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        United States Consulate

        Frankfurt, Germany

      

      

      Sophia’s fate was sealed.

      Hal was going to make sure of that. He strode across the NCS surveillance room, stealing a quick sip of his takeout coffee and burning his tongue.

      ‘Mother of pearl,’ he cursed.

      He caught the attention of the room’s coordinator, a young American named Lauren. She was Fifth Column—everyone here was—but they used the CIA’s hacking outpost in the Frankfurt Consulate as if it were their own.

      ‘Sir,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you’re here.’

      He wasn’t sure he could say the same.

      Dozens of operators hunched over their own twin displays, sifting through activity logs, satellite imagery, CCTV footage and news reports. Hal caught sight of another report about a soldier getting abducted and beheaded; that made fourteen this month. As the video played, he recognized the concrete platform to the right of the frame, and the scrawled chalk writing on its side. He’d shot scenes there himself. It was a good location.

      Lauren adjusted the elastic on her ponytail and returned her focus to the trio of giant screens mounted on the front wall. The room temperature was a few degrees cooler than Hal cared for, and the blue-light glare of fifty screens made him wince.

      This is going to be a long night—and probably morning.

      ‘There’s something you need to see,’ Lauren said. ‘High frequency of facial matches in this cluster. Vilnius, Lithuania.’

      Hal looked past her, at the three giant screens. The center screen showed a satellite view of central Vilnius at midnight, threads of light over dark forest.

      Hal gripped his coffee, perhaps too tightly. He hadn’t slept properly in a week, and his nightmares had worsened. ‘Sophia covers her tracks.’

      ‘No one’s that good,’ Lauren said. ‘It’s a matter of time, and hers is running out.’

      Hal resisted the urge to smile. ‘What makes you so certain?’

      She walked to the giant screen on the left, and he followed. The screen featured a closer look at a neighborhood, this time in the infrared wavelength. Lauren gazed at it, unblinking. Hal wondered how many hours of overtime she was running up right now.

      ‘I wouldn’t have called you in here if I didn’t think we had a solid fix,’ she said.

      ‘You’ll need to forgive my skepticism,’ Hal said. ‘Tell me about your solid fix.’

      ‘While Sophia’s team was in Wrocław during the Purity rally shooting, we tagged a small number of vacant properties in Vilnius. Then we tracked which ones became occupied approximately nine to twelve hours later.’ Her bloodshot eyes focused on his. ‘It takes nine hours to drive from Wrocław to Vilnius. If you allow additional time for exfiltration and vehicle change—’

      Denton whispered in Hal’s ear. ‘Mommy’s home.’

      Anyone else might have crushed their coffee, but Hal held the paper cup steady and didn’t flinch. When he blinked, Denton was gone and Lauren was staring at him, puzzled. Hal realized he was still half-asleep.

      I’m going to need a mite more coffee, he thought.

      Lauren marched to the right-hand display and zoomed in on a single property. It was a large house roughly fifteen clicks north of central Vilnius. The property backed onto a forest. ‘This is archival footage. We can’t zoom in at this resolution unless it was recorded that way, but what we can do is face-recog them when daylight hits.’

      Hal set his coffee down on a nearby desk. ‘This property is where I gave you authorization to dispatch my team, correct?’

      ‘Correct. And they’re almost in place.’ Lauren turned to the first row of operators. ‘Elizabeth, show us the solar panels.’

      Elizabeth, an operator with wiry brown hair and a rigid posture, ran her long fingers across the keyboard, commandeering a satellite. The image on one of the giant screens shifted as the satellite lens focused on the forest. Between the property and the forest was a sizeable open area with no cover. Open, dead ground. Elizabeth zoomed in on the treeline and Hal caught sight of something glinting, perhaps under moonlight. He stepped closer to the screen.

      ‘Solar panel,’ he said. ‘Small, easily missed.’

      ‘It looks like there’s an arrangement of them in a horseshoe shape,’ Lauren said. ‘Do you think they’re powering motion sensors?’

      ‘Either way, it’s a mansion,’ Hal said. ‘This is the last place Sophia would hole up.’

      ‘But it’s old and run down; plenty of open ground between it and the forest,’ Lauren said. ‘It’s leased out by the owner, an elderly local woman who lives on the other side of Vilnius. All off the books. Not to mention there’s minimal internet and cellular usage which doesn’t match up to the number of occupants. You can’t tell me this doesn’t seem suspicious to you.’

      ‘That would depend,’ Hal said. ‘How long have they been there?’

      ‘We can’t know for sure, but five days at least.’

      ‘That’s too long.’

      She gestured to one of her operators. ‘Headset.’

      The operator passed one to Hal, and he slipped it over his ears.

      ‘It’s not that long when you have a place this good,’ Lauren continued as she held an eyedropper over one of her eyes and squeezed. The liquid hit her eye and she blinked. ‘They might’ve stayed a little longer.’

      ‘We need to find out,’ Hal said. ‘Can you bring up my team’s body-cams?’

      Before Lauren could pass on the order, one of the operators switched the left and right screens so they showed the body-cams from two of his operatives. Both visuals were infrared. One revealed a small glimmer of body heat in the distance, from one of the mansion’s rooms on the second floor.

      Through the headset, Hal heard one of his team members—an operative with her own genetic infrared vision—report what she’d seen through her binoculars. One of the mansion’s occupants had just drawn the blinds over a window. But not before they could catch a glimpse at the person’s face.

      ‘Face-recog running now,’ said Elizabeth, the operator next to him. ‘And … we have a lock.’

      Hal checked her display and recognized the face immediately. ‘Her name is Ieva. Abducted by Sophia three months ago.’

      Lauren’s red eyes focused on Hal. ‘The room’s yours. What’s our next move?’

      ‘I want Sophia alive.’ Hal leaned over the desk to collect his coffee. ‘And I want the others dead.’
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      Stingball grenades hit the floor around Sophia and detonated.

      Windows blasted into pieces.

      Sophia staggered, blind and unarmed, her vision white and ears ringing. By the time her senses returned, Nasira and Czarina were already reacting, their magnetoception and echolocation allowing them to move fast, closing on the attackers as they climbed the stairs. As they appeared on the second floor, Nasira crashed into one and together they rolled across the living-room floor in a tangle of limbs. Czarina disarmed another and used him and his next-gen vest as a shield from the gunfire.

      Sophia found Aviary hiding behind the sofa, blank-eyed with shock. She seized the girl’s hand and pressed hard into her palm until it clicked.

      ‘Disarmed!’ Sophia yelled.

      The living room was long and open, with no cover. The movement and coordination of the plain-clothed attackers was all too familiar.

      Operatives.

      They dropped their now useless firearms and reached for their knives, but Sophia’s group moved and fired, forcing them to disperse. DC’s sword cut through the air, glinting. His other hand gripped his pistol, and he fired and sliced, never stopped moving.

      Three operatives had made it to the center of the living room. With knives in hand, they closed quickly and slashed or hit anyone in range. Damien was there, deflecting a knife attack. It cut into his forearm, then he caught a blow to his body that sent him crashing into a wall. Czarina was thrown above the fireplace. She crumpled, then staggered back to her feet.

      A sharp pain lanced through Sophia’s jeans—a throwing knife, embedded in her flesh. She stumbled as another knife zipped past Felix. He collapsed in front of her, one hand pressing over the artery in his neck while the other waveringly aimed his pistol. He was finished. Sophia took his weapon. She moved and fired. Her leg almost gave way under her, burning from the blade, but she knew better than to remove it.

      Jay slid across the dining table, scattering half-empty bottles.

      An operative cut a path toward Aviary; he had short blond hair and eyes the color of ice. Sophia fired into his chest. He buckled from the shot … and smiled.

      The slide on Sophia’s pistol locked to the rear. No rounds.

      Czarina stepped between them, her pistol aimed and firing into the operative.

      The operative faltered, then turned on Czarina. He twisted the pistol from her grasp and broke her wrist. She roared in pain, and he kneed her, hard. Czarina smashed into the ceiling and fell, taking the chandelier with her. She didn’t get up again.

      The operative turned, knife in one hand, and focused on Sophia.

      Then Ieva was there, snatching a poker from the fire. She rammed the searing hot iron into the operative’s calf. His aim slipped and he fired through Sophia’s shoulder, tearing bone and muscle.

      ‘Not so fast,’ Ieva said.

      She swung the poker and the barbed tip tore open the operative’s leg. He stumbled, pried the weapon from her grasp and plunged it into her chest. Ieva collapsed on her knees, the iron run through her body. She gripped the handle with both hands, as if to remove it, and then with a strange acceptance she released her grip.

      The operative ran his knife across her neck.

      Blood poured down Ieva’s body. Her eyes went dark.

      Sophia dropped her pistol and drew the throwing knife from her leg, regardless of the consequences. If she couldn’t kill this operative, she was going to make him bleed. Even if she bled too.

      Around her, the fight was scattering across the mansion. Her group had spread out on purpose; it was smart, but as the operatives chased their prey, it left Sophia with only the dead, the broken and the ice-eyed operative who’d just killed Ieva.

      Sophia didn’t wait for him to reach her. She closed the gap first. Knife in hand, she engaged, sliced his pistol arm. There was a scream, angry and seemingly inhuman. It was coming from her. She brought her knee up and broke his arm. The operative dropped his pistol and pivoted, drove his fist into her midsection. The impact sent her into the air…

      …through the shattered window and out of the mansion.
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        * * *

      

      Olesya drove through the gate and into an operative, who bounced over the windshield. She pulled up hard between a tree and the front of the mansion. It was difficult to see at night, but Marina’s infrared vision would help them.

      ‘Two in the front room. Can’t tell which level,’ Andrey said, using the fancy phone Aviary had given them.

      Ark and Marina were out and firing their carbines—Marina went back to kill the operative they’d run over—and the crack of their gunfire echoed through the forest.

      ‘Stack on Marina,’ Olesya said.

      With Marina in the lead and Andrey in the rear, they lined up on the front porch and filed into the front room, aiming at alternate angles.

      ‘Back room, body heat,’ Marina said, using her infrared vision. ‘They’re pulling back.’

      Screams sounded from the living area upstairs. Olesya broke the stack and rushed up the steps, Ark two strides behind her. Together, they split the blood-splattered corridor and Olesya opened fire on another operative. But her target was too quick, skipping clear of the shots and into an adjacent room. Olesya shot through the wall, then heard Marina firing downstairs.

      ‘They’re running!’ Andrey shouted.

      Too late for the bodies in the living room, Olesya thought.
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        * * *

      

      Sophia hung from the windowsill with one hand, the glass biting into her palm.

      When the silhouette appeared above her, backlit by the mansion lights, she was ready to grab him and pull him down with her. They could both die together, if that’s what it took.

      Instead, someone grabbed her wrist and pulled her up.

      ‘I got you,’ Olesya said.

      She dragged Sophia back inside, where Ark checked Aviary for injuries and Czarina waved Marina off, her other arm hanging limp. There was one operative dead on the floor, but it wasn’t the one with blond hair. He was gone.

      Sophia couldn’t look at Ieva. She had to focus on something else.

      Czarina reached down with her functioning arm to unstrap the operative’s vest, only to catch sight of Ieva, lying on her side in blood-stained carpet, eyes open. Czarina’s hand trembled and she left the vest.

      Ark helped Aviary to her feet. She had her ruck on both shoulders and clutched her phone; blood smeared her cheek from a laceration below her eye. A fraction higher and Aviary would’ve been blinded, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      ‘Where are … where are the operatives?’ Sophia asked, barely able to whisper.

      ‘They withdrew as we entered,’ Olesya said.

      An explosion rattled the mansion. Above them, fire was pouring through the hallway.

      ‘They rigged the house,’ Andrey called out from the corridor.

      ‘This way.’ Olesya led them down the stairs.

      Behind Sophia, flames roared through the first floor and trickled down to the ground floor.

      ‘Where is—make sure they—’ Sophia said.

      ‘Everyone is out,’ Olesya said.

      Two vehicles were parked on the grass in front of the mansion, a crumpled body beside them. Operative. Olesya guided Sophia to the nearest vehicle.

      ‘How the hell did you find us?’ Czarina asked.

      Andrey waved the phone. ‘You left Olesya one of your phones. It started beeping like crazy long before we got here.’

      ‘Motion detectors,’ Aviary said under her breath. ‘We weren’t paying attention.’

      ‘I’m so stupid,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya squeezed her arm. ‘If you were stupid, you would have been dead a long time ago.’

      ‘All operatives are clear,’ Andrey said, watching his phone.

      ‘They’re still out there, and they could have reinforcements.’ Marina opened the doors to one of their vehicles. ‘Get in, now.’

      ‘Sure about that?’ Jay asked.

      ‘You need to come with us,’ Olesya replied.

      Damien and Jay helped Sophia into the back seat, then let Aviary climb in next to her. Marina took the wheel, and DC took the passenger seat beside her. He leaned over to bandage Sophia’s leg tightly, then said to Aviary, ‘Keep an eye on her, she might need oxygen.’

      It was the last thing she needed.

      Standing next to the vehicle, Olesya pointed down the road. ‘Go.’

      Marina accelerated fast, whipping them out of the front yard, but Sophia was watching through her window. Jay wrapped Damien’s arm while Nasira and Ark both leaned against the other vehicle, coughing.

      In the front of the car, DC and Marina were talking, but their voices sounded distant. All Sophia could think about was that operative driving the fire-iron through Ieva, then using his knife. She had seen programmed operatives do gruesome things—she’d even been one of them—but never before had she seen them enjoy it.

      Behind them, through the rear window, the flames burned into the night.
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        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      

      Olesya pulled into the hangar and cut the engine. The wind howled behind her until the roller doors shut, then it was silent except for the breathing of Olesya and her companions.

      Gleb was waiting for them with four Zaslon soldiers in white-and-gray arctic camouflage. Olesya didn’t like the look on his face. Something was wrong.

      ‘Illarion is leaving,’ he said as Olesya got out of the vehicle. ‘If you rush to the helipad, you can catch him.’

      ‘Leaving where?’ Olesya pointed to her passengers. ‘Can you take—?’

      ‘To the infirmary.’ Gleb nodded, and the Zaslon soldiers moved to help the injured members of Sophia’s team. ‘They’ll be under guard.’

      Olesya ran from the hangar, taking the side entrance out into the cold without stopping to button her coat. She sprinted across the snow to the east side of the base and spotted a helicopter perched on the helipad. Standing beside it, a pair of armed soldiers. On their upper arms, they wore black armbands with red emblems. Military police.

      A cleanly shaven man in a suit and winter coat strode from the helipad toward Illarion, who waited to receive him. Her superior’s blue eyes, however, were watching her.

      ‘Commander.’ Olesya rushed toward him. ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Moscow,’ Illarion said. ‘In my absence, you’re now the acting commander.’

      Olesya eyed the suited man, who nonchalantly checked the time on his silver watch before saying, ‘You’re under arrest, Illarion.’

      ‘What?’ Olesya cried.

      ‘I’ve been summoned for a tribunal hearing,’ Illarion said. ‘It’s fine.’

      Olesya’s stomach twisted. ‘Because of me?’

      Illarion led her aside and spoke softly. ‘Because of the things we’ve had to do. It means there are concerns I need to address.’

      ‘What did we do?’ She glared at the suited man, then at Illarion. ‘It’s because of today, isn’t it?’ she asked. ‘We saved Wrocław—no, we saved—’

      Illarion raised his hand to stop her. ‘I know what you did, but I still need to—’

      ‘We just saved Europe from a nuclear attack!’ Olesya yelled. ‘Do they not know this?’ She stared down the suited man. ‘I don’t care what the rest of the world says! I don’t care what Purity says! Do you…?’ She stopped, took a breath.

      The suited man watched her with mild interest.

      Illarion’s hand rested on her shoulder. ‘Please, Olesya. You need to let me go.’

      ‘I can’t.’ She gripped his hand. ‘I just need … I need you to tell me that we did the right thing. I need you to tell me what to do.’

      He withdrew his hand. ‘You don’t need my approval. And you don’t need me to tell you what to do.’

      Behind him, the helicopter’s engine revved, and the rotor blades roared through the night.

      ‘I do,’ she said. ‘I need you here. We need you here! Tell them…’ But her words were lost in the downwash of the blades.

      Illarion saluted her, and allowed himself to be escorted away.
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        * * *

      

      A pair of Zaslon soldiers parted to let Olesya into the infirmary. It smelt of ammonia, and the ceiling lights were always too bright for her. Damien sat, pale, on the end of a hospital bed, inspecting a new bandage on his arm with a sullen expression. Nasira was on oxygen in an adjacent bed, and Czarina sat in another, her pajamas spotted with blood and her forearm in a cast and sling. Opposite them, a nurse checked DC’s eyesight, and Gleb politely watched over them all, hands clasped behind his back.

      ‘I’m sure they appreciate your assistance,’ Gleb said to DC.

      DC nodded to Olesya as she approached. ‘We haven’t been formally introduced. I’m DC.’

      ‘No kidding. I’m Olesya.’

      Gleb turned to her. ‘Your new friends are being processed and placed in accommodation, under guard. For your safety and theirs,’ he said. ‘With the exception of DC here.’

      Czarina looked up with glazed eyes. ‘Why are we caged up while he’s free range?’

      ‘It was Gleb who tipped me off today,’ DC said.

      ‘We already have a … working relationship,’ Gleb added.

      Nasira removed her oxygen mask. ‘And we don’t?’

      ‘No,’ Gleb said. ‘Until we—’

      ‘Until I decide,’ Olesya cut in. ‘As acting commander.’ She put her hand on Damien’s shoulder. ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘Just a scratch.’

      She turned to Gleb. ‘I need to speak with you.’

      Together, they relocated across the hall to the empty briefing room. Olesya closed the door behind them, and Gleb walked round the table to stand beside Illarion’s chair. There was just enough light for Olesya to be certain he was scrutinizing her. He didn’t move an inch or avert his gaze, far surer of himself since they’d transferred to Kaliningrad.

      ‘Do you know where Ark is?’ she asked him.

      ‘Right now, he’s outside with Jay. Why?’

      Olesya exhaled slowly. ‘Val’s dead.’

      Silence, for a moment. He swallowed. ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I found her. The Fifth Column used dead bodies to set us up. Val’s was one of them.’

      Gleb leaned on the table’s edge. ‘Was she … how did she…?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Olesya said. ‘She was shot post-mortem. I didn’t see any other injuries, I couldn’t … there was no time. I’m sorry.’

      Gleb’s lips trembled, then he pressed them together. ‘I understand.’

      Olesya reached for the door handle. ‘Don’t tell Ark, please. Not yet.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I’ll tell him myself,’ she said.

      Gleb came around the table and faced her directly, his eyes red. ‘I don’t agree with what you’re doing, bringing those people here.’

      ‘You don’t have to.’

      ‘Cut them loose.’ Gleb’s lips twitched, eyes shimmering. ‘They can take care of themselves.’

      ‘We can’t even take care of ourselves,’ Olesya replied. ‘What chance do they have?’
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      Olesya knew a thousand-yard stare when she saw it, and Sophia had it.

      She sat across from Olesya in her torn, black-leather jacket and loose-fitting sweatpants. Her arm was in a sling, and under the jacket her shoulder was bandaged. She had a full cup of coffee from which the steam had long stopped rising.

      ‘How are your injuries?’ Olesya asked.

      Sophia touched her leg. ‘Knife wound’s healing the fastest.’

      ‘That’s good.’

      Sophia’s bronze hair concealed half her face and part of her neck. She’d washed the blood out of it, but it still smelled faintly singed. Already the grazes and cuts on her face and knuckles had receded into fine pink scars, and Olesya figured they would be gone within a few days. She looked down at the scars on her own hands. Those would always stay with her.

      Outside the window, snow was falling.

      ‘Did you choose the interrogation room with a view?’ Sophia asked. Her lips were chapped, and the smoke from the burning mansion had made her voice low and rough.

      ‘I’m not interrogating you, but you will be under guard.’ Olesya popped the studs on her coat. ‘It all depends on how much I can trust you.’

      It’s why she was alone with Sophia now: to find out if she could be trusted.

      ‘Who do you work for?’ Olesya asked.

      Sophia shook her head. ‘Myself. How about you?’

      Olesya told her the truth. ‘A secret directorate of the SVR.’

      ‘That was my second guess.’ Her gaze remained fixed on the white forest outside, beyond the base’s chain-link fence.

      ‘What do you see?’ Olesya asked. ‘Out there?’

      Sophia swallowed dryly. ‘Winter.’

      ‘Winter’s almost passed,’ Olesya said. ‘You said to me once that we could help each other. Do you still believe that?’

      ‘I’m not a fan of belief, but I think there’s potential,’ Sophia said. ‘You know, I haven’t seen your ability before. The soldiers you choked on the train, what was that exactly?’

      ‘They had a bad case of frostbite,’ Olesya said. ‘Did you sleep well?’

      ‘Not as well as you.’

      ‘You assume a lot.’ Olesya leaned back and folded her arms. ‘Do you think I’m a psychopath, like Denton and all the others in the Fifth Column?’

      ‘I know you’re not.’ Sophia met her gaze finally. ‘I can see it.’

      Olesya sat upright. ‘I looked over those kill-switch papers. The ones you gave me when you stopped me on that road.’

      ‘Good. Are any of your hunters carrying Fifth Column-injected pseudogenes?’ Sophia asked. ‘Or Intron technology?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘No. Why?’

      ‘Because anyone who does is at severe risk.’

      ‘Forgive me for being skeptical.’

      Sophia cocked her head. The curtain of her hair parted with the movement, revealing a dark bruise on her cheekbone. ‘You’re not skeptical, you’re worried.’

      ‘Is that part of your ability?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Something like that,’ Sophia said. ‘But right now, I’m the one who’s worried. We found a microchip in one of the Purity zealot’s necks. Aviary has it, she just needs the time to—’

      ‘I can send it to Moscow for analysis.’

      ‘Or Aviary can do it for you. Right here, under your instruction.’

      ‘She has two days to analyze it,’ Olesya said. ‘Then it goes to Moscow.’

      In one breath, Sophia drank her entire cup of coffee, then inhaled sharply. ‘I noticed the hidden cameras in our quarters. You must have some decent funding here.’

      ‘This base isn’t just for me. I’m a guest, much like yourself,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Without the expensive surveillance.’

      ‘Expensive? While you were busy in your billion-dollar state-of-the-art black project,’ Olesya said, ‘I was training in a hole in the ground. No resources—’

      ‘One—just one—of your hunter teams is larger than my entire group,’ Sophia said. ‘Don’t even try to run me on resources. I have nothing.’

      Frustration built inside Olesya, more so knowing Sophia would detect it. ‘You don’t know what I have or don’t have.’ She leaned forward. ‘I told you to stay out of this, and now look what happened.’

      Sophia stared at her, but said nothing.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Olesya said. ‘But this wasn’t your fight, Sophia. You didn’t have to get involved.’

      ‘And that’s where you’ve always been wrong.’

      ‘All right, if you’re such an expert, what would you do?’

      ‘I’d assemble a laboratory for Hélio, immediately,’ Sophia said. ‘So he can isolate and cure the kill switch.’

      ‘That’s a tall order.’

      ‘You’re the acting commander, right?’ Sophia said. ‘And whether you want to admit it or not, the kill switch matters to you.’

      Olesya thought of Xiu. If the kill switch was real, her life was at stake. ‘Assuming it’s real, how much time do we have left?’

      ‘I wish I knew.’ Sophia took a deep breath. ‘The question is, what are you going to do?’

      Olesya rested her elbows on the table. ‘I’ve been asking myself that since I left Moscow.’ She pictured Denton standing in her living room, speaking calmly as he executed her parents. ‘If you have the answer…’

      Sophia’s voice was noticeably softer. ‘Do you sometimes feel like you can’t, you know, control anything?’

      Olesya’s fingers trembled. The question caught her off-guard. She pressed her hand flat on the table. ‘I’m sure you had plenty of control when you were working for the Fifth Column, with their generous funding.’

      ‘When I was controlled by the Fifth Column,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Is there a difference?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘I had to wait six years to see my family. I was a teenager when I finally returned home. It was winter in Prague, almost as cold as here.’

      ‘Why are you telling me this, Sophia?’ Olesya asked. ‘We’re not the same.’

      ‘We are enough. We both had family. And I was worried mine wouldn’t recognize me. But they did. They knew their daughter had finally come home.’ Sophia paused, her gaze drifting before settling back on Olesya. ‘That was the point of no return for me.’

      Olesya folded her arms. ‘You had to kill them.’

      ‘It’s how you qualify as a Fifth Column operative.’

      ‘If you say so. Was that you or the programming?’

      ‘The programming makes it you,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya was ready to blame Sophia for her parents, but she wasn’t expecting Sophia to blame herself.

      ‘Look. You didn’t kill your friends last night,’ Olesya said. ‘Those operatives did that.’

      ‘So everyone says,’ Sophia said. ‘But it feels the same.’

      Olesya nodded. ‘For me, too.’

      ‘I know. I can literally see it in you.’

      ‘You’re not alone, Sophia. You have a whole team with you. They’re capable, and they’re highly intelligent. Because of that, or in spite of that, they’re willing to follow you to hell and back.’ Olesya leaned forward. ‘I’m here because I want to know why.’

      ‘They follow my delusion,’ Sophia said.

      ‘And what delusion is that?’

      ‘The same as yours. The one where we think we have a fighting chance at stopping the Fifth Column.’

      ‘You don’t believe we can?’

      ‘Of course I do,’ Sophia said. ‘And so do you. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be talking right now.’

      ‘I understand that, but in this part of the world we’re a little distracted,’ Olesya said. ‘Purity have seen to that.’

      Sophia touched the bruising on her jawline. ‘The Fifth Column is good with distractions.’

      Olesya thought for a moment, changed tack. ‘Have you had any suicidal thoughts lately?’

      Sophia lifted an eyebrow. ‘Most of my plans are suicidal,’ she said. ‘Maybe not intentionally suicidal.’

      ‘Your idea of resistance, do you think that’s a delusion?’

      Sophia smiled for the first time. ‘Does it matter? I know it’s a delusion, and I still won’t stop. Not until the Fifth Column is dust in the wind. Or I am.’

