But today at least one of them would get what was coming to it.

Vasilisa awoke at dawn in an evil frame of mind. It wasn’t because of the nightmares. All transformed vampires without exception dreamt only in nightmares – this was the diminutive but still vital spark of their human essence reminding them of itself. And the older a vampire became, the more horrifying the dreams. In the dreams of vampires appeared their myriad victims, and their long-departed friends and enemies, many of whom were long turned to ash. Some vampires yielded to their dreams and gave up on life. Thus it was with their father: one morning in 1684, when they were still in Russia, he opened the fire screen and climbed into the burning stove. Nicholaus and Lucinda tried to save him, but the fire was too greedy. It consumed him. To this day, Vasilisa could still recall how her father’s bones crackled in the embrace of the flames…

And it all began in July of 1269 in the city of Suzdal. Summer that year was especially hot and sultry. Under the scorching rays of the sun entire fields withered up, stocks of fish and meat rotted in their casks, and the cattle began to die off from distemper. And then yet another woe appeared – cholera came to the city. No one really knew if it had been brought by the foreign workers summoned to the principality for construction work, or if it was the invaders that brought this assault with them from the east, or if all the blame lay with the heat in which this pestilence thrived. But the illness running riot over the town showed no desire to leave, capturing more and more lives in its black claws.

Vasilisa, the youngest daughter and the favorite of her parents, never managed to celebrate her eighteenth birthday. Her mother and father also had a middle daughter, the twenty year old Lucinda, and an eldest son, Nicholaus, who was already thirty years old. Nicholaus had his own family – a wife and two children. Lucinda was serious beyond her years and unlikely to marry – the morose, pale-skinned young woman had long ago lost all hope of becoming a bride. But sweet-voiced Vasilisa was inundated with suitors. Unlike her sister, she flowered into a genuine beauty, not over the course of days, but over the course of hours. Vasilisa turned the heads of all, from babe to old man, which clearly vexed Lucinda. Rumor had it that even the deputy of the Kievan prince was in love with the young princess. Lucinda considered her sister to be too proud and constantly tried to shame her for her inappropriate behavior. Nonetheless, they lived together fairly amiably in the large, bright home where prosperity and happiness had always reigned.

Vasilisa had yet another admirer, about whom she preferred to tell no one. Not even her mama knew of him. At the end of winter a dark, strange man moved into the house opposite. Rumor maintained that he was a merchant who had supposedly lived in the East for half his life and only now had returned to his native land. Light rarely lit up the windows of his home; he was a recluse and never invited anyone inside. The tall stranger left his house infrequently and even then it was usually towards evening. Ever since he had arrived, Vasilisa was tormented by a strange and uncanny feeling that she could not explain. It seemed to her that the heavy gaze of this man followed her everywhere she went, penetrating even through thick brick walls. But the most dreadful thing was that Vasilisa was drawn to this mysterious stranger as if there was something for which she had waited her entire life in his gaze. And this something lured her, as a moth is lured to a deadly flame.

Vasilisa did not know that memorable July would be the last of her human life.

The first to fall ill was Natalya, Nicholaus’s wife. No one in the family wanted to believe that it was cholera; they all denied the obvious to the bitter end, continuing to insist that the woman had been poisoned by beluga caviar. Natalya died after five days, and on that very same evening Nicholaus’s younger son became feverish. The boy fought for life for three days, but he lost. Vasilisa looked at his desiccated little corpse then shifted her gaze to her brother, who was grey from grief, and she did not know which of them she pitied more. In the next several days they lost the cook, the nanny, and a groom. People perished literally before their eyes. The healer, who came to their home from far away Novgorod, only shrugged his shoulders, exhorting them to courageously endure their trials. When Nicholaus’s elder son died, her brother’s reason dulled. Weakened and having lost all will to live, he took to his bed after two days. Shutting herself away in a bright room, Vasilisa cried quietly into a pillow. Towards evening she felt that she was starting to run a fever. Vasilisa lay in her bed, rolled up in a blanket, and prepared herself to meet death. After some time she felt a presence in the room. And for some reason she was not very surprised when she opened her eyes and saw the tall stranger from the house opposite theirs standing next to her bed.

“Who are you and how did you come here?”

“I am he who can help you,” the man replied. “You and your kin.”

Vasilisa trembled at the sound of his low, velvety voice.

“And what do you want in exchange?” asked the girl, her teeth rattling.

“Nothing,” the man smirked. “But the price will be very high. Perhaps even too high.”

“I don’t understand,” confessed Vasilisa after a slight pause. “But we are wealthy, so the price is irrelevant.”

“I do not speak of money,” whispered the man. “Simply say that you are ready to accept my gift.”

“I am ready,” the girl whispered.

In the back of her mind, she had already decided that she was dreaming, and that soon she would behold death – a blackened, withered old crone with a scythe.

“Be not afraid,” the man said unexpectedly. “Do what I tell you, and no old woman with a scythe will come for you.”

Vasilisa had wanted to ask how he knew about the old woman and the scythe, but the man suddenly pulled up the left sleeve of his shirt, raised his right hand, extended his index finger and with a single abrupt movement sliced the skin near his left wrist. Dark blood instantly welled from the wound.

The man walked closer to Vasilisa’s bed and stretched out his wounded arm to her.

“Drink,” he ordered.

Vasilisa recoiled in horror.

“I will not!” she replied, shocked. “You’re insane!”

Blood from the wound began to drip on the snow-white linens of Vasilisa’s bed. The girl realized that there was nowhere to run, nor did she have enough strength to do so.

“You must do the same for them,” said the man calmly. “Don’t waste time. Drink.”

Vasilisa began to shake her head.

“Drink,” repeated the man and he looked her straight in the eyes.

All at once, Vasilisa realized that she would do anything he desired, anything he asked of her. She took his large, rough hand in her own and brought it close to her lips. The unusual, harsh flavor was surprisingly pleasant. Vasilisa’s head spun and warmth spread throughout her entire body. Hitherto unknown sensations inundated the girl entirely; it was as if she soared over the earth… And then Vasilisa fell down into a dead faint.

That night she died and was born anew. More accurately, her blood comingled with the blood of another creature and evolved, transmogrifying Vasilisa’s entire nature. She had forever become a different creature, and this new creature did not have a path backwards. Of course, at that time Vasilisa did not know any of this: it seemed to her that after a long and wearisome struggle the illness had departed.

Towards morning she awoke and felt that she was completely healthy. She paid no attention to the strange taste, or rather, the strange sensation in her mouth – her joy was too intense. But she was not at all eager to recall last night’s scene. The main thing was that now she had the means to save her family from cholera. She decided to ask that she be left alone with her brother so that no one besides the two of them would know about this new ‘medicine.’ Barely dragging her clothes on, Vasilisa ran to the chamber where Nicholaus lay. Mother and Father were black with grief. Lucinda was crying silently in a corner, wiping away her tears with a kerchief her brother had given her.

“Take courage,” said the healer, catching sight of Vasilisa as she entered.

The girl realized that she had come in time. Everything proceeded as she had planned. She managed to get rid of her family and the intrusive healer. Nicholaus was already unconscious so Vasilisa made a deep incision in her wrist with a knife and then pressed her wrist to his dry lips. Her brother began to writhe in the throes of agony, and the girl, terrified, watched over him, periodically wiping his forehead with a damp cloth. She was astonished at how quickly the cut on her arm started to heal. Vasilisa could do nothing except to thank God for the miracle he had sent in the form of their strange neighbor, who was apparently a remarkable healer. The girl intended to express her gratitude to him as soon as Nicholaus got better.

Soon the agony ceased, and Nicholaus fell into the sound sleep of a convalescing man. Everything, even the color of his face, spoke to the fact that he was on the mend.

“He’s better!” exclaimed the healer when the girl allowed them all to return to the invalid’s bedchamber. “In the name of all that’s holy, he’s better! What miracle did you work upon him, my dear child?” he asked Vasilisa. “You’re a magician!”

Father, Mother and Lucinda embraced and cried happily. Vasilisa snuck a peek at her slashed wrist. The skin was almost completely knitted back together. Mother walked up to her and embraced her.

“My dear child,” she sobbed. “You prayed, I know. We were all praying for our Nicholaus.”

And she cried on her shoulder. Vasilisa smelled a distantly familiar, acutely sweet aroma. The aroma was so thrilling, so appetizing…

“I’m rather…hungry,” said Vasilisa, stepping back from her mother.

And then it seemed to her that everyone around her began talking simultaneously.

“Quieter, I beg you,” she said. “My head is pounding.”

She remembered what happened next in fragments. She recalled how blintzes with caviar and salmon appeared on a plate in front of her, and how she spat out everything that she attempted to choke down, repulsed, and how the events of the night before floated before her eyes – there was the man, slicing through the skin of his arm, and there she was, greedily falling on the wound; warm, viscous liquid poured into her throat, and oh, she would give anything just to repeat that delightful sensation. She recalled how she ran into the stockyard, how she seized a small, bleating lamb and sank her teeth into its neck. Much later, standing over the bloodless corpse of the animal, Vasilisa finally understood the strange sensation in her mouth that had haunted her since early morning. Her bite had changed. It had changed because of the newly formed pair of long, sharp fangs which were so handy for breaking though skin and plunging into warm, full veins.

While her mother and father accompanied the healer out, Vasilisa seized the opportunity and ran straight to the man she guessed could answer all the questions that were swarming and mingling with horrible speculations in her overwrought mind.

“What did you do to me?” she screamed as she burst into the house across the way. The heroic strength in her arms easily allowed her to tear the massive granary lock off the door.

“Come out, pagan! Come out and tell me what you did to me!”

He appeared out of the gloomy depths of the room, dreadful and captivating, attractive and repulsive at the same time. And he began his tale. It was a tale about how the world was made, and about the strange creatures that inhabited it alongside humans, and about how many different kinds of creatures there were, and about the true purpose of each creation…. Vasilisa understood his words, but she had difficulty understanding his entire meaning; she did, however, manage to catch the essence. She began to cry when she realized that she had been turned into a vampire. Swallowing her tears, she insisted that it would have been better to die of cholera. He contended that with time she would come to value life, any life, even the one that he had given her in exchange for the one he took away. Then for the first time she had heard that mysterious and incomprehensible phrase – Begotten of Old…

They talked far into the night. When she returned home towards morning, it felt to her that she had lived a whole life, full of sorrow and despair. There was worse to come.

When Nicholaus woke up, Vasilisa was close at hand. To this day she could recall every minute of that hell through which they all had to go. And each of them would have given everything in the world in order to forget, but that was an unrealizable dream. This hell came to them in their sleep. It lived inside each vampire. It was an integral part of a vampire’s being.

In the course of the next three months, Vasilisa and Nicholaus decimated the population of cows, horses, sheep, geese and chickens in Suzdal. But pig and cow blood slowly became less capable of allaying the hunger that grew with each setting of the sun. Rumors of a bizarre illness striking the livestock flew through the city. The commoners whispered amongst themselves, pointing at their home. The gentlefolk devoutly crossed themselves whenever they passed by. People now kept their distance from the princely residence.

In December they started in upon the servants. Glasha the scullery maid was the first victim of the vampires. Vasilisa still remembered what she was called, but even more than that, she remembered how she keened as Nicholaus and Vasilisa both plunged their fangs into the veins that pulsed in the bends of the elbows of her perfect, white arms…

That night Vasilisa again went to him, to the one who had simultaneously become for her both tormentor and savior. He was a wise tutor and a skillful lover. Vasilisa never knew his real name: she simply called him Mentor. Later, when a brutish crowd chopped him to pieces before her eyes, Vasilisa experienced both relief and grief in equal measure. But before that moment Mentor managed to teach her much, and he gifted her with many a magical night, when the feast of flesh passed into the feast of love and vice versa. He taught her to balance on the boundary between pain and pleasure. He thought that a zest for life could only truly be experienced in the dance of pleasure alternating with pain, and pain passing into pleasure.

Well, if that was so, then Vasilisa had fully experienced that zest. In the spring, after she and Nicholaus had fed on their tenth human victim, the cook, their mother hung herself in the woodshed. A week later their father tried to do the same thing. But Nicholaus had time to pull him out of the noose, whereupon he forcibly poured his own blood into his father’s crushed throat. Nonetheless, many years later their father managed to accomplish his intent.

Lucinda held out until the bitter end. She remained human even while they were fleeing the revolt. The illiterate, superstitious humans first broke into Mentor’s house and ripped him to shreds. He intentionally did not try to run, giving Vasilisa the opportunity to save herself and her family. He knew what awaited him and accepted death with dignity. As a horse carried her speedily away, Vasilisa saw the humans besiege her home, cover it with bunches of garlic and then set it on fire. She watched her family nest burn, the nest whose every corner she knew by heart; she watched it burn and she cried, putting the spurs to her frightened horse. And she realized that her family was now doomed to wandering and vagrancy, that only the Lord God himself knew how long they would last…

Ever since then, in each of their refuges, there was always a secret exit hidden from the uninitiated.

Lucinda lived with them as a human for just shy of ten years. Neither Father, nor Nicholaus, nor Vasilisa ever tried to persuade her. It was her choice, though in the depths of her soul Vasilisa knew that Lucinda came to it neither from fear of old age nor from fear for her own life. None of them would dare harm her. Lucinda eventually became a vampire out of despair, for in the end she had no one left her except her brother, sister and father, who were all vampires.

Many years had passed since then. Now they lived as three, not counting Filip, who had been with them long enough to become part of the family. None of them grew any older, not by a day. Lucinda and Nicholaus looked much the same now as they did then – like humans in their thirties. Vasilisa remained forever young and fresh – half woman, half adolescent girl. Or as it might be put now, a well-developed teenager.

Ah, well, the past…it returned to her every day, every night, accompanied by nightmares. ‘Even in sleep the past, which it is impossible to forget, seeps into the heart drop by drop…’ Vasilisa often recalled these lines, written by the great Aeschylus.

But this morning when she awoke in a vicious mood it was not at all because of dreams. The nightmares had long ago become commonplace, and Vasilisa had long ago forgotten the dreams that had come to her during her human life. But she remembered quite well the raid on Wing and still more her first rejection in a long time. The bitch! But the worst thing was that she had rejected Vasilisa twice. First when she ridiculed her business proposition and then when she had refused her body. Vasilisa was indignant. Who the hell did she think she was? Begotten of Old… You’d think Vasilisa didn’t understand who she was really dealing with. She called herself such pretty names, acting all high and mighty. But she was really just a thief and assassin.

Vasilisa turned on the television in the hope of relaxing. Flipping through the numerous channels she decided in favor of the one which was showing Mary Poppins, Goodbye. In a trice the aggrieved, mature woman in her gave way to the mischievous seventeen year old girl.

“Who from pin to breastpin, pa-bam,” Vasilisa gamely began to sing along with the heroine.

She never once wondered how much detritus the human memory could store. For if one is a transformed vampire almost eight centuries from one’s birth, then one remembers both the name of one’s first victim and the words of a silly film with equal accuracy.

By the end of the song her mood had somewhat improved. Vasilisa showered and wandered down to the first floor. She found Lucinda in the kitchen: she was carving up a pink filet of smoked salmon that rested on china plate, stabbing the pieces with her fork and sending them into her mouth. Then she monotonously and carefully chewed, and, finally, she swallowed.

Vasilisa’s mood instantly returned to below freezing.

“How many years have you put food on a plate, sat at a table and pretended you were human? Tell me, aren’t you bored?”

“There are many things you don’t understand, Vasilisa,” Lucinda replied calmly, catching the next slice of fish with her fork.

“I’m seven hundred fifty-four years old,” Vasilisa practically shouted. “According to you, I’m not grown up enough to understand why you need to play at being a human when you are a vampire?”

“Unfortunately,” began Lucinda dispassionately, “I didn’t get to hang myself the way mama did. I did not have enough strength to follow papa’s lead either. So I get by how I can – I try not to kill, not to drink directly from the vein, and I try to make use of human food. I deceive myself, if you will. That is my right. And don’t worry, please – if we fall on hard times I will turn to potatoes and cucumbers.”

“You want to be clean as a new button, don’t you,” spat Vasilisa, leaning towards her sister. “Pure and white, right? But in what way are you better than me and Nickolaus? Or Filip? We’re the ones who feed you; we murder for you. And you drink human blood just the same as we do but you pour it into a beautiful little bottle.”

Lucinda jumped up off her chair and bared her fangs with a snarl.

Are you in a rage because she put you in your place? In telepathic speech the caustic tone could be felt even more palpably. I guess you were not to her taste. Perhaps she likes redheads?

And what would you know about that? Vasilisa laughed in answer. You’ve never even had anyone! Old maid! If it weren’t for Nicholaus and me looking out for you, you’d have been dead from abstinence by the age of forty!

Vasilisa was prepared to receive the answering blow, but Lucinda, instead of lashing out at her sister, suddenly sat back down at the table, covered her face with her palms and burst into bitter tears. In the next moment Vasilisa felt like she was the most repulsive viper in the entire world.

“My God, forgive me, please,” she said aloud. “Forgive me, Lucinda.”

Are you afraid that I’ll tell Nicholaus about the drugs? Lucinda took her hands away from her tear-stained face. I keep trying to be your nanny. I forget that you grew up a long time ago.

“Yes indeed,” grumbled Vasilisa. “But the coke isn’t important. I’m really sorry that I hurt you. I really am a spoiled bitch,” Vasilisa faltered but then continued after a second, “But I love you very much.”

Lucinda had wiped away her tears just as Nicholaus appeared in the kitchen.

“What’s all the noise about?” he asked sullenly. “Fighting again early in the morning?”

“For starters, hi,” said Vasilisa. “And by the way it’s eleven o’clock already.”

“How you both aggravate me,” huffed Nicholaus.

“You’re in a bad mood.” Vasilisa was once again gaining steam. “Did you get up on the wrong side of the bed? Yes, dear brother, it’s been quite some time since a beautiful woman blew you off. Well, don’t worry about it: there’s a first time for everything.”

“Give me peace in my own home!” Nicholaus roared.

“Both of you shut up!” Lucinda could not contain herself. “That’s it, I can’t do this anymore. Don’t you see that we just can’t live together?”

Both Nicholaus and Vasilisa opened their mouths to respond to their sister, but at that moment a buzzer rang out. The video surveillance monitor showed Filip leaning out of the window of his car.

“Open the gates for him,” said Nicholaus wearily.

At that very moment inside an unmarked van parked not far from walls that boasted an ancient coat of arms, a gaunt man known in CRUSS by the name Bumblebee turned to Marisa, who was dressed in camouflage, “We’ve got them covered here at the observation post. It’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel.”

“Let’s start the operation,” Marisa commanded in a low voice.

“They have dogs,” said Arvid, who was sitting next to her.

“Two altogether,” clarified Bumblebee, peering at the screen of his laptop. “Dobermans.”

Arvid mechanically checked the communication equipment that they had only just received on Papa’s orders.

“It’s all new,” said Bumblebee without looking at him. “Far better than the old stuff.”

“Ready here,” came the voice of one of the soldiers.

“Keep us in the loop,” Marisa barked, opening the door of the van.

“Most assuredly,” replied Bumblebee and again stuck his nose back into his equipment.

“First wave, go,” ordered Arvid.

Filip seated himself snugly on the broad windowsill. “You know, I’ve always wanted to ask you about all this,” he asked Lucinda. “Why do you use plates?”

Second wave, go…

All four heard this fragment of thought.

“The monitor,” said Nicholaus, blanching.

Vasilisa turned her head towards the surveillance system and went cold, realizing what was happening.

“It’s disabled,” she said hoarsely.

“Holy saints, it’s the cops!” exclaimed Filip. “It’s a raid! That’s it, we’re done for!” And he suddenly began to snivel, like a small child.

BASTARD! Nicholaus’s voice thundered thought the minds of all present. You brought them here – they followed you!

In the blink of an eye he grabbed Filiup by the arm and dragged him from the windowsill.

“No, it wasn’t me!” screamed Filip, forgetting about telepathy. “I swear to you, it wasn’t me!”

BOTH OF YOU SHUT THE HELL UP!

The men quailed in the face of the forceful mental flood that Lucinda pushed into their minds. Vasilisa gaped at her sister in amazement and involuntary admiration. In all these years she had never once seen Lucinda like this – she was menacing and beautiful, as previously no one had ever imagined her to be.

This is no time for arguments, continued Lucinda. Nicholaus, go upstairs and get your rifle.

It’s a Shmaiser, an automatic, Nicholaus corrected her.

Who the fuck cares – I could never tell the difference! Upstairs, now! Lucinda commanded viciously. And you, Filip…quickly, go open the safe and get the revolver.

“Enough of hiding in the corners like rats,” she added aloud. “If we’re going to die, let’s do it well! Let’s give these Chaldeans a truly worthy reception; let them rue the day they fucked with us.”

From outside could be heard the dying yelp of one of the dogs. Filip and Nicholaus jumped to fulfill Lucinda’s commands.

“What are we going to do, Lucinda?” asked Vasilisa, barely able to move lips that were numb from terror.

Instead of replying, her sister walked over to the kitchen cabinets that were made of solid oak. With a confident motion she flung open one of the doors, which outwardly resembled the door of a pantry. Beyond it there was yet another door, an iron one, which looked like a safe with a combination lock and lever. Without pausing for a second, Lucinda entered a complicated combination. The door opened and a secret passage revealed itself.

“Quickly,” said Lucinda in a tone that brooked no contradiction.

“No.” Vasilisa’s head was spinning. “No, I can’t. What about all of you? You, Nicholaus…even Filip.”

Lucinda grabbed Vasilisa by the arm and pulled her close.

“We’ve outlived ourselves,” she said. “Go quickly. Just be careful, they could be everywhere.”

“But how can I, Lucinda?” asked Vasilisa, nearly crying.

Lucinda suddenly gave her a resounding slap.

I said go now!

Then she immediately hugged Vasilisa fiercely.

“Whatever happens, remember that I love you, my angel.”

Vasilisa gave way and began to cry.

I’m ready, said Filip from the drawing room.

As am I, Nicholaus added. I’m coming down.

So, let’s take our positions. They’ll be sorry now, Lucinda replied with joyful malice.

Find her. Lucinda again addressed Vasilisa, who had already taken a step into the bosom of the secret passageway. She will help you. Remember the address.

Marisa was beside herself from rage. Graham, one of the soldiers, had hesitated with the second dog and in the end the entire team lost time. In addition, they had now probably lost the element of surprise– everything within the house had become painfully, suspiciously quiet.

“Butthead,” she spat at Graham in a low voice.

They got past the front door quickly and without losses. The method they’d developed on hundreds of similar lairs worked without fail. The vampires met them with a feeble volley from an antiquated revolver. An individual who looked like a hawker at a market was shooting at the soldiers. Hiding behind a leather sofa, he almost instantly used up all his bullets, the majority of which got lodged into the luxurious furnishings of the house.

Within seconds a soldier in body armor tore the vampire’s head apart with one of CRUSS’s trademark explosive shells.

“On the floor, you motherfuckers!” screamed Arvid, rushing into the house behind the soldier who had shot the first vampire. “You’re surrounded! Resistance is futile!”

Marisa came in with him and after a moment of looking around, said, “It’s clear. I’m going to the kitchen.”

“Graham, go with her,” commanded Arvid as he headed towards the stairs.

From somewhere above him dropped another vampire – a blonde woman with savage, fiery eyes. A second later Arvid was lying on the floor under the weight of the vampire. Growling softly, she reached towards his throat, but Arvid managed to punch her in the nose with his fist. The woman keeled over backwards, but she quickly righted herself with animalistic grace and clawed at Arvid’s face with all five fingers. Arvid bellowed with pain. Then a shot rang out – the soldier, who had come to help him, put down the vampire with one shot to the back.

“Thanks,” said Arvid, and then he barely managed to duck as the man was pierced by automatic fire and fell down dead right in front of him.

“Lucinda!” A howl, full of pain, rang out over Arvid’s head. “You’ll get yours, you sneaky bastards!”

An erratic volley mowed down all the antiques that had been spared until that moment. Splinters and shards flew in a heavy hail in all directions.

Arvid saw the third vampire: he was crouching at the very top of the circular staircase, holding an automatic awkwardly in his hands. Even though he was almost entirely exposed up there – the ideal target – the vampire could also lay waste to anyone who stood below.

“The stairs! Above us!” cried Arvid, alerting the others, and he blindly shot in the direction of the crouching vampire who had no time to react – metal stakes tore through his neck, practically severing it. The vampire’s body slithered down the stairs with a heavy rumble.

Arvid hastened to recover his feet. Too late he saw the twisted grimace on the face of the female vampire. Fully alive, she lunged at Arvid with tripled strength, flipped him over onto the floor and squeezed him tightly, encompassing his torso in the ring of her own arms. The vampire opened her filthy maw wide, preparing to thrust her long, sharp fangs right into Arvid’s neck. She let out a croaking sound that resembled a laugh. Arvid closed his eyes, preparing to die. But then a warm, sticky liquid drenched him from head to toe.

“Any problems?” Marisa asked coolly, wiping off the blade, which protruded from her sleeve like an extension of her arm, right on the decapitated corpse. The young woman raised her arm dramatically and the blade retracted into her sleeve with a sonorous ring. Graham watched her movements in awe.

Arvid pushed the body of the vampiress away from him with loathing. It slumped onto the floor like a rotting sack; blood flowed over the white floor tiles in a dark, wine-red pool.

“Thanks,” bleated Arvid.

“Don’t mention it.”

“This is not good,” she added dully, gazing at the murdered soldier.

“He saved me,” Arvid lowered his head. “His name was…”

He hesitated.

“In truth, we called him Whitey. His name was Andre White. He was a trainee,” Arvid added.

Marisa kept her peace, being unable to say anything in reply. The soldiers who had been infiltrating the house from the other side appeared.

“We’re all clear over there,” said one of them.

“The same can’t be said of us,” grumbled Arvid, finally getting to his feet.

“We noticed,” said another lad. “Go with God, Andre.”

One by one the soldiers all pulled up their masks in a sign of mourning and respect for their fallen comrade.

“There were more of these bitches,” Marisa suddenly declared.

“How do you know?” wondered Arvid.

“This house is large,” she explained. “My gut tells me it wasn’t just these three who lived here.”

“Then where, in your opinion, are the rest?” Arvid continued his line of questioning.

“For starters – how many are there?” amended Graham.

“Indeed,” agreed Arvid. “How many?”

“Well, we’ll find that out right now,” said Marisa as she walked over to a bookcase.

“Bumblebee,” she said into her comm. “Check how our sentries are doing out there.”

“Artur’s in place,” Bumblebee answered nimbly.

Everyone present could hear his voice.

Marisa stooped down and fished out a glitzy, gilt photo album from under a mass of splinters and shards.

“So,” said Marisa, carefully examining her find. “The blonde fishwife – that’s that one.”

She nodded towards the decapitated body.

“She’s not a blonde anymore,” jested one of the soldiers.

“Shurak is in place,” Bumblebee said over their headsets.

“Well, and guy with the mile-long nose,” Marisa continued. “That’s obviously the one on the stairs.”

Marisa walked over to the couch to the corpse of the first vampire.

“Tanaka is in place,” Bumblebee announced.

“He doesn’t have a face,” stated Marisa, turning the corpse over with the toe of her boot. “But judging by appearances, this is that bum. He’s only in one picture.”

Marisa sorted through the photographs, simultaneously looking around as if hoping to find the missing piece of a puzzle.

“Who is this girl, huh?” asked Marisa, turning to Arvid. “She’s in every picture.”

“Show me,” requested Arvid.

Marisa chucked the album at him. Arvid caught the it and stared at the image.

“Nice,” he summed up briefly.

“First impressions are deceiving,” Marisa noted darkly. “Anyway, I think she bears an obvious family resemblance to these two.” She circled the parlor with her gaze.

“Dennis is silent,” Bumblebee said all of a sudden.

Marisa jumped up. “Quickly, everyone check for escape routes!”

“Graham, upstairs! Kent, check the bathroom!”

“Find Dennis! Motherfucker, we’ve fucked up again!” yelled Marisa. “Let’s go to the kitchen,” she added to Arvid without changing her tone.

“Calm down,” replied Arvid, following her into the spacious kitchen. “She’s already slipped through our fingers.”

“Yet again!” said Marisa helplessly.

“Yet again? It’s just the second time,” Arvid corrected her. “And if you recall, the day before yesterday we walked right into a shithouse of a hurricane.”

“Yeah, and today, into a shithouse of our own stupidity,” she retorted.

All the sudden the comm crackled with static.

“Um, a minute of your attention,” Bumblebee said somewhat less briskly than before. “Actually…”

“What’s going on with Dennis?” both Arvid and Marisa cried out in one voice.

“The thing is…” Bumblebee faltered, but then he took himself in hand and continued: “Well, it seems that someone ripped out his throat.”

Marisa pressed her fingers to her temples as if she suddenly had a migraine. Then she proceeded to open the doors of all the cabinets in the kitchen in absolute silence. Refrigerator, dishwasher, china closet. The fifth door she opened revealed what she had been searching for.

“It’s all so simple,” said Marisa. “So fucking simple and obvious…”

“Alright, don’t grieve,” Arvid tried to comfort her.

“Don’t grieve?” Marisa demanded fervently. “She slipped out under my very nose! We sent two men to their graves. The day before yesterday in that damned coven with a crowd of over one hundred vampires all that happened was that you got a scratch on your face, and that was from a branch. But today we lost two men. Because of four motherfucking bloodsuckers, one of whom got away. And after that you tell me not to grieve?”

Arvid could think of no reply.

“We found the escape route,” he said into his comm. “Everyone gather in the kitchen.”

Then he turned to Marisa.

“We still need to open this door. It looks tighter than a bank vault. Might be necessary to call in the boys.”

“Blow it to hell,” Marisa responded wildly. “I could rip it apart with my teeth right about now.”

She stood as if she was about to impulsively carry out her threat, but Arvid prudently held her back.

“Hush now, calm down. We’d better entrust this to Pavel. I hope he’s available. You know, well, in short, thanks for cutting off the skull of that beast. A second more and…thank you.”

But she turned a deaf ear to him. Marisa tapped her fingers against the iron door then walked away and sank down onto one of the chairs.

“I will find this bitch,” she insisted in a passionless voice.

3.
 

Nulles dies cessat ab aliqua re.

No day passes by without some event.
 

Dalana spent almost the entire day on her laptop browsing through the vastness of the World Wide Web. The internet, she supposed, was one of the very few things that truly called forth admiration in her. Besides, Dalana knew that the internet, just like any other invention of human genius, did not serve humans alone.

Certain sites told her much that was interesting about Alexander Soigu. What, how much, when and with whom – the creators of the site ‘totalsleaze.ru’ enlightened their visitors on these questions in sufficient detail. Dalana deduced that Soigu pilfered expertly and with an eye to the future. Not at all like his counterparts did during the Russian economic collapse – they grabbed too much too quickly, and then they either sat on their laurels or were compelled to flee to another country in disgrace. No, to all appearances, Soigu left Russia for greener pastures, and he was in no hurry to sit on his laurels. It stood to reason that he also engaged in some entirely legal business ventures. As one caustic journalist put it, he was ‘on the take’. Soigu did not engage in financing the ‘color’ revolutions in former Soviet republics, he did not collect yachts or football clubs, and he was not a patron of the arts. He was never observed to have any disreputable associations with little boys. According to the website, there had been about twenty assassination attempts.

The site ‘oligossip.net’ willingly confided ‘facts’ from the life of his wife, Stella Soigu, shameless romance novelist and apparent alcoholic, as well as the mother of Soigu’s only son. The writers on the site maintained that Stella was a permanent guest of the ‘Sacrament of Vice’, a club where devotees of sado-masochism and similar transgressions gathered. The mudslingers also maintained that the mole above Mrs. Soigu’s lip was fake. As well as many other parts of this celebrity’s body. About Alexander himself there was minimal information.

On the site ‘famous-faces.com’ Dalana searched through a collection of Soigu’s photographs. The picture quality often left much to be desired, but Dalana suddenly caught herself thinking that there was something vaguely familiar in the tycoon’s face.

Dalana still had to investigate the personal file of her future victim and ascertain why all the attempts of her predecessors had failed. Following that she needed to go on to the stage of shadowing her target.

Browsing through sites, Dalana did not neglect the opportunity to search for any verifiable information on the mysterious organization by the name of CRUSS. But the attempt to fish useful data out of the usual internet trash was not successful – apparently the ‘crusaders’, as Dalana called them in her mind, were very skilled at suppressing even the smallest leak of information.

The audio system that stood behind the computer desk was tuned to the station ‘Glamour FM’ and from early morning had been playing blandly melodious pop songs or, as the DJ put it ‘super hits of every time and country’. Dalana really did like the early songs of Michael Jackson, Madonna and Stevie Wonder, but on this day she was not listening to the station for aesthetic reasons. Today was the day she was supposed to be contacted by the client’s representative. It was his responsibility to give Dalana her advance – half of the agreed upon sun – and the dossier on the victim, Mr. Soigu. Apart from two or three rare exceptions, Dalana never met her clients, nor did they ever meet her. The role of middleman in such delicate matters always fell to certain unidentified individuals whom Dalana called ‘contacters.’ The methods according to which the contacters worked varied, but generally they were delineated by specific parameters.

But this time everything had been so far from the normal routine that Dalana was almost one hundred percent certain that the contacter was not human. There had been too many innovative touches, which were not, in principle, typical for humans of this ilk. Dalana expected to find out soon if the contacter was a Begotten of Old, and who exactly this creature was.

Dalana fluidly swayed in time with the beat of ‘New York, New York’ and wistfully thought about the fact that it would not be possible for her to return any time soon to this city favored so by Frank Sinatra. Although, who knows? In the end, the Earth is full of other, no less interesting places. Stockholm, for example…

“Yes, everyone likes New York City,” said the DJ cheerfully, interrupting the last phrase of the song. “But I personally love Stockholm. Especially Fatburstrappan 18. If you’re in the area, a renowned architectural monument is located there – Soder Torn designed by the celebrated architect, Henning Larsen. Oh, how I love to stroll there around nine in the evening. Especially in the park beside the building.”

Dalana turned off the stereo. Well then, now she knew both the time and place of the meeting. All that remained was to find out who had scheduled that meeting in such an eccentric way.

The ‘architectural monument’ turned out to be just that; a magnificent, octagonal, 24 floor highrise shining in the northern night. She quickly sensed the prescence she’d come to meet in a dense group of trees..

The contacter was waiting for her. After a moment the creature, which, of course, did not belong to the world of humans, furtively emerged from the darkness to meet Dalana.

How did I not guess immediately? Dalana grinned at the sight of her old acquaintance. You and Art are two inseparable notions. I hail you, Star, Giver of Happiness and Good Fortune.

And we hail you, Red Daughter, and we wish you long life, the creature answered politely.

It came closer, revealing both its aspects to Dalana’s gaze. Being not just anthropomorphic, but also amorphous in the most straightforward sense of the word, the creature was remarkably strange looking. In her lifetime Dalana had seen the most diverse works of Mother Nature, but this formlessly cloudy mass that somehow had contours resembling a corpulent human body always called forth in her an intense interest that bordered on idolatry. The creature, which was now bringing her good tidings, bore a host of names and aliases. Not even Dalana knew what the true name of this strange, hermaphroditic something was. It was regarded as the architect of human fortune. In ancient times humans had called him Sulde, The Great Hare and Dzayan. Some simply called him Star or Lord Fate. In Dalana’s native lands, both humans and the Begotten of Old preferred to call it the Tengri of White Fortune. Dalana herself liked calling it Star, all the more so since by the turn of the third millennium this name had acquired a more profound sense that reflected the reality of modern fame and fortune. Only one thing was indisputable: a great future awaited the human who was touched by Star at his birth. That’s why the expression ‘marked for greatness’ was so apt – the Tengri of White Fortune put its mark on its chosen and in so doing gifted that human with the chance to distinguish himself from the rest. Humans who were marked by Star generally developed into creative personalities. Star’s gift could develop into almost anything – the talent of a painter, whose canvases sent the public into a flutter many centuries after his death, or a strong vocal range of five octaves, or a bright poetic talent, or a phenomenal flair for the sciences. Painters and musicians, natural philosophers and actors, writers, sculptors and film directors – all those justly called geniuses by mankind--once experienced Star’s touch. But the mark of Star was a coin with two sides. Star was an outlandish creature that carried within itself the essences of both a man and a woman. The female half of Star was capricious, impudent and somewhat extravagant. The male essence of Star, as the complete opposite, manifested as an infantile, unassertive, anxious man. Together they formed a synthesis, endowing Star with both the qualities of an organic whole and the two discrete essences. It is no wonder then that along with genius humans also received another legacy from Star: the constant internal strife of two completely contrary natures. This explained the pathological drive towards self-destruction, which, in varying degrees, all geniuses possessed, as well as unbalanced psyches and emotional instability, and a multitude of other flaws and taints.

Humans were capable of a combination of the most remarkable antitheses, for example, genius and monstrosity. This monstrosity was often expressed in the guise of rare pathologies and megalomanias. Adolf Hitler, Napoleon Bonaparte, Alexander of Macedon – dictators from all epochs, thanks to Star, spent their lives at the juncture between genius and evil. They created Empires, and in so doing they killed millions. The great Beethoven created his musical masterpieces while deaf. A man, who received from Star the promise of a phenomenal talent for surgery, earned fame the world over under the name of Jack the Ripper. One way or another each of the ‘marked’ eventually had to pay for the Gift of Star.

Nonetheless Star itself sincerely believed that it blessed these ‘remarkable’ humans with happiness and good fortune, and it did not doubt at all its own good intentions.

This is an unexpected encounter, actually, Dalana continued her conversation with Star. By what fate are you here?

How droll it is when people ask such questions of that which is Fate, declared the female essence of Star with a note of disdain.

It’s a figure of speech, Dalana explained with a grin.

Yes, we know, the male half of Star entered the dialogue. We were also surprised to be meeting with you. You never know what or who awaits you on the next sweep of a raging river.

Why so much complexity? asked Dalana with a slight hint of displeasure. This could have all been arranged much more efficiently and quickly.

We’re interested in real communion, said woman-Star laconically.

We’re drawn to Life, and not to soulless electronics, added the masculine essence. As to all the rest, we haven’t been here in a long time.

Both essences of Star gaped at the nighttime Stockholm that surrounded them. Dalana felt her patience wearing thin. There was no doubt about it – dealing with humans in certain situations was far simpler.

This city is so splendid and so defenseless. It needs us, the feminine half of Star said pompously.

Dalana knew quite well her predilection for pathos. The rhetorical gift that politicians usually received was definitely the purview of woman-Star.

It was time, however, to get down to business.

Are we doing this? Dalana asked.

Vasilisa saw a mighty brick building in front of her with a solid front entrance and realized that she had finally found her way. Completely worn out, she had difficulty understanding how she could have successfully navigated such a long route and yet not fallen into the hands of the ‘specialists’.

Having found herself in the bosom of the secret passageway that led straight to the garage, Vasilisa did not waste a second. She was not at all surprised to find a soldier in camouflage outside. Vasilisa killed him quickly and soundlessly. She simply burst out from under the opening garage door and, taking advantage of the boy’s confusion, knocked him off his feet, after which she tore out his throat in two bites. Realizing that every second counted, Vasilisa did not even pause to drink the blood of her victim. Leaving the corpse crumpled next to the garage, she sprinted at full speed towards the nearby forest belt.

Disappearing into the underbrush, Vasilisa took a breath and tried to wipe the blood stains off her clothing. She was going to have to make her way into Stockholm by obscure paths, given the odds that at any train station the police would be waiting for her, having received operational briefings and her description. It now seemed to Vasilisa that pursuers loomed behind every tree.

Vasilisa ran, then walked, then furtively crept from the forest across a road, and then once again ran. Sometimes she holed up, letting the endless stream of cars pass in front of her. Not a single human in her place, of course, could have withstood a similar steeplechase. However, not a single human could ever find himself in her place. But Vasilisa, who had not been a human for seven hundred thirty-six years, simply ran, walked and slinked forward, clenching her fangs. And she moved heaven and earth to escaped detection.

Vasilisa tried not to think of what had become of her family. Assuring herself that all was well with her brother and sister, Vasilisa constantly repeated the address her sister gave her as if it was a mantra. Vasilisa growled, thinking about how she could most dearly lay down her life, should they suddenly catch her.

But everything worked out. Her watch said that it was just after ten. Dirty and tired, Vasilisa dragged her feet, comforting herself that she was only a few meters from the building.

The closest entrance turned out not to be the one she needed, and Vasilisa was heading for the next one when suddenly she smelled a repugnant odor, which was wafting from the half-open door.

At that moment something dark bolted out the door at her and flipped her over onto the asphalt.

Dalana saw the transmog from behind and immediately recognized her. Cranky and tired to the bone from of her recent meeting with Star, she experienced an influx of rage that the capricious girl had searched her out, but in the next moment she understood – something had happened. It was not a foolish girl’s whim; Vasilisa had grave problems. Judging by the waves of despair that her mind was transmitting, Vasilisa needed help. The rage within Dalana yielded to vexation. Why did this girl think she would help? Dalana resolved to connect to Vasilisa’s thoughts and send her on her way as soon as possible, but she did not have time to do so because a moment later a creature leaped from an open door and pushed the transmog over onto the ground. Then the creature scooped Vasilisa up into its arms and in a split second lugged her away back into the building.

The Master, guessed Dalana. He had decided to dine on a hapless passerby. A fairly macabre death awaited the girl. Dalana imagined the fetid maw closing around Vasilisa’s throat. Beautiful and fresh, she was only a slab of meat to the voracious house spirit.

And then Dalana – cursing herself and transmogs – dove into the building.

Even in the stinking darkness Dalana could effortlessly discerned the other door that led into the basement. In three mighty leaps she traversed the requisite distance and landed on the back of the monster, just as he was about to tear into his prey. Dalana swung her fists forward, punching straight into the back of the monster’s head. His jaws went slack and the monster fell to the floor, overwhelmed by Dalana’s blow. Had a human been in his place, Dalana’s fists would have demolished his skull. But once he recovered from his momentary shock, the house spirit just grew more savage.

Get out of the way! Dalana managed to shout at Vasilisa, who was half dead from terror.

Then the monster lunged at Dalana with a wild roar. Surprisingly enough, Vasilisa displayed quick reflexes and sprang backwards to the opposite wall. Dalana met her opponent with two blows to its vile, scaled belly. Then with all her might she slammed her foot into the monster’s genitals. It howled from the pain and pressing both hands into its groin, it stooped over slightly, exposing its defenseless face to Dalana’s hands. With one swift moment Dalana deprived the monster of all four of its eyes – fortunately, she had enough fingers to do this all in one go. The blinded house spirit howled even louder and, to his misfortune, turned his back on Dalana. Without delay, Dalana wrapped her arms around the behemoth’s neck and broke his cervical vertebrae with a satisfying crunch. She released her embrace and the carcass of the domovoy collapsed onto the floor. The fiend was dead.

Dalana stepped back, realizing that once again all her clothing was soiled with monster slime. She was convulsed with disgust.

“Wh-what was that?” asked Vasilisa in a shaking voice. “S-some kind of-of troll?”

“Do you have any matches?” asked Dalana, ignoring her question.

“I-I don’t have any.” Vasilisa shook her head in despair.

“Find a rock,” Dalana bid her.

“What?” Vasilisa did not understand.

“Any heavy object,” explained Dalana, trying not to raise her voice. “Find something and hit it against the floor. The floor here is stone. I need you to make sparks. Even just one.”

“O-okay,” said Vasilisa and she started to search.

In the meanwhile, the inhabitants of the apartment building were in an uproar. Several humans had cracked open the doors of their apartments in an attempt to identify the source of all the noise.

“What is going on?” bawled an elderly lady, judging by her voice. “Oh, it smells so nasty, should I call the police?”

“Didn’t I say the buzzer should be fixed?” some geezer answered her.

“That’s it, I’m calling the police!” said the woman.

“Make it quicker,” Dalana said to Vasilisa.

“I found something!” the transmog announced joyfully. “Will a piece of piping do?”

“Strike,” snapped Dalana.

Vasilisa sat on her haunches, holding the rusty length of pipe out in front of her. Then she lifted up her arm and struck the floor. Just one small spark was produced alongside the crash of iron against stone, but that was enough for Dalana.

I greet you, Gal, Master of Fire, Gentleman of the Flames, said Dalana.

And at that very second the single spark of fire, scarcely perceptible to the eye, burst into a profusion of blazing light, like a firework, illuminating the dark cellar. Vasilisa dropped the length of pipe from surprise. The stamp of fear on her face gave way to wonder that bordered on worship. As far back as Dalana could remember, Gal, the Noyan or, as he was often called, the Khan of Fire, always summoned a primitive awe in humans. Many of the Begotten of Old also trembled in awe before him, for all were subject to fire. Or almost all.

The Khan of the Fiery Elements preferred to appear to the world in his first-begotten guise, in the form of an imposing tongue of flame, the shape, size and color of which changed depending on Gal’s mood. The three other Khans of the Elements – Khalkhin, The Sovereign of the Wind; Tsagaan Ebugen, the Khan of the Earth, Protector of the crops; and Ukha Loson, Master of the Water Element – were also not anthropomorphic and commanded their appearance dependent upon the situation or their mood. However, humans who happened to meet Rulers of the Elements face to face often saw them differently. The Khan of Water seemed to them to be a magnificent dragon. The Noyan of the Earth was a gigantic serpent, and Gal was a fiery monstrosity with a blazing eye on the top of his head. The Khans could enchant with only their outside appearance. And so here now was Vasilisa, who had come face to face with the Essence of Fire: she was overcome, unable to tear her gaze away from the terrifying and yet simultaneously magnificent sight.

What do you require of me, Daughter of the Red Father? Gal grumbled in obvious dissatisfaction.

I entreat your help, replied Dalana.

But I never have and never will keep company with the kin of the Sanguinary. It is wrong that you have resolved to disturb me, asserted the Master of Fire.

He was right. Dalana herself was not overly delighted at the prospect of badgering any of the Khans for help, especially not Gal. An extremely powerful creature, the Noyan of Fire did not like to interfere in earthly affairs. The Khans, unlike the Edzeni, generally did not bother with humans and were known for their fierce dispositions. But Gal especially wanted nothing to do with humans, because in the past human activity had caused him no end of trouble. As for fierceness, this Gal had an extremely ill-tempered disposition, even by the standards of the Begotten of Old. Dalana was not at all heartened by the prospect of finding herself in debt to him, but she had no other alternative left – she needed to get rid of the house spirit’s body and she needed it done expertly, so that no human would have any idea what had really happened in the basement.

Take a look at this body, Dalana pointed out the remains of the house spirit to Gal. If humans find it, they will raise a fuss. As you well know, Great Lord of the Fiery Elements, any collision between our World and the World of humans benefits neither side…

That matter has nothing to do with me, asserted Gal, interrupting Dalana’s metal monologue. What could the humans possibly learn about me from a dead house spirit? And what could be more harmful to me than showing my power in their world? I exist outside of time. Humans come and go, I remain.

“I-I think someone’s coming,” Vasilisa’s voice sounded pitiful.

I beg you, Gal, implored Dalana. Help me dispose of this body. I will not forget this service.

Gal flared up into yellow flames, which, as Dalana understood it, indicated something along the lines of a skeptical but cunning grin. They needed to get away from here; they had already wasted too much time.

Fair enough, Red Daughter, Gal said suddenly. The appearance of your companion has enlivened me, and I have decided to fulfill your request. All you desire is that I absorb this one dead body?

Yes, none save it, said Dalana, not hiding her sigh of relief.

Go, Red Daughter! ordered Gal. And bear in mind – Gal still recalls your debt.

In a second the body of the house spirit flared up as if it were a heap of straw. When the police came into the basement they would not find even an ash remaining of the dead monster.

I thank you, Dalana said respectfully, and then she added aloud for Vasilisa’s sake, “Quickly! Let’s get out of here!”

Vasilisa did not need to be told twice. In one breath she leaped out onto the street, keeping pace with Dalana. They had barely managed to open the front door of Dalana’s apartment building and run inside, when a police cruiser pulled up. The iron door flew shut with an unpleasant clang and Dalana finally felt herself in relative security. Along with that sense of security returned the flood of rage she felt towards the individual who had dragged her into this mess, thanks to whom she had twice in the past forty-eight hours managed to put herself in debt to others.

“Thank you,” said Vasilisa, and she suddenly threw herself onto Dalana, hugging her around the neck.

Dalana waited for a few moments then pushed the girl away and gave her a vigorous slap. Vasilisa retreated a step from the unexpected blow and looked like she was about to burst into tears.

“Not another squeak out of you,” Dalana warned her in a low, hissing voice. “We are going to go up to my apartment and you will tell me everything in order. But make no mistake, I do not guarantee that I won’t crush your neck at the conclusion of your tale.”



 
  



CHAPTER FOUR
 

1.
 

He who ponders long does not always find the best solution.
 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
 

Having washed the fetid slime off her body, Dalana sat down in the living room and listened to Vasilisa’s confused account, occasionally reading her mind. It could not be denied that the girl had managed to stumble into some very serious trouble. It seemed like all the international special services had decided to declare war on vampires. But it could be that all the events of the last few days were nothing more than a coincidental confluence of events. Either way, Dalana was not at all happy to find herself in the middle of all these raids, either through her own carelessness or others’.

“Those beasts killed Lucinda and Nicholaus,” said Vasilisa in a sinking voice. “I didn’t have any options. So I came to you.”

“That means you thought I’d take you under my wing,” snorted Dalana in reply.

“I hoped,” said the girl, lowering her eyes.

She looked quite silly in Dalana’s dressing gown, which was two sizes too big for her. With a towel wrapped around her wet hair, Vasilisa really did look like an adolescent, and the sight of her was enough to induce a whole gamut of emotions, ranging from aggravation to pity. A serious battle was seething within Dalana’s soul, but for the moment the advantage was on the side of malice.

“Let’s not equivocate,” said Dalana severely. “First I almost died in that club, and I was forced to risk my life to save your hide. Then I had to suffer through a stream of abuse simply because I did not want to sleep with you. After that I once again found myself on the verge of death just so you wouldn’t become a late night snack for a house spirit.”

“Yes, I realize all that,” stammered the girl. “You can’t imagine how grateful I am to you.”

Dalana could well imagine the form Vasilisa’s gratitude would take, but she did not intend to comment, preferring instead to pierce her companion with an unkind glare.

“But then…why did you do it?” asked Vasilisa.

“What exactly?” countered Dalana crossly.

“Well…not let that monster eat me,” Vasilisa explained timidly.

“I have absolutely no idea!” snapped Dalana.

The girl cowered in fear, wrapping the robe tighter around her body.

“And besides all that,” continued Dalana, “I was called upon to ask for help twice. All because of you! If you could only imagine to whom I am now in debt because of you!”

Vasilisa froze, unable to make a sound from fear.

“And after this you appeal to me, announcing that CRUSS is on your tail! And still you dare to ask for help!”

Dalana strode over to Vasilisa and seized her by the chin.

“I tell you truly, little girl,” she said after a short pause. “The very least I’m tempted to do is to give you over to those devils.”

“And the most?” squeaked Vasilisa.

Dalana squeezed her face. Vasilisa whined with pain.

“It’s best you don’t know,” Dalana said darkly, releasing the girl and returning to her seat.

“I beg you, don’t drive me away,” Vasilisa whispered hoarsely, trying in vain to hold back her tears. “I…I simply don’t have anywhere else to go.”

“You are a pampered little pervert,” barked Dalana. “I don’t have the slightest desire to help you.”

In the depths of her soul, Dalana was aware that she could not kill the girl, but she had no idea what she should do with her.

“It’s so bizarre,” Vasilisa said suddenly.

