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        Sophia was once the Fifth Column’s most dangerous weapon.

        Now she’s their greatest threat.

        

        Intercepting Fifth Column operatives before they can complete their deadly missions, Sophia is deprogramming them and turning them against their masters. But a powerful, new type of operative tips the balance against her, and she barely escapes with her life.

        

        The rules of engagement have changed, and Sophia is forced onto a collision course with the one person who will save her or kill her—Olesya.

        

        They've crossed paths once before. This time, only one will walk away.

        

        This is the third episode in the action-packed Helix technothriller series by ex Australian recon soldier Nathan M. Farrugia. If you like conspiracy, espionage and edge-of-your-seat suspense, then you’ll love this thrilling cross between Jason Bourne and Dark Angel.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      
        Berlin, Germany

        26 April 1945

      

      Denton drove his knife between the SS-Sonderkommando’s clavicle and scapula, cutting the subclavian artery. With his hand over the soldier’s mouth and the blade still in his neck, Denton lowered him softly to the attic floor. The soldier’s heart stopped pumping blood and Denton withdrew his knife.

      The old building was mostly intact, but someone had intentionally torn a hole in the brick wall, connecting the attic of this building with the next. Stepping carefully over the body, Denton leapt through the hole and caught the next SS-Sonderkommando by surprise. The soldier aimed his rifle at Denton’s chest, but Denton stepped around it and ran his knife across the Sonderkommando’s throat. He hooked the knife behind the neck, spinning the Nazi by his elbow. Blood sprayed and the soldier slumped. Denton grasped the rifle so it didn’t clatter to the floor, and placed it carefully on the body.

      A sliver of moonlight lit the dusty attic. Denton used the faint light to locate Colonel Wolfram Sievers in the shadows. The former administrator of the Ahnenerbe institute stood at the other end of the attic, surveying the mortar-torn street below through a tiny, dirty window. He wore his black beard trimmed and his hair precisely combed with Brylcreem. Under his overcoat, he was impeccably dressed.

      Denton checked the darker corners of the attic, then leveled his suppressed Tokarev pistol at Sievers. The man didn’t reach for his own weapon, but he watched Denton with dark, glistening eyes.

      ‘Lieutenant Denton,’ Sievers said. ‘I was starting to think you would miss your opportunity.’

      ‘Then you know why I’m here.’

      ‘You must have worn every uniform in this war by now,’ Sievers said. ‘Do you have a favorite?’

      ‘Hugo Boss does a good Nazi,’ Denton said. ‘But I wouldn’t waste your breath with small talk.’

      ‘You’re impulsive yet adaptable,’ Sievers said. ‘Perhaps this is how you have survived so long in this war, where other spies might have perished.’

      Denton kept his aim on the bearded man. ‘Call me lucky. If you knew I was coming, why are you still here?’

      ‘We have a lot in common, I thought we might talk,’ Sievers said.

      Denton shook his head. ‘We already have all your research.’

      ‘Then why are you here?’

      ‘Suspicion.’

      ‘I would be gravely concerned were you not,’ Sievers said.

      There was a moment’s silence, quickly followed by the distant crack of gunfire. Soviet forces were breaching the city.

      ‘I presume you came here under ... less than official circumstances.’

      ‘My entire job is less than official,’ Denton said. ‘That’s the whole point.’

      ‘Likewise, the offer your superiors made me. I’m on your side,’ Sievers said, his voice a pitch higher. ‘How do you say, in cahoots? My work is now yours.’ He reached slowly inside his coat.

      Denton’s trigger finger flexed.

      Sievers turned his lapel out so Denton could see him reaching for a small, slender tin. He crouched and opened the tin on the floorboards, then stepped back. Inside, a large stainless steel and glass syringe. The liquid inside the syringe burned with the colors of molten lava.

      ‘You already know what this is,’ Sievers said. ‘And you’ll need it, if you intend to live long enough to find what you’re really looking for.’

      Denton took a step toward him. ‘You’re using my people to get what you want.’

      For the first time, Sievers smiled. White teeth flashed between his black beard. ‘And you are doing precisely the same.’

      Footsteps creaked from the adjacent attic. Denton aimed his pistol, ready to fire on the SS soldiers. But they weren’t SS at all. They aimed their own submachine guns through the hole at Denton.

      ‘Lower your weapon!’ the SAS commander ordered, first in German, then in English.

      Despite their Soviet overcoats, he recognized their British accents. First SAS.

      Denton lowered his pistol. ‘It’s alright, you don’t have to pretend you don’t recognize me.’

      The soldiers relaxed, then crawled through the hole to join Denton and Sievers. First SAS were here to escort Sievers from Berlin, and Denton had accomplished little except get in the way. Sievers walked toward them, empty-handed, and they encircled him.

      ‘Leave the tin, it’s for our friend here,’ Sievers said to the soldiers, before turning to Denton. ‘Perhaps we can continue our conversation in a new world. If you live long enough.’

      ‘You can count on that,’ Denton said.

      Sievers almost smiled, then the soldiers ushered him through the hole in the wall. The SAS commander took a moment to double-check Sievers had left nothing behind.

      ‘Weren’t expecting you on this outing, sir,’ he said.

      Denton stared at the syringe. ‘Neither was I.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      
        Kiev, Ukraine

        Today

      

      Denton entered the parliamentary session hall, now being used as the battalion headquarters. The hall was lit from above by a large, multi-colored glass dome and a crystal chandelier shaped like a sunflower. Denton walked the aisle of wooden stalls, his soft leather shoes striking the floorboards and catching the attention of the men at the front stall: the newly appointed general, Vitali Sych, and four buzz-cut associates. Fortunately, Denton had brought four operatives of his own, dressed to match in fitted suits.

      The general and his men appeared to be holding their own official session, and they did so while dressed in forest green combat uniforms that smelt of sweat and tobacco. Purity flags hung from the wall behind them, charcoal with a white dove under a single red diamond. There was an open space where the aisles converged at the front stall, which Vitali had fashioned into his new meeting area. It was cluttered with desks, papers, office chairs and ashtrays.

      Vitali sat between two desks, watching Denton and his operatives approach.

      ‘I must say it’s a pleasure to meet you in person,’ Denton said in English, his words echoing through the hall.

      ‘Who are you?’ Vitali asked. ‘We are not expecting visitors.’

      ‘I’m not your usual liaison.’ Denton gestured to their desks. ‘Is this where you talk? What’s wrong with your office?’

      ‘I like open space.’ Vitali stood and adjusted his belt. There was an AK-74 rifle resting against his desk, within arm’s reach. ‘Why are you here? Is there problem?’

      ‘The weapons you have requested,’ Denton said, taking an educated guess.

      Denton could see Ukrainian words inside Vitali’s head but he couldn’t understand them. Some people ‘saw’ their words in their head, some ‘heard’ them, while others felt them or processed them abstractly. Depending on what kind of person he was dealing with, Denton could tune into a non-English speaker’s thoughts and interpret them. But it didn’t work on everyone. If only there were pseudogenes to activate a universal translator in his head.

      All he could see and understand in Vitali’s head were images of soldiers in white combat armor marching through columns of fire and smoke.

      ‘The soldiers you have requested,’ Denton corrected himself quickly. ‘We have made arrangements.’

      ‘How many?’ Vitali watched Denton with tiny eyes. His face was large and soft as dough.

      He reminded Denton of a pufferfish.

      Denton took a chair and wheeled it to Vitali’s desk. Ignoring the buzz-cut men in uniform, he sat before Vitali. His own operatives took up positions and surrounded the uniformed men.

      ‘How many do you need?’ Denton asked.

      ‘Five thousand,’ Vitali said. ‘We want special forces only.’ Slowly, but not subtly, he thrust his chest outward—along with his stomach, regrettably.

      The pufferfish inflates.

      ‘I can give you six hundred paratroopers from Italy to train your newly formed Purity Guard,’ Denton said. ‘We would prefer you engage your enemy with your own soldiers though. As a matter of policy.’

      Vitali shook his head. ‘There are not enough of us to stop the deviants and aberrations. We need more men—pure men—to join us as we take back Europe.’

      ‘We cannot directly engage with your enemy. It would not be appropriate,’ Denton said.

      Vitali’s nostrils enlarged. ‘How can this not be appropriate?’

      Good, Denton thought. He had him in the right place and the right emotional state. It hadn’t taken much.

      ‘We have given you a great deal,’ Denton said. ‘Power over your government. Funding, equipment, intelligence, and most importantly—opportunity. And yet we are behind schedule.’ He leaned forward. ‘Let me make this clear: you are underperforming.’

      ‘I am not an idiot,’ Vitali said. ‘And we are not underperforming.’

      Denton leaned back in his chair. ‘You should know that my general is not pleased with your failure thus far.’

      ‘I have talked with your general many times,’ Vitali said, finally sitting behind his desk again. ‘He is very happy with our campaign against the aberrations.’

      Sievers’ face flashed through Vitali’s mind. Denton’s heart rate quickened. He was close.

      Sixty years and Sievers is still alive.

      ‘Was happy,’ Denton said. ‘In your last meeting, what did you speak of?’

      Vitali swallowed. ‘The Fifth Column’s commitment to Purity in Europe. In our country. And our historic mission to recover our nation. Glory to Purity!’

      The four men in fatigues echoed Vitali. ‘Glory to Purity!’

      Denton cleared his throat. ‘My superior’s last visit, a few weeks ago…’

      ‘Two weeks ago,’ Vitali said.

      ‘That’s right,’ Denton said. ‘He traveled all the way here, I’m sure he was tired and short-tempered.’

      Vitali nodded. In his mind, Denton saw the city of Prague. Now he had Sievers’ semi-permanent location. That would be helpful.

      ‘When he returned, he told me about your next strategy,’ Denton said.

      Vitali blinked, but said nothing.

      Denton frowned. ‘He didn’t tell you?’

      ‘Of course.’ Vitali reached for the metal briefcase on the table and pushed it toward Denton. ‘Tell your general we want only soldiers. We have no interest in your filthy needles.’

      Denton didn’t need to look inside the briefcase, he caught a glimpse in Vitali’s mind of the syringes filled with milk-colored liquid. ‘Why don’t they interest you?’

      Vitali snorted. ‘You cannot make someone pure. They are dogs, you can only put dogs down.’ He pointed to the crates stacked against the far wall, behind the rear stalls. ‘The rest of your shipment is over there.’

      In Vitali’s mind, Denton saw images of prisoners—executed instead of injected with syringes. Denton stood and reached for the briefcase. The visions of violence faded. Vitali put his hand back, holding the briefcase there.

      ‘You are not Fifth Column.’ Vitali reached for the rifle behind his desk. His men raised theirs. ‘You are Russian spies!’

      Denton kicked the desk forward, pinning the bulging general between his desk and the wall. Around Denton, his own operatives aimed their Czech submachine guns—Scorpion EVOs with attached suppressors—and peppered Vitali’s four associates with subsonic rounds. They collapsed in tatters, face-down on desks and floorboards.

      Between the two desks, Vitali tried to free his AK-74, but the curved magazine hooked under the desk. Denton drew his own USP pistol and aimed at his face.

      ‘You know,’ Denton said, ‘the Purity Party in the United States is very different to your people. They’re forgiving and evangelical, but here it’s all doom and gloom. I just find it really boring.’ He turned to his operatives. ‘Tie him up.’

      Denton stepped back and let a pair of his operatives drag the desk out and disarm Vitali. Using duct tape, they wrapped him to his own chair, his hands behind his back.

      ‘Tape his mouth,’ Denton said. ‘You look very dashing in your suits, by the way,’ he said to his team. ‘We should do this more often.’

      The operatives said nothing. One pair took defensive positions while the other covered the hall entrance. Denton walked around the desk and sat on the edge, staring down at Vitali.

      ‘You need to look to your American Purity pals and stay on brand,’ Denton said, rubbing a fingerprint off the black nitride finish of his pistol. ‘They just want to be pure. And yes, slaughter all the deviants and aberrations. But you get my point.’

      Vitali remained motionless.

      Denton leaned over him. ‘Oh, but you’ll never be pure, will you?’

      Vitali said something, muffled behind the duct tape. Denton enjoyed that.

      ‘You’re very, very filthy,’ Denton said. ‘You look like a pufferfish. Don’t you think? In Japan, they’re called fugu. You have the eyes of a fugu.’ He pressed the barrel of his USP into the general’s nose, forcing it upward so it looked like a snout. ‘You have the mind of a fugu.’

      Vitali struggled to breathe.

      Denton shook his head. ‘No. You’re not a fugu. You’re something quite … I wouldn’t use the word “remarkable” because you’re not. You might be a hired mercenary or a professional killer. You might be an overweight, overcompensated general with no real skill to speak of. Yet you are quick to take up arms with no regret or remorse to inhibit your performance. You’re a jackal.’

      Vitali mumbled something through the duct tape. Denton saw the violent image in Vitali’s mind and struck him across the ear with his pistol grip. Not too hard though, he wanted the general to be conscious. Just in a bit of pain. Pain was good. Besides, he had what he’d come here for. He had Sievers’ location and, as a bonus, this suitcase with some interesting samples he will most certainly have tested. Who knows, they might be useful. And now he could at least enjoy himself for a short, controlled moment.

      ‘You’re the bottom of the food chain,’ Denton said. ‘You feed off the scraps. You slaughter people in their homes. Yes, we all enjoy a bit of bloodletting from time to time. It gets the blood pumping—yours, and theirs. But you, you live and breathe it. You roll in it. There is nothing more to you than violence. I find that very boring.’

      Vitali breathed slowly now. His eye twitched.

      ‘And yet, you cannot even succeed at that,’ Denton said.

      The general looked up at Denton, then his operatives. There was fear in his tiny pufferfish eyes. Denton liked that. He enjoyed the satisfying curve from predator to sashimi.

      ‘When some people are fired, they clear out their desks and maybe steal a stapler.’ Denton laughed. ‘I already had a stapler, so I stole these operatives.’

      Vitali’s gaze moved from one operative to another with wide, bloodshot eyes.

      ‘I’m not a Russian spy. And I’m not Fifth Column anymore.’ Denton leaned in close to the general’s ear—swollen and red from the pistol whip—and pressed the barrel to his temple. ‘I’m much worse.’

      Vitali whined, his plea muffled through the tape.

      ‘You don’t mind if I destroy your brain, do you?’ Denton asked. ‘It’s not like you’re using it.’

      Denton squeezed the trigger.
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        Las Vegas, United States

      

      Jay drove through the fence.

      With the car radio pumping, he crashed into the casino plaza and took a panel of metal fence with him. He kept going, accelerating over the bridge.

      Jay drove through a string of marines and a pair of men in suits. They saw him at the last moment and dived into the canal. At the other end of the bridge, Nasira, Damien and Aviary were on the ground, twitching and turning. There was a heat ray dish aimed at them.

      Guess they made a portable version.

      Jay hit the brakes hard. The fence flew from his windshield and knocked over a row of marines. He accelerated again, down the bridge and toward the heat ray. He turned the wheel hard and pulled the handbrake, clipping the dish with the side of his car. It toppled, and his friends stopped convulsing.

      ‘Get in!’ he yelled.

      Aviary rolled to her feet and jumped in next to him, barely breathing. ‘I cracked the power grid,’ she gasped.

      The marines recovered and reached for their carbines, aiming for Damien and Nasira out in the open. Others aimed for Jay. He had no chance, but he drew his pistol anyway.

      ‘Jackpot,’ Aviary said.

      The canal and streetlamps turned black. He couldn’t see the marines on the bridge. Through his window, the casino’s lights—level by level—shut down. Around him, in an expanding radius, Las Vegas went dark.

      Nasira and Damien moved through the darkness and jumped in the back.

      ‘What the hell—did you do that?’ Jay asked.

      Aviary had her flashlight out, her finger touching the strobe for a moment. ‘Get us out of here!’

      Jay took off the handbrake and roared up the bridge, radio pumping. ‘Get ready to use that … now!’

      Aviary hit the strobe and blasted everyone on the bridge with dizzying flashes. The only lights Jay could see were the headlamps of cars on the boulevard ahead. Where they needed to go.

      From the back seat, Nasira leaned forward to switch on his high beams. ‘Are you playing Taylor Swift?’

      ‘No idea.’ Jay drove off the bridge and toward the boulevard. ‘Aviary, did you just black out a whole city?’

      ‘Uh, I was running out of ideas,’ she said.

      He gripped the steering wheel. ‘Good job.’

      A new vehicle crossed the boulevard and cut off their escape. It was large and sharp, the size of a tank with the maneuverability of a 4x4.

      Marauder.

      Jay took a hard right, racing between the canal and the boulevard. He just hoped he wasn’t driving into a dead end. In his rear vision mirror, the Marauder smashed through the bollards and metal fence with an unsettling ease. Jay didn’t want to be the next bollard.

      ‘Fifty cal,’ Damien said, describing the Marauder’s mounted M2 machine-gun.

      Aviary hit Jay’s horn, forcing stray pedestrians in the plaza to scatter.

      Jay’s chest tightened, stealing his breath. ‘Hold on.’

      Ahead of them, there was an old white building and a small length of pavement without a barrier. That was his way out. He downshifted, took the left, scraping across a metal fence and smashing through a signpost. He held his breath and punched through. The car roared off the plaza, crashing onto the boulevard and narrowly missing a black pickup. The pickup swerved and corrected itself.

      ‘Take that, Marauder!’ he yelled, making Aviary cover her ears.

      The Marauder exploded through a concrete wall behind them.

      ‘Fuck.’

      ‘I think it’s angry now,’ Damien said.

      ‘Faster!’ Nasira said. ‘And turn off the radio.’

      Jay shook his head. ‘Taylor Swift helps me focus.’

      In the rear vision mirror, he saw a marine climb behind the machine-gun.

      Shit.

      Jay jerked the car, narrowly avoiding a white van in front of them. The machine-gun lit up the boulevard. The sound of gunfire drowned everything out. The white van shredded into curled metal, then veered right for them. Jay pulled sharply to avoid it, flying over a bump and into oncoming traffic.