      Olesya nodded. ‘If you had answered that any differently, I would have you removed from this base. I’m glad I didn’t have to do that.’

      ‘So what are you going to do?’

      Olesya removed a Czech passport from her coat pocket. ‘This is yours.’ She slid it across the table. ‘Your friends will have theirs soon.’

      Sophia opened the passport. ‘You kept my first name. Well, I suppose I’m not that well known.’

      ‘And I hope it stays that way,’ Olesya said. ‘As long as you cooperate with me, you have your accommodation here, but you have cameras on you and much of the base will be off limits. At least for now.’

      ‘And then?’

      ‘And then tomorrow you can leave or you can stay. The choice will be yours.’

      Sophia nodded. ‘Do you want me to stay?’

      ‘You already know my answer.’

      Sophia closed the passport, pocketed it. ‘One more question.’

      ‘All right.’

      ‘Why did you come for us?’

      Olesya stood and fastened her coat. ‘Because no one else will.’
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      Jay leaned against the concrete wall, his breath fogging in the morning air. He already felt out of place, but now that he was a reluctant guest at a Russian military base the feeling was hard to ignore. Nearby, Ark paced up and down. He dug a flask from his coat pocket and offered it to Jay.

      ‘When Sophia told us you were alive,’ Ark said, ‘and deprogrammed, I didn’t believe her. Seemed too good to be true.’

      ‘Why?’ Jay brought the flask to his lips. The liquid burned a satisfying trail down his throat, making him cough and Ark laugh.

      ‘Strong as fuck, yes?’ Ark said.

      Jay nodded, catching his breath. ‘Strong as fuck.’

      ‘Gorilka. Ukrainian firewater with honey and pepper. Yes, everything’s too good to be true.’

      ‘I’m alive.’ Jay handed the flask back. ‘And you still have your American accent. Not much has changed, huh?’

      Ark drank, squinted, then cleared his throat. ‘Olesya’s team leader now.’

      ‘Bet you took that well,’ Jay said.

      Ark scratched his curly hair. ‘We understand each other.’

      ‘You got a good team there.’ Jay shoved his hands in the pockets of the winter coat Ark had loaned him. After the humidity of Colombia, Kaliningrad was a bit of a shift.

      ‘Not good enough,’ Ark said. ‘We cannot afford to lose any more hunters.’

      ‘You saved us though,’ Jay said. ‘Counts for something.’

      Ark grimaced. ‘So? I can save Europe from a nuclear disaster, but I can’t even find my sister.’

      A soldier appeared from inside with Hélio beside her, and made straight for Ark. She spoke directly to him in Russian, and he nodded, answered. The soldier gave Jay a passing glance, then returned indoors, leaving Hélio with them.

      ‘You’re supposed to have someone watching you at all times,’ Ark said.

      Hélio took a step closer and nodded. He pulled his collar up under his pointed ears and tucked his hands into his pockets. ‘Jay,’ he said. ‘I … um, I have something to tell you. Privately, if that’s all right.’

      ‘I’ll take a walk,’ Ark said. ‘But I’ll stay in sight.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Hélio said.

      Ark walked off toward the base’s fence line, boots squeaking through fresh snowfall.

      Jay wished he’d kept the flask. ‘What do you want?’

      ‘To tell you everything,’ Hélio said.

      ‘Shoot.’

      ‘Intron—uh, Lívia—wanted me to gain your trust,’ Hélio said. ‘And Sophia’s as well.’

      Jay laughed. ‘That’s not gonna happen.’

      In the distance, still within line of sight, Ark lit a cigarette.

      Hélio took another step closer. ‘Lívia wanted me to impersonate your brother. To find the Regen.’

      ‘My brother’s dead,’ Jay said quickly. ‘And we don’t have the Regen sample. Unless you want Sophia’s DNA.’

      ‘Her DNA’s not enough.’ Hélio lifted one leg of his pants, revealing the exoskeleton underneath. ‘I fell out a window three stories high. Now they have to break my bones every year and let them reknit so they grow. One more year and then no more breaking.’

      Jay swallowed. ‘That sucks.’

      He shrugged. ‘My legs made the brother thing kinda believable. But I couldn’t go through with it.’

      Hélio shared more than Jay’s brother’s name. He looked similar too, the same nose and smile, the same dark brown hair. But his eyes were too blue and his ears smaller, a different shape. Even his chin seemed too narrow.

      ‘Who says I would’ve believed you anyway?’ Jay asked. ‘Your boss is a real piece of work.’

      ‘She has a degenerative disorder,’ he said. ‘Her quest for immortality is taking its toll.’

      ‘Right. So why couldn’t you go through with it? You’re being paid for this, yeah?’

      Hélio looked him up and down. ‘Because you remind me of my real brother.’

      ‘In a bad way or a good way?’

      ‘He was brave, always looked out for me,’ Hélio said. ‘Even when his friends told him not to. He didn’t care what people thought of him.’

      Jay grinned. ‘Sounds nothing like me.’

      It had started to snow again. Hélio pulled the cuff of his pants down past his ankles. ‘He died. A long time ago.’

      Jay nodded. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘What for?’

      ‘I dunno. That he’s gone.’

      ‘Thanks. And … um, thanks for listening.’ Hélio turned and walked back toward the building.

      ‘Hey.’ Jay called after him. ‘You never answered my question.’

      Hélio paused, snow drifting and settling in his hair. With a different haircut, maybe he could’ve passed as Jay’s dead brother.

      ‘Why couldn’t you do it?’ Jay asked. ‘Pretend to be my brother.’

      Hélio stood unnaturally still for a moment. ‘Do you want my honest answer?’

      Jay shrugged.

      ‘I was afraid to.’
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      ‘I understand that you work for Intron,’ Olesya said. ‘What do you do for them?’

      Ezra sat in the chair opposite and crossed one leg over the other. She wore dusty black jeans and stared back at Olesya with large, inquisitive eyes.

      ‘I’m a security contractor,’ Ezra said. ‘Close Personal Protection.’

      ‘You’re also from Brazil. Are you protecting Hélio?’

      ‘Felix and I were,’ she said. ‘Felix was killed in the attack.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Likewise.’ Ezra crossed her legs the other way. ‘How you look at me ... I remind you of someone, don’t I? Does she have dark hair?’

      ‘Let’s stay focused on my questions.’ Olesya folded her arms. ‘Is the kill switch real?’

      Ezra sucked her lower lip. ‘I sincerely hope not. But hope is not the answer you’re looking for, is it?’

      ‘I’m not looking for it, but I wouldn’t mind it,’ she said. ‘Is Intron kidnapping Russian hunters and selling them on the black market?’

      ‘That’s a very particular question. And it’s one I don’t have the answer to. Although … I have my suspicions.’

      Olesya lowered her voice. ‘And they are?’

      Ezra inched forward in her chair. ‘Two years ago, Intron sold a fleet of six-hundred and eighty Destiny-class drones to Purity.’

      ‘And you know this how?’

      ‘I ensured their safe delivery to a harbor in Latvia.’ Ezra uncrossed her legs and sat up straight. ‘From there, I do not know.’

      ‘What were the drones for?’

      ‘What they were intended for and what Purity intends them for are two very different things.’ Ezra got up, then asked, ‘Do you mind if I stand?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘And you know these two different things?’

      ‘I know one.’ Ezra walked to the window, hands clasped behind her back. ‘Intron designed the Destiny drones to float in the stratosphere. Their wingspan is larger than a Boeing 737, but they weigh less than a car. Drawing power from their solar panels, they beam the internet down at fiber-optic speeds.’

      Olesya watched her carefully. ‘And what is Purity to do with six-hundred and eighty solar-powered internet drones?’

      ‘That’s for you to find out. But I imagine it’s not for delivering the internet.’

      Ezra looked out the window as if studying the landscape. In the distance, a string of soldiers trudged through snow.

      ‘What do you see out there?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘A dark forest,’ Ezra said.

      ‘Let’s cut to the chase. Intron sent you here for damage control,’ Olesya said, changing tack. ‘Is that correct?’

      ‘Isn’t that why we’re all here? Damage control?’ Ezra turned on her heel, facing Olesya. ‘All I know is I don’t want to find I’ve had a hand in something … regrettable.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      DC sidled up to the door of Sophia’s new room and rapped on it briskly. Sophia and her team had been accommodated in their own area; comfortable, but with cameras watching and a military police detachment just across the hall.

      ‘It’s me,’ DC said. ‘Can I—?’

      ‘Come in,’ Sophia said.

      The quarters looked comfortable—much like any military barracks he’d had the pleasure of staying in. He found her in the only bedroom with an open door. She was slouched on her bed in sweatpants and a t-shirt, her eyes closed, but she opened them when he closed the door. She looked tired, although he doubted she was sleeping.

      ‘Have you spoken with Olesya?’ he asked.

      ‘More or less.’ Her eyelids were red, and her gray eyes bloodshot. ‘So I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you know everyone here after all.’

      ‘I know Olesya for the same reasons you do,’ he said. ‘We’re on the same side.’

      ‘Is there anyone you don’t know?’ Sophia sat up, and the movement seemed to hurt her shoulder. She winced. ‘What brings you here?’

      DC sat carefully beside her—not too close, but enough that she could close the gap if she really wanted. ‘I need your help with something.’

      She gave him a kind-of-smile. ‘You can’t ask your pal, Olesya?’

      ‘She’s … understaffed right now. And I’d prefer to ask you.’

      ‘Well, in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m locked up here.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say locked up,’ he said. ‘Besides, I think you’ll have more freedom tomorrow, which is when I need you.’

      ‘All right, I’ll bite.’ She turned to him. ‘What happens tomorrow that’s so important?’

      ‘There’s a black-market deal going down in Latvia,’ he said. ‘A shipment of rare biotech. I’m almost certain I know what it is, and it could prove invaluable for us.’

      ‘Why do I get the feeling that when you say “biotech” you mean the Regen that’s not even supposed to exist, let alone be on the black market?’

      ‘Word is a sample made it out of Colombia when Purity attacked Intron’s facility.’

      ‘Yeah, I know,’ Sophia said. ‘Because they stole it from Jay.’

      ‘And if it gets reverse-engineered, that could be very bad. In the hands of Russian operative hunters, and yourself, though, it could be very good.’

      ‘I’m sure there’s a hunter team out there who can be assigned.’

      DC had no answer for that, and it was obvious Sophia noticed. Or maybe she was just sensing his emotions.

      ‘Olesya told me there were heaps of hunter teams stationed in different areas,’ Sophia said. ‘Why don’t they help her?’

      DC shook his head. Sophia was halfway to being a human lie detector, there was no point hiding the truth. ‘Because there are no other hunter teams.’

      She met his gaze. ‘Does Olesya know?’

      ‘No. It wouldn’t help her right now.’

      ‘Maybe not, but it might help her value us a little more.’

      ‘I’ve already seen to that.’ He placed his hand over hers, just for a moment. ‘She’ll need your help more than I will. She can’t do this without you.’

      Sophia withdrew her hand, then inspected it. ‘The Regen’s right here in my veins, and you can’t even use it.’

      ‘I know.’ He smiled. ‘But neither can anyone else. Let’s keep it that way.’

      Her gaze narrowed. ‘Who do you really want the Regen for? Us or yourself?’ She raised her hands placatingly. ‘Look, I’m not going to judge. Your increased survivability would be appreciated by many.’ She gave him a small nod. ‘Including … you know … me.’

      He exhaled slowly. Just thinking about it almost overwhelmed him. ‘I’m trying to bring the Sixth Column back together. But to do that, I need the Regen.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘All I can tell you is that it’s the only deal on the table.’

      ‘I’m not going to ask if you tried other options,’ she said. ‘And I’m not going to ask how you’ll make this happen.’

      ‘Good,’ he said. ‘I like to maintain an air of mystery.’ Plus I don’t know how I’ll make it happen either, he thought. ‘I need to go.’ He stood and, with a slight hesitation, walked to the door. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow.’

      She nodded, but she wasn’t looking at him. ‘I’ll be ready.’
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        * * *

      

      DC walked the gray linoleum floor away from Sophia’s accommodation and toward the hunters’ quarters. He turned a corner and almost collided with Marina.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said, and stepped around her.

      ‘It’s all right,’ Marina said, adjusting her headscarf. ‘Actually, I wanted to speak with you.’

      ‘Look, I get that you hate me, and you have every right—’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Back then, you were just doing your job.’

      ‘Purity zealots do their job too,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t make it OK.’

      ‘I wanted to thank you,’ she said.

      He wasn’t prepared for that. ‘For … why?’

      Marina’s hazel eyes focused on him. ‘For sending those Chinese soldiers down to find me.’

      ‘You knew I did that?’

      ‘I always knew. You distracted the Fifth Column long enough for the Chinese soldiers to rescue me,’ Marina said. ‘All this time, I … why didn’t you just tell me you saved me?’

      He wet his lips. ‘You wouldn’t have believed me.’

      ‘Fine.’ Marina stepped around him. ‘If there’s anything I can do, just ask.’

      DC nodded. ‘You know, there is something—’

      But Marina had already vanished around the corner.
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      Hélio shifted in his seat. ‘Am I in trouble?’

      Olesya put some sheets of paper on the table between them. ‘You have been for quite some time now.’

      He nodded. ‘Is this where it ends?’

      ‘It’s where you start telling the truth.’

      He looked out the window. They always did.

      ‘What do you see?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Convulsions.’ He glanced at the papers on the table, then met her gaze. ‘I’m not here for the kill switch.’

      She said nothing. She wanted him to talk, and he seemed willing.

      ‘You can save your time, I already know it’s real.’ He pointed to her papers on the table. ‘The kill switch.’

      ‘And how do you know that?’

      ‘Because,’ he said, sitting upright. ‘I’m the one who discovered it. It wasn’t intentional, I was digging around inside the genome of this Fifth Column operative. That’s when I found it.’

      ‘If you know so much about it, at what point in Project GATE is the operative injected with the kill switch?’ Olesya asked, deadpan. It was her most burning question, but she didn’t want him to know that.

      ‘When their pseudogenes were activated,’ Hélio said. ‘Not as advanced as ours … um, Intron’s. They used old technology, zinc finger modules—’

      ‘How old were the operatives?’

      He swallowed. ‘I … I don’t work for the Fifth Column. I don’t know, but I think when they were teenagers.’ He raised his hands in admission. ‘Relax, you don’t have the kill switch, you were too young.’

      ‘I’m not concerned about that.’

      ‘Look, I think I can find a way to turn it off,’ he said. ‘But I need a lab. With equipment.’

      ‘So I’ve been told. We have a research center in Koltsovo, Russia.’

      Hélio blinked. ‘Yeah, but I know more about this kill switch than anyone in Russia. I’m probably the only person who’s seen it.’

      ‘And the only person who can pass the cure to Intron,’ she said.

      ‘Then everyone gets cured,’ he said. ‘Isn’t that a good thing?’

      ‘Not necessarily. Tell me about the kill switch.’

      He drew a deep breath, then focused on the corner of the table. ‘It’s a genetic sequence. It attaches to markers in your DNA. Those markers were put there by the Fifth Column so they could tag each and every ability. At least the identified ones. The pseudogenes they knew about.’

      ‘Does this include the abilities people were born with?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘They only tagged the injected ones. Except for the Regen, of course.’

      ‘Why not the Regen?’

      ‘The Fifth Column geneticist who designed the kill switch was also responsible for designing the Regen,’ he said. ‘I think she did it intentionally, maybe to keep the Regen under the radar.’

      Olesya pushed the papers aside. ‘All right, so how does the kill switch function? Do you even know?’

      ‘Of course I know. It’s very clever,’ he said. ‘It codes for an endotoxin, which is not poisonous in itself. I accidentally…’

      She waited for him to finish. When his face turned a shade paler, she asked, ‘What did you do?’

      He cleared his throat. ‘I … triggered the kill switch in one of our contractors, a former operative. She had thermogenesis—the same ability as Damien. The kill switch threw her ability into reverse. Her body temperature dropped suddenly and so did she. Before I knew it, she was on the floor, shaking and shivering.’

      ‘How quickly did this happen?’

      ‘Minutes. Maybe ten, fifteen. I wasn’t counting. We tried … the medical team warmed her with IV fluids, but then her temperature just skyrocketed. It was like her thermogenesis went into overdrive. I watched her have a seizure on the floor. Then she was … she stopped moving.’

      He stared at the table between them as though the woman was lying on it. Olesya watched him carefully, waiting for him to continue. His nose twitched as his dusty blue eyes finally focused on her.

      ‘That’s the thing with the kill switch. The endotoxin doesn’t kill you,’ he said. ‘Your abilities do.’

      Olesya was beset with mental images of how Xiu might die. Would she have a seizure, her organs failing one after another until her brain shut down? Or would she meet her fate more violently? Olesya couldn’t let that happen to her.

      ‘How do you stop it?’ she snapped.

      Hélio almost jumped from his chair, and Olesya realized just how angry and terrifying she must have sounded.

      ‘Um, the only way to stop the endotoxin from doing its thing is to neutralize it,’ Hélio said quickly, adjusting himself. ‘But you’d have to do that very, very carefully.’

      ‘And you can do that?’

      ‘I’m your best chance.’

      ‘If that were true, I’d be very concerned.’

      ‘You must be very concerned then.’

      ‘Only that you still haven’t told me why you’re really here.’

      He glanced out the window, but only for a moment. ‘You know that Purity stole some valuable tech from Intron, yes?’

      ‘From your facility in Colombia,’ she said. ‘I’m aware.’

      ‘One of the things they stole was a device that can run blood tests to determine if someone is … genetically abnormal. A detector.’

      ‘I know, Purity are already using it,’ Olesya said. ‘That was your invention?’

      ‘It was my job.’

      ‘Nice. Did it ever occur to you that you were selling the means for Neo-Nazis to commit genocide?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Only when it was too late,’ he said. ‘But here’s the thing: Purity think it works on everyone: operatives, former operatives, you and your other hunter friends. Even civilians. It should pick up on your … anomalous genes, right?’

      ‘I suppose so,’ she said.

      He grinned. ‘If they tested you right now, you would pass the test as pure,’ he said. ‘Why? Because it only works on pseudogenes that have been tagged.’

      ‘You’re saying this only works on Fifth Column operatives? No one else?’

      ‘No one else,’ Hélio said. ‘But Purity don’t know that. They think it works on everyone.’

      ‘Why are you telling me this?’

      ‘What helps you, helps me,’ he said. ‘I’m on your side.’

      ‘We’ll see about that. So, Purity raided Intron for this detector?’

      ‘More. They stole something else Intron was working on, called an inhibitor. It targets the very same markers—abilities injected into Project GATE operatives like Sophia and Damien when they were children. Intron’s very first test subject for the inhibitor was Jay.’

      She leaned forward. ‘Intron stripped his abilities.’

      ‘With the inhibitor. But I haven’t told him … yet.’

      ‘You might want to consider that,’ she said. ‘If you have any intention of being trusted by us.’

      ‘I will, for sure. But even if you don’t trust me, I can still help you.’

      ‘That’s up to you,’ Olesya said. ‘Sophia found a microchip in the neck of a Purity agent. I don’t suppose you know anything about that? It wouldn’t happen to be Intron tech, now would it?’

      ‘Not the chip,’ Hélio said. ‘Sorry. But look, those things are pretty popular in Europe right now, what with all the terrorists abducting soldiers and government officials. The chips are great for locating victims. So if you asked me, my guess is Purity are using it for the same reason: to keep track of their own spies.’

      ‘I was hoping for a little more than that,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Sorry,’ he answered. ‘So … do you think I’ll be able to get that lab I asked for?’

      ‘If I did, what equipment would you need?’

      Hélio produced a napkin, stained with coffee, and slid it across the table. It had a list on it. ‘I wrote them down in advance for you.’

      She glanced at the list. Half the items he’d scrawled on it she couldn’t even pronounce.

      ‘For now, you will be placed in secure accommodation with your bodyguard,’ she said. ‘Separate from the others.’

      He swallowed. ‘Did I do something wrong?’

      ‘Not yet.’ She took his list. ‘And we’re going to keep it that way.’
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      Aviary ignored Gleb as he watched over her shoulder. Olesya had asked Aviary to look at the microchip they’d pried from that zealot’s neck, but before she could even begin to inspect it Olesya had walked in again and given her a new assignment: look for anything they could find on the so-called Destiny drones. Aviary didn’t mind, she had important things she could do now. For once, everyone was relying on her instead of the other way around.

      On her laptop, Aviary was combing through yet another batch of Intron’s emails she’d siphoned from the CEO’s phone in Brazil. Onscreen, they translated from Portuguese to somewhat clumsy English.

      ‘There.’ Aviary pointed to the word ‘Destiny’ and said, ‘Transmits high-speed data from an altitude of sixty-thousand feet. Ezra was telling the truth.’

      ‘About the technology, yes,’ Gleb said. ‘But we have nothing to confirm that this deal with Purity ever happened.’

      Aviary rested her chin on her hand. ‘Somehow I don’t think it’ll be in these emails.’

      Gleb paced the office floor between their desks, his thin, uniformed body moving with long, awkward strides. As he breathed, his nose whistled softly, irritatingly. The other desk was his, so Aviary assumed she was currently sitting at Illarion’s desk.

      ‘So we’re talking seven hundred Destiny drones with one-hundred-foot wingspans,’ Aviary said. ‘That can’t be easy to hide. I could use a Fifth Column satellite to check all the airfields in Latvia …’ She paused as Gleb’s eyes widened. ‘Or we could use a legit Russian satellite.’

      Gleb scratched his short, sandy hair. ‘We should have a Razdan-class satellite recording the region. Purity won’t have the drones in plain sight. How quickly can they initiate a vertical takeoff?’

      Aviary shrugged. ‘Just a little bit of runaway. Not much.’

      ‘And there’s a lot of them,’ Gleb said. ‘Which means they’ll be in an air base somewhere. And to get there, something had to transport them.’

      Aviary nodded. ‘Yeah, in massive super-huge quantities.’

      ‘Or they could have been disguised and distributed to many air bases in more manageable quantities.’

      ‘That sounds … more sensible.’

      ‘Yes. I’ll see what I can do.’ Gleb perched at his desk and used his office phone to make a call in Russian.

      ‘Guess I’ll do my own thing,’ Aviary said.

      She switched to a folder of video files. She still had some footage from the Wrocław operation to go through, where she was hoping to identify the mysterious cloaked figure who had saved Olesya from the operatives.

      Gleb finished his call and turned to her. ‘They’ll have high resolution images of every air field and base—civilian and military—within the hour.’

      ‘Do you want help looking through them?’

      Gleb stood quickly, then paused to consider her offer. ‘Perhaps. But Olesya has something else for you to do first.’

      ‘Another thing?’ She shrugged. ‘OK, hit me.’

      ‘The operatives that Intron are stealing … we suspect the company is selling them on the black market. We would like to know the identities of these black-market operatives—their original and newly assigned identities. If you can find anything in those Intron emails.’

      ‘Sure. Um, glad to be … helpful.’

      She closed the folder of video files and fired off a new search inside the Intron emails, this one simply for the Portuguese word: operativo.

      683 matches.

      She opened email after email, skimming through. Most were short and to the point. The twenty-third email, however, was sent from Intron’s accounting department with a single invoice attached. Aviary had a quick look over it. It was talking about four colors of something. Whatever, she thought, closing it. She was about to move onto the next email when something caught her attention. She opened the invoice again.

      Height in centimeters, weight in kilograms, eye color, hair color, nationality. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Features: Four colors.

      It was a poor translation to English, but she realized that was anything but ordinary.

      ‘Tetrachromacy,’ she said, catching Gleb’s attention. ‘That’s when you can see ultraviolet waves, right?’

      Gleb frowned. ‘I’m not familiar with Fifth Column genetics. Or Intron.’

      She opened another email and read the invoice. Human descriptions. Feature: increased sense of olfaction. She opened a third email. Feature: Increased sensitivity to magnetic fields.

      Gleb moved from his desk, circling around her. ‘What did you find?’

      ‘I think I found human trafficking,’ she said.

      Gleb’s nose whistled and he pointed at the display. ‘No Intron logo.’

      Aviary swatted his hand away. ‘Don’t touch the screen.’

      In the bottom right-hand corner of every invoice, she noticed the string of characters: M165.

      She ran a quick search through the correspondence for M165, filtering out the invoices. There was an email, two years old, but there were more than just a few words here. Across her laptop screen, the Portuguese words unraveled into English.

      

      MYRIAD 165

      Acquisition and processing of candidates

      High yield: Fifth Column operatives

      Moderate yield: Russian operative hunters

      Moderate yield: Fifth Column operative candidates (identified for the project but never inducted, now civilian adults).

      

      Training models

      Model #1: Train existing candidates (x amount of years, finite candidates)

      Model #2: Catalog gene configs from donors and transfer to existing MilSec personnel.

      

      Gleb leaned over her shoulder, reading every word. ‘This is … this is very bad.’

      ‘What’s M165?’ Aviary asked. None of this made any sense to her.

      He swallowed. ‘I think we should ask Hélio.’

      ‘I think we should keep reading.’ She scrolled down the page.

      

      Processing centers

      South America, Central America, Eastern Europe, Japan.

      See attached for all locations.

      

      Intron Genetic Database

      – Acquisitions (donors)

      – Clinical Trials

      – Release Candidate Testing

      – MilSec Approved.

      

      Products and Services:

      – Genetic Upgrades (civilian, restricted)

      – MilSec personnel for hire (turnkey solution)

      – Subscription-based reselling (private security, renewable contracts).

      

      Aviary opened the attached photos; each one showed a labyrinthine hospital ward. Every bed was occupied, the occupants seemingly sedated or restrained. It was a giant maze of human guinea pigs.

      ‘Jay was a donor,’ she said.

      ‘And Val was a product.’ Gleb walked back to his desk and slumped in his chair.

      ‘Did you know her?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Not as much as I wanted to.’ Gleb picked up the phone again, then changed his mind and hung up. ‘Why are you here?’ He looked directly at her.

      ‘Um, the mansion was attacked and—’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Why are you not home, wherever that is? Why are you caught up in all … of this?’

