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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six years ago

        Location: Classified

      

      

      The girl in the crumpled uniform slumped in her chair, opposite DC. They sat in the clinic’s waiting room while nurses and doctors bustled outside. A pair of soldiers strolled past and nodded when they noticed three chevrons on DC’s arm. Blue Berets don’t salute.

      The girl watched him through shards of dark hair. She looked Korean, but her eyelids and accent suggested Kazakh or Kyrgyz. ‘What happens now, Sergeant?’ she asked.

      On the ceiling above, a fluorescent tube flickered.

      ‘Call me DC,’ he said. ‘You’ll be in holding for a month.’

      She looked over her shoulder for the third time, across the hall. He followed her gaze to a ward with children inside. They looked young, maybe nine or ten, he was never great with kids’ ages. But he knew they were all Project GATE recruits who had failed to qualify at some point in their training. And now they were test subjects.

      The girl turned back around. ‘I hope their beds are comfortable.’

      ‘Small mercies.’ DC focused on the wall beside them. The green wallpaper had peeled since his last visit. There were claw marks now.

      ‘What kind of name is DC, anyway?’

      ‘I was named after a volcanic island off the west coast of Africa.’

      ‘Seriously? I was named after water.’ She folded her arms. ‘You don’t like coming here, do you?’

      He straightened and clasped his hands. ‘I don’t like green.’

      ‘It’s not just—’

      ‘Listen, kid—’

      ‘Marina.’ Her copper-brown eyes fixed on him. ‘I still have a name.’

      ‘You’re disqualified,’ he said. ‘What else is there to know?’

      She looked away, her eyes glassy.

      DC cleared his throat. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘What for?’ she asked. ‘It’s my fault.’

      ‘You tried your best,’ DC said. ‘Everyone does.’

      ‘I never ironed my uniform,’ she said.

      He smoothed the creases in his tactical pants. ‘When I was qualifying for underwater demolition, the button on my pants popped. It wasn’t until I was out of the water and running, they fell down. I went face-first into the sand.’

      Marina snorted.

      ‘My instructor laughed so hard he couldn’t stop me making it across the line and qualifying.’

      ‘That’s silly,’ she said.

      ‘It’s true. I became a Navy SEAL because my pants fell down.’

      She smiled, but it faded on cracked lips. ‘At least you wanted to be here.’

      ‘You volunteered.’ DC leaned forward, speaking softly. ‘Everyone wants to be in the program.’

      She seemed to notice the claw marks. ‘Everyone but me.’

      The doctor entered the waiting room and stood between them. She had thread-thin lips and the dark eyes of a crow. ‘Thank you for waiting,’ she said.

      Marina turned to DC. ‘Will this hurt?’

      No one had ever asked him that before.

      Without saying a word, he stood and walked out. Fast, so he didn’t have to hear her scream.
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        Last week

        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      

      ‘Are you still having nightmares?’

      ‘No,’ Marina said.

      ‘That’s good,’ the Directorate psychologist said. His nose whistled as he scribbled on his notepad. ‘Are you avoiding situations that remind you of this?’

      ‘My entire job reminds me of this.’

      ‘I see.’ He watched her, unblinking. ‘How long were you in … the clinic?’

      ‘How long was I tortured for?’ She waited for him to finally blink. ‘You might as well call it what it is. And the answer is I honestly don’t know. It could’ve been hours or it could’ve been weeks before they rescued me from that clinic. It was a long way underground.’

      ‘I’d like to bring this back to you in the present,’ he said. ‘Are you easily startled?’

      She tried to read his scribble under the light of his lampshade. ‘If I was, I wouldn’t be here.’ I’d be dead already.

      ‘Do you feel numb or detached from other people?’

      ‘Half the people I know are dead.’ She crossed her arms. ‘So, a little detached.’

      He straightened in his padded chair until it creaked. The lines in his face matched the leather. ‘Marina, do you see things other people don’t see?’

      ‘Are you asking if I’m crazy?’ She almost smiled. ‘Definitely. But I don’t see imaginary people.’

      No scribble this time. ‘Are you an agent of God?’

      She laughed. ‘You never answer yes to that one.’

      ‘So is that a no?’ he asked.

      ‘It’s a no.’

      He blinked again. ‘Do you often think about death?’

      ‘It’s everywhere. It’s all around us.’

      ‘You haven’t answered my question.’

      ‘It’s all I think about.’

      The psychologist slipped his pen through the rings of his notebook. ‘That should do it then.’

      ‘So am I cleared for active duty?’ she asked.

      He closed the notebook and met her gaze. ‘Do you think you’re ready for active duty?’
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        * * *

      

      The sunlight made Marina squint. Before her, the snow-dusted forest was still and quiet. She longed for the night, for the purpose that drove her through it. She lit her cigarette and inhaled. Then her security token beeped.

      No way that’s another evaluation.

      Its light blinked red.

      She dropped the cigarette. It hissed in the snow.

      Moving quickly, she found her way inside. If she had a blinking red light, the others would too, so she made straight for the briefing room. She hadn’t set foot in there for weeks. No one had. But now she found Andrey, Sveta and Erik inside—the only other operative hunters left alive in Kaliningrad.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Marina asked.

      Andrey ran a hand over his shaved head. ‘Ask the commander. Oh right, we don’t have one.’

      Andrey stood, impossibly rigid, while Sveta leaned forward, her elbows propped on the briefing table. Erik rested against the far wall, arms folded over his broad chest. No one seemed interested in taking a seat.

      Marina held up her security token, its red light flashing.

      Andrey flashed his token. ‘We all got it.’

      ‘Is this because of the Moscow hunters being transferred here?’ Marina asked.

      Sveta’s thick eyebrows pressed together. ‘They aren’t due for another few days.’

      Andrey’s gaze was the only thing he moved, settling it on Marina. ‘Do you think they were involved in the Moscow bombing last week?’

      ‘If they were, they screwed up big-time,’ Erik said, his low voice a grumble through his beard.

      ‘But it explains a lot,’ Sveta said.

      Behind Marina, Nika strode into the briefing room. She was barefoot, her amber hair still damp from her shower and her cheeks flushed.

      ‘Commander’s office. Just came through.’ She placed a sheet of paper on the table.

      Andrey swallowed and peered over at it. ‘What does it say?’

      Nika sprawled across two chairs beside Sveta and winked at Marina. ‘You’re the boss,’ she said. ‘But I did sneak a look and I’m pretty sure we’ve been assigned an operation.’

      Sveta stood upright, her dark eyes focused on the paper. ‘They’ve forgotten about us, there’s no way they’d send something now.’

      ‘Looks like they just did,’ Nika said. ‘You should be happy.’

      Sveta flicked Nika’s damp hair away. ‘I’ll be happy when you stop clogging our shower.’

      Nika shrugged. ‘You can always get your own room.’

      ‘Nika,’ Marina said. ‘Did this come from the Directorate?’

      ‘Where else would it come from?’ Nika asked.

      Andrey cleared his throat. ‘Check the sending address.’

      At the top of the printed page, the same internal address as always.

      ‘See?’ Nika said, her pupils dilated under the fluorescent light.

      Marina read the names of the hunters assigned to the operation. Everyone’s name was there, including hers. That was interesting.

      Sveta’s bony fingers thrummed the table. ‘What else does it say?’

      ‘Fifth Column operatives have been assigned to raid a private clinic in Minsk, Belarus,’ Marina read. ‘Our operation is scheduled for the early morning, between 0200 and 0400.’ She checked her watch. ‘Thirty-two hours from now.’

      Erik approached the table. ‘Does it not mention their objective?’

      ‘They plan to abduct key medical personnel from the third basement floor for enhanced interrogation.’ Marina focused on the final paragraph. ‘Our objective is to stop them. We are to intercept and detain as many operatives as possible. We will receive no official travel or tactical support.’

      ‘No Zaslon units?’ Andrey was wiping his nose, his voice coming from beneath the tissue. He folded the delicate paper into a neat square and pocketed it. ‘Not great news.’

      Erik pushed between them. ‘Are you sure?’

      Marina slid the paper in his direction. ‘See for yourself.’

      Erik didn’t read it. ‘This is a first. Are we to drive there?’

      ‘Maybe they trust us,’ Sveta said, although she sounded the least convinced.

      ‘It’s not about trust,’ Nika said. ‘This base has fewer units posted. They’re short on numbers.’

      Andrey stepped out of the fluorescent light, his eyes cast in shadow. ‘How many operatives are we expecting?’

      ‘Four,’ Marina said. ‘Two for insertion, two for support.’

      She turned to the second page and found a blueprint of the clinic. She studied it, aware of all four operative hunters watching with varying levels of patience.

      ‘Looks like we’re operational,’ Nika said.

      Andrey touched a shaving cut on his pale neck. ‘Right, so how do we play this?’

      Marina neatly folded the papers in two. ‘Without mercy.’
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        Last week

        Minsk, Belarus

      

      

      ‘Anything?’ Marina asked.

      Sveta climbed into the passenger seat and brushed a thick coil of hair from her cheek. ‘You’re the one who can see infrared, you tell me.’

      Marina held the monocular to her eye. The clinic in front of them was diamond-shaped and at least seventy meters high, the edge of each face gleaming with threads of LEDs. The lights fluxed from one color to another. At that moment, the entire diamond blazed ice-blue.

      Marina switched to infrared. Around the diamond-shaped building, the grass and tree-line turned a muddy purple and black. A single orange and red figure strode past. Marina focused her vision back to the normal spectrum. The glass breaker on the end of her Kizlyar knife was digging into her stomach, so she moved it back to her hip.

      ‘Just the occasional civilian,’ Marina said. ‘Well, they’re all walking like civilians, at least.’

      At that distance, the only way she could tell an operative was to spot someone walking with their hips. There was a noticeable rotation in their hips, which Marina had also been taught in Project GATE. That specific type of walk sharpened their movement in combat and used less energy than if they walked with their knees, as most people did.

      Marina and her team of operative hunters had taken two slightly used Skoda Rapid Spacebacks—one gunmetal gray, the other white—from Kaliningrad through Lithuania to Belarus. Normally that was an easy task, but Purity had just won the elections in Lithuania—if won was the right word. The party’s victory made border crossings difficult, especially for people that Purity deemed to be aberrations. People that could easily include her. Fortunately, her fake Belarus Interior Ministry ID held up.

      Beneath the false floor of each trunk, they’d smuggled local number plates for the Rapids, explosive charges, Nikonov AN-94 rifles, medical supplies—including auto-injectors with precise doses of ketamine and midazolam to sedate a captured operative—and body bags for anyone they lost on the mission. The supplies were carefully concealed, but Marina was still glad that border control hadn’t tried to search their vehicles.

      Sveta offered her a round white tablet. ‘Modafinil? Could be a long night.’

      Marina dry-swallowed the stimulant.

      The street was quiet now, except for a lone street sweeper in the distance, its circular brush whisking the gutter. Marina kept an eye on the clinic.

      Why this operation now? Why did they assign her?

      ‘Another hunter was abducted,’ Sveta said. ‘During the Moscow bombing.’

      ‘I know,’ Marina said.

      Sveta stifled a yawn and shifted in her seat. ‘That’s three this month. I’ve been counting.’

      Marina yawned as well. ‘I preferred it when the Fifth Column were killing us. At least then, we knew the consequences.’

      ‘I prefer it when I’m alive though.’ Sveta offered her a pink lip balm.

      Marina eyed it cautiously. ‘Is that tested on animals?’

      Sveta shrugged. ‘I’m not sure.’

      ‘You should know the answer to that.’ Marina hit the pressel switch in her jacket pocket. ‘This is Marina. Any movement?’

      Erik responded quickly. ‘It’s quiet.’

      Something wasn’t right, and she needed to find out what.

      Two hours ago, Erik had relieved the security officer from his desk and handed his security pass to Marina. They’d need it to enter the building. While Andrey and Nika adopted the identities of two cleaners and positioned themselves inside the clinic, Erik kept an eye on the internal security cameras.

      ‘No staff on premises?’ Marina asked.

      ‘Negative,’ Erik said.

      ‘That seem a little off to you?’ Sveta asked.

      Marina met Sveta’s gaze. Her eyes were dark unblinking shadows.

      ‘Watch our perimeter.’ Marina opened the glovebox and removed a restaurant takeout menu. Inside she’d secreted a printout with operative faces she’d already memorized. She didn’t open it.

      The first operative was a Tibetan woman with a fine nose and large, judgmental eyes. Her name was Tenzin. The second operative was a Malaysian man with a shaved head like Andrey, only his jaws and lower lip were wider. The third—

      ‘The Directorate is giving us one last chance. You know that, right?’ Sveta said.

      ‘You say that every time,’ Marina said.

      ‘This time I mean it.’

      Erik’s voice transmitted through their earpieces with a low urgency. ‘We have a walk-in.’

      ‘Standby.’ Marina put the menu back in the glovebox and checked the NetGun on her belt.

      She was parked on the south side of the clinic, and couldn’t see the visitor; instead Marina scanned the grounds outside with her infrared vision. Under the cool blue of the diamond-shaped building, two figures blazed hot. As they walked, their hips rolled.

      Sveta’s hand rested over her holstered pistol. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Hips don’t lie.’

      Gunfire crackled in her ear.

      Sveta reached to open her door, but Marina held her back. She waited, breathed, watched the two figures pick up speed and slip through the south entrance. They were inside.

      ‘Two entering from south,’ Marina said. ‘Two from south.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Nika said.

      ‘Copy,’ Andrey said.

      Sveta waited for the order. Marina did a quick head-check for another orange figure or exit vehicle. There were supposed to be two operatives in support, somewhere. A total of four. But she saw nothing.

      ‘Go,’ Marina said.

      They launched from their car and sprinted for the entrance. Marina ran straight through the brightly lit areas, cutting a straight line for the glass doors. She reached them and swiped the security pass, then drew her NetGun. But the security pass protested with an angry buzz.

      She didn’t have time for this. Drawing her knife, she cracked its hilt on the glass, shattering it. She stepped inside.

      No alarm.

      One of the two elevators moved downward.

      She held her pressel switch. ‘Erik?’

      Sveta gripped her NetGun. ‘I’ll check the front desk.’

      ‘No, stay with me.’ Marina went for the remaining elevator. She held the pressel again. ‘Two operatives moving to lower levels. Locstat.’ Location, status.

      Immediately, Andrey replied. ‘I’m eighth floor and moving.’

      ‘Third floor,’ Nika said.

      That was everyone except Erik. ‘Nika, check on Erik,’ Marina said. ‘We’re going down.’

      ‘Got it,’ Nika responded, a little too calmly.

      The occupied elevator had reached its destination—a sub-level marked as III. Marina stepped into the other elevator, Sveta moving with her, and swiped her card. She pressed the button for III.

      The second elevator pulled them down. She felt crisp, like ice. She took one side and Sveta took the other. Fluorescent light flickered across Sveta’s rose-pink lips. She slowed her breathing and readied her NetGun.

      ‘Pistol,’ Marina said, and Sveta switched to her more lethal weapon instead.

      Marina shifted her NetGun to her left hand and drew her pistol, carrying both at once.

      The doors opened. Before them, an empty glass walkway arched forward, into an egg-shaped glass building inside the clinic. Some levels were transparent, others opaque. Inside the transparent levels, Marina could see rows of hospital beds and office cubicles. With Sveta stacked behind her, Marina crossed the walkway.

      They stepped into the chamber; it was dark and a few degrees warmer. Marina focused her vision and switched to infrared. The walls were solid, reflecting most of the heat. Arriving at an intersection with another walkway, Marina felt Sveta’s hand on her shoulder.

      Marina paused, aimed her pistol to the left. Sveta shifted behind her, aiming right. Together they crossed the junction, covering both sides. Marina saw nothing. Heard nothing, except the slight squeak of their rubber soles and the soft hum of medical equipment. Marina continued forward, hesitating when something moved across the opaque glass floor above them. She focused into infrared. Two sets of feet: two intruders. One of the intruders was large and lumpy.

      ‘What do you see?’ Sveta asked softly.

      Two operatives. A third body slung over one operative’s shoulder.

      Marina brought her NetGun up and lifted two fingers from it. Two threats.

      Sveta gave a single nod. They walked in silence.

      Then a blazing orange body filled Marina’s vision. Marina drew her pistol in, close to her body, and fired, but the operative moved off-axis and struck her. Pain exploded across her midsection. She slid back across the walkway and hit a wall.

      More shots. They lit up the chamber and for a brief moment Marina saw everything. Sveta was on the floor, still breathing. Marina recognized the operative—Tenzin. Around them were rows of hospital beds to which people were restrained and sedated. Motionless.

      What is this place?

      Tenzin aimed her pistol at Sveta. Marina fired her NetGun. Tenzin saw it a second before, ducked and rolled. The tensile net missed Tenzin, but caught her pistol, plucking it from her grasp. Tenzin drew her knife and charged.

      Marina was still lying on her back, her feet facing Tenzin. She aimed her pistol between her own legs—

      Tenzin’s knife sliced Marina’s leg, grazing the Kevlar layer of her liquid body armor. Marina closed her legs and aimed around them. Tenzin slid on both knees until she was beside Marina, blade cutting along her thigh. It glanced off Marina’s pistol and sliced her hand. Her gun skewed into the air and clanged across the glass floor. Marina deflected the knife with her knee and drew her own blade.

      Lights in the chamber blasted white, making Marina squint. Tenzin shielded her eyes with one hand. Marina deflected Tenzin’s thrust and countered with a slash to Tenzin’s arm, but Tenzin shifted and pushed Marina’s hand to the floor, pinning it. With her free hand, Marina felt for her next weapon, a folding knife, but Tenzin rolled astride her in one smooth movement, driving her knees into Marina’s armpits and limiting her reach.

      Instead, Marina slid her hand inside Tenzin’s guard, striking her in the neck. It was a precise blow that made Tenzin buckle, but the operative held firm, leaned forward and shoved her forearm across Marina’s neck.

      Marina could taste Tenzin’s caustic breath as she leaned forward, applying more pressure against Marina’s throat. Flecks of light popped across her vision, but as Tenzin’s weight shifted, Marina bucked her hips. She rotated her trapped wrist and cut Tenzin’s arm, pulling Tenzin’s arm in with her blade and knocking Tenzin off balance. Marina rolled on top of her.

      Rage glittered in Tenzin’s eyes as Marina leaned over her and slammed the hilt of her knife into the glass floor. The surface shattered and Marina rode her to the floor below, cushioning the fall with her body. Tenzin’s head struck the ground and Marina rolled off her.

      Around them, medical equipment hummed softly. Tenzin lay motionless, eyes fixed open. Marina checked her pulse; she was finished. Boots crunched on broken glass. Another intruder drew close and collected Marina’s knife. Marina whirled. It was Nika.

      ‘Where’s Sveta?’ Marina asked.

      ‘They took her and … they killed Erik.’ Nika returned the knife to Marina. ‘I tracked them but they got away with Sveta.’

      ‘They just … got away?’ Marina asked.

      Nika’s eyes were rimmed with tears. ‘I tried.’

      Marina stood and braced herself against a hospital bed. It was empty, but the next bed was occupied. In fact, every other bed was occupied.

      ‘What the hell is this place?’ Marina asked.

      ‘I don’t … looks like clinical trials,’ Nika said.

      Andrey appeared at the other side of the ward, sweat beading on his shaved head and overhead lighting paling his blue eyes. He was still catching his breath.

      ‘We need to zip up Erik’s body,’ he called out. ‘I can talk our way through security, but the police won’t be far.’

      Nika breathed deeply and checked her watch. ‘OK, we need to go.’

      ‘Can you take Erik?’ Andrey asked. ‘I have to wipe the security footage.’

      Nika pointed to Tenzin’s shattered body. ‘What about her?’

      ‘She can stay.’ Marina’s eyes swept over the empty bed, its sheets were half torn, the pillow still compressed.

      The body the operatives were carrying … she’d thought it was Erik. But Andrey just said Erik’s body was still here.

      She ripped the clipboard from the end of the bed. The top of the page read M165. She leafed to the next page, a chart littered with genetic references.

      ‘Move, now,’ Andrey said.

      Marina turned to Nika. ‘The patient’s name was Val.’

      ‘What?’ Nika said.

      ‘The patient they stole,’ Marina said. ‘She’s from Project GATE. I think it was Firebird Squad. I remember her.’

      ‘That’s not possible.’ Nika snatched the clipboard. ‘It’s a common name.’

      ‘We don’t have time for this,’ Andrey said. ‘We need to leave.’

      Nika blinked. Her pupils were dilated. Marina noticed the glint of foil in her hip pocket. Nika had a security pass.