      Breathe. You can do this.

      He steered between oncoming vehicles with all the focus he could muster, humming softly to the music. There was a concrete barrier separating both sides of the boulevard, at least until the Marauder exploded through it right in front of them and rammed a gray SUV head-on. Jay swerved around the Marauder as it sent the SUV into the air. It tumbled and came crashing down, narrowly missing Jay’s car. The Marauder was four lanes across from them, but not far behind. It ploughed through two more cars, growling hungrily. The machine-gun operator turned the barrel in Jay’s direction.

      Jay cut between lanes. Horns blared, drivers swerved to avoid him. The Marauder smashed across lanes to catch up. Jay checked his side mirror. The M2 operator was taking aim.

      ‘Shit shit shit shit shit,’ Aviary said.

      Jay pulled in behind a white 4x4, waited a moment, listened to the Marauder roar toward them. Then he hit the brakes. The Marauder overshot, clipping the 4x4 and ploughing right into a Treasure Island-themed bar and grill. Jay watched the Marauder disappear inside a faux pirate ship. Its rear wheels spun, but it was firmly embedded.

      Jay hit the gas again, lurching them ahead.

      ‘Get us the hell outta here,’ Nasira said.

      ‘We’re clear,’ Damien said. ‘But we should switch cars soon.’

      Jay’s breathing became short and suddenly he couldn’t fill his lungs properly. He gripped the steering wheel and hunched over, breathing faster. Panic rushed through, freezing him in place. The car slipped into another lane.

      ‘Jay?’ Nasira’s hand was on his back. ‘What’s wrong?’

      He corrected the wheel and forced himself to slow each breath, drawing deeper. ‘I’m fine.’

      Aviary was staring from the passenger seat. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Anyone hungry? There’s a drive-through up ahead.’
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        Tallinn, Estonia

      

      Olesya walked the snow-swept cobblestoned street and kept a close eye on Karamysheva, the Russian intelligence officer she was tracking. She’d followed him from the train station through the ancient barbicans of Tallinn. He hadn’t stopped for even a moment, barely glancing at his phone. He hunched forward, a gray scarf looped around his brown collar while long arms swayed with each step.

      Olesya kept as much distance as she could while holding a good eye. She wore sunglasses under today’s weak sunlight and did most of her checks on him through the corner of her vision. Two girls weaved past her on mopeds, their wide tires rumbling loudly over the cobbles. The girls split up, steered around a group of German students, and again around the officer. Unlike the students, he didn’t look startled; he knew they were coming long ago.

      To the ordinary passerby, Karamysheva’s eyes were taking in the architecture, the Gothic spires and medieval markets; or perhaps he was people-watching, observing the locals and business folk enjoying the ale and public Wi-Fi. But Olesya knew it wasn’t any of these things. He walked with out-of-breath purpose under iron street lamps, drinking in details through his subconscious and looking for unexpected bumps in the scenery—someone or something that was out of place. Out of baseline.

      Someone like her.

      Olesya kept her attention on the Russian officer, but like him she was looking for someone else. A Fifth Column operative. And like her, this operative would know what train this officer arrived on, and that he was here in Estonia to meet someone. They planned to abduct them both.

      But Olesya and Ark weren’t going to let that happen.

      The officer changed direction. It wasn’t a slow turn toward the corner, it was sudden and precise. As he did so, he cast an innocent glance back in the direction he’d come.

      Counter-surveillance.

      Karamysheva would have noted everyone in the crowd behind him, Olesya included, but he wouldn’t have seen anything remarkable about her. With her winter coat, linen-blond hair and fair complexion, she blended in with the Baltic locals. Being noticed was OK; being noticed too many times wasn’t.

      ‘Turning left on Olevimäi,’ Olesya said into her throat mike.

      She kept her communication plain and sparse. One of the first things Illarion taught her about surveillance was to stop talking like a soldier and start talking like a civilian. This meant relaxed speech that won’t sound strange in public places.

      ‘That’s a one-way street,’ Ark said. ‘I’m a block away and circling.’

      Ark was Olesya’s backup. He was out of sight but in range, driving a small coupe Gleb had signed off on.

      Olesya casually followed the German students around the corner. She stretched her distance some more, putting a block between her and the cautious officer. If he looked at her again, even indirectly, she would need to swap places with Ark. And she really didn’t want to do that. She wanted Ark behind the wheel so that she could handle the operative when she—

      Someone moved past Karamysheva, smoothly, off axis. A woman with long, dark hair, straight, unlike Val’s natural curls. She wore white trainers on the cobblestones and a navy coat with no loose straps or belts; nothing that would get tangled if she needed to run. She brushed past the officer and kept going. With a slight turn of his head, he noticed.

      Olesya’s heart rate spiked. ‘Possible.’

      ‘What does she look like?’ Ark asked.

      Olesya thought about what to say. ‘Straight hair. Navy coat.’

      The woman walked ahead, sifting through clusters of slow walkers, matching their movements. She was taller than most of the people, so Olesya followed her head in the crowd, dividing her attention between Karamysheva and this new target.

      The woman stepped inside a bar, two couples heading in alongside her, and Olesya lost sight of her. She tried to keep her eyes on the bar entrance while focusing on the officer.

      ‘Possible is ahead, in a bar,’ Olesya said. ‘He is still moving.’

      Olesya had both the bar entrance and the officer in sight, so she dropped back a little.

      ‘What’s the name of the bar?’ Ark asked.

      ‘Pudel Baar,’ she said.

      There was a pause. ‘So is this a bar for people ... or poodles?’

      ‘Pudel means bottle,’ she said.

      The woman left the bar and walked purposefully across the street. Not much of her face was visible to Olesya: a hard jawline, small mouth and fine eyebrows. She didn’t look Russian or Kazakh. Perhaps Chinese.

      It could be her.

      ‘So it’s a bottle bar?’ Ark asked. ‘A bar with bottles?’

      The woman turned slightly, checking traffic.

      ‘It’s her,’ Olesya whispered.

      Ark heard her. ‘Val?’

      ‘No.’ Olesya’s heart beat faster. ‘Operative.’

      ‘Talk to me,’ Ark said. ‘What’s she doing?’

      Olesya checked everyone on the street, every vehicle. There were no vans, no SUVs, nothing that might conceal a small grab team. Karamysheva still walked ahead, his attention diffused across the entire street. He passed Pudel Baar.

      The operative crossed the street ahead of him, maybe fifty meters, and kept going. Olesya increased her pace, taking long strides on the opposite side of the street.

      ‘I’m doing a pass now,’ Ark said. His unremarkable charcoal coupe appeared, heading toward her.

      Olesya stopped. The woman had looked the wrong way to cross a one-way street.

      She was looking at Karamysheva.

      Olesya crossed Pudel Baar and picked up her pace to pass Karamysheva. She didn’t speak to Ark again until she was out of earshot.

      ‘I’m going for her,’ she said softly. ‘You stay on him.’

      ‘What?’ he asked. ‘But it’s not Val, is it?’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Olesya said. ‘But I need to stay on her. Can you stay with him?’

      ‘I can’t!’ Ark said. ‘I’d have to go on foot!’

      Ark drove past. In his wake, the operative changed direction and took a small alley.

      ‘Then go on foot!’ Olesya said, breaking into a run.

      In her ear, Ark cursed.

      She rounded the corner. Ahead of her, the operative walked briskly down the alley. There was a road at the end; the operative could only go in one of two directions.

      Olesya ducked under an open window frame and kept moving, slowly now. She busied herself with her phone, bringing up Google Maps. She didn’t want direct eye contact with the operative.

      ‘Passing him now,’ Ark said. ‘Son of a bitch looked straight at me though. I’m just looking for a place to park.’

      The operative took a right at the end of the alley. She wanted to run after her, but instead she kept to a brisk walk. When she reached the corner, she turned and kept her face angled toward her phone. Over the phone’s edge, she caught sight of the operative. She walked alongside a blue building, passing café tables decorated with potted flowers and umbrellas.

      Olesya consulted her phone’s map. The operative was heading down a blind alley. And at the next corner, Olesya would have to do the same. But the rules of surveillance were clear in her head.

      Never follow your target into a dead-end. Dead-ends are the perfect places to be spotted. And for your target to confront you…

      Olesya slowed as she reached the alley. Her heart was racing, and not just because she was about to face the operative. It was more than that. She knew it wasn’t Val.

      After all these years, it could be Xiu.
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      Damien opened his eyes. He was sitting in a metal chair in front of White. Right there on the table, in front of the border patrol officer, was Jay. He lay with his eyes closed, not breathing.

      White’s eyes burned. ‘Rise and shine.’

      Damien pulled at the cuffs on his wrists. ‘What have you done to him?’ he shouted.

      ‘What have you done, Damien?’ White asked.

      Damien gripped the metal armrests and poured heat into them. His arms shook. He wanted to kill White, and his two officers standing in the shadows. But first he had to get free.

      ‘Blessed is he who reads.’ White’s eyes were glowing embers.

      ‘Get away from him!’ Damien yelled.

      White’s hands hovered over Jay. ‘And those who hear the words of the prophecy.’

      Blood rushed to Damien’s cheeks. His hands clenched white over the armrests. They weren’t heating fast enough. They weren’t burning through.

      ‘And keep those things which are written in it,’ White said.

      Fire burst from White’s hands and engulfed Jay in flames.

      Damien cried out. Pulled at his chair. Other officers appeared from behind Damien and held him down, pressed their weight onto him. He couldn’t breathe. The table caught fire, burning through Jay.

      ‘No one can escape their destiny,’ White said. ‘He’s one of us now.’
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        Somewhere in Mexico

      

      Damien woke suddenly, smacking his head against the car window.

      ‘Bad dream?’ Aviary asked.

      She was curled up on the other side of the car, one eye open. There was no White or interrogation room. Just traffic and the car radio.

      ‘He gets those dreams,’ Jay said.

      Damien closed his hands until his fingers stopped trembling.

      A scratchy voice came from a radio under the dashboard. It was the marine’s radio he’d stolen.

      ‘Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the words of this prophecy—’

      Half-asleep, Nasira reached over and—with the butt of her pistol—cracked the radio. Then she rolled back and started snoring.

      Jay was driving southeast to Mexico City now—Damien had slept through most of Phoenix and parts of the border crossing into Mexico. Last time he was awake, Aviary had been keeping an eye on military channels and the media. At the time, nothing had been mentioned about the Las Vegas mayhem, except for reports of a training exercise running at the exact same place and time. It was almost as though the authorities were trying to cover it up rather than spark a genuine manhunt for them.

      Damien’s stomach grumbled. Nasira had only allowed Jay to stop for fuel, which meant they’d been running on gas station food for most of the night. Apart from that, the only break was so Damien could do a clothesline run through an Arizona suburb to find everyone a change of clothes. Aviary now wore a gray beanie that was too big for her head. She pulled it over her eyes and resumed her nap.

      Even medical help was out of the question. Jay was still recovering from his damaged lung and Nasira sported a gunshot wound through her shoulder, but she’d made it very clear she wasn’t stopping for stitches until they were out of the country. They had morphine and a clotting agent with sterile bandages, and that would have to do for now.

      ‘Are you OK?’ Aviary peeked out from under her beanie.

      Damien nodded. ‘Yeah, I’m OK.’

      ‘Good.’ She stretched her legs over his, her purple socks resting on his knees.

      ‘You should keep your shoes on,’ he said.

      She sighed. ‘I know, I know. Always have your feet out the end of the bed. Always keep your shoes on, so you can move straight away when there’s danger, right?’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Your feet smell.’
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      It seemed like forever to Aviary, but finally they reached Mexico City—or Distrito Federal as Nasira called it. Damien had taken over driving the last leg so Jay could rest, and Aviary wasn’t happy about it because he snored louder than Nasira.

      Distrito Federal was a spirited city of turbulent structures and twisting alleys, splashed with Spanish colonial architecture and murals that coated entire facades. There was little urgency here and the traffic slowed their path to a crawl. When they finally made it to the street Nasira was looking for, Aviary still didn’t know what they were doing there.

      She followed the group along a cracked sidewalk, past a food cart wrapped in plastic tarp, and through the rear of a house—or restaurant, she couldn’t be sure—covered in cement tiles and blistered paint.

      Damien ruffled his short hair. ‘Keep your beanie on.’

      ‘It is on.’ Aviary knew it was to conceal her dyed red hair, which she tucked under her jacket collar.

      Nasira led them through the kitchen. Aviary’s stomach grumbled as she passed a row of prepared dishes. The chefs were in t-shirts and sweatpants, which made her want to wear a t-shirt and sweatpants too.

      One of the chefs, an older woman with short curled hair and a Ninja Turtles apron, greeted Nasira with a bear hug, which Nasira tolerated for at least a moment. If it hurt her shoulder wound, she didn’t show it. The chef wiped sweat from her brow and led them to a front room where the locals ate, and a concealed alcove reserved for private gatherings.

      They sat at the table and Aviary shot Nasira a grin.

      ‘You have friends?’ Aviary asked.

      Nasira bristled. ‘I got ... people I know.’

      ‘Yeah, she knows the owners,’ Jay said. ‘We ate here this one time and we didn’t shoot anyone, so that was good.’

      Nasira passed the menu over to Damien. He seemed intent on hiding his terrible Spanish, so he just nodded in agreement. The chef took their order—Aviary made sure to add mezcal—then left them alone in the alcove.

      Damien turned to Aviary. ‘How many exits?’

      She stared at him. ‘Two.’

      ‘How many people sitting out there?’

      Aviary turned.

      ‘Without looking,’ he said.

      She sighed and counted with her fingers. ‘A couple in the front left, awkward. Family with two kids on the right. Weird man with glasses reading the menu and drinking water.’ She paused. ‘Two girls, one dude on the right.’

      Damien smiled. ‘Wrong. Two men, only one woman.’

      She sighed. ‘He looked girly.’

      Nasira tied her crimped hair into a tight bun, wincing when she used both arms.

      ‘How’s the wound?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ Damien said. ‘We still need to find a doctor to clean and dress it.’

      ‘We eat first,’ Nasira said. ‘And drink.’

      ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ Damien asked.

      ‘A drink is always a good idea,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Hear, hear,’ Jay said.

      ‘I can find a black market doctor,’ Aviary offered. ‘In Mexico City, if you want.’

      ‘How?’ Jay asked.

      ‘This new thing called the internet.’

      He glared at her. ‘I know what an internet is.’

      ‘Seriously though, you can do that?’ Damien asked. ‘Just find someone on the black market?’

      ‘Yeah, on the list by that Craig dude,’ Jay said.

      ‘Craig’s List?’ Aviary glanced between them. ‘Did they keep you in caves during your training?’

      ‘No,’ Damien said. ‘We had bunk beds.’

      ‘Top or bottom?’ she asked, then regretted it immediately. ‘You know what, I’d rather not know.’ Instead, she pulled her laptop from her ruck and perched it on the floral plastic tabletop.

      ‘I liked it better when the black market was in the real world,’ Jay said. ‘They were always in bars. And bars always had alcohol.’

      ‘So, you have a problem,’ she said. ‘With your mojo.’ Nasira had filled her in while Jay took a shift snoring in the back seat.

      Jay cleared his throat. ‘Nothing wrong with my mojo.’

      ‘That’s libido,’ Nasira said. ‘Aviary’s talking about your pseudogenes.’

      ‘Oh,’ Jay said. ‘Gotcha. Yeah, so I need your help.’

      ‘Finding the headquarters of the people who kidnapped you, I know,’ she said. ‘But I think you’re better off finding their research center. That’s where you’ll find your answers.’

      Jay shrugged. ‘Sounds good. But we don’t know where that is.’

      Aviary sighed. ‘They do teach you Google Maps in Operative School, right?’

      Everyone stared blankly at her.

      She shook her head. ‘What’s it even like there? Hogwarts for soldiers?’

      Damien looked disgusted. ‘It’s nothing like a strip club.’

      Aviary planted her face in her hands. ‘OK, how about you tell me everything you know about these people?’

      ‘That ain’t much,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Hey, I’m staying positive here,’ Jay said.

      A waitress approached, dropped off glasses and a bottle of mezcal. Nasira went to pour, but gritted her teeth in pain. Aviary took the bottle and poured for everyone.

      ‘We have a name,’ Damien said. ‘They’re called Intron.’

      He and Jay looked at Aviary expectantly.

      ‘Have you looked them up?’ she asked.

      ‘They’re public, but nothing on their research center, not even their headquarters are listed,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Plus, we need to find out what they’re doing with my abilities,’ Jay said. ‘That’s ... that’s the most important part.’

      Aviary drank her mezcal in one hit. This was going to be a long night. She opened her laptop and pinched a nearby wireless connection.

      A different waiter arrived with plates of food. Jay scooped up something wrapped in soft tortilla and started munching.

      ‘All I know is they’re in Rio,’ Jay said between mouthfuls. ‘Somewhere.’

      Nasira sighed. ‘That should narrow it down.’

      Aviary scooped up a taco. It was simple, just a slice of beef in a tortilla. She spooned on one of the salsas and added some chilies, then got to work. ‘Give me a moment while I do something awesome.’ Her phone buzzed. She quickly shoved the taco into her mouth and picked up. ‘Message from Sophia.’

      Nasira noticed. ‘She need us?’

      ‘Nah, just asked me to ID someone,’ Aviary said. ‘Some Russian dude from Berlin.’

      ‘She doing alright?’ Nasira asked.

      Aviary raised an eyebrow. ‘Why don’t you ask her yourself?’

      Nasira shrugged. ‘She’s not one for small talk. Even on an encrypted network.’

      ‘Bingo,’ Aviary said. ‘Found him, that was easy.’

      ‘Anything on these guys we’re trying to find?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Give her a chance, Jay,’ Nasira said. ‘They’ll be tough to find.’

      ‘I’ll find them,’ Aviary said.

      Jay raised something wrapped in a tortilla. ‘I have a good feeling about this,’ he said, taking a bite. ‘This is really good. Nopales y queso. Cheese on ... what’s nopales?’