      ‘Honestly?’ Aviary closed her laptop. ‘I dunno. I guess I lost my way somewhere.’

      ‘You are on the other side of the world. Do you know this?’

      Aviary brushed red hair from her face. ‘You know how you have plans and then you somehow end up in a totally different place?’

      ‘No. This is where I meant … well, no,’ he said. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I dunno. It feels like … someone else is living my real life while I’m here,’ she said. ‘Like when you mix up your baggage and it ends up at another airport.’

      Gleb turned in his chair, making it squeak. ‘In this metaphor, are you the baggage?’

      ‘No. Well, yeah. Sometimes it feels like it.’

      ‘You are running from something, yes?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘The Fifth Column did kinda want to lock me up forever. So, yeah.’

      ‘Are they who you’re running from?’

      She drummed her fingers over the laptop. ‘Does it matter?’

      ‘Forgive me for prying, but I’m just curious why you are with these people.’

      ‘I guess I care … I don’t know.’ Aviary forced a smile. ‘I could ask you the same.’

      ‘Val saw something in me that I did not expect anyone to see,’ he said.

      ‘From what I’ve heard, she sounds like a nice person,’ Aviary said.

      ‘She was,’ Gleb said. ‘When I was a boy, I was scared of fireworks. The sound they made, the bright lights in the sky. The dogs barking. I never liked it, but when I was older, during this one New Year celebration, I forced myself to stand in one place and watch them. I did not allow myself to move.’ His face showed the hint of a smile. ‘The sky lit up and everything else went dark. It was beautiful.’

      ‘You weren’t scared anymore?’ Aviary asked.

      He shook his head. ‘This one time, Val approached me. She was wearing the usual clothing she wore on operations—a black winter coat and scarf, combat boots under jeans. I thought she was preparing for an operation but there was none. I was so stupid I didn’t know why she was talking to me. She had to explain that she wanted me to ask her out and show her Moscow.’ Gleb looked down and fidgeted in his chair. ‘You see, it was New Year in a couple of days and hunters are not permitted to see their parents at all, so they do not celebrate much. It’s a hard time for them. But Val had never seen the fireworks because they made her cry as a child. So I promised to take her to see the fireworks at Red Square.’

      ‘She finally saw them, like you did?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘The night before the New Year we scrambled for an operation. Olesya, Ark and Val. They were tracking three Fifth Column operatives in Moscow,’ he said. ‘Things did not go well that night.’ He paused, swallowed, then said, ‘She never got to see the fireworks. Not the way I did.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘But you still have the others, right? Olesya and Ark are still here.’

      Gleb nodded. ‘Illarion believes in Olesya.’

      ‘Do you?’

      ‘Perhaps more than she believes in herself,’ he said. ‘But what do I know? I work in Intelligence, I am not a hunter.’

      ‘You and me both,’ Aviary said. ‘Except I don’t work in Intelligence. But we’re both outsiders.’

      ‘Or perhaps we are not the outsiders,’ Gleb said. ‘Maybe they are.’
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      Olesya opened the door to the interview room and let Jay inside. He was her last interview, and she figured this would be a quick one as he walked through, drumming his fingers on the table.

      ‘Like what you’ve done with the place.’ He slumped in his seat.

      Olesya hung her coat on the back of her chair. ‘I have some questions for you.’

      ‘It’s been a long time,’ Jay said. ‘You want the full life story? Or just the highlights. There’s some missing time, being programmed and, uh, drinking. You know how it is.’

      ‘I don’t drink.’ Olesya sat down, hands on the table. ‘You were held against your will inside an Intron facility … in Colombia.’

      ‘Yep. Two stars, wouldn’t recommend.’

      ‘When Purity raided the facility, do you know what they took?’

      ‘I was bleeding out on the floor, so I wasn’t paying that much attention.’ He put his feet up on the table. ‘But my money’s on them taking my abilities, the ones Intron stole from me.’

      ‘Including the Regen?’

      Jay ran a hand through his short hair. ‘Dunno. Maybe.’

      ‘After I was taken from Project GATE, what were you told about me?’ Olesya asked.

      He blinked. ‘Uh, just that you were locked up somewhere for treason. But it’s not like everyone believed it.’

      ‘Who didn’t?’

      ‘Some of us. Damien, Xiu…’

      ‘What did Xiu think?’

      ‘She thought you were an alien from outer space … I’m kidding. Seriously, she thought you’d escaped or something.’ Jay took his feet off the table and pulled his chair forward. It scraped on the linoleum floor. ‘Sorry. Yeah, I guess she thought you didn’t wanna be there anymore.’

      ‘When was the last time you saw her?’

      ‘Back when I was still a Fifth Column zombie,’ he said. ‘A few years ago. Why?’

      ‘I could use your help, Jay,’ Olesya said.

      ‘I dunno if I’d be much use,’ Jay said. ‘Missing pseudogenes and all.’

      ‘Did you use them often?’

      ‘All the time,’ he said. ‘In the dark, I’d use night vision and infrared. I mean, who wouldn’t, right? Now I’m blind like the rest of you.’ He cleared his throat. ‘No offense.’

      ‘What about your training?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Well, yeah. I’m just, you know, I’m a liability now. I can’t boil a kettle without someone watching over my shoulder.’ He rubbed his nose. ‘I think that’s why Nasira liked me. Because I had the Regen, she knew I wouldn’t wind up dead … as much.’

      ‘Liked you?’

      ‘I mean she still does. But now she just worries about me all the time.’

      ‘Does she have reason to?’

      ‘I’m brave,’ he said. ‘Or I used to be. I can’t be like that anymore.’

      Olesya nodded. ‘So it’s not about your pseudogenes?’

      ‘Course it is.’

      ‘You don’t have active pseudogenes like they do, not anymore,’ she said. ‘And from what I can tell, Nasira is overly sympathetic and protective of you. Do I have that right?’

      ‘More or less.’

      ‘Even though you’re still as good an operative as you were,’ she said. ‘Is it really about losing your abilities?’

      ‘No.’ He looked out the window. ‘I’m not stupid. It’s about me.’

      ‘What do you see out there?’ she asked.

      ‘Crashing waves, but there’s no horizon.’ He met her gaze. ‘What about you?’

      Olesya was about to brush off the question, but decided to look. It wasn’t snowing, and the forest was a sharp edge of darkness under thick, knotted clouds.

      ‘Gray,’ she said.

      Jay sighed. ‘Look, I know how these interview techniques are supposed to work. Let’s skip to the end: what are you getting at here?’

      Olesya clasped her hands. ‘Do you want to be part of something?’

      ‘I just wanna be useful.’

      ‘You already are,’ she said.

      His gaze drifted. ‘Yeah, but I’m more—’

      ‘Special?’

      ‘What you said before. Just gray.’
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      Aviary was only slightly relieved when Sophia finally limped into the briefing room.

      ‘Gleb’s gone to grab food, we don’t have long.’ Aviary said, opening her laptop.

      ‘Aren’t you coming back to the quarters?’ Sophia asked. ‘You can show me the drones there.’

      ‘This isn’t about the drones,’ Aviary said. ‘I need to show you something else.’

      Sophia approached the table. ‘You’re scared.’

      She was probably reading emotions again, so there was no point denying it.

      ‘Yeah, I am.’ Aviary swiveled her laptop so Sophia could see the screen. ‘I was going through footage from one of my wearable cameras, trying to get a look at that cloaked person.’

      Sophia placed her hand lightly on Aviary’s shoulder. ‘Did you get a face?’

      ‘No. But I found something you need to see.’ Aviary hit the space bar.

      Two video streams, synced by timecode, played next to each other without audio. In one, Czarina’s camera shuddered as she fired her rifle across the plaza. In the other, Nika fought an operative in the town hall.

      In Nika’s video, the operative’s face was torn apart by Czarina’s gunfire and he slumped onto his back. Then Nika slid down, as if she was slowly sitting.

      From Czarina’s video, she opened fire on Nika.

      The videos ended.

      Sophia stared at the black screen. ‘I gave her the all-clear.’

      ‘Because she said she had a clear shot, even I remember that,’ Aviary said. ‘But she didn’t.’

      ‘Her shots went right through Nika’s head,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Could it have been an accident?’

      ‘No.’ Sophia gripped the back of Aviary’s chair, knuckles white. ‘Erase it and don’t mention this to anyone else.’

      ‘Are you … yeah, OK.’ Aviary did as Sophia instructed, with a few extra passes so the files couldn’t be recovered.

      ‘I thought she could change … she doesn’t know where to draw the line.’ Sophia said, staggering out of the office, her gaze hollow. ‘Thank you for showing me.’

      Aviary closed her laptop and looked up at Sophia’s tired, red eyes. ‘What are you going to do about Czarina?’

      Sophia leaned against the door and shook her head. ‘It’s better you don’t ask.’

      But Aviary knew the answer already. Sophia was going to kill her.
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      Smoke plumed from Marina’s lips and dissipated into the night.

      ‘How long you been here?’ Jay asked.

      ‘On this planet? Twenty-four years,’ she said. ‘Here in this place? Only two.’

      Jay wrapped his coat tightly around himself and followed Marina along the edge of the base, staying under the evenly spaced perimeter lights. She wasn’t much for conversation, but these cigarette breaks were keeping his cabin fever at bay. Nasira would’ve joined them, but she’d inhaled enough smoke when the mansion burned down.

      Silently, Marina offered Jay her packet. It had some Russian words and a mountain goat on the front.

      Jay wrinkled his nose. ‘They run out of Camels?’

      Marina raised a dark eyebrow and made a convincing goat sound. ‘Contraband tobacco always tastes better.’

      Jay took a cigarette from the packet. ‘Next time I’m bringing a cigar.’

      Marina pulled her headscarf down over her ears. ‘Why do you have that Intron scientist hanging around?’

      ‘He’s here to find the kill switch.’

      ‘He took your abilities, no?’ She offered her lighter. ‘He is a coward.’

      ‘Yeah, but a coward who can help us.’

      From the east side of the base, someone trampled across the snow toward them. As the person got closer, they could see it was Ark, wearing a navy parka and a very serious expression. He slowed as he reached them and spoke to Marina in Russian. She shrugged.

      Ark handed over Jay’s smartphone. ‘Can you still see Olesya’s location on this?’

      Jay took his device. ‘If she’s still carrying hers, yeah.’

      Ark produced his own modified iPhone. ‘Aviary gave it back to me. How do I find Olesya on this?’

      Jay unlocked his phone screen, then opened the map. Sure enough, Olesya’s signal was blinking nearby. Ark’s screen showed the same location for her: she was outside the base perimeter. Far outside.

      ‘What’s she doing out there?’ Ark asked.

      Marina peered over Jay’s shoulder. ‘Abandoned apartment blocks. Fresh air, maybe?’

      ‘She has her burner phone and that fancy smartphone Aviary gave her, but she’s not answering either,’ Ark said.

      Marina blew cigarette smoke into the air. ‘Maybe she is meditating.’

      ‘Yeah, right,’ Ark said. ‘Gleb needs her back. Want to come for a walk?’

      ‘I’m done walking.’ Marina handed Jay her crumpled packet with its few remaining cigarettes. ‘Knock yourselves out.’

      ‘I don’t think she’ll want me leaving the base,’ Jay said.

      ‘I’m giving you permission,’ Ark said. ‘Are you helping me or not?’

      ‘Let me check my schedule.’ Jay shook the cigarette packet. ‘Yeah, I’m free.’

      Leaving Marina inside the base, Ark started for the forest in long, eager strides. ‘Take this,’ he said. ‘Had a few spare in the armory.’

      Jay pocketed the cigarette packet and took the proffered object: the same night and infrared monocular Andrey had loaned him previously. ‘Thanks.’

      Ark guided him through an open gate, nodding to the posted guards and pointing at the road ahead. ‘Want to take the road or the trail through the forest?’

      Jay gripped his monocular. ‘I got the forest.’

      ‘You still a better shot than me?’ Ark asked.

      Jay grinned. ‘Some things don’t change.’

      Ark drew his pistol and handed it over. ‘Call me if you find her.’

      Jay took the weapon. ‘Uh, OK. You got it.’

      They split up, and Jay went for the forest. Away from the road and with the moon hidden by the trees, it was black inside the forest. Distant cracks of branches and rustling of leaves spoke of animals going about their night.

      As long as I don’t get a giant, pissed-off bear in my face, we’re all good, Jay thought as he raised his monocular. A quick focus adjustment and he’d be able to see the forest for the trees. Shame there’s no one around to make that joke to.

      He switched on thermal and everything blazed to life, but only in the center of his view; weirdly, the thermal was limited to a narrow field of vision. Around him, the forest was an ocean of purple and blue; a familiar and comforting sight, almost like he had his night vision back.

      Moving between the oak and beech trees, he saw something. A distant, hot shimmer of orange and yellow: a human-shaped silhouette obscured by tree trunks.

      Gotcha.

      The figure was maybe two hundred meters ahead of Jay, moving softly into the night. It was invisible under the moonlight but clear as the burning sun through the monocular. Jay was far enough away that he was at risk of losing the intruder, so he picked up his speed, leaping over exposed roots and weaving under low-hanging branches as quietly as he could manage. The snow was soft underfoot and he could move quickly without making much noise.

      The figure was moving quickly too, disappearing inside something large and cool. For a brief moment, it reflected heat off the inside, then vanished.

      As Jay approached, he saw the figure had entered a large apartment building. Using the monocular, he quickly scanned his surrounds. To the north, he could see an Ark-shaped figure, recognizable from his long coat and staggered pace; too far away to be the figure Jay had been following. Jay crept toward the building, stepping with the outer blades of his feet.

      He froze. There was no wind, yet nearby leaves rustled. He put the monocular to his eye and turned slowly.

      Jay saw the second figure.
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      From the rooftop of an abandoned building, Olesya watched the coast of Kaliningrad. Steel cranes hung over the docks and thawing water while seagulls circled them, calling into the night.

      While Illarion was in Moscow, she was the standing commander. It felt like everyone expected her to just fix it all: their dwindling funding; Purity’s covert takeover of Europe; and the Fifth Column’s witch hunt that almost wiped out both Sophia’s team and her own, along with a large chunk of Poland.

      For years, she’d fantasized of hitting the Fifth Column hard and bringing it down. It felt real to her, something that had to happen. Something she would make happen. But now it was starting to feel like a dream that she knew would never be realized.

      Maybe this was it. The end.

      A part of her wanted to trust Sophia, wanted them to be allies. But there was something not right, something she couldn’t put her finger—

      Her burner phone vibrated softly in her pocket. Ark was calling. She ignored it and checked her modified iPhone. On the map, Ark and Jay were closing on her location. Judging by their pace, they were on foot and it would take another ten minutes to reach her.

      She was about to answer his call when something rippled across the snow-sprinkled rooftop, then a figure solidified in front of the stairwell. Olesya had never seen anyone else wear a cloaking garment like this. It was a lightweight coat with a hood that receded just enough to keep the wearer’s vision wide. And yet, when the cloaking technology was active, it was enough to hide the figure from plain sight.

      Xiu removed her hood, revealing raven black hair and freckled cheeks that were slightly pink from the cold. She approached Olesya with deliberate, soft steps. Olesya had been hoping to see her again, but not tonight.

      ‘How … how do you do that?’ Olesya asked. ‘Cloaking pseudogenes?’

      ‘Not quite. I can conceal myself in darkness, but it’s not good enough for daylight.’ Xiu flexed her hand. The pigmentation on her skin shifted, turning white to match the snow. Her clothing shimmered to match. ‘My combat suit interfaces with my central nervous system. China invented the tech in 2010 for amputees to control their limbs, but it works pretty well for this too.’ She let her hand hang by her side, visible again.

      Olesya had no idea how the neural interface worked, but there wasn’t much technology—especially classified technology—that surprised her these days.

      ‘You were in Wrocław, weren’t you?’ Olesya asked. ‘You saved my life.’

      ‘Yes.’ Xiu halted, far out of reach. ‘You’re fortunate to be alive.’

      ‘That’s a lot of trouble for someone you say you don’t remember.’

      ‘What I remember doesn’t matter anymore.’

      ‘To me it does.’ Olesya studied Xiu’s face for a trace of emotion, but nothing surfaced. Has she really forgotten? ‘Who do you work for?’

      ‘You don’t want the answer to that question.’

      ‘You’re right, but I still need it,’ Olesya said. ‘Who are you?’

      Xiu’s lips parted, cracked and dry. ‘You can’t tell anyone about me. Not Sophia, not even your commander.’

      ‘I am the commander. For now.’

      ‘I see.’ Xiu took one step closer. ‘Then you need to know what’s coming.’

      ‘Right now, that’s Ark and Jay. They’re seven or eight minutes away,’ Olesya said. ‘If there’s anything else coming, I know nothing about it.’

      ‘Purity are establishing a permanent headquarters at a castle in Prague,’ Xiu said. ‘Its next target is Germany, and it’s not slowing down. Even the Fifth Column is worried about losing control.’

      ‘So the Fifth Column is running the show,’ Olesya said.

      ‘It thinks so. That’s the problem.’

      ‘Where did you hear this?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘I have my sources, just as you have yours,’ Xiu said. ‘Purity’s next big play could see it take all of Europe.’

      ‘Are you sure? Not even the Nazis managed that.’

      ‘Because your ancestors stopped them,’ Xiu said. ‘Or have you forgotten your own history, Olesya? God knows the rest of the world has.’

      ‘I know my history just fine,’ Olesya said. ‘What do you want me to do? March an army to this castle in Prague and besiege them?’

      ‘The opposite. I want you to get as far from Purity as you can.’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘You want me to run away? That’s what you came here to tell me?’

      ‘I came here to tell you—’ Xiu stepped closer, her eyes shimmering in the moonlight, ‘—I don’t want anything to happen to you.’

      A lump rose in Olesya’s throat. ‘You do remember.’

      Footsteps crunched on snow, near the stairwell. Xiu turned on her heel and Olesya pulled the studs on her coat, ready to draw—she didn’t know how Jay and Ark would react to this meeting. But it was neither of the two men.

      Czarina stepped out onto the rooftop, one arm in a sling, the other with her pistol drawn yet lowered.

      ‘What’s up, Xiu? Been a while,’ she said.

      ‘You know each other?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘We used to work together,’ Czarina replied. ‘Like sisters, right?’

      Xiu shifted her stance. ‘Hardly.’

      ‘You aren’t showing up on the phone map,’ Olesya said.

      Czarina tapped her pocket. ‘I disabled my location. Guessing Aviary didn’t show you that little trick.’

      ‘Why are you here?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Why are you here?’ Czarina brushed her dark hair from her eyes. ‘Consorting with the enemy? Not sure how the others are going to feel about this.’

      ‘No one’s going to feel anything because they’re not going to hear anything,’ Olesya said. ‘Is that clear?’

      Czarina’s free hand hung at her side. ‘Here you are, worried about trusting us, but it was us who shouldn’t have been trusting you.’

      Olesya moved her fingers closer to her waistband and her NetGun, the closest available weapon if she needed to draw quickly. ‘You’re overstaying your welcome.’

      ‘And you’re under-delivering on your job description,’ Czarina said. ‘Sophia recruited me for a reason, not a season. I could do things she couldn’t, things no one else could.’

      ‘What things?’

      ‘I saved your life,’ Czarina said. ‘In the Wrocław town hall. Or have you forgotten already?’

      ‘I remember,’ Olesya said. ‘You shot the operative, but you couldn’t save Nika.’

      ‘Nika was expendable.’

      A chill rippled down Olesya’s spine. ‘What did you just say?’

      ‘She had to die. Or you both would have,’ Czarina said. ‘And that would be pointless.’

      Olesya inhaled sharply and—

      Czarina whipped up her pistol and fired at Xiu, the shot echoing across the abandoned buildings and into the forest.

      Olesya ripped the NetGun from her belt and fired. The metal web wrapped over Czarina and threw her backward, onto the snow-coated rooftop. She convulsed from the electric current, groaning.

      Olesya turned to Xiu, but the woman was gone. No blood, no footprints.

      A moment later, she uncloaked off to one side, pistol in hand, crouching.

      Olesya rushed over to her, hand on her shoulder. ‘Are you hit?’ She couldn’t see any blood or sign of an entry wound.

      Xiu flinched at her first touch, then relaxed. She reached up and squeezed Olesya’s hand. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘You need to go,’ Olesya said. ‘Ark and Jay are close.’ They would have heard the shot; she and Xiu didn’t have long.

      ‘Czarina has seen me,’ Xiu said.

      ‘I know. I’ll take care of it.’

      Xiu strode quickly for the stairwell, stepping around Czarina. She paused to look back at Olesya, then her skin turned inky black, blending with the night. At once, her clothing darkened too, and she disappeared.

      Olesya listened for Xiu’s footsteps, fast but soft, as she took the stairs down to the first floor, and hoped Ark and Jay didn’t cut her off on the way.

      Czarina lay still in the snow, her cast arm pressed to her chest and her entire body pinned by the net. The electric current had subsided now that she’d stopped moving, but the whites of Czarina’s eyes were visible as she turned her gaze on Olesya.

      ‘What you did is unforgivable,’ Olesya said.

      Czarina managed a weak smile. ‘Are you talking to me or yourself?’
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      The gunshot resounded through the night.

      Had someone shot Olesya?

      A figure dashed through the forest, a sliver of burning orange, and Jay tracked it while holding Ark’s pistol. He pulled the slide back and felt for the round in the chamber.

      His phone vibrated, probably Ark. Jay ignored it—the phone’s bright screen might ruin his natural night vision or reveal his position. Even so, he was tempted to check the map, to see if it would show Olesya and that her heart was still beating.

      The figure cut through the night, and Jay started in pursuit. He took measured breaths and quick, quiet steps, faster than he should, but he wasn’t going to lose this suspected assassin. He kept to the edge of the forest, trying to be more cautious; he was more exposed there, but he could make less sound and close the gap more rapidly.

      The forest thinned in front of him, and he reached a crest. The smell of sea salt carried up to him on a freezing breeze, and he dropped on his stomach to observe. He wriggled through the snow to the top of the rise. Beyond it was the warm glitter of Kaliningrad, but no mysterious figure.

      He brought the monocular to his right eye. Down the incline were depressions in the snow—footsteps—and a dark shift in the thermal—human-shaped and moving into the distance.

      Not so fast, secret assassin.

      They had to be wearing one of those Fifth Column prototype Crypsis suits made from nickel-metalized fabric. It appeared cold as hell on thermal—perfect for an operative evading drone surveillance.

      So it’s a Fifth Column operative.

      Jay didn’t like the sound of that.

      He switched thermal off and could immediately see a much clearer outline of the body. Slender, possibly female. Silent. She moved for the outskirts of Kaliningrad, still cloaked by her Crypsis suit.

      With his left eye closed, Jay risked a glance at his phone to check on the map. Olesya’s dot was still blinking. She was alive.

      Switching eyes, he peered through his monocular at the cloaked figure, who was now at the first building on the outskirts of Kaliningrad. He’d have to risk it.

      He broke into a run along the edge of the forest, making sure he blended with the darkness rather than standing out against the white of the snow. It cost him some time, but he made it down to the first building in less than a minute.

      Jay crept along its graffiti-scrawled wall to an iron fence; beyond it, five-story brick apartment blocks and factories sprinkled with snow. He pressed himself against a nearby sedan and brushed his hand under the muffler. It came away black, and he smeared the carbon over his face for camouflage.

      But where was Crispy Assassin?

      There were five more snow-dusted vehicles in the area, including a battered van. She had to be there. Jay held the monocular up to his right eye.

      Sure enough, Crispy Assassin stirred behind the van.

      Jay tensed, thought of his next move. He could hold and call Ark for backup, but he didn’t want to give away his position. Besides, Ark would already know his location, Olesya too. They were probably all following him right now.

      Crispy Assassin moved past the van, pausing next to a white sedan. She opened the driver’s door. It was her ride, or at least it was now.

      While she was facing the other way, Jay took the gamble and moved. He raced across open ground to a pair of vehicles: one was a snub-nosed black coupe, mostly white under the snowfall, the other an older gray 4x4. He squeezed between the two and tried the doors on the 4x4. Locked. With cold fingers, he reached for the lockpicks in the lining of his jeans. This wasn’t going to be easy without a set of bump keys. Wait.

      He checked the doors on the coupe. Unlocked.

      ‘I love you,’ he whispered to it.

      The car alarm went off.

      ‘Shit.’ He fell back against the 4x4, the breath knocked from him.

      But the screeching wail wasn’t coming from his coupe. Jay huddled down in the darkness and peered over the 4x4’s hood. The assassin had triggered an alarm inside the white sedan.

      The noise stopped.

      Jay pushed off his heels and threw himself into the back seat of the coupe, then softly closed the door behind him. There was no blinking red light, no immobilizer. Good, good. Breathing hard, he crawled through into the driver’s seat and checked the ignition.

      Fuck. Electronic.

      He reached for his fancy modified phone, unlocked it with his middle finger, just as Aviary had taught him, then called her. If she could remotely hack the ignition, he’d be set.

      It rang, and rang some more while Jay checked through his window with the monocular, the thermal switched off for now. Crispy Assassin was mobile, taking the sedan right past him. He ducked, but no headlights washed over him. She was driving dark.

      Worse, Aviary wasn’t answering his call.

      He checked the apps Aviary had installed in the secret section on his phone. He’d never used any of them before, and to be honest he never planned to.

      He swore. Crispy Assassin was getting away, and he couldn’t follow her because he didn’t know how to use a stupid app. A dumb, stupid app called Auto.

      Wait.

      He tapped on Auto, and it opened, firing off a scan of some sort. He watched it, waiting for something to happen. It pinged. He wished he’d paid more attention to Aviary’s enthusiastic ramblings.

      Connected to Nissan Tiida.

      The engine rumbled softly.

      ‘Yeah!’ Jay pumped his fist, punching the ceiling. ‘Ow.’

      He rubbed his hand, then noticed a phone cradle stuck to the windshield. He dropped his phone in it and set the screen brightness to a lowly five percent. His headlights were already off, so he kept them that way.

      In the distance, the white car slipped into the night.