      Marina brought her knife to Nika’s neck and held it there. ‘Where did you get that pass?’

      Nika raised her hands. ‘What are you doing?’

      Andrey stood at a careful distance. ‘Marina—’

      ‘Answer my question,’ Marina said.

      Nika swallowed. ‘I took it from another guard.’

      ‘The suspiciously absent guards?’ Marina asked.

      ‘Security are on their way,’ Andrey said.

      ‘This is your operation, isn’t it?’ Marina asked. ‘You falsified your own operation.’

      Nika didn’t blink. ‘I’ll explain everything. Please.’

      ‘Marina,’ Andrey said. ‘We’ll tell you all of it. But we need to get out of here first. Can we do that?’

      ‘We can.’ Marina withdrew her blade from Nika. ‘First gas stop, you start talking.’

      ‘I swear,’ Andrey said.

      ‘On your parents’ lives.’

      Andrey paused, then said, ‘On my parents’ lives.’

      Nika nodded. ‘I swear.’

      ‘Go. We’ll take care of Erik,’ Marina said.

      She let Andrey go while she took the papers from the clipboard and followed Nika out of the chamber to Erik’s body. Marina bandaged the cut on her hand and, working fast with Nika, used nitrile gloves and a body bag to carry him to their Skoda. By the time they secured him in the trunk, Marina was sweating. A moment later, police vehicles drove past.

      ‘We haven’t cleaned up,’ Nika said from the passenger seat.

      ‘Andrey wiped the security footage, that’s clean enough.’ She knew they were leaving traces of Erik’s blood and tissue behind, not to mention her own blood, but she was confident any domestic tests they’d run on Erik’s or her DNA would turn up empty. Let’s hope they’re more interested in the dead operative and all the patients in those beds.

      She got in the driver’s seat and waited for Nika to climb in next to her. With her bandaged hand on the wheel, Marina drove away. Nika wiped blood from the freckles under her eyes. Her pupils weren’t dilated anymore. She looked like she was checking their surroundings for other cameras, but Marina had already done that. There was nothing close enough to pull their faces at decent resolution.

      Marina caught up with Andrey’s Skoda at a nearby fallback point, a small street with spotty lighting. He’d already pulled over and was retrieving a small tackle box from the concealed compartment in his trunk. He climbed in the back of her car and ran a hand over his shaved head.

      ‘Before you report us, hear me out,’ he said.

      ‘You’re not going fishing?’ Marina turned in her seat to meet his gaze. ‘Explain.’

      Andrey’s eyes were bloodshot. ‘The company’s called Intron. They undertake genetic research.’

      ‘It’s non-invasive,’ Nika said quickly from beside her. ‘Those patients in there, they’re sedated and they’re not harmed.’

      ‘Are they there voluntarily?’ Marina asked.

      Nika looked back at Andrey. She didn’t know.

      ‘You should know the answer to that,’ Marina said.

      Andrey lifted the tackle box onto his knees. ‘Of course they want to be there.’

      ‘Intron are being targeted by the Fifth Column, just like us,’ Nika said. ‘So we’re helping protect them.’

      ‘Define “helping,”’ Marina said.

      ‘We stop the Fifth Column from sabotaging Intron’s clinical studies,’ Nika said.

      ‘You didn’t do a very good job.’ Marina exhaled slowly. ‘You’re getting paid for this, aren’t you?’

      ‘In a manner of speaking.’ Andrey passed the tackle box through to Marina.

      ‘I’m guessing I won’t find fishing lures in there,’ Marina said. ‘Did they give it to you, or did you steal it?’

      Andrey frowned. ‘Both. They have strict inventory control on these things, it couldn’t just be handed over. But this is the deal.’

      Marina opened the box. It was stacked with transparent hardened plastic cases. There were vials inside, filled with colored liquids. A lingering chill washed through her.

      ‘Pseudogenes,’ Andrey said. ‘But Intron call these Argonautes.’

      ‘Are these like the abilities we’re born with?’ she asked.

      ‘They’re exactly the abilities we were born with,’ he said. ‘The same ones the Fifth Column activated in their recruits.’

      ‘After we left,’ Nika added.

      ‘This is our chance to have what we were meant to have,’ Andrey said.

      Marina glared at him. ‘You think you’re entitled to this?’

      ‘Intron gave these to us,’ he said.

      ‘They aren’t even tested for compatibility with your genome,’ Marina said.

      ‘That’s what the Directorate tell us,’ Andrey said.

      Marina slammed the box shut.

      Carefully, he reached across to take it. ‘So what happens now?’

      Marina clamped her hand over the box, pinning it there. ‘I call this in.’

      ‘You can’t do that,’ Nika said. ‘Please.’

      Andrey’s jaws worked. ‘We’ll be suspended.’

      ‘You will be suspended. I wasn’t a part of this,’ Marina said. ‘Maybe you should have thought about—’

      ‘You’ll be the only hunter left in all of Eastern Europe,’ Nika said. ‘They’ll pull you off duty.’

      ‘You don’t know that. There have to be more out here,’ Marina said.

      ‘They haven’t told us that,’ Nika said. ‘What if we’re all that’s left?’

      ‘If Nika and I go down, we all go down,’ Andrey said. ‘I’m sorry, but this is your problem too.’

      Marina swore. Placing both hands on the steering wheel, she calmed herself. ‘How many of you are involved?’

      Andrey’s gaze returned to the tackle box. ‘Us. And Erik, rest his soul.’

      ‘He died because you brought us here,’ Marina said.

      ‘That’s not true,’ Andrey said. ‘That could happen anywhere!’

      Marina had the urge to kick them out and drive off. Instead, she unrolled the papers she’d stolen from the Intron clipboard. Her bandaged hand ached.

      ‘The patient those operatives stole,’ Marina said.

      ‘You said she’s from Project GATE,’ Andrey said. ‘So she’s an operative.’

      ‘I was wrong,’ Marina said. ‘She’s an operative hunter. From Moscow.’

      Marina tossed the papers at Nika.

      ‘Shit.’ Nika glared at Andrey. ‘Intron promised they wouldn’t take our own people.’

      ‘What have you done?’ Marina growled.

      Nika sank into the passenger seat.

      Andrey swallowed. ‘The truth is, they broke their promise a while ago. They’ve taken more than one.’

      Marina took the papers back. ‘Where do their patients normally come from?’

      ‘Proxy clinical trials, all around the world,’ Andrey said, fidgeting. ‘Testing for different drugs. It’s just a cover, the tests aren’t real. They’re screening for anomalous DNA, the same thing they did for us as children.’

      ‘Except there’s no fake scholarship and Project GATE waiting for them at the end of the rainbow.’ Another wave of anger heated Marina. ‘Erik is dead. Do you even care?’

      ‘Of course I care!’ Andrey yelled. ‘He was our friend!’

      ‘Then act like it!’ Marina said.

      This time when Andrey spoke, his words were almost a whisper. ‘That’s why we need the Argonautes. We simply won’t survive without them.’

      ‘Need it? You already have an ability.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m a super taster.’ Andrey looked away and sighed. ‘How am I supposed to beat a fully qualified operative jacked on pseudogenes? Lick their face and tell ’em their pH levels are off?’

      ‘I know you don’t want to admit it, but Intron is giving us the edge,’ Nika said to Marina. ‘An edge we desperately need.’

      ‘These operatives are getting faster and stronger by the day,’ Andrey said. ‘And we’re getting slower and weaker.’

      ‘And fewer.’ Marina pointed her finger at him. ‘That’s your doing.’

      ‘We’re losing, Marina,’ Nika said. ‘You can’t deny that.’

      ‘And this is your answer?’ Marina asked. ‘It’s stupid and reckless.’

      ‘We lost two hunters tonight,’ Andrey said. ‘That operative almost killed you. And you’re calling me reckless.’

      ‘You have no right to do this,’ Marina said.

      ‘Those Fifth Column operatives have no right,’ he said. ‘There’s only one way we’re stopping them. Regen.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Marina asked.

      Andrey looked to Nika.

      ‘The Fifth Column developed this late-stage tech in Project GATE, long after we were gone. They isolated genes from the Axolotl salamander’s genome. We have them too, but they’re latent. Switched off.’

      ‘Is that in your tackle box?’ Marina asked.

      ‘If only,’ Andrey said.

      Nika shook her head. ‘The Regeneration genes control cellular generation and repair. Project GATE scientists found the corresponding pseudogenes in primates. And then in humans.’

      ‘Accelerated healing and regeneration,’ Andrey said.

      ‘How do you know this isn’t more than a rumor?’ Marina asked.

      ‘Primates were tested with positive results,’ Nika said. ‘Then humans were tested with positive results. And then Fifth Column operatives were tested with positive results.’

      ‘So this is your solution, is it?’ Marina asked.

      ‘There’s only a handful of operatives walking around today who have Regen,’ Nika said. ‘But for Intron to manufacture it, we need the blueprint.’

      ‘So you’re planning to steal that from the Fifth Column?’ Marina said.

      Nika’s shoulders slumped. ‘They don’t have it either.’

      ‘Their blueprint was supposedly destroyed,’ Andrey said. ‘But someone on the black market, someone in Eastern Europe, is looking to sell.’

      Marina shook her head. ‘And Intron put you up to this, huh?’

      ‘If we don’t make the deal,’ Andrey said, ‘it happens anyway. Then we’re the ones restrained to those beds and sedated for testing.’

      ‘They’re blackmailing you?’ Marina asked. ‘Great.’

      ‘If we’re in those beds, who’s supposed to stop the Fifth Column operatives?’ Andrey asked. ‘No one, that’s who.’

      ‘The Argonautes are yours as much as ours,’ Nika said. ‘It’s been thoroughly tested.’ She held up a vial of ruby-colored liquid. ‘Look, they even have your ability—infrared vision.’

      Marina seized her arm. ‘That’s not my ability.’

      The corner of Nika’s mouth twitched. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘What do you think they were doing to me after I was disqualified?’ Marina asked. ‘I was lucky to make it out. I shouldn’t have made it out.’

      Both Nika and Andrey fell silent.

      ‘We lost our own people, just so you could get these stupid Argonautes,’ Marina said. ‘So now, you’re going to use them to get Sveta and this Moscow hunter back.’

      ‘You’re letting us inject these?’ Andrey asked.

      Marina stared at him. ‘How else are you going to put them to good use?’

      ‘What if we can’t find them?’ Nika asked.

      Marina turned to face the front. ‘Then I report you for treason.’

      ‘You can’t do that,’ Andrey said. ‘You’ll be the only hunter left, they’ll take you off active duty.’

      Marina started the engine. ‘They already have.’
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        Earlier this week

        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      

      ‘You heard the rumor?’ Andrey shut the door to his sleeping quarters behind him.

      Marina kept walking. ‘It’s a stupid rumor.’

      ‘It’s what everyone calls her.’ He kept pace as she climbed the stairs.

      Marina paused in the corridor, letting soldiers pass, and drew a cigarette from the crushed packet in her winter coat. ‘I’m more interested in what she calls you when you mention it.’

      ‘You can’t light that in here.’ Andrey snatched away her lighter. ‘And you’re just jealous.’

      She glared at him, and he handed the lighter back.

      ‘Sorry, that was out of line,’ he said. ‘Look, maybe you can ask her?’

      ‘I don’t care,’ Marina mumbled, the unlit cigarette between her lips. She resumed walking. ‘And shouldn’t you be reading up on Purity?’

      ‘Are you going to at least introduce us?’

      ‘Probably not.’

      Marina zipped up her coat and stepped outside, her boots sinking into an inch of snow. At the other end of the compound, there was a single truck, painted concrete gray, that was offloading four people in civilian clothing. Soldiers ferried bags and crates from the jeep to the nearby garage. One of the soldiers directed two of the newcomers—a young woman and man, approximately her age—toward Marina.

      She lit her cigarette and wondered just how badly these hunters had screwed up in order to be sent here.

      Just in the last week, things at the Kaliningrad outpost had changed dramatically. Now they weren’t just getting two more hunters, they were getting a commander too. Which should be a good thing, except now they were reassigned to a new threat: Purity.

      Marina had spent the last two days catching up on everything the Directorate knew about Purity, and it wasn’t good. On the surface, they were an ultra-nationalist paramilitary movement, hostile to outsiders and anyone deemed genetically impure. But at their core, they were stained dark with an unfamiliar mysticism.

      The two new hunters approached Marina, and for a moment she wished there were more. Enough that she might stay.

      The young woman was tall, with snow-blond hair and eyes the color of ice. She wore a gray coat, darker than the truck, that kept the wind off her body. Her lips were pale, almost the color of her skin. Beside her, the young man was almost as tall and almost as thin. He had a weary look upon a narrowed face, and dark curly hair that collected flakes of snow.

      ‘I’m Olesya,’ said the woman. ‘This is Ark.’

      ‘And I am Marina. Welcome to the Kaliningrad Special Region.’

      ‘What’s special about it?’ Ark asked.

      It’s special, Marina thought, because you’re trapped here.
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        Today

        Unknown location

      

      

      Sophia was tied to a chair. She couldn’t see through the hood, but she could hear the rain on the tiled roof. In another room, footsteps creaked on floorboards and chair legs scraped the floor. There was no gray noise or traffic in the distance. Thunder rumbled above, and rain trickled from the roof onto leaves, gravel and brick. There were no other sounds. In her head, Sophia painted a picture outside the building. Wherever they were, it was far from any kind of dense population.

      Sophia was bound by her arms and legs. She leaned on her chair and found it wasn’t fastened to anything. A door opened and boots strode in her direction. Floorboards in here too. Someone removed her hood.

      Standing before her, the Russian operative with calcite-blue eyes and pale blond hair. Olesya discarded the hood and sat in a chair opposite Sophia. They were sitting alone in a room lit by a single dim light bulb. There was one entry to this room, and the windows were blacked out.

      Olesya spoke first. ‘Who are you really, Sophia?’

      ‘Terrorist sits comfortably for most.’

      Olesya clasped her hands on her lap. ‘And what sits comfortably for you?’

      ‘A chair without restraints.’

      ‘What were you doing in Berlin four days ago?’

      ‘I was in a nightclub, beating someone with a vibrating sex toy.’

      Olesya paused. ‘I see.’

      ‘Any other questions?’

      ‘What were you doing in Kraków two days ago?’

      ‘Tracking an operative,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Were you planning to abduct this operative?’

      Sophia straightened in her chair. ‘You bet I was.’

      ‘Were you planning to abduct me?’ Olesya asked. ‘How’d that work out for you?’

      Sophia smiled.

      Olesya pulled her chair a little closer. ‘In the department store today, you had the advantage. Why didn’t you take it?’

      ‘I didn’t have the chance,’ Sophia said.

      ‘You don’t need anyone to give you the chance,’ Olesya said. ‘Where did you learn to fight like that?’

      ‘I had a Russian combat instructor,’ Sophia said.

      ‘There were no Russian combat instructors in Project GATE.’

      ‘I wasn’t always in Project GATE.’

      ‘Why did you leave?’

      ‘The question isn’t why, it’s how.’

      ‘No, you’re wrong.’ Olesya leaned in, parting her chapped, pale lips. ‘The question is who.’

      ‘I was deprogrammed by a doctor,’ Sophia said. ‘His name was Leon Adamicz. Perhaps you have heard of him.’ She watched the colors shift in Olesya’s aura.

      Olesya said nothing.

      ‘So you’re Project GATE as well,’ Sophia said. ‘A lot of kids there, I don’t remember every name.’

      Olesya unbuttoned her coat. ‘What’s interesting is how you drew that conclusion.’

      ‘What’s interesting is you haven’t asked me who I work for,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Because I don’t need to.’ Olesya clasped her hands again. ‘Why don’t you have an implant? I scanned you earlier and you don’t carry one in your arm.’

      Sophia could feel her ribs itching as they healed. ‘Because I don’t work for anyone.’

      ‘I know you abducted an operative in Moscow,’ Olesya said. ‘I was there when it happened.’

      ‘I didn’t have the opportunity to abduct anyone,’ Sophia said. ‘Exploding subway stations tend to get in the way.’

      Olesya’s gaze fell to Sophia’s legs. Sophia followed her gaze. Her jeans were torn, and blood stained the dark denim. There were no wounds, just new, pink skin. They’d healed in the last few hours.

      ‘I didn’t take your friend,’ Sophia said. ‘The Fifth Column did.’

      ‘I’ve heard that theory,’ Olesya said. ‘I figured you had another.’

      ‘I did,’ Sophia said. ‘But you proved that wrong the moment you chose not to kill me.’

      ‘You weren’t carrying a radio,’ Olesya said. ‘Are you working alone?’

      ‘I don’t have many friends,’ Sophia said.

      ‘That’s not what I asked.’

      ‘You know the answer.’ Sophia leaned toward her. ‘I want to be here.’

      ‘And I want to know why.’

      ‘Because we can help each other.’

      ‘I doubt that.’ Olesya shifted in her seat. ‘There was one recruit, her name was Xiu. Do you know her?’

      ‘I did.’ Sophia saw rivulets of fear in Olesya’s aura now, anxiety and something unexpected.

      ‘Is she dead?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘I haven’t seen her in a long time.’ Sophia wet her lips. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know.’

      The colors around Olesya shimmered, amethyst and red, then the door opened behind her.

      Two men stepped inside, one a young operative with curly dark hair, putting out jagged frustration, the other older, with a rigid, military composure and shoulders weary with stress. He looked to be their commander or handler. He cleared his throat and stood beside Olesya, while the curly-haired operative lingered by the door with a scowl. His emotions flexed outward, ready to crack. Sophia kept her eyes on him.

      ‘My name is Illarion,’ the older man said, his accent stronger than Olesya’s. ‘And you’re the anomaly.’

      ‘You didn’t say you knew her,’ Olesya said.

      ‘You didn’t ask.’ Illarion turned to Sophia. ‘You already know Olesya, and this is Arkadiy.’

      He grunted. ‘Ark.’

      ‘What are you doing here in Eastern Europe?’ Illarion asked.

      ‘I go where the operatives go,’ Sophia said. ‘And right now the operatives are in Eastern Europe.’

      Illarion considered her answer for a moment. ‘We’ve heard enough. You need to leave immediately.’

      ‘Wait,’ Ark said, ‘you’re just letting her go?’

      ‘Ark’s right,’ Olesya said. ‘We can’t put her back on the street. She knows who we are.’

      ‘Exactly. She knows who we are.’ Illarion walked to the door. ‘And there isn’t much she can do with that.’

      ‘She’s an operative,’ Olesya said. ‘She has connections to the Fifth Column.’

      Illarion’s eyes, paler than Olesya’s, locked onto Sophia. ‘Why are you here?’

      ‘Because I want to talk with you,’ Sophia said. ‘All of you.’

      Ark laughed. ‘Not because we captured you? No offense, but we’re operative hunters. It’s what we do.’

      Olesya frowned. ‘She let me capture her.’

      ‘Then I want to know why,’ Illarion said.

      ‘What happens to the operatives you hunt?’ Sophia asked. ‘Do you reprogram them? Kill them? Interrogate them?’

      ‘Interrogating an operative is a waste of time,’ Illarion said. ‘You know that.’

      Sophia watched the colors around Illarion. They were subdued, his emotion deep under the surface, difficult to read.

      ‘You kill them,’ Sophia said.

      ‘We surgically remove their implants and then imprison them,’ Illarion said.

      ‘I don’t have an implant,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya glared. ‘I’d like to know why.’

      ‘I cut it out a few years ago,’ Sophia said. ‘Are you going to kill me or throw me in your operative gulag?’

      Illarion shook his head. ‘You should have left Eastern Europe, it’s not safe for people like you.’

      ‘People with American accents?’ Sophia said. ‘I was born in The Czech Republic, I know my way.’

      Illarion stepped past Olesya. ‘You were born with different genetics. Once they figure out how to identify people like you, it will no longer be safe for you here.’

      ‘Who are they?’ Sophia asked.

      Olesya bristled. She turned to Illarion. ‘You never said Purity could identify us.’

      Anxiety shimmered off Ark. It was news to him too.

      Illarion focused on Sophia. ‘Are you familiar with Purity?’

      ‘I’ve had some run-ins,’ Sophia said.

      ‘While you were picking a fight in Kraków three days ago, Purity won the Polish presidential election. Today, they received the full support of the US President.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound promising,’ Sophia said.

      ‘The shooter in the Kraków town square that you failed to stop,’ Illarion said. ‘He was identified as Russian. The Fifth Column leaked false documents to the Western press, indicating an ongoing covert Russian program to genetically enhance operatives.’

      ‘Like Project GATE?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘But we don’t have a program like that,’ Olesya said. ‘Do we?’