“What’s bizarre?” asked Dalana menacingly, sincerely hoping that the girl would blurt out some nonsense that would give her a good excuse to chase her off without a twinge of conscience.

“You see,” began Vasilisa, “today when I ran like a rat from my own home, I killed a young commando. He was in my way, and I simply tore the veins out of his throat, but after a few hours I switched places with him – when that troll attacked me… A bizarre twist of fate,” Vasilisa chuckled throatily. “That’s it, the circle of life. How divorced we were from reality. All these years it was like we were living under a glass jar…”

“Now it’s you who is philosophizing,” Dalana interrupted her, but then she stopped, staring at Vasilisa in amazement.

In the adolescent’s place now sat an adult woman with a tranquil look in her wise grey eyes and the haughty bearing of an aristocrat.

“Thank you,” said the grey-eyed princess, “for saving my life twice. You will see that I always pay my debts in full.”

“I still haven’t said you can stay here,” Dalana said sullenly.

“I await your decision.” Vasilisa inclined her head.

Dalana weighed the pros and cons. It stood to reason that this pampered eight hundred year old flower could by no means be left to her own devices. The Begotten of Old, just like humans, were not strangers to emotion: they were often torn between common sense and the dictates of the heart.

“I think I know what to call him,” said the adolescent girl.

“Who?” Dalana did not understand, having escaped from reality to ponder the situation.

“The fiery one,” said Vasilisa. “His name is Lucifer, isn’t it?”

“He has many names.” Dalana dismissed her with a wave of her hand then added: “Turn on the television. I want to check something.”

Vasilisa obediently hunted down the remote control and turned the television on.

“Put it on any main network and bring me my laptop.”

Vasilisa executed both commands. Dalana pushed up the cover of her notebook and clicked open the browser. Just as she had guessed, a photograph of Vasilisa flashed in the news updates, accompanied by the headline, ‘Attention! Wanted!’ The text below started with the words, ‘An extremely dangerous criminal is being sought…,’ Dalana did not bother to read further. Now everything was as clear as a spring day: the entire country had already received the word about Vasilisa.

“Come here,” Dalana beckoned to the girl.

“It’s not the most flattering picture of me, now is it?” That was Vasilisa’s sole reaction to what she saw online.

“Do you want me to spank you?” asked Dalana, once again starting to lose her patience.

Well, if you twist my arm, flashed through Vasilisa’s head.

“One more reply like that and you’re out on the streets,” said Dalana.

“Oh, come on,” Vasilisa frowned disdainfully. “The internet! It isn’t a major news source, thank heavens.”

Dalana smiled crookedly. “Put on the sound.” She pointed at the television.

Vasilisa turned up the volume just as the face of a late night news anchorwoman appeared on the screen.

“…And so,” the anchorwoman said in a cultured voice, “at this hour the main news is the escape of an extremely dangerous criminal accused of committing two particularly savage murders…”

Vasilisa dropped the remote control. It flopped down to the floor, muting the announcer, who was describing the distinguishing features of the fugitive as a supplement to the photo that already hovered in the corner of the screen.

“Turn it off,” Dalana ordered in a tired voice.

Vasilisa meekly picked up the remote and turned off the television.

“You’ve really caused an unreal amount of fuss, now haven’t you?”

Well then, Dalana continued, switching to telepathic communication. I suppose that the price on your head will be more than tempting. Have no doubt, by tomorrow evening the entire country will have memorized your face, and those who like easy money are always thick on the ground. From now on, no fuss whatsoever. You do what I tell you to do, when I tell you to do it. If you even dare to contradict me, you’re gone immediately.

Aren’t these the rules of life in a socialist society? asked Vasilisa snarkily.

These are the rules for tonight! Dalana barked menacingly. You are still here only on my sufferance!

Vasilisa stepped back, but her attitude proved to be stronger than her fear of Dalana, so she stepped once more into the fray.

“So these are the regulations for the night? Not to speak, not to argue, not to bother you at all…but am I allowed to breathe? Tell me, what’s the point of me being a good little girl, if you’re still going to shove me out the door in the morning?”

Dalana lifted her arm to strike her, but at the last second she thought better of it, fearing that her blow might be too powerful for Vasilisa, who was worn out from pursuit.

“Each new impertinence,” Dalana said distinctly, “strengthens my growing desire to dispose of you.”

Vasilisa said nothing, simply rubbing her nose, which was swollen from tears.

“You will sleep in the other room,” added Dalana and she turned away from the girl, not wishing to continue the conversation.

To her surprise, Vasilisa did not object, but just walked away quietly. Dalana could not decide if this was reason prevailing over irrationality or just simple exhaustion. She put it out of her mind – it was high time to turn her attention to the disk she had received from Star, together with a selection of debit cards, which accessed the advance that comprised half the fee for her current mission. The disk contained supplementary information on Alexander Soigu – information that was impossible to obtain from the internet or television talk shows.

Sitting down in front of her laptop, Dalana opened the files on the disk and became absorbed in reading. Very soon it was clear to her that Soigu was a lucky dog who somehow came out whole and practically unscathed from the most dangerous situations. He’d been drowned, blown up, set on fire, shot at and doused with acid. The photographs from the crime scenes were even more eloquent than the criminal case reports. There was a lot of collateral damage around the assassination attempts on Soigu. Humans had perished under hails of bullets, humans who had the carelessness to be nearby in that dreadful moment; a few were simply severed in two by a burst of machine gun fire. One person, who had been flung to the side by an explosive blast, had been reduced to a mass of bones, blood and flesh. Those who were injured in car crashes looked like smashed tin cans. But Soigu was always alive and well.

The more Dalana studied the materials on the disk the more she could not escape from the vague sensation of familiarity that had arisen in her this afternoon. Why was she so doggedly tormented by the sensation that she had already met this man? Was he even a man at all? Perhaps he was another one of the transmogs? Well, in any event she needed to get out and do some field work. She needed to monitor this target thoroughly before acting. She had to be doubly, if not triply, as cautious as she usually was. Dalana did not want any more unforeseen headaches.

Destroying the disk, Dalana again turned her thoughts to the girl. She wasn’t sleeping – Dalana could hear Vasilisa tossing and turning beyond the wall. There was yet another dilemma. Dalana had not decided what she should do with her guest.

You can’t sleep? she asked Vasilisa.

No. I’m analyzing. Thinking, the girl replied instantly.

A useful pursuit, Dalana grinned.

Listen, can I come into the other room? asked Vasilisa. For some reason I’m uncomfortable talking through a wall.

Don’t lie to me, replied Dalana somewhat rudely. You want to repeat your proposition concerning… how did you put it? Ah yes – concerning my ‘primary business activities’.

As always, you are right. But now my proposition has acquired new…uh, parameters. And I’d like you to hear me out. But just, damn it, eye to eye.

My dear child, haven’t you forgotten something? Dalana wanted to bring the girl down a peg or two. I put conditions in place. You were ordered to shut your trap and go to sleep.

Please, begged Vasilisa.

Very well then, Dalana relented after a few seconds of thought. Come here.

Vasilisa appeared on the threshold, no longer wrapped in the dressing gown but in a sheet.

“I realized something,” she said vaguely, sitting down in an armchair. “The humans who…who attacked us today – they’re the same bastards who organized the shoot-out at Wing.

“How do you know that?” Dalana said.

“Because they had my notebook.”

“What?” asked Dalana.

Now it was her turn to stare with incomprehension.

“My address book,” Vasilisa began to explain patiently. “I showed it to you. I forgot it in the car. And they found it and figured out where our house was…. It’s the only explanation for how they found us,” Vasilisa’s voice shook. “Oh, my God…”

Vasilisa sobbed and covered her face with her hands. Dalana hoped that she didn’t become hysterical; it would try her patience.

“Well, what can I say?” she said somewhat coolly. “You and your carelessness are to blame for what happened. Next time don’t be so careless. And be less self-assured.”

“Please don’t patronize me,” said Vasilisa severely, lowering her hands from her face, which had already turned red. “I will blame myself for what happened to the end of my days.”

“And what do you expect from me?” wondered Dalana. “Sympathy?”

“Oh, I’m not so naïve as to expect sympathy from you,” replied Vasilisa, her eyes flashing. “But I want to propose work for you.”

“Here we go again,” began Dalana, but Vasilisa abruptly leaned towards her, effectively cutting her off.

“Wait a moment!” she said imperiously. “Hear me out.”

“I hear and obey, Your Excellency,” said Dalana sarcastically.

“Don’t laugh at me,” continued Vasilisa, somewhat rattled. “I’m offering you five million dollars to find the cops that raided Wing and as much again for the head of their leader. Altogether that’s ten million bucks.”

“That’s quite a lot of money,” Dalana said slowly. “Just out of curiosity, where will you get it? Have you ever, even once, held such a sum in your hands?”

“You can’t hold that much money in your hands.”

“That’s true,” grinned Dalana. “And still, I doubt that my services will be easy on your pockets.’

“Apparently, during our last conversation you only listened to yourself,” said Vasilisa sharply. “I told you that our family is rich.”

“Yes, but are you certain,” Dalana objected calmly, “that you have ten million dollars? I don’t take checks and I am not interested in jewelry or other valuables. Only money. Besides which, if I say yes, you will have to lay out half ahead of time. This is the advance, and it is never returned under any circumstances.”

“You’ll tell me yes,” asserted Vasilisa. “Or else I won’t get off your back. Today I lost the most precious peo…” Vasilisa faltered but immediately found a way out. “My brother and sister. I don’t have anyone else and I have nothing to lose. But I want vengeance for them. For the sake of that I am ready to do whatever is needed.”

“So do you have ten million dollars handy?” Dalana asked again.

“The house, the cars, our hereditary jewels,” Vasilisa said dispassionately, “all of that is now lost. But the main assets remain untouched. The money is split into several portions. The largest portions are here in Stockholm, in an account and in a safety deposit box. There’s also an off-shore account… Mama always said that there’s no point putting all your eggs in one basket…”

“Stay on topic,” advised Dalana.

Blinking, Vasilisa, who had just about embarked upon a lengthy remembrance, returned to the fundamental issue.

“Uh…yes…well, all told there is a bit more than ten million dollars, but I want to keep the remainder for myself…”

“Stay on topic,” Dalana repeated.

I’m not interested in the specifics – how, what and why. All that I want to know is – can you provide me with five million dollars within twenty four hours of my agreement, that’s one; and can you give me the remaining portion upon completion of the commission, that’s two.

“I can,” Vasilisa willfully nodded her head. “Does that mean you agree?”

Moving along, Dalana ignored Vasilisa’s question. What is this about a leader, whose death you so covet?

Vasilisa shifted in the armchair. A pair of baleful embers began to dance in her eyes.

“A little bitch of a cop, the leader of those degenerates. She was in my house today. There’s a strong possibility that she was in control of the raid on Wing. I caught her name. Marisa.” Vasilisa spat out the last word with loathing.

“What did you say?” asked Dalana in surprise. “Marisa? Are you certain that was the name?”

“Absolutely,” asserted the girl.

The events of the past three days flew before Dalana’s eyes like a whirlwind. There she exited the airport terminal and threw away her cellular phone… There she flew over the thicket with Vasilisa, feeling the aggressive breath of their pursuers on her skin… So, that blue-eyed beauty that she saw in the airport killed Vasilisa’s family. Marisa… How cramped the world is, after all! It turns out that the crusaders attacked both Vasilisa’s house and Wing. And was it this very same Marisa who pursued them that night? No doubt. Dalana remembered that she had ordered the amoeba beast to kill the girl’s partner. It was nothing personal; she just needed to save her own life. Now Vasilisa was offering her a hefty sum for Marisa’s death, and once again it was nothing personal.

“Your friends and family weren’t killed by run of the mill police,” said Dalana aloud. “They were a special international organization created expressly for eradication of every kind of… They’re hunters of the otherworldly, in a broad sense.”

“How do you know?” Vasilisa asked.

“I’ve heard of this Marisa,” Dalana answered.

“Do you think her fucking scalp is worth more than five million dollars?”

Dalana understood: it was time to make a decision. She was at yet another crossroads. The common sense of a professional suggested that, the situation being what it was, it would not do to take on yet another job, let alone a job that involved more than one task. The robust greed that resided in Dalana’s soul insisted that the quoted figure was far from trifling, especially considering the recent financial worries she had experienced because of that debacle with Meyering. Her wounded pride whispered to her that someone must pay for the unheard of insult that had led Dalana within death’s reach twice in the past day. Her avid curiosity unceasingly spoke of the unique opportunity of investigating the crusaders, all the more so since he who is forewarned is forearmed. Her excitement in the face of danger whipped up her hunting instinct, maintaining that she could kill two birds with one stone, simultaneously securing a substantial fee and getting the crusaders off her back. Her somewhat apathetic compassion adamantly declared that Vasilisa would probably take a refusal quite poorly and then she would be constrained to eliminate her. And finally, she was in Stockholm after all and she did have some relatively free time…

“I accept your proposition,” replied Dalana. “Let’s shake on it.”

Vasilisa’s eyes once again flared up, this time with joyous, youthful hatred. Even now, with her hair not quite dry, she was seductively fair. Dalana caught herself thinking that she was a delight to the eyes. No, she could not kill such a beauty. So, she had to answer her with agreement. However, the number one priority was still the money. No matter what, money was almost always the number one priority.

“So, you must give me the advance within twenty-four hours. Time’s wasting,” said Dalana.

“Hang on,” said Vasilisa. “I also have conditions.”

Dalana jumped up from her seat and in the blink of an eye landed beside Vasilisa. Grabbing her by the arms, Dalana abruptly pulled her up out of the armchair.

“Really?” She grinned rapaciously. “And what might those be?”

It might just be simpler to kill this impudent transmog.

“I want you to stop addressing me so rudely,” said Vasilisa in a slight trembling voice. “It’s not necessary to call me Your Excellency, but…”

Dalana burst into laughter. The little chit angered her and at the same time amused her with her directness that bordered on insolence.

“Also,” continued Vasilisa less confidently, “we shook hands; we made a bargain. That means I’m your employer…”

“Indeed, then you should know,” Dalana hissed in a low voice, “that I killed several of my employers right after I received the advance.”

That was the honest truth. Dalana’s complicated trade oftentimes required her to make instant and bold decisions when certain circumstances arose. That was why the majority of customers preferred to act through third parties – the contacters.

“B-but you haven’t yet received it from me,” replied Vasilisa.

Not a trace of her former confidence remained. Fear was slowly raising its head in her mind.

“Precisely,” Dalana nodded.

The sheet, which had until now been clasped around Vasilisa’s shoulders, slipped to the floor with a soft rustle. The girl was completely naked underneath it, which did not surprise Dalana one bit. That the girl was wonderfully built, as if designed by a consummate artist, also did not surprise her.

“You have twenty four hours to track down the agreed upon amount. Although, no, it’s already a bit less than twenty four,” said Dalana as she released Vasilisa’s arms.

“I’m beautiful, aren’t I?” asked the girl, looking at Dalana without a shadow of constraint.

Vasilisa was absolutely sure of her own irresistibility, and the fear in the depths of her mind had already yielded to her vanity.

“And that’s why you’re still alive,” sneered Dalana. “Otherwise, you would be putrid jelly in the belly of that beast.”

Vasilisa trembled, but she did not retreat.

“I wonder, how many lovers have you had? Over such a long life?”

“You don’t need to know that,” said Dalana, once again baring her fangs. “But I hope that you have finally realized that regardless of whether you pay me or not, I am in charge, and that’s final.”

Vasilisa shivered uncomfortably, then stooped and picked the sheet up off the floor to again wrap herself in it. It is unlikely she knew that Dalana could strike at her mentally, and indeed Dalana was not about to employ such tactics, since, as opposed to the amoeba, Vasilisa would probably not survive such an assault. The slightest effort of will on Dalana’s part would be enough to make the girl stop wanting to toy with her. With a hiss, Vasilisa moved towards the doorway, apprehensively glancing back at the Begotten of Old.

“Good night,” said Dalana with a smile. “And try not to test my patience further.”

Vasilisa froze in place as if something had suddenly dawned upon her.

“Just one more thing,” the transmog said timidly.

“Well, go ahead,” said Dalana, still smiling.

“I might have a few problems getting you debit cards,” said Vasilisa dismally, “now that my face is plastered on every wall…”

Dalana bided her time, watching the girl. She wavered under that regard.

“Well, so…how would it be…can you take cash?”

Dalana mused on the problem. On the one hand, she was more accustomed to debit cards, and they were often more convenient. But on the other hand, cash also had a series of undeniable advantages. For one thing, it could never be frozen, as was often the case with accounts, and it was more efficient to form strategic reserves for the future from cash. She would have to find some place to settle it, eventually forwarding the money via Courier to some distant spot on the globe, but she would not have to fear either the crusaders or hackers. But to do this, Dalana would also have to reacquaint herself with an old friend to whom she had not spoken in quite some time. Well, so be it, especially as this friend, according to her intelligence, was now based in Stockholm.

Vasilisa was looking closely at her, waiting for her answer.

“Okay,” said Dalana. “Let it be cash.”

2.
 

Omnia mutantur, nihil interit.

Everything changes, but nothing is truly lost.
 

Marisa’s morning had been relatively quiet. Although she’d been as busy as a bee, receiving and analyzing an endless stream of information regarding both the fugitive vampires, nothing out of the ordinary happened.

Towards midday, Marisa peeked into the cafeteria reserved for agents of CRUSS’s Homicide Division. Once there, she decided to stay and have lunch with Pavel, because she hadn’t yet managed to catch him in the corridors of the Coalition’s headquarters, but he had left a message for her that he would be here. Deep in thought, Marisa missed Volsky’s entrance: she only came to herself when Pavel flopped down in a nearby chair. He looked haggard, but the healthy fervor of a professional bloodhound burned in his eyes.

“I was just with Papa,” said Volsky. “He chewed me out good – my head is about to explode.”

“Yeah, your head’s about to explode, but I… We lost two of your men yesterday, Pavel,” she confessed darkly. “It’s my fault they died.”

“That’s enough of that,” Pavel rapped out. “It’s all part of the job, damnit. They’re in heaven now…if it exists, of course…both Andre White and Dennis Kameus. They were good men. Good soldiers, comrades…”

For a short while they sat silently, attending only to their own thoughts. Marisa thought of Andre, who had fallen under a hail of bullets, and of Dennis, who was probably caught off guard by the fleeing beast, and, of course, of Ruslan, though she tried to think of him least of all. True, she didn’t manage that all too well…

“Marisa…”

Pavel was calling to her. Marisa shuddered. She needed to take herself in hand. She must not get sluggish. Not on any account.

“Sorry, I was thinking,” she excused herself. “Did you say something?”

“Yeah, I asked you if you’d had lunch yet,” Volsky said patiently.

Marisa shook her head no.

“Well, that’s great,” said Pavel. “Keep me company. I’m as hungry as a dog; I haven’t had anything but dewdrops in my mouth since morning.”

“Go easy on the metaphors,” smiled Marisa. “It’d be better if you told me in detail what you’ve been working on.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll eat first,” said Volsky. “Some of the photos were so bad that even I almost threw up. So, what’ll we have?”

“Let’s get the set menu,” suggested Marisa.

Nodding to her, Volsky gave the waitress a sign, the meaning of which was known to all employees of CRUSS – both those who worked in the cafeteria and those who were accustomed to eating there. A minute later a couple of trays were on the table, on them two orders of the set menu. Marisa stared at a deep bowl containing soup with astonishment: the green substance did not inspire confidence in her, despite the pleasant aroma wafting from it.

“What is this, anyway?” she asked Volsky.

“You’re out of touch, my friend,” claimed Pavel. “We’ve had a new chef for a week.” He jerked his head in the direction of the kitchen. “And this is his signature dish – creamed celery soup with turkey.”

“So it’s creamed, huh?” Marisa intentionally lengthened the word. “And there’s turkey in it…”

“Hey, if you don’t like it, don’t eat it,” said Volsky, and it seemed to Marisa that he was truly offended on behalf of the new chef.

He set to demolishing the signature soup with gusto.

“Oh, okay, I was joking,” Marisa hastened to justify herself. “It smells great.”

As it turned out, the soup of the new head chef rose to the occasion. For a time Marisa and Pavel devoured the contents of their bowls in utter silence.

“Hey,” said Volsky after a long pause. “Why don’t you tell me what’s new with you?”

“There’s nothing much to tell,” replied Marisa. “Today we received information from the heraldry consultants. That coat of arms is directly related to a family of Suzdalian princes, the Zavyalovy.”

“Zavyalovy, Zavyalovy…Who were they?” asked Pavel with his mouth full.

“An ancient princely family in Russia. Their roots don’t go back to Rurik, of course, but the family was fairly distinguished. They governed vast estates and kept company with the deputies of the Kievan princes.”

Marisa finished her soup and tossed her spoon into the bowl. It made a ringing noise.

“Oh, fuck,” she muttered angrily.

“What’s with you?” wondered Volsky.

“I was just remembering that that whore slipped away from me yet again!” Marisa said then started swearing under her breath.

“You know, I quite like it when women curse,” Volsky grinned archly.

“Well, it doesn’t matter,” Marisa continued as if she hadn’t heard him. “I set a PR storm on her yesterday – she won’t know what hit her.”

“Oh yes, I saw that on TV,” said Pavel approvingly. “But why did you only send out debriefings on one of them?”

“Oh, I’m going after the second as well, just not through those channels. You see,” Marisa pulled a steaming casserole full of the next dish towards her, “this Dutchwoman is a bird of an entirely different feather. She’s sharper than most we’ve come across. It’s unlikely that she’s holed up in a basement somewhere, hiding. Here a different approach is necessary.”

“In other words, she’s more than a match for us.”

“I guess, but the other one’s not really an idiot either,” Marisa tossed her head expressively. “She did manage to stay off the police radar. It would be strange if she was suddenly caught standing around in the market, like a side of newly slaughtered veal. But you can be sure, the phone’s going to be ringing off the hook, so much so that you’ll want to stick your head in a noose. Half of Stockholm will call to tell us they saw someone who looks a bit like her here and there. That kind of headache isn’t so easy to deal with.”

“Oh yes,” said Volsky significantly. “Run, run as fast as you can…. But what do we have on the second one?”

Inside the casserole was a dish of beef brains in a sour cream sauce. Marisa picked up a fork and dexterously speared a delicious smelling morsel of the delicacy. Volsky followed Marisa’s lead and attacked the little ceramic dish in front of him. The process repeated itself – once again they were silent as they consumed their portions with delight, accompanied by the quiet rumblings of Volsky’s stomach and the energetic clinking of cutlery.

“Don’t you think that she could have already fled from Stockholm?” Pavel asked Marisa finally, pushing the empty casserole away. “That sauce was delicious.”

“It’s not bad,” agreed Marisa. “Yes, in theory she could have. I’m sure she’s already had new IDs made. She could have changed her appearance and hauled ass to another country. She could have gone anywhere, even to Madagascar. What can I do? Fuck it. I have no idea. But that is exactly why I think it’s a good idea to concentrate on that little bitch of a princess for the time being. This is her native land. But I won’t forget about Van Glek, or where she might be, for a second. It’s actually the only thing on my mind. And, you know, something tells me that she is still here in Stockholm. So the most important thing is to understand why.”

“Why, oh why, oh why,” Volsky sighed theatrically.

“Okay, Pavel, it’s your turn to talk,” declared Marisa, plunging a small spoon into a soft dessert – a strawberry mouse, abundantly strewn with shaved chocolate.

“Can you wait until the food settles?” asked Volsky, glancing at the trays stacked on the edge of the table.

“Oh no, lay it out for me.”

“Okay,” said Volsky reluctantly. “But don’t tell me later that I didn’t warn you. Take a look at this.”

With these words Pavel extracted a transparent envelope with a roll of photographs from the pocket of his jacket and placed it on the table. Marisa took the pictures out of the envelope and intently gazed at what the photographer had managed to capture. To be sure, she’d seen dismantled human bodies before, parts strewn over the floor, blood sprayed over the walls and ceiling, but this time the offender had managed to surpass all the previous targets of the Homicide Division of CRUSS rolled into one.

“How many bodies are there?” asked Marisa after three minutes of detailed inspection of the photographs.

“Two,” replied Volsky. “A man and a woman; their identities are still being established. They were found yesterday morning not far from the Ekebysjon. It seems they were getting it on in the car. Then they were simply sliced into noodles.”

“More like into mincemeat,” said Marisa, pushing the unfinished dessert away from her. “I suppose that gastronomic metaphors are appropriate here, right?”

“You suppose correctly,” grimaced Volsky. “This monster…whatever it was…really tucked into this poor couple… You should see the imprints of his teeth!”

Marisa raised her eyebrows quizzically.

“A werewolf?”

“Presumably – yes,” nodded Pavel. “And it seems that this is part of a series. Of course, I need to verify it, but I believe that there have already been eight similar murders.”

“So, a werewolf is on the loose,” she stretched out the words mirthlessly. “Fucking hell, don’t we have enough with all these vampires?”

“You don’t say,” concurred Volsky. “And more importantly, not just anywhere, but in Danderyd.”

“Uh-huh, and we have enough to keep track of without werewolves in the mix.”

“That’s for sure,” concluded Pavel, putting the envelope of pictures back into the pocket of his jacket. “Alright, let’s change gears. How are you feeling?”

Marisa suddenly observed a strange tenderness in Volsky’s voice. Then, as if accidently, he brushed her hand with his fingers. Marisa’s hand jerked, catching the dessert spoon that was lying on the table. Smiling, Volsky picked up the spoon and once again touched her hand. This time Marisa reacted passively, noting to herself, however, that the touch of Volsky’s fingers was far more pleasant than unpleasant.

“So how do you feel?” Pavel repeated.

“Pasha, I’m trying not to think about how I feel,” she replied honestly.

“I understand – I’m not an idiot.” Volsky covered Marisa’s hand with his own. “You know, I’m looking at you right now and realizing what an idiot I’ve been.”

“I don’t understand the connection,” said Marisa with a slightly sarcastic grin.

Volsky started to cautiously stroke her palm.

“You know, you were the most beautiful girl at the Academy,” said Pavel.

He smiled again, but this smile was of an entirely different character. Once, Marisa had lost her head over his smile. Indeed she had, but he had been unaware of it.

“So you were and so you remain,” added Pavel.

She looked him in the eyes…and suddenly everything spun around her. It was only for a moment, but it was long enough that Marisa once again lived through a whole range of emotions from annoyance and disappointment in herself to sweet suffering, which was just how she had felt then, in her first year at the Academy, when she melted and pined under his gaze…

Someone dropped a tray full of plates, and Marisa descended from the imaginary heavens back to the earth that was located in the dining room for agents of the Homicide Division. The lunch hour was coming to a close. Marisa freed her hand, suggesting that it was time to pack it in.

“Well, first of all, we weren’t at the Academy together – it was a special training – and there is no way you noticed me, Pavel, because you were four years older than me.”

And Marisa stood up, not giving Volsky the chance to find an appropriate reply.

“Alright,” she said. “I’m off. Vampires and werewolves wait for no woman. See you!”

Not waiting for feedback from the crestfallen Pavel, she turned around and began to walk away. She didn’t want to think about that brief flicker of forgotten emotions. She had almost an entire day’s worth of work ahead of her and she simply could not allow herself to waste energy flirting with Volsky. Or with anyone else, for that matter. Still, Marisa was sure that in all of CRUSS there was no man who could compete with Pavel, so magnificent, such an overwhelmingly masculine man. Rumor had it that he was a fantastic lover. As a student, Marisa had nearly gone mad from jealousy and had hated all the women who had spread such rumors. But today she caught herself thinking that her former jealousy and malice had been exchanged for some new feeling, or more accurately for an entire palette of hitherto unknown sensations. And one of the main ones was curiosity. Yes, she was damnably curious to find out how true those rumors really were.

The restaurant in which Soigu apparently loved to dine was located in the Gamla Stan, Old Town and was called Den Gyldene Freden (The Golden Peace). Dalana laughed wholeheartedly, it was reputed to be one of the oldest restaurants in the world and would probably be a tourist trap.

With the help of a new wig, Dalana had turned into a blonde, and her skillfully applied makeup gave to her face a hint of ugliness, which should indicate a certain weariness in the world of excessive employment. In other worlds, Dalana now looked like a stereotypical businesswoman, a character that was, in her opinion, quite serviceable for the plan she meant to implement.

All morning, while Dalana had clothed herself in ‘another’s skin’, Vasilisa had circled around her. An enfant terrible, the girl was weary from boredom; she desired attention and therefore she asked innumerable questions in an effort to converse with Dalana, an effort which drove Dalana crazy.

“So, what’s your real name?” inquired Vasilisa, perching on the edge of the hot tub.

At that moment Dalana was standing in front of a massive mirror, armed with tweezers, bringing her right eyebrow into ideal alignment.

“A night spent in the same apartment is no reason for familiarity.”

“I was wondering what I should call you,” Vasilisa said resentfully. “Secret agent woman?”

“According to my most recent passport, I am Diana Pechorina,” Dalana informed her.

Vasilisa laughed loudly, banging her fists against her knees.

“Yes, you look just like a Diana. Especially a Pechorina.”

“Before that I went by the name of Darla.” Dalana shrugged her shoulders.

“That’s better, but still not great,” concluded Vasilisa. “Tell me, why do all of you…well, the Begotten of Old, so dislike giving out your real names?”

“The more you know, the worse you sleep,” Dalana cut off the inquiry. “You could simply call me Dee.”

“Okay,” sighed Vasilisa. “Just so you know, I sleep very poorly.”

“That was your choice,” said Dalana.

“Not really,” Vasilisa let slip gloomily. “But let’s not talk about that… So, Dee it is then.”

By this time Dalana had already finished plucking her eyebrows and was now making her wig tidy.

“Can I help?” Vasilisa asked.

“You’d better buzz off. Or else I’ll lock you in the pantry,” Dalana threatened.

Having transformed her appearance as much as she could, she gave Vasilisa a spare wig and was amused at how unskillfully she put it on. After Dalana’s intervention, Vasilisa appeared to be a woman with long, fiery-red hair.

“I recommend vulgarly bright makeup,” said Dalana, looking Vasilisa over thoroughly. “It’ll add years to your face, which will lessen your chances of stumbling across the crusaders.”

“I look like a whore in this wig,” said the transmog sullenly. “And you want to put me on bright makeup on top of that? I won’t go outside looking like this.”

Vasilisa stubbornly folded her arms across her chest.

“Whatever you want,” replied Dalana. “But if I don’t receive my advance by midnight you’re on your own, is that clear?”

“Yeah, it’s clear,” grumbled Vasilisa and she walked over to the mirror with a dejected look.

“You can use my cosmetics,” said Dalana. “I hope that you can paint yourself a vulgar little face without my help.”

“A little whore’s face,” said Vasilisa in a half-voice, rummaging around in the interior of a plump cosmetics bag.

“Can you or not?” asked Dalana.

“I’ll manage somehow,” snorted Vasilisa and in the same breath declared: “But, you know, I need some things of my own. I don’t even have a toothbrush.”

“I’ll get you a toothbrush,” promised Dalana. “The rest is your problem, and you will not attend to it before we take our leave of each other.”

“But what am I supposed to wear to the bank?” the transmog snapped. “Have you forgotten the state of my clothes after yesterday?”

For a moment Dalana again repented of yesterday’s good deed.

“Fine, wear something of mine,” she relented after a minute.

“Your clothes are too big for me,” informed Vasilisa.

“Do you have a choice?” asked Dalana.

There were such blatant hints of menace in her tone that the girl decided to back down.

“All right, all right, I guess they’re not that big. Thank you.”

“That’s more like it,” said Dalana. “There’s a second set of keys on the vanity. And do me a favor– don’t get into any more trouble.”

“Don’t worry,” said Vasilisa as she began to smear an oily layer of foundation on her skin. “You’ll get your money this evening.”

“Only time will tell,” replied Dalana philosophically.

Leaving the apartment, she thought that she might possibly have to move to the cottage today if the girl blew her cover. However, she was accustomed to dealing with problems as they arose if, of course, she was not able to prevent them from arising. Vasilisa was proving to be the kind of problem that was impossible to forestall. There was nothing else to do but keep her eyes open and await the next development.

And she could not forget her original task, Soigu. At least with him everything was so far going according to script, or rather, according to a complicated, bifurcating system composed of a multitude of plans that made provisions for many different situations. As of today there were three such plans.

Plan A involved active reconnaissance, pursuant to which Dalana would stealthily listen in on all the thoughts of the target as he sat at a nearby table, after which she would return home and develop another plan – the perfect assassination – on the basis of the extracted information.

Assassination was also at the heart of plan B, but it was far from perfect. Rather it was adapted according to her present information, which, admittedly, might not be sufficient. If she found an opportune moment, Dalana intended to stab Soigu in the base of the skull using a special weapon called an injector. An injector was a long metal object that fit easily in the palm. Outwardly it resembled a handheld flashlight. Pressing a small button set the machinery working, and the weapon shot out a sharp, sturdy bolt with lightning speed. The bolt penetrated the bone at the base of the skull, passed into the brain and caused fatal damage. The flashlight ‘with a surprise inside’ killed the victim quickly and relatively painlessly. From the outside this whole complicated ritual looked entirely innocent – the assassin walked by and brushed the back of the victim’s head with his hand then disappeared, leaving the victim with a dismally lowered head. The most important thing was that the movement of the hand not be unduly strong or sharp, otherwise the target could fall face first into his plate and arouse unwanted suspicion. Dalana had twice made such a blunder in the past, but now she was certain of her every gesture. The injector worked quite well on humans.

But Soigu might not fall in line with the plan, and she would have to abandon the injector. He might sit in a seat against the wall or surround himself with dozens of bodyguards. Or the restaurant might be crowded with customers and the wait staff scurrying here and there, cutting off Dalana’s access to his person. In that instance she had plan C, which was at heart an extended version of plan A. Having studied Soigu out on the field, Dalana would tail him and, in as much as it was possible, dog his steps to the very end of his itinerary. And beyond that, she would have to play it by ear.

At two o’clock in the afternoon Dalana, was sitting in Den Gyldene Freden. She had to give it its due, the restaurant really was cozy, not a tourist trap at all. Besides Dalana there were only a few other diners in the restaurant and, while it remained so, everything inclined towards the implementation of plan B. Following the waiter’s recommendation, Dalana ordered some hot food and a bottle of wine and now was energetically moving her fork around her plate, imitating a hungry human. Dalana was at a table next to the wall, a good position in that it allowed her not only to observe the entire room but also to keep an eye on the entrance. She hoped to hear Soigu’s thoughts even before he walked into the restaurant.

The clock read a quarter to three when Dalana’s entire body was suddenly covered in goose bumps. A strange feeling of nervousness also struck the diners and wait staff of the restaurant. Dalana marked how several of them began to shiver, uneasily looking around in an attempt to locate the source of the discomfort that had suddenly come upon them. A belated guess shimmered through Dalana’s awareness…

And then the front door burst open and Alexander Soigu swept into the restaurant. Dalana, who been focused on finding his mental ‘wavelength’, felt as if she had slammed into a mute, impenetrable wall. She barely had time to switch off and construct her own mental shield before the wave that was Soigu’s consciousness established a connection.

A petrified waiter, who was dragging his feet, led Soigu into a separate room.

Dalana caught her breath. Another moment and he would have caught her. As Vasilisa said: a bizarre twist of fate. Dalana glanced around at the humans – it seemed they were already coming back to normal, shaking off the consternation that had overtaken then in Soigu’s presence. A woman in the far corner of the restaurant moaned under her breath, futilely struggling with a sudden influx of sexual excitement. Dalana noticed a waiter with a tray: the boy was heading for Soigu’s VIP room. Dalana’s nostrils caught the blended aroma of freshly killed meat and human fear. This last emanated from the boy, who could not understand why the customer had ordered a platter of raw veal.

Dalana now knew the real reason for Soigu’s charmed life. And it had nothing to do with luck.

Dalana raised her finger to indicate she wanted her check. Then she once again gathered together all her observations. The animalistic scent, like that of a wild beast, that caused females to tremble with lust, the strange and frightening eating habits, the powerful aura, which petrified nearby humans, the walled up consciousness… There was no doubt about it: this ‘man’ was Begotten of Old. It was also clear now why Soigu had seemed so subtly familiar to her. Simply put, he was from her World, and even though Dalana could not see his real appearance, she did not discount the possibility that at some time in the past their paths had crossed.

The waiter brought her check. As she was settling her bill, Dalana dropped her purse and began cursing out of pique. The waiter went pale and retreated a step from the table.

“It’s all right,” said Dalana, handing him the leather check holder. “I don’t need any change.”

Still pale, the waiter managed to squeeze out a grateful smile. Then he made himself scarce.

Dalana had counted on getting answers to her questions. And indeed she had. But together with those answers, there was now yet another question, by far more essential and complicated than the others: who was this creature in the human skin? Dalana was sure of one thing – she and Soigu descended from different Fathers and Mothers. But just like her, Soigu was a predator: dangerous and savage.

Dalana rose from her seat and headed for the exit. Plan A was no good now. Plan B was physically impossible. So all that remained was Plan C. True, it would require considerable adjustment, but Dalana had already taken that into account when she had come up with it.

Once outside, she headed for a parking lot. The time had come to settle the issue of transportation. She wanted an easily manageable and not too showy SUV. There was one in the lot. Dalana intended to steal it and to do so just at the moment when Soigu left the restaurant.

3.
 

That which you possess, also possesses you.

Petronius Arbiter.
 

Vasilisa apprehensively passed by the ill-fated entrance, recalling yesterday’s incident. The stylish Louis Vuitton valise that she held in her hand was stuffed to the brim with crisp, green bills. Her visits to each of three banks had gone off without a hitch. No one was suspicious of the sexy, slightly vulgar woman with the red shock of hair and the abundant layer of cover-up on her face. Though to Vasilisa it constantly seemed that some brute was just about to appear from around the nearest corner to knock her off her feet and to slip the cold rings of handcuffs on her wrists, it did not happen. The clothes that Vasilisa had borrowed from the wardrobe of the Begotten of Old were too big for her by at least two sizes. The jeans that should have hugged her elegant figure sagged unmercifully, the tank top more resembled a minidress, and the soles of her feet were wallowing in the soft leather loafers. Her head, unaccustomed to wigs, also felt strange.

However, neither the bank tellers nor the taxi-drivers nor the other humans who throughout the past day had crossed paths with Vasilisa noticed anything at all in her face; they remained indifferent to her. Though before she had often been exasperated to the utmost degree by such behavior, Vasilisa was now overwhelmingly grateful. In the end, having accomplished her mission unharmed, Vasilisa finally found herself at the doors of the elevator. She realized that it was broken and that she would have to walk up to the apartment.

Somewhere between the second and third floors she suddenly heard a strange sound. It wasn’t a frightening sound, no; rather it was pitiful, full of pain and desolation.

Vasilisa bounded up to the next landing and saw the source of the sound. A tiny, three-colored kitten, mewling feebly, was shaking with fear on one of the steps, shrinking into the cold, dirty stone.

“Oh you poor little crumb cake,” said Vasilisa, forgetting for a moment all about the suitcase full of money.

The kitten suddenly stopped meowing and began to sniff at the air fitfully. Cautiously, afraid of moving too suddenly, Vasilisa stretched out her hand to the kitten.

“Come here, come to me,” she coaxed tenderly.

It was almost completely dark outside when Dalana finally entered her apartment. She entered – and immediately felt that someone was there. Someone else, whose presence was almost imperceptible, and whose aura was so insignificant that Dalana had been unable to detect it a minute ago when she was standing outside the building, probing her apartment for the presence of any unauthorized creatures. Now Dalana also sensed the scent of the other mingled with the fragrance of her own perfume, which Vasilisa had apparently used quite liberally this morning.

Judging by the sounds coming from the bathroom, Vasilisa was wallowing in the Jacuzzi.

The other transmitted its thoughts weakly and indiscriminately on the most primitive level. The creature, its belly full and its fear somewhat abated, was in the kitchen. Not bothering to take off her shoes, Dalana followed his mental torrent. She tensed, preparing her body and mind for a possible fight with the uninvited guest.

A bound – and she landed softly on the tiled kitchen floor. From underneath the table a pair of small eyes, simultaneously frightened and curious, gazed up at her.

“Meeeeow,” said the creature in a thin voice and then mentally added, Food…warmth.

“Scram!” commanded Dalana aloud.

The kitten, pressing its tiny ears to its head, tore out from under the table like a bullet and fled the kitchen. In the corridor it was brought up sharp by the curve and almost fell, but it found its balance in time, after which it disappeared into one of the bedrooms.

Dalana glanced at the saucer in the corner of the kitchen then shifted her gaze to the open bottle of milk that stood on the counter. A little farther, on top of the refrigerator lay a plastic bag from a supermarket. Throwing open the door of the refrigerator, Dalana beheld an assortment of groceries, enough to feed a cat for a whole week – from cat food to farmer’s cheese and sour cream.

Firmly closing the door of the refrigerator, Dalana marched into the bathroom. Vasilisa was lying in foam with a blissful expression on her face.

“Oh, hello,” she said happily. “I didn’t hear you come in. Come join me.”

Dalana stalked up close to the tub and sat down on her haunches. Now the transmog was as close as an outstretched arm.

“How are you?” Vasilisa asked animatedly. “By the way, madam, your five million awaits you in a suitcase on your bed. In cash, as we agreed. Oh, who could know how much this cost me…what I mean is, spiritually. The money itself I don’t begrudge, just so you know. It’s worth it…”

“Was it you who dragged in that kitten?” Dalana asked in an even tone, interrupting her monologue.

“Of course, who else?” acceded Vasilisa.

“Uh-huh,” nodded Dalana. “And may I ask why?”

“Listen, I couldn’t leave her on the stairs,” said the transmog indignantly. “As soon as I saw her I went all soft inside.”

Dalana linked her fingers and cracked her knuckles slightly. Vasilisa flinched but stayed where she was.

“So, it was also you who bought food for her?” continued Dalana, kneading her knuckles.

“There was nothing here for her to eat,” said Vasilisa in a heightened tone of voice. “Besides, I already told you that I needed a toothbrush. And conditioner for my hair. To hell with my clothes, but at least I can brush my teeth, can’t I?”

“You went to the supermarket,” said Dalana, lowering her voice.

“What on earth for?” The transmog gave a snort of contempt. “I called and put in an order for delivery. True, I had to bum a bit of cash from you to pay the delivery guy.”

“So that means you were also rummaging through my things?” Dalana said in a near whisper.

“You yourself gave me permission!” yelped Vasilisa in reply. “This morning when I had to pick out clothes for myself. What else was I supposed to do, huh? I only have one hundred dollar bills!”

Dalana stretched out her arm. Vasilisa recoiled in horror.

“There’s so much I want to ask you,” murmured Dalana softly, almost tenderly.

She touched the girl’s cheek with the tips of her fingers, once again noting how smooth her skin was. Vasilisa closed her eyes and began to purr blissfully. Dalana stroked the velvet skin of her cheek, and then her fingers traveled down to Vasilisa’s neck.

“About what?” moaned Vasilisa. “What do you want to ask me about?”

Dalana lightly squeezed her throat.

“Tell me,” she replied coldly, “do you ever use your head?”

And, not giving the girl time to realize what was happening, Dalana forced her arm down at a sharp angle. Vasilisa disappeared into the bubbly water. The girl started to struggle desperately. She bucked, scratched and yelled but as a consequence only sucked in water, as well as slopping a good half of the tub over the side. After counting to one hundred, Dalana dragged Vasilisa back up and let her go. She began coughing in an effort to clear her lungs and then collapsed, sliding down and quaffing down more water in her panic. Dalana roughly grabbed Vasilisa by the hair and hefted her head above the water.

“Now, you will bring that kitten in here and without any fuss you will drown her,” Dalana said crisply. “Otherwise I will drown you and pocket your money. Decide.”

“Why…are…you…so cruel?” Vasilisa gasped hoarsely, her mouth greedily clawing for air.

“Look, one more question and I will pick option number two,” Dalana hissed. “And I will not regret my choice.”

Dalana released the transmog’s hair. Vasilisa convulsively grabbed at the edge of the tub.

“I’m going now,” Vasilisa said in a bleak tone.

Dalana did not wait while the girl dragged her way out of the Jacuzzi; she headed straight for the bedroom.

The suitcase with the Louis Vuitton logo was on the floor near the bed. It was Dalana’s favorite traveling case. Two years ago in New York she had paid almost three thousand dollars for it. However, because of its present contents, the value of the suitcase had grown exponentially. Opening it, Dalana got an eyeful of the stacked packs of money. Beautiful stacks of bills in a beautiful suitcase. Contemplation of things of this nature always elevated her mood.

Vasilisa walked by the bedroom, slapping the bare soles of her feet against the floor. The kitten, which she was pressing to her own almost unbeating heart, did not guess that in a few minutes its pitiful, damp little corpse would be thrown in the trash. In its pure consciousness Dalana heard only a single, vividly expressed emotion – love. Love towards the creature that had warmed and fed it. It purred in satisfaction, pressing up against Vasilisa. The wave of pain that the transmog’s consciousness generated in reply almost knocked Dalana from her feet. Perplexed by such strength of feeling, Dalana listened attentively to Vasilisa’s mental stream as she walked into the bathroom.

It only took Dalana a moment to realize the truth of the matter. Vasilisa, who was actually fairly strong mentally, was using all her abilities, unconscious though they were, to keep a check on her emotions, forbidding herself from thinking about her murdered brother and sister. Dalana understood full well that for all their squabbling and in-fighting, both Nicholaus and Lucinda were very close to their roguish younger sister. When they perished, something in Vasilisa’s soul broke and died with them. She was channeling all her heartache into hatred towards those who had killed them. But heartache requires another outlet, not just the negative. And so now Vasilisa was projecting all her elusive grief onto a creature that had accidentally crossed her path, a creature that was worse off than she was – she poured it all out onto an unfortunate, weak, half-blind kitten, which had been cast out to die.

Dalana listened as Vasilisa turned on the tap and the water gushed into the tub. The girl wanted to fill it up to the edge in order to be certain…

Dalana had lived on the earth for a very long time. The majority of the Begotten of Old, including herself, regarded both humans and transmogs as lesser beings. They came to this world much later, and they certainly left it much sooner. A shorter lifespan was accorded to the animals that did not belong to the world of the Begotten of Old. And the majority of humans, in their turn, regarded animals as lesser beings. In the beginning, two principles were present in every living creature: Good and Evil. In different ages these Principles were called different things. Hell and Heaven. Day and Night. Yin and Yang. But even these principles were relative, as is everything in the land of the living. Many creatures remained apathetic over the course of their life cycle, experiencing a minimum of emotions and feelings. And yet, emotions were inherent to both principles, both worlds, for on them depended the very concept of Life. The structure of creation was arranged as an extremely elaborate dance: some gave Life, and some took it away. But the most important thing was that it was exactly this concept – Life – that united each and every creature on Earth: humans and animals and Tengri and Noyans and Edzeni and many, many others, who all dwell on the vast earth.

Slamming the valise shut, Dalana walked to the bathroom. Kneeling next to the full tub and cuddling the bewildered kitten, Vasilisa was sobbing silently. Noticing a stranger – Dalana – the kitten began to struggle. Dalana walked over to Vasilisa, feeling that she did not know where to start. The kitten finally managed to wiggle down to the floor, but Vasilisa, convulsed with spasms, could not keep her balance and fell over onto the tiles. Dalana bent over and carefully raised the sobbing transmog from the floor. Vasilisa fell to her knees again, unable to straighten her back.

“That’s enough, now,” said Dalana, trying to keep her voice detached. “Get up. It wouldn’t do for a princess to roll about on the floor.”

Vasilisa looked at Dalana with eyes red from crying.

“You know, we had cats,” she said huskily. “When we were still people…three cats lived in our house. I remember that one of them had kittens, but Lucinda refused to drown them. She and Nicholaus spent the entire week finding homes for them…They gave them all away… God, how I miss them!”

Vasilisa howled a piercing, deep-chested howl. Dalana pressed her hand over her mouth. She had to squat next to Vasilisa.

“Shh, hush now,” whispered Dalana, knowing that in such a state the girl simply could not hear mental words. “That’s enough now, we don’t want the neighbors to call the police. Is she really that dear to you, this kitten? If that’s so, well then, I don’t mind, you can leave her here for a while. Right now I’m going to put you to bed – morning brings wisdom, as you yourself know. “

“Meow,” said the kitten, who had been keeping a close eye on them this whole time.

Vasilisa stopped howling, threw her arms around Dalana’s neck and nestled into her shoulder. She was still shaking, but her sobs gradually wound down.

Yielding to a sudden impulse, Dalana gingerly stroked Vasilisa’s wet hair.

“Meow,” asserted the cat again, and she walked over to Dalana, stepping lightly with her tiny paws, and nudged her leg with her chin.

Dalana had not succeeded in her goal this day: establishing the identity of the creature that hid under Soigu’s mask. Whoever or Whatever he was, he guarded his secret closely. But Dalana was certain that she would find his weak spot. Everyone had one; she only needed to search properly.

Dalana only hoped that the implementation of her plans was not overturned by this odd transmog, towards whom she was suddenly feeling – she might as well admit it to herself – protective. Sooner or later, Dalana must earn the advance that Vasilisa had paid her, and it really wouldn’t hurt to collect the remaining balance owed her. Then, they could each go their separate ways with a clear conscience.

Vasilisa had almost completely calmed down and now was softly blubbering into Dalana’s shoulder. Dalana’s muscles, which were cramped from sitting in an extremely uncomfortable pose, were already beginning to go numb, but she needed to wait until the girl was fully recovered. The kitten was looking at her questioningly.

“You come here too,” sighed Dalana.

“Meow,” replied the kitten and it nimbly leapt up on to her lap.



 
  



CHAPTER FIVE
 

1.
 

There, where deeds bear witness, words mean nothing.
 

Cicero
 

Towards ten o’clock, Marisa had burned herself out so much that she did not have the strength to get herself home. As a rule, analytical work tired her more quickly and intensely than field work, whether it was a premeditated arrest or a spontaneous sweep. The endless stream of emails, the interrogation of witnesses, the manipulation of data, the calls, and all the running about unhinged Marisa, who loved the adrenaline of the chase and the smell of her gun after it fired. And indeed, hand-to-hand combat, especially when there was a significant risk to her life, had captivated the girl even during her training. But today was a different kind of day. Marisa traveled from floor to floor of the central headquarters building, grabbing handsets here and there, meticulously sifting through all, even the most implausible, information of ‘eyewitnesses’ who had allegedly seen a girl who matched the description of the fugitive vampire. And there were quite a few of these ‘eyewitnesses’.

By the end of the day it seemed to Marisa that she had gone deaf in one ear: unsurprisingly, in the one to which she kept pressing telephones. She was so tired that her fingers kept hitting the wrong keys, and her evening report was so full of mistakes that the spell check gave up. Marisa rubbed her eyes with her heel of her palm, but still they kept closing from exhaustion. Her back hurt and her feet were aching. There was no way she was going to get behind the wheel of her car and drive home. Marisa could call a taxi or just spend the night at headquarters – she’d done it before. Now, in her proud solitude, she sat enthroned in a swivel-chair, her swollen feet propped up on the table like a lord. But it was also possible that there was someone else in the headquarters building who was, just like her, in no special rush to head home.

After pondering this for a couple of moments, she took her phone from her pocket and dialed Pavel’s number.

“Volsky here.”

“Hi,” said Marisa tiredly, barely moving her lips.

“Are you okay?” asked Volsky.

“Relatively,” she replied. “My lips are misbehaving. They probably just want to sleep…just as much as my eyes want to.”

“I can take you home,” offered Volsky.