      Jay hit the gas. ‘I’m coming for you, Crispy Assassin.’
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      Damien leaned in the doorway of Sophia’s temporary quarters. ‘So what’s the plan?’

      ‘I don’t have one,’ Sophia said.

      He stared at her blankly. ‘That’s … unusual.’

      Sophia looked up from lacing her sneakers with paracord. She’d dispensed with the sling around her, it was too awkward. ‘So are a lot of things,’ she said. ‘Where are the others?’

      ‘Hélio and his bodyguard are keeping their heads down, which isn’t a bad idea. Aviary’s sleeping and Nasira’s—’

      ‘Right here.’ Nasira shoved past him. ‘You want us on shifts tonight?’

      Sophia put her sneakers back on. They were still damp. ‘We’re in a high-security military base.’

      ‘Yeah, my point exactly.’ Nasira pointed to the ceiling. ‘And I know they’re listening.’

      ‘So we’ve done the interviews, now what?’ Damien asked.

      ‘One of two things,’ Nasira said. ‘They keep us ‘round because they need us, or they kick us out because we’re more trouble than we’re worth.’

      ‘They need us,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Wait, where’s Jay?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Went for a walk,’ Damien said. ‘Not that I was watching or anything.’

      Sophia checked her window. Outside their quarters, a pair of soldiers padded through the snow.

      ‘What about Czarina?’ Sophia asked. ‘Is she with Jay?’

      Both Damien and Nasira shook their heads.

      Outside, someone was coming, heading right for their quarters.

      Olesya.

      Anger congealed in her aura, and something else … shards of another color, hard to distinguish. Sophia moved quickly past Damien and Nasira, arriving at the door just as Olesya shoved it open.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Sophia asked.

      Olesya’s fists were clenched, her chin low. ‘You have some explaining to do.’

      ‘You going to interrogate her again?’ Nasira asked.

      Sophia raised her hand, silencing Nasira. ‘Olesya, what happened?’

      ‘One of your trusted operatives tried to kill me. That’s what happened.’

      ‘Are you hurt?’ Sophia didn’t see any entry wounds or cuts on Olesya.

      ‘I’m alive. But Nika isn’t. Someone killed her yesterday, and they’re going to pay for that.’

      Marina appeared in the doorway behind Olesya, her arm in a sling. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Marina,’ Olesya said. ‘Leave. Please.’

      Marina shot her a cool stare. ‘No.’

      Olesya, however, didn’t take her gaze off Sophia. ‘You haven’t asked me who.’

      Marina’s hand drifted to her hip. Inside her coat there’d be a holstered pistol.

      Sophia focused on Olesya. ‘What did Czarina say to you?’

      ‘That Nika was expendable. But I suppose you knew this.’

      ‘I only found out an hour ago, when I saw footage from her camera.’

      Olesya took a step forward. ‘When were you planning to tell me?’

      Sophia swallowed. ‘I wasn’t.’

      ‘Wrong answer.’

      Aviary popped her head out of her room, rubbing her eyes.

      ‘Um, is something bad happening?’ she asked.

      Olesya and Marina glared at her, but only for a moment.

      ‘Czarina is my responsibility,’ Sophia said.

      ‘No,’ Olesya said. ‘You’re all my responsibility. That means you don’t decide, you tell me and then I decide.’

      ‘If I wanted that arrangement, I would’ve stayed with the Fifth Column.’

      ‘Czarina is not exempt from the consequences of her actions. For now, I’ve placed her in a holding cell.’

      ‘And what are those consequences?’ Sophia asked. ‘Are you going to execute her?’

      ‘I’m not Denton,’ Olesya said.

      Marina took another step inside and glared at Sophia. ‘The bitch murdered Nika and took a shot at you. You could be killed for less.’

      ‘You can’t hand her over,’ Sophia said. ‘The Polish authorities are under Purity’s control now. You give Czarina to Purity, you expose all of us.’

      ‘Do you take me for a fool?’ Olesya asked. ‘Purity have enough Night Witch propaganda. I’m not about to donate more.’

      Damien gestured to the window. In the sudden silence, they could all hear footsteps in the snow. ‘It’s Ark.’

      By the time he reached the doorway, the Russian was out of breath. ‘We have a problem,’ Ark said.

      ‘No kidding,’ Marina said. ‘Czarina tried to shoot Olesya.’

      ‘That was Czarina?’ Ark asked. ‘How come I didn’t see her on the phone map?’

      Aviary cleared her throat. ‘Czarina must’ve disabled her location. I can look on my phone—’

      ‘Doesn’t matter. I’ve got her locked up now,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Wait, what?’ Ark held up his phone for them to see. The map application was open on his screen, and Jay’s location blinked steadily on it. ‘If Czarina’s in a cell, who’s Jay tracking?’
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      Hal squinted under the hot studio lights. This was his punishment for letting Sophia escape. At least that’s how it felt.

      The English newscaster, Zavrina Southwark, introduced him to the cameras as Hal Claycomb, lecturer, expert on CIA covert operations and author of the recently published non-fiction bestseller, Night Witches. Zavrina turned to him with her habitual precision.

      ‘Mr Claycomb, thank you for joining us. The question on everyone’s lips: is there any truth to this alleged Russian covert program, or is this simply a work of science fiction?’

      Ignoring the cameras as they maneuvered into position for their two-shot, Hal focused on Zavrina’s glazed, almost disinterested, expression. He approximated a smile.

      ‘Ma’am, first of all, I’m much obliged for your time here today.’

      Zavrina gave a single nod. ‘It’s my pleasure, Mr Claycomb.’

      ‘To answer your question, a glance through the CIA’s declassified intelligence report on this program shows us this is indeed far from science fiction, and is in fact happening right now. The CIA has known of the Kremlin’s genetic experimentation on trained killers for more than a decade, and they have been watching very closely, with concern and grave suspicion.’

      Zavrina remained unnervingly focused. ‘Now, Mr Claycomb, you wrote in great detail in your book about the task force assigned to investigate this program, so you will no doubt be familiar with the program’s inner workings, is that correct?’

      Hal’s underarms were damp with sweat. He hadn’t even read the book he was supposed to have penned, and to be honest he was more familiar with the fact behind the fiction behind the non-fiction.

      ‘That is correct, ma’am.’

      ‘Which brings me to my next question: How exactly does Russia go about recruiting these innocent children for their program? Are they selected at random? Are they orphans, or do they simply perform well in their school curriculum? It staggers my mind that such a program could exist, so you must understand I’m still trying to get my head around it.’ She flashed a self-effacing smile. ‘How does it work exactly?’

      The red light on the cameras switched from hers to his. This was his chance to turn the narrative around, to lock down the spin that the Fifth Column needed to make Project GATE a Russian program, not a Fifth Column one. And it was a shot he couldn’t miss.

      But when he returned his gaze to his interviewer, Denton was sitting in Zavrina’s place.

      Shit. Not again.

      ‘People around the world are watching you, Hal,’ Denton said. ‘They’re watching you, and they’re deciding whether to trust you or hate you.’ Mocking Hal’s accent, he said, ‘What’ll it be, partner?’

      Hal cleared his throat and imagined he was talking to Zavrina, not this … figment.

      ‘The Night Witches are women and men. Let me be clear to y’all, these are not harmless children but young adults with criminal and, in many cases, violent records,’ he said.

      ‘You’re losing them, Hal.’

      Hal pulled a rolled cuff over his elbow. ‘The declassified report explores in great detail the Kremlin’s psychiatric observations of their candidates, who in almost every case demonstrate a remarkable lack of conscience and empathy. They aim to find these people and, rather than throwing them in jail, they train them in spycraft and covert operations. I’ll make no bones about it, these are deranged, bloodthirsty, trained killers. And Russia has shaped them into their most powerful weapon.’

      ‘This sounds like something from our worst nightmares,’ Zavrina said. ‘And I think the question is—’

      ‘Why did you betray me?’ Denton asked.

      Hal’s mouth went dry. ‘I’m terribly sorry, ma’am, would you be kind enough to repeat the question? So that it’s clear in my mind.’

      ‘Certainly,’ Zavrina said. ‘The big question on everyone’s minds is if these Russian super spies are in our backyard or under our bed? Should we be concerned?’

      ‘Concerned? Yes, ma’am. Paranoid? Certainly not. By God’s truth, the last thing we need do is succumb to the Kremlin’s psychological warfare. As much as that would improve my book sales.’ He forced a laugh. ‘But there are only so many Night Witches and they cannot all be under our beds, can they?’

      Zavrina nodded, but it was merely polite. ‘Now, you’ve told us they are limited in number, but the CIA’s intelligence report draws connections that implicate the Night Witches in some of the most devastating terrorist attacks of this year. These connections seem, to be frank, almost convenient. What are your thoughts, Mr Claycomb?’

      ‘There’s nothing convenient about it,’ Hal said. ‘And it will only get worse.’

      ‘You stole everything from me,’ Denton said. ‘What do you think is going to happen?’

      ‘Are you suggesting that these Night Witches are trained for state-sponsored terrorism?’ Zavrina asked. ‘Is this the true purpose of Russia’s deadly program of killer children, to terrorize Europe?’

      ‘We’ve been doing it for decades—’ Hal cleared his throat ‘—the human race has been terrorizing itself for decades, so it comes as no surprise to me that a superpower might wield this as a tool to destabilize and weaken nations that have historically stood their ground against outside aggression.’

      ‘Buckle up, cowboy,’ Denton said. ‘She’s just getting started.’

      ‘The report is shocking in its detail, but I have to say your view is not shared by everyone,’ Zavrina said. ‘And this is something that many journalists are quick to overlook: the report does not contain any solid evidence of the Night Witches’ involvement in these attacks, or even the existence of the Night Witches themselves. There are many outspoken critics who believe these facts to be only one version of the truth. How would you respond to this criticism?’

      ‘I would help the handful of critics—regardless of their political beliefs—by kindly pointing them to the truth.’ Hal gestured over her shoulder, at the large screen showing a frame of video from Wrocław. It was ground level, shot on someone’s phone rather than CCTV or satellite. It clearly showed a woman with dark, shoulder-length hair and a black leather jacket. Her face wasn’t entirely visible but he could recognize Sophia anywhere. In this frame, she was aiming her pistol and firing into a crowd. The shock on the faces of the locals, Purity supporters and tourists trying to escape was obvious.

      Hal was still disappointed Sophia had escaped that mansion—especially with the help of those Russian operative hunters—but Hal had tracked them by satellite to a small military base in Kaliningrad. A raid wasn’t going to work in Russian territory, but he had something else in mind.

      The image changed: the face of one of the Russians, Val. Next to her face, the secret document that detailed her involvement as a Night Witch.

      ‘This woman was involved in the attempted Wrocław terrorist attack,’ he said. ‘Her finger is quite literally on the trigger. There are no alternative facts here. This is reality.’

      ‘No, Hal. This is my program, my operatives,’ Denton said. ‘And they will always be mine.’

      Hal adjusted his tie and leaned forward. He focused on the camera with the red light and stared into its alien, distorted lens. ‘So my question to the so-called critics with their alternative facts would be simple.’ He pointed to the image of Val’s face. ‘The enemy is real, and it’s staring you right in the face. What evidence are you waiting for?’
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      By moonlight, Jay followed Crispy Assassin at a safe distance. She drove in almost pitch darkness, east on the main arterial with her headlights off, powering them on when vehicles passed, but only for the sake of appearance.

      In complete darkness, Jay had been tailing her for an hour through Kaliningrad, and he was getting thirsty. He needed to look like a normal driver to Crispy Assassin, so he’d kept his headlights on low in case she was watching with night vision—genetic or otherwise. All the same, she was far enough ahead in the darkness that he still needed the monocular, holding it in one hand and checking it constantly. He wished he had a helmet mount for it.

      And, you know, a helmet.

      Compared to his formerly pentachromatic vision, this was a pain in the ass.

      Jay set the monocular to hybrid—passive night vision with a thermal outline—and was pleased to see the thermal widen from its usual tunnel vision to a healthy forty-degrees. Not that he needed thermal; he’d memorized Crispy Assassin’s number plate. At least he had until now; she pulled up inside a hotel parking lot, and he knew she would be taking the opportunity to swap vehicles.

      He didn’t dare swap his own. Instead, he hung back at a safe distance with his headlights off, just close enough to keep an eye on the parking lot’s entry and exit.

      As he watched, he took his phone from the dashboard cradle and called Sophia. She didn’t pick up, so he tried Aviary. No luck there either. He didn’t have Ark or Olesya’s number, or any way of contacting them.

      He called Sophia again and left a voicemail, letting her know that he was tracking the intruder across Kaliningrad, toward Lithuania, then slipped his phone back into the cradle. Until he had further orders, he’d keep on this woman’s trail. From where he was parked, he could see the distant figure of the assassin walk over to an unattended white Ford Explorer. She’d chosen white for good reason; it was a common, unremarkable color and it blended with snowfall.

      While his target was busy stealing the Explorer, Jay did a quick search of his own car’s interior for anything useful. In the glove box, he found a bunch of faded receipts, napkins, a plastic fork, the end of a roll of duct tape that had been used to fix one of the side mirrors and a sunglasses case. There wasn’t much on or under his seat except old food wrappers and a red baseball cap.

      He had to cut his search short when Crispy Assassin pulled out of the hotel parking lot, resuming her journey in her new Explorer. Jay waited for her to drive ahead and slip from view before he put his headlights on and accelerated to catch up. She was sitting on a steady hundred klicks per hour, a pace he needed to maintain with only the monocular to keep an eye on her.

      Then he had an idea.

      He reached down and snatched up the baseball cap. It had a red wolf’s face on the front, smeared with grime from his fingers. Russian baseball, who knew?

      Steering with one hand, Jay carefully peeled off what was left of the duct tape and wrapped it around the monocular, fixing it under the peak of his cap. He let go and it held in place. Now with both hands on the wheel, Jay could focus on the road; one eye with night vision and the other eye for peripheral. It only took a moment to adjust to the different perceptions.

      Then the monocular dropped, bouncing off his chin and into his lap.

      ‘Shit.’

      Jay kept driving, his headlights guiding him. He reached for the phone cradle and yanked the charger cord free, then tucked the monocular under the peak of his baseball cap and wrapped the cord tautly around it. Six revolutions, wrapping around the middle, front and back of the monocular. Now it was secure. He weaved the cigarette lighter plug between the cord, then fitted the cap back on his head.

      In front of him, Crispy Assassin was still in the distance. The night was black until her headlights sparked up. Impressively, his monocular didn’t bloom like night vision normally would. Her Explorer passed another vehicle and then she dipped over the crest of a hill. Jay accelerated and did the same, this time keeping his headlights off.

      Who is Crispy Assassin working for? he wondered. The Fifth Column?

      His phone was sitting in the cradle, so he tapped it to check his map. At this speed, he was fast approaching the border from Kaliningrad to Lithuania. In his jeans pockets, he had the Kaliningrad visa Olesya had issued him, which he’d need to cross back over. He also had one of his Brazilian passports: not the fake one that got him flagged in Central America but the Intron-issued one that got him into Eastern Europe.

      Jay cut his speed when he spotted the border crossing. The line of waiting vehicles was five long, but Crispy Assassin had pulled up early. He thought she was going to turn around, but instead she took her Ford Explorer off road and, after a short drive, cut the engine. Jay kept his headlights off and slowed down, watching her through the monocular as she climbed out and … rippled into nothing.

      His monocular tried to compensate, outlining fragments of her body but all Jay could see were a few weird lines and triangles. The nickel-metalized fabric of her suit had almost entirely blacked her out. By the time he drove past her Explorer, the tiny triangles were near the wire fence in the distance. She was planning to climb the fence and move on foot.

      Yeah, easy for you.

      He joined the line to cross the border the old-fashioned way. If the vehicles ahead of him moved fast enough, he could beat her across the border. After that, he might have to follow her on foot.

      Shit.

      He caught sight of himself in the rear-view mirror. His face was still smeared with carbon from the muffler, so working quickly, he opened the glove box and grabbed the napkins. He spat into them and used the wetness to wipe off the carbon. By the time he’d cleaned his face, he was third in line.

      He needed to make it over the border and get eyes on Crispy Assassin before she found another set of wheels. Even with her Crypsis suit, he could track those weird triangle things if he was close enough.

      He’d been following her for an hour, and he wasn’t about to lose her now.

      At the front of the line, the boom gate lifted, and the first car moved through into Lithuania. Jay pulled up behind the second car and waited, hoping they weren’t too thorough. One of the border guards approached the driver in front. The guard wore a white band on his arm, a sight that sent a chill through Jay, who moved his pistol under his seat. Then, changing his mind, he slipped it into the side of his waistband.

      The border guard stepped aside and waved the driver through before beckoning Jay to pull forward. Obediently, he did as indicated, shoving his monocular cap under his seat. He stopped on the line, aware of one other vehicle patiently waiting behind him, and reached for his Intron passport.

      The patrol guard inspected the passport. His face was narrow, with creases around his eyes and impossibly small lips. He leafed through the pages, pausing on the Kaliningrad visa. Overhead, moths orbited burnt-orange street lights.

      Jay surveyed the security. There was a second guard standing nearby with a round face and greasy, curled hair. Inside an ugly green outhouse by the gate, a third crossed his arms and, ignoring Jay completely, snorted sharply through one nostril. All three guards were armed, these two with pistols and one in the outhouse with a rifle.

      Jay ran the odds. The boom barrier in front of him was a metal pole. It was counterweighted, but he couldn’t drive through it.

      ‘Do you speak English?’ the guard asked.

      ‘Sometimes,’ he said, going for an American accent instead of Brazilian.

      ‘Can I see your vehicle registration papers?’

      Now things are gonna get tricky.

      ‘This isn’t my car though,’ Jay said. ‘It’s my friend’s.’

      ‘Please step out of the vehicle,’ the guard said.

      Jay offered his green card for insurance. ‘I have this, if it helps.’

      ‘Step out of the vehicle,’ the guard said.

      The second guard’s expression shifted, but only slightly. He reached for something from a pouch on his belt. It was white and shaped like a pen. Jay opened his door and stepped out, checking the streets ahead. Nothing but darkness. Where was that assassin?

      ‘Hold out your hand,’ the guard said.

      Jay offered his left hand. The guard held his wrist lightly while the second guard approached with the pen-like device.

      ‘This is a blood test,’ the first guard said. ‘Do you have any genetic abnormalities you’d like to declare?’

      ‘Not with my clothes on,’ Jay said.

      The guard gripped his wrist harder. ‘You will feel a slight prick.’

      ‘I already do.’

      The second guard pressed the tube onto the tip of Jay’s index finger. It pierced his skin and took a sample of blood.

      The first guard kept his thumb over Jay’s pulse, probably trying to find out how nervous he was. But Jay was Zen as fuck, always calm before the storm. He let his right hand hang loose at his side, near his concealed pistol.

      The second guard studied the small LED display on the pen.

      Jay wasn’t sure what it would trigger, but he figured it wouldn’t be good.

      Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked.

      The first guard was watching Jay now. He didn’t blink, but his forehead crinkled.

      ‘You look familiar,’ the guard said. ‘Are you on TV?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Jay said. ‘But I always wanted to be a star.’

      ‘Maybe it’s your face. It does draw attention,’ the guard said, watching the device. ‘But then again, it might be the color.’

      The dog continued barking. Louder, more aggressively.

      The device beeped, then flashed red.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘What did you say?’ Olesya ripped the phone from Ark’s grasp.

      Onscreen, there was a marker—Jay. He was still in Kaliningrad, but only barely.

      Ark stood and pushed his chest out. ‘I said … I asked you who Jay’s following.’

      ‘How about you first explain to me what Jay is doing there?’ Olesya pointed onscreen. ‘He shouldn’t leave the base without permission.’

      ‘Where the hell is he?’ Nasira yelled from beside Sophia.

      Olesya zoomed in on the map, aware of Sophia moving closer to see it. ‘The border of Lithuania.’

      ‘That’s miles away,’ Nasira said.

      ‘I … gave him permission when I asked him to investigate,’ Ark said.

      Olesya turned on her heel. ‘Investigate what exactly?’

      ‘And why wasn’t he supervised out there?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘He was! We thought you were in trouble,’ Ark told Olesya. ‘And you were—someone shot you for God’s sake! We heard it in the forest.’

      ‘And that someone has been apprehended,’ Olesya said.

      ‘We didn’t know that! Anyway, whoever he’s following, Jay’s an operative and I gave him my sidearm. He can handle himself.’

      ‘In Purity-controlled territory?’ Olesya asked. ‘That is where you sent him, right?’

      ‘I didn’t send him anywhere!’ Ark yelled. ‘He went off on his own.’

      ‘Of course he did,’ Sophia said. ‘He’s overcompensating.’

      Olesya couldn’t reveal to them who Jay was really chasing. Did Jay even know it was Xiu? He could be chasing a shadow right now. She needed to call him off before he found out or, worse, engaged with Xiu and one of them got hurt. Olesya didn’t want Jay injured, but she certainly didn’t want Xiu put in harm’s way. She’d never forgive herself.

      ‘If Jay’s in Purity territory, he’s vulnerable,’ she said.

      ‘And reckless.’ Nasira added, folding her arms. ‘Not a great combo.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Ark said softly. ‘Do you think…?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Well, before you told me it was Czarina who took the shot at you, while I was heading back here…’

      ‘Go on,’ Olesya said.

      ‘I was thinking who might have been out there. Who Jay’s following. I know it’s a long shot, but I was hoping it would be Val.’

      Olesya went cold. ‘Ark … listen, I should have told you last night—’

      ‘Told me what?’ he asked.

      Just say it. ‘Val’s gone.’

      He stared at her for a moment as though he hadn’t understood her words. ‘What does that even mean?’

      ‘The building in Wrocław that Sophia and I investigated—the Fifth Column had planted a pile of Russians corpses on the top floor. They’d been dead for a while.’ Olesya paused. ‘Val was one of them.’

      ‘Are you sure it was her? Absolutely sure?’

      Sophia nodded. ‘I was there. I saw her too.’

      ‘You don’t even know her!’ Ark’s words echoed through the quarters. ‘She’s still out there! And we can still—’ He leaned in the doorway, then dropped to his knees, tears spilling onto his coat.

      Olesya knelt in front of him. ‘I’m sorry that I couldn’t save her.’

      Aviary spoke quietly. ‘Um, so … who is Jay following?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Olesya lied.

      Nasira thrust a finger at her. ‘You need to call him off, right now.’

      ‘I’m doing it.’ Sophia went to her room and retrieved her phone. She called Jay, the volume loud enough that everyone in the room could hear it ringing unanswered. Eventually she ended the call. ‘Guess I’ll keep trying.’

      The phone beeped.

      ‘That’s a voicemail!’ Aviary said. ‘Play it!’

      Sophia switched to speaker.

      ‘Hey, it’s me,’ came Jay’s voice. It sounded like he was driving. ‘Listen, I’m following someone who I think tried to shoot Olesya. My best is the shooter’s Fifth Column, but she’s not showing up as an operative on the map, so I dunno.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I’m tracking her right now so call me back. I think she’s heading into Lithuania.’

      The voicemail ended.

      ‘That ain’t good,’ Nasira said.

      ‘It’s my fault,’ Olesya said. ‘I’ll go get him.’

      ‘What about the person he’s following?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘They can’t be Fifth Column,’ Aviary said, going for her phone. ‘I’m seeing other operatives on the map, but nowhere near us or Jay. This one has no signal.’

      ‘And what about us?’ Nasira asked. ‘You’re not going by yourself.’

      ‘We can help,’ Damien said.

      Olesya’s gaze fell on Sophia again. ‘You’re injured.’

      Sophia pulled down the collar on her t-shirt, revealing pink scar tissue. ‘I was.’

      ‘We’re ready to roll.’ Nasira cracked her knuckles. ‘But we’re gonna need our firearms back.’

      Olesya opened the front door. ‘All right. With me. Let’s go.’

      ‘Wait,’ Aviary said. ‘I want to help.’

      Olesya studied her and said, ‘There is something you can do.’ She turned to Marina. ‘Take her to Gleb. She needs computer access again.’

      Marina raised an eyebrow. ‘What for?’

      ‘I need her to make a virus.’
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      Jay ignored his ringing phone, attention fixed on the flashing red light. The grip around his wrist tightened as the device lit up again.

      This time it was green.

      ‘He’s clear,’ the second guard said.

      The first guard nodded, but kept hold of Jay’s wrist. ‘Stay out of trouble.’

      The dog’s barking stopped, and someone yelled in the distance, in Lithuanian. The outhouse guard yelled back in response.

      At the edge of his vision, Jay saw the outhouse guard wield his rifle. He was slow to act, aiming at something in the night. A vehicle engine roared to life, then a dark, boxy SUV accelerated hard onto the road, headlights off.

      If Jay still had his pentachromatic vision, he would’ve been able to memorize the new number plate.

      Screw you, Intron.

      The two guards with Jay focused on the fleeing vehicle. If he was going to keep up, he needed to give chase now.

      ‘Don’t move,’ the guard told him.

      Jay brought his wrist down, taking the guard’s hand with him. At the same time, he drove his knee up. He broke the guard’s left arm. The other guard turned.

      Both guards drew and fired—

      Jay dived clear.

      Shots echoed across the asphalt, deafening in Jay’s ears, and the two guards slumped. They’d shot each other.

      Jay kept moving. He rolled under the boom gate, ears ringing, and closed on the man in the outhouse. The remaining guard turned his attention from the fleeing vehicle to the chaos behind him, only for Jay to seize his rifle and ram the stock up into his chin. The blow was hard enough to bounce the guard’s brain inside his skull and concuss him. He passed out, and Jay lowered him to the floor.

      Jay hit the plastic illuminated switch to raise the boom and sprinted back to his car, pausing to collect his passport and green card from a dead guard’s hand, and the pen device from the ground—it contained a sample of his blood and he didn’t want to leave that lying around. He shoved it all in his coat pockets.

      He slid back into his car and, with the door still open, fired up the engine. One of the stray gunshots had put a neat hole through his windshield, which he had to ignore as he put his foot on the gas and roared under the boom barrier. His door shut by itself.