      ‘We certainly do not,’ Illarion said.

      ‘Are your operatives upgraded?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘They do just fine without upgrades,’ Illarion said. ‘This supposed covert Russian program doesn’t exist. The leaked intelligence is from old Project GATE documents, during a time when Russia was part of the Fifth Column. All they had to do was revise the dates and make a few changes. The false documents look authentic because in a sense, they are.’

      Ark sighed. ‘At least they bothered to falsify evidence this time.’

      ‘Doesn’t that annoy you?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘We’re Russian,’ Illarion said. ‘We’re used to it.’

      ‘So who was the shooter?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘This is our problem,’ Illarion said. ‘Not yours.’

      Sophia exhaled slowly. ‘I’m trying to help.’

      Olesya brushed ivory-blond hair from her shoulder and stood. ‘I think you’ve helped enough.’

      ‘We could help each other,’ Sophia said.

      Illarion cleared his throat. Holding a small black pouch in one hand, he removed a phone from it. ‘Why were you carrying a phone with the words “For Olesya” written on the back?’

      ‘I couldn’t come empty handed,’ Sophia said. ‘Could I?’

      He dropped it back in the pouch, probably a Faraday cage of some kind that blocked electric fields, Sophia guessed. ‘We already have phones,’ he said.

      ‘Not like that one,’ Sophia said. ‘I have direct access to the Fifth Column’s Assetrac system, without their knowledge. That phone can track the positions of all Fifth Column operatives, and it can track them live. I thought you could use the advantage.’

      Illarion folded his arms. ‘And what do you expect in return?’

      ‘Cooperation,’ Sophia said. ‘You have resources, you have hunters. I have former operatives. We have a common enemy.’

      ‘Why don’t you come right out and say it?’ Illarion asked. ‘You need us more than we need you.’

      ‘We could be on the same side,’ Sophia said. ‘That’s why I’m here.’

      ‘We have no reason to trust you.’ Illarion reached for a knife on his belt. ‘And we have no reason to keep you alive.’

      Sophia swallowed. ‘So you’re not letting me go.’

      ‘I’m afraid you’ve made a grave mistake.’

      ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m glad that wasn’t my only bargaining chip.’

      Illarion’s hand rested on his knife’s hilt. ‘In this world, you have three types of people: allies, inconveniences and enemies. If you’re inconvenient, you might die. If you’re an enemy, you will die.’

      Ignoring his knife, she locked gazes with him. ‘If I’m an ally?’

      ‘You’re a long way from being worth the risk of an ally. You’re one of the others.’ He took a step forward. ‘But the question is, which one?’

      ‘The question is: what can I do that you can’t?’ She turned to Olesya. ‘You’re from Firebird Squad, right?’

      Olesya’s eyes flashed, but she said nothing.

      ‘Damien and Jay spoke highly of you,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya glared. ‘So you knew who I was.’

      ‘I do now,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Are they alive?’ Ark stepped away from the door. ‘Do they know about us?’

      ‘I deprogrammed Damien and Jay,’ she said. ‘They don’t know about you, yet.’

      Ark took another step closer. ‘You deprogrammed a Fifth Column operative? That’s not possible.’ He glanced at Illarion. ‘Is it?’

      ‘A long time ago, it was,’ Illarion said.

      ‘Does your manual still work?’ Olesya asked.

      Sophia met her gaze. ‘I never said I had a manual.’

      Olesya’s lips pressed together. ‘You must have learned from somewhere.’

      Sophia ignored her and focused on Illarion. ‘You asked about my bargaining chip. I can deprogram an operative for you.’

      As long as that operative isn’t upgraded.

      ‘Do you have proof?’ Illarion asked.

      ‘Damien and Jay,’ Sophia said. ‘And there are others like us. You can see for yourself.’

      ‘Are they in Eastern Europe?’ Ark asked.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘They’re on the other side of the world right now.’

      ‘This is your bargaining chip?’ Illarion asked. ‘You have no proof.’

      ‘Why don’t you ask Olesya?’ Sophia asked. ‘She’s watched me do it.’

      Olesya took a moment. ‘I don’t know if she can deprogram them, but she controlled an operative in Moscow. Briefly.’

      ‘That was only last week,’ Sophia said. ‘It can be done.’

      ‘The Fifth Column will continue to upgrade,’ Illarion said. ‘And the same goes for their operative tracking. Even if your phone can track them now, it’s unlikely to work in the future.’

      ‘We adapt quickly,’ Sophia said. ‘And you’re more than welcome to the code. If we work together.’

      ‘I cannot promise that.’ Illarion took his hand from the knife. ‘But I’m willing to extend a small courtesy. Today, you live. And we keep the phone. If you can find an operative and prove that deprogramming them is possible, then we can talk.’

      ‘And if I can’t?’ Sophia asked.

      Illarion took the hood from Olesya and shoved it over Sophia’s head. ‘Then the next time Olesya shoots you, it won’t be with a NetGun.’
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      By the time Czarina found her, Sophia had removed her hood and untied herself. She hadn’t bothered to leave the room yet; she had a lot on her mind, and the isolation was soothing.

      ‘They just left you there, right?’ Czarina stood in the doorway and popped gum. ‘Are you hurt?’

      ‘Healing up,’ Sophia said.

      Ieva pushed her way inside. ‘Is everything’—Ieva glanced back at Czarina—‘OK?’

      ‘Considering you were, you know, abducted and interrogated,’ Czarina said.

      ‘I wasn’t interrogated,’ Sophia said. ‘Much. And I had some thinking to do.’

      She wanted to tell them about how she went inexplicably from smelling emotions to seeing them in color, but the last thing she needed was everyone worrying about her. They had enough on their minds.

      ‘So … we have new visitors,’ Ieva said. ‘The friendly kind though.’

      Sophia stood. ‘DC’s here?’

      Czarina shook her head. ‘Come with us.’

      Sophia followed Czarina and Ieva outside. She’d been held in what seemed to be a fisherman’s cabin; whether she was still in Poland or not, she had no idea. All she could see in the evening light were open green fields, a nearby lake and a lone wind turbine that turned idly. Beneath it, familiar faces greeted her.

      Nasira, Aviary, Damien and Jay.

      And farther away, three more people she didn’t recognize. Two men and one woman. One of the men looked decidedly more civilian than the other, but none of the three looked like they wanted to be here.

      Sophia approached her friends first. ‘What are you doing here?’

      Nasira gave her a sharp nod. ‘Nice to see you too.’

      Jay gave Sophia a knowing smirk, and Damien shot her a lopsided grin. Just as she’d remembered them. Aviary burst through the pack and ran for her. She still had the same crimson-red hair, but since Sophia last saw her she’d swapped her nose piercing for a septum ring.

      ‘Are you hurt?’ Aviary yelled.

      Before Sophia could reply, Aviary tackled her in a hug, knocking them into the grass.

      ‘I’m sorry!’ Aviary helped her back up.

      Sophia grunted in pain; all the injuries she’d incurred while fighting Olesya still ached, but she kept that knowledge hidden. She didn’t want anyone thinking too much of Olesya just yet.

      ‘I’ll live,’ Sophia said.

      She did her best not to grin, but it was good to see them again. Aviary was already smiling from ear to ear.

      Nasira stepped forward and extended a hand. A strand of coiled hair escaped her ponytail. ‘How’s tricks?’

      Sophia ignored her hand and hugged her, then made her way to Damien and Jay, who stood patiently in the grass. She reciprocated Jay’s fist bump and placed her hand on Damien’s shoulder to steady herself.

      ‘You’re injured,’ Damien said.

      ‘I didn’t call you here,’ Sophia said.

      ‘That’s why we came,’ Jay said.

      ‘You know Czarina,’ Sophia said, ‘And this is Ieva. We recruited her a couple of months ago.’

      Ieva waved enthusiastically. ‘Hi!’

      Sophia looked around. ‘So, where am I?’

      ‘Lithuania,’ Czarina said. ‘They took you to the middle of nowhere.’

      Sophia nodded in the direction of three newcomers. ‘Friends of yours?’

      Nasira cleared her throat. ‘Yeah, two are ex operatives. They gun for this company in Brazil called Intron.’

      ‘Genetics Incorporated,’ Aviary added.

      The civilian, slightly younger than his two companions, was overdressed for hanging with a bunch of wanted terrorists and former operatives in the Lithuanian countryside. A breeze ruffled his dark hair over pointed, elfin ears.

      ‘So why are they here?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘We have a problem,’ Damien said.
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        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      

      Hélio stood in the middle of an ink-black forest, listening to crickets and wondering what might be watching him from the night. Before him, Nasira was moving her open hand over Czarina’s body like some sort of metal detector.

      Czarina was another of these rogue operatives. On top of her jeans and shirt, she wore a cherry-red leather jacket over russet-brown skin. He didn’t know what her ability was, and he was afraid to ask.

      Czarina pulled up the sleeve, showing a scar on her forearm to Nasira. ‘Implant’s long gone, sister.’

      ‘Don’t call me sister,’ Nasira said.

      Intron didn’t have Nasira’s scanning ability catalogued yet, but Hélio would get around to it later. Sensitivity to magnetic fields would come in handy.

      All these supposed ex-operatives looked disappointingly ordinary. They dressed like anyone else and behaved like anyone else, except maybe for their extreme paranoia. And the fact they packed guns and genes.

      In the distance, an owl hooted, making him jump.

      ‘Clear,’ Nasira said.

      Nasira finished with Czarina and moved on to scan Ieva.

      It was unsettling out here, and Hélio grew tired. He sighed loudly.

      The Hawaiian chick, Aviary, had spent the last ten minutes explaining TERMORD—and Jay’s missing abilities—to Sophia in unnecessary detail, and how Intron wanted Sophia to stop kidnapping operatives. From the looks of it, Sophia hadn’t been too successful in capturing anyone so far. All she’d managed was getting captured herself. He was almost certain he was wasting his time with these people.

      ‘Why are we standing out here?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘Precautionary measure,’ Sophia said. ‘Your bodyguards should be familiar with those.’

      Nasira scanned his male and female bodyguards, Felix and Ezra, while Jay stood close by. Nasira’s hand didn’t touch the bodyguards, just moved over their bodies. She’d explained that her magnetoception was a reliable detector of magnetic fields, especially helpful for picking out the weak radio signal of a Project GATE implant that the Fifth Column liked to put in operatives before they went operational.

      ‘So are we staying with you or what?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘We have no reason to trust you,’ Sophia said.

      Damien raised his hand. ‘They did fly us over here on their private jet.’

      ‘That’s nice,’ Sophia said. ‘But we can meet again tomorrow and discuss.’

      ‘We have no reason to trust you either,’ said the bodyguard, Ezra. Jetlag had made her large, dark eyes weary, and had done her diplomacy skills no favors either.

      ‘Look, I know we don’t trust each other yet,’ Hélio said. ‘Paranoid, woo, secret agent stuff. All I’m saying is: strength in numbers, right?’

      ‘What you’re saying is you want more than two operatives keeping you safe and sound,’ Czarina said. ‘And you want us to fill that roster.’

      ‘Look, I’m here to help,’ Hélio said.

      ‘You’ve been sent here to help,’ Czarina said.

      ‘I don’t care about that,’ Sophia said. ‘What I care about are these kill switches you say are inside us.’

      ‘Like some sort of operative apocalypse,’ Nasira said. ‘Kills all of us.’

      ‘Op-ocalypse?’ Aviary said. ‘So, um, yeah, we need to get on that pretty quickly.’

      ‘You want me to stop all of this … because Intron doesn’t want me stealing their potential products?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘That’s why I’m here,’ Hélio said. ‘To find the kill switch and figure out a way to disable it.’

      Sophia said nothing.

      ‘So we’re not staying with you,’ Hélio said. ‘Fine, let’s go.’

      Nasira looked at Sophia for the order. ‘They can’t bunk with us, we don’t even know them.’

      ‘If there’s a kill switch and he can stop it, the Fifth Column will want him,’ Sophia said. ‘In which case, two bodyguards might not be enough.’

      ‘Music to my ears,’ Hélio said. ‘And maybe a chill to my spine.’

      ‘You can stay with us tonight,’ Sophia said. ‘But if you pose a threat, you won’t have a second chance.’

      Hélio nodded. ‘But what if you’re a threat? How do I know we can trust you?’

      Sophia took a step toward him. Just one. ‘If you’re genuinely here to stop this kill switch, then you should accept my invitation. But if you’re not—’

      ‘We accept,’ he said quickly.

      ‘Good.’ She pointed to the ground. ‘You can bury your phones here.’

      Felix blinked. ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘Almost always,’ Sophia said. ‘Start digging.’
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        * * *

      

      Sophia let Jay stand in the wide hall of the two-level Lithuanian mansion and give her a low, appraising whistle. ‘Nice digs.’

      ‘It’s old, but it has distance,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Yeah, soooo many rooms,’ Aviary said.

      ‘No, Sophia meant outside the mansion,’ Damien explained. ‘Lots of clear open ground, and then the forest.’ He paused. ‘Do you have sensors?’

      ‘Full circle,’ Sophia said. ‘Tracks anything taller than three feet.’

      ‘So people could crawl through,’ Damien said.

      ‘They’d have to know that in the first place,’ Sophia said. ‘And we won’t be here long. A week at most.’

      ‘If we keep our heads down, that can work,’ Damien said.

      ‘Glad to have your approval, Damien.’ Sophia brandished her phone for Aviary to see. ‘I linked this up with our motion sensors and cameras. It flashes and vibrates, no loud alarms. We can check the cameras any time.’

      ‘All your phones?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘No, we can only link one at a time,’ Sophia said.

      Aviary was already shaking her head. ‘That’s insecure and unreliable. I can link it to everyone. Make the alarm a bit more obvious too. If you ignore the alarm, it can alert your whole team that you might be in trouble.’

      ‘Like a minor distress call,’ Damien said.

      Jay gave a thumbs up. ‘Floats my boat.’

      ‘Let’s hope it never comes to that,’ Sophia said. ‘But those are great ideas, Aviary.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m down with that.’ Nasira gripped Aviary’s shoulder, probably a bit too hard.

      ‘I’m full of’—Aviary winced through Nasira’s grip—‘good ideas.’

      Sophia gathered everyone in the dining room, where Ieva and Czarina ferried in mugs of coffee and tea. She found Hélio sitting patiently on a chair while his bodyguards stood in proximity, shifting their weight from one foot to the other.

      ‘You can sit if you like,’ Sophia said. ‘And I’ll fix you up a room each.’

      ‘One room is fine, thank you,’ Felix said.

      ‘We will take shifts,’ Ezra said.

      ‘We all take shifts here,’ Sophia said. ‘We do most things at night, but we also operate during the day.’

      Sophia stood in front of the dining table while Czarina kept farther back and Nasira posted herself in the doorway. The others—Aviary, Damien, Jay and Ieva—pulled seats from the dining table to sit closer.

      ‘We have tinned food and water for anyone who needs it,’ Sophia said. ‘Meanwhile, I’m sure some of you are tired so I’ll keep this quick.’

      The only weary gazes were Hélio and Aviary. Everybody else were former operatives and had long ago formed the habit of snatching sleep where possible. Damien sipped his tea, while Jay poured his second coffee in the space of two minutes.

      ‘So how do you propose we find this kill switch and stop it?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘There’s a virologist in Budapest, Doctor Meresz, who specializes in this kind of thing,’ Hélio said. ‘I’ve worked with her before. She’s good.’

      ‘And you’re going to see her?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘If anyone can help us figure this out, it’s her,’ Hélio said. ‘Oh, and my boss kinda ordered me to.’

      ‘We have arranged to visit her tomorrow,’ Felix said.

      Ezra nodded. ‘We have an Intron jet booked at oh six hundred.’

      ‘Private flight, huh.’ Sophia surveyed the room. ‘Who’s going with you?’

      Jay put his hand up first, followed by Nasira.

      Sophia trusted them both. She turned to Aviary. ‘Can you loan Hélio a phone?’

      ‘Yeah, I can do that.’

      Ezra raised her hand. ‘When can we retrieve our own phones?’

      ‘When you leave.’ Sophia took a step forward and watched Ezra and Felix bristle. She looked down at Hélio and asked, ‘How many Fifth Column operatives have you stolen?’

      From the corner of her vision, she could see their emotions congeal.

      ‘I don’t work in acquisitions,’ Hélio said, ‘but I assure you we have ceased interaction with Fifth Column operatives until we can resolve this.’

      There was a small spike in his feelings. It was small, but it was there.

      ‘Get some sleep,’ Sophia said. ‘You need to be sharp so you can help this virologist. The sooner we confirm or deny the kill switch, the sooner we can plan our next move. Until then, we’re on the sidelines.’

      Hélio nodded. ‘OK.’

      ‘Rooms are upstairs,’ Sophia said. ‘Help yourselves.’

      Hélio and his bodyguards filed out.

      Nasira waited for them to get clear, then turned to Aviary.

      ‘I’ve checked their upgrades,’ Aviary said. ‘No enhanced hearing.’

      ‘Right,’ Nasira said. ‘Soph, how’d they kidnap you?’

      ‘I let them,’ Sophia answered.

      Ieva’s brow creased. ‘We were still worried though.’

      ‘What happened?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘I had a run-in with a Russian operative in Moscow. And before you ask, she’s not Fifth Column.’

      Jay blinked. ‘You sure?’

      ‘Yes. And she hunts operatives,’ Sophia said.

      Czarina’s eyes narrowed. ‘But that’s our job.’

      ‘So we thought,’ Sophia said. ‘Seems we’re crowding her turf.’

      ‘Did she torture you?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘No,’ Sophia said. ‘We talked, she let me go.’

      ‘They’re still a threat to us,’ Czarina said.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Sophia said. ‘But we could be a threat to them.’

      ‘Which makes them a threat,’ Czarina said.

      Sophia shook her head. ‘They’re like us. Only … better.’

      ‘Say what?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘There’s more of them,’ Sophia said. ‘They’re organized and they’re funded, probably government funded.’

      ‘Another reason not to trust them,’ Czarina said.

      ‘Do you remember when all the Chinese and Russian recruits were pulled from Project GATE?’ Sophia asked. ‘Denton told us they were traitors.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Nasira said.

      ‘They weren’t locked up. They were extracted,’ Sophia said. ‘And after they were extracted, they formed a resistance against the Fifth Column. They severed their ties completely.’

      ‘Are they on our side?’ Damien asked.

      ‘That’s a whole other story,’ Sophia said. ‘But put it this way: they aren’t happy we’re playing in their neck of the woods.’

      ‘Because we’re interfering,’ Ieva said.

      ‘No, because we’re capturing the operatives they’re trying to kill,’ Czarina said. ‘Stay away from the Russians, they can’t be trusted.’

      Sophia took Jay’s coffee and drank half. ‘Actually, I’d prefer to keep an eye on them.’

      Czarina’s eyebrows pressed together. ‘That’s … that’s the opposite of what I’m saying.’

      ‘I gave them a phone to show them how we track operatives—’

      ‘Why the hell would you do that?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Because I want them to help me, not kill me,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I could track them with that phone,’ Aviary said.

      Sophia shook her head. ‘They’ll keep the phone in a Faraday cage, you won’t be able to.’

      ‘What about your phone?’ Aviary asked.

      Sophia handed Jay’s coffee back. ‘They destroyed it.’

      ‘Guess I’ll prepare a new one then,’ Aviary said. ‘Hey, before they destroyed your phone, was it near the Russian operative’s phone?’

      ‘I would think so, why?’

      ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Because while it was still working, it was busy hijacking the data and cellular connections of nearby phones. Including your Russian friend.’

      ‘Zombie phone?’ Jay asked, slurping coffee.

      Aviary nodded. ‘So we can track their phones. Which means we can track the woman who captured you.’

      ‘There’s something you need to know,’ Sophia said.

      ‘This is bad news.’ Damien folded his arms. ‘I can tell already, it’s bad news. Is she super-upgraded or something?’

      ‘No, she’s not upgraded at all,’ Sophia said. ‘But she is the operative I replaced in Firebird Squad.’

      Damien and Jay exchanged a glance.

      ‘Olesya?’ Jay almost spilt his coffee. ‘No shit.’

      ‘So they’re alive,’ Damien said. ‘That’s good news, right?’

      ‘They’re alive for now, but the kill switch could change that,’ Sophia said. ‘We need to move fast.’

      Czarina shook her head. ‘No offense, Sophia, but I don’t think she wants to see you again.’

      ‘More importantly, why you wanna see her?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Because if Olesya and her comrades have the kill switch in their DNA, we could lose our most powerful ally.’

      ‘They ain’t our allies,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Not yet,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I’m coming with you,’ Damien said. ‘I know her. I can talk some sense into her.’