“I don’t want to go home.” Marisa grimaced, instantly picturing her cold apartment. “No one is waiting for me there. It would be better if you came down to see me and to tell me what you managed to dig up since we parted company.”

“You seriously want to hear about that at night?” Pavel marveled.

“Oh yeah,” confirmed Marisa. “And I will show you a priceless composite sketch. It was just made today. It has to do with that vampire coven.”

“Is it a first-rate sketch?” Volsky noticeably brightened.

“You’ll love it,” pledged Marisa.

“I’ve got something to show you,” declared Pavel. “Should I send it by email or fax?”

“No way – bring it here yourself,” she replied. “I’m waiting.”

Marisa had not yet managed to properly stretch her back before Volsky was at her door.

“A meteor,” smirked Marisa.

Pavel swaggered over to Marisa’s desk and perched on its corner. He also looked very tired, and his bloodshot eyes were especially hollow. But to Marisa’s surprise, this detail only increased the allure of his face.

“You flatter me,” said Pavel, brushing it aside. “It’s the new elevators. Did you really not notice? They were installed a week ago.”

“I did think that the mirrors in there were suddenly very clean,” Marisa frowned to herself. “Anyway, aren’t you afraid to sit on the corner of my desk? That’s seven years without marrying, you know.”

“As if I need such pain!” retorted Pavel. “All of us here are married exclusively to Goldberg and our glorious desks, anyway. Take a look at this disk.”

With these words Volsky drew the black square of a disk from his hip pocket and handed it to Marisa.

“How could I not?” she said, opening the lid of her sleeping laptop. “And you take that pile of print material over there. The sketch is there too.”

The other half of the past day had been largely devoted to the composite sketch, which was drawn by the specialists of the graphic arts section of CRUSS according to Zemfira’s description, with illustrations from a demonology compendium. Marisa didn’t find anything among the various aberrations and monstrosities that even slightly resembled the toad-like, ebony-black beast.

“Hoo-boy, what a beast!” said Volsky, scrutinizing the glazed composite sketch. “It looks just like Jabba the Hut.”

“Sure, Jabba the Hut. That’s helpful,” muttered Marisa.

In the meanwhile, she had opened a file named ‘Suspect List’ and three word processing pages appeared on the screen.

“So what is it?” Volsky contracted his forehead inquisitively.

“Beats the shit of me.” Marisa shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve been trying to find out the entire day. Useless. No one knows what she is.”

“Are you completely sure that it is female?” Pavel asked with a smile.

“So it would seem,” she said.

Volsky folded the picture in four and slipped it into his pocket.

“You don’t mind if I take this, do you?”

“Go ahead. I have hundreds,” said Marisa.

Pavel returned to Marisa’s desk, but this time he pulled a seat over and sat down next to her.

“And how does she connect to that sweep?”

“One of my informants says that it was this creature that indicated when and where the bloodsuckers would be meeting. She simply handed them over to us, like the trash.”

“Why would she do that?” Volsky wondered.

“My source doesn’t know. Neither do I,” Marisa replied honestly.

“Strange doings…” Pavel chewed his lip pensively.

Marisa was absorbed in reading the file. It contained the names of individuals who lived in the elite Danderyd district. As Marisa already knew, the brutal murders, which Papa had just entrusted to Special Agent Pavel Volsky, had been committed right on the outskirts of this community. If Marisa hadn’t been so focused on her vampires, she would certainly have been jealous of the fact that Pavel had been assigned the werewolf investigation. Though to be honest, it still remained to be seen if the killer actually was a werewolf; the agents of CRUSS had encountered quite a few talented copy cats over the years. Part of the process involved scrutinizing all there was to know about the gentlemen (and lady) who were on the list compiled by Volsky.

“I don’t care what you say,” smirked Marisa. “They certainly are deserving people.”

The list immediately impressed her with all the flagrantly notorious names. There was the film producer-cum-gangster, Gunnar Otuzan, as well as an aging pop-star – a pedophile with homosexual tendencies, known to the public at large under the name Valencio, but the name on his official passport was Valentin Sidor. Both these personalities occupied the first and second spots, respectively. Lawrence, the owner of a network of bowling lanes, was in position number three. The controversial leader of the Neo-Nazi party, Rudolf Millionov, and the businessman who had plundered half of the region around Ussuriysky in Russia during privatization, Alexander Soigu, rounded off the top five. Numbers six through sixteen held an assortment of less illustrious personages: five bankers, a resourceful business woman who owned an exclusive chocolate boutique, a restaurateur, a CEO of an investment firm…and so on. But the first five were the ones who merited special attention – Volsky had chosen them as the leaders of this list for a reason.

Marisa gave Pavel a level look. He was now chewing his lip with a dramatically indifferent air.

“So, what can I say off the top of my head?” asked Marisa. “Obviously each of these great people should have been weeping in a prison cell a long time ago, some to a greater degree than others, but which one is the suspect?”

“What do you think about the chocolate princess?” Volsky asked.

“No, I don’t think so,” replied Marisa. “She’s a sophisticated, stylish woman…have you tried her chocolate, by the way?”

“You think that a stylish woman can’t be a werewolf?” Volsky frowned. “I haven’t tried her chocolate – it’s too expensive.”

“Well, I don’t know, somehow it doesn’t seem right to me,” Marisa continued her reasoning. “I would sooner suspect that bowling alley swine. But I’ve wanted to visit that chocolate boutique for a long time –I’ve just never managed to. Of course it is expensive, but it is undoubtedly extremely tasty.”

“Well, I suspect them all,” declared Volsky apathetically. “They’re such a sweet little company of bastards… I remember how at the orphanage I dreamed of pigging out on halva… What an idea, a fucking chocolate boutique…”

Marisa’s patience was wearing thin.

“So, dear Pavel, that’s enough of the guessing game,” she said, abruptly closing her laptop. “Why are you hung up on this chocolatier? Do you have any evidence?”

“Have I aroused your curiosity?” Pavel slyly narrowed his eyes.

“Please proceed,” she said.

“So first off, I got some accurate information today about the first murder, thanks to the local police,” said Volsky. “They certainly weren’t lazy. So, this inhuman bastard killed victim number one fourteen months ago. He killed the victim and ate parts of her. It happened in about the same place, there in that wood. Victim number one was a young woman. She lay there all throughout the spring, and the thaw degraded the remains even further. Then there was a vagrant, a jogger – all in the same area, which is typical enough for a serial killer that naturally no one ever considered that this might be our business. Until the information came to Papa. So right now I have eleven corpses. Plus the two you saw today in the pictures.”

“So that means roughly one a month,” concluded Marisa.

“Don’t forget, there could be others,” said Pavel mirthlessly. “Others that we still haven’t found.”

“Of course,” she said seriously. “Do you think this is something ritualistic? Or is it just a man-eater?”

“And why not both?” Volsky ventured. “There’s a curious detail… If you compare the first body with the last two, you get the sense that over time the creature has become even more brutal, as it were… To put in succinctly, if it weren’t for the dental impressions I wouldn’t really believe that the murders were all committed by the same bastard.”

“And you think this bastard is…?”

Marisa waited, looking expectantly at Volsky.

“That’s the wrong question,” grumbled Pavel. “You should have asked: what do the facts tell us? What they tell me is this.” Volsky cleared his throat and then continued: “Last spring…that is, when the first murder was committed, new tenants moved into the community – the Soigu family moved into one of the recently built houses.”

Pavel folded his arms across his chest, evidently waiting for a reaction from Marisa.

“Neatly done,” she commended him. “The whole puzzle practically solves itself. Far from mine, which is all blank and obscure. You’re lucky.”

“That’s for sure,” grinned Volsky. “But that’s not all. I contacted our colleagues in Novosibirsk, where Mr. Soigu lived before he moved to Stockholm. I got loads of intel from them. It turns out that the lads of the local Homicide Division have long been trying to solve a series of maniacal murders that resemble ours. All told, I think it all adds up pretty well.”

“Indeed, thanks to technology,” Marisa interjected.

“What do you mean technology?” Volsky stared at her without comprehension. “I’m simply a genius.”

“I mean email and the internet,” she said, trying to conceal the caustic tone that involuntarily clawed its way into her voice.

“Ah, that’s what you mean,” said Pavel. “Well, of course, it does save time. Twenty years ago I would’ve had to fly to Novosibirsk. But all the same, I’m a genius.”

“You’re a sneak, that’s what you are,” declared Marisa.

“How so?”

Volsky theatrically raised his arms to the side. Marisa suddenly thought about how attractive his arms were and how wide his shoulders were and in general how gorgeous his whole body was. Pavel was built like a Greek god, and he knew how to make use of it when he wanted to. He knew just how to sit to show off his splendid body and that was while he was still wearing a suit. Although…Marisa had seen Pavel a few times at the gym in shorts and a tank top, and now her head was persistently circling the thought – how did he look without any clothes at all?

“You expressly framed all this so that it would get my utmost attention,” Marisa said.

She hoped that she had managed to stifle her agitation, and that her voice did not give away her underlying emotions.

“And now this werewolf of yours won’t leave me in peace.”

Pavel smiled innocently. Oh yeah, he was pretty! Marisa nearly choked on a suddenly inflated wave of desire. Her weariness vanished as if by magic. What was happening to her? She’d thought that her adolescent crush on that unattainable Adonis had evaporated long ago, as these things usually did when you grew up.

“We can fix this problem,” said Pavel.

But her crush really had passed…it had passed and now it was being born anew, but this was of a different character altogether. Marisa no longer desired romantic evenings in front of a burning fireplace, candlelit dinners and sweet love songs. What she longed for now was just some physical intimacy with this man. ‘Physical intimacy’ – until she collapsed from exhaustion…. For a second she imagined herself in his strong embrace.

“How?” asked Marisa, licking suddenly dry lips.

“It’s simple. Come be my partner, and together we’ll bite that werewolf in the ass.”

Right now I’d rather bite you the ass, thought Marisa, but aloud she said, “And what about your boys?”

“I’ll pass the reins of control over to someone else,” said Volsky. “To Arvid, for example. He’s talented enough.”

“Tell me something, Pavel,” said Marisa. “When did you first notice me? It was after Ruslan and I solved that cold case with the shaman, right?”

“You solved that shaman case,” Pavel asserted harshly. “You alone. Your Ruslan had nothing to do with it.”

“Volsky, stop,” she said. “You know I hate it when you say stuff like that.”

“And you know my opinion on this subject,” insisted Pavel.

“And you know mine,” retorted Marisa.

“And I always said that the broken horse carries the load.” Volsky insisted on having his way.

Marisa was about to retort yet again, but Volsky forestalled her with a wave of his hand, letting her know that she shouldn’t interrupt him.

“Now it’s your turn to tell me something,” said Pavel. “Why exactly did you call me tonight?”

“Because you’re the best,” she confessed honestly.

“We’re both the best,” corrected Volsky. “We should be partners.”

Marisa was gradually regaining the power to reason soberly, but this was a hundred and eighty degrees from what she’d been thinking about. She didn’t really know how to react to something like this.

“Well, I don’t know,” said Marisa vaguely. “You’re so brilliant, and you always seemed to manage just fine without any help. What use would I be to you? And there’s also the fact that you’ve always said you don’t need a partner – you like to head up teams. You have an administrative mentality.”

“People change under the influence of circumstances,” parried Volsky. “It’s possible that it’s time to change the way I work. And if I must choose a partner, that partner had better be the best. Clever, bright, unorthodox. I’ve been searching for my potential partner for some time –and it seems that I’ve finally found that person. That’s you, Marisa.”

“It just seems that way to you?” chuckled Marisa.

“Don’t parse my words, damn it,” Volsky grimaced. “You understand what I’m talking about.”

“For the unorthodox, of course, thank you,” replied Marisa. “But…”

“What, you have doubts?” Pavel said, getting angry.

“And you thought I’d be so happy I’d fall down at your feet, didn’t you,” Marisa said acidly. “Rus was my friend, don’t you get it? It’s possible that he wasn’t the best at everything, but we’ve known – knew – each other since childhood. I have no idea how it would be for me to work with you, the best.”

“You can’t make an omelette without breaking any eggs,” said Volsky. “Let’s give it a try.”

“Listen, you’re talking about this as if it was all up to us!” she exclaimed. “Presto, and it’s all worked out. We would have to inform Papa. I doubt he’ll be overly enthusiastic at your sudden decision to change everything.”

“Well, first of all, it’s not sudden,” objected Pavel. “And secondly, I talked to Papa today. And anyway, there won’t be any displacement from this rearrangement, no change in the number of agents we have, but the quality will change.”

“What did you talk about?” Marisa asked, deliberately misunderstanding.

“About you,” explained Volsky. “About you and me.”

“Already?”

Marisa gaped at Pavel in astonishment. He responded with the slightly complacent smile of an insufferable smart ass.

“So that means it was all arranged before dinner– I’ve been married off without my consent!” she continued. “Everything was worked out in advance and you even managed to wear Papa down. Well, aren’t you a crafty one.”

“As I recall, ten minutes ago I was a sneak.”

Marisa’s breath once again caught in her throat from his gaze.

“You’re both,” breathed Marisa.

Volsky continued to pierce her with his eyes.

“Agree, Marisa,” he said after a short pause. “You need me.”

Why not go for it? thought Marisa. If she started to work with Volsky, she would get him, for the time being, and what was more, she’d get a very promising case, a chance to solve a prestigious matter that was unlike the dead ducks she was working on now. To be sure, Marisa had not given up hope of nabbing both the fugitive vampire princess and the viper who killed Ruslan. But right now she didn’t have any leads. The werewolf loomed in front of her, showing her the way to rapid advancement in the ranks. If she closed an investigation like that she’d get to have a merit review, which might, probably would, reclassify her from a mere special agent of CRUSS to a special agent in charge. This was a step forward, a real breakthrough, with all the attendant opportunities and challenges. And what special agent didn’t dream of rising through the ranks? Marisa was no exception to that rule.

“Well then, partner,” she said. “Tell me about our plans for tomorrow.”

“I didn’t doubt you,” Volsky said brightly, rubbing his hands together. “So, I’m of the opinion that, regardless of our intense desire to go after Soigu, first of all we have to clear the remaining top five.”

“Yes, obviously, because they’re the next best thing to bloodsuckers and man-eaters,” said Marisa, smirking cynically. “Listen, doesn’t Soigu have a wife, a writer or something?”

“Yes indeed,” Pavel nodded. “She wrote Harmonia praestabilita. It’s one of those books about the life, love and tears of the wealthy Barbie dolls. A friend of mine said she couldn’t put it down.”

“And just how old is your friend?” Marisa asked. “Is she still in grade school?”

“Don’t be nasty,” Volsky said dismissively. “Not everyone reads Proust. People like simpler fare. The title, of course, is sticky with pretension. But the contents are simple enough – true to life. All in all, people lap it up. Also, a TV series of the same title is coming out soon. I recently saw a banner-ad online – ‘adapted from Stella Soigu’s bestseller …”

“Are all the suspects in Stockholm right now?” interrupted Marisa, who knew that Pavel’s verbosity was not always relevant to the case.

“Lawrence is in here,” Volsky instantaneously changed the current of his thoughts. “Otuzan and Soigu are as well. Millionov is due to fly in from St. Petersburg tomorrow. But Valencio has been on tour for the past two weeks. He’ll return a month from now.”

“I see. Who should we begin with?”

Marisa was already thinking about tomorrow’s visits. But at the same time she also was trying to figure out what she could manage to accomplish tonight.

“I think we should start with Lawrence,” Pavel replied. “We’ll surprise him in his bowling alley early in the morning. From him we’ll go directly to Soigu’s house. As for the others, we’ll do each as they come. We might need to fly all the way out to Sakhalin to catch up with Sidor.”

“Okay,” said Marisa. “I’ll go delve into our compendiums on werewolves. I read about demons all day today, but this is a completely different subject. I need to bone up on my knowledge of werewolves a bit.”

And to remind him about his offer to drive me home, Marisa thought to herself.

“You’re gonna bone a werewolf?” asked Volsky and he chuckled softly.

“Ha,” said Marisa, but the word ‘bone’ echoed in her head.

And instantly the image of Ruslan rose up in Marisa’s mind’s eye. His remains were spread out inside the glass box. Who would have thought that smallpox could so disfigure his body, that it could transform Ruslan into a disgusting, skeletal carcass, that it could flay the skin from his bones…

Marisa stood up from behind her desk. All desire fled from her, disappearing under the weight of a dull sensation mixed with self-loathing.

“I’m leaving,” she said dismally. “I’m going to spend the night here. I’ll try to get some sleep, even if it’s just an hour or two.”

Pavel also got up from his chair. Marisa had already walked to the door.

“Wait a moment, are you sure you don’t want me to drive you home?”

Marisa turned towards Volsky.

“Thanks, Pavel,” she said, somehow forcing a smile. “I’ll just bed down in the stacks somewhere.”

“Well, as you wish,” said Volsky. “See you tomorrow.”

Marisa was enormously grateful that he did not add the word ‘partner’.

2.
 

Death is sufficiently close that it is possible not to dread life.

Friedrich Nietzsche
 

“It’s strange,” said Vasilisa, glancing in the direction of the Jacuzzi with apprehension.

Dalana, who was occupying the space in front of the mirror, was once again changing her appearance; this time she was turning herself into a bobbed, red-headed corporate assistant. She planned to spend the entire day in this guise of a mid-level employee. Her make-up was light, and she was wearing no jewelry at all. She was an ordinary woman, a little bit tired, a little bit harassed. Soon Dalana planned to get her hands on an appropriate car – foreign made but simple, without frills. Last night she had abandoned the SUV she had stolen the day before, about three blocks from her apartment.

“Yes indeed…strange,” repeated Vasilisa.

She was standing there keeping watch over Dalana’s latest manipulation of her appearance.

“What is it this time?” asked Dalana, peering at her reflection.

She needed to tinker with a few more details.

“Water,” replied Vasilisa. “In order to call forth that fire demon you needed a spark. Doesn’t it follow that in order to make a water demon appear, all you would need to do is turn on the tap?”

“You are clever, but only by half,” smirked Dalana.

“How so?”

“Well, if you were more foolish, you would never have guessed that there is a, as you expressed it, water demon,” explained Dalana. “But if you were just a bit wiser, you would have realized that the Khan of Water only lives in natural springs, and definitely not in this mixture of chlorine and oil that you call water.”

“Cool,” said Vasilisa approvingly. “Tell me, what are these Khans really? Well, I mean, I understand that they too are Begotten of Old…but how did they come about and all that?”

“It’s possible that I will tell you how ‘and all that’,” Dalana mimicked the girl, not unkindly. “But not right now. A matter far more important than your enlightenment awaits me.”

“Yes, I understand.” Vasilisa nodded her head. “I don’t even know what to wish you. Good luck?”

“You’d be better off wishing not to stick your nose out of the apartment, so you don’t bring any more problems down on our collective asses.”

Vasilisa did not dare to object – last night’s lesson was too fresh.

Within half an hour Dalana was sitting behind the wheel of a brand new car, once again marveling at how conscientious Stockholm drivers were…conscientious and slow. Her journey today led to the main office of the holding company SDA, where she was to meet with its CEO. He would help her dispose of the five million dollars she had received from Vasilisa.

Finding herself in a small traffic jam, Dalana turned on the radio. Music flowed from the speakers – someone was singing a version of a timeless Dalida song. Disengaging herself from the words, Dalana listened to the musical accompaniment for several minutes with pleasure. With the last chord of the song, the line of cars began to move.

Just as Dalana had expected, the SDA building was as impressive on the inside as it was unpretentious on the outside. Located in an alley near the Stortorget it was a lovely, solid and ancient building, and it managed to synthesize simplicity with elegance.

The secretary in the waiting room glanced at Dalana without any special respect. Well, that meant that her disguise had come off extremely well.

“Go in, Victor is waiting for you. Straight down the corridor, you’ll see the door with the sign,” the secretary said.

A jaunty silver title on a matte-black base laconically read ‘CEO’. Dalana pushed the door open and walked into the office.

“Good God!” she exclaimed, glancing around. “Half the country could be fed if all these things were auctioned off. Vic, is that really an original Renoir hanging in your office?”

Victor, a robust, dark-haired man, got up from his desk to greet Dalana.

“But of course,” he replied. “I have a Renoir, a Faberge and a Surikov, all original. It’s good to see you again, Dee.”

He gallantly inclined his head, simultaneously kissing Dalana’s outstretched hand. She lightly touched his beard with her fingers. The man shivered.

“The feeling’s mutual, Vic,” said Dalana in reply.

Recalling his dislike of telepathic communication, Dalana was ready to deliver all her replies aloud. Out of respect for Victor, she also planned not to rummage around in his thoughts. She trusted him, although, for the sake of prudence, ten minutes ago while sitting in her car, she had still scanned the entire length and breadth of the building.

“Please take a seat. You look stunning. But then again, you always do.”

“In this get-up? Don’t make me laugh,” Dalana replied dismissively.

“You smell the same as before,” said Victor.

“It’s the same perfume,” laughed Dalana.

She sat in the chair in front of his desk.

“You’ve hardly changed at all. Well, except maybe you’ve gone a bit greyer around the ears. You know, if anything you’re even more handsome than you were before. However, to business. Here.” Dalana expressively raised up her left hand, which held the Louis Vuitton bag. “An even five million. I need to put it somewhere more fitting than a handbag. Somewhere, as they say, with a view to the future.”

“It’s always business with you,” Victor said in disappointment. “We haven’t seen each other in fifteen years and you aren’t even interested in how I’ve spent all that time?”

“Well, judging from your circumstances, you’ve been thriving as always,” Dalana said, smiling.

“I’ve missed you, Dee,” said Victor in a serious voice. “These are all just knickknacks. When I received your message yesterday, it was like I was at that hotel again…. Do you remember? That night in Santa Cruz…I thought I’d found my only love…you, Dee…but you disappeared in the morning and I never saw you again. I searched for you, you know, for quite a long time.”

“I know,” Dalana nodded.

“Then I came to terms with it,” continued Victor. “You won’t believe it, but I was even going to get married. I was on the verge of a second wedding. She’s the one who left me, strangely enough…”

“Was she human?” Dalana frowned inquisitively.

“Yes.”

“Then that is definitely strange,” Dalana marveled. “You’re fabulously wealthy, handsome and good in bed. What else does a human woman need?”

“But what do you need?” Victor asked.

It seemed to Dalana that a hint of pain had slipped into his splendid, rich baritone. Was he really still in love with her? After fifteen years? What enviable constancy.

“Vic, you know that I have never experienced profound feelings towards any creature. Sometimes – not very often – I feel the need for sex. But I’ve never had sex twice with the same partner.”

“So that’s all I was to you – a one-night stand?” asked Victor sullenly.

But he immediately tried to assuage himself, “I don’t believe it! Our mutual attraction – I don’t believe that it died out or that between us it was…”

Victor stood up and walked over to Dalana.

“I would like,” he said hoarsely, “to rip off that wig and bury my face in your hair. Dee, can’t you understand that I have been unable to forget about you, even after all these years?”

He reached out to her.

“Victor!” Dalana raised her hand. “Have you by chance forgotten who I am?”

“Of course not,” the man exclaimed passionately.

“Then I hope,” continued Dalana, “that you also remember what to a large degree humans are for me. They are food. And I regard you, my sweet Victor, as almost human.”

Victor lowered his eyes. He knew she was right. His veins flowed with only one-eighth of the blood of a Begotten of Old. Victor was far past the age of sixty, but for the past three decades he had looked like a thirty-year old man. By human measures, Victor would live for quite a long time – several centuries – providing that he did not receive a fatal injury. But in the end he would still get old and die. Dalana herself did not know why she suddenly decided to break her own rule and sleep with a customer. Though, in truth, she did not really regret it. She disappeared from his life as stealthily as she had entered it, but she did periodically check up on Victor’s accomplishments. Now he ran a large holding company which really did not have any competitors. The uniqueness of SDA consisted in the fact that it represented the interests not only of humans, but also of the Begotten of Old. Of course, it did the latter secretly. As a matter of principle, very few individuals knew that SDA united the financial streams of both worlds. Just like his mother and grandfather, Victor possessed a Gift, and therefore wealth and success still walked hand in hand with him in his new business.

When Vasilisa informed her that she would pay with cash, Dalana decided that the time had come to visit Victor. She was in dire need of his professional talents and was ready to pay for his qualified assistance.

Dalana realized that the silence had stretched on for too long.

“Let’s close this subject, Vic” said Dalana. “I, at any rate, would prefer to see you as a friend and not as a lover.”

“I’ll be your friend,” said Victor. “Let’s…It’s better so…even if it’s just occasionally – it’s better with you than without you.”

In the depths of her soul, Dalana was touched. But she could not allow herself to weaken and give way to emotions. For not that long ago a similar weakness had cost her too much.

“Well, then, let’s return to the heart of the matter.”

With these words, Dalana placed the bag on Victor’s desk.

“Here is five million dollars.”

“Are the bills marked?” asked the CEO in a businesslike tone.

“That’s impossible to say,” said Dalana. “So care should be taken. I would like to convert one million dollars into gold as future emergency funds.”

Victor nodded his consent.

“I want to invest one and a half million in some high-yield venture. Real estate, for example…or, what do you call it? – construction investments. Dispose of this sum as you see fit. I have full confidence in your expertise.”

“Thank you for your confidence,” smiled Victor. “I will certainly warrant it.”

“Of course you will,” nodded Dalana. “Well, finally the last piece of the pie. Vic, I would like to transfer this two and a half million to a different country in such a way that no single living soul besides the two of us knows about it. Well, except for the person who transports the money. This needs to be done quickly, on the day of the receipt of my signal.”

“You need a Courier.”

“That’s true,” replied Dalana. “From the Upper World. It is indispensable.”

“You do me an injustice, Dee,” said Victor. “I don’t employ any others.”

“Excellent, but that’s not all, Vic,” continued Dalana. “I need an account. In a dependable bank with a reliable reputation,” Dalana laid stress on the last phrase. “Soon a large sum of money will enter this account. This should not elicit questions, but at the same time it should be official and, as far as possible, legal. I wouldn’t want to lose this money.”

“I understand,” replied Victor. “Do you already have a new biography?”

“I plan to resolve that matter in the course of two or three days.”

“Perhaps you need my help?” asked Victor, gazing at Dalana with hope.

“For the time being, no, Vic,” said Dalana. “For starters, deal with my finances.”

And she stroked the top of the bag with her palm.

“Of course. We will make sure everything is to your satisfaction,” assured Victor, taking the suitcase to his side of the desk. “But…if something should happen, remember that I am always ready to help you, Dee.”

“Thank you,” Dalana smiled warmly. “It’s possible that I may still take you up on that offer.”

Dalana stood up.

“There’s no need to see me out.”

“I hope I see you again, Dee,” said Victor softly.

As she was exiting his office, Dalana involuntarily overheard how he was grappling with himself, forcing himself not to dash after her.

The hands of the clock pointed to half past one. Dalana was annoyed that it wouldn’t yet be dark when she got to the next item on her agenda. And so it was. She was in place before darkness fell, regardless of several traffic jams that she had to deal with along the way. Dalana would have to sit there for at least two hours waiting for the daylight hours to give way to dusk.

Having parked the car in a quiet corner, which to her relief there were quite a few of on this section of the road, Dalana became submerged in thought. If everything had more or less worked out with Victor and the bag, then the prospects for the forthcoming meeting were unclear.

Last night after Vasilisa finally went to bed, Dalana carefully, step-by-step, retraced in her memory the events of the night they had barely escaped from the crusaders. She smashed the glass and flew outside. Then she tired of flying and landed in a wood. Then there was the hurricane, called forth by the White Raven…But wasn’t there something else? Something else before the crusaders burst into the club? That’s it! The creature from the bog! It tried to tell Dalana something right before the raid. She had to visit that creature. Being aware of the fact that the Toad hated the transmogs, who had drained its native swamp, Dalana was sure it could tell her something interesting. Such as – how did the crusaders know about the existence of the club?

Dalana assumed that the club had escaped attention before. So now she was waiting for darkness to settle in so she could sneak into the basement of Wing in the hope of finding the yellow-eyed creature there. Dalana hoped it would still be alive, and she meant to talk to it…

Dalana left the car as soon as the sun began to sink behind the horizon. She needed some time to find a way through the cordon that the crusaders had set up around the house. A pair of agents, still quite young, had been on duty in the house for two days. They were most worried about when command would finally remember to send someone to relieve them. One wanted to watch a new blockbuster movie; the second was itching to bring his girl to a recently built recreation center. Neither understood what kind of a place they were guarding or what they were waiting for.

Sneering, Dalana soundlessly broke the lock off the basement doors and landed in the midst of stale darkness an instant later. The humans above were unable to smell the basement’s stench, but Dalana needed to hold her nose shut. A long moment went by before her nostrils grew accustomed to inhaling the foul-smelling air.

The thing she was searching for was in the most obscure and fetid corner of the basement.

I…am dying,“ the creature informed her, focusing its mental stream with difficulty.

It had shrunk to half its size and weakened so much that it could no longer raise its eyelids.

Humans infiltrated and killed the masters of this house. What do you know about this?

The masters…of this house?

The Toad attached so much contempt and hatred to this question that Dalana had felt chills rush up her back.

I lived here…almost from the beginning…this was my home, and I was its mast…

The thoughts of the creature broke off. For a second it seemed to Dalana that the Toad was dead, but then it stirred again. At its core, this beast with the golden eyes was far less powerful and mighty than a Khan or even an Edzen, but for many years it had been merged with its bog into an integrated whole. Was it possible to condemn it for its hatred of the transmogs?

They brought death to my home, continued the Toad after a fairly long pause. I brought death…to them.

The humans who killed your enemies, Dalana hastened to get the thought out, fearing that she did not have enough time to learn what was crucial. How did they come here? Did you summon them?

Those who drank from the bloody chalice…answered the creature. The human race fears them and…hates them… This hatred can… transform the victims into the hunters…

Was it you who summoned the humans? Dalana repeated.

The Toad again fell silent, completely ignoring her question. Dalana was curious about how the creature was connected to the crusaders.

Answer me! she demanded.

… in the end…

The thoughts of the creature flickered, as if they were a dozen tiny candles.

…everyone turns to ash…both humans, and those who ceased existing because of them…

At times the conversation style of the Begotten of Old seriously annoyed Dalana. So many different images had to be reproduced in one’s consciousness in order to communicate even the most primitive information. Human languages were far simpler. Humans valued convenience, whereas the Begotten of Old, to their detriment, chose fidelity to tradition. The Toad, who had managed to get out this bombastic rant, still had not managed to say anything of importance. The dying creature clearly did not want to disclose its secrets. The Toad was not so primitive that it would be possible to drag out the necessary information by force. Also, Dalana had the impression that an overly powerful mental blow would simply kill the beast, and all her efforts might come to naught.

That meant it was time for a different tack. Just so she didn’t actually make this painfully long trip for nothing, Dalana planned to thoroughly probe the crusaders who had invaded the house. If it could no longer be worked out with the Toad, then at the very least she needed to extract from the minds of those boys as much information as she could about the enigmatic CRUSS and about Marisa, whose death sentence had been sealed. Execution must never be pardoned. Vasilisa often reminded Dalana of the capricious young queen in Samuil Marshak’s fairy tale about the twelve months.

Dalana was about to leave when suddenly the beast raised its withered eyelid. The eye under it was already completely faded: it had turned from gold into a ghastly grey.

I hate both the one and the other, the Toad declared.

The malevolence that was bleeding into its mental stream gave it renewed strength.

Dalana froze in place and gazed intently at the creature.

I am already too weak, it continued, as its discolored eye gleamed without luster. I will not be able to… I will impart to you, Red Daughter, who it was that helped me.

3.
 

How can I praise the gods when I think them wicked?

Sophocles.
 

Marisa stepped out of her car and looked around. Here, just outside Stockholm, the morning was significantly colder than within the city limits and the breath of impending autumn could be clearly felt.

“There’s his mansion, beyond the wall,” Pavel said, grimacing as he climbed out of the car. “Like a prison, damn it.”

The massive wall enclosed a broad area and almost completely hid Soigu’s luxurious villa from the outside world.

“Don’t you think it’s a bit strange that there isn’t a single guard?” Volsky asked.

“He doesn’t have enough money to hire that many guards,” Marisa joked.

They had been on their feet since early morning. At six a.m., as was planned the night before, they descended upon Lawrence. Contrary to expectations, he was not in the bowling alley, so Special Agents Pavel Volsky and Marisa Sukhostat immediately set out for his apartment, where Lawrence, according to their most recent information, obtained from the manager of his club, had begun a drinking binge three weeks ago. No one opened the door for a long time. Marisa was just about to suggest that Lawrence found the country more appropriate to alcohol than the city, when the door suddenly jerked open and Lawrence appeared on the threshold. Amazed at such an early visit, he met the young agents practically naked, with a sleepy, puffy face and muddled eyes.

“Who, uh…what the fuck do you want?” he inquired, and then he let out a fruity belch that sent the reek of alcohol right into Volsky’s face.

Pavel shoved the pitiful alcoholic into the apartment and like lightning twisted his arms behind his back, pressing his face against the wall.

“Bitches!” screamed Lawrence. “Filthy fucking bitches! What the fuck, you whores? I’ll fuck you all up, you sluts…”

Volsky slammed the foul mouthed man’s head into the wall for good measure. He howled in pain.

“Why are you doing this?”

Volsky relaxed his hold, but he did not release his captive’s arms and for greater effect he pressed his knee onto Lawrence’s spinal column. Lawrence grunted and changed his tune.

“Works every time,” said Volsky. “Turns any bull into a calf.”

“My back,” groaned Lawrence. “Hey, let me go…”

But Pavel did not release him.

“Who are you people?” asked Lawrence, almost crying.

Marisa pulled out her identification and flashed it in his face. The drunk, still pressed against the wall, slanted his eyes towards the badge.

“The Coalition of Special Services, Special Agents Volsky and Sukhostat,” explained Marisa. “We need to ask you a few questions.”

After these words Volsky finally released Lawrence.

“Ah, jeez,” he gasped, breathing out noxious fumes from last night’s cognac and this morning’s vodka. “Why are you forcing your way into innocent people’s homes, breaking backs…. Did you learn that from the Americans? What do you need from me?”

“You should have invited us in,” advised Volsky. “It’s a bit awkward standing around in the doorway. And next time, don’t burp in your company’s face. They might misinterpret that.”

The following thirty minutes in Lawrence’s apartment conclusively convinced both Marisa and Pavel that they could strike this boorish ex-thug who could no longer hold his liquor off the ‘Top Five’ in the werewolf investigation.

“His reform is for shit,” said Volsky as soon as he and Marisa were out of the range of Lawrence’s hearing. “He’s probably got guns hidden in his fucking closet.”

“But his alibi is ironclad, Pavel,” she said. “And that means – to hell with him and his guns. Let him be someone else’s headache.”

“I’ll give you that,” said Pavel. “Let’s move on to our tycoon.”

And so now they were standing at the front gates of Soigu’s mansion, waiting for the owners to finally deign to pay attention to them. Pavel pressed the button on the video intercom for the fifth time.

“The Coalition of Reinforced Unified Special Services,” he repeated.” Open up.”

“Well, they’re clearly at home,” said Marisa, trying to make out what was happening beyond the wall. “Even if we can’t see them.”

“Where else would they be, damn it, at this ungodly hour?” Volsky hissed through gritted teeth. “For gentlemen millionaires this is the time of sweet repose.”

And Pavel once again raised his voice: “Open the gates!”

“Why should I?” said a voice from the intercom.

The voice was imperious and calm. Marisa thought that the metallic tone in the man’s voice had nothing to do with the intercom – it was just part of his voice.

“Because we are asking you to,” declared Pavel, looking sullenly at the intercom.

Volsky stretched out his hand and waved his identification in front of the video camera, which was now aimed directly at him and Marisa.

“Open the door, please,” continued Pavel. “We would like to talk to you.”

“Really?” asked the voice derisively. “But I haven’t the slightest desire to talk to you.”

“See here, Soigu,” Volsky replied rudely. “Don’t make problems for yourself. It would be best if you open the door willingly. Or we’ll return later and it will be worse for you.”

“You’re welcome to try,” sneered the speaker coldly. “Just don’t forget to bring a warrant with you. No one from your office will take a step beyond these gates without a warrant.”

Something crackled in the intercom – apparently the speaker had shut off.

“Let’s go,” said Marisa. “It’s time to call Papa.”

“Asshole,” spat Pavel.

They walked towards the car.

“It’s him, I feel it in my gut that it’s him,” added Volsky.

“Why are you freaking out?” asked Marisa. “There’s little evidence, and that little bit is entirely circumstantial. With his connections and money and an army of lawyers…”

“That’s why I’m freaking out,” Pavel hissed through his teeth.

“Well, you shouldn’t,” she said. “We need to tail him, and catch this genius in the act.”

Marisa stopped short of the car, not wanting to return to the stuffy interior. She turned her face towards the rays of the sun and narrowed her eyes with satisfaction.

“Do you think we’ll succeed?”

Marisa opened her eyes. Volsky was staring at her questioningly.

“Pavel, I scarcely recognize you,” she frowned in surprise. “What do you think we’re playing at here? Use your brains!”

“He’s as cunning as the devil!” retorted Pavel. “He’s smart and he’s onto us, I’m sure of it, damn it.”

“It goes without saying,” agreed Marisa. “This is not some stupid herd of bloodsuckers waiting to be picked off in an enclosed space. That he is a non-human – this we still need to prove. He’s smart, cynical and cruel. He lives with a sense of absolute entitlement. But…”

Pavel was listening to each of her words. But then the sun suddenly passed behind a cloud and Marisa felt an unpleasant chill, which was intensified by an uncanny sense of imminent danger.

“Alright, let’s get in the car,” she said.

After she slammed the door shut, Marisa raised the window and felt calmer. Apparently, Pavel’s nervousness had infected her and mingled with the mess of feelings that Marisa had been carrying around all day. She again thought of Ruslan, but she was able to take herself in hand and insulate herself against dark thoughts in time.

“Sure, this scum thinks he can do anything,” said Marisa, uncharacteristically spiteful. “But that is the thing that will eventually play right into our hands. He’s stopped pretending to behave – he’s blown his cover. And that means that he’s let down his guard. We’ll follow his every move. Sooner or later he’ll screw up, you’ll see.”

“Sooner would be better,” grumbled Pavel, as he jabbed his fingers at the buttons on his cell phone.

He was dialing Goldberg’s number.

The conversation with that boy from the police amused Soigu greatly. He only regretted that the distance had been too great to allow him to delve more deeply into the child’s mind. Soigu thought that the girl who was with him was very beautiful. Judging from the way she looked at her partner, there was more between them than a simple working relationship. The girl’s gaze had been full of passion and desire, a fact that did not escape Soigu’s attention regardless of the video monitor that separated them.

Well, since these two had graced him with their presence at such an early hour, their department must have dug something up on him. He’d been unwise to be so careless lately, especially with those lovers who’d been screwing in their car when he discovered them. The sweet languor once again spread through his loins. He remembered how relentlessly he had clawed at their bodies, how the blood poured like a fountain from the woman’s neck. He no longer wished to skulk and hide. Even if they did find him out, what could they do to him? What could those humans really do to him? Put him in prison? Kill him? That was too ridiculous. But he could do much to them, for when all was said and done there were far worse things on this earth than death. They should fear him. And he would spit on them. With a warrant or without, he had no fear of those little humans…

However, the little slut from the department was definitely nice. He hadn’t bothered to remember the boy’s face, but hers…and especially that lustful, greedy gaze. In his lifetime in the human world, Soigu had rarely encountered humans in whose gaze lurked such a maelstrom of emotions.

Abruptly he experienced an overwhelming flood of sexual energy.

He walked quickly, tearing off his jacket as he went, and then he burst into his wife’s bedroom. Stella, who was diverting herself by flipping through celebrity magazines, stared at him in fear.

“Did something happen?” she asked.

“You’re not drunk?” asked Soigu.

“No,” replied the woman timidly. “I went down to the pool and swam for a while. I’m thinking about sitting down to write another book. I’m trying to find some ideas.” She gestured towards the magazines that littered the bed. Stella hadn’t touched any alcohol since the day before yesterday. By this morning she looked fairly respectable, and instead of the usual reek of alcohol, the smell of elegant perfume wafted from her. But Soigu didn’t care either way – other images flickered in his lustful imagination.

“Turn around,” he ordered as he approached the bed.

“Oh, Alex,” moaned Stella later, after it was all over. “You are such a wonderful lover. I hate you, but for sex like that I could forgive almost anything.”

Soigu paid little attention to her. Rising from the bed and glancing critically at himself in the mirror, he decided to put on a different suit. Not even bothering to grab his jacket from the floor, he left the bedroom.

“Where are you going?” Stella asked, blinking in confusion.

“I’ll call,” said Soigu and then slammed the door shut.

He was in an excellent mood. Yesterday some humans had come into his office – they were pestering him for money for a ballroom dancing championship. Two hundred thousand dollars would grant the donor the privileges of primary sponsorship. Soigu could have easily parted with the money. But he was not interested in ballroom dancing and he refused. The visitors left upset that they had strutted in front of him for almost an hour displaying their feathers, only to have him refuse their request.

Soigu sneered and headed for the garage. Perhaps today he would allow himself to be indulgent and do a favor, within certain rational limits, for the next petitioner. And tonight he would give himself a little present. Yes, definitely tonight. He’d had enough of denying himself pleasure and of suppressing his desires. In the final analysis, the humiliating saying that ‘you’ve got to know your limits’ had been thought up by humans. And the Begotten of Old did not need limits.

At headquarters Marisa and Pavel encountered a healthy dose of cynicism mixed with morbid curiosity.

“We know all about the tycoon-werewolf and his wife the romance novelist,” declared Arvid.

“Well, please brilliant Arvid, enlighten me,” said Marisa. And with that, Arvid, Bumblebee, Marisa and the other agents all began arguing with each other.

“Everyone shut up right now and listen to me,” Pavel yelled

Pavel’s authority was indisputable. At the sound of his voice a dozen grown men sat down in their places and prepared to listen.

“Alright, here’s what we’re all doing,” said Pavel. “Arvid and Genaro, you’re on stake-out. I want you to monitor all his movements around the city. Where, when and with whom he meets. Next, electronic surveillance – that’s Bumblebee and Graham. I need every single word, every breath of his documented. I should know what he says, when he fucks his wife…”

“If he actually fucks her,” interjected Bumblebee and immediately chuckled softly at his own wit.

“…how many times he takes a shit,” Volsky continued, unruffled. “What he eats, what he drinks, and how he lives in general. I hope that’s all clear? Search for ways to infiltrate his house.”

Volsky turned to Okahito, “I want you to get me a sample of his DNA.”

“What kind of sample?” asked Okahito.

“Any kind,” snapped Pavel. “A used condom, his spit, the clippings from his toenails – it doesn’t matter as long as we can extract something from it. And I don’t give a rat’s ass how you do it – even if you have to scrape the shit off the bottom of a toilet bowl!”

“How am I going to do that?” asked Okahito doubtfully.

“You can sneak into his office,” said Volsky. “Let’s move on. Artur, investigate his biography in and out, down to which maternity ward he was born in. Dima, you dig up all his business contacts. And his accounts, debts, loans – in short, whatever you can get. Gasan and Stefan, you will interview the two remaining suspects – the producer and Millionov – so that we make sure all the bases are covered…Is that clear to you all?”

Volsky’s eyes were flashing and Marisa noticed that she was not the only one watching him with admiration. Naturally, no one dared to contradict him.

“Then let’s get to work,” said Pavel. “And remember: I am ready to let you get away with anything just so long as it digs up something that proves Soigu’s complicity in these murders. Just don’t get lazy.”

Marisa was sorry that Goldberg was not with them. At that moment Papa would definitely have been proud of his students.



 
  



CHAPTER SIX
 

1.
 

Cruelty is the most ancient pleasure of humanity.
 

Friedrich Nietzsche
 

Crouched in the seat of the car, Vasilisa yawned, covering her exposed fangs with her palm by force of habit.

“Are you going to sit there thinking for much longer?” she asked Dalana discontentedly. “If so, can I sleep while you do?”

There was not a single living soul on Snoilskyvagen at three o’clock in the morning. The car was parked inconspicuously not far from an old building, every detail of which seemed a concretization of the placid silence. Dalana listened intently to the dreams of the tenants, but she was not interested in the secret fantasies of the building’s inhabitants, only in estimating how dangerous the building and its occupants were, and specifically how dangerous the enormous apartment on one of the upper floors was. Taken as a whole, the building was not dangerous. There was no Master here, none of the occupants were servants of law and order, and there were no likely hiding places.

Shut up and stop bothering me, Dalana said to Vasilisa. If you bug me one more time, I will call off the whole thing.

“Well, what are you scared of?” the transmog asked. “Is one of those – what do you call them, god-hunters? – sitting up there in her apartment?”

I’m afraid of many things, remarked Dalana coldly. And it wouldn’t be bad for you to be afraid of things from time to time. Fear helps one evade many troubles.

“Or maybe it gets you mixed up in just as many,” replied Vasilisa. “It’s all a matter of opinion.”

“Shut up,” Dalana repeated aloud. “I mean it.”

Catching her serious, unblinking stare, Vasilisa decided to submit.

Several hours ago Dalana had managed to find out a number of curious facts. Now she was aware that the god-hunters, as Vasilisa called them, were part of a fairly serious organization – an international association of intelligence professionals that was tasked with protecting the world from the supernatural.

“These god-hunters, as you deign to call them, are the Coalition of Reinforced United Special Services,” Dalana continued dryly. “These humans have almost done you in twice. Do you want to give them a third chance? I don’t.”

“Are you worried about me?” asked Vasilisa.

“As a matter of fact, I’m worried about myself,” responded Dalana, and then she returned to her pursuit.

The clarification of the acronym was not the end of Dalana’s new information about the Coalition – nor about Special Agent Marisa Sukhostat. There had been all sorts of information in the heads of the crusaders (Dalana intended to keep using that nickname), but the information the dying Toad had given her was just as valuable. It turned out that a large number of informer-mediums worked for CRUSS. For the most part they were charlatans or banal conjurers, but there were a few real mediators between the worlds among the Coalition’s informants. One of these had been tipped off by the Toad and had brought the crusaders to Wing. Dalana did not tell Vasilisa about the Toad, who had died a few hours later in her damp cell. But the girl received detailed information about the medium. This medium was called Zemfira and she lived in the largest apartments in the building on Snoilskyvagen.

Right now, at the beginning of the fourth hour, Zemfira was sleeping peacefully and did not suspect that death in the form of a bloody-minded transmog was keeping vigil under her windows. Vasilisa was obsessed with the idea of personally snapping the informer’s neck.

“Well, that’s it,” Dalana had finished her mental reconnaissance. “Let’s go.”

Contrary to Dalana’s apprehensions, Vasilisa meticulously adhered to all of her instructions. Carefully shutting the car door, the girl slipped behind Dalana through the darkened archway into the interior courtyard. Some of the informant’s fourth-floor windows faced onto that courtyard. Dalana estimated the distance to the closest window. She should have just enough strength to soar aloft with Vasilisa – just so long as everything went smoothly. Not a single window was lit; the courtyard resembled an empty well. Dalana once again marveled at how easy it was to slip into the interior courtyard of an apartment building in Stockholm, even in a good neighborhood.

She should have moved into one of those deluxe apartment buildings, Dalana sneered mentally. Madam Prophetess is greedy.

She’s a bitch, Vasilisa answered darkly.

Let’s go. Hold on to me and try to be quiet for a while, at least while we’re in the air.

Vasilisa awkwardly clasped Dalana around the neck.

Hold on to me or else you’ll fall, warned Dalana. Like you did in the club, remember?

“Uh-huh,” the transmog mumbled.

Dalana realized too late that her reminder had stirred up a whole whirlwind of negative emotions. She patted the girl encouragingly on her neck.

Are you holding on tight?

Vasilisa linked her fingers, signaling her readiness. Dalana hugged her firmly around the waist.

Be extremely attentive and wary on the windowsill. It’s very narrow. Don’t make any superfluous movements while I cut the glass. Bear in mind, if you lose your footing, I won’t have time to catch you.

“I know all of that,” grumbled Vasilisa. “Press myself against the wall and keep watch on the windows opposite. Though it seems to me that even if a cannon fired, no would wake up, and if someone did wake up, he wouldn’t look outside.”

“And we’re off,” Dalana said in a whisper, and in the next instant they were airborne.

Zemfira awoke because of a strange sound in the kitchen and instantly knew that someone was in her apartment. Shivering from terror, she also knew something else – there would be no salvation. They had come to kill her.

Jumping up from her bed, Zemfira dashed to the bureau that stood by the opposite wall in an attempt to reach the gun in the top drawer. She was too late.

A black shadow darted towards her from the open bedroom door and knocked her from her feet with one powerful blow. Zemfira sprawled on the floor, keening like a dying rabbit.

“If you keep screaming, your death will be all the more agonizing,” whispered the shadow. “Bitch, you are going to die because of your avarice.”

“Please don’t, pl-please,” babbled Zemfira. “I’ll give you everything, all my money and jewelry…everything I have…take everything, just don’t kill me…I beg you…”

Then another shadow appeared in the bedroom – taller and more muscled than the first. She began to speak, but Zemfira did not hear her voice; it was as if the shadow was in some unearthly way conversing with her inside her mind.

Now, you will tell me everything you know about a person by the name of Marisa Sukhostat and CRUSS. Relax and open the stream of your thoughts, transmit them clearly and accurately. Try to stick to the point and I will not lay a finger on you, promised the second shadow.

Vasilisa watched with facile interest as Dalana mesmerized the victim. From the outside it looked fairly odd. Vasilisa had seen the effect Begotten of Old had on humans before. She also had firsthand knowledge of something quite similar. Still, Dalana’s manipulations were strikingly different from those that Mentor had used. He usually put the prey into a trance with his voice; Dalana weaved from side to side as if she was an enormous cobra and she transformed her words into a powerful, mental deluge that she guided directly into the brain of the hypnotized woman. Vasilisa could not hear what was in this flood, but she knew that nothing could make her want to be in the position of this pitiful fortuneteller….What, was she really pitying this beast? Oh no, Vasilisa would not allow herself to feel any pity, for there was no pity that could overwhelm her desire to quickly have done with the hateful stoolie.

“That’s it, you can begin,” said Dalana. “I’ll wait for you in the kitchen. And don’t show too much zeal or she’ll wake up the entire neighborhood.”

Zemfira felt the strange cloud that had filled her head begin to disperse. At the same time she saw that only one shadow remained in the room – the smaller one.

“P-please…take my mo…ney,” said Zemfira with difficulty, hardly able to budge her numbed tongue.

“You know, I am really am a bit hungry,” said the shadow in a sinister voice.

With these words her eyes flashed so brightly that Zemfira’s blood froze in her veins. Somewhere in the back of her mind a nebulous thought took form: the monster with the burning eyes had absolutely no need for her money.

“Yes,” hissed Vasilisa, enjoying the state of catatonia that had embraced the prey and fettered her arms and legs. “You are exceedingly well-fed, and at any other time I would drain you dry with pleasure. But you know what?”

Vasilisa crept extremely close to the woman, who was paralyzed with fear, and sank down onto her heels.

“I will not drink your foul blood.”

And with these words Vasilisa jabbed the tensed fingers of her right hand into her victim’s neck. She fumbled with the cartilage of the larynx for a moment then caught hold of it with all five fingers and in one abrupt and powerful tug she ripped it out of the throat. A torrent of hot blood surged from the wound. Zemfira wheezed once then crumpled to the floor.

Vasilisa straightened up and glanced once more at her victim with loathing. The woman was already dead.

“A dog’s death for a dog,” said Vasilisa hollowly as she turned away.