      This time, he kept his lights off.
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      The hangar doors opened and a cold wind howled through. With her covert earpiece concealed in her ear and her microphone pinned to her coat, Olesya pulled her collar up under her neck. Nasira and Damien climbed into the back seat of the 4x4 and stuffed their small rucks between their legs, while Sophia walked to the front passenger side with a slight limp, the knife wound in her leg still healing.

      ‘We have everything you need,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Bolt cutters, paracord, radio?’ Olesya asked. ‘Monoculars?’

      Damien tapped his ruck. ‘And one of your carbines, nice and snug.’

      Ark walked past them, heading for a second 4x4. ‘I’ll take second.’

      ‘Ark!’ Gleb called from the hangar door.

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      Gleb approached him with long, nimble strides. ‘Ark, I need you here.’

      Ark looked over at Olesya, his thick eyebrows narrowing. ‘You don’t want me to help?’

      ‘Of course I do,’ she said. ‘But Gleb needs you.’

      ‘She’s right,’ Gleb said. ‘Andrey is injured and Marina is … not particularly cooperative right now.’

      ‘Did you know about Val?’ Ark asked him. ‘That she was dead?’

      Gleb risked a glance at Olesya. ‘She told me yesterday.’

      ‘Right. My own sister, but as usual I’m the last to know.’

      ‘Gleb needs an acting commander,’ Olesya said, ‘and you’re my first choice.’

      Ark stood with Gleb. ‘I get it. Fine.’

      ‘We’ll be back soon.’ Olesya climbed in the 4x4. She checked the glove box, pleased to find a set of night-vision goggles with head straps. She would need those. Wasting no time, she started the engine and took her team—Sophia, Nasira and Damien—out of the hangar and into the cold night. The snow tires chewed the fresh fall for a few minutes until she reached a dirt road.

      ‘Why did you bring us?’ Sophia said. She was sitting beside Olesya in near darkness.

      Olesya focused on the road, which glistened under her headlights. ‘I can’t do this alone.’

      ‘You’ve locked up half my team, and one of them tried to kill you.’

      ‘Do you think I don’t know?’ Olesya asked. ‘And you’re not locked up.’

      ‘You don’t know what?’

      ‘We’re the only hunters left in the world,’ Olesya said. ‘It doesn’t take a genius to figure that out.’

      ‘You told me there were other teams.’

      ‘There used to be,’ Olesya said. ‘Things change.’

      She glanced into the rear-view mirror. Nasira and Damien sat in silence. Listening, perhaps.

      ‘You can’t trust us, not yet,’ Sophia said. ‘What makes you think I won’t try to kill you?’

      ‘Just to be clear,’ Damien said quickly, ‘we’re not planning to do that.’

      Listening, definitely.

      Olesya smiled in the darkness. ‘If you were, you would have done so by now.’

      ‘So there’s something else,’ Sophia said. ‘Another reason for bringing us along.’

      Olesya stiffened. ‘You’re reading my emotions. Stop it.’

      ‘Even if I am, it doesn’t tell me why you trust me.’

      Olesya hit the main road. Under the cover of night, she couldn’t see much of the snow-covered fields on both sides. ‘It’s not about you, Sophia, and it’s not about trust. Jay was in my squad too, and right now he’s driving right into Purity-controlled territory.’

      ‘I’m sure he’ll appreciate your help,’ Sophia said. ‘That wasn’t sarcasm, by the way.’

      ‘If he’s sober,’ Nasira said. ‘So what’s the plan?’

      ‘We park this and take another vehicle to the border.’

      ‘Are we going through border control?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Marina didn’t volunteer, but she did tell me about a pine forest north of the border crossing, plenty of concealment on both sides. That’s our best entry.’ Olesya pulled the 4x4 over to the side of the road. ‘Then we track Jay down.’

      ‘Except we got a problem,’ Nasira said.

      Olesya cut the engine. ‘What’s the problem?’

      Nasira held up her phone, the map onscreen lighting up the vehicle’s interior. ‘We’ve lost his signal.’

      Olesya squinted in the blue light. ‘Last known location?’

      ‘The border crossing,’ Nasira said.

      ‘That means his phone was destroyed,’ Sophia said. ‘But it doesn’t mean he was.’

      ‘Or, you know, the battery died.’ Damien shrugged. ‘Come on, it’s Jay. It’s entirely possible.’

      Olesya pulled out her own phone and dialed Gleb.

      ‘How can I help?’ Gleb said.

      ‘We lost Jay’s signal,’ she said. ‘Can you track the vehicle he—’

      ‘Already done,’ Gleb cut in. ‘Aviary is watching his vehicle now. He’s on the move, bearing north-east as we speak.’

      ‘Oh,’ Olesya said. ‘Thank you. In that case, I’ll call once we’re through.’

      She ended the call and opened the glove box, reaching for the night-vision goggles. ‘They’re tracking his car by satellite.’

      ‘Good. They better not lose his ass,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Just hope he doesn’t switch rides where she can’t see.’ Olesya strapped the goggles to her head and opened her door, letting cold air in. ‘Speaking of which.’

      They were in the countryside, and through her goggles Olesya could see only a few houses on either side of the road. It was quiet, except for the distant scuffle of deer. Olesya led the way, using her goggles to move assuredly through pitch darkness and onto a narrow strip of sidewalk. From behind, Sophia’s hand rested lightly on her shoulder. And behind her, Nasira and Damien were probably doing the same.

      Olesya paused outside an A-framed three-story house, bringing her four-person team to a halt. Through her goggles, the paint on the front of the house looked blistered. Tangled vines had overtaken the front gate. There were three vehicles at the end of its dirt driveway. One was a pickup, another a van and the third a sedan. All three appeared as different shades of gray through her night-vision goggles.

      She hit her pressel switch and spoke softly. ‘Hold here.’

      While Sophia, Damien and Nasira remained on the sidewalk in total darkness, she moved carefully into the driveway, her shoes crunching softly on gravel. She decided to go for the old van. The indicator lights on the new sedan blinked twice, making her freeze. Was someone leaving the house?

      Then she realized. Sophia had hacked the sedan.

      Olesya moved carefully around their new sedan to find the driver’s door now unlocked. Carefully, she opened it and lowered herself in behind the wheel. She buckled her seatbelt and pulled her door almost closed.

      Sophia climbed in slowly beside her, settling into the passenger seat. Even with Sophia’s hand over the screen, her phone was searingly bright through Olesya’s goggles.

      ‘The others are waiting on the sidewalk. Tell me when you want power,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya gripped the wheel. ‘Do it.’

      Sophia tapped her phone, and the dashboard lit up. Olesya switched off the headlights.

      ‘Ready,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Ignition.’ Sophia tapped her phone again.

      The engine coughed, and a small red light blinked, insisting she close her door. It made no noise, so Olesya ignored it. With her goggles to help her, she slowly reversed onto the road.

      Voices came from within the house. Two dogs barked into the night.

      Someone opened the front door of the house, pouring light through Olesya’s goggles. The back doors of her new sedan opened, and Damien and Nasira climbed in. Olesya pulled her door shut as well. Sophia tapped her phone and the central locking clicked. Olesya hit the gas, turning sharply, clipping the letterbox. Then, she took off into the night.

      Once they were back onto the main road, she blasted the heater and used her night-vision goggles to focus on the road ahead. Sophia checked the map on her phone, the screen brightness turned down low but still enough to light up the car’s interior.

      ‘Aviary just sent through Jay’s recent movements,’ Sophia said. ‘Damn. He’s ditched his vehicle, and Aviary and Gleb missed the switch.’

      Olesya swore in Russian. ‘I thought she was tracking him.’

      ‘He would’ve conducted an aggressive counter-surveillance route,’ Sophia said. ‘How do you think we evaded the Fifth Column all this time?’

      ‘Until the other day, anyway,’ Damien added.

      Olesya breathed deeply. ’What’s Jay’s last known location?’

      ‘He made it to Kaunas,’ Sophia said. ‘It’s a major city, so my money’s on him being there right now.’

      ‘Well, if his target is still there, then he should be close by,’ Damien said.

      It took another hour to reach the Lithuanian border, and Olesya drove the whole time in silence. Both Nasira and Damien had rolled up their coats and used them as pillows, but Sophia remained awake. Olesya wasn’t sure why; without the headlights on, there wasn’t much to look at except darkness.

      What if Jay found Xiu? Olesya thought.

      Jay would shoot first and ask questions later. She couldn’t let that happen, but that would mean she had to tell him about Xiu. And that meant telling Sophia too.

      Olesya turned left before the Lithuanian border crossing and drove parallel to the border.

      If she came clean, Sophia would question why she’d kept this from her until now. Sophia wouldn’t trust her and certainly wouldn’t trust Xiu.

      Then again, Olesya herself was unsure if she could trust Xiu. She didn’t know her agenda or who she worked for—assuming she worked for anyone. Olesya suspected the Sixth Column, but as far as Illarion was concerned the Sixth Column no longer existed. If Xiu had answered Olesya’s questions straight, she’d have the answer. She’d know where she stood.

      But she didn’t. And that was a problem.

      Olesya turned onto a small road and followed it to the end, then drew her vehicle to a halt. Beyond the windshield, the forest was illuminated white and gray through her goggles. Ghostly and still, the trees blotted out the stars.

      Sophia watched the same forest, but in near total darkness.

      Olesya didn’t like admitting it, but she needed Sophia. And she needed her trust. Although that was going to be difficult to keep once Czarina has the chance to speak with Sophia and tell her all about Olesya’s secret meeting with Xiu.

      The only way to keep Czarina’s mouth shut was to put her in solitary confinement—which in itself was suspicious—or to ship the woman to a Siberian prison. Not likely Sophia would react well to that.

      Either way, Sophia would stop trusting her and Olesya would be screwed.

      The truth had to come directly from her, and it had to come from her right now.

      ‘You’ve been thinking about the same thing for the last hour,’ Sophia said. ‘I can tell.’

      Olesya pulled the goggles down to her neck. ‘Nothing you don’t know already,’ she lied.
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      Jay stopped the car.

      He’d lost Crispy Assassin a while ago, but he didn’t want to turn around and head back just yet. Not empty-handed. Everyone would think he’d lost his edge.

      He drove past forests and grassy fields until he reached another town. His phone sat in the cradle, a nice little hole drilled through it, courtesy of stray gunfire. He reached for it and the cradle collapsed, dropping the destroyed phone into the footwell.

      Great, he thought. I can’t even surveil someone properly.

      He pocketed his monocular and smashed phone, leaving the baseball cap, then headed for the old town on foot. Following the pavement between crooked apartment buildings, he reached the main square, only to find it deserted. It was almost midnight heading into Saturday, and while the town was clean and the fresh snow had been swept, there wasn’t a soul to be seen.

      Somewhere in the distance there was music, car horns, laughter.

      His stomach grumbled, and he started in that direction, pausing to drop his shattered phone into a bin.

      He came to a cobblestoned avenue thick with greasy food and cackling students not much younger than himself. Moving through a group of five young men, he noticed one with glazed eyes and a thick, gold watch. Jay bumped into him, pressing against his hip.

      As Jay continued through the avenue, he inspected the man’s wallet. It was lined with enough euro to pay for a meal with extra pickles from the Hesburger he’d just walked past. Changing course, he placed his order and waited just a few minutes for his meal on a white plastic tray. He discarded all three buns from his burger and ate just the patties with his hands. Crispy Assassin was probably in the same town, eating her own meal at another fucking Hesburger.

      Screw you, Crispy Assassin.

      Jay ate the sliced pickles, then sucked his fingers. People glared at him, but it was too late to use a plastic knife and fork. He hit the restroom and emptied his bladder, then left Hesburger, doing a final check on everyone to memorize new faces. No one gave him a second glance, instead tucking into their burgers and sodas. His next stop was a liquor store for something to warm him on the return journey. Unfortunately, he couldn’t find one, but after he walked past no less than twenty bars on his search, he figured he’d try one of those instead.

      He picked one that wasn’t too crowded and had table service, choosing to sit under a boar’s head mounted on the wall. It had good coverage of the doors and windows, with no blind spots. The menu was in Lithuanian, which was unsurprising since he was in Lithuania. He ran his finger over the healthy lining of bills in his new wallet and ordered a little bit of everything. No rush, he thought.

      While he waited, he listened to the final hours of a clumsy first date nearby. Opposite them, a trio of bar staff finished their shift and broke out college textbooks and cherry vodka. Outside the bar, two pairs of armed police officers strode past, sharing a private joke and laughing. Their white armbands gave Jay a chill, but he played it cool. One officer’s gaze met his as they walked by, and Jay made sure to look disinterested. Or extremely stoned. He could never really separate the two.

      His first drink arrived, rich caramel in color and served in a disappointingly small glass. He inspected it as a trio of newcomers—two women and one man in their late twenties or early thirties—entered and made their way to the end of his table. Jay spotted the older of the trio ordering at the bar in Lithuanian, seemingly more interested in the cocktail list than reckless intoxication. She had a careful eye and seemed almost as focused on the people entering the bar as he did. Her friends sat near Jay and chatted in English. Not the usual student clientele.

      Jay finished his drink in two swallows. It was like vodka, herbs and honey, and had a strange aftertaste. The beverage was just enough to help him forget his misadventures with Crispy Assassin, but not so much that he didn’t notice the police officers enter the bar, carbines in hands, and survey the patrons. Jay’s second drink couldn’t arrive soon enough.

      The officers bunched up near the students, hassling one for his passport and standing over him with stern expressions. Cocky bastards.

      The student fumbled for his papers, and Jay fought the temptation to glare at the cops.

      Keep a low profile, he told himself. Keep a low profile.

      The officers moved on to the clumsy first date and demanded their passports. One of them didn’t look too satisfied with the young woman’s identification; they seemed to want something else, but she kept pointing to the passport. Maybe they thought it was fake.

      Like mine.

      All of a sudden, their voices rose. The young man argued, but one of the officers forced a hand down on his shoulder. The other two escorted the woman outside and passed her off to another pair of officers for a blood test before stepping back inside.

      Jay’s hand was curled into a fist. He opened it.

      Don’t get involved. Not your fight.

      One of the officers caught sight of Jay and wandered over. He had a large, bulbous nose and sandy curled hair. Standing over Jay, his breath smelt of spiced meat and cigarettes.

      Up close, Jay could see the man’s uniform was freshly ironed and his carbine was of a crazy-looking type he’d never seen before. They aren’t police officers, Jay realized. Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen a single genuine police officer since he crossed the border.

      The Purity Guard were replacing everyone.

      The guardsman squinted at Jay and asked him something in Lithuanian.

      We’re off to a great start.

      Jay tried for a sheepish smile, but the guardsman didn’t buy it. He said something else, longer and faster. Jay exhaled slowly and considered his options. He could tip the table onto the guardsman and close on the other two. Their attention wasn’t focused on him as much as they should have been; that was the kind of slow response time he could take advantage of. But there was still the other pair outside, drawing on cigarettes and looking in.

      ‘All I wanted was a drink,’ Jay said.

      A bartender served Jay another beverage, careful not to disturb the Purity Guard, then retreated behind the bar.

      ‘Well, another drink,’ Jay added.

      The guardsman spoke again, only this time he shouted the words. The entire bar fell silent. The three people sitting at the other end of his table froze.

      ’Passport?’ Jay carefully removed his Brazilian passport and offered it to the guardsman, but the guardsman simply threw it back on the table.

      Jay shifted in his seat. ‘So … no passport then?’

      The armed man repeated his order, loud.

      Everyone in the bar—the bartenders, the trio sitting nearby, the students, the two accompanying guards inside, and the other pair outside—all looked on.

      ‘Right.’ Jay wrapped a hand around his pistol. ‘Maybe this will help.’
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      The house was empty.

      Marina stepped across the old floorboards, her hand reaching under her coat for her pistol. ‘Hello?’

      No response.

      Panic clawed into her chest. The dining table was empty, but the scent of a recent home-cooked meal lingered. She walked through to the kitchen. The light was on, and dishes were drying in the sink.

      ‘Hello?’

      Fearing the worst, she pressed on into the living room.

      Her father was sitting on the sofa, reading, his glasses perched on the end of his nose. Her mother sat beside him, napping soundly in front of the fireplace—at least until Marina walked in.

      ‘Oh, I was just … resting my eyes.’ Her mother sat upright.

      Her father shook his head. ‘She was snoring again.’

      Marina lowered her hand from her coat. Her parents were fine, as always. But it never stopped dread from crawling inside her when she visited.

      The smile faded from her mother’s round, rosy face. ‘You’re shaking, my love.’

      ‘I’ve had a long day.’ Marina hugged her and felt the knots dissolve inside herself.

      ‘We didn’t know you were coming,’ her mother said.

      ‘I’m sorry, I couldn’t give warning this time.’

      ‘You’re always welcome, you know that.’ Her father lowered his book and tucked gray hair behind his ear. ‘And how is our secret agent today?’

      ‘I’m not … that.’

      ‘We know,’ her mother said. ‘Have you eaten? Your father is going to cook…’

      ‘I can’t stay for long, I just wanted to pay a quick visit.’

      ‘Did they accept your resignation?’ her father asked.

      Marina swallowed. ‘We have a new commander and things are crazy right now,’ she said. ‘I can’t leave just yet.’

      ‘Why not?’ her mother asked.

      ‘They need me.’

      The fire flickered, glinting in her father’s glasses. ‘You know, you haven’t finished your book.’

      An old Russian science fiction novel lay on the coffee table, beside a beetroot-red armchair. On its worn cover, a woman walked into a dark ocean.

      ‘I was saving it,’ Marina said.

      All the same, she picked up the book and sat with her parents. A luxury, as an operative hunter rescued from the Fifth Column, she shouldn’t have been afforded. She read three more chapters, but by then an hour had passed and she couldn’t risk any more time away.

      She said her goodbyes and, wishing she could stay longer, stepped into the cold.

      ‘Will we see you soon, darling?’ her father asked.

      Marina smiled for the first time in what felt like forever. ‘I look forward to it.’

      She made her way back across town, walking along the frozen river and over the drawbridge. It didn’t matter what she did, she was going to disappoint someone. Halfway across the drawbridge, she noticed a stagnant shadow on the other side. His arm was in a sling.

      Shit.

      Andrey crossed the road to meet her.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

      He waved something at her: a pack of cigarettes with a goat on the front. ‘Fresh air and not so fresh air.’

      ‘You don’t smoke,’ she said.

      ‘And you don’t have family living in Kaliningrad.’

      Marina pushed past him and kept walking.

      He walked the bridge with her, hands shoved in his pockets. ‘You risk exposing your parents, you know that, right?’

      ‘No one knows they’re alive. Except you.’

      He grinned. ‘Looks like we both have secrets to keep now.’

      Marina had never told anyone about Andrey’s under-the-table deals with Intron. Now she never could, not without him leaking this information about her.

      She stopped and glared at him. ‘If you breathe a word—’

      Andrey’s grin faded. ‘I won’t need to. And neither will you.’
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      The guardsman pointed his carbine at Jay’s face. He was looking for an excuse to shoot, and it probably wasn’t a great idea to give him one.

      Jay released his grip on the concealed pistol.

      One of the nearby trio—a pale, angular woman with ochre-brown hair that brushed her round cheeks—shuffled along one side of the table and settled next to Jay. With long fingers, she took his glass and drank it in one hit, then she replied to the armed guard in Lithuanian.

      The guardsman stared at her, listened to what she said, then lowered his carbine. He gave the woman a curt nod, did a quick head-check of the bar, probably just to look official, and walked outside to join the other guards. They released the other woman after her blood test, and she stepped inside the bar to find her date.

      Jay turned to the woman sitting beside him. ‘What did you tell him?’

      ‘That you’re my transgender lover and you’re nervous about your passport because it still says you’re a woman. But your genetics are pure—’ She pointed to Jay’s index finger, marked with the tiny puncture from his border crossing, ‘—and that’s all that matters, so he would do best to move along, unless he wishes to incur the anger of Purity’s Chief of Staff.’

      Jay blinked. ‘You’re a little young for a Chief of Staff.’

      ‘That’s why I’m the Vice Chief of Staff, for now. My name is Birute, and I made your night a lot easier.’

      ‘Thanks, but how do I know that’s true? Who you are.’

      She opened her wallet to reveal her identification. It glimmered with a golden dove hologram.

      ‘Why did you do that?’ he asked. ‘Help me out like that.’

      ‘You look like someone in need of an honest job.’ She glanced down at his hip. ‘Do you know how to use that bad boy?’

      He allowed himself a smile. ‘You’d have to buy me a drink first.’

      ‘Cute. But I’m referring to the semi-automatic,’ she said.

      Jay resisted the urge to check his concealed weapon. He’d been careful, maintaining a civilian footprint and keeping his pistol inside his waistband. But she’d noticed—and only she had noticed—which raised the hair on the back of his neck for all sorts of reasons.

      ‘I’m not looking for trouble,’ he said.

      ‘But trouble’s looking for you.’ Birute’s azure eyes tracked the Purity Guard outside the bar. ‘Of all the places to sit, you specifically chose here.’

      He pointed up at the mounted animal head. ‘I like the boar.’

      ‘When I entered the bar you didn’t even look up.’ She leaned in to him. ‘Because you’d already clocked me.’

      ‘Or I’m just not paying attention,’ he said.

      ‘Maybe. But there was this moment when the guards were harassing those students. I saw your fist. The thought crossed your mind. And you know what? I don’t blame you.’

      ‘Yeah, this is crazy town,’ he said. ‘No offense.’

      ‘I don’t see your kind of observation skills that often. What’s your line of work?’

      ‘Bodyguard for YouTube celebrities,’ he said. ‘Business was booming until their advertising got cut.’ He secretly thanked Aviary for that tidbit of information.

      ‘I’m trained to spot talents like yours,’ she said, ‘and I’m inclined to take advantage of them.’

      ‘Like I said, you’ll have to buy me a drink first,’ Jay said.

      ‘I’m assembling a well-paid team for a freelance job. There is a qualification process—as you’d expect—but I don’t imagine that’s much of a challenge for you.’

      ‘I’m not looking for a challenge.’ Jay shed his coat and threw it beside him. ‘What about your friends? They seem a bit young for top brass.’

      ‘They’re not.’ Birute gestured to her two friends. ‘Nojus is a colleague.’

      Nojus was a bit older than him, maybe twenty-six, with short cropped hair and a face that looked permanently disgusted. He gave Jay a nod, then returned his attention to one of the bartenders he’d been admiring.

      ‘And Sol is here on exchange from Purity in Argentina,’ Birute said.

      Sol was about the same age as Nojus. She gave Jay a one-barrel finger-gun and a slow wink, then drank a long glass of jelly-like alcohol through a straw without breathing. She turned to Nojus and his mostly full glass of jelly alcohol and said very loudly, ‘You disappoint me.’

      Nojus ignored her and snapped his fingers at Jay. ‘Hey, where in America are you from?’

      ‘Brazil.’

      Sol snorted. ‘Nojus clearly failed geography in school.’

      ‘Among other things.’ Birute grinned. ‘We still don’t know your name or what you do.’

      ‘The Artist Formerly Known as Jay.’

      She nodded. ‘Well, The Artist Formerly Known as Jay, what brings you here?’

      ‘Just finished up a job,’ he said. ‘I won’t be around for long.’

      ‘None of us are,’ Nojus said. His eyes glittered with an intensity that creeped Jay out.

      ‘So, what do you think of Purity?’ Birute asked.

      Jay shrugged. He had to play it neutral. ‘They seem popular.’

      She nodded. ‘The people spoke and—’

      ‘Wait a second,’ Sol said. ‘You look familiar.’

      Jay shrugged, but his insides ran cold. Had he missed a camera at the border? Maybe someone had published his face online and Aviary had missed it. But if she had spotted it, she had no way of warning him anyway.

      ‘You have one of those faces,’ Birute said.

      ‘Human? I get that a lot,’ Jay said.

      ‘Who knows? It might be your destiny to be here.’ Birute ran her finger along the edge of her glass. ‘Everything we do brings us closer to who we really are, and what we really want.’

      Nojus raised an eyebrow. ‘So, what do we really want?’

      Sol raised her glass. ‘To get drunk.’

      They laughed and drank their first round. This was what things seemed to be like for normal people who hadn’t been abducted by the Fifth Column and programmed into covert killers, Jay thought. Those college kids at the other end of the bar went to school and skipped class, and even Birute and her super-weird Purity friends were working their day jobs and enjoying their nights out with the rest of society. There was no one around telling them they weren’t following the correct operative diet, or that they should take a different route back to their hideout, or give them a hard time for not following orders. No one telling them they screwed up.

      ‘You screwed up,’ Birute said.

      ‘What?’ Jay said.

      She waved a finger in front of his face. ‘I can see it in your eyes.’

      Across the table, he watched Nojus and Sol argue over pronunciation. Sol insisted it was called vodka, and Nojus argued that here it was simply known as odka.

      ‘Lover, family or friends?’ Birute asked. ‘It’s always one.’

      Jay raised his glass in salute. ‘To all three then.’

      She raised hers. ‘To corruptible mortals.’

      He threw back a shot of vodka—or odka or whatever they called it. Pepper burned his throat. He coughed and almost dropped his glass.

      Birute took it from him. ‘It’s an acquired taste that will get easier the more you drink.’

      ‘Yeah, so do I,’ Jay said. ‘Wait, I mean—’

      But Birute’s attention had shifted to the argument between Nojus and Sol, who had moved from their futile odka argument to what really happened in Wrocław with the averted nuclear terrorist attack.

      ‘Russia is up to their old, deadly tricks,’ Nojus said. ‘Thank Purity they reinforced their counter-terrorist operations in Poland or there’s no way they would’ve found those nukes in time.’

      Jay breathed in slowly and said nothing.

      ‘Night Witches, man.’ Sol gave Jay a wise nod. ‘I’ve seen the footage, I know their faces.’

      Birute laughed. ‘One face doesn’t count.’

      Nojus folded his arms, his gaze settling on Jay. ‘Have you seen their faces, Artist Formerly Known as Jay?’

      ‘Didn’t watch the footage,’ Jay said.

      ‘Listen, don’t scare our new friend off with one of your conspiracies,’ Birute said.