      ‘Cactus,’ Aviary said.

      Jay eyed the tortilla uncertainly.

      Damien leaned over to read her screen.

      ‘Can you not? That’s really annoying,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Evgeny Sporyshev,’ Damien said. ‘Russian diplomat, agricultural attaché.’

      ‘You know him?’ Aviary said. ‘That’s the guy Sophia asked about.’

      ‘Nope.’ Damien pulled her laptop closer. ‘But you know what agricultural attaché means, right?’

      ‘I’m guessing ... he doesn’t grow corn?’

      Damien shook his head. ‘Do you still have access to the Fifth Column—’

      Aviary didn’t wait for him to finish. She pulled her laptop back and opened a file.

      ‘They’re not gonna track us here, I hope,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Nope.’ Aviary petted her laptop. ‘Now that I finally have the encryption keys for the Fifth Column database, I can do it all on here. Do you know how long it’s taken—’

      ‘Fifth Column database?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Oh right, yeah,’ Aviary said, gesturing to the files she stole from Hal’s tablet. ‘I’ve kind of been stealing the Fifth Column’s database from their Department of Research. I call it the Mad Scientist Wing.’

      No one laughed.

      Aviary sighed. ‘That joke is literally funny to everyone in the world except you guys. Anyway, I have records from all their divisions: cyber, microsystems, defense and—most importantly—their Tactical Tech Division.’ She wiggled an eyebrow.

      ‘I don’t even know what that means.’ Jay turned to Nasira. ‘Am I meant to know what it means?’

      ‘High-risk, high-payoff, advanced military research,’ Aviary said. ‘You name it, they’re working it. Hybrid air-ground vehicles, quadruped combat units, cognitive threat warning systems, soft exoskeletons—they’re still years behind the Chinese by the way—oh, and Special Projects is where you came from. Project GATE.’

      Nasira shook her head. ‘Why the hell you messing with that? It’s dangerous shit.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Aviary said. ‘And it’s going to help us sooooo much. Let me just run a search on this Russian diplomat and we’ll see what comes up.’

      She typed in his name and ran a search, which instantly pulled a match on her database. ‘Well that explains his incomplete LinkedIn profile. All top secret, baby.’

      Damien took one glance. ‘He’s Fifth Column.’

      ‘Was,’ Aviary said. ‘Last entry in 2001.’

      ‘So he ... quit? Retired?’ Jay asked.

      Aviary skimmed his record. ‘Doesn’t say anything. But guess who gave the order to collect him. Our old friend Hal from Las Vegas.’

      ‘Huh,’ Damien said. ‘What was this guy into?’

      ‘He was working under the Fifth Column’s Department of Research. Microsystems Technology Division. Nothing crazy though. No mind control or super soldiers. Just lasers, electronics, photonics, signals,’ Aviary said. ‘He did a bit of time in Project GATE, while you guys were getting your Hogwarts training.’

      Nasira leaned forward. ‘So why did Hal grab this guy? Is he cleaning house?’

      ‘He was working on something for Project GATE called TERMORD,’ Aviary said.

      Damien looked nervous. Across the table, Jay and Nasira stiffened.

      ‘Uh, I take it that’s bad,’ Aviary said.

      Damien nodded slowly. ‘Could be.’

      ‘Super soldier bad? Mind control bad?’ Aviary asked. ‘Where on the scale of bad are we talking here?’

      ‘Sophia found this guy in Berlin?’ Nasira asked. ‘What happened?’

      ‘She didn’t say.’

      Damien poured more mezcal, but didn’t drink. ‘TERMORD usually stands for termination order.’

      ‘They’re going to kill him?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Not him,’ Damien said. ‘And it’s not like when you just assassinate someone. This sounds like a different kind of termination.’

      ‘It sounds like a kill switch,’ Nasira said. ‘A kill switch for operatives.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      
        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      ‘Neopsyche, designation Alcyone,’ Sophia said.

      She took a seat opposite Ieva in the living room and put her pistol down on the table, beside her phone.

      ‘Hmm.’ Ieva leaned forward in her chair and absently touched the scab on her split lip. A strand of ash gray hair lingered over one eye. She blew it aside and thought for a moment. ‘That’s the false personality.’

      Sophia nodded. ‘Very good. How many neopsyches are there?’

      Ieva wrinkled her nose, then smiled. ‘Trick question. Only one neopsyche, the one the Fifth Column installs into their minds with all those parapsyches.’

      ‘Which is what they did to us,’ Sophia said. ‘But what else is there?’

      ‘Archeopsyche!’ Ieva said quickly. ‘That’s the real personality.’

      She’s learning fast, Sophia thought. Maybe Ieva can deprogram an operative by herself one day. And one day soon.

      ‘If the operative isn’t blinking when you first encounter them, what does that tell you?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Um, they’re in one of the parapsyches,’ Ieva said. ‘Intense focus. I can’t remember ... wait! Ares parapsyche.’

      ‘Good. But that’s just a hint. You need to confirm which parapsyche is enabled. What do you do?’

      ‘You access the listing.’

      ‘OK. So how do you do that?’

      ‘I know this one,’ Ieva said. ‘Um, you just request the parapsyche listing. Simple.’

      ‘And what happens if the listing is restricted?’ Sophia asked. ‘What do you do?’

      ‘I go direct. Start debugging.’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘You missed a step.’

      ‘Oh.’ Ieva thought for a moment. ‘I need the parapsyche that gives me the debugging mode. The … um … I can’t think of it without my notes.’ She reached for her phone but Sophia put her hand over it.

      ‘No notes,’ Sophia said. ‘I want you to remember.’

      Ieva shook her head. ‘I can’t. I’m not good at this.’

      On the table, both phones buzzed. Sophia checked hers: their perimeter cameras had picked up Czarina returning to the mansion, bags on each arm.

      ‘You’re doing fine,’ Sophia said, putting her phone down. ‘You need to execute the code architecture parapsyche if you want to start debugging. It’s called Calaeno. I just remember C for code, it’s easier that way. Then you can start debugging.’

      ‘Shouldn’t I take the operative somewhere else first?’

      ‘Yes, but not here,’ Sophia said. ‘You disable their tracking device first, so the Fifth Column can’t follow them to this mansion.’

      ‘Right, of course,’ Ieva said.

      The front door opened downstairs and Czarina’s sneakers creaked across the floorboards.

      ‘Tomato soup.’ Ieva sniffed the air. ‘Sausages, fried potato. Cheese and garlic sauce.’

      Ieva’s innate ability was hyperosmia, a heightened sense of smell.

      ‘Oh, bacon and sour cream!’ Ieva added. Her brow furrowed, a thought occurring. ‘Sophia, what if the parapsyche is unknown and they—’

      ‘Try to kill themselves?’ Sophia asked.

      Ieva nodded. ‘Yeah. Sorry.’

      ‘Don’t be sorry. That’s what went wrong in Berlin,’ Sophia said. ‘Once you’re in, there isn’t much room for playing around. You need to execute a command or they can become unstable. Worst case scenario, put them in slave mode until you get back to me and we do the rest together.’

      Czarina appeared at the top of the stairs, a bag of takeout in the crook of her arm. She was still wearing her ruby leather jacket, even though Sophia had tried to convince her to wear something less conspicuous. At least her bruised jaw—reduced to a blotch of purple on brown skin—was healing up.

      ‘Seriously,’ Czarina said. ‘You guys know how hard it is to find Lithuanian food that isn’t ninety-nine percent potato? One more week here and I’m gonna turn into an actual potato.’

      ‘With red lipstick,’ Ieva said.

      ‘Shut up and eat.’ Czarina dumped the bags of food on the table, then shrugged her rucksack to the floor.

      Ieva disappeared into the kitchen, returning with plates and glasses.

      ‘All civilized, huh?’ Czarina opened the containers of food. ‘You know, why can’t we have an operative diet that is just carbs? Would be so much easier.’

      Ieva set out the plates and glasses. Almost as an afterthought, she held up a credit card. ‘You forgot this.’

      Czarina grunted, already shoveling food into her mouth. Ieva disappeared into the kitchen again to retrieve some bottled water. She opened it, but Czarina waved her off.

      ‘You pick-pocketed again,’ Sophia said.

      Czarina shrugged. ‘I forgot the card, OK? Relax.’

      The card was one of Aviary’s little inventions, which helped them steal money from automatic teller machines.

      ‘You don’t need to steal unless you have no choice,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I had no choice,’ Czarina said, food falling from her mouth. ‘I forgot the card. And I had to get rations.’

      Sophia noticed the bottle of Polish vodka. ‘What sort of ration is that?’

      ‘The good kind.’ Czarina cracked open the bottle and took a swig, freezing with it still on her lips as their phones lit up again.

      Sophia collected her phone. This time it wasn’t a camera sensor.

      ‘Active!’ Ieva shouted excitedly. ‘Active! Active!’

      Sophia pressed her thumb against her phone’s fingerprint scanner and accessed the restricted content. A map came up, showing an operative in Kraków, Poland. She was on the move, and instead of gray—the color denoting a dormant agent—the dot was yellow.

      ‘Stand by.’ Sophia grabbed her pistol. ‘Pack up your food, we’ll take it with us.’

      Czarina grimaced. ‘Aw, come on.’

      Ieva tapped on the yellow dot to read the operative’s status. ‘Not going green until tomorrow morning. See the twelve-hour timer ticking down? That means standby for another twelve hours.’

      ‘It will take us ten to get there,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Eight if I drive,’ Czarina mumbled, cramming a final few bites into her mouth.

      ‘Alright,’ Sophia said. ‘Eat fast.’

      They finished their meal and took their rucks. When they reached the front gates, Ieva re-activated the motion sensors they’d rigged inside the mansion.

      ‘We’ll need wheels,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I got us a fresh set,’ Czarina said. ‘I’ll take first shift.’

      She walked them to her latest steal—a white 90s Fiat sedan. Sophia took the passenger seat while Czarina started the engine.

      ‘You know, if we get there early,’ Czarina said, ‘we could just grab the operative before they go live. Hit them while they’re in their pajamas watching cartoons.’

      ‘One, I’m pretty sure they don’t have pajamas,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I have pajamas,’ Ieva said.

      ‘Two, if we start grabbing them while they’re on standby, the Fifth Column will catch on pretty quick,’ Sophia said. ‘We do it my way for a reason: we stay under the radar and they never suspect we have access to their satellites. If they find out, they’ll lock us out and we’re back to square one.’

      ‘And this is better how?’ Czarina said. ‘The Fifth Column will still suspect us.’

      ‘Not if the operatives are active and in mid-operation. Disappearing on a high-risk operation could be down to any number of things. But “stolen by rogue operatives” is going to be pretty low on their list. And we need to keep it that way.’

      ‘They’ll eventually catch on,’ Czarina said.

      ‘And that’s why we need as many operatives on our side as possible, before that happens,’ Sophia said. ‘Because when it does, they’re our army. And it will be us against all the other operatives.’

      ‘Um, so that’s over a hundred operatives, according to this map,’ Ieva said.

      Sophia focused on the road ahead. ‘Then we have some recruiting to do.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      
        Tallinn, Estonia

      

      Olesya took a breath and stepped into the alley.

      No operative.

      The alley ended where two buildings merged. Olesya’s boots crunched over snow as she reached the dead end. The operative’s footsteps ended here.

      The building on her right was old and pink, paled almost white. Its entrance was sealed off and the intercom appeared out of service. Against the rundown façade, a new drainage pipe stood out. The building on her left was in a worse state. Its walls were peeling layers of peppermint green and the windows were worn, the frames rusted. A chunk of rendering was missing from the wall, revealing bare brick. Moss grew between crevices.

      The only place the operative could go was over the roof on Olesya’s left, above the missing chunk in the wall. It was possible she had swung off the street lamp that was fixed to the wall and climbed onto the roof, walked over the tiles to a balcony in the corner, almost within arm’s reach. The balcony was decorated with withering potted plants and a single drainage pipe. But there was no evidence of disturbed snow on the roof.

      ‘I see the operative,’ Ark said.

      ‘That can’t be right,’ Olesya said. ‘Where?’
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      Ark watched the woman make a move toward Karamysheva. She didn’t have curly hair, but it could still be his sister. She approached the officer. This had to be the operative Olesya was tracking.

      ‘Closing on her right now,’ Ark said. ‘Black leather jacket, shoulder-length hair.’

      ‘I said navy coat and long hair. What about her face?’ Olesya asked. ‘Describe her face.’

      ‘Can’t see, but definitely a black jacket. Are you sure it was navy?’ Ark asked.

      ‘Of course I’m sure.’

      The woman passed Karamysheva and her arm slipped behind his neck. Her hand closed into a fist and she jabbed him with something, then walked on without breaking her stride.

      Karamysheva staggered against a dark blue van.

      ‘She sedated him!’ Ark said under his breath.

      ‘Don’t engage,’ Olesya said. ‘Keep walking.’

      Maybe Val straightened her hair…

      The van was a high-roofed Ford with no windows. Its rear doors opened and two plain-clothed men jumped out, followed by two more. The van’s engine turned over as they lifted Karamysheva by his shoulders. The officer couldn’t fight them off, he couldn’t even use his legs. They hauled him from the pavement and into the van. It was down the street before anyone seemed to notice, and disappeared around a corner.

      ‘They have the officer,’ he said under his breath.

      ‘Keep looking,’ Olesya said.

      A few curious onlookers stared blankly at the space where the van had been. The woman in the black coat was farther ahead; she made a quick left at Pudel Baar and disappeared. Ark rounded the corner after her.

      ‘I’m going for the black jacket,’ he said.

      Olesya sounded out of breath. ‘Don’t lose her!’

      The operative walked under an archway and into a T-intersection. Ark crossed the road, cutting in front of a champagne BMW coupe. The driver hit the horn, and the operative looked over her shoulder at the noise, saw Ark and broke into a run. She fled under an archway and went right.

      ‘Olesya!’ Ark said as he sprinted down the road. ‘Can you hear me?’

      He accelerated under the archway and turned after her. This alley was extremely narrow, barely wide enough for one vehicle. One side was centuries old—a castle wall of the old town. Ahead, the operative was nowhere to be seen. He tore off across the cobblestoned road.

      He wasn’t letting this operative go.

      He wasn’t letting Val go.

      At the next intersection he paused, scanned the streets. No sign. He dug into his pocket for his monocular. Through its magnified scope, he saw a couple holding hands on one street and absolutely nothing on the other.

      He’d lost her.

      For a while, he stood there. Stood there and felt nothing.

      ‘Ark?’ Olesya approached him from behind, catching her breath.

      Anger burned from him. ‘Where were you?’ He grabbed her by the collar of her jacket. ‘I needed you!’

      With one smooth motion, she brushed his arms off.

      ‘Why weren’t you there?’ he yelled, shoving her.

      She absorbed the blow, taking two steps back. ‘I told you, I was following the operative in the navy coat.’

      ‘No, you were chasing ghosts,’ he said. ‘The operative who sedated the officer, she wore a black coat. I saw it with my own eyes! And now he’s gone.’

      ‘He doesn’t matter,’ Olesya said.

      ‘I know that!’ Ark said. ‘But I lost both of them. We lost both of them.’

      The energy slipped from him. He propped himself up against the castle wall. ‘I tried to get her but...’ He couldn’t finish what he was saying. It meant failure and he couldn’t accept that.

      Olesya moved closer. ‘The operative in the black jacket. Was it Val?’

      He breathed slowly through his nose, calming himself. But there was so much disappointment and shame inside and he had nowhere to move it.

      Our only goal was to identify the operative, and we couldn’t even do that.

      ‘Do you think it could be her?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘If she had a haircut. She was the same height, but I couldn’t really see her face,’ Ark said. ‘I couldn’t get close enough.’

      ‘It’s possible,’ she said.

      He pressed both hands up against the wall. He shook his head. ‘No, it wasn’t her. I just wanted it to be.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      Tears filled his eyes and he couldn’t be bothered wiping them away. ‘I’ve lost her, haven’t I? Forever.’

      ‘You can’t give up,’ Olesya said.

      He saw a tear roll down her cheek, but he knew it wasn’t for his sister.

      ‘I already have,’ he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      Jay ran.

      Over the satellite dishes and under the thick cables of Rocinha. Over a tin roof and through a broken window. His younger brother struggled to keep pace.

      The building they were running for wouldn’t be empty for long. BOPE, Rio de Janeiro’s Police Special Forces, were inbound to raid it. This was no place for young boys to be exploring. Jay had a few moments to grab anything of value before the police confiscated it. Illegal cable broadcast equipment, ammunition, anything he could sell on the street.

      He hurried across the second level, slowing to step around a large hole in the floor. Catching up, Jay’s brother almost tumbled through the window, startling a nearby rabbit as it scampered over the concrete. Jay did a quick sweep, finding only a bottle of soda and a fireworks cylinder. He opened the fireworks cylinder and grinned to find live ammunition.

      ‘BOPE!’ his brother screamed.

      Gunfire cracked past the building. Jay froze. His brother had stumbled on something. Jay stepped out into the main room and saw shadows of soldiers moving past the windows. Fear riveted him where he stood. He looked back. His brother was hanging from the edge of the hole.

      It was a long drop to the concrete floor below.

      ‘Jay!’ his brother yelled.

      He wanted to run to his brother, but gunfire echoed around them and he couldn’t move. His brother’s fingertips slipped from the edge.

      Jay heard him land on the concrete below.
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        Quito, Ecuador

      

      Jay jolted awake.

      The same goddamn dream every time, ending the same way.

      He covered his sudden flinch with a hearty clearing of his throat and sat upright. Nasira was in the driver’s seat beside him, but the car was stationary. Beside him stood the fishing rod Aviary had insisted they purchase. He peered through the windshield. There was nothing in front of them except flat ground. Grass gave way to metal and concrete, slicked by rain. With his infrared vision stolen from him, he couldn’t make out much beyond the muddy haze and downpour, but he could see the capital city. Old and new towns intertwined between volcanic peaks, rolling into the horizon and through the interandean valley. Nasira had parked them on one of those volcanic peaks.