      Jay raised his hand. ‘I can help with that too. I’m totally … helpful.’

      ‘Hey, Olesya’s phone is a Sony Xperia,’ Aviary said. ‘Custom firmware, looks hardened. It’s a keeper, not a burner. I don’t think she’ll ditch it.’

      She showed Sophia a map on her phone. Sophia noticed the pulsing dot that marked Olesya’s location. Damien and Jay leaned over to inspect it.

      ‘Where is that?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Latvia,’ Aviary said, zooming out. ‘That’s … not too far, I guess.’

      ‘Are you sure that’s her?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘When you confronted Olesya in Wrocław, your phone was hijacking her cellular connection,’ Aviary said.

      Sophia shook her head. ‘But that could’ve been anyone’s phone.’

      ‘You’re right. And when you’re moving, your phone hops around faster connections.’ Aviary retraced Sophia’s movements back through Wrocław, her finger on the map. ‘You were taken north, away from the population and into the countryside.’

      ‘The same connection, the whole time,’ Sophia said, watching the screen.

      ‘Yeah,’ Aviary said. ‘Occasionally it switched when it found a better one. But it always went back to her phone. Right up until they destroyed yours.’

      Sophia’s mouth went dry. ‘Aviary, you just found a very clever way to track individuals we come into contact with.’

      ‘As long as we can isolate them, yeah,’ Aviary said. She elbowed Damien and grinned. ‘Did you hear that? I’m pretty much a better operative than you now. Are you feeling insecure?’

      Damien spilled his tea. ‘I’m feeling insecure.’

      Sophia took Aviary’s phone and zoomed out. If this pulsing dot was Olesya, then right now she was in Riga, Latvia.

      ‘Riga is only a few hours north of here,’ Sophia said. ‘We should leave now.’

      ‘Your operative hunter friend looks sleepy bye-byes to me.’ Ieva pointed at the stationary dot. ‘No movement for hours, not even slightly.’

      ‘Maybe we go in the morning?’ Damien rubbed his eyes.

      Czarina smirked. ‘You’re sleepy bye-byes too?’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘But she’s not going anywhere.’

      ‘Hey, tag her on all our phones,’ Jay said. ‘I’ll take first watch and keep an eye on her position. If she moves, I’ll wake you.’ He aimed a finger-gun at Sophia. ‘Deal?’

      ‘The deal is you stop finger gunning people.’ Sophia handed Aviary back her phone. ‘Just knock on our door before storming in, got it?’

      Jay lowered his finger. ‘You got it, Cap’n. So am I coming with?’

      ‘Hell no,’ Nasira said. ‘I need you.’

      Jay paused. ‘Really?’

      ‘To fly to Budapest,’ she said quickly. ‘Who else is gonna watch my back?’

      ‘Good,’ Sophia said. ‘You do that while the rest of us track Olesya.’

      ‘You know best,’ Czarina said. ‘We’re in.’

      ‘We ride at dawn,’ Aviary said. ‘I always wanted to say that.’

      ‘You’re not going anywhere,’ Sophia said. ‘You’ll stay here.’

      ‘You just said the rest of us,’ Aviary said. ‘And I could be useful.’

      ‘You could be in danger,’ Sophia said. ‘Someone can stay with you. Ieva or Damien.’

      ‘You’ll need me for Olesya.’ Damien shrugged. ‘In case she … hates you.’

      ‘She doesn’t—fine, Ieva can stay with Aviary.’

      Ieva nodded politely. ‘Sure, but can Damien understand Russian?’

      ‘That depends,’ Damien said. ‘On what you mean by understand.’

      ‘That doesn’t leave you much of a team,’ Aviary said. ‘Besides, I can translate everything for us with my watch.’

      Sophia grunted. ‘Fine. We all go. But Damien, you’re keeping her safe.’ She put her hand on Jay’s shoulder. ‘Four-hour shift, no more. Then one of us takes over. Nasira?’

      Nasira gave a curt nod. ‘I’ll take second.’

      ‘Get some rest,’ Sophia said.

      Czarina waited until everyone left before speaking to Sophia in a low voice. ‘You shouldn’t trust them. Intron or the goddamned Russians.’

      ‘Right now it’s not about trust,’ Sophia said.

      ‘What’s it about then?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘I don’t know, but we’re about to find out.’
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        Riga, Latvia

      

      

      Olesya stepped into the cathedral’s bell tower. A crisp wind carried the sound of distant voices from below. Ark and Illarion were early and waiting for her.

      The bell tower offered a good, concealed vantage point of the largest city of the Baltic states. On the east bank of the winding river, the old town was a jumble of medieval and Renaissance buildings. In the distance, beneath the dark, battleship gray sky, she could see the emerald glint of a city park and the sharp, jeweled clusters of Art Nouveau apartments.

      Ark had his back to her, keeping a close eye on the town square below. Illarion turned to face her.

      ‘You could’ve told us about Sophia,’ Olesya said.

      Illarion’s eyes were coal-dark. ‘You could have told me this wasn’t your first encounter.’ He exhaled slowly, his breath fogging in the air. ‘And besides, I thought she was dead.’

      Ark glanced over his shoulder. ‘Can she really deprogram operatives?’

      ‘She can’t help Val,’ Illarion said. ‘Her methods no longer work.’

      ‘Why not?’ Ark asked.

      ‘The Fifth Column has iterated their programming many, many times,’ Illarion said. ‘Do you want to know how many operatives Sophia has deprogrammed since the Fifth Column upgraded them?’

      Olesya didn’t know. But it was obvious Illarion had kept this to himself until they’d finished their chat with Sophia.

      ‘Two,’ Illarion said. ‘The first was successful and the second—according to our sources inside the Fifth Column—committed suicide. I’m sure Sophia neglected to tell you that.’

      ‘Suicide?’ Olesya asked. ‘How is that Sophia’s fault?’

      ‘Her foolhardy attempt triggered a self-destruction program,’ he said.

      Ark turned his head. ‘What happened?’

      ‘The operative slit her own throat. Do you want that to happen to your sister?’

      ‘No, of course not,’ Ark said.

      ‘Does that suggest the talents of someone who can successfully deprogram operatives?’ Illarion asked.

      ‘No.’ Olesya was only half listening. She focused on the growing swell of voices below the cathedral.

      ‘Gleb will have Sophia’s file ready for you upon your return,’ he said. ‘If you’d like to know everything I know.’

      ‘We might have a problem,’ Ark said.

      Olesya peered over the tower’s ledge. She expected only a trail of Purity supporters, marching with the slow burn of the devoted. Instead, she saw a sea of moving, chanting zealots. They wore mostly white and some wielded megaphones to bellow their cause, others held wooden stakes, ablaze.

      The zealots flowed around the cathedral in one large wave, crashing into the town square. She recognized the white armbands and charcoal gray flags. On the flags, a white dove with its wings spread. Above the dove, a crimson diamond.

      ‘I thought you said this was a small Purity rally,’ she said.

      Ark swallowed. ‘It was supposed to be.’

      ‘Do we need to leave?’ Illarion asked.

      ‘Yes.’ Olesya adjusted her holstered pistol. ‘Right now.’
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        Riga, Latvia

      

      

      ‘Through the crowd ahead,’ Aviary said.

      Sophia strode toward a line of marching Purity supporters, no more than five people wide. Following closely behind her, Aviary, Damien, Ieva and Czarina.

      The line of Purity supporters was narrow, but it continued from one end of the street to the other, a never-ending procession. The supporters thrust their signs and fists into the air, chanting as they marched. Anger shimmered off them in tides. These weren’t just supporters, they were more than that. Yet beyond them, she knew Olesya was close. She was tracking that pulsing dot on her new phone right now.

      ‘Are these Purity people going to be a problem?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Not if we’re quick. Now stay close.’ Sophia cut a path through the supporters.

      The supporters weren’t focused on her, their attention instead locked on the direction of their march. Sophia weaved through them with Aviary, Damien, Ieva and Czarina in her wake. She glimpsed a figure on the other side of the crowd, moving into an alley. Charcoal coat, frost-blond hair.

      Olesya.

      Sophia grabbed Aviary’s wrist and pulled her through the Purity supporters. They made it through to the other side of the line when someone shouted behind them, in English. A hooded figure with a white armband trailed Czarina, something in his hand.

      ‘You don’t belong here,’ he said in English. ‘You’re different.’

      Czarina turned and struck him with her elbow, then sidestepped. He staggered.

      Sophia left Aviary and Damien to take cover in the alley while she ran back to the marching mass, pushing her way through. Two more zealots shoved their way through. One launched on Ieva and the other tackled Czarina to the ground.

      ‘Burn the witches!’ one of them yelled. He swung a piece of metal pipe at Czarina.

      Ieva shoved her attacker off and dived over Czarina, taking the hit to her legs. Before the man could land a second blow, Sophia intercepted the pipe, pried it from him and swept it under his legs. He went down. The other zealot’s nose exploded red as Ieva struck back. Czarina climbed to her feet, blood across her face too.

      Around them, Sophia saw anger spike, driving inward. Fear, then rage, burned around their faces. She was out of time.

      She grabbed Czarina’s arm, but Czarina took the pipe from her.

      ‘I haven’t finished,’ Czarina hissed.

      ‘Leave them.’ Sophia pulled her from the crowd, Ieva a step behind.

      Some supporters yelled at them, their faces dark with malice, but they didn’t pursue. One of them threw a rock, but it missed. Their chanting continued, louder and stronger.

      Sophia made it to the alley. ‘Tell me the Russian’s location, now.’

      ‘I’ve seen those white armbands before,’ Damien said.

      Sophia ignored him. ‘The Russian.’

      Ahead, she saw a gang of five—no, six—young men, four of them with shaved heads and all of them with handkerchiefs tied over their mouths. They emerged from an intersecting alley and, without paying her group any attention, ran for the street ahead. The sticks and metal bars in their hands told her they had plans.

      Sophia stopped and turned to her group. Ieva took the moment to inspect Czarina’s scalp.

      Czarina discarded her metal pipe in the alley. ‘I’m fine.’

      Aviary’s watch chirped, then translated.

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

      Aviary swore at her watch, trying to turn the volume down. ‘Sorry, it’s auto-translating.’

      ‘Wait.’ Damien held her hand. ‘I’ve heard that before.’

      ‘Keep those things which are written in it, for the time is near.’

      Fear shivered off Damien’s shoulders. He released her hand.

      ‘Where did you hear that?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘In a dream,’ Damien said. ‘No, on the radio.’

      ‘What radio?’ she asked.

      Damien focused on the watch, riveted. ‘We took a radio from one of the marines in Vegas. Someone was preaching this on the channel.’

      ‘A secure channel?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘Yeah. Do you think it’s the Fifth Column?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Where’s the Russian?’ Sophia said through gritted teeth.

      Aviary glanced over. ‘Zoom out.’

      Sophia zoomed to see Olesya, already half a click out and moving fast. ‘We’re losing her. We need wheels.’

      She picked up her pace and hoped for a vehicle in the next street. She checked the intersecting alley where the young men had emerged. Only a truck, nothing else. Not the best pursuit vehicle.

      Aviary caught up, her watch talking back.

      ‘There are men of faith who walk among us with holy powers.’

      Czarina said, ‘Who the hell are these—’

      Sophia held her hand, silencing Czarina. On the street ahead, another crowd swept past, a storm of fervent chants. The megaphone voices—all one voice transmitting through the crowd—echoed off Riga’s medieval walls. Now they were surrounded.

      ‘Those without faith are cursed with terrible powers of trickery and deception.’

      ‘We could wait here until they thin out,’ Ieva said.

      Damien shook his head. ‘We might not survive that long.’

      A lone hooded man walked through the intersecting alley to join the crowd. He noticed Sophia’s group and slowed. Just enough for Sophia to get a read on him.

      He watched her from under his hood. There was no rage. No colors spiked off him, not like the others. He stood there on the fragmented cobblestones, calm and in control. He wore no handkerchief, no armband, nothing distinct. His jacket was gray, shoes faded black and jeans dusty. Everything about him was unremarkable.

      ‘They are aberrations. They take the gift of the angels and give nothing in return.’

      Damien stepped in beside Sophia. She kept her eyes on the hooded figure. He’d stopped now and seemed to be thinking.

      ‘You see what I’m seeing?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Agent provocateur,’ Damien said.

      The hooded man reached for something at his waist. Instinctively, Sophia went for her pistol. Damien moved too. But the man didn’t draw, he touched something concealed on his waistband, then slipped into the crowd.

      ‘That was creepy,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Something’s going on here,’ Czarina said. ‘And I’m willing to bet the Russians are involved.’

      ‘Damien, stay with Aviary.’ Sophia turned to Ieva. ‘We’re getting him.’

      ‘The hooded guy?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘I’m on it,’ Czarina said.

      ‘You’re injured, stay here.’ Sophia was already running. She went with the flow of the crowd, then climbed onto a tram stop shelter. From there, she could see the masses of people swelling through the town square.

      The gray-hooded agent provocateur was pushing into the center.

      Sophia pointed to the agent and Ieva followed her bearing. Sophia leapt off the shelter to help. The crowd chanted around them, reciting words she didn’t understand. She forced her way between shoulders and elbows, keeping Ieva in sight.

      Up ahead, Ieva slowed, stopped. Sophia elbowed through the press of bodies until she caught up. She found Ieva holding the hooded man up, his arm around her shoulder. He looked dazed. Sophia gave a thin smile and helped carry the man back through the marchers. To the crowd, it would look like they were helping someone who’d fainted.

      Damien and Aviary were already waiting at the corner, a little too close to the crowd for Sophia’s liking.

      ‘That small truck in the alley,’ Damien said. ‘I’ve opened it up.’ He glanced at the hooded man, who was coming around slowly. ‘We can “chat” to him there.’

      Sophia helped Ieva lower the man to his knees. While Damien and Czarina kept him upright, they slipped plasticuffs over his wrists and hauled him by his armpits. By the time he had his senses about him, they’d thrown him into the back of the truck and bound his ankles for good measure. Damien and Aviary climbed into the driver’s cabin without being asked.

      Once the others were in the back, Czarina closed the roller door. She cracked her knuckles meaningfully, but Sophia waved her off.

      Reaching across into the cabin, she tapped Damien on the shoulder. ‘Get us away from the crowd.’

      The engine rumbled, drowning out the chanting, and Damien rolled the truck down the alley. Sophia propped the hooded man up and found a sheathed knife on his belt. She took it, wishing Nasira was here to scan for implants. She checked his pockets and found no ID. He was sterile.

      Czarina leaned on the other side of the truck, arms folded. ‘Russian operative, for sure.’

      ‘Maybe.’ Sophia knelt in front of the prisoner, keeping a safe distance. ‘English?’

      The man shook his head.

      She turned to Czarina. ‘You have his home address.’ She didn’t, but she wanted him to believe she did. ‘If anyone’s there, kill them.’

      He didn’t move, but something sparked inside him. Blood-orange and jagged. He didn’t live alone.

      She smiled. ‘English it is then.’

      He spat, but his saliva barely made it past his shoe.

      ‘How long have you been with Purity?’ she asked.

      He glared at her.

      She inspected the edge of his knife. ‘You need to sharpen this, it’s a little blunt.’

      She handed it to Czarina, who knelt forward and stabbed him in the leg. Once. Twice. Three times. Quick, shallow stabs. He was breathless, gasping, before he could manage any sound. Sophia let him bleed.

      He controlled his breathing and focused on her. ‘I’m not with them.’

      Czarina readied the knife again.

      ‘I’ve been … I’ve been working for them for a few months,’ he said through gritted teeth.

      Sophia gestured for the knife. Czarina handed it over. A little pain could motivate, but too much would yield only what he thought they wanted to hear.

      Aviary’s eyes were on her phone. ‘Purity called for a permanent ban on genetic engineering, arguing the right for every child to be born genetically unmodified,’ she read from the screen. ‘They embraced their exclusion—but not the mistreatment—of people with altered genetics.’

      Czarina reached for the knife. ‘I’ll show you mistreatment.’

      Sophia raised her hand. ‘No.’

      Aviary read on. ‘Purity wants to ban athletes who undertake gene doping, patients who undertake gene therapy for disease, people who eat genetically modified foods. And anyone who undertakes … oh. Genetic engineering.’

      ‘Those who defile themselves, and those who are born defiled. That’s what Purity say.’ The hooded man breathed sharply and glanced at his blood-soaked jeans. ‘They call people like you witches.’

      ‘Who is the leader of Purity?’ Sophia asked. ‘Do they have one?’

      He sneered through cracked lips. ‘So are you going to kill me or let me go? You should make up your mind.’

      ‘We will,’ Sophia said. ‘Are you paid to do this?’

      ‘You mistake me for a mindless zealot?’ he yelled. ‘I am trained.’

      Sophia turned to Czarina. ‘If he’s not paid well, he can’t be very good. If he’s not paid at all, he must be useless.’

      ‘I am selected for special events.’ His breathing slowed. ‘Not at all useless.’

      Sophia balanced the knife in one hand. ‘This is a special event, isn’t it? What were you paid to do?’

      He said nothing and closed his eyes. His leg trembled. ‘Just kill me. Get it over with.’

      ‘Violence, to stir things up? Fifty euro, cash in hand?’

      He shook his head and gave a strained smile. ‘Even the untrained receive more than that pitiful amount.’

      ‘Pitiful, you say?’ Sophia said. ‘How much more? One hundred?’

      He opened his eyes. ‘Try one thousand. They are compensated well for their simple acts.’

      Sophia tightened her grip on the knife. ‘What was your level?’

      He winced. ‘Explosives. Marksmanship. Sabotage.’

      ‘Trained by who?’

      ‘Does this matter?’

      ‘Hey,’ Damien said, trying to get Sophia’s attention.

      ‘It does.’

      He licked his lips. ‘Americans, like you. They have good training, but they are very young.’

      Fifth Column operatives.

      ‘Hey,’ Damien said again. ‘We have a problem.’

      Sophia glanced through the windshield. Damien hadn’t even started the engine yet, and already there was a gang of thirteen or fourteen Purity zealots heading in this direction. They wielded batons, crowbars and knives, scarfs wrapped around their mouths, white armbands circling biceps. Some carried revolvers on their hips.

      Sophia grabbed Damien’s arm. ‘Get down. Don’t let them see you.’

      Damien and Aviary slouched in their seats, bringing them low enough to hide under the dash. Aviary’s face was a shade paler. This was exactly why Sophia didn’t want her here.

      The zealots’ voices grew louder. Ieva removed one of her sneakers and pulled off her sock. She shoved it in the hooded man’s mouth. His expression was halfway between suffocation and disgust.

      The youths walked past the truck, talking amongst themselves in low voices. Sophia kept her finger to her lips as Ieva searched for tape to cover the hooded man’s lips. He spat the sock out. Sophia lunged forward with her knife, but it was too late.

      He struggled to call for help, his voice cracking. He yelled something in Latvian.

      The footsteps stopped.

      Ieva knelt behind Sophia, tape in hand. Czarina sat against the wall, pistol drawn. In the cabin, Damien and Aviary didn’t move.

      One of the zealots shouted. Then another. They were calling for more.

      ‘Can you hold this for a moment?’ Sophia drove the knife through the man’s foot. He screamed.

      A high-pitched hum rippled through the truck, stinging her ears. Then the movement and yelling outside stopped. Silence.

      Sophia drew her pistol. ‘What was—’

      She blacked out.
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        Budapest, Hungary

      

      

      The old Gothic building was probably all apartments now, despite its blackened windows and large front door with iron handles that squeaked when Nasira lifted one. Arsenic gray clouds bled the sky of color. They were losing light.

      In their hire cars, Nasira had followed Hélio’s bodyguards, Ezra and Felix, over the peaceful and hilly city of Buda, across the river to the chaotic city of Pest. And now they were standing in front of this very building: the supposed residence of virologist Dr Meresz. They were right in the nexus of Buda and Pest, where the commerce district collided with semi-legal bars and candy-lipped freelancers.

      The virologist buzzed Hélio inside, but he paused at the large door. ‘Doctor Meresz works for Intron … sometimes,’ he said. ‘But she might not be overly receptive to me.’

      Nasira pushed past him. ‘I’m sure you’re used to that by now.’

      Beyond the large door, a dark corridor of concrete and plaster led to a barren courtyard in the center. Before the courtyard, there was a gap in the wall. The stairwell.

      Jay groaned. ‘Don’t they have elevators?’

      ‘Morning exercise,’ Nasira said.

      She checked her pistol and climbed the first flight.

      It only took them a few minutes to reach the virologist’s floor. There was a door on either side and a narrow balcony that circled high above the courtyard. Nasira took the balcony to Meresz’s door and knocked. A moment later, it opened slightly.