      Jay forced a grin. ‘I’m sure I can handle it.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ Sol said. ‘What about the coincidence that they were training for exactly that kind of nuclear scenario on the same day it actually happened?’ She finished a glass of mead. ‘Bitch, please.’ With that, she stood and went to the restroom.

      Nojus didn’t seem bothered. He punched out a message on his phone, the blue light illuminating his thin face.

      Birute nudged Jay. ‘She’s hardheaded, that one.’

      Jay gathered his coat. ‘I should head off. Thanks for getting me out of a tight spot, appreciate it.’

      ‘My pleasure, although it could be yours too,’ she said. ‘We’re going somewhere nice later. If you’re interested in hearing more about this job, I could buy you that drink you asked for. No obligations, of course.’

      He held onto his coat, but remained seated. ‘Think I’ve had enough pleasure for one night.’

      ‘Red carpet treatment at a private venue,’ Birute said. ‘You look like you’ve had a rough day and could use a night off.’

      Jay still had a long trek back, and it would involve stealing a new vehicle and finding another checkpoint to escape through.

      She reached for her phone—an HTC One—and spoke close to Jay’s ear. ‘The High Priest of Purity will be speaking tonight,’ she said. ‘I’m not a big fan myself, but he never speaks publicly.’

      Sol returned to the table. ‘I know journalists who’d kill to be there.’

      ‘I’m a bodyguard, not a journalist,’ Jay stood and collected his coat. ‘Thanks for the help, but I’m going to hit the road.’

      ‘You can’t leave,’ Nojus said.

      Jay was ready to push the table into Nojus and smash his last drink into Sol’s eyes, if it came to that. But he didn’t read any hostility from them.

      ‘Borders are closed until the morning,’ Birute said.

      Jay silently cursed. ‘Why?’

      ‘Do you not read the news?’ Nojus asked. ‘There was a terrorist attack at one of the border crossings earlier tonight.’

      ‘Seriously? Who the hell would do something like that?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Uh, terrorists,’ Sol said.

      Jay sighed and, while standing, emptied his last drink. The border attack was probably him, to be honest. His drink probably tasted of herbs, honey and odka, like his first, but he wasn’t really sure anymore. He wiped his lips and thought about the lump of bills in the wallet.

      Now if he wanted to get across the border, he’d have to sneak across. Or wait for the morning. What other option did he have? Join these weird Purity guys at what sounded like a private inner-circle Purity event for a speech by some crazy fanatic and learn some very interesting things that he could bring back to Olesya and Sophia.

      You know, that’s not a bad idea.

      ‘So this event, what’s it called?’ Jay asked.

      Birute smiled. ‘Resurrection.’
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      Pulling her gloves on, Olesya walked into the milky fog. It threaded around the tree trunks and seemed to dissolve at her approach. She powered on her goggles and checked over her shoulder. The crisp, thermal outlines of Sophia, Nasira and Damien were close by. Sophia and Damien, wearing small rucks on their backs, paced themselves while Nasira took up rear security, routinely checking behind them with her monocular.

      They walked in silence, and for a while it was like they were Firebird squad again.

      Olesya steered them through the night until they reached a wire fence on the border. The only sound was a solitary owl hooting in the distance. The fence was higher than she expected, but Sophia unzipped her ruck and passed a pair of bolt cutters.

      Using a blade of grass, Olesya tested for an electric current first. If there was a current, the blade of grass would twitch. Instead, the blade rested calmly on the wire. All clear.

      She used the bolt cutters to snip upward through the wire links, then across to the right until she’d cut an upside-down letter L into the mesh. Once she was finished, she handed the bolt cutters back to Sophia and reached for the spool of paracord inside the ruck. Placing the spool by her feet, she peeled back the incision and let Sophia crawl inside with the ruck on her back.

      Damien climbed through next, then Nasira. Olesya followed, then pulled the wire back in place and, using her goggles to see, threaded paracord along the edge, weaving the metal links until the wire was stitched back together. From a reasonable distance, it would look perfectly intact.

      Olesya cut the excess paracord with her knife and tied it off, then shoved the remaining spool in her pocket.

      Sophia, Damien and Nasira crouched and watched the forest in outward-facing positions with their monoculars: Purity patrols would be aggressive on the border, so they had to be careful.

      Using her goggles, Olesya steered them to the left on a soft three-forty bearing until the forest receded, leaving them in open fields with an uncomfortable lack of concealment. Thanks to her goggle’s wider field of vision, she could keep them all walking unimpeded in the darkness.

      On the open ground ahead, there was a single-lane road with a large, one-level building, possibly a mall or offices, made of dark brick. It was unlit now, with two vehicles in the parking lot.

      Olesya headed for the building, but Damien tapped her shoulder. He pointed north, along the road. She remembered his enhanced hearing and listened: a vehicle in the distance, approaching fast.

      Olesya hit her pressel switch. ‘Get down.’

      She and Damien dropped to their stomachs and lay in the grass, face down. Behind them, Nasira and Sophia would be doing the same. Skin and eyes were reflective, so she kept her neck and hands concealed under her coat. The vehicle drove past them, its headlights washing over the road and the surrounding field, moving harmlessly over her hair and clothing. Once it was gone, she climbed back to her feet and crossed the road with Damien in tow.

      Sophia and Nasira followed, Sophia pausing to cover one eye and check her phone on low brightness. Even then, it was enough to light up all around them. Olesya kept her gaze averted. A sharp click came from one of the vehicles in the parking lot. Its indicators flashed.

      Sophia had unlocked it.

      Olesya hurried to it and got behind the wheel. The interior smelled of overly sweet deodorizer. Sophia climbed in beside her and tapped her phone. The engine rumbled to life.

      With Nasira and Damien in the back, Olesya drove with her headlights on. Next to her, Sophia loaded the map on her phone, keeping the screen mostly covered so it wouldn’t illuminate their faces to passers-by.

      ‘We’re heading east through Kalvarija,’ Sophia said. ‘And then north-east to Jay’s vehicle in Kaunas.’

      Damien passed one of his water bottles to the front. Sophia offered it to Olesya. She took a few gulps of the freezing cold water, then Sophia drank from it and returned it to Damien.

      ‘How long?’ Olesya asked.

      Sophia checked her phone. ‘Another hour.’

      ‘Get some rest,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia turned the heating on, but it didn’t seem to be working. Despite the cold, Damien and Nasira nodded off fast. In the front passenger seat, Sophia remained awake, looking as tense as Olesya felt.

      They drove for half an hour before Olesya noticed something in her rear-view mirror. A vehicle, closing fast.

      Sophia observed in her side mirror. ‘Watch your six.’

      Olesya braced for impact, but instead of hitting them, the vehicle sounded its horn, waking Nasira and Damien.

      ‘What the hell?’ Nasira said.

      ‘Whoever they are, they’re bad news.’ Sophia drew her pistol. ‘Their vehicle’s armored.’
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      Jay stepped from the taxi and into a long line of people wrapped in winter coats and darkness. The line disappeared through the front of a triple-domed white cathedral.

      ‘Your party’s in a church?’ he said.

      ‘Our party is held in a crypt beneath the cathedral, yes.’ Birute raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you scared of crypts?’

      Jay shrugged. ‘They’re all right, I guess.’

      At the front of the line, guards were scanning the entrants for weapons. If Jay was going in there, he’d need to cache his pistol, and there didn’t seem too many places to do that.

      ‘Come with me.’ Birute lit a cigarette she’d rolled earlier. ‘We don’t need to line up.’

      She walked around the line, to one side of the cathedral. Nojus and Sol followed, and Jay hung back a few paces while he pulled a cigarette from the crumpled packet Marina had given him and lit it. Birute, Nojus and Sol collected in a loose circle, near a single closed door into the cathedral.

      Jay patted his pockets down and swore. ‘Left my phone in my hotel room.’

      ‘Do you want to go back for it?’ Birute exhaled smoke through her nose, reminding him of a dragon.

      ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Battery was dead anyway.’

      She crushed her cigarette in the snow and offered her phone. ‘Use mine.’

      ‘Yeah? Thanks.’ He punched in a text message to the number he’d memorized: a cryptic message to Damien in case things went sour. He gave the phone back without deleting the message. It looked innocent enough and he didn’t want to seem like he was hiding something.

      ‘We can discuss the job inside,’ she said.

      He finished his cigarette. ‘Not gonna commit to anything, but I’m interested, yeah.’

      She gestured to the door on the side wall of the cathedral. ‘Drinks are on the house.’

      He looked over his shoulder at the line braving the cold night. They didn’t seem bothered by the temperature. Maybe they all had thermogenesis, just like him. Like he used to.

      Birute walked beside him and said quietly, ‘Weapons-free inside—for everyone—so you might want to keep yours on the coat rack.’

      ‘Can’t say I like the sound of that much,’ he said.

      ‘I understand.’ She paused at the door with Sol and Nojus. ‘You guys go ahead, we’ll chat elsewhere.’

      ‘You know what? I still want that drink,’ Jay said. ‘Let’s go inside.’

      She nodded, then turned to the door. She hammered her fist on it, once. It took a moment before a tall freckled man with sinewy arms opened it, shook her hand and let them in. Jay favored the doorman with a small nod as he stepped through; the doorman didn’t return it.

      There was a coat rack, and Birute shrugged out of her heavy coat. She wore a thin jacket underneath, too thin to conceal a firearm. She headed to a spiral staircase, the others in tow.

      Jay took off his coat and, using it as concealment, placed his pistol in one pocket. He hung his coat under hers, registering a particular weight in one of her pockets as he did so. He ran his hand over it.

      A pistol magazine, full of rounds. She had a firearm somewhere.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The armored vehicle blasted its horn and bore down on Olesya and her team. In the back seat, Nasira and Damien were startled awake and immediately checked the rear window. Next to Olesya, Sophia was bracing herself, one hand on her pistol.

      Olesya steered to the side of the road, giving the vehicle room to pass. She had an impression of its white-painted bulk as it roared alongside her, followed by two more just like it. On their side, the insignia of a white dove in a dark square.

      ‘Purity,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Hell of an upgrade,’ Nasira said. ‘Marauders with 50 cals.’

      Olesya suppressed a chill, hoping Sophia didn’t notice.

      ‘Aviary has tagged Jay’s vehicle,’ Sophia said, checking her phone. ‘It’s not far ahead, but it’s almost certain he’s long gone.’

      It took them twenty minutes to reach the black coupe. It was secreted on the outskirts of Kaunas beside a cute two-story house lit only by street lamps. It had an overgrown garden and a monolithic steel letterbox. It was obvious Jay was gone. And so was Xiu.

      Sophia lingered to inspect the vehicle, finding not much besides a baseball cap.

      ‘No blood,’ she said.

      That was a good sign.

      Sophia’s phone vibrated, and she seemed focused on the message as she returned to their car. Olesya got back behind the wheel, keeping their interior lights off and doors closed. She started the engine and pulled away, acutely aware of drawing the suspicion of the street’s mostly sleeping residents.

      ‘It’s from Aviary,’ Sophia said. ‘I think they found Jay.’

      Olesya parked on another street, remaining behind the wheel as she opened her door and slammed it a moment later, just as Illarion had taught them. Anyone hearing a strange car pull up at night would expect the doors to open and close … and be less likely to think something was amiss.

      Sophia opened and shut her door.

      Guess they teach that in Project GATE too.

      ‘Aviary’s got snapshots of Kaunas,’ Sophia said. ‘She zoomed in on Jay.’

      ‘Is she doing that live or are they archives?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Just archives, but you can still see him walk through the main square. Then he takes a left, bearing northwest.’

      Olesya couldn’t see on Sophia’s screen very well, but the images were thermal so there was a yellow and orange blob moving from Jay’s vehicle. Each snapshot that Sophia swiped through showed Jay walking on a sidewalk at night.

      ‘Then it’s a crowded alleyway, and we lose him,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Jay’s got a two-hour head-start on us,’ Nasira said. ‘Maybe less if he’s drinking.’

      ‘No offense, but I hope he’s drinking,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia nodded. ‘We start on that street.’

      Damien’s phone buzzed. He checked the screen, and his eyebrows furrowed.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Olesya asked.

      Nasira leaned over in the back seat. ‘That’s a weird ass message.’

      ‘New number, but it’s Jay,’ Damien said.

      He angled the phone so Olesya and Sophia could see the screen.

      hey its J my phone dead so borrowing this. you in kaunas yet? lost that girl I met tonight but hitting up resurrection with possible new job. they even test your blood here it’s crazy. will keep you updated in a few hours. but if I don’t that means I’m having too much fun and you should join!

      ‘He lost his target,’ Olesya said. ‘New job doesn’t sound good.’

      ‘Captured?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Wouldn’t be typing that if he was,’ Nasira said. ‘And I’m guessing Resurrection is a venue of some kind.’

      Olesya took out a combat knife and offered it to Sophia.

      ‘Thanks, I have my own,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Prick your finger,’ Olesya said. ‘So it looks like you’ve already been tested by the detectors Purity are using. Your blood will trigger a positive.’

      ‘How do you know that?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Hélio filled me in on a few details. Intron designed them, but they only trigger with Project GATE operatives.’

      ‘Like us,’ Damien said. ‘Great.’

      Sophia drew her own knife and pressed the pointed end of the blade into her fingertip, then wiped the blade and sheathed it.

      ‘Fresh puncture. Hopefully, they won’t bother testing us again.’ Olesya pushed her own knife into her fingertip. ‘Nasira?’

      ‘What’s the point?’ Nasira said. ‘They’re not gonna let me in anyway.’

      ‘They could still test you,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Fine, whatever.’ Nasira removed her own knife and pushed it into her finger.

      Sophia pocketed her phone. ‘I have the address of Resurrection.’

      ‘Let’s move,’ Olesya said, wiping blood from her finger. Was Xiu there too?

      ‘Jay hinted at updating us in a few hours,’ Damien said. ‘Should we hold off?’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘It means if he doesn’t make it out by then, he definitely needs our help.’

      ‘Or he’s dead and he needed our help before then,’ Nasira said. ‘The hell with waiting.’

      Sophia put her seatbelt on. ‘Sorry Damien, your caution was outvoted.’

      ‘It’s my decision, and we’re going,’ Olesya said, her hands on the wheel. ‘But we need to talk about something first.’

      ‘Such as?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Czarina wasn’t trying to shoot me.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘She was shooting at Xiu.’

      ‘Xiu?’ Sophia’s tone changed. ‘You mean back from Project GATE, when we were kids?’

      ‘She’s been helping me,’ Olesya said. ‘Us.’

      ‘Us?’ Sophia’s voice was low and calm. ‘But who is she working for?’

      ‘The Fifth Column?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘No,’ Olesya said. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Fuck, you tell me this now?’ Sophia said. ‘Are you just going to keep parceling out vital information to me at your convenience? You’ve been grilling us all day to see if you can trust us—now how are we supposed to trust you?’

      ‘I wanted to be sure before I said anything. You’re the first to know.’

      ‘You’re saying Illarion doesn’t?’ Sophia asked.

      Olesya shook her head. ‘Not Gleb, Ark, none of them. But when we bring Jay back, I have to tell them all.’

      ‘Yeah, if Xiu hasn’t taken a shot at Jay first!’ Nasira said. ‘How you think she’s gonna react when someone’s on her tail? Someone like Jay, who thinks he’s doing the right thing? You’re gonna get them both killed, that’s what.’

      ‘You don’t know that,’ Damien said. ‘We were all in the same squad, they know each other.’

      Sophia’s gaze didn’t waver from Olesya. ‘I’ve been playing it straight with you all this time. I haven’t lied to you once.’

      ‘And what do you call Czarina?’ Olesya asked. ‘A gift of diplomacy?’

      Sophia’s gaze drifted to the dark street outside. ‘I didn’t know until today, I was still figuring it out.’

      ‘And so was I, apparently,’ Olesya said.

      ‘We can’t trust Czarina, even I know that. But can we trust Xiu?’

      ‘She’s on our side.’

      ‘That’s not what I asked,’ Sophia said. ‘Why are you protecting her?’

      Olesya leaned back in her seat and pinched the bridge of her nose. Before she could say anything, Sophia’s expression shifted. She was reading Olesya’s emotions.

      ‘She was your only friend,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I had more than one ... she was just there for me.’

      Sophia chewed her lip. ‘And yet you don’t trust her.’

      ‘You can see all of this from my emotions?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter what I see,’ Sophia said. ‘What matters is we have to treat Xiu as hostile. And that means we can’t trust you anymore.’

      Olesya started the engine. ‘No. What matters is we get Jay back.’
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      Gleb locked the briefing room door. ‘You’re not leaving here until you provide us with answers.’

      ‘Answers for what?’ Hélio pulled on the plasticuffs that fastened his wrists to the armrests. ‘You don’t need to tie me up.’

      ‘We do.’ Ark stood near Hélio, arms folded. The fluorescent light cast dark shadows from Ark’s curly hair across his face.

      Gleb took a seat opposite Hélio, the table between them. He sat with his back straight and his attention completely on the restrained young scientist.

      ‘Hélio, I would very much like to get to the bottom of this,’ Gleb said. ‘And I was hoping you could help me.’

      Hélio shifted his arms under his bonds. ‘What do you want to know?’

      Ark drew his knife and held it by his side. ‘Why don’t you tell us why you’re really here?’

      ‘I’m here to find the Regen.’

      ‘Yes. As you told Olesya,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Are you sure about that story?’ Ark asked, taking a step closer. ‘You’re not here to find new abduction victims?’

      This time, Hélio glared at him. ‘From what I hear, your hunters find them for us.’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’ Gleb asked. ‘How do they find them for you?’

      ‘How long have you been doing this?’ Hélio asked. ‘You don’t seem very experienced.’

      ‘You’re questioning my experience,’ Gleb said. ‘That’s an interesting—if unoriginal—deflection.’

      ‘I’m not deflecting,’ Hélio said.

      Ark flashed his blade. ‘Then answer his questions.’

      ‘The Russian operative hunter,’ Gleb said. ‘Val. What happened to her?’

      ‘Look, I didn’t do anything!’ Hélio said.

      Non-specific denial, Gleb thought to himself. ‘What didn’t you do?’

      Hélio’s lips wavered. ‘I … I didn’t abduct her.’

      ‘I see.’ Gleb reached for his notepad. ‘What’s M165?’

      ‘Where did you read that?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘That’s not your business,’ Ark said, standing off to one side.

      ‘Fine.’ Hélio breathed deeply, his chest rising. ‘It’s an Intron department. Everyone calls it The Harvest.’

      Gleb took some quick notes. ‘Tell me about The Harvest.’

      Hélio looked over his shoulder at Ark lingering behind him, then spoke quickly. ‘They capture and program operatives—and sometimes hunters. They do it mostly for pseudogene acquisition.’

      ‘They’re stealing genes?’ Ark asked.

      ‘They’re collecting the whole set for Intron,’ Hélio said. ‘More than the Fifth Column ever had.’

      Ark leaned over his shoulder. ‘Did they take Val?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Hélio said. ‘It’s not something I would ever know.’

      Ark pressed his knife to Hélio’s neck. ‘Are you sure?’

      Hélio pulled away from the blade, struggling in his restraints. ‘Get him off me!’

      Gleb watched, then said, ‘What happened to Val?’

      ‘I have no idea!’ Hélio yelled. ‘Why does it matter?’

      ‘Why does it matter?’ Ark pushed the blade in closer.

      ‘She’s dead now! Why are you asking me?’ Hélio yelled.

      Gleb raised his hand, making Ark step away.

      ‘Look, I’ll tell you what I know!’ Hélio said, breathing hard. ‘I’m screwed either way.’

      Gleb nodded. ‘What do you know?’

      ‘I told Olesya about Purity raiding the Intron facility in Colombia,’ Hélio said. ‘They stole the inhibitors and detectors.’

      ‘What are those?’ Ark asked.

      Gleb waved the question off. ‘I’ve read the transcript of your interview with Olesya, I know what they are. Continue.’

      Hélio’s voice was suddenly quiet. ‘Intron was successful in replicating an arrangement of pseudogenic activation from Jay’s DNA.’

      ‘Hélio,’ Gleb said, ‘I’ll need you to be very clear and plain with us.’

      ‘They took Jay’s enhanced regeneration and healing. The Regen,’ Hélio said. ‘Then they suppressed those genes in Jay with the inhibitor.’

      ‘Are you saying that Intron has the Regen now?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘Not anymore,’ Hélio said.

      Gleb’s mouth went dry. ‘Purity stole it during the raid.’

      Hélio nodded. ‘They have it now.’

      ‘You only had one sample?’ Ark asked. ‘Why didn’t you have more? That sounds really stupid. And you know what else is stupid? Purity’s the most anti-genetics organization in the world. What do they want with the latest in genetic enhancement? To destroy it?’

      ‘That’s one possibility,’ Hélio said.

      ‘Or perhaps they aren’t as pure as they claim.’ Gleb clasped his hands together, resting them on the table. ‘But you haven’t answered Ark’s first question. Why was there only one sample?’

      ‘In case you hadn’t noticed,’ Hélio said, ‘the Regen is exceedingly rare.’

      ‘Sophia and Damien have it, do they not?’ Gleb asked. ‘And Denton too. It can’t be that rare.’

      ‘And if it’s in their genes that means we basically have it, right?’ Ark asked.

      Hélio shook his head. ‘Don’t you get it? Even with the exact genetic blueprint to guide me, even with years of work, I can’t synthesize the Regen. It’s not like the others.’

      ‘Why not?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘Because technically it doesn’t exist.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Jay descended the spiral staircase into the cathedral, following Birute, Nojus and Sol along a brick tunnel layered with ultraviolet graffiti. The words weren’t in English and had those weird bits hanging on the tops and bottoms of the characters, like sharp hooks.

      The tunnel hummed with low frequencies from distant music. At the end, a steel door squeaked open and classical music poured out. A pair of security guys wearing numbered lanyards over white suits and crimson ties ushered them forward. Birute and Nojus stepped between the men, who gave them a passing glance before focusing on Sol and Jay.

      Birute turned to Jay. ‘My apologies, it is just one check.’

      Sol was first. She held out her hand, and one of the security guys produced a pen-shaped device that Jay recognized from the border. Another finger prick that Sophia might have to get around.

      Jay’s pulse raced, but he played it cool. The guy pricked Sol’s finger, then waited for the LED display to show its results. The display lit up green, and he waved Sol through. She sucked her finger and moved on.

      Jay stepped forward. ‘Does this test for diabetes?’

      The security guy glared at him, then disposed of the device’s sharp tip and attached a new one. His colleague was punching out a message on his phone, then cursed, foiled by the patchy reception underground.

      The security guy’s belt was heavy with batons and electroshock weapons, but no firearms. The other guy was the same. With Birute’s blue eyes watching him, Jay offered his hand. A quick sting and then it was done; the device ran its check.

      It was red last time, too. For a moment.

      Hurry up, you’re killing me.

      The pen device beeped.

      Green.

      The security guy frowned.

      Jay stepped through and rubbed blood between his fingers.

      Birute smiled, not noticing Jay’s slow exhalation and measured breathing, and led them around the corner, through a crypt. It was a lot more … civilized than he expected.

      Jay walked beneath tiled, domed ceilings supported by pillars, and into a large chamber. It was cluttered with women in dark dresses and white heels, and men in dark suits and white pocket scarfs, some of them wearing masks. Birute and her friends drew an array of gazes, and Jay followed them through the crowd.

      ‘I love the decor,’ Jay said.

      Low classical music and whispers among themselves, some in English as they impinged on his thoughts.

      It’s almost time.

      Embrace the next step.

      Follow the red line.

      Before him, three large columns rose fifty meters to a ceiling with a nightmarish mosaic. In front of the columns, a pair of statues—white angels with large granite wings—stared through Jay.

      ‘Two archangels,’ Birute said into his ear. ‘God’s entrance to heaven.’

      So much for a quick drink, Jay thought.

      She guided him gently by the wrist to an ornamental balcony a few meters above the chamber. Projected on the walls was black-and-white footage of marching soldiers and ship graveyards; below them, antique tables and armchairs; in the center, an open floor with a stage at the front. Most of the patrons stood on the open floor, drinking and talking. It wasn’t the kind of venue Jay imagined. Honestly, he didn’t know what he’d imagined. He was super creeped out right now.

      Birute leaned over to the upstairs bartender, who seemed to know her, and ordered while Sol and Nojus took seats on red velvet chairs. Jay surveyed the exits below. There was their secret entrance on the west end and the general entry on the north end. There was a tunnel on the east side of the chamber, small and roped off. It glowed red.

      Birute took a seat next to him. He caught the flash of something holstered on her waist. A knife.

      ‘Are you OK, the Artist Formerly Known as Jay?’

      ‘Yeah.’ He observed the patrons moving around him on the balcony—eerily calm and well-dressed. ‘I totally walked into a secret cult meeting, but otherwise pretty good.’

      ‘If you’re waiting for someone to sacrifice a goat, then you’ll be bitterly disappointed.’

      ‘No sacrifices?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Only our own,’ she said. ‘But you and I are here for business, not belief.’

      Their drinks arrived.

      ‘Pepper odka,’ Birute said. ‘Tonight is a victory for Purity, a special occasion.’

      Then I’m in the right place, Jay thought.

      As the bartender left, Jay noticed the white band on his exposed arm. The hair on his own arms prickled.

      ‘For Purity,’ Sol said, raising her glass.

      Nojus leaned toward Jay. ‘Does this make you uncomfortable?’

      Jay raised his glass. ‘Didn’t know Purity allowed alcohol.’

      Birute took her glass and drank it in one shot. ‘That answer your question?’ she asked. ‘Perhaps you have more pressing questions about the team for this job. And payment, of course.’

      ‘I’m sure you pay well, but I’d need to meet your qualifications first.’

      ‘I don’t imagine that will be a problem,’ she said.

      Jay shrugged. ‘You know, I have a question about Purity, if that’s all right.’ He drank his odka in one swallow, the pepper burning down his throat. Nojus and Sol were watching him carefully. ‘What does Purity mean?’

      Birute glared.

      Probably should’ve kept that question to myself.

      ‘Heck Jay, you’re our guest.’ She pushed another full glass across the table. ‘What do you think it means?’