      Aviary sat in the back of the car. Her dyed hair hung over her face as she pecked away at her laptop’s keyboard. Damien sat next to her, pretending to understand what she was doing.

      ‘Oh, cool,’ he said.

      Aviary gave him a sidelong glance, then continued.

      ‘Is this the place?’ Jay asked.

      Aviary chewed her lip. ‘We’re here. This is … unofficially … an Intron Genetics Incorporated data center.’

      Jay inspected the flat surface before them. ‘Did someone take the data center? And run away with it?’

      Aviary focused on her laptop. ‘It’s inside the mountain, dummy.’

      Jay sighed, loudly. ‘Who puts a data center inside a mountain?’

      She counted her fingers and said, ‘Ambient temperature, low risk of natural disasters, physical security—’

      ‘OK, OK, I get it,’ Jay said.

      ‘So do we have to infiltrate another facility?’ Damien asked. ‘Because we don’t have a great track record with that.’

      ‘Nope,’ Aviary said. ‘I can get access from up here. Hopefully.’

      ‘Hopefully?’ Damien said.

      ‘If you want to find out where they’re hiding their research, this is the place,’ Aviary said.

      ‘We could just go in there and punch someone important,’ Jay said. ‘Ask them where it’s at.’

      ‘Even I think that’s a stupid idea,’ Nasira said. ‘And I like punching people.’

      Jay slouched in his seat. ‘Do you have a better idea?’

      ‘Look, chances are the location of their research center isn’t their most protected secret,’ Aviary said. ‘I’m sure they’ve got all sorts of sensitive things going on they’ll keep nicely locked up. We don’t need that; we just need an address. I’m hoping that won’t be as hard to find as their really classified stuff, like Top-Secret-Project-for-Sucking-Powers-from-Poor-Suckers.’ She met Jay’s gaze. ‘No offense.’

      ‘No, you’re right,’ Jay said. ‘I’m a sucker for letting this happen.’

      ‘Could’ve happened to anyone,’ Nasira said. ‘Even stubborn people, like you.’

      He exhaled loudly. ‘Can we just get this over with?’

      ‘Do you want my help or not?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Yeah, I do,’ he said.

      ‘I need to show you something first.’ Aviary reached into her ruck and removed her stolen tablet. ‘I was digging around Hal’s tablet for more about this TERMORD thing. Sounds like only two people knew about it. Hal—obviously—and Cecilia McLoughlin. She proposed the whole thing.’

      ‘She’s also dead,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary shrugged. ‘Yeah, but she wanted to secretly inject the kill switch into operatives, along with the pseudogene activators. It’s still possible she did that.’

      ‘So everyone who got a jab,’ Nasira said, ‘got the kill switch?’

      ‘Including us,’ Damien said.

      ‘Yeah,’ Aviary said. ‘And the only reason Hal knows about this is because he ran a test on one of his operatives. For a whole other reason.’

      ‘What reason?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘I’m working on that,’ Aviary said. ‘But I have these emails written by Hal—they’re encrypted, but I can read some of them.’

      ‘Is there proof?’ Damien asked.

      ‘No, just these emails,’ she said.

      ‘That makes Hal the only person who knows about this,’ Aviary said. ‘Not even Denton seemed to know, and he was running Project GATE.’

      ‘Do the emails tell you how this kill switch works?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Hang on,’ she said. ‘All I have is an email addressed to Hal. They identified what they first thought was a harmless protein, but it’s actually an endotoxin that she smuggled in there. With the right trigger, the protein self-destructs and the endotoxin is released. Multiple organ failure within one hour, then death.’

      ‘But how is it triggered?’ Damien asked.

      ‘That’s in the proposal.’ She flicked back to it. ‘The signal is delivered by radio waves, through base stations. So that’s pretty much everywhere with cell phone coverage.’

      ‘Great,’ Nasira said. ‘They can find and target any operative.’

      ‘Hey,’ Jay said. ‘Playing devil’s adjective here—’

      ‘Advocate,’ Damien said.

      ‘Wiping out all the operatives,’ Jay said. ‘Not a bad thing?’

      ‘It is when it includes us.’ Aviary grabbed her phone. ‘If the Fifth Column figure out how to trigger this, you guys are—’

      ‘Dead,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary swallowed. ‘I’ll send Sophia a message. She’s in Lithuania this week.’

      Nasira reached over and lowered her phone. ‘Wait, don’t you want to read Hal’s emails first? If we go to Sophia, we need the full picture.’

      Aviary nodded. ‘If you say so.’

      Nasira stared through the windshield. ‘So, how close do we need to get?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      
        Kraków, Poland

      

      Sophia watched the operative. Valeria knelt in the attic and peered through the scope on her UMP submachine gun, both eyes open. She was watching the market square below. According to the Fifth Column’s Assetrac system, Valeria was newly assigned to this region.

      Below them, tourists and locals sprinkled across the market square. Large parasols sheltered tables of patrons sipping Polish beer with shots of grenadine or eating sausages, ham and cheese. Beyond that, the square was the size of ten blocks, all paved surface and four-story Renaissance buildings, all peach and pastel yellow and pressed snugly against each other, except for the museum in the center.

      Sophia took a step closer and an attic floorboard creaked.

      Valeria shifted.

      ‘Don’t even try it.’ Sophia leveled her pistol. ‘Weapon down.’

      Valeria did as she was told.

      ‘Stand up slowly, hands in the air.’

      Valeria complied. There was a slim rucksack on her back, likely where she stowed her UMP with its folding stock. She raised her hands, turned and eyed Sophia carefully.

      Sophia spoke into her throat mike. ‘I have the operative.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Czarina said. ‘I’m downstairs in the café.’

      ‘Congratulations,’ Valeria said.

      ‘Thank you,’ Sophia said.

      She knew exactly what sort of operation this was. And it wasn’t a bombing. Not this time.

      Valeria eyed Sophia carefully. She wasn’t blinking.

      Ares parapsyche. Assassination.

      But for an assassination, the operative wouldn’t choose a short-range weapon. She should be using something with a reasonable barrel length. And she wouldn’t be confining herself to a small attic with minimal escape points and a limited field of view.

      This position wasn’t for shooting any particular target.

      It was for shooting indiscriminately.

      Sophia spoke into her microphone. ‘Czarina, Ieva! Get outside now! There’s a proxy in the market square.’

      ‘Range?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘Fifty meters. A hundred, pushing it.’

      ‘On it,’ Czarina said.

      Valeria couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation, but she gave Sophia a tiny smile. ‘Clever girl.’

      Sophia grunted. A proxy was a programmed civilian, handled by a Fifth Column operative. Sometimes it was a suicide bomber and sometimes the proxy was a lone wolf. Sophia handled enough of each back when she was a programmed operative, both in the United States and across Central Europe.

      She twitched her pistol, gesturing for Valeria to move away from the window and her UMP. Valeria retreated, her steps unsteady on the old attic floorboards. She would have a pistol on her body somewhere, but Sophia didn’t trust the operative to disarm herself. Besides, Sophia had her under control, and she needed to focus on the proxy.

      This particular proxy had to be a lone wolf.

      The programming would be simple, at least compared to the operative now standing with her hands up in front of her. Proxies were not trained, they were disposable. If they managed to survive until the end, they were programmed to commit suicide so they weren’t around to answer inconvenient questions.

      Sophia had made it just in time. Another moment and Valeria would’ve made the phone call, issued the activation command. Then the proxy would open fire. On everyone.

      Sophia’s gaze fell to Valeria’s weapon of choice. The UMP fired pistol rounds, and no one would question the trajectory of the rounds because no one would have any reason to look for a second, more competent shooter on higher ground.

      Now the weapon seemed like a clever choice.

      Sophia spoke into her throat mike. ‘Got anything?’

      Czarina replied, breathing quickly. ‘Not yet. Everyone’s wearing a jacket. Could be a hundred people here packing heat.’

      Maybe, Sophia thought, but only one will be jittery and focused.

      The proxy wouldn’t be an operative, so they wouldn’t know how to blend with the baseline. Czarina and Ieva should spot them in a heartbeat.

      Sophia checked her phone’s Assetrac map. Still only one operative in the area: Valeria. Sophia kept her pistol trained on her and watched for shifts in emotion. The edges of color around Valeria—ivory and ice-blue—were calm.

      She isn’t scared. Odd.

      Sophia picked up the UMP by the pistol grip, using her left hand. She didn’t want Valeria lunging for it. ‘Remove your throat mike.’

      Valeria plucked it from inside her collar and let it drop to the floorboards.

      ‘Is your proxy in the market square?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Perhaps.’

      ‘What is your proxy wearing? Describe their clothes.’

      Valeria swallowed. Her hostility crackled around her in orange bursts.

      ‘Who are we looking for?’ Sophia stepped forward to stomp on the microphone.

      Valeria smiled. ‘You really believe you’re in control?’

      Sophia hesitated. ‘What are you saying, I’m the proxy?’

      ‘No, I’m saying you’re out of your depth. Intercept!’ Valeria yelled the word.

      The activation code. Through the microphone. Sophia crushed it under her shoe, but it was too late.

      ‘Wireless mike.’ Valeria smiled. ‘Voice activated.’

      Shit.

      Shouts and screams came from outside. Valeria’s fingertips shimmered an electric white. Her arms and legs buzzed, rippled. The operative’s entire body was luminous.

      Not again.

      Sophia looked down at her pistol hand. It flared with brilliant color. She could feel Valeria’s emotions shift and intersect like colors on a Rubik’s cube. Sophia dropped the UMP. Staggered. Found herself on one knee.

      It was happening, just like in the Berlin nightclub.

      Valeria knocked the gun from her hand, then straightened Sophia’s arm to break it. Sophia rolled forward, slipping free. She couldn’t see what was happening or where she was going. She could only feel it.

      She kicked out, knocked Valeria’s leg away. Valeria staggered and her knee struck a floorboard. The operative drew a pistol from her hip, got off her knee.

      The wood creaked as she moved. A loose board.

      Sophia hammered her fist down on it. The other end lifted and struck Valeria’s face.

      Sophia rolled on her shoulder and sprang back to her feet. Her vision slowly returned. The UMP was right under her, but she didn’t bother picking it up—it would be fingerprint encoded. The operative stood by the window, now open, her pistol missing. Sophia couldn’t see it on the floor.

      Valeria hurled herself out the window.

      Sophia swore, ran to the window. Below her, Valeria missed a parasol entirely. She rolled across the pavement, still moving and uninjured.

      That’s not possible.

      People stood around Valeria, but they weren’t watching Valeria. Their attention was riveted on something else.

      Shots rang out from the market square.

      Sophia jumped from the window.

      The parasol rushed to meet her, wrapping and entangling her. Her descent slowed, then she landed across the table. It knocked the air from her lungs. Around her, people were screaming. Fleeing in blind panic. But not from her. She launched to her feet and stared down the front of a suppressed pistol and a wry smile.

      Valeria had found her pistol then.

      There were five meters between them. Too far for Sophia to close on her.

      ‘Children three that nestle near, eager eye and willing ear!’ Sophia shouted over the distant screams. ‘Pleased a simple tale to hear.’

      Valeria smiled. ‘No tales for the wicked, my love.’

      Sophia’s heart skipped. It couldn’t be…

      Valeria was firewalled.

      The shots kept coming. Sophia needed to get out there and stop the proxy, help Czarina and Ieva. But she had to get through Valeria first. And Valeria was closing on her right now.

      Sophia swallowed. ‘Execute parapsyche, designation Lycaon!’

      Valeria aimed her pistol.

      Sophia pulled back into the café doorway. ‘Echo parapsyche installations!’

      She retreated, almost colliding with a waitress inside, frozen and holding a tray of coffee cups. Valeria’s attention shifted for just a moment. The tray fell on Sophia and she grabbed it, flung it at Valeria. The edge of the tray knocked the pistol from her hand. Sophia drew her own.

      Valeria used her knee to knock the tray up and into her grasp. She sliced it back at Sophia. It knocked Sophia’s aim off. The operative stepped in closer and punched her in the sternum. The air rushed from Sophia’s lungs. Her feet left the ground. She flew backward and crashed into a table. Plates and flatware crashed around her, loud and sharp. She smashed through another table—only the solid barrier of a wall stopped her.

      She slumped to the floor, gasping for oxygen that didn’t come.

      That punch … Valeria must be using an exoskeleton.

      Valeria stepped inside the café, heading straight for her. Sophia sucked in air, trying to breathe, to use her throat mike, call for help. But her words were soundless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      
        Quito, Ecuador

      

      Nasira moved fast. Pistol in one hand, she searched the white fog that curled ahead, her magnetoception guiding her to the banks of cooling units. She could sense their cuboid shapes and cool metal surface. She led Aviary, Jay and Damien toward them.

      ‘Stop,’ Aviary whispered from under her hood.

      Nasira pulled the covering from Aviary’s head, exposing her vermillion hair to the rain. ‘Peripheral vision,’ Nasira reminded her.

      ‘But I’ve got you guys to—’ Aviary cut herself short. ‘Fine.’

      Nasira peered through the grill of a cooling unit. A large fan whipped air inward. Aviary pulled the laptop from her ruck and laid it on the ground. She struck a key and the fan slowed.

      Nasira checked their surroundings while Jay and Aviary stepped away from the grill, allowing Damien to hold it. His hands heated the corners just enough for Jay to move in with wire cutters and snip the soft metal. Carefully, Damien and Aviary lifted the grate clear.

      Nasira didn’t like this one bit. She hadn’t seen a single camera or sensor for Aviary to disable. Did they care so little about the roof of their data center?

      She nodded to Damien, who moved far enough away so the other fans wouldn’t interfere with his attuned hearing. Jay’s infrared vision was gone and they were in open ground with no concealment save for the cooling units. Damien was their only early warning system.

      Wearing gloves, Jay removed an altimeter and a fishing reel—minus the rod—from Aviary’s ruck. He checked the knot on the heavy line and the attached wireless repeater. To Nasira, it looked like a stubby gray antenna. Jay took another repeater from her ruck and slapped it on the inside wall of the cooling unit, just above the fan.

      ‘Go,’ Aviary said.

      Jay flipped the wire bail on the fishing reel. The line unspooled, plummeting the wireless repeater down the chute like a giant lure. Aviary tapped on her laptop keyboard, mining for wireless connections and devices she could hijack.

      Nasira paced around them, her fingers resting on her pistol. She didn’t want to be here a moment longer than necessary. She reached out into the fog, feeling for shapes or disturbances in the magnetic fields.

      She walked past Aviary’s laptop. On the screen, multiple connections blinked and console windows trickled with text. The repeater on the unit wall was talking to the repeater dangling from Jay’s fishing line. And that was sending everything to the laptop.

      ‘How’s it going?’ Nasira asked.

      Aviary stared fixedly at her screen. ‘Searching everything from any device. Keywords are “Rio” and “research.” Getting a few things on Rio, but nothing else.’

      Rio de Janeiro was the headquarters for many private, national and multinational corporations. If Jay was right—going off what he’d learned from his stay in Colombia—Intron’s headquarters would be there. And maybe their research center would be too.

      ‘How much longer?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      The rain stopped. Nasira could only hear Aviary’s quiet keystrokes and the light hum of other fans. Beyond them, white fog and unnerving silence. Nasira dropped to one knee and watched Damien, reading his expression. He was calm, just listening.

      ‘You good?’ Nasira asked.

      Damien nodded. ‘Just thinking about that cloaked operative from the parking lot in Colombia.’

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘Why’d she save us?’

      Nasira raised an eyebrow. ‘Why’s the operative a she?’

      He shrugged. ‘Just guessing.’

      Nasira did another three-sixty before checking on Aviary again.

      Aviary spoke. ‘Let it go.’

      Jay was holding the fishing reel in one hand, leaning on the unit. He flipped the metal bail and the line unspooled some more.

      ‘Stop,’ Aviary said.

      Jay flipped the bail back, holding the line in place. He read something off his altimeter. ‘Forty-meter depth.’

      Aviary’s fingers rattled across her keyboard. ‘I think I have something.’

      Damien’s voice was soft in Nasira’s ears, speaking through his throat mike. ‘Standby-standby,’ he said.

      Nasira and Jay went for their pistols.

      ‘Could be nothing, but get ready,’ Damien said.

      Aviary typed hurriedly.

      ‘Keep us posted.’ Nasira turned to Aviary. ‘Get ready to move.’

      ‘Our luck about to run out?’ Jay asked.

      Nasira sighed. ‘What luck?’

      ‘This luck,’ Aviary said. ‘I have a possible address. Coming up as a research center and headquarters on a few devices down there.’

      Google Maps filled her laptop screen. ‘Presidente Vargas Avenue.’

      ‘Business district,’ Jay said. ‘Financial sector, right near the ports.’

      ‘I have movement.’ Damien’s words sent a chill through her.

      ‘Pack it up,’ Nasira said. ‘Pack it up now.’

      Aviary closed her laptop. ‘Transferring to my watch.’

      ‘Cut the wire,’ Nasira said to Jay.

      Jay drew his knife and cut the line. With no fingerprints, the repeater and the wire were safe to drop. Aviary reached for her repeater inside the unit.

      ‘Leave it.’ Nasira lifted the grill back with Jay.

      Damien emerged from the fog and whispered, ‘We’re cut off. Go.’

      They couldn’t get back to their car from here. Pistol in hand, Nasira started running in the opposite direction. Her team fell in behind her.

      Ahead in the fog, something shifted. Armed security closed on them from the front and, Nasira sensed, behind. If she headed right, she would fall off the data center and down the mountain. There was only one direction they could all take now. She pointed to their left. As one, they moved.

      Then Damien slowed.

      ‘What do you hear?” Nasira hissed.

      Something shaped like a manta ray tore through the mist, heading straight for them. It descended from above and a dazzling laser flashed over her. Her vision turned green, pulsing. Damien and Jay became silhouettes that swirled into each other, then slowly the shapes of her friends sharpened. Another manta ray appeared—a small, lightweight drone. It spat something web-like over her.

