The address was hastily scrawled on the back of a receipt for eggs and toilet paper, virtually illegible to any but the most determined of graphologists. The owner of that receipt licked his lips a moment, checked the street signs, and then tucked it back away in his pocket.

Overhead, lightning pierced the sky, arcing and flashing. The man sidestepped almost before he knew why, as a brass contraption fell to where he was standing but a few moments before, the cracked carapace extruding watch-springs and gears. He did not break his stride, nor did any of his fellow pedestrians. After all, in this city, such a scene was so commonplace as to be virtually invisible to those not directly involved.

Jack ran a gloved hand through his hair. He was not an imposing figure, standing fully half a foot shorter than the six to which he had, in his youth, aspired. His dark hair was unruly, as was his beard, though he kept that neatly trimmed. The large aviator glasses he wore did not fully conceal the dark lines of scars radiating around his left eye.

His stride chewed the pavement, his boots crunching through the layer of char left recently by heavy energy weapons. His jacket, shredded and with hastily cut-off sleeves, trailed out behind him. Even the hilt of the straight sword, sticking out over his shoulder, attracted no attention. It seemed that even the incredibly over-developed and under-dressed heroines of Paragon City could barely attract a glance from the citizens who hustled around on their daily business.

Arriving at his destination, Jack felt a bit perturbed. The brick facade loomed above him, as did the faded and dingy words over the door, informing him that his goal was a soup kitchen.

"Well, doesn't that just beat all?" Jack mumbled to himself as he pushed open the double doors and sauntered inside. Within, rickety folding tables, chipped and worn, held up trays laden with some sort of thick porridge and bread. At the tables, a variety of individuals down on their luck and worn down by a hard life. The tray line at the back of the hall was incongruously staffed by superheroes of varying descriptions, all in some sort of costume covered by a brightly colored apron.

The only other bit of color, garish and jarring against the muted palette of the hall, was the bulletin board and information center, overflowing with pamphlets and leaflets, promising a huge range of social services. At the bottom of each was a legend, identifying the group. 

KGB Special Section 8.

The name was nigglingly familiar to Jack, but he didn't know why. It was a feeling he had gotten used to over the past three weeks or so since he had come back to Paragon. He dismissed it with a shrug, and went to stand in line.

Most in the line were silent, choosing to wallow in their own misery rather than to try to alleviate it by sharing it with the world. This suited Jack just fine. There were problems enough in the world, and not enough time in any given day to solve more than a handful.

When his turn came at the head of the line, a shapely, slim woman in a dark catsuit emblazoned with a hammer and sickle snapped at him, barely sparing him a glance, "Where is your tray? Go to the end of the line and get one."

"Actually, all I could use is a cup of coffee and a little direction," Jack replied. The woman looked up, fixing him with her gaze. The hard eyes looked out of place, framed by blind hair from a Soviet propaganda poster from half a century ago.

Jack started, as did the woman. A shock of mutual recognition passed between the two, as did a moment of confusion. Jack had never seen her before in his life, he was certain, and it was just as certain that she felt the same.

Jack exhaled philosophically, and pressed on. Some mysteries just would not be solved in an instant, and this one was relatively unimportant in the grand scheme of things. "A gal named Alisa told me to come here and meet with her father. Of course, she never did give me his name, but I figure that you probably know most of the regulars here. Can you give me a hint?"

The woman stared at him a moment longer, then shook her head to clear the strange sensation. "Alisa? ...oh. Da, I suppose that you are in the correct place. Do you see that door over there?" She indicated a steel door in the back of the hall, and Jack nodded. "Go through there, and wait. I shall call him and he shall meet with you."

Jack nodded again, fixing the face in his memory. "Thanks kindly. Mind if I grab a cup of joe?"

"Cup of... oh, coffee. Da, over there." The striking woman turned to the next in line, an older gentleman in a flannel shirt, who held up his tray impatiently. Jack filled a styrofoam cup from an old percolator, and took a sip. The coffee was bitter, weak, and lukewarm. He thought it had potential.

Opening the door, Jack found yet another study in contrasts before him. The waiting room was secure, loaded with technology, and clean, almost sterile. There were a few hard plastic chairs and some month-old magazines on a table, so he settled in with bad coffee and Car and Driver (November '06) to wait.

He did not wait long.

A bald man in a black uniform came striding out with purpose in his gait and a scowl on his lips. Jack stood up to greet him, extending his hand as he said, "Howdy. You must be Alisa's dad. Name's Jack. Actually, that's..."