      Jay didn’t take the beverage. Getting drunk was … it was one of his strong points, but even he knew this was a bad idea. And to only realize that a few drinks in meant it was a really bad idea. He’d had too much.

      He pushed the drink back. ‘You want to get rid of people you don’t like.’

      Birute took his glass and leaned back in her chair. ‘There’s a position available for social media manager, if you’re interested.’

      She laughed, and only then did Sol and Nojus follow suit.

      Jay managed to crack a smile, relieved she hadn’t called for security or drawn her knife on him. ‘I didn’t think you needed help with that,’ he said.

      ‘That’s true,’ Birute said.

      ‘Our growing popularity surprises even us,’ Nojus said. ‘If you’ll excuse Sol and I, we have some guests to greet.’

      They disappeared, allowing Birute to focus on Jay. ‘Would you like to know more about the team?’

      ‘I’d like to know what your team is doing.’

      ‘It’s a witch hunt.’ She leaned over him, her bony wrist brushing his. ‘Have you ever crossed paths with a Night Witch?’

      Jay shook his head. ‘Not that I know of.’

      ‘Of course not.’ She brushed dark hair from her cheek. ‘You’d be dead by now.’

      Jay returned the smile. ‘If you thought that, I wouldn’t be here.’

      Birute surveyed the well-dressed patrons—presumably all Purity members—below their balcony. They talked among themselves, their body language cold. The last time Jay had seen anything like it was at a corporate function he once attended. By jumping through a window. As an assassin.

      Panic crept into the back of his mind. Maybe he’d taken on more than he could handle. After all, he was alone and deep behind enemy lines. What if his face reminded Birute of a Night Witch? Was he on some sort of Purity watch list? Had she lured him here, rather than the other way around?

      Jay’s gaze wandered to the small glowing red tunnel on the east side. It was fenced off with a red velvet rope manned by one guard, but every so often, someone slipped through, usually alone and sometimes in pairs. Private access only.

      Something rippled past the guard, then was gone.

      ‘We’re filling the team at the moment,’ Birute said. ‘You would be compensated accordingly.’

      ‘All you’ve seen of me is how I look at people and where I sit,’ Jay said. ‘You don’t know how I work under fire. You don’t know if I can fire. Ain’t that what you need?’

      ‘Like I said, I’ve seen enough.’ She tilted her head slightly. ‘Not at the bar, perhaps.’

      He looked over at her. ‘Then where?’

      ‘You haven’t changed your jacket since you crossed the border.’

      Jay felt a cold chill wash over him. ‘You planning to arrest me?’

      She shook her head. ‘Those guards are dead because of their incompetence and poor training, not because of you. And your crime of assaulting one Guard is something I’m willing to overlook.’ She leaned into him again. ‘If in turn, you’re willing to provide a small service to Purity.’
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      Sophia stood outside a fur factory transformed into a nightclub. Like the surrounding buildings, it was a slab of white concrete stained dark from nearby factories, but while the factory windows were sparse and black, the windows on the nightclub’s second floor glowed ruby red, silhouetting people’s heads. A line of people strung loosely outside along a length of plastic grass. Sophia kept away from them.

      Olesya and Damien emerged from the club, Olesya shaking her head. ‘All clear,’ she said. ‘He’s not in there.’

      ‘Security has never seen him,’ Damien said.

      ‘You sure Jay’s here?’ Nasira said. She’d checked the rear of the building and also come up empty.

      Sophia pulled out her phone and dialed. ‘Aviary.’

      ‘Have you found Jay?’

      ‘That’s why I’m calling,’ Sophia said. ‘He messaged Damien from someone else’s phone. Could you track that?’

      ‘You bet,’ she said. ‘Give me a minute.’

      Sophia ended the call. ‘I’m giving her a minute.’

      Nasira shifted from foot to foot, hands jammed in her jacket pockets. People walked past, glancing in her direction, so Olesya and Damien flanked her.

      Sophia’s phone chirped.

      ‘I have good news and bad news,’ Aviary said over the phone. ‘The good news is I have the coordinates.’

      ‘Bad news?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘The phone’s off the network now. But it was last connected half an hour ago.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Could mean a lot of things. Phone’s dead. Out of reception. Destroyed.’

      ‘Give me the coordinates.’

      Aviary sent them through in an encrypted message.

      Sophia pasted the latitude and longitude into her map, and the marker pin dropped on the other side of town, over the river. She zoomed in with her fingers. Everyone leaned over, fogging the screen. She wiped the screen with her sleeve, revealing a cathedral.

      ‘Is that place called Resurrection as well?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Nope,’ Aviary said over the phone. ‘It’s named after a saint I can’t pronounce.’

      ‘He could’ve moved locations,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Or someone moved him,’ Nasira said.

      ‘It’s the only lead we have,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya pulled her collar up. ‘Then that’s where we go.’

      Aviary spoke from the phone’s speaker. ‘Um, you guys should know…’

      Sophia brought it closer to her ear. ‘Know what?’

      ‘Security is going to be totally bonkers at that cathedral,’ Aviary said. ‘Gleb has intel that there’ll be some kind of speech there. Purity’s High Priest.’

      Sophia swallowed. ‘When?’

      ‘Right now.’
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      Gleb gave Ark the nod and he cut the plasticuffs, then shoved a marker pen into Hélio’s hand.

      Gleb gestured to the whiteboard on the wall behind him. ‘Go on.’

      ‘Right.’ Hélio retreated from Ark and started scribbling on the whiteboard. He drew a ladder with several rungs. ‘So this is DNA. Do you know what DNA is?’

      ‘We’re not stupid,’ Ark said. ‘But … refresh us. It’s been a while.’

      ‘It’s like a recipe book, with recipes to make all the proteins in your body. The whole recipe book is encoded into every one of your cells. Even the recipes it doesn’t make.’ Hélio wrote letters down both sides of the ladder, one for each rung.

      A, T, G, C, G, T, A, T.

      ‘Four letters. That’s the alphabet used for your recipes,’ Hélio said. ‘Different combinations make different recipes. Does that make sense to you?’

      Gleb nodded. ‘What about the Regen recipe?’

      ‘Do you know the late Doctor Cecilia McLoughlin?’ Hélio asked. Not waiting for an answer, he said, ‘Fifth Column geneticist, she was one of the best in the world. She catalogued the pseudogenes—recipes that your body isn’t making—and she developed the zinc finger modules that activated those recipes. Very low tech compared to our Argonautes though.’

      ‘I don’t care about the comparison,’ Gleb said. ‘Besides, this doctor is now dead.’

      ‘True, but she was the one responsible for the Regen,’ Hélio said. ‘The thing is, she didn’t find this recipe in an operative’s DNA. She couldn’t find the Regen anywhere. Not in Damien, not in Sophia and certainly not in Denton.’

      Ark holstered his knife. ‘What are you trying to tell us?’

      Hélio turned to the whiteboard and drew another step on his ladder. ‘See this rung?’ Another swipe of the pen. ‘And this one?’

      ‘More rungs,’ Gleb said.

      ‘They’re called base pairs. But she didn’t just add more.’ Hélio wrote letters on each end. ‘She invented an entirely new type of recipe. For the first time in four billion years, something on this planet has new base pairs.’

      Ark glanced between them, seemingly lost.

      ‘That’s new letters for the alphabet,’ Hélio said. ‘Does that make sense?’

      Ark shrugged. ‘Keep going.’

      ‘The Regen was built using those new letters. It’s in Sophia’s DNA, and Damien’s too.’

      Gleb leaned forward to inspect the new letters.

      W, X, Y, Z.

      Hélio continued his explanation. ‘These four new letters create a completely new type of amino acid. That’s a whole new type of gene. A whole new world of possibilities.’

      Gleb drew a rough sketch of the ladder in his notepad.

      ‘Don’t you get it?’ Hélio said. ‘This is why everyone wants the Regen.’

      ‘For its regenerative powers?’ Ark asked.

      ‘No. Not just that. They want it for what was used to make it.’

      ‘So they can use it to make other things?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘Exactly!’ Hélio pointed at him with the marker. ‘No one else had the money or the time to do this. This took decades of research and years more of development, even with the Fifth Column’s billion-dollar black budget. Everyone wants it because these are new building blocks for life—new abilities that nature can’t even code for.’

      ‘All this because you have eight letters in the alphabet instead of four?’ Ark asked.

      ‘Exactly,’ Hélio said. ‘The ribosomes in our bodies can’t read these new recipes. The new letters makes no sense. That’s why the Regen requires an artificial ribosome, and that’s precisely what McLoughlin created.’

      Ark paced around the table. ‘Is it just me or has this interrogation turned into a tutorial?’

      ‘Sit down,’ Gleb said to Ark, focusing on Hélio. ‘You say you can’t synthesize this. But you did in Colombia with Jay’s DNA.’

      ‘That’s partly true, but let me explain. It takes the best supercomputers and teams of specialists a long time to isolate these new genes,’ Hélio said. ‘Are you familiar with cryptography?’

      ‘Very,’ Gleb said. ‘It is my specialty.’

      ‘Right, so with cryptography you’re translating a message into a format you can decode back into your language again, correct?’

      Gleb folded his arms. ‘Correct.’

      ‘OK, so imagine you have a completely new code. And then imagine you have a completely new language that you want to translate that into. But it’s not your native language—Russian—it’s something you’ve never seen before, and it’s something that no one understands. That’s the challenge here. I can’t decode the Regen in Sophia’s DNA. And even if I could, I don’t have the artificial ribosomes to translate it and I don’t know the language.’

      ‘But you had all of this in Colombia?’

      ‘Yes, we did! And we had the best geneticists I’ve ever met—the only geneticists who could understand this new language. But Purity attacked the facility and killed them all. It’s sabotage. Then they took the only sample we extracted from Jay.’

      ‘If they stole it rather than destroyed it, that’s not sabotage,’ Gleb said. ‘They either plan to use or sell it.’

      ‘That’s what we don’t know,’ Hélio said.

      ‘Can you crack it?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘I’m not the best geneticist in the world, OK?’ Hélio said. ‘But that’s why I’m here.’

      ‘To find the Regen,’ Ark said. ‘But you just said those genius scientists are dead and you can’t use it.’

      ‘If I can recover the Regen sample, that’s better than a sample of Sophia’s blood. Look, I’d be lying if I told you I understood McLoughlin’s ribosome, but it’s in the Regen sample. Which means I can study it. And then I can understand it. And then maybe we have a chance at making the recipe.’

      ‘If we were to help you find this Regen sample,’ Gleb said, ‘could you verify that it is the genuine Regen? That it is real?’

      Hélio nodded. ‘I’ll know it when I see it.’

      ‘If you can verify that the sample is genuine, then you can split the sample. Intron takes half the quantity, we take the other half. Does that sound fair to you?’

      ‘You would be stealing our technology,’ Hélio said.

      ‘Sharing,’ Gleb said. ‘I think this is a better word.’

      ‘I suppose so … but that would only be enough for you to inject the Regen into one of your…’ Hélio glanced briefly at Ark ‘…people.’

      ‘That’s not our intention,’ Gleb said. ‘But thank you for the advice.’

      Hélio dropped his whiteboard marker on the table. It rolled toward Gleb. ‘I’d need more than the lab Olesya wants to build me. Synthesizing the Regen, that would mean going back to Brazil.’

      ‘But you can verify and split the sample here,’ Gleb said. ‘It’s in liquid form, correct?’

      ‘Yes, it’s suspended in a solution,’ Hélio said. ‘But I mean, what’s stopping you getting rid of me and keeping it all for yourself?’

      ‘Allow me to be honest with you. If we got rid of you, this would not be good for international relations,’ Gleb said. ‘And neither would kidnapping Russian hunters.’

      ‘OK. Since we’re being honest here,’ Hélio said, ‘You should know that Intron have a somewhat unofficial agreement with some of your hunters.’

      ‘What agreement?’ Ark asked.

      ‘You’re not one of them.’ Hélio’s gaze shifted from Ark to Gleb. ‘And you don’t know.’

      Gleb’s stomach knotted. ‘Which hunters exactly?’

      ‘I’m not sure. But you can search all of their quarters for Argonaute samples, that’s a good way to find out,’ Hélio said. ‘These hunters—whoever they are—they gave Intron some of your hunters. They put other hunters in a position where they were vulnerable and could be easily abducted. And that’s exactly what happened.’

      Ark moved closer to him, forcing him to retreat to the whiteboard. ‘Is Olesya one of those conspiring with Intron?’

      ‘No, definitely not.’ Hélio bumped into the whiteboard. ‘I know they want her genetics though. All I do is the genetics, that’s it.’

      ‘I hope you realize the gravity of what you’re insinuating here,’ Gleb said.

      ‘I’m not insinuating anything,’ Hélio said. ‘If you promise to let me walk with the Regen sample—or even half of it—I’ll tell you everything I know.’
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      ‘I’m not blackmailing you,’ Birute told Jay.

      ‘It sure sounds like it.’

      ‘I want a good relationship between us. And you’re cute, which helps.’ Her focus drifted back to the crowd. ‘Who were you chasing into the night?’

      ‘I never caught up to them, so I dunno. But they stole my bag with all my kit in it,’ he lied. He needed a good reason to ditch border patrol and chase her through Lithuania. He hoped she bought it.

      ‘That’s a shame, I was hoping you’d know more,’ Birute said. ‘The person you were chasing is of interest to me because she works for a person of even greater interest.’

      ‘Don’t suppose you know who that is?’ Jay asked.

      She smiled. ‘I’m happy to exchange information, if we choose that path.’

      ‘No team,’ Jay said. ‘I choose the path alone.’

      If he was going to play along, he needed to sell it.

      ‘We can accommodate that,’ she said. ‘Ten thousand euro for expenses, paid immediately with half in cash. Then, fifty thousand for every dead Night Witch you bring in from the cold. For every captured Night Witch, one-hundred thousand.’

      She didn’t seem likely to reveal anything she knew about Crispy Assassin or the assassin’s employer. Although, at this point, Jay was pretty sure the assassin was a Fifth Column operative. Maybe they’d pulled out her implant and taken her off the grid, which was why he couldn’t track her. But weren’t the Fifth Column cooperating with Purity? Maybe they were doing things Birute didn’t like. Or maybe this operative had gone rogue?

      Either way, if he couldn’t get anything from Birute on the assassin, he could at least dig around for some other bits of intel. What did Purity know about Olesya and her pals?

      ‘These Night Witches, you got their identities?’ he asked.

      On the floor below, there was a sudden increase in white-robed security guards.

      ‘If I had their identities, I wouldn’t need you,’ she said. ‘But I can verify each hunter once you capture them. Finding them, however, is your job.’

      ‘If I take the job.’

      ‘If you don’t, you’re welcome to leave.’ She leveled a stare at him. ‘But you should know that if you choose to leave, as handsome as you are, I can’t be held responsible for your safety.’

      Jay couldn’t be sure whether she was carrying a small, concealable pistol, but he knew she was carrying a knife. If he was to attempt leaving, he had to do it quickly, and unexpectedly. If the guards downstairs—and there was a lot more of them now—were ordered to stop him, he’d have a whole lot of obstacles to grind through while she was busy calling in reinforcements.

      Standing on a raised platform below, a woman in white announced something in Lithuanian over a microphone. The classical music dropped low, and the patrons gave the woman their full attention.

      Jay had two choices: he could slip away with what he knew, or play along and maybe learn something big. As he considered his options, he counted the security detail dressed in red goggles, white robes and wielding ornamental staffs. Eight in total: five women and three men, including two posted at the doors. The rest of the security had been relieved of their posts.

      ‘Who are they?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Preservers,’ she said. ‘Personal guard to the High Priest.’

      As if on cue, a man with large, owlish eyes and short gray hair appeared from the same entrance Birute had arrived with Jay, flanked by two Preservers. He wore robes that flowed to his feet, trimmed blood red and decorated with black, sharp-winged doves. The High Priest cleared his throat and took a microphone from one of his Preservers. He spoke in Lithuanian while the woman who introduced him translated to English.

      ‘Prosperity is upon us,’ he said, ‘but only some of us choose to receive this gift.’ He looked directly up at Jay. ‘Only some of us are able.’

      ‘OK, I need the restroom.’ Jay stood and left Birute on the balcony.

      He knew she’d be watching him carefully, so he made sure to commit to the restroom, then exit inside a cluster of people, circling around and approaching the doors he’d entered through. He’d learned what he could, now it was time to get the hell out before they threw him into a dungeon somewhere in Lithuania where Sophia and her gang would never find him.

      Nearby, the High Priest was still talking, along with his English translator.

      ‘And there will be signs in the sun, in the moon, and in the stars,’ she said to the crowd.

      Preservers guarded the doors, but instead of guiding Jay away, one opened a door for him. Jay gave her a nod and walked through the tunnel—alone—and up the stairwell, back into the makeshift cloakroom.

      Something rippled near his coat and became visible. The figure turned to face Jay, her face jittering with artifacts from her cloaking device. Dark hair spilled past freckled cheeks and across rigid shoulders. Her gaze was focused and her pistol, with a suppressor threaded on the barrel, was aimed at Jay’s face. He really regretted having no weapon.

      ‘Sudden movements are not advised,’ she said.

      Jay let his hands hang by his sides. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘You don’t recognize me.’ She tilted her head slightly. ‘We trained together, as children.’

      Xiu from Firebird Squad.

      ‘It was a retinal question,’ Jay said.

      ‘Rhetorical?’ she asked.

      ‘Yeah, that’s what I said. Who do you work for?’

      ‘Not the Fifth Column and not Purity,’ she said. ‘That’s all you need to know right now.’

      ‘I followed you from Kaliningrad,’ Jay said. ‘Who fired the shot?’

      ‘Czarina,’ she said. ‘She fired on me and missed.’

      ‘Awkward. But what were you doing there?’ he asked.

      ‘Sharing information.’ Xiu lowered her pistol. ‘And now I’m going to share some with you. Leave this cathedral immediately, while you still can.’

      Jay chewed his lip. ‘Right. So while I’m doing that, what are you going to do?’

      ‘The very same thing.’ Keeping a careful distance, Xiu circled him to the stairwell.

      He pointed. ‘The door to leave is that way. Does Olesya know you’re here?’

      ‘Does she know you’re here?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Just answer the goddamn question,’ he said.

      ‘She knows what she needs to. Goodbye, Jay.’

      Xiu descended the stairwell and disappeared from view.

      Jay waited a moment before checking his coat. His pistol was still there, heavy with the rounds inside. No one had taken it.

      Footsteps creaked up the stairwell. Maybe Xiu had changed her mind. Jay reached into his coat for the pistol, hesitating when Nojus appeared on the top step.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Nojus asked.

      Jay took the crushed cigarette packet from his coat instead.

      ‘I was catching a breath of fresh air,’ Jay said, pretending to settle his coat on the wooden hook.

      Nojus held a cigarette lighter. ‘I don’t suppose…’

      Jay walked over and offered the cigarette packet with Marina’s last two cigarettes.

      ‘Keep the change,’ Jay said.

      Nojus took the packet and walked to the coat rack. He lingered over Jay’s coat, his hands reaching for it. Then he picked out his own and draped it over himself.

      ‘Thanks.’ Nojus opened the door with a heavy swing.

      Cold air blasted Jay as Nojus stepped outside. The door shut, leaving Jay with a choice. He could take this moment to leave the cathedral. Or he could find out what Xiu was really up to and risk being locked up by Birute and the Purity Guard. He rifled around through the other coats until he found a phone. It was old and didn’t have a fingerprint lock, so he used it to type a coded message to Damien.

      The message was simple: don’t come here.

      He deleted the message and put the phone back in the coat pocket where he’d found it. Leaving Nojus outside, he took the stairwell back through the tunnel, his path a little wobbly after those last drinks. The Preservers must have remembered him because they let him back in without testing his blood, their focus quickly returning to the High Priest as he recited some sort of verse about waves roaring and angels in the stars.

      His translator faithfully repeated in English. ‘Men’s hearts fail them. From fear, from the witches of the night. They come from chaos and from darkness.’

      Jay searched the crowd and found no sign of Xiu. He made for the hallway with the velvet rope. The security guy had been replaced by a nearby Preserver who was turned away, inspecting the passport of a nervous Purity member.

      ‘But we must not falter,’ the translator said. ‘We must raise our hands because our redemption draws near!’

      Jay made his move. He stepped around the rope, right behind the Preserver, making sure he looked like he belonged there, then purposefully headed down the red tunnel unnoticed.

      The tunnel was old, decayed brick, and narrow, forcing him to turn side on as he ventured deeper. It branched out into a wide, cavernous passage occupied by a plastic tube the size of a bus. The bus-sized tube glowed white and wormed its way into the distance, reminding him of those worm-shaped decontamination chambers that could be attached to tents. Only there were no tents here.

      Jay looked for some kind of entrance into the white tube, but it appeared seamless all the way through. He walked alongside it, moving farther into the tunnel and away from the crowd listening to the High Priest.

      Something moved on the other side of the membrane-like wall of the tube. He stepped closer to look, grateful there was no light source in the tunnel to silhouette him. The wall was partly transparent and through it he could make out a figure moving, slow at first, then with quicker steps. Jay kept pace alongside the tube, wishing he had his pentachromatic vision or a pocket large enough to carry his monocular. The figure twitched, and Jay discerned a second figure standing there, motionless, as it watched over the first.

      Was it some kind of testing or evaluation?

      A nexus point farther down the tube glowed even brighter. There was a soft mechanical whine. Jay started in its direction. Alongside him, the figure continued to stagger, moving past the stationary second person inside.

      The figure stopped.

      Something shifted in the shadows at Jay’s four o’clock. He kept his attention on the edge of his vision, ready to react.

      Appearing from darkness, Nojus. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

      Jay straightened up. ‘This isn’t the dance floor?’

      ‘No.’ Nojus’ hand closed over an unknown object. Or maybe he was just making a fist. Nothing Jay couldn’t handle.

      ‘Did I do something wrong?’ Jay asked.

      Footsteps approached behind him. Two people. He didn’t turn, but he knew it was some type of Purity Guard.

      Nojus opened his hand to reveal a crumpled cigarette packet with a goat on the front. ‘This is yours.’

      ‘Yeah, I mean, someone gave it to me,’ Jay said.

      The approaching guards wore red goggles with white military vest and pants, camouflaged for snow, and long robes over their shoulders with red trim. They carried long ornamental staffs.

      Preservers.

      ‘I like your sticks,’ Jay said.

      One of them shoved the staff into his back. He let it press against him. If he took them on now, his chances of getting out weren’t good. But he still had a good chance of talking—

      From the staff, an electric shock blasted through his body. His legs gave way and his hands clenched into fists. He fell onto his side, rigid and convulsing. The staff pushed into his back again, jolting more current into him. Jay could do nothing except lie there and endure the paralyzing shocks.

      Guess they weren’t ornamental then.
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      The soldiers tore Andrey’s quarters apart while Ark watched with Gleb.

      As they worked, another soldier entered the room and reported to their temporary commander, Ark. ‘Commander, Marina’s quarters are clean. Not tidy clean—they were actually really messy—but no Intron property.’

      ‘It has to be here then,’ Ark said. He has the Argonautes.

      Someone was going to take the fall for his sister’s death. To think it was one of his own, that made him sick. And very angry.

      ‘What the hell’s going on?’ Andrey stormed in, using the cast on his arm to push past the soldier. ‘What are they doing?’

      ‘They are searching your quarters for Intron property.’

      Andrey’s face reddened. ‘Why would I … who told you I had something from Intron?’

      Ark was tempted to get in his face, but he restrained himself. ‘You can save us some time and tell us where it is.’

      Andrey jabbed a finger at Ark. ‘And you can shut the hell up, pretty boy.’

      ‘Is that a compliment or an…’ Ark took a step forward. ‘Yeah? Well, how about they search you too?’

      Gleb stepped between them. When he spoke, his voice was surprisingly low. ‘Stand down.’

      ‘Commander.’ One of the soldiers held up a fishing-tackle box. ‘We found this.’

      ‘Open it,’ Ark said.

      Inside were rows of small plastic cases, each holding glass vials and syringes. The vials contained colored liquids, together making a rainbow of samples that reminded Ark of a watercolor set he had as a boy.

      ‘Is there a problem?’ Andrey said.

      ‘Yeah, there’s a problem.’ Ark wrapped his hand over Andrey’s neck, his foot behind Andrey’s. He pushed him back against the wall, taking away his balance and forcing him to scramble.

      ‘You traded our hunters for some fancy drugs!’ Ark yelled.

      Andrey attempted to break free, but Ark reinforced with his other arm. Andrey brought his cast up against Ark’s throat, pressing into his Adam’s apple. They were locked against each other, faces inches apart.

      ‘They’re not drugs!’ Andrey said, spraying saliva.

      ‘Step away, Ark,’ Gleb said.

      Two of the soldiers reached for their holstered pistols. Ark wondered if they would draw on Gleb’s order or only listen to him.

      ‘You son of a bitch,’ Ark said to Andrey. ‘Is this what you cashed my sister in for, a bunch of basic upgrades?’

      Andrey drew breath under his grip. ‘She was … she was taken.’

      Ark gripped harder. ‘It was your fault. Say it.’

      Gleb’s voice was low and measured. ‘Release him right now.’

      ‘Say it!’

      ‘I’m not asking you again,’ Gleb said.

      Ark withdrew his hand, then struck Andrey in the face. The back of Andrey’s head hit the wall, and blood ran from his nose.

      Two small blades pierced Ark in the back, and an electric current tore through him, pinning him where he stood. When he fell back, he was guided to the floor by one of the soldiers who cradled his head. Then the soldier withdrew and another charge surged through Ark. Once he could breathe again, Gleb was standing over him.

      ‘Stay down.’ Gleb looked up at Andrey. ‘What happened to Val?’

      Andrey rubbed his neck. ‘They … the operatives took her. I didn’t even know she was there until…’

      ‘What’s going on?’ Marina had appeared in the doorway.

      Ark considered standing, but the soldier was still holding his stun weapon, tethered to Ark by a pair of thin wires.

      Gleb raised his hand to Marina, silencing her, and spoke to Andrey. ‘Until what?’

      Andrey slid down into a sitting position. ‘We didn’t know she was there until Marina recognized who she was.’