      The net wrapped around her, sticky and constricting, tightening over her arms and drawing her legs together. She pried at the net and stumbled forward. Beside her, Jay wrangled with another net.

      Pain exploded across her body and a heavy weight pinned her down. She could smell the minted breath of a guard as he pulled her wrists together and bound them. Her hands went numb. A boot crunched down on her pistol and a knee across her back. Air shot from her lungs. She burned for more. Above her, a voice.

      ‘We have them.’
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        Kraków, Poland

      

      Rounds cracked through the market square. People crashed into each other as they fled in all directions. Czarina weaved around them, listening carefully as the sound of shots reflected off the buildings. Using the reflected sounds, her echolocation—a kind of passive sonar for humans—helped her zero in on the proxy.

      The sounds pulled her to a young man, tall and sinuous with shell-white skin. He wore a puffy red jacket with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, faded jeans and white sneakers, and held a pistol with one arm completely extended.

      Czarina drew her pistol from the concealed holster in her jeans. She lifted the weapon to her chest, both hands over the grip. The proxy pivoted to shoot at anyone who caught his attention. He looked relaxed, almost bored. Czarina extended both arms, angling for a clear shot. But as the crowd thinned, the proxy saw her coming, and lined up his own shot. He swiveled like the turret on a tank.

      ‘Drop your weapon!’ Czarina yelled, moving quickly sideways.

      Even as she said it, she knew her words were useless. He wouldn’t listen. He was activated.

      How many more people will he kill?

      How many would I have to kill to stop him?

      The sound of gunfire cracked through her earpiece and echoed across the market square. The proxy stared at her, his eyes wide with surprise. Blood radiated from one side of his neck and torso. His red jacket grew darker, wet. He turned his barrel to the sky.

      Off to one side, Ieva lay on her stomach with her arms out and pistol still aimed. She’d dropped flat to the ground and fired high to avoid shooting bystanders. Both shots had struck the proxy; she’d put the first under his rib cage to avoid ricochets, the second through his neck. She was likely aiming for his head on the second shot, but it still did the trick.

      The proxy dropped to his knees, his glazed eyes locked on Czarina.

      Then he shoved the pistol under his chin and fired.

      Ieva’s throat mike picked up the shot, making Czarina’s ears sting. The proxy collapsed face down, revealing the large, wet exit wound at the top of his punctured skull. Blood pooled around him, bright and oxygenated.

      [image: ]

      Sophia staggered after Valeria, into the center of the square and under the archway of a domed classical building. Inside, rows of market stalls stretched away. The operative was ahead, moving down a vaulted aisle. People lingered around her, slow and glaze-eyed, inspecting amber jewelry, wooden crafts and embroidered cloth. With the noise in here, no one had heard the gunshots outside. Sophia weaved through them, keeping an eye on Valeria. The operative changed trajectory and sprinted up a flight of stairs.

      Sophia angled toward a flight closer by. She climbed them quickly to the next floor, hoping they would take her to the same place as Valeria. She stepped out into a large gallery, whisper-quiet with polished marble floors and skylights that cast afternoon light on sculptures and pastel walls.

      Visitors quietly admired the art, barely registering Sophia’s presence and the blood flowing from her lips. She kept her pistol close to her body and strode forward. Twenty meters ahead, Valeria appeared. She turned, looked over the shoulder of a passing man and saw Sophia.

      Sophia raised her pistol in a snap motion—up her chest, then out. The man froze in place and Valeria grabbed him, used him as a shield. She jammed her pistol hard into the man’s eye. She was careful, kept her head directly behind his. Sophia didn’t want to kill Valeria, but if the programming triggers didn’t work then what else could she do?

      ‘If you shoot through his mouth, you’ll kill me,’ Valeria said. ‘Would you like that?’ Under pressure, her accent slipped. It was no longer American.

      Czarina appeared behind the operative, but Sophia knew she wasn’t close enough. Sophia tried to hide her glance, but the operative saw it. She kept hold of her hostage and sidestepped behind a statue, then pivoted and aimed for Czarina.

      Sophia needed to get closer for a clear shot.

      But Ieva launched from nowhere, tearing the pistol from Valeria’s hand. Valeria recovered, kicked Ieva away, sending her crashing into a wall. Then she turned to Czarina—who’d moved closer—and disarmed her, throwing the pistol across the marble floor.

      The operative drove her fist into Czarina’s throat. Czarina avoided the blow, barely. Sophia was close enough now, but Valeria sidestepped her pistol, kicking down on Sophia’s knee and driving a fist into her midsection.

      Pain flashed through Sophia, crushing oxygen from her. She was in the air for a moment, flying sideways. She floated across the polished floor and crashed into a tall wooden stand. A marble bust wobbled and fell from the stand, smashing in front of her. She lay on her side, pain slicing every breath. Unable to move.

      Czarina and Ieva were on the ground too. Sirens wailed in the distance, approaching the market square. Paramedics and police would soon converge on the square. How long would it take for the police to think to come in here?

      Valeria strode toward her. Along the way, she scooped up Czarina’s pistol. She stopped five meters short of Sophia and raised the weapon.

      ‘This was fun,’ Valeria said. ‘Let’s do it again sometime.’

      Overhead, the skylight shattered. Instinctively Sophia covered her eyes, and when she opened them, a figure moved in front of her.

      If nothing else, DC knew how to make an entrance.

      Steel flashed. Czarina’s pistol hit the wall. Valeria withdrew her hand just in time as DC moved swiftly, the blade of his tachi slicing and tearing her sleeve. The operative ducked and rolled, found an opening and struck DC in his chest. He went flying back through the air and smashed into the wall beside Sophia.

      DC groaned. ‘I didn’t think that through.’

      ‘She packs a punch,’ Sophia said.

      His sword landed nearby. Before the operative could scoop it up, Sophia was on her feet, and despite the pain, wielding it comfortably in both hands. Her Kali training wasn’t a perfect match for this kind of sword, but it would do.

      Valeria glared at Sophia, then at DC. He staggered, drew his pistol. The sirens were closer. The operative focused on Czarina’s pistol, lying there on the ground, then gave Sophia a wry smile. DC eyed it off too.

      Valeria went for it, diving across the marble floor and colliding with DC. He slid across the floor, his pistol knocked clear. Valeria was back on her feet and running, her sneakers crunching on skylight fragments. She was out of the museum before anyone could get in her way.

      ‘Leave her.’ Sophia said.

      DC was already standing, flustered. ‘I must be losing my edge.’

      She handed him the tachi. ‘No, that’s here. Thanks for dropping in.’

      He took his sword and struggled to stand upright. ‘So … I think that went well.’
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        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      Gleb flipped open the laptop, lighting up a large display on the briefing room wall, then retreated to a corner. Olesya found herself staring at a grainy CCTV image. In the center, a lone shooter fired into the fleeing crowd. Everyone stared at the image in silence, including Ark and the other operative hunters—Marina, Andrey and Nika.

      Marina’s large green eyes were focused on the CCTV image. She wasn’t wearing her headscarf today, and she stood apart from the other pair. Nika’s eyes weren’t as dilated as when Olesya had first met her, and Andrey stood unnervingly still.

      Illarion rubbed at his silver stubble. ‘This happened in Kraków.’

      ‘So we were in the wrong city,’ Andrey said.

      ‘At least some of us were in the right country.’ Marina shot Olesya an irritated glance.

      ‘We wanted to be there,’ Ark said quickly.

      ‘Ark and Olesya weren’t cleared for operations,’ Illarion said. ‘This is not anyone’s fault. You all need to understand that.’

      Olesya swallowed. Only Gleb knew where she and Ark had really been today. And that their secret mission had been a failure. She wasn’t even sure if the woman in the navy coat was the same woman Ark had been chasing. All they knew for sure was that at least one of them was a Fifth Column operative and they’d successfully snatched a Russian intelligence officer from the streets of Tallinn.

      Illarion hit a key on the laptop and the image changed. Ark launched to his feet, eyes wide. His mouth opened, but he didn’t speak.

      Now it was another image from a CCTV camera; a lone woman in a dark coat, moving fast across the market square in Kraków. Around her, people were running from something, looking back. But she was moving in a different direction. Only half her face was visible from the high angle of the camera, but it was enough. There was no uncertainty this time.

      Val.

      Olesya and Ark had been on the other side of Eastern Europe. And Val was right there. Right where they were supposed to be.

      Ark took a deep breath and composed himself. ‘My sister.’

      ‘We believe so, yes,’ Illarion said.

      ‘How are we supposed to stop them if we’re given the wrong details?’ Marina asked.

      ‘We don’t always get intel on these operations,’ Illarion said. ‘We’re fortunate to have agents inside the Fifth Column who can supply any information at all.’

      Andrey threw his hands in the air. ‘Our operation was a non-event. No bombs or attacks in Wrocław. Meanwhile you’re telling us there was a goddamn proxy shooting up civilians in Kraków?’

      ‘We should’ve been there to put that shooter down,’ Marina muttered to herself. ‘And his handler.’

      Ark turned to her, eyes bulging. ‘That’s my sister you’re talking about.’

      ‘She’s not your sister anymore,’ Marina said. ‘She’s Fifth Column now, don’t you get it?’

      Ark’s fist closed, but Andrey stepped between them.

      ‘You want to do the Fifth Column’s work for them and fight each other?’ Andrey asked. ‘By all means, knock yourselves out.’

      Ark glared fixedly at Marina. ‘Don’t ever say that again.’

      ‘That’s what you Muscovites do, right?’ Marina said, hands on her hips. ‘Take them in all pretty and wrapped in absorbent cotton?’

      Andrey turned to face her. ‘Is there something wrong with that?’

      ‘There’s something wrong, all right,’ Marina said. ‘There’s something very wrong with this, wouldn’t you say?’

      Andrey fell silent.

      ‘Marina,’ Illarion said. ‘One more word and I’ll pull you off the team, do you understand?’

      She fell silent.

      Olesya folded her arms. ‘Let me guess, the shooter killed himself afterwards.’

      ‘Correct,’ Illarion said. ‘But there was one difference this time.’

      ‘What?’

      Illarion cleared his throat. ‘The proxy was Russian.’

      ‘Shit.’ Olesya should’ve been there.

      ‘I bet the Western media are having a field day with this,’ Marina said.

      ‘Next image,’ Illarion said.

      Gleb hit a button on his laptop. The image changed again. This time, there were two women standing outside a café in the same square. Ark’s gaze was transfixed on one woman, Val. But Olesya was focused on the other, whose back was facing the camera.

      ‘Who’s the other one?’ Marina asked.

      ‘Another operative,’ Illarion said. ‘We don’t have a clear shot of her face, but we’ll have her identity soon.’

      The woman’s black leather jacket, the cut of her shoulder-length hair, her sneakers. Olesya knew her; the operative with the gray eyes. Sophia.

      You bitch, you’re Fifth Column after all.

      Sophia had to be behind the abductions. But Olesya couldn’t reveal her suspicion. Doing so would mean admitting she’d withheld information on the Moscow operation. She needed to be absolutely certain before she brought this to Illarion.

      Illarion leaned over the table, across his map of Europe and the scattered photos of operatives. He’d taken the map with him from Moscow and now there was a new photo over Kraków, Poland. A photo of Val.

      ‘Val is one of them,’ Illarion said. ‘For now.’

      Ark turned away, hand over his mouth.

      ‘This presents a problem for us,’ Illarion said. ‘The Fifth Column seem to have Val and the other kidnapped hunters under their control. We have to expect they now possess intimate knowledge of our operations and will be looking to exploit that.’

      He slid the laptop over to Gleb, who removed the CCTV photo and switched to Polish news feeds. They played across the big screen with the audio muted.

      ‘So what happens now?’ Marina asked.

      ‘We’re assigned to deal with Purity, not the Fifth Column operatives,’ Illarion said.

      ‘What?’ Ark said. ‘We just found Val!’

      ‘He has a point,’ Olesya said. ‘You trained us to hunt operatives and disarm nuclear warheads. You didn’t train us to fight a bunch of street thugs.’

      Illarion pointed to the screen. ‘That bunch of street thugs just won Poland’s presidential election.’

      Onscreen, there was footage of Purity supporters celebrating their Purity candidate—a fragile man with wire-framed glasses and peppered hair—mouthing a silent speech.

      ‘Purity are a bunch of lunatics,’ Ark said. ‘How could they win?’

      ‘Their popularity is rising sharply across Eastern Europe and they have the public support of many governments around the world,’ Gleb said. ‘But they tap into a deep river of…’

      Marina crossed her arms. ‘Racism?’

      ‘Fear,’ Gleb said. ‘Fear of outsiders, fear of those different to themselves. Fear of people who undertake gene doping or gene therapy.’

      ‘People like us.’

      He turned up the sound and the Purity leader’s voice filled the room.

      ‘Our thoughts are with those who have suffered the loss of their loved ones at the hands of this radicalized Russian soldier. Amid our prayers and our outrage, we cannot deny this is a brazen assault on the territorial integrity of our country—a sovereign and independent European nation.’

      The video switched to a grainy image of Val from the CCTV. Beside this image, a close-up of her face as a child. A subtitle read Accomplice in shooting—Russian spy program.

      The President continued. ‘It is becoming clear to us that Russia’s ruthless genetic engineering program, inflicted on innocent children, is connected to this senseless act of aggression. What happened today is a violation of what makes us pure. We will do everything in our power to bring purity and justice to—’

      Illarion hit pause. ‘You get the idea.’

      Ark shook his head. ‘Is someone going to tell them who runs Project GATE?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Andrey said. ‘Because it sure as hell isn’t us.’

      Gleb cleared his throat. ‘Purity are adept at attributing blame to a certain type of people. And right now, that’s you. And anyone else who is genetically … diverse.’

      ‘Let me make this clear,’ Illarion said. ‘Purity is our primary objective. The more power it absorbs, the more dangerous it becomes to us, and to the rest of the world.’

      ‘Even if the world supports them?’ Marina asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Illarion said. ‘It doesn’t matter how many people they enchant, if we don’t stop them, they will kill many more. Dismissed.’

      The hunters slowly gathered their notes and filed out. Only Olesya remained with Illarion as Gleb collected his laptop and notes. He gave her a brief nod as he left.

      Alone in the room with Illarion, she turned to him. ‘Why haven’t we tried yet?’

      The rings under Illarion’s eyes were darker than usual, his stubble a bit longer. ‘Tried what exactly?’

      ‘Tried destroying the Fifth Column,’ Olesya said. ‘We both know they’re financing Purity. Why don’t we cut off the serpent’s head?’

      ‘We don’t know that yet. And cutting off the head is not the solution.’

      ‘I know what you’ve been doing,’ Olesya said. ‘Your strategy, from the beginning. We’ve been on the defensive. Every time, we react. You’ve trained us to be more than just a reactionary force, and yet we never truly take action.’

      ‘Is that what you really think, Olesya?’

      ‘You freed Russia of the Fifth Column and now you’re so worried about them taking it back that all we ever do is sabotage their operations,’ she said. ‘We don’t have our own. And I think we should.’

      Illarion clasped his hands behind his back. ‘What sort of operation are you proposing?’

      ‘We bring the fight to the Fifth Column. We destroy them.’

      Illarion surveyed the map and the operative photos scattered across it, some pinned, some unsorted. ‘This doesn’t sound like the Olesya I know.’

      ‘The Olesya you knew hadn’t lost ... as much.’

      ‘The Fifth Column are much weaker, far more depleted, than they were when we severed our ties with them, that’s true,’ Illarion said. ‘But they are still very powerful and they hold sway over many of the nations on this planet. Destroying something like that is no simple task.’

      ‘But we have to start somewhere,’ she said.

      ‘As a matter of fact, you can start by avoiding all Fifth Column operatives,’ Illarion said.

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘We’re receiving reports of operatives being selectively upgraded.’

      Olesya chewed her lip. ‘Upgraded with what?’

      ‘Gleb is preparing a full briefing for everyone, but the Fifth Column call them HAC operatives,’ Illarion said. ‘Human Artificial Chromosome.’

      ‘What, so there’s a whole new chromosome now?’

      ‘A microchromosome. Imagine an operative with the strength and power of a full-body exoskeleton—without the exoskeleton.’

      The bruises Olesya picked up from her encounter in Moscow still ached. ‘That does explain a few things.’

      ‘Until we learn more, you keep your distance,’ he said.

      Olesya shook her head. ‘This doesn’t change the fact we need to hit them hard. We need to destroy the Fifth Column once and for all. We’re still picking up the pieces after their attacks in the Middle East. Not to mention they’ve been terrorizing Western populations for decades. It will take generations for people to recover from this.’

      Illarion frowned. ‘I don’t deny it, but taking on the Fifth Column … even if you win, you lose.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘The Fifth Column is run by the most cunning psychopaths on this planet. Denton is middle management at best. Or at least he was.’

      ‘I don’t understand. How do we lose?’

      Illarion gestured across the map, over every continent. ‘Let’s say we put everything we have into fighting the Fifth Column. And we crush them. Let’s say the psychopaths in power face certain defeat at our hand. Tell me, what do psychopaths do when they face certain defeat?’

      ‘They get desperate.’

      ‘And desperate psychopaths are the most dangerous kind. Rather than lose the game, they’ll burn the entire chess board.’

      ‘With us still on it,’ Olesya whispered.

      ‘If we destroy the Fifth Column, we face the psychopath’s endgame,’ he said.

      ‘They’ll go nuclear.’

      ‘Precisely.’

      Olesya exhaled slowly. ‘So we just let the Fifth Column run the world because we’re too scared they’ll destroy it? That’s the plan?’

      ‘Psychopaths of all strains have run empires and nations on this planet for thousands of years,’ Illarion said. ‘I’m sorry, but evil has prevailed in our world for a very long time, and that won’t change just because you want it to. At least not yet.’

      Anger burned through her. ‘How can you say that? You rescued me from the Fifth Column. You told me I could make a difference!’