      Nasira smiled. This time she spoke in English.

      ‘We need to talk.’

      Meresz noticed the rest of Nasira’s team standing behind her. ‘I’m armed.’

      ‘So am I,’ Nasira said. ‘We need your help. Apparently.’

      Hélio spoke over Nasira’s shoulder. ‘We can pay.’

      The doctor glanced at him for only a moment. ‘Obviously.’

      Hélio was telegraphing desperation and Nasira couldn’t undo that, but the virologist stepped back and allowed them entry. Nasira stepped into the combined living and working space and found a single bed in the corner, a yoga mat and three blister packs of medication. And a single mug, stained dark with tea.

      There were no fewer than four tables pushed against the walls with a variety of mostly dormant equipment, some blocky and some angular. Nasira had no idea what they were for, but Dr Meresz looked the real deal.

      Her central hub wasn’t some leering supercomputer, but an unassuming laptop plugged into a web of cables, all of them spiraling to different machines. Like her equipment, Meresz was angular and her limbs hung from her as she wrapped a jacket over herself. Strands of brown hair clung to the perspiring skin on her face.

      ‘Who are your colleagues?’ she asked.

      ‘Sorry for being rude,’ Hélio said. ‘They’re my bodyguards.’

      ‘Four bodyguards.’ Meresz chewed the inside of her mouth. ‘Is that proportional to threats on your life, or inversely proportional to the size of your penis?’

      Hélio cleared his throat. ‘Well, technically Nasira and Jay are working with us.’

      He gave her a case that could have contained a pair of sunglasses. She opened it to reveal a small vial of liquid and a USB stick. She picked up his USB stick.

      ‘That stick has all the documents we have on the TERMORD kill switch,’ he said. ‘Which isn’t much.’

      Meresz took the USB stick to her laptop, then hesitated and plugged it into her tablet instead. ‘We can address the victim and his missing abilities after.’

      ‘Victim?’ Jay said.

      She eyed him, then inspected the vial. ‘This is one of your Argonautes, yes?’

      ‘Correct,’ Hélio said. ‘Hyperproprioception. Delivered through adeno-associated virus, serotype eight. Precisely the same virus as the Fifth Column. We suspect the kill switch is embedded somewhere in the virus.’

      Meresz eyed him suspiciously. ‘You haven’t checked this already?’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘I mean, yes. But not as thoroughly as you might.’

      ‘What about vaccinations?’ Meresz asked. ‘They could be carrying the kill switch.’

      Hélio swallowed. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

      Meresz turned to Nasira. ‘You used to be a Fifth Column operative.’

      Nasira didn’t blink. ‘Is that a problem?’

      Meresz sized her up. ‘Have you activated any pseudogenes in your DNA since you left Project GATE?’

      Nasira sized her up in return. ‘No.’

      ‘What about Argonautes from Intron? Anything from the black market?’

      ‘Hell no.’

      ‘Good. I’ll need your blood then.’

      ‘What for?’

      Meresz returned the Argonaute vial to the case and picked up something of hers—a pen-shaped device. ‘The Argonaute in that vial is designed to resurrect a particular arrangement of your pseudogenes. That’s how you get your abilities. Am I correct in assuming you already have hyperproprioception?’

      Nasira raised her eyebrow. ‘Ain’t that your job to know?’

      Hélio interrupted. ‘She does. They all do, it’s a base distribution in Project GATE operatives.’

      Meresz nodded. ‘Good. I’m going to add a protein to this Argonaute that will fluoresce. If you can imagine a brightly colored lightbulb inside your DNA, that helps me track it for analysis.’

      ‘You’re mixing that stuff with my blood sample?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Exactly. And then I’ll watch the brightly colored lightbulbs in your DNA, and study how this Argonaute changes your pseudogenes,’ Meresz said. ‘If it deploys a kill switch in the sample, I’ll see it. Now, are you going to give me your blood or am I going to show you the door?’

      Nasira didn’t give her the satisfaction of agreeing, she just held out her hand. ‘Do it.’

      Meresz used the device to prick Nasira’s finger.

      ‘I’ll need time,’ Meresz said. ‘Come back in two—no—three hours.’

      Nasira suppressed the urge to request one hour, at gunpoint. But rushing this virologist wasn’t going to help Jay.

      ‘I can stay if you have any ques—’ Hélio said.

      ‘Three hours,’ Meresz said. ‘No distractions.’

      ‘What are we going to do for three hours?’ Jay asked.

      Meresz gestured to the door. ‘Avail yourselves of the many vices in the area.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Budapest, Hungary

      

      

      Jay planted a bottle of vodka on their table and pulled up a seat by the fire. He sat between Nasira and one of the babysitters, Felix. He’d barely said a word and wasn’t even drinking, so Jay poured a glass for Nasira first.

      ‘Vodka.’ Nasira inspected her glass. ‘I asked for alcohol.’

      They were waiting out their hours in a less-than-legal drinking den, tucked in the courtyard of a ruined building. The neighborhood looked like it hadn’t been touched since the Second World War, with exposed pipes and holes in walls. At least they’d decorated: there were potted plants, colored light bulbs, a Communist-era television that flickered a soundless sports channel, and an open fire for cooking goulash. The locals drank vodka and wine, their chatter loud enough that no one could overhear anything Jay said.

      Nasira aside, Jay wasn’t too impressed with his company.

      With large, inquisitive eyes, Ezra watched everyone in the bar. She pressed a finger under her earlobe, adjusting the concealed earpiece. Everything about her was precise and considered, from the dark hair curling against her neck to the hint of blue steel on her hip. At a confident guess, it was a Taurus PT 24/7 pistol.

      Jay poured her a glass, which she ignored, so he poured one each for Felix and Hélio. Felix was at least polite enough to thank him, he even drank some to wash down the last of his goulash. He hunched over the table and suppressed a cough.

      Jay laughed. ‘Homemade.’

      Felix cleared his throat. He had stringy brown hair that covered the stubble on his neck. If there were grooming requirements for Intron’s operatives, Felix was ignoring a lot of them. When Nasira removed her cigarette packet, he offered his lighter. In return, she offered her packet.

      ‘I’m cutting back.’ Felix took one.

      Ezra finally took a swig of hers. ‘If we die from methanol poisoning, you’re taking full responsibility.’

      Nasira poured another. ‘Actually, for methanol, it ain’t that bad.’

      ‘Your definition of bad worries me.’ Felix excused himself to the restroom.

      Jay leaned over to Hélio. ‘Thanks for doing this.’

      Hélio met his gaze. ‘We’re not doing it for you.’

      ‘You’ve made that clear.’ Nasira crushed her cigarette in the ashtray. ‘Why do you work for Intron?’

      ‘Not everyone’s evil like the Fifth Column, you know.’

      ‘You’re not answering my question.’

      ‘Death is a disease.’ The fire pit reflected in Hélio’s eyes. ‘I joined Intron to cure it.’

      ‘You wanna live forever?’ Nasira said. ‘You know Denton tried that once, right? Didn’t work so well.’

      Hélio glanced between them. ‘Who’s Denton?’

      Nasira lit another cigarette, then leaned in to speak softly. ‘You’re in competition with the Fifth Column—with Project GATE technology—and you don’t know who Denton is? Well, shit.’

      ‘I don’t need to,’ Hélio looked away, momentarily. ‘Should I?’

      ‘He’s only one of the most dangerous psychopaths on the planet,’ she said.

      ‘He made good cupcakes though,’ Jay said. ‘We used to get them as treats when—’

      Nasira held up her hand. ‘Dangerous psychopath.’

      ‘What makes him so dangerous?’ Hélio asked. ‘He’s just one man.’

      ‘One man trained in a clandestine OSS program, then recruited by the Fifth Column,’ Nasira said. ‘Assassination, sabotage, asset management, he does it all. He enlisted us in Project GATE, and then a few years ago he went rogue.’

      Ezra twitched slightly, but said nothing.

      ‘What happened?’ Hélio asked. ‘Did he grow a conscience?’

      Nasira laughed and blew smoke in Hélio’s face. ‘Psychopaths like Denton, they can’t grow a conscience.’

      Hélio refused to move, inhaling the smoke. ‘Sounds more like a politician.’

      ‘Politicians take orders, psychopaths give them,’ she said. ‘If you wanna keep working for Intron, you should probably know what you’re up against.’

      Hélio folded his arms. ‘I’m not an operative.’

      ‘No shit.’

      Felix returned to the table. Jay offered him more vodka, but he covered his glass.

      ‘Fine,’ Hélio said. ‘If you know everything about the real world, what am I up against?’

      Jay watched the babysitters share a glance with Nasira.

      She ignored them. ‘An intra-species predator of the human race.’

      Hélio just stared. ‘What the hell does that even mean?’

      ‘How do you think something like the Fifth Column can even exist, in the real world today?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Corruption? Conspiracy?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘Six percent of the human race is born without a conscience. You don’t need a conspiracy.’ Nasira gestured to the people sitting around them. ‘There are at least two psychopaths in this bar right now.’

      ‘Are they going to hurt us?’ Hélio surveyed the crowd, settling on a brooding bartender. She watched a table of laughing patrons with dark eyes.

      ‘You’re looking in the wrong place.’ Nasira pointed to table of laughing patrons. A young man, clean shaven and dressed in a pale button-up shirt, recounted a story that triggered laughter around his table.

      ‘He doesn’t look like a psychopath,’ Hélio said.

      Jay poured himself a glass. ‘They never do.’

      ‘Like with color blindness, psychopathy is only activated in men.’ Nasira nodded in Ezra’s direction. ‘Thank your X chromosomes for that one.’

      Ezra checked her watch. ‘Right, you’re the expert now?’

      Nasira drew on her cigarette. ‘If we weren’t, we’d be dead.’

      ‘Back up a second,’ Hélio said. ‘So if Denton was this psychopath in the OSS, he’d be ninety years old by now.’

      Jay shared a glance with Nasira. Intron really had left Hélio in the dark.

      ‘Where do you think Regen came from?’ Nasira said.

      ‘Someone’s selling it,’ Hélio said. ‘I know that much.’

      Jay leaned forward. ‘Who?’

      ‘We don’t know, but it’s someone in Eastern Europe,’ Hélio said.

      ‘Surprised you haven’t stolen it already,’ Nasira said.

      ‘We don’t steal,’ Hélio said.

      Nasira sighed. ‘You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.’

      ‘I know you had to kill your parents to become an operative,’ Hélio said. ‘Or do I have that wrong?’

      Nasira stared back at Hélio with unwavering brown eyes.

      He matched her stare. ‘How could you kill your own parents?’

      ‘I was programmed,’ she said.

      ‘Yeah, right.’

      ‘Ask your babysitters the same question,’ Nasira said. ‘See what you get.’

      Hélio ignored them and turned to Jay. ‘What about you?’

      Jay’s mouth was dry. ‘What about me?’

      Hélio swallowed. ‘Did you kill your parents?’

      ‘What’s your deal?’ Jay asked. ‘You don’t like that you couldn’t steal my abilities?’

      ‘Your abilities won’t bring your parents back,’ Hélio said with a low growl.

      Jay closed his fists. Felix moved one leg out from under the table, ready.

      Anger rose inside Jay, but he kept it there. ‘I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.’

      Hélio turned to Nasira. ‘And I’m going to pretend you didn’t ask why I worked for Intron.’

      ‘So you think Intron is doing some good in this world?’ Nasira exhaled smoke into the night. ‘You think they’re better than the mob of psychos running the Fifth Column?’

      ‘That depends,’ Hélio said. ‘Do you think curing death is bad?’

      Nasira stabbed another cigarette in the ashtray. ‘Depends on who gets it.’

      ‘The cure or the disease?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘Both,’ she said.

      Hélio nodded slowly. Jay wanted to wipe that smug look off his face.

      ‘I want humans to be better. Not for war, not for politics or psychos or any of that,’ Hélio said.

      Nasira shook her head. ‘Except it won’t be for better humans. It’ll be for better control. Always is.’

      Felix put a firm hand on Hélio’s shoulder. ‘It’s time we returned to the virologist.’

      Hélio wasn’t finished. ‘We’re not like the Fifth Column. We do this for evolution.’

      ‘You really think that’s how it’s gonna go down?’ Nasira asked. ‘That you’re not part of that somehow. You’re always part of it. We all are. It’s why we’re here now.’

      ‘We’re here because of your kill switch,’ Hélio said. ‘And you should stop drinking.’ He reached for her glass.

      Nasira clamped his hand over the glass and squeezed. Jay drew his pistol under the table, knowing Felix and Ezra would do the same.

      ‘Release him,’ Ezra said, her large eyes locked on Nasira.

      Nasira held on. ‘He’s got a habit of taking things that don’t belong to him.’

      ‘I don’t steal. I don’t murder people,’ Hélio said. ‘Did you know they were your parents? When you killed them?’

      Under Nasira’s grasp, his fingertips turned white.

      ‘You’ll break his hand.’ Felix grabbed her wrist, but Nasira’s shoulder moved.

      Jay bet that under the table she aimed her pistol at him.

      ‘Maybe you can answer this one, Felix,’ Nasira said. ‘Did you know they were your parents?’

      Felix swallowed. ‘It’s complicated.’

      Hélio kept his gaze on Nasira, but addressed Felix. ‘But you were in control.’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ he said.

      Hélio and Nasira relaxed their grip.

      ‘When they flipped that programming switch, my parents were no longer my parents.’ Nasira withdrew her hand. ‘They were the enemy.’

      Hélio looked directly at Jay. ‘Were your parents the enemy too?’

      ‘They were whatever the Fifth Column wanted them to be,’ Jay said.

      Nasira slid her glass to Hélio. ‘Do you understand now?’

      He ignored the glass and stood. ‘No. And I never want to.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Unknown location

      

      

      Sophia was standing alone on a black and white checkered floor, flanked by glossy white tables and round, black stools. The wallpaper was striped pink and white, and a chandelier glowed warmly above her. A counter topped a glass cabinet that contained rows of meticulously decorated cupcakes, each with a different shade of frosting and something colorful sprinkled on top.

      What the hell?

      From behind the counter, a man popped into view wearing a chef’s hat and white apron dusted with icing sugar. He held a white piping bag in one gloved hand and a tray of red velvet cupcakes in the other.

      On the wall behind him was a hand-painted sign: Denton’s Cupcake Wonderland.

      Sophia went for her pistol, but it was gone.

      ‘Oh hello,’ said the man. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

      She blinked. ‘I’m actually in hell, aren’t I?’

      The man frowned. ‘Really? I like the wallpaper.’

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

      Denton removed the chef’s hat and scratched his shaved head. ‘What are you doing here? This is my fantasy.’

      ‘You’re in my head,’ Sophia said.

      ‘No,’ Denton said, piping cream onto a cupcake. ‘I believe you’re in my cupcake shop.’

      Sophia looked around. They were alone. Beyond the shop’s glass front and five columns, the cobblestoned street was empty and the other shops were closed.

      ‘What were you expecting, Daddy Denty’s Daycare?’ he said. ‘I haven’t ruled that out, by the way.’

      She turned to face him. ‘How did you find me?’

      ‘Oh, I followed the mayhem. Those Purity zealots, they’re fruity as nutcake, aren’t they?’ Denton raised an eyebrow. ‘You seemed to be having some difficulty, so I took care of them. And by that, I mean sliced their throats open.’

      He nodded in the direction of the street outside. When she looked again, it was littered with dead bodies, faces down, the cobbles around them stained dark.

      ‘What about my throat?’ she asked.

      ‘Your throat is fine, we’re on the same side now.’

      ‘For as long as it suits you, maybe.’

      ‘You were the candidate I was looking for. One of them, anyway.’ Denton concentrated on decorating his cake. ‘That was the point of Project GATE, until it all went to hell.’

      ‘Maybe that was your doing,’ she said.

      He smiled. ‘Maybe it was.’

      ‘So why am I really here?’

      He stopped work on the cupcake. ‘Would you like to try one? The ingredients comply with your operative diet.’ He gestured to his display cabinet. ‘Pink Lemonade? Blueberry Pistachio? Unicorn Milkshake? That’s my new invention, it has glitter and violet frosting.’ His smile faded. ‘No unicorns were harmed.’

      ‘I’m not an operative.’ Sophia took a step toward the counter. ‘Why are you trying to get inside my head?’

      ‘Well, I already am, I thought that was obvious. But your mind is locked up pretty tight. In fact, I’m not even sure whose mind we’re in right now, mine or yours or both or’—he laid his piping bag gently on the counter—‘neither.’

      Tension flickered from Denton’s shoulders; hot, tangerine sparks. Whoever’s mind she was in, Sophia could still see emotions.

      ‘You’re worried,’ she said.

      He was still for a moment. ‘I have concerns. So do you.’

      ‘I don’t need your assistance,’ she said.

      He tapped his nose. ‘I can’t read your mind, but I do have your little smelling trick. Thanks for that, by the way.’

      ‘The pleasure is all yours.’

      ‘Naturally,’ he said.

      She wasn’t going to share with him that her ability to smell emotions had been replaced by the ability to see them. Not anytime soon, at least. Besides, she didn’t really understand it yet.

      ‘Smelling is a handy way to read emotions when people’s thoughts get annoying,’ Denton said. ‘Which is all the time. And I have to say, you don’t smell very good right now.’

      ‘I switched deodorants,’ she said. ‘What do you want from me?’

      ‘I want you to be aware,’ he said.

      ‘I’m aware that you need me alive, otherwise I’d be dead right now,’ she said. ‘The question is for what.’

      ‘I was hoping we could help each other. But I was mistaken.’

      ‘Like I’d even want to.’

      ‘Here, try this cupcake.’ He placed one on the counter. It was white, like the Purity armbands. ‘Vanilla base. Fresh whipped cream. I decorated it with hibiscus-scented buttercream.’

      She ignored it. ‘The Fifth Column are upgrading their operatives. But I’m guessing you know that already.’

      ‘I’ve heard the rumors.’ Denton brushed his fingers over his apron, admiring the cupcake. ‘And they tightened the screws on the operatives’ programming too. Quite a spanner in your works.’

      ‘Can it be circumvented?’

      ‘This is one hundred percent Italian meringue.’ Denton removed his apron and met her gaze. ‘Anything can be circumvented.’

      ‘You don’t seem concerned.’

      ‘Look, I don’t know how long I have here, so let’s not waste time.’ He shed his plastic gloves and checked his watch. ‘You’ve already crossed paths with these Russian operative hunters, I presume.’

      ‘Crossing paths would be an understatement.’

      ‘Listen carefully. In two days from now, in Wrocław, Poland, they’re going to take the fall for something considerably large,’ he said. ‘I could stand by and allow that to happen, but anything which makes the Fifth Column or Purity stronger is not advantageous to me.’

      ‘And you want me to take the fall as well?’ Sophia risked a smile. ‘That would be … advantageous for you, wouldn’t it?’

      ‘Trust me, something of this magnitude would not be advantageous to any of us, most especially your Russian friends.’

      ‘They’re not my friends,’ she said.

      ‘If you plan on making it through the week, I suggest you change that,’ he said. ‘Because whatever it is they’re facing in Wrocław, they can’t face it alone.’

      ‘For once, you can stop talking in circles.’ Sophia strode boldly toward him. ‘What are they facing?’

      ‘I know the location, I know the day. And I know the scale of the operation. And that’s all I know. But your new pals will certainly know more,’ he said. ‘The clock is ticking.’
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        * * *

      

      Sophia opened her eyes. She was slouched in the back of the truck. Damien and Aviary were still in the cabin, but Ieva and Czarina were nearby, eyes closed and breathing slowly.

      The Purity captive was another matter. He lay on the floor, white armband stained crimson and chin resting on his chest. She could see a laceration on one side of his neck where a blade had sliced. Through a gap in the roller door, she could see the alley outside littered with bodies, all face down in pools of blood.

      Sophia moved to the nearest person, Czarina, and checked her breathing.

      Czarina opened her eyes. ‘Can someone tell me what the fuck just happened?’ She looked out the roller door. ‘Did we—?

      ‘No,’ Sophia said. ‘We didn’t do this.’

      ‘Who then?’

      Denton, Sophia thought. But how could she explain to Czarina how she knew that? ‘Whoever it was, they just killed our only lead.’ Sophia loosened the dead man’s collar and traced the wound to his shoulder. His carotid artery had been severed, but it was an imprecise cut. Surprising, for Denton. But there was something at the end of the laceration, behind the shoulder. At first she thought it was jagged flesh, but it seemed too angular.

      In the front cabin, Aviary groaned. ‘That was a bad trip.’ She shook Damien gently. ‘Damien? Wake up.’