Reflexively she put her left hand, unstained by blood, into the pocket of her jeans. Knowing full well about the phenomenal neglectfulness of her younger sister, Lucinda had always equipped the pockets of her clothes with clean handkerchiefs. But now there was no handkerchief. In the pocket of these oversized, second-hand pants she found only a piece of paper folded in two. Well, it would do just fine.

Vasilisa wiped off her bloodstained fingers and tossed the paper aside, then suddenly turned round and kicked the lifeless corpse with all her strength.

“Bitch,” she screamed, with a voice that broke from a rising sob. “Take that!”

She kicked the corpse again. The woman rolled over onto her side from the kick.

“That’s for Lucinda, that’s for Nicholaus…”

This time Vasilisa’s foot hit bone.

“That’s for all of us!”

And, unable to control herself, Vasilisa burst into tears.

In the kitchen Dalana could hear everything. She was thinking about stepping in when Vasilisa suddenly bounded into the kitchen.

“Sorry, I went slightly mad in there,” said the transmog.

Her eyes were still shining with tears, but her voice sounded even and sure.

You didn’t touch anything, I hope? Asked Dalana.

Besides the throat of that bitch – nothing, replied Vasilisa. Let’s get out of here.

When they were in the car, Dalana noticed how odd and awkward Vasilisa looked in her clothing. She looked like a curious child who had crawled into her mother’s closet without permission and had dressed herself in the first thing she found.

“You look quite silly, you know,” remarked Dalana.

“And what I am supposed to do about that?” grumbled Vasilisa, and she defiantly turned away towards the window.

The remainder of the drive passed by in gloomy silence. When they returned to the apartment, Vasilisa locked herself in the bathroom with the clear intention of not coming out for several hours.

What’s the matter? Why are you dissatisfied? Dalana asked through the door.

I don’t know what you’re talking about, answered the girl. I did what I wanted. I had my vengeance. And now I simply want to be alone.

It was the first time that Dalana had found herself in such a situation. She was an active individual, a doer, and part of her was deeply indifferent to Vasilisa’s distress. Hadn’t the head of the informant been part of the commission? Well, she got what she wanted, paid for in advance. But another part of Dalana pitied the transmog, who did not seem to know what to do with all this emotional turmoil. That was it, the duality of human nature, that same complicated double sided emotional landscape that begat feelings of conflict and contrariness all on its own. Vasilisa had received what she wished for, but it did not give her any satisfaction. The pain had not gone away once vengeance was accomplished. Quite the contrary, it just made more apparent the cursed, grey emptiness into which her fulfilled wish was reborn. ‘Be careful what you wish for’. They were true words, words to live by – especially in the human world.

In the meanwhile, day had already broken. Dalana planned to visit Soigu’s country estate, while the day had not yet achieved its full strength. She also needed to replace her car.

I’m going out, said Dalana. I’ll be gone for several hours.

To her astonishment, Vasilisa remained quiet, but the sleepy kitten came in from the living room. Flicking its tail, it stretched and yawned sweetly.

It seems you have a visitor, Dalana addressed the girl again. Be sure not to eat it without me.

“She’s my friend,” Vasilisa’s voice traveled through the door. “Please don’t joke like that anymore.”

Dalana grinned. It seemed that the girl’s customary refractoriness had returned to her. That meant that everything was as it should be.

The sun had already risen when Dalana, in a dirty Volvo, drove up to the entrance check point of the community that Alexander Soigu used as his refuge.

“State your business,” said the guard sleepily as he leaned out of his booth.

Dalana was disguised as a servant or housekeeper, a tutor or a nanny – that fit the dirty, unimpressive ‘junkyard on wheels’ she drove. The guard swept his eyes over the scruffy, plain looking girl sitting behind the wheel of the tin can and decided that he didn’t have to be polite.

“I asked you, what do you want?” the man snapped, discarding the last remainders of courtesy.

Raise the barrier, commanded Dalana. And go change your shirt; people can smell you a kilometer away.

The guard shoved his muscular torso back into the booth like a sleepwalker. After a moment the barrier rose and Dalana’s Volvo entered the grounds of the community unimpeded. Humans of inferior intelligence were especially susceptible to suggestion – their minds resembled melted wax. The sweaty guard was even more primitive than Marisa Sukhostat’s partner – the one who had been taken by the amoeba creature.

Dalana’s car slowly drove past the blank wall that encircled Soigu’s mansion. Dalana did not doubt for a second that it was his home. She drew all the conclusions she needed to in just a few seconds, and then she drove on without stopping. A few houses later Dalana turned the car around and sped out of the community. The simple-minded meathead of a guard hadn’t even managed to lower the barrier.

Dalana drove to the highway and pushed the simple car to its maximum speed. New particulars had emerged over the past twenty four hours in relation to both her objectives. First, Dalana had finally found out all she needed to know about these ‘ghostbusters’ from the Coalition against supernatural forces. In particular, she had found out more about one of their best employees, Special Agent Marisa Sukhostat. The girl was reputed to be a dedicated vampire hunter who lived for her work. She had no family, nor any interests except those that revolved around CRUSS. The fortuneteller had also supplied her with a means of communication with Marisa that Dalana planned to use later. As for Soigu – it was a wretched affair. The few seconds she had spent coasting past his lair had been enough to sense the thing that lurked there. The creature guarding Soigu’s residence was born of the Underworld. A being that was in cahoots with such beasts was no less dangerous than those beasts. Dalana could well imagine what the consequences might be should she encounter the Sentinel that had taken to roaming the grounds of Soigu’s mansion. As a primitive creature, this native of the Underworld could not sense Dalana as she drove past the target’s house, but Dalana knew it would not go well with her if she entered the creature’s kill zone. Evidently, the Sentinel and Soigu had formed an alliance. It was difficult to imagine worse news.

Lost in these thoughts, Dalana realized it was a quarter to ten. Rather early for shopping. It would make sense to stop home and check if everything there was in order.

Luckily this time everything was relatively calm. Vasilisa was sitting in a chair with her chin cupped in her hands, watching television– a feature length animated masterpiece by Haio Miyazaki, Spirited Away.

“Tell me something,” said Vasilisa, not taking her eyes from the screen. “This director…how does he know such things? Spirits, Divinities, the other world…. Is he also Begotten of Old?”

“He’s a practitioner of Shinto,” said Dalana.

She walked across the room and settled herself in the neighboring chair.

“Does that mean that Shintoists know more than Christians?” asked Vasilisa.

“That’s not what I said,” Dalana hurried to object. “But if you are even slightly familiar with Shinto, you should know that their worldview encompasses far more answers to these questions than any other. Over the course of a thousand years, Shintoists came to believe that gods and spirits resided everywhere: in the rivers, in every tree, in every house and even in the kitchen. And that’s true, though in the modern world many humans live by the principle ‘I have to see it to believe it’, and sometimes also by ‘Even if I see it, I won’t believe it’. Humankind searches all things for the rational, diligently forcing out the intuitive and the unconscious. As for the director of this film, he could simply be a practitioner of Shinto. Or a genius. Or a Begotten of Old. It’s possible he’s a half-blood…there are many alternatives.”

“A Shintoist…a genius…a half-blood,” Vasilisa bit her lip pensively. “I don’t see the connection.”

“And you shouldn’t see.” Dalana shrugged her shoulders. “You are nothing more than a human that has lived on this earth a bit longer than usual.”

“And just how old are you?” asked the transmog sullenly.

“Oh,” Dalana laughed, shaking her hair. “Believe me, child, many, many years. So many that it is sometimes frightening.”

Vasilisa was staring at Dalana with a sort of childlike curiosity.

“The thaw has come,” Vasilisa said.

And then a thought arose in her mind, as always hurrying in advance of the words: You finally showed me your fangs.

“And what was your impression?” asked Dalana, grinning.

“Very nice,” said Vasilisa briefly. “After all this time they’re still like new. You could sell toothbrushes.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think I’d enjoy that.”

“I don’t doubt it,” chuckled the transmog. “By the way, you promised to tell me about your world. Or have I still not merited the right to hear the mystery that lies behind the seven seals?”

“What are you interested in particularly?”

“Well, for example, I’d like to know what kinds of wondrous creatures populate your world. And also where does this world exist? Do you step beyond the mirror, and you’re there? Or is it some kind of mysterious Middle-Earth that’s not on any maps?”

“Slow down, don’t jump about so!” Dalana said, frowning. “One at a time. Let’s begin with the fact that my world is not on any map. In a broad manner, the issue has nothing to do with geography.”

“Ha, I knew it!” Vasilisa clapped her hands together, delighted at her own acumen. “To be honest with you, I once heard a story about your world. At that time I could make very little of it. I hope that now I’ll understand much more.”

“If you keep interrupting me, I won’t tell you anything,” threatened Dalana.

“Okay, okay, I’ll be quiet,” said the transmog quickly. “Wait, can’t you show me? I mean, can’t you just penetrate my mind with your telepathy…”

“I could, but I won’t. I’m afraid to pump too much information into your brain,” explained Dalana. “You couldn’t handle it – it would probably make you lose your mind.”

“Damn, that’s a pity!” exclaimed Vasilisa. “Well, we’ll just have to do it the old-fashioned way. I’ll try not to interrupt.”

At that moment the kitten paraded into the room. Casting a glance full of distrust at Dalana, she trotted towards the chair in which the girl was sitting. Without hesitating for a moment, she jumped up onto her lap, curled up into a ball and, closing her eyes, began purring in satisfaction.

Meanwhile, Vasilisa had turned off the television.

“The film, of course, is really great, but sad,” she commented. “But then, I don’t want to get sidetracked. I’m paying attention – tell me, please.”

The kitten was breathing evenly on Vasilisa’s lap.

“Returning to the organization of my world,” said Dalana. “Actually, it is not quite correct to apportion the expanses into the World of Humans and the World of the Begotten of Old. Such a division is conventional, but it does not mirror the reality. In reality, the world is divided into the Upper, Middle and Lower Worlds. There is also the Underworld, but about that a bit later. So, all these beyond the looking-glass worlds and Middle-Earths…”

“Sea-Worlds too…” injected Vasilisa.

“…are of course fabrications,” continued Dalana, as if she had not been interrupted. “Of all the concepts that humans have imagined over the last thousand years, the theory of dimensions is the closest to the truth. Humans, as well as altered humans, such as you, live in the Middle World and see only that which they see. Access to the other dimensions, that is, to the Upper and Lower worlds, is shut to you. I am in essence also a creature of the Middle World, but as a direct descendent of a Tengri, I am welcomed by the Upper as well as the Lower World. When I say welcomed, I mean that I can engage with creatures from these Worlds. But I cannot live there. To put it in bureaucratic terms – I don’t have clearance. The Edzeni are also creatures of the Middle World. You saw one of them that night in the forest. The Edzeni are children of the Khans and Noyans, grandchildren of the Tengri, and they, as opposed to me, can live in the Upper and Lower Worlds. They prefer the Upper, though.”

“That’s it, now my head is spinning,” said Vasilisa querulously.

“I warned you,” replied Dalana, smirking.

“My God, Upper, Middle, Lower…it’s crazy,” Vasilisa was literally clutching at her head. “And clearance – what are you talking about? Three Worlds…yes, he told me something about those…. The Edzeni, who are they really? And these Khans? And the – what were they called? Ten…

“Tengri,” prompted Dalana.

“Yes, that’s it! Tengri,” Vasilisa stroked the kitten. “Who are they?”

“That’s another issue entirely,” replied Dalana. “There is no end to those who were created on this earth, and all of them are different…”

“That I know,” declared Vasilisa importantly, again interrupting Dalana. “But the Tengri…”

“Well, in ancient times, humans honored the Tengri as the most powerful Gods,” explained Dalana. “Of course, in the Upper World there are creatures both more ancient and more powerful. But still, the might of the Tengri is very great.”

“Consequently, the Upper beings are Gods,” the girl scratched her head meditatively. “Mentor called them something else.”

“The one who transformed you?” said Dalana. “It’s possible that in his homeland they were called something else. The creatures of the Upper World bear many names in many languages.”

“That Fire spirit – was he from the Upper World?” asked Vasilisa in a conspiratorial whisper.

Dalana nodded.

“In the place where I was born, he is called Gal.”

“Where were you born?” It was an entirely logical question.

“You’re interested in everything, aren’t you,” smirked Dalana. “That place is now called Buryatia.”

“Oh,” said the girl. “Now I see, all the names are sort of Eastern! Edzen, Noyan. But you don’t really look Asian. Though, there is something vaguely Asiatic about you.”

“Asian, Asiatic – all these are recent words. Humans always try to simplify,” declared Dalana.

“Now I understand why you are distant and untouchable at times,” Vasilisa frowned thoughtfully. “Who wouldn’t be, knowing all the secrets of existence! How is it that you don’t get lost in all the names? I mean, you call that Fire spirit Gal, but someone else, in England for example, might call him Lucifer. Would he still understand and appear?”

“You, naturally, are simplifying things as much as you can,”‘ sniffed Dalana. “The trend of your thoughts is basically correct, but in the future try not to squeeze everything into one box. Think. Use your brains. To be sure, the creatures of the Upper World were born far earlier than I was and, believe me, I was born far before the emergence of humans. In those times, all creatures spoke as one. Since those times everything has changed more than once, but you can take my word for it, even now the Khan of Fire heeds summons addressed to him regardless of where or by whom they are delivered – whether it is some wandering kami scaling on the heights of a Tokyo skyscraper or a shaman from an obscure village at the headwaters of the Angara.”

“Okay,” Vasilisa said slowly, sounding doubtful.

“The appearance of human languages was not a problem,” continued Dalana. “In some circumstances human language is even a solution; it simplifies things.”

“What circumstances, I wonder,” the girl blurted out. “How about when you want to have sex with someone? There really can’t be a better way than the English ‘wanna fuck?’ – can there?”

“Your thinking is far too narrow,” growled Dalana. “You must learn to look at things from a different angle.”

“Did you learn that?” asked Vasilisa darkly.

Dalana caught her gaze – the direct, profound gaze of an old woman tired of life.

“I’m learning. Still,” replied Dalana.

“Live a century, learn a century, right? By the way, I’ve always considered Asians the most beautiful women.”

These words were uttered through the lips of an adolescent girl whose eyes were bright with mischief.

“I’m flattered,” said Dalana.

“Tell me, that God – the one from the forest – why did he look like a raven?”

“Because humans and animals were formed in the image and likeness of certain Begotten of Old. And for this very reason, many Begotten of Old have the ability to assume the appearance of humans and animals, or rather to pass as a human or an animal. The appearance is actually a shell. It’s all interconnected, like the evaporation-precipitation cycle. Do you understand?”

“Wait, wait,” Vasilisa exclaimed fearfully. “What do you mean by formed? Like in a laboratory?”

Dalana twiddled her fingers at her temple.

“Read less science fiction. How exactly each living creature came to this earth – I do not know. I already said that I’ve never been to the Upper World.”

“Well, alright,” said the girl. “But are they mortal, these beings from the Upper World?”

“Some are,” confessed Dalana. “Some are mortal only in their shells. And there are some who are immortal.”

Vasilisa was deep in thought, trying to prepare her next line of attack.

“Well, so what is the Underworld?” she asked and shifted in her chair, unable to contain her nervous curiosity. The kitten’s ears twitched restlessly in its sleep.

“It’s better that you don’t know,” said Dalana.

“Why?” wondered Vasilisa.

“Because there are beasts living there that it is best not to think on.”

“Like the troll from the basement?”

“Much worse,” said Dalana.

Vasilisa shivered.

“Well, alright, we won’t talk about it,” consented the girl, but she immediately began a new series of questions.

“So, does Gal have children? And in what manner do these creatures beget children?”

“That’s it,” said Dalana roughly. “Enough. Go and amuse yourself with something.”

“With what?” asked Vasilisa aggrievedly.

“Go take a bath or play solitaire,” suggested Dalana. “Rest. Digest the information. It’s enough for your first time.”

“And you?” asked the transmog.

“Me? I have somewhere to be.”

Dalana got up from her chair.

“I understand,” said the girl, sighing in disappointment. “Conducting business with each other is still not cause for taking a bath with each other.”

“You’re so quick on the uptake,” said Dalana as she walked away.

Tell me, though – Vasilisa switched to mental communication – How did you really find that little bitch?

This is the way it works: you pay me, I do my work. You are paying me for a certain result. All the rest is none of your business, Dalana said briskly as she walked into the hallway.

I see, answered Vasilisa, irritated. When will you return? Or is that also none of my business?

So many questions. Dalana was almost at the threshold.

She was going to stop by one of the better technology stores she knew of; she needed to update some of her equipment. But before she left, Dalana decided to clarify an issue that intrigued her.

Tell me something, she said to Vasilisa. Are you sure you still want vengeance?

Yes, blurted out the transmog. Not just vengeance, but the head of that slut Marisa. And I also want to eat.

To eat? Dalana was genuinely shocked. In the last three days you’ve killed and eaten twice and you want to eat again?

Just a moment! Vasilisa flared up in reply. I killed them. The young agent – I simply didn’t have time, and it disgusted me to even touch that bitch.

One thing on top of another, Dalana said. Well, my dear, you’re going to have to endure. I don’t have the time right now to hunt for your dinner.

So don’t hunt. There’s always kitty, right? the transmog replied caustically.

The dismal mood that had retreated once again returned to Vasilisa.

“That’s perfect,” said Dalana in the same tone. “Don’t put a toe outside. See you tonight.”

Dalana slammed the door shut. Silence served as Vasilisa’s reply.

2.
 

Arrogance is essentially hubris, which announces its existence for all the world to hear.

Francois de La Rouchefoucauld
 

For Special Agent Pavel Volsky of CRUSS the morning began abominably. Specifically, it began with the news of a new body. Last night in the area near Soigu’s residence a young woman had been killed. Killed and ripped to shreds.

At this early hour Pavel’s wrath fell upon the person who was closest at hand. The scapegoat was Graham, who had come to Volsky with a status report.

“And how is it that you didn’t notice him?” Volsky yelled indignantly. “What did you do, fall asleep?”

He was taking the man to task in the corridor so that the others would not hear.

“I’m telling you, I don’t know,” said Graham, throwing up his hands in bewilderment. “The four of us never even closed our eyes. He returned from Stockholm yesterday and that was it. After that neither he nor his wife nor their son came out of the house. Even the servants sat like rats in their holes.”

“Like rats in their holes, huh?” Volsky mimicked him acidly. “Well, Soigu’s the only one who spent the night in the country. Millionov hasn’t been there for three months and the producer’s been slaving away around the clock at the studio’s editing room. Plus, Millionov was seen yesterday at the Imperial with a woman – some famous model. The woman’s alive and so is Millionov. That shit-faced jerk, Lawrence is still wallowing in his apartment. That leaves Soigu. So what were you doing when he slipped past you?”

“I’m telling you, no one slipped past us,” Graham insisted. “He went into his house and we didn’t see him again.”

“That’s it exactly – you didn’t see!” Volsky almost screamed.

“Because he wasn’t there, for fuck’s sake! He didn’t leave!” Graham exploded.

“But there is a corpse!” roared Pavel.

“That means he’s some kind of devil or he can become invisible,” Graham said. “We really are doing everything we can. He went to his office, but Genaro and Arvid are tailing him.”

“What about the surveillance?” Volsky asked gloomily, having calmed down a bit.

“The ruse worked, everything’s alright,” the man assured him. “He went in disguised as a plumber. We arranged a little blockage in his pipes yesterday.”

“It’s odd,” said Pavel. “In principle, such a rich beast should have a plumber on staff. All of them do now: they have private lawyers, private plumbers – even private assassins.”

“It seems our tycoon is a mean little miser,” sneered Graham. “Or he simply hasn’t had time to acquire one yet. As you said, they haven’t lived there long. His wife, of course, is a complete idiot – she let Viggo in without asking any questions.”

“Why do you immediately assume she’s an idiot?” Volsky took offense for the woman. “Perhaps she’s simply a kind, trusting soul?”

Graham snorted in reply.

“Kind! Sorry, she’s as stupid as a chicken. ‘Oh dear’, she says, ‘do come in. Please just stay on the paths; my husband doesn’t like to have his grass stepped on. Oh dear, it cost us a small fortune. Oh dear, just fix everything quickly or else I won’t be able to take a bath.’ That’s the extent of her problems – that the lawn was wildly expensive and she might not get to take a bath.”

“I don’t know – she does write a bit in her free time.”

“Sure,” Graham said, grimacing in contempt. “But you know what they say – she’s only a woman.”

“You’re lucky that Marisa can’t hear you right now,” Volsky said, snorting. “And personally, I thank heaven for Mrs. Soigu’s idiocy.”

Graham was about to say something to defend himself, when Volsky’s cell phone rang.

“Volsky,” he said into the receiver.

It was Krook, one of the best medical examiners at CRUSS. He’d received the body of the woman found earlier that morning in Danderyd.

“You cannot imagine the kind of nastiness we’ve got here,” Krook informed Volsky gleefully. “He didn’t just kill her and eat her; he screwed her before he did either.”

“What’s the point?” Volsky asked, taking no heed of his colleague’s cynicism.

“Well, it’s like this – he didn’t eat her all of her,” explained Krook. “Mostly just her upper torso. And her reproductive system is almost untouched.”

“Are you trying to tell me that you found traces of sperm in the body?” guessed Pavel.

“That I am,” Krook replied.

“I’m coming to see you right now,” Volsky informed him.

“What I said about women…” Graham said as soon as the conversation between Pavel and Krook ended. “I really only had rich women in mind. And about the sperm – well done Krook. That’s great.”

“Sure, great,” replied Volsky, heading towards the elevator. “You know what would be great? If everyone would take care of business and not stand around prattling like idiots.”

With these words, he turned a corner. Graham could only shrug his shoulders in reply.

“I’d better get to work,” he muttered to himself. “Or else I’ll prattle away my bonus.”

Carefully sticking her head through the opening, Marisa examined the multi-paned glass, or more precisely, she examined what remained of it after it had been expertly cut out. The glass itself, neatly removed from the heavy frame, was whole and unbroken.

“That’s really nice work,” Marisa said darkly.

“Well, they have all this equipment now,” said a senior detective of the CID, a heavyset man by the name of Zilliacus. “The tools of the trade, as they say! It’s far removed from what they had before.”

“The only thing that’s bothering me is – what kind of equipment allows an assassin to get up to the fourth floor and cut out the glass from the outside with surgical precision?” she asked somberly.

“Hmmm, he climbed in from the outside, from the courtyard,” the detective stated the obvious.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” grumbled Marisa. “According to you, he brought a crane into the courtyard? Or maybe he used a pulley?”

“Well, that, as they say, remains to be explained,” said Zilliacus. “Well, alright, I’m going. You have, as they say, your own work, and we have…”

“So they say,” Marisa said coldly.

The detective walked away, not at all offended by her tone.

Marisa walked into the bedroom, where two hours ago beat officers had found the body of Zemfira Nizametdinova. A long-standing client of Zemfira had raised the alarm, amazed that she did not answer the door for their appointment. The door to the apartment was broken down later, almost eight hours after the call was received.

Detective Romano was far nicer to look at than his boss. Marisa noticed that he looked her up and down, and definitely not without interest.

“So, nothing was stolen?” asked Marisa.

“It’s difficult to say exactly since we don’t have an inventory to check,” Romano answered patiently. “But the safe was not forced open. The valuable items appear to be undisturbed, not even the trinkets on the shelves. On the other hand, it’s not really a typical break-in for a random maniac. Such complexity…that glass…. It’s obvious that whoever broke in was tipped off. The thing is – what was the reason for killing the owner? Perhaps it was something ritualistic. She did live by fortunetelling. Or maybe it was something broader, like someone who got deranged over Satanism and black magic, and then decided to kill her.”

“Is there any evidence?” asked Marisa.

“Well, there was something there…it’s just trash,” the detective said dismissively.

“Let me see it,” demanded Marisa.

“Look here, Agent Sukhostat,” Romano faltered for a moment then offhandedly added: “Special Agent Sukhostat…. Oh hell, what do I care? If you really want to get your hands dirty, by all means.”

He stuck his head out of the bedroom and yelled “Skold! Bring that thing here!”

After another moment a thin man came into the bedroom. He walked over to Marisa with a triumphant expression on his face and handed her a transparent evidence bag. It seemed to Marisa that in his little grin there was more mockery than a desire to cooperate. Inside the bag was something that looked like a crumpled up ball of paper of weirdly brown color.

“What is this?”

“That which you requested,” replied Romano. “Evidence.”

“And have you determined what exactly this evidence is?” Marisa asked sharply, no longer bothering to conceal her annoyance.

“Oh well, I beg your pardon!” Romano grimaced fastidiously. “You want me to tell you what this thing is? It’s a feminine hygiene product, obviously. Moreover, as far as I can tell, it’s been used. You see? It’s all smeared with blood.”

Laughter broke out in the hallway at these words.

“Where did you find it?” asked Marisa, ignoring the conduct of Romano and his colleagues.

“Between the night-stand and the bed. Near the headboard.”

Marisa realized that Romano’s interest in her as a woman had faded into oblivion. Good.

“If you’d be so kind, give me some tweezers.”

Marisa drew a pair of latex gloves from her pocket and swiftly pulled them on. Taking the tweezers from Skold, who was still smiling nastily, she extracted the object from the bag and gently shook it out. Almost immediately it became clear to her that it was a rectangular piece of paper a bit smaller than her hand smeared with blood, which had already had time to dry. There were some numbers and letters printed on the paper, but most of them were unreadable.

“OOO…unreadable…KKM…7106,” read Marisa.

“Is that some kind of ID number?” wondered Romano. “Or a code?”

“Number…Colon…Mol,” continued Marisa. “Nov…From… 28. 52. Invoice.”

“Damn it, it’s a receipt!” Skold burst out suddenly. “A receipt from a store.”

“From a supermarket of sanitary napkins, I suspect,” Marisa said venomously.

Skold’s smile had faded, but he began to smile again, though this time it was not so much nasty as sheepish. Romano cleared his throat.

“Uh, sorry about that,” he muttered.

At that moment Marisa felt her cell phone vibrating. ‘Volsky’ shone on the display.

“Hi,” she said, switching to hand’s free. “I hope it’s something good.”

“Better – I’ve had enough shit for today,” responded Pavel. “I’ve got news from Krook. The victim was raped. To quote Krook: traces of ejaculate were found on the walls of the vagina …”

“Got it,” replied Marisa shortly.

“Where are you?” asked Pavel.

“In Fredhall,” Marisa informed him. “Somebody tore out the trachea of one of my informants last night.”

“I guess I spoke too soon about enough shit, huh?” said Volsky. “Are you coming in soon?”

It was then that Marisa saw the last – the lowest – line on the receipt. It was just one word, a surprisingly legible word boldly printed on the paper.

“Hello?” Pavel’s voice echoed in her earpiece. “Are you still there?”

Delivery was printed on the bottom of the receipt.

“Hello?” Volsky was beginning to sound worried.

“Everything’s okay,” responded Marisa. “I’ll be there soon.”

Both the detectives, in the meanwhile, had been following her movements attentively.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” Marisa smiled wolfishly as she completed her phone call. “But I have no choice but to take this thing away with me.”

“And on what grounds?” asked Romano querulously.

“Jurisdiction,” snapped Marisa. “From this moment the murder investigation of Zemfira Nizametdinova is under the jurisdiction of the Coalition of Reinforced Unified Special Services. I hope you have no objections?”

Pleased with herself, Marisa headed for the exit.

Alexander Soigu had been sitting in his office reflecting on the tail they had set on him. He’d known he was being followed since yesterday evening. The boys in the ‘unmarked van’, which was parked directly opposite his mansion, had not noticed him last night. But he had noticed them: he had heard them. And when he had needed to, he had slipped right by them. Naturally, they were quite shocked this morning and hurried after him to his office. Right now Soigu could not clearly hear the thoughts of his watchers. They were too far away and there were too many obstacles between him and these bloodhounds. Nonetheless, Soigu did not doubt they were connected to the same department that had sent that pair to visit him yesterday morning – the boy and the girl, the one who had so inflamed him. He’d thought he could make do with Stella and his secretary, but it hadn’t been enough.

And now here he was, sitting and thinking – had he made a mistake last night? Perhaps it hadn’t been a good idea to rape that young girl? There were certainly meticulous experts among these daredevils who had already found everything they needed…. But even if they had, what of it? What did they have to compare the sample to? Everything was alright; everything was as it should be. Otherwise a man would have become his victim, and not a woman.

But the irritating presentiment of future annoyances did not disappear. Someone intended to gain access to his home.

Soigu picked up the phone and dialed his mansion. Stella answered, as always, with foolish breathiness. Had he really found that attractive once?

“It’s me,” he said, trying to suppress his growing rage. “How are things?”

“Normal,” said Stella. “What could happen here? When are you coming home?”

Soigu pretended that he had not heard her last question.

“You haven’t seen anything suspicious? Strangers on the grounds, perhaps?”

“Strangers?” Stella yawned into the receiver. “I guess there are. Or rather, were. The plumber came.”

“What plumber?” asked Soigu, sincerely shocked.

“Ah, I forgot to tell you – a pipe got clogged this morning. In the bathtub. Right after you left. It was so gross, all this dirty water flowing out, you can’t imagine how…”

“What plumber?” Soigu repeated harshly. “Where did he come from?”

“What do you mean where did he come from?”

Now it was Stella’s turn to be shocked.

“From our, um…”

She clearly could not find the right word.

“What is it called? You know, that group thing in our community?”

“What group?” roared Soigu.

“Don’t get so excited, he’s already gone. Why are you so upset?” Stella was bewildered. “Everything’s fine with your lawn; no one trampled it.”

“Don’t you even have one small, grey cell remaining in your head? Why did you let him in?” Soigu replied stormily.

“What was I supposed to do?” Stella erupted. “Watch as the whole house got flooded with shit?”

“Fool,” breathed Soigu with loathing. “What an idiot you are. You were born a fool, and a fool you’ll die.”

“What are you talking about, Alex?” gaped the woman. “After yesterday…I thought we’d made peace…”

“Made peace?” Soigu nearly broke into laughter. “No, I simply fucked you because I needed to get off.”

“You son of a bitch!” screamed Stella in reply and she hung up the phone.

Soigu felt an intense desire to break her neck. She was lucky she was far away from him right now. He clenched his fists to stop them from shaking. So those little boys had found a way to slither into his house, had they? They’d gone too far this time. Why should he restrain himself? He could burn out their pitiful little minds with the strength of his thoughts and turn their bodies into a sticky, undifferentiated mass with one blow…. The animal inside Soigu began to tear its way out.

“No!“ howled Soigu and he pounded his fist on the desk.

The desk split in two.

And then his secretary rushed into his office.

“What happened, Alex?”

The girl stopped short. She looked from the broken desk to her boss then back again.

“Go away, get out of here!” Soigu yelled at her.

The girl followed his order.

Soigu walked over to the window and looked down. So, those opportunists from special services were sitting in a peacock blue caravan. The beggars. A pair of brats that thought they were the center of the universe. Well alright, he would fix them. He’d even go so far as to play by their rules – by the rules of the human world. He was rather powerful in his human disguise too.

“All my muscles are sore and my ass is killing me,” complained Arvid.

He reached for his pack of cigarettes and found that it was empty.

“I don’t have any left either,” Genaro said, gesturing helplessly. “Go buy another pack, if it’s too much for you.”

“The hell with them,” said Arvid. “We’ll be healthier.”

They had been sitting in the car for more than an hour, only diverted by examining the signs and facades that were strewn all along the streets around the Stureplan. They had parked near the building that housed Alexander Soigu’s office; on the street level of this building there was a fashionable and sophisticated Japanese restaurant with the delightful, but alas completely unintelligible name, Mononoke.

“What does that mean?” asked Genaro, ogling the sign.

“Only the devil knows,” said Arvid sagely. “There was a cartoon called something similar – Princess Mononoke.”

“What was it about?” asked Genaro.

“Some gods,” Arvid contracted his brow. “There were all kinds of wolves, boars…. They battled against humans.”

“That’s strange. So why is the restaurant called that?” wondered Genaro.

“Only the devil knows,” repeated Arvid.

“So you watch cartoons, do you?” asked Genaro.

“Of course not. There’s this girl I know,” Arvid hurried to explain. “She’s a fan of all that Japanese anime. And of the director of this one…damn it, I forgot his name…”

“You know, I still haven’t ever tried this sushi stuff,” declared Genaro. “As far as I can tell, it’s just raw fish.”

He wrinkled up his nose.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” objected Arvid. “Sushi is very tasty. It’s just expensive.”

“Hey, look over there,” Genaro said suddenly, turning his attention from the restaurant sign to the main entrance of the building.

Arvid looked where Genaro was pointing. Alexander Soigu was headed straight for them.

“Well, well, well. He seems to be on to us,” Arvid said.

“He’s a crafty son of a bitch,” Genaro said, nodding in agreement.

Soigu walked right up to the car and lightly tapped the tinted window with just the fingernail of his index finger. Arvid lowered the window.

“How can I help you?” he asked Soigu as if nothing was wrong.

“You can take your jalopy and fuck off,” he replied. “Or else I’ll bring such troubles down on your heads – on the heads of your entire gang – that you’ll…”

“You don’t say,” said Arvid, and then he clicked his tongue. “I wonder what these troubles might be. Surely you wouldn’t send your personal assassin after us?”

“I warned you,” snapped Soigu and he walked back to the building.

“Well, I guess it’s time to change up. We’ve been made,” said Arvid as he rolled up the window. “I guess we underestimated the old goat. Did you notice what he did?”

“You mean with his finger?” snorted Genaro. “Of course. He could have at least put on gloves, the louse.”

Once he returned to his office, Soigu finally felt better. The secretary was sitting in reception, pale and afraid to raise her eyes.

“I was just irritated,” Soigu said to her.

“Good,” babbled the girl. “That is, what I meant to say was, that’s too bad.”

He could hear her heart beating as it chased the surge of blood through her veins in mighty jerks. He thought of the girl from yesterday and how easy it would be just to…

“Order me a new desk,” commanded Soigu. “I’m going out on business. Cancel all my appointments for today.”

“Of course,” the girl nodded dutifully.

“Oh yes, and leave a message for Mikael Mikkelsen,” added Soigu. “Have him get in touch with me as soon as possible, I require his assistance.”

Mikael Mikkelsen was a politician who held a fairly high office and who was indebted to Soigu. It was time to remind him of his debt. If they wanted troubles, they’d get them.

Grinning spitefully, Soigu left the office.

3.
 

Heredis fletus sub persona risus est.

The weeping of an heir is laughter in disguise.
 

Dalana knew of countless ways to take a life. Complicated and simple. Cruel and merciful. Difficult and easy in execution. Most Begotten of Old could also take a life using another’s hands. Dalana knew how to do this, for she possessed the gift of suggestion. But marionettes – hypnotized humans – were only useful when a human life was on the line. It was very simple: a human killed a human. The order to kill was suggested to the murderer, and the victim could not preempt his unwilling executioner since he was unable to scan outside thoughts. But human puppets were of no use whatsoever in the destruction of a Begotten of Old. In that instance, she had to work with her own hands and her own mind. So right now Dalana was sitting inside the stolen Volvo two houses away from Soigu’s mansion scouring her mind for a method that would successfully kill the creature that passed for an influential businessman in the human world, with a mansion in Danderyd and all the other emblems of luxurious life according to Swedish standards.

Dalana was slightly amused by the news that the crusaders were interested in her target. It was a bit curious that fate persisted in bringing Dalana together with the agents of CRUSS ever since she had stepped from the gangway of the American plane onto Swedish soil. When she had discovered their van not far from Soigu’s residence this morning she had experienced a feeling of shock mixed with vexation, but this feeling soon grew into a mischievous mirth. Eventually Dalana tuned herself into the mental frequencies of the three crusaders and proceeded to soak up all the information they held in their heads relating to their common target.

The humans from the Coalition suspected Alexander Soigu in a series of animalistic murders, rumors of which had been chilling the souls of the inhabitants of this elite suburban neighborhood for over a year. And they were quite right to suspect him. Judging by his latest victim – a lone woman – Soigu had snuck out to kill as recently as the preceding night, moreover he did it right under the noses of the agents that had been assigned to watch him.

Dalana was not pleased that she had let this pass. But what could she do now? It was no use crying over spilt milk. Dalana spent that night in a rented room, having decided that early in the morning she would start shadowing Soigu. As a result, she fell out with Vasilisa, who was beginning to be tormented by hunger. But the creature who was lurking under Soigu’s mask had successfully satisfied his hunger.

What kind of animal are you? Dalana asked herself, trying to analyze and collate the scraps of information that she had managed to gather. But for now those scraps would not fall into place. There were definitely some pieces missing in the puzzle called Soigu. What did Dalana know about him besides the fact that he seemed to be Begotten of Old? He definitely could change his appearance. That meant he was a shapeshifter. Humans generally thought of shapeshifters as those comically misshapen freaks from second-rate monster movies who supposedly turned into giant wolves under the light of a full moon – werewolves. Shapeshifters were a far more serious matter than those silly monsters, and they could, at heart, take the form of any animal. Or any human. Moreover, this shapeshifter possessed such a powerful and bright consciousness that mental combat with him would inevitably end in Dalana’s death. He would simply burn her out from the inside. For another thing, the shapeshifter was married, clearly, in his human hypostasis, and he had a child. A son. A half-blood – Dalana did not doubt that Soigu’s wife was a human woman. And, finally, the shapeshifter Soigu consorted with the lesser demons of the Underworld. Those who called the Underworld home rarely visited the Middle World; it indicated that Soigu was very powerful, since he had dared to summon a demon such as the Sentinel into the world of humans.

The creature that protected Soigu’s home was more or less comprehensible: the amorphous, gelatinous brute imitated different parts of the terrain and feasted on the negative emotions of humans. It was comprehensible, but at the same time sinisterly poisonous. Even for Dalana. Currently the beast was mimicking a green lawn, covering the entire area that flanked the house.

Deprived of the opportunity of seeing the inside of the target’s house, Dalana surveyed it from the outside. Visually – with the aid of some equipment she’d bought yesterday and improvised means – as well as mentally. Alas, the minds of the wife and, more importantly, Soigu’s son were out of Dalana’s range. The distance, coupled with the stout walls of the mansion, hindered her. Only the Sentinel was accessible, and the ‘spies’ from CRUSS. She could reach a few of the tycoon’s servants as well, but their thoughts interested Dalana very little so she scarcely listened to them at all.

She was far more interested in the quartet of crusaders. Quite soon after Dalana’s arrival there were only three left; one had scurried off to headquarters to report on their nighttime failures and the most recent crime. An ambulance arrived a short while later to carry away the elderly woman who had stumbled upon the gnawed remains in the forest. She was having a heart attack.

Then Soigu departed for Stockholm. Remembering the incident in the restaurant, Dalana concealed herself. Two of the crusaders drove off after him, leaving their comrade in lordly solitude at the command center. An hour later reinforcement arrived in the form of another employee of the Coalition disguised as a plumber. He had to fix the obstruction that had been artificially induced the night before in the drainage system of the house and at the same time to place tiny bugs everywhere he could.

In the course of accomplishing his mission, the plumber-crusader inadvertently rendered Dalana an invaluable service. Stella Soigu herself opened the door for him, thus placing herself within the radius of influence of the Begotten of Old’s mind. Like a mighty bilge pump, Dalana sucked all the information she needed from the woman’s head in the blink of an eye. She found out about her heart’s desires and about her relationships with her son and husband. Dalana ‘saw’ the layout of the house through Stella’s eyes – from the placement of the rooms to the distance between the steps on the stairs that led to the second floor. By the time the pseudo-plumber and his partner inside the van became absorbed in listening in on their objective, Dalana already knew the entire house like the back of her own hand. This method of gathering information did not strain her resources at all. She started listening to the thoughts of the crusaders, as well as to what they were listening. Well, they weren’t so much listening as monitoring. Or perhaps eavesdropping was a better term. On the whole, Dalana found the whole thing quite amusing. Several times Dalana felt that she was crashing into something completely foreign in their thoughts. It was as if some third party was trying to wiggle in between Dalana and the two agents inside the van. She had her guesses as to who that might be and she thought they would soon be proven correct.

When there was a call from headquarters to the van, Dalana learned that a Coalition medical examiner had found traces of seminal fluid on the body of last night’s victim. That gave her pause. Apparently Soigu was so sure of his own power that he no longer bothered to control himself. Well then, she would try to turn that to her own advantage.

Even though Dalana was absorbed in the process of mental reconnaissance and acquisition of information about Soigu, she did not neglect the other matter that directly concerned the Coalition. She needed to get rid of the girl who proudly called herself Special Agent Sukhostat as soon as possible. Dalana intended to carry out that task tomorrow. To that end she had drawn certain information from that fortuneteller before she died – information that would help her carry out this task without risking herself. Unfortunately for the young agent, but fortunately for Dalana, she had found another link that would make her plan near foolproof. To put it more precisely, one of those boys in the van was going to be her messenger after she gave him a certain ‘mental treatment’. She felt out each of the agents and decided in favor of an ungainly individual who resembled a grotesque insect. The puny little agent was called Bumblebee, but in Dalana’s opinion he looked more like a praying mantis. Naturally, he was macho in a way that betrayed deep insecurity. It wouldn’t be especially difficult for Dalana to command him to do what she wanted. The man wasn’t stupid, but he was exceedingly impulsive and impressionable. The minds of impetuous humans were equally as pliant and flexible as those of imbeciles. Now all Dalana had to do was stay patient and wait for Marisa Sukhostat to swallow the bait. Theoretically, the mantis’ malleability would enable Dalana to suggest murder to the boy, but Dalana seriously doubted that this egghead had the strength to overwhelm Marisa. No, Dalana would implement the main event in a different way. All that Bumblebee had to do was satisfy a single – one might even say completely innocent – request.

Towards noon the crusaders suddenly started scurrying about. Someone from the very top of the Coalition had ordered the agents to get away from the businessman’s residence. Soigu must have sniffed out their presence and disposed of the irritant through official channels.

Dalana heartily rejoiced as she watched the van drive from Soigu’s house because it was suddenly clear to her that she was not the only one clued in to the departure of the crusaders. Dalana’s keen preternatural vision, magnified by a pair of binoculars, allowed her to see the features of a frail adolescent boy standing in a window on the second floor. The boy could not be older than fourteen. He stood there, pressing his forehead against the glass and gazing mournfully after the departing CRUSS van.

This was Alexander Soigu’s son. Dalana could see him quite well from her hiding place.

And then she heard him.

Beyond a shadow of a doubt, this boy was the son of a Begotten of Old. He could already ‘hear’ others, although so far all his attempts to establish mental contact with other living creatures were confined to weakly intercepting the aftermath of thoughts. It was his presence that Dalana had felt while she observed the crusaders. It was astonishing that he was able to do even that at his age, being half-human. This immature strength cautioned her to keep her distance. Nonetheless, she was still able to draw something out of him. The boy was called Jan and he hated his Begotten of Old father with a passion, though he did not know who his father really was. He sincerely regretted that the humans from the Coalition had given up their observation of the house. He sensed strange abilities in himself and was afraid of them, because of which he hated his father even more. And he pathetically and tenderly loved his dull-witted mother, who at this moment was holed up in her bedroom methodically downing alcohol after her most recent row with her husband. Dalana also heard the message that Soigu left on the answering machine. He did not plan to spend the night at home. Stella and Jan could only guess where Soigu might spend the night. But Dalana knew what they did not – thanks to the disk Star had given her. Soigu would be at the Centralbadet Bathhouse, especially at the end of the work week, and Dalana also planned to pay it a visit this evening. But she required rest first because such a risky step would demand her utmost concentration and extraordinary caution. She had to build up her strength.

Meanwhile at CRUSS headquarters, five agents and two special agents were sitting at a long table in the Homicide Division cafeteria, devouring their meals and discussing the surprise Soigu had arranged for them.

“Bastard,” cursed Volsky through his teeth. “Perverted freak. Not only did he line his pockets with bribes, he’s a fucking werewolf too.”

Marisa, who was fairly hungry by this time, was concentrating on a potato and mushroom pie, accompanied by Pavel’s unending flood of curses.

“I absolutely agree,” Bumblebee spoke up, sluggishly poking at his battered perch with his fork. “I mean, was all that time spent fiddling with their pipes for nothing?”

Marisa was trying not to disengage from the conversation, but she was busy digesting not just the food, but also everything she knew regarding the Zemfira investigation. There was something off about this business with the expertly cut glass and the ripped out trachea of the medium. First, the murderer got to the fourth floor, cut himself an improvised door and snuck into the apartment. Next he pulled apart Zemfira’s throat. Then he stupidly took a receipt from his pocket, wiped off his blood-stained fingers and tossed the paper on the floor? No, the first part of that crime scenario definitely did not tally with the second. A seasoned professional broke into Zemfira’s apartment. But an utter amateur left that cold corpse on the bedroom floor. Who really killed Zemfira – the professional, the amateur, or some third person – remained unclear. But Marisa was quite sure of one thing: her professional instinct told her that some non-human was mixed up in all this. The question was – was it a vampire or some other beast? Unfortunately, so far it was a question without the prospect of an answer.

Marisa was not particularly surprised at Soigu’s trick with the surveillance crew. He was a ferocious animal: of course he would eventually catch wind of the fact that he was being shadowed. Powerful in this world, with the right connections in the political machinery, he naturally fixed the problem quite effectively. It was provoking only because it had happened far too soon.

“So did Papa actually come out and say that he couldn’t do anything?” asked Arvid.

Volsky only nodded glumly, evidently tired out from the fury of his own imprecations. He didn’t even glance at the salt-fish stew that was now cooling in a deep bowl. Everyone else was enjoying theirs.

“They’re probably pressuring him,” Genaro commented on the current situation. “And not just him, I suppose.”

“I get the feeling that this asshole is some kind of demon,” Graham said, entering the conversation.

“Demon or not, he’s definitely a sadist,” Stefan – a short, sturdy fellow with a goatee – nodded in agreement. “I touched base with that Otuzan today…”

“Alright,” said Volsky, chuckling. “What did Otuzan have to say?”

“He says that Soigu regularly smacks his wife around,” continued Stefan.

“Does the entire community know?” asked Pavel incredulously.

“No, the neighbors don’t know,” replied Stefan. “They have their own skeletons. It’s just that this Otuzan was at their house a couple times when he bought that book of Soigu’s wife’s for his series. He said she wore dark glasses during his visits – both times.”

“So what? Maybe her eyes hurt.”

Bumblebee was doing his best to play devil’s advocate.

“Of course they hurt,” Stefan dipped a piece of bread in the fragrant sauce. “And her neck hurt too – it was covered in bruises. That’s why she never leaves the house.”

“And why should she leave the house?” parried Arvid. “If I had that much money, I’d stay at home too. I would surround myself with masseuses and manicurists and stay put!”

“It seems Madam Soigu doesn’t evoke much sympathy here, does she?” Stefan said lazily.

“Hardly,” said Graham with a full mouth. “She’s a nut job; she should be institutionalized. She’s got to know that something’s not quite right her husband. But she stays with him anyway. For the money. So that means she’s a fool, an idler and a freak of nature. Perhaps she even likes it when he beats her. Birds of a feather, you know? It’s a madhouse there.”

“A madhouse, that’s it exactly,” Volsky cast a gloomy look around the entire table. “Last night we let him get by us and by morning he was able to stop us cold.”

“Well, if even Papa can’t do anything…” Graham raised his hands in dismay. “I say he’s a devil, this Soigu.”

“It definitely seems like he has a personal politician,” Marisa observed somberly as she finished her stew.

“Hey, I’d call it a pocket politician,” said Arvid as he took a bite of compote. “Anyway, what the hell are we whining about? We still have his genetic material. So the investigation depends on Okahito and whatever shit he can dig up.”

The remainder of the lunch hour passed by in tense silence.



 
  



CHAPTER SEVEN
 

1.
 

Everyone has a gift.
 

When she returned to the apartment, Dalana found Vasilisa in front of the television screen. The girl was tormented by idleness, unable to go outside, so all she had to do was either lounge around in the bath or try to find something interesting on the television. A couple of times she begged permission to go online, but Dalana had strictly forbidden her to touch her laptop. Vasilisa did not dare contravene her refusal.

The transmog was playing with the kitten and occasionally glancing at a sentimental cartoon about young dinosaurs. The cartoon was clearly meant for primary school children. Dalana noticed a box of tissues near Vasilisa.

“Just don’t tell me that you enjoy crying over cartoons,” said Dalana instead of a greeting as she entered the living room.

“Not just over cartoons,” declared the transmog without a shadow of restraint. “I really love film. It’s the most important of the arts. I remember what shock we were all in when we saw our first film. It was like a gift from God. Were the Lumière brothers also Begotten of Old?”

“I don’t know,” Dalana shrugged her shoulders. “Anything is possible. The Lumières, the Pathé brothers…. Speaking of which, I also love film.”

“You would love it even more, if you’d sat in front of a rush light for four hundred years like I did,” asserted Vasilisa. “But how could you admire moving pictures when the forest itself will provide a hurricane at your command?”

“Are you deaf?” Dalana was getting annoyed. “I said that I love film. And it was not a command that time in the forest; it was a request. A request on behalf of your life, if you recall.”

“I’d be happy to forget about it, but you won’t let me,” snapped the transmog.

But after a moment she continued in a milder tone: “Are we fighting again? Let’s not. Yes, I like to cry over films, and why shouldn’t I?”

“You astound me,” Dalana confessed sincerely.

This girl kept transforming before her eyes, displaying the smallest facets of her nature. Now she pitied a kitten that had been tossed out into a stairwell, and she wiped away tears, sympathizing with the destiny of animated dinosaurs. But just five minutes later she could kill with ease, and not just kill, but cold-bloodedly and serenely dismember her prey. She was a raptor with a delicate soul. But it was not only this, or rather it was not even this that Dalana found so astonishing. With every hour they spent together, she could discern ever more clearly her own traits in Vasilisa. She was insolent and cruel, and at the same time tremulous and wounded. Such polarity roused absolutely contradictory feelings in Dalana’s soul – from extreme wrath to perfect tenderness. This last, naturally, she concealed. The mistake she had once made with Victor did not bear repeating under any circumstances.

Dalana stretched out on the floor and released her consciousness. The energy of thought flowed away and vanished almost to nothing, as if someone had yanked the plug out of a bathtub full of water. Right now Dalana was very vulnerable, but neither Vasilisa nor the kitten playing next to her would know to take advantage of her condition and harm her. This was the method she usually used to get rid of the mental slag that tended to accumulate in the labyrinthine minds of the Begotten of Old.

Vasilisa looked at Dalana with curiosity.

“And now it is you who are astounding me,” said the transmog. “Should I leave?”

You can remain.

This is how you rest, isn’t it? Vasilisa guessed.

I would put it a different way. I disengage. As you can see, I don’t need a soft bed for this. Usually I don’t lie down at all, but today my muscles are sore.

As if in corroboration, Dalana stretched out her limbs.

“And conversation is not intrusive?” asked Vasilisa.

With you, no.

“Well, thanks,” the girl said as if insulted, apparently interpreting Dalana’s words in her own way. “Do you really consider me so primitive?”

Let’s say, I’ve met far more primitive creatures, replied Dalana.

“Hmm, you really are a boor and a vixen,” said Vasilisa good-naturedly. “But I like you anyway. Listen, Dee…”

Yes?

“It’s queer,” said the transmog. “I think that’s the first time I’ve called you by name…. Well, by the first letter, at any rate.”

So you have more questions? Dalana anticipated Vasilisa’s next request.

“Well…yes,” nodded the transmog.

Then ask away. Just not about Good and Evil – I’m bored to death of that.

“Alright, I won’t ask about that,” Vasilisa replied. “Although I am insanely interested in that too… Okay, tell me, what does ‘God’ mean? ‘God’, ‘Divinity, ‘Gods’ – who are they?”