      ‘You still can.’

      Olesya turned her back on him. The rest of the hunters—Ark, Marina, Andrey and Nika—were watching the argument through the windows. Her cheeks reddened.

      ‘There has to be a way,’ she said.

      Leaning on the map, Illarion breathed for a moment. Without warning, he tore the map from the table and hurled the table across the room. It hit a wall, the photos fluttering in the air like confetti. ‘If there is, I don’t know it.’

      Olesya’s rage cooled. She felt only despair now. ‘I’m sorry, I was just frustrated…’

      ‘Do you think I asked for this?’ Illarion inhaled sharply. ‘Do you think I asked to mentor a bunch of kids in some long-shot hope of saving the world?’

      ‘We’re only long shots?’

      Laptop in hand, Illarion strode for the door. ‘That’s the thing with long shots. They don’t all work out.’
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        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      ‘Nice of you to drop in.’ Sophia led DC into the kitchen. ‘To what do we owe the honor?’

      Before DC could reply, Ieva shoved a mug into his hands. ‘Tea?’

      He took the drink, and Ieva offered him a seat before tending to the other mugs.

      DC sipped his tea. ‘How you holding up?’

      ‘Not bad, considering,’ Sophia replied.

      ‘Just her ribs.’ Czarina said. She’d inspected Sophia for any critical wounds and found remarkably few.

      ‘They’ll heal,’ Sophia said.

      ‘You’re lucky that you heal fast.’ Ieva sat down with a mug of her own.

      The sun set over the forest, casting a golden tint through the window. DC squinted and shifted his chair while Ieva’s reaction was to produce her phone and take a photo. She had a library of sunset and dog photos. Right now, the dog photos were winning by a slight margin. Sophia didn’t mind, as long as the shots were stripped of metadata and didn’t reveal anything about their headquarters.

      ‘She certainly knows how to throw a punch,’ Sophia said. ‘Have you crossed paths with her before?’

      DC shook his head. ‘If I had’ve known she was jacked up like that, I would’ve left it to you.’

      ‘Why would you do that?’ Sophia asked.

      Czarina stifled a cough. ‘He was joking.’

      ‘I knew that.’

      DC slumped in the chair and exhaled. ‘I’ve seen a cloaked operative, I’ve seen an immortal operative, I’ve even watched a limb grow back. But this is something else.’

      ‘Wonder Woman.’ Ieva giggled. ‘Because we’re all sitting here wondering. Get it?’

      ‘That was terrible,’ Czarina said.

      Sophia failed to hide her smile. ‘The operative’s accent,’ she said. ‘It was American in the beginning, but then it changed.’

      ‘She was tagged on the Fifth Column Assetrac system,’ Ieva said. ‘We all saw it.’

      ‘My deprogramming commands didn’t work on her,’ Sophia said.

      ‘What did they change this time?’ Ieva asked, her fingers poised over her phone, ready to note the new phrases.

      Sophia shook her head. ‘Everything. I couldn’t get in at all. It’s like—’

      ‘Like she wasn’t programmed?’ DC said.

      ‘What about that operative in Berlin?’ Czarina asked. ‘You told him about that?’

      He looked at Sophia. ‘What happened?’

      ‘We ran into three operatives,’ Sophia said. ‘They kidnapped a civilian. Russian. His name was Evgeny Sporyshev.’

      DC’s shoulders stiffened.

      ‘Do you know him?’ she said.

      ‘Doesn’t ring a bell,’ he said. ‘So the Fifth Column have him now?’

      Sophia nodded. ‘We killed one operative and captured the second, but the third managed to get out of there with Evgeny.’

      ‘What happened to the one you captured?’ DC asked.

      ‘She didn’t make it,’ Sophia said.

      ‘The deprogramming seemed to work,’ Ieva said, in a hopeful voice. ‘In the beginning.’

      ‘I got into the outer layer. I must have triggered something I shouldn’t have.’

      DC leaned over the table. ‘What did she do?’

      ‘She killed herself.’

      ‘Ah, right,’ DC said. ‘Did she ... say anything before that? Give you anything at all?’

      ‘Something about an operation in Eastern Europe with massive collateral. She used the word destiny.’

      ‘Then she went bananas,’ Czarina said.

      ‘Does that mean anything to you?’ Sophia asked him. ‘Destiny?’

      ‘No. You need to find a way through their new programming, and fast.’ DC stood and excused himself from the table. ‘Thanks for the tea.’

      ‘And what are you doing?’ Sophia asked.

      He stood in the center of the kitchen for a moment, silhouetted by the sunset. ‘Shake a few trees, see if anyone knows anything. I’ll be in touch if I get lucky.’

      Sophia already had her suspicions. The Russian agent from the subway—the one who lied about being FSB—had to be linked to this Kraków operative in some way and she was determined to prove it.

      DC paused in the doorway. ‘If you find anything more on that upgraded operative, let me know. But please, don’t go after her. She’ll kill you.’

      ‘Not if I can deprogram her,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Even that’s not a sure thing anymore,’ he said.

      ‘Wait.’ Sophia held up one of their modified iPhones. ‘You should take one of these. Join the twenty-first century.’

      He waved his little black Nokia. ‘I like the Snake game.’

      ‘You can play on mine,’ Sophia said. That sounded awkward.

      ‘Um, I’ll be in contact soon.’ He disappeared down the creaking staircase.

      ‘Oh, be still my heart,’ Czarina said.

      ‘Shut it,’ Sophia said, ‘or I’ll put you back in slave mode.’

      Czarina blinked. ‘I don’t ... still have slave mode, do I?’ She looked at Ieva. ‘Do I have slave mode?’

      ‘Of course not. You’re deprogrammed.’ Ieva leaned in and lowered her voice. ‘Or are you?’

      Czarina jabbed a finger at her. ‘Don’t do that. Or I’ll put you in unconsciousness mode. Even I can do that one.’

      Sophia leaned back in her chair. The muscles around her ribs were burning and itching. Her Regen pseudogenes were doing their thing, driving her accelerated cellular repair and regeneration.

      ‘Maybe DC’s right,’ Ieva said. ‘Maybe we need to slow down and be careful for a little while.’

      ‘Until we figure out what the hell’s going down,’ Czarina said.

      ‘That’s the last thing we should be doing,’ Sophia said. Right now, we need help.

      Ieva folded her arms. ‘You’re going back out there, aren’t you?’

      Sophia pulled up the map on her phone. The operative was on standby now, sitting in northern Poland. Sophia stood and her ribs burned. ‘I need a spare phone.’

      ‘Why?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘I’m going out there again,’ Sophia said. ‘This time, I’m doing things differently.’

      Czarina and Ieva stood together.

      ‘Not without us, you’re not,’ Czarina said.
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        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      The Fifth Column had Evgeny now.

      DC couldn’t get the thought out of his head. He wasn’t sure how much the Fifth Column knew, or why after all this time they’d grabbed the Russian spy, but the fact Evgeny had played a crucial role in Project GATE was known to very few. Sophia didn’t know. Not even Denton.

      He reached the crest of the cobbled alley and looked down at Vilnius. In its twilight hour, the city was dotted with the honeycomb yellow of candle- and bulb-lit windows. The sharp spires of Orthodox and Catholic churches lined the horizon like barbed wire.

      He’d stopped by a crumbling wall, inside which stood the remains of a factory. His vehicle was parked on the other side, next to a cemetery; he just had to cut through the remains of the factory to get to it. Moving through the rubble, he glanced behind him; a precaution.

      Some small distance away, a man was walking toward him. Moonlight glinted off his shaved head and polished black shoes, but was absorbed by the dark suit and scarf. A chill washed through DC.

      Denton wasn’t even trying to hide. He stepped through into the remains of the factory with a smile. ‘You’re not an easy man to follow.’

      ‘That’s why you recruited me,’ DC said. Denton was too far out of range to read DC’s mind, but not too far to shoot him. DC’s hand remained close to the pistol grip protruding from his waistband.

      ‘What do you want?’ DC asked.

      Denton was the only figure DC could make out, but he was sure the man had backup. There’d be operatives here too, watching him.

      ‘You ignored my LinkedIn invitation,’ Denton said. ‘And after everything I’ve done for you. Now I hear you’re a double agent for no fewer than two resistance groups.’ He shrugged. ‘Then again, one group is extinct and the other … I’m not even sure existed in the first place.’

      ‘The Sixth Column exists.’ DC stepped carefully backward, facing Denton the whole time.

      Denton frowned. ‘Russia and China cut loose years ago. Doesn’t sound like much of a sixth column to me. It sounds like a handful of rubble. It sounds like this place right here.’

      DC said nothing. How much had Denton siphoned from his mind in the last few minutes as he walked the alleys of Vilnius? DC was well trained, but so was Denton. He didn’t want to think about it as Denton took a step closer, so he thought instead of the Sixth Column and its potential.

      ‘Is that what you’ve been doing all these years?’ Denton asked. ‘Hoping to rebuild an alliance that will never exist? The Sixth Column is dust, but at least you’re alive. You’re welcome, by the way.’

      ‘You have nothing to do with my survival,’ DC said.

      ‘Oh, but every moment you stood against the Fifth Column, every moment you looked to destroy it, I was there to carve that path for you,’ Denton said. ‘I made it possible. Whether you choose to believe it or not, we’re fighting on the same side.’

      ‘You’re the one who’s lucky to be alive. The next time you cross Sophia, you might not be.’

      Denton climbed over rubble, closing the distance between them.

      ‘That’s close enough,’ DC said.

      Denton halted, but his smile did not fade. ‘Have you told her?’

      ‘Told her that you’re here?’

      ‘No, that you can’t be trusted,’ Denton said. ‘That you will betray her in the end. That you always do.’

      DC swallowed his anger.

      ‘Poor Sophia,’ Denton said. ‘Trying so hard to put it all together, but here you are, hiding pieces from her.’

      ‘Why are you here, Denton?’

      ‘Do you mean, why am I here talking, and not killing you?’ Denton asked.

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘I’m here because something is coming,’ Denton said. ‘You can feel it, too. I see you do, in your step, in your eyes. It’s coming off you in waves.’

      ‘Big deal,’ DC said. ‘You can only smell emotions because you stole it from Sophia’s DNA. But you’ll never feel them, not the ones that matter.’

      ‘And for that I am grateful.’ Denton smiled. ‘That and all the pseudogenes I’m collecting. Speaking of which, I hear the Regeneration pseudogene is on the market.’

      ‘It doesn’t exist,’ DC said.

      ‘It’s already in my DNA, I think it does exist.’ Denton took another step closer.

      ‘Maybe.’ DC’s hand tightened over his pistol grip. ‘But the samples don’t exist. I made sure of that.’

      Denton raised his hands in admission. ‘Word on the street says otherwise.’

      ‘If you’re looking to upgrade your little squad of operatives, including the one with her scope on me through that dark window’—DC pointed to the building across the street—‘the Fifth Column have their HAC thing going. I hear they pack a real punch.’

      ‘Human Artificial Microchromosome.’ Denton nodded. ‘I’ve ordered the sampler.’

      ‘Tell me why you’re really here.’

      ‘The Fifth Column general. He’s planning something.’

      ‘What generals do,’ DC said.

      ‘I know the patterns, the behavior. You see it too.’

      ‘If you’re such a genius, then what is it?’

      ‘I was hoping you could tell me.’

      DC stifled a laugh. ‘You don’t know anything, do you?’

      ‘I know the general is making his final move. And whatever the outcome, it will end badly.’

      ‘Define badly.’

      ‘On a scale of genocide to extinction?’ Denton wiggled his hand. ‘It’s a little flexible.’

      DC sighed. ‘Or melodramatic.’

      ‘The Fifth Column doesn’t like to lose.’

      ‘Sorry, can’t help you,’ DC said.

      ‘That certainly is a shame.’ Denton turned sharply on his heel and walked away.

      DC kept his hand on his pistol grip. He could’ve stepped clear of the operative’s scope and taken the shot, put a round through Denton’s skull. But Denton would’ve considered that possibility, and he would almost certainly have multiple operatives shooting DC the moment his gun cleared his waistband. If nothing else, Denton never doubted his own strategic value.

      And neither did DC.

      In the alley outside the destroyed factory, Denton turned and waved back at DC. ‘See you at the Christmas party.’
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        Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

      

      The glass elevator shot Aviary skyward. Damien and Nasira stood beside her, their arms cuffed as tightly as hers. Intron’s security had taken them into custody at the Ecuadorian data center and questioned Nasira. Whatever she’d said, it worked because their captors barely said a word after that, throwing them—sedated and under guard—onto a private jet bound for Brazil. And now here they were, on an elevator traveling to the very top of Intron headquarters. Aviary’s stomach knotted.

      ‘Centro Zone,’ Jay said. ‘We’re downtown.’

      As the elevator rose, it granted them a view of the lush, green mountains that encircled the city. Jay pointed to the beaches and mountainous islands that peppered the bay.

      ‘That’s the South Zone. Sugar Loaf Mountain.’

      ‘You grew up here?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Nah, in a slum on the other side of Super Jesus.’ He pointed to their right, at a large forested mountain and the Jesus statue that loomed over the city.

      Aviary didn’t know exactly what was waiting for them, but when she tried to press a button for a level about halfway it ignored her request. ‘Worth a try.’

      ‘Welcome is Intron headquarters,’ Nasira said. ‘You wanted their research center, you got it.’

      ‘Yeah, but can we do things in a way where I don’t get captured all the time?’ Jay asked.

      ‘You’re lucky they didn’t kill us,’ Nasira said. ‘Thank me later.’

      ‘What did you say to them?’ Aviary asked.

      Nasira positioned herself in front of the elevator doors. ‘I told them there’s a problem with their operatives, and we can help fix it.’ She turned to Aviary, sweat beading on her forehead. ‘We can help, yeah?’

      Aviary swallowed. ‘I … I hope so.’

      ‘What about getting my abilities back?’ Jay asked.

      ‘We’ll get to that,’ Nasira said. ‘If we last that long.’

      The elevator drew to a halt. The doors opened.

      Seven employees stood before them, mostly security. Four of them—two on each side—wore vests and carried submachine guns. The centermost trio were dressed sharply in tailored suits. Two of them, a woman and a man, had room under their arms for shoulder holsters. Aviary was getting good at noticing those things. Unlike the others, the employee standing in the very center was unarmed. She clasped her hands behind her back.

      ‘My name is Lívia.’ She had a smoky, beige complexion and bright, olivine eyes, which focused directly on Aviary. ‘This way.’

      Aviary stepped out of the elevator and under a gleaming white arch, beyond which it looked like a jungle had taken over the entire atrium. Curved glass walls leaned in from the sides, with foliage climbing the glass to a high ceiling and carefully pruned trees lining the perimeter.

      ‘What is this place, a terrarium?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Carbon neutral,’ Lívia said, walking ahead of them. ‘And completely self-sufficient.’

      They followed Lívia up a staircase to a vine-wrapped mezzanine, drawing curious glances from the Intron employees they passed on the way. Wall-mounted panels showed colorful video presentations of different company projects: gene therapy with an adeno-associated virus breaching a host cell; smart suits that monitored health and increased mobility; or elegant, V-shaped drones coated in solar panels, gliding peacefully through the stratosphere. Under the panels, three words:

      Your Destiny Awaits.

      Lívia escorted Aviary and her group into a meeting room shaped like a large tea cup. In its center were two white, hexagonal tables that almost connected. Resting on top, a plastic water jug and plastic cups. Ergonomic mesh chairs were tucked around the tables, where Lívia gestured for the party to sit. Aviary took a seat first, followed by Damien. Nasira and Jay took longer, casing the room before finally lowering themselves into chairs. Both the suit and vest people—six security officers in total—took positions against the walls and the room’s bank of windows, beyond which a rainforest cavity collected moisture.

      Lívia clasped her hands on the table. ‘You’ve come a long way to get my attention.’

      Nasira reclined in her chair, crossing her legs. ‘I think we already had it.’

      ‘You seem oddly comfortable for someone caught trespassing and stealing.’

      ‘Speaking of odd,’ Nasira said, ‘when were you planning on reporting our crimes?’

      One of Lívia’s eyebrows moved fractionally.

      ‘You have something of a hard-on for genetics,’ Jay said.

      Lívia glanced sideways at him. If the change of subject irritated her, she didn’t show it. ‘We have an interest in many fields. Tomorrow, we launch our fleet of solar-powered drones. Project Destiny.’

      Jay nodded. ‘And what will Project Destiny be bombing?’

      Lívia barely registered his question. ‘Project Destiny will deliver high-speed internet to those who don’t have it, which is two thirds of the population. Here, in parts of Latin America and in regions of Africa and Asia, we’re partnering with local carriers to change that.’

      ‘Must come with a hefty price tag,’ Jay said. ‘Like this place, right? Smack bang in Centro Rio … that’s more expensive than New York City.’

      ‘We’re fortunate that our work has proven successful,’ Lívia said. ‘And we’re always pursuing new areas to explore.’

      ‘Such as?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘As your … friend mentioned, we’re most interested in life sciences,’ Lívia said. ‘Now, you can imagine my curiosity after finding you poking around our data center in Ecuador. And you can imagine my suspicion when you claim our life science products are potentially faulty.’

      ‘About that,’ Aviary said. ‘I mean, I was looking—’

      Lívia raised her hand. ‘And then you can guess how surprised we were to find serial numbers on particular genes’—she glanced between Nasira and Damien—‘in both of your DNA.’

      ‘You took blood samples without our consent,’ Damien said.

      ‘More importantly, we took it before deciding whether to press charges.’ Lívia leaned over the table to whisper, ‘We know what you are.’

      ‘Pissed off,’ Jay said. ‘And a bit thirsty.’

      Lívia gestured to the jug of water. ‘You’re from Project GATE. Rogue operatives, judging by the lack of tracking devices under your skin.’

      ‘Guessing that’s why you didn’t press charges,’ Nasira said.

      ‘We do things a little differently around here.’