      ‘Is he OK?’ Czarina asked. She gave Ieva a few small slaps on the cheek, and her partner murmured groggily.

      ‘Sorry, what happened?’ Ieva asked, sitting bolt upright.

      From the cabin, Damien did the same. ‘I’m awake, I’m awake.’

      ‘Start the engine,’ Aviary said.

      Sophia heard Damien fiddling with the screwdriver in the ignition. Outside in the alley, someone shouted in Latvian.

      More zealots.

      ‘How far off?’ Sophia asked.

      Damien glanced in his wing mirror. ‘Hundred meters and closing. They seem angry.’

      ‘Yeah, ’cause they see all their nutjob pals lying dead around the truck,’ Czarina said.

      Sophia touched the angular object in the captive’s wound. It was a chip. An implant under his skin.

      If Nasira were here, she would’ve picked up on that when he was still alive.

      ‘We should go on foot,’ Czarina said.

      ‘Too late,’ Damien said.

      The roller door screeched open and a zealot in a cap and puffy jacket aimed a revolver at them. Behind him, six other zealots in white armbands were holding pieces of metal and wood.

      The foremost zealot hissed his words.

      Aviary’s watch translated, ‘You will all pay for—’

      Czarina shot him in the face.

      Sophia and Ieva drew their pistols, and the other zealots hesitated, unsure whether to charge, lower their weapons or flee. They didn’t have the same level of training as the man Sophia had captured. She hoped they didn’t have concealed firearms either.

      The truck’s engine rumbled to life.

      ‘Good news, we’re in business,’ Damien said. ‘Bad news, there’s an even bigger crowd of these guys up ahead and they’re coming right for us.’

      ‘Reverse,’ Sophia said.

      Damien shoved the truck into gear and accelerated into the zealots behind them. Most dived clear, but one stood, scrabbling in his jacket for a pistol. Damien ran over him.

      Sophia turned her attention to the dead captive. With her free hand, she removed the implant. It was square, unlike the rice-grain-shaped tech Denton had surgically implanted in all his operatives, including her.

      ‘Is he an operative?’ Aviary asked, eyes on the implant.

      Sophia shook her head. ‘I don’t know. But once we get out of here, I want you to take a look.’

      Aviary’s face was a few shades lighter. ‘If we get out of here.’

      ‘They’re getting closer!’ Damien said.

      A deafening crack and the windshield shattered. Another, sparking metal. More rounds tore through the truck.

      ‘Damien!’ Aviary yelled.

      Sophia turned. Blood poured from Damien’s neck. His hand, shaking, reached up to press on his wound. Blood was pouring from it fast. Too fast.

      ‘Keep the pressure on!’ Sophia called out.

      Aviary was frozen, unable to comprehend the events unfolding around her. Ieva lurched to the front and half-dived into the driver’s cabin. She slapped her hand over Damien’s, held it against his neck. His foot was still on the gas.

      ‘Steer!’ Ieva yelled.

      Aviary leaned over Damien and took the wheel, while Ieva kept pressure on his neck. Aviary didn’t have an operative’s finely honed level of stress inoculation. That she would have to earn.

      Czarina shut the roller door. ‘Faster!’

      ‘Sophia, we need to patch him!’ Ieva said.

      Ieva carried a full load of medical in her ruck. Sophia lunged for it, unzipping and removing a medical pouch. Fumbling for a field dressing and tape, she passed them to Ieva.

      Damien’s foot eased on the gas, his focus slipping. Aviary clamped her foot down over his. They picked up speed again.

      ‘We have to get him out of here,’ Ieva said.

      ‘Keep driving,’ Sophia said.

      In her head, a dozen possibilities played out. None of them ended well.

      Ieva pressed the dressing over the wound and secured it around his neck.

      ‘He’s slipping!’ Aviary shouted, barely audible over the engine.

      ‘Got a plan?’ Czarina asked. ‘We can’t stay in here.’

      Sophia checked a side mirror. The alley had been clear before, but it wasn’t now.

      A bus pulled in behind them, blocking off their escape. Two armband-wearing zealots climbed up onto the roof of the bus, standing on a stack of timber. Another two zealots moved in front of the bus.

      ‘Sophia!’ Aviary yelled. ‘What do I do?’

      She thought about it for all of a second. ‘Ram them to hell.’

      Aviary pushed Damien’s foot to the floor. The truck surged harder.

      Sophia gripped Aviary’s seat. ‘Ieva, hold on.’

      Ieva kept one hand over Damien’s wound, and wrapped the other around the driver’s seat. Czarina zipped up Ieva’s ruck. Sophia watched the side mirror as the bus filled her view.

      At the last moment, the zealots sought cover. Sophia gripped the passenger seat tightly as the truck smashed into the side of the bus. Glass exploded and metal crunched into metal.

      The impact rippled through the truck, through her. Smashed off her feet, the headrest torn away in her hands, she slid across the floor and landed with her feet pressed against the roller door. Czarina was beside her, dazed. Ahead of them, Ieva was still clinging to the driver’s seat.

      Everything was still again.

      Sophia quickly patted herself down for wounds, then got to her knees and drew her pistol. ‘Move the truck forward!’ She yelled to the cabin.

      Aviary changed gears and the truck lurched forward.

      Sophia lifted the roller door. There was half a meter between the rear of the truck and the side of the bus, enough for them to escape through. And enough for a zealot to slip through and shove Sophia back. She deflected his hands and kicked his knee, sending him stumbling off the truck. As he recovered, she jumped down after him and cracked her pistol grip hard over his head. He collapsed on the cobblestones.

      ‘Move!’ she called to the others.

      Climbing the side of the bus in front of her, Sophia used an open window as a foot hold, and hauled herself onto the roof. A pair of zealots climbed back up to stop her: a young slender man with a crowbar and an older woman with a nose ring and a shotgun.

      Sophia rolled to one side, elbowed the older woman’s shotgun into the younger man. The barrel smashed into his arm, spinning him. She kicked the older woman’s kneecap, locked her leg straight. The woman stumbled back, swinging the butt of her shotgun. Sophia avoided it and grabbed the barrel, using the leverage to twist it under the woman’s arm and into her face. Sophia elbowed her off the roof.

      She felt the crowbar in the air before she saw it, and ducked. It went over her head. Too close. Kicking back, she caught the young man in the shin and knocked him to one knee. She pivoted, her boot striking his face. He corrected himself and lunged. Sophia rolled clear, almost off the bus. Back on her feet, he lunged at her again. She sidestepped and kicked low, taking his leg out. He tumbled off the bus.

      Czarina jumped out of the truck and shot him twice, then climbed up onto the bus after her. ‘Not taking any chances,’ she said.

      Below them, the sound of the truck’s windshield shattering. A swarm in black parkas and beanies, all wearing white armbands, gathered around the truck. Ieva crawled onto the bus just in time, but Damien and Aviary were still in the driver’s cabin.

      Sophia aimed into the crowd, then stopped. She saw the emotions crashing through the zealots, a wave of razor spikes. The unwavering belief that Sophia and her friends would be dead by nightfall.

      Two zealots had firearms, so Sophia put two rounds into one’s chest, two into the other. The rest weren’t deterred, which worried her.

      Damien and Aviary scrambled from the cabin to the rear of the truck, only an arm’s length from the bus. They could jump it. Damien went first, but he didn’t make it. His crimson hands clawed at the roof of the bus, his white face slick with sweat and blood. Czarina stood over and shot any zealot who tried to grab him. Still they clawed at Damien and pushed Aviary back. The rest dragged Damien into the swarm.

      ‘Get them out!’ Sophia yelled.

      She fired around Damien, careful not to ricochet into him.

      A bottle, flaming, soared through the air. Sophia sidestepped it. It broke behind her, splashing the roof of the bus with fire and spreading across the timber underfoot.

      ‘Move!’ she yelled.

      Czarina and Ieva fired a final few shots, clearing a path for Aviary. Sophia emptied her magazine around Damien, scattering the zealots. But the timber on top of the bus was ablaze now. She chased Czarina and Ieva, leaping from the bus onto a nearby, low-hanging rooftop. Flames rushed behind them, engulfing the timber.

      Through the flames, she saw Aviary reach down and pull Damien on top of the truck. The zealots regrouped and swarmed again.

      Sophia aimed her pistol through the flames, then adjusted her aim as more zealots climbed the front and rear of the truck, cutting Aviary and Damien off. In the street, one zealot held a Molotov cocktail high in the air, preparing to throw. Sophia lined up her sights and—

      A shot cracked through the alley and the bottle exploded in the man’s hands, catching fire over his jacket. He screamed. Sophia smelt burning meat.

      Another shot. And another zealot’s head ripped open, wet like a watermelon. Yet the rest of the zealots continued to swarm the truck. At first, Sophia thought Damien was shooting, but he was still reaching for his pistol. She spotted a distant glint on the rooftops.

      Sniper.

      Damien kept one hand on his neck, the other on his pistol. He held the weapon close to his body and shot one, two, three zealots as they climbed the truck. From below, the zealots began throwing rocks and empty bottles. Glass shattered over them, rocks battering Damien. Blood flowed down his face.

      He’s going to die. They both are.

      Another rock hit Damien. He dropped the pistol and it landed on the edge of the roof. A zealot reached for it, but Aviary stomped on his fingers and grabbed it. Strands of red hair stuck to her face as she fired at close-range, dropping the zealots climbing the front of the truck.

      The glint on the rooftop was gone.

      ‘I’m dry,’ Czarina said. ‘Shit.’

      Sophia looked down and saw a gap in the fire. A dead zealot among the timber, his body smoldering but not ablaze. She ejected her magazine, gave it to Czarina. ‘I have two rounds left. Cover me.’

      ‘What—’ Czarina said.

      Sophia pulled her knife and jumped off the roof, onto the blazing bus. She landed across the smoking body, pushed through the rest of the fire and leapt into the air—onto the truck. Zealots swarmed the truck around her. She could smell her hair burning, her jacket burning. The zealots were bearing down on her friends. She used her knife and charged toward them. She sliced through—arteries in their legs, under their arms, their necks. Something hard cracked her shoulder and shot pain into her fingertips. But she didn’t stop.

      Pinning a zealot face-first, Sophia rolled off him. She kept rolling, snuffing the flames from her jacket and knocking other zealots off the truck. She unfurled over a dead zealot and found herself beside Damien and Aviary, her knife red.

      ‘Go!’ she yelled.

      Damien wasn’t holding pressure on his neck wound and Aviary was wide-eyed, nerves frayed on the last of her epinephrine. More rocks bounced off them. A glass bottle exploded on Damien’s arm. He dropped to one knee, his hand dripping with blood.

      Aviary and Damien leapt from the truck to the blazing bus. Damien made the jump. They traversed the burning body, arms shielding their faces, and then jumped over to the rooftop.

      Czarina and Ieva caught them as they jumped—their eyes shut and jackets on fire—and pushed them into a roll. Sophia ran across the truck, zealots on her heels, yelling and screaming. Rocks smashed into her. Glass exploded. She stepped across the burning body, her nostrils filled with the smell of barbeque. The burning body was ablaze, flames burning her legs. One more leap and she was on the rooftop. She rolled, then shed her flaming jacket.

      ‘Come on!’ Czarina yelled.

      Czarina was already leading everyone to a wooden ladder propped against a wall. They followed her to a higher rooftop, where Ieva kicked the ladder out behind them.

      Sophia dug into Ieva’s ruck and bandaged Damien’s neck over the dressing. Tight, without compromising his circulation. He tried to stand and failed. Aviary took hold of him. ‘Arm over me.’

      Sophia kept the group moving. The rooftop was A-shaped, a thin metal walkway offering a single escape route. She took the lead, leaping over a coil of razor wire and running across the walkway. Damien and Aviary, both breathing heavily, were behind her. She checked to make sure they cleared the wire, which they did carefully.

      Zealots shouted from the streets, trying to track their prey. Around her, fires burned from towers and people shouted in the streets. Sophia climbed another wall, over a brick chimney and onto the narrow crest of a tin roof. Above them, the sky was black. Below were medieval rooftops and spires. She breathed in and smelled only cooked meat.

      The roof in front had no walkway, but it was too late to turn back. They’d have to climb along the top edge, careful not to fall down its sharply angled sides. Czarina went first, and Sophia followed. Bracing with her palms, she placed one leg on either side of the slippery tin and crawled precariously along the ridge. She paused halfway to check on the others. Everyone was following, but Damien’s olive skin had turned zinc white.

      ‘They’re up on the roof, behind us,’ Ieva called out from behind him.

      Sophia stopped and waited for Damien to catch up. His face glistened and his palms left red prints that dotted the tin. Even with his regenerative healing, he was in serious trouble.

      Sophia reached out her hand. ‘I’ll help you, you can make it.’

      ‘I know.’ He reached out for her —

      —and his arm fell limp, his chin dropping to his chest.

      Aviary screamed, ‘Damien!’

      He tipped over and slid down the roof.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Riga, Latvia

      

      

      In the street before Olesya, a crowd of Purity supporters raised their fists to the sky and chanted, echoing the megaphone voices. In the distance, smoke billowed from what she guessed to be a burning car. Ark and Illarion were two steps behind her when she halted before the intersection of both streets.

      ‘We are beacons for salvation,’ Ark translated.

      ‘We’re not going that way.’ Olesya diverted them toward the four marble columns of an old museum. They climbed the two dozen steps toward the old double wooden doors. On the street nearby, the crowd swelled, all white armbands and flaming torches. They shouted their chants rhythmically and insistently.

      Olesya removed the prybar from her boot. If she couldn’t pry the doors open, there were large windows on either side they could smash through. Before she reached the doors, Illarion tested one of their handles. The door opened and they stepped through.

      Olesya tucked her prybar back in her boot and closed the door behind them. There was nothing to brace or lock it, so she left it shut and kept moving.

      ‘Go for the rear entrance,’ Olesya said.

      From deeper inside the museum there was a flash of movement and a pistol shot. The round cracked through the foyer, echoed off the walls. Illarion folded beside her.

      ‘Twelve o’clock!’ Olesya shouted. She drew her Gyurza pistol and stepped in front of Illarion, but it was too late. Blood splattered the marble underfoot.

      ‘I’m fine,’ Illarion said through gritted teeth. ‘Clear the hall.’

      He clamped his hand over an entry wound on his upper arm. Ark kept behind her as she advanced into the main hall. She aimed right, so he would aim left. Together, they cleared the hall.

      Ark fired, twice and then twice again, his rounds tearing through the shooter’s body and skull. Olesya turned to watch the gunman drop.

      ‘Operative?’ Ark asked.

      Olesya walked over to inspect the body. ‘An operative wouldn’t have missed.’

      ‘Shooting at Illarion or me?’ Ark asked.

      ‘Both.’

      The shooter’s gray hood was soaked the color of red wine. He stared back at Olesya with lifeless, blue eyes. Curiously, he wasn’t wearing a white armband like the zealots outside.

      Illarion caught up, one hand clamped on his arm, the other white-knuckled over his old Makarov pistol.

      ‘Agent provocateur,’ Illarion said. ‘The city must be crawling with these vermin.’

      ‘What the hell is going on?’ Ark said. ‘This wasn’t on the schedule, was it?’

      ‘Revolution,’ Illarion said. ‘Fifth Column style.’

      The front door smashed open. From around the corner, Olesya heard footsteps, lots of footsteps. Purity zealots were inside.

      Illarion was the first to act. He pushed Olesya and Ark into a nearby gallery, out of sight. She could hear the zealots talking among themselves, excited and breathless, as they climbed a stairwell. She estimated at least eight.

      ‘What are they saying?’ she asked Ark.

      Ark closed his eyes. He listened.

      ‘The killers are on the rooftops,’ Ark translated. ‘Are we the killers?’

      ‘We’re not on the rooftops.’ Olesya reached for the powdered gauze in her coat and began packing his entry and exit wounds with squares of it.

      The gallery they were hiding in was lined with marble columns and floors. Along the center and the sides, glass cases displayed an assortment of pottery; bronze vases and funerary jars laced with dragons and fire. In the case nearest to her, a black jade scepter with a sharp tip.

      Ark raised his hand again. More footsteps.

      Olesya could hear them too. She gripped her Gyurza pistol, loaded with eighteen rounds that could punch through most body armor. She wondered if she’d need all eighteen.

      The gallery went dark. Sprinklers hissed water.

      Olesya squinted. A masked intruder burst into the gallery, firing. She hit the floor and returned fire. Rolled and came up by a nearby door, only to find a second masked attacker appear from it. She was too close.

      He struck the pistol from her, hoping to break her arm, but she relaxed and moved into the strike, slipped free. Her assailant sidestepped her and kicked Ark into Illarion, then turned and kicked her in the kneecap. Olesya buckled, rolled past the intruder.

      Only two of them. Where were the others?

      While this one kept Olesya busy, the other engaged Illarion, trading a few blows. The older man held his own for a moment, but he had one working arm and the attacker was frighteningly fast, his knife at Illarion’s throat. Ark intercepted, disarming and forcing his opponent into a corner.

      The way they moved, the knives they carried, Olesya knew they were operatives, their identities concealed behind black masks.

      Her own opponent was too close to use a pistol, so she drew her throwing knife and released, the blade slipping neatly into his stomach. He grunted and withdrew the knife, but Olesya was on him, twisting it back into his body. He pivoted and the knife fell, skittering across the floor. She struck the operative with one fist—three times across the body, in succession and at different angles. He buckled.

      The lights sparked up again, flooding the gallery with light. The masked operative drew his pistol on her. Illarion intervened, disarmed the man with his uninjured arm.

      Ark, still fighting the other man, caught a heavy blow and reeled across the floor. He crashed into a glass display and was showered in shards. Sprinkler water drenched him.

      Olesya went for Ark’s operative, but he was too fast. She felt air shunt from her lungs as he struck her square in the chest, sending her flying. She hit the wall.

      Ark’s assailant walked over to him—crumpled against a shattered display—and knocked the knife from his grasp. With impressive strength, he lifted Ark by his neck and squeezed into his carotid arteries. Ark struggled, then drove his folding knife under the operative’s armpit. He slipped from his assailant’s grasp, collapsing to a heap and drawing breath.

      Olesya got to her feet and tried to locate the other one. Missing.

      The only remaining operative didn’t seem intent on escaping. He pried the folding knife from under his arm and threw it at Illarion, who ducked behind a large bronze vase. The knife bounced off it.

      The operative’s arm hung at his side, bleeding from the brachial artery. Olesya went in for another attack. Behind the mask, the whites of the operative’s eyes flashed. He saw her coming and kicked her across the wet floor. She crashed into the vase, knocking Illarion into the wall.

      Under the sprinklers, the water-soaked operative strode toward her.

      She was lying on her side. Quickly, she reached for her pistol. She should have had enough distance, but he closed faster than she expected, stood on her pistol and kicked it from her grasp. Olesya’s hand found something dark and glistening on the floor. The black pointed scepter from the display case. She whipped it around, catching his legs and knocking him onto his side. She pushed the scepter’s sharp tip into his neck.

      ‘Move and I cut your artery,’ she said. ‘Another artery.’

      ‘And I shoot you in the head,’ Illarion said to the operative, standing off to one side and aiming his Makarov.

      Abruptly, the sprinklers cut off, leaving them soaked and standing in puddles of water. Ark pulled himself to his feet, blood dribbling from his lips. He staggered toward the operative. ‘Where’s Val?’

      The operative stared through Olesya.

      She got to her feet, keeping the scepter firmly against his throat. Illarion maintained his aim on him and ordered Ark to carefully check outside the gallery, down the hall.

      ‘Sounds like more of those Purity zealots going up the stairs,’ Ark said when he returned. ‘There’s a large crowd outside.’

      Olesya could hear them. They were growing louder.

      Illarion collected Olesya’s pistol and knife. ‘We need to leave.’

      Ark gripped his blood-slicked knife in one hand. ‘Where’s Val?’

      The footsteps inside weren’t going up the stairs now. They were moving into the main hall, right toward them.

      Olesya locked eyes with the operative. ‘You should answer him.’

      The operative spoke. ‘I don’t know who you’re talking about.’

      ‘My sister,’ Ark whispered. He pressed the tip of his knife into the back of the operative’s neck.

      ‘Ark,’ Olesya said. ‘Don’t.’

      Their captive took advantage of the moment. He turned from the scepter, knocked the knife from Ark’s hand and tripped him. Before Olesya could counteract, he was out of her range and kicking Illarion into the wall. He collected Illarion’s Makarov pistol and aimed at her.

      Ark levelled his pistol at the operative. ‘Stop.’

      The operative lowered the Makarov to his side.