Divinity and Gods – these are your human words. But personally I use them because it is so much simpler for me. Speaking conventionally, a Divinity is a creature endowed with the power to live in several worlds.

“In several worlds,” repeated Vasilisa. “So if we take that to its logical conclusion, you are not a Divinity.”

I am not a Divinity, but the offspring of a Divinity.

“So that means you’re a half-blood?” asked the transmog.

No, it does not, replied Dalana sharply. My race did not interbreed with humans. At least not in my lineage.

“I retract the question,” Vasilisa rushed to skirt round the stumbling block, but at that moment she thought: In your lineage everyone screws only those like themselves.

Realizing that Dalana had heard her last thought, the girl blushed.

“Pardon me,” she added immediately.

Dalana, contrary to her own expectations, did not get angry. Apparently, the sensation of blissful emptiness in her consciousness was suppressing other emotions.

Let’s pretend I didn’t hear that.

“Thank you,” said Vasilisa, laying her palm against her crimson cheek. “What is the manner, I mean, how does it work when humans are transformed into vampires?”

Are you interested in this process from a bio-chemical perspective?

“Well…” said the transmog eloquently.

I don’t know, admitted Dalana. I’m really not a specialist in that area. I only know that the transmogs are a kind of hybrid, and not a very successful one at that. The stronger genes – ours – crush the weaker human ones. As a result the original organism is transformed into something completely new. The cardiovascular and nervous systems are reformed. The hematopoietic system changes.

“I knew all that without you,” said Vasilisa with a hint of discontent in her voice.

You shouldn’t think that I’ll be able to give you answers to all your questions.

“Well, alright, and if a creature like yourself gave birth to a child from a human – what then?”

Vasilisa was seriously interested in the issue of reproduction among the Begotten of Old.

That wouldn’t happen, Dalana answered laconically.

“Why?”

Because I am a non-human.

“But the Edzeni are also non-humans,” blurted out Vasilisa. “But you say that they have children with humans.”

The Edzeni are Divinities, explained Dalana. They can take on human form. That is, they can put on a shell, a disguise of sorts that in practice makes them human. I cannot do this. But Ata Ulan – the Tengri from whom I was born – is able to do so. And there are other such creatures on earth. They are my brothers and sisters. Although, to a certain degree all creatures are related to each other.

“Yeah,” grumbled Vasilisa, “that’s as clear as a mud-spattered window. It’s too bad that I can’t taste alcohol anymore. I could really go for some mead right now.”

Do you still remember what this drink tastes like? wondered Dalana.

“Not really. No,” said Vasilisa with melancholy. “Now I only remember the names of such things from my former life…mead, kvass, sour cream sauce with horseradish, zalom…”

Zalom? asked Dalana.

“Zalom, zalom. It’s a kind of herring,” explained Vasilisa. “Once it seemed to me that there was nothing tastier on this earth than a fillet of zalom with blintzes …and eating the leftover blintzes…. We so loved blitzes!”

Vasilisa sighed.

“Where did it all disappear to? Now everyone sits down to a cup of green tea, and I don’t even want to know what that tastes like. On every street corner there’s sushi, sashimi, tofu – none of it beckons to me. But I won’t go on …”

Have you thought up a name for your tomcat yet? Dalana asked, trying to guide the conversation into a different channel.

“She’s a female, not a tomcat,” Vasilisa corrected her. “She’s a calico. I still haven’t decided what to call her. Until I do she’s simply ‘Crumbcake’.”

All the best nutritionists recommend a light breakfast of Crumbcake, Dalana thought unwittingly.

“I already asked you not to joke like that,” the transmog said, frowning. “And since you already started talking about it first, I’m extremely interested to know what you are planning to feed me.”

Well, definitely not blintzes with herring.

Dalana smiled at her own thought.

“I’ve really had just about enough of your jokes,” the girl rebuked her acidly. “But really?”

Frankly speaking, I don’t intend to feed you at all. It’s not part of our contract.

“Great,” spat Vasilisa. “I’m not allowed to leave the apartment. Are you trying to kill me? I’m going to die in this box of a room wearing your castoffs.”

This may not be a country estate, but all the same it’s not a dump. Or do you want to go back to that basement? And you aren’t in danger of a starvation yet. At the very least it would take you three months. So stop whining, commanded Dalana.

Vasilisa was silent for several minutes. However, soon curiosity won out over insult and she started speaking to Dalana again.

“Tell me, where were you during the war? I mean – The Great Patriotic War, the Second World War.”

In the United States, Dalana answered.

“I should have known that you hid out in some cushy place. We also holed up. Not in America, but in Ceylon. Actually we crisscrossed the whole world during the Soviet era. We didn’t really get along with the Red-Bellies. Did you hate the USSR too?”

I was and I remain completely indifferent towards the USSR, explained Dalana. It is also a part of Russia’s history, and there’s nothing to be done about that. As for the years of the Second World War, I spent them in the States only because that is where I lived a large part of the twentieth century.

“I guess I’m supposed to think that you don’t meddle in history?” asked Vasilisa pointedly. “Theoretically, you have the power to steer events but you don’t do this because of a principle of non-intervention, right?”

You are wrong to think so. A good many of the Begotten of Old interfere anywhere they can, even where they shouldn’t, Dalana retorted, recalling Star for a moment. It’s different for me; I really prefer not to get mixed up in affairs I don’t have to. And my abilities pale in comparison to the abilities of many others, believe me.

“I believe you,” the girl nodded her head. “I saw what stunts that Gal creature could pull off. And I have a suspicion that he’s not even the most powerful.”

Far from it. But why did you return?

“What do you mean, why?”

Alright, I’ll put the question in another way: why didn’t you stay in Ceylon?

“Oh, that’s what you mean,” said Vasilisa. “We didn’t stay because it was dangerous.”

“So why didn’t you return to Russia?

“Well, it seemed dangerous everywhere!” Vasilisa declared peremptorily. “Both in Europe, and in America… They have, of course, their advantages, but we wanted to be someplace safe and quiet.”

“Of course,” Dalana replied without sarcasm.

Vasilisa only waved her hand in frustration. The discussion had led her to a still more serious topic.

“You know, I sometimes try to put myself in the place of my victims,” she said thoughtfully. “Sometimes I hate humans. Sometimes I pity them. An odd fate, isn’t it? We’ve been outsiders in the human world for so long, but there still isn’t a place for us in the world of the Begotten of Old…”

Suddenly the kitten leaped at Vasilisa with its ears laid back and attacked her calf.

“Be careful!” the girl cried out fearfully.

Don’t worry, it won’t break the skin, Dalana comforted her. Its teeth are still too small.

“Yes, I know – she’s just playing,” Vasilisa grabbed the kitten by the scruff and removed it from her calf. “But she already bites quite well.”

Well, it was born a predator.

Dalana, in the meantime, was slowly coming out of her half-catatonic state.

If he’d drawn blood, it would have transformed him, she proposed to Vasilisa. And then he would always be with you.

“She, not he. There’s no way I’d do that. Let her live her allotted time. Without my intervention,” the girl said, growing noticeably more sullen.

Once again Dalana was surprised by this wise perspective that seemed to be coming from an old creature full of limitless pain. She felt slightly awkward because of her suggestion, so she detached herself from Vasilisa’s mental stream, got to her feet and walked over to the window. The window in the living room looked out onto the street, and Dalana stared intently at the scrap of Stockholm that displayed itself to her.

“Did you always live with your brother and sister?” she asked.

“No, I left them a couple of times…but I always came back.”

“You longed for independence, but eventually you realized that you were not yet mature enough for such a serious step?” said Dalana.

“No, that wasn’t it,” Vasilisa replied. “It was simply that I fell seriously in love twice and, well, my family was against the relationships. Lucinda especially…”

Vasilisa stopped short.

“Were they humans?” asked Dalana.

“The first one was like the rest of us – a transformed vampire. But he quarreled with my family. Lucinda categorically forbid us to meet. I was torn between him and my home, but in the end I chose home… He died a month later. Well, actually he blew himself up. The second time…the second time was almost one hundred years after Egor’s death, in the seventies of the past century. I fell in love again.”

“With a human this time?”

“Yes,” acknowledged Vasilisa. “And this human was ready to repudiate an ordinary life for my sake. Only, Lucinda once again opposed it…”

“Were you unable to resist falling in love with some hereditary hunter of vampires?” asked Dalana, smirking.

“That would have been better,” Vasilisa said biliously. “But no. My second great love was a woman.”

“I see that you don’t take the easy path,” Dalana said.

“Lucinda was horrified,” continued Vasilisa. “You remember how she was about things like this. She wasn’t malicious, just a bit parochial…”

“…and she didn’t partake in fashionable tendencies?”

Dalana smiled slightly.

“What do you mean by fashionable?” wondered Vasilisa. “And tendencies?”

“I have observed humans for a long time” – Dalana’s smile became a bit wider – “and they always find an element of style in homosexual relationships. Humans seem to think that homosexual affairs are so atypical, so vivid, so depraved…especially when they really want to stand out. Vice – it draws attention. And humans above all else are slaves to their vices. You transmogs have simply beaten this cliché to death. A little novelty in one’s life is always enjoyable, especially if you live for a long time. I’m not condemning anyone, but don’t you agree that wealth and long life tend to corrupt?”

“I’m talking to you about love,” Vasilisa said irately. “I had a romance, do you understand? It was about emotion, not some desire to shock those around me. And how have you reached these conclusions? Has your long life corrupted you?”

Dalana stretched her back. Each muscle now obeyed her perfectly. She was at full strength now; her internal energy, which humans call chi, was as high as her physical energy. Now she could start shadowing Soigu, especially since time was already pressing. The dinosaur on the television screen had just found the Green Valley, which meant that the touching story was approaching its end. The hour Dalana had spent in rest would earn its keep very soon – this evening.

“You know what?” asked Vasilisa. “I’m beginning to think that I’m a beggar in comparison to you. Does your money really corrupt? What do you spend it on? Or are you just attracted to the process of acquisition, and the question of where to disburse your capital is just secondary?”

There was no reaction from Dalana, so Vasilisa proposed her own answer to the question.

“I guess so. You know that’s genuine miserliness. You think like an American. No doubt you are concerned with investments and you finance all kinds of big projects. Naturally, money should make money, but…”

“But, judging from the fact that you returned to your family’s home, your ‘love story’ ended tragically?” asked Dalana, ignoring Vasilisa’s rant.

“Such is the hand I was dealt,” the transmog said succinctly.

“But I heard you were quite the thing at the casinos,” Dalana said innocently.

“That’s only in the last few years,” the girl exclaimed. “Stop that already, my head’s all messed up.”

“Unfortunately, personal security is more valuable to me than moral-aesthetic considerations,” declared Dalana. “By the way, I wasn’t listening to your thoughts just now.”

Dalana glanced at the clock. It was a little after seven.

“So, I still have some unfinished business today. My instructions are the same as before – don’t stick your head outside, don’t make a noise, and don’t bring homeless tomcats into the apartment.”

“I’ve already learned it all by heart,” Vasilisa said, breaking into a warm grin. “I’ll be good.”

Dalana started for the door.

“Will you be gone long?” the girl asked suddenly. “You can’t imagine how deathly dull it is for me.”

“Well, excuse me,” smirked Dalana. “I didn’t hire myself out as a nanny. Though I do seem to be coddling you quite a bit.”

“At least buy me some clothes,” the transmog begged.

“We’ll see. If I don’t forget,” Dalana replied.

“But really, will you be long?” repeated Vasilisa.

“That depends on many factors. Including the swiftness of the dinner I plan to catch for you. Take care!”

Before Vasilisa could respond, Dalana left the apartment.

Jan blew his nose once more then turned off the television. He sat locked in his room and cried like a little girl over his favorite animated cartoon, The Land Before Time. He’d already seen it many times. Being, of course, completely grown up in his short thirteen years, Jan nonetheless cried his heart out every time the main character of the story, whose name was Littlefoot, grieved over his dead mother. Jan also grieved over his mother – not dead, but slowly killing herself with alcohol and depression. But even more than these, her relationship with her husband, Jan’s father, was killing her. At his best, he mocked and humiliated her, and at his worst he beat her half to death. Or he did what he had done today – he left messages on the answering machine that signified, if you listened between the lines, roughly the following: “I’m getting laid by whores; I might be back in the morning.” When she received such messages, Jan’s mother usually locked herself in her room and did not come out for a few days. But sometimes she went on a drinking binge for weeks on end, and upon the completion of these binges the family doctor would visit their house. Another three days would pass as he brought the patient back from the brink with IV fluids, massages and other procedures. Then the doctor would leave, extremely satisfied with himself, but his mother would loaf around the house in a black mood, which slowly but surely blossomed into a prolonged depression. There were occasions – rare, it’s true, but they happened all the same – when she would experience outbursts of joy. Then she would spend the whole day with Jan. They would drive to the city, go shopping, eat pizza and watch movies. The last time this happened was four months ago. Jan could remember how good the food had been at the Italian restaurant – pizza and medium rare steak – and how gripping the movie had been. He worshiped the superheroes of X-Men. And then that hateful sadist beat mama and everything started all over again.

Jan knew that today his mother would find salvation in cognac and vodka, and that she would dive headfirst into protracted drunken period, which would further undermine her already fragile health. And he knew that he would spend the days and nights sitting in front of the television or in front of his computer, playing tiresome games and watching movies non-stop. Jan hadn’t been able to make any friends since they moved here. He’d had friends where they lived before or, if they weren’t really friends, they were at least kids he could hang out with. Everything was different here. It wasn’t because there were no kids his age here in the community; it was just that the local children preferred to keep themselves aloof from him. Either they sensed that there was something wrong with him, or they wanted to keep their social circle small, avoiding untested newcomers. Of course, it was also possible that they regarded Jan as an ignorant provincial from the back of beyond and thus barred him from their group. Jan did not go to school; tutors came to his home. As for guests, well, they visited infrequently, and when they did visit, they were adults who had come on adult business. They were not interested in befriending a thirteen year old boy.

Jan, although he considered himself independent and self-sufficient, still suffered from the lack of companionship. So he devised imaginary friends for himself. He watched movies and he fantasized. He often conversed with the characters, now with ET from the eponymous film by Steven Spielberg, now with Wolverine from his beloved X-Men, now with the robo-boy David from A.I. They were all his best friends and they all lived right in his room. Jan also liked a movie about a dwarf named Simon. This valiant little fellow was also his friend and at the end of the film, when Simon died from pneumonia, Jan wept bitterly. So bitterly that he was even a bit ashamed of his tears. But fortunately his father had still never seen him cry.

Right now Jan was crying as well. And he was gnashing his teeth through his tears, for he realized that he lacked the strength to help himself, his mother, or poor Simon, his fictional friend, who he yearned for with the desperation of a starving man. All his abilities were useless. There was a phrase that Simon repeated throughout the film: God has a plan for everyone. So Jan was sitting there thinking about what plan God might have specifically for him, Jan Soigu. He was troubled by the thought that this might be part of the plan – sitting in a locked room and sniffling. But what then was the use of all this telepathy?

The thought that he was one of them, one of the X-Men, had dawned on Jan scarcely more than a year ago when suddenly he had heard what the new chauffer was thinking about his mother. Truthfully, he had only heard the general tone of man’s thoughts, but it was enough to know that he was a repulsive orangutan who dared to lust after this perfect woman.

That evening Jan scratched the fender of his father’s Mercedes and smashed one of the headlights. His father dismissed the chauffer and Jan realized that he was an X-Man, and that his power had already manifested in the gift of telepathy. Perhaps he had other powers as well, but Jan still hadn’t discovered them. He also realized that his father was an X-Man too. It was a horrible twist of fate that he had inherited the mutation that allowed him to eavesdrop on the secrets hidden in others’ minds not from his mother, but from that beast. True, for the time being he could scarcely do even this, but every day his gift grew and strengthened. The main thing was that he already heard. He heard fragments of his mother’s thoughts in the bedroom on the first floor. She was unhappy – but Jan was even more unhappy. He caught bits of what a servant was thinking about as she circulated through the house. He also heard that filth that lived beyond the walls of the house, inside the lawn, which it was forbidden to step upon. He heard echoes of the thoughts of the people from the special services with the silly name of ‘Cross’. He was aware that his father was under suspicion and that this suspicion was directly related to those disfigured corpses that every busybody in the community had been gossiping about for more than a year. Of course, the ‘crosses’ knew a lot more about these bodies than the inhabitants of the community did. But Jan guessed that his father knew even more.

Unfortunately, Jan could not hear his thoughts. No matter how hard he tried. And there was no way to defend his own stray thoughts. Jan was an open book for his father, as were all the others who lived in their home, whereas the elder Soigu’s mind remained tightly closed at all times.

But Jan had long suspected that his father’s inhuman abilities went far beyond listening in on others’ minds. His cruelty, his nighttime absences, that creature in the lawn, various media reports and the suspicion of the ‘crosses’ – all this was forged into one invisible and dreadful chain. A chain that probably stretched as far back as Novosibirsk. Regrettably, Jan did not know how he fit into this chain, which link he was. He regretted even more that the ‘crosses’ had to wind down their activity and leave. But really, what else could they do? His father could buy anyone. Buy or just compel. And he’d done it again, the reptile. Just when the ‘crosses’ had managed to ferret out something they thought was truly significant. It was not less significant for Jan. When he realized that the crosses had finally found some evidence he had felt such joy that he nearly missed sensing another X-Man who also seemed interested in his father. This unknown mutant was far stronger than him, so he dodged away from Jan almost instantly. But still, Jan had heard him.

All at once, recalling the sensation of contact with the consciousness of the stranger, Jan stopped sniveling. Self-reliance and confidence – qualities that Jan lacked – fanned out from the thoughts of the X-Man. Jan felt like this X-Man could become a beloved and faithful friend, and he would no longer have to exist in the contrived little world inside his head.

However, this X-Man had disappeared somewhere, the ‘crosses’ had yielded and packed up their things, and his mother was once again plastered. It was beyond the abilities of a thirteen year old boy to change any of this, even if he did have superpowers.

Jan turned on the television, sensing that in a moment he would once again burst into tears. Just like a girl. He was a feeble, cowardly, weak-willed clump of snot. That last time he couldn’t even hit his father with the frying pan. And he wouldn’t be able to the next time. All he could do was to sit and squeeze out snot.

On the television a mawkish Adonis from asserted that only real men used Bluebeard’s Revenge shaving cream. Squinting dramatically at the camera, the pretty man shaved the thickly lathered bristles from his chin with a rehearsed movement.

And Jan suddenly realized that in the current situation he did have the power to change something.

2.
 

Qui prior est tempore, potiot est jure.

He who is first in time has the strongest claim in law.
 

Flipping her hair onto her head with her hands, the girl turned her back to him, clearly displaying her best side. Her neck was beautiful, but not perfect. Better than Stella’s, but worse than that little baby doll’s from the ‘Crapolition of Special Services’. Oh, how those jokers whined when they received orders to pack up their gear and clear out. The Coalition of Mother-fucking Redesigned United Special Services! Who had come up with such an acronym? Filthy little humans.

“Aren’t you going to help me?” the girl asked him.

He walked up to her from behind and slid the bulky gold chain off her neck. Apparently, this accessory was stylish and cost a considerable amount of money. Humans loved gold, and the human substance of Alexander Soigu also coveted trinkets made from this yellow metal. But right now this substance longed to have sex, whereas the other substance, the one that was concealed inside, longed to rend, to torment, to devour this tanned female body. However, one did not preclude the other. Soigu now knew this to be the truth.

“You’re so big,” said the girl languidly as she turned to face him.

Soigu had not yet killed a single one of his victims in this bathhouse. He’d actually never killed in a bathhouse at all. Like all wild animals, he hunted in the forest. Well, in the forest belt to be exact. But why shouldn’t he deviate from his customary policy?

“Big and strong,” whispered the girl, slipping out of her light dress. “Come here.”

Soigu clasped her, so delicate and fragile, in his embrace. She groaned, trembling from passion. He was also trembling – from passion, lust and hunger. It was decided. He would kill her. Right here, in one of the private suites of the Centralbadet Bathhouse’. He’d kill her…. But first he’d fuck her good and proper.

Grinning, he knocked the girl back onto the table. She stretched towards him in an attempt to kiss him on the lips. He heard her thoughts. She was thinking about the five hundred dollars he’d promised her and at the same time marveling at the passionate desire that had awoken within her. In her opinion, it was ‘unprofessional’, but she couldn’t do anything about it.

Soigu felt the animal forcing its way out. Once he began to change all her desire would flee and she would scream so loudly that the glass would fly out of the windows of the building next door. That meant he needed to kill her now. A pity. He really wanted to satisfy both his desires, and besides, he still hadn’t thought about how he was going to get rid of the body…

“What’s wrong?” asked the girl.

“Nothing,” he panted. “Close your eyes.”

“No no no, there’s something wrong with your face,” said the girl, instinctively inching away from him to the edge of the table.

Her lust was rapidly changing into fear. Soigu hesitated.

“You look strange somehow.”

That was that. Her desire completely disappeared; now she was afraid of him. She was thinking about how to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible. And she no longer gave a rat’s ass about the five hundred dollars.

“I should go,” declared the girl and she shifted away from him, meaning to climb down from the table.

In a flash, Soigu hit her across the face with the back of his hand. The girl fell, smacking her head on the floor.

Catching sight of him in the next second, she couldn’t even scream from terror. Only a pitiful bubbling sound escaped her throat. She tried to wipe away the blood that was running from her broken nose, but her hands disobeyed.

“Don’t scream,” warned the thing, which until quite recently had been Alexander Soigu, in a rumbling bass.

The transformation was not yet complete, but even in this state the monster could startle a person into a dead faint. And that is exactly what happened – the girl simply crumpled, stretched out on the floor. Well then, she wouldn’t die as agonizingly as he would have liked, but it also wouldn’t be as loud as it could be.

Soigu reached for her with his disgusting hand-paws…

STOP!

Surprised, the fiend lost its balance and sank down onto its haunches. Then someone incredibly strong seized Soigu by the scruff of his neck as if he was a puppy and slammed him into the wall.

The monster tossed his head and recovered his footing. Then, slowly stretching his lips into a loathsome smile, he turned towards his guest.

How can you receive me so? The voice again thundered in Soigu’s consciousness.

“Hello. Long time no see,” growled Soigu aloud. “To tell you the truth, I wasn’t expecting you.”

His guest nudged the body of the girl with her foot. She was still unconscious. The guest strolled over the wall where Soigu was standing. This extraordinary woman had two legs, but her arms – there were six of them, and they all trailed harmoniously from her thin, graceful torso.

“Do you so enjoy human speech?” asked the guest.

At that her crimson lips, which stood out so vividly in her ebony face, elongated into a smile that resembled Soigu’s. But despite her evil grin, the woman herself did not look monstrous or deformed. Quite the contrary, her ebony form was captivating and beautiful, especially in comparison to the monstrosity that was Soigu.

“So you do enjoy conversing as a human?” the strange lady asked again.

Now her voice recalled the sound of thousands of tiny bells.

“I enjoy the human world,” snarled Soigu. “And human flesh. I enjoy it in all respects.“

The guest, black as coal, cast a narrow, intent look at the monster that was leaning against the wall. He was indisputably frightened of her, despite his swaggering display – barring his enormous fangs and spreading his curved, sharp-clawed fingers.

“You enjoy it,” nodded the guest. “To take what you want when you want.”

“And how I want,” the monster blurted out, spreading his arms wide.

“I understand,” declared the guest. “And I absolve you of it. But all the same you are going to have to change your way of living.”

“Why all of a sudden?” asked Soigu gutturally.

“Many are observing you,” explained the Black guest. “With your example, you suggest that freedom is without limit, but that is not the case.”

“I live by the laws of two worlds, but I actually exist beyond the bounds of these laws!” the monster snapped. “If this has upset someone – I don’t care.”

The Black guest took one step towards Soigu.

“Every creature wants to live by his own laws. It’s convenient. You travelled to the Middle World on your own, and now – here your abilities lack limits. But what if all my children took liberties and acted as you have? Then the world I prepared for them so long ago would be emptied, which would mean that the balance of the worlds would be undone. And that must not be.”

As if in support of her words, the pitch-black woman thrust forward one of her six arms. The monster Soigu, bellowing with pain, doubled over. He trembled, crossing his arm-paws across his exaggeratedly muscled torso.

“What do you want from me?” Soigu cried out.

His appearance again began to change, but this time in the opposite direction. The features of the monster melted into each other, and the monstrosity gradually gave way to his human visage.

Neither Soigu nor the Black Woman, who were surpassingly occupied with each other, noticed that the girl on the floor had regained consciousness. She watched as the monster, blanketed in flame, knelt before the tall, black figure. She watched as the monster literally began to melt as if it was a large block of wax. However, this liquefied wax quickly formed into something else entirely – the very man who had picked her up an hour ago at Inferno, the very man whom she had desired intensely before he began to turn into a sinister freak of nature. Were all those stories about werewolves really true? Fortunately for her, her fear for her own life was stronger than the atavistic terror that threatened to break free from her throat in an anguished shriek. So she did not scream; instead she cautiously stretched her hand out towards her clothes, which had been thrown off in the fervor of her departed passion, trying not to betray herself by any rustle or whisper.

What…do you…want, Soigu barely managed to say in the tongue of the Begotten of Old. The metamorphosis was complete and he was once again the attractive human man that bore the name Alexander Soigu.

Stop, came the answer of the Black Woman. Don’t be so insatiable.

But I am doing nothing more than taking what is mine, whined Soigu. That which is allotted to me by right.

That right is not yours, objected the Woman. That right is not even given to me. You are taking too many lives. Recall moderation. Be abstemious. And the son, the one you begot on a human woman, should be your first and only child in the Middle World.

At that moment the door slammed shut. It was the girl, who flew like a bullet out of the suite, leaving behind her handbag and her gold chain.

“What did you do?” asked Soigu, his voice cracking. “Because of you she ran away…”

I preserved that which you wanted to destroy, answered the Lady, piercing Soigu with her severe gaze.

“But she saw and heard too much,” Soigu attempted to object.

She couldn’t see anything, declared the Black Guest. Nor could she hear. You shall not kill her, nor shall I. And the other humans also did not see or hear anything – I have taken care of it. Leave them alone.

“As you wish,” wheezed Soigu.

The Black Guest again scorched him with her gaze.

It is my fault that you behave yourself so. I always allowed you more than the others. As I do now. Remain here longer, if you so enjoy being among humans. But remember: I. Warned. You.

With these ‘words’ the Ebony Woman disappeared. Soigu, grinding his teeth from chagrin and pain, sank down to the floor like a sack of peat moss, unable to stand on his legs any longer.

The girl had no recollection of how she got away from the nightmarish creatures. Along the way she appealed to God – something she had never done before – asking him to deliver her from evil spirits and help to save her from persecution. She vowed that if she stayed alive, she would never again use drugs, she would no longer be a prostitute; she would find a normal job and she would live like a normal person…

She came to her senses only when she found herself outside. It was not yet dark, and things no longer seemed so ominous. There were no werewolves with melting skin, no Black Women, nor any other delirious fantasies. There were no steps behind her. It seemed that no one had thought to pursue her.

Another couple of minutes went by while she thought of what she’d lost. There was no doubt about it, the evening had been ill-starred. She had counted on earning five hundred dollars and instead she left behind her gold chain and her favorite Ollgari purse. Her wallet and keys were in that purse. Okay, she’d escaped from that maniac with the molten snout. The keys could be replaced; the purse, chain and money – they were a lost cause. When you got right down to it, the skin trade was one of the world’s most profitable professions. Especially with a body such as hers! She would quickly recoup today’s losses. And all that talk about giving it up was, of course, just an overreaction. All sorts of thoughts cross one’s mind in stressful situations…

The girl noticed an old, beaten up car behind her. It seemed it had been following her for some time, literally on her heels. The girl turned around. Behind the wheel of the trash heap on wheels sat a fairly attractive brunette.

The girl stopped and waited for the car to overtake her.

“Hey, why the hell are you following me?” she asked as soon as the brunette stopped her car two feet away from her.

“Hi there,” said the brunette in reply and cracked open the door.

“Who…who the hell are you?” asked the girl, beginning to seethe.

Dalana swept her curious gaze over the person who had wandered into her net.

Black Woman. Deformed creature. Terrible. Hardly skipped out. Werewolf. Too bad about the money… Dalana heard the chaotic flood of this woman’s thoughts. Well, well, well. And what was this about a Black Woman? She must be none other than a messenger from the Underworld.

He turned, then back again. Black Woman. He hit me. I’m afraid. He wanted to eat me. Oh God, a werewolf! Maybe he was just a lunatic? I’ll begin with cocaine. Black Woman. Afraid. And what does this chick want? What a bucket. She was so terrible. He was terrible. Skin melting right in front of me…

“My, my!” said Dalana softly as she absorbed the thunderous flood of thoughts gushing from the consciousness of the girl. “Did I ever luck out with you. You’re a walking font of information.”

“Are you sick or something?” asked the girl, looking askance at Dalana.

Too bad about the purse. And the money. Fuck me sideways – it’s all gone… And this one, what’s she want from me?

Dalana smiled. She had noticed the blood smeared across the girl’s face. And almost instantly after that she caught the scent of it. She stepped out of the car and blocked the girl’s path. She had to kill her in the car, but not before all the information contained in her pitiful little mind was transferred. So he was a shapeshifter, and what’s more – one from the Underworld. For the first time since she’d landed in Stockholm Dalana thought that eight million dollars might be too little for Mr. Soigu’s life. But she’d return to the subject of her fee later. Until then…

In the meantime, the girl tried to walk around Dalana, but she deftly anticipated the motion and once again placed herself in the girl’s path. The girl was starting to get angry; she was finally shaking free from her fright.

“Get out of my way,” she said.

“Nope,” replied Dalana, shaking her head from side to side.

“Well, what do you want from me?” asked the girl.

“I want to hire you,” said Dalana.

“Oh, so that’s it,” brightened the girl. “Well, that’s different!”

Fear, confusion and all the other emotions that had terrorized the girl in the last half hour instantly yielded to an intense professional interest. However, not without a modicum of curiosity.

She does have really nice clothes on. But it’s so strange – those clothes with that car?

“Do you have enough money?” asked the girl, grinning.

“I do,” Dalana answered.

Now she was very close to the prey. The girl did not notice how Dalana carefully started to herd her towards the open door of the car.

“I get a thousand a night,” said the girl.

Now she was one small step from the womb of the car, which was at the same time an arm’s length from Dalana.

“How long do you want me?”

“Forever,” said Dalana.

And then she broke into a wide smile, displaying all her teeth. Each and everyone one.

3.
 

Hoc erat in fatis.

Thus it was bound by fate.
 

“You are really quite daring, Dee. You drove that junk heap with a corpse in the backseat to the center of Stockholm. Bravo! Even I wouldn’t think to do such a thing.”

Squatting on her haunches next to the spread-eagled corpse of the prostitute, Vasilisa looked like a surrealistic painting come to life. The transmog had finally drained the circulatory system of the murdered girl, whose brittle, fragile body looked even smaller than it had before. As a rule a very hungry vampire could drain its prey dry. Once drained, the victim lost a lot of mass, in a sense drying up like a mummy. The strange thing was that on average one transmogrified vampire killed more humans a year than a Begotten of Old did over the same period of time. Bedeviled by hunger pangs – though even when they weren’t hungry, they were far from restrained – transmogs became insatiable monsters. Their hunger flamed up sooner and it was more difficult to appease. If the transmogs fully possessed the vital potential of the Begotten of Old, the destiny of humanity would be in danger. But, fortunately for humans, transmogs all died sooner or later.

“As for the first part of your observation, in the majority of civilized countries people couldn’t care less what kind of car you have,” replied Dalana. “The obsession with automobiles, as well as a host of other snobbish pretentions, is the domain of the Russians and Americans. Europeans and Asians pay almost no attention to what you drive around in. All the more so if you allow yourself to buy a really expensive suit.”

“Alright, alright, don’t get nasty. I get it. A run-down car…what kind did you steal this time anyway? No one would bother search for it, of course. And thank you for the suit.”

And before Dalana had time to think of a reply, the transmog stepped up to her and, as a sign of gratitude, pecked her on the cheek.

“I’m going to go try it on,” said Vasilisa and she walked off to the bedroom.

And concerning your second point, Dalana switched to mental dialogue, when I bought the suit she was still alive. Just in a trance. I broke her neck when I got to the building’s front door. Or do you have something against that? Did you want to kill her yourself?

Touché! answered Vasilisa from the bedroom. I thank you both for the clothes and for dinner.

“Goody,” growled Dalana aloud. “And where is your tom?”

“She’s a queen, not a tom. She’s here on the bed. She’s finished playing for the day – she’s still little.”

And here I was thinking that you’d eaten her.

Dalana simply couldn’t resist teasing the girl.

Not funny, snapped the transmog.

Even though she honestly believed that she had a sparkling sense of humor, Vasilisa rarely understood or accepted jokes directed at herself.

She appeared in the living room a moment later, dressed in a dark blue suit and pretty as a picture.

“So, how do I look?”

“You look wonderful,” said Dalana.

“Thank you,” Vasilisa smiled. “I finally feel like a lady. And not like a beggar…”

“Don’t get too relaxed,” warned Dalana. “We still have to get rid of that.”

And she pointed to the desiccated girl lying on the floor.

“Should we summon Gal again?” asked the transmog.

“Indeed we should not,” spat Dalana. “We’ll manage.”

Of course, before she had snapped the unfortunate prostitute’s neck and fed her to Vasilisa, Dalana had put the girl into a trance and completely mastered her consciousness. Everything was falling into place with the shapeshifter Soigu. The pictures she’d drawn from the girls’ primitive consciousness, though graphic, were extremely telling. And Dalana was definitely concerned about that enigmatic Black Lady…

“But what will we do with her?” asked Vasilisa with bewilderment.

“We’ll tie her up in a bag and dump her,” explained Dalana. “In the Norrstrom River.”

“In the Norrstrom?” asked the transmog.

“Well, we could just toss her into the water off Nybrokjan and the Radisson Hotel,” said Dalana with slight irritation. “Or just opposite the Grand Hotel so that half of Stockholm sees us. Or even better, we could display her in the stairwell.”

Vasilisa burst into laughter.

“Great idea,” the transmog said.

“Bring the garment bag out here,” Dalana ordered sternly.

While Vasilisa, huffing noisily, stuffed the remains of her repast into the garment bag, Dalana tried to recall everything she knew about the kun-musa – a race of shapeshifting Begotten of Old who resided in the dark palaces of the Underworld. That is, this band of malicious man-eaters that could transform their loathsome native visages were called the kun-musa in Dalana’s homeland. Alexander Soigu appeared to be just such a creature.

Like many of the spawn of the Underworld, the kun-musa were not held in esteem by the rest of the Begotten of Old. In the Beginning, all the ‘underworlders’ had been forbidden to pass beyond the boundaries of their domain, but Dalana was aware of a great many instances when that ancient interdiction had been transgressed. Among the rebels who dared to oppose the taboo were the kun-musa – humanoid leviathans covered in fur or in scales, with powerful jaws and claws as sharp as razors. These creatures were, in a certain sense, invulnerable because of their astonishing regenerative capabilities. The mutilated flesh of a kun-mus healed instantly, which eliminated almost any possibility of a fatal injury. It is no wonder that Soigu with enviable fortitude endured bullet wounds from sniper rifles, car explosions and other contrivances of hired ‘hatchetmen’. The kun-musa also did not fear fire. They were able to hold their breath for a long time and were noted for their pathological aggressiveness. Obviously, they only became man-eaters once they had broken through the boundaries of the Middle World. Each individual cell of a kun-mus was able to imitate other cells and, as an aggregate of all these cells, the entire organism could do likewise. They possessed cunning and elusive minds, and they preferred to take on the appearance one of the most prolific creatures in the Middle World – humans, and even their own wives, human women, often did know the truth about their spouses. If such shapeshifters begat children the gender of the infant determined its subsequent fate in the Middle World. Girls inherited the monstrous appearance of their fathers and for obvious reason always became pariahs among humans. Boys were a bit luckier – they acquired the human appearance of their mothers, as was the case with Soigu’s son. However, both the daughters and the sons of the kun-musa inherited a series of boons from the Begotten of Old, including access to the Underworld, the native haven of their fathers. Further, upon reaching adulthood, the half-bloods could choose where they would live. There was not a direct correlation between the aggressive tendency towards cannibalism and the half-blood’s gender – quite the contrary, these tendencies were absolutely individual. The kun-musa were unbelievably strong even in their human guises, and their astonishingly developed minds made these brutes deadly opponents. But they were not immortal. There did exist a means of getting rid of Soigu. And this means was known to Dalana. Regrettably, it required considerable expense on her part, and that meant that the customer would have to pay extra, which in turn meant that Dalana would have to contact Star once more. However, this time she hoped to confine the contact to a coded message played on ‘Glamour FM’. There was an additional ‘tariff’ for the murder of a kun-mus – Dalana generously added another two million to the previous figure so as to make it a nice round sum. She considered her demand entirely just. When it came down to it, Dalana was certain that she was the only one of her profession who would be able to destroy this fairly brazen beast from the Underworld. But that gratification was far from cheap, and the customer should foot the bill. Now all she had to do was wait for evening show ‘Djinn’, then she would have two listeners called Kun and Mus call in a request for a ‘A Million Scarlet Roses’ twice – at the beginning and end of the show. All this idiocy was naturally addressed to Star, who would get in touch with the client and inform him of the new terms of the deal in view of recently discovered circumstances. The client, of course, might well decide to be tight-fisted and to reject Dalana’s offer. In that case, the shapeshifter could run rampant through the Middle World for all she cared, but Dalana would happily fly off to Canada together with the money received from Vasilisa and the advance paid for Soigu. But the hand could be dealt the other way as well – the client might agree to the price hike and Dalana would have to implement a fantastically complicated combination of plays so that all the cards fell her way. In both scenarios, however, it made sense to take care of her exit strategies. She needed documents – a passport and a Canadian visa, or some combination of passports and visas. Dalana had thought long and hard about it and decided to turn to Victor for help after all. She had already sent him an email asking for his assistance ten minutes ago. The reply came almost immediately. Naturally, Victor would help. Not personally, of course, but through a Courier. The very same one from the Upper world that would take her money to Canada. Everything would be fast, dependable and secure. The best assistance is assistance rendered in time. Dalana bit her lip. She’d had to ask for help far too often in recent days – the transmogs, the forest Edzen, Gal, and now Victor… Somehow from the very start everything had gone out of control. She’d never had such difficulties before. The devil take these international intelligence agencies! They were like a giant octopus, and everywhere you looked – they had a tentacle…

“Ready,” proclaimed Vasilisa, ostentatiously lifting the load. “And it’s not too heavy.”

“That’s great,” answered Dalana. “Because you’re going to carry it. Oh, and put on a wig. So we can avoid any unwanted attention.”

“That monstrous red thing again?” said the transmog. “I won’t put it on. I categorically refuse to wear it. It makes my head sweat.”

“I don’t care – you don’t have to put the red one on,” said Dalana, relenting. “Try the shorter one. The blonde.”

“The one that’s ‘ala Roxie Hart’?”

“That’s the one,” said Dalana, slightly surprised. “How do you know about Broadway musicals?”

“Well, I saw the movie,” declared Vasilisa with a hint of haughtiness. “Don’t take me for an idiot. Everyone knows about Chicago

“Okay,” muttered Dalana, exasperated. “Put on the wig and let’s go. We need to get this done quickly.”

It took several minutes to transform Vasilisa into a bobbed blonde. Then they went down to the car. They put the ‘package’ in the trunk, and then Dalana sat behind the wheel and opened a road map she had bought earlier.

“I never thought,” began the Begotten of Old, chuckling, “that I’d need such a thing. It always seemed to me that I knew this city pretty well. After all, I used to come here often.”

“It’s been over fifty years since you’ve been here – I’m surprised you recognize anything,” remarked Vasilisa reasonably. “There’s been a ton of changes. But if we want to toss this load into the river with minimum risk of being noticed, then I think we’re better off getting onto the Folkungagatan. We cam dump the body under the bridge.”

“I’m beginning to feel like a geographical cretin,” admitted Dalana as she turned on the car. “But why under the bridge?”

“Oh, there was this nightclub not too far from there,” the transmog said, fluttering her hand in the air wistfully. “A private club, close to the bridge; what a wild place it was, filled with those who lived on the edge…just the type that no one would miss. I used to hunt so gloriously there.”

Vasilisa dreamily ran her tongue over her fangs.

“I’d pick someone up and lead them to the lonely, empty spaces near the water with the pretense of wandering along the shore by moonlight. You know, romance…and then I suck out the last drop of their blood and drop the body in the river. No one ever spotted me!”

“Now you get to repeat all that. Just without the romance,” Dalana said sarcastically.

“Why don’t we just toss it in the trash?” asked Vasilisa.

“We could easily part ways, and then you can do as you wish,” threatened Dalana. “You can toss her in the trash. Hell, you can even go back to your home and toss her in the herb garden for all I care.”

“I don’t have a home anymore,” Vasilisa grumbled sullenly and retreated into herself.

Seizing the opportunity for some breathing room, Dalana again turned her thoughts to the kun-mus Soigu. Even though he was strong and cunning, the target could be killed – he could be poisoned. Not by arsenic or cyanide or anything like that, but by a certain poison that Dalana still had to obtain.

Dalana turned on the radio and just barely tuned it to the station ‘Glamour FM’. Just in time – she came in at the end of the program called ‘Djinn’, an all request show.

“…What do you know,” the host said through monstrous amounts of static. “Yet another listener has left us a request on our website. He’s asked that we play ‘A Million Scarlet Roses’ at the end of our broadcast, performed by that unfading rose, that prima donna of the Soviet and Russian stage, Alla Pugacheva! Time goes by, but you are in as high demand as ever. This is for you, Mus!”

“What, have they gone out of their minds?” muttered Vasilisa indignantly and she reached for the radio with the obvious intention of changing the station.

“Leave it,” ordered Dalana.

“Whatever,” said the girl, shrugging her shoulders.

The glance she bestowed upon the Begotten of Old was definitely insulting, but Dalana was concentrating on more serious problems and didn’t notice. Most of all she worried about the unknown individual from the bathhouse – the woman with the black skin who’d frightened the unfortunate prostitute no less than the shapeshifter had. Who could this be? Or rather, who would be interested in a kun-mus that had escaped from the Underworld?

“Listen, Dee…”

Dalana resolved to be distracted for a while from her dilemma.

“I’m listening,” said Dalana.

“I just wanted to ask…well, I more or less understand about these Edzeni and Khans. Then there are humans and creatures like me and those like you, but…are there any others that exist?”

“On this earth there live such a vast quantity of different creations that even I get lost when it comes to matters of classification,” Dalana replied. “There are mortals and immortals; there are even certain creatures that are halfmortal. There are creatures of every kind.”

“Well, sure,” the transmog said “Anthropomorphic and zoomorphic, carnivores and herbivores, chordates and invertebrates… I suppose there are even creatures in the intestinal tract. But are there any you could not master?”

“Yes, I’m up to my ears in them,” admitted Dalana.

“And what would you do if you suddenly came across one of them?”

“First I’d have to come across them, and then I’d have to see,” said Dalana laconically.

“But you made quick work of that troll,” said Vasilisa pensively. “It’s all strange somehow …”

“Even though I am not listening in on your thoughts, I can predict what you’ll say next,” said Dalana, smirking. “You thirst for blood. Well, you will get it.”

“When?” demanded Vasilisa. “When will you bring me the head of that bitch?”

“Haste makes waste. And also, don’t count on me to actually bring you her head. It’s too bothersome and unsanitary.”

“Don’t worry, that was a figure of speech,” said the transmog. “I just want her die as soon as possible.”

“I know,” nodded Dalana, unable to find a more meaningful response.

Now that the identification of Soigu had been successfully completed, it was time to deal with that beauty from CRUSS. What Vasilisa did not know was that Marisa Sukhostat had less than twenty-four hours to live. Dalana had no desire to please the girl ahead of time. According to her masterful plan, Special Agent Sukhostat would be led to Sergels Torg tomorrow at ten in the morning with the assistance of the suggestible agent and the communication channel that Dalana had charmed out of the fortuneteller. This comprised the first and most important part of Dalana’s plan – to draw the target into a populated area. The crowds of people, the mass of traffic, the profusion of shops, the tourists, drug dealers and demonstrators, the commotion… Any unfortunate incident, from a car crash to an industrial disaster, could theoretically be written into the confines of such a place.

“Turn there,” said Vasilisa, as they crossed the bridge. “Drive in there behind the trees.”

They got rid of the evidence in a matter of seconds. Usually indolent and careless, Vasilisa displayed her true agility. With a barely audible splash the garment bag, weighed down with the girl’s remains and a sufficient number of rocks, sank to the bottom of the river. The black deeps of the river once again concealed all traces of the vampire’s crime.

“Well, that’s it – I’m so over her,” announced the transmog as she came back to the car. “A surprisingly deserted place, isn’t it? You can’t really find many such places in the center anymore.”

Dalana started the car and turned the radio up as high as it would go.

“…and with you once again, it’s me, Romeo D’Armagnac.” Dalana heard the familiar voice of the DJ. “It’s great that our listeners haven’t forgotten about the Soviet stage. It was considered glamorous and stylish in its time. But nothing is forever, and I personally love ‘ABBA’, which had its own beautiful moment. We’re listening to our glamorous Swedish quartet and their timeless hit, ‘I Do’.”

Dalana smiled slightly – Star was in its element. Everything it did was quirky, but it was done without delay. She had her answer. The client was agreeable and had accepted the new terms. Now if – or rather when – everything went well, Dalana would be richer not by five million dollars, but by seven million dollars. She thought it might be nice to take the longest vacation of her career. Canada – Quebec, Ottawa… But all that would happen much later, and right now she had to earn her extra pay. Tonight Dalana was going to have to get her hands dirty and become acquainted with the Stockholm sewage system. The extra couple of million would smell especially vile.

“Hey, let’s kick back, have some fun,” Vasilisa suggested all of a sudden.

“What?” replied Dalana quizzically as she returned to reality.

“Let’s stop by a club.”

“No,” barked Dalana. “I’ve had enough of the local clubs.”

Vasilisa dove in for the kill.

“This is an ordinary human club. Listen, I’m serious, let’s have a little fun, what do you say? You’ll like it, I’m sure. It’s a very posh place! I haven’t actually been there often but when I have, I’ve had a lot of fun – it’s called ‘Retro’. They usually play music from the forties and fifties, but they play music from before and after as well. Let’s go!”

“You’re deranged,” laughed Dalana. “There’s a search going on for you – have you forgotten?”

“They’re searching for you too,” retorted the transmog.

“Quite so. You said it. That’s just it. But it’s alright for me – in nine out of ten situations I’d be able to escape. As for you, I highly doubt it. Or do you naively assume that I will risk myself again to save your inquisitive butt?”

“Fuck it! If I have to die, I want to die where there’s music,” Vasilisa exclaimed cheerfully. “Of course they’re searching for us, but I doubt they’ll be searching for us there. Don’t worry – the place is too high-class. And in this wig I don’t even look like myself.”

“You’re not being very persuasive,” Dalana said as she shook her head.

“Oh, come on,” begged the girl. “Just for a couple of hours, to dance and unwind. Hey, by the way, this is very nearly the only club where they play all the John Kander classics!”

Dalana’s eyes caught fire.

“Kander?” she repeated.

“Yes!” said Vasilisa victoriously, instantly guessing that she had cut Dalana to the quick. “From Chicago, and New York, New York and even Cabaret!”

Dalana mused. The twentieth century had brought into her life, as it had into the lives of many Begotten of Old, a flurry of delight mixed in equal measure with despair. Not a single preceding era had passed by so desperately and at the same time so cheerfully. Dalana had transplanted herself to the USA by that time, so she had seen it all and remembered much of it. That gingerbread city, Hollywood, had sprung up before her eyes; Prohibition had appeared then disappeared; the Great Depression oppressed then evaporated; Henry Ford set up his first assembly line…The smell and taste of ardent American blood, gangland chic and the international film beau-monde, who burned through their lives to the jazz improvisations of dark-skinned enchanters – those were the symbols of the first half of the twentieth century in the United States, far away from wars, hunger, poverty and ruin. Dalana longed for those times with an ache that was beyond measure. However, it had to change eventually. Still, even up to the beginning of the eighties America had seemed to Dalana like the best place on Earth.

“So you love John Kander, do you?” she asked Vasilisa. “And what about your patriotism? You’re just so Russian, aren’t you? You’d wander round in old felt boots, touting the virtues of bast shoes, and then suddenly – Kander…”

“Don’t be so rigid,” Vasilisa frowned. “Patriotism has its place, but I adore everything that’s made in Hollywood and on Broadway. There are pluses as well as minuses everywhere – that’s what you need to remember. ‘Life is a cabaret.’ It’s not all high-gloss and glamour.”

Vasilisa may have been woven from contradictions, at times irritating, at times entertaining, but she remained true to herself. Dalana smiled genially.

“So then, where is your Retro located?” she asked.

“That means we’re going?” The girl lit up like a Christmas tree.

“It seems we’re both deranged,” Dalana grinned in reply. “Where should I go from here?”

“I’ll tell you where to go. Just park at least fifty meters away or we won’t pass face control because of this piece of scrap metal. They have a dress code too, but on that score I’m not worried.”

“I should say so,” said Dalana.

“Do you have money on you?” asked the transmog.

Dalana nodded.

“Excellent. But I want to warn you,” Vasilisa said, winking slyly. “I dance brilliantly. I’m a natural. Rock-n-roll, the twist…but my show stopper is the Charleston. So, get ready to be obscured by my shadow.”

“Would you believe that – she’s giving me notice!” Dalana snorted. “I was dancing the Charleston in the early twentieth century when you were huddled in your frost bound cellars hiding from terrorists!”

“I’m a natural I tell you – dancing is in my nature!” grinned Vasilisa. “Get ready, my dear, to be number two this evening.”

“And you should get ready to make an ass of yourself in public,” Dalana replied playfully.

“We’ll see who will outdance whom,” said the transmog.

Dalana spluttered pertly in reply. Ever since she’d come to Stockholm she had not had a single normal evening. But as Pandora said in days gone by – Life is full small surprises.



 
  



CHAPTER EIGHT
 

1.
 

Science benefits when its wings are sheathed in invention.
 

Michael Faraday
 

Marisa nervously stroked the steering wheel, fighting a losing battle to conceal the agitation and excitement that was sweeping through her.

For over an hour she and Volsky had been sitting in her car, parked in front of his home, talking about all sorts of nonsense. Two grown people, they were talking about one thing and at the same time thinking about something entirely different. Both obstinate creatures, neither of them wanted to make the first move. Marisa was quite dispirited by this because Volsky, the ladies man who had seduced two-thirds of the women of the Coalition, was now behaving like a blushing virgin on her first date. Quite like she herself was behaving. But then Marisa had loads of time to thoroughly forget what physical intimacy with a man was like. She’d encountered a question online today that seemed particularly apt: ‘How many partners have you had over the past year?’ Marisa Sukhostat could easily reply with her hand over her heart, “Not even one. Just like the year before.”

God, what a day today, thought Marisa as she examined the dashboard of her car.

Around eight o’clock Bumblebee had suddenly felt queasy. Judging from his greenish face, the boy was properly ill.

“It’s nothing more than that battered perch coming back to haunt you,” quipped Arvid in his usual manner. “I’ve been telling you for a long time: don’t gobble up so much fish.”

But Bumblebee, that enthusiast of repartee, contrary to the universal expectation, did not reply to the jest of his sarcastic colleague, but only weakly nodded his head in reply and became even paler.