"Dr. Jack Paladin, PhD. I know," the older man interrupted, with a faint trace of a Russian accent underlying a menacing growl. "And I would also like to know, comrade, precisely why it is that you are not dead."

***

Jack, drawing back instinctively from the taller man, held up his hands in a conciliatory gesture. "Hang on, there. I seem to get that a lot, and I'm not dead. After all, I'm here talking to you, aren't I?" Jack took a step backwards, involuntarily, before he stopped himself. Lighten up, he thought. Everyone is taller than you are.

"Comrade Doctor, please, take a seat. And tell me, then, where it is that you have been these past months." The old Russian absently indicated a seat, and then reached into a pocket for a battered packet of cigarettes, almost dismissive. Jack looked down at the hard seat, and then looked back up, meeting the Russian eye to eye, an infinity of reflections passing back and forth between lenses, dark red and midnight black.

"I prefer to stand. Look," Jack said, taking a step back and holding both hands up in from of him, as if to ward off attack. "I don't know what it is that you want, I don't even know who you are. Can I just say I've got no intentions towards your daughter and leave now?"

The older man paused, the flame of his lighter a fraction of an inch from the tip of his cigarette. He raised an eyebrow, and proceeded with his ritual, the cigarette flaring and plumes of smoke puffing away without a care. Taking it from his mouth, and crossing his arms across his chest, the bald man ground out, "You really do not know who I am, do you, comrade Doctor? Amazing. But not unheard of, da?"

"Look..."

The bald man interrupted again. "Comrade Doctor, my name is Yevgeny Ivanovich Korsakov. I am also known as Comrade Smersh, Field Commander, KGB Special Section 8. Does this ring no bells for you, comrade Paladin?"

Jack looked from the cigarette, to the uniform, to the glasses, to the bald head, as several thoughts passed through his head. He paused for a moment, and then answered, truthfully, "Afraid not. But I can't say it surprises me much. Why should I know you?"

The self-proclaimed field commander took another drag from his cigarette, and sighed, a steam engine releasing built-up pressure. "Comrade Doctor, you have worked with my wife and I on several occasions. You were a troubleshooting consultant, with great expertise in many fields. You solved many... intractable issues for her school, and for our Section as well. Also..." The words trailed off into nothingness.

Jack ran his fingers over his beard. "Yeah? I'm supposed to be dead, right?"

"Comrade, you are more than 'supposed' to be dead. You are dead. I saw it myself. The last thing that went through your mind... was approximately two tonnes of concrete. When the Rikti invaded our earth again... you were one of the casualties. I found your body myself. Spoke at your funeral, da?" Cigarette hanging between two fingers, Smersh rubbed at his forehead with his left hand, the gold ring on his third finger glinting in the light. 

"Paragon, da?" The Russian grimaced a little. "Everyone comes back... but I should like to know how it is that you are back. And I never knew you as a swordsman before, da?"

Jack glanced back to the hilt hanging over his shoulder in a reflex action. "Look, Korsakov. I'm just a troubleshooter. What I do, right? I don't see anything in the job description that leaves me answerable to you. It's complicated, and I have better things to do than to be grilled by a washed-up Commie who can't let go of the past." Jack spun on his heel and took a step towards the door.

Smersh reached forward and latched a hand onto Jack's shoulder. "Comrade, I am not done with you, and I require..."

The sentence dangled in midair, unfinished. Smersh hit the ground with a thud, taken by a surprise shoulder throw. "Look, man," Jack said, stepping back and drawing his blade. The blade's shape seemed to shift, subtly, the blue stone blade absorbing more light than it reflected. "You don't lay hands on me, and you don't mess with me. I've saved this world. I've been tortured and imprisoned by those that would not accept that my mind was my own, that I go where I will. I've slain god-kings and seen worlds disappear into a non-entropic state. I will not be pushed around by you!" Jack was raving, a bit surprised by his own vehemence.

"...your assistance." Smersh finished his sentence and stood, rubbing at his lower back. He stamped down on the cigarette that had fallen from his mouth, and addressed Jack directly. "I want to hire you, comrade, for your expertise in dimensional science. I do not like you, comrade, and you do not like me. I know these things.

"Were the situation different," Smersh continued, "I should call in my armor and wring your scrawny neck for that. But it is not, and I need you, comrade. I can authorize payments for you, on a consultancy basis. Lives are on the line, comrade, and you are, perhaps, their only hope."

Jack considered this for a moment, and lowered his blade. Not the smartest idea, to take on the Russian on his own turf. He did not care for the Russian in the slightest. The request, and the promise of payment, tugged at him in spite of that dislike.

"Right. So, what's the problem?"