      ‘Last chance.’ Ark’s voice was a low growl. ‘Where is my sister?’

      ‘Maybe you should ask the people who abducted her.’

      The voices outside were closer now.

      Through clenched teeth, Olesya said, ‘Ark, we need to move.’

      ‘One second,’ he said. ‘Who are the people I should ask?’

      Someone shouted nearby. Olesya didn’t need a translation to know the zealots were looking for them now. Reaching into her other boot, she grasped her fling knife. ‘We don’t have time,’ she said.

      The operative’s fingers twitched around the pistol’s trigger.

      ‘Who are they?’ Ark yelled.

      ‘He’s stalling,’ she said.

      Ark glared at her. ‘I’m not asking you.’

      The operative said nothing.

      ‘Olesya,’ Illarion said. ‘End it.’

      Olesya threw her fling knife. It sliced through the air and sunk deep into the operative’s neck, severing the artery. Blood squirted around the blade as the operative collapsed.

      Ark breathed heavily through his nostrils. His pistol hand trembled. Olesya strode over to retrieve her knife. Illarion already had her pistol, passing it to her and moving for the hall. He was swift despite his injuries.

      Olesya holstered both knives and gripped her pistol, keeping pace and running to the end of the hall. It broke into two directions. The angry mob swarmed through one side. She didn’t hesitate—aimed and shot two zealots—leaving Ark and Illarion to run in the other direction.

      ‘Through here,’ Illarion yelled.

      Olesya followed closely. Illarion kicked a door open and moved into an alley, Ark after him. Olesya closed the door behind them and turned to an alley littered with bodies. They all wore white armbands and their necks had been cut, coating the cobblestones underfoot. At the far end of the alley, there was a truck and a burning bus. Around the truck, more bodies. Some were alive and staggering.

      Ark and Illarion ran in the other direction. Olesya followed.

      ‘Why did you kill the operative?’ Ark said between breaths.

      She pushed past him. ‘To save you.’ She took the lead and reached the alley where she’d stashed her stolen vehicle. ‘That’s my car.’

      Illarion was the first to climb inside, taking the passenger seat.

      ‘He knew something,’ Ark said.

      The sound of the mob burst into the alley behind them. They’d broken through the door. Olesya moved for the driver’s side.

      ‘He could have told us something!’ Ark yelled. ‘We were this close!’

      ‘I don’t have time for this.’ She drew her pistol on Ark. ‘Back seat. Now.’

      Ark looked confused. ‘Are you joking?’

      Illarion opened his window. ‘Arkadiy, do as she says. That’s an order.’
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      Sophia let go.

      Damien rolled down one side of the steep tin rooftop, barely conscious. Head-first, Sophia slid after him. While Damien tumbled, thudding into a conical metal chimney that slowed his descent, Sophia shot down the roof like an arrow. Just as he disappeared over the edge, she grabbed his arm. Wrapping her other arm around the chimney, she clung to it as Damien dangled from her, over the vertiginous drop.

      Damien’s head shifted. He was conscious now, eyes wide in shock. On top of the roof, Czarina lowered herself down, feet first, with her hands clinging to the ridge. Her sneakers were almost within Sophia’s reach.

      ‘Grab onto me,’ Czarina said.

      ‘I need you lower!’ Sophia shouted.

      Ieva moved above Czarina, ready to haul them both back up.

      ‘I can hear them,’ Damien whispered. ‘They’re close.’

      He tried to reach up, seize the roof’s edge, but he was too weak.

      ‘Four of them,’ Ieva said, listening intently. ‘From the way we came.’

      ‘Hold on to me,’ Czarina said. Quickly, Ieva and Aviary took one of her wrists each, and Czarina released her grip on the roof. Slowly, her feet inched within Sophia’s grasp.

      Sophia tensed. Ieva and Aviary were strong enough to take Czarina’s weight, but were they strong enough to hold her and Damien too?

      Back across the rooftops, the zealots were closing in.

      Czarina’s feet were past Sophia’s face now, down to her neck. If Sophia released her grip on the chimney, she should have time to grab—

      ‘They’re almost here,’ Czarina said. ‘Do it!’

      Sophia let go of the chimney.

      She snatched Czarina’s foot … and Czarina tore from Aviary and Ieva’s grasp.

      ‘No!’ Aviary yelled.

      Sophia’s stomach lurched. Holding onto Czarina’s foot with one hand, Damien with the other, she went over the edge.

      And hung there.

      Sophia called out to Damien. ‘Hold tight!’

      He hung from her waist with both arms, his neck dressing blotched red. The alley was five levels below them, enough to make her head spin. She felt Damien’s grip tighten. Confident he could hold on, she shifted both her arms to Czarina’s legs.

      Then Damien’s grip started to slip. She needed to get him onto the roof now. With his weight on her, she pulled herself slowly and painfully up Czarina’s legs.

      ‘Czarina, bend your knee!’ Sophia yelled.

      She crooked her leg, hooking it under Sophia’s armpit. That helped, but the metal chimney groaned under their weight. Czarina was holding onto it while she interlocked her ankles, trapping Sophia. Pins and needles trickled down her arms. Damien’s grip slipped down her hips to her knees.

      ‘Damien, hold on!’ she yelled.

      Slowly, his hands slipped to her ankles.

      The zealots were calling orders out to each other. Any moment now, they’d be all over Aviary and Ieva.

      Using the last of her strength, Sophia reached down for Damien, lifting her legs at the same time. Little by little, she brought him up, in time to see his eyes roll into the back of his head.

      He let go.

      Sophia lunged, grasped him. The jolt ripped through her, carried up to Czarina, who swore mightily but kept her hold. Above them, footsteps stomped on metal as zealots climbed along their roof.

      ‘Aviary,’ Ieva said from the rooftop. ‘You need to keep going.’

      ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Sophia,’ Czarina said, her voice barely a whisper. ‘Climb over me.’

      Damien’s grip on Sophia’s legs tightened again. She curled her legs until she could reach under his armpit with one hand and lever him up.

      ‘Climb up,’ she said, breathless.

      He adjusted his grip and, with her assistance, climbed up her body—over her hips, over her arms, over her shoulder and onto the roof. Sophia watched his feet disappear.

      She could taste blood in her mouth and smell the flesh of burning zealots from nearby. There was more movement on the rooftop above. The zealots crawled toward Ieva.

      In the alley below Sophia, a pair of passers-by—a young man and woman—stopped to watch her. She was relieved to see no armbands. The woman dropped to a crouch, something shiny in her hands.

      The first round whined off the gutter near her. With newfound strength, Sophia climbed up Czarina’s legs, forcing her to unlock her ankles. She grabbed Czarina’s waistline, then fistfuls of her jacket, her collar—anything—until, lying across Damien, she threw her arms around the chimney.

      Crawling around it, with Damien and Czarina just behind her, Sophia was halfway there. At the top of the roof, the first of the zealots had arrived. Just two, lined up along the narrow rooftop. The lead fanatic swung a metal pipe at Ieva. She ducked, using the only weapon she had—her knife—but it didn’t have the reach.

      He struck her arm with the pipe and she dropped the knife. It slid down the roof. Sophia caught it. She looked back, caught Damien’s strained gaze. He extended his arm beside her and closed it into a fist. Sophia pushed from the chimney and stepped off his knuckles, launching herself to the top of the roof.

      Sophia drove the blade into the zealot’s calf, then tore. Off balance, he tumbled into her. She gripped the top of the roof and rolled to one side. The zealot fell past. Damien shuffled behind the chimney and let the zealot slide past him, off the roof and disappearing without a sound.

      Knife in hand, Sophia pulled herself onto the ridge. The second zealot crawled toward her, a tire iron in one hand. Behind them, Aviary pulled Ieva upright. Damien and Czarina were still holding onto the chimney.

      ‘Get them up here!’ Sophia told them.

      She deflected a strike from the tire iron, hooked it with her knife and slammed it to the roof. She slashed his wrist, making him bleed. He hissed and pulled the tire iron free, going for another swing. She pushed in and cut under his arm, then across his neck. He never made the swing.

      Behind them, Damien and Czarina were back on top.

      ‘More of them,’ Czarina said.

      Two roofs away, a small group of fanatics hurried toward them. The zealot with the tire iron slumped onto his back, balancing on the ridge and bleeding out. Sophia left him there as an obstacle.

      Czarina led the way and Sophia took up the rear. They crossed one rooftop, then another, five in all, slowed only by Damien’s wavering pace. Ahead, a chasm between them and the next building, far too far to jump.

      Czarina gestured to a door on their roof. ‘It’s the only way.’

      Sophia nodded. ‘Quickly.’

      Czarina opened the door into the attic. Sophia kept low as she maneuvered under dusty wooden beams. It was warm, which she was grateful for; since shedding her flaming jacket, the chill in the air bit at her. Another door took them to the top of a large, square stairwell. It looked about five levels to the bottom.

      Sophia didn’t like having only one escape route, but there was no choice. The stairwell was lit by old, smeared windows and smelled like a disused library. Czarina led the way down, followed by Aviary, Damien and Ieva. Taking the polished concrete steps one at a time, Sophia kept to the rear. She grasped a balustrade and dried paint crumbled in her hand. At the first window, she stopped and looked out. The Purity rally still poured through the street, slowly but confidently.

      A couple of flights above them, someone kicked a door open. Boots stomped down the stairs.

      ‘Go,’ Sophia said quietly.

      ‘Wait.’ Czarina wiped dust from her dark hair.

      From the look on her face, Sophia figured she was using her echolocation ability, listening to the echoed sounds of footsteps below. She held up her fingers and counted the zealots below.

      Four.

      Then Czarina pointed up and counted footsteps in the attic.

      Six.

      It was exactly what Sophia wanted to avoid. They were hemmed in, top and bottom.

      Czarina drew her pistol. ‘Damien, Whiz Kid, get behind me.’

      Damien and Aviary tucked in behind her.

      The footsteps from the attic raced down the stairs. Sophia noticed angry shards of red—absolute rage—oscillate from two pairs of zealots. One pair moved toward Sophia, the other for Ieva. To Sophia, their emotions looked like spiky red balls.

      ‘Go!’ Czarina said, guiding Damien and Aviary down the stairwell.

      Sophia and Ieva held their ground.

      No visible firearms. Just one crowbar and one … sword?

      Crowbar came first. Sophia ducked under his swing and smashed her elbow into the side of the man’s leg. His knees banged together and he tripped on the next step.

      On Sophia’s right, Ieva intercepted a woman with a knife and sliced it from her grasp. Sophia let her own opponent collapse, taking his crowbar. She whipped the tool up, used it to block the next man’s sword as it came down at her. Then, sliding the crowbar up the sword, she pushed the hilt back, behind his head. He tried to strike her with the sword handle, but Sophia grabbed it with her free hand and pushed it through his neck, spraying the steps with his blood.

      She stepped behind him, controlling his sword hand as the next wave of fanatics descended the stairs from above.

      More.

      She checked down the stairwell. Four people—moving in pairs—converged on Czarina. Sophia recognized two of them from the street, firing at her from below. Before Sophia could shout a warning, one drew her pistol and aimed at Czarina, but she was already firing. The shots were deafening inside the stairwell. The woman crumpled before she got a shot off. The slide on Czarina’s pistol locked to the rear. She was out of rounds and they knew it.

      Through Sophia’s vision, there were no angry red spikes in these people, just a clarity of purpose. They attacked with precision, one pair surrounding Czarina and the other going straight for Damien and Aviary.

      Sword in hand, Sophia climbed the balustrade and jumped across the chasm—from one side of the stairwell to the other. She swung the sword as she landed, cutting one of the assailants across the back, slicing through jacket, skin and muscle smoothly. The man fell and didn’t get back up.

      The other assailant turned and circled her. Sophia advanced with another cut. He hopped backward and her sword swung a whisker wide. The sword struck the balustrade, embedding itself into the rotting wood. Chunks of timber splintered away and fell into the void.

      The next attack came quickly, two false blows and then a low kick intended to dislocate her knee. Sophia stepped to one side, bending her knees. The assailant’s foot missed, lashing behind her legs. Sophia straightened them and knocked him into the splits. Eyes wide, he realized where he was falling, too late to stop it. Dropping onto the sword, he cut his own throat.

      Aviary stood with Damien against a window, an assailant dead at their feet.

      ‘We’re OK,’ Aviary said.

      Higher up the stairs, Ieva stood over six more. ‘Just a scratch,’ Ieva said.

      ‘What now?’ Czarina asked. ‘This building is surrounded by a whole freaking army of these people.’

      Sophia walked over to the assailant Czarina had shot and stole both the pistol’s magazine and the jacket. Then she pointed to the assailant crumpled before Damien and Aviary. ‘Czarina, put that jacket over yours.’

      Czarina ran down the stairs and removed a man’s jacket before he could bleed over it.

      ‘The rest of you, get their armbands on.’ Sophia pointed to the dead zealots on the stairwell near Ieva. While they did that, she transferred the woman’s rounds into her own magazine and fed a round into the chamber. ‘We have a rally to join.’
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      Jay didn’t have a good feeling about setting foot back into Dr Meresz’s apartment with Nasira and the Intron people. Maybe that was the homemade vodka. Either way, Meresz led them to her heated living space, dark save for a single lamp. Strands of brown hair stuck to her face, slicked with perspiration. She stared at her desk as though she’d forgotten she had company.

      The object of her attention was a microwave-sized unit, metal with square buttons and a simple liquid crystal display. Beside it, a squat plastic vial, shaped like a printer cartridge, stood empty.

      Nasira spoke first. ‘What did you find?’

      ‘It’s what I didn’t find.’ Meresz powered the unit off. ‘I’ll only be charging you half my fee. TERMORD—the kill switch—is not present in the Intron Argonautes.’

      ‘What about the adeno-associated virus?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘I’m afraid not. Your virus attached to the specific pseudogenes and resurrected them, exactly as designed. I studied the virus itself, but it’s harmless.’ Meresz finally met his gaze, sweat glistening on her top lip. ‘It delivers the Argonaute to the right genes and its job is complete.’

      ‘There’s nothing in the virus itself?’ Hélio asked. ‘Nothing that shouldn’t be there?’

      ‘If there was, I would have found it.’

      Hélio struggled for words. ‘Maybe I can take a look—’

      Meresz handed back the case. ‘Your vial and USB stick are inside. Knock yourself out. But not on my time, and not here.’

      ‘Why should we believe you?’ Nasira asked.

      Meresz looked her up and down with a heavy-lidded gaze. ‘My full report is on the stick. What you believe is your business.’

      Nasira tensed.

      Jay quickly stepped between her and the doctor. ‘What about me?’ he asked.

      Meresz ignored him and walked to the front door. Her fingers hesitated over the handle. ‘I don’t care about you or your problems.’

      ‘You’re scared,’ Jay said.

      ‘You confuse fear with disinterest.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Hélio said. ‘They’ve had a long day.’

      Nasira stepped around Jay. ‘And it’s about to get longer.’

      ‘If you don’t believe me, you’re welcome to seek a second opinion.’ She eyed Hélio. ‘Like you said, you can take a look yourself. If you know what you’re doing.’

      Hélio glared at her. ‘I think we’ve wasted enough time here.’

      ‘Take my blood.’ Jay offered his exposed arm. ‘Check my suede genes. I’ll wait.’

      ‘Your jeans are denim, and they’re cheap,’ Meresz said. ‘My services aren’t.’

      ‘How much?’ he asked.

      ‘More than you’re prepared to sacrifice.’ She opened the door for them to leave. ‘I’m sorry, but your time is up.’
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        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      

      Leaving the outpost, Olesya walked through the snow-dusted forest to a gray abandoned building she’d spotted from afar. She knew she wasn’t supposed to wander nearby, but that didn’t stop her. She climbed the stairs to its rooftop and took a moment to catch her breath and admire the view. This was her home now. In the distance, gangly yellow cranes clawed at the dark Baltic sea.

      She almost hadn’t survived today. Illarion had taken a round and Ark had sustained injuries too. It could’ve been much worse. Purity’s popularity in Latvia was spreading rapidly, like a disease. Just as it had in Poland, and so many others.

      Olesya walked over to a disused satellite dish. She wrapped her coat tighter and sat beside the dish. In the distance, seagulls circled the cranes, cawing into the night. How long before Purity’s contagion reached these shores?

      Olesya had no family left to protect, but Ark did. Like most operative hunters, he was permitted to see them on occasion, under safe conditions. He even had a photo of them. Olesya didn’t have anything like that. But she understood Ark’s pain, that they’d failed to take back his sister. If they’d succeeded, though, what would they have done with her? Olesya had the deprogramming manual, but that seemed as good as useless now. Would Val be shipped off with the other operatives, never to be seen again?

      Below her, a figure walked the cracked pavement. Alone, like her. She clutched a glowing cigarette.

      What’s Marina doing out here?

      She walked the street, passing a couple of apartment blocks, before disappearing around the corner, leaving Olesya alone once more.

      Olesya had no time to ponder the woman’s presence. A faint crunch came from the stairwell just below, rubber tread on bits of plaster. Olesya snapped alert, ready to draw her pistol.

      There was no one there.

      Then the figure rippled into view.

      A chameleon suit…

      The figure, easily visible now, stepped forward, her face moving from darkness.

      Olesya’s voice caught in her throat. Xiu.

      It had been years, but there was no mistaking her. She didn’t have the same pink cheeks or spirited grin, but she still had those dark brown eyes and freckles that brushed across hard, angular cheekbones.

      Olesya had played this precise moment in her head so many times. And now Xiu was finally here and words failed her.

      ‘Do you recognize me?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Of … of course. You’re an operative now?’

      ‘No,’ Xiu said. ‘And I’m not here to hurt you.’

      ‘I thought I’d lost you.’ Olesya wanted to smile, but her lips trembled. ‘I thought I’d lost you forever.’

      ‘I am here now.’ Xiu’s voice was cold.

      Olesya wanted to reach out, to move closer, but she was scared. And she didn’t know why. ‘I should have helped you over the wall. I’m so sorry.’

      ‘You don’t need to be,’ Xiu said.

      ‘Seven years I’ve been dreaming…’ Olesya paused, maybe she’d said too much. ‘I mean waiting. It’s been so long.’

      ‘What’s important right now is that I found you,’ Xiu said.

      Olesya reached out. She had to know Xiu was real.

      Xiu took a step back, then opened her hand. Resting inside her palm was an unmarked black USB stick. ‘I have to give you this myself. You don’t have much time.’

      ‘What do you mean, what’s on it?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Details of a Fifth Column operation, scheduled two days from now,’ Xiu said. ‘It is the largest operation I have seen in years. I’m not supposed to breach … but I had to.’

      Olesya took the stick, her fingertips brushing Xiu’s palm. It was just a touch, but after seven years… ‘Are you going to help us?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘I can’t do that. I’m not even supposed to be here.’

      ‘Where have you been? Are you with the Fifth Column?’

      Xiu looked back at her with those brown eyes, said nothing.

      ‘I didn’t want to leave.’ Olesya felt tears spill onto her face. ‘I was taken away.’

      ‘We were all taken,’ Xiu said. ‘Once, twice. It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘It mattered to me.’

      ‘I’m sure you know by now, choice is an illusion.’

      Olesya pressed her lips together and fought to hold everything inside. Xiu wasn’t abducted like she was, or was she? Olesya had so many questions, but one burned the strongest.

      ‘Do you hate me?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘No,’ Xiu said. ‘Of course not.’

      The pressure in Olesya’s chest eased. ‘I was worried.’

      ‘I don’t know you,’ Xiu said.

      That didn’t make sense. ‘I… I don’t understand.’

      Xiu took another step back. ‘Some of my memories. When I was deprogrammed … I don’t have them all.’

      ‘But you must remember us?’ Olesya stepped forward. ‘We were … friends.’

      ‘No.’

      Tears flowed down Olesya’s cheeks.

      ‘I’m sorry if I’ve upset you,’ Xiu said. ‘I really am. I only came here because I had to.’

      ‘You aren’t Xiu. You’re someone else.’

      Xiu lowered her gaze. ‘I’m sorry. I should leave.’

      ‘Wait!’ Olesya wiped her face. ‘Was that you in Estonia? On the streets of Tallinn?’

      Xiu seemed to think it over. ‘Does it matter?’

      ‘Something has to,’ Olesya said.

      But Xiu had already dissolved into darkness.
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        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      

      Sophia sat at the dining table in the mansion’s old living room, inspecting the microchip she’d extracted from the zealot in the truck. Czarina, Aviary and Ieva sat at the table too, working in silence. Ieva was checking their security cameras and motion sensors on her phone, Aviary was on her laptop and Czarina—her sharp bangs pressed flat by the bandage around her head—was loading magazines with the last of their ammunition. Through the crack in the drawn blinds, the Lithuanian forest was cinder-black.