      ‘Yeah, getting that vibe,’ Nasira said. ‘So let’s cut to the cha—’

      ‘Let’s start with why you’re here,’ Lívia interrupted. ‘You want something from us.’

      ‘Your research center,’ Nasira said. ‘It’s in this building, right?’

      Jay shifted in his chair. ‘You know, the kind of joint where you strap people down and scoop out their pseudogenes.’

      ‘Not only is that unlikely, it is very much unlike our business practices.’ Lívia studied him. ‘Is there something you’re not sharing?’

      Jay stood suddenly. The security officers uncoiled like snakes from their corners. But Jay simply glared at her. ‘Your people already kidnapped me and stole all my abilities. No point denying it, we both know. So yeah, don’t think I have much else to share.’

      ‘This is something we need to address.’ Lívia’s hand trembled over her phone. She moved her hand under the desk. ‘I cannot express how truly sorry I am for what you endured. You’ve been a victim of an unauthorized black market operation—a despicable violation of human rights that is no way condoned by Intron.’ She picked up her phone and started writing onscreen. ‘I’m requesting our bioengineer join us.’ She lowered her phone and focused on Jay. ‘He can assist in answering your questions, but please know that, as we speak, we are bringing those responsible to justice. And if there’s anything we can—’

      Nasira leaned forward. ‘Your justice sounds a little … internal to me.’

      ‘We’re dealing with corruption on an unprecedented scale, but we’re making excellent progress,’ Lívia said. ‘What happened to your friend here, that exposed everything to us. And that means no one else will have to experience what he went through. As of this moment, we have shut down all unauthorized operations.’

      ‘Because they were burned to the ground?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Our facility in Barranquilla, yes,’ Lívia said. ‘The terrorist group who attacked this facility did so in order to steal highly valuable research.’

      ‘My genetics?’ Jay asked.

      ‘No,’ Lívia said. ‘They did not steal anyone’s pseudogene profiles. Please, sit.’

      Jay reluctantly sat down. ‘They shot me. I’m lucky to be alive.’

      ‘It’s a miracle we can all be grateful for,’ Lívia said.

      Aviary cleared her throat. ‘So what did they steal?’

      ‘Sensitive research that unfortunately I cannot share,’ Lívia said. ‘Rest assured, it does not affect you in any way.’

      The glass doors to the room parted to reveal three new faces. Two of the new entrants were armed with holstered pistols, a man and a woman in black vests and boots. The third pulled up short before the hexagonal tables. He looked younger than Lívia, his smooth, round face not a day older than nineteen. Unlike Lívia, he was dressed in sneakers and a gray t-shirt.

      The bioengineer, Aviary thought.

      He walked to Lívia’s table and carefully sat beside her while his bodyguards took positions on either end of the table.

      ‘Hélio Morgado is our lead bioengineer,’ Lívia said. ‘He specializes in gene resurrection.’

      Hélio shrugged. ‘I prefer the term biohacker.’

      ‘I prefer the term put my shit back where you found it,’ Jay said.

      ‘Your bodyguards.’ Damien spoke softly. ‘Where did you find them?’

      Unlike the security officers, the bodyguards’ arms weren’t folded or crossed.

      Lívia blinked. ‘I’m not sure I follow.’

      Nasira sat upright and inhaled slowly. ‘Now that you mention it, they look kinda familiar.’

      Aviary recognized her “shit was going down” look. The security officers bristled, yet the bodyguards remained calm and still. Aviary concentrated on slowing her breathing, remaining calm.

      ‘They look like a lot of people,’ Hélio said quickly.

      Nasira smiled. ‘Helldiver Squad. One of them was under my command.’ Her gaze fixed on the male bodyguard. ‘Felix, right?’

      He gave a stiff nod. ‘Nasira. It’s been a while.’

      ‘Eight years,’ she said. ‘So there’s one of two possibilities here. One—which would explain a hell of a lot—Intron is a front for the Fifth Column.’

      Hélio snorted. ‘Are you trying to insult us?’

      ‘We just did,’ Jay said.

      ‘Two,’ Nasira said, ‘You’re stealing Fifth Column operatives. Gotta be honest, I’m not sure which is worse.’

      Felix twitched. ‘We’re Intron employees now. We choose to be here.’

      Aviary’s smartwatch pulsed, a luminous dot onscreen. Under the table, she rotated her bound wrists and tapped the display. The small screen lit up with data transfers. The watch was still running its data mining program from Ecuador; it must have found a new device to siphon.

      ‘What about your abilities? Did Intron steal those?’ Jay asked.

      Hélio’s expression hardened. ‘We don’t steal abilities.’

      ‘But you take them,’ Nasira said.

      ‘We research their profiles,’ Hélio said.

      Aviary kept her attention on Lívia, but from the corner of her vision she watched emails, messages and browser history stream across her watch face. It was siphoning Lívia’s phone. She looked down at her watch, concealed under the table, and pretended to think.

      The first piece of captured information she noticed was a message Lívia had written only moments ago: Bringing you into a meeting now with GATE operatives; one missing genes. Victim of Intron corruption.

      Adrenaline iced through Aviary.

      ‘Whatever you did, you switched his pseudogenes off,’ Nasira said. ‘And now he wants them back on.’

      Lívia folded her arms and leaned into her chair. ‘Firstly, we didn’t switch anything off. Secondly, if we’re to come to any kind of arrangement, what exactly do you bring to the table?’ She glanced at their bound wrists. ‘So to speak.’

      ‘We’ll be saving that for the CEO,’ Nasira said. ‘Perhaps you can invite him to our little chat.’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Lívia said.

      ‘How’s that?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘I am the CEO.’ Lívia gave her a thin smile. ‘Now’—she turned to Aviary—‘you mentioned something earlier about a faulty product. I presume this is your leverage.’

      Lívia and Hélio watched Aviary from across the table. It was all on her.

      ‘The problem is with Project GATE operatives.’ Aviary glanced at Hélio’s ex-operative bodyguards. ‘Current and former.’

      ‘And what’s that, precisely?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘Well, we have reason to believe the Project GATE injections—the viral vectors—included more than you bargained for.’

      ‘More than all of us bargained for,’ Nasira said.

      ‘If you’re talking about genetic tracking devices, we’re aware of those,’ said Hélio. ‘And rest assured, we have systems in place to disable and remove them.’

      ‘No, I’m talking about a kill switch,’ Aviary said. ‘An endotoxin.’

      The bioengineer fell silent.

      Lívia turned slowly to him. ‘Is that even possible?’

      ‘Theoretically,’ Hélio said. ‘But we would’ve seen it.’

      ‘You’re stealing government tech,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Worse,’ Nasira said. ‘You’re stealing Fifth Column tech.’

      Hélio shook his head. ‘Their tech is obsolete. Yes, we use their blueprints—that saves us decades of finding needles in haystacks—but they’re still using zinc finger modules.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘Slow, obsolete technology.’

      ‘So what makes yours so much better?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘We have our own patented system, the Argonaute, which works at any temperature,’ Hélio said. ‘It’s a DNA sequence. Think of it like a pair of scissors with a little microchip inside. I tell the Argonaute where to go and what to do. It cleaves your DNA in the precise place I tell it to. Your little DNA police come running to fix it. That’s the perfect opportunity for the Argonaute to alter your DNA to my exact specifications.’ He smiled. ‘That’s one pseudogene resurrected. Imagine thousands of Argonautes doing this all at once, in every cell in your body. Gene expression is systemic in less than an hour. Voila, your new ability is activated. This blows the Fifth Column’s process out of the water.’

      ‘You sure about that?’ Nasira said.

      ‘There’s no way anyone could sneak a kill switch in there. Not without me knowing about it.’

      Aviary risked a glance at the emails downloading onto her watch. ‘I think someone did.’

      Hélio’s face turned a slight shade of pink. ‘Thinking isn’t the same as knowing.’

      ‘We do not engage with the Fifth Column,’ Lívia said. ‘No matter what sneaked in.’

      ‘Yeah, well I’m betting they’ll engage with you,’ Jay said. ‘Not many countries these days the Fifth Column can’t strong-arm.’

      ‘Not Brazil,’ Lívia said.

      ‘Wanna make a bet?’ Nasira said. ‘Take it from us, no one’s safe.’

      Aviary leaned forward, over the table. ‘Are you using a Fifth Column virus to deliver your activator?’

      ‘The virus is just a shell,’ he said. ‘An empty adeno-associated virus.’

      ‘Are you sure they’re empty?’

      Hélio focused on the table, deep in thought. ‘Oh.’

      Lívia shot him an impatient glare. ‘Do we have a problem, Hélio?’

      ‘Holy crap.’ He leaned back in his chair, eyes wide. ‘It’s possible the Fifth Column could have smuggled the endotoxin into the virus shell itself.’

      ‘And you didn’t notice this?’ Lívia asked. ‘You just said there was no way you’d miss it.’

      ‘That’s the wonderful thing about endotoxins,’ he said. ‘They can be masked as a perfectly normal protein. A protein that tells us’—he pointed to Nasira and Damien—‘their unique serial numbers. The same protein we use for our serial numbers.’

      Lívia’s voice was low. ‘It never occurred to you that this protein had a more sinister purpose?’

      ‘There was no reason to. They fuse with the activated pseudogenes and don’t do anything.’ His gaze locked onto Aviary. ‘Unless you specifically destroy them.’

      Aviary felt her mouth go dry. ‘And the endotoxin is released.’

      ‘Clever approach,’ he said. ‘Even I hadn’t thought of that.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    

    
      
        Prague, Czech Republic

      

      The hotel’s executive suite had everything: the regal sitting area, king-sized bedroom and walk-through shower with adjustable tinted glass. All things considered, specialist Hal Claycomb was surprised to find General Wolfram Sievers cross-legged on a sleeping bag in the middle of the floor, scooping beans from a tin. Whatever Hal expected of the six-star General, former head of the Subversion department and present director of the Fifth Column, this certainly wasn’t it.

      Sievers took his time uncrossing his legs and standing, his movements slow and considered. He wore an ink-black uniform, not the sort of full dress affair that gleamed with medals or brass. It was his service uniform, missing only the jacket and black wool greatcoat that hung by the door, and the high, polished boots standing by the bed. His uniform was so precisely designed that it outdid anything Hal had seen his superiors wear in full dress. Yet the uniform spoke of no rank or affiliation; in fact it might have passed for civilian winter clothing. The man was not one to grandstand.

      This was the first time Hal had seen him in person, although he had seen a photograph of him once. Sievers looked a good ten years older now than he had in the picture. A picture taken seventy years ago.

      Sievers nodded, inviting him closer. His mustache and beard were trimmed now, his hair combed and allowing for the tiniest of a cow lick on one side. He looked upon Hal with dark, decisive eyes.

      ‘Specialist,’ he said.

      Hal had an inkling that Sievers had already evaluated him and the meeting was already over. ‘General, might I say it is an honor to finally meet you.’

      ‘The six stars are for ceremonial purposes only,’ Sievers said, without a trace of his European accent. ‘I am still very much a Colonel and I expect to be regarded as such.’

      ‘Colonel.’ Hal clasped his hands across his lower back.

      Sievers stepped forward and brushed lint from Hal’s collar. ‘As of today you are a Lieutenant General, two stars.’ He looked into Hal’s eyes. ‘Congratulations.’

      Hal’s mouth went dry. Denton’s old rank. ‘Much obliged, Colonel.’

      ‘For ceremonial purposes only.’

      ‘Understood, sir,’ Hal said.

      Sievers strode to the window. Before him, the rooftops of Prague were thorns rising to the sun.

      ‘You are still a Specialist,’ Sievers said, ‘yet now we can discuss terms without my having to suffer dull courtesy and procedure.’ He turned and eyed Hal for a moment. ‘Drop the rank. Tell me why you think you are here.’

      Hal’s fingers tightened over one another. ‘US marines captured an insurgent in Las Vegas. I was inbound, looking forward to interrogating the little scamp, when she was up and stolen by—’

      ‘Sophia.’

      ‘No,’ Hal said. ‘Not this time. But, a friend of hers.’

      ‘Do you know where Sophia is?’ Sievers asked.

      ‘No, we don’t I’m afraid,’ Hal said. ‘But don’t worry—’

      ‘I’m not worried. Why would you assume otherwise?’

      ‘You asked to be notified immediately of anything that might be relating to Sophia and her rogue operatives,’ Hal said. ‘I thought this would be of some concern.’

      ‘The tramp and her vermin are of interest to me, but no concern. Do not confuse the two.’ Sievers returned to his view of Prague. ‘You’re here because of Denton.’

      ‘He’s been on his own for a year now,’ Hal said. ‘We haven’t heard a squeak.’

      ‘Until today,’ Sievers said. ‘Six months of ground work in Ukraine, unraveling. Denton is putting us behind schedule.’ He took a comb from his breast pocket. ‘You have a name for him, what do you call him again?’

      ‘Chrome-dome,’ Hal said.

      Sievers smiled. ‘Chrome-dome got his hair growth back some time ago. He simply prefers a shaved head now.’

      ‘All the better to read minds, Colonel?’ Hal asked.

      Sievers ran his comb through the curl in his fringe, then turned to face Hal. ‘You don’t think he can.’

      ‘To be frank, that’s above my pay grade,’ Hal said. ‘But there are a few stories floating about. Some are particularly wacky.’

      Sievers’ gaze did not break this time. ‘Under no circumstance is Denton—or any of the operatives he stole from us—allowed to come within one hundred meters of me, is that clear?’

      ‘Without question, Colonel,’ Hal said.

      ‘There are things I know that he cannot,’ Sievers said.

      ‘So he can?’ Hal asked. ‘Read folks’ minds?’

      ‘The term is silent spatialized communication,’ Sievers said.

      ‘I don’t follow, Colonel.’

      ‘Back in 2003, we were able to discern imagined speech and intended direction from the electrical signals of our test subjects.’ Sievers slipped the comb back into his breast pocket and breathed slowly. One of his nostrils whistled. ‘These signals can be intercepted at a short distance and processed. It is unlikely—but not unfeasible—that someone can do this naturally.’

      ‘Synthetic telepathy,’ Hal said. ‘I thought that was a myth.’

      Sievers eyed him.

      ‘Mistakenly,’ Hal added.

      ‘Only Denton’s would not be synthetic.’ Sievers cleared his throat. ‘Moving along, did you recover the Russian spy from Project GATE?’

      Hal took a moment to recall the name. ‘Evgeny Sporyshev. Yes, I’m pleased to say we have him.’

      Sievers’ dark eyes flickered. ‘Very good.’

      ‘Shall I be resuming my assignment in Eastern Europe?’

      ‘With renewed urgency,’ Sievers said. ‘You’re dismissed.’

      Hal turned to leave, his hand on the door when he heard Sievers speak.

      ‘Specialist,’ he said, without raising his voice. ‘The Benefactors commend your work thus far.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    

    
      
        Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

      

      Hélio chewed his lip. ‘Do you have any proof of this kill switch?’

      Aviary stretched her arms out—careful to keep her watch hidden inside the cuff of her jacket—so Felix could snip her plasticuffs. She rubbed her wrists. ‘Do you have my laptop?’

      Lívia nodded, then turned to one of her security officers. ‘Bring in their possessions.’

      ‘Can we just back up a second here?’ Jay asked. ‘So if you didn’t take my abilities, how come they’re gone?’

      ‘It has nothing to do with our process of identifying pseudogenes,’ Hélio said. ‘Even under that unauthorized program, Intron employees didn’t steal anything from you, they simply studied your DNA.’

      ‘So who else could’ve taken them?’

      ‘Biotechnologies to silence genes have been around for decades,’ Hélio said. ‘It’s possible you’ve been exposed to something like that. But it certainly wouldn’t be in an Intron facility.’

      ‘You said if there’s anything you can do for us … so?’ Jay asked. ‘What can you do?’

      ‘We can offer you generous compensation,’ Lívia said.

      ‘I don’t want your money,’ Jay said.

      ‘I was going to suggest switching on new abilities for you,’ she said. ‘Ones we have the blueprints for. How does crypsis sound?’

      Jay folded his arms. ‘Like a made-up word.’

      ‘It’s called adaptive infraspecific color camouflage,’ Hélio said. ‘Like the octopus, you blend with your surroundings. And we have the “smart suit” to match.’

      ‘Why the hell would I want a smart suit?’ Jay asked.

      Hélio lifted the cuff of his jeans to reveal a thin, black material covering his leg. ‘I was in a car accident when I was young. The Intron smart suit helps me walk.’

      ‘Good for you, but that doesn’t suit me,’ Jay said. ‘I’m here for what’s mine.’

      ‘But is it yours?’ Hélio asked. ‘Or did the Fifth Column give you a free pass?’

      Jay stood suddenly, but held his temper. ‘The electrogenic one was mine. I was born with it. Why do you think the Fifth Column recruited me?’

      Nasira tugged on Jay’s arm. He cleared his throat and sat down again.

      ‘I don’t know what to tell you,’ Hélio said. ‘We don’t yet have the blueprints for that one.’

      The security officer returned with a large metal case. Another guard followed him in with a second case. They opened the cases, which Aviary realized were small Faraday cages, to reveal their gear. Each item from their rucks had been removed and stashed in these cases, no doubt inspected too.

      Hélio retrieved the only laptop. ‘Yours?’

      Aviary nodded.

      He opened it and passed it over to her. ‘Show us what you have on this kill switch.’

      She looked at Nasira, who gave her a nod. Aviary unlocked the laptop and logged into her concealed operating system—a Unix-based system she’d built herself—with just enough privileges to access the Fifth Column database.

      ‘So what are you doing with these pseudogene profiles, anyway?’ Damien asked Lívia. ‘Selling them?’

      ‘No. We only sell the complete solution,’ Lívia said. ‘We have our own trained people. Former special forces. We give them these abilities—if their genetics are complementary—and they sign a contract to work for us.’

      ‘Army for hire,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Specialists for hire,’ Lívia said.

      ‘I have the proposal on TERMORD,’ Aviary said quickly. ‘This is the summary page. And there’s more.’