      ‘Is this true?’ Gleb asked Marina. ‘In Belarus, you found Val?’

      ‘Andrey lied to me about the operation,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know.’

      ‘That’s not what I asked you,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Fine. The Fifth Column stole her right from under us.’

      Ark, still lying on the floor, cleared his throat. ‘Was it your fault?’

      ‘No,’ Marina said. ‘They were there to steal her—and other hunters. We just happened to get in the way.’

      Andrey touched his neck where Ark had gripped him. ‘And we couldn’t even do that right.’

      ‘Because you were too busy loading up on those vials like an addict,’ Ark said.

      ‘That’s enough, Ark.’ Gleb addressed Andrey and Marina. ‘I’m going to ask you both a question and I would answer it truthfully, if I were you. Did you have an arrangement with Intron?’

      ‘I had no such arrangement.’ Marina stared at Andrey.

      He gestured to the tackle box. ‘Those Argonautes were part of the deal. Marina didn’t know.’

      ‘Are you covering for her, or is this the truth?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘The truth.’

      ‘Andrey, you may be charged with treason for your actions,’ Gleb said. ‘For now, you’ll be placed under guard in your quarters.’

      Andrey ran a hand across his shaved head. ‘Understood.’

      He was marched off by two soldiers, but not before glaring at Marina on the way out. She ignored him.

      Sitting upright, Ark said, ‘What about the Argonautes?’

      Gleb eyed Marina. ‘You are confined to the base interior. No exceptions. No smoking.’

      Marina ground her teeth, but said nothing.

      Ark remained still while one of the soldiers removed the barbs from his back. Now he had a t-shirt with two small holes in it, as though he’d been bitten by a snake. The soldier guided him out of the room, making sure he didn’t go near Andrey again. But Ark finally knew what had happened to his sister, that was it. It ended there.

      In the corridor, Marina glared at him for a second, muttering something before turning and walking away. ‘See you around, comrade.’
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      Damien lay in the snow, watching a wide band of neon green ripple through the night sky. A geomagnetic storm must have pushed the Aurora Borealis into Lithuania, creating the spectacular light show. He ignored the green for now and focused on the white structure with its domed roofs and thick arches, hoping Jay was in there somewhere, alive and well.

      The cathedral sat precisely in the center of open ground, a large square fringed by street lamps. Out the front, a small line of people huddled in winter coats. Somewhere at the rear, Nasira was keeping watch from the forest line, while by a door on one side of the building Sophia stood over Olesya. Crouched and pretending to tie a shoelace, Olesya deftly picked the door lock.

      ‘You’re clear on this side,’ Damien said into his throat mike.

      ‘My side’s clear,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Breached,’ Olesya said softly.

      Together, she and Sophia disappeared through the side entrance.

      ‘We found Jay’s coat,’ Olesya said over the comms. ‘He’s here somewhere.’

      ‘Ark’s pistol is in his coat, but there’s no magazine,’ Sophia said.

      That wasn’t good.

      ‘Down this stairwell,’ Olesya said. She and Sophia spoke conversationally, keeping Damien and Nasira informed along the way. Once they were in a crowded place, the updates would be less frequent.

      ‘Damien,’ Nasira said. ‘Do you hear anything? I can feel something coming from … I don’t know where.’

      He heard it. A distant hum.

      Sophia’s voice came through broken. ‘Ca—ear me?’

      ‘Say again,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Can y—’

      Sophia and Olesya were underground. Their signal was interrupted.

      The hum grew louder until it became a buzz, moving from the treetops and over the cathedral. Damien pulled his monocular to one eye. The neon green sky was swarming with small, angry arrowheads.

      ‘Drones,’ Damien said.
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      Jay was strapped to a cold, metal chair by his wrists and ankles. He squinted against the ultraviolet light until his vision adjusted. Nojus and his pair of Purity Preservers stood inside the bright tube with him. Under the ultraviolet, their robes glowed blue-white and their red goggles had turned a shade of violet.

      One of the Preservers zipped a door on the membrane wall. At the edge of Jay’s vision stood new people in angelic white. They weren’t Preservers; they wore simple gowns with latex gloves and plastic boots.

      ‘So that went well,’ Jay said.

      There was a dot-shaped sticking plaster on the inside of his elbow, covering a pinprick. They’d taken his blood to test it, but Jay knew they wouldn’t find much.

      ‘I’m normal, guys,’ he said. ‘Just like you.’

      ‘Is that so?’ Nojus took a staff from one of the Preservers and glared at Jay, the whites of his eyes searingly bright. ‘I have a couple of questions for you, if you don’t mind.’

      Jay stared at him. ‘Give it your best shot.’

      Nojus thrust the end of his staff into Jay’s stomach. Jay turned his midsection to absorb the blow, but an electric current seized his body. He pulled against his restraints, jaws clenched. Nojus withdrew the staff.

      Saliva dripped down Jay’s chin. ‘That was … actually a good shot.’

      ‘Who are you really, Jay?’ Nojus asked.

      ‘If you think I’m a Night Witch, you’re in for some real disappointment.’

      The medical staff stood at a safe distance with hands behind their backs; Nojus gave them an order in Lithuanian.

      ‘Was there another question?’ Jay asked.

      Nojus handed the staff back. ‘That won’t be necessary.’

      The medical staff, accompanied by a Preserver, took charge. One held a syringe, the other held down Jay’s arm—the one they hadn’t drawn blood from.

      Jay resisted. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

      ‘Before we can employ you, there’s a quick medical,’ Nojus said. ‘Nothing too invasive.’

      Now the Preserver’s ungloved hand pushed Jay’s arm flat against the chair’s armrest and held it there.

      ‘Aren’t there papers to sign first?’ Jay asked.

      The needle went into his arm and clear liquid shot into his vein. There was a sting … then the flash of a knife across Nojus’ throat. The man dropped, just as one of the Preserver’s legs went out from under her. Her staff, however, floated in the air and pointed at Jay.

      Its wielder materialized into a familiar, cloaked figure.

      Still attached to the chair, Jay threw himself to one side.

      Xiu had a clear shot now. She triggered the staff and something rippled from it with the sound of a thunder clap. The vortex ring—invisible to Jay—surged overhead. The Preserver and the medical staff were caught by the vortex and jerked back in the air, bouncing off the membrane wall and knocked out cold.

      Jay lay on his side, stuck on the ground and still strapped to the metal chair. Nojus lay close by, eyes staring up lifelessly as blood pumped from his neck.

      Xiu stepped up to Jay. The ultraviolet light emphasized her freckles and a fine scar across her chin.

      With his cheek pressed against the floor, Jay’s words came out muffled. ‘I swear I was just leaving,’ he said.

      ‘You haven’t left,’ she said.

      ‘I got … tied up.’

      Using a blood-slicked knife, Xiu cut the plasticuffs on his ankles, then his wrists.

      ‘You need to walk out of this tunnel and out of this cathedral right now,’ she said with a low growl. ‘While you still can.’

      Jay freed his wrist. ‘Just tell me straight. You’re using Olesya, aren’t you?’

      ‘We all use people, Jay.’ Xiu unzipped the door behind her. ‘You’re using me right now.’
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      Aviary looked up from her laptop to see Gleb and a soldier walk into the office. The soldier placed a fishing tackle box on the table before her and then left, closing the door behind him.

      ‘You’re not supposed to be unattended,’ Gleb said.

      ‘You left me alone,’ she said. ‘And besides, if I wanted to cripple your network I would have done it ages ago and you’d all be screwed.’

      ‘That’s not reassuring,’ he said.

      ‘But you’re not screwed. How good’s that?’ Aviary eyed the tackle box. ‘You going fishing?’

      ‘Not with stolen Intron tech, no.’ Gleb slumped at his desk, eyes half-closed.

      ‘Really?’ She reached over to open the box.

      Without looking at her, he pointed. ‘Don’t even think about it. You just stick to developing that virus for Olesya.’

      ‘Done that. Well, mostly.’

      Gleb rubbed his temples like he was giving himself some sort of weird self-massage. ‘Mostly is not completely.’

      ‘But it’s very close, right? Right. The virus is done, I just need to tailor it to the network.’

      ‘You should not be touching their network from here,’ Gleb said. ‘If they log that, they’ll claim it’s another Russian cyber-attack.’

      ‘Yeah, but you know they’re going to claim that anyway, right?’ Aviary grinned. ‘Chill, I’m totally in Morocco right now.’

      ‘I am very chill,’ Gleb said. ‘Are you able to tailor the virus?’

      ‘That’s kinda the thing.’ She scratched her nose. ‘So Intron has this new communications network it just launched. And I’ll admit it’s pretty solid. But I think I found a way in, a really good way in. Except you’re not going to like it. Then again, you don’t like most things, do you?’

      Gleb glared at her. ‘I like peppermint tea and cryptography and a variety of other unusual and interesting things.’

      ‘I guess that’s a start,’ Aviary said. ‘So … the unusual and interesting thing about this is it’s designed to communicate with a fleet of drones. If you’re a drone, comms are wide open, baby.’

      ‘If you’re a drone?’

      ‘Exactly. So I’m thinking we put my virus onto a drone. Giddy up.’ She cleared her throat. ‘And, um, I also need you to somehow get one of my phones into restricted Purity territory.’

      ‘Giddy up?’ Gleb blinked. ‘What kind of restricted territory?’

      ‘Where the top brass hang out.’

      He paled, looking decidedly sick. ‘The … most senior officers.’

      ‘Yeah, but just for a few minutes, wireless,’ Aviary said. ‘It should be … not impossible.’

      Gleb exhaled slowly. ‘Not impossible.’

      ‘I know, I know, there’s a lot of things wrong with this plan,’ Aviary said. ‘And it’s super-crazy. But if we pull it off—and I know I can pull my part off—we’re in business.’

      Gleb was focused on the tackle box. ‘You said something about a fleet of drones.’

      ‘Yeah. A fleet of drones. Is there something wrong? Or, more wrong?’

      ‘The transcripts from one of Olesya’s interviews,’ he said. ‘With Ezra.’

      ‘She mentioned drones?’

      Gleb rubbed his clean-shaven chin. ‘The Destiny drones that provide internet to the population below them.’

      Aviary nodded. ‘I think I saw something about those when I was at the Intron headquarters in Brazil.’

      ‘I am not even going to ask how you found yourself there.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s a long story,’ she said. ‘So what’s up with these drones?’

      Gleb walked around the table to see her screen. ‘First, show me.’

      Aviary hit a few keys and brought up a terminal screen that showed data transfers between Purity’s network and all their drones. Most of them were inactive, but there were a few hundred in flight right at that moment.

      Gleb scrolled down the page. ‘There are thousands of drones on this network.’ He pointed at the screen. ‘But only a few hundred in the air. Are these longitude and latitude? They’re crawling all over Europe.’

      ‘Is that … weird?’ she asked.

      ‘Why can’t we see what they’re transmitting?’

      ‘It’s encrypted. The only way to do that is to look from inside their communications network.’

      ‘Is that to keep people like you out?’

      ‘Like me, yes.’ Aviary smiled. ‘But actually me? If I really wanted to get—’

      Gleb stood next to her. ‘If you wanted to know what they were communicating, how would you do it?’

      Aviary tapped the lid of her laptop. ‘I need someone to get my virus working on the inside,’ she said. ‘Then we have access to everything.’
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      Denton stood in darkness and tuned into the electrical signals that radiated from Jay through the membrane wall.

      ‘I didn’t want your help,’ Jay said to Xiu.

      On the other side of the wall, Xiu’s silhouette halted. ‘You didn’t see me coming, did you?’

      Jay’s shape was still. He hadn’t moved since getting to his feet. He was still unarmed and his thoughts were muddied and slow. Reading his mind made Denton’s head ache. Denton was here to read the High Priest’s mind, not Jay’s.

      I’m powerless, Jay thought.

      Well, maybe the odd thought was worth listening in on. Denton kept his flashlight pointed to the ground and, pulling at its zipper, ripped open the door. He stepped into the tube and aimed his flashlight at Jay.

      Jay shielded his eyes with one hand. His knees were bent, ready to spring for one of the Preserver’s staffs.

      ‘Do you come here often?’ Denton asked.

      Jay blinked. ‘Let me guess, Purity hired you?’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Denton pocketed his flashlight. ‘I’m self-employed. The tax benefits are wonderful.’

      ‘So what are you doing here?’ Jay asked.

      ‘The High Priest’s autograph.’ Denton smiled. ‘Unfortunately he wasn’t carrying a pen. Next time, perhaps.’

      ‘We need to go,’ Xiu said to him.

      ‘You’re cooperating with Purity,’ Jay said.

      ‘No. I’ve made quite enough deals with Nazis in my time.’ Denton pointed to the unconscious bodies of the Preserver and medical staff. The Preserver stirred. Denton raised a hand to Jay and said, ‘If you don’t mind?’

      Jay registered the movement and stepped aside.

      Denton carefully drew his suppressed pistol and shot all three in their skulls. He slipped his weapon back in his shoulder holster and met Jay’s demanding stare.

      What the hell do you want? Jay thought.

      ‘It’s not what I want, it’s what you need,’ Denton said. ‘You lost something, Jay. And I can help you get it back.’

      Yeah right, that’s always a great idea, Jay thought.

      ‘Let me be perfectly clear, I have no interest in thwarting your or Sophia’s best-laid plans. In fact, I wish you the best with your plans,’ Denton said. ‘But I do have a proposal for you.’

      ‘You looking to buy my soul?’ Jay asked.

      Denton smiled at the thought. ‘One of my rules. I don’t take on another’s debt.’

      ‘So what happens now?’ Jay asked. ‘You guys ride out of here?’

      ‘We shall,’ Denton said. ‘But here’s the thing: I’m in a position to reward you with something you’ve lost. In return for a small favor.’

      A deal with the devil, Jay thought.

      ‘I’m flattered,’ Denton said. ‘But what I’m most interested in is a blood sample. Nothing more, nothing less.’

      ‘You know what they say, can’t trust a psychopath.’

      ‘You know what they say, you don’t need to.’

      Jay was thinking more clearly now. What’s he getting at?

      ‘There’s one thing that you really want,’ Denton said. ‘You’re not thinking about it right now and you don’t have to. But it’s there. I can read it.’

      Jay wet his lips. ‘You’re fishing.’

      ‘And the water’s clear.’

      ‘Give it to me then. What do I want?’

      ‘Tell me.’ Denton checked his watch. ‘I want to hear it from you.’

      ‘I just want my own abilities back,’ Jay said. ‘I don’t care about the upgrades you gave us in Project GATE. I just want what I was born with. What’s mine. You happy?’

      Denton nodded slowly. ‘I can help with that.’

      ‘This how you want the conversation to go?’

      ‘I have access to the full spectrum of Project GATE pseudogenes,’ Denton said.

      ‘Even if that’s true—and that’s a big if—you’ll be wanting something from me,’ Jay said. ‘And I’m probably not gonna like it.’

      ‘Blood samples … but not yours.’ Denton clasped both hands in front of him. ‘Of little consequence to you and also of little consequence to the people you’re stealing them from: your new Russian pals. They store blood samples for every operative hunter.’

      ‘Hate to break it to you, but—’

      Jay stopped short. But it was too late. Denton saw flashes of memory: an infirmary and fridges of blood samples. The Russian base.

      ‘I know there aren’t many hunters left,’ Denton said. ‘But there are more samples. And from what I saw—or what you saw—they have plenty to go around. I’m sure they won’t notice if, let’s say, a sample from each hunter went missing.’

      ‘You want their abilities?’

      ‘No. I want to catalogue them,’ Denton said. ‘And I’ll get them, one way or another. You might as well help me so you can take back what’s rightfully yours.’

      That’s a convincing argument, Jay thought.

      ‘Of course it is,’ Denton said.

      The ultraviolet tubes between them flickered. Footsteps were approaching from farther down the membrane tunnel. They didn’t have long.

      ‘Time is of the essence,’ Denton said. ‘What’ll it be, partner?’

      Jay pointed a finger at him. ‘You know what? Let me tell you something, pal.’

      Then he passed out.

      Denton glanced at Xiu. ‘Did you do something?’

      ‘No, he was sedated before I got here,’ she said. ‘Although I think alcohol might’ve delayed the effect.’

      Denton frowned. ‘I’ll take that as a “no” then.’
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      A swarm of Dragonfly recon drones—shaped like tiny arrows—whined through the treetops above Nasira. She lay still on the forest floor, breathing slowly.

      ‘They got night vision?’ Nasira whispered.

      ‘We have to assume they do,’ Damien said.

      Great, she thought. That means I’m gonna stand out like a radioactive terrorist.

      She turned onto her back and put her hands behind her head, pretending for a moment to be admiring the green ribbons of the Aurora Borealis as they glittered above the forest. One of the Dragonflies hovered right above her. She didn’t move, didn’t try to use her monocular. She could only just see it against the green sky, but she could damn well hear it.

      ‘It’s watching me,’ Nasira said, just loud enough for her microphone to transmit.

      The Dragonfly buzzed overhead. Maybe an operator was evaluating her, or maybe it was an automatic response to a human-shaped source of heat. All she could hear was her heartbeat and the Dragonfly’s light hum.

      Finally, the whirring shifted and the Dragonfly continued over the treetops. Nasira remained on her back, flexing her hands into fists.

      ‘How much time do we have?’ she asked.

      ‘That depends on if it saw you,’ Damien said.

      ‘I’m damn sure it saw me.’

      ‘Right. Then not much time.’

      There was another sound now. The low rumble of a heavy vehicle.

      Nasira crawled to one knee and peered through the forest’s edge. Monocular to her eye, she tracked an armored vehicle through the tree trunks as it turned the corner and roared for the cathedral.

      Marauder.

      It reached the building and idled for a moment before the rear door opened and half a dozen armed men disembarked. They were dressed almost entirely in white, wielding white carbines and wearing black helmets and masks over white armor. The masks were painted with white skulls that gave a new meaning to the phrase ‘death squad.’

      Whoever they were, they were bad news for Sophia and Olesya.

      Without a word, the soldiers assembled beside the Marauder.

      ‘How many?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Six,’ she said.

      ‘Might want to make that twelve,’ Damien said. ‘More wheels, north-east.’

      Nasira couldn’t hear it, but trusted Damien’s enhanced hearing.

      The way the skull soldiers held their carbines, their body language telegraphed confidence, but a very quiet confidence. They weren’t here to throw their weight around, and that scared Nasira more than anything else about them.

      She rose into a crouch and brushed snow from her collar. ‘We need to warn the others.’
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      Olesya approached Jay lying on the membrane floor. She aimed her weapon at the zipped-open doorway while she checked his pulse—strong—and respiration—clear.

      She removed the red goggles from her own face. She was dressed as a Preserver, which had served her well enough so far. Stepping out of the tube and into the tunnel itself, she peered through her monocular. Two figures were making their way deeper into the tunnel, toward the catacombs.

      ‘Stop!’ she shouted.

      They both froze. Olesya kept her weapon trained on them as she stepped into the darkness.

      ‘Lower your weapons to the ground,’ she said. ‘Hands in the air.’

      One of the figures, narrow and hooded, placed a pistol on the tunnel floor, then raised both hands.

      It was Xiu.

      Olesya’s palms sweated around her pistol grip. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Jay is unharmed,’ Xiu said. ‘Purity sedated him before I could neutralize them. Can you lower your weapon please?’

      Reluctantly, Olesya lowered her pistol.

      The other figure stepped from the shadows. Olesya knew who it was, but she didn’t believe it until she saw his face.

      ‘Lovely of you to join us,’ Denton said.

      ‘No.’ Olesya focused on her breathing.

      Denton exchanged a glance with his colleague. ‘I’m afraid so.’

      ‘You shouldn’t have come here,’ Xiu said.

      Olesya took a step back, keeping out of Denton’s range. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said to Xiu. ‘Why would you … are you programmed?’

      She had to be. There was no other option.

      ‘Believe what you must, Olesya,’ Denton said, one hand on his holstered pistol. ‘But as proud as I am to see you all grown up, we really must be leaving.’

      ‘No,’ Olesya said again, her voice firm and low.

      ‘You’re not in a position to decide that,’ Denton said. ‘Are you?’

      She could pull her pistol back to her chest and out, shooting Denton before he cleared his holster. Chest—head—head. He was quick and he was likely wearing a bullet-resistant vest, so she’d need to shoot his head first. But she knew Denton well enough to realize he wouldn’t draw on her, he’d draw on Xiu instead, and with Xiu in his firing line, Olesya wouldn’t touch him.

      ‘Take care,’ Denton said.

      He disappeared into the dark catacombs.

      Xiu lingered for a moment longer.

      ‘Say something,’ Olesya said. ‘Please.’

      Xiu turned her back and followed Denton. They disappeared into the catacombs.

      Tears spilled down Olesya’s cheeks. Only when she was certain Xiu couldn’t see her did she allow herself to drop to her knees. She tried to imagine her worst nightmare, and it was no worse than Xiu working for Denton.

      She pushed herself up and onto her feet and wiped her face before hurrying back to Jay. He was moving, slowly, his hands out as he crawled across the tube’s plastic floor. He groaned in confusion. Olesya helped him to his feet, but he could barely stand, so she righted the chair and set him down on that.

      ‘Are you hurt?’ she asked.

      He braced his head with one hand. ‘I think the hangover came a little early.’

      She checked his scalp for injuries, then his body for bleeding. Xiu was right, he was unharmed, although he probably felt worse than she did. And that would take some doing.

      Jay’s gaze took a moment to focus. ‘You saw them, huh?’

      ‘Don’t worry about them now,’ Olesya said, distracted. Her attention had settled on a small card tucked into the sleeve of Jay’s t-shirt. She removed it to find it bore a handwritten email address; she memorized it, folding the card and shoving it in her coat pocket. That would be Jay’s way of contacting Denton.

      ‘How long have I been out?’ he asked.

      ‘Not long. I heard more than enough before you dropped,’ she said. ‘Enough to know you need those samples.’

      Jay rubbed his eyes. ‘I didn’t make no deal.’

      ‘I’m going to make this very easy for you, Jay,’ she said. ‘I’ll get you the samples you need. If you keep Xiu and Denton a secret for now.’

      ‘You want me to lie?’ he asked. ‘To Sophia’s face?’

      She knelt before him and squeezed his shoulder. ‘Denton wasn’t here. Xiu wasn’t here. Do you understand me?’

      ‘We need to get the hell out of here,’ he said.

      Footsteps echoed in the distance; Olesya checked over her shoulder. Under the ultraviolet light, Sophia appeared. Like Olesya, she was dressed as a Preserver with her white gown and red goggles. Over one arm, she carried Jay’s coat.

      ‘He’s OK,’ Olesya called out.

      Sophia sighed as she approached. ‘You lucky son of a bitch.’

      ‘Sorry,’ Jay said. ‘I was trying to help.’

      ‘I’m glad you’re OK, but we’re not.’ Sophia dumped the coat on his lap. ‘Your pistol’s in there, but there’s no magazine.’

      ‘Can we get back out?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Not a chance,’ Sophia said. ‘There’s a rapid response team sweeping the cathedral. I just got clear of them, but they’ll hit the tunnels any minute now.’

      Olesya offered her hand, and Jay took it. She pulled him to his feet and helped him throw his coat on. ‘Let’s get you out of here.’

      With his arm over her shoulder, she ferried him from the tube and into the dark tunnel. Sophia led the way, scouting at a quicker pace. Olesya checked through her monocular and spotted movement down one end of the tunnel. Soldiers in white. Moving quickly.

      ‘Not that way,’ Sophia said, taking them in another direction.

      She took them toward the catacombs Denton and Xiu had disappeared through. They wouldn’t catch up to those two, but Olesya knew it was a sure escape. Although the way Jay was slowing them down, the soldiers still had a good chance of catching up.

      The catacombs curved sharply to the right. Olesya peered through her monocular, but couldn’t see much except the tunnel walls. Then came movement from ahead. At first she thought it was Denton and Xiu, but flashlights splashed across the walls and she knew it had to be more of those soldiers.

      Sophia squeezed her arm. ‘Go. Go.’

      She pulled them back out to the first tunnel and the glowing tube. There was only one other direction to take, and that was the other end of the tunnel. Olesya gripped her pistol in her free hand and hoped it wasn’t a dead end.

      Behind her she could make out the soldiers in the distance. Their white helmets had black skulls painted on the front, and they made no noise except for the rush of their boots.

      Sophia halted suddenly, her pistol aimed.

      Someone stood in front of them, aiming back at Sophia: a woman. When she saw Olesya and Jay, she lowered her weapon.

      ‘Is he OK?’ she asked. ‘He’s with me.’

      Jay’s eyelids lifted. ‘Birute, what—?’

      ‘Where’s the High Priest?’ Birute asked.

      The question fazed Olesya for a second, then she remembered she was dressed as a Purity Preserver. ‘He’s safe,’ she lied. ‘But there’s a threat in the tunnels, and you need to get to safety.’

      Birute’s gaze narrowed. ‘Are they Russian?’

      Olesya’s grip tightened over her pistol, but Sophia said, ‘It was one of ours. We don’t know who to trust right now.’

      ‘A traitor?’ Birute glanced past Olesya, at the soldiers in the tunnel. ‘Jay won’t be safe with them.’

      ‘We can extract him, but we need a direction,’ Olesya said.

      Birute stepped aside. ‘Follow this tunnel and take the first right. The catacombs run for miles underground, and there are multiple openings on the surface.’

      In the distance, more footsteps. A lot more, moving fast, with purpose. The rapid response team was getting closer.

      ‘Birute, are you coming?’ Jay asked.

      She stepped aside. ‘My office is at the temporary headquarters at Vilnius University. If you want the job, that’s where I’ll be.’

      Olesya had no idea what this woman was talking about, but she played along. While Sophia grabbed Jay by his other arm and led him forward, Olesya scanned the tunnel’s shades of gray with her monocular. Sophia and Jay were glowing white bodies.

      ‘Stay vigilant,’ Olesya said to Birute.

      Birute nodded and started walking back to the crypt.

      Olesya followed Sophia and Jay deeper into the catacombs. The boots of soldiers resounded off the tunnel behind them.

      Then gunfire.
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