      Sophia’s regeneration was healing her burns quickly. Her legs had been wet and blistering on the ride home, but now they were dry and red. The pain had worsened though, and she was beginning to regret giving her morphine shot to Damien. He’d suffered a concussion and the gunshot wound had narrowly missed an artery in his neck. If it hadn’t, not even his regeneration would have saved him.

      Damien was reclining on an old gray sofa with an IV in his arm, watching as Sophia inspected the chip.

      ‘I’ve seen that before,’ he said softly.

      She met his calm gaze. ‘Where?’

      ‘A border control officer in Guatemala, in his neck. He was wearing a white arm band.’ Damien tried to sit upright. ‘And his name was White, that was kind of weird.’ His forehead was clammy with sweat.

      ‘Lie down,’ Sophia said.

      He sighed and lowered himself back on the sofa. ‘You know, I quite like morphine.’

      Embers glowed in the fireplace beside him. The burning wood, cut from a black birch in the forest outside, filled the living room with a sweet aroma. Sophia was glad to purge the scent of roasting meat from her nostrils.

      ‘Guatemala’s a long way from here,’ Czarina said. ‘Oh, and we’re running low on ammunition.’

      Sophia nodded. ‘Make sure you don’t use the same dealer twice.’

      ‘Where do you find an arms dealer?’ Aviary asked. ‘Darknet?’

      ‘Is that a bar?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘Usually.’ Sophia drank cheap wine from her mug. ‘Why do you think Czarina volunteers for the meetings all the time?’

      ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Czarina reached for her mug of wine, but it was empty.

      ‘If you’re stocking up on gear, can you get me another motion sensor?’ Ieva asked. ‘One of ours is playing up.’

      ‘That microchip,’ Aviary said, rubbing her chin. ‘It was located pretty close to the brain, right? So it could be affecting something in there. I’m wondering if Hélio knows something.’

      ‘As if you could trust him,’ Czarina said. ‘He probably made it himself.’

      ‘Maybe he’s chipped too.’ Sophia grinned, then quickly added, ‘I’m joking.’

      Czarina, Aviary and Ieva stared at her. Only Ieva smiled.

      ‘What? I can make a joke,’ Sophia said.

      Czarina raised an eyebrow. ‘You never make jokes.’

      ‘So … jokes aside, what do we do now?’ Ieva held her mug of wine with both hands, but hadn’t even so much as sipped it.

      ‘We need to think,’ Sophia said.

      Ieva wrinkled her small nose. ‘OK, thinking is good. I could make us some tea.’

      ‘I’ll stick to this.’ Sophia sipped her wine. ‘Which reminds me. Refill, if you can.’

      Czarina stood, catching sight of Aviary’s laptop as she did so. ‘I know her.’

      ‘That’s the super-operative you guys were chasing in Kraków, right?’ Aviary spun the laptop.

      The operative onscreen had dark curly hair and a long, angular face.

      ‘Valeria.’ Sophia touched her slowly mending rib muscles. ‘I won’t forget her in a hurry.’

      ‘Val? Ark’s sister?’ Damien asked. ‘Can I see?’

      Aviary walked her laptop over to Damien. He looked at it and nodded. ‘Wow, that’s Val. All grown up.’

      ‘She one of the Russians?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘It looks like the Fifth Column abducted Valeria and programmed her.’ Sophia said, sitting up in her chair. ‘Then gave her an upgrade.’

      Aviary settled cross-legged in front of the couch, setting the laptop on her lap while Damien rested behind her.

      ‘Yeah, that’s all messed up, but don’t we have bigger problems right now?’ Czarina said. ‘Like: how far out of control is this Purity group?’

      ‘Let me get an update.’ Aviary hit a few keys. ‘Purity are the majority government in five countries now. Ukraine, Estonia, Hungary, Poland and now Latvia.’ She hit another key. ‘Except they lost power in Ukraine a few days ago, when their leaders were assassinated. So there’s that.’

      Czarina scowled. ‘Willing to bet that was the Russians.’

      Sophia stared into her empty mug. ‘Either way, I’m starting to see why they’re getting nervous. Last time a group like Purity marched through this part of the world—’

      ‘The Nazis invaded,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Russia won that war,’ Ieva said. ‘Maybe they can do it again.’

      ‘Good,’ Czarina said. ‘Then they don’t need our help.’

      ‘That’s not what I meant,’ Ieva said. ‘We could still be useful.’

      ‘We’re just a small group,’ Damien said.

      Czarina shed her jacket. ‘And we could’ve become a lot smaller.’

      Sophia noticed Damien place a weak hand on Aviary’s shoulder. ‘Thanks for saving me.’

      She blushed, almost the color of her hair. ‘I didn’t really do much.’

      ‘Keeping me alive is enough for me.’ He looked up at Sophia. ‘And Sophia helped me not fall to my death. Also really good.’

      ‘Yeah, and I wanna stay alive too,’ Czarina said. ‘This isn’t our fight.’

      Damien pulled himself upright on the couch. ‘I mean, what are we really doing? We’re trying to stop the Fifth Column here. They’re the greater threat.’

      ‘That might be changing though,’ Sophia said.

      ‘So Purity wants to take over Europe,’ Damien said. ‘That’s bad, but we have the Fifth Column doing a lot worse, working their way into every continent, every government, every army, every agency. And they want to hunt us all down and kill us, more than Purity want to. We aren’t a big deal to Purity, but the Fifth Column won’t stop until they kill us. Or until we stop them.’

      ‘But what if the Fifth Column is funding Purity?’ Ieva asked. She finally sipped her wine. ‘Purity still wants to get rid of people like us. Does that make it our fight?’

      Czarina took Ieva’s mug. ‘I need another drink.’

      Sophia didn’t want to admit it, but that Russian commander, Illarion, was right about one thing: deprogramming these super-operatives was not only starting to seem impossible, but also extremely dangerous.

      ‘One thing at a time then,’ Sophia said. ‘We deal with the kill switch first.’

      Czarina raised her eyebrows to the edge of her bangs. ‘And then?’

      ‘Once we’re safe, we look at saving others,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Trouble is, you like to do both.’ Damien cracked a weak smile.

      ‘I know,’ she said. ‘But we can’t do that anymore.’

      ‘So what next?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘Get out of Eastern Europe,’ Czarina said. ‘Might be a good idea.’

      ‘Sophia has second degree burns,’ Ieva reminded her. ‘She can’t go anywhere in that condition.’ She extended her hand for her mug. Reluctantly Czarina gave it back.

      ‘We still have a job to do.’ Sophia checked her legs and found them a pinkish red. ‘And besides, they’re first degree now.’

      ‘What do we do?’ Ieva asked.

      Sophia turned to Aviary, sitting cross-legged and reading something on her laptop. ‘Aviary, can you still track the Russian’s phone?’

      Aviary nodded. ‘Check your phone.’

      On her phone’s map, Sophia zoomed out to spot Olesya’s Sony Xperia. ‘Damn, we’ve lost her. Are you sure we can still track her?’

      Aviary glanced at her laptop. ‘Oh yeah, chill. She just turned her phone off.’

      ‘When?’ Sophia asked. ‘How do you know?’

      ‘Look, it’s OK. That’s the third time she’s done it.’ Aviary stood and walked over to Sophia, placing her laptop carefully on Sophia’s knees. Onscreen, there was a detailed map of Kaliningrad Oblast—Russian territory surrounded by Poland, Lithuania, Latvia and the Baltic Sea. Aviary traced her finger across a main arterial—a road that travelled west from Lithuania to the capital, Kaliningrad.

      ‘Three times?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Yep, every time she returns to Kaliningrad,’ Aviary said. ‘She’s turning it off as early as possible whenever she enters the country. So that’s probably her headquarters.’

      ‘And she takes that road every time?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Not much choice. It’s the only road she can take, unless she’s going to Poland. Which she hasn’t done since we’ve been tracking her,’ Aviary said.

      Sophia hunched over the screen, wincing at her sore legs. ‘Where does she switch it off? Can you show me on here?’

      ‘Hell yeah, I can give you the exact point.’ Aviary leaned over and zoomed in further. ‘Over the river, past Gvardesk,’ she said, clearing her throat. ‘Gevar-days … Givardesik—’

      ‘Gvardeysk,’ Ieva said, fluently.

      Aviary pointed on the map. ‘This is where she switches her phone off, and it’s the same place she switches it back on. Every time.’

      ‘If her phone’s not back on tomorrow,’ Sophia said, ‘then that’s where we wait for her.’

      ‘Yeah, excuse me, but why?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘Before we go anywhere, they need to know about the kill switch,’ Sophia said. ‘And chances are we’ll need their help.’

      Sophia recalled Denton’s warning, the supposed operation in Kraków. Chances are they’d need her help too. She was counting on that.

      ‘We don’t know how it went with that Intron scientist,’ Ieva asked. ‘Maybe Nasira and Jay found the cure.’

      ‘All the more reason to tell Olesya,’ Sophia said.

      ‘There’s a problem with your plan,’ Damien said from the couch.

      ‘You mean apart from the possibility of the Russians abducting her?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘The Russian kids were taken from Project GATE long before we had any injections. They’re not at risk with the kill switch, so your chances of convincing them to help are pretty slim.’

      Sophia drew in a deep breath. ‘I know a way.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      

      ‘It checks out, doesn’t it?’ Olesya asked.

      Illarion looked up from an old surplus laptop. Plugged into the side was Xiu’s USB stick, which Gleb had scanned and analyzed carefully. Gleb stood patiently next to their commanding officer, a satchel over one shoulder.

      There was a lot to catch up on since Poland, and Olesya, Ark and Illarion’s narrow escape in Latvia. Joining them at the briefing room table were Ark and the other operative hunters, Marina, Andrey and Nika. They all looked on, waiting for Illarion’s reaction.

      ‘This is a full-scale Fifth Column operation,’ Illarion said. ‘It checks out.’

      Olesya chewed her lip. ‘Wrocław, it’s not far.’

      ‘We were just in Poland,’ Marina said. ‘Do you want us to go back?’

      Illarion adjusted the sling around his bandaged shoulder. ‘We’re not equipped to deal with something of such magnitude. This requires a considerably larger response team.’

      ‘It’s thirty hours from now—who’s going to get there in time?’ Marina asked.

      ‘No one who can take on these upgraded operatives,’ Andrey said. ‘If we’re going up against them, we need to upgrade.’

      Illarion glared at them. ‘And how do you propose we do that?’

      Andrey fell silent.

      ‘You’re better than that,’ Illarion said. ‘You don’t need to change who you are just so you can beat the Fifth Column.’

      ‘Can you contact the Directorate?’ Olesya asked. ‘Request more operative hunters from another region? You said there are more of us. We need to fly them all in right now. We need a large team for this.’

      Illarion closed his laptop. ‘Olesya, I’ve been given extremely clear orders. We are no longer to engage with Fifth Column operatives, under any circumstances.’

      ‘So we just let this happen?’ Olesya said, louder than she intended.

      ‘We have no choice.’

      ‘Then you pass this information on to them,’ Olesya said. ‘So they can do something about it. They have the resources—’

      ‘I can’t do that either,’ Illarion said.

      Olesya blinked. Her hands came down on his desk, hard. ‘What do you mean, you can’t?’

      Illarion kept his voice low. ‘You’re talking to your commanding officer.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ She stepped away from the table. ‘But we’re not soldiers. I’m not even sure we’re operative hunters anymore.’

      Illarion breathed deeply. ‘Everyone, wait outside for a moment. Not you, Olesya.’

      They all left without protest, even Gleb, probably happy to be out of the firing line. Once they were gone and the door was closed, Illarion spoke to Olesya directly.

      ‘The reason I can’t hand this over is because of its source,’ he said. ‘China. The Sixth Column element. Or what used to be the Sixth Column element, before it all fell apart.’

      ‘We are the Sixth Column now,’ she said.

      He glowered at her. ‘There is no Russian Chinese alliance. There is no Sixth Column,’ he said. ‘If I hand this intelligence to the Directorate, the first thing they’ll do is confirm it with China.’

      Olesya folded her arms. ‘So?’

      ‘This would not only result in harsher penalties for ourselves, but China would severely reprimand your friend. She should never have given you this information.’

      ‘She’s trying to do the right thing!’ Olesya said.

      ‘I don’t disagree,’ he said. ‘But she broke protocol simply by contacting you.’ He gestured to the USB stick. ‘And this … is very much out of line.’

      ‘This is worth more than one person breaking protocol.’

      Illarion let out a slow breath. ‘You would destroy your friend’s career, perhaps her life.’

      ‘She’s not my friend anymore,’ she said. ‘But that’s beside the point, isn’t it? You still won’t touch it.’

      ‘The chances of a future alliance between Russia and China are precarious at best. This could ruin everything.’ He removed the USB stick and placed it on the table.

      ‘Then I have to stop it myself,’ Olesya said.

      ‘You’ll be outnumbered and outmatched in every way.’

      ‘I’m used to that.’

      Illarion squeezed the bridge of his nose. ‘If you disobey my orders, Olesya, you would be facing serious consequences. From above me.’

      ‘Xiu came to us because she thought we could help her, when no one else can,’ Olesya said. ‘I’m not going to stand by and let the Fifth Column sacrifice hundreds—maybe even thousands—of lives to maintain what control they have left over this world.’

      ‘I know where you’re coming from, but I cannot authorize it,’ Illarion said. ‘Do you understand, Olesya?’

      Tears welled in her eyes, but she kept them there. She thought of the subway attack years ago, of Sophia triggering the explosion she couldn’t stop. ‘Oh I understand perfectly.’

      ‘I’m going to open the door and let the others back in now.’

      Gleb and the other operative hunters filed into the briefing room.

      Illarion gestured to Gleb. ‘Go ahead.’

      Gleb hesitated, then took the satchel off his shoulder and laid its contents on the table. Individually sealed plastic bags, each labelled in permanent marker with the names of each operative hunter. Begrudgingly, Olesya reached for hers and opened it.

      Inside were papers and a single passport. The others reached for their bags too. Olesya removed the passport from hers and found it wasn’t Russian.

      ‘What’s this for?’ she asked.

      Illarion smiled. ‘That’s your Polish passport.’
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        Cranz, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      

      DC sat with his back to the wall of the diner, beneath a large oil painting depicting a spectacularly detailed vagina. He seemed to be watching the candle on his table slowly burn down, but kept an eye on the corner entrance, a wooden door that peeled with blue paint. In a booth near the door, two young men with matted hair and thick stubble slept off their night out. At the far end, a woman with spiked hair drank some wine. The candle on her table had burned out.

      DC wondered if Sophia drank alone, like he did.

      Finally, his guest arrived, his pale forehead slick with sweat.

      DC raised an eyebrow. ‘Did you run here from the capital?’

      ‘I had to make sure,’ Gleb said, his voice several pitches higher than DC. He hung his coat on the chair and sat down, pulling out a handkerchief and patting his face with it. ‘I had to make sure … I did three circuits before entering.’ He folded the handkerchief and placed it on the table between them.

      DC slid the sweaty cloth to one side. ‘I found out what you wanted to know.’

      Gleb noticed the oil painting above DC and swallowed. ‘Do you mind if we—’

      ‘Here is fine.’ DC clasped his hands and leaned fractionally inward.

      Gleb leaned in more. ‘Who took Val?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ DC said quietly.

      ‘Then I already know more than you.’ Gleb pushed his chair out.

      As Gleb was about to stand, DC clamped a hand over his slender pink fingers. Gleb’s gaze fixed on the scar across DC’s knuckles. It was hard to miss under the candlelight, a sliver of gold on ash-black skin.

      DC released his grip. ‘I know who purchased Val. And the others.’

      ‘Is it Purity?’

      ‘No, the Fifth Column purchased her.’

      ‘So she’s alive.’ Gleb swallowed. ‘Do you know where she is?’

      ‘The Fifth Column has her stationed here, in Eastern Europe. That’s all I know.’

      Gleb shuffled back in his chair. ‘Perhaps they will use her for something soon. And then we could…’

      Gleb’s voice petered out. DC was no longer looking at him, rather at someone over his shoulder. A heavyset man stood in the doorway of the bar. He had pale eyes and an ill-fitted jacket with a yellow zipper. He head-checked the bar—including DC—before selecting an empty table and sitting, facing the door. DC inched his hands back under the table, one near his concealed pistol.

      ‘Thank you,’ Gleb said softly. ‘I appreciate it.’

      ‘And I appreciate that you spoke to Illarion.’

      ‘I did,’ Gleb said. ‘But he didn’t like the terms.’

      ‘Term,’ DC said. ‘Let’s be real here, just one term.’

      ‘He won’t hand Olesya over. What if they just take a blood sample instead?’

      ‘There is … one alternative I’ll accept,’ DC said.

      ‘We don’t have the Regen, no one does. If we did, then I could try to help, but no one has it. No one…’ Marking the look in DC’s eyes, Gleb shook his head. ‘No. You can’t do that.’

      ‘I’ve already reached out to them.’

      ‘You better not be talking about the seller on the black market?’

      ‘I am.’

      Gleb’s eyes widened. ‘You don’t know who they are, or even if what they’re selling is real.’

      DC kept his voice low. ‘That’s what I’m going to find out.’

      ‘If we can’t afford their buying price, you definitely can’t.’

      ‘Who said anything about buying?’

      ‘You’re one person.’ Gleb cleared his throat. ‘Yes, I know that you’re very good at … what you do. But that is utter suicide.’

      ‘Suicide is not joining forces,’ DC said. ‘The Fifth Column wants everyone fractured, especially Russia and China. We can’t—’

      Gleb raised his hand. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘It’s just, you’re not a bad guy, OK?’

      DC stared at him.

      ‘I don’t want you to do anything … more reckless,’ Gleb said.

      DC watched the man in the yellow-zippered jacket order a beer. ‘We’re running out of time.’

      ‘I know, I have to go.’ Gleb stood and took his coat. He paused. ‘Oh, and you’re not by any chance visiting Poland tomorrow, are you?’

      ‘I hadn’t planned to,’ DC said.

      ‘Good.’ Gleb pressed his hand over the handkerchief. ‘Keep it that way.’

      DC watched Gleb leave, using it as an excuse to check on the man in the yellow jacket. He’d fallen asleep beside his beer. DC lifted his hand from near his pistol and opened the cloth Gleb had left behind. Written on it in neat black ink were GPS coordinates.
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        Budapest, Hungary

      

      

      ‘Surnames are so formal. You’re welcome to call me Hal. That’s with an a, not an e l l.’

      Dr Meresz glared at him, but she allowed him to enter with his two operatives. Some people just didn’t appreciate the company they were in, and this lady was among those who suffered such misapprehension.

      Hal left one of his operatives to watch the door while the other accompanied him to the doctor’s workspace. These two weren’t his favorite pair, but they would do for today.

      Meresz turned to face him, arms folded. ‘My work is done.’

      Hal brushed some junk from one of her tables and neatly rested his brand new tablet on it. ‘You aren’t much the type for chewing the rag, I can see that clear enough. But you understand I need a bit more detail than that, ma’am.’

      Meresz sighed. ‘They have the kill switch. It’s attached to their pseudogenes.’ She lifted a stack of paper from her desk and dumped it into his arms. ‘Everything is there, for the record.’

      ‘That will do nicely.’ Hal took the paper under the crook of his arm, then handed it to the operative standing patiently at his side. ‘How well did you convince them that the kill switch doesn’t exist?’

      She wet her lips. ‘Pretty well.’

      Hal placed his hand on her shoulder. ‘How well is pretty well?’

      ‘Well, the bioengineer could potentially isolate the kill switch, but only if he thought to look. He seemed a lot more interested in going home. Whereas that operative woman, she seemed a bit suspicious. I’m afraid I couldn’t shake her doubts.’

      ‘That will be just fine,’ Hal said. ‘As much as I would love to stick around—’

      He drew his suppressed pistol and shot Meresz in the face. The back of her head blew open and her body dropped to the floor.

      ‘Your services … were appreciated.’ He holstered his pistol. ‘I’ve always wanted to say that.’

      He reached for his new tablet, flipped open the leather cover and swiped a finger through a task on his to-do list. The tablet spoke to him in a chirpy voice.

      Task complete! Well done.

      Normally he enjoyed the words of encouragement, but in front of the highly trained operative, it made him blush. ‘How annoying, I thought I turned that feature off.’

      The operative paid no attention, instead watching the apartment windows for movement.

      ‘Okie dokie, next on the list: largest terrorist attack of the century.’ He closed his tablet cover. ‘Well that should be fun.’
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