      She pushed the laptop across the table, then quickly withdrew her hands back under the table. Hélio read through the proposal and then stood. He started to pace, slowly, thoughtfully.

      ‘When you’re ready,’ Lívia said to him.

      ‘Do the Fifth Column know about this?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘Just Hal Claycomb,’ Aviary said. ‘And going by his email correspondence, he’s playing his cards close to his chest. That’s good news, except for the part about him wanting to trigger the kill switch.’

      Lívia raised an eyebrow.

      ‘The proposal recommends an entire fleet of the Fifth Column’s Low Earth Orbit satellites,’ Aviary said. ‘They’d transmit the trigger to base stations in the area you want to target. All operatives within range would be hit with that trigger, same way your phone communicates with a base or trunk tower. In this case, it’s low-frequency radio waves—about one-hundred-and-fifty kilohertz. And then bye-bye operative.’

      ‘Hal is definitely the only person who knows about this,’ Nasira said.

      ‘What makes you so sure?’ Lívia asked.

      ‘If the Fifth Column knew someone had spiked their punch—slipped this kill switch into all of us—they’d have killed us all by now,’ Nasira said.

      ‘You’re certain they’ve made and deployed the switch?’ Lívia asked.

      Hélio pointed to Aviary’s laptop. ‘It’s in the sample your Hal guy had tested.’

      Aviary nodded. ‘It seems he tested one of his operatives and found it, although he won’t go into any sort of technical detail. But if that operative has it, you all do.’

      Hélio turned to her. ‘This Fifth Column database you now have in your possession, can we have a copy? To assist in our investigation.’

      Aviary hesitated. ‘If we have a deal.’

      ‘Which we don’t yet,’ Nasira said.

      Lívia pursed her lips. ‘It seems that verifying the existence of this kill switch is in everyone’s best interests. Perhaps we can arrange something.’

      ‘Look, we’re here for two reasons,’ Nasira said. ‘Three, if you count us being captured.’

      ‘And they are?’ Lívia asked.

      ‘One: you stop capturing operatives,’ Nasira said. ‘Unauthorized activity, whatever you want to call it. Two: you find out what happened to Jay’s dead pseudogenes.’

      ‘You need to understand,’ Hélio said, ‘I can’t activate something if I don’t know where in your DNA it’s located.’

      ‘So locate it,’ Jay said. ‘You’re the expert biofucker.’

      ‘Biohacker,’ he said. ‘As I said, we don’t have the blueprints for your missing ability.’

      ‘Then you better get finding the blueprint,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Perhaps we can help you, if you help us,’ Lívia said.

      ‘How do you figure that?’ Jay said. ‘Gene Hackman over there says he can’t do shit.’

      Lívia tapped something on her phone and the surface of their table lit with a vibrant image, a frame from security camera footage. Aviary rose from her seat to see it properly. It showed two women, fighting outside a café. The camera showed the face of one clearly.

      Sophia.

      ‘A friend of yours, I presume,’ Lívia said.

      ‘We know of her,’ Damien said, carefully.

      ‘What do you want with her?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘We require some cooperation here,’ Lívia said. ‘If you want everyone to stop capturing operatives, this friend of yours needs to do the same. In the last two weeks, she’s killed three.’

      ‘I don’t believe you,’ Nasira said. ‘She wouldn’t do that.’

      Lívia tapped her phone again and the image faded. ‘Whatever the case may be, this is in all our best interests.’

      Nasira nodded. ‘Fine, agreed.’

      ‘That image was taken in Kraków, Poland,’ Lívia said. ‘We have a talented virologist in Budapest, not terribly far away. She has worked closely with Hélio on improving our Argonautes. Together, they have the best chance of finding out where this kill switch is in your DNA and how to disable it.’

      ‘Without releasing the endotoxin,’ Hélio added. ‘See, that’s the tricky part.’

      ‘We can set up a meeting for you,’ Lívia said. ‘The first step is for her to confirm whether this kill switch is in your DNA.’

      ‘What about Jay?’ Nasira said.

      ‘Our virologist might be able to help him,’ Lívia said. ‘But I hope you understand, his inactive genes will take secondary priority. If you want our help with Jay, your friend in Poland needs to stop capturing or killing operatives. That’s the deal.’

      ‘So you have the market to yourself?’ Jay asked. ‘Is that what this is about? Gotta catch ’em all?’

      ‘Jay, be cool,’ Nasira said.

      ‘If you agree to our terms, my offer still stands,’ Lívia said. ‘Your possessions will be made available to you.’

      ‘You’re letting us go?’ Nasira asked. ‘Just like that?’

      ‘We hire operatives, we don’t control them,’ Lívia said. ‘Not like the Fifth Column.’

      But do you track them? Aviary wondered.

      ‘I’ll arrange a private flight for you to see your friend, the one in that photo from Poland,’ Lívia said. ‘Choose your destination and we’ll get you there. Then you can proceed to meet with the virologist in Budapest.’

      ‘That’s not a bad plan, but I got one more question,’ Nasira said.

      ‘By all means.’

      ‘We don’t trust you. So why would you trust us?’

      Lívia smiled and clasped her hands. ‘I don’t. Hélio and our two operatives here will accompany you. This will be a joint assignment.’

      Hélio jumped in. ‘My attendance isn’t necessary. I can study the protein—’

      ‘That’s not your decision to make,’ Lívia said. ‘And your team can study it on your behalf while you attend to more pressing matters, such as meeting with the virologist. Will that be a problem?’

      ‘I … it’s—’ he stumbled.

      ‘Good, well that’s settled then.’ Lívia smiled thinly. ‘I wish you all luck. You’ll need it.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    

    
      
        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      ‘I apologize, I didn’t know we had a briefing.’ Olesya slipped into the room and took a seat at the table.

      Someone had put the table back upright with the map on top, and all the operative photos meticulously pinned to it. Illarion stood over it, studying the map. Ark was already seated, as were Marina, Andrey and Nika. Curiously, the only person missing was Gleb. Maybe no one had told him to come to the meeting either.

      ‘This is not a briefing,’ Illarion said. ‘But we do have intelligence from no fewer than two sources inside the Fifth Column.’ He paused. ‘It indicates there will be a shooting in Wrocław. Six hours from now.’

      ‘So it’s another party in Poland,’ Andrey said, ‘and everyone’s invited.’

      ‘Except us,’ Marina said. ‘We’re assigned to Purity now.’

      ‘I will be briefing you on Purity, as per my orders,’ Illarion said. ‘But as I said, this is not a briefing. This is simply a chat.’

      Olesya and Marina exchanged a glance.

      ‘How many operatives are we … chatting about?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Just the one.’ Illarion placed Val’s photo on the map, over Wrocław.

      Ark’s gaze fixed on her photo. His lips moved, but he said nothing.

      ‘You have two days before you’re permanently assigned to Purity,’ Illarion said. ‘I expect everyone to be in attendance then. What you do between now and that time is entirely your own choice. Arkadiy, I have one last question for you.’

      ‘What question is that?’

      Illarion leaned over the map. ‘Would you kill your sister? If you had to.’

      Ark hesitated. ‘I’d do what it takes.’

      ‘The answer is not for me, it’s for you,’ Illarion said. ‘This concludes our chat.’ With that, he walked out of the briefing room, closing the door behind him.

      Marina’s gaze lingered on Olesya. ‘So what are you going to do?’

      ‘Why are you looking at me?’ Olesya asked. All eyes in the room were on her.

      ‘You’re the leader,’ Ark said.

      You’ve never said that in your life.

      Marina drew a fresh cigarette, moved it restlessly between her fingers, unlit. Andrey and Nika said nothing.

      ‘I’m going to get your sister back,’ Olesya said.

      Ark let out a slow breath. ‘I’ll do whatever I can to help.’

      ‘We’re coming with you,’ Marina said.

      That surprised Olesya. ‘This isn’t your fight. She’s Ark’s sister.’

      Marina frowned. ‘Is she your sister too?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Olesya said. ‘She is.’

      ‘Well, then she’s ours too.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    

    
      
        Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

      

      Damien took a seat in the private jet, opposite Nasira and Jay. Sitting with the operative bodyguards on the other side of the aisle, Hélio slouched in his seat and glowered at Jay.

      ‘He really doesn’t like you,’ Damien said.

      Jay shrugged. ‘I get that a lot.’

      Aviary sat down next to Damien, which surprised him. She brushed his leg momentarily, but she wasn’t smiling. ‘Got a lot of reading to catch up on. ’

      ‘You should sleep,’ he said.

      ‘I wasn’t talking about me.’ She handed him her laptop.

      ‘Oh.’ He opened it. ‘Hal’s emails?’

      Aviary leaned over to Nasira. ‘Do those bodyguards have enhanced hearing, like Damien?’

      ‘Not unless Intron gave them freebies,’ Nasira said. ‘They can lip read though.’

      Aviary turned to Damien so they couldn’t see her mouth, then she spoke quietly. ‘Don’t get mad, but I kinda copied everything from Lívia’s phone.’

      Damien couldn’t have heard her right. ‘What?’

      ‘It’s cool.’ Aviary leaned in more than enough. ‘I didn’t scrape her phone on purpose, it just happened while we were there.’

      Damien sat upright. ‘That’s … not good. Really not good.’

      ‘What’s not good is that whole corruption story; it’s for real. They’re having problems.’ Aviary purposely spoke under her breath so only he could hear. ‘And in one of Lívia’s emails, she mentioned the people who attacked her facility and stole something in a briefcase that was very important to her.’

      Damien frowned. ‘So is it Jay’s abilities in the briefcase or not?’

      ‘Dunno, but maybe you can find out.’ Aviary flashed him a quick smile. ‘Lívia has a lot of emails on there.’

      Damien looked over his laptop lid, watching Nasira carefully run her hand—without touching—over her own arms and upper body.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Damien asked.

      Nasira eyed him. ‘Just checking for tracking implants.’

      ‘You think they tagged us?’ Jay asked.

      ‘They had to,’ Nasira said. ‘I would’ve.’

      ‘What if it’s something you can’t detect?’ Aviary said. ‘Genetic, like he said?’

      Nasira let her hand drop into her lap. ‘You should both be sleeping.’

      ‘I have a bit of reading to catch up on,’ Damien said.

      Nasira held her tongue as the stewardess approached them with an enquiring smile.

      ‘Whisky. Four,’ she said.

      Jay raised his hand. ‘Double for me.’

      Once she disappeared, Nasira leaned in some more and spoke in a low voice. ‘Have you made contact with Sophia?’

      Aviary shook her head. ‘She was last online over a day ago, in Lithuania.’

      Nasira blinked. ‘Has she ... been offline that long before? What do you even mean by offline?’

      Aviary sighed. ‘It’s the last time she’s accessed the secret part of her phone, our messaging network. She hasn’t checked it for a while.’

      ‘That’s not good,’ Damien said.

      ‘Can you stop saying that?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Right,’ Nasira said. ‘Guess we wait until we land and go from there.’

      Outside Damien’s window, tarmac rushed by as the jet started for its assigned runway. It was the first time he’d been to an airport in a while, at least to board a plane. He was carrying a newly issued false passport, courtesy of Intron. According to their new passports, he was an Intron employee with a new Brazilian name.

      The stewardess returned with their drinks. Jay sipped his while Nasira ran her hand over him, using her magnetoception to check for implants. To Damien it looked like some sort of sexy Reiki. The less he thought about that, the better.

      ‘You’re clear,’ Nasira said.

      Across the aisle, Felix rested his eyes while the other bodyguard busied herself reading a magazine. Hélio ordered a soda from the stewardess and cast another dirty look in their direction. Jay must have noticed, because he raised his glass.

      Then the jet lifted off the runway, and Jay put his whisky down so he could clench his armrests. The city of shimmering skyscrapers, beaches and jungle was behind them now, and Damien wasn’t quite sure what lay ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    

    
      
        Wrocław, Poland

      

      A tram rattled across the main arterial. Sophia stepped off the pavement and through the shiny doors of a multi-level H&M store. On her phone, a single green dot pulsed. Valeria was already through the store and into the shopping mall, but two people moved quickly in her wake: a young woman with dark hair and gloved hands, and a tall man with a shaved head. Whoever they were, they were definitely following Valeria.

      ‘Stop walking,’ said a voice behind her. ‘Turn around.’

      It was the Russian woman with the calcite-blue eyes and charcoal coat. So she’d made it out of Moscow unscathed. Standing between two racks of sweaters, she aimed her pistol at Sophia, startling nearby staff and customers.

      ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you again,’ Sophia said. ‘I didn’t catch your name.’

      ‘No, you didn’t. But you caught my friend.’

      ‘It’s what I do.’

      ‘And hunting people like you is what I do,’ she said. ‘My name’s Olesya.’

      ‘If you’re talking about Ieva, she’s totally my friend now.’

      ‘Don’t play games,’ Olesya said. ‘I know you work for the Fifth Column.’

      Around them, customers scrambled for the doors. A sales attendant retreated from the countertop, her back to the wall. Sophia kept an eye on her.

      ‘I told you, not anymore,’ she said.

      ‘Then why did you abduct Val?’ Olesya asked.

      Sophia didn’t hide her confusion. ‘I didn’t. I was hoping to, but she put me through a wall. And she’ll do the same to your friends if we don’t help.’

      ‘I’m just the backup on this one. They can handle themselves,’ Olesya said. ‘Step aside.’

      ‘I want to help you,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I don’t want your help.’

      ‘But you need it. You either take me in or you take me down.’

      ‘I’m aiming a pistol at your head,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia nodded to the CCTV cameras on the ceiling. ‘I’m sure that’ll look great on the evening news. Execution style.’

      Olesya moved fast. With her free hand, she reached down and drew something from her belt. It was black and cylindrical. But it slipped from her hand momentarily.

      Sophia reached for the nearest clothing rack and flung it into her. The cylindrical object was lost in the pairs of sweaters, but Olesya launched over the rack, her knee catching Sophia in the chin. She fell into another rack and rolled to her feet.

      Olesya’s lips curled to flash teeth. ‘I still hear their screams.’

      She launched toward Sophia, sidestepped, then landed a blow across her face. Sophia moved her head with it, absorbing most of the impact. Olesya attacked again, but Sophia caught her arm inside a coat hanger. She twisted it, and kicked Olesya’s leg out from under her.

      Olesya stumbled, then kicked Sophia in the back of her knee. Sophia fell. Something wrapped around her neck and closed fast. Olesya pulled hard on a belt, its large metal buckle digging into Sophia’s skin. Olesya yanked harder and circles of light popped across Sophia’s vision.

      ‘Tell me you blew them up,’ Olesya said. ‘Tell me it was you.’

      Sophia slung a fist over her shoulder. It was loose and relaxed. She struck Olesya in the jaw, stunning her. Sophia moved clear.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Sophia asked.

      Olesya whipped her belt. The large metal buckle cracked across Sophia’s ear and disturbed her balance. She tumbled, sprawled across the tiled floor.

      ‘The Chechen suicide bomber,’ Olesya said. ‘You were the Fifth Column operative in charge. You triggered the blast and killed everyone.’

      Olesya kicked low, catching Sophia under the ribs and sending her flying into another rack of clothes. She rolled through the rack, over metal and through a pile of leather jackets. Gasping for air, she remembered. Like most operations the Fifth Column assigned to her, she never really forgot them.

      Sophia crawled to her feet. ‘That was four years—’

      ‘I was ordered to stop you.’ Olesya drew her pistol. ‘And I failed.’

      Sophia knew that look, she’d felt it many times. Olesya would never forgive herself.

      ‘I was programmed,’ Sophia said. ‘I was Fifth Column.’

      Before Olesya could respond, Sophia wrapped a jacket over her pistol, then elbowed her in the face. Olesya spat blood, then drove her knee into Sophia’s side. Sophia felt a rib crack, again, and pain crawled through her in fiery tendrils. She tossed the jacket aside—with Olesya’s pistol inside—and lost her footing. Olesya swept her legs from under her. She crashed down onto the rack of clothing.

      Olesya came closer. ‘You are Fifth Column.’

      ‘That wasn’t the real me,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Is there a difference?’

      Sophia reached for anything she could find. She grasped the clothing rack and found a thin metal pipe. She swung it low, into the side of Olesya’s leg. Olesya dropped to her knees. Sophia swung higher, aimed for her head. Olesya rolled clear, stealing her own pipe from the end of the clothing rack. Both on their knees, they attacked each other, metal clanging on metal.

      On their feet, they attacked each other again.

      Olesya matched her every move, and Sophia countered Olesya’s. The pipes rang loudly, echoing to the upper levels of the store. Olesya twisted the pole from Sophia’s grasp and kicked her backward. She slammed into the front of a countertop. The sales attendant screamed.

      Olesya’s eyes gleamed. Rage burned from her. ‘What about you? Did you forgive yourself?’

      Sophia plucked an umbrella from a rack nearby. ‘I told you, I was programmed.’

      Olesya came in with her metal pipe. Sophia cracked the umbrella down on Olesya’s arm, sending the pipe across the tiled floor. She thrust the umbrella’s metal tip into Olesya’s stomach. Olesya turned her hips, taking the tip along her stomach and redirecting the strike. Sophia pressed the catch on the handle and the umbrella blasted open in Olesya’s face. Sophia kicked the canopy, knocking Olesya into the counter. Her head struck the glass surface, but the glass didn’t break.

      ‘You lay a finger on Val…’ Olesya dived and slid across the floor. She reached a rack of sweaters, where she found her black cylinder. Blood mixed with tears. ‘Have you forgiven yourself now?’

      ‘No,’ Sophia said. ‘It’s what keeps me going.’

      ‘Then maybe you should stop.’ Olesya stood and walked over to a crumpled jacket. ‘I can help with that.’ She retrieved her pistol from inside, wielding a weapon in each hand.

      ‘I meant what I said. I want to help.’

      ‘In the Moscow subway, those code words you used on that operative,’ Olesya said. ‘Would they work on Val?’

      ‘I already tried.’ Sophia shook her head. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Then you’re of no use to me,’ Olesya said, and fired.
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