Volsky sent Bumblebee home without hesitation. He had just left headquarters when the buzzer from security went off. Volsky reacted to their message with amazement – a courier service had delivered a parcel addressed to agent Bumblebee.

A short while later Marisa, Volsky and their coworkers were staring at a small package. Besides the logo of a well-known courier service, there was a note written directly on the package in a painstaking hand – ‘To Agent Bumblebee, from a friend.’

“The day has been full of surprises,” said Volsky as he picked up the package. “And the night seems to be as well. What do you think, should we open it?”

After a brief discussion, the agents decided to open the odd package. Inside was an electric shaver.

“It’s a Shpilips tender shave,” Arvid said when he saw it. “The latest model. It costs an unbelievable amount of dough. I’ve been saving up for one of these for half a year.”

Not waiting for Volsky’s reaction, Arvid took the case in his hands and quickly extracted from it the stylish, matte black object. The small cylinder obediently fit in his hand.

“Brilliant!” Arvid exclaimed delightedly. “It conforms exactly the shape of my palm. Just like it’s alive!”

“Are you actually crazy, or is it just me?” asked Marisa.

Genaro glanced doubtfully at the shaver.

“I wonder who sent our Bumblebee such a rich gift?”

“People, are you blind or something?” asked Volsky. “What, you don’t see? It’s used!”

Upon inspection Volsky’s insightful words proved true – the shaver was definitely second hand.

“Who the hell would send Bumblebee a used shaver?” Graham asked indignantly. “It’s still full of someone else’s hair! Freaking weirdo!”

“Perhaps our Bumblebee is a covert fetishist?” suggested Arvid.

The agents laughed, and even Marisa was unable to contain her smile.

“Graham, you put the question the wrong way,” said Volsky, loud enough that it forced everyone to quiet down. “The question isn’t who
sent it, though I’d also like to find that out, the most important question right now is, whose hair is that? Are you all up to speed?”

“So, whose is it?” asked Marishka.

“Soigu’s,” replied Pavel and he grinned wolfishly.

Arvid was the first to say what they were all thinking.

“How can you be sure that this is definitely Soigu’s stubble?”

“Yeah, Pavel,” Genaro said, nodded in agreement. “In my opinion this time you’ve overdone yourself a bit with the abstract reasoning.”

“Explain your point of view,” demanded Stefan.

“Let’s all just write off my phenomenal intuition and the professional instinct of the best special agent of the Coalition,” said Pavel with a hint of gentle narcissism. “Don’t torment me with questions; let’s just get this matter into Krook’s hands ASAP. I feel like we are only two steps away from success, and we can’t afford to waste time.”

The shaver was promptly sent to Krook for analysis. Once she got past her initial doubt, Marisa wasn’t at all suspicious of Volsky’s hypothesis. And once she accepted it, she was overcome by a hybrid emotion. On the one hand Marisa was even more proud of Volsky, and she admired him more and more, but on the other hand she was vexed by the thought that it was not she who had first hit upon such a brilliant guess.

But now, sitting in her car, Marisa felt her physiology slowly but surely gaining on her vanity. She could spit on the fact that Pavel happened to be more inventive than her. Marisa just passionately desired this man, but she was afraid to confess her feelings to him, so her desire blazed ever more intensely.

After they had dealt with the contents of the mysterious package, the evening of surprises did not come to a close. Pavel’s car would not start. Pissed off, Volsky kept turned the key in the ignition, grinding the engine in his frenzy, but the car only sputtered and growled and would not budge.

“Leave it,” Marisa said. “I’ll take you home.”

And now they were two steps away from Pavel’s apartment, desperately wasting valuable time discussing the weather.

“You know, there’s a new genre in mass-market fiction,” announced Marisa, still not looking away from her dashboard. “It’s called homo-fantasy.”

“Uh huh, or crap-fantasy,” Pavel snorted. “Why are you suddenly talking about books?”

“It’s just that Papa sent over a new selection today,” she said, grappling with her shaky voice. “Fifteen books. I’ve been ordered to read them. So far I’ve managed to glance at the back covers.”

“And did you find anything worthwhile?”

“There’s nothing worthwhile. Homosexual vampires in the modern metropolis.”

“I think you can risk limiting yourself to reading just the back covers,” advised Volsky, frowning in distaste.

His tone didn’t sound at all tender, nor even friendly. Perhaps Marisa was waiting in vain for him to make some kind of move. Perhaps his interest in her had already faded. Or maybe there never was any interest.

“I didn’t know that you were a homophobe,” Marisa said out of pique.

“I’m not a homo, and I’m not a phobe,” sniffed Pavel. “I’m an ordinary guy. I just can’t stand Goldberg always forcing us to read all this trash.”

An ordinary guy! thought Marisa vehemently. Then why do you sit there like a statue?

“Experience is a great thing,” continued Volsky. “Theory is nothing. But Papa with his old school ways doesn’t always understand that.”

“You know, I should really go,” Marisa said, having finally succumbed to the inevitable. “Have a good night.”

“Wait,” said Pavel unexpected tenderness.

Then he rested his hand on Marisa’s knee. She trembled, helpless to check the emotions that engulfed her. She finally shifted her gaze to Pavel.

“Last time I screwed everything up,” said Volsky. “But this time I won’t let you go. You and I are the best, do you understand that? If Krook confirms my hypothesis tomorrow …and I am sure that he will….all that will remain for us to do is put the pieces together and take Soigu into custody…”

“He might evade us,” Marisa objected weakly, thrilled at Pavel’s gaze.

“I really doubt that’ll happen. Anyway, I’m sure it’ll work out, though my boys have never raided a place like his on their own. I’ll be going with them to arrest him. By God, I will not deprive myself of the bliss of slapping handcuffs on him.”

Marisa was examining Volsky without any embarrassment at all. He was a smug turkey, but oh how fine he looked in the heat of his ambition!

“The first werewolf of my career,” said Pavel dreamily. “But far from the last, I think.”

Marisa realized that it was time to take matters into her own hands.

“Volsky, why do I want you so badly?” she breathed ardently. “Here you sit and go on about how you are going to get Soigu, while I’m just sitting here wanting you and getting even more turned on by your words…”

Volsky impetuously pressed against Marisa and covered her lips with his own. After some time they drew apart.

“I know what you are thinking right now,” said Volsky gruffly. “That all men are dogs.”

“That’s obvious,” said Marisa voluptuously. “But I’m a little too preoccupied at the moment to care…”

“But all the same you must admit,” Pavel interrupted her, still pressing her firmly against his muscular torso. “The sleight of hand with the car was pretty clever.”

Marisa needed a moment to comprehend and process what he had said.

“Let’s go inside,” she said, smiling invitingly. “That’s enough talk for tonight.”

While Marisa and Pavel were abandoning themselves to passion, forgetting about everything else on earth, another individual was as far as could possibly be from the delights of love.

Alexander Soigu, who’d returned home to his country retreat, was in the most abominable mood.

At home everything was the same: Stella was in alcoholic oblivion below, while Jan slept with troubled dreams above. The servants were in their rooms. The Sentinel, who could always be counted on, guarded its master’s lands.

Soigu locked himself in his study, rejoicing in the fact that at this late hour none of his family or staff, who had all become repulsive to him, would infringe upon his repose.

So, he had overplayed his hand. He had shed his fear. He had transgressed the boundaries of what was permissible. So She reckoned.

And now She was watching every step he took. The unpleasantness with those Chaldeans in the Coalition seemed like the stinging of a mosquito compared to her constant regard.

Of course, he could leave. He could change his appearance. Or if he wanted to call things by their proper names, he had the ability to replace his human shell. Once he did CRUSS would never find him. Neither could the FSB, the CIA, the FBI, or even the infamous Mossad. Alexander Soigu had the ability to conceal himself, to disappear without a trace from any intelligence agency, even the most sophisticated and powerful.

But he didn’t have the faintest clue how to hide from Her. From the Black Mother.

The trouble was that it was impossible to hide from the Black Mother.

But it was possible to fight for his existence here in the human world. To defend and assert his right to live the way he desired. And he could give a toss for all those interdictions and human laws. It was obvious that they were not written for him.

Something else was also obvious: he was still going to have to replace his body. The human shell by the name of Alexander Soigu had outlived its usefulness. It had served its purpose. He would find a new one. Even better, even handsomer, even more convenient.

And he would begin a new life.

Chances were he’d have to kill his dear wife, Stella. Just like Soigu’s body, Stella was already past her expiration date. Well what else? Dealing with the servants would be simple – he’d just kill them all quickly. He’d send the Sentinel home. He could leave the house as it was. Or maybe he should tear it down. Soigu decided to return to that issue later.

Soigu still did not know how he should deal with Jan. Ultimately the decision depended heavily on Jan’s conduct. If the boy made the right choice, they would start a new life together. If not, well, then, alas and alack…

However, he would deal with all of that once he’d organized a farewell supper for those officious little humans from CRUSS. A very merry little farewell supper.

Soigu settled down to think about the specifics of the forthcoming enterprise. His man on the inside was industriously reporting any changes in the investigation, so Soigu didn’t have to worry about the specifics of how and when his arrest would happen.

There was one thing Soigu didn’t know about yet. He didn’t know that several hours ago his favorite shaver, a recently released Shpilips, had furtively disappeared from his house. He didn’t know, but he would soon.

2.
 

That which does not kill us makes us stronger.

Friedrich Nietzsche
 

It seemed that the uncanny stench that permeated the sewage system could kill any living creature.

But Dalana knew that this façade was a lie. The sewage system was alive. It lived its own individual life, kept secret from outside eyes under the weight of asphalt and the veil of noisome darkness.

Thanks to her impeccable vision, Dalana was able to observe how the disgusting grey-green slime slid down the walls. The slime was not hazardous to Dalana. Naturally, this repulsively squishy substance was toxic, but here in the depths of the Stockholm sewage system dwelled creatures that were far more poisonous and dangerous.

At this late hour Dalana was trying to encounter one of these creatures. Really, it was the extra two million dollars that had forced her to take such a step.

The past day had been far too eventful. Fortunately, Dalana effortlessly held within her mind the entire series of events, masterfully coming up with new decisions and conclusions as the situations arose. The only thing that Dalana stubbornly refused to think about was the Black Woman. Even though she was exceedingly interested in the identity of Soigu’s odd guest, she regarded this question as secondary to her other occupations.

After dancing at the club – where Dalana, regardless of the din and the overarching atmosphere of enervation there, managed to think over the details of tomorrow’s plan to kill Marisa – it was necessary to return to the matter of the kun-mus Soigu or rather, to the matter of finding an expedient and effective way of killing him.

A kun-mus could be incinerated. Unfortunately for Dalana, only with the assistance of a controlled flame, that is to say – with the direct involvement of Gal. Dalana found it unlikely that she would be able to enlist Gal’s aid yet again, even if she could convince him of the necessity, which was also unlikely.

It was also possible to drown a kun-mus, but again, only with the assistance of the Noyan of the Water Element – Ukha Loson. Dalana couldn’t imagine how she would come to an agreement with the Khan of Water and besides, there were no natural reserves of water in the immediate vicinity of Soigu’s lair.

Thus, only one surefire means of destroying a kun-mus remained to her – she must poison him. Sadly, very few poisons would be lethal for a shapeshifter, especially one as strong as Soigu apparently was. There was only one that would definitely work, but it wasn’t for sale, not even on the black market. Dalana had no other option for procuring the poison than to get it herself.

So now the Begotten of Old was shuffling along, up to her knees in fetid water, endeavoring to find the source of the poison she needed.

In the pocket of her jeans, which Dalana bought specifically for the trip through the sewers, was a small, opaque container made of an impervious material.

Dalana hoped she would find the source soon. A similar attempt of Dalana’s in the London sewers had been crowned with success. True, that was nearly one hundred years ago and in London, not Stockholm, and of course at that time she had no need for the poison at all, which was always the case, wasn’t it? But on the other hand, in what way did the Stockholm sewage system differ from London’s? It was a smaller, not as roomy, but they had the same stench, the same gloom, the exact same slime on the walls, and one hundred years is only an impressive amount of time by human standards…. Really, the need for the poison was just a minor detail.

Suddenly Dalana detected movement behind her. She turned around just in time to grab a twisting one and a half meters of serpent, which surged up out of the sewage in an attempt to bite the scruff of Dalana’s neck with its formidable fangs. The serpent was incredibly slippery and elusive. Its scaly body desperately resisted capture, and Dalana was called upon to squeeze the flesh of the creature more firmly.

Furiously snapping its razor sharp fangs, which were curved like scimitars, the beast suddenly yanked its vigorous tail out of the water and turned out to be yet another meter longer. The serpent’s tail struck Dalana in the face with a sweeping, scathing blow that cut deeply into her cheek and the bridge of her nose. Unable to keep her balance under this onslaught, Dalana fell into the pestilent slurry with a resounding splash.

In the fraction of a second before the filth devoured Dalana, she managed to close her mouth, squeeze her eyes shut and clench her hand into a viselike stranglehold that deprived the beast of any hope for escape. Blowing air out though her nostrils, Dalana sank into the morass, but she immediately drew in her knees and with inhuman strength pushed off from the floor, compelling her body into an upright position once again. At the same time, growling wrathfully, she spun the creature in the air and launched it like a shot-put into the gloom of the tunnel. Reeling from pain and fear, the serpent flew several meters and hit the wall with a smacking sound. Then it slithered down into the muck, stunned and unable to slip away.

Dalana rubbed the back of her hand across her face with antipathy. The wound the creature had inflicted on her burned, but that did not worry the Begotten of Old. Her immune system could repel any of the infections swimming here.

In the meantime, the beast was clearly coming to its senses. Dalana jumped towards it as swiftly as lightening, bridging the distance that separated them in a single bound, and grabbed its slippery body with both her hands.

It was time to bring a different kind of force to bear on the creature.

Submit! commanded Dalana.

The creature began to squirm less violently, but its aggression still resisted giving way to its fear of a being that was clearly more powerful.

Submit or you will perish!

To reinforce her command, Dalana lightly squeezed the puny brain of the creature with the strength of her own thoughts. This expedient, already tested on thousands of primitive minds, did the trick. When she had been in the London sewer, at this point Dalana had quickly polished off the beast, but today Dalana needed the scaly serpent alive.

Mine is…to agree.

It instantly went limp in Dalana’s hands. But Dalana was not about to release her captive.

What is…to need yours? asked the creature dispiritedly.

Dalana relaxed her grip, but she still held the creature at arm’s length and kept a watchful eye on its dangerous tail.

Mine is to do all! said the beast.

Dalana grinned. Now they could talk business. But she would not forget her wariness, not even for a second.

Marisa opened her eyes and looked at the clock. Eight in the morning, what a fine state of affairs! She’d overslept. And she supposed that she would have continued to sleep even longer if not for the annoying sound that woke her. On the bedside table a small computer was buzzing assiduously, trying to get Marisa’s attention.

“The morning mail,” grumbled Marisa and she stretched out her hand towards the device.

The email came from an unknown sender who informed her that he or she needed to meet with Marisa on a matter of some urgency – the sender had information concerning her fugitive vampire. Really now, yet another nameless well-wisher? Maybe it was the same one? Or was it just the usual bullshit?

A skeptic by nature, in such situations Marisa was always inclined to favor choice number three. And she would have had no problem regarding this as someone’s practical joke if it weren’t for one thing – this was a ‘dedicated channel’, an email address known exclusively to Marisa’s informants. This was the exact channel of communication that the deceased Zemfira had used to get in touch with her. Consequently, the unknown person’s information might actually be genuinely important.

She needed to hurry. In two hours person X would be waiting for Special Agent Sukhostat at Sergels Torg.

When she got to her car, Marisa remembered what had happened with Pavel. They had parted only a few hours ago, in the small hours of the night. Exhausted and worn out by the passionate sex, Marisa had nonetheless managed to leave Pavel’s apartment. She had covered her departure by claiming insomnia that allegedly tormented her if she spent the night in a bed other than her own.

Pavel could not conceal his frustration. He had hoped that Marisa would spend the entire night with him. But she was adamant in her decision and there was nothing Volsky could do but acquiesce.

Now – with a more or less clear head – Marisa attempted to analyze recent developments. Volsky truly was an excellent lover and in no way did he disappoint her expectations. He did not make superfluous gestures before, he did not speak nonsense during, and he did not badger with questions after. Last night’s sex had probably been the best in Marisa Sukhostat’s life.

And yet…Marisa had fled from Volsky. Because all that inclination, admiration and awe she had felt for Pavel had evaporated with her last convulsive orgasm. It was as if she had received something she had wanted for so long and the moment she got it she realized that she would cease needing it from this day forward. Moreover, when Pavel had tried to kiss her goodbye, Marisa had shivered with antipathy. Volsky had thought she was shivering for an entirely different reason. Needless to say, happy are those who do learn the underlying causes of things. Or maybe it was just the opposite: Those who learn the truth instantly should be considered happy. Marisa thought about this for a while then decided that it was a matter of opinion, a personal preference that each individual resolved in his own way.

However, why dance around it? She’d got what she wanted from Pavel, and now she would have to tell him that she had no more use for him as a lover. Yes, in all likelihood that was exactly what she would have to tell him.

Not a woman, but a bitch of a she-wolf, Marisa cynically thought about herself as she bared her teeth at her own reflection in the rear-view mirror. The reflection did not fail to grin in reply.

Marisa parked her car close to the pedestrian stairs that led down to the Platten, the huge sunken plaza. The unknown sender of the email had promised to meet her at her car.

That works for me, my dear fellow, thought Marisa, yawning. I’ll just wait here until you come, if you plan on coming at all.

Dalana had an excellent view of Marisa’s approaching car from her improvised shelter near a coffee shop. The location, considered and chosen earlier in the day, allowed the Begotten of Old to both see and hear her prey. However, the latter was not all that important.

So, the easily suggestible Bumblebee had executed his task – he had led the girl to certain death. Now the business depended on the second part of the plan. Dalana needed a delegate – a person who would directly bring her plan to fruition. But who would kill Marisa?

Dalana, who had arrived here long before her victim, was still painstakingly searching for a suitable candidate. She immediately dismissed the possibility of using any of the Begotten of Old in the plaza, which was swarming with people. Marishka must die as quickly and as painlessly as possible, but the most important consideration was that she must die for sure. Thus the lower creatures, such as the ‘amoebas’ who carried infectious diseases in the cells, would not do—they were too difficult to find here, in the open air. The transmogs, who hung out here in droves from what Dalana could see, were not the best candidates either. For the most part they were weakened, dirty vagabonds, any of which Special Agent Sukhostat could probably take out with her left hand.

That left the humans. But by what method? Dalana felt out the dozens of policemen as they paced up and down the square, but she discovered to her chagrin that the magazines of their automatics were empty.

And here in front of the entire world, thought Dalana crossly. Who thought up the idea of carrying around unloaded automatics for show?

She thought of orchestrating a car crash but it left all three of her criteria for Marisa’s death in doubt.

Dalana realized that she was beginning to lose her temper. Would she end up having to do this herself? It would be no problem – she could kill Marisa in the blink of an eye with the poison she had obtained last night in the stinking halls of the city’s sewer system, but that seemed like a waste, not to mention overkill. She hadn’t swum up to her neck in shit and pacified that denizen of the fetid abyss just so she could now use up her laboriously gained poison on a pitiful little human. No matter – she would find a delegate; it just meant she’d probably have to do away with the criterion about relative painlessness.

In the meantime, her prey’s attention had been drawn to a popular chocolate boutique, which was located about a hundred meters from the place where Marisa had parked. Scraps of the girl’s thoughts told Dalana about Marisa’s childish desire to try the chocolate of this celebrated little shop. Marisa, who was not really counting on a meeting with some unknown informant, planned to take this opportunity to buy some chocolate. After that she would wait around a bit longer just in case, and then she would return to the crusaders’ headquarters.

Dalana needed to pick up the pace. She cast an aggressive, sweeping net that breached the consciousnesses of all the nearby, unsuspecting humans, discovering hundreds of alien secrets and forgetting about them in the same instant because they were of no value to her. Marisa in the meantime had disappeared behind the door of the shop.

But all at once Dalana sensed a flood of thoughts that intrigued her. Despair, rage, fear and an onerous, impenetrable resignation predominated in the man’s mind. It only took Dalana a few seconds to realize with relief that he was exactly what she needed.

The isolated blonde man, who was dressed in an unseasonably warm coat and wore the haunted expression of a sick dog, was planning to blow himself up within the next half hour. Right here, in the center of Stockholm, in Segels Torg. It was an incredible piece of luck. The man had no connection to organizations like the Taliban, nor was he a ‘national patriot’. At one time he had been a soldier, a demolition specialist, and he performed his duties and fulfilled his missions irreproachably. He had been wanted by his country, his friends, his girlfriends…

Seven months ago he had been diagnosed with AIDS. A one-night stand, a fatal confluence of events. Now he was not wanted – not by his country, not by his friends, not by women, not by himself. In half an hour he planned to terminate his existence, and he would take dozens of innocent people along with him. People who were totally indifferent to his misfortune. The explosives that were concealed under the man’s coat were sufficient to blow apart the entire restaurant opposite him, for example.

The man was twisting his head from side to side in perplexity, striving to find an appropriate target for his wrath. It was at this juncture that his mind presented itself to Dalana; it was like clay that would allow Dalana the liberty of modeling any sculpture she pleased. Well, almost any.

The dark blue Dakota to the left of you, Dalana insisted to the man’s consciousness. As soon as the driver comes back, you will walk up to the car, as close as you can get, and you will fulfill your desire.

Dalana tuned out from the poor bastard’s mental stream and walked away from her hiding place. There was no sense in lingering – Dalana had no doubt that the delegate would bring this operation to a close. She was satisfied with herself. Once again she had managed to kill two birds with one stone. Thanks to the angle of approach, the main force of the explosion would be directed towards the road, which guaranteed a significantly smaller degree of damage to the people on the steps.

Mr. Mayor, you should be grateful to me, thought Dalana as she moved away from the future epicenter of the blast. It’s just a pity that you will never know who spared you today. You’ll be able to get your hands on a load of state funds for reconstruction work.

It seemed to him that time was playing tricks on him. But at the same time, it seemed to him that it was still too early. The device was functioning. But he couldn’t activate it before the driver returned to the dark blue Dakota and sat behind the wheel. The man could not recall when he had become so sure that it needed to be done exactly at that moment and not a second earlier. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was the driver of the Dakota. Everything depended upon the driver of the Dakota.

And then he finally appeared – a small, somewhat inconspicuous young man. For some reason the boy looked around furtively a couple of times before he tried to open the car door. Then he opened it, apparently with some difficulty, and ducked inside.

The man walked right up to the Dakota. He took no notice of the strange, jerky movements of the boy, who was bent over and messing around with the ignition housing, but even if he had noticed, he still would have continued to carry out his objective.

Marisa devoured the melting, marvelously tasty chocolate as she walked, knowing that she did not have the will power to hoard this sweet treasure until evening. She did not even intend for her purchase to last until she got back to her car.

The explosion thundered out just at the moment when Marisa greedily bit into an elegant confection in the shape of a small egg.

Marisa let the box drop from her hand, and chocolates skittered across the dirty asphalt. Marisa paused for a second, slightly deafened by the blast, then rushed to the site of the tragedy, completely forgetting about the chocolate.

Something dreadful had happened in the square. Several cars, which had been near the epicenter of the explosion, were bursting with flames, giving rise to a column of oily, black smoke that smelled corrosive and evil. Marisa already realized that her Dakota was somewhere in that burning, metal mess.

Traffic on the Drottninggatan halted. People jumped from their cars, trying to see what had happened. An unceasing howl of pain and terror arose from the people in the square.

Marisa noticed a bloody body part not far from her and averted her eyes. How could she think about her car at a time like this, when so many people must have died? She should be grateful that she had miraculously escaped. She could have just as easily returned from buying her chocolates in time for the explosion. Or she could have not yet left.

But what had happened here? Another terrorist attack?

“Excuse me,” Marisa addressed a police officer who was running past her.

“I don’t know anything!” he yelled without slowing his pace.

Marisa resolutely headed for a group of people in uniform that had come running up the steps.

“What happened?” she asked as she walked up to the men.

“Everything’s taken care of, girl,” answered the tallest of then without even favoring Marisa with a glance. “Everything’s under control. Officers from the relevant bureaus are already on their way. Just thank God that you are still alive…”

“I’m from just such a bureau,” snapped Marisa, taking out her ID badge. “CRUSS, Special Agent Sukhostat. My car was over there, by the way. Lay it out for me.”

The police officer calmly glanced at Marisa and her identification.

“Oh, indeed, there you are, waving your papers around,” said the man with evident exhaustion in his voice. “I don’t know any more than you do. There was an explosion. Right now people are coming to investigate it. Most likely, it was a terrorist attack. So it’s not your concern. And it really isn’t mine either. So just go home. Or stay if you really feel like raking through someone else’s shit.”

Marisa was on the verge of an irate tirade when she was interrupted by her cell phone ringing in her pocket.

“Sukhostat,” Marisa answered bleakly.

What she heard next was good news, genuinely good news. For a moment Marisa even forgot about the explosion, its victims, her wrecked car and this morning’s message in her confidential email box.

When her conversation was finished, Marisa withdrew to the side and immediately dialed Volsky’s number.

“Hi,” answered Pavel cheerfully. “It’s been ages.”

“Listen, I have something to tell you,” she blurted out, but Volsky instantly interrupted her.

“No, it’s I who have something to tell you! Krook sent the results: They match! Both the sperm and the hair from the razor – they both belong to Soigu!” Volsky chattered blissfully. “We’ve got him, the murderer! You should stop by and…hey, what’s that noise?”

“There was a terrorist attack,” explained Marisa. “At Sergels Torg. Someone set off a bomb.”

“Are you alright?” asked Pavel fearfully.

“I’m fine,” she replied. “It’s just a pity that I lost my chocolates.”

“What chocolates?”

“Forget about it. My Dakota’s a lost cause. It’s burnt to a crisp.”

And it was no sleight of hand, Marisa added to herself, recalling Volsky’s trick with his supposedly broken down car.

“Let it go,” Pavel said airily. “The engine was making a rattling sound anyway – you would’ve just had to get it fixed.”

Marisa just snorted bitterly in reply.

“So, is this what you wanted to tell me about, this terrorist attack?” asked Volsky.

“No, although about that too.”

“And what were you doing there anyway?”

“It’ll take a while to explain,” said Marisa. “I’ll tell you when I get in.”

“Take a cab,” Pavel said, his voice once again cheerful. “We’re waiting on you. By the way…”

Volsky suddenly faltered, and when he continued his voice was hushed.

“Say, did you…did you think about me?”

“I’ll see you at headquarters,” said Marisa in an even tone and she hung up.

Well, unless you counted inescapable personal issues, terrorist attacks and the loss of her car, everything was going as well as it possibly could. Volsky had unearthed evidence against Soigu, and now the case depended on Papa.

And as far as Marisa herself was concerned, she had almost reached her goal. She now knew the address that had received the delivery printed on the bloodstained receipt.

As she drove down Klarabergsgatan Dalana looked in the rearview mirror and discovered to her profound satisfaction that there was not a trace left of the wound she had sustained in her skirmish with the sewer beast. Then Dalana heard the explosion. Marisa Sukhostat was dead. It was now time to consider other matters.

Yesterday, right after Dalana had thoroughly washed off the sewer stench in a hot bath, she once again had a bad feeling. The Begotten of Old’s intuition suggested that it was time to quit the apartment and get to her place in the country. It was possible that her apprehension was premature, but Dalana was not about to risk it. Nor was she going to risk returning to the apartment. While Vasilisa slept, Dalana gathered her things and wrote the transmog a note. All she could do was hope that the quarrelsome girl would take her instructions to heart.

Dalana headed for her new suburban haven. She needed to properly study the area and feel it out. After all, the Lord helps those who help themselves.

After this Dalana planned to return to Stockholm and conclude her business with Vasilisa.

Dalana took her foot off the gas and tried to breathe deeply. She even turned the radio on. But she just could not relax.

The restless feeling grew with every minute.

Heavy grey clouds were gathering in the sky, promising rain. In her peripheral vision Dalana saw the one her homeland knew as Dolon scudding across the sky. Dolon was one of the seven Tengri of the stinging western wind and he had control over the cold autumn rains.

His appearance was an unspeakably bad omen. Dalana was aware of this.

Now and always, Dolon was the harbinger of catastrophe and evil fortune. Moreover, you never had to wait very long for the catastrophe to arrive.

3.
 

The heart is forever making the head its fool.

Francois de La Rochefoucauld
 

Upon her arrival at the office, Marisa found Volsky in an extremely bad mood. Arvid and Genaro also had expressions on their faces that were far from happy.

“Is it still alive?” Arvid asked sullenly.

“You mean my car? No. It died.”

“What a shitty day,” Genaro said laconically.

“What changed while I was on my way here?” Marisa asked. “Or did someone else lose a car today?”

“Someone …”

Volsky raised his finger upwards in an illustrative gesture.

“…upstairs is of the opinion that the latest evidence in the Soigu investigation was not obtained according to the correct procedures.”

“That someone is absolutely right” Marisa said, shrugging her shoulders. “What of it?”

“That’s what I say – what of it?” Volsky bristled. “What are we, regular beat cops? We just catch the small fries and ignore the big fish? You wanted proof that this degenerate was a werewolf. So take it!”

“It’s clear they’re passing the buck to us. They want to cover their asses,” Marisa frowned.

“They’re trying,” nodded Genaro. “But Papa says that if there’s a shakedown, he’ll shoulder all the complications.”

“Well, I have faith in Papa,” reasoned Marisa.

“They hope to make a mess of tomorrow’s operation,” snapped Pavel. “I’d like to shove it up their asses along with their procedures!”

“Don’t waste your strength, Pavel,” said Arvid with a smirk. “Who the hell knows what that monster will come up with tomorrow? You know he’s probably waiting for us.”

“I’m sure he’s counting the moments, just like I am,” said Volsky.

“That’s enough,” he said then he turned to Marisa “What is it you have to share with us?”

“I found the thing that ripped open my informant’s throat,” she said, rubbing her hands together.

“How’d you find him?” asked Arvid.

“He left a trail behind him. I’m not exactly sure why, but it seems that after the murder he wiped his hands with a receipt from a supermarket.”

“A complete moron,” concluded Arvid.

“Were there fingerprints?” asked Genaro. “Maybe we’ve got something on else on him?”

“Unfortunately, we didn’t manage to get any fingerprints. They were so smeared that the system wouldn’t recognize them.”

“So you’re going to get him? When?” demanded Arvid.

“I’m going to get him today. First I’m going to run down to Papa with a report, then I’m going to take a pair of brave young men and then – it’s into the trenches. Straight to his lair.”

“And are you really sure that he’s still there?” asked Genaro doubtfully.

“Well sure, I’m not sure…but my instinct tells me he’s still there. He’s sitting there twiddling his thumbs with no thought that I’m coming for his soul. I can sense it with my nose – that’s how it is. Like Pavel yesterday with that razor.”

“Do you need help?” asked Volsky, shaking himself free of his consternation.

“What are you talking about Pavel? You boys are too good for such crap. I’ll cope myself. I’m taking a couple of trainees with me, so you all should conserve your strength for tomorrow.”

“Sorry, I…” said Volsky, but he stopped.

“I mean, we’ll have a talk later, right?” he finished lamely after a moment.

“Yup,” she responded briskly. “Is Bumblebee here or has he still not recovered from yesterday?”

“He’s here,” said Genaro. “He just stepped out for a minute. Did you want to ask him about the package? Well, we already asked him. He says he has no idea who would send such a thing to him.”

“Clearly,” drawled Marisa. “But I actually need to see him for a different reason. I got a peculiar email this morning.”

“Peculiar?” asked Arvid.

“Peculiar,” affirmed Marisa. “I was wondering if there was something wrong with my computer.”

“Like a virus or something?” asked Genaro sympathetically.

“Something like that,” said Marisa, frowning.

“Well, then it’s definitely a job for Bumblebee,” said Arvid with a grin. “Nobody’s his equal when it comes to all this programming and hacking nonsense. Go see him – he’s in his closet. Where else would he be?”

“Okay,” Marisa nodded. “But first I am off to see to Papa. I’m going to deliver a written report on my adventures.”

Here she could not restrain a smile. Her ‘report’ amounted to a sheet of paper that she scribbled on while she was riding in the taxi.

“See you all later,” Marisa said as she headed for the exit. “If everything works out okay, we’ll see each other this evening.”

“Be careful,” the men replied almost simultaneously.

Marisa slipped out the door, heartened by Volsky’s gloomy preoccupation. The last thing she wanted right now was a conversation about their ‘relationship’. She still hadn’t thought about the wording of her explanation. However…could it be that Volsky wasn’t determined to have a relationship with her? So they had made love, and that’s that. What’s the use of complicating everything? They had satisfied their desire, and now they would forget about their little nocturnal adventure.

But something told Marisa that she wasn’t going to get away with laughing it off.

Goldberg rose from behind his desk to meet Marisa as soon as she entered her superior’s office.

“How are things, dear?” he asked in a fatherly manner when Marisa decorously placed a sheet covered with uneven handwriting on the edge of his desk.

“I brought you a report,” declared Marisa, masking her smile.

“I wasn’t asking about that,” Papa said, dismissing the report with a wave of his hand. “How are things with you?”

“Tolerable,” said Marisa laconically. “True, my car did explode. Luckily, without me inside it.”

“That is indeed a good thing.”

Goldberg nodded his head and pointed at the sheet of paper covered with chicken scratches.

“I’ll take a look at it.”

Volsky burst into the room as tempestuously as a hurricane.

“Is there a fire?” asked Goldberg calmly.

“A fax,” panted Pavel. “From our colleagues in Novosibirsk. Take a look, please.”

“Tell me what it says,” ordered Papa. “Just give me the gist.”

“Well, well…Alexander Soigu. Year of birth - 1960. Place of birth – the village Sovietsky, Irkutsk Region…yada, yada, yada… In 1990 he was the director of a steelworks factory called Frunze…Um…In ninety-two he went missing. There’s a picture enclosed – feast your eyes on that!”

Pavel put the fax sheet on Goldberg’s desk with a triumphant look on his face. The quality of the picture had been badly degraded by the fax, but it was clear to Marisa that it was Soigu’s photograph.

“So, you ask?” said Volsky victoriously. “In my opinion it’s all really quite banal and straightforward. This man kept to himself, never bothering anyone. Then he was bitten by a werewolf and became one himself. Now he’s in Stockholm, having made himself into a major player. But he keeps killing people. And raping them at the same time.”

“So then why hasn’t everyone Soigu’s bitten turned into a werewolf?” Marisa butted in.

“Well, first of all, we wouldn’t have found them dead if they had,” parried Pavel. “And second of all, the bodies that we did find had been eaten away to the bones.”

“That makes sense,” agreed Marisa.

“So you’re his backup, are you?” Goldberg asked Marisa. “Are you definitely on his side now?”

“I always was and always will be on my side,” replied Marisa even a bit more sharply than she herself wanted.

Volsky, taking no head of her innuendo, was staring at Papa with flashing eyes.

“I hope that information from our colleagues can be assumed to have been obtained according to the correct procedures?”

Pavel delivered the last word as if it was a swearword.

“Listen here, Volsky, don’t get all huffy on me, alright?” Goldberg growled crossly. “If you want Soigu so bad, go and get him.”

Taking advantage of the strife between the men, Marisa quickly stole from the office while she could. It seemed that circumstances had yet again freed her from an unpleasant conversation with Pavel. But for how long?

Dalana looked at her watch. Vasilisa was late. Ever since Dalana had seen the Tengri shooting through the low stratum of clouds, the sensation of brewing trouble had intensified.

But is spite of this sinister foreboding, Dalana was generally satisfied after her examination of her country dwelling. It would do quite nicely, given the fact that she would only be in the Stockholm region for a day more. Tomorrow evening she would kill the kun-mus and fly to Canada, where relaxation, calm and a tremendous pile of money awaited her. Money she had earned through her own hard work. Victor had promised her that tonight a Courier would bring the documents and tickets for her trip to Canada and that this same Courier would collect the details of the bank and account number into which the second half of the fee for Vasilisa’s job had been deposited. This was the money that Victor must convert to Canadian dollars.

Dalana pretended to sip from a cup of already cooled coffeehouse sludge and again glanced at her watch. Where the hell was that girl? For a moment the suspicion that the transmog would begrudge her the remaining money crept into Dalana’s head. It was a definite possibility. Human greed knew no bounds, and in spite of everything Vasilisa was still very human…

At that very instant Vasilisa walked into the coffeehouse where they had decided to meet. The girl was thoroughly soaked from the rain and because of this looked even younger than usual.

“Hi. It’s pouring outside,” announced Vasilisa as she sat down opposite Dalana.

“I know,” replied Dalana disagreeably. “If you look a bit more closely, you’ll see that I’m sitting by a window. Why are you late?”

“Why, were you worried about me?” grinned Vasilisa, and merry mischief began to dance in her eyes.

“I asked you a question,” snapped Dalana, assiduously knitting her eyebrows.

“You know – I went to a movie,” said the transmog. “I suddenly felt the need.”

“And of course you couldn’t find a different time to go see a movie.”

“Actually, I would have been on time; I worked it all out,” Vasilisa began to explain herself. “It’s just, you finally let me leave the apartment…. Anyway, on the way here I got into a traffic jam. Because of an explosion. Can you imagine it? Someone set off a bomb in Sergels Torg!”

“I know,” said Dalana dryly.

“You know everything,” said Vasilisa with warmth in her voice. “So it turns out that I’m really not to blame at all. And I could not get in touch with you – you don’t even have a cell phone…. But…all the same, please forgive me for being late, Dee. I was worried about you by the way…”

“You should have started with the apology,” Dalana interrupted the girl rudely. “Where’s your bag?”

“What bag?” Vasilisa asked.

Dalana rolled her eyes angrily.

“O, Gods, grant me patience. What, didn’t you find my note this morning? I know you did, though, because you are here.”

“Ah, this is about the note,” said Vasilisa as she shook out her rain-soaked hair. “Why all this raving, Dee? What things would I take with me? And why should I leave the apartment? What, have they found us out?”

Vasilisa was talking fairly loudly. Dalana noticed that some of the coffeehouse patrons were turning their head in their direction.

Can’t you be quiet? Dalana ‘yelled’ wrathfully, switching to mental conversation. If they had found us out, both of us would have had our brains kicked in a while ago. Definitely yours, at least.

“Sorry,” mumbled the transmog, nonplussed. “But I really don’t understand what the point of all this is? And why couldn’t you just wake me up?”

“I didn’t want to,” confessed Dalana. “You were sound asleep and I…I returned in the morning all covered in shit.”

“What do you mean, covered in shit?” Vasilisa said, once again raising her voice.

“Stop yelling,” said Dalana. “It would take too long to explain. Let’s just say I fell down a manhole and leave it at that. I could hardly wash it all off.”

“What do you mean you fell down a manhole?” Vasilisa had no desire to let it go. “But I see – there was this really nasty smell in the apartment this morning, and it wouldn’t go away. For the life of me, I couldn’t…”

“That’s enough,” snapped Dalana. “No more on this subject.”

Dalana knew quite well how Vasilisa would have reacted if she had caught the Begotten of Old when she had returned from her ‘outing’. For this reason Dalana had not bothered to wake the girl, instead just confining herself to a short message, which of course the transmog had regarded with her usual unconcern.

As for the smell in the apartment, Dalana had hoped that she had succeeded in getting rid of it. Apparently, she had been mistaken. However, it no longer mattered.

“Was the movie at least interesting?” asked Dalana, pushing the conversation into a different direction.

“It was complete trash,” declared Vasilisa categorically, but then she immediately added: “True, the cinematography made a lasting impression on me. Completely incredible camera angles, a distinct style, vivid compositions…in a word, bravo!”

Unable to hold it back, Dalana burst into laughter.

“It suits you really well when you laugh like that,” remarked Vasilisa. “What I mean is, when you laugh naturally, like right now. And you look beautiful today.”

“A backhanded compliment,” muttered Dalana, shaking her head reproachfully. “I was striving for the exact opposite effect. I call this disguise ‘little grey bird’.”

Dalana had spent forty minutes and an entire tube of light foundation on her current disguise. Her hair was pulled up with a simple clasp, her expertly drawn lips displayed not a trace of their former plumpness, she’d created artful shadows beneath her eyes – all this should have transformed her into an extremely commonplace young woman. One of the crowd. But now it turned out that she was ‘beautiful today’.

Vasilisa began to elaborate.

“No, Dee, no matter how hard you try you cannot turn yourself into an ordinary girl. You know, Nicholaus loved the saying – Even in shit, gold shines…”

“You’re talking about shit again?” Dalana interrupted the girl sternly. “I told you: that subject is closed.”

“Oops, forgive me, please, it was accidental,” Vasilisa babbled uneasily. “But I have to tell you, I don’t remember the last time I slept so soundly. It seemed like it was even without nightmares, like when I was a human, when I was living my last day, damn…”

The last word was in response to the approach of a waitress who had been drawn to their table by Vasilisa’s histrionic speech.

“Two tiramisus and another coffee,” said Dalana, depriving the curious waitress of the opportunity to warm her ears.

Nodding disappointedly, the young woman walked away.

“Funny,” said Vasilisa, noticeably lowering her voice. “Tiramisu…”

Such melancholy yearning flashed through the girls’ eyes that Dalana became ill at ease.

“Well, alright,” continued Vasilisa, sighing. “At least I’ll know what it looks like.”

The waitress brought the coffee and the tiramisu. While she was arranging the dishes on the table, Vasilisa did not utter a single word. Once the inquisitive barista had departed, the transmog nipped a piece off with the side of her fork. Then she spiked it with the tines and carefully brought it to her mouth, placed it on her tongue and swallowed it. Her movements were all comical and awkward, as if Vasilisa had not held a fork in her hand for a long time. However, that was actually the case.

“My God,” said the transmog, pushing the cake towards the center of the table. “How many years has it been since I’ve used a fork? Although the answer to that question is obvious – just as many as I’ve been a half-baked vampire…. Tiramisu…I can’t taste it of course, but the sight and smell tell me this is nothing more than sponge cake.”

Dalana shrugged her shoulders in agreement.

“I’d forgotten how it feels to hold a fork,” continued Vasilisa. “But Lucinda, she…she used utensils everyday…. She so wanted to at least look like a human from the outside…. But who was she trying to deceive? We never even had any guests at our house…not before everything happened…”

The transmog tried to smile but the smile came out pitiful and thin. Dalana tactfully held her tongue, understanding that any reply from her in the present situation would be superfluous. It was astonishing, but Dalana couldn’t find a way to turn the conversation to the topic that was the reason she had allowed Vasilisa to become a part of her life for a short time. Yet now, when it was all over, they sat and talked about a movie, about a cake and about the heavy destiny of transmogrified vampires.

“Okay, let’s get down to business,” said the transmog after a short time.

It’s about time, Dalana thought with relief.

“Your commission has been accomplished,” she said aloud. “Marisa Sukhostat is dead.”

“What, did she just up and die?” asked Vasilisa incredulously.

“If you want to be exact, she was killed in today’s explosion,” clarified Dalana.

“This…”

Vasilisa stopped short and after a moment continued, but no longer aloud.

So it was you who arranged that explosion? You arranged a terrorist attack just to kill that rotten bitch?

Why are you so upset? Dalana replied. You wanted her death – you got it.

Indeed I did, but other humans died there, humans who had nothing to do with the murder of Lucinda and Nicholaus!

You feel pity for humans? Dalana’s eyebrows flew upwards from shock. Since when?

Since now! ‘screamed’ Vasilisa. I know what you’re driving at, but that is not the same! We doomed those humans to a massacre. No one gave us the right to do that!

Alright, calm down, ordered Dalana. It didn’t happen the way you imagine it did. That explosion would have happened one way or another. It was Fate, do you understand? And I simply made it so that the scheduled explosion played into my hand. Or rather, into yours. And, by the way, thanks to my intervention far fewer humans died than would have if I hadn’t intervened. And bear in mind that usually I, as I mentioned earlier, don’t intervene where I shouldn’t. Do you get the message?

No, Vasilisa admitted.

Well, just take it under advisement, Dalana concluded. And next time don’t be so quick to jump to conclusions. Because experience has shown that your conclusions are almost always mistaken.

Vasilisa was clearly still reeling from what she had heard about the explosion.

“I hope there won’t be a next time for me,” she said.

“One never knows,” Dalana shrugged her shoulders.

Vasilisa took a folded piece of paper from her pocket.

“Here,” she said. “The remaining half of your fee. I hope that bitch was blown to bits.”

“Rest assured,” responded Dalana perfunctorily.

Dalana unfolded the slip of paper. A fraction of a second passed while she memorized the bank and the account number. Just a few more were needed to do away with the evidence with the aid of a lighter.

Vasilisa glanced at the handful of ashes in the bottom of the ashtray.

“Gal has helped us once again,” she said.

“Don’t remind me,” Dalana frowned. “I don’t know what’s in store for me as a result of that little incident.”

Dalana looked out the window then listened to the patter of rain on the street. The rain seemed to be abating. Her watch showed just past seven. It was time for her to return to her cottage or else she might miss the Courier.

“Well, that’s it,” said Dalana, drumming the tips of her fingers on the table. “Let’s take our leave of each other.”

“Listen, Dee…”

Dalana inquisitively raised her eyes. In the fraction of a second before the girl spoke the second half of the sentence, Dalana already knew what she planned to say.

“…take me with you, won’t you?”

The devotion that shone in her eyes pricked Dalana for a moment right in her heart. But only for a moment.

“Not possible,” said Dalana.

“But why?” Vasilisa asked. “I know I’m spoiled and I can be difficult, but I’ll work on that. This child that lives inside me…it will depart. With time. I really am a grown woman.”

“A grown woman,” Dalana mimicked, but not unkindly. “To me you are and always will be a little girl.”

“Is that the real reason you don’t want to take me with you?”

Dalana realized that Vasilisa was struggling not to cry.

“It’s all ‘wine, women and song’ with you,” smirked Dalana.

She was also struggling – she was assiduously striving to suppress a feeling of confusion that had overtaken her. Confusion and doubt.

Perhaps you are irritated by the dominance of spoken conversation? Vasilisa continued. But I really can speak inwardly. Not as well as you, of course, but…

“Stop,” said Dalana. “For a transmog you communicate very well – that’s not the issue at all. Your ‘childishness’ no longer irritates me…almost…. But you must realize that…you are a beautiful, reasonably intelligent, relatively rich transmog. Believe me, this is not the worst hand you could have been dealt. Things will work out. Don’t be disheartened.”

An awkward pause hung over them. Contrary to Dalana’s hopes, Vasilisa became even more despondent during that pause.

“All these insane pranks of yours, like that excursion to Retro…well, I guess your insanity is not only infectious, but also enjoyable. I don’t regret meeting you,” said Dalana, having finally composed herself. “And the issue here isn’t money either…although even to me that sounds strange. At first, I didn’t know how to get rid of you…I confess I even thought about killing you…”

“You don’t say,” chuckled the transmog.

“But now…after all that has befallen us…I won’t lie, I’ve taken to you.”

Dalana reached out her hand and stroked Vasilisa on the cheek. Vasilisa caught her hand and for several seconds held it in her own. A man at a nearby table cast them a glance full of distaste. His companion was gaping at them with a bit of interest.

“To be honest with you,” said Dalana as she cautiously disengaged her hand. “I haven’t done so much for any living creature as I have for you. At least not for the last few centuries.”

“Please don’t abandon me,” Vasilisa’s voice was rough from sobs that had gathered in her throat. “I don’t have any one else left…only you and Crumbcake.”

“Ah, yes, about Crumbcake. It’s good you reminded me,” said Dalana in an intentionally casual tone. “I saw Dolon Tengri…. However, that’s not important. It’s just that I advise you not to return to the apartment.”

“But my cat’s there!” Vasilisa objected. “She’s waiting for me.”

“Yes she is, and in all likelihood so is someone else,” said Dalana crossly. “Someone who will not hesitate to chop your head off.”

I will not abandon my cat! said Vasilisa. Because I am not like you, do you hear me?

The transmog hung her head. Then she said desolately, “Dee, I beg you…take me with you.”

Dalana saw a tiny drop sliding down Vasilisa’s cheek. She was having difficulty restraining her tears.

“It’s out of the question,” said Dalana, intentionally severe. “Pick up your napkin and dry your eyes immediately. This affliction was pleasant. But it has passed.”

“You talk like you’re in some kind of soap opera,” responded Vasilisa dully. “And you know what? You often act like a small child yourself.”

Dalana was about to object, but then she realized that Vasilisa, surprisingly enough, was right. Especially about the soap opera part. The words that arose in Dalana’s mind were either banal to the point of vulgarity or disgustingly grandiloquent.

“We have different paths,” she muttered in a low voice. “You understand that, don’t you?”

Vasilisa gave way and began to cry, turning towards the window. Dalana took a few bills from her pocket and put them on the table. Then she stood up.

“That’s it. Forgive me,” she said. “I wish you well. You still have money left? Ready at hand, I mean, so you can start out? If not…if you need some, I can give it to you.”

Vasilisa remained silent.

“Well then. I will take that to mean you don’t,” said Dalana. “And I am serious – it’s best if you don’t return to the apartment. To hell with your things – you can buy new things. And someone else will look after the kitten. Don’t go there again. I have a bad feeling about it.”

Trying not to listen to the girl’s thoughts and struggling not to turn around, Dalana left the coffeehouse as quickly as she could.



 
  



CHAPTER NINE
 

1.
 

You become responsible – forever – for what you tame.
 

Antoine de Saint-Exupery
 

Vasilisa opened the door and, without taking off her shoes, walked into the living room.

“Here, kitty, kitty,” she called. “Crumbcake? Where are you?”

Then she saw her. Crouched in a heap, the kitten was cowering in the corner of the room.

Vasilisa understood: she’d made a mistake. She hadn’t heeded Dalana and she had returned to the apartment. Absorbed in her own thoughts, Vasilisa had not heard other thoughts. She had not noticed the enemy lurking in the apartment.

“Turn around,” instructed a young female voice. “And no sudden movements.”

The voice was pleasant. In different circumstances Vasilisa might have even called it sexy. But now this voice was ordering her, princess Vasilisa Vsevolodovna Polgarina, to turn around and not move. More importantly, the owner of this voice had a formidable gun and its tip was pointing right at the back of Vasilisa’s head.

Get out of here! she ordered the kitten.

To her relief the kitten obediently withdrew into a different room. Vasilisa hoped that the two churls who were lurking in there would not harm her little Crumbcake.

“I said turn around, you little bitch,” repeated Marisa. “Are you deaf?”

With a crooked grin, Vasilisa turned and found herself at the point of a gun that was confidently held in the right hand of an attractive young woman.

“Who do we have here!” exclaimed Marisa. “I don’t believe my eyes! It’s our fugitive countess!”

“Do you need help?” one of trainees asked from the bedroom.

“Help?” replied Marisa. “No, indeed.”

“You recognize me?” Vasilisa entered the conversation.

“Are you surprised?” asked Marisa.

“Not especially,” answered Vasilisa nervously.

“Tell me a new one – you knew you had guests, right?” said Marisa with unvarnished mockery.

“Well, I assumed so,” Vasilisa replied in the same tone.

“Is that right?” Marisa smiled widely. “So why did you return?”

“Someone is waiting for me here. Someone I am responsible for. But you couldn’t understand that.”

“Seriously?”

Marisa gestured theatrically with her free arm.

“I’m curious, why is that?”

“Because I am a Russian princess,” Vasilisa declared with flashing eyes. “And you are a whore of a cop.”

Marisa laughed spitefully in reply and moved the point of the gun. Now it was aimed at Vasilisa’s chest instead of her head. At her heart.

“A Russian princess, you say?”

Marisa ostentatiously spat on the floor, after which she scornfully continued: “Did they often raise such trash in princely houses?”

Vasilisa squared her shoulders, mentally calculating the distance that separated her from this slut. It was a ruinous plan. The powerful gun would go off before Vasilisa could plunge her fangs into this viper’s throat. But she had to try.

“You actually are quite a darling, even if you do mix up titles,” Vasilisa said in a deceptively conciliatory tone. “At any other time I would at least eat you. You would enjoy it; you can take my word for it. But right now, as it happens, I’m in a cursed hurry. So now you will get out of my way, allow me to pick up my kitten and get out of here.”

“What a kidder you are,” replied Marisa in an ostentatiously tender voice. “No, after all you shock me.”

Marisa shifted the aim of the gun just a bit lower. Now it was aimed at Vasilisa’s stomach.

“So it was you who killed Zemfira,” continued Marisa. “How did you reach her?”

At these words Vasilisa became tense.

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“Perhaps you had someone helping you?” suggested Marisa. “Now then, why don’t you tell me who that was? Or perhaps it was you who sent me this morning’s email? Start talking, you little bitch, or you’ll regret it.”

The thoughts of the intruders buzzed around Vasilisa like a mad swarm of bees, but because of her great agitation she could not concentrate. Lacking the strength to grasp the terrible solution that was lingering nearby, Vasilisa hissed in despair.

“Don’t bother listening to that tart,” said one of the peasants in the bedroom. “Just finish her, Marisa!”

Almost suffocating from the hatred that flared up in her, Vasilisa growled ferociously and lunged at Marisa at full speed. Just as the transmog had anticipated, the shot outstripped the lunge. The impact of the bullet flung Vasilisa backwards across the room. The transmog’s head slammed into the window and broke it with a resonant crash. Her abdomen turned into a font of intolerable, throbbing pain. Vasilisa realized that her entrails had been shredded. Something else was bothering her. Something on her forehead.

A shard of glass. The thought sailed through Vasilisa’s head.

She rolled her eyes and saw that a fairly large, blood-soaked piece of glass was sticking out of her head.

Marisa walked over to the prostrate vampire and placed her foot over her destroyed abdomen.

“Listen here,” said the girl clearly. “Your wound is such that you won’t die immediately. But you will linger painfully for a long time, choking on the filth of your own entrails. But if you tell me right now who brought you to Zemfira, I’ll do you a favor and hasten the process.”

“How can it…” babbled Vasilisa.

She noticed that two bloody bubbles appeared on her lips when she spoke. She shut her lips and the bubbles burst, letting loose a small spray of blood. It was strange, but she couldn’t taste her own blood at all.

“But Dee assured…she killed y…”

Something gurgled in Vasilisa’s throat and she could not finish the sentence.

Marisa listened avidly to the words of the dying vampire. It was too bad she’d had to shoot her so soon. On the other hand, this fiend had rushed at her when it had heard her name. What else could she have done?

“Repeat what you just said,” ordered Marisa.

Vasilisa concentrated. The pain, which had hitherto flared only in her pulverized womb, was now spreading throughout her entire body. There was only one way to end her suffering: she had to provoke the girl into shooting her. With her final strength, Vasilisa listened to Marisa’s thoughts.

…Andre and Dennis Kameus. How many people has this bitch killed?

“Kame…Kameus,” Vasilisa gasped weakly.

This time the bloody bubbles on her lips increased to a round dozen.

“What did you say?” yelled Marisa. “Talk, bitch, or else I’ll shove my foot into your belly!”

Overcoming the pain, Vasilisa stretched her lips into a sinister approximation of a smile and bared her fangs, which were stained red with her own blood.

“Kameus,” repeated the vampire. “He screamed like a baby when I killed him…”

In full accordance with Vasilisa’s plan, the shot struck her in the head.

“Stupid cunt, coming back here for a kitten,” Marisa swore under her breath. “Well aren’t we a sentimental fool…royal bitch…. For you, Dennis.”

Marisa was just about ready to start kicking the vampire’s corpse, but at the last moment she thought better of it. Averting her eyes, Marisa took a tissue packet out of her pocket, opened it and fished out several tissues at once. In succession she wiped her face, her hands and the barrel of her gun. Finally, crumpling up the tissues, she walked out into the hallway.

“I’ll call in for a crew,” Marisa said darkly, throwing the words at the trainee hovering by the entrance. “That has to be tidied up. And this place needs to be torn apart; we’ve got to find out the identity of the owner. Even if this apartment was probably just rented.”

The trainee, a muscular lad by the name of Neumann, stared discontentedly at Marisa.

“That’s just great. What are we supposed to do, just hang out here?”

“You’re on duty, you’re not hanging out,” said Marisa sharply. “Until noon tomorrow.”

“But we have training, among other things,” declared the second trainee, whose name Marisa did not remember, as he emerged from the bedroom.

“Don’t worry, you can always catch up on theory. Experience is a great thing. Take any chance you can for practical training.”

“Practical training – guarding a messed-up corpse?” Neumann flared up. “You didn’t even let us in the room during the fight, Marisa.”

“Trainee Neumann!” yelled Marisa in a savage voice. “You! And your associate! A serious reprimand to you both! On three counts!”

The trainees were taken aback.

“Why three counts?” they blurted out in chorus.

“For familiarity, for insubordination and for address not according to regulations!” snapped Marisa.

She paused for effect.

Then she added in a tranquil tone: “To you I am, now and always, Special Agent Sukhostat. Is that clear?”

The trainees vigorously nodded their heads.

“Good,” said Marisa. “You should thank me for not accusing you of habitual negligence towards your profession.”

“Can we at least open a window?” whined the ‘unnamed’ trainee. “It stinks in here something awful.”

“No,” snapped Marisa. “Just in case you didn’t notice when we arrived, the only window that was open was in the kitchen. It should remain that way.”

“But it stinks,” repeated the trainee.

“Deal with it,” stated Marisa as she opened the door to the corridor. “I wish you a successful watch. Don’t turn on any lights, and don’t watch the TV. When you return to the Academy, present me with a report. And not one for the two of you, but personally from each.”

She unclenched her fist and the clump of tissues fell to the floor.

“You need to pick that up and stick it in the trash. If, of course, you don’t want to keep it as a memento.”

With these words Marisa stepped out the door, leaving the distressed trainees to each other’s company.

Dalana turned the wheel. The car veered dangerously, almost fatally, to the right, just making it past the barrier onto the exit ramp.

“Road hog!” yelled a red faced person who was driving behind her in a truck as he eloquently twirled his finger near his forehead.

Dalana did not hear his insult for the simple reason that at that moment she was cursing herself in all the languages she knew.

The moment before she had swerved, Dalana understood: something irreparable had happened.

Vasilisa had been caught in a trap.

Several minutes later Dalana was speeding back to her abandoned lair. She raced along at full speed, squeezing as much speed as possible out of the tin can on wheels she was driving.

Clutching at the shabby steering wheel in a frenzy, Dalana upbraided herself for ever getting involved with the girl. And for leaving her alone an hour ago in an indifferent city. And for the fact that now she was guaranteed to be late for her meeting with the Courier. And for the fact that she’d got messed up in this business. And for the fact that now Vasilisa would try to plod along after her everywhere she went…

If, of course, Vasilisa was still alive.

If, of course, Dalana herself stayed alive.

Dalana parked dangerously close to the apartment building and hurled herself out of the car. Fortunately, the darkness, Dalana’s ally, had already come into its own.

In the next moment Dalana’s worst fear was confirmed: there were humans from CRUSS in the apartment. Two of them.

The window of the bedroom where they had stationed themselves was gleaming with a pale, unfriendly light.

No matter how hard she tried, Dalana could not feel Vasilisa’s thoughts.

I’m too late, Dalana realized with bitterness. Dolon does indeed bring disaster on his wings.

However, there was an outside chance that Vasilisa had not been killed but was lying senseless or in some torture chamber somewhere beyond the walls of the Coalition. In any event, Dalana intended to find out what had really happened in the apartment. If they’d killed the girl, Dalana would learn who was guilty of her death.

Understanding just how much she was risking, the Begotten of Old soared to a window of her recent refuge and stuck to the wall with her palms.

If at this dark hour someone caught sight of the strange creature clinging to a wall near the window on the fourth floor then surely he would take her for a gigantic spider or a monstrous bat.

Dalana desperately hoped no one would notice her.

Positioning herself as comfortably as possible, Dalana hungrily listened to the stream of consciousness of the two crusaders.

Their thoughts were barbaric and unsparing.

Vasilisa had been killed. She’d been shot and both the boys were impatiently awaiting the arrival of the clean-up crew, which was supposed to gather up Vasilisa’s brains and intestines from the floor. The crusaders were playing cards by the light of a desk lamp, ignoring the instructions they’d been given. The life of the kitten was at stake: he who won got to drown the little animal. However, one of the men had proposed an alternative – they could just kick the thing out onto the stairs and let someone else sort it out. The crusaders were lounging about in the musty bedroom, and the mangled body, or as the men called it, Vasilisa’s ‘messed-up corpse’ was in the living room. However, such proximity did not disturb the trainees of the Coalition. Their thoughts were elsewhere…

…by that drill-sergeant Sukhostat.

Dalana clenched her teeth so hard that they squeaked.

That’s it – the latest surprise from Pandora’s Box. It turned out that two people were guilty of Vasilisa’s death: Dalana, for operating so unprofessionally, and Agent Marisa Sukhostat of CRUSS, who by some inexplicable confluence of events had managed to elude death from the blast set off by the suicide bomber.

Dalana repeatedly asked herself questions that she did not know the answers to. Where had she made her mistake, a mistake that was fatal for one and preserving for the other? How could such an irreproachably organized plan have failed?

It was an equation with a variable. Sadly, right now Dalana had neither the time nor the opportunity to solve it. Dalana could not afford the luxury of giving way to her emotions – it would cost her too dearly. She knew only one thing: the money for Marisa Sukhostat’s head had been paid. In full. And Dalana, as a professional, was obliged to see the business though to its end.

But right now she needed to leave. So that the avalanche of troubles that had thundered right at her heels since she landed in Sweden did not become even larger.

Suddenly, Dalana felt the presence of someone else, someone completely harmless and frightened half to death. Dalana stretched out her neck and warily glanced through the darkened kitchen window. Two small, blazing points of light were looking right at her. Well of course, the kitten.

Come here, Dalana mentally called to her.

While the animal clamored up onto the windowsill, Dalana managed to smoothly and almost soundlessly shift her body closer to the window. Inwardly cursing, she thanked the little boy-crusaders for not having the sense to shut the small window in the kitchen. In the blink of an eye, Dalana thrust her arm through the aperture, carefully picked up the kitten by its scruff and drew it through the window.

The return journey to the car seemed unbearably long to Dalana. Her feet had just touched the ground when a middle-aged man walked out the front door.

“Good evening,” he said drunkenly to Dalana. “Tell me, what-what’s your name?”

Dalana, slouching and hunching her head in her shoulders, rushed to get away. If she had landed just a couple of seconds later her troubles would have increased.

“Hold tight,” said Dalana to the kitten as she deposited her in the backseat of the car. “I still mean to make it on time.”

Marisa consigned last piece of fried chicken to her mouth and chewed it with pleasure. Bumblebee, who was sitting opposite her, as usual was fiddling with his fork in some sort of fish dish.

Just the two of them were eating today. Volsky and his associates, owing to a happy resolution of the political quagmire of the past few days, were busy with the detailed planning of tomorrow’s raid on the werewolf Soigu’s mansion.

“Do you at least feel better after yesterday’s illness?” Marisa asked Bumblebee. “I’m asking now because in all the hubbub earlier I forgot to ask.”

“I understand,” he responded in a businesslike tone. “You were getting ready to catch a valuable little bird – there was no time for the niceties. You did really well. I think Goldberg will be pleasantly surprised.”

Marisa was not about to disillusion him with the confession that the value of that little bird had actually been very little, on an informational level at any rate. Meanwhile, Marisa was surprised to find that she was not feeling the pleasure or joy that usually sprang up in her after a successfully completed operation. Marisa didn’t feel anything except moral fatigue. It was like all her emotions had suddenly, as if on command, switched off.

It’s just all a bit too much, that’s all, thought Marisa. The days are simply congested with events. That’s why my feelings have dulled. And then – I do feel hungry. These chicken breasts really are quite delicious today! It’s nothing, I’ll bounce back…

“As for me, well,” continued Bumblebee in the interim. “I’m fine. I don’t know what was wrong with me yesterday. I haven’t even had a head cold in the past twenty years.”

Marisa quickly glanced at Bumblebee, her eyes full of doubt. It was hard for her to swallow the idea that a man of his constitution and way of life hadn’t caught the common cold once in twenty years.

“You probably got food-poisoning or something,” Marisa suggested. “Not from here, of course. Here, as you know, the food is way too good.”

“But I didn’t eat anywhere else,” he objected. “The strangest thing is that I remember very little about yesterday. It’s like everything’s in some kind of a fog…”

Bumblebee pushed his plate of fish away.

“To hell with it anyway. Let’s talk about your issue.”

“I’m all ears,” said Marisa with an attentive look.

“Unfortunately, as yet there’s nothing concrete.”

“It’s okay, there’s still time. Do you have any information at all?”

“Nah, well, some kind of information can always be found,” Bumblebee said with a wry expression. “The mail was sent from an absolutely normal address. There are millions like it. The provider is also fairly widespread.” Bumblebee chuckled knowlingly. “Half of Stockholm uses it. In fact, so do I. They have good rates…the quality is also decent…”

“But you couldn’t get the IP address?” she interrupted him.

“My computer couldn’t detect it.”

“So use a different one.”

“A different computer won’t be able to detect it either. None will – it’s been scrambled too well.”

“And what kind of a program could conceal it that way?” asked Marisa.

“There’s a freaking swarm of these programs,” explained Bumblebee. “I use one. So what I’m saying is – I need some time to look into it thoroughly. At least a night.”

“Okay,” Marisa said. “If there’s any news, let me know.”

“Will do. Are you going to see Pavel now?”

Marisa sank into a reverie. She really didn’t want to see Pavel. But at the same time she longed to find out the details of the upcoming arrest. This was no joke. During their tenure at CRUSS no one had yet caught a werewolf!

“Yes, I am,” said Marisa to Bumblebee. “Are you coming with me?”

“I’m not needed,” he demurred. “This Soigu of yours has such a weak-ass security system that any idiot could deal with it.”

Marisa somehow didn’t believe that. A man, or rather, a creature like Soigu wouldn’t leave his lair unprotected. It was possible that the werewolf’s protection system was somehow beyond Bumblebee’s expertise. Marisa hoped that Volsky would be able to answer that question.

“I’m off,” said Marisa to Bumblebee as she got up from the table. “I’m counting on you. And, if it isn’t too much of a bother, could you please clear my plate for me?”

Marisa quickly walked away without waiting for his answer.

2.
 

Hic locus, hic saltus.

Here is the place, here is the jump (you need to act).
 

Dalana had been standing in the stone hall of her temporary country refuge for a good twenty minutes, trying to solve the latest puzzle – had the Courier visited this place in her absence or not?

It was logical to assume that It had not. Otherwise It would have left the visa and the new passports. On the other hand it was entirely possible that It had stopped by but had simply forgotten about the documents. Or perhaps It had been put out that no one was here to meet It and in a fit of pique It had decided not to leave them.

For the first time in a long time, Dalana felt like she was ready to just give up. Everything was going wrong. It was as if someone was intentionally confusing her cards, masterfully ensnaring Dalana in a web of her own machinations.

In a web of intrigue…or in a spider’s web, thought Dalana, smiling bitterly. Both are entirely appropriate.

At that moment Dalana felt a burst of cold air. There was clearly a draft in the house. Dalana was about to check if she had closed the front door when she realized that the Courier was here.

The imperious, vigorous, bold Sovereign of the clear, unclouded sky, he was known to Dalana as Esege Malan. The Tengri who dispersed the clouds. The Tengri who offered hope.

In mute rapture, Dalana respectfully bowed her head to him. She could vividly smell the delicate fragrance of maple syrup. Compliments of Canada…

My greetings to you, munificent Lord of the Clear Sky, exclaimed Dalana, instantly experiencing a surge of energy.

And my greetings to you, Daughter of the Red Father, replied the Tengri.

He looked transparent and almost immaterial, but Dalana was ready to swear that she had seen nothing quite as substantial and vital as this wondrous creature in quite a long time.

Dalana found it incredible that the Tengri of the Clear Sky was carrying out courier services for Victor. All she could do was envy Victor’s connections in high places, that is, in the Upper World.

I’m a bit late, said Esege Malan somewhat guiltily. I had business to attend to. The West Wind refused to acquiesce.

Dalana knew that he was speaking of Dolon Tengri. And indeed, the sky beyond the windows was now bright and full of stars – without a single cloud. It was just a pity that the Clear Tengri had been so late in driving the rainy herald of misfortune from his domain…

Autumn is approaching, replied Dalana laconically.

For the Clear Sky the seasons of the year hold no meaning, rejoined the Tengri. But – to business! Take these items, for now they are yours.

There was a sound like the sound of a deadbolt being unlocked or the sound of thunder. In the next instant what looked like two small, high-quality leather binders fell onto the floor.

Dalana bent over and picked up the documents. Sure enough, the leather was fine and very expensive.

“Bravo, Vic,” Dalana muttered aloud. “Everything’s included…”

Bloody Daughter, I’m expecting gratitude from you, as well as those symbols that you must give to me, the Tengri announced impatiently.

Oh, of course, Clear Lord. Dalana recollected herself. I was just thinking. I thank you for bringing these items to me in time.

It took some time to convey the information about the bank account with five million dollars in it to the Tengri. She’d just received this information from Vasilisa, and although Dalana tried not get distracted by oppressive thoughts, she managed poorly and kept getting sidetracked.

I wish that bitch was blown to bits.

But it was Vasilisa’s head that had been blown to bits.

These two wild thoughts battled in Dalana’s mind and impeding Esege Malan’s efforts to correctly commit the information to memory.

When the transfer of the information was finally complete, Dalana suddenly remembered that she must ask Victor for one more service.

The Tengri, in the meantime, was already taking it upon himself to leave Dalana.

Clear Lord, wait! she called to the Courier. I want you to communicate one more request from me. I need…

Dalana fell silent, realizing that for the first time in her life she was at a ‘mental impasse’.

“A veterinary registration card,” Dalana finished aloud.

I did not understand your words, said the Tengri, nonplussed.

How to explain to the Divinity of the Clear Sky what a veterinary registration card was? Was this ancient creature, to whom the limitless spaces of the upper World were subject, even able to comprehend what kind of complications could arise with customs officials when you flew into a different country with forged documents, carrying a cat with you and the police breathing down your neck? Those who existed outside of the framework of human society did not know what bureaucracy was and had never even heard about the Coalition of Special Services. There was no way to translate the phrase ‘veterinary registration card’ from verbal language into mental.

Then it dawned on Dalana.

Look here, Lord, she requested as she pointed at the armchair where, curled up into a ball, the kitten was breathing gently.

Do you see that animal? I must, without fail, take him away with me, added Dalana. Please communicate this.

After she had parted with the Tengri, Dalana decided that she needed a breath of fresh air and walked out onto the terrace. The night greeted Dalana with a stunning silence and a palpable, almost autumnal, chill. But for some reason she did not want to remain on the terrace. Furthermore, she really needed to address herself to her next operation – the kun-mus. Circumstances were inexorable: she would have to postpone dealing with Marisa Sukhostat until a better time. The matter of the kun-mus in the skin of an international businessman would not suffer delay.

As she returned to the house, Dalana realized that she hadn’t looked over her new documents. She had to familiarize herself with the details of two identities belonging to two different nations.

Dalana made herself comfortable on the soft couch and leisurely thumbed through both folders. The first passport was Swedish with a Canadian visa. With the help of this passport Dalana was transformed into Diana Salo. Dalana snorted. She’d been having a lot of luck recently with Dianas. A student from Stockholm, Diana Salo was taking off to a foreign land to study and to learn the language more intensively. The tickets included with the passport completed the tale: Salo would fly though Paris to visit an old friend of her mother – or better yet, of her grandmother – to give her a rare edition of some book, Pasternak’s novel, for example.

Passport number two attested the opposite. Dalana, or rather Dolores, was one hundred percent Canadian and she had never traveled beyond the boundaries of her own country.

The documents were in order, so she could now risk getting rid of that forgery she’d received from the transmogs. With the help of fire, naturally. Happily, calling upon the Noyan of Fire for aid was not at all necessary this time. A simple lighter would do.

Setting aside the folders, Dalana took out her old passport, lit it on two sides and tossed it into the fireplace. As she watched the fire devouring the paper, Dalana regretted the fact that it couldn’t destroy the fireplace. Undoubtedly Vasilisa could have done it if she were here right now.

“Farewell, girl,” said Dalana softly. “I hope you find peace.”

She took a heavy poker in her hand and with its help raked out the ashy remains of the passport. The last small sparks expired in the dark womb of the fireplace.

As the first to notice Marisa’s arrival, Stefan did not hesitate to make a comment.

“Boys, our little mama has put in an appearance!”

“And it would seem she brought us some milk,” responded Arvid, as he regarded the thermo-pack in her hands with hungry eyes.

The others, including Pavel, pried themselves away from the stack of map paper that was laid out on the table.

“What have you got there?” asked Volsky, as he sniffed the air. “I’m asking because we haven’t had lunch today.”

“Lunch!” huffed Genaro. “I didn’t even have time to eat breakfast.”

“Catch,” said Marisa and she tossed the packet at the men like a basketball.

Genaro dexterously caught the packet, opened it instantly and stuck his nose inside so he could acquaint himself with its contents.

“Fried chicken!” he barked, immediately producing from the package a fragrant piece and tearing into it with his teeth.

“Give here!” roared the agents in chorus.

“Be careful, don’t mess up my map,” said Volsky, protecting the drawing paper with the zeal of a possessive perfectionist.

Marisa walked over to the table and looked at the draft.

“The layout of his mansion and the area around,” explained Pavel.

Marisa nodded.

“According to our intel, he didn’t leave for the city today. He stayed at his country house. Right now we’ve got a watch on the stinking profiteer, and we’re just working out all the details.”

“The plan is brilliant,” said Graham with his mouth full. “You should evaluate it. By the way, are you coming with us?”

“It goes without saying,” Marisa replied.

“You’re acting kind of weird,” said Volsky solicitously. “Are you okay?”

Marisa stealthily looked around at her colleagues. The other agents were chewing and humming with pleasure as they devoured the food she’d brought them, and it seemed that they hadn’t noticed the way Pavel was acting towards her.

“There’s one thing I don’t get,” she said pensively. “How did she know his name?”

“Who?” asked Arvid, blissfully licking his fingers. “And whose name?”

“That vampire. From the lair, the one with the coat of arms,” explained Marisa. “You remember her?”

“You bet,” said Arvid, shaking his head. “Didn’t you do her in today?”

“Indeed I did…”

“So what are you sweating?” Stefan butted in. “It’s one less vampire we have to deal with.”

“Whose name did she know?” asked Arvid.

“Dennis Kameus. She named him straight out. And added that he screamed when she killed him.”

“Bitch,” cursed Graham. “Kudos to you, Marisa, for killing that thing – don’t worry about the rest.”

“Kudos accepted,” grinned Marisa. “I guess it doesn’t matter. Let’s talk about Soigu.”

Later, when it was time to go home, Marisa suddenly realized just how much of a mess she had made of things. She’d forgotten that she no longer had a car. So Volsky would certainly utter the phrase that she had dreaded for the entire day: “Let’s go to my place.”

He said exactly that as soon as they found themselves alone. And, without waiting for her reply, he drew Marisa into his arms and covetously pressed his lips to hers. Marisa, who as recently as yesterday had been ready to give up half her life for such a kiss, tried to break free from Pavel’s embrace.

“What’s up with you?” he asked in surprise as he backed away from her.

“I…nothing…I’m tired. Fiendishly tired,” lied Marisa.

She kept talking, trying to find a way out of his invitation. “You know, I’m so tired, I think I’ll spend the night at headquarters.”

Volsky squinted suspiciously. “Didn’t you say that you don’t like sleeping in any bed but your own?”

“Yes, yes, I have insomnia, but today I’m so overtired that I’d pass out as soon as we got to your place,” Marisa blurted out in one breath.

“I understand,” said Volsky, surprisingly tender. “The explosion, your car burning…then pulling off that business with the vampire singlehandedly…. No wonder you’re about to fall asleep on your feet. You know what? Don’t come with us tomorrow. Leave the dirty work to us. I couldn’t forgive myself if something happened to you, God forbid.”

Maybe it would be a good idea if I didn’t go tomorrow. The thought flashed through Marisa’s head. But no. I’ll go. What an opportunity – to deal with a genuine werewolf. I’ll probably never get another chance like this again.

Interpreting her pause in his own way, Volsky gently pressed Marisa to himself and kissed the top of her head.

“We’re going,” said Pavel resolutely. “I’ll bring you home. It’s no good sleeping in government beds.”

I really am a cold-hearted bitch, Marisa told herself, as she was getting into his car. Though he is sort of right. The explosion, my burnt-out car, and the brains of that creature all over my face – all that did happen. So maybe I’m not really a bitch. Oh, but I’m going to have to kiss him goodnight, aren’t I?

At ten in the morning Dalana stretched out her arms and cracked her numb joints with pleasure. Well, the preliminary plan for the murder of the kun-mus was ready.

Stage A consisted of getting in place. Dalana would park her car about one and a half kilometers from the house of the kun-mus, where she would leave the car, which contained – apart from the kitten, a minimum of belongings and the two passports – a ‘metamorphosis kit’ that would create the character of Diana Salo. It was unlikely that anyone in their right mind would be tempted by such a rust bucket. Dalana estimated it would take her ten minutes, fifteen tops, to bypass the security booth, cross the borders of the gated community and get to the wall of Soigu’s mansion, where she would smoothly transition to stage B.

This part of the plan was much more complicated and dangerous than the first part. First of all because of the Sentinel, and secondly because of Soigu himself. She could evade the former’s deadly touch by not setting foot on the ground – Dalana planned to soar over the grounds, from the wall to the house, and then carefully land on the roof.

As for Soigu, in stage B the main thing was not to get caught, not to let the kun-mus notice her. Dalana recalled quite well how the shapeshifter had almost marked her presence that time in the restaurant. This would require her to split her consciousness and to exert her concentration to its limits. Flying required considerable strength of will, and hiding her thoughts from the kun-mus at the same time would be phenomenally complicated. However, Dalana expected that she would be able to handle the challenge.

Stage C was easier than the preceding part – to find a way into the house unobserved. Dalana planned to accomplish the infiltration by means of an upstairs window. According to the layout of the house she’d extracted from Stella Soigu’s brain, that would lead her into an empty room. Once she was there, Dalana would pinpoint Soigu’s location in the house. In all probability the kun-mus would be either in his study or in the drawing room with the fireplace. However, where he was would not be all that important.

Stage D depended upon injecting the poison into the body of the kun-mus. This needed to be done quickly, almost instantaneously, and with surgical precision. Dalana had darts made specifically for this purpose, and she’d tested them repeatedly.

After this an intermediate stage would set in – waiting. The poison of the creature that dwelled in the sewer could not kill a kun-mus. It was only capable of slowing the shapeshifter’s process of regeneration. The action of the poison was most effective three hours after it entered the blood stream of the victim, which is to say that Dalana needed to wait for three hours before she could move on to stage E.

Stage E was simple. But only in theory. Combat always possessed an elemental and unpredictable character. In order to destroy the kun-mus, which would already be poisoned by the venom of the sewer beast, she would have to chop off his head. Dalana planned to use a short sword that she had purchased in an army surplus store. The sword did not instill much confidence in Dalana – it could very well let her down. If that happened she would have to deprive Soigu of his head with materials at hand.

In stage F Dalana would leave the house, return to her car, drive it part of the way to the airport and abandon it in a location previously agreed upon with the client. Dalana must quickly transform herself into Diana Salo and then vanish, taking her belongings and leaving the client’s, which latter would consist of a waterproof bag containing part of Soigu’s body. Any part. His head or perhaps his arm. It was the wish of the client.

Once the plan was finished, Dalana intended to find herself a new means of transportation. That is, she would steal another car, this time one that was fast and powerful, and she would use it to get to Arlanda Airport.

Dalana suddenly sensed someone else’s presence. Someone besides her and the kitten had entered the house.

A moment…and Dalana calmed down, seeing that the Tengri of the Clear Sky had once again deigned to visit them. She supposed he had brought her that damned vet-card.

Long time no see, Daughter of the Red, said the Tengri instead of the traditional long greeting, and he immediately spilled a heap of items onto the floor: sheets of paper, leaflets, a cat carrier, a bag of cat food, a small collar with a leash…

“Ugh, do I really need all this crap just to take a kitten with me?” Dalana said aloud, growing resentful.

Then she added for the Tengri: I thank you once more, Esege Malan.

Farewell, Bloody Daughter, the Master of the Clear Sky replied haughtily. I have business to attend to. The West Wind has returned.

With these words the Tengri disappeared.

As Dalana gathered the feline accoutrements from the floor, Dalana reflected on the times when humans had not yet invented email, when they traveled on horses and in wagons, when they warmed their dwellings with open fires lit right on the dirt floor… Back in those days, there were no worldwide delivery services. The Couriers had been indispensable and valued as if they were worth their weight in gold. Very few mere mortals or immortals could afford them. And ‘universal’ Couriers, those like Esege Malan who could deliver anything to any corner of the earth, were generally affordable only to sovereigns. Naturally, the Couriers themselves did not receive money for their work: they were not at all interested in material goods. All the wealth accrued to those who had somehow managed to compel these creations to run errands for their clients.

However, the need for the Couriers had not really diminished. And they cost just as much as they had before. Dalana wondered what would have happened if Victor hadn’t been in Stockholm. She probably would have had to fly to Canada without the cat.

In the luxurious mansion in Danderyd, the being who called himself Alexander Soigu in the human world was expecting guests. Just like Dalana and Special Agent Pavel Volsky of the Coalition, this malicious, ferocious creature was also preparing himself for the night ahead. And his plan involved turning the house in Danderyd into a veritable slaughterhouse.

3.
 

Hic haeret aqua.

Water stands here. (There is an obstruction)

(A Latin apothegm)
 

The door split in two from a staggering blow and fell to the floor with a terrible crash.

In horror, Jan looked at the two halves of what had been his bedroom door just a minute ago. Then the boy raised his eyes to his father and was instantly covered in clammy sweat.

“It’s funny,” said his father.

The boy could hear his own teeth grinding.

“It’s funny,” repeated Soigu, and he took a step into the room. “I knew of the result sooner than the cause.”

Jan crawled away to the very top of his bed and huddled against the headboard.

“At first I found out that they had obtained a warrant and were coming to arrest me,” continued Soigu. “And only then did I find that this happy event came about because of you, my son…because you stole my razor.”

Jan went pale when he heard the last three words.

“But you know,” said Soigu almost affectionately. “I’m actually grateful to you for what you did. If you hadn’t sent them that razor, God himself only knows how much time I would have deliberated about disposing of my shell. I might have stuck around in this body for another ten years or more.”

As he cowered against the headboard, Jan tried to not to think about the silence that had been reigning over the house for some time now. For some reason this ominous silence frightened the boy even more than the fact that his father had guessed everything.

“And you seem to have done well for yourself,” declared the elder Soigu. “You managed to shut me out. I guess you do have a bit of my Gift, after all. True, far less than I had hoped. That human body of yours…and then there’s your mother, that greedy, lascivious bitch. There’s just too much that’s human in you. So, I’m going to have to kill you, my son…”

All at once Jan understood the reason for the silence. The people – the chauffer, the housekeeper, all the auxiliary staff – he’d killed them all.

“Yes,” Soigu said, grinning sinisterly. “All of them. Besides your mother. She’s not really a servant…”

Soigu began laughing loudly.

“…so,” he continued through his laughter, “I’m going to kill her last. After I’m finished with you.”

Jan howled and threw himself at his father. His fear evaporated the moment the boy realized that his mother was in danger.

“Run, mama, run!” Jan yelled as he flailed his fists at his father’s body.

But his father’s body was like stone. After about twenty completely ineffective punches, Jan felt himself begin to tire. He ran to the opposite corner of the room and, breathing heavily, he unclenched his numb fingers.

“Did you really think that you could harm me?” asked Soigu in surprise, and then he burst into laughter again.

“You’re a monster!” yelled Jan, his voice breaking.

“Yes!” Soigu bellowed in reply. “But you aren’t. Unfortunately for you.”

As swift as lighting, Soigu darted towards his son, grabbed him with both his hands and threw him straight across the room. Jan flew over the bed and crashed into the wall. He immediately lost consciousness from the pain.

The thud of the boy’s body hitting the floor almost swallowed another sound that came from the direction of the broken door.

Soigu turned towards the sound…and an enormous frying pan smacked him in the face.

“Degenerate!” roared Stella. “You killed him! You killed my son!”

The cast-iron skillet came down on Soigu’s head once more. Stella raised her arm for a third blow but this time Soigu captured her wrist. A wet crunching sound was heard as the bones in the hand clutching the handle of the frying pan snapped. Stella shrieked. The sonorous clang of the falling frying pan, the crisp, moist sound of breaking bones, the woman’s scream full of pain and terror – all this merged into an unimaginable cacophony and combined with a guttural, inhuman roar. This last issued from Soigu’s throat.

Stella crashed down to the floor, gingerly holding her mangled arm to her chest. To the still greater horror of the woman, her husband’s split skull began to heal; it knit together before her eyes.

Noticing Stella’s reaction, Soigu grinned savagely.

“Have you finally realized who you’ve been fucking all these years?” growled Soigu.

At that moment Jan, who was crumpled against the wall, groaned weakly.

“Jan!” Stella yelled through her tears. “You’re alive! Are you hurt?”

“Mama!” gasped the boy as he tried to stand up.

It was too difficult for him, and he once again slumped down onto floor.

“A twist!” said Soigu with a hint of astonishment in his voice. “I was sure that you wouldn’t survive. It’s possible I’ve been too hasty with you…”

“Don’t you dare touch him, you bastard!” gasped Stella in a frenzy. “Or I’ll scratch your eyes out!”

“Would you get a load of that, your maternal instincts are really coming to the fore,” spat Soigu. “But it’s too late, my dear. I’m tired of being a man.”

With these words he quickly stooped down towards the woman.

“Mama!” was all that Jan managed to yell before he yet again sank down into a bloated, black void.

Marisa tensely looked out the window of the van at the vehicles sweeping by. The day had passed like an idle daydream, as they say. All her thoughts spun around the upcoming operation, and there was nothing else going through her head. Even Volsky, to Marisa’s great joy, paid her almost no attention, and all their conversations were concerned only with their work.

Bumblebee called her when they were halfway to the lair of the beast.

“What, is it urgent?” she asked rudely.

“Don’t growl at me!” replied Bumblebee agitatedly. “This is no joke.”

“Lay it out for me, but do it quickly,” snapped Marisa.

“That email,” he said with a slight hitch in his voice. “Hell, I don’t even know how to say this…”

Marisa rolled her eyes angrily.

“All in all…” Bumblebee kept wavering.

“Spit it out,” Marisa ordered him rudely.

“In a word, it was sent from my computer. I guess it’s me who sent it to you,” he blurted out.

“Hey, are you on something?” asked Marisa. “I don’t have time to deal with you right now, you know? Go sleep it off; we’ll talk about this tomorrow.” And then she hung up.

“What’s going on there?” frowned Pavel.

“Don’t worry about it, he’s just raving about something,” she muttered. “I think his brain’s cracked from watching too much TV.“

Dalana landed gently on the roof of the mansion, feeling the weight of the sword that was resting in the sheath on her back. For the present everything was going smoothly – she had parked the car, reached the wall and cleared the Sentinel unharmed. The only thing that made her uneasy was the trail of Dolon that Dalana had noticed in the sky on her way here.

The West Wind has returned.

And he has brought a new disaster.

Dalana diligently spun her thoughts of disaster around and thrust them deep into her consciousness. She couldn’t think about that right now. The kun-mus would scent her agitation.

Crouching close to the roof like a cat, Dalana meticulously probed the entire perimeter of the room that would be her point of ingress. The room seemed empty and relatively secure.

It seemed strange to Dalana that there was not a single living soul on the entire territory of the mansion besides the master and his Sentinel. The guest house, where a whole staff of servants had been living, was now suspiciously empty. Had Soigu suddenly decided to dismiss all his personnel, right down to the cook?

Dalana cautiously flared her nostrils, taking in the cool evening air. It smelled of blood. The weak, but all the same palpable aroma lingered over the lair of the kun-mus. Had he really thrown off so much reserve that he was dragging his victims right here to the house where his wife and child lived? Dealing with such a ravening predator would be anything but simple. She was going to have to earn that two million dollar bonus.

Dalana lowered herself to the nearby window. Suddenly her keen hearing caught a sound coming from beyond the boundaries of the grounds. A car was evidently approaching the main gates of the mansion.

“Well…that which is begun in God’s name never ends in evil,” said Volsky. “Let’s begin the operation.”

After she landed in total darkness on the second floor of the mansion, Dalana tried to suppress the disquiet that had overtaken her. The thick, sweet-sharp odor of blood that permeated the air inside the house excited and disturbed her, but it was something else that troubled her. For the last several minutes Dalana had been persecuted by the feeling that her secret was out, that the kun-mus was aware of her presence and was now simply playing with her like a cat plays with a mouse. The crusaders who had just shown up out of the blue did not at all add to her good cheer. Dalana didn’t know if it was Fate’s will or simple coincidence that her path and the path of the humans from the Coalition had crossed once again, but it seemed strange to her that CRUSS had chosen this night to arrest the ‘dangerous special offender, the werewolf Alexander Soigu’. Sadly, Dalana had neither the time nor the opportunity to feel out the mind of one of the agents who had taken her by surprise.

But it seemed that stages D and E of her plan were in dire need of immediate correction. Dalana was practically hissing from vexation. How could she kill the kun-mus now? She would not have the luxury of wasting three hours waiting for the poison to weaken the shell of the monster. If only…

At that moment there was an ear-splitting scream outside.

“What the hell is going on there?” whispered Volsky, turning pale.

Marisa realized that it was Arvid who was screaming. After a few seconds his cries broke off. Marisa watched as the gates in the solid wall smoothly swung open.

“Pavel, what the fucking hell?” she said slowly.

The only reply she got was Special Agent Volsky’s bewildered stare.

Those children are impaling themselves on the Sentinel, guessed Dalana.

So her plan might not have to be altered after all. The Sentinel might not leave anyone alive.

Walking stealthily, Dalana step by step stalked towards the drawing room where, as she had expected, the kun-mus was. There were no lights on in the room. Dalana hoped that the monster was sleeping. There was no way she could know for sure. Dalana was unwilling to encroach so deeply upon the consciousness of the kun-mus – it was too fraught with consequences.

Holding the poisoned dart at the ready, Dalana slipped through the partially opened door to the drawing room.

He was here. Sleeping right on the floor. Small, thin, and half dead.

“Ha!” said a voice behind Dalana. “It seems we have ourselves an uninvited guest! This’ll liven things up a bit.”

The moment the lights flared on, Dalana realized that the mousetrap had snapped shut.

You’ve been caught in a snare, little birdie.

Turning quickly towards the voice, Dalana launched the dart.

Soigu opened his mouth wide in astonishment, and then he simply pulled the dart from his chest and broke it in half.

“Come in, come in,” Soigu said to Dalana. “I’ve been waiting for half an hour. You were cooling your heels on the roof for quite a while.”

From outside came yet another bloodcurdling howl, and then another and another.

“My little baby boy is taking care of them,” said Soigu, grinning carnivorously. “But of course I won’t give him all of them. I’ve left at least three for myself. There’s a pair there that I really want to get my hands on. I’ll make sure those two get an especially long and painful death. But why don’t you have a seat. I still have loads of time – you can help me pass it.”

Dalana despaired as she looked at the creature that was standing opposite her. He was grinning, baring his white, as yet still human teeth.

“No,” Dalana whispered in a hoarse voice.

“Sit,” said the creature imperiously and then he continued his speech on the extrasensory level.

Yes, you are not mistaken, Daughter of the Red Family. I am he, before whom tremble nine eastern and eleven western Tengri. I am he, who remembers the moon in the empty sky and the bare earth under the rays of the red sun. I am he, who, having torn the Fabric of the Worlds, appeared here to tread underfoot the moronic precepts of the contemptible little humans.

The creature let out a savage, booming laugh, and Dalana succumbed to his mental onslaught, collapsing onto the floor.

The creature continued his tirade inside Dalana’s head.

I am he who is known by a thousand names, but whom you have known since birth and whom you fear more than death. I am Arkhan! The Thirteenth Mankhus of the Underworld!



 
  



CHAPTER TEN
 

1.
 

Hoc age!
 

Do it!
 

(Roman exhortation)
 

Marisa stood stock still as if hypnotized – five human bodies contorted into the most inconceivable poses were caught in the grass, inexorably flowing outwards and becoming a monstrous, gelatinous mass.

Just like Rus….

“God, what the hell happened to them?” asked Graham, who was practically crying.

Marisa stepped towards the lawn.

“Don’t step on it!” roared Stefan in a completely insane voice. “The grass, that’s it! Don’t walk on the grass!”

“Get back!” snapped Volsky and he pulled Marisa away – she had been just about to bring her foot down on the pernicious, verdant expanse.

Marisa shook off her entrancement.

“Thank you,” she stammered.

“I saw it, I saw it all,” Stefan panted through shaking lips. “It was the grass, it killed them…”

Then Marisa saw that all the surveillance cameras were turned towards them.

“Pavel,” she said in a low voice, trying to attract Volsky’s attention.

“I know.” Pavel nodded bitterly. “He knew from the very beginning that we were coming. He was waiting for us.”

Suddenly Marisa heard something in her head, something that was unmistakably an order:

COME TO THE HOUSE, DON’T STEP ON THE LAWN.

And instantly her body turned towards the mansion as if it was subject to another’s will.

“Pavel,” Marishka managed to get her words out through disobedient lips. “Something is happening to me.”

Spread out on the floor, Dalana calculated her strength. The likelihood of escaping from this captivity was negligible. The creature Dalana knew as Arkhan was too strong.

Arkhan, like the other twelve Magni, his brothers and sisters, was immortal. It did not seem possible that Arkhan could be deprived of his life, not by any means, even the most refined. The only conceivable way would be to destroy the human disguise of this ferocious, ancient god of the Underworld. But she still had to come up with some way to kill this shell, which Arkhan had pulled over himself like a summer suit. The poison was useless.

Dalana realized that she would probably not come out of this fight the victor. Stage E was nowhere in sight. Dalana did not know of a single living creature who had gotten mixed up with such Underworlders. Even the Tengri avoided them. The baker’s dozen of Magni rightfully considered themselves among the most terrible creations in the entire Underworld. Bearing in mind the diversity and might of the creatures that lived there, Dalana, who had never before encountered Arkhan or his siblings, assumed that a balefully bloodthirsty omnipotence lurked under that human layer. She had heard many times over the years that he deprived all of their last hope for survival… All. But not her. Dalana resolved to fight for her life to the bitter end.

“Chances are we won’t be able to escape,” she suddenly heard a child’s voice say behind her. “But we should still risk it. It’s better to die fighting than to allow him to gnaw at us like grilled chicken.”

Dalana gingerly got to her feet and stared at the owner of the voice. He was sitting on the floor next to the fireplace, with one leg placed under him at a strange angle.

“Hello,” she greeted him. “If I understand correctly, you’re his son?”

“Yes,” confirmed the boy. “My name is Jan, and I am his son. His and mama’s. Mama was a human. He killed her when she tried to protect me. He’ll return soon – he went for the humans from ‘Cross’.”

Dalana could not help smiling when she heard how he pronounced the acronym of the Coalition, changing the ‘u’ to an ‘o’.

“There are four of them,” Jan continued. “The lawn monster killed the others. But I recognized you. You’re that X-Man I heard two days ago, aren’t you?”

Dalana examined the boy with interest. He was small and weak…but all the same he was the biological son of a Begotten of Old. Even if he was a half-blood.

Can you hear me? asked Dalana, switching to mental communication. If you can, nod.

Jan nodded.

And can you reply?

Yes. But it’s pointless; he’ll still intercept us.

Do you know how to conceal your thoughts?

Yes, but not for very long. He’s much stronger than me.

This is the plan. When he returns try to distract him so that he can’t hear me. And then I will try to deprive him of the ability to move. Then we’ll go from there.

I read you. But I can’t promise that I’ll succeed. I think my leg is broken – at least, it hurts terribly.

The most important thing is not to give up beforehand, okay?

“He’s coming,” murmured Jan.

Dalana concentrated, readying her body and her mind for the coming battle. She hoped to cut off the monster’s head with her first swing. The question was, how quickly would it grow back? And how long could the boy hold his attention? She would need to use the captured humans as a diversion.

The door to the drawing room swept open, and Dalana beheld Soigu again. He was not alone. Three young men and a young woman walked into the drawing room with him. Dalana instantly recognized the woman as Marisa Sukhostat.

“My friends!” Soigu exclaimed theatrically. “New guests have arrived. Now you can get to know each other.”

Realizing that she couldn’t waste any more time, Dalana bridged the distance to Soigu in two leaps, pulled the sword from her back and swung it at the monster’s neck with all her strength. The head came loose from the torso for a split second but almost immediately began to grow back.

Marisa recognized the dark-haired vampire at the very moment she savagely swung her blade with the intention of taking off Soigu’s head.

Marisa’s first desire was to lodge all her remaining ammo into the vampire. Marisa’s hand jerked, but it could not take her gun out of its holster. Marisa’s body, which had until just now been under the werewolf’s power, was not yet obeying its owner well.

Marisa watched in amazement as the freshly severed head grew back almost in the blink of an eye. The monster’s retaliation was not far behind – the werewolf simply threw both its arms forward and struck a pulverizing blow to the vampire’s face. She flew back several meters and fell, bathing the floor with blood from a jagged wound on her forehead.

“This is for you, you bitch,” swore Graham as he whipped out his gun and unloaded the clip into Soigu’s back.

Soigu turned and, grinning broadly, moved towards Graham.

“In the head, shoot him in the head!” yelled Dalana, pressing her palm to the wound.

Soigu grabbed Graham and with one sharp movement ripped the boy in half. His slippery intestines spilled out onto the floor at Soigu’s feet.

In a violent frenzy, Volsky, Marisa and Stefan fired at the monster from three sides. From the corner of her eye Marisa noticed the boy – the son of the fiend – who was desperately trying to squeeze his back into the stone of the unlit fireplace. She realized that a stray bullet might hit the boy – he was in the line of fire. But she kept pressing down on the trigger until she heard the dry clicks that indicated the clip was empty.

Volsky and Stefan were trying to reload their guns quickly, but the monster, with a bloody stump instead of a head, launched itself at Stefan. They crashed down to the ground together.

“Ah, you devil!” yelled Volsky, futilely aiming his gun at the monster.

Stefan was underneath.

Dalana watched the fight through the bloody fog covering her eyes. Her vision, which had been lost for a while after Arkhan struck her, gradually returned.

I’m sorry. I can’t, The boy’s words flashed through her mind.

“Indeed,” grumbled Dalana aloud.

The headless Soigu-Arkhan succeeded in getting up first. It seemed he felt fine even in such a state. The missing piece of his body had been reduced to individual clumps of skin and bone that dangled around gaping wound of his neck. That which had been his head before now resembled a monstrous ruff collar.

Arkhan seized the crusader by the belt, lifted him up off the floor and tossed him right through a closed window. The glass broke and the man’s body flew outside together with a part of the window frame.

The monster now started striping off pieces of its own flesh. The two humans and the two non-humans observed this nightmarish process of transformation with horror.

He’s throwing off his shell, Dalana realized.

In the meantime her vision had already returned enough that she could readily move. Springing to her feet, Dalana darted towards the exit.

Marisa, who had her gun trained on the monster as it unmercifully ripped itself to shreds, saw the vampire bolting for the door. Without hesitation she swung her gun to the side and fired into the chest of the dark-haired bitch.

The shot hurled the already weakened Dalana even further towards the wall. She bellowed from pain and frustration.

“What are you doing?” yelled Volsky.

“That’s the vampire!” Marisa screamed hysterically. “She’s the one who killed Rus!”

“You idiot, we’re all going to die now!” exclaimed Dalana, regretting that she couldn’t reach the wretched girl.

“But at least you won’t be getting away,” roared Marisa hoarsely.

I should have killed you at the airport when I had the chance, thought Dalana.

“Die, freak!” Pavel cried rabidly, and he flung himself at the fiend.

He discharged his gun at point black range several times, but the monster, which now was just a shapeless mass with four appendages, managed to use one of those appendages to tear the gun away from Volsky.

Marisa realized that he’d torn it away together with Pavel’s arm. Volsky, pressing his remaining hand to the fountain of blood that surged from the wound, took a few steps to the side and fell over.

“Pavel!” yelled Marisa in a sinking voice.

“Don’t go to him, you fool!” said the vampire.

The girl glanced at her. The vampire was leaning against the wall, obviously not in good shape.

“You won’t escape,” said Marisa in a faltering voice. “Do you hear me? If you so much as twitch…”

Dalana ground her teeth.

“You know, I could have done away with you and your barbaric boyfriend, but I decided to let you live because I love beautiful things. I’ve paid for it.”

“I’m going to kill you, bitch,” replied Marisa and she aimed at the vampire’s heart.

“Don’t you worry,” Dalana said indifferently, jerking her head towards the monster. “It’s the end for both of us now.”

Marisa turned her head around, following the gaze of the vampire. At the same instant she realized that the dark-haired beast was right. It really was over for both of them.

Dalana regarded Arkhan hopelessly. The monster’s transformation had been achieved successfully and now he stood before his captives in his true form. As Dalana had suspected, he was a formidable and abominable creature with fangs, claws, scales and a misshapen penis that dangled between his curved, muscular legs.

“So, the first act is over,” said the monster, growling deep in his chest. “Now the really fascinating stuff begins.”

Arkhan glanced contemptuously at Volsky’s body lying on the floor.

“Such little children you are, thinking this would be as easy as putting down a herd of pseudo-vampires. You thought it would be as easy as ‘I came, I saw, I shot’, right? You thought to yourselves, I’ll just vault over the wall, pluck the door from its hinges and presto – I’m counting my money all the way to the bank!”

A bout of villainous laughter erupted from the monster.

“But your tactics and strategies are hopelessly out of date,” the Mankhus continued after he’d stopped laughing. “The Coalition of Mother-fucking Reinforced Unified Special Services! Who would think of such a thing?”

Arkhan shook his enormous head.

“As it happens, I grew together with my human shell. Even my own Mother only found me out with difficulty. I brushed her off; told her I’d be good, but it’s like you little humans say: Old habits die hard.”

The Mankhus shifted his gaze to the broken window.

“Well really! I was assured that double paned glass was bulletproof!” he said in mock indignation, and then he laughed a laugh that caused the blood to freeze in their veins.

Marisa aimed her gun at the fiend.

Arkhan looked at Marisa with his amber eyes.

“No one can escape from me. And understand that I have nothing in common with that thing you people call a werewolf. I found the man named Alexander Soigu thirteen years ago. I killed him and now I live in his body. There’s a part of each of my victims in me… I could tell you many things of this sort, but I just don’t see the point, as you’re going to die soon anyway.”

In reply Marisa fired her entire clip into the monster. The fiend broke into laughter, watching as his wounds closed almost instantly. They healed even more quickly than those that had been on the shell – Soigu’s body.

“Oh, you’re a feisty one,” the monster growled at Marisa. “I suppose it’ll take a lot to tame you.”

Marisa had no time to respond – the monster leapt to her side, took the now useless gun from her hand and pistol-whipped her across the jaw. He knocked her from her feet with a single sweep of his arm and brought his large foot down on her shin. Fragile human bone was crushed by the monster’s weight. Marisa groaned, clenching her bloodstained teeth against the pain.

“Bastard,” she spat through split lips, barely choking back tears.

“That is so,” agreed the behemoth, as he displayed his sharp curved fangs.

“You know, you’re really not all that attractive right now,” continued the monster, examining the work of his hands and feet with interest. “I was thinking about fucking you before.”

Marisa’s blood chilled from terror, her gaze unwillingly drawn to the evidence of masculinity the monster displayed.

“Do you like what you see?” asked the fiend in a mocking tone. “I know quite a few people who’ve appreciated it, as I am sure you would. But the truth is, my wanton little girl, that I’ll probably do without that for the time being. But I’m sure you’ll have time to appreciate it after you die. So just relax – nothing to worry about.”

With these words he slammed his paw down on Marisa’s leg – the one he had broken. She almost lost consciousness from the pain.

Leaving Marisa lying on the floor, Arkhan turned to Jan.

“You won’t be creeping away either. Seems your bone is almost pulverized. It really is a night of broken extremities.”

The Mankhus’s eyes gleamed carnivorously.

“And of culled lives,” he added in an otherworldly voice.

Choose how you will die, he said to Dalana. Slowly or very slowly.

Dalana understood what he had in mind. The first choice meant crude, physical force. They would fight like two wild animals. The second choice was for a battle of the minds, a slow and excruciating subjugation of the enemy with the force of one’s own thoughts. Even though the Mankhus was an unsightly monster, he was still Begotten of Old, just like Dalana. And he was offering her the right to choose. He would kill Dalana regardless of the venue. But she would attempt to sell her life for the highest price.

What the hell, decided Dalana. Let’s fight – to the end.

“Do me a favor,” she said aloud expressly for Marisa. “Don’t get in my way.”

Dalana got to her feet.

“Arkhan!” she hailed the Mankhus. “You say that my progenitor, the Tengri of the Blood, stood in awe of you? Then I am mightily disappointed with him. I choose the first alternative!”

The monstrosity stretched his lips into a malevolent smile.

“All bets are off!” he declared.

2.
 

Hic et nunc.

Here and now.
 

Begotten of Old, she had existed since time immemorial.

Almost from the very creation of the world, from its becoming and its schism.

Like many Begotten of Old, she had many names. She’d been called Echidna in Ancient Greece. The northern tribes praised her as Atske. As Abarga, she frightened children who read fairytales. She, Lilith, was damned for her infamy.

All that humans said of her, all their myths and legends surrounding her, was fiction. But there was a grain of truth in it all.

In Eastern and Western Siberia they supposed that the Milky Way was created through her direct intervention.

In Alaska they thought that she lived by snatching suckling infants and feeding off their blood.

She never snatched humans, neither infants nor adults. As for the Milky Way, her blood sister was responsible for that, but she had only been involved obliquely.

She was the Great Black Mother, the ancestress of all monstrosities, the terrible Domina of the Underworld.

In all her infinitely long life, the Black Mother had created thirteen children: six daughters and seven sons. All of them were monstrously deformed by the standards of the human world, and she loved all of them boundlessly. The gigantic, multi-hued tiger and the colossal viper, the lurid yellow hound and the many-headed pangolin – they were the children of the Black Mother, and for most of their lives, which were almost as infinitely long as Hers, they lived in the dark halls of the Underworld, choosing not to appear before the eyes of either humans or other Begotten of Old.

The one who came to be known by humans as Arkhan so very long ago – he was her last, her thirteenth son.

He was her most unfortunate. And her most beloved.

She forgave and allowed him much, almost anything, even when he began to terrorize the human world in his human skin. So it was until this moment.

But the time had come to tell him – be done! It was time to return home.

The Black Mother was looking through the veil that was the Fabric of the Worlds. A strange and dreadful pattern – thirteen boils, the same number as her children – adorned the Fabric. Ten of them flourished and ran wild, as it were, but only three of the boils bled and festered. That meant that three of the Black Mother’s children were wandering the world of humans. The lowest boil bled more intensely than the others. It was through this boil that the thirteenth child, the most beloved son of his Mother, had fled the vault of the Underworld.

Marisa watched at the battle unfolding before her eyes as if she was enchanted, unable to find the strength within to tear her gaze away.

She had never seen such a spectacle – not in the Hollywood blockbusters, not in the most violent computer games. Two mythical creatures were battling each other like the most practiced warriors in the world. The disgusting monster and the beautiful, dark-haired vampire. She was quick and daring; she attacked fearlessly and much more deftly than he did. For all his horrifying might, he was clumsy and slow, and did not always manage to ward off the attacks of her sword. And yet, he was stronger.

The vampire scoured the monster with a deluge of thrusts, but the monster seemed to heal before the wounds had even opened. The vampire was bleeding like a stuck pig. He got in one hit for every nine of hers, but this one cost the vampire infinitely more than dozens of hers cost him.

Marisa realized that he was fighting at a third of his strength, if not a fourth, whereas the vampire was giving everything she had. He was only playing. She fought with the desperation of the doomed. He tore her with his claws like she was a rag doll. She shed blood but once again rushed into the fray.

“We’re solving the puzzle, aren’t we?” growled Arkhan as he once again sent Dalana flying. “It’s lex talionis, an eye for an eye.”

Dalana didn’t even try to intervene when he summoned the Sentinel and saturated his claws with poison. The pain inflicted by these now venomous claws was ten times worse than it had been before.

Marisa, who had already guessed that the lawn beast was poisonous, realized that the vampire was losing. Suddenly Marisa caught herself thinking that this duel had quickly engendered a sincere respect for the vampire. The beast who had killed Ruslan was fighting like an enraged lioness, fearlessly looking death in the face, or more accurately, in the hideous muzzle of the monster. The overall effect of watching the battle was tarnished by two things: her broken leg and onerous thoughts about her fate. Marisa wondered what this fiend planned to do with her. When he had broken her leg, Marisa had thought that nothing could be worse. But just a bit later, when the behemoth insinuated that he would defile her corpse, she realized it could be worse. Much worse.

At last the vampire succumbed to the monstrosity’s onslaught. The monster easily knocked the sword out of her hand, and it spun away to the other side of the room. The vampire fell to one knee; it seemed she could not get up. Pale, her hair wet with sweat and blood, she waited for the monster to strike the final blow.

The fiend walked up to the half kneeling vampire and grabbed her by the hair. The vampire’s head jerked, dangling from her hair like a marionette hangs from its strings. The monster raised his other paw, preparing to crush the skull of his competitor.

Then a third creature appeared.

A Black Shadow.

Marisa had never seen such a creature before and could not even imagine that something like it could exist. The Black Woman was beautiful. She stood before the monster in all her menacing majesty, holding a net made of flaming chains in her hands.

“We’re going, Son,” said the Shadow in a resonant, powerful voice. “It’s time to return.”

“NO!” screamed the monster, and it seemed to Marisa that her eardrums had burst.

With difficulty Dalana opened her eyes and instantly understood who had appeared there. Mayas-Chara, Black Moon, the Great Goddess of the Underworld, who had begotten Mankhus Arkhan.

Black Mother…Great Mayas-Chara…help me, implored Dalana.

But her entreaty was not necessary. For Mayas-Chara had come to collect her son.

Dalana heard the Mistress of the Underworld summon Arkhan back. She heard the Mankhus howl like a thousand wolves all at once. But he still did not release Dalana, as before continuing to hold her fast by her hair.

Marisa was almost struck blind by the glaring radiance of the fiery net that the Black Shadow cast over the monster. The fiend bellowed and lashed out desperately, all the while holding the vampire’s hair in his fist.

The Black Shadow was slowly disappearing into what looked like a woven fissure, dragging away the recalcitrant monster she’d ensnared in the fiery net. The monster was dragging the vampire with him; she was too weak to resist. The fissure that was drawing the Black Shadow in was already beginning to tighten around the monster.

Overcoming the pain in her broken leg, Marisa dragged herself on her stomach towards the strange nexus. She crawled up the vampire’s body and anchored herself to the vampire’s shoulders, trying to pull her back. To no effect. The power of the fiery chains was so great that Marisa risked being dragged in with the others.

In search of a way out, Marisa looked around.

The sword! she thought, but instantly abandoned the idea.

There was no way she could reach the sword in time. Then Marisa’s gaze fell on the fireplace and the boy cringing next to it.

“Give me the poker,” she cried out.

Even though he was cowering in fear, the boy did not have to be told twice. He dragged the heavy poker out of the fireplace and, using both hands, tossed it to Marisa. The poker slid along the parquet flooring and stopped several centimeters from her.

Such nice wooden flooring, it must have cost an insane amount of money, Marisa thought mechanically as she snatched the poker and flung her arm forward with what remained of her strength, aiming for the monster’s disgusting nose.

Marisa fell short…the poker, which for a fraction of a second became an extension of her arm, slashed deep into the monster’s forearm with a luscious wet sound. The monster howled…and released the vampire’s hair. At that very second the fiery net finally pulled the monster off to a place Marisa was sure she did not care to know.

Marisa realized that she had almost been drawn into the fissure. Shuddering convulsively, she canted over onto her back.

“How are you doing over there?” she asked the boy after a couple of seconds.

“I think I’ll live,” he replied with unchildlike gravity.

“Thanks,” said Marisa, nodding towards the poker. “But next time, try to get out of the line of fire.”

The boy smiled faintly at Marisa.

“My name’s Jan,” he said.

“Special Agent Sukhostat of CRUSS,” she responded.

In the interim, the vampire was coming to her senses.

Dalana had been conscious the whole time, but she had been mentally struggling against Arkhan, who was trying to carry her away into the crucible of the Underworld. The situation had been complicated by the fact that Dalana had to resist another power as well – the Igneous Fetters of the Black Mother. As far as Dalana knew, there was no creature within the bounds of the existing Worlds who could escape from the Fetters, which had been woven from the saliva of the Twelfth Mankhus – Fiery Ganig, the daughter of Mayas-Chara. Arkhan held onto Dalana, knowing that she, clinging to life, would inadvertently help him to prolong his last moments of existence in this World.

Dalana had already been preparing herself to meet death when the girl suddenly whacked Arkhan on the paw with a poker.

“Th…Thanks,” said Dalana, breathing heavily.

“Fu…,” groaned Marisa, beginning to realize what had just happened, what she had just done. “I just saved your life…I must be out of my mind. My gun’s out of bullets and I can’t walk…”

“Don’t worry, I won’t harm you,” Dalana said in a weak, but already more steady voice.

“She won’t harm me!” snorted Marisa. “Listen, you little…what kind of a…who are you anyway?”

“I’m Dalana. A vampire, Begotten of Old,” replied Dalana as she got to her feet.

She was staggering like a drunken sailor, but she set her teeth and managed to find her balance. The drawing room resembled a slaughterhouse, the entire floor and even the stone walls were swimming in blood. And not just human blood.

“Beg…gotten of Old,” repeated Marisa uncertainly. “Vampire – that I understand. And those two, who were they?”

“They are also Begotten of Old.”

Dalana looked at her watch. Significantly less than three hours had passed since she’d found herself in this terrible snare.

But it seemed like all eternity.

She still had time to get to the airport. There was even a small margin of time to gather her strength.

“Neither vampires, nor werewolves. What exactly were those creatures?” asked Marisa.

“That’s not something you really need to know,” replied Dalana. “Not anymore.”

She examined herself from head to toe and was horrified. It was a good thing that she had a spare set of clothing in the car.

“But who are you? What do the words Begotten of Old mean?”

“The more you know, the worse you’ll sleep,” replied Dalana, mechanically noting the similarity between this curious girl and Vasilisa. She was just as interested in knowing everything.

All at once Dalana saw her sword; it was gleaming on the floor in a pool of blood.

That sword is crap, thought Dalana. I’ll never use such a weapon again. But I still have to carry out my commission.

She raised the sword and looked at Marisa.

3.
 

Habita fides ipsam plerumque fidem obligat.

The confidence we repose in another, often evokes a corresponding fidelity.
 

The girl was lying on the floor, weakened and vulnerable. Dalana herself could hardly keep on her feet, but the strength in her arms would still be enough. One small swing of her arm.

Five million dollars.

Against a saved life. Her own life.

Butchered Vasilisa. With the blown-apart skull.

Against the prospect of winding up in the Underworld.

Don’t kill her.

Dalana looked at the boy, the son of Arkhan. It seemed that he genuinely feared for the life of Special Agent Marisa Sukhostat of CRUSS.

Don’t kill her, repeated Jan. Please. She saved your life.

That was undeniably true. Though Dalana was far from rapturous over such a truth.

“I still have to arrest you or kill you,” said Marisa to Dalana suddenly. “You’re a menace. And you killed my friend.”

“Believe me, it was nothing personal.”

Dalana still held the sword at the ready, but she was in doubt as to what she should do.

“Nothing personal?” snapped Marisa. “Really? You turned him into a piece of slimy shit!”

“And what did you turn Vasilisa’s head into?” retorted Dalana. “I needed to save my own skin – it’s as simple as that. If someone else had been in his place I would have killed him instead.”

“How do you know about her…about her head?” Marisa asked in surprise.

But then she guessed. “Can you read thoughts?”

“I can hear thoughts,” Dalana corrected her.

“What did you do to him? To Ruslan?”

The thoughts that were spinning in Marisa Sukhostat’s head were of the most diverse subject matter. But Dalana lacked the stamina to rummage through them right now. The only one she investigated was the bewilderment associated with the explosion on Sergels Torg and Bumblebee’s stupid phone call. It was interesting – the girl really didn’t have the slightest clue why the ‘terrorist attack’ had happened. At the moment of the blast, Marisa Sukhostat had been a comfortable distance from her car.

“Will it really make it easier on you if I tell you the truth?” asked Dalana.

Marisa knit her eyebrows together.

“Let me see… Nope. No. The least said the better.”

“Yes, sometimes it is best not to know certain things, believe me. However, there is something I can tell you. Let’s call it a reciprocal thanks for my….” Dalana paused for a fraction of a second. “Hmm…for your help.”

“I’m listening,” said the girl sullenly.

“Your colleague Bumblebee. He didn’t lie to you. That which he did, he did under suggestion.”

“And how do you know that?” Marisa gazed at Dalana suspiciously.

“I simply know, and that’s all.”

“Did you compel him? Did you send me that email? Was it you who set off that explosion?” Marisa asked.

“Shut up,” said Dalana without any anger in her voice. “And stop badgering me. You know enough.”

Dalana cautiously, step by step, checked herself for damage inflicted by Arkhan. Her bones were intact. Her sensory organs were in working order. Dalana tried not to focus on her wounds, on the venom or on the fact that her body was literally covered with her own blood. What could be healed now had already been healed. It was amazing that she had been able to endure the struggle with the Mankhus and to escape from the Igneous Fetters. But this was still not the end – the airport was, oh, so far away…

Dalana set her teeth. It was time to get out of here.

“Did she kill him?” Jan asked suddenly. “That lady, the black lady, did she kill him?”

“Take my word for it,” nodded Dalana.

“There, upstairs…mama’s lying there.”

“Oh God,” murmured Marisa, shakily looking around.

Only now did she really experience what a terrible tragedy had occurred this night.

They had hoped to take the werewolf alive, and as a result they had all been cut to bits…. Volsky’s body with its arm torn off above the elbow…and not far from it, the arm itself…. The body of Graham – his two halves – with his spilled intestines…. The others outside….

“Pavel, the boys…they’re all dead,” stammered Marisa. “Why the hell am I sitting here chatting with you?”

She strained the muscles in her arms in a desperate attempt to get up.

“Lie still,” snapped Dalana. “I still haven’t decided what I’m going to do with you.”

In substance, their thoughts mirrored each other. Looking at the disfigured bodies scattered all around, Dalana thought that Arkhan had conducted himself unreasonably and barbarically in the human world. His brutality was so great that Mayas-Chari herself had become involved in the events of the Middle World.

“Please,” said Jan to Dalana. “There have been enough deaths.”

He’s not wrong, thought Dalana.

“It’s just like I said,” spat Marisa. “You are a bitch. You are a beast, just like all vampires.”

Marisa searched for her weapon. It was too far away. And anyway, she obviously wouldn’t have time to reload it. Why the hell had she saved this Dalana, this Begotten of Old?

At that very moment the space above Marisa’s head ruptured, ripping apart like a delicate, light gauze that rough claws had just torn in two. The Fabric of the Worlds burst open. Arkhan’s misshapen paw shot through the newly formed tear and seized Marisa by the hair. The girl screamed from pain and fright; she could sense an unknowable force drawing her into a terrifying vortex. The Mankhus, suffering the agony of his death throes, yearned to share that agony with another in the last moments of his life. This was a final, desperate attempt at revenge.

Dalana took a step towards Marisa and quickly swung her arm through the air. The sword sang out over the girl’s head. The blade chopped Marisa’s hair clean off. And then, just as suddenly as it had appeared, the paw disappeared into the fissure, still clutching the ends of Marisa’s hair.

“Thank you,” Marisa whispered tremulously.

Dalana chucked her sword out the window.

“We’re even,” she said succinctly. “The score is settled.”

Dalana took an object from her utility belt; it turned out to be a collapsible traveling bag of a thin, but waterproof material. With a decisive air, Dalana approached the pile of scraps that an hour ago had still been the body of Alexander Soigu, the refuge of a Divinity of the Underworld.

“You can now venture to walk on the grass,” said Dalana to Yura. “The Sentinel has also rejoined the ranks.”

“That’s the thing that’s living in the lawn,” Jan translated for Marisa.

You said that the Black Woman had killed him, Jan said reproachfully to Dalana.

He won’t come back again. I promise, Dalana replied.

She was not lying – those whom Mayas-Chara gathered into the Underworld never returned.

Dalana extracted a fragment of human skull from the pile. Judging from the teeth, it was the lower jaw.

In the land of the blind… Dalana thought, smirking waspishly.

“The head of Medusa?” murmured Marisa, barely able to move her lips, which were sticky with blood.

Dalana wanted to reply to the joke with a similar witticism. But her vocal cords only produced a desolate, broken squawk.

Dalana dropped her trophy into the open bag and staggered over to the empty window opening. She supposed she ought to say goodbye to the girl in some fashion.

Lying on the floor, Marisa watched Dalana quit the house through the broken window, holding a bag containing Soigu’s head, or what was left of it at any rate.

…The world is round... Marisa distinctly heard the words echoing through the shroud of fog in her mind.

Raising herself up onto her elbows with her last strength, Marisa tried to call out to the departing vampire. But her throat refused to make a sound. Marisa fumbled at her belt for her cell phone. The body of the phone was cracked, but the illuminated cellular network logo on the display showed that the phone was still functional.

“Let me help you!” exclaimed Jan, and he crawled over to Marisa.

“No…I’ll manage,” she replied, scarcely recognizing her own voice.

Then Marisa heard a weak moan from Volsky.

He’s alive, thought Marisa, and then she lost consciousness.



 
  



EPILOGUE
 

1.
 

The fool complains that people do not know him; the wise man complains that he does not know people.

Confucius
 

Dalana intently followed the stream of thoughts of the passport control official. At any moment the description of a highly dangerous criminal who had escaped from under the noses of the crusaders might be conveyed to him.

Anticipating such a hand of cards, Dalana had pulled a wig onto her head – she had neither the strength nor the time for a more drastic change in her appearance. So now here she was, in the line of sight of the official and twenty or so other people – a tall blond woman, haggard and unhealthily pale. However, Dalana’s pallor did not seem to bother those who were gazing at her. Judging by their thoughts, it was just the opposite – they were enthralled. A man in a grey three piece suit seemed to think she was some Russian actress – Olesya Sudzilovskaya. This name did not mean anything to Dalana, but the man was evidently a huge fan of the lady. For the last ten minutes he’d been agonizing over what kind of pretext would be best to make her acquaintance. But something was troubling him. The man was obviously afraid of something, and that fear would not give him peace, preventing him from concentrating on the object of his desire.

Dalana also found herself at the mercy of fear. She was afraid because she knew her mauled body was so weakened that this time she would not be able to escape pursuit.

Her ribcage was bursting with pain from broken ribs; the slashes there were still bleeding heavily. The gunshot wound was not too annoying, but Dalana was running a fever from the Sentinel’s poison that flowed through her blood from the claws of the Mankhus: the poison was often fatal for living creatures. It should be fatal to her as well, but Dalana knew that she would not die. Not today, not this time. After everything that she had endured and everything she had gone through – dying two steps from the finish line would be impractical to say the least. No! She must live and struggle to survive. Eventually her body would conquer this illness; all it needed was time.

The journey from Arkhan’s lair to the airport had required so much of her strength that Dalana almost lost control of the car a few times. Abandoning the old rust bucket, which was bathed in her own blood, at the appointed place, Dalana emerged onto the road and almost fell beneath the wheels of a powerful SUV being driven by a glamorous young woman. Slamming the brakes, the young woman shot out of the car and, half-cocked, cursing at Dalana.

“Give me your keys. Then you won’t die,” was all Dalana had said in reply.

The young woman doubted this for all of two seconds, and then she gave the Begotten of Old what she had asked for. However, Dalana was not at all certain she had enough strength to kill the owner of the vehicle. To her great relief, the girl was sufficiently frightened for her life.

Dalana drove for a couple of kilometers then stopped the car and searched for bandages in her first aid kit. She perfunctorily bandaged her wounds, which were all still bleeding, and hastily changed her clothes right there inside the car. Then Dalana drove to the airport. The entire way there, trying not to collapse behind the wheel, she ceaselessly, like a mantra, repeated that she would cope and that she would endure all the torments that had been visited upon her.

And she did indeed manage to endure the torment under the title ‘the journey to the airport’. But the pain still would not retreat, and in addition to that she was extremely nauseous. Ever since she had arrived at the airport the nausea had only increased. If Marisa and her boys suddenly descended on her right now, Dalana would not be able to run away. Even the cage with the cat inside seemed to her a back-breaking burden. Crumbcake curled up in a corner of the cage and patiently sat there without making a sound. She really was quite a clever little cat. She sensed that Dalana could barely keep her feet under her.

You and I will become fast friends, Dalana sent towards the kitten. If, of course, we get out of here.

She knew that the kitten would not be able to grasp all of what she’d said, but it would understand the tone and take notice.

And Crumbcake instantly began to purr softly in reply.

It seemed to Dalana that the passport control line had not become any shorter over the last few minutes. A traitorous trickle of blood from a wound on her shin started running down to her foot. She needed to do something immediately or else she would leak blood all over the floor.

Dalana walked towards the man in the grey suit. He nearly jumped when he realized that she was headed right for him.

“Excuse me,” Dalana said to the man.

His heart was beating wildly as he rose to meet her.

“Can I be of help to you in some way?” asked the man gruffly.

“Oh, yes,” smiled Dalana.

She hoped that he wouldn’t notice how strained her smile was.

“I need to step away for a couple of minutes,” continued Dalana. “Will you look after my kitty?”

“Of course!” said the man willingly.

“I’ll return in a moment.” Dalana tried to put as much coquetry as possible into her reply.

She felt like her left trouser was already soaked.

“We’ll be waiting,” said the man.

Dalana walked as quickly as she could in her condition. Her head was spinning; everything was floating and flashing in front of her eyes. She walked to a kiosk where they sold basic necessities.

“A box of tampons,” Dalana said.

Once she was in the lavatory, Dalana literally fell onto one of the sinks. It seemed like she was being turned inside out together with the contents of her stomach. The vomiting spell lasted for a short while. A pool of black, sharply smelling bile floated in the snow-white abyss of the sink. And instantly Dalana felt better. Her body was beginning to reject the poison of the Mankhus’ Sentinel, so her illness was retreating.

Dalana splashed her face with cold water then locked herself in the outermost stall. She pulled up her trouser leg, which was thoroughly soaked with blood, unwound the soggy, crimson bandages and cast a critical eye at her wound. It was nasty, but not any worse than it had been. That meant the blood was beginning to coagulate. But she would still have to make sure. Dalana took a tampon out of the box and tore off the wrapper. Then she breathed deeply…and on the exhale she abruptly plugged the wound with it. She managed to restrain a groan.

The tampon was instantly stained a cherry red, but the flow of blood ceased. It should be enough to get her to Paris. As a last resort she could change the tampon on the plane.

Dalana shoved the bandages right into the toilet to get the excess blood off them, and then she wound them back around her leg. After this she returned to the sink and scrubbed her trousers as best she could. When she was finished, the door opened and a woman stumbled into the room, breathing heavily. Noticing traces of blood in the sink, the woman did not hesitate to comment.

“Look at all that blood!”

“It’s just one of those days,” Dalana complained in reply and then she smiled.

She hoped that the woman would not notice how belabored and unlikely this smile was.

“Are you alright?” There was a hint of incredulity in the woman’s voice.

“Relatively,” said Dalana in an attempt to assuage the woman. “What can you do? It’s a woman’s lot in life…”

The lady chuckled sympathetically – it seemed that her misgivings had been relieved. Dalana left quickly to avoid any further inquiries. She was still troubled, but the return trip was far easier on her.

“Well, here I am,” said Dalana in a falsely bright voice as she walked up to the man in the grey suit.

A pair of eyes gleamed uneasily from the corner of the cage.

I’m here. I didn’t leave, she added for the kitten’s sake.

“Well, here you go, safe and sound,” said the man.

“Thank you,” said Dalana and she took the cage.

“Excuse me,” the man ventured finally. “You’re the actress Olesya Sudzilovskaya, aren’t you?”

“I’ll tell you a secret,” declared Dalana, forcing out the semblance of a significant wink. “I’m nothing more than her double. Actually, they don’t even take close up shots of me. So then, if you’ll excuse me.”

And, without waiting for his reaction, Dalana returned to her line. It had shortened considerably. She heard fragments of the thoughts of the disappointed man, but then she cut off her contact with his mind.

“What’s its name?” the passport controller asked benevolently when Dalana finally got to the booth. He meant the kitten, of course.

But Dalana suddenly caught the scent of imminent danger. Striving not to betray the terror that was tearing at her throat with cold claws, Dalana looked around intently. Ah, there they were. Four men were walking right towards her from different parts of the departures hall. Because of her abominable health and her weakness Dalana could not concentrate; she could not make out what these gorillas were thinking. Only one thing did she know for sure – these were men from the special services and they came here to…

“I mean him, your cat,” clarified the passport controller, who apparently had taken her fear for incomprehension. “You know there are some people who buy separate tickets for their pets. I’m amazed by that myself – I wouldn’t even think of it. What’s wrong with the hold? But then to others it’s nothing – they even buy business class tickets for their dogs and cats.”

Dalana understood that she had no time for thought. It was definitely the crusaders. She wouldn’t be able to weasel her way out of this one; they would definitely recognize her face. She either needed to run – but then they would probably just shoot to kill – or fight. But that also wouldn’t work, all things considered.

Run, run as fast as you can…but this little fox is going to gobble me up, thought Dalana drearily.

She had escaped the clutches of Arkhan and been freed from the Fetters of Mayas-Chara, all so that she could now be taken like a target in a shooting gallery, shot down by humans.

Dalana estimated the distance between herself and the passport control official. If she grabbed the man and pulled him out of his booth then she might be able to use him as a human shield. Would they risk opening fire on her then? Or maybe she should use what was in her handbag instead? She still had a few interesting tricks concealed there in the hiding place in the bottom. She might be able to send one or two – definitely not all, of course – of these gorillas to their ancestors. That said, the human shield option seemed the most advantageous.

“It’s not a he – it’s a she,” said Dalana in an even tone as she subtly moved back just a bit. Now she was in a good position to swiftly grab the hapless official by the lapels and drag him over the barrier.

And the quad was approaching inexorably.

“Oh yes, of course,” agreed the official.

Dalana sensed two waves – of aggression and of fear – clashing in the air around her. The aggression was emanating from the agents. But the fear was not hers – it was someone else’s. Someone else in this hall was afraid of these humans!

“Your cat is calico,” continued the official, “and only female cats are like that.”

Suddenly the man in the grey suit sprang from his seat like a scalded cat and fled without looking where he was going.

“Stop!” roared one of the policemen – the one who was closest to the man. “Stop where you are!”

At that moment the man in the suit slipped and sprawled out onto the floor. All four of the pursuers quickly drew their guns and aimed them at the poor bastard.

“If you don’t stay put, we’ll bash in your skull, scum!” promised the first and then he added in a booming voice: “Don’t move!”

The man cowered against the floor, obviously having not the slightest intention of resisting.

The passport control official, together with a dozen other rubberneckers, watched the proceedings with interest. Two other agents bent down, and while one rudely grabbed the man by the hair to hoist up his head, the other slapped handcuffs on his wrists. After that the one who was holding the arrested man by the hair suddenly slammed his face against the floor. There was a wet crunching sound then blood began gushing from the nose of the restrained man. Dalana reflexively noticed that the blood was a very bright and saturated red.

“That’s it, Acrobat,” merrily declared the first cop, who was obviously the leader of this foursome, “You won’t run from us anymore. Now you’ll rot in prison until you die of old age.”

Acrobat just whined despairingly in reply.

“Boys, take this little shit away,” commanded the leader.

The other three grabbed Acrobat by the arms and jerked him to his feet.

“Let’s go,” said the one who had handcuffed him. He clapped the prisoner on the back and added: “We’ve already got a spot prepared for you.”

A white-collar criminal, Dalana realized. The relief that she had experience the moment it became clear that the quartet of goons had not come here for her defied limits. Her ears were still ringing and her weak knees were shaking. Even the pain from the wound had retreated for a few moments.

“Well,” drawled the official, peering after the departing men who surrounded the offender in a dense ring. “That was exciting. Quite a commotion.”

“Yes, exciting,” said Dalana.

“So, what’s your kitty called?” the passport control agent asked.

Dalana realized that she hadn’t yet come up with a name for her new pet. What should she call her? If she took into account the confluence of extraordinary events that led to this cat being under her guardianship…

“Vasilisa,” said Dalana after a brief pause.

“A regal name,” the official said.

Later, when she was sitting in her seat aboard the airliner, holding the purse with the false bottom in her lap, she thought about how the passport control official would never know how close he had come to death. Well, blessed are the ignorant.

Leaning back against the headrest, Dalana put on her headphones. She searched for Glamour FM, which by this time annoyed her to the point of nausea, and applied herself to listening attentively to the affected voice of the repugnant DJ. Now that Dalana’s life was relatively secure, she could turn her thoughts to money once again. On the one hand the customer…whoever he might be…had clearly saved money. He had bought black caviar for the price of herring in tomato sauce. But there was also another side of the coin. Dalana hadn’t really sold him black caviar. She had only destroyed the mask, the cage, the shell called Alexander Soigu – and it wasn’t really she who destroyed it in the end. Regardless, Arkhan was still alive. True, he had departed this world for another, the Underworld, and Dalana sincerely hoped he would never be able to return. But really, didn’t the one cancel out the other, and vice versa? Indeed, how was it possible to kill someone who was immortal? And also ten million dollars was, in principle, far from herring in tomato sauce…

It took her fifteen minutes to detect and analyze the pattern of numbers and symbols encoded by Star– a code that would eventually lead her to the remaining portion of her fee for the life of the immortal Mankhus Arkhan.

“May I?”

Dalana took off the headphones and stared at the person who was talking to her. A haughty, fat, self-satisfied popinjay slightly past fifty was looking at her with burning eyes, and in his head swarmed versions of various sexual acts featuring Dalana and other indistinct silhouettes of ambiguous gender. Dalana was sitting by the window and this pervert could very well have taken his seat without bothering her. But he was intentionally trying to start up a conversation.

“Has anyone ever told you that you have stunning legs?” continued the man, grinning lustfully.

This chick’s legs go all the way up. And her as! Only, she is somehow very pale.

“You discerned this through my trousers?”

“Oh yeah, you have sharp teeth,” smirked the man. “I’d love to break you in. I think that when I get those trousers off you, you’ll be even hotter.”

And the man, wheezing slightly, squeezed his fat ass into his chair. A woman sitting across the row had heard his reply and was staring at them with furious eyes.

You pay two thousand dollars for a ticket in business class and you still have to deal with randy creeps.

Dalana had never before so regretted that pigs like the one next to her could not climb into her consciousness. If he could read her thoughts, he would instantly start trembling in fear. But the man just kept examining Dalana, his mind gushing truly pornographic images. What can be done about it – you meet lascivious freaks even among business-class passengers. However, Dalana supposed that it could be said that it was only among business-class passengers that you encounter them…

That’s it – enough of all these annoyances. She’d dabbled in democracy, and she was done with it. Dalana planned to charter a private jet at Orly Airport. She just hoped she could make it to Paris without any incidents.

The private jet would fly her straight to Quebec. By that time Victor should have resolved the matter of the remaining portion of her fee and converted the money into local currency. Dalana could count on this at least.

Upon arrival Dalana would again cross paths with the Tengri of the Cloudless Sky. He would bring her what she needed to mimic a true Canadian as promptly as possible. Who knew how much time she would have to spend there? A year? Maybe two? Or perhaps a decade or so until the validity of the new passport expired? It all depended on how much time she needed to cover her tracks. Dalana solemnly promised herself that for the next five years she would not undertake any commissions. Relaxation – and that’s all. She had earned it. She would live in Canada for a while and then perhaps she would visit Yuriko. Her money would last her long enough that she could take the liberty of a sabbatical at her own expense. It was too bad that she couldn’t take a trip to Buryatia right now to visit her native land. So it goes… But for the Begotten of Old a decade is not a long time. She would one day return to the land where she had drawn her first breath.

The most important thing was that she was still alive after all these misadventures.

Dalana tried to count how many times she had cheated death in the last ten days. First there was that transmog from New York. Who could have guessed the FBI was monitoring him? As a result – a massive financial loss and ‘the delegation with flowers’ at the airport. Then those humans from CRUSS – Dalana had completely, decisively underestimated them. After that, the Father of Lies had brought her into the family of transmogs, where she’d had it up to her ears with their infighting. Granted, thanks to Vasilisa Dalana had managed to recover all that she had lost because of the blunder with the previous mission. But was it worth it – that was the question. Dalana hadn’t become so strongly attached to anyone in the last hundred years. But now the girl was dead, and all Dalana had left of her was a kitten she’d decided to name in her honor. Such is Fate…. But could Dalana have really guessed that her target would turn out to be Mankhus Arkhan? She had flown in to kill Alexander Soigu. The target had turned out to be a surprise in the best, or rather, the worst traditions of Pandora’s Box. Dalana shivered. She would have met her own death at the hands of one of the most fearful Gods on earth had not Mayas-Chara herself interfered in the matter. Indeed, the Great Black Mother had arrived just in the nick of time.

But why had all this befallen her specifically? She’d gotten into scraps before, but never anything like this.

I’m getting old, thought Dalana. My intuition is not what it was, and I get tired quickly.

That meant she just needed to temporarily hang up her hat.

Still…something told her that her Stockholm adventure was not really over. She would return. After all, the life of that girl from CRUSS was worth five million dollars, and the client had paid in full.

Dalana again thought about Sukhostat’s miraculous escape from death. Miraculous…or coincidental? How could the explosive device under the madman’s jacket have gone off before Marisa came to her car? Theoretically, there could have been some sort of malfunction. Or someone might have decided to steal a dark blue Dakota parked next to the statue on Sergels Torg at exactly the right moment. The only dark blue Dakota in all of Stockholm that belonged to Special Agent Marisa Sukhostat of CRUSS. Just at the moment when a mortally ill suicide who was under the influence of a powerful suggestion decided to blow himself up. Though bizarre, it definitely was an alternative explanation. And why not? The carjacker could easily have been taken for the driver, especially as she’d given no concrete instructions concerning external appearance.

Dalana caught herself thinking that the extra five million dollars would never give her peace – it cut to the heart of her professional pride. Granted, it no longer mattered to Vasilisa, but Dalana lived according to her own code. And now that she and Marisa owed each other nothing…

Dalana suddenly realized that because of her reflections she hadn’t noticed that the airplane had taken off. She searched for Vasilisa in the hold, making sure that she was alright. Everything was in order. The kitten was already so accustomed to her surroundings that she had dozed off, not at all fazed by the droning of the engines. Dalana momentarily envied the kitten her brief, unpretentious life, her intellect that was subject to primitive reflexes…

“Do you want something to drink?” asked the flight attendant, smiling.

Dalana decided to leave her thoughts for the time being. She quickly probed the other passengers of the airplane. There was nothing dangerous, just as there was nothing special. The usual number of Lus and phantoms, of course. And humans, humans all around…eating, drinking, talking, watching a movie. Another one about vampires, it seemed.

“No, thank you,” Dalana replied to the flight attendant…but in the next instant she realized what it was she did want.

“Cognac,” said the man, and the stewardess joined the orgy in his inflamed imagination. A large blue vein in the man’s neck began to pulse violently.

Watching the vein, Dalana suddenly perceived the pain leaving her body. The poison of the Mankhus’ Sentinel decayed into harmless chemical compounds. The hemorrhaging of blood stopped. The fever subsided, the shakes all but ceased. The regeneration of flesh commenced. Her body had expelled the affliction.

And a completely different sensation now swept over Dalana. She had been acquainted with this feeling for many years now, it was a feeling granted to her on high from Mother Nature herself, it was a feeling inherited from her forebear, the Red Tengri – it was the feeling of hunger.

Dalana breathed in the scent of the man. All her senses gradually normalized – that is, they became sharp, as it had always been with Begotten of Old vampires when they embarked on the hunt.

Dalana deliberately touched the man’s thigh with her fingers. He jumped from the unexpectedness and the vein in his neck began to pulse even more violently.

“Do you have any plans in Paris?” asked Dalana, smiling.

Oh yeah, you DO have sharp teeth.

Dalana smiled very cautiously. She by no means wanted him to be able to see just how sharp-toothed she really was. For the time being.

2.
 

Fas est et ab hoste doceri.

You can learn from anyone, even your enemy.

Ovid
 

Marisa blithely narrowed her eyes, exposing her face to the sun’s rays. May had set in with an unusual heat wave. And if in the city – in that stone frying pan – the asphalt had fused, and people were going out of their minds from the sultry weather, then here at headquarters the genuine grace of God prevailed.

Marisa was sitting on the grass, which still had the softness of early spring, but had grown sufficiently thick.

“Marisa!”

Marisa grudgingly opened first one eye then the other. Jan was rushing towards her through the grounds, joyfully swinging his arms. Marisa noted that in two months – the amount of time since they’d last seen each other – the boy had matured and noticeably gained muscle. His leg had made a full recovery; there was no longer even a trace of a limp. Marisa’s fracture still bothered her at times, especially when it rained and in damp, cold weather. Her hair, of course, had been growing out for a long time.

Ten months had passed since that terrible night. Of course, Jan had not yet fully recovered. But was it really possible for him to recover from the death of the person closest to him – his mother? Marisa hoped that with time his pain would lessen and in one splendid moment, perchance, it would depart entirely. At least now Jan had things to do. He was occupied and so he thought about his pain less.

Marisa got up the instant before Jan flung his arms around her neck. The boy already had an iron grip. He would only get stronger…

“Why didn’t you come to see me?” Jan began aggrievedly as he finally pulled his arms from Marisa’s neck. “For a whole fifty-eight days?”

Poor thing, he’s counting the days, thought Marisa. What a nasty piece of work I am still.

“I was so bored without you,” added the boy. “And why are you a nasty piece of work?”

“Are you reading my thoughts again?” asked Marisa, intentionally severe.

“Sorry, I…it was on accident,” said Jan and he blushed to the roots of his hair.

Marisa tousled his bangs affectionately. The boy’s answering gaze made her feel uneasy. Marisa averted her eyes.

My God, he’s nothing more than a child, she reassured herself. A twelve year old boy who has been left without his mother. He’s just trying to fill in the void with me. If not me, then anyone else he might have run into…

“I’m not a child,” said Jan adamantly. “Why don’t you want to understand that we didn’t meet accidentally? And what does a void have to do with anything? God has a plan for everyone. Our meeting happened because it was planned so…”

“Stop doing THAT,” said Marisa roughly. “Or else I’ll turn around and leave this instant, you understand?”

“Please don’t,” said Jan as he nestled up to her. “I won’t do it anymore, just don’t leave.”

“Oh, Jan…I’m sorry that I snapped at you,” said Marisa, once again feeling like an utter bitch. “I’ll try to keep myself in hand. But you also have to try not to crawl around in my thoughts anymore, okay?”

“I promise that I won’t listen in on what you are thinking anymore, never again. Honest.”

He looked at her with his deep eyes full of trust and…and something else. Marisa banished her thoughts about this something else.

“Let’s go,” she said and took Jan by the hand.

The boy squeezed her hand in reply. He was on cloud nine. Together they began to walk across the grounds to the central building of CRUSS headquarters.

Marisa was pissed off at herself. Of all people, she knew that Jan was not a normal child. He was the biological son of that monster, the son of one of those Begotten of Old…. So She had said. Begotten of Old…words that had not so long ago been just words, empty sounds, had now become an incantation, the mysterious and ancient significance of which Marisa tried to perceive day after day.

Jan grew and developed much faster than normal children of his age. The first time she had noticed that intent gaze of his had been as early as the end of autumn. For a long time Marisa tried to tell herself that the boy was simply projecting onto her the feelings that would have rightly fallen to his mother were she alive. But one day it became clear that this was not the case. Jan was in love with her to the point of distraction. And she couldn’t do anything about it.

They had reached the main entrance when Marisa caught sight of Volsky.

“Hi, Uncle Pavel,” said Jan.

Marisa felt how tense he became.

“Hi there, my little nephew,” said Volsky. “But what are you doing here? Don’t you have classes?”

“I’m going,” said Jan. “I have two left today. Will you wait for me until then?”

This last he said to Marisa. She nodded in reply. Casting a frown in Volsky’s direction, Jan disappeared through the doors of the building.

“So, why so silent?” asked Volsky after some time had passed and, without waiting for an answer, he added: “You’ve got a fine fellow there.”

“Pavel, don’t,” Marisa began.

“Don’t what?” Volsky shot back. “Don’t bother, Pavel. Right? Isn’t that what you mean?”

The empty left sleeve of Pavel’s shirt hung like it was lost, occasionally shifting in a gust of spring breeze. Marisa’s heart hurt. Not only Jan had pain left over from that night.

“You found yourself a fellow with two arms,” Pavel continued belligerently.

“Stop it!” said Marisa loudly, even a bit more loudly than she would have liked. “He’s just a kid, and it’s not what you…. Damn it! I can’t even believe that I’m saying such ridiculous things. Just leave him out of it!”

“By Jove, I think she’s angry,” Volsky smirked. “Just a kid, you say. Indeed, even Papa knows the kid wants you.”

“Shut the fuck up!” yelled Marisa and with all her might slapped him across the face.

And hugged him a moment later.

“Sorry,” said Marisa fervently. “Forgive me. But he’s just…damn platitudes again …”

“Yes, yes, we’ve heard them all already. We know,” spat Pavel. “A child, a twelve year old child whose father killed his mother right in front of him.”

“Why so much rancor, Pavel?” wondered Marisa. “You know what it’s like to be an orphan.”

“I know, and that’s why I don’t put much stock in it, unlike your little Jan. And I tell you what. He’s a little degenerate whose father was a werewolf. He’s a little monster whose father ripped off my arm. After which you, sweetie, gave me the shaft,” Volsky said bitterly, pulling away from Marisa.

“Pavel, that’s not it, and you know it.”

“Then why did it end between us?”

“Are we doing this again?” Marisa felt herself getting angry. “We’ve already gone over this. There’s nothing between us because there never was anything between us. I’ve told you a thousand times that I wasn’t planning on being with you. It was just sex! But now, that’s it. It was – it is not…Pavel, almost a year has passed – we’ve been just friends. And your…”

Marisa stopped short, but after a moment she kept going.

“Your injury has absolutely nothing to do with my decision.”

“So you say,” Volsky muttered, and then he walked away.

Unable to contradict him, Marisa opened the heavy door and walked into the spacious lobby. The receptionist acknowledged her.

I’m a bitch and a careerist, thought Marisa as she passed by reception. Volsky’s handicap had engendered a whole host of insecurities in that once strong and charismatic man. Pavel had let himself go with a vengeance, both mentally and physically. He was jealous of the attention she paid to a boy and so he hated Jan, regarding him as a legitimate rival. Volsky frankly persecuted her, and he had become an obsessive neurotic. Marisa was sure that if Ruslan were still alive, Pavel would have been jealous of him as well.

But Marisa had not lied to Volsky: she didn’t dump Pavel because he had become a cripple. The truth lay in the fact that Marisa saw herself at work, not in a family. Volsky had offered her the position of his girlfriend, and then in time his wife, the mother of his children…. That would mean leaving her job. Saucepans, three course meals, washing machines full of underwear, day time television in the periods between household chores…. There she would stand, an iron in one hand and in the other – a diaper from an unironed pile…. She’d dully eye the television and the next soap opera star suffering from amnesia…

No! That was not at all how it would be. She saw herself doing the exact opposite in the future. No babies, no potty-chairs, and no soap operas! Marisa saw herself in charge of CRUSS. Nothing else interested her.

Marisa felt much worse about the situation with Jan. She was the one who suggested to Goldberg that it would be a good idea to place the boy in the school under the jurisdiction of the Academy, which forged the future workforce of CRUSS. Now Jan was head over heels in love with Marisa and lived only in anticipation of her rare visits. He was doing very well in school. His instructors saw a great future ahead of him. The boy would merit admission into the ranks of CRUSS.

Within a few years CRUSS would gain a new employee. Or rather Marisa would gain one, for by that time she planned on being Goldberg’s right hand. The new agent with superhuman aptitude and phenomenal abilities would be at Marisa’s disposal, and what was more, he would have been reared by her for her use. But most importantly – he would be under her control.

That was why Marisa had taken Jan under her wing. Life – it was a paradox. As the son of a Begotten of Old, the lad now ferociously hated all evil spirits. Together with his mentor – Marisa – he was learning to control his abilities so that he would then use them for the benefit of humans and to the detriment of monsters.

Volsky’s team no longer existed. The best of the best, all of them had laid down their lives during operation ‘Werewolf’. The niche formerly occupied by the most daring and gifted agents of the Coalition was now empty.

Waking from the trance of her thoughts, Marisa found that she had reached the elevator. She looked at her reflection in its mirrored doors. Needless to say, she had changed a lot over the past year. Looking back at Marisa was an adult woman, whose demanding gaze had nothing in common with the enthusiastic gaze of the girl she had been all of a year ago. She wondered when this stranger with the glacial eyes had first appeared. When Ruslan died? Or during the cleansing of the vampire lair? Or when she found her informant with a lacerated throat in a puddle of her own blood? Or perhaps when Marisa had shot that fugitive vampire girl? How old had she really been? A thousand? Or perhaps as young as seventeen? Or did the crisis occur when the monster, Jan’s father, was tearing CRUSS agents into little bits? Marisa recalled how the others had perished – Arvid, Genaro, Okahito – their bodies eaten away to the bones by the poison of the beast that served the monster. The men who were killed that night had families, children, wives…wives who buried their husbands in closed caskets.

Marisa also recalled vividly how she had thrust that poker into the werewolf’s arm, saving the vampire from his deadly grip; she recalled the juicy, smacking sound, and how the monster screamed, how he shrieked with pain when the Black Shadow drew him into her fiery net…and she recalled how that damned vampire saved her from the claws of the werewolf, who was using his dying strength to drag her with him into the abyss.

Life was cruel. A month ago Rimma Goldberg passed away. A stroke. At the funeral Marisa couldn’t even cry. She stood and looked at Papa, who in the course of one night had aged ten years, and she thought for some reason of the stuffed pike that would never again be tasted by a student of the Academy.

Yes, life was damned cruel. Marisa had known this since her childhood and not from hearsay. But life – was a paradox. And the paradox consisted of the fact that any living creature, even if it was an accursed monster out of nightmares, will cling to life and savor each of its moments. ‘Life is life, but life is everywhere’ – Marisa had once heard this from a Tibetan monk. Who could argue with that?

Everyone without exception valued Life. Even those who took it away from others. Why didn’t Marisa shoot her down that night? And why did she save her? Probably because it all happened then, and not now. Or because at that moment it was necessary.

Marisa stepped into the elevator. There was not a single day when she didn’t think about the dark-haired vampire. Whether for good or evil, She had taught Marisa much.

Unfortunately, many of her questions were still unanswered. For example, neither she nor her colleagues had been able to explain how Soigu contrived to get classified information out from under their noses. No matter how hard they tried, they couldn’t find the leak. It was not out of the question that the mole was still here, in the very heart of CRUSS, which meant that information was still leaking out. Who was involved in this? A corrupt bureaucrat? Or one of her own colleagues? What if many Begotten of Old had their own people inside the Coalition? What if the mole wasn’t even human? What if they brainwashed people, and those people, suspecting nothing, as pliant as marionettes, carried out a will not their own? After the incident with Bumblebee, Marisa had become obsessed with this idea. And if they had ‘their own people’ – both humans and non-humans – everywhere, what then?

The elevator chimed quietly, indicating its arrival on the requested floor. The doors opened smoothly and almost noiselessly. Marisa headed for the lecture hall in which Jan’s lessons were coming to a close. The bell rang and a flood of students rushed towards Marisa. Jan noticed her first.

“We weren’t given any homework!” he announced joyfully. “So I’m free for the rest of the day.”

“That’s great,” said Marisa. “Let’s drive into Stockholm. We’ll get some ice-cream.”

“Cool!” squealed Jan, but he asked instantly: “And is Uncle Pavel coming with us too?”

“No,” said Marisa. “Just the two of us. You and I.”

“A date?” blurted out Jan, immediately blushing.

“Don’t push it. We’ll just sit for a while and catch up.”

“I would consider that a date,” the boy said persistently.

“Whatever you say,” Marisa smirked.

“And can we watch a movie?” the boy continued. “X-Men: The Last Stand? I’ve already seen the trailer online – it’s awesome! The CGI is gorgeous! And do you know what the tagline is?”

“Huh?” asked Marisa.

She had no idea what this mysterious ‘tagline’ was. She was also a little fuzzy on the words ‘trailer’ and ‘CGI’, but she decided to keep that to herself.

“Take a stand!” When he said the words, his eyes burned with fire.

So it’s an advertizing slogan for the film, realized Marisa and said aloud, “Very well then, we’ll watch your X-Men. I’ll wait for you in the car.”

“I’ll be right there,” Jan said happily. “I just have to change. I’ll be quick!”

And he galloped away at full speed. Evidently the boy hadn’t tried to read her thoughts, or else he would have realized that right now Marisa’s mind was miles away from a date, miles away from Stockholm, miles away from Jan, and definitely miles away from the incredible X-Men who really weren’t all that fantastic or unbelievable, all things considered.

Marisa was thinking about Her.

She had been thinking about her constantly for the past ten months.

Dalana. Begotten of Old. Marisa thought she grasped the significance of those words. Dalana was a powerful, ancient creature. She knew and remembered the world from time out of mind. Who could guess what kind of secrets such a creature might preserve in its consciousness?

It was difficult for Marisa to determine what her feelings for this creature were. At times the young woman loathed her. At times she admired her – her power, her strength. Now they were even – She herself had said that the score was settled. That meant their paths must cross again.

…The world is round…

Without question.

Does God have a plan for everyone?

Now that was a controversial question.

Do You have a plan, dear God? A specific plan for Special Agent Marisa Sukhostat of the Coalition?

Marisa knew only one thing for sure: she certainly had her own plan.

THE